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    You, the reader, who loves dance, traditions, preserving heritage, and memories that spark stories of family and friends.

      

    


		
			Applause

			Before reading “The Italian Dance Quest,” I figured I would deepen my understanding of my Italian heritage as well as learn about the intricacies and nuances of the dance world…and I did. I most certainly did. But what I didn’t expect is this would be one of those books I keep beside my nightstand, to refer to over and over again. Not only is Anna’s visual description of everything she encountered as a dancer, coach, molder of young minds and souls so vivid and authentic, but she connected everything she encountered and learned into life lessons for ANYONE, for all of us.

			—Dean Skinner, Author, Visual artist, Cleveland, Ohio

			In The Italian Dance Quest, Anna’s sensitivity to and keen observations of Italy’s cultural differences offer not only a keen and truthful key to interpret the dances covered in the book but also a profound “spaccato” of Anna’s personal and professional life from her vision to the reality of becoming the expert on Italian Folk Dances of today.

			—Viviana Altieri, Founder and Executive Director, ISTITUTO MONDO ITALIANO, Pittsburgh, PA

			





 

			A wonderful amalgamation of dance, history, and culture seen through an artist’s imagination and the manifested choreographic process took me back to the streets of Italy where inspiration and wonder are not in short supply. The celebration of dance deeply rooted in the Italian experience reminded me of Salieri’s Opera “The Stolen Bucket” where two Italian cities actually went to war over a stolen bucket. Passion and drama at its finest. I highly recommend this read.

			—Jim Bunting, Director of Jim Bunting Dance Company, Philadelphia, PA

			Anna’s passion for preservation is necessary and this book showcases just that. As a Professor of Dance, I was impressed with how “The Italian Dance Quest,” contained a great detail of the dances shared. This book takes you into a world full of movement and creativity, where authentic Italian dance and family stories bring the heritage to life. Anna’s enthusiasm and positive outlook are reflected through each chapter. This enriching dive into Italian dance culture is inspiring and a joy to read.

			—Joe Nickel, Dance Professor, Seton Hill University and Owner of Thrive Dance Experience, Pittsburgh, PA
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			Preface 

			This book is an inside look into Italian culture through my quest to preserve Italian dances. I share explorations of culture, music, dance, and traditions that would take anyone years to accumulate on their own. The best way to experience and truly understand the essence of these traditional dances is to gather as much information about the life and history that surrounds the cities that the dances are from, along with the people that perform them. My hope is that you, the reader, will step into a time of wealth, royalty and innovation in the northern regions of Italy. Family legacies are revealed and preserved through the arts, where their passions speak with every paint stroke or gesture in a dance. I believe the art of creating is embedded into the soul of every Italian, and quite possibly every human. Culture, cuisine, and choreography are explored and discussed along with life lessons I learned along the way, all with the ultimate goal to preserve the dances originating in the northern regions of Italy.

			This book will help you unlock a few doors uncovering the mystery, beauty, and elegance of the rich culture of the Italian regions. Through these journeys, the reader will discover the lessons learned while traveling and compare and contrast different aspects of each visit. Various folk dances I’ve mastered are described that originate from different regions in northern Italy. Every city described in this book is north of Rome. Northern Italy and southern Italy have vastly different cuisines, climates and histories. So, it stands to reason their folk dances would have stark contrasts as well. The dances of northern Italy feature upright postures and precise steps and timing. Southern Italian folk dances have earthy, more grounded movements and generally are spontaneous and respond to how a partner is dancing. Join me to explore how the traditions and history of northern Italy are reflected within their folk dances where power, beauty, and innovation are found.

			All of my adventures to Italy are continuously filled with surprises, splendor and a bit of risk. Italy is a country where my history began, my present lives, and my future awaits. My mission is to research antiquity, appreciate the culture, preserve the traditions and share the dances that shed light on the heritage I adore. Traveling over the years, I share many thrilling and life-changing events that have occurred. Venturing out of my own backyard gave me a perspective on the world and a chance to view life from many angles. With this book, you will venture with me through various stages of my life: as a child, as a young leader, and married with my husband on an expedition of discovery to five cities in northern Italy. Answer the series of questions at the end of every chapter, titled 5, 6, 7, 8, a phrase used for dancers to start together. I hope it will enhance your experience, allow you to reflect on your life and lead you to find answers.

			Finally, I will immerse you in a dancer’s perspective of five dances that reflect the regions I visited. The reader will gain insight to choreography techniques used that were influenced by Italian architecture and transportation. I offer various ways to preserve and enjoy physical history so that the next generation can enjoy them in the future.
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			Introduction 

			For the past thirty years, I have procured, preserved and performed traditional Italian dances. When traveling, I make it a point to explore new places, veer off the usual paths and experience what it is like to be a true local. Yes, I visited the main piazza and took that gondola ride, but I also observed crafts being made and watched performances to understand what the region had to offer. I gained a greater admiration and understanding from speaking with the locals and asking about their professions and passions. These conversations created a larger picture of what the traditional dances I have been studying should look like and insight into life in different time periods. Taking these explorations as a child gave me a greater comprehension of the definition of culture, traditions and how I fit into this big world.

			Experiencing another person’s culture helps build empathy and deepens perceptions. Learning this idea at an early age sets up a child for success in life, no matter what profession they choose. My wish is for everyone to explore different cultures by learning a new language, tasting a new spice or dancing a different style. It can be inspiring and transformative. It opens the mind up to new ideas, a better appreciation of others and allows the conclusion that there is always more to learn in life.

			I’ve taken numerous trips to Italy, but three are prominently featured in this book. I grew up straddling two worlds: being an Italian and an American. All four of my grandparents were born in southern Italy and immigrated in the early 1920s. My parents were born in the United States of America. I have two older siblings, my sister Diana and my older brother Stephen. When I was twelve, my mom, my older brother, who was nineteen years old at the time, and I embarked on our first trip to Italy. We visited Milan, Florence, Venice, Rome and met our cousins for the first time in Calabria. This adventure was life-changing in so many ways. As a wide-eyed preteen, I soaked up as much culture and history as possible, meeting flesh and blood relatives bringing me closer physically to this idea of being Italian that I have grown up with only through stories as a child. My vision board in sixth grade was filled with photos of Italy and meeting family. This vision board creation was about to become a reality.

			My mom at this time has just turned fifty. We traveled a couple of years after both her parents had passed away in the mid-1980s. After exchanging emotional letters and phone calls to relatives in Italy, we were finally meeting her father’s brother, my great uncle, and his family for the first time. This was life altering for all of us, especially my mom. She knew this would be her only journey to Italy and was determined to make the most of it for herself, and us. It would be twenty-five more years before I could return to visit Calabria and see them again as an adult.

			The second excursion I re-encounter is with dancers. About six years after founding my own touring dance company, Allegro Dance Company, I organized a performance tour with a select group of company members. We were traveling to Italy to tour, perform traditional and modern dances, and soak up the culture. We explored Rome, Venice, Florence, and Montecatini. Leading a group through another country and preparing for various shows was a riveting experience. I was in my early twenties and not only learning more about myself through the country, but also how to be responsible for my dancers’ safety, and to make sure they get the most out of this experience. This responsibility weighed on my shoulders. I took this seriously and knew it was a unique opportunity to not mess up.

			The last trip I refer to is one of the adventures I took with my husband, Greg. Together, we have been to Italy several times over the years. For this book, I focus on a particular excursion where we toured Bologna, Florence, and Rome together. Through much research and networking, I made contact with a few dance teachers who lived in Italy with expansive knowledge about traditional Italian folk dances. I discuss learning various Tarantellas in my first book, La Danza – Conflict, Passion and Healing. The first Italian dance instructor I met was in the United States. At that time, my dance company was only about six years old, and I was searching desperately for more authentic dances from different regions. It’s extremely challenging to find these dances in the United States since it’s not written down or preserved well enough.

			The goal I set back then was to collect a dance from all twenty regions. I was a member of an Italian organization that held conferences around the United States each year. This particular year, it was going to be held in a city that was just a few hours from us. Greg agreed to go with me and be my dance partner so I could learn and acquire more dances. Filled with nervous excitement, we packed our bags and ventured out on a two-hour drive and checked into the hotel for the conference. This three-day event was filled with all things about Italian culture, the folk costumes, authentic music, dance and folk-art crafts. Once registered, we could choose what classes or events we wanted to attend. Of course, we signed up for all the dance classes. I was impressed and elated Greg was willing to learn these dances with me. We weren’t even married yet at the time. For me, this gesture clearly demonstrated he was in it for the long haul.

			Meeting this dance instructor was the catalyst and gave me the confidence I needed to seek out other instructors in Italy that held the key to unlock dances I was hoping to preserve. Federica was her name. She was a dance instructor flown in from Milan and was the featured guest at the conference. Being from Milan, she had studied intensely at the university as well as conservatories in music and theater. She collaborated on numerous projects with Italian theater groups as well as musicians concerning theater and dance. Federica had a vast amount of knowledge about dances from various northern regions of Italy and I was astounded by her accomplishments. As I walked into the grand ballroom of the conference hotel, I recognized her immediately by the way she was standing. She had long golden silky hair and a petite stature with a confident posture. Greg noticed the twinkle in my eyes. She would be my first official dance instructor from Italy. We hurried and found a table and placed our things down on one of the chairs. My dance shoes went on like there was a fire drill. I grabbed Greg’s arm to get a perfect spot on the dance floor for the class that was about to start. It felt as if she was going to reveal some sort of secret to all the dances I had struggled to find. I waited on bated breath for her to speak.

			The conference director introduced her, and she was received with a warm friendly applause. After a few moments went by, she walked over to the center of the ballroom and said “Andiamo!” Let’s go! Everyone gathered around to start warming up their bodies to begin this long day of learning. She got straight down to business and started demonstrating the first set of steps to a dance right away. Her teaching style was precise, no nonsense, yet filled with a sense of joy and pride.

			Her confidence and passion were evident. Her sparkling smile didn’t fool me; she meant business and was ready to make us sweat. The instant she raised her arms to show us the proper hold with our partners was like a bird gliding through the sky. Her grace and elegance were visible. Since Greg is so tall, I was holding on to his bicep instead of his shoulder. He kept up and doing his best to assist me. I promised him it would be fun, and this learning would pay off. He enjoyed just being with me, he said. Spending this weekend together really showed me he was not only going to be a great dance partner, but also a partner for life. Building trust with a partner is crucial in life and on the dance floor.

			This dance workshop lasted all day with breaks every hour or so. Learning several dances from different northern regions was overwhelming, but doable with notes. From time to time, I checked in with Greg since dance can be challenging. He was a real trooper to hang in there. I know he was exhausted and wanted to find a lounge to chill out with a cold beverage. I don’t blame him, these dances required great concentration and control. I was proud of him and grateful for his willingness to participate in my never-ending saga of preservation.

			After a few hours of dancing, I was hyped from learning so much information. I didn’t know which would burst first, my head or my heart. These kinds of opportunities are hard to find and when I come across them, I know they can set me on a path that is going to be transformative. Feeling deep in my bones this conference was going to change the direction of my research, my skin tingled with curiosity.

			Federica taught about five or six elegant dances that day from various regions. I was checking them off one at a time like a bingo card. I could see this conference was getting me closer to all twenty regions. At one point during the session, I noticed she paused to watch me briefly as I practiced a few steps. She came over to compliment me and struck up a conversation. We exchanged dance credentials, and I explained my goal of preservation. She was thrilled for me and gave me some advice along with a book she wrote which contained the dance notes. She autographed the book with the phrase “Dance is Beautiful.”

			Greg smiled at her in hopes she would offer a compliment to him too since he was giving it his all. But instead, she kindly nodded at him and walked on. I
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