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The Kalamatianos
Kathy Chulkas

Opa! This expression is commonly shouted when Greeks dance at festive occasions like
an engagement, wedding, or community festival. If you ever attended the Greek Festival at the
Greek Orthodox Church in downtown Greenville, you would hear this expression as we dance
the kalamatianos, or Greek wedding dance. Today, | would like to demonstrate the
kalamatianos for you. Before performing the dance, | will discuss the history of the dance, as
well as the music and costumes that accompany it. | hope that by the conclusion of my speech,
you will come to appreciate an important part of my Greek heritage.

Because of archeological evidence found in Greece, we know of the ancient origins of
circle dances. In the National Archeological Museum in Athens, Greece, there are vases
decorated with figures of dancers. These dancers are participating in circle dances resembling
the dances that many Greeks still perform today. Similarly, frescoes, which are wall paintings
done on wet plaster, have been discovered in ancient buildings all over Greece depicting circle
dances such as the kalamatianos. In the days of this ancient art, dance was a form of religion,
prayer, worship, and faith.

During the Classical Age of Greece, religious, dramatic, and popular dances were
performed in temples, theaters, and stadiums. According to Cecile Colbert, the author of
International Folk Dance at a Glance, some thirty of these dances can be traced to the present
day. It was during this period that the kalamatianos was formally organized.

As it evolved, the Greek wedding dance not only embraced traditional circle choreography,
but also developed a traditional costume for the bride and groom. Both of these costumes are
highly decorative. The groom wore the fustanella [exhibit], a garment made up of many
elements including a skirt, jacket, and shirt. The skirt is fully pleated to enhance the groom's
leaps and turning movements. The sleeveless jacket is usually red, blue, or purple and is richly
embroidered with gold or silver. This jacket is worn over a white shirt with ballooning sleeves
that create a very expressive arm movement when the groom tosses his arms as he dances.

Just as the groom wears the fustanella, the bride wears the amalia [exhibit]. Her skirt is
long with layers and pleats that, as you can imagine, make the turns and movements of the
kalamatianos not only easier, but also more pleasing. Her coat is short and usually made of red
velvet. Her fez, a cone-shaped felt hat, is decorated with Turkish coins that form her dowry.
Because her clothing is made of long, thick material and she is weighed down by lots of
jewelry, there is little jumping in the bride's dancing.

Not only is the kalamatianos rich in tradition, but its music is unique because of its
unusual rhythms and instruments. The music combines the clarinet, violin, and drum or



tambourine. Probably the most unusual instrument is the bouzouki [exhibit], which is smaller
than a guitar and has a higher pitch. A final special element of the kalamatianos is the song that
accompanies the dance. The lyrics are "Beautiful is the bride, her dowry and her company,
those which give her happiness. We wish happiness in the groom's eyes, which have picked the
bride." Here is the song performed in its native Greek [play song].

Now that I have discussed the history, costumes, and music of the dance, | would like to
show you the dance itself. Before | demonstrate the steps of the kalamatianos, | need to give
you some background information on its choreography. The dancers are in a semicircle with
their arms intertwined. The circle moves counterclockwise, led by the end dancer. While the
leader holds onto the next dancer with his one hand, in his open hand he holds a handkerchief
that he waves as he does leaps and twists.

It is in this semicircle formation that the steps to the kalamatianos take place. I'll nhow
show you the basic steps of the kalamatianos, and you can follow along with your handout if
you like [demonstrate]. The first six steps are very similar to walking sideways. First, begin by
taking one step to the right with your right foot. Second, place your left foot in front of your
right foot. Third, take another step to the right with your right foot. For the fourth step, again
place your left foot in front of your right foot. Fifth, step to the right with your right foot again.
Sixth, place your left foot in front of your right. As you can see, it's very similar to walking
sideways. But now, for the seventh step, move both feet simultaneously. It's a little bit tricky,
so watch carefully. As you move your left foot in front of your right foot, lift and lower your
right foot back into its place. The eighth step simply returns your left foot back to a normal
standing position. With the ninth step, place your right foot in front of your left foot while you
lift and then lower your left foot. Finally, return your right foot to its normal standing position.
That's all there is to it! I'll show you again what all the steps look like in sequence. Right to the
right, left in front. Right to the right, left in front. Right to the right, left in front while you lift
and lower your right foot. Stand normally. Right in front and lift and lower left. Right foot
back to place. That's the kalamatianos.

In conclusion, | have told you about the history of Greek dance, including its
representation on ancient vases and frescoes. We then looked at the fustanetla and amalia,
which are the traditional wedding costumes of the groom and the bride. We also listened to the
traditional Greek wedding song. Finally, 1 showed you the steps in the kalamatianos. | hope
that you have enjoyed this demonstration of the most popular dance in Greece. Hopefully, the
next time you attend a Greek wedding or festival, you will feel comfortable dancing the
kalamatianos with all of your new Greek friends.
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