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Dancing was an essential part of life in Shakespeare's England. Town and country folk danced at

weddings, Maydays and other festivities. Queen Elizabeth prided herself on her skill (and danced

galliards in the morning to keep fit), and dancing was the soul of the extravagant masques which so

delighted King James. Puritans might furiously denounce it but it was part of the ceremonial of the

Inns of Court and a necessary accomplishment for a gentleman. At the same time, as Alan

Brissenden shows in this book, the dance was an accepted symbol of harmony, and it was in this

way that Shakespeare used it to express one of his major themes: the attempt to achieve order in a

discordant world. He included it in at least a dozen of his plays and referred to it in thirty. A valuable

source for his imagery, it also illuminates character and action and in some plays helps to forward

the plot. In the history plays allusions to country dance, (especially the morris, and court dances like

the lavolta) support ideas of conflict and the presentation of characters, especially Henry V. While

there is no dancing itself in the histories there is plenty to be found in the comedies and two

chapters of the book closely examine the relation of dance to dialogue, character and plot,

particularly in "Love's Labour's Lost", "A Midsummer Night's Dream" and "Much Ado About

Nothing". In the tragedies dancing becomes a powerful ironic visual symbol, especially in Romeo

and Juliet, Macbeth and Timon of Athens. After 1607 dance occurs in almost all of Shakespeare's

plays, in such a way that it reflects and expresses the fusion of tragic and comic elements which

characterize most of them. The closing chapters show how the dance relates to the cosmic ideas

and imagery of these last plays from Perides to Henry VIII and suggest certain influences from the

spectacular court masques of the time. In presenting his argument the author, who is a dance critic

as well as an Elizabethan scholar, has drawn on manuscript sources, a wide range of contemporary

writing, including dance manuals, and his own ideas in dance and theatre. This is a book for

students and scholars, for editors, for theatre directors and for those interested in Renaissance

dance. It is a book for everyone who delights in the riches of Shakespeare and the age in which he

lived.
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Extremely well researched and well written. Brissenden's treatise exudes not simply expertise in

Shakespearean drama and Elizabethan dance, but his work overflows with his love of the topics.

His analyses are crisp and concise. This work could easily be used as a textbook example in

Shakespeare's use of metaphor as a vehicle to develop a bond between the actors and the daily

lives of their audience. Brissenden has accomplished much the same in his presentation in this

work. The references to period resources and appendices alone are worth the cost of the book.

Very, very highly recommended.

This is a historical dance reference book, a scholarly work, difficult to follow for non-professional.

"Shakespeare and the Dance" is the only book that has been published on this subject. Brissenden

analyzes almost every reference to dance in Shakespeare's plays, and makes a strong argument

for dance's important role. However, there is no information on how to do dances like the galliard or

the volta nor are there suggestions for how to adapt them for contemporary productions. While this

is a good resource to launch your research, if you're choreographing for a Shakespeare play, you're

better off with Thoinot Arbeau's "Orchesography".
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