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INTRODUCTION


 


‘Dance is the song of the body.’


MARTHA GRAHAM


 


Dance gives us joy in so many ways. Spontaneous or choreographed, improvisational or rigidly formal, dance enables us to communicate in a way that needs no words. It can cross boundaries or create its own language; be a simple repetitive movement or a seemingly inchoate amalgam of styles. From the cutting edge of creativity to the essence of the reassuringly traditional, dance reflects extremes of intensity and emotion, and can be a fun, easy experience or as demanding of its proponents as an Olympic sport.


People have danced since before records began, which is why the true beginnings of dance are veiled in mystery. Some believe that the oldest dance-related remains at the Bhimbetka rock shelters of Madhya Pradesh, India, are around 9,000 years old, while depictions of Egyptian dancers in tombs painted around 3,300 years ago are considered to be the first real evidence of dance.


Dance forms evolved with the people who performed them; to continue traditions, commemorate events and commune with the gods, but also to be a part of something wonderful, social and fun to share. The movement of dance didn’t have a unified beginning; instead different communities and cultures all over the world had their own distinct ideas about dance and the reason why there are so many different disciplines, styles and moves. Japanese Kyomai dance is intensely formal and elegant because it was influenced by the sophisticated manners of the Imperial Court at Kyoto in the seventeenth century, while Zimbabwe’s Mbira dance is much looser and not formally organised because the Shona people, whose ancestors can be traced from the Iron Age, believe that their movements are influenced by the gods.


Not only was the beginning of dance diverse, but over the years it has continued to change and branch out. For example, heavy Renaissance dresses meant that court dances allowed more flexibility and movement above the waist, and more recently flamenco dancers adapted skirts with trails that were fashionable at the time into the bata de cola, which inspired a new type of elegant dancing.


While traditional dances are still performed in the pure form, others are a little more flexible. Proponents of one form of dance will have been taught in classes of another form, leading to new dance types arising all the time until they are innumerable.


Although for a while dance seemed to be an interest relegated to a privileged few, nowadays everyone loves it, and dance is seen as an integral part of our cultures as well as being beneficial to our health in numerous ways. With the formation of the UK’s first All Party Parliamentary Dance Group in 2006, it became evident that politicians recognised the importance of dance, not just as art but in our culture, our society and for our health. Although dance is too wonderfully varied for these pages to include a detailed listing of each and every type there is, this book will lead you to discover dances from different countries and cultures, and learn about their history, future and appearance in film and media. It will entertain you with unusual facts and quirky trivia, and reveal the stars who can dance like professionals.
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Like all subject matter of such artistic, cultural and practical significance, dance is awash with interesting characters and anecdotes. I was once told the story of a young dancer caught skinny dipping in a lake near his famous ballet school, and another at the same school where, during a visit from Princess Margaret, security sniffer dogs led guards to a hidden stash of chocolate under one of the pupils’ beds. The first of these was Wayne Sleep and the second Darcey Bussell. I wonder what became of them!


 




Starting with luck


Saying ‘break a leg’ to wish dancers luck is an old tradition, supposed to infer the opposite, just as saying ‘good luck’ is implied to mean ‘bad luck’. Among some professional dancers the traditional saying isn’t ‘break a leg’ but ‘merde’.














CHAPTER 1


 


FITNESS AND HEALTH IN DANCE


 


‘Dance… like sport trains the body, increases its potential for physical intelligence, accuracy, strength, speed, alignment and develops kinaesthetic awareness.’


SHOBANA JEYASINGH


 


Dance is fun. It’s a liberating art form that can make your spirit soar, reveal hidden creativity, unite generations and cultures and inspire or rekindle romance. While there are specially created exercise dances such as Zumba (a combination of Latin and aerobic dance), Barre-core (aerobic and dance exercise using the classical ballet barre), Jazzercise (exercise with a jazz groove), Kelta Fit (a Scottish dance-based workout) and Bokwa (a combination of South African fighting dance), other purer types are just as effective for health and fitness. In fact, where studies have introduced dance to groups of people to see if they benefit medically, participants have enjoyed it so much that they have carried on with it, even when the trial is over. Today over 4.8 million people per year regularly attend community dance groups in the UK, but why are so many people choosing dance to keep fit instead of sticking to the traditional forms of exercise?


•   Provides a great mind–body workout, keeping the body and the brain healthier and stimulating the production of chemicals that encourage nerve cell growth


•   Improves heart and lungs, increasing aerobic fitness


 




The saddle or the stage?


A variety of surveys throughout the world have established that dancing is better than cycling for those recovering from, or being treated for various serious heart conditions.
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•   Encourages the development of stronger bones and reduces the risk of osteoporosis


•   Increases coordination, agility and flexibility


 




Limbering up


A study at Washington University in Missouri, USA, showed that the Argentinian tango improved mobility of Parkinson’s disease sufferers more than an exercise class.
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•   Improves balance and enhances spatial awareness


•   Improves the metabolism by stimulating the production of high-density lipoproteins (HDL – good cholesterol) and reducing the production of low-density lipoproteins (LDL – bad cholesterol)


•   Boosts confidence


•   Remembering dance steps and sequences boosts brainpower by improving memory skills


•   Improves cognitive activity


 




Therapy for the mind


Various studies in New York, US and Perth, Western Australia, established that while most physical activities don’t help ward off dementia, ballroom dancing does, and that it increases cognitive acuity of all ages.
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•   Stimulates the production of serotonin, which reduces stress, regulates the appetite, encourages sleep, memory, learning and temperature regulation


•   Perfect setting to meet new friends and being socially engaged leads to increased happiness and, in turn, a stronger immune system.


 




Dancers are fitter than top-level athletes!


An investigation published by the University of Hertfordshire in the UK discovered that members of the Royal Ballet were better than a group of international and national swimmers in seven out of ten health- and fitness-related areas.
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Superstition: getting in the zone


 


Dance is a demanding discipline and some people use the same routine to get themselves ‘in the zone’ for their performance. This works in the same way as someone preparing to meditate going through the same routine to relax, or someone doing martial arts warming up to get themselves ready for a big competition. Some dancers might have very precise costume routines, such as doing hair or make-up in a certain sequence, others might want to touch a lucky charm or link fingers before their performance, or step on to the stage with their wrong foot so that when their cue comes they know to step in with the correct one. Some people might see this as a set of superstitions, but others see it as a form of neuro-linguistic programming (NLP) – a way of developing habits that make you more successful in your chosen endeavours.









CHAPTER 2


 


BALLET, BAREFOOT AND WITH FEELING


 


‘Dance first. Think later. It’s the natural order.’


SAMUEL BECKETT


 


As you would expect with any creative activity, some participants take joy in perfecting the classical forms, while others are driven to explore how they might take things further. This is true with ballet, which began with formal rules and traditional techniques but has also branched out into other dance forms, such as contemporary dance, modern dance and Tanztheater (a style of expressionist dance originating in Germany in the 1920s).


 


 


Classical ballet


 


‘Ballet didn’t become less mysterious to me. It became more so.’


MIKHAIL BARYSHNIKOV


 


 


What’s it all about?


 


The beauty of classical ballet – the most formal of the ballet styles and one that adheres to traditional ballet technique – is in the interpretation of the movement language. Since this is sometimes extremely subtle (in that it is interpretation of the choreography rather than the choreography itself), in-depth knowledge of the dance is particularly rewarding. Classical ballet varies according to where it has been taught, the method used to teach it and the dancers themselves.
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Despite there being a number of schools of ballet, each with its own philosophy, way of teaching and recognisable moves, there is a level of uniformity in the art. Thighs are rotated outwards from the hip, there are five basic leg positions from which every single movement is derived, and when performing jumps or leaps, classical ballet dancers strive to demonstrate ballon, the appearance of briefly floating in air.


 


 


Ballet: a brief history




1638 Birth of Louis XIV is celebrated with an elaborate dance performance.





1653 Louis XIV stars as Apollo in an elaborate 12-hour spectacle called Le Ballet de la Nuit.




1661 Louis XIV creates a dance school.





1670 Pierre Beauchamp creates the five ballet positions that are still used today.




1708 Russian dancers start performing ballets in public theatres.





1738 Russian Imperial Ballet is founded.




1739 Marie Sallé becomes the first female choreographer to perform in her own choreography, wearing a light, flowing robe and changing dance costume radically.





1740 Marie Camargo develops Marie Sallé’s innovations, changing the costume to show the lines of her arch and ankles, wearing tights that cling to her leg shape and wearing the ballet slipper in favour of heels, which she is credited with inventing.




1748 Danish Royal Ballet is founded.





1760 Choreographer Jean-Georges Noverre writes about his efforts to expand ballet into a form of art called ballet d’action that uses physical expression and bodies to tell a story.




1780s Auguste Vestris lays the foundations for modern ballet technique in Paris. He teaches many dancers, including August Bournonville and Marius Petipa.





1820 The pointe shoe is created, from which came the en pointe position and the creation of the prima ballerina.




1822 Ballerina Marie Taglioni makes her debut in Vienna, becoming one of the first women to dance en pointe.





1831 Audiences are stunned by the blasphemous episode The Ballet of the Nuns (the first ballet blanc, where dancers wear traditional white, and the first romantic ballet) in the opera Robert le Diable.




1871 Marius Petipa becomes ballet master at the Imperial Ballet of St Petersburg; he retains this position for many years and trains a number of dancers.





1909 Expatriate Russian Serge Diaghilev forms the Ballets Russes in Paris, luring away Imperial Ballet of St Petersburg’s chief choreographer Michel Fokine and star dancers from the company, among them Vaslav Nijinsky.




c.1910 Many dance critics start to question the trauma caused to ballerinas’ bodies due to dancing en pointe. Companies begin to shift towards ‘barefoot ballet’, considered the beginning of contemporary dance.





1922 Ballet is used as a political tool in the Soviet Union. Works include 1927’s The Red Poppy.




1929 Serge Lifar brings the Paris Opéra Ballet and ballet in France back to life after its decline in the late nineteenth century.





1934 George Balanchine forms the School of American Ballet, which will go on to become the New York City Ballet.




1956 Sadler’s Wells is given its Royal Charter and becomes the Royal Ballet, from which two choreographers are to make their mark: Frederick Ashton and Kenneth MacMillan.





2014 Major companies the Royal Ballet and New York City Ballet continue to invest in new choreographers, such as Wayne McGregor and Christopher Wheeldon, while also preserving their heritage works.


 


 


Ballet is intoxicating and exhilarating to watch and takes extraordinary dedication to learn. Classical ballets can entrance you, transporting you to other worlds, full-length ballets tell fantastic stories, sometimes a short ballet makes you stop and think,  while contemporary and modern ballets can intrigue you, evoking feelings or impressions through subtle use of sets of formal movements (‘movement vocabulary’) that haven’t stopped developing since ballet’s birth.


 


Aesthetics: stylistic variations include:
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Each training method has a unique style, and many good teachers add elements of one method to the base of another, thereby creating something unique in terms of art, movement and atmosphere.


 


 


Preparing to dance: the ballet lesson


 


1. Every ballet class begins at the barre, a handrail at waist height that dancers use for support when they are warming up.


 


[image: ]


 


2. The enchaînement, the middle part of the class where the students learn steps and choreographies, is split into sections, such as the adage, the petit allegro and the grand allegro.
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The discipline of the structured lesson helps the dancer to exercise all of their muscles, and develop a feel for their body while improving flexibility, grace and precision.





 




Did you know?


White Lodge Museum & Ballet Resource Centre, in the centre of London’s leafy Richmond Park, is the first dedicated ballet museum in the UK and home to the Royal Ballet Lower School. Prior to this Grade I-listed building becoming a ballet school, White Lodge was a royal residence, Edward VIII was born there, it is the address given on Queen Elizabeth II’s birth certificate and it has been home to three serving prime ministers.


 





 


 


The pointe shoe: where it began


 


In 1681, when women first danced ballet, they did so in heels and it wasn’t until the mid-eighteenth century that Marie Camargo became the first ballerina to wear flat shoes. At first pointe shoes were simply ballet slippers that supported the foot with no more than ribbons. These helped the female dancer to briefly stand on her toes to appear weightless, sneakily assisted by a male partner dressed in black or even by a type of machine that held the person from behind, making them appear to float!


In 1822 Marie Taglioni was the first person to dance en pointe. The shoes she wore, which had the addition of heavy darning at the tip in order to support her weight, were a slight improvement on the flat shoes Marie Camargo had performed in. The next development came much later, in the late nineteenth century, with dancers like Pierina Legnani wearing shoes supported by padding and a much stronger sole.
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