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After decades of neglect, scholars of medieval and early modern Europe are giving
dance some much deserved attention, and Women, Dance, and Parish Religion in
England, 1300—1640: Negotiating the Steps of Faith is a welcome addition to recent
scholarship.! The monograph’s broad time frame — encompassing almost 350
years of English history — enables Lynneth Miller Renberg to identify both the
changes and continuities that scholars examining narrower periods have either
missed or misunderstood. For example, early modernists have tended to assume
that Christian views of dance were always negative and gendered because they
lacked familiarity with medieval records of dancing saints and dance in sacred
performances and rituals. By examining both medieval and early modern ser-
mons, Renberg identifies a gradual but definite shift in the rhetoric used to
describe dance: whereas medieval sermons referred to dance as both a symbol of
holiness and harmony and a mark of sin and transgression, by the middle of the
seventeenth century, sermon writers invoked dance almost exclusively as a sign of
sacrilege, especially female sacrilege.

Indeed, Renberg’s emphasis on gender marks this book’s divergence from other
recent works on medieval dance and religion, maintaining that ‘the dancing body
is always a gendered body’ (6). In surveying ‘the collision of rhetorical concep-
tions of dance with the gendering of dancing bodies’, Renberg finds that ‘shifts in
theological footing ... dramatically altered the intricate steps of the performance
of holiness and gender’ (3). Although biblically dance was considered among the
adiaphora, meaning its morality was decided by context rather than its inherent
properties, theologians increasingly associated dancing with women’s bodies, and
women’s bodies with sacrilege. In response, sermon authors and their auditors
recategorized dance from a neutral or positive communal activity to a mark of
female transgression. This transition had practical consequences in many arenas.
By the late sixteenth century, dancing had become one of the distinctive activities
of nocturnal witch gatherings; in witch trials, dancing, ‘already a mark of the sac-
rilegious woman, also became a mark of the witch’ (102). Early modern sermons
and visitation articles likewise convey harsher views from both Reform-minded
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and Laudian clergy regarding sabbath-breaking and dancing in churches and
churchyards. Interestingly Renberg finds that theological differences did not
meaningfully alter religious rhetoric regarding dance.

The book’s introduction, six chapters, and concise conclusion track changes
over time but within thematic clusters rather than in a strictly linear fashion.
Chapter one introduces dance as a persistent parochial concern from the Fourth
Lateran Council through the early modern reformations, though clerical views
ranged from dance as an accepted practice that sometimes went awry to dance
as the embodiment of (especially female) sin and sacrilege. Chapter two uses the
tale of the cursed carolers to explore concerns about dance compromising the
sanctity of sacred spaces, while chapter three examines similar concerns around
the sabbath and sacred time. Chapter three also considers dance and witchcraft
accusations, although this section could have fit just as well in several of the other
chapters. Highlighting the benefits afforded by Renberg’s broad chronological
scope from the fourteenth through seventeenth centuries, chapters four and five
trace the dramatic rhetorical transformation of the story of Salome from repre-
senting the true church in the Middle Ages to exemplifying ‘the most sinful and
frivolous women of the day’ by the seventeenth century (189).

Chapter six weaves these themes together, exploring accusations of effeminacy
against minsters who danced or permitted dancing and highlighting examples
wherein dancing signalled (or at least was interpreted by some as) rebellion against
civil or ecclesiastical authorities. In this chapter, Renberg also highlights the dis-
connect between early modern parish practices, which continued to include dance
in communal festivities, and early modern religious rhetoric, which condemned
dancing, or at least female dancing, as sacrilegious. That sermon authors deemed
dancing acceptable for men but not for women was not just inequitable but also
impractical since the majority of surviving choreographies from this period are
for couples and ‘mixt’ gender groups. Yet it was not only sermon writers who
expressed this impractical double standard. Richard Brathwaite wrote a pair of
conduct manuals that differentiated the acceptability of dancing by gender. In
The English Gentleman (1630), he recommended dancing and fencing as ‘Orna-
ments to grace and accomplish’ that help men ‘come off bravely and sprightly’;
but in The English Gentlewoman (1631), he warned women that ‘Dance is the
Circle, whose centre is the Devil” and concluded that its fleeting pleasures were
not worth eternal damnation.?

The narrow focus of Women, Dance, and Parish Religion in England enables
Renberg to fully explore her topic and substantiate her claims. That being said,
there are a number of related areas of interest that are beyond the scope of this
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study. For instance, Renberg does not discuss how religious rhetoric on dance
impacted courtly life or how gendered anti-dance rhetoric might have landed dif-
ferently when the reigning monarch was female and known to love dancing, such
as for Mary I or Elizabeth I. Nor does Renberg explore embodied practice: readers
wanting to learn how to perform late medieval and early modern dances or need-
ing to stage them for theatrical productions will need to look elsewhere.? Likewise,
while the book contains a useful timeline and an appendix of early modern Eng-
lish sermon authors, there are no illustrations: readers will need to reference other
sources for help visualizing the carole, galliard, lavolta, and morris dance.4
Women, Dance, and Parish Religion in England makes a significant contribu-
tion to parish studies, and it will be of great interest to religion and gender schol-
ars. As Renberg observes in the introduction, ‘the church’s approach to dance,
with its tension and paradox, parallels the church’s approach to women and their
bodies’ more generally (4). However, scholars of many disciplines will want to
add this book to their libraries. Renberg only mentions mystery plays and other
theatrical forms in passing, but the shifts she identifies affect theatrical perform-
ances as well as dance, which will be of interest to medieval and early modern
theatre scholars and practitioners. Similarly, since nearly all dancing was accom-
panied by music, whether vocal or instrumental, Renberg’s observations impact
the work of early music specialists and musicologists. Finally, Renberg’s clear,
jargon-free writing makes this work accessible to readers of diverse disciplines and
backgrounds. Hopefully the inclusion of Women, Dance, and Parish Religion in
England in Boydell’s Gender in the Middle Ages series will help scholars in related
fields discover this persuasive, nuanced investigation of religious dance rhetoric.
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3 Works that include more detailed descriptions or choreographies include Rob-
ert Mullally, The Carole: A Study of a Medieval Dance (New York, 2011), https:/
doi.org/10.4324/9781315086996; lan Payne, The Almain in Britain, c.1549—
¢.1675: A Dance Manual from Manuscript Sources (New York, 2003), https://doi.

org/10.4324/9781315087313; and John Forrest, The History of Morris Dancing,

1458—-1750 (Cambridge, 1999), https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.20856818. See also dan-
cing manuals such as John Playford, The English Dancing Master (London, 1650);

Thoinot Arbeau, Orchésographie (Langres, 1589), trans. Mary Stewart Evans, ed.

Julia Sutton as Orchesography: 16th-Century French Dance from Court to Countryside
(New York, 1967); and Fabritio Caroso, Nobilta di dame (Venice, 1600), trans. Julia
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4 For example, Dickason’s Ringleaders of Redemption has many illustrations of mediev-
al dancing, and Michael Heaney, The Ancient English Morris Dance (Oxford, 2023),

https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.285027, includes several images of early morris dance.



