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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

Shakespeare and the Dance 
 
 
 
Shakespeare’s  plays  are  to  be  seen  all  over  the  world  in  any  major  
repertory  company.  While  much  has  been  written  on  every  aspect  of  the  
staging  of  his  plays  by  Shakespearean  scholars,  actors  and  directors,  the  
dancing  has  over  time  become  less  and  less important  almost  to  the  point  
of  obsolescence.  While  this  trend  is  certainly  not  acceptable  to  me  (and  
probably  would  not  be  to  Shakespeare  either  were  he  alive  today),  
directors  when  asked  about  the  reason  for  there  being  no  dance  in  the  
play  lamely  point  to  a  lack  of  clear  guidance  from  Shakespeare  in  his  
scripts  as  well  as  to  rehearsal  time  constraints  to  teach  the  required  
period  dances.   
 
My  thesis  will  endeavor  to  show  that  a  lack  of  dance  in  Shakespeare’s  
plays  is  not  only  historically  incorrect  but  also  robs  the  modern  day  
audience  of  the  full  spectacle  of  the  occasion  that  defined  that  historical  
period.  There  are  many  resources  available  to  director’s  should  they  be  
willing  to  commit  to  a  wholly  accurate  reading  of  the  play  because  a  
Shakespeare  drama  without  the  dance  is,  to  my  mind,  hardly  Shakespeare  
at  all.                
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Introduction 
 
 

 
The  lack  of  dance  in  modern  day  Shakespearean  works  is  both  a  shame   

and  a  travesty.  Remaining  historically  faithful  to  the  time  period  and  the 

artistic  work  undeniably  demands  that  a  certain  required  amount  of  dance 

be  present  in  the  correct  style,  appreciation  and  setting  of  most  of   

Shakespeare’s  works.  The  problem,  however,  is  twofold.  For  one,  there  is 

a  distinct  lack  of  appreciation,  knowledge  or  research  undertaken  by 

modern  day  directors  into  the  style,  period  or  importance  of  the  dance   

and  two,  modern  day  directors  find  it  difficult  to  connect  the  dance  with   

the  text.  They  do  not  know  how  to  integrate  the  dance  into  the  play  and   

have  little  or  no  idea  of  the  function  that  dance  played  in  that  era,  and   

therefore  feel  that  the  dance  will  possibly  impede  the  flow  of  the  play  and   

confuse  the  storyline.  As  a  result,  the  dance  is  often  the  first  thing  to  be   

cut  and  sadly,  such  ignorance  permeates  most  of  modern  Shakespeare’s   

works  today. 

 

At  first  glance,  it  would  appear  that  the  problem  exists  because  there  was   

very  little  written  about  dance  from  Shakespeare’s  time.  Further   

investigation  however  reveals  this  statement  to  be  false  because  while   

there  does  not  exist  a  huge  amount  of  literature  on  the  subject,  there   

certainly  are  plenty  of  resources  to  be  examined  (all  be  they  a  little   

scattered)  that  directors  and  performers  could  investigate  were  they  so   
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inclined.  A  good  place  to  start  this  research  would  be  by  researching        

Shakespeare’s  England  and  the  importance  that  dance  held  during  this   

time  period. 
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Dance in Elizabethan England 
 
 
 
Though  it  had  been  under  attack  by  the  church  for  some  time,  dance  held  

an  extremely  vital  role  in  English  life  during  the  Elizabethan  era.  This  was  

true  particularly  in  the  rural  countryside,  where  changing  seasons  were  

marked  by  festivals,  many  of  which  had  characteristic  dances  from that  

village.  These  dances  were  rehearsed  and  performed  by  small  groups  of  

people,  however;  ever  more  popular  and  important  were  the  social  dances  

that  engaged  all  the  town’s  people  at  any  celebratory  occasion.  During  the  

1500’s  and  first  half  of  the  1600’s,  these  social  dances  were  taken  up  by  the  

court,  and  formalized,  as  dance  played  an  increasing  and  ultimately  very  

important  role  in  high  society  (Brissenden).  

 

It  was  well  documented  that  the  Queen  greatly  enjoyed  and  prided  herself   

on  her  skill  as  a  dancer  and  apparently  danced  galliards  (virtuosic  male   

dances  of  the  late  Renaissance  era)  each  morning  to  stay  in  shape.   

Dancing  was  the  heart  of  court  masques  (dances  based  on  a  mythological   

or  allegorical  theme  in  which  the  monarchy  usually  came  out  on  top)  and   

King  James  was  known  to  delight  in  these  festivities.  Dancing  was  also  a   

large  part  of  the  ceremonial  for  the  Inns  of  Court  and  was  deemed  a   

very  necessary  skill  for  an  upwardly  mobile  gentleman.   
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Queen  Elizabeth I 

 

Though  it  is  impossible  to  recreate  the  exact  steps  from  that  era,  historians  

have  categorized  the  different  types  of  Elizabethan  dances  and  have  

considerable  understanding  of  the  music  and  costuming  as  well.  Dance  was  

also  to  become  an  important  part  of  Elizabethan  theatre  where  it   was  used  

between  acts  as  an  emotional  release  and  sometimes  even  as  a  main  plot  

element.   

 

Social  dances  arose  from  and  were  related  to  the  attitudes  and  beliefs  of  

polite  society.  The  steps  of  the  dances  were  often  dictated  by  both  the  

society’s  attitude  on  beauty  and  elegance,  and  the  type  of  clothing  also  
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reflected  that  attitude.  During  the  Elizabethan  era,  courtiers  strived  for  a  

rather  voluptuous  look,  for  thinness  was  a  sign  of  a  lower  income  level  and  

social  status.  Thus,  male  courtiers  often  wore  a  cloak,  a  hat,  a  padded  

doublet,  and  a  sword.  The  women  most  often  dressed  in  a  rigid  bodice,  a  

neck  ruff,  padded  sleeves  or  over-sleeves,  and  a  skirt  with  a  rather  long  train  

attached.  The  men  also  wore  the  poulaine  shoe  which,  despite  its  elongated  

shape,  allowed  them  comfortable  stepping  and  ease  when  rising  up  onto  their  

toes (Brainard, “Renaissance”).  These  costumes  often weighed  twenty  to  forty  

pounds.  The  weight  and  bulkiness  of  these costumes  both  enhanced  the  

beauty  of  the  steps  and  movements  but  on  the  other  hand,  also  restricted  

the  movement  and  the  execution  of  some  steps.  The  movement  of  the  

clothing  itself  required  its  own  musical  time, for  it  could  take  a  while  to  

unwind  a  long  train  after  a  rapid  series  of turns  (Feves et al.).  Although  the  

costumes  hindered  movement,  the  dances as  described  in  sixteenth-century  

books  and  manuals  written  for  gentry  and  courtiers  consisted  of  not  only  

elaborate  walking  patterns  but  jumps, multiple  turns,  and  complicated  footwork  

(Feves et al.). 

 



 6 

                        

   Renaissance costume for women       High Renaissance costume   

            for women 

 

Renaissance costume for men 
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Along  with  the  dance  steps,  went  socially  accepted  rules  of  behavior. Rules  

for  how  to  sit,  stand,  bow,  and  enter  or  exit  a  room,  influenced  the patterns  

of  the  dance  and  its  shape  in  the  space  of  the  room.  Meanwhile  there  were  

also  rules  for  how  to  handle  a  sword,  wear  a  cape,  or  greet  royalty  and  

these  all  influenced  the  arm  and  upper  torso  movements  of  the  dance.  As  a  

result,  these  extrinsic  rules  often  provided  the  guidelines   in  forming  the  

foundation  for  a  new  dance  (Feves, et al.).   

 

Social  dances  were  completely  without  ritual  meaning.  Oftentimes,  they  were  

performed  indoors  at  fetes  or  at  triumphs  (Purkis).  They  could  be  either  

simple  and  light  or  complex  and  physically  demanding  as  the  occasion  

demanded.   Additionally,  social  dances  could  be  either  improvised  on  the  spot  

or  led  by  a  dancer  whose  steps  were  copied  by  the  rest  of  the  people,  

choreographed  by  a  dance  master  and  learned  in  private,  or consist  of  a  

sequence  of  known  steps,  figures,  and  formations  that  dancers  combined  to  

fit  their  own  ability  (Brainard, “Social Dance”). Although social  dancing  originated  

in  the  lower  classes,  most  of  the  documentation  about  these  dance  forms  is  

from  the  dances  of  the  courts,  the  gentry,  and  the  nobility.  Social  dances  of  

the  lower  classes  were  known  by  name  but  the  step  sequences,  patterns  and  

choreography  were  only  vaguely  known  because  the  dances  were  passed  

down  through  the  generations  as  an  oral  tradition  instead  of  being  written  

down  in  document  or  book  form  (Feves, et al.).  
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As  with  any  art  form,  social  dance  was  altered  throughout  the generations,  

although  it  maintained  its  key  fundamental  elements  amid  the  generational  

embellishments.  One  consistency  through  the  generations  was  the  interaction  

between  men  and  women.  Rarely  do  the  dances  separate  the  dancers  so  

that  the  men  danced  with  the  men  and  the  women  with  the  women.  A  

second  consistency  in  social  dance  was  the  choreographic  shape  of  the  

dance.  The  three  major  repetitive  choreographic  shapes  were  the  line  and  

circle  dances,  figure  dances  and,  processional  dances (Brainard, “Social 

Dance”).   

 

Line  and  circle  dances  were  the  most  relaxed  and  easy-going  of   the  social  

dances  and  created  a  sense  of  unity  and  community.  Steps  seemed  to  be  

few  and  simple  and  figure  patterns  were  rare  and  interrupted  the  directional  

continuity  only  briefly  within  the  dance.  Oftentimes  these  dances were  

performed  with  the  dancers  linking  hands  with  their  partners  and  as  a  group.  

Line  and  circle  dances  of  the  1500’s  included  the  French  Bassedanse  and   

the  Spanish  Sarabande. 

 

Figure  dances  consisted  of  a  succession  of  intricate  and  creatively  thought  

out  floor  patterns,  some  of  which  were  created  to  express  a  dramatic  theme  

or  idea.  Some  of  the  recurring  dance  themes  present  in  these  dances  were  

place  changes,  S-curves,  figure  of  eights,  winding  lines, diagonals,  and  circles.  

Due  to  their  technical  complexity  and  their  unique floor  patterns,  figure  dances  
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had  to  be  prepared  and  rehearsed  prior  to  a performance  under  the  guidance  

and  direction  of  a  dancing  master.  Figure dances  could  be  further  divided  into  

two  groups,  performance  pieces  and participation  pieces.  Participation  pieces  

were  created  for  the  participation  of  everyone  in  the  ballroom.  Performance  

pieces,  meanwhile,  were  created for  a  soloist  or  for  a  small  ensemble  from  

between  two  to  eight  dancers. Specific  performance  pieces  from  the  sixteenth  

century  included  the  Galliard, the  Ballo,  the  Pavaniglia,  the  Passo e Mezzo,  

and  the  Cascarda.  Regardless  of  whether  it  was  a  performance  piece  or  a  

participation  piece, almost  all  figure  dances  were  choreographed  keeping  the  

surrounding audience  in  mind.  As  a  result,  they  would  often  be  concentric  in  

shape  so  that  they  were  able  to  be  viewed  from  any  direction  of  the  

ballroom (Brainard, “Social Dance”).   

 

Processional  dances,  popular  from  the  late  Middle  Ages  through  to the 1600s,  

emphasized  courtly  formality.  In  these  dances,  a  number  of   couples  would  

proceed  one  behind  the  other  in  the  order  of  their  social  rank.  Processional  

dances  which  included  the  Pavane,  the  Almaine,  and the  Bassedanse,  often  

contained  simple  figures  such  as  two-handed  turns and  place  changes  but  

they  also  had  a  variety  of  step  sequences.  These slow  stepping  dances  were  

often  followed  by  quick  after-dances  to  liven  up  the  atmosphere  and  the  

proceedings.  For  example,  a  Bassadanse followed  by  a  Saltarello  or  a  Pavane  

followed  by  a  Galliard  would  be  a  common  order  of  dances.  The  English  

longway,  a  descendent  of processional  dances,  would  also  include  an  
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unlimited  number  of  couples organized  by  rank.  These  dances  would  begin  

with  a  short  processional passage  followed  by  each  couple  traveling  down  and  

back  up  the  line while  the  rest  of  the  group  remained  stationary  (Brainard, 

“Social Dance”).   

 

In  order  to  create  these  elaborate  courtly  social  dances,  dance  masters  were  

employed  in  the  Elizabethan  court.  As  the  attitude  toward dance  changed  

favorably  throughout  the  ages,  so  did  the  profession  of  dance  masters.  In  the  

Middle  Ages,  dance  was  considered  a  social  pastime  that  united  the  common  

people  in  neighboring  villages.  The  court  dances  and  the  dances  of  the  

country  people  were  simple  enough  to  be  learned  on  the  spot,  thereby  

circumventing  the  need  for  dance  masters.  However,  the  wealthy  citizens  did  

employ  dancing  masters  in  their  own houses  not  only  for  dance  but  for  

lessons  on  social  manners,  graces  and  etiquette.   

During  the  reign  of  Elizabeth  I,  the  Cardels,  a  French  family  of dancing  

masters,  were  established  at  court  (Brainard, “Dancing Master”). Other  famous  

Elizabethan  dancing  masters  include  French  Thoinot  Arbeau, Italian  Fabritio  

Caroso,  and  Italian  Cesare  Negri.  As  well  as  being  dance  masters,  they  also  

wrote  manuals  on  the  theory  of  dance,  the  steps  of  dance  and  how  to  

execute  them  as  well  as  choreography. 

 

Thoinot  Arbeau  was  born  Jehan  Tabourot  in  France  in  1520.  He  was   

ordained  a  priest  in  1530  and  the  Jesuits  encouraged  his  continued  dance   
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training  because  they  felt  it  to  be  educationally  important.  His   

Orchésographie,  written  in  the  form  of  a  dialogue  between  a  teacher  and   

his  eager  student,  represents  social  dance  practices,  etiquette,  style  and   

steps  known  in  France  between  1550  and  1580.  In  addition  to  dance,  his   

manual  also  describes  Renaissance  drumming  techniques,  meter  and       

rhythm,  and  is  also  the  only  source  for  a  men’s  sword  dance  known  as  

Les  Bouffons.  The  morisque,  volte,  early  gavotte,  allemande  and  courante   

are  all  mentioned,  illustrated  and  described  in  his  manual. 

 

Illustration of two dancers dancing a Révérence 

 

Fabritio  Caroso  (1526/1535-1605/1620)  was  an  Italian  Renaissance  dance   

master.  His  book  Il  Ballarino  was  published  in  Italy  in  1581,  and it was  the   
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first  Italian  dance  book  describing  steps  and  dances  of  the  late  sixteenth   

century.  His  manual  was  written  for  the  upper  classes  and  included   

etiquette,  social  graces,  theory,  steps  and  choreography  for  some  eighty   

dances.  His  second  manual,  Nobilita  di  Dame  (1600) was  said  to  be  a   

much  better  edition  than  his  first  attempt  and  has  terms  and  steps  that   

are  more  clearly  defined  as  well  as  descriptions  for  sixty  eight  steps  and   

forty  nine  dances.  Both  of  his  manuals  come  complete  with  Italian  lute   

notation  and  copious  dance  illustrations  all  engraved  in  copperplate.         

 

 

     

Fabritio Caroso 
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Fabritio Caroso’s  first manual “Il Ballarino” 
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   A print from Frabritio Caroso’s manual 

 

Cesare Negri  was  an  Italian  dance  master  whose  treatise  (Le  gratie   

d’amore)  was  published  in  1602.  His  manual  was  divided  into  three  parts,   

and  was  not  unlike  Caroso’s  which  described  the  dance  steps   and  offered   

choreography.  His  manual  however  was  different  in  that  it  recorded  male   
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virtuosic  steps  and  was  a  great  contribution  to  the  continued  virtuosity  of   

the  male  dancer.  He  recorded  many  difficult  galliard  dances  which  included   

multiple  pirouettes  (whirling  or  turning  steps)  and  tours  en  l’air  (turns  in   

the  air).   

 

Similar  to  Caroso,  many  of  his  choreographies  are  recorded  for  the  solo   

couple  but  he  also  included  dances  for  multiple  dancers  and  thirteen   

dances  for  two  couples.               

 

 
 
A representation taken from Cesare Negri’s manual of 
a male dancer practicing  footwork holding  
onto a chair and a table 

  

The  dances  of  the  Elizabethan  era  varied  depending  upon  the  social  class  as  

well  as  the  particular  time  period.  The  upper  classes,  nobility,  and  royalty  

enjoyed  a  wide  variety  of  new  types  of  music  at  court  which encouraged  new  



 16 

dances  to  be  developed  by  the  dance  masters. Oftentimes  courtiers  would  

travel  abroad  and  then  return  bringing  back  with  them  dances  from  France,  

Spain,  and  Italy.  These  dances  were  often  quite  complicated  with  intricate  

step  work  and  figure  patterns.  The  most  notable  upper  class  dances  of  the  

Elizabethan  era  were  the  Pavan,  the  Almain,  and  the  Galliard.  The  Pavan,  

also  known  as  the  Cinque  pas, consisted  of  a  pattern  of  five  steps  with  

couples  dancing  around  the  hall  touching  fingers.  Pavan  means  peacock  and  

the  dance  was  so  named  because  of  the  sight  of  the   trains  of  the  women’s  

costumes  brushing  across  the  floor  like  the  tails  of  peacocks.  The  Almain  is  

often  accompanied  by  lute  music  and  the  Galliard  is  a  lively  dance  which  

usually  follows  the  Pavan.   

 

Dances  for  the  lower  classes  were  distinctly  different  from  those  of  the  upper  

classes.  For  one,  the  lower  classes  were  not  exposed  to  the  new  music  of  

the  courts  and  two,  they  were  not  able  to  learn  the  complicated  

choreographed  dances  from  the  dance  masters  employed  in  the  court.  

Therefore,  the  lower  classes  enjoyed  different  types  of  country dances  rooted  

in  customs  that  would  have  been  performed  at  festivals,  weddings  and  fairs.  

Some  of  the  dances  performed  by  the  lower  classes  included  the  Brand  

which  was  often  the  first  dance  performed  during  a celebration,  the  Jig  which  

featured  many  leaps  and  steps  of  elevation,  and  the  Roundel  which  was  a  

dance  performed  primarily  in  a  circle  by  the  majority  of  the  gathering  

(http://www.elizabethan-era.org).   
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In  terms  of  the  time  period,  the  Elizabethan  age  spanned  both  the  early 

Renaissance  (1430-1550)  and  the  high  Renaissance  (1550-1650)  although 

dance  technique  and  the  popular  social  dances  between  these  two  periods 

changed  drastically.  In  the  early  Renaissance,  the  main  dances  in  England 

were  the  Bassedanse,  the  Branle,  the  Reprise,  and  the  Révérence.  There was  

a  great  emphasis  on  graceful  movement,  small  steps,  and  the  smooth,  

controlled  raising  and  lowering  of  the  body  whilst  stepping  in  all  of  these  

dances.  As  far  as  body  positioning  of  the  dancers,  the  feet  were slightly  

turned  out,  the  torso  was  flexible,  and  the  body  was  erect  and  firmly  held.  

Men  and  women  danced  side  by  side  or  facing  each  other  but  they  seldom  

touched.  The  emphasis  for  women  was  on  gentleness,  grace,  and  lightness  

while  dancing.  The  men,  however,  showcased  great  strength  in their  high  

jumps  and  ornate  turns.  Clothing  of  this  era,  which  concentrated on  a  flowing,  

lengthy  look,  was  altered  to  the  more  bulky  style  of  the  high  Renaissance.  

Due  to  the  tight  corsets  and  the  ruff  collars  on  the  costumes,  more  emphasis  

was  placed  on  footwork  in  the  high  Renaissance.  Furthermore,  during  this  

time,  the  placement  and  use  of  the  foot  was altered  from  flexed  to  stretched  

and  from  no  foot  turnout  to turned-out  feet  (Feves, “Reconstruction”).  Greater  

emphasis  was  placed  on  what  one  could  do  with  accessories  such  as  fans,  

swords,  and  masks. Characteristic  dances  of  the  high  Renaissance  include  the  

Galliard,  the Canary,  and  the  Ballo.  The  dance  repertory  of  this  time  

consisted  of  basic walking  steps,  foot  crossings,  leg  swings,  beats,  leg  raises,  



 18 

and  stamps. For  the  men,  leaps,  jumps  from  two  feet  or  from  one  foot,  tours  

en  l’air  (turns  in  the  air) ,  cabrioles  (a  step  of  elevation  where  both  legs  are  

beaten  in  the  air),  and  other  beats  were  introduced.  Furthermore,  lifts which  in  

the  early  Renaissance  were  confined  to  the  lower  social  class peasant  

dances,  became  acceptable  and  popular  in  high  society  (Brainard, 

“Renaissance Dance Technique”).  

 

As  a  result  of  the  ever  increasing  popularity  and  importance  of  dance  in  

Elizabethan  society,  dance  started  to  become  incorporated  into  theatrical  

works  more  and  more.  Among  the  playwrights  of  this  period  who  incorporated  

dance,  Shakespeare  used  dance  in  his  works  the  most  consistently  and  

twelve  of  his  thirty-seven  plays  contain  dance  performances  (Buckland et al.).   

 

Shakespeare  used  dance  to  underscore  many  different  themes,  feelings   

and  story-telling  elements  in  his  dramas  and  plays.  In  total,  he  used   

dance  in  over  twelve  plays  and  referred  to  it  in  more  than  thirty.   

For  him,  dance  helped  to  further  reveal  a  character  or  setting,  showed   

harmony  or  conflict  and  assisted  in  forwarding  the  momentum  of  the  plot   

or  storyline.   

 

In Henry V,  court  dances  (like  the  English  Morris  dance  and  the  lavolta)   

underscore  feelings  of  conflict  and  the  representation  of  the  character  of   

Henry V.  In  the  comedies  All’s  Well  That  Ends  Well,  Much  Ado  About   
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Nothing  and  A  Midsummer  Night’s  Dream,  character  and  plot  are   

interwoven  with  the  dance.  In  As  You  Like  It,  dancing  happily  concludes   

the  play  following  the  Elizabethan  tradition  of  bringing  the  comedy  to  a   

close  with  a  dance  because  there  was  no  actual  physical  curtain  to  pull   

signifying  the  end  of  the  performance.  In  the  tragedies  Romeo  and  Juliet,  

Macbeth  and  Timon  of  Athens,  dancing  is  used  as  an  iconic  powerful  symbol  

to  display  the  tension  and  the  love  between  the  characters.   

 

After  1607,  dance  is  seen  in  almost  all  of  Shakespeare’s  plays  as  it    

reflects,  expresses  and  fuses  the  tragic  and  the  comic  that  characterizes   

most  of  his  later  works.   

 

The  study  of  Elizabethan  dance  and  its  role  in  society  allows  for  greater 

understanding  of  dance  in  the  time  of  Shakespeare’s  works,  specifically  in   

his  tragedy  Romeo  and  Juliet.   
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Dance and the Elizabethan Theatre 

 

It  is  necessary  to  understand  that  the  theatre  was  a  quite  different experience  

for  Elizabethans  than  that  which  we  enjoy  today.  While  modern audiences  

tend  to  distance  themselves  from  the  characters on  stage, Elizabethan  viewers  

were  very  much  mentally  and  emotionally  invested  in  the  on-stage  

proceedings.  The  stage  was  quite  literally  thrust  into  the audience,  with  no  

curtain  to  separate  the  players  from  the  spectators. However,  it  was  more  

likely  that  the  Elizabethan  audiences  merely  expected  a  different  kind  of  

entertainment,  and  were  more  willing  to  invest themselves  in  the  story  and  

into  the  characters  than  are  audiences  of  today.  Whatever  the  reason,  it  is  

certain  that  with  Elizabethan  audiences so  emotionally  charged,  some  kind  of  

release  was  necessary  and  this  was accomplished  with  dancing  (Sorell).  

 

An  Elizabethan  playgoer  would  have  expected  a  musical  interlude  between 

each  act.  Not  unusually,  an  audience-member,  usually  a young  boy,  would 

step  forward  to  dance.  Around  1608  Fletcher  wrote,  in  his  Faithful 

Shepherdess,  “Nor  wants  there  those  who,  as  the boy  doth  dance/ Between  

the  acts  will  censure  the  whole  play”  (Sorell).  Even  more importantly  than  

between  the  acts,  the  audience  would  have  also anticipated  a  dance  at  the  

end  of  the  play:  perhaps  a  jig  by  one  or  two cast  members,  or  even  a  large  

scale  ensemble  piece.  Shakespeare’s  Much  Ado  About  Nothing  closes  with  

the  lines  “Strike  up  the  pipers. Dance.  ”Similarly,  As  You  Like  It  concludes:  
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“Play,  music!  And  you,  brides and  bridegrooms  all,  / With  measure  heap’d  in  

joy,  to  the  measures  fall,/… Proceed,  proceed:  we  will  begin  these  rites,/ As  

we  do  trust  they’ll  end,  in true  delights,/ A  dance”  (Sorell).  

 

It  was  therefore  a  necessity  that  Elizabethan  actors  be  well  versed  in  

dancing. There  were  no  actors  who  could  not  dance,  nor  dancers  who  could  

not act,  as  each  was  an  essential  component  to  the  profession.  Stage  

direction  by  Shakespeare  and  his  contemporaries  included  such  minimal 

instruction  as  “Dance”  or  “They  dance”  which  was  a  clear  sign  that  they  took  

it  for  granted  that  the  actors  were  able  and  had  the  required  ability  to  dance  

(Sorell). 

 

And  so  dance  played  an  important  role  in  the  Elizabethan  theatre  during  

interludes  and  at  the  end  of  a  play  to  break  the  emotional  tension.  Yet  it  

also  played  a  role  in  the  body  of  many  of  the  plays  themselves,  even 

sometimes  becoming  a  central  plot  element.  Examining  Shakespeare’s works,  

it  is  clear  that  dance  played  an  important  role  in  his  work  both  in theme  and  

in  plot. 
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Dance and Shakespeare  

 

Shakespeare  mentions  twelve  different  dances  in  his  body  of  work,  and 

concerns  himself  with  about  five  hundred  passages  of  music  and  of  these  

musical  passages  there  are  fifty  dances  (Sorell).  As  dance  played  such  an 

important  role  in  Elizabethan  life,  outside  of  the  theatre,  Shakespeare could  

have  been  merely  extending  his  “all  the  world’s  a  stage”  simile, mirroring  real  

life  with  his  art  form.  Upon  further examination  of  the  works  of Shakespeare,  it  

is  possible  to  understand  why  he  used  dance  so  widely, and  why  it  was  

often  a  relevant,  if  not  perfect  vehicle  for  his  plots  and purposes. 

 

Pivotal  to  the  action  of  many  of  Shakespeare’s  plays,  is  the  theme  of 

disorder:  disorder  in  the  state  and  disorder  among  the  characters.  Yet,  even  

in  his  tragedies,  Shakespeare  always  presents  the  optimistic  belief  that  order  

can  be  restored.  Dance  was  seen  as  a  vehicle  by  which  order  could  emerge  

from  chaos.  With  fixed  numbers  and  set  patterns,  structure  was  an  essential  

component  of  dance  in  these  times,  especially  in  the  court  dances  of  the  

Elizabethan  era.   

 

Dance  had  long  been  equated  with  order,  from  the  time  of  Plato,  who 

mentions  the  notion  in  his  Laws,  through  to  the  Middle  Ages.  In  Sir  John 

Davies’  poem  Orchestra  from  1594,  a  character  tries  to  persuade  another to  

dance,  saying: 
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“Dauncing (bright Lady) then began to be, 

When the first seedes wherof the world did spring, 

The Fire, Ayre, Earth and Water did agree, 

 By Loves perswasion, Natures might King, 

 To leave their first disordered combating; 

And in a daunce such measure to observe, 

 As all the world their motion should preserve”  

 

This  passage  serves  to  illustrate  the  Elizabethan  idea  of  equating  dance  with  

order.   

 

With  disorder  being  such  a  frequent  thematic  element  in  Shakespeare, 

especially  in  his  tragedies,  (where  disorder  was  often  equated  with  death), 

dance  is  employed  as  a  symbol  for  harmony. 
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Dance in Shakespearian Tragedy 

 

Romeo  and  Juliet  was  perhaps  the  first  play  in  which  Shakespeare introduced  

dance  into  the  central  action.  While  not  a  guise  for  death  or evil,  it  is  surely  

closely  connected  with  it.  In  the  first  mention  of  dance  in  the  play,  Romeo’s  

friends  are  attempting  to  persuade  him  to  accompany  them  to  the  Capulet’s  

feast  when  Benvolio  says, “let  them  measure  us  by  what  they  will,/ We’ll  

measure  them  a  measure,  and  be  gone”  (I. iv. 9-10). Here  Benvolio  is  using  

the  word  measure  as  a  general  term  for  dance, and  as  in  the  style  of  the  

rest  of  the  work,  uses  a  play  on  words  with  the  alternate  meaning  of  the  

word  measure,  as  if  to  size  up  the  Capulets  (Brissenden).  While  light - 

hearted  enough,  this  statement  still  carries  a  negative  connotation.  Romeo  

attends  the  feast,  determined  not  to  dance  with  anyone  because  he  is  

heartbroken  and  in  love  with  Rosaline  but  at the  feast,  Romeo  spots  Juliet,  

and  instantly  love - struck,  says  “the measure  done,  I’ll  watch  her  place  of  

stand”  (I. v. 48).  Romeo  here  uses the  word  measure  as  a  part  of  a  specific  

dance,  the  Italian  ballo,  a  dance  featuring  several  figures  in  different  rhythms.  

In  a  ballo,  there  might be  a  figure  for  all  the  dancers,  followed  by  one  for  

women  then  one  for men,  and  one  in  which  groups  of  two  men  and  one  

woman  would  dance together  (Brissenden).  Shakespeare’s  Romeo  does  not  

dance  however  but merely  waits,  watching  for  Juliet  to  finish  her  figure.  Juliet  

steps  out  of  the dance,  the  symbol  for  harmony,  and  speaks  to  Romeo,  

kisses  him, perhaps  against  the  continuing  background  of  music  and  dancing.  
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Amidst  a  constant  backdrop  of  harmonious  movement,  their  isolation  from  the  

group,  and  the  pattern  of  order,  is  clear.  This  is  an  obvious  parallel  to  the 

plot;  their  love  is  outside  the  prescribed  natural  order  of  their  lives  and  their  

futures,  and  takes  place  against  a  backdrop  of  (and  in  direct opposition  to)  

the  harmony  of  their  privileged  lives. 

 

The  next  mention  of  dancing  is  when  Mercutio  is  speaking  to  Tybalt:  “And  

thou  make  minstrels  of  us,  look  to  hear  nothing  but  discords.  Here’s  my 

fiddlestick;  here’s  that  shall  make  you  dance” (III.i.44-6).  They  engage  in  a 

swordfight  which  runs  counter  to  the  synchronicity  of  the  ballroom  dance,  yet  

interestingly  parallels  the  scene;  in  the  swordfight,  as  in  the ballroom,  Romeo  

is  a  bystander.  However  this  “dance”  is  obviously  more chaotic  and  entirely  

more  violent  than  the  ballroom  dance.  With  the  first death  in  the  play,  the  

dance  imagery  stops,  as  is  consistent  with Shakespeare’s  other  uses.  Allusion  

to  dance  almost  always  occurs  before the  theme  of  disorder  has  gained  

momentum  (Brissenden).  

 

Shakespeare’s  tragedies  employed  dance  not  only  as  a  plot - altering element  

but  also  as  a  metaphor  for  harmony  amidst  chaos  of  the  story and  the  

characters.  This  is  consistent  with  the  uses  of  dance  in  his comedies  and  

later  works  as  well  (Brissenden).  It  is  reasonable  that  dance carries  such  

significance  in  Shakespeare’s  work,  as  it  was  important  in  the social  life  of  

Elizabethan  era,  both  for  the  lower  classes  and  the  courts  of  the  king  and  
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queen.  Continued  study  into  the  history  of  dance  will illuminate  more  about  

the  lives  of  Elizabethans,  from  peasants  to  royalty, and  will  produce  further  

insight  into  works  of  literature  by  Shakespeare  and  his  contemporaries.  

 
 
As  well  as  the  dance  manuals  of  Thoinot  Arbeau,  Fabritio  Caroso  and   

Cesare  Negri  there  are  old  records  of  the  Inns  of  Court.   

In  addition,  John  Playford’s  The  English  Dancing  Master  (1652)  also 

notates  English  country  dances  from  that  time  and  these  are  exactly  what  

Shakespeare  would  have  had  in  mind  and  employed  when  writing  his   

plays.  John  Playford  was  a  publisher  and  author  of  many  books  but  is   

most  widely  known  for  his  publication  of  The  English  Dancing  Master.    

 

While  he  was  never  a  dance  master  and  it  is  historically  agreed  that  he 

probably  did  not  write  this  book,  scholars  have  determined  that  between 

six  and  eight  well-known  and  reputable  dance  masters  all  penned  the 

dances  and  do-it-yourself  manual  specifically  for  the  book  which  was  long  

overdue  in  the  social  circles  that  required  it.  Many  of  the  dances  penned 

had  been  in  existence  for  many  years  and  several  others  were  newly 

conceived  for  the  book.  While  some  of  the  wording  has  caused  some 

confusion,  the  book  is,  for  the  main  part,  a  good  and  clear  reference  for 

historical  and  research  purposes.   
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A page from John Playford’s publication “The English Dancing Master” 
 
 
 
Clearly  these  documents  contain  literature  that  not  only  mentions  the 

dances  that  were  utilized  in  the  plays  of  Shakespeare  but  also  give  a 

clear  reference  of  the  definition  of  the  steps,  how  to  place  them  in  the 

choreography  as  well   how  to  execute  them  in  the  dance.  In  addition, 

there  are  references  to  the  dance  and  dances  in  the  books  of  poet   

laureate  Ben  Jonson’s  court  masques  as  well  as  accounts  of  the  dance  in   

letters  to  tourists  and  foreigners.  In  other  books  about  etiquette  and  social   

graces  such  as  Count  Baldassare  Castiglione’s  Book  of  the  Courtier  and      

Sir  Thomas  Elyot’s  The  Book  Named  the  Governor  dancing  is  mentioned 

frequently  and  in  depth.   

 

Puritans,  while  castigating  dance  in  their  many  diatribes  about  the  subject  
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because  they  felt  that  it  was  a  form  of  bodily  pleasure  that  impeded  ones   

preparation  for  the  spiritual  afterlife,  unwittingly,  also  attest  to  the   

frequency  and  popularity  of  dance  in  theatres,  at  gatherings,  festivities  and   

in  private  homes.                

 

Unfortunately,  all  of  this  information  exists  mostly  in  mutual  exclusivity  from 

the  dramatic  aspect  of  Shakespearean  dance  research  and  yet,  the  only 

question  that  directors  should  grapple  with  is  where  to  put  the  dance   

within  the  text  and  not  whether  they  can  get  by  with  omitting  the  dance 

altogether.     

                     
 
Currently,  Romeo  and  Juliet  is  the  only  Shakespeare  play  that  still  retains  

its  dancing.  The  masquerade  ball  in  Act  1  demands  that  several  lines  are 

spoken  while  the  dancing  is  in  progress  and  also  several  scenes  before 

the  ball  speak  to  the  ball  that  is  about  to  occur.  The  dance  is  enmeshed  in  

the  story  of  Romeo  and  Juliet  and  so  it  should  remain.   
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A  brief  history  of  the  beginnings  of  Romeo  and  Juliet   
 
 
 
Like  many  of  Shakespeare’s  plays,  the  original  story  or  plot  were  not 

entirely  of  his  own  imaginings.  The  story  about  a  pair  of  star-crossed  

lovers  and  their  warring  families  for  example,  was  a  tale  told  many  times 

during  the  preceding  two  centuries  before  Shakespeare  formally  wrote  it 

down  in  the  form  of  a  play  in  1595.  This  tale  was  to  be  found  in  poems,   

prose  and  legends  from  the  very  origins  of  tragedy.  But  within  only  a  few  

years,  Shakespeare’s  version  became  the  accepted  version  of  Romeo  and  

Juliet  and  has  become  a  mainstay  of  professional  theatre  companies 

around  the  world.  It  is  extremely  popular  and  is  the  most  often  repeated 

work  after  Hamlet.   

 
 
Many  ancients  myths  such  as  Orpheus  and  Eurydice  and  Demeter  and 

Persephone  have  resurrection  motifs.  In  1476,  Masuccio  Salernitano  wrote 

about  a  pair  of  lovers  Mariotto  and  Giannozza  of  Sienna  who  were 

married  in  secret  by  a  friar.  Mariotto  was  banished  from  the  town  after 

killing  a  citizen  in  a  quarrel  and Giannozza’s  father  had  an  arranged 

marriage  all  organized  on  her  behalf.  Giannozza  sought  help  from  the  friar 

and  took  a  sleeping  potion  that  he  gave  to  her.  Giannozza  thought  to  be 

dead,  was  entombed.  Mariotto  never  receives  the  message  about  her  plan   

and  on  his  arrival  at  her  tomb-side,  he  lifts  the  lid  of  her  tomb  and,  is 

arrested  and  executed.  Giannozza  awakens  to  see  all  of  this  and  later   
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dies  of  a  broken  heart.      

 

A  later  version  of  the  above  story  was  also  written  by  Luigi  da  Porto.  He 

renamed  the  lovers  Romeo  and  Giuletta  and  specifies  a  feud  between  the 

Montecchi  and  Cappalletti  families.  Da  Porto  also  adds  characters  like  

Marcuccio  (Mercutio),  Theobaldo  (Tybalt),  Friar  Lorenzo  (Friar  Laurence), 

and  the  Conti  De  Lodrone  (Paris).  Still  later,  the  tale  was  translated  and  

added  to  by  Matteo  Bandello  (Nouvelle,  1554),  and  Boistuau  and  Bellforest  

(Histoires  Tragiques,  1559)  who  added  a  quarrelsome  nurse  and  a  young 

mischievous  fellow  named  Benvolio. 

 
 
It  is  clear  that  Shakespeare  tips  his  pen  to  all  of  the  above  authors  at  

the  time  of  writing  his  Romeo  and  Juliet  legend  but  it  was  the  long 

narrative  poem  by  Arthur  Brooke  called  The  Tragical  History  of  Romeus   

and  Juliet  that  was  his  chief  source  of  inspiration  for  the  final  work.  While 

he  compresses  the  time  period  from  months  to  four  days  in  his  play,  he 

draws  the  characters  out  in  greater  detail  than  Brooke  and  to  a  far 

deeper  level. 

 

Shakespeare’s  play  has  also  faced  a  lot  of  controversy  over  the  years 

beginning  with  whether  Shakespeare  even  wrote  the  first  draft  of  the  play 

(First  Quarto)  or  if  the  actors  so  changed  and  affected  the  re-write  of  the 

play  that  what  we  mostly  have  today,  in  the  form  of  the  Second  Quarto, 
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is  a  largely  adapted  final  draft  and  more  fuller  performance  version  of  the  

first  Quarto.  But  that  was  not  the  only  thing  that  was  to  befall  

Shakespeare’s  work.  During  the  Restoration  period  (1660-1680)  when  the 

play  was  reworked  by  William  Davenport  to  “improve”  on  Shakespeare’s 

work,  the  result,  according  to  Pepys,  was  considered  to  be  “a  play  of 

itself  the  worst  that  I  ever  heard,  and  the  worst  acted  that  I  ever  saw   

these  people  do.” 

 

The  play  was  again  changed  after  that  by  James  Howard  so  that  the 

actors  would  stay  alive  at  the  end  and,  he  even  introduced  a  new   

character  in  the  form  of  Paris’  wife.  Alas,  this  version  was  not  to  survive 

and  then  in  1680,  a  new  version  called  Caius  Marcus  by  Thomas  Otway   

was  performed  in  Dorset  Garden.  This  was  a  hodge-podge  of  different  

Shakespeare  and  others’  material  with  Romeo  and  Juliet  being  renamed  

Marcus  and  Stella  in  Republican  Rome  rather  than  Verona  and  living 

together  till  the  end  when  they  die  in  each  others  arms.  And  so  the 

changes  continued  to  as  the  centuries  wore  on.  Juliet  has  been 

played  by  a  boy,  her  age  has  been  increased  from  thirteen 

(Shakespeare’s  original  age)  to  eighteen  and,  there  have  also  been 

instances  where  Romeo  was  played  by  a  girl  which  is  a  complete  switch 

from  the  Elizabethan  custom  where  women  were  often  played  by  men. 

Both  Romeo  and  Juliet  have  been  played  simultaneously  by  women  (most  

famously  by  the  Cushman  sisters).  Within  the  twentieth  century,  Bill  Glover 
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justified  cutting  the  final  scene  so  as  to  rob  the  audience  of  an  ending 

justifiable  with  the  Vietnam  War  where  young  men  were  robbed  of   

their  lives  and  Franco  Zeffirelli,  who  directed  the  most  popular  movie 

version  of  the  play  to  date,  includes  a  completely  nude  bedroom  scene 

and  cuts  out  the  killing  of  Paris  by  Romeo.  The  play  has  been  added  to  

school  curricula  and  is  presented  on  the  radio,  television  and  video.  It  has 

been  adapted  for  ballet,  opera  and  musicals  (West  Side  Story  and  In  the 

Heights)  and  is  played  in  major  theatres  all  over  the  world.   

 

Unlike  any  other  dramatic  work,  Romeo  and  Juliet  has  also  inspired  a 

number  of  composers  who  have  written  scores  and  these  include 

Prokofiev,  Tchaikovsky,  Bellini,  Berlioz,  Benda,  Schwanberg  and  Bernstein.                                    

 
Shakespeare  also  made  a  lot  of  use  of  dance  imagery  to  enrich  his   
prose. 
 
 
A  Midsummer  Night’s  Dream: 
 
“By  paved  fountain  or  by  rushy  brook, 
Or  on  the  beached  margent  of  the  sea 
To  dance  our  ringlets  to  the  whistling  wind.” 
 
 
 
Two  Gentlemen  of  Verona: 
 
“Huge  leviathans 
Forsake  unsounded  depths  to  dance  on  sands.” 
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Anthony  and  Cleopatra: 
 
“If you  find  him  sad 
Say  I  am  dancing;  if  in  mirth 
Report  that  I  am  sudden  sick.” 
 
And 
 
“He  at  Philippi  kept 
His  sword  e’en  like  a  dancer,  while  I  struck 
The  lean  and  wrinkled  Cassius.” 
The  Winter’s  Tale: 
 
 
“When  you  dance  I  wish  you 
A  wave  o’  the  seas,  that  might  ever  do 
Nothing  but  that;  move  still,  still  so,  and  own 
No  other  function.”  
 
 
Ignoring  Skakespeare’s  directions  by  omitting  the  dance  in  his  plays   

creates  incorrect  interpretations  and  questionable  theatrical  works.  Much   

has  been  made  of  the  phrase  going  to  “hear  a  play”  versus  our  going  to   

“see  a  play.”  The  Elizabethan  audiences  saw,  heard  and  enjoyed  a  visual   

spectacle  which  encompassed  music,  dance  and  speaking.  Editing  the   

dance  eliminates  a  large  section  of  the  entertainment  that  Elizabethan   

theatre-goers  enjoyed.  This  leaves  us,  modern-day  audiences  a  lot  poorer   

which  is  a  rather  sad  state  of  affairs  given  all  the  so-called  technological    

progress  we  have  made  since  the  Elizabethan  era.            
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List  and  description  of  Elizabethan  dances  by  the  upper  class  
 
 

The  Pavane/Pavan -  a  stately  court  processional  dance  where  Elizabethan  
couples  paraded  around  in  rank  order   

 
 

The  Cinque  Pas -  means  five  steps  and  is  also  an  alternate  name  for  the  
Pavane 
 
The  Galliard -  an  extremely  energetic  and  lively  dance  originating  from  the  
15th  century.  It  usually  followed  the  Pavane  as  a  nice  contrast 
 
Sinkapace -  another  alternate  name  for  the  Pavane 
 
The  Almain  or  Allemande -  a  line  dance  performed  at  moderate  tempo  where  
couples  walk  three  steps  and  then  balance  on  one  foot         
 
The  Volt,  Volte  or  Lavolta -  the  only  dance  where  Elizabethan  dancers  
embraced  each  other  and  the  women  were  lifted  high  into  the  air 
 
The  Gavotte -  couples  danced  in  circles  at  a  moderate  tempo.  It  developed  
into  a  Kissing  dance  which  assured  its  popularity 
 
The  Courant  or  Courante -  a  slow  sophisticated  dance  which  originated  in  
France 
 
The  Saraband  or  Sarabande -  another  slow  dance  which  originated  in  France 
 
The  Tourdion -  a slightly  slower  version  of  the  galliard       
 
Ballet -  initially  an  Italian  courtly  dance,  it  was  established  in  France  in  the  
16th  century  in  the  royal  court.  It  is  what  led  to  the  ballet  that  we  know  
today 
 
Saltarella,  Saltarello  or  Salterello -  originally  of  Italian  origin,  this  dance  is  
similar  to  the  galliard 
 
The  Canary -  a  Spanish  dance  that  is  gay  and  yet  strange, fantastic  and  
barbarous.  It  traveled  to  France  and  then  to  England  because  of  its  
popularity 
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List  and  description  of  Elizabethan  dances  by  the  lower  class  
 
 
 

Brand,  Brawle  or  Branle -  A  circle  dance  performed  at  celebratory  dances 
 
The  Jig -  a  dance  which  is  very  lively  and  contains  a  lot  of  leaps 
 
The  Hornpipe -  a  lively  dance  not  unlike  a  jig  which  came  to  be  associated  
with  sailors.  It  is  usually  accompanied  by  a  pipe  with  a  reed  mouthpiece 
 
Roundel -  any  dance  performed  in  a  circle.  It  can  also  be  called  a  ring-dance 
 
Dump,  Dumpe  or  Dompe -  A  dance  accompanied  by  a  lute 
 
Buffoons -  A  comic  character  that  was  found  in  Morris  dances.  He  eventually  
graduated  to  masques  and  to  the  Buffoon  country  dance 
 
Maypole  Dance -  a  dance  that  dates  back  to  English  pagan  times  where  the  
maypole  was  a  symbol  of  fertility.  Dancers  each  held  a  ribbon  and  weaved  a  
braid  around  the  pole 
 
Morris  Dance -  a  dance  utilizing  sticks  or  handkerchiefs  to  highlight  elaborate  
hand  movements   
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