The legacy of Dora Stratou
by Alkis Raftis
    The "Dora Stratou" Theatre in Athens is an institution unique in its kind in the world, with varied activities, all centered around Greek dance. As a theatre, it differs from all other theatres, as a dance company it differs from the other dance companies. It is at the same time a theatre, a museum, a dance ensemble, a school, a cultural centre and a research institution. All these functions permeate each other to form one whole, directed towards traditional culture. 

    It is very common, in Greece as well as in all countries, to see traditional culture "used", utilized, for various purposes: recreational, spectacular, commercial, political, educational, patriotic, academic and so many more. We try to see traditional culture and to practice it as such, without ulterior motives. We beleive that approaching it is a very enriching experience in itself, no strings attached. This is our philosophy in a nutshell, before going into details.

1. The "Dora Stratou - Greek Dances" Society
      This Society was founded in 1953 by Ms Dora Stratou who remained as its president until 1983. She managed to mobilize State and private support in order to create "a living museum for Greek dance" which later expanded into other activities. She believed in the preservation of dances as a proof of the continuity of the Greek race since Antiquity.

     Members of the Society become persons who have offered significant services to the Theatre in their various professional, scientific or other capacities. Membership is about 100, a majority of academics but also personalities of all backgrounds. The General Assembly meets every three years to elect a 7-member Governing Council, and every year to approve the Council's actions. The President of the Council manages, represents and binds the Society with his actions. All members, including the President, offer their services free of charge. President since 1987 is the undersigned, who has contributed firstly in saving the theatre from bankruptcy, and then in enlarging and redefining its activities to the present form. 

     The theatre stands as the core of a wider circle of amateurs of traditional culture, more than 1,000 persons, mainly folk dance and/or physical education teachers, folklorists and others around the country. They are members of the Greek Section of the International Organization of Folk Art (I.O.F.A.) whose headquarters are housed in the same building. They keep in touch through a newsletter mailed every two months and they meet in the international conference for dance research, organized every year since 1987.

2. The personality of Dora Stratou
    Dora Stratou herself was a unique personality, a strong-willed person who believed and proved that faith can move mountains. It is amazing that the lady who made her name synonymous with Greek folk dance had no training or experience in dance or in folklore, no higher education and no profession. Born 1913 in a wealthy athenian family, she took private lessons of piano (by Dimitri Mitropoulos, who later became conductor of the New York Philarmonic) and classical singing like every upper-class girl of her time. While in her teens, she saw her father become Prime Minister and shortly later held responsible for the Asia Minor defeat and executed. She then started a wandering life in Europe and the United States, living off a pension. She returned to Greece after the War to serve in relief and other voluntary organizations, meeting with artists and the young intelligentsia of the after-war period.

    It was in 1953 that, after seeing a Yugoslavian State ensemble, the idea struck to her that she could create a similar one. Her brother had served as Minister in the meantime, and she used her many connections in the public sector, in the artistic world and among the dispora Greeks. It was a time of idealism, reconstruction, rediscovery of values. Folk culture had been discredited for the past one hundred years as backward and simplistic, an obstacle to modernization and progress. But Stratou succeeded in providing its lettres de noblesse by claiming these dances were almost the same the ancient Greeks danced. Folk dance as a "Living link with Antiquity" (the title of her book), a revival of our glorious past! There was no real need of proof to the fact that modern Greeks are descendants of the ancient ones, but the idea had a wide appeal.

    Stratou started a career in her fifties and became the grand lady of Greek dance with a worldwide reputation. Her most prominent qualities were her iron will and her capacity to attract talent. Dozens of people she worked with became famous later. Among them painters Spyros Vassilioy and Yannis Tsarouchis, composer Manos Hadjidakis, archeologist Manolis Andronikos and film director Costa Gavras. In the beginnings her troupe was not much different than other large folk ensembles, but over the years she realized that choreographing dances and using dancers with formal training was not the best way of presenting Greek dances. She took the advice of such specialists as Roderyk Lange and others, and she turned towards the old dancers of the villages to improve performances with authentic elements. 

3. The costumes collection
      By buying old costumes from the villages in the course of 30 years, the Theatre aquired the largest collection of its kind in Greece: 2500 complete traditional costumes from all regions, an important collection of folk jewellery, as well as a great number of various objects and accessories (village-made shoes, masks, swords, kerchiefs, bells etc.). Most of these are museum pieces and cannot be found to buy, nor copies made, since the craftsmen and the materials do not exist any more.

      The collection is at the same time the Theatre's wardrobe, requiring constant maintenance and security. About 1,000 costumes are worn on stage during each season. Dancers are taught how to put them on, how to tie kerchiefs in the various characteristic headdresses of each region and how to fold them properly. Four wardrobe mistresses are employed to take care of the costumes to take care of the costumes and and assist dancers. Some costumes are extremely heavy, others are embroidered with gold thread.

4. The dances
    People tend to think of folk dance as a matter of "doing the steps". They are only impressed by high leaps and elaborate floor patterns, fast tempo music with many instruments, rapid changes of costumes and regions presented. In fact, they transpose to folk dance a vision aquired by regarding classical, modern or ballroom dancing. With these eyes, folk dance will always look like a poor relative of the other dance idioms. We workers of folk dance must admit our failure to teach the public how to see our dance, how to judge it by its own criteria.

    Dance is like a language. You can learn to read and write a foreign language from a book, but you will only go so far this way; without hearing other people speak it your pronounciation will be ridiculous and even incomprehensible. Every dance idiom (ballet, jazz, ballroom etc.) is a language, but folk dance is more than a language, it is a dialect, it has a strong local accent. Without this accent, folk dance is like tasteless and odourless food. Many groups are content to dance national dances as if they were speaking Esperanto language, without the local colour. 

     In Greek folk dance, steps are relatively simple to learn in the first place but the style of execution varies from place to place and is difficult to reproduce. It takes an accomplished dancer many hours of dancing with good dancers who possess the local style, good music and thorough knowledhe of particularities to become imbued with it. The leader of the line in a chain dance has the most important role, as his understanding of the idiom is transmitted to the musicians and to the other dancers. He is thrue leader of the moment who inspires all the others.

     While most folk dance troupes around the world have learned their dances from teachers or choreographers, this theatre has built up its repertoire by inviting groups of villagers to perform on stage. As each village was presented, the troupe's dancers learned the dances by dancing with the villagers. These original appearances were filmed and serve today as reference to check whether dances are still executed in the genuine style.

     More than 80 different villages, islands or regions can be presented, each one with its particular costume, music and dances. For comparison, an average folk dance group in Greece has only one tenth of this repertoire. The total number of dances in the repertoire is about 200.

5. The troupe
      The main troupe is composed of 50 dancers, 25 men and 25 women. In addition, it includes dancers from regions with a very particular style, such as Crete or Pontos, who perform only their own dances. Other regional danders are invited on a temporay basis to lead dances of their region. There are 5 to 10 vacancies every year and about 100 applicants - experienced dancers from other groups around the country - present themselves each January. They dance with the troupe's dancers in rehersals until finally the most competent ones are integrated in April. There is no hierarchy among dancers, other than years of service with the ensemble. An experienced dancer will normally lead a chain dance, but a younger one has precedence if the dance is from his native region.

     The troupe rehearses every evening prior to the performance for 1 1/2 hours. Dancers receive addiditonal training by following the winter training programme of lectures, evenings and workshops. During the winter season most dancers train two or three other groups in their neighbourhoods. By dancing every single day of the year they improve constantly and keep in form. All dancers and musicians have a morning job for a living. They are paid a symbolic allowance for expenses, starting at $ 5 a day. 

     The troupe has about 15 permanent folk musicians and 2 singers with a long experience so that they can acheive the all the particular styles. They play for rehearsals and performances every day; no recorded music is ever used for the troupe to dance, in order to maintain the personal rapport between dancers and musicians which is inherent in folk culture. Musicians have access to the archive of old field recordings to verify the correct rendering of the particular style of playing characteristic of each region. 

     Another source of pride is the fact that the troupe has no choreographer and no dance master, it is simply composed of dancers. There is no major dance company in the world which can boast such a feauture. All dances are presented in the same manner and style as they have been brought by the villagers. New dancers learn the dances the traditional way: they copy the local style by simply dancing during rehearsals alongside older dancers. No one is called a teacher, since only the traditional dancers of the villages can be regarded as their real teachers.

     Some of the dancers and musicians have been practically born in the Theatre, since their fathers have been performing there. The theatre manager has been dancing for 27 years and his father was playing there; he is married to a senior dancer. One of the violonists holds the record: he has not missed a day since 40 years! Many are married to fellow dancers and usually bring their children along because most of their time is spent there.

     Many former dancers lead folk groups around the country and attend performances regularly, offering criticism and encouragement to the acting ones. They constitute a relay of our particular approach to folk dance to the new generation. They also come for advice regarding the details of dances, music or costume to use in their own performances.

6.  The Theatre
     On the pine-covered Philopappou Hill, opposite the Acropolis, a 1000-seat open-air theatre was built especially for the "Dora Stratou" company. The permanent stage was designed by famous Greek painter Spyros Vassiliou. The floor is very large in order to allow the free evolution of dancers, just like in a village square or dance-field. Within the 20-acre theatre area, a large hall was also built, used for winter rehearsals, courses and workshops. 

     Performances take place every day at 22.15 hours, also Wednesdays and Sundays at 20.15 hours - that is 9 performances a week. There is no day off from the end of May to the end of September. Until now, 5000 performances have been given, attended by 2.600.000 spectators. During the winter, the troupe sometimes travels abroad to perform, usually at government-sponsored occassions, not in festivals. It has visited 22 countries and has been awarded many distinctions.

    In the past few years, several changes have been made to performances, especially when research has brought to light new dances or corrections of existing ones. The accent has been put more strongly on fidelity to the original since the "museum approach" has been established as the credo of the theatre. There is no attempt to be spectacular or entertaining, no effort for the uniformity of execution by dancers, no allowance for modernistic elements. Dances, music and costumes are presented in the truest possible style of the villages, so that their secular and ritual elements remain apparent.

7. Educational activities
    This a relatively new area of activities, established since I took over. In fact, the theatre had functioned previously as a ghetto, Dora Stratou considering the dances her property. Dancers and musicians were not allowed to teach or perform outside the theatre.

     From October to April there are dance classes for beginners, advanced and children. Each course lasts 1 1/2 hours a week for three months. There are two instructors in each class, a man and a woman among senior dancers; there a re up to 25 students in a class and sometimes other troupe dancers take part for their own pleasure. Recorded music is used throughout, chosen from the theatre's repertoire. From the beginning, students receive a cassette with the music as well as a file with information on dance folklore.

     Every Thursday evening there is a lecture by an invited folklorist or other specialist, usually a member of the "Dora Stratou" Society. Subjects are relative to dance customs, music and costumes in very specific areas, as well as various other topics related to dance. Attendance is free and the audience participates in a conversation with the lecturer afterwards, or ends up in the nearby teverna. Sometimes, instead of a lecture, a group of folk musicians is invited to play music from their particular region. These evenings are organised in cooperation with the corresponding association of people from this region residing in Athens so that they come to dance with us. There is some food and wine, and the company's dancers and friends sing and dance with the others.  

     Workshops are organized once every two months. A group of older people is invited from a village to present their dances, customs and local culture. During two days and evenings they dance, sing, play music, tell stories and discuss with the workshop participants. They bring their old costumes, handicraft, photographs and musical instuments; sometimes they even bring wine and local food for everyone. A researcher with field experience in this village is in charge, giving the necessary background information. 

     During the summer season, courses in foreign languages are held in the Theatre. They last one week, 4 hours every afternoon, with introductory lectures and visits to folk museums in the morning. In addition, folk dance groups outside Greece either arrange for such courses, or invite dancers to give workshops there during the winter season.

    I will venture now some personal thoughts on the courses. The first concerns foreigners: they have definitely more difficulty learning the dances, which I attribute largely to their being unaccustomed to the music. They do need to make a considerable extra effort, but no more than that. From then on they can be as good as any local person. So far, no foreigner has ever danced in this theatre but this is no longer a matter of policy, it is simply because no one has turned up motivated enough.

     Another impression is that very few persons, whether Greek or non-Greek, get past the "first pleasure stage" in folk dancing. Of course, any kind of dancing gives pleasure to do and to watch, and folk dancing is by far the most convivial of all. So, people are happy to learn the dances and come back for more. But I am afraim that we have not yet found a way to help others discover the "second stage of pleasure", the one that comes with deeper knowledge of the dances and the lebensgef�hl which they carry.

7. Publications and other activities 

     The Theatre offices and the costumes collection are housed in a 5-storey building in Plaka, the old town of Athens. In the same building are kept the archives of recordings, films and field notes. There is also a library, a costume maintenance workshop, a showroom and a lecture hall. 

     Publications include a series of books on Greek dance and a series of 45 LP records. Also programmes, postcards, posters, videocassettes, audio cassettes and teeshirts. The Theatre undertakes the fabrication of costumes, simplified copies of its originals made to order for folk dance groups. It also assists film and theatre directors, choreographers and costume designers in the staging of reproductions with traditional character.

     Its main consulting function, though, is with other dance groups. The total number of Greek dance groups in the country and in the diaspora is estimated to 4,000. They need advice on dance, music, costumes etc. and they frequently call in the offices or come to the Theatre for this.

8.  Research
      By recording and filming the groups of villagers who were invited to perform in the Theatre, an important archive has been initially constituted. It has been supplemented by recordings, photographs and notes taken during visits to other villages. These films and records are used today to verify that dancing and music in the performances do not deviate from the original.

     A library of 10.000 books and a collection of 1,000 records with folk music continuously updated ensure that any researher can find, gathered in one building, a unique wealth of resources. My own collection of documents (books, articles, records, photographs, posters etc.) from Greece and abroad constitutes the biggest part of it.

     During the past few years, more than twenty research programmes have been launched, using ethnograhic or sociological methodology, under the guidance of the undersigned. They include several doctoral and postgraduate diploma dissertations, as well as diploma thesis by students of various Greek and foreign universities. In addition, many other students and researchers come to ask for resources or advice. In this way the Theatre is the focal point and crossroad of everyone involved in Greek dance.

    A final remark has to do with the function of folk dancing in present-day society. I realize now that the success of our theatre is due more to the fact that it is there, than to the quality or the range of its activities. People will say: Why learn folk dances if I have so few opportunities to practice them? Why carry out research if there is no one interested to know its results? So our presence assures them that they are not alone, that others are there all the time. Our office building is open every day from early morning till evening. The theatre is open 300 evenings a year, what with perfomances, courses, lectures, dance evenings etc. Above all, we create opportunities for people and urge them to dance frequently until dance becomes an integral part of their life. Their grandfathers preserved these dances from a need to touch hands regularly and move in unison with their friends. The primary object of this theatre is to remind people of this simple fact: that they should not let their natural need to dance be frustrated or evacuated by modern society. 
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