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Introduction 
 

In March 2022 a group of women of different ages and backgrounds participated in a Danza 
Duende Residential Workshop. They used their body and movement to reflect and 
experience the complexity of the relationship between individuals and the urban and social 
space starting from a core text of Italian literature: Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities.  

 

The workshop was let by an Adult Educator with background in Dance and a Dance Teacher 
with expertise on the practice of Danza Duende, with the support of another facilitator. This 
was their first collaboration and it proved to be extremely successful and impactful for the 
people who participated and for their careers.  

 

 

  



      

 4
  

Project Preparation 
When looking at the local contest one cannot help but noticing how the Covid-19 pandemic 
and the consequent isolation has impacted on people’s mental health. People’s relationship 
with the urban and the social space has in some ways shifted in a direction of greater 
detachment, fear and mistrust. The self-evident need for this relationship to be healed, was 
what drove the Italian team (CESIE) to the construction of the concept behind this residential 
workshop.  

The choice of a residential workshop was aimed at allowing participants to really dive into 
the practice, convinced that by being into a creative process without interruptions they 
would live a deeper and more transformative creative experience. As later demonstrated by 
the participants’ feedback, residencies like this have the potential to enable participants to 
enter a creative space and tune into it, setting their minds, moods and focus on the 
frequencies and pace of that space and the group.   

CESIE’s team also defined the goals of the residency. The aim was to support a process of 
re-appropriation of the urban space by people who have lived the trauma of isolation and 
are in a condition of psychological distress to facilitate the healing of the relationship with 
the urban dimension.  

Once the topic of the relationship between the individual and the urban space was fixed the 
team involved an artist and two adult educators:  

 

• Anastasia Francaviglia is an artist, dancer, teacher, choreographer and director. She 
has a training in Danza Duende and she actively works within the 
DanzaDuende®International School project holding workshops and residencies 
throughout Europe. She also trained in other dance styles such as oriental dance 
and performing arts.  

• Soad Ibrahim works as an adult educator and trainer. She’s also a dancer and a dance 
therapist and uses dance as a tool for education and inclusion. She’s a student of 
Danza Duende.  

• Alice Valenza works as a Project Manager and facilitator with groups of young people 
and adults on empowerment and participation projects. She also has a background 
in Dance.  

The co-leaders started cooperating and building the idea for the residency. They defined: 
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1) The methodology: Danza Duende 

2) The text: The Invisible Cities by Italo Calvino 

 

The Methodology: Danza Duende 
Danza Duende is a movement training created in 2004 by Yumma Mudra with the intention 
to live dance and dance life. Danza Duende’s purpose is to let practitioners be themselves, 
exactly as they are in a given moment in time and space. This is done through a series of 
games and exercises that use movement and improvisation. In this sense, Danza Duende 
should be defined as a practice rather than a methodology, because each member of Danza 
Duende starts from some basic principles, but then largely contributes with their own 
expressivity to the creative process. The word Duende refers to that magic moment in which 
we are present to ourselves and the world, and there is no tension between space and time. 
All of our body is in the moment. That is when the Duende manifests itself but we cannot 
keep it. We feel it and let it go. Danza Duende tries to break with traditional ideas that dance 
happens only in studios and you need a body that has a particular shape, clothes or shoes. 
We can dance anywhere, at work, in the office, but we don’t usually do it because we don’t 
let ourselves be free. Children are teachers in this. They are free always, in every space. 
Sometimes we can change this and reconnect us with our primordial freedom, and this is 
what Danza Duende tries to work on.  
 

The Text: The Invisible Cities by Italo 
Calvino 
The Invisible Cities is a novel written by Italo Calvino in 1972. It’s a conversation between 
Marco Polo and Kublai Khan in which the emperor interrogates the explorer on the cities of 
his empire. The majority of the book consists of brief prose poems describing 55 fictitious 
cities. Named after a woman, each city is a parable or a meditation on the human experience: 
culture, memory, language, relationships, time and much more.   

 

“Cities, like dreams, are made of desires and fears, even if the thread of their discourse is secret, their rules 
are absurd, their perspectives deceitful, and everything conceals something else.” 

― Italo Calvino, The Invisible Cities 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/68476
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As one of the pillars of Italian literature of the XX century, it was expected that participants 
from all backgrounds would have some familiarity with the text. Italo Calvino is studied in 
school, he’s is deeply rooted in Italian culture and therefore already part of the collective 
knowledge and imagery of the participants. In addition, it is also an incredibly interesting, 
stimulating and inspiring text, perfectly suited to serve as guide through a creative process 
on the human experience, on the experience of being in a system in which every day we are 
centre and periphery in a continuous relationship, just like a city.  

 

 

Working phase 
Over a period of one week the group used the tools and methods of Danza Duende and the 
words of Italo Calvino to explore the concepts of centre and periphery, to navigate 
exchanges between each other and the outside, to get to know themselves and their bodies 
better, to feel free. Everyone can dance, and using art as an educational means facilitates 
processes of self-awareness and social awareness.  

 
The residency took place indoors and outdoors in an area of the city of Palermo known as 
Cantieri Culturali alla Zisa: a former airplane factory then transformed into a 
multidisciplinary and hybrid cultural center, and it was hosted by Arci Tavola Tonda, a local 
art association.  
 
The participants were a group of women of different ages (20-60 years old), social and 
cultural backgrounds: workers, students, unemployed, local and foreign. While participation 
was not restricted to women, it is worth noticing that due to a variety of reasons it ended up 
being a women-only group. What is important to point out is that this created a safe and 
comfortable space for them to express very intimate and personal emotions through 
movement. Furthermore, surprisingly, the group mirrored Calvino’s cities and their women’s 
names in some ways. The diversity expressed by the group also enriched the experience for 
all.  
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As described by one of the trainers, the magic of working with groups through active 
learning and dance is the beauty of seeing how the participants come into the room bringing 
their world, their life and its heaviness, in a very tangible way, and gradually, day by day you 
can feel how all this construction transforms, sometimes vanishes, becomes lighter. The topic 
of lightness, which was very dear to Calvino, was central during the workshop. As Calvino 
taught us, lightness is not about shallowness, it’s about flying over things, seeing them 
without being dragged down. It’s amazing to see how much a person is able to transform 
towards this lightness over just one week. By working with and through the body one can 
reach a level of lightness that is also one of greater awareness. Going back to the body 
means to feel before thinking, and by feeling one opens this space of wisdom, another 
sphere of knowledge and togetherness that is seldom opened by people who are not in the 
art field. Through dance they can convey energy and receive energy from others, and this 
allows knowledge and awareness to happen in a non-verbal yet profoundly real and intense 
way.  

Similarly, the creation of values such as compassion, sharing, empathy, exchange, 
confrontation and growth happens at a subtler level that precedes words and it’s deeper 
than words. It’s more authentic. In this sense the residency was a significant educational 
opportunity. We can look at the residency group as a small community of people in which 
we can exercise our social and relational skills in a safe space, through movement and dance. 
Then the participants take the values they have learned in their life and work outside. In this 
safe environment the learning exchanges happen in multiple direction: between the co-
leaders, between the participant and between participants and trainers. The educational 
aspect is what the trainers were mostly interested in: learning to engage in the society in a 
more present and loving way. And this is in line with the pedagogical goal that CESIE and 
Danza Duende share. They both foster growth at an emotional and social level in a 
multicultural and diverse environment albeit with different means and tools, in a common 
pursue of a more inclusive and empathic society from the micro to the macro level.   

We worked on the invisible. Relations are not material, they’re something that happens - Anastasia 

The cooperation between the co-leaders, who were working together for the first time, was 
also conducted through the principles of Danza Duende. Every day they created a structure 
that breathes. It had a rigor and a rhythm, yet, it changed continuously based on the energy 
in the room and the empathy they had towards the group and each other. In Danza Duende 
it’s important to feel that one can be both centre and periphery, in a constant exchange. 
There isn’t one who prevails on the other. By allowing themselves to be themselves, and by 
exercising empathy, they feel when it’s time for one of them to lead and when it’s time to 
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exchange roles and move to the periphery. This develops further emotional intelligence and 
empathy, and creates a field of wisdom that then all people in the room feel and share. The 
dance between structure and freedom is central.  

To always be in this ability to adapt to the present I think is one of the most vivid things that I feel as a Danza 
Duende student. This constant listening to the moment and the space. Which in the work translates in the 
ability to better feel what the other people need and choose where to lead the participants. It’s a dynamic 

balance. – Soad 

At the end of the residency there was a final performance attended by more than 60 people 
based on the improvisation exercises practiced during the previous days and with readings 
from Italo Calvino’s texts.  

 

Video story of the workshop with interviews of the trainers and the participants 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L_6gif8Leb8
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Reflection - Evaluation – 
Lessons learnt 
The team held interviews with both the participants and the trainers to collect insights on 
their motivation and feedback on their participation to the training.  

What motivated the participants to get involved in the training were mostly reasons 
connected to the effects of the pandemic on their physical and mental health as well as a 
need for space of self-expression.  

This pandemic has impacted me from the point of view of physical movement. I accumulated anxiety and 
concerns that I only managed to let go through movement and training. – Participant 

 

The main impact of the experience on participants was the creation of an invisible space 
in which to feel safe and free from judgment. A space in which a collectivity is in support of 
the individual and gives them the strength to carry on in a process of growth in self-
expression, self-consciousness and self-confidence. In this sense it was a therapeutic 
experience for many of them. In their own words:  

What I am appreciating is the attention to breathing, to presence and especially time. Because even though I 
found myself, as everybody else, having all the time in the world (during Covid), in reality it wasn’t that easy to 
have a definite, specific time to dedicate to breathing, moving with awareness. So to have someone offering 
you a space and allowing you to do that…saying this is the only thing you need to do, you don’t have to think 
about anything else. Well, this is what I needed. - Participant 

I feel my heart bursting with joy. Like a tickle that dances inside of me. Because we are experiencing the 
autenticity of each of us and each of us in relation to the others. - Participant 

Personally, I feel like my mind and body were looking for a unity that is often lost in everyday life. I mean this 
practice is very natural, instinctual, beautiful and particular. I am finding myself fully in it. - Participant 

Also, the discovery of parts of our body that are often unknown or asleep, it’s an awakening of corporeity that 
allows us to be more whole with our body, and more women. - Participant 
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This is a therapeutic experience for people like me who suffer of anxiety . I am rediscovering the importance of 
improvisation, spontaneity and valorization of the body. Each of us, especially women, see always something 
wrong in ourselves, we’re too fat, too thin. And with this dance a lot of emotions and feelings come out that 
have to do with corporeity which is also sensuality. And at the same time, I feel a vital energy. I don’t need to 
find stimuli outside of me, as usual, I feel this energy awakening inside.  I feel happy and grateful. – Participant 

Extraordinary experience. I’m in debt. And I miss it a lot. I have learned how to feel good here and now. It’s 
difficult to repeat it. I need Danza Duende every day. - Participant 

 

The residency was also a new and fruitful experience for the co-leaders who were working 
together for the first time: 

For me as an artist it was a very rich experience because this partnership was important, to improve this kind 
of relationships, to improve art as a relational work. To work together, listen to the space of the other and 

connect it was really powerful as a teaching experience. We opened a space of rhythm! - Anastasia 

They both felt that there was a constant mutual active learning and a fruitful work dynamic 
rich of proposals. To work in a residency, in an intensive, immersive and continuative way 
allowed them to reach a higher level of quality of work as well as an authentic and proactive 
involvement of the participants.  

One important impact of the project is that the format created during this workshop was 
later replicated in other contexts in Sicily and in other regions of Italy. 
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Conclusion 
In conclusion, the pilot project of the Fusion of Art and Education project was very impactful 
for both trainers and participants. Specifically, it served as a stepping stone for further 
cooperation between the trainers who are continuing to collaborate on other similar 
projects. Furthermore, it piloted a format that is being replicated already in other contexts. 
Finally, it had a strong positive impact on the mental and physical health and personal 
growth of the participants, being for many of them a very memorable and lifechanging 
experience.  
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