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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.
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