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1


The Origins of Dance







‘In the beginning, Eurynome, the Goddess of All Things, rose naked from Chaos, but found nothing substantial for her feet to rest upon, and therefore divided the seas from the sky, dancing lonely upon its waves. She danced towards the south, and the wind set in motion behind her seemed nothing new and apart with which to begin a work of creation. Wheeling about, she caught hold of the north wind, rubbed it between her hands, and behold! the great serpent Ophion. Eurynome danced to warm herself, wildly and more wildly, until Ophion, grown lustful, coiled about those divine limbs and was moved to couple with her. So Eurynome was got with child. Next, she assumed the form of a dove, brooding on the waves, and, in due process of time, laid the Universal Egg. At her bidding, Ophion coiled several times about this egg until it hatched and split in two. Out tumbled all things that exist, her children: sun, moon, planets, stars, the earth with its mountains and rivers, its trees, herbs, and living creatures.’ (The Pelasgian Creation Myth, Greek Myths, Robert Graves, 1955.)





Throughout history, human beings have used dance to sustain their link with the cosmos and to communicate with their gods as they celebrated the life force and renewal of nature. Evidence tracing the earliest recognisable dance forms back as far as 13000 BCE is provided by the famous cave paintings of Chauvet in France, for example, which depict a sorcerer with arms raised and legs set apart, apparently dancing. Together with more recent depictions, such as the ‘Dance of the Goddess’ and ‘Young God Beside The Tree of Life’ from the Mycenaean Ring at the Tholos Tomb of Vapheio 1450 BCE, such evidence enables us to trace the evolution of fledgling dance forms (The Myth of The Goddess, Anne Baring and Jules Cashford, 1991). From such representations we can conceive of the basic rhythmic motion used by early practitioners to worship the gods and chart the development of these primitive dance forms into complex mystical, magical and religious cults involving a variety of ceremonies.


Early dance movements were imitative, achieved through the dancers’ awareness of their environment and through their observations of the birds and animals around them. By mimicking the characteristic movements of these indigenous species, such as their mating rituals, an imitative dance form was created that forged a rhythmic release of energy through which the dancers displayed an involuntary expression of emotions such as ecstasy and pleasure.


It is easy to visualise how imitative and mimetic dances were performed by our ancestors when basic movements such as leaping, jumping, lunging, squatting and circling are all familiar characteristics of animal behaviour. The uniquely human aspect, however, is that through imitative dance human beings found themselves able to express their joy, grief and physical desires in order to re-live the daily dramas of their lives. Subsequently, over time movements became more complex, varied and rhythmic, creating art forms that Curt Sachs described in his book, World History of the Dance (1937), as ‘the mother of all arts.’


The various representations of dancing figures found in cave paintings suggest that primitive dance forms played an extremely important role in the social life of our ancestors, who believed that spirits and demons surrounded them and were capable of doing great harm. Without the benefit of science, volcanic eruptions, earthquakes and hurricanes, thunder and lightning, rain, floods and winds, the rising and setting of the sun, the waxing and waning of the moon and even the occurrence of night and day would have remained mysterious. To these ancient people the volatile nature of the cosmos and the natural world was both inexplicable and frightening.


In consequence, humans used magic rites and witchcraft to worship the gods, and, with the help of sorcerers, attempted to appease the angry or hostile gods they believed had caused the catastrophic natural changes they endured. They believed that the gods had inflicted terrible diseases on them, injuries, sickness and hardship that resulted in disability or death. Magicians or medicine men were revered almost universally in early societies as the healers of disease and the leaders of men. In fact, in certain societies where shamanism remains prominent today, in some Inuit and Siberian cultures for example, sorcerers continue to be regarded as the most powerful members of their community (The Myth of The Goddess, Anne Baring and Jules Cashford, 1991).


The first dances were an essential part of worship through which human beings felt they were able to establish their relationship with divinity and a unification of the earth with a higher, spiritual world. Through dance they manifested the ethereal sphere of gods, spirits and demons in a form of ritual worship from which it is said religion was born (Greek Myths, Robert Graves, 1955).


For our ancient ancestors, nothing equalled the power of dance as a form of ritual worship and magical representation. Dance was also a means of establishing divine intervention, to enable good to be distinguished from evil, and a means of protecting themselves from destructive influences. As the primary concern was the cycle of life, dances were performed ecstatically for all occasions. They celebrated birth, death, rebirth, planting and harvesting, as well as victory in war and a successful hunt. The sacred dance was also a way of evoking the animal soul of humanity, for it was considered vital to maintain a healthy relationship with the unseen powers of life believed to be embodied in the animals surrounding them (The Myth of The Goddess, Anne Baring and Jules Cashford, 1991). To this end our ancestors often wore the skins of the animals they had hunted, depending on which animal a ritual focused on. Dance was necessary for initiating the young on reaching puberty and for courtship rituals and fertility rites, which sometimes exploited the hormonal changes induced by lunar activity. C. Knight suggests in his book, Blood Relations (1991), it is possible that, ‘by using the moon as a clock and by dancing in time with it, palaeolithic women succeeded in keeping in synchrony with one another,’ thus regulating menstruation and ovulation. So early dance forms included rain dances, sun and moon worship and supplication to the gods. Dance enabled these humans to enhance the structure and quality of their lives and ritual ceremonies were linked with magical, religious and cultural beliefs.


There is evidence of circle dances and double-circle dances in which the women formed the outer circle and the men the inner circle. In depictions of Stone Age dances from the caves of Tuc D’Aubert and Montespau in South West France, for example, a clear imprint of feet forming a circle have been found. These dances were thought to represent the celestial motion of the moon and the sun and to protect a divine space from intrusion. Spiral dances represented death and rebirth, mimicking the journey of the dead by weaving along a winding path that represented the wandering of the soul.


Circle dances were followed by line dances in which men and women faced each other in rows and repetitively danced towards and then back from one another. In its more recent manifestations the circle dance has altered so that the dancers should not actually take the hand of their fellow dancers but instead link together by holding the corner of a handkerchief (The World’s People and How They Live, Odhams Press, 1946). This kind of dance is a tradition inherent to the Balkans for example (Jenni Conrad, for the Washington State Arts Commission, 2001) as well as being performed in countries such as Greece and Turkey.


The Cult of the Shaman


Like prehistoric dance, shamanic practice developed as a means of transcending earthly existence and gaining contact with the ‘unseen powers’ of the spirit world and its many rulers. The historian of religion Mircea Eliade writes, ‘It is impossible to imagine a period in which man did not have dreams and waking reveries and did not enter into a ‘trance’ – a loss of consciousness interpreted as the soul travelling into the beyond,’ (Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, Mircea Eliade, 1972). Though the existence of palaeolithic shamans is not irrefutable, the virtually universal assumption that shamanism is associated with hunting supports the belief that it could well be the world’s oldest spiritual discipline and medical practice.


The shaman was a kind of sorcerer, a medicine man or man of knowledge, who performed ritual dances in order to gain wisdom of the ‘other world’ and employ its forces to benefit the inhabitants of this world. The word ‘shaman’ is thought to have derived from a term employed by the Evenk, a small Tungus-speaking group of hunters and reindeer herders in Siberia, meaning a priest with healing powers who could influence the spirits to bring about good and evil. Shamanism is not a single unified religion, however, but more a cross-cultural form of religious practice that manifests itself in many different forms.


The cult was widespread among the hunter cultures of Africa, in parts of North Western Australia, Northern Asia, among the Inuit and also the Lapps of Northern Scandinavia (Primitive Man, Andreas Lommel, 1966). Shamanism was also of vital importance to the Native Americans of the Pacific Coast, among the Indian tribes of the South East, and the North East Woodlands and to other North American tribes such as the Zuni, Hopi and Plains Tribes. Ethnologists and anthropologists, including Mircea Eliade, believe it is likely that shamanism has been practised worldwide for thousands of years and that it has remained remarkably consistent in technique despite varying cultural diversities. Today in many parts of the world, the arts of healing and trance are still practised by shamans. Eliade’s research, for example, draws many parallels between the palaeolithic shamanic rituals and those practised in modern day Siberia. As well as the ancient rituals beings preserved in contemporary shamanic practices of the Arctic, Borneo and Amazonian cultures, the spread of New Age culture has promoted shamanism across the globe. In New Age culture, the term retains the same reference point: a shaman is someone who is thought to be in contact with the spirits (The Shaman, Piers Vitebsky, 1995).


Although there were some female shamans, such as those of the Kung Bushman tribes of the Kalahari Desert in Botswana (Evolution of Shamanism, Gina Scott, for the International Conference on the Study of Shamanism, 2002), shamans were predominantly men. The shaman, who was also known as the witch doctor, was usually chosen because of his extra sensory powers and psychic predisposition (Shamanism Today, Turner 1972, from www.shamanism.today) although sometimes the role was inherited. As many shamans were believed capable of exerting immense transcendental power, either for good or for evil, they were generally feared in their communities. When ordered by members of the tribe to carry out certain functions, if successful, they would gain further prestige within the community.


A shaman would act primarily as a priest and physician, and his mission was to mediate between members of the tribal community and operate as their ancestors’ spokesman, controlling the elements, operating as a prophet and healing the sick by exorcising evil spirits who threatened their well being. It was often believed that illness was caused by evil spirits that entered the body of their own accord, or by the absence of a soul, which the shaman would pursue and charm back into the body by performing a divine service of magic incantation and ritual dance (The Shaman, Piers Vitebsky,1995).


In certain shamanic cultures, such as the San Tribe of South Africa, the sick were, and still are in some places, placed in the centre of a circle and danced around until the evil spirit was exorcised. This magic ritual can last for several hours. It was important for the shaman to acquire guardian spirits with whom he communicated and maintained contact through ecstatic dancing and incantations, during which he would enter a trance-like state and assume the form of an animal or spirit of the dead. In most shamanic practices, herbal remedies were also used to help cure the sick. These early methods of medical practice were essentially magical, an art of sorcery from which it is said the origins of the medical profession and priesthood were derived.


Dance was central to early shamanism. It was used to induce a trance-like state along with rhythmic chanting, hand clapping and various other techniques, including hyperventilating and the ingestion of hallucinatory drugs. During his altered state of consciousness, the shaman would enter into a trance within which he would hallucinate and his whole body tremble. Sometimes he would double over as if in excruciating pain and would have to be supported by other members of the tribe. In some cases, sickness and pain were considered to be a vital part of the basic shamanic experience. The Hungarian explorer Vilmos Diószegi collected many reports from Siberia of shamanic vocations being chosen for prospective shamans by the ‘black spirits’ that made them ill and forced them to take up shamanism to escape suffering (Dreamtime and Inner Space, Holger Kalweit, 1984).


Convulsive dances were prevalent in shamanic cultures and were dominated by the men of the tribe. They would dance ecstatically with tremendous energy, convulsively stamping their feet, hopping from one foot to the other and wildly jumping and leaping around in circles to rhythmic chants, hand claps and the beat of drums, rattles or tambourines. The shaman would invoke through dance the state of altered consciousness that enabled him to make contact with the spirit world. Shamanic technique may involve anything that disrupts everyday psychological processes to produce a new rhythmic pattern and dance is believed to aid this restructuring of our consciousness (Dreamtime and Inner Space, Holger Kalweit, 1984).


During their religious ceremonies, the aim of the chief dancers was therefore to lose complete control at the climax of the performance and enter into an altered state of mind. To prevent any of the dancers from harming themselves whilst in this state of uncontrollable frenzy, they were often tethered by four ropes held by assistants.


Dancing for the Hunt


Early humans depended on animals for their survival. They hunted animals such as bison, deer, zebra, horses, bears, mammoths and rhinoceroses for food, clothing, weapons and other artefacts. It has been supposed that animals were plentiful and easy game in ancient times but it is more than likely that hunters were not always successful in their pursuit. To ensure the successful outcome of hunting expeditions, it was considered essential for the shaman to identify with the animal he represented. By wearing an animal skin, a mask and by mimicking the animal’s ways he could reinforce and increase the power of magic over the animal’s soul. A shaman believed that in these magic hunting rituals he became the animal’s spirit, which he controlled through the ecstasy of the dance.


Scenes connected with magic rites relating to hunting cultures have been discovered in cave painting and rock engravings in the Lascaux Cave in South West France 15000 BCE which, with its extensive chambers and passageways, contains the most famous examples of colourful prehistoric rock art of large animals ever to be found from the Upper Palaeolithic Period.


In the entrance of a palaeolithic cave in the Dordogne in Laussel, France, our ancestors carved a nude image of the great mother, ‘Venus’ 22000-18000 BCE. Her pendulous breasts, bulging belly and pubic triangle are well defined, suggesting pregnancy. Her left hand points towards her large belly and the other hand holds a bison or lunar horn, painted in red ochre, which has been interpreted as the moon. There is dispute over the exact meaning of the notches carved on the horn but they are thought to relate to the thirteen days of the waxing moon and the thirteen months of the lunar year. The position of her body, which draws a curve between the waxing of the moon and the fecundity of the womb, suggests that the figurine was intended to highlight the relationship between the heavenly and earthly orders (The Myth of The Goddess, Anne Baring and Jules Cashford, 1991). Over time the figure of Venus also came to be associated with ‘myths of the mistress of the beasts’, a goddess with influence over animals who drives them towards the hunters during the chase.


Cave paintings at Altamira in Northern Spain dating from around 13000 BCE (Altamira, Deutches Museum, Munchen 2003) as well as in other regions of the world, illustrate what appears to be a shaman wearing antlers masquerading as an animal. The shaman dances ecstatically with arms raised, pictured together with numerous large animals such as rhinoceroses, bulls, bears, horses, zebras, deer and various hunting scenes. The ‘Animal-shaman’ at the renowned Trois Frères caves in Northern France 14000 BCE illustrates a sorcerer dancing above a group of wild beasts, and in the centre a shaman, dressed as a bison, dances holding a hunting bow (The Myth of The Goddess, Anne Baring and Jules Cashford, 1991).


Cybele, the Greek goddess Artemis, Hathor and Isis were often associated with domestic and wild animals, particularly those hunted, for as mistresses of animals they were responsible for the hunt (Secrets of the Stone Age, Richard Rudgely, 2000). The myth of the mother goddess is linked to familiar figures from the art of Old Europe, such as the goddess of the animals. One seal from the tomb of Thassos in Crete 15000 BCE depicts a goddess on a mountain top with lions and other followers engaged in worship.


Traces of the palaeolithic ‘Hunt Goddess,’ such as that depicted in the statuette Venus of Willendorf (24000-22000 BCE) have been discovered wherever ancient people existed and her magic associations with animals have been found throughout the world. The hunt goddess was a subsidiary of the mother goddess myth whose associations with weaponry may be considered to be in opposition with the nurturing role of the mother but who developed from this myth nonetheless. Some argue that the mother goddess myth may include the hunter but the hunter story cannot easily encompass the mother (On the Road of the Winds: An Archaeological History of the Pacific Islands, Professor Patrick Kirch, 2000). In more recent times among the Kalahari Bushmen, as dawn rises on the day of the hunt, a female shaman performs a ritual dance through which she communicates with the spirits of the beasts. It is believed by the bushmen that the spirits indicate the animals are about to die of their own volition to feed the people of the tribe.


Although hunt dancers were not often women, images of sacred women standing with arms raised, together with some whose arms are supported by smaller male figures standing on either side of them, have been found in stone cave paintings. Among the examples of depictions of female hunt dancers are the Stone Age cliff paintings found by Mary Leaky in Central Tanzania, in which the hunt dancers are almost always women. During the hunt it was a function of the women to adopt this stance, with arms raised, acting as recipients of cosmic energy. A further example of a female hunt dance is provided by the Kalahari bushmen today, as a Kalahari shaman woman performs a special dance at dawn on the day of the hunt, invoking the protective Dawn Star (Venus) who is called the hunter, and communing with the spirits of the animals who will voluntarily die to feed humans. (The Great Cosmic Mother by Monica Sjoo and Barbara Mor, 1991.)


Sacrificial and Trance Dances


Mimetic and imitative forms of dance varied greatly in style, from the exhilarating frenzied movements of the shamanic or medicine dance to the acrobatic dance that so impressed and amused the Egyptians, and the more gentle movements of the rain dance. Nevertheless, gentle though the rain dances might have been, they may well have ended with a violent act. During the rain dances of the Pacific Islands and the West Indies, in which women danced naked, it was not uncommon for a young woman to be sacrificed ‘to the blood-thirsty God Oro,’ (On the Road of the Winds: An Archaeological History of the Pacific Islands, Professor Patrick Kirch, 2000).


Although human sacrifice seems to us to be barbaric, such ancient sacrificial rites of humans are believed to have kept tribes together. The Aztecs, for example, are amongst those ancient civilisations who are supposed to have fed their gods with human hearts and blood (Cannibalism and Human Sacrifice, Gary Hogg, 1966).


The Macumba is a form of voodoo mainly practiced by Brazilians, developed from a religion of African origin. Macumba is an umbrella term used for the two principle forms of African spirit worship: Candomble and Umbanda. It originated from the shipping of black slaves to Brazil in the 1550s. Macumba rituals are usually held in isolated areas of the Amazon jungle and at night on the infamous Copacabana beach. The Copacabana festival is a combination of African religion and magical cults, the worship of pagan gods and catholic saints with whom they are associated. Yemanja, the African sea goddess who is also likened to the Virgin Mary and is the main focus of worship, was brought to Brazil by Yoruba slaves from the region of Africa now known as Nigeria. The worshippers mainly dress in white, a colour favoured by the goddess Yemanja, and they carry candles, which are set in pre-prepared holes, as well as gifts which are offered in honour of Yamanja to the sea. During the Macumba rituals worshippers become possessed by gods and demons in the hope of obtaining power to acquire authority, wealth and love, or the ability to reap terrible revenge upon their enemies (Marvels and Mysteries, Rituals and Magic, Parragon Press, 1997).


As the Macumba celebrations progress, the charged atmosphere and pulsating rhythms of the drums encourage participants to take part in frenzied, almost orgiastic dancing until entering a near hypnotic state. Towards the climax of the evening, as the high priest summons down the gods, one by one the dancers cease dancing and prostrate themselves.


‘The Ghost Dance’ is a dance of the Sioux and other American Indians (The Ghost-Dance Religion and the Sioux Outbreak of 1890, James Mooney, 1992). Here dancers move monotonously around and around in circles until every dancer has collapsed on to the ground in what appears to be a seizure. In the late 19th century ‘The Ghost Dance’ was performed by the Sioux in a desperate bid to rid their land of hostile white invaders. North Mexican tribes took part in dances on altars, also whirling around until similarly delirious and frothing at the mouth, destroying the altars in their uncontrollable madness, before falling unconscious.


In Bali, young men have traditionally taken part in a religious dance called the Kris, based on the idealistic thought of the Rwa Bhineda doctrine (Bali Music and Dance, www.kecak.com, 2003). Kris always took place at night by torchlight and was conceived as a frenzied hypnotic dance of good and evil, in which the dancers frequently inflicted terrible wounds upon themselves (The World’s People and How They Live, Odhams Press, 1946). As a result, dancers were often prevented from using real weaponry to avoid harming other participants. The dance is named after the traditional sword used in Barong plays and tells the story of Balinese men who used the Kris to battle with Rangda, the demon queen. Rangda, however, put the men into a trance-like state of unconsciousness. When they came to, they were so distressed by their failure to overcome her that they tried to impale themselves on their swords, the Kris. Fortunately for them, their trance states would prevent them from being injured.





The Earth Mother and Ancient Cultures


It is believed that belly dance may be one of the oldest dance forms and that it developed from the fertility dances of the mother goddess cult. Its origins are closely linked to fertility and childbirth rituals which, through time, because of the influence of many different countries and cultures, evolved in many different forms.


From the earliest cultures of the Palaeolithic Era (around 50000-10000 BCE) to the Neolithic Era (which is a phrase used to combine the New Stone Age of around 10000 – 5500 BCE with the Copper Age of 5500-3500 BCE) there is evidence that various forms of sacred dance and ritual fertility dances linked to the earth mother goddess evolved.


For example, there is evidence from pre-dynastic graves in Egypt of a widespread cult of the mother goddess, Neith or Nit, who was usually shown wearing her emblem shield crossed with two arrows, linking her to the hunt goddess myth, weaponry and warfare. On occasion, though this is extremely rare, Neith and other such female figurines represented the goddess as a cow, and many such figurines are considered to have been votive offerings to beg for fertility or rebirth in the after life. In his book, The Inner Reaches of Outer Space: Metaphor as Myth and as Religion (1986), Joseph Campbell points out that woman, ‘as the mother of life and nourisher of life was thought to assist the earth symbolically in its productivity,’ and is depicted as such in neolithic pottery (. Because in giving birth the woman’s body performs an act of creation it is linked to the mysteries of nature’s evolution and the creation of the earth.


In early societies, it was thought that women possessed magical powers. It was believed that their fertility and that of the earth on which they toiled created food for everyone. Though it was unusual for women to take part in animal, magic or hunting dances, they were usually the only participants in fertility rituals which consisted of birth dances, the consecration of young women, mourning rituals, sun and moon worship, rain and harvest dances.


To our ancestors, as the earth mother was the nourisher and preserver of the universe, she represented nature, productiveness and childbirth and became a symbol of life, death and rebirth, celebrated through sacred dance, music and singing. To ancient civilisation, goddesses manifested themselves in everything around them: in the waters, wind, mountains, trees and vegetation, and in the sky, sun, moon and stars. They were also associated with animals, both wild and domestic, particularly birds and snakes whose shapes they could adopt.


In ancient times, breasts were sacred and treated with great reverence. Fertility statuettes of goddesses cupping their breasts in their hands symbolically flowing with milk, and of a mother suckling a child at her breast, were a reminder to our ancient ancestors of the goddesses’ ability to nurture, provide sustenance and maintain the balance of life. According to the Greeks, the original shape of a bowl was formed from the breasts of Helen of Troy (Goddess Mother of Living Nature, Adele Getty, 1990). The females of the Zuni tribe in North America still make pottery in the shape of breasts.


Based on numerous sacred images and fertility figures discovered deriving from the Neolithic Period, it is thought that magic rites and fertility cults became prominent. In early civilisations the sacred nuptial union of a king and queen represented the deities and ensured the fertility of the land. These great occasions were celebrated with pomp and ceremony, lavish feasts, dancing and singing.


There are many examples of fertility dances that were practised, in particular the phallic dances performed by the Altia Turks and tribes in Corbeau, North Western Brazil. These dancers, who were usually women, had large phalluses made of bast, a wood fibre, and testicles made of red cones picked from the trees which they held close to their bodies with both hands. Dancing one behind the other while leaning forward and stamping their right foot in double quick time, they would suddenly leap wildly along with ferocious coitus movements while groaning loudly, provoking their female partners who would playfully disperse, laughing and shrieking.


Shrines and countless images of goddess figures in their many forms and with a multitude of names have been discovered in almost every culture around the world. How this cult spread so far and wide is not clear. The abundance of these sacred images testifies to the obsession with fertility, religious imagination and the veneration of life and worship of the great earth mother among ancient civilisations.


Ritual Dances of the Pygmy


Pygmies are renowned for taking a great delight in dancing. Their ecstatic war, rain and animal dances, which have survived for thousands of years, include a great variety of movements, each varying in style from tribe to tribe and region to region. Only the female pygmies of Central Africa and Australia teach their children to dance from an early age as part of their tribal culture.


The African Pygmies were particularly skilled at dancing. From as early as the 3rd millennium BCE, the Egyptians recognised their tremendous artistic talents, in particular their acrobatic skills, and brought them to Egypt to entertain, service their gods and dance in religious processions. Anyone who actually presented a dancing pygmy to a king as a gift was held in the highest esteem.


During the reign of Neferkare, 5th King of the 6th Dynasty who lived from 2246 BCE to 2152 BCE, a caravan master named Harkhuf, who was also a learned priest, made many expeditions into Lower Nubia, Southern Egypt. On one of them he found and brought back a trained dancing pygmy from the Sudan and on his return wrote immediately to the court informing the new boy pharaoh of the pygmy. The pharaoh promptly dictated a letter to Harkhuf, asking him to bring the pygmy to the palace of Memphis at once. The royal letter written by the pharaoh is said to be one of the most remarkable documents remaining from the ancient world. Harkhuf was so touched by the letter he had it inscribed on the façade of one particular tomb so that everyone could read in future the following:




‘I have noted the contents of your letter which you sent to me, the King, at the palace, in order that I might know that you returned in safety from Yam with the troops that were with you. You have said in your letter that you have brought numerous rich beautiful gifts, which the goddess Hathor, Lady of Imu (said to be part of Yam), has granted to me, the King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Neferkare, who lives forever and ever. You have also said in your letter that you have brought me back from the Land of Ghosts [unknown regions south of Egypt] a pygmy of [the kind employed therein] that dances for [their] god, like the pygmy which the keeper of the Sacred Treasure, Burded brought back from Punt in the time of King Isesi. You have said to your majesty: Never before has one like him been brought by any other who has reached Yam,’ (Ancient Records of Egypt, James Henry Breasted, 1906).





There are other historical accounts that include references to pygmy tribes. Curt Sachs, in World History of the Dance, (1937), describes the rolling of the pelvis and movements of the rectus abdomini practised by the pygmies of Uganda as being especially significant. The dance emphasised the abdomen as the seat of all sexual and child bearing activity. The original aim of the magical coital movements was to promote life and growth.




‘They sat on the ground and rhythmically struck it with their thighs and, or, elbows, while simultaneously turning themselves around on their bottoms, rolling their heads, swinging their tiny bellies around and rocking their bodies to and fro.’





Tribes of North Western Brazil and North Africa were also well known for their movements of the rectus abdomini and the trembling, quivering, undulating movements of their bodies (World History of the Dance, Curt Sachs, 1937). These dances also included intricate movements of the muscles in their backs and breasts, very similar to the feats performed by female dancers in Egypt several centuries ago.


The rolling and rotating movements of the pelvis and abdomen, as performed by pygmies and other tribal communities in fertility and magic dances, are amongst the oldest dance movements of which we have a written account. They relate to what travellers began to describe as the hip dance, posterior dance or belly dance. Many of these movements are still being practised in the Near East, Middle East, North Africa and the West.


In Loango on the West Coast of Africa, the purpose of the pelvic dance was thought to be ancestor worship of past generations and a means of glorifying the transmission of life to those yet to be born. In Cambodia and East Africa, tribal dance consisted of vibrant, trembling, undulating and snake-like movements of the body. Natives from the Celebes in Indonesia adopted the abdominal dance from the Egyptians. It was known as Masseri or Messer, an Arabic word meaning Egyptian.


There are isolated examples of abdominal dances existing in the South Seas, for example in New Guinea, Hawaii, Eastern Polynesia and Central Africa where the dance is a means of sexual selection.


Dances of Ancient Egypt


In ancient times religious experiences were often physical and expressed mainly through dance which became a sacrificial rite. Childbirth and fertility rituals, orgiastic rites and magic dances were an integral part of religious ceremonies.


Many ancient religions are thought to originate in Ancient Egypt. Before examining these in more detail and in order to understand the development of dance, we should remind ourselves here of the chronology of Dynastic Egypt.


The two ancient kingdoms of Upper and Lower Egypt, whose origins date from around 3000 BCE, were first unified following the conquest of the North by Menes, the King of Upper Egypt (although the fertile river Nile flood plain had supported the agriculture of tribal settlements from a much earlier date). Ruling from Memphis, establishing himself as the first king of the first Pharaonic Dynasty in the Nile Delta, Menes rule lasted until 2884 BCE.


As contemporary historical records began to be translated, including ancient king-lists, dated inscriptions and astronomical records, a number of major divisions of time emerged.


Though there is dispute over the exact dates for each period, for the purposes of this account I will use these standard dates as provided by the Oxford University Press (The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt, Ian Shaw, 2000). The divisions are as follows (see over):












	Pre-dynastic Period

	5300-3000 BCE






	Early Dynastic Period (1st-2nd Dynasty)

	3000-2686 BCE






	The Old Kingdom (3rd-8th Dynasty)

	2686-2160 BCE






	1st Intermediate Period (9th-10th Dynasty

	2160-2055 BCE






	Middle Kingdom (11th-14th Dynasty)

	2055-1650 BCE






	2nd Intermediate Period (15th-17th Dynasty)

	1650-1550 BCE






	New Kingdom (18th-20th Dynasty)

	1550-1069 BCE






	3rd Intermediate Period (21st-25th Dynasty)

	1069-664 BCE






	Late Period (26th-30th Dynasty)

	664-332 BCE






	Ptolemaic Period (Macedonian-Ptolemaic Dynasty)

	332-30 BCE






	Roman Period

	30 BCE-395 CE















There will also be reference to the Pharaonic Period, a phrase which historians use to mean the period spanning over 3000 years, beginning when the Egyptian kings or pharaohs first started to rule in Egypt in 3000 BCE and lasting up to 664 BCE (The Oxford History of Ancient Egypt, Ian Shaw, 2000). However, as by the end of the New Kingdom in 1069 BCE, the Egyptians’ greatest achievements were behind them, it is up to this period which mostly concerns us.


A pharaoh (an ancient Egyptian word meaning ‘great house’) was a titled ruler, a king or queen of Ancient Egypt, a representative of the gods and also the living son or daughter of the chief god Ra. Ancient Egyptians believed their king or queen was a god with great magical powers. Their gods and goddesses were recognised in various forms, some being represented in human form, others in the shape of animals, and still others in half human, half animal form. The pharaoh was at the pinnacle of Egyptian society. Beneath him, in descending order, were the noblemen, priests, officials, scribes, artisans, unskilled labourers, farmers and peasants. The small but elite group at the top was endowed with wealth and authority. A much larger group below the elite was comprised mainly of administrators.


Tradition and pictorial representation in art suggest that Egyptian women enjoyed a status not shared with women of other civilisations. Paintings of court life show ladies with their consorts in relaxed and intimate mood, but also with a dignity suggestive of independence. Ancient Egyptian women of rank could own property, they enjoyed legal rights and they were often literate (there is an Egyptian word for female scribe). It should also be remembered that the inheritance of the pharaonic line was only achieved through marriage to female offspring of the Royal House, and for this reason, brothers married sisters to gain the throne. The Egyptian pantheon was imbued with femininity, principally through the cult of Isis, all important mother goddess (and of nature and fertility), as through her, together with Osiris, the continuing cycle of regeneration through birth and death became possible.


In fact, Egypt is placed by many historians as the most renowned country in the world for its religion and worship of numerous deities who played an extremely important role in their lives. To begin with, every settlement and town in Ancient Egypt had its own god and goddesses, many of whom were elevated to state gods by pharaohs and priests in dynastic times to become universal cult gods and goddesses symbolising empowerment and unification.


The first gods that the Ancient Egyptians worshipped were male and female deities in the form of animals and later in a form that was part human, part animal. In the Old Kingdom (2686-2160 BCE) Re of Heliopolis was state god, in the New Kingdom (1550-1069 BCE) following in time was Amun of Thebes. Also worshipped as universal deities were the gods Atum of Heliopolis, Ptah of Memphis and Horus of Edfu (Women of Ancient Egypt, Barbara Watterson, 1998).


Ancient Egyptians believed that gods such as Atum, Hathor, Isis, Nut and Geb were originally responsible for the creation of the cosmos, our world, and all living things, as well as birth and rebirth. In honour of these important gods and goddesses, they built temples and statues, which ultimately led to the creation of a unique, but very complex, religious culture that survived for over 3000 years.


Atum, the father of the gods, was a self-created deity, who emerged from a fathomless watery pit to be the first entity to appear before creation. Atum was the creator god, who created all things, including humanity, from his own being. Usually he was represented in human form, wearing a double crown of the two kings of Upper and Lower Egypt and he was worshipped at Heliopolis where he was later united with Re to become a sun god - known as Re-Atum. Atum mated with himself and produced Shu, the god of air, and Tefnut, the goddess of moisture, who were the parents of Geb, the earth god and Nut, the sky goddess. Geb and Nut became lovers and consequently gave birth to Osiris and his wife Isis, her sister Nephthys and her husband Seth. Atum was the great god of providence, whose radiant light established his supremacy over the great River Nile to ensure the fertility of the soil, so that it would continue to provide and produce sustenance.


Hathor was the cow goddess of Dendera, in whose honour the beautiful temple of Dendera was built during the 12th Dynasty of the Middle Kingdom 1985-1773 BCE (Religion and Magic in Ancient Egypt, Rosalie David, 2002.) She was shown either in the shape of a cow, or in the form of a woman, wearing upon her head a crown of cow’s horns with a solar disc between them. Hathor was a fertility goddess who was called upon to assist at the birth of a child. She was often depicted suckling the infant pharaohs. She was a protector of women in childbirth, patron of motherhood, mistress of music, song and dance, goddess of love, peace and wisdom, and was worshipped as a funerary goddess. Although the role was not always well-defined, the cult of the cow goddess extended beyond the boundaries of Egypt.


Many of the images found in houses and in shrines dedicated to Hathor and other Egyptian goddesses were described as either dolls or concubine figurines for the deceased. They were placed in the graves of men, women and children in tombs, possibly by the tomb owners themselves before they died, for their use in the afterlife (Religion and Magic in Ancient Egypt, Rosalie David, 2002).


The greatest goddess of Ancient Egypt, and divine ruler of the country, was Isis, the goddess of magic and protector of power against evil. She was usually depicted in human form. As the mother of all gods, she acquired many names and was closely associated with other Egyptian goddesses in her numerous and diverse roles. Isis married her brother Osiris, who introduced religion and law and taught the ancient Egyptians how to cultivate their land. Because Isis was closely associated with the cow goddess Hathor, she was also often portrayed wearing a crown comprising solar disc and cow’s horns. Isis was believed to have discovered wheat and barley, and taught her people how to make bread. She was also associated with marriage and through her magic was able to cure diseases. To the Greeks she was a corn goddess and the deity who gave birth to nature.


Isis’s husband Osiris was the most important god of all. He was the god of fertility and of resurrection in the other world. Osiris was supposed to have taught the Egyptian people how to till and cultivate the land and introduced them to religion and law. He was led to a cruel death by his jealous and evil brother Seth, who chopped up his body and scattered the pieces far and wide so that they would never be found. But Isis, his loving, dutiful and distraught wife, sought and gathered the dismembered parts of his body, pieced them together and bound them in bandages. She then breathed life into him, giving him mortality and rebirth. He then became the god of the underworld. Isis greatly mourned the death of her beloved husband and her tears that flowed endlessly were said to have flooded many parts of the Nile. It was not until the death of her husband Osiris that she conceived her son Horus by using her exceptional magical powers.


Horus the Falcon eventually revenged his father’s terrible death by castrating Seth and becoming King of Egypt. He became the principal god of Egyptian religion and was associated with many other deities. One of his functions was funerary and involved being a protector of canopic jars, which contained the lungs or other organs removed from the deceased during the rituals of embalming. So the four demi-gods who assisted the goddesses, Isis, Nephthys, Neith and Serket in protecting these canopic jars were known as the ‘Four Sons of Horus’ (Religion and Magic in Ancient Egypt, Rosalie David, 2002).


The oldest magical religious texts inscribed in hieroglyphics were discovered on the walls of passageways and in chambers in the pyramids of Saqqara from the 5th Dynasty onwards. Numerous religious texts were also found on the walls of tombs of the Middle Kingdom (2055-1650 BCE) and New Kingdom (1550-1069 BCE). Evidence found elsewhere suggests that these magic rites, religious cults and rituals that originated in Egypt spread to many other regions of the world.


Although in name the king was the sole priest in each of Egypt’s temples, in practice, the duties of administering to the gods needs on a daily basis were delegated to those priests described as ‘servants of god’ or ‘hm-ntr’. During the reign of Herodotus and by the time that the New Kingdom had emerged there was a permanent class of ‘lay-priests’ whose purification requirements included ritual bathing and cleansing of the mouth along with shaving the head.


They were expected to satisfy their gods by providing them with nourishment, music, dancing, and spiritual sustenance from which they were supposed to have derived much pleasure. The ranks and duties of the priests varied greatly. Some were employed as bearers of shrines in religious ceremonies and processions or as sacred scribes, judges, administrators and state officials. The most honoured position was that of the chief of priests. Priests fervently believed in astronomy and astrology; many were prophets and wise men acting as advisers and counsellors for the pharaoh. They were also responsible for the burial of the dead, supervised mummification of the deceased and assisted in funerary ceremonies.


Male priests either inherited their priesthood from their fathers or were enlisted as priests by the pharaoh from the ranks of the educated elite. They wore leopard skins over the linen robes, similar to the robes worn by the pharaohs on special occasions. Illustrations show that the linen garments worn by priests varied considerably in style. Sometimes they are pictured wearing a circular cloak or a tight tunic, or draped in linen skirts with a brace over one shoulder, sometimes with a wide sash added around the hips. During the 1st Dynasty, the king performed on grand occasions, often dancing before his god. Any man who knew how to perform ‘The Dance of the Gods’ was highly honoured and protected. A scene from the great stone, Head of Narmer, discovered at Hieraconpolis, is thought to be that of the dance of the gods. Here, King Narmer and his queen are seated in a shrine and behind the queen are what appear to be dancing men. Sometimes the king danced at Dendera in the temple of Hathor where he was greeted by chanting.


The Cult of the Earth Mother


Around the world our ancient ancestors believed that caves were the womb of the great earth mother and that to go into a cave was to enter into her deep mystical secrets. Caverns and caves were the principal places in which the goddesses were worshipped and in which female initiation and religious rites were practised. The Minoan cave shrines of Ida and Eileithyia, the goddess of childbirth and motherhood, provided a holy sanctuary for women seeking protection and solace and were divine birthplaces for the gods and mothers-to-be. Some large caves and caverns were found to have contained altars and others became religious centres of learning.


The worship of the mother goddess was possibly the most complex cult of all. It greatly influenced the development of ancient religions and become one of the oldest established surviving religions of the ancient world. The purpose of fertility worship was to ensure the fertility of the earth and the continuation of human beings. The mother goddess cult developed between the 3rd and 5th millennium BCE in an area of fertile land between Israel and the Persian Gulf that stretched to Western Asia, the Indus Valley and Aegean Crete. Eventually the cult extended far and wide from the Iberian Peninsula to Central and North West Europe.


From both the Palaeolithic Era and the Neolithic Era, numerous statuettes of the female form in the upright or squatting positions adopted for childbirth have been discovered by archaeologists in different continents. The earliest examples from Egypt are those of the Neolithic Period. These images were either sculpted from clay, stone, bone, ivory, faience (glazed earthenware) or carved from wood. Each depicted women with rounded buttocks and broad hips, large and heavy breasts, prominent bellies and genitalia, symbolising the functions of motherhood, fertility, regeneration and abundance.


Many of these fertility images were picked out with numerous dots. Others, such as those found in New Guinea, had features emphasised by being painted in red ochre. This is thought likely to have represented the blood of a woman’s monthly cycle and blood shed during childbirth.


Neolithic examples of squatting figures used as cult images have been discovered on rock paintings in many countries, including California, New Zealand’s South Island and Australia.


When the Greeks reached the Aegean, they found the Aegeans worshipped the great mother goddess and learned to honour her too. They called her Demeter, ‘Goddess of the Harvest’, meaning corn or barley mother, and she became the greatest goddess in Ancient Greece. Every year, crowds of men and women travelled from all over the Hellenic and Roman world to attend the ceremony of ‘The Greater Mysteries’ at the great temple of Eleusis, a shrine for the divinity. Here they celebrated the myth of Persephone, daughter of Demeter, who was taken into the underworld by Hades to be his bride. When her daughter was taken from her, Demeter vowed that no seed would grow again and that she would keep all seeds hidden in the earth. She would not set foot on Olympus until her daughter was restored to her and corn would not sprout until she returned. Hades let Persephone return, but by tricking her into eating the seed of a pomegranate he ensured she would return to him for part of the year. Once Persephone rejoined her mother, Demeter transformed the entire plain of Eleusis into a sea of corn.


The ancient Eleusian rite was always held in the open air and was the most important Greek agricultural festival. Originally, it was a mother earth fertility ritual that became one of the universal cults of Ancient Greece. The annual mysteries of Eleusis were the most revered sacred rites celebrated through dance in honour of Persephone, Demeter and Dionysus, the divine child. Those who were initiated into the mysteries of Eleusis, which originated on the island of Crete, never dared divulge their secrets, so knowledge of the final rites was lost.


The cult of Cybele, a great Asiatic fertility goddess emanating from Phrygia and one of the many personifications of the great earth mother, was celebrated by her ‘corybants’, priests of Cybele, whose orgiastic rites were always accompanied by loud music, screeching and ecstatic dancing. The Emperor Claudius, whose date of birth is officially 1st August 10 BCE, celebrated the spring festival of the sacred tree in Rome and with it the orgiastic rites of Attis, son, but also lover, of Cybele (Greek Myths, Robert Graves, 1955). Each year on the 22nd of March, a pine tree was cut and brought to the sanctuary of Cybele, where it was treated as a great divinity. It was covered in woollen bands, and was decked with flowers, violets in particular, which were supposed to have sprung from the blood of Attis. On the third day, the 24th March, came the ‘Day of Blood’, when the high priest drew blood from his arm and presented it as an offering. The clergy joined in, with clashing cymbals, flutes, drums and horns, and whirled around in a dance, slashing themselves with knives. The offering of blood was meant to bring Attis back to life, or at least hasten his journey towards resurrection in the next life. This story is further substantiated by the legend that Attis was conceived when Cybele placed a pomegranate in her bosom, grown from the severed genitals of Agdistis, a man-monster. This practice led to many other instances of Asiatic goddesses of fertility being served by eunuch priests.


During an archaeological dig of two mounds in Turkey in 1957, author and historian James Mellaart discovered the ancient ruins of Çatal Hüyük. This was a highly organised and sophisticated Stone Age city in the Anatolian Highlands of Central Turkey 575 BCE, described by Mellaart as, ‘like a supernova among the rather dim galaxy of peasant cultures,’ (Earliest Civilisations of The East, James Mellaart, 1965). It was here that archaeologists found one of the earliest representations of a fertility image, a terracotta figure of the goddess Cybele seated on a throne, represented as the mistress of both wild and domestic animals. Her breasts, hips and belly are voluminous, and from between her massive legs she appears to be giving birth while resting her hands on the heads of leopards on either side of her. Cybele was also associated with hunting, fertility and the moon, and priestesses worshipped her on each lunar cycle honouring the monthly cycle of women. Cybele became the Romans’ supreme patron, and the cult of the great fertility god and mother of gods from Phrygia in Asia Minor could be traced back to early neolithic times. The wild orgiastic ceremonies of her followers shocked the Roman senate with their frenzied dances. These were accompanied by rattles, drums and tambourines, as well as howling and screeching.


According to James Mellaart and his team of archaeologists who discovered Çatal Hüyük, it was impossible to establish where the extremely organised, sophisticated and highly skilled Stone Age craftsmen and farmers came from. The numerous figurines and other artefacts excavated from the site were evidence of an ancient civilisation with an elaborate religion that focused on the dual aspect of the mother goddess who manifested herself as both maiden and mother, as both the source of life and its manifestation.


The Cult of the Phallus


In Greece, the cult of the phallus belonged mainly to the god Dionysus. This included many elements of fantasy, tragedy and comedy that probably sprang from early idolisation and worship of female genitalia and reproductive powers. On a Greek vase painting, a woman is depicted dancing before an enthroned Dionysus wearing an artificial phallus. Another painting depicts a nude woman striding out carrying a very large phallus under her arm. The Dionysiac religion successfully thrived to become the most popular pagan ritual of the Graeco-Roman world (The Reign of the Phallus, Sexual Politics of Ancient Athens, Eva C. Keuls, 1993). Evidence of the type of dances mentioned earlier, where dancers attach a bast phallus to simulate the sex act, has been found in the Villa of the Mysteries, outside Pompeii on the Seventh Panel, showing scenes such as ‘The Phallus Unveiled’ and ‘The Lifting of the Rod’, discovered in 1930. Phallic dances were extremely erotic; in some phallic rites, sexual intercourse took place.


Phallic dances had their roots in religion. They were a symbol of fertility, a means of celebrating life forces in the belief that they would stimulate fertility, ward off evil and protect the dancers against disease and the destruction of their communities. Such dances persisted for thousands of years but unfortunately are now almost extinct. Much of their decline can be attributed to Christian missionaries who over the centuries outlawed such tribal dances as heathen debaucheries. To these ancient people, however, the dances were not obscene or sensational pleasures but matters of life and unity with the great mother earth on whom they depended for their survival.


Numerous gods and goddesses of Ancient Greece found their way to Rome. Among them was Artemis, who became Diana, symbolising strength of character, Aphrodite, who became Venus, the goddess of love and womanhood, and Hera who transformed into Juno, the goddess of marriage and childbirth.


Psychological and Physical Aspects of Dance


The psychological and physical side of dance is often overlooked but for centuries dance was accepted as a cure for many conditions. In the Middle Ages, outbreaks of famine and plague were frequent, affecting thousands of people. When the condition abated, the population, which had been overwrought with anxiety bordering on mass hysteria, took to the streets where they began to dance with little restraint. Mania would take over as they danced themselves into a delirious state until collapsing with sheer exhaustion. These ecstatic and manic dances continued well into the late Middle Ages until they were banned because they were considered to be depraved.


‘The Tarantella’ from Southern Italy was a dance that became popular among young girls in Germany and Italy between the 15th and 17th century. They used tambourines and castanets to accompany the dance. It is thought to have originated from the movements of those suffering convulsions from the venomous bite of the tarantula spider, which took its name from the city of Tarantella. The Standard Oxford English Dictionary defines the term as follows: ‘Tarantism (1638)… A hysterical malady, characterized by an extreme impulse to dance, which prevailed as an epidemic in Apulia and adjacent parts of Italy from the 15th to the 17th century, popularly attributed to the bite or ‘sting’ of the tarantula’.


Those who were bitten by the spider suffered terrible pain resulting in convulsive twitching, jerking and jumping around. To help victims deal with the excruciating pain and prevent them from going insane, musicians were immediately summoned to play for them while they impulsively danced, as it was believed their music would help them through their painful ordeal. The locals frequently joined in the dancing to help release their tensions and frustrations until overcome by exhaustion.


The uncontrollable shaking and trembling of Saint Vitus’ disease (erroneously named after Saint Vitus whose saint’s day happened to coincide with Saint John’s day or Midsummer’s Day) was characterised by irregular involuntary contractions of the muscles. It is properly known as chorea, which the Oxford Concise Medical Dictionary defines as follows: ‘A jerky involuntary movement, particularly affecting the shoulders, hips and face. Each movement is sudden but the resulting posture may be prolonged for a few seconds. The symptoms are due to disease of the basal ganglia.’ This convulsive disorder of the Middle Ages was also described as a ‘dance of hysterics’ which spread to such epidemic proportions that the clergy and physicians were unable to help.


The story of the Pied Piper from Hamlyn is based on a legend relating to dance mania. After dancing to exhaustion, the sufferers fell into a deep sleep that relieved them of their symptoms. In an endeavour to bring this disorder to a climax as soon as possible, the services of musicians were hired to play for those inflicted by the malady until they dropped.


Many religious experiences were physical and expressed mainly through dance which then became a sacrificial rite.


Conclusion


For people of the ancient civilisations, the greatest goddess of all was the earth mother, the mother of the universe, on whom they relied for their survival. They believed she was the creator of all things, the rebirth of humanity and nature and the controller of life’s force and death. The cult of the mother goddess survived for thousands of years and she was fervently worshipped in the form of dance, song and music. It was universally believed that without her sustaining power life could not have existed in any form.
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