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We are just back from Hess Kramer 30th 
anniversary weekend: see some pictures on page 20 - 
eight teachers, no less! 

The cover story features ñBetchenò Barber - a 
powerful force in folk dance teaching and 
performance, among other talents. Her focus on 
costumes is supplemented with a selection of 
Romanian playing cards illustrated with costumes 
from that country.  

Check the Calendar and On the Scene for upcoming 
events. Clubs Directory is the full version this month.  

Be of good cheer! 

Pat Cross and Don Krotser 
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Federation Corner 

Interview with Elizabeth Wayland Barber  

Q: How and when did you start folkdancing?  

A: When I was 5, my big sister and I started 
sneaking into a back room on Saturday nights to spy 
on our parents set-dancing with friends out in the 
garden. We would try to copy what they did ðuntil 
they would see us and chase us back to bed. It was 
soon after World War II and academics had no 
money for extras (my Dad was at Caltech), so the 
faculty had formed a folkdance group for 
themselvesðcheap entertainmentðand another for 
the kids. When my sister was old enough to go, I 
made her teach me everything when she got home, 
and I wheedled my way in at 7, a year early, 
because I already knew most of the little dances. I 
was hooked for life.  

In high school, my friends and I decided that 
dancing once a month at Caltech wasnôt enough, so 
we started having extra meetings at our homes. One 
day in 1956, we heard of the existence of the 
Pasadena Folkdance Co-op, meeting on Fridays. We 
went, we stayed, and we started dancing as many 
times a week as we could manage! Balkan dancing 
was coming in big just then. I remember our 
excitement at learning the complexities of Ļaļak, 
and going to see the companies Sol Hurok brought 
to the Pasadena Civic Auditorium. I still have the 
programs. 

Going east to college broke the chain. To get to 
dance at all, I often had to teach it. (I recall that, 
when teaching folkdance at a reform school, I 
learned always to start with a rousing Troika, by the 
end of which the girls were tired enough to listen!) 
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Eventually I learned to ferret out ethnic dance groups and apprentice myself to them for as long as possible: 
Scottish, Israeli, ñYugoslav,ò later Greek, Swedish, Irish, and briefly Hungarian. In grad school at Yale, we 
eventually formed a performing group and started snagging instructors to visit us between their New York and 
Boston engagements: Atanas Kolarovski, Andor Czombo, and the rest. We traveled to New York to Michael 
Hermanôs and to Boston for Dick Crumôs workshops. (ñWhy is the party ending so early? Itôs only 11:30.ò  
ñBecause itôs illegal to dance in Boston on Sunday!ò I was open-mouthed.) When I returned to Pasadena to 
teach at Occidental College in 1970, I rejoined Co-op and started my own troupe at Oxy. I had to drop Co -op 
for a whileðtoo busyðbut now Iôm back and loving it. 

 

Q: And how did you get so interested in European folk costumes?  

A: Mama loved to weave and sew as well as dance. Living briefly in Scandinavia before we were born, she had 
learned to weave and embroider a Swedish (Leksand) folk costume. So when I was about 10 I started trying 
to make my own crude copies of costumes for dancingðI was very envious of the little Csardas outfit 
someone had lent my sister. When our family went to Alsace for a year in 1953 -54, I started collecting original 
pieces at the flea marketsðalong with an antique spinning wheel (ñHow do you propose to get that home??ò) 
and Roman-era beads and coins (I already loved archaeology). 

 

Q: As an archaeologist youôve written several books on prehistoric cloth and clothing, but itôs 
quite a jump to recent folk dress. Are they connected?  

A: My studies of prehistoric Mediterranean and European archaeology kept showing me typical 
weaving patterns, both simple and fancy, everywhere on the murals and pottery. But people 
didnôt believe that was possible. So I set out to research the origin and development of cloth 
and clothing in western Eurasia, and indeed fancy textiles abounded. I didnôt see myself as 
researching European folk dress, at that point. But every once in a while I would trip over some 
ancient figurine or painting that would set me on my heels: ñNow that is exactly the way such 

and such a folk costume does it!ò 

The most famous (infamous?) of the long -lived 
garments is a sort of apron, a belt -band or 
narrow cloth from which many long strings hang 
down: a ñstring skirt,ò given to a girl at puberty 
to announce, from then on, her physical maturity. 
This garmentðare you sitting down?ðcan now 
be traced back step by step all the way to 20,000 
BCE, the Upper Palaeolithic, in Europe. A friend 
bought me a string skirt in Albania in 1996, from 
a woman who was wearing it as part of her 
clothing and who affirmed its meaning. I have 
equivalent aprons from Macedonia, Romania, and 
Ukraine. 

Eventually the Fowler Museum at UCLA asked 
me to co-curate (with Barbara Sloan) an exhibit 
of their magnificent collection of European folk 
dress, which showed in 2013. The book 
accompanying the exhibit, Resplendent Dress 
of Southeastern Europe: A History in Layers , lays out what I now take to be the general development of 
European ñfolk dressò over the last 20,000 years. 

One of the most interesting moments, for me, was recognizing that generally women just kept adding new 
forms of clothing as they came along, seldom removing anything from the traditional dress ðhence the term ña 
history in layers.ò And hence the fact that, in the heart of the Balkans, traditional bridal costumes (the most 
conservative of all outfits) may weigh well over 100 pounds!  
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Another key influence on costume has been dance 
itself, and in the opening talk for the exhibit (aided by 
the troupe I still run at Oxy) I tried to show some of 
the crucial ways in which the costumes and the 
dances have affected each other. After all, in the 
villages it was during the Sunday afternoon dancing 
that one shopped for, or advertised as, a potential 
mate! Steps had to show off the costume and the 
costume had to enhance the steps; but each also 
constrained the other. You canôt rock on your heels 
like a (boot-wearing) Hungarian if you are wearing 
flat Serbian opanci! This is one reason why it becomes 
important for a dancer to know about the clothing 
that was worn by those who originally did a certain 
dance. 

In fact, one of my favorite dance instructions comes 
at one point in a Romanian dance in which youôre 
supposed to lean forwardðbut not so far that your 
hat falls off!  

 

Q: What are you working on now? 

A: On slowing down! Iôve finished the project I most 
wanted to complete when I retired from Oxy, namely 
a book applying to the folkdances the same 
reconstructive methods that I had developed for the 
costumes. Itôs called The Dancing Goddesses: 
Folklore, Archaeology, and the Origins of 
European Dance  and came out last year. Now Iôm 
just cleaning up corners (I want to do more research 
on the jota, for example), trying to get my costume 
collection (about 40 costumes) ready to sell, and 
downsizing my huge library. And dancing while I still 
can!! 



Folk Dance Scene 6  

 

 

A sample of 
antique 
Romanian 
playing 
cards 
depicting 
authentic 
costumes. 
Sent to us 
by Sonia 
and Cristian 
Florescu via 
Gerda 

Ben-Zeev 


