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“Dance as a lens through which to view the past” 

If one were to try to capture an image of 

the contemporary Western World in a 

few minutes of video one could 

probably do no better than show 

something from the Eurovision Song 

Contest. Although ostensibly about 

song, it is really a show about ‘dance’ – 

in its widest sense – with song as no 

more than an accompaniment. Another 

example would be the dance-based TV 

programme ‘Strictly Come Dancing’, 

with its emphasis on unrestrained 

dramatic display.  

Yet perhaps even more representative of life in the early 21st 

century, with its move from the communal engagement of broadcast 

TV to the narrowcast preoccupation with niche interests, would be 

the dance miniatures collected on the Tik Tok social media channel 

or on YouTube Shorts and watched in solitude on the narrow screen 

of a smart phone. 

It is in this sense that dance – perhaps better than any other art – 

gives insight into the innermost workings of society at any 

particular time or place.  Take as example mid-15th century Ferrara, 

ruled over by the Este family. The city at that time was home to 

Domenico da Piacenza, creator of the Italian ballo, and was 

frequented by both of his students Guglielmo Ebreo and Antonio 

Cornazano. In neighbouring Urbino, domain of the art-loving 

condottiere Duke Federico da Montefeltro, Guglielmo was also a 

frequent visitor, while later, under Federico’s successor 

Guidobaldo, there resided the noted documentor of court life, 

Baldassare Castiglione. 

Northern Italy at this time was recovering from a period of disturbance during the early decades 

of the 15th century – the Age of the Condottierii -- but with this recovery emerged Humanism 

and, along with Humanism, a new found appreciation of dance. The Italian ballo as created by 

Domenico, in this sense, reflects this new-found peace; and no more so than in Ferrara under 

the Este family and Urbino under Federico da Montefeltro. The dance style itself required 

mastery, both of bodily movement and of courtly etiquette; the scale was small and tightly 
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controlled. Likewise, the spaces for which it was designed tended to be small, picturesque, and 

dedicated to the cultivation of art and beauty; complementing the rural summer palaces or 

delizie, such as Belriguardo and Belfiore, or the studioli created by Isabella d’Este and Duke 

Federico – as described by Hazel Dennison at a previous EDC Conference. In this sense, the 

dance mirrors the wider culture of the period. 

The same may be said for Hazel Dennison’s workshop exploration (outlined in this volume) of 

the Canario Siciliana. Here a courtier at the Spanish court in Palermo, Sicily c.1600 is instructed 

in the mastery of a solo display of canario mutanze. The island of Sicily had been occupied by 

the Spanish since 1559. Now under the harsh rule of Don Geronimo del Carretto, the new court 

wished to display the most fashionable dance repertoire and skills. To this end, the dancing 

master, Livio Lupi, travels from Caravaggio in the Duchy of Milan. He is engaged in Sicily to 

teach a number of dances which are held in high esteem by “older authorities” to the young heir 

Giralmo and his courtiers. Dance here is being used as a display of power in a situation where 

control over both court and populace is needed. 

In contrast, the ‘pastoral fantasy’ reflected 

in much of the 15th century Italian balli 

repertoire re-appears in the ‘country 

dance’ tradition of England, where its most 

notable flowering is in the peaceful period 

following the Civil Wars of the early 17th 

century. This is the subject of Barbara 

Segal’s paper, tracing the origins of the 

familiar English Country Dance to this 

pastoral nostalgia for an imagined idyllic 

past, which must have been particularly 

strong during the turbulent years, but 

could also act as a foil to the constraints of 

court life even at times of relative peace. 

The court dance of the ‘baroque’ period – particularly under Louis XIV – again shows the use 

of dance to enforce and reflect a court culture that is anything but relaxed, in contrast to the 

English court culture with its pastoral fantasies. The two can of course exist at the same time: 

Marie Antoinette had her milking parlour with its gold pails along with the formalities of la 

belle danse. But the level of discipline and control in the belle danse idiom appears much 

greater than anything that existed before, perhaps reflecting the centralisation of power exerted 

at that time by the French monarch.  

The nature of this ‘baroque body’ is explored by Christine Bayle in the following paper, where 

she poses the basic question: did dancers in the 18th century actually move in a fundamentally 

different way from dancers of today, and can we rediscover this ‘baroque body’ from the 

contemporary dance texts of the period? The results may be inconclusive, but the discussion is 

an important and revealing one. 

By contrast, the more domestic view of 18th century dance is explored in Matthew Spring’s 

account of the dancing enjoyed by a family while on a ‘vacation’ to the spa resort of Bath. They 
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may not have extended their skills into the belle danse idiom, but their enthusiasm for dancing 

is conveyed by the numerous references to balls and assemblies in their profuse correspondence. 

With Anne Daye’s workshop “Dancing at the Barriers” we return to the Renaissance and its 

love of ‘tournaments’. With jousting on horseback and fighting at the barriers, tournaments 

were the sport of the nobility throughout Europe from Medieval times. They also provided them 

with practice for actual warfare. In the workshop, however, tournament culture is moved 

indoors and is re-imagined in the refined setting of the court ball. The Medieval tournament of 

the 15th century thus re-emerges in the late 16th century in the form of a choreographed dance 

drama involving both men and women. By allowing women to express their power over men, 

in this context, it reflected the newly emerging gender politics of this period. 

A strikingly different view of Renaissance culture is presented in the well-known etchings of 

Jacques Callot, a Frenchman who spent many years in Italy during the early 17th century.  

Through his many illustrations, Callot documented public life in northern Italy in the early 17th 

century. Although he was not a dancer, the figures in his drawings are very often of dancers – 

though not always of the polite activities of the ballroom, but rather illustrations of extreme 

postures in public spaces. One particular set of etchings, called Balli di Sfessanni shows a 

sequence of commedia dell’arte characters in a range of very dance-like poses. How one might 

use these images to shed light on the choreographic forms and postures of Italian Renaissance 

dance was the subject of a workshop by Klaus Abromeit, allowing us a view of life at a very 

different time from our own. 

From this perspective, it is only a short step from the extravagant, often obscene, gestures of 

Callot, to the refined language of rhetoric embodied in the teachings of Francois Delsarte (1811-

1871). Although initially intended as a method of extracting expression from the performance 

of opera singers, Delsartism achieved its most notable influence in the elegant salons of wealthy 

American ladies. Promoted by a number of enthusiastic followers, such as Genevieve Stebbins, 

it made the journey from the Paris Conservatoire to the salons of New York. Tiziana Leucci 

explores in her paper the way Delsartism, with its heady mix of freedom of movement 

(abandoning the corset) and aspirations to high spirituality, captured the imagination of the 

newly emerging leisure class. One beneficiary of this new-found vogue for freeflowing 

corsetless costume and high-minded aesthetics was Isadora Duncan. Although she never 

acknowledged any influence from the Delsartian movement, her dance style was very much 

aligned with Delsartian principles of expressive movement. Furthermore, it is an interesting 

fact that her early performances after moving to New York in the late 19th century were in those 

self-same salons of wealthy ladies. ii 

The contrast between Isadora Duncan and Cecil Sharp could not be more striking. It is a curious 

coincidence, therefore, that the two did actually meet while both were in in New York during 

the early years of WW1. The imagined interaction between the two is explored in Bill Tuck’s 

paper. Having tired of the constraints of conventional ballet, both were seeking a new form of 

dance. In Sharp’s case it was a hoped-for revival of some kind of pastoral authenticity, by 

recreating what he imagined were the dances of the true English peasantry, that is, the traditional 

English Country Dance, unaware, perhaps that those same dances were part of an earlier attempt 

on the part of an elite society to create an idealised pastoral world. It is interesting, therefore, 



that Sharp succeeded so well in capturing the imaginations of city-dwelling Americans who 

were themselves longing to inhabit a long-lost pastoral idyll. iii 

Another musician who exerted considerable influence on the world of dance was Emile 

Jacques-Dalcroze (1865-1950).  A close contemporary of Cecil Sharp (born November 1859) 

Dalcroze spent his early life in Switzerland working to reform the teaching of music, hoping to 

force a break from the restrained practices of the conservatoire world. He saw physical 

movement as an essential aspect of bringing meaning into music and his system of eurythmics 

became widely disseminated, particularly after his move to Hellerau near Dresden in Germany; 

all described in considerable detail in Dorothea Sauer’s paper. Much of the dance world was 

impressed by Dalcroze’s work: it was notable, for example, that Marie Rambert while training 

with Dalcroze in Switzerland was hired to help the dancers in the Rite of Spring count the steps! 

Influence went even beyond the stage and into the ballroom, where Vernon and Irene Castle led 

the reform of social dance, showing that with the right training in deportment and dance, anyone 

can enter into the refined echelons of the upper classes. 

But things were also happening elsewhere! Further down the social scale the influence of Afro-

american and immigrant cultures were being felt very strongly. In her presentation entitled 

Uncovering Hidden Histories in American Popular Social Dances 1900-1930s, Lisa Fusillo 

draws out some of the early developments, even extending this with a mention of TikTok.  

With Larraine Nicholas’ paper on “The Dance of the Seven Veils” we enter the next decades of 

the 20th century and, in this case, the 20th century’s view of the past: in particular, how the 

variety stage of 1930s London might have interpreted Boccacio’s Decameron of 14th century 

Florence. Even more revealing is the determined quest to prove the authenticity of their peculiar 

view of the 14th century by consulting experts at the British Museum.  

This ‘quest for authenticity’ is yet another example of the way in which dance can act as a lens 

through which to view society at large – in this case the society of the second half of the 20th 

century. In music, art, fashion and much else, the late 20th century was almost obsessed with 

the question of ‘authenticity’. As an example, historically informed performance practice 

(HIPP) has motivated much of the revival in early music in this period.  

The early decades of the 21st century, however, witnessed a kind of revolt against this obsessive 

concern with accuracy in the reenactment of historical dance or music: the important thing was 

enjoyment and novelty. Zesty Playford, Cosplay, Live-action Role Play and Steam-Punk all 

emerged as significant social movements, and each with its own characteristic dance style. Here 

too, dance becomes an image of society at large, increasingly immersed as it is in a world of 

fantasy, virtual reality, online games and artificial intelligence. Future generations may well 

look back at these dances and marvel at the extraordinary world they reveal. 

 
i See, for example, Oscar Browning’s, The Age of the Condottieri (1895) Elibron Classics 
ii The emergence of this leisure class at the turn of the 19th C and its impact on the arts is beautifully 

recorded in Thorstein Veblen’s  Theory of the Leisure Class (1899) 
iii See, for example, Daniel J. Walkowitz. City Folk: English Country Dance and the Politics of the 

Folk in Modern America: 3 (NYU Series in Social and Cultural Analysis). 2014   
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