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Abstract

The issue of “authenticity” has been a focal point of scholarly debate, particularly as Greek
“traditional” dance is mediated through teaching and reproduction within urban cultural
associations. Dance performance forms, shaped by aesthetic and functional choices, are
reinterpreted in new contexts, with Cretan dances serving as a representative example.
The preference for specific, recognizable patterns over less widespread variants raises
questions of cultural management. The purpose of this review is to examine the
transformation of Greek “traditional” dance in contemporary urban contexts, focusing on
teaching and performance practices, through the lens of the distinction between the “first”
and the “second” existence of dance; Cretan dances are used as an illustrative case, with
reference to associations in Attica where relevant. Their role emerges as critical in urban
settings, not only as transmitters of technique but also as mediators of cultural meaning.
This highlights the need for further interpretive research into how these transformations are
negotiated in practice.

Keywords: Greek “traditional” dances; urban environment; teaching; performance; Cretan
dances.

1 Introduction

In recent decades, academic discourse on dance has shifted from static notions of
“authenticity” towards more polyphonic and performative approaches (Shay, 2008).
Nevertheless, within the field of Greek “traditional” dance, this discourse remains an
ongoing and contested terrain, continuing to generate confusion and critical debate (Shay,
1972). A typical example of this dynamic is reflected in the views of both researchers and
practitioners involved in the domain of folk music and dance, who confirm the existence
of diverse perceptions of “tradition” and “authenticity” (Liavas, 2013; Koutsouba, 2009;
Shay, 1972).

Within this context, the role of cultural associations becomes patrticularly significant, as
they have contributed to the dissemination of local folk practices among urban populations
and into areas previously unfamiliar with Greek dance; at the same time, they have also
introduced various modifications to traditional dance forms (Filippou et al., 2009). This
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transformation is for some viewed as a form of inevitable creativity aimed at safeguarding
folk culture and its intangible assets (Koutsouba, 2009), while others argue that the new
conditions and methods of cultural management have resulted in the creation of a new,
folkloric form of dance - one that selectively incorporates elements of the older tradition
(Zografou, 2003). Similarly, Liavas (2013) points out that authenticity in tradition has
essentially vanished, and what prevails today is its folkloric version. He emphasizes that
“...the knowledge, experience, ethos, and intuition of those attempting to approach it play
a decisive role...”. Meraklis (1972) acknowledges these views; however, referring to the
impact of such practices, he argues that “...revivals - even imitations that are not
“authentic” but move large audiences - offer valuable insights into a country’s ethnography
and folklore knowledge...”. Within Greek dance scholarship, these debates have also been
framed through the distinction between the “first” and the “second” existence of
“traditional” dance, which concerns the shift from community-based practice to
institutionalized teaching and staged performance (Dimas, Tyrovola & Koutsouba, 2010;
Lykesas, 2018). This conceptual pair highlights the distinction between dance as an
integral part of the everyday and ritual life of the traditional community and dance that has
been relocated to classrooms and theatre stages, as a regulated and, often, teacher-
centered practice and spectacle (Koutsouba, 2010). Papapavlou (2010), in turn, describes
dance tradition as a folkloric product when it is performed at festivals before foreign
audiences who, unable to discern its specific local features, tend to equate it with the
entirety of the “music and dance tradition of its place of origin”. Tiganouria (2007) similarly
rejects the notion of a single “authentic” execution, stressing that tradition should be
viewed as a dynamic process, continuously and gradually reshaped. More broadly,
Bratopoulou (1994) argues that social, political, and economic developments contributed
to the transformation of “traditional” dance from a community-based expressive form into
a staged and institutionalized performance. Finally, Papakostas and Poulakis (2019), as
the scientific editors of the volume Dance Cultures, analyze the phenomenon by
discussing a new reality in which community dances - despite their tendency toward
homogenization within the context of contemporary performances - progressively lay claim
to the “purity” of the dances as defined within their original frame of reference. Within
academic discourse, the notion of “authenticity” is increasingly treated as a cultural
construct, shaped by aesthetic, ideological, and performative conditions.

The views reflected in the literature reveal a gradual shift in scholarly discourse - from
static conceptions of “authenticity” toward more relational and performative approaches,
wherein “tradition” is understood as a dynamic and negotiable domain. Although these
perspectives seek to distance themselves from ideologies of cultural purity and the
nostalgic reconstruction of the past, there nevertheless emerge approaches marked by a
tension between the researcher’s aspiration for scientific objectivity and their inherent
cultural entanglement with the subject of study. More specifically, even though the notion
of “authenticity” is subjected to theoretical critique, there are instances where it remains
tacitly present in the evaluation of contemporary teaching and representational practices.
In public discourse as well, dominant perceptions tend to focus on the preservation or loss
of the “original” form of the dance. The violinist E. Vardakis (2014, p. 15), in particular,
speaks of a distortion of the music and dance tradition, while the dance instructor G.
Chantampakis (2004, p. 295) notes that “[...] our traditional dances have disappeared and
have been replaced by imitation ballets”. M. Lefakis, a lead dancer until 1967, stated in a
1993 interview that “[...] the authenticity of dance no longer exists in today’s ensembles”
(Chantampakis, 2004, pp. 295-302).

In contrast, self-taught violinist G. Stamatakis (2013, pp. 200-203) observes technical
improvement due to systematic instruction, remarking that “[...] nowadays even small
children dance correctly because they start early with proper teachers.” Dance instructor
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and author I. Tsouchlarakis (2000, pp. 12—14) speaks of “[...] the authentically traditional
way of performing Cretan dances until the mid-1970s,” which he contrasts with their later
folkloric version. Aligizakis (2008, p. 82) writes: “[...] the very least we owe to our cultural
heritage is that - if we cannot transmit it in its original form to future generations - we
should, at the very least, not distort it”. Finally, I. and G. Megalakakis (2006), principal
dancers and teachers, offer a reflective critique by asking: “[...] What remains within our
souls from tradition when we strip it of its museum-like adornments?”.

These particular viewpoints - articulated by musicians, dance instructors, and creative
practitioners with published work - regarding the Cretan “tradition” reflect experiential and
personal readings of the phenomenon. While they offer valuable insights into the cultural
significance attributed to Cretan dance, they differ in their approach from those grounded
in data derived from systematic and methodologically substantiated scholarly research.
lllustratively, a recent empirical study approaches this picture as less dichotomous than is
often assumed, identifying more similarities between the “first” and the “second” existence
of the Cretan dance Syrtos and challenging the common assumption that they constitute
distinct phenomena. According to Filippidou & Gialiti (2022), the main differences are
found primarily in the modes of transmission and in the more stylized movement
vocabulary adopted for performance purposes.

The breadth of these positions underscores the wide spectrum of perceptions and
interpretations surrounding Cretan “traditional” dance today, indicating the need for further
study undertaken in a reflexive spirit; that is, through a critical re-examination of the
processes of its formation and transmission. Its contemporary management, together with
the constitution of a fluid, non-static, and negotiable identity - shaped by new socio-cultural
conditions and in reciprocal interaction with teaching and performance practices -
represents a fertile field for the expansion of scientific inquiry. Against this backdrop, the
present review examines how Greek “traditional” dance has been reshaped within
contemporary urban environments, focusing on teaching and performance practices,
while discussing Cretan dances as an illustrative case.

1.1. Purpose

The purpose of this review is to examine the transformation of Greek “traditional” dance
in contemporary urban contexts, focusing on how it is taught and staged within urban
cultural associations. More specifically, the review synthesizes literature on (a) teaching
practices shaped by institutional and organizational settings and (b) performance practices
and repertoire curation under aesthetic, organizational, and audience-related constraints.
Within this broader framework, Cretan dances - particularly as performed and managed
in associations based in Attica - are discussed as an illustrative case of how these
processes are negotiated in practice.

1.2. Methodology

For the purposes of the present study, a systematic literature review was conducted to
document, in a rigorous and evidence-based manner, the transformations that Greek
“traditional” dance has undergone in contemporary urban environments. Particular
emphasis was placed on pedagogical practices and performance approaches. The
literature search was carried out using a range of academic databases and search
engines, including Google Scholar, Academia.edu, ResearchGate, and the National
Documentation Centre (NDC). Keywords were selected based on their relevance to the
research topic and included terms such as Greek “traditional” dance, urban environment,
teaching and performance practices, cultural associations, and Cretan dances, along with
various combinations thereof in both Greek and English. The sources reviewed comprised
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doctoral and master’s theses, peer-reviewed journal articles, conference proceedings, and
edited volumes. Additionally, monographs and articles from credible online sources were
incorporated. Priority was given to research published within the last twenty years;
however, earlier works of historical or theoretical significance were also considered where
relevant. In total, the review included: 15 monographs, 6 doctoral and postgraduate
theses, 21 scholarly articles (from journals, conference proceedings, and edited
collections), 1 audiovisual album, and 1 archival collection of historical material.

2 Review

The reconfiguration of the Greek state, which began in 1832 and continued into the 1950s,
brought about significant transformations in rural society (Dimas, 1999; Tsaousis, 1991).
The collective experience of a community’s members - shaped through shared customs,
traditions, institutions, and moral codes (Nitsiakos, 1991) - served as the foundation for
the development of a common historical and cultural framework, distinguishing them from
other communal groups (Filippou, 1993).

Dance, as one of the most dynamic and fundamental elements of folk culture, functioned
as a means of expression and communication, playing a crucial role in maintaining and
reinforcing local identity and cohesion (Papakostas, Prantsidis & Pollatou, 2006; Tsaousis,
1991).

The village square, where communal customs were enacted (Filippou, 2002, p. 4), was
transformed into a chorostasi - a dance ground - where dance was transmitted orally as a
non-verbal code of communication between dancers and spectators, grounded in
collective memory (Kiourtsakis, 1989). The distinctive features of each community’s dance
expression developed within a specific spatial and temporal context (Varvounis, 2016;
Filippou, 2015), while the local dance repertoire - typically composed of seven to eight
dances (Loutzaki, 1985, pp. 18-20) - constituted the unique dance tradition of each region
(Tyrovola, Koutsouba & Tampaki, 2008).

The social and historical events that followed - such as World War Il and the Greek Civil
War - disrupted the rural Greek countryside, affecting the subsequent course of Greek
dance (Antzaka-Vei & Loutzaki, 1999). Migration and urbanization, particularly during the
1960s, brought about radical changes to the previously traditional way of life, leading to
the restructuring of the social fabric and a shift in the roles of dances, songs, and local
festivals (Antzaka-Vei & Loutzaki, 1999; Tsaousis, 1991; Meraklis, 1986; Lykesas &
Tyrovola, 2009). The mass migration from rural areas to urban centers transformed the
social character of Greek society from agrarian to urban, causing ideological shifts and
reconfigurations in social relations (Mantzoukas, 2008). These changes led to a crisis in
dance identity (Intzesiloglou, 2000), a phenomenon that peaked between 1950 and 1970.
At the same time, the growth of tourism contributed to the emergence of folklorism
(Meraklis, 2004) - that is, the representation of traditional cultural forms which, although
detached from their experiential context, continued to exert strong cultural appeal
(Meraklis, 1989). Greek folk dance may now be broadly divided into two main periods: the
traditional period, referring to events up until the late 1950s, and the contemporary period,
extending from the late 1950s to the present, largely associated with the activity of cultural
associations (Meraklis, 1987). In Greek dance scholarship, the post-World War I
transformations are seen as marking the beginning of a contemporary period that is
interpreted as a “second existence” of “traditional” dance. This is a period during which
dance gradually shifted from a community—based to an urban framework, leading to
processes of folklorization and commercialization, as well as its incorporation into fields
such as entertainment, physical exercise and education (Dimas et al., 2010; Lykesas,
2018).




2.1. Formation of Associations

In Athens, a major destination for mass migratory flows during the postwar period (Kyriazi-
Allison, 1998), there was a strong concern about the preservation of local folk dance
traditions from oblivion and the growing trend towards a modern cultural homogenization.
Within this framework, expeditions were carried out across the Greek countryside to
document various dance forms and music patterns (Antzaka-Vei & Loutzaki, 1999). In his
album 50 Folk Songs, G. Nazos (1930), a leading figure in this effort, notably states: “[...]
if no measures are taken, the dances and songs that celebrate the characteristics of the
Greek race through the unknown singer will certainly be distorted”. This mobilization led
simultaneously to the creation of numerous ethnotopic, cultural, and dance associations
(Filippou, 2002), which undertook an active role in the revival and promotion of the
customs and practices of traditional communities within the urban setting. Within this
climate, cultural associations actively contributed to shaping a “traditional consciousness”
(Psimitis, 2000).

Simultaneously, contemporary urban living conditions prompted the transition of dance
from the chorostasi (vilage square) to performance venues and teaching halls
(Kosmopoulou, 2012; Koutsouba, 2009; Filippou et al., 2009). The Lyceum Club of Greek
Women (founded in 1911), with the aim of enhancing the status of women, was the first
association to engage in and systematically organize the teaching of traditional dance. It
organized the Anthesteria Festival as the “first genuine Greek festival’” and, in 1914,
contributed to the incorporation of Greek dance teaching into both public and private
education (Drandakis, 2004).

Also of great significance was the contribution of Dora Stratou, who - through her
association "Greek Dances Dora Stratou’” - promoted a new perception of dance as
spectacle, rooted in a “folkloric” interpretation of tradition (Loutzaki, 1985, p. 59; Antzaka-
Vei & Loutzaki, 1999). Her first performance took place in Thessaloniki in 1953. Later, in
1964, she established her own theater in Athens, offering regular performances and
integrating the emerging cultural tourism of Athens into her activities (Antzaka-Vei &
Loutzaki, 1999). The initiatives of these two pioneering private institutions - The Lyceum
Club of Greek Women and the Dora Stratou Association - served as a model for the
foundation of numerous cultural dance associations, most of which took on their current
form following the political transition of 1974 (Gizelis et al., 1979; Baskozos, 1996;
Loutzaki, 1985, p. 60).

2.2. Cretan Associations in Attica

As an illustrative urban case, the following subsection outlines the historical footprint and
organizational landscape of Cretan associations operating in Attica. The presence of
Cretans in Attica from the 19th century to the present is reflected in the creation of cultural
associations aimed at strengthening community ties, preserving cultural identity, and
safeguarding cultural heritage (Kakampoura, 2014). The founding of the Cretan
Brotherhood of Piraeus “Omonia” in 1880, the Pancretan Union in 1946, and the
Panhellenic Federation of Cretan Cultural Associations in 1985 marked important
milestones in the organized representation of the Cretan population in Attica. From the
19th-century Omonia to today’s Federation encompassing more than 240 associations,
Cretan organizations continue to play an active role in the cultural life of Athens, acting as
vital agents of cultural heritage management, including the organization of dance and
music activities within the urban environment.

2.3. Management of Greek Traditional Dance




The management of Greek “traditional” dances by cultural associations led to the creation
of a large number of dance ensembles, aimed at meeting the growing demand for
participation in performances and events (Antzaka-Vei & Loutzaki, 1999). The mass influx
of members into associations contributed to the emergence of professional dance
instructors (Zografou, 2003), who responded to the need for systematic and organized
teaching (Tiganouria, 2007; Antzaka-Vei & Loutzaki, 1999). In response to the evolving
social and cultural conditions, the approach to dance education in the urban environment
took on a distinct form. Organized teaching practices within cultural associations and
school curricula emerged as the primary method of transmission, replacing the
experiential, community-based learning that was characteristic of rural societies
(Kosmopoulou, 2012).

The relocation of Greek dances into new spaces and institutional settings, combined with
the need to adapt to contemporary urban realities, led to their reframing and
institutionalization as a cultural product (Loutzaki, 1985). The integration of traditional
dances into organized educational structures triggered numerous interventions, ultimately
leading to the development of a new dance form that is distinct from that of the past
(Filippou et al., 2009; Antzaka-Vei & Loutzaki, 1999). The detachment of dance from its
familiar local context and its treatment as a “product” contributed to the formation of a new
choreographic mosaic, in which elements from the past are selectively reinterpreted
through modern aesthetic requirements (Papakostas & Poulakis, 2019). This “new reality”
positions cultural associations as agents of cultural management, claiming an active role
in the creation and dissemination of Greek dance within the modern cultural context
(Varvounis, 2016). Despite these changes, cultural associations and dance instructors
continue to play a major role in the preservation and reconfiguration of dance culture,
responding to the demands and needs of contemporary social life (Papakostas, 2001).

2.4. Teaching

The 1980s marked the institutionalization of “Greek Dance Specialization” in the
Departments of Physical Education and Sport Science (D.P.E.S.S.) and the formal
introduction of Greek dance instruction in both professional and amateur dance schools,
thus reinforcing the structured framework of dance education (Antzaka-Vei & Loutzaki,
1999). However, despite formal training, the significance of experiential and communal
transmission of dance remains essential as a sociocultural experience, as evidenced by
traditions such as the “Mikroi Gkegkides” (Karepidis, 2016, pp. 111-132). Nevertheless,
within the urban environment, dance - distanced from its familiar communal setting, which
may be regarded as its natural context - undergoes a transformation into an
institutionalized and aestheticized product, with the instructor assuming the role of cultural
mediator between past and present (Loutzaki, 1985; Koutsouba, 2009).

The relevant literature emphasizes that dance instruction constitutes a complex cultural
practice that goes beyond the simple reproduction of steps, contributing to the cultivation
of cultural awareness, the transmission of social values, and the conveyance of symbolic
meanings embedded within community traditions (Kraus, 1980; Shay, 1972; Antzaka-Vei
& Loutzaki, 1999; Loutzaki, 1992; Nikolaki et al., 2021). Consequently, the dance
instructor - understood as a critical pedagogue (Avdikos, 2009) and cultural curator
(Koutsouba, 2009) - is called upon to manage the balance between the “authentic original
existence” of the dance and the contemporary aesthetic demands that shape its current
practice (Filippou et al., 2009), assuming an active role in transmitting the cultural
practices of the past into the present.

Within this framework, and as an example of a contemporary approach to dance
instruction, the case of the Lyceum Club of Greek Women of Papagou—Cholargos is of
particular interest. There, dance instruction is not limited to its aesthetic dimension but
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serves as a means of socialization and community empowerment, highlighting dance as
a tool for fostering social cohesion (Toli & Papakostas, 2017).

Ultimately, dance education cannot be understood apart from its sociocultural dimension
nor can it be confined to the transmission of technical skills alone; rather, it must also
reproduce the local cultural values and symbolic meanings embedded in the context in
which the dance is practiced.

2.5. Performance

Dance performance within the framework of Greek folk tradition is closely linked to the
revival and staged representation of cultural expressions in environments different from
those in which they originally emerged (Papakostas & Poulakis, 2019; Loutzaki, 2022).
While often presented as a means of showcasing tradition, performance frequently
functions as a mechanism of cultural management - sometimes resulting in
homogenization (Papadopoulou, 2020, p. 6). Its design reflects strategic cultural choices
with artistic, theatrical, educational, or commercial aims, and is tailored to the demands of
performance. In this context, the revival of dance is transformed into a staged performance
featuring a predetermined repertoire based on aesthetic, cultural, or national criteria
(Papakostas & Poulakis, 2019). A notable example of this dynamic can be observed in the
case of Cretan dances, where, despite an exceptionally rich dance repertoire, only the
most recognizable dances - such as Syrtos, Kastrinos, Sousta, Siganos, and Pentozali -
are typically showcased. Other lesser-known dances, including Prinianos, Zervodexos,
Agkaliastos, and Mikro Mikraki, are often sidelined due to the aesthetic requirements of
stage presentation (Colakoglu, 2013). In such cases, the phenomenon of folklorism
becomes particularly evident, as representations are embellished and standardized in
order to meet audience expectations and the demands of the event organizers
(Papadopoulou, 2020, p. 6; Loutzaki, 2022, p. 150). It becomes evident that repertoire
choices constitute forms of cultural curation and re-signification of “tradition,” adapted to
the conditions of public presentation.

The audience, in turn, receives dance as spectacle, often embedded within tourist-
oriented or cultural events, detached from the natural and historical context of the
community (Papakostas & Poulakis, 2019, p. 12). At the same time, even when
performances are organized by the communities themselves, they are frequently
influenced by external actors - such as dance instructors or cultural institutions - who
determine what will be showcased, how it is presented, and by whom. As a result, the
performance becomes the object of aesthetic negotiation and a source of tension, as the
pursuit of a “flawless” stage presentation may clash with the lived experiences and
informal hierarchies within the dance group.

The role of the dance instructor is therefore critical, extending beyond the mere
transmission of movement techniques. It involves the staging of the group, the careful
selection of dances, and the management of power dynamics that emerge during both the
preparation and execution of the performance (Loutzaki, 2022, pp. 151-152). In this
environment - where instruction and performance intersect with issues of cultural
management - critical reflection emerges as an essential tool. Through the critical
evaluation of pedagogical and performative practices, it contributes to a deeper
understanding of cultural meanings and their relation to contemporary forms of expression
(Silverman, 2003, pp. 127-128; Aspraki, 2004, pp. 157-180).

3 Discussion — Conclusions

From the review of the studies, it may be concluded that the effort to integrate Greek
“traditional” dance into the contemporary urban environment was accompanied by a series
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of interventions (Loutzaki, 1985; Filippou et al., 2009; Papakostas & Poulakis, 2019) that
led to the formation of a new dance reality. Within this context, the fluidity of the notion of
“authenticity” becomes more prominently articulated - a notion which, in any case, does
not constitute a fixed or objectively definable point of reference.

As a result, the pursuit of “authenticity” within its original frame of reference becomes
unfeasible (Shay, 1972; Papadopoulou, 2020). Both the teaching and performance of
dance, often occurring within institutionalized structures and influenced by external
expectations (Loutzaki, 2022; Papakostas & Poulakis, 2019), emerge as fields of cultural
management, frequently disconnected from their original experiential contexts (Karepidis,
2016, pp. 111-132).

Crete offers a characteristic example of this dynamic: despite its rich dance repertoire,
only a limited selection is utilized in staged performances and, consequently, in teaching,
with a distinct emphasis on particular dances. Preference is given to certain popular
dances (Colakogdlu, 2013), a practice that leads to the underrepresentation and gradual
marginalization of less familiar dances due to aesthetic and functional considerations.
Within this context, the role of the dance instructor becomes critical - not only as a
transmitter of technique but also as a mediator of cultural meaning (Avdikos, 2009;
Koutsouba, 2009; Filippou et al., 2009).

This pivotal role highlights the importance of critical reflexivity as an essential tool
(Silverman, 2003; Aspraki, 2004), fostering awareness of pedagogical choices and their
implications for the representation and transmission of cultural heritage. The synthesis of
the reviewed studies reveals a clear need for further investigation into the perspectives
and attitudes of active dance instructors working within urban cultural associations
(including, but not limited to, Cretan associations in Attica). In particular, it would be fruitful
to examine how these instructors conceptualize the purposes and meanings of dance
education and performance in contemporary urban settings, and how they negotiate the
balance between stage expectations and the local cultural contexts surrounding the dance
(Papakostas & Poulakis, 2019; Loutzaki, 2022). Such inquiry could generate evidence that
deepens our understanding of dance experience as a complex cultural phenomenon
(Kraus, 1980; Shay, 1972).

Future studies could make use of the distinction between the “first” and the “second”
existence of dance as an analytical lens in specific teaching and performance settings,
exploring how instructors understand and operationalize this distinction into practical
choices in their everyday decisions regarding repertoire, teaching and performance
practices. A qualitative study could include in-depth interviews and observation in Cretan
and non-Cretan associations, in order to capture similarities and differences between
different local and organizational contexts. In this way, the perspectives brought together
in the present review could be tested and further enriched through empirical research that
links broader theoretical discussions on authenticity and the management of tradition with
the lived, everyday dynamics of teaching and performing Greek “traditional” dance in
contemporary urban environments.
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