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 Bill T. Jones’ Last Supper at Uncle Tom’s Cabin/The Promise Land is a unique 

adaptation of Stowe’s renowned novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Three scholars, Ariel Nereson, 

Randy Martin, and Jacqueline Shea Murphy, all discuss the act of “Eliza on the Ice.” Nereson 

focuses more on how Jones’ choreography is a counterfactual performance to Stowe’s original 

novel; Martin emphasises the connection between Eliza’s choreograph and society; while Shea 

Murphy takes a more historical approach to understand “Eliza on the Ice.” 

Jacqueline Shea Murphy, in her “Unrest & Uncle Tom…Land,” takes a historical 

approach to explain the connection of African American dance and identity and oppression. She 

mentioned the historical debate of whether race or blackness is the direct cause of slavery. Shea 

Murphy also writes in her essay that in history, black slaves dance to appease their white 

audience.1 This idea is reflected in the act of “Eliza on the Ice,” in which the first dancer is 

exactly this historical Eliza, who uses traditional African dance movements and slave gestures 

like slapping and the folding of arms to present the motherhood and blackness of her being a 

slave. Thus, Shea Murphy claims that the scene “Eliza on the Ice” shows that historical 

connection of dance and blackness.2  

Randy Martin, in his “Overreading the Promised Land,” writes about the “overreading” 

of Jones’ piece and its inevitable connection to society. In his essay, he writes that Jones’ work 

“connects race, gender, labour, and sexual preference to stage the historical context for the 

meeting of these political mobilisations,” which echoes Shea Murphy’s claim that dance is 

connected to oppression.3 He supports Shea Murphy’s arguments that there are more meaning 

 
1 Jacqueline Shea Murphy, “Unrest & Uncle Tom: Bill T. Jones and Arnie Zane’s Last Supper at  

Uncle Tom’s Cabin/The Promised Land,” New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1995. 85. 
2 Shea Murphy, 83. 
3 Randy Martin, “Overreading the Promised Land,” in Critical Moves: Dance Studies in Theory  

and Politics (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), 56. 
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behind this dancing piece than mere art. In “Eliza on the Ice,” the four Elizas are fictional 

characters, but they are also based on real historical figures, and Jones uses both of them to 

create a unique narrative.4 This act also explicitly creates a connection between the performance 

itself and society, that black females are different and well-rounded, instead of a flat, stereotyped 

character.  

 Focusing more on Martin’s point of how fictional characters create narratives, Ariel 

Nereson focuses more on the “counterfactual” of Jones’ performance in her “Counterfactual 

Moving…Land.” “Counterfactual” here means not sticking to the historical stereotypes, though 

being innovative in a hypothetical way. In Stowe’s book, Eliza is described by stereotypical 

words like motherhood and blackness. However, in Jones’ performance, the four Elizas 

“foregrounds Eliza as composed of a female collective making their way through oppressive 

circumstances rather than as the exceptional individual.”5 The four dancers present Eliza as a 

historical black female, a modern-day woman, a dominating figure, and a captive woman at the 

same time, creating a well-rounded version of her. Nereson argues that black females are 

different, and do not fit in one single stereotype of being mothers and slaves. Black females are 

also work as a collective group to fight against the historical oppression, instead of individually.  

 Black women are often reduced into a single stereotyped figure, but in reality they are all 

different. The same idea is also reflected in the Greensboro performance, “Black Girl: Linguistic 

Play.” Their dance is not only a form of art, but also a reflection of black girls’ culture and 

history. Just as what the three scholars write here, their performance is also making black girls, 

the collective community, to come back to life. 

 
4 Randy Martin, 59. 
5 Ariel Nereson, “Counterfactual Moving in Bill T. Jones’s Last Supper at Uncle Tom’s Cabin/The 

Promised Land,” Theatre Survey 56, 167. 



                                                                                                                                              Zhu 3 

Bibliography 

Martin, Randy. “Overreading the Promised Land.” In Critical Moves: Dance Studies in Theory  
and Politics, 55-106. Durham: Duke University Press, 1998. 
 

Nereson, Ariel. “Counterfactual Moving in Bill T. Jones’s Last Supper at Uncle Tom’s  
Cabin/The Promised Land.” Theatre Survey 56, no. 2 (May 2015): 166-186. 
 

Shea Murphy, Jacqueline. “Unrest & Uncle Tom: Bill T. Jones and Arnie Zane’s Last Supper at  
Uncle Tom’s Cabin/The Promised Land.” In Bodies of the Text: Dance as Theory, 
Literature as Dance. Edited by Ellen W. Goellner and Jacqueline Shea Murphy, 81-105. 
New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1995. 

 

 


