
De Antwerpse Zwaarddans 
An Bruloot & Renaat van Craenenbroeck 
Lange Wapper, Antwerpen, 1985 
 
Introduction 
 
After the end of World War II, our regions were confronted with a number of cultural elements 
that were totally alien to us.  In the flush of liberation, many people felt they had to adopt these 
customs and lifestyles.  Anything that came from outside the borders was accepted as sound 
without criticism.  Then the great miracle happened!  Just in the days when many people 
thought they had to deny their own heritage, a healthy reaction occurred.  Already after the First 
World War, the desire for the expression of one's own cultural past had manifested itself, but it 
was curbed by the outbreak of the new war violence.  After 1945, a small core of people 
became aware of the importance of our cultural heritage.  The search for the past was resumed 
with renewed vigour.  Great attention was paid to the traditional dance repertoire of our regions.  
The folk dance groups and especially the guilds emphasised our traditional dances, which 
everyone can envy us. 
 
Dancing is among the oldest expressions of civilisation, but what do we know about it?  In our 
time, it is easy to preserve dancing for posterity through photographs, films and other modern 
auxiliary media.  Is it possible to perform the ancient dances as they were originally done?  This 
requires tracing in old yellowed folios.  They brought us the certainty that e.g. sword dances 
were known in the Low Countries from the 14th century.  At first, sword dancers preferred to 
perform during Lent and later in circumambulations and processions.  The late Dr Eugeen 
Verstraete did his utmost to trace the historical records of these chain dances. Armed with these 
documents and relying on the still existing Trawantel dance from the Kempen, the Lange Wappe 
dance group, under the driving force of Renaat van Craenenbroeck, has endeavoured to bring 
about a reconstruction of this play with swords.  After 15 years of searching and adapting, the 
group succeeded in creating a dance that carries the cachet of Antwerp dance.  The tradition is 
respected; the dance is practically only performed at Mid-Lent. 
 
A picture book on the Anywerp sword dance is timely.  The numerous photographs by An 
Bruloot transport us into the atmosphere in which this male dance should be performed to the 
obsessive rhythm of drums accompanied by fiddle, bagpipe or flute.  Music and dance keep the 
spectators spellbound. 
 
May this publication not only remain a sweet memory for all who have ever participated in the 
performance of this dance, but also allow all spectators to relive this sword dance in their 
imagination after the performance. 
 

Dr. E. van Autenboer 
 

 
 



Eugeen van Autenboer 
weduwnaar van Simone Verschaeren 
 
Historian; honorary chief of the Hoge Gilderaad der Kempen; founder of Volkskunde Vlaanderen; 
chairman of the Flemish Association for Family History (Kempen section); former member of the 
National and Provincial Commission for History and Folklore; former secretary of the Geschied- en 
Oudheidkundige Kring Taxandrie (Taxandrie historical and archaeological circle); former teacher at the 
Academy of Fine Arts in Turnhout. 
 
Born in Mechelen on 15 May 1920 and passed away at home in Turnhout.  Passed away on 11 March 
2008. 
 
Source: https://www.inmemoriam.be/nl/2008-03-11/eugeen-van-autenboer/ 
Accessed 20.1.2025 
 
 
Our Antwerp sword dance is a reizwaarddans. This means that it belongs to that type of dance 
in which the participants hand their sword (sometimes replaced by sticks or hoops) to their 
neighbour, creating a closed circle.  This circle is almost never broken in the course of the 
dance. The English name hilt-and-point is very characteristic of this type of dance: each dancer 
indeed holds the hilt of his own sword in one hand and the point of his neighbour's sword in the 
other. 
 
That Flanders occupies a special place in historical research on reizwaarddans seems peculiar.  
Yet it is the case that our regions, Zeeland Flanders included, are considered the area where 
the densest concentration of sword-dancing societies can be found.  We must then go back to 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.  Until 1566, town and church accounts, especially in West 
and East Flanders, contain numerous mentions of payments to sword dancers.  These did not 
always come from their own congregation.  Some towns, including Hulst and Axel, had an influx 
of dance teams from the surrounding area. 
 
Why does 1566 act as a break year? The analysis of the texts yields the suspicion that initially 
spielen met zweerden was practised by small groups from the immediate urban area, who went 
to the city around Shrovetide to dance at several places.  Apparently, in doing so, they always 
tried to give a performance before the magistracy, hoping to be rewarded in money or drink.  
Gradually, the sword dancers gained a place at other festivities: for example, at the patron 
saint's feast of the local patron saint.  Thus, finally, we find them represented in the 
ommegangen (religious pageants). 
 
But after the iconoclasm (1566), worldly elements were banned from the ommegangen.  So 
were our sword dancers.  Thus, for many of their groups, the raison d'être disappears.  Of the 
groups that did continue to exist, however, we find few traces, because they were no longer paid 
by the church or the city, so that there are no longer any entries in the accounts. 
 
The sword dancers were certainly not totally gone.  As late as 1802, we read in the Programma 
voer de Vieringe des Feest van Peys...binnen de stad Tongeren: 
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Half of the gendarmerie, riding on horseback, will perform the superb cavalcade amid the noise 
of bells and carillon.  Then the Machielen will follow with their music, designated in the statistical 
account of the town under the name ‘les danseurs Germains armés de lances et de boucliers; 
but it’s a pity that this splendid column of German dancers have been disarmed of their 
weapons or swords, and so cannot fully complete their dance,  
 
Do not be fooled, this is not about Germans, who came to Tongeren to dance, but about a 
performance of their dance by the Tongeren sword dancers' guild of the Michielen! 
 
Mentioned as a relic are the various forms of stick dances, which have survived to this day in 
the Kempen region.  They all use the hoop as an additional element and therefore occupy an 
almost unique place in the Western European dance heritage.  The accompaniment by the drum 
alone gives them a strong dramatic character. 
 
If we list all the data from 1389 (the text from the Bruges city account of that year is considered 
to be the oldest mention of a hilt and point sword dance in Western Europe) to the present day, 
we find about a hundred places in the Flemish part of the country, which can be associated with 
the hilt and point sword dance.  Either, that the dancers came from this place itself or, that 
dancers from other places performed. 
 
Antwerp was one of the hundred places.  Dr E. van Autenboer found out that in the sixteenth 
century the Antwerp Young Archers and the Gunners’ Guild were accompanied by spiellids, 
guycheleers ende sweertdansers during the circumambulations. 
 
 

***************** 
 
Translator’s note: Renaat was instrumental in the establishment of sword dancing not only in 
Antwerp, with the Lange Wapper folk dance group, but also in Wallonia, with a group from 
Westerlo, and in French Flanders, with In de Kring of Dunkirk. 
 
His rules for a successful sword dance team appeared in Rattle Up, My Boys, 10:2 (see below).





 



 

 
 
 


