——Early Dance and Education in the 1980s —

by Fudy Smith

Introduction

The 1980s in Britain has seen a period when dance classes of
all kinds have thrived, within both educational institutions
and the wider world; there has been a proliferation of the
kinds of dance offered and an increase in the numbers
attending. Early Dance has had its part in this: amateur
performance groups have multiplied, demand for courses has
risen and forums have been established for interchange of the
latest research thinking; yet little of this has had any impact
on the public education sector. There is not a lot of Early
Dance in Primary, Secondary or Further Education sectors
and at degree level there is scant mention of any dance prior
to the nineteenth century and no systematic study of its
technique or performance. There are specialist courses for
the training of dance performers in classical, contemporary
and many other dance styles, but not in Early Dance (1), and,
even if there were, there is no long-established professional
world which the trained can enter (2). This must reflect an
underlying lack of status in comparison with other dance
forms. Yet experience of working with school pupils and
young adults, often over the full length of the school year,
and in connection with cross-curricular projects (3), has
shown that Early Dance can play an important part in
stimulating the imagination, giving experience of movement
patterns and behaviour far removed from those of contem-
porary Britain, and in a very important sense providing the
incentive for further investigations into the cultural heritage.

An examination of why Early Dance remains on the fringe
of the established dance world reveals three major factors:
time, knowledge, and attitude.

Firstly, time.

In all courses at whatever level a finite amount of time is
available; choices have to be made as to the best way of using
this. In school there may be as little as six/twelve hours (if any
at all) per year for dance (4), during which time the teacher
has to ensure that there is no bias of race or gender, and, in
the future, test the pupils’ achievement against nationally
agreed criteria (5). At degree level the constraints are fewer
but nevertheless still present. Few courses offer dance as a
full time course of study; time is shared with one or more
other subjects. Numbers of students on course rarely allow
for student choice within the course content; the course has to
attract candidates, and since the dance experience of most
potential candidates is either classical or contemporary this is
what they think they want to go on studying. Although degree
courses are not mnecessarily vocationally oriented, today’s
validating bodies always require to know what are the job
prospects of students at the end of a course; the Early Dance
world will provide few with a means of earning their living.

Secondly, knowledge.

In one sense this is now much less of a problem; facsimiles of
treatises contemporary with the dances are now available and
there are many sound texts detailing how to do the dances
(6). However, there is as yet no single coherent source of
reference from which knowledge can be built up rapidly and,
even if there were, many of the skills can be learnt only
through repeated practice over a period of time; even then, as
a seventeenth century master explained (7), to get the finer
skills you need to have lessons with a master. At a very
different level knowledge is a problem. Since degree courses
embody so little Early Dance they do not have specialists in
this work as part of their permanent staff (8); thus there is no

potential for influencing the direction of teaching and
research. In schools the problem is entirely different; here
teachers are supposed to update themselves in such diverse
fields as: information technology, multicultural education,
preparation for the world of work, national curriculum,
attainment targets and pupil profiling; what time is left for
such peripheral issues as Early Dance? The best that could be
hoped for (9) is that they take a short course, the content of
which is then passed on to their pupils. However, to be able
to get to the heart of something requires in-depth knowledge;
it is relatively easy to remember a step sequence but much
harder to achieve the essential poise. For early dance this
means understanding something of the period in question as
well as the dances themselves. On the positive side, most
teachers do have access to people who have this specialist
knowledge, and fruitful liasons can be developed when
teacher and early dancer work in collaboration. It is this
approach which has been used in most of the work which has
been undertaken in school and the method has been found to
have several advantages. It reduces the isolation of the
teacher, because in working as a team problems can be
shared, and there are additional pairs of hands at critical
moments. The specialist can provide a first filter on source
material; much of the required material is already known and
well-tried, therefore there is a more realistic base on which to
found decisions about suitability for a particular class. Many
hours of searching can be eliminated for teachers but at the
end of the day they must have a very important part to play in
the selection of material for their situation; they are the
experts on their children, and their expertise is crucial to the
success of the work. The specialist’s most direct input is
usually the less familar aspects of practical performance,
including technique, style and convention.

Thirdly, attitude.

QOutside its own milieu, Early Dance is rarely valued for its
artistic content; reports of performances make reference to
the costume and even to the music, but rarely in an informed
way to the quality of dance style or technique (10). It is often
viewed as an excuse for dressing up and sometimes for
dissipation (sometimes justly but more frequently not): an
activity for those who cannot do ‘proper’ dance. Other arts
have an established professional outlet yet for Early Dance
there is little opportunity to see its performance by those who
devote their full-time work to the development of expertise.
Whilst there are some groups who do operate in the profes-
sional sphere, almost all rely on other sources of income;
what is remarkable is the standard they manage to achieve in
the limited time available. Teachers of Early Dance fall into
the same category: other forms of employment provide an
income and they are rarely able to give Early Dance the
attention they would like it to receive.

At school level it is often thought to be irrelevent and
boring for pupils, too far removed from the experience of
today’s living to have any significance for contemporary
youngsters. Admittedly there has to be something to catch
the interest, and this varies from age to age. The Primary
curriculum usually includes some topic with an historical
context; this, together with the added incentive of a culminat-
ing presentation, is often sufficient motivation for this age
group, and has the advantage of involving all of the pupils in a
class. At the secondary level some more specific event is
usually necessary, for example the need to include dance in
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