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Court ballet into ‘milky-bar-art’: 
The cultural studies view of dance reconstruction  

 

Tomasz Marcin Wrona 

 

In one of the scenes of the popular movie The 

Devil wears Prada the editor-in-chief of a 

well-known fashion magazine asks her 

assistant to choose between two turquoise 

belts. It seems too easy - the belts are almost 

one and the same. But each one of them was 

made according to a different way of 

thinking. Miranda (Meryl Streep – the editor-

in-chief) frets about her assistant’s statement 

that the belts are identical and she delivers a 

speech concerning all the paths a fashion 

product has to go through: starting with trend 

searchers, then designers, big fashion shows, 

companies dealing with the mass production 

of clothes created from original designs but 

made in high-volume for big chain stores, to 

eventually reach someone totally ‘out of 

fashion’. Miranda makes it clear that a great 

many people and an exorbitant amount of 

money controlling the fashion industry are 

involved before an ordinary girl buys a blue 

sweater.  

My reference to this example of a big-hit 

American production is intentional, for 

similar schemes can be observed in every area 

of life. The same story goes for dance. For a 

court ballet to be seen (and court ballet is 

what this article is about), first of all people 

are needed who are eager to sacrifice their 

time and money for court dance 

reconstruction and re-creation. Then, 

choreographers create their choreography for 

a court show based on work done by 

choreological reconstructors. The next step 

must be taken by dancers, who have first to 

learn new styles of dance expression, and 

afterwards present to the audience the final 

effect. The effect itself may be seen in a 

twofold way – the recipient may see it either 

simply as a set of old-fashioned contortions 

presented in over-large costumes, or they may 

appreciate the beauty, artistry and skill that 

emerges out of creation.  

Parallel patterns can be found in applied art or 

pop music. The same conclusion may be 

drawn from looking through contemporary 

published works on cultural studies. These 

studies after all derive a lot from other 

disciplines and use methods elaborated within 

their respective fields.  

It is worth looking at the phenomenon of 

court dance within the current context of 

postmodern historicism. Consideration of 

sources from within the rich tradition of 

European dance seems to be an obvious 

requirement, but the specialist literature on 

this form of dance in the Polish language is 

missing. Cultural studies, as an academic 

discipline, gives some freedom of choice 

when it comes to approaching the topic. 

Previous researches and the semiotic frame of 

reference taken by these, have given me a 

synthetic view of court dance traditions, while 

at the same time they raised the question of 

whether court dance reconstructions can 

possibly still remain relevant and valid. 

The concept of ‘milky-bar-art’ (which should 

actually be spelt ‘milk(y)-bar-art’) which 

appears in the title of this article, requires 

explanation. Before I go on to consider this, I 

would like to give some attention to 

understanding the concepts of ‘art’ and 

‘kitsch’, for the above idea is an alternative to 

the dialectical discourse of art and kitsch 

itself. 
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The concept of art may be interpreted as an 

area of creative human actions, based on so-

called artistic practices, resulting in creations 

endowed with ‘traits of art(ness)’. These 

creations may be recognized thanks to an 

acquired competence – based on these we can 

say what the author’s intentions were and up 

to what degree he had complied with the rules 

of artistic creation. The piece of work 

produced in a creative process – perhaps to be 

called the work of art – is provided with traits 

described as aesthetic. What should be 

remembered is that conscious enjoyment or 

use of artistic works is not only about 

conscious appliance of the rules, but also (and 

perhaps mainly, when it comes to 

contemporary art) about rejecting traditional 

creative forms and means. Contemporary 

critical-theoretical discourse enclose not only 

the concept of art itself, but also concepts of 

meta-art (custodians’ art), a-art [with ‘a’ as a 

negation, ie. anti-art] and post-art.  These 

concepts indicate some changes happening in 

the area of academic art; changes, that are 

judged unfavourably by recipients, 

aestheticians and even by theoreticians of art. 

The concept of ‘kitsch’ takes the opposite role 

in discourse about art. I do not want to get 

into ontological considerations, so let me just 

mention here the fact that we are talking 

about axiological category, and that therefore 

implicates valuing. In discourses concerning 

kitsch and high art (academic art), 

categorizing or defining kitsch becomes an 

arbitrary action, or at any rate a result of 

subjective interpretations. Alicja Głutkowska 

in an article on the actualization of kitsch 

states that kitsch itself is seen as a secondary 

phenomenon towards authentic art. 

Everything that is described as kitsch is 

simple, easy and nice as it goes, and does not 

demand from the recipient intellectual 

involvement. As for the theory of cultural 

text, proposed among others by Umberto Eco, 

kitsch does not demand from the recipient any 

complicated cultural competence. When it 

comes to the context of ‘milky – bar – art’ 

Kundera’s understanding of kitsch becomes 

important. Milan Kundera states that, in the 

wave of kitsch, the intellectual contents are 

belittled and then served up as ‘fast food’ to 

an undiscerning public (theoretically, content 

and form are digestible by everyone). The 

distinctive feature here is the nonsense of 

banalities and clichés being translated into the 

language of beauty and emotion. And that 

leads us to discover a certain danger arising 

from kitsch – it becomes a peculiar truth 

about life and therefore closes the gap 

between reality and art in the present context 

of modern culture. 

On the basis of these considerations, theories 

about the anesthetization of everyday life 

(fast-food/slow-food theory, macdonald-

isation of society, supermarket culture, and 

the aesthetic theories of W. Welsch) -- a  

phenomenon that can be observed in the 

cinema and theatre -- some conclusions may 

be drawn, conclusions that were, in my 

researches, defined as ‘milky – bar – art’. 

This concept contains a certain perversity in 

that it avoids questions of valuation and 

hierarchization. This description of art (where 

art is seen in broad  terms as the ‘totality of 

creative action’, containing the entire output 

of academic, applied and mass art) aims at the 

attempt to inscribe the cultural discourse in 

two competing currents within modern art. 

One of these is the critical-theoretic current 

(or the West-European way) and the second is 

the aesthetic one.  

Etymologically ‘milky – bar – art’ derives 

from two English expressions: ‘milk bar’ and 

‘milky bar’. The milk bar, a relic of the Cold 

War period in countries of the former socialist 

bloc, is a reference to the fast/slow-food 

theory. It is a place where for a small amount 

of money you can get quite decent food, 

which is mass-produced there. As distinct 

from fast-food bars, milk bars are free from 

any traits of consumerism or anything 

concerning globalisation processes. As 

distinct from slow-food, milk bars do not 

carry prestige or a sophisticated menu. You 

go there to get quite good and cheap food, 

that is all. Milky bar, understood as a 
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chocolate-resembling product, is also a relic 

of past times. The name itself indicates that it 

is a half-product, an imitation, which was 

made to satisfy demands for something real 

and more expensive. 

‘Milky-bar-art’ is a halfway category that 

provides a framework for a dichotomous, 

structuralist description of artistic and para-

artistic action. The main focus of this 

descriptive framework involves the 

phenomena and products of action related to 

the aesthetics of the Cold War period (both in 

the formal and semiotic sphere), the aesthetics 

of socialist realism and post-pop-art. Thanks 

to that, this category becomes broader than 

the ostalgie phenomenon. Descriptions based 

on the framework provided by ‘milky-bar-art’ 

make it possible to leave behind the concepts 

of post-art, meta-art and a-art. These latter 

three seem to cloud the picture and keep it 

over-complicated. A detailed elaboration of 

examples subsumed within the ‘milky-bar-art’ 

title, leads to the visualization and awareness 

of processes by which kitsch is endowed with 

the character of academic art and, conversely, 

as a process through which products of art are 

provided with a kitsch character. 

This general introduction to the concept of 

‘milky-bar-art’ as a description of modern art, 

where the line between kitsch and 

intellectual-aesthetic value fades away, should 

suffice for understanding the remainder of 

this paper.  

Now, let us go back to the field of dance and 

the re-construction of court dance.  

‘We live in the époque of historicism, in 

which we tend to rank historical explanations 

as final ones. Historicism shows itself in 

reconstructions of ahistorical processes in the 

way of retrogressive deduction from today’s 

facts about their past, from the incidence of 

phenomenon about their origin. The 

knowledge about dances in this context 

played and still plays a significant role (…)” 

That’s how in 1997 Bielawski commented on 

modernity in the context of his ethno-

choreological deduction. It still remains the 

appropriate starting point for consideration of 

the need for court dance nowadays. Why are 

such spectacles still being created, why are 

young people taught a form of dance so 

archaic? A few possible answers will be 

presented below. 

The first one seems to be obvious. It is 

impossible to fully get to know and 

understand dance while ignoring its sources 

and origins. And it is no matter here if it is the 

practical or the theoretical aspect that is 

considered. The message passed on through 

dance hasn’t changed very much from the 

time of the Middle Ages. At all times dance 

was a means to express basic emotions, such 

as joy, anger, sadness, love, hate.  

The analysis of both written and iconographic 

sources, as well as of less reliable 

transmissions, supports the constant 

aspiration towards an honest evaluation of 

artistic creations. At the same time this 

introduces a dynamic element into what 

would otherwise be a static phenomenon 

[namely, the historical or art object as un-

studied museum piece]. 

The court dance, as a form of artistic, 

theatrical dance is a peculiar counterpoint for 

thinking about dance in the MacWorld. On a 

global scale, the audience for this kind of art 

is very small and for this reason it is a rather 

exclusive art. In the contemporary 

supermarket of culture, the average recipient 

of art looks for what’s homogenized, rarely 

for something that expects him to show 

additional intellectual effort. Mass media, 

especially television, give the audience all the 

nice and easy stuff. A lot of fireworks, noise, 

and a bit of scandal, perhaps. Shows such as 

You can dance or Dancing with the stars are 

akin to modern pulp-fiction, pleasant to 

watch, but making no attempt to force the 

audience to search for any deeper meaning to 

the content transmitted. Very often the 

choreographies are made simply to keep the 

recipient in front of the TV, to make him feel 

good; dancing for itself and nothing more; 

nothing beyond that. That approach makes 

dance loose its most important function – that 

of communication. It becomes a simple 
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gymnastic entertainment. Only a few 

recipients will look for the deeper sources of 

artistic dance by referring to various 

traditions. The reconstruction of court ballet 

allows us the possibility of examining the 

essence of this art form as movement [that is, 

as real dance, rather than as a static pictorial 

or textual description, for example].  

The revitalization of ancient dances does not 

always head in the right direction. Often, it 

appears as a kind of simulacrum of court 

dance – examples of which may be seen in 

pop culture. One of the clearest examples of 

baroque dance inspiration was the show that 

Madonna gave at the MTV Music Awards in 

1990 during the song ‘Vogue’.  In the stylized 

baroque scenery, she performed along with a 

corps de ballet in a choreography in which 

elements of baroque moves and gestures 

could be observed. The costumes were 

definitely inspired by that époque. One can 

debate whether this use of baroque dance was 

conscious and purposeful. When it comes to 

the text of ‘Vogue’, it seems to be justified in 

a symbolic sphere. But still, such a drastic 

simplification of the richness and splendor of 

18th century court culture down to a biased 

and very schematic form seems to be totally 

pointless.  

It seems to me that lack of knowledge of the 

basic principles of the dance used leads to 

ridiculousness and the recipient gets a wry 

picture of a cultural phenomenon. 

The reconstruction of court dance somehow 

lends itself to simulacrum theory, as a 

derivative of a product that no longer exists. 

In my opinion, remaking it in the way that it 

was done in Madonna’s show came close to 

tasteless kitsch. 

Cinematography also uses court dance from 

time to time, to better or worse effect. I will 

present both positive and negative ways of 

using court dance in a movie, for the sake of 

balance. 

Let’s start with Le roi danse by Gerard 

Courbiau from 2001. Just a little piece of 

choreography created for that movie remained 

after editing, and that really is a pity. The 

dance scenes were based on source material 

mentioned earlier. In spite of their episodic 

character, these music and dancing scenes 

amaze the spectator. In the opening scene we 

see the 14-year-old Louis XIV performing 

Apollo’s role in ‘Ballet of the Night’. Apart 

from that, in other dancing scenes we see 

various spectacles being prepared together by 

Molière and Lully. A very significant scene is 

the one where Louis, after coming to power, 

dances a sarabande – it shows the king’s 

brilliant dancing abilities. The importance of 

dance in those times can be observed in the 

scene arranging the last ballet to feature the 

king’s appearance and as well when the king 

dances his passacaille – also a well-known 

dance at that time – which require 

superhuman dancing skills. When the king 

falls down, what can be heard in the lobby is 

‘One may think that the whole country 

staggers’.  

But still, it is not a film about Louis XIV. The 

director is more concerned to show the king 

as the centre of life for his court composer: 

for Lully, the king was the key character. 

Finally, Lully says:  

‘I am nothing without him. He gives meaning 

to my life. My talent means something only 

because of him. I cannot leave him.’ 

The entire film is a retrospective of Lully’s 

life. Beside the composer stands Molière, who 

was a friend of the composer at first, and later 

his rival. 

The music is in an amazing harmony with the 

pictures and dancing scenes. After having 

watched the movie carefully and thoughtfully 

one may say that its message is universal. It is 

about human relations, a monarch’s madness, 

a feeling of fulfilling a mission. What is 

missing in the dialogue is filled by music, 

dance and theatrical spectacle. The dance is 

grounded in the realities of the époque and 

still it stands for human emotion, desire and 

longing.   

Let us next take the ‘The Virgin Queen’, 

directed by Shekhar Kapur, for the opposite 
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example. The court ball, which was certainly 

a crucial part of English court life, is here 

reduced to a minimum. Even the volta danced 

by the queen is limited to the basic phrase. 

And what should be remembered here is that 

balls and entertainment ceremonies were, in 

the 15
th

 century, not only about having fun 

but also about politics.  

Both movies are attempts at pushing certain 

symbolic messages derived from history into 

a film frame. By no means are these movies 

about court dance. But when it comes to Le 

roi danse the director was fully aware of the 

significance of dance in those times. In 

contrast, Kapur in his film focused on love 

and political intrigues, forgetting that at that 

time everyday court life was filled with 

certain gestures, ways of communication, 

through dance as well as language.  

Within contemporary cinematography one 

can find many similar examples of better or 

worse references to court culture. It can be 

claimed therefore that the full cultural and 

social context should be taken into 

consideration when reproducing historically 

important situations.  

During court dance reconstruction, many 

answers appear for questions about court 

everyday life, its ritualization and 

theatralization.  By analyzing the dance and 

music, starting with Middle Ages up to the 

late Baroque, one starts to be aware of the 

significance of cultural elements mixing 

together.   

The issue of cinematography was drawn into 

this article on purpose: The reasons given for 

the creation of spectacles such as those, for 

example, presented by Cracovia Danza Court 

Ballet, are analogous to those given for 

making  many movies, like Le Roi danse 

mentioned above, Vatel, and also for titles 

such as Pride and Prejudice, The Virgin 

Queen, Shakespeare in love and many more. 

Reconstructions of dance and court ballet 

should serve a purpose. If the authors of these 

were to restrict themselves to reconstruction 

alone, with no attempt at establishing a deeper 

meaning, then such projects would only be 

about heritage-museum or folkloristic 

features. What do I mean? Namely, that the 

presentation of court dance alone, with no 

proper contextual arrangement or easing of 

the contemporary audience into the situation, 

would be pointless. Taken out of its correct 

context, it would look like those performances 

by amateur folk groups. Court dance deprived 

of historical and cultural context becomes just 

a simple replay of gestures and figures. The 

most important thing is to keep the message. 

The court dance lost its political significance 

of course, but kept its universal values. The 

modern spectator can, however, still get the 

aesthetical and emotional message.  

Constructing shows on the rule of eclectics 

makes them spectacular, original, and at the 

same time brings an amazing research 

potential. This way of making theatre projects 

re-opens the gate for constructing spectacles 

based on dance. 

The movement of the body has at all times 

been one of the ways to communicate thought 

and emotion. Along with the development of 

civilization, a man was able to endow these 

gestures with a certain sense, to codify and 

describe them. The need for dance 

reconstruction is not only about the search for 

reproducing forgotten dance figures, but is 

also about the constant need for body 

expression, along with keeping the meanings 

gained by dance before. Modern shows take 

from the tradition of many centuries; but the 

dance there is not changed into a vacuous 

repetition of motor sequences; still an actual 

message and values are to be passed on.  

Answering the question about the need for 

reconstruction, I have reached the moment 

where conclusions should be drawn. An 

interview with William Forsythe, the brilliant 

American choreographer and classical ballet 

deconstructor, conducted by John Tus, came 

to my mind. Forsythe claims that, first of all, 

dance is a way of life. It is a particular or 

peculiar filter through which we interpret the 

reality that surrounds us.  
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Court dance has once again become the field 

of scientific research. It gives dance 

theoreticians the opportunity to understand 

the changes occurring to dance – in a natural 

way.  It gives dancers and choreographers 

new styles of artistic expression. The court 

dance is abounding with potential with regard 

to the semantic area. Choreographers can now 

use this abundance by creating new cultural 

texts within Łotman’s approach. For dancers, 

court dance is an opportunity to improve their 

skills in striving for perfection and also a way 

to understand expression through the body.  

Court dance should also be material for 

research by art critics and theatre experts 

because more and more often opera, ballet 

and theatre reach into dance’s sources, 

drawing upon its rich expressiveness. The 

examples of using court dance were brought 

up here as a partial answer to the question of 

dance reconstruction’s validity. Right now I 

would like to add one more opera spectacle - 

Les Indes galantes by J.Ph. Rameau, directed 

by William Christie, the premiere of which 

was held in 2003 at the Paris Opera. Christie 

used just the basic rules of baroque 

movement, completing this scheme with 

modern motion. Thanks to that the whole 

convention endowed the entire project with 

originality. It exemplifies the idea that 

reconstructed dance can only be an inspiration 

for a creative deconstruction of motion.  

Spectacles presented by ‘Cracovia Danza’ 

Ballet are, above all, pure cultural texts at 

their finest. The very general semiotic 

analysis is enough to prove that even these 

motor formations, elaborated as a pure dance 

form during Baroque, can have today a 

semiotic character. The fact of presenting the 

dance alone is already a communication, as 

Kowalska indicated. Choreographies used at 

their presented spectacles, exemplify the fact 

that dance reconstruction is anything but a 

heritage-museum-like creation. Constant 

working upon available sources, completing 

dance with extra-motor elements – it all 

enables the contemporary recipient – so used 

to simple pictures -- to read contents packed 

into a quite difficult form.   

In the context of ‘milky-bar-art’, court dance 

becomes a means of artistic expression, 

enabling the creation of ‘products’ from the 

borderland between art and kitsch. Setting 

concrete examples in such a light results from 

limited knowledge or the awareness of what is 

court dance and its artistic richness. 

Inefficient attempts at inscribing court 

motives into cinematography or commercial 

music shows, lead to depreciation of this kind 

of dance and create wrong stereotypes about 

its old-fashioned or even ridiculous character. 

What can save the court dance and the artistic 

potential hidden in it is the fair and reliable 

work done by researchers and reconstructors. 

It is not only about renaissance or baroque 

tradition, but more and more often traditions 

from the beginning of 20th century.  

The need for a style of dance reconstruction 

argued for in this article, is an alternative to a 

dance deprived of its communication function 

and limited to its phatic function. Dancing 

Europe, or even the whole west-European 

civilization, should follow the example of 

Japanese No theatre or Indian traditional 

dance. These both show concern for keeping 

the beauty of classical forms and an open-

minded attitude towards development and 

innovation that is demanded by modernity. 

Working on the reconstruction of dance, 

inscribed into postmodern historism, gives us, 

the cultural-studies-experts, new research 

potential. The choice between the dance 

presented by the media and court dance as a 

field of research interest, is rather obvious. If 

one has the possibility of studying phenomena 

that take place within modern culture and at 

the same time become inspired, why should 

one waste time on something that is so not 

worth it? 

 

 


