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In a special issue of the international Dance Research Journal in the year 2000, several
articles were dedicated to a reflection on the current status of dance research in the
United States. The keynote speaker to Rebooting the Grid: Australian and New Zealand
Dance Research Conference (Deakin University, 2004) and noted dance critic Ann Daly
argues there for a rethinking of the role of theory, in particular that of feminism, in dance
scholarship.' In her view, new dance research trends might have two characteristics that
change the relationship between theories of representation and historical or contemporary
modes of viewing dance. She argues for a return to a research approach that might utilize
theoretical analysis but that will pay attention to close reading of choreographic works or
events, particularly those that have been overlooked or given arbitrary readings in the
past. She suggests that while the focus on theoretical interests has been seductive that
often ideas overpower artistic works thus preventing either artistic appreciation or politics
to emerge from the choreography rather than from an outside frame or context. She
proposes that a revised concept of poetics could be more intellectually productive than
‘theory’ per se, since ‘poets are immersed in issues of subjectivity and representation
without sacrificing the sensuousness of language or observation’.” Indeed she suggests
that the consideration of emotion, or affect, in dance studies is as important as ideology
or critique. Her keynote address about the ways in which dance contributes to an
‘experience economy’ appears to follow this line of argument in the context of advocacy

for dance in public policy.



In Australia the theory revolution arrived much later in the humanities and has in many
respects not dominated the discourses of the creative arts, such as dance, since the focus
on practice has been so much more influential. But in order to develop a picture, or
indeed a theoretical understanding, of how dance research in Australia has been
constituted, I examined what recent Australian dance research in universities has been
produced by graduate students. A literary review of university archives for the period
1990 — 2005 uncovered 49 doctoral and masters research degrees as listed below (plus
two relevant research honours degrees) and some comment on the context for this

expanding body of knowledge is necessary.’

Since the 1980s dance has been established in the Australian tertiary sector or academy.
During this period much time and effort has been spent establishing institutions,
designing teaching programs, nurturing dance artists, writing dance reviews and lobbying
governments for recognition and support for dance. This activity constitutes in itself one
field of dance, that is the domain of artistic achievement recognized as such within
official discourses, such as educational or government public policy. Not until the 1990s
however have graduate students begun to enter dance studies in significant numbers.
Indeed the development of university programs that allow dance scholarship to be
recognized whether theoretical or practical has taken place only in the last decade. Much
of this work has focused on fostering dance artists who wish to develop new modalities
for creative work in dance and who have begun, perhaps as Daly suggests, to study the
specific practices of choreographers, dancers and their intimate and immediate
communities. There is however another body of research which is less concerned with the
individual creative process and more with the ways in which dance, and dance
representations, have been important to cultural history or embody cultural values. To a
great extent, dance research undertaken by graduate students appears to straddle the
humanities, social sciences and the arts although it is less clear what intellectual traditions

or theoretical resources it is drawing upon.

Most notable is the number of unpublished dissertations that represent extensive

historical research on many different aspects of aesthetic dance in Australia. These are



largely unavailable to all except the most dedicated dance scholar or library user. For
instance, Amanda Card’s 1999 study of modern dance history in Australia, History in
Motion: dance and Australian culture, 1920-1970 can only be read in the Mitchell
Library of the University of Sydney. While some excerpts have been published in journal
articles, and the Greenmill Papers, it is disappointing that her research is not more widely
known. Last year I had the irony of providing information about Louise Lightfoot whose
archive is located at Monash for the Dictionary of Australian Biography only to realise,
two months later that Card’s thesis provides an extended discussion of the complex
crosscultural dance negotiations that Lightfoot pioneered in this country between ballet

and Indian classical dance.

Other unpublished doctoral theses that could contribute to the field of historical
scholarship include Raymond Robinson’s (2000) history of the National Aboriginal and
Islander School of Dance in Australia (NAISDA), Garry Lester’s (2000) study of Kai Tai
Chan’s work, Lynn Fisher’s (1992) history of dance teaching in Western Australia. Not
all theses should be published nor do they all make good books but some of this
knowledge needs to be reworked into publications. In fact, without good writing and
comparative analysis, dance research cannot be sustained. In 2003, the Australasian
Drama Studies Journal put out a special volume on ‘Physical Theatre and Dance’, and the
quality of submissions received from the field of dance was very poor. Other journals
such as Double Dialogues and Practices published by Deakin University also suffer from
limited high quality contributions on dance. Publishing the titles of this collection of
graduate theses draws attention to the fact that dance research in Australia could be
advanced by a more rigorous comparative and methodological analysis of what dance
academics and graduates have already researched and some reflection on what methods
and paradigms they are adopting to analyse dance, whether practically, historically or
theoretically. In this way, the poetics and politcs of dance discourse in Australia might
become more nuanced and provide future dance research conferences with their own

provocations for advancing debate about dance.
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