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t first glance, the term Dance of Death seems like

an oxymoron reflecting the synthesis of move-

ment and immobility in the world. It combines, on
one hand, the inappeasable craving for life and, on the
other, the constant danger of its destruction and disap-
pearance. Many things have happened in the history of
humanity: upheavals and cataclysms, the rise of small
states and the defeat of mighty civilizations, the glori-
fication of heroes and the disparagement of great ones.
The way time passes by resembles steel hardening that
leaves people facing many trials, creates insurmount-
able obstacles and invincible difficulties. But, every time,
reaching the edge of the abyss and doomed to fail, they
find a way to return to life as usual and start rebuild-
ing it. However, traces of catastrophes deposited in the
memory do not disappear unnoticed, they find reflection
in creativity, in various forms of art.

The global challenges of our time, a three-year pan-
demic and a completely unexpected war, have shaken
world order to the core. This has given rise to retrospec-
tive impulses, to look back into the past and envisage
the unpredictable future from the experience we already
have.

Medieval Europe appears as a period of endless
wars and merciless epidemics that caused great mortal-
ity. One of the ways to “face up to” death is the philo-
sophical understanding of it as the end of life and imag-
ining it in an allegorical form. We find death as an artistic
character in all creative forms of this period: literature,
painting, music. However, it is particularly interesting to
see the appearance of the character of death and to con-

Danse Macabre is an artistic genre, a response to the epochal challenges of the Middle Ages. During this period war,
hunger and epidemics spread rapidly throughout Europe, causing extremely high mortality rates. One of the ways of
“facing up to” death, was pa hilosophical understanding of it as the end of life, and its representation in allegorical
form. The Danse Macabre genre remained relevant in different periods of history. When humanity faced another
threat, “death” appeared again in the artistic space. Writers, artists, composers, directors and choreographers return
to the theme of death and brought it to life in their works.

nect this presence with the dance act, which is called the
dance of death or Danse Macabre.
In general, when discussing the Dance of Death, re-
searchers focus on several aspects:
Etymology of the term
+ Origin of the themes of death in medieval art
+ The Dance of Death as a ritual of commemoration of
the soul and a theatricalized mystery
« The history of the creation of the personified image
(character) of death
Plots and content of the Dance of Death
+ Stylistics of iconographic works, etc.
We will only focus on several issues.

Danse Macabre is a kind of allegorical form in which
death is a multifaced coryphee. Stories related to it were
based on the transience of human life, earthly prosperity
and bliss. Death threatens everyone every minute. Every-
one is equal before death, both the pope and the simple
peasant, the emperor and the craftsman, the young and
the old, the rich and the poor.

The character of Death is the leader of the round or
chain dance, people led by the tavmosame leader playing
mesmerizing tunes on the flute and draging the doomed
people into a dancing whirlwind. With convulsive, wind-
ing and twisting movements, they obediently follow
death. A dialogue with death is a sad and yet satirical
narrative, which strengthens a person in anticipation of
inevitable misfortune.

These ideas formed the basis of Christian teaching
and were especially prevalent in the Middle Ages, hard-
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ship prevailing and the imagination of ordinary believers
seeing death as a harsh punishment for evil. Death, a
benefactor of the indigent and oppressed, opened the
door for them to a better world. Thoughts about death
and mundane vanity were especially widespread among
the people at the end of the 10" century. Around the same
time, the first samples of folklore appeared, where this
thought is given in poetic form. Later, against the back-
drop of the raging plague and other social catastrophes,
more complex allegories were created where death was
personified either as a farmer watering the field of hu-
man life with blood, or as a powerful king waging merci-
less war against humanity, etc.

Such allegories were very popular, and since the di-
dactic teachings contained in them served to strengthen
religious feelings among people, the Catholic Church al-
lowed these stories to be depicted in churches, on mon-
astery walls, and in cemeteries.

The phrase danse macabre was coined by 14"-cen-
tury French poet Jean Le Fevre in his poem Respit de /a
mort (1376) (Breath of Death).' In addition, the etymology
of term is obscure, with several hypotheses proposed.
The word dance, in the Georgian version, is often re-
placed by the words Dancing or Saltation. In addition,
researcher |. Joffe interprets the French word la danse
not only in the meaning of “marching”, “round dance”,
“rotating”, “pastoral”, but also with the more archaic se-
mantics of “clash”, “combat”, “fight.”

At that time drama and dance were inseparably
linked. The story line of Dance of Death represented
short conversations between death and humans found in
14™-century France. As historians describe, they brought
on stage the seven Maccabean brothers, their mother
and teacher Eleazar (2 Maccabees 6-7)°, which gave rise
to the name Dance of the Maccabees, and later Danse
Macabre. The story depicts their tortured death. Accord-
ing to another version, the name Maccabee comes from
the fact that the Dance of Death was originally performed
in 1164 to commemorate the transfer of the Maccabean
remains from Italy to Cologne, on the walls of the Holy
Innocents’ Cemetery in Paris, like the dance of death.
According to a different version, the origin of the word

macabre is linked to the Arabic word grave (magabir). In
this case, though, the question of its appearance in Le
Fevre’s poem Le Respit de la mort arises.

From the beginning of the 15" century, the Dance of
Death was depicted more and more often in paintings,
sculptures, wood carvings, carpets and, from 1485, in
book illustrations. From France, the love of images and
poetic explanations of the dance of death was taken
over by England and, as a passage from Cervantes’ Don
Quixote suggests, spread to Spain and then to Germany,
where it took root. The earliest (early 14" century) Ger-
man depiction of the Dance of Death is a wall painting
in a monastery near Basel. Here, a 38-member composi-
tion is divided into separate groups, and in each of them,
Death appears as a separate character.

We can list several important images of Danse Ma-
cabre with interesting content and stylistic analysis. In all
of them, Danse Macabre is presented as a religious-phil-
osophical metaphor of the universe and an allegorical vi-
sualization of the vanity of earthly life.

« The composition of the Dance of Death in the chapel
of the church in Lubeck (North Germany) consists of

24 figures, where the clergy and the laity dance to

the accompaniment of flute music played by Death

Danse Macabre composition of the belfry of St.

Mary’s Church in Berlin (28 dancing couples)

«  Strasbourg church paintings

With paintings on the walls of the cemetery of the

monastery of the same order in Bern (first half of the

15" century), etc.

In general, as we have mentioned, such paintings
were considered by clerics an important tool for achiev-
ing their goal of instilling religious fear in listeners and
converting sinners to the true path.

In 1534, Duke George of Saxony ordered a long stone
relief depicting the Dance of Death with 27 life-size fig-
ures to be placed on the wall of the third floor of his
palace in Dresden.

The development of the art of engraving and print-
ing techniques led to the depiction of a large number of
Danse Macabre stories in new forms. Folk motifs take
on poetic form and spread quickly in society in printed

1 Jean Le Fevre, Le Respit de la mort, Annuaires de I’Ecole pratique des hautes études, 1970, pp. 749-752

2 Wodde, Muctepua n onepa, 1937, c.70.
3 obwvdady, dsgodgmme, 2008, g3. 16-29

312



CULTURE AND GLOBAL CHALLENGES - CHOREQOLOGY

form. A cycle of engravings by Hans Holbein the Young-
er (1523-1526) completes the two-century history of the
Dance of Death. Holbein created such an impressive im-
age of the dance of death that it overshadowed the his-
tory of the genre itself and entered world culture as its
classic embodiment. Holbein the Younger’s cycle, con-
sisting of 40 pictures, was published in 1538 in the form
of a notebook”.

Holbein the Younger created his masterpiece with
completely different content. It rejects the worldview
basis of the medieval dance of death and exposes the
illusory prosperity and false harmaony of coexistence with
death. The image of death loses its traditional mytholog-
ical semantics. The skeleton becomes not only a symbol
of death, but also its abstract allegory.

The author aims not to express the idea that death
treats all people equally mercilessly, regardless of his
age and social status, but to develop the idea that death
suddenly appears in the life of each person in the midst
of his worldly cares and pleasures. Therefore, instead of
a continuous flow of figures or dancing couples (which is
traditionally found in the earlier period), Holbein created
a series of independent individual scenes in which death
is an uninvited guest, for example, visiting a king during
a sumptuous meal, a noble lady in blissful sleep, an or-
ator captivating his audience with eloguence, a farmer
plowing a field, a doctor visiting a patient, etc. From a re-
ligious-magical work, the dance of death became a sam-
ple art. This metamorphosis reflected profound changes
taking place in public consciousness.

The genre of Danse Macabre was relevant not only
in medieval art. In the following periods, when humanity
faced another threat, Death appeared again in the artis-
tic space. Writers, artists, composers and directors re-

turned to the theme of death and revived it in their works.
Bosch, Pieter Bruegel, Alfred Rethel, Alfred Kubin, Ernst
Fuchs and others were interested in this theme in paint-
ing. Goethe, Baudelaire, Rilke, Brecht, Blok, Strindberg
used Danse Macabre stories in literature. Incompara-
ble masterpieces were created in musical art: Schubert,
Liszt, Mussorgsky, Shostakovich, Camille Saint-Saéns
(his well-known symphonic poem was written in 1874).
Danse Macabre motifs are often reflected in theatre and
cinema. As one of the examples is A. Varsimashvili’s play
Dance of Death (1988).

Reflection of Danse Macabre in choreographic art
deserves particular attention, one of the best examples
of which is Kurt Jooss’s ballet-pantomime The Green Ta-
ble. It was staged in 1932 and became a prognostication
of World War Il. Kurt Jooss deals with global themes in
his ballet and paints a whole gallery of characters on-
stage: diplomats, businessmen, soldiers, mothers, girls...
and, of course, Death, which has become a symbol of de-
struction and misery for the whole world.® Unlike Jooss,
Roland Pettit’s Death is a personal tragedy of one younk-
er. The ballet Le Jeune Homme et la Mort was staged in
1946 based on Johann Sebastian Bach’s Passacaglia. The
ballet reflected the post-war heartbreak, hopelessness
and sadness, where a young man’s love affair ends in a
suicidal finale.t

And finally, one of the unique examples of modern
choreography by Czech choreographer Jiri Kylian. The
author uses such a combination of words in the name
of the ballet, where the word death loses its natural
essence and acquires the metaphorical meaning of the
highest point of bliss, ecstasy, in which Mozart’s magical
music helps him. Petite mort (1991), a ballet about love,
longing, passion, harmony and the perfection of beauty.’

4 Hans Holbein’s Dance of Death (1523-5) https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/hans-holbeins-dance-of-

death-1523-5

5 Kurt Jooss’s ballet “The Green Table” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=unbkYC8jpUk&t=1s
6 Roland Pettit’s ballet “Le Jeune Homme et la Mort” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aDCNmD-dvg4
7 Jiri Kylian’s ballet “Petite mort “ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v6KqUT58fU4
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