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Embodied Performances is a study of the exciting potential of movement for body image, gender and
sexuality research, written by an experienced dance therapist. Here is how her observations work:

My first sight of Persephone was outside the therapy room. As I approached her diminutive seated figure I was

immediately struck by a duality: her body was both visible and invisible. (p. 117)

Beatrice Allegranti’s Embodied Performances takes its reader through the work of a dance
therapist, through the minute observations and judgments that are submerged in our
unconscious but that structure self-image, relations and body politics. Bodily imagery defines us
to ourselves. Histories of postures, movements and their meanings shape how humans relate to
one another, how we create narratives for ourselves and for others.

[Persephone’s] visibility was manifested through her body absence: she was emaciated, her tiny body

reminiscent of someone who had just emerged from a life of torture. (pp. 117, 118)

Allegranti’s initial visual scan of her future client turns out to be correct, and her case-study narrative
meditates on social invisibility, and reasons and stories that lead to a particular bodily habitus:

The ingenuity of Persephone’s organismic capacity to render herself invisible stemmed from a traumatic history

of early childhood sexual abuse and anorexia that often left her in need of a blood transfusion. (p. 118)

This is the realm of Embodied Performances: the way stories sediment in bodies, the agency of
people who shape themselves towards survival, and the way that a therapist can help to undo
older stories that might no longer serve, change bodily scripts, and assist people to unfold anew.

The book begins with a literature review on socially constructed and biological bodies, grounded
in post-structuralist feminist theory, psychotherapy, and film and cultural theory. Following this,
Allegranti describes how she worked with nine professional and non-professional dancers, some
trained therapists themselves, as they engaged in a laboratory of exploration. Allegranti
established the Personal Text Public Body Lab in 2000 as a practice-led research environment,
focusing on the interrelations between performance and psychotherapy. The particular group
discussed in Embodied Performances met regularly from 2004 to 2007 as part of Allegranti’s PhD
project, danced together, captured their improvisations on video, and processed the images and
narratives that emerged.

feminist review 118 2018

(115–116) � 2018 The Feminist Review Collective. 0141-7789/18 www.feminist-review.com

118



The book is an example of innovative research distribution, and videos on a website accompany the text.
Reading through the chapters necessitates medium- switching, allowing space and time to reflect on
one’s own embodiment. Participant voices and small photos also break up the analysis, allowing for a
multivocal exploration. The chapter headings coalesce around dominant themes: ‘Bodies as knowledge’,
‘Embodying ethics’, ‘The autobiographical body’, ‘The relational body’, and ‘The political body’.

Allegranti conceives of embodiment as a process, and something that can be changed in particular
directions, imparting a political frame to the private explorations. At stake is not just personal well-
being, but a (semi-)public feedback loop that works towards reflecting on and breaking up gender
stereotypes. In this work, her own embodiment, her body as reflective surface, mirror, and engagement
object/subject are central, as her engagement with Persephone makes clear:

During the therapy sessions my body became an auxiliary body. I felt huge in her presence. […] I knew that my

‘growing’ a larger body was not only a felt-sense response in contrast to Persephone’s bodily fragility, but also a desire

for both of us to co-create a new body in which she could live more comfortably. (p. 118)

Over three pages in the ‘Relational body’ chapter, we find out about Allegranti’s client’s journey towards
wellness, improvising movement together towards addressing old scripts, taking bodily agency, taking up
more space, more breath, more scope. Persephone eventually became part of the Lab, expressing her
experiences of sexuality and gender in the supportive and reflective group.

The session between her and Allegranti shows tenderness and slowness, the importance of attention and
bodily listening. For people who have not experienced this kind of work before, moments like these,
actual insights into what happens in dance therapy, and how gendered experiences can be addressed, are
likely the heart of the book’s engagement.

As with many practice-as-research accounts, readers find out little about failures and resistances,
objections to the bodily reading practices, misreadings, the complexities of therapist/client relations
across cultural differences. There is also no introduction to Dance Therapy: no section engages in depth
the history of the field, different practitioners, or different dance movement therapy practices and
approaches. We also find out little about the practicalities of training, insurance, payment and governing
structures (at one point, Allegranti talks about being a National Health Insurance therapist, but there is
little engagement with the politics of private practice, with credentialing, economical access or the
medical/insurance industrial complex).

Instead, this is a fine-grained book about ethics and engagement, with multiple fascinating close-up
narratives of the fleeting and usually unarticulated thoughts that make up our relationship to ourselves
and our gendered and sexed ways of being in the world.

Petra Kuppers
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