Are folk dancers allergic to text ?

by Alkis Raftis
       The opinions expressed below do not result from a sociological survey following a strict research methodology. Surveys concerning the attitude of a population towards dance - as dancers, spectators, teachers or other - are non-existent. Notable exceptions are the surveys commissioned by the French Ministry of Culture in 1987 and the British authorities in 1983 for the respective countries. These studies, though they shed a first light on dance as a nation-wide social phenomenon, they barely touch the area of folk dance, much less the subject of dance readership. On the other hand, folk dance (or popular, or national, or traditional dance: a distinction is not necessary here) is the form most widely practiced in any country.

       The author's relative experiences include the observation of hundreds of dance groups - mainly folk - from many countries during rehearsal or performance, as well as participation in    courses, workshops, lectures and conferences for the last fifteen years. A large amount of information material has been thus collected, though in such a way that it resists statistical analysis. Discussions with dancers, teachers, researchers and others, as reading most of the related literature published during the above period, form a global impression of empirical value. 

       This personal involvement  has been extremely gratifying in many ways, as any one with similar experiences can imagine. At the same time it has procured a constant source of intellectual frustration, which is expressed here, hoping that either these impressions are wrong or things will change in the future. The matter is of crucial importance for the entire folk dance movement worldwide.

       Let us take a hypothetical country, so that no one will feel offended, with a population of 10 million. Let us assume there are 2000 folk dance groups in this country, a not unreasonable number by European standards. For comparison, Bulgaria has 2,500 groups with a population of 8.5 million, Sweden has 500 groups for 7.6 million and Greece has 3,000 groups for 10 million inhabitants. Assuming an average of 100 dancers per group, we have 2,000 active dance teachers or group leaders and 200,000 dancers, some very impressive figures indeed.

      Now, in this imaginary country no more than half a dozen serious books about folk dance have ever been published at one thousand copies each, which means that only a few hundred persons have actually read such a book. Even in the best book store, one is lucky to find one or two books on folk dance.  They most probably are full of photographs, descriptions of steps or speculations on the "origin" and the "symbolism" of the local dances. These are very covenient subjects: the origins are lost in distant times while the symbolism lies deep into the collective subconscious, so the author has no fear of being proven wrong.

        Disappointed by the lack of books, we start looking for magazines. There is probably one or two on ballet or general folklore, but not a single one on folk dance. Eventually we discover a small newsletter, a few home-made pages circulating among two or three hundred intimates. No articles by specialists, no criticism of performances, no opinions on the general issues of the dance movement, nothing on history or research or teaching methods.  Most publications on classical dance are far from scholarly, but they are serions enough to give complexes even to the most arduous defender of folk dance.

       Our hypothetical country looks now more like a desert to the enthusiast who is not happy with performances and dance evenings alone but needs also some food for the mind. He desperately turns to conferences as a last hope. He discovers that they are scarce, underfinanced and thinly attended. Experts and researchers on folk dance are very few and invariably ignored by the performing groups. Their international conferences look more like meetings of secret societies, proceedins usually sell no more than two dozen copies. The only scholarly review in Europe, "Dance Studies", has no more than a few hundred individual subscribers.

      We are forced to admit that dancers (in this imaginary country, not in your country or mine, though we can suspect some similarities) do not read. Some ex-dancers read, some non-dancers read, but dancers do not read. What is worse, dance teachers do not read either, at least on dance. It is doubtfull whether they listen much to music outside rehearsals either, though there are no statistics to prove it. How can one dance well (especially folk dance, where the music cannot be taken away from the movements) if he is not saturated with it? The number of publications by the copies sold, divided by the number of dancers - professional or amateur - in any country provides compelling evidence. Reading by the folk dance population is close to zero, while in ballet and modern dance the picture seems slightly better, if this can be a consolation.

     Knowledge, especially abstract knowledge, is stocked and handed over in textual form within industrial society. Text-less knowledge, as used in traditional societies, is knowledge of a different order, not inferior or superior, but simply radically different knowledge. In dance training - whether ballet or folk - knowledge is still handed down in a pre-industrial way, a way that has severe limitations from the point of view of modern society. This way must now be complemented, not discarded. Reflexion complements practice, it does not replace it. An educational system that effectively excludes text as a tool for dancers condemns their art to chronic intellectual improverishment.

         Folk dance, among all dance forms the one with the highest social content, is thus doomed to infantilism. Detailed and reliable knowledge of local music, costume, customs and society is absolutely essential for the coherent rendition of the dances. In other dance forms, mere execution of movement can be a complete spectacle in itselt, in folk dance it amounts to an insult to the original. In ballet as well as disco, components of the dance  experience can be interchangeable; but try to imagine a Japanese doing a Nigerian dance in Polish regional costume and Chilean folk music!

         One hears every day complaints that dance companies do not receive enough financial aid, that initiatives are stiffled, talent is wasted etc. Why (or how) should governments, universities, institutes, sponsors, or other agents each in his own way, assist ensembles whose members ignore reading? It means they ignore developments in the history, documentation, criticism, stage techniques, teaching methods, social impact and a host of other areas. It is obvious that even performances by ensembles other than their own are rarely attemded by dance teachers.

        Our approach to teaching and performing has not changed significally with the advent of modern society. Dance idioms have changed, styles evolve, but dance education remains by-and-large un-historical, disconnected from transcription, documentation, systematic elaboration and research in general. Whith some notable exceptions, fertilisation from other arts has been minimal, support by sciences negligible. Each choreographer can produce no more than just another choreography, he cannot produce deep change all by himself. The entire dance community excludes significant change by excluding the accumulation of knowledge that comes with text.

       Unless the dance world takes the necessary steps, this art form will remain unable to face the new challenges of mass production for television, mass reproduction  by video, mass consumption by passive audiences. Dance will be inevitably reduced to cheap entertainment for the uncultured masses: universal, uniform, univocal. Conceived, assembled and distributed by separate teams of technicians under the supervision of marketing specialists.

       Dancers and choreagraphers will surely find a variety of movel ways to express themselves in the future, but is this enough? Dont't they (don't we all) need to be conscious of the role played by dance in society? Can such consciousness be acquired without reading? Finally - as if argruments in favour of literacy were necessary - the general public will certainly  appreciate dance more if the relative texts (i.e. theatre programmes, newspaper articles, introductory books on dance)    become more clear and well-founded. It is a project trancending frontiers, therefore it is mainly the duty of international cultural organizations to launch a campaign against dancers' allergy to text.

The above text is based on a communication of the author presented to the General Assembly of the CIOFF in Povarska-Bystriza, Chechoslovakia, 20 Oct. 1989.

