
 

The Dunedin Consort Guide to Opera 

Creating an Opera – Part 5 
(40 minutes) 

Today we are going to be getting into the role of a ‘dancing master’, by creating our very 
own dance choreography and notating it in 18th century style!

Warm up: 

For the first part of today’s session we have a little practical lesson for you from our very 
own dancing master, Ricardo Barros, who is going to teach us some baroque dance 
FUNDAMENTALS!

The lesson is 6-7 minutes long, and you can access it by clicking the video below:

Main exercise: 

Now that you have mastered baroque dance FUNDAMENTALS, it’s time to create your 
very own choreography! 

Choreography is the combination of different steps or dance moves, in a certain order, to 
create a dance sequence. These are often learned from memory, but sometimes people 
use notation to help remember the dance, and also to help other people learn it. 

As you might remember from our previous video, ‘What can you feel? Movement and 
Gesture’, we saw some amazing examples of baroque dance notation. Let’s take another 
look at some of this notation in detail:
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ei6bT_eBFCM
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In the notation above, at the bottom in the middle, you can see these two symbols:

The first one is the symbol for a man, and the second a symbol for a woman (that extra 
half circle is meant to be her big skirt!). These symbols also show that it is the beginning of 
the dance.

Afterwards, you can see that there are lots of different little symbols attached to two big 
long lines, one line for each singer.

The big long lines are the direction the dancers walk (or dance) in, and the symbols 
attached to it are the different dance moves they do along the way. If the symbol goes to 
the left of the line then action is on the left hand side, and if the symbol is on the right of 
the main line the action goes to the right hand side. 

Can you see that sometimes the same (or a similar) pattern is repeated:

At other times, you might find a lot of different symbols all put together in one small area:

3

This must be a very 
fancy move!



If you are still having trouble visualising how the notation works in practice, take a look at 
these other pictures of notation, where the artist has drawn the dancers following the 
steps!
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Now it’s time for you to pick your own dance moves for your choreography! You are going 
to come up with 4 dance moves in total. 

In the spaces below, find a simple way to describe each dance move. Then, in the box, 
draw the symbol that you want to represent your dance move coming out of the black line.

To keep your final dance choreography exciting, it’s a good idea to vary how complicated 
each move is. We are going to split our moves up into three categories:

• Our first category will have two very simple moves, which use EITHER the arm or the 
leg. These are your standard steps and can be used a lot in your final choreography. 

• Our second category will have one slightly more complicated move which can be used 
to add variety to your final choreography and spice things up a bit.

• Finally our third category will have one COMBO move! This should be a really exciting 
move that might involve the whole body, and gives your dancers a chance to really 
show off. It might have two or three different moves combined in one. In your final 
choreography you might only use this once or twice, so that it feels really special when 
it happens!

Top Tip: 

When you come up with a symbol it can be anything you want - it could mimic the way the 
dancer looks like when they are doing the move, or it could mimic the motion of the dance 
move. Remember - keep it simple - it should be easily written down and recognised - it 
doesn’t need to be a work of art!

Dance move 1 - arm motion      
    Symbol:

Description of arm motion:

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

………………………………………………
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Dance move 2 - leg motion      
    Symbol:

Description of leg motion:

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

Dance move 3 - variety move      
    Symbol:

Description of variety motion:

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

Dance move 4 - COMBO move      
    Symbol:

Description of COMBO move:

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

………………………………………………

………………………………………………
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Now you are ready to put these moves into your choreography! On the next few pages you 
will find journey templates that you can use to add your dance moves to. There are a few 
different versions to choose from. 

While most dances today are performed on stage to a seated audience, in the 18th 
century dances were often held in courts and big halls, and the audience would be 
scattered all over the room. These ‘journeys’ that the dancers would go on, would give 
them a chance to show off their skills to everyone in the room, a bit like a catwalk.

Pick your favourite journey template to work from, and add a combination of your four 
different dance move symbols along the long line. 

Choose to add the symbols on the right or left side of the line, to show whether the moves 
are happening on the right or left side of the body.

Remember - use the simple moves most often, then add in your variety move here and 
there, and save your COMBO move for very special occasions!

BONUS:  

If you have an idea for a very exciting journey template which you can’t see in the given 
templates, then feel free to draw your own! You can use as many or as few dancers as you 
like in your own journey template.

Below are some examples of shapes used in other 18th century dances, to get your 
imagination flowing!
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Journey template 1:
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Journey template 2:
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Journey template 3: 
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