DANCING IN CHURCH BUILDINGS

J.G. DAVIES

To many Christians the very idea of dancing in church is somewhat distasteful. They are
accustomed to thinking of a church as a building set apart exclusively for worship; it is a holy
place, not to be ‘profaned’ by ‘secular’ activities, amongst which dancing may be included. Such an
attitude stems, often unconsciously, from a particular theological position. It rests upon three
doubtful assumptions, viz. first, that for Christians the holy is that which is separated from the
every day; second, that one can distinguish between the sacred and the profane and, third, that
dancing belongs to the latter. In fact it can be argued that none of these three views has a sound
basis in the New Testament (1). However this article is not concerned primarily with theology but
with history. Its intention is simply to provide a summary account of dancing in church buildings
throughout the ages in order to demonstrate that in times gone by, and indeed continuing into the
present century, many Christians have seen nothing wrong in dancing in churches. This miniature
history is all the more necessary because Christians — like the adherents of any religion — tend to
be conservative and to appeal to tradition. It is important therefore to recognize that those who
wish to dance in churches at the present day have the weight of precedent upon their side and
were their efforts to be crowned with greater success they would not be making an innovation but
restoring a practice which has endured for centuries.

In the previous article Mr. Eaton has shown how dancing was part and parcel of the festivals
and indeed of the worship of ancient Israel. There is nothing in the New Testament which requires
Christians to set their face against the practice. It is however not until the early fourth century that
we have unequivocal evidence of dancing in a Christian sanctuary, but then it is well to remember
that it was not until that period that the Church had its own buildings specially planned —
previously it had used houses, of restricted size, for its celebrations (2).

An anonymous homily, belonging to the first half of the fourth century and delivered on the
anniversary of St. Polyeuctus, contains the exhortation: ‘If you will, let us celebrate in his honour
our accustomed dances’ (3). On St.Cyprian’s day in the year 368, the memorial church on the Area
Macrobia at Carthage was the scene of dancing to the music of zithers (4). Some decades later,
Augustine, who did not favour the practice because of the wantonness of much contemporary
pagan dancing, says: ‘Not so very long ago the forwardness of the dancers had penetrated even into
this very place” (5). Later still a constitution attributed to Childebert I, who died in 596, refers to
‘dancing in the sacred buildings at Easter, Christmas and other festivals’ (6).

Throughout the Middle Ages these same feast days were the occasion for dancing in
cathedrals, collegiate churches and parish churches. According to Belethus, writing in the twelfth
century, there was dancing on Christmas Day, St.John’s Day and either on the Feast of
Circumcision or at Epiphany. The deacons were the principal performers on the first day, the
priests on the second, the choir boys on the third and the subdeacons on the fourth (7). Durandus
provides identical information (8) and there is an almost contemporary reference to their being
performed in the cathedral of Notre Dame in Paris (9). The title often given to these revels was the
Feast of Fools, which seems to have been observed mainly in France, sporadically in Germany and
Bohemia, and in some parts of England, especially at Lincoln and Beverley. The ruling idea at the
feast was the inversion of status and the burlesque performance by the inferior clergy of functions
proper to the higher grades. It therefore involved much more than dancing, and included what are
properly to be called games. A vivid portrayal of what was taking place is contained in a letter of
12th March 1445 addressed by the Faculty of Theology at Paris to the bishops and to the deans of
the chapters of France:

Priests and clerks may be seen wearing masks and monstrous visages at the hours of the
offices. They dance in the choir dressed as women, panders or minstrels. They sing
wanton songs. They eat black puddings at the horns of the altar while the celebrant is
saying mass. They play at dice there..... They run and leap through the church (10).

In Bohemia the revellers also wore masks and the clergy turned their garments inside out and
danced with vigour (11). At Chalons-sur-Marne singing and dancing were essential features of the
feast (12).

For local dances, not connected with the Feast of Fools, we have the evidence of Giraldus
Cambrensis (1147-c.1223) who witnessed a dance of peasants in and around the church of
St.Elined, near Brecknock; the various occupations of village life, such as ploughing and sowing,
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