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Demystifying Dalcroze: Part Two  
Early Childhood Teaching – an interview with Dr Joan Pope OAM 
 
Interview by Katherine Smith 
 
Dr Joan Pope OAM   (President, Dalcroze Australia); PhD (Monash); M Ed., B Ed., (ECU); BA, Dip Ed (UWA); 
Diplôme Supérieur (Institut Jaques-Dalcroze, Geneva) has influenced generations of teachers, artists and 
performers through her teaching of music and related arts in Western Australian universities. She has given 
Dalcroze workshops around Australia, and in South East Asia and the UK. Joan has been on many national 
committees for dance, drama and physical education and in 2001 was honoured with the award of OAM for 
service to the creative arts, children and the community.  In 2013 she co-authored with Selma Odom the essay 
marking the Centenary of the London School of Dalcroze Eurhythmics and co-presented the Keynote address at 
the first International Conference of Dalcroze Studies held in Coventry that year. 
 
KS: In 35 words or less: what is Dalcroze Eurhythmics? 
 
JP: Dalcroze Eurhythmics is an amazing way of experiencing and remembering music in ‘real time’, by travelling 
through space, responding physically to the qualities of improvised sounds and the structure of compositions. 
 
KS: How did you discover Dalcroze? 
 
JP: When I finished school, in 1952, my parents took a long-awaited trip overseas. Strolling around in London my 
mum stopped at a wall plaque that said London Training Centre for Dalcroze Eurhythmics. It was ‘double-dutch’ 
to me but she had known about it from her teaching days when, in 1923, a group of Dalcroze teachers from 
London conducted several weeks of music-through-movement workshops in Perth. She had attended, purchased 
books and incorporated some introductory ideas into her physical education work at the Claremont Teachers’ 
College and the ‘Prac’ school. The London Centre allowed me, in 1953, Coronation year, to attend for several 
terms as a ‘mixture’ of first, second and third year as it seemed my prior experiences in dance and piano studies 
fitted in quite well. One of the visiting teachers was Australian kindergarten and schools broadcaster Heather 
Gell, whom my mum had met in the 1920s. She was completing her formal Diploma requirements in Geneva, in 
order to have the authority to open a Dalcroze training school in Australia. 
 
I loved the range of classes: from Anatomy to Aural training; keyboard improvisation, physical technique and 
especially the clever ways in which we were asked to respond to tasks requiring quick thinking and co-ordination, 
and creative group movement to inspiring music. It was very alive. Nearly all the teachers had learnt directly from 
Émile Jaques-Dalcroze in their student years but all were totally different in their approach to ‘the work’. Curiously 
enough, it seemed very familiar and I realized that my childhood dance teacher in Claremont, Dorothy Fleming, 
had a similar approach to bare-foot, individually creative movement, and the technique of the ‘revived greek 
educational dance’ of her curriculum was close. Her accompanist, Jean Vincent, who improvised marvellous 
‘moving’ music, had graduated from the London School of Dalcroze Eurhythmics in 1926.   She returned to Perth 
to teach at the Kindergarten Training College taking over from another West Australian, Irene Wittenoom, the first 
Australian to graduate from London, in 1917. There, Jean had taught the woman who was my kindergarten 
teacher, in Swanbourne in 1939-40, Jean Robertson, later Mrs Sara. My report says that ‘Joan enjoys Rhythm 
and percussion’.  
 
Decades later, in 1959, after gaining my Licentiate in Dalcroze Eurhythmics through a scholarship to the Sydney 
Dalcroze school, conducted as an independent private venture by Heather Gell, I took on the lecturing role at the 
same college. I moved with the staff to WAIT, later Curtin Uni, in 1975, teaching there until 1999.  
 
Can you feel the importance of the personal threads as I weave the narrative? The Dalcroze transference of 
learning tactics is perhaps like a medieval apprenticeship where the master teaches a small group of enthusiasts!  
It is largely an oral tradition with strong practical passing on of ideas and strategies. These historical links led to 
the topic of my Monash University PhD thesis in 2008; Dalcroze Eurhythmics in Australasia: the first generation 
1918-1928 
 
KS: What makes Dalcroze an ideal approach for teaching music to young children? 
 
JP: It is SO inclusive and immediate and gives opportunities for self-decision making … traits which are very like 
those of young children! They don’t divvy-up their total full-on experiments about life into little bits of timetabled 
this and that.  
 



It uses all your faculties; you see; you hear; you judge space; you acquire language that hopefully is lively and full 
of verbs and adverbs and adjectives, not just nouns! You move your body as well as your brain; you sing; you 
measure; you travel, as well as doing things on the spot; it is fast, and yet it can be patient; you can do things on 
your own, and also with other people; you can draw it; it affects your feelings; it is NOT boring; it can have 
narrative and engaging story telling; yet it is also about apprehending abstract concepts based on the instant 
recognition of percepts. We must have loads of personal ‘percepts’ before we can develop ‘concepts’ which may 
be in common with others. 
 
But best of all it is learning, not teaching, and it can be so funny and full of laughter! 
 
KS: What are some typical components of a Dalcroze music lesson for young children? 
 
JP: Both rest and activity: some part of both being physical; some part mental.  For instance, it is often effective 
to have vigorous physical activity at the beginning and again near the end of a session when fairly straightforward 
things are done, and more careful ‘thinking’ and ‘nutting things out’ in the middle of the session with less physical 
energy needed. 
 
Sessions with young children, be they an exchange lasting two minutes, or twenty minutes, or indeed two hours, 
rely on a scheme of Contrasts. Contrasts between tactile, kinaesthetic, visual, aural and oral experiences. 
Contrasts of size and in use of space; of speeds and of direction; contrast between sitting or lying down, (not 
‘laying’ please) and standing. Some time travelling contrasted with something ‘on the spot’. Silence contrasted 
with sound, whether sung or played; sounds that are strong and sounds that are quiet; moments when the 
children make the sounds and the ‘teacher’ is silent; contrast of being ‘by yourself’ and being in a group. It is an 
interesting task to plan such encounters if a tangible ‘thing’ is taken as a topic. For example, horses: vigorous 
galloping all over the place versus a rocking horse on the spot. Gently swaying and wafting through water like a 
sea-horse; then lying down and looking at the sky looking for cloud horses. A tiny horse for a goblin; a HUGE 
horse pulling old fashioned wagons: teacher singing ‘horse’-songs (not hoarsely?) and children making neighing 
and clip clop noises at designated moments. Lonely horse munching grass by itself; mob of brumbies following a 
leader. A race horse in slow motion. Endless possibilities for musical discoveries!     
 
However, in each session one would try to use the basic movement rhythms that are of even duration e.g. walk 
and run (or trot) and also basic movement that is uneven (short-long---short-long---) such as sway or skip or 
gallop. These are part of the musical themes of a lesson, not just a way to keep children endlessly moving. We 
might ‘clap’ the walks one day but ‘walk’ them another day; same for trotting. Then one day we do both patterns  
at the same time!  
 
A key component is some aspect of fundamental physical skill: children need to know how to do things properly. 
It doesn’t just happen - there are ways of jumping and landing; ways of using feet and knees and so on that will 
produce GOOD movement, better balancing, neater skipping and controlled actions and are SAFE. Children like 
to be getting better at things. They appreciate challenges. And they love things that are funny. Jaques-Dalcroze 
himself was known to be quite a jester and a joker and Pied Piper with his classes for young children, perhaps 
popping out through a different door, or wearing his hat to class. He knew that if there was joy and laughter in a 
class that the students were in a relaxed state and ready to learn and sing without trouble: and remember what 
they did too!  
 
And of course for a Dalcroze lesson LISTENING is probably the most important aspect, as it is through musical 
signals that the information about a change of pace or style arrives and the individual decision making is made. 
Just make sure that the music and the singing they hear is of good quality, increases their repertoire, and that it is 
indeed MUSICAL - not just claptrap and cutesy-popsy. 
 
KS: What sort of musical resources and props or aids might you use in a lesson? 
 
JP: It’s not what you use … it’s what you DO with it. My best resource is my memory so that I can quickly link an 
idea of mine to a child’s suggestion or question and find a song, a chant, a legend, a game or a movement that 
will illustrate it and expand the notion to some purpose. 
 
One aspect of studying Dalcroze is the compilation of written essays with practical examples of movement 
activities for a range of musical subjects such as phrasing, accents of various kinds, syncopation, bar times, 
dynamics, note values, twice as fast and twice as slow, complementary rhythms, rhythmic patterns, pitch, 
cadences, harmonic progress, sequences, repetition, silences and rests. Similarly, physical and mental tactics 
like inhibition or incitation of quick-response, quick-reaction, memory and prediction, and the physical properties 
of body weight, balance, coordination and muscular control. One devises the learning activity for one’s class 
material with appropriate physical and spatial adventures and challenges that are organically and harmoniously 
connected, with the attention to be given to the selected musical ‘topic’. Tasks which children assume are fun 
games anyway, that will make memorable experiences and illuminate their individual responses to the ‘show me 
what you hear’ approach. That is, recognition of changes in musical content by visible physical realisation. The 
children may not need to know that they are responding to an irregular ‘pathetic’ accent if they suddenly have to 
‘do a hiccup’ or ‘fake a sneeze’ or ‘jump like an explosion’ if they hear a sound that is in some way out of the 
ordinary. 



 
But I do use a lot of ‘things’ to make it very clear to young children with as yet little language resource, or those 
with a non-English background, or with a developing movement vocabulary, what it IS that will be a common term 
of reference. It may be something to look at in detail; to hold or carry; a shape to ‘look like’; or something to wear 
and wonder about. So I use very ordinary things that children might find - then some extraordinary things that will 
intrigue them and open their minds. I rarely use plastic things. I prefer natural objects like leaves, flowers, seed 
pods, sticks and stones, shells, potatoes, and kitchen things like myriad spoon shapes, or elastic bands (careful!) 
or pegs from the washing line; shadows, textures in the room architecture, my clothes, toys that articulate 
movement, favourite photos, the days of the week, numbers of things to sort, and colours. I often have ‘Things’ in 
my pockets or hidden in bags. And have my own supply of unusual little drums, bells and whistles! I don’t need a 
whole lot of expensive stuff! 
 
KS: What are some of the challenges to teaching music through the Dalcroze approach?  
 
JP: To have clean, clear SPACE in which we can MOVE - not full of dangly things from the ceiling - and to have a 
place where we can make noise and not be disturbed by other people’s noise! Sometime it is a challenge to 
persuade children that I need them in bare feet. And to persuade teachers that they can improvise excellent 
material by making better use of their own voices and inventive ways of using sounds and well chosen 
percussion, not relying on commercial CDs.  
 
KS: What are some of the non-musical benefits to teaching young children music through a Dalcroze 
approach? 
 
JP: Huge development of language and thinking, and opportunities to make decisions based on their own 
information. The linking of that thinking into areas of math and science as well as art and life. The delight for 
some children to shine in ways that they may not in tighter ‘School Subjects’. The observation that allows children 
to put 2 and 2 together and make creative hundreds and thousands. The recognition that body language is so 
revelatory and surprising and the perpetual wonder why many ‘teachers’ are hesitant to harness children’s 
energy in space and time! The inherent relationship between Time-Space-Energy is the wondrous basic triangle 
of the Dalcroze approach!  
 
KS: What is one Dalcroze “myth” you would like to “demystify”? 
 
JP: The one about Rudolph Steiner and his ‘eurhythmy,’ as a number of people naturally confuse the two. Both 
men began to use the word pre-Great War. It was coined by an English Professor of Classics in 1911 for a way of 
describing the Jaques-Dalcroze La rythmique ‘ or ‘Rhythmische Gymnastik,’  where rhythm was the heart of the 
matter. The origin of the word, old and new, is interesting for you to research, but as long ago as 1924 the 
Dalcroze Teachers’ Union of Great Britain (‘we think we are the smallest Union in the world’) wrote to Herr 
Rudolph Steiner’s people in London requesting that they use ‘Steiner Eurythmy’ to distinguish it from ‘Dalcroze 
Eurhythmics’. Zero response I gather. 
 
KS: What is it about Dalcroze that inspires you to teach through this approach? 
 
JP: The freedom to try all sorts of things and not stick to a script. It’s not judgemental, but always evaluative and 
changing. I love making things up with the eyes and ears of children but the background of a grown-up. Being 
myself and now confident with people even older than me as well as those nearly 80 years younger! I can have 
people draw things, remember things, learn a poem through gestures of their own, and listen and look with 
fresher eyes; and they seem to like it.    
 
I can draw on the legacy of all the teachers who gave me ideas, whether they knew it or not, and, as I have 
‘taught’ quite a few since 1956 I wonder how they will remember me. 
 
Here is a poem written by a student in the 1970’s. It is The Children’s Woman: for Joan Pope 
I just treasure it! 
 
A funny woman 
spoke to me 
a pony-tailed freckled mum 
in a baggy coat 
  
of the scintillating black 
of piano notes 
  
and the rhythm of  
rice bubbles 
 
as against  
the rhythm 
of  



porridge 
 
and she made fast sharp shapes  
in the air 
her purple limbs flashing 
  
to show me  
how 
daggy  
limp defeated bread 
 
was transformed 
into crisp square-edged 
 
dignified  
toast. 
 
She showed me  
how 
to dance my name’s rhythm 
 
which fell light and buoyant  
from my lilting feet 
first 
 
and then lumbered from my body 
in jerky absurdity 
 
like the sway 
of a caricature circus elephant 
with mournful rolling  
eyes 
and nodding golden fringes. 
 
This children’s woman 
made me  
gurgle and splutter 
inwardly 
 
and made me  
crave 
to plummet about in dimension 
 
in which  
caution and 
holding my hands 
bid me  
tread 
Small 
And 
fearful 
 
I long to poke my fingers and elbows 
into unencountered spaces 
 
and to open my  
throat 
and let all the sounds come out. 
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