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MUSIC 

 
ANCIENT PERIOD  
  
Once again with music, as earlier with literature or philosophy, we have very little to say about the world 
of Western Europe, in the centuries (millenia?) which preceded the advent of Christianity and the Fall of 
Rome. There are early—more than 20,000 years early-- archeological remains of musical instruments, 
scattered through Europe—and there are portrayals of performing musicians on the walls of caves 
throughout France and Spain, but since music disappears, after having been aired, there are no remains 
once it has been aired. Whence, then, this thing called music even came from, will therefore remain 
among the mysteries of the phenomenon. What spurred the making of this 40,000 year old bone flute 
from ‘France,’ of which I am presently looking at a reproduction? Was it the desire to communicate, the 
need to give a warning, the inherent joy of the production?  
  
POSTCLASSICAL PERIOD 
  
Liturgical chant,emerging from the actions of the mass, was the first impulse to a distinctive music 
rooted in Christianity. Saint Ambrose collated much of this material in the fourth century A.D.; the majority 
of the church music popular at the time represented the type of chant practiced in Rome. (Real popular 
music? The music of the streets? We’re not talking that always human daily buzz, so dealing with what 
we have, with what survived, we remain with what we know, what had institutional church status to build 
it. Yet we have ahead of us, not far, plenty of later mediaeval secular song, itself developing concurrently 
with the liturgical.) For several centuries, the primary growth within this liturgical music came from the 
invention of tropes, musical or textual enrichments, by which the musical material of the mass became 
more popularly engaging. 
  
Polyphony.   Onto the base of liturgical chant the biggest developmental innovation, emerging during the 
early Middle Ages, was polyphony,‘the simultaneous sounding of two or more melodic lines.’ With the 
development of polyphony, as was made clear by the eleventh century Italian monk and theorist, Guido 
d’Arezzo, one could enjoy such high octane events as two voices singing over and under one another, 
and at the same time singing two different songs. The next great development, was Ars Nova, which 
sprang in the fourteenth century from the intellectual milieu of the Church of Notre Dame. 
  
Popular music.   
  
By the early twelfth century there was a fully developed secular/popular current in mediaeval music. 
Especially in France, first among the so-called goliards, itinerant clerics and students, then among the 
more knightly troubadours, these dashing individuals—meistersingers and minne(love) singers in 
Germany—became a fixed and romantic factor in regions like southern France, where they commingled 
with poets in a rich literary/musical symbiosis. (Richard Wagner’s l9th century opera, Die Meistersinger 
von Nuernberg, deals with the times of this group.) The master of the art-song was the Frenchman, 



Guillaume de Machaut, who was especially noted for his dexterity in the polyphonic song form of 
the motet. 
  
RENAISSANCE 
  
Cities like Dijon and the court of Burgundy were by the fifteenth century rich centers of musical 
entertainment—that is essential parts of cultured living among the higher, and more sensitive, aristocracy; 
generally centers where an acclaimed musical group would take up temporary residence, bringing its 
instruments with it. It is hard to locate a Renaissance for Western European music history,  in the senses 
in which it applies to a rather distinct period for the history of European painting or literature; and  yet the 
growth of cultural matrices like the two mentioned sites above is so widely spread, throughout the Europe 
of the late fifteenth century, that we can usefully call this period the Renaissance. It was the foundation for 
a rapid uptick in secular music—of course the mass-centered music of the High Christian period was no 
longer hot—with much of singing madrigal, and finally the wonderful new discoveries among instruments, 
and the ways in which the technology of making new instruments—organ, stringed keyboard 
instruments—led to the discovery of new musics for the mind to do with those instruments.  
  
SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 
  
Baroque.   The baroque era (1600-1750) introduced a critical turn In musical practice In Western Europe. 
In short, the system of musical modes, which was based on the eight principal church services of each 
year, was replaced, as the wear and tear of time and new expressive needs pushed it aside; that mode 
system found itself replaced by a system of tonality which would shape Western music until at least 1900, 
a new system based  on ‘contrasting keys, or sets of interrelated notes and chords deriving from a major 
or minor scale.’  
  
Opera.    Opera, a manifestation both of ancient text, and new tonality, was one of the first dramatic 
expressions of what we would be most comfortable calling the Renaissance in Western Music, for the 
opera forged in that period of discovery and risk has remained one of the vivid hallmarks of our entire 
musical background. The impulse into opera was given by the early seventeenth century Camerata group 
in Florence. Foremost among the composers close to this group was Monteverdi, who himself wrote two 
operas—Orfeo, l607; L’arianna, l608—before returning to Venice. The masters of French opera, which 
characteristically exploited dance sequences and strongly emotional episodes from Greek mythology, 
were Jean-Baptiste Lully and Jean-Philippe Rameau. England gave the world Henry Purcell, with his Dido 
and Aeneas and other masque-like opera forms. Important to say, in this context, is that other singing and 
instrumental forms—iike the cantata and oratorio—were simultaneously pulling in widening audiences, 
from among the newly moneyed middle class that was starting to announce itself throughout Europe, in 
the mid-seventeenth century. The same groups, baptized now into a taste for the new  kinds 
composition  made possible by new kinds of instruments, proved now equally susceptible to those new 
forms of instrumental composition, the sonata andconcerto, which were beginning to feature in many 
public venues, and which were to feature as major cultural display cases until our day. Antonio Vivaldi 
was among the many geniuses of this new form of growingly personal (but infinitely shaded) instrumental 
entertainment. 
  
Bach and Handel.      With these two German composers, each born in l685 in the same part of 
Germany, both reared as organists in the Lutheran Church, the brilliance of the baroque became both 
intense and mature: Handel, because of his training in Italy, went into dramatic works—secular cantatas, 
opera, oratorio—especially after he moved his life to England; Bach, who was lifelong employed as an 
organist, by the Lutheran Church, tended to work within those spiritual terms, excelling in ‘passions, 
cantatas for church services, liturgical organ pieces, and harpsichord compositions, many instructional in 
purpose.’ This last rider takes us to the mysterious heart of the work of Bach, arguably (the humble editor 
opines) the climax of Western musical achievement. One might say that the rigor of the originally 
mediaeval effort to adjust tropes and scrutinize notational values falls, with Bach, into the more advanced 
tonal system that had developed with the Renaissance, and  that had opened the expressive ground for 
the finest of spiritualities working in the confines of an immaculately precise productive system. 
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 



  
Rococo.    The Rococo style, thriving on the increasing richness of instrumental possibilities, and  the 
growing finesse of audience attention, opened out into the eighteenth century with particular aplomb in 
Germany, where one of Johann Sebastian Bach’s son, Carl Philip Emmanuel, helped to 
motivate  the  ‘sentimental style’ movement, within the framework of what was coming to be called 
Rococo. This style foregrounded the subtle dance impulses coming from France, and the inheritance of 
Father Bach’s rich spirituality. The German century of genius, out and around this growing rococo 
tradition, was to bring to full expression the work of German composers who were flourishing by the 
second half of the eighteenth century; for the first time in western music history instruments, and not 
human voices, were serving as the main drivers of new work. In the at that time highly favored movement 
within German musical creativity, we were already familiarizing ourselves with creators like Joseph 
Hayden, and with the young Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827), who (like his literary contemporary, 
Johann Goethe) was to overlap the classical and the romantic expressions of his time, if not erase the 
release of time-bonding altogether, in the case of the greatest music. 
  
The symphony.  In a music creativity world in which sonatas, trios, piano concertos, and symphonies 
were the chief attention, the symphony gradually moved to front rank, for social relevance, and availability 
to deep and complex expression. It was not long before the symphony, in the hands of powerful 
conductors, and composers like Beethoven, took over the task of representing large cultural waves, and 
at least aspired to providing a voice for its time. (It was for this kind of claimed grandeur of articulateness 
that the philosopher Hegel admired the Beethoven symphony as a true historical action.)  At the same 
time the symphony rises to the eighteenth century’s highest level of claim and aspiration, intimate 
counterpart forms, like that of the originally eighteenth century chamber music quartet, to our day remain 
a factor in in-house musical entertainment in Europe.  
  
NINETEENTH CENTURY 
  
Romanticism.   The Romantic period opens here, though in musical development it is in many ways hard 
to distinguish from the so-called classical brilliance of the preceding century. With the development of the 
century three main kinds of musical presentation crept into dominating attention: the symphony orchestra; 
the piano (which had squeezed out such earlier formative instruments as the clavichord); the solo voice 
with piano accompaniment. The distinctive new features of performance in the period were length—
symphonies lasting typically more than an hour; and ‘instrumental color and variety’, that is to say a great 
new power of emotional expressiveness.  Once again, periodization by centuries is particularly difficulty 
when it comes to the history of music; and seemingly easier when one approaches the development of 
the history of literature, where, to stick with our present example, the eighteenth century poetry of 
Western Europe breaks sharply to be replaced by the Romantic poetry of Wordsworth or Heine or 
Lamartine. 
  
The opera,with the free range it gives—not for the fulness of historical expression like Beethoven, but for 
the fulness of individual passion—as we find it in the Romantic heart-builders of Verdi  (La Boheme; La 
Traviata) and Puccini (Madame Butterfly)—the opera becomes a benchmark achievement for the popular 
passions of the nineteenth century. The operatic achievements of Richard Wagner (1813-1883) In 
Germany were perhaps representative of the best and the worst developments of nineteenth century 
music, as they touch on nationalism, the passion of the group, and the power of the Volk to elevate and 
pervert thought. In works like Die Meistersinger von Nuernberg,to which we referred earlier, Wagner takes 
us back to the cultural texture of the Middle Ages, and for the only time in his creative life writes comedy 
in music. Nor does he touch the specific issues of German nationalism, for which the Nazis wished to 
appropriate him, though Wagner was on paper an opponent of Judaism, and in his exaltational tempos, 
which impels us into the wind, he provides quasi visionary passages olf sublime beauty which carry us to 
the ultimate good or bad of our souls. 
  
THE MODERN PERIOD 
  



Contrasts.  With the modern period a great diversity of musical styles wins public favor. The contrast 
between them can be illustrated by a pairing off the Romantic tone poem composers, Debussy and 
Ravel, against the atonalists Schoenberg and Stravinsky.  
  
Schoenberg; Stravinsky.    Arnold Schoenbeirg stands out for his adoption of a twelve tone scale, in 
which all tones of the octave are serialized. The result is instrumental music which to the ear trained on 
the classical octave, seems harsh and discordant. Stravinsky, daring both in atonal experiments and in 
unprecedentedly brilliant and dashing collisions of sound and color, is the man  
whose Rite of Spring drove Parisian audiences dashing into the streets—so chromatic and surprising was 
that operatic work.  By contrast with these two experimenters—and allies like Hindemith, Berg, Bartok—
there were dream like composers of infinite charm—like Debussy and Ravel—who enchanted audiences 
with romantic inner poem landscapes. Multiple varying cultural milieux and ever wider choices for 
instrumentation both contributed to the broad palette of new experiences awaiting the growing musical 
audience during the first half of the twentieth century. 
  
Johnny.   Your son, Johnny, with his ear phones and his smart phone is not likely to be listening to 
Stravinsky, when his face fills with that distant look. For between the tonalists we cited here, as heralds of 
the new century, and the world of jazz, bepop, rock, and thei innumerable offspring, there runs a gamut of 
‘modern music,’ which is as different from Stravinsky as is the electronic and now digitalized world of our 
society and culture. Johnny is listening to the echoes of the digital revolution, as they play out in the 
difference between him and say his grandad, who may still enjoy opera, may even—possibly—enjoy 
Beethoven or Mozart, but who has no clue, and wants no clue, of the exquisite  musical journey that has 
brought him to where he is.  
  
Discussion questions 
  
What are the big turning points, in the development of the History of Western European music? Would 
you name the Renaissance, the Barocco, the turn to the atonal, in the twentieth century? Is the 
developmental line of Western European music similar to that of the dance or literature?  
  
How would you fill in the music-development space that separates Stravinsky from Johnny? From what 
branches of the Western European musical tree did the themes, individuals, and passages come that 
shaped a new musical world for Johnny? Were the clashing cymbals of Tupac Shakur’s grinding anger 
forged in the workshops of cities like Detroit rather than in the music hall? 
  
The Church served as central factor in the development of Western European music. At what stage of 
that development, in your opinion, did the Church begin to surrender its musical hegemony? Does 
church—mosque, synagogue—figure at all significantly now, in the formation of Western European 
music?  
  
Suggested readings 
  
Boyd, Malcolm,Bach, Oxford, 2000. 
  
Cook, Nicholas, Music: a very short introduction, Oxford, 1998. 
  
Hill, John Walter,Baroque Music  (1580-1750),New York, 2005. 
  
Leaver, Robin, Luther’s Liturgical Music, Grand Rapids, 2007. 
  
Merwe, Peter van der, Roots of the Classical, Oxford, 2004.  
  
Miles, Russell, Johann Sebastian Bach: An introduction to his life and works, Englewood Cliffs, l962. 
  

 



DANCE 

ANCIENT PERIOD  
  
Prehistory.  We must imagine a robust prehistory for the dance as well as for religion and art, in the pre- 
Christian centuries; in those areas we now call France, Spain, England and Germany.  Emphasis is due, 
here, on the robust, for It is easily enough assumed that that those ‘wild lands’ beyond the Roman frontier 
were, because without writing, also without fields of art in which to express their emotions. (The 
simultaneous Roman and Greek cultures, which were so proficient at the language arts, and for whom 
{especially the Greeks} what could be said or written was the gold standard for depth and value,  tend to 
overshadow the dark pre-Christian ages of West Europe.) 
  
POSTCLASSICAL PERIOD 
  
Erotics.    From prehistoric cave paintings, and illustrations of dance, in particular, we assume the artistic 
sensibility of the Neolithic pre-Europeans who were long term inhabitants of Western Europe.  With the 
decline of the Roman Empire, which set in in the first centuries A.D., and the early Christian struggle 
toward institutional respectability, then toward such assertively doctrinal power as we see exercised at the 
Council of Nicaea (325), from those moves in history we assess the gradual disappearance of the 
prehistoric in Europe, that culture period summoned up for us, in our day, by such evocative novels as 
William Golding’s Pincher Martin. We begin to see that an early world, in which dancing styles the 
Christians were largely to reject, as far too erotic, far too directed to promoting crop fertility instead of the 
praise of god, was—except among the ‘northern heathen tribes’—to be largely purified of its pagan 
elements. Dance as an expression of the joy of life was on the whole proscribed by the early Christian 
church, which considered such jubilant dancing the work of the devil. 
  
Two minds.    The Christian Church, as it turned out, was of two minds about dancing, an issue which 
was constantly pressing in the early period of the Church. Apart from the opinions of Saint Augustine, 
354-430, who was severely opposed to dancing, there was the opposite view of St. Basil of Caesarea 
(350 A.D.) who declared that dancing was the most noble activity of the angels, a theory later supported 
by the Dante of the Divine Comedy, a weighty endorsement from a most respected source. 
  
St. Vitus.   In the high Middle Ages, itself, there was a prominent kind of dance-- named for a frenzy -
afflicted holy man of the third century-- which was accepted by the church for its relevance to social crisis. 
We are here in the time of the Black Plague, dreadful and unexplained disease outbursts, which itself, is 
thought to have destroyed a third of the population of Europe. (Popular opinion was that a spider bite was 
the source of the plague infection, whence the Italian dance name, tarantella, has to this day lasted as a 
reminder of the terrors behind it.) This holy/damned dance would express itself in masses of victims 
leaping and jumping in the air, with mouths foaming, and eyes red with epileptic terror. 
  
High Middle Ages.   In the high Middle Ages, shall we say in the time of Dante and Chaucer, the kinds of 
dance taking over Western Europe were of three kinds, corresponding to the three chief social classes of 
the time: the nobility, the clergy, the peasantry. The clergy—with undoubted exceptions-- as can be 
imagined, were chiefly involved in stately processional dances, employed around the holy mass. 
(In African Catholic Churches of our day, the group dances at the time of ‘Harvest,’ circle colorfully around 
the nave of the church.). Among the nobles, the knights, there was already a courtly tradition of formal 
dancing, full of the poetry of restrained love, while among the peasantry dancing meant the round dances, 
often full of cavorting high jinks, erotic horseplay, and uninhibited sport. The kind of social free for all, on 
the peasant level, we see depicted in the paintings of Breughel! 
  
EARLY MODERN PERIOD 
  
Dancing masters.    We often think of the Renaissance as the rebirth of awareness of the ancient 
classics, which is part of the story. But in subtle ways the Middle Ages, too, became parts of the 
Renaissance. By the end of the Middle Ages—say the early fifteenth century—the jongleurs of the 
mediaeval period, who were men of all skills where entertainment was wanted, as dancers, jokesters, 



stealers, cut ups—think of Jof in Bergman’s  The Seventh Seal—these jongleurs were morphing into a 
new profession, needed from them by the new dance-loving and often quite secular-erotic Italian 
noblemen, who were ready to employ. This was the profession of dancing master, which will be influential 
throughout the development of Western European dance history. Throughout the fifteenth century many 
of these dancing masters, who were often highly educated, wrote manuals on the art of dancing—
exercises to improve the dance skills of the nobility. Many of these instructors, incidentally, were Jewish, 
and brought with them, into Western culture, what we could call the harmonies of today’s klezmer band 
music. 
  
France and England.  While Italy was the leading force in Renaissance dance development, there were 
separate and rich traditions developing in France, where from the simple branle,a country round dance, 
there emerged versions of the ballet, and of the pantomime—instance: a dinner ballet, featuring the story 
of Jason and the Golden Fleece, was performed at the wedding of the Duke of Milan, in 1489. In England 
the peasant tradition of bumptious round dances was persistent, while the court showed a thorough 
understanding of European dance styles, to which they hewed in grand masques or royal festivals. 
Queen Elizabeth I was an enthusiast for English country dance, and was gifted at dancing the galliard 
and the volt, leaping country dances in which the two dance partners clung tightly to each other. It was 
not long, be It said, until France itself opened the new direction for dance, the ballet, in courtly 
performances, often including the Royal Majesties, danced to the celebration of its own harmony, and of 
the harmony for which France—then torn apart by civil wars—had great need. 
  
Ballet, as it happened, was a rich point of departure for the development of dance in Western Europe. 
Slipping into the seventeenth century we find that not only ballet, but house-party entertainments, and 
show-off occasions for debutantes were all surrounded by the display of dance. It was in this environment 
that Moliere’s dancing master mocks himself, when addressing M. Jourdain, in Le bourgeois gentilhomme 
(1670): 
  
There is nothing so necessary to human beings as the dance…Without the dance a man would not be 
able to do anything…All the misfortunes of man, all the baleful reverses with which histories are filled, the 
blunders of politicians and the failures of great leaders, all this is the result of not knowing how to dance… 
  
Minuet was the dance form most ready to follow the preparations laid for it by the country dances of 
England and France, by pantomimes such as flourished at the courts of England and France, by great 
balls and festivals in the courts of the Italian nobility during the Renaissance. The minuet, a gentle-
stepped position-exchange among the powerful and elegant; what could better have typified the stability 
of the old order, a stability toward which the court dancing of the fifteenth century was a prelude; what 
could more fatefully have symptomatized the Falling of the old Social Political Order, which was to be 
manifest in Western Europe by the end of the eighteenth century? 
 
NINETEENTH CENTURY 
  
Waltz.   While its origins antedated the l9th century, the growing and soon overwhelming popularity of the 
waltz, an originally German dance form, rooted in the Sturm und Drang cultural energies of late 
18thcentury Germany, opened  a turn toward the future, the individual, and the cultures of nascent 
democracy, which were profiling themselves across the backdrop of l9th century Western Europe. The 
waltz, a one on one dance involving freedom, character, and expressiveness, all the characteristics 
implicitly sought by the Romantic Movement, and the French Revolution, which had turned its back on the 
rigid formalisms of court dance, spread into the l9th century in all directions, populist and noble alike, to 
the greatest extent possible exemplifying that power of the dance form which Werther expressed, in 
Goethe’s Sorrows of Young Werther (1779): 
  
Never have I moved so lightly. I was no longer a human being. To hold the most adorable creature in my 
arms and fly around with her like the wind, so that everything around us fades away. 
  
Ballet.  Latent as a growth direction throughout the pre-revolutionary era, was the ballet form, which, as 
we have seen, had its origins in court, yet spread from there into popular entertainment. Schools of ballet 



sprang up in all major capitols, and spokesman scholars of ballet—like Jean-Georges Noverre, an 
influential reformer and scholar of the ballet movement—competed with one another, throughout western 
Europe, for the prestige of the ballet companies which they themselves led. Among the dancers of the 
Romantic ballet scene, ballerinas imperceptibly took over as principals, having been better instructed and 
better equipped—looser garments, open toed slippers—than their male counterparts. Voila the origins of 
the ballet prima donna. During the first half of the nineteenth century there was a rage for ‘spiritual’ and 
filmy ballets, likeLa Sylphide (1836) which biopsied the crossing over points between the spiritual and the 
real worlds. 
  
Theater and ballroom.    The hunger for public entertainment grew in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, beginning to manifest itself in the dancing in ballroom halls and theaters. For a while it was 
female can shows with their much enjoyed displays of legs and genitals. Then, as public culture grew 
ever more in your face, there were minstrel shows, music hall reviews—Jacques Offenbach’s Gaieté 
Parisienne was not staged until l938, but think how vividly it summons up the atmosphere of nineteenth 
century music hall life, and of the pleasure loving (and wan) girls who sought that life, in the paintings of 
Toulouse-Lautrec. 
  
TWENTIETH CENTURY 
  
Ballet, immense and popular, was the strongest of the art forms to address the western dance public, at 
the outset of the 20thcentury. Many of the fresh impulses renovating Western ballet were Russian. The 
influx of dances and dancers from Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes were felt most stunningly on the Paris 
stage, from where they spread throughout the continent, giving Western European ballet a glimpse of 
such transcendent dancing as that of Nijinsky, or directing on the level of that of Michel Fokine (1880-
1942). (Interestingly enough the dancers of the Ballets Russes never performed in Russia, where they 
were seen as worse than bourgeois.) 
  
Jazz.   As the twentieth century unfolded, Latin-American and Jazz dances, imported from Afro-American 
and African cultures, and passing often through Spain, whose native culture was receptive, entered into 
the European dance world. That world was already opening out from inside into such civilized, and calmly 
bourgeois pleasures as tango teas, dance clubs, family style dance holidays. The English Style of 
dancing, as it came to be called, sanctioned five standard dances, which would be the hits of the first half 
of the century: quick step, waltz, foxtrot, tango and blues. My Mt. Vernon Iowa, U.S.A., neighbor, Dale—
and his wife, Eileen—are my age; their chief recreation is trying to figure out how to handle these steps at 
dance night uptown every Friday. I can’t hold a candle to them; scary octogenarians. 
  
Folklore.   The urbanization of major European cities, the invasion of radio and eventually television, into 
the sphere of the man on the street’s musical life; all these factors militated against the traditions of 
folkdance which were rapidly enough fading in the Europe ripped from its roots by two World Wars. There 
were pockets of historical resistance, throwbacks reminding us of the old world—Basque country, 
Hungary—but soon (like right now) they had little left except to be ‘picturesque.’ 
  
Academia.    Interestingly enough, although there is much more to say about the explosions in dance 
theater, ballet ensembles, and intercontinental blending of ballet companies, bringing to the hometown in 
Europe strands of another and usually fascinating performance culture, it is less observed that in 
University cultures, from one point in Europe to another, there have been hitherto little noticed 
experiments, researches, and historical inquiries into the nature and history of dance that ‘Departments of 
Dance’ have become broadly staffed and innovative origin points for new understandings of dance in our 
lives. Does the work carried on in those centers suggest the kind of pause for rethink, of the nature of the 
Humanities, that the Enlightenment century offered to the European cultural conscience in general? 
  
Suggested reading 
  
Harman, Carter, A Popular History of Music: From Gregorian Chant to Jazz, New York, 1956. 
  
Hoppin, Richard, Mediaeval Music, New York, W.W. Norton, l978. 



  
Kilmer, Crocker, Brown, Sounds from Silence, Bit Enki, Berkeley, Cal, l976.  
  
Merker, Brown, Steven, eds., The Origins of Music, MIT Press, 2000. 
  
Reese, Gustave, Music in the Renaissance, New York, W.W.Norton, l954. 
  
Schwartz, Eliot and Godfrey, Daniel, Music since l945, New York, W.W.Norton, 1993. 
 
Discussion Questions 
  
Is dance, par excellence, the art that requires a public audience’s attention, in order to realize itself? Can 
you dance with yourself? I know I am suggesting that this is impossible, but cannot we not, taking wings 
from the Werther we cited above, ‘sing internally?’ What, after all, is given to the dancer by the public, as 
a reward for displaying himself. 
  
Does dancing reflect the historical moment in which it occurs? Or is it more a byproduct of changing and 
regressing styles, which interweave with one another? The waltz, we might say, has ‘something to do with 
the   
Romantic movement.’ But what does the Minuet have to do, as a dance form, with the French court? If we 
do see a certain ‘having to do with’ relation, should we say that the dance style influences the expression 
of its moment, or is influenced by that moment?  
  
Is dancing one of the ‘high arts’—that is, does it carry the same degree of ‘spiritual weight’ we might 
attribute to fine literature, painting, or even music? Or is the corporeal of dancing a downdrag in it, which 
keeps dancing from serving as our highest level of expression? 
 
THEATRE 
  
ANCIENT PERIOD  
  
Frontier.   Once again we imagine Western Europe, the western  frontier of  the Roman Empire, to have 
been barren of literary culture in pre-Christian times, and we can go farther and doubt that there were 
even non-theatrical performances at the time on the western frontier—it being possible, always, that a 
non-writing, even non-verbal dramatic tradition could establish itself. Therefore in looking for the origins of 
western European drama we will need to begin with the dramatic actions of the early Christian Church, as 
it gradually replaced the declining Roman Empire. We may thus start by reminding ourselves that for the 
fourth century St. Augustine, one of the culture giants for the values of the early Christian world, the stage 
was a home of vice and wickedness, and the practice of simulating others’ moods and behaviors an 
inherently wasteful use of the mind. Thus even in the new theater world, Roman theater as it was 
experienced by the first Christian intellectuals, there was resistance to the notion of the theatrical. 
  
MEDIAEVAL 
  
Division.   Two totally diverse forms of theatrical life emerge from the largely empty record of the first five 
centuries. The Byzantine Empire, in its center, Constantinople, sported two theaters, at which, according 
to slight surviving evidence, comedies, dances, and tragedies were performed to enthusiastic audiences. 
(The same, here and there in pre-decline Rome, was to be found, for there the great work of Plautus and 
Terence continued to live sporadically among the scattered intelligentsia.) The other form of theatrical life 
known to us from western Europe is itinerant bands of performers of skits or rural plays, of which we know 
nothing textual now, except that the Church considered them pagan and dangerous. 
  
Church.   Already early in the mediaeval period, churches in Europe had begun staging small plays 
illustrating biblical topics; these plays were performed in connection with the church calendar, and 
increasingly were coordinated with events in the drama the mass unfolded. Using for stage properties 
many of the appurtenances of the mass—censers, altars, vestments—the makers of these small dramas 

http://w.w.norton/
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developed their own kind of liturgical pre drama, the first written and recorded being Whom do you seek?, 
an Easter trope—see entry on music in Western Europe—composed around 925. By the tenth century 
formal dramatic work had set it, centered as the surviving work all is, around Church festivals and the 
appurtenances of the mass. The first vivid theatrical creator was Hroswitha (935-973), a northern German 
canoness, who wrote six plays modelled on the comedies of Terence, the earliest master of Latin drama. 
They are the  first known plays written by a female dramatist, and the first truly recognizable plays of the 
Western postclassical period. 
  
High Middle Ages.   By the high middle ages liturgical theater—focused on the practice and theology of 
the Catholic mass—was springing up around every major worship center in western Europe. One 
byproduct of these theatrical dramas was the Feast of Fool thematic, in which comic episodes would be 
set aside in which the lesser clergy could mock their pompous seniors, and even the way—though never 
the substance of the way--the seniors dealt with the mass. It cannot have been long, given this turn to 
internal critique, that performances of religious plays outside the church began to crop up. Smaller 
playlets were joined to larger, and before long substantial small plays, still of course built out of Christian 
thematics, were omnipresent in western Europe. 
  
In the twelfth and thirteenth centuriesthere was an increase in the number of religious plays performed 
outside the church, and frequently in the correspondingly growing number of towns in which people could 
gather for entertainment.  A number of twelfth century plays remain, like The Mystery of Adam (1150) or a 
variety of contemporary plays in French, plays on The Resurrection or The Three Magi. 
  
Cycles.    In the following two and a half centuries, to the brink of the Renaissance, there was rapid 
development of towns, new political structures, intercity and even international trade, and with this growth 
there was a corresponding growth of mystery plays and morality plays, the former often staged in the form 
of play-cycles (The York cycle, 48 plays); (The Chester cycle, 24 plays); the Wakefield cycle, 32 plays)—
to pick only examples from the British Isles, while the fact was that such large scale dramatic creations 
were springing up throughout Europe ;at a festival drama cycle in Valenciennes France (1547) 
for  instance, seventy two actors, mostly local, performed in more than one hundred roles. The diversity of 
roles increasingly included, as we will not be surprised to know, thoroughly secular role intruders—
villains, clowns, devils—lest we forget that this drama was on its way to eventual transformation into the 
secular powers of Renaissance English drama. 
  
The secular.   Secular dramatic performances gradually grew up throughout Europe.  Many of these 
‘plays,’ like The Play of the Greenwood (1276) by Adam de la Halle, were full of satirical scenes, ghosts, 
and fairies, clearly cutting a path into the real/imaginary world lived by the peasant on the street.  Satirical 
plays were created throughout the continent after the thirteenth century—usually directing their barbs at 
the corrupt and comical in or out of the church. The best known of these satirists is the German Hans 
Sachs (1494-1576), to whom we are indebted for l98 satire-plays. 
  
Actors.  As the drama gradually passed away from its dependence on the church, professional actors 
appeared performing both in England and across the channel. The end of the strictly mediaeval period of 
drama history, in Europe, was approaching, with the decline in the authority of the Roman Catholic 
Church, with the Protestant Reformation, and in fact—from the mid sixteenth century on-- with 
the banning of religious theater in many countries. 
  
RENAISSANCE  
  
Commedia dell’ arte.  From 1575 on, originating in Italy, the Commedia dell’arte was a loosely organized 
actor-centered kind of theatrical movement, which made its way across Europe—let’s say a far more 
urban and sophisticated folk theater move than that of the fairly disorganized and folksy bands of 
jongleurs and comedians who had for centuries provided a base level of entertainment for country 
Europeans.  The commedia plays utilized stock characters—the lover, the master, the servant—involving 
a cast of thirteen or fourteen, who took a share of the company’s profits—whose fortunes and slapstick 
misfortunes became stock material for ‘the masses’ in the following centuries, and who remain til today 
reminders of the great comedic traditions of Plautus. 



  
Playhouses.   Building on many native theatrical traditions, and meeting entertainment needs in the more 
cohesive and sophisticated cities, ‘companies of players’—or equivalents in other countries than Britain—
were formed, attached to the households of leading aristocrats—as inhouse performers.  So much 
appreciated were these relatively proficient actors, something new, that the older acting groups, were 
banned and labelled ‘vagabonds.’ In this case the special patronage of the Queen, Elizabeth I, was 
important in supporting the new acting companies. Theaters sprang up in the suburbs of major cities, 
from London to Paris. The popularity of this new form of entertainment—after all we’re talking about 
Elizabethan drama in England, and one of the world’s most creative stage moments—was high 
throughout the sixteenth century. It was a period during which Shakespeare and Marlowe, to name only 
two of many brilliant writers, showed how to be both a popular dramatist and a complex, erudite, and 
potently imaginative playwright, touching the farthest limits of human thought in speech. It was a period of 
seeming incandescent power but it ran out into the roadblock of the Puritan Revolution, and of the 
powerful contempt of Charles I for anything like public entertainment; in l642, at the outbreak of the 
English Civil War, the performance of all plays was banned within the city of London. 
  
SEVENTEENTH CENTURY 
  
Restoration.   With the end of the Civil War (1642-1651) the Restoration Theater—Congreve and 
Wycherley will spring to mind—was ready to make its own of the thriving British theater of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. At that point-- the greatest period of truly people-based, genius-
led, widely ranging theater in British history comes to a sliding transition. But it is at that point that we 
need to step back, for there is no limiting ourselves to the story in England. 
  
Spain and France—whose theatrical greatnesses belong to the same brilliant rush of discovery which 
had bowled us over when we discovered Shakespeare, Marlowe, or Kyd—were deploying their theatrical 
mastery at the same time that the British were creating a new dramatic world around the Globe Theater, 
in the sixteenth century. In  France, Moliere, (1622-1673), Corneille (1606-1684), and Racine (1639-
1699); in Spain Lope de Vega (1562-1635) and Calderon de la Barca (1600-1681): both sets of names 
reference powerful theatrical minds which share with Shakespeare their intrepid grasp of the whole 
strange human adventure, and do  so in poetic language which is at the same intertwined with the rough 
hewn street base of the writer’s language. Never before, since ancient Athenian audiences gathered In 
outside theaters for awe of their great tragedians, has civic culture aligned so deeply with artistic power. 
  
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 
  
Bourgeoisie.   The middle class began to replace the aristocracy—which was itself declining as a social 
force—and to require entertainment that reflected its own values. Hundreds of new theaters were built 
across Europe at this time--Milan’s La  Scala opera house, completed in 1778, provided room for more 
than 2000 spectators--and in lieu of great dramatists there was a fervent theatrical industry, with acting 
companies, distinguished actors, and various kinds of popular spectacle, to meet the leading 
requirements of the time. Spectacles—what were called ‘English opera’--were immensely popular, and 
enthralled audiences with their carnivalesque showmanship, magic tricks, flying actors and fireworks; the 
Disneyesque crowd pleasers of the eighteenth century stage throughout Europe. 
  
Audiences.   (Many audiences—higher In class and education—who had sucked in their breath at the 
elegance, or the careful irony, of Moliere, were now content with the drame bourgeoisof Diderot the 
encylopédiste, the sharp edged satirical dramas of Voltaire, or the tearful, and ultimately feel -good 
comedies of Colly Cibber in England. What may have fallen short in inherent artistic power, on the 
eighteenth century stage, was compensated by the great acting of geniuses like David Garrick, the 
greatest of interpreters of Shakespeare, who became Manager of the Drury Lane Theater in London, 
setting as he did demanding new standards for stagecraft and décor—and, in a move typical of the time, 
clearing the spectators off the stage, as Voltaire had also done in France. 
  
Sturm und Drang.   Achievements were boiling on the German stage where the Sturm und 
Drangmovement was taking the sentimental turn of French and English drama into far deeper and nobler 



perspectives, frequently harking back to the Greek foundations, and making the verse theater of such as 
Lessing, Goethe, and Schiller into masterpieces of world theater. 
  
NINETEENTH CENTURY 
  
Feeling.  The distinguished Sturm und Drangmovement in Germany, which straddled the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, brought to the European theater a new stress on Empfindsamkeit,feeling or 
sensibility, as well as on the new elements of medodrama, which had entered the western theatrical 
scene with Kotzebue’s Misanthropy and Repentance (1789). In Germany, especially, there was a move 
toward new realism and accuracy in historical stage settings and costumes. As the century—not the 
greatest for either drama or theater—wound on, two kinds of taste began to make their claims, and to 
speak for distinct publics: these were the claims of realism, the attempt to reestablish on stage the mood 
and actual properties of another historical moment, and, on the other hands, the taste for symbolism and 
expressionism—which were just beginning to acquire their voices 
  
Self-awareness.    While actual staging practices, for example those promoted by Georg II, Duke of 
Saxe-Meiningen, brought increasing historical fidelity to staging, and laid the groundwork for Wagner’s 
highly dramatic scenographies of Teutonic scenes of love and war, another kind of realism, that of Henrik 
Ibsen in Norway, made for a major addition to work theatrics. In the twenty five plays he wrote at the end 
of the century, he covered the realities of marital break up, personal disintegration, shame, gross 
ambition, cynicism, and did so in a way that captured not only the fascination of the new middle class, but 
its developing sense of self-awareness. Toward the end of the century, a number of other urbane 
playwrights, some British, showed the middle class how to laugh at the unstable pendulum of the human 
condition. 
  
TWENTIETH CENTURY 
  
Change.   Twentieth century rebellions in stagecraft, and in the very conception of what theater is, 
remind  us that the ‘performing arts’ dimension of western drama has, until the twentieth century, and 
throughout such vivid changes as that from High Mediaeval to Renaissance theater, based itself on a 
fairly stable concept of what a theater is: a centrally focused tableau for representations of narrative 
action—no different from what the earliest Greek playwrights presented to their avid audiences. By the 
twentieth century, in Western Europe, it was clearly time to reconsider this ancient notion of stage and 
performer; in the poetic dramas of Yeats and the later Ibsen, for instance, there was already abundant 
evidence of the readiness for change in stage, narration, and acting. We move into an era, starting in the 
late nineteenth century, in which new techniques of stagecraft, hostility to theatrical realism, and 
directorial inventiveness have started to remake the theater. In a twentieth century risking all on the 
battlefield, opening up and revaluing all its social assumptions, and inventing a technological framework 
for its self-image, it is no wonder that the performance arts of theater reflected the new world creating 
them. 
  
Stagecraft.    Daring new stage designers—the Swiss Adolph Appia,  the British Edward Gordon Craig—
led the way into a new theatrical aesthetic: according to Craig’s Art of the Theater(1905) ‘the stage 
director alone would be responsible for harmonizing every aspect of the production—acting, music, 
colour, movement, design, make up, and lighting…’ The path was henceforth open for a wave of new 
conceptions of stage and what occurs on it. In what turns out to be the century of the director—as far as 
the theater is concerned—we see a succession of brilliant experiments: Max Reinhardt’s sense of the 
open theater, which led him to stage some of his finest Berlin work out in the air, in circus lots or empty 
urban spaces; the openness of Italian Futurism, in which Pirandello could reclaim existential mystery for 
the very thing a play is, and the stage itself, among some of its directors, could become a playground for 
acrobatics; Erwin Piscator’s expressionist theater in Germany (1920’s), with its use of expensive 
machinery like escalators and moving stairways, or cantilever bridges moved up and down; the new (mid-
century) French theaters which surrounded the audience on three sides. This is not to say that the 
century that created Beckett and Brecht, Pirandello and Shaw, was all about technique, but that the 
European theatrical tradition had settled down to review and revise some of its major characteristics. 
  



  
Discussion questions 
  
What seem to you the fundamental differences between Ancient Greek theater and that of theater in the 
European tradition? Why do twentieth century playwrights in Europe still often return to classical drama 
for their inspiration or take off point? Is historical precedent an important driver for theatrical creation? 
  
What about the twentieth century made it a natural zone for theatrical experimentation? Was there any 
comparable experimentation in the transition from Mediaeval to Renaissance drama? Or was that a 
cultural transition point which was in itself a massive experiment in change, from religious drama to 
Marlowe and Kyd? 
  
How do you distinguish the words drama, and theater, and do those words seem to you to point to two 
quite different human developments? Is there a common root to both these developments? Is there some 
fundamental ‘performing and narrating’ impulse in human nature? Would it serve some of the purposes of 
evolutionary biology? 
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