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Ballroom dance refers to partner dances done in a ballroom setting to traditional ballroom music.  The earliest eighteenth and nineteenth century forms of ballroom dance were the minuet and polka from France, the quadrille (a two, four, or more couple dance) from France and England, and the waltz from Austria.  The roots of ballroom dance stem from the Renaissance period where it became fashionable for ladies and gentlemen of the aristocratic courts to dress well and have polished manners.  Soon, competition to outdo others led to elaborate balls and the hiring of dance masters to teach peasant dances to the aristocracy.


Social dance is a term sometimes synonymously used with ballroom dance.  It includes all forms of partner dancing where partners may either be touch dancing (as in ballroom) or separated from one another.  One does not necessarily need a partner for social dance and it is done primarily for recreational pleasure to a variety of musical styles.


 


Benefits





With the advent of the physical fitness boom of the 1980's, dance has flourished.  Ballroom dance in particular, offers a gregarious approach to healthful exercise.  Its aerobic effects range from high-intensity to low-intensity, depending on the skill and energy level of the participants and emphasizes the elements of balance, rhythm and coordination.  Ballroom dance also encourages creative expression, serves as a social outlet, and is a good release for stress and tension.  


Ballroom dancing encourages being in a pleasant environment and unstressful surroundings (large ballrooms) that emphasize proper etiquette and attire, which can be mentally refreshing.  The ability to relax is increased because listening to music is often soothing.  Many people who participate in ballroom dance find it easier to cope with stress which leads to a more positive outlook on life and increased enjoyment of life.  


Ballroom dance is a recreational activity that can also be a great form of exercise.  Partner dancing is a great way to blend exercise and recreation because a person can raise their heart rate up to 60 to 70 percent of its maximum.  Dancing continuously in partner dancing can result in a low- impact aerobic workout.  By dancing the length of one song, and gradually adding more time until dancing occurs 15 to 60 minutes nonstop, three times per week, is a way to increase stamina safely.  Some research shows that continuous dancing is the equivalent to running an eight or ten-minute mile.  


People can experience great personal satisfaction from their accomplishments in dancing.  In general, all forms of dance, including ballroom, have the potential of providing physiological, psychological, and aesthetic benefits for participants.  Physiological benefits include: improved posture, coordination, and balance, as well as developing better precision, timing and concentration.  Those who participate in ballroom dance at a more vigorous level (60 minutes non-stop), when continued over a period of time may notice improved stamina and endurance, benefit from increased muscle tone and strength, and may also experience loss of body fat.


One reason for participating in partner or touch dancing is the sheer joy of moving rhythmically in unison with a partner to music, regardless of a person's age.  Ballroom dancing provides unlimited opportunities for meeting other active people who share a mutual desire to socialize.  It also produces an opportunity to share a common interest with family and friends, regardless of age and physical abilities.  The beauty of all these attributes is that ballroom dance is a lifetime recreational activity and can be compatible with the personal needs of almost any age group.


Finally, participation in ballroom dance may lead to a heightened appreciation and understanding of dance as a means of communication and as an aesthetic art form.  Ballroom dance may increase one's ability to create and also express feeling through movement.  Taken as a totality, ballroom dance can help in achieving a richer, fuller, more zestful life.





History





Although dance began as an expression of human movement in primitive times, the beginning forms of ballroom dance became most significant in the fifteenth century, around the time of the Renaissance in Europe.  Here the aristocrats engaged in refined couple court dancing while the peasants enjoyed participating in the less sophisticated, robust and rowdy, traditional folk dances.


In New England by the end of the 1600's, dance had become widely accepted.  Balls, country dances, jigs, and cotillions were a popular form of dancing in America and became a predominant force of recreational activity.  As from the Renaissance period, class distinction was still evident. The great society balls danced the ballroom dances and the dance hall concert saloons performed popular social dances of that time.  However, by the end of the nineteenth century, all class levels were actively involved in dance.





Influence Of Culture On Ballroom Dance





During the twentieth century many styles of ballroom dance were either invented or introduced from other countries to the United States.  The fox-trot, swing, waltz, cha-cha, rumba, tango, samba, mambo, and meringue are some of the most common dances performed in ballroom dance.  The influence of these dances stem from people and countries throughout the world.  All ballroom dance, except the fox-trot and swing, descended from European, Caribbean and South American dances.  Ethnic influence in ballroom dance can aid in understanding other cultures and provide an opportunity to experience one's own heritage.


The fox-trot is an American form of ballroom dance.  The fox-trot gets its name from a musical comedy star, Henry Fox  (1913-14), who danced a fast but simple trotting step to ragtime music in one of the Zeigfeld shows.  Since that time, through a gradual refining process, it has developed into a beautifully smooth dance.  Today, some 70 percent of the dances on an evening's program will be the fox-trot.  


The waltz developed from early folk dances and the roots are firmly implanted in dances from Germany and Austria, as early as the seventeenth century.  Early use of the waltz in America occurred in the elegant social balls and cotillions.  One outstanding contribution the waltz gave to ballroom dance is the closed dance position, whereby partners face each other while dancing.  However, it was some time before this dance position was socially acceptable because it was originally labeled as scandalous, that partners should dance so close. 


The cha-cha is a Cuban innovation and stems from an old Latin form of dance called the danson.  It is said to be a combination of the mambo and American swing and became popular in America around the 1950's.  The rumba, introduced around 1930, is also a Cuban dance.  The style is slower, more relaxed and smoother than the cha-cha.  The mambo, also from Cuba, was derived around 1950 and is a combination of swing and rumba.  The meringue is the national dance of Haiti and became popular in the United Stated in the mid-1950's.  This dance today has a suave, sophisticated manner and is one of the easiest Latin dances to learn.


The samba, from Brazil and one the most active of the Latin dances, was introduced to the United States about 1929.  The samba is sensitive and smooth and has influence in Latin and African rhythms.  The tango is an argentine cowboy dance introduced about 1910.  The American version of the tango came via Paris, which has been restyled several times since the 1920's and has changed considerably from the original Argentine dance.


The swing was cultivated in America and still reigns as the most popular of all ballroom dances.  Its origins date back to 1910 and came out of American music, specifically, jazz, and rhythm and blues.  During the 1920's African American dancers in Harlem improvised rocking and turning movements and combined them with the Charleston.  The movements incorporated a temporary energetic separating of partners,  and were distinctly unwaltzlike and non-European.  This style of dance was known as the lindyhop (lindy) named after the first transatlantic flight by Charles Lindbergh.  The lindy gave way to a similar dance style called the jitterbug (1940's) and today the swing has many names:  east coast swing, west coast swing, Dallas push, and Carolina shag.


Salsa dancing applies to Latin music of the 1970's which contains Latin rhythms spiced with jazz and disco rhythms.  The salsa was originally the name for a certain type of music, rather than the name for a specific dance.  Nevertheless, there has evolved a group of dances from the 1970's, that have been loosely labeled "salsa" by contemporary dancers.


Today, numerous activities exist for recreational dancing.  These include dances sponsored by schools, colleges, universities, city recreation organizations, clubs, communities, dance studios, proms, cotillions, weddings, and military balls.  Competitive dancing can range from performing for friends or community events, creating a dance formation team (a group of two or more couples who constantly move from one formation to another), or extend to collegiate and international competition.  Competitive dance (National Ballroom Dance Championships) can be viewed yearly on PBS television channel, usually in October. 


Resources for learning how to dance include classes offered within the community, community college, or university dance programs, private studios such as Fred Astaire and Authur Murray, video tapes, or books.
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