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To Minnie Leigh Evans Stewart the girl who dared to dance!

and to Drew Stewart and Phoebe and Henry Washer dancers all!
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INTRODUCTION

SEARCHING FOR WOMAN’S SACRED DANCE


There was a period when art and religion stood so close to each other that they could almost be equated. Song was prayer, drama was divine performance, dance was cult (magical—holy—powerful). Dance accompanies and stimulates all the processes of life. It enables, in turn, other arts to come into being: music, song, drama. Its motifs have remained the same since antiquity, as the round dance, the spinning dance, the forest ring. All have their origin in the fertility magic of the most ancient times.

Gerardus van der Lewiv, Sacred and Profane Beauty—The Holy in Art1



This book is about my journey into the sacred feminine and the secret truths I discovered about women’s spirituality on the way. It is also about ways to help you better understand the power, validity, and beauty of women’s ways, with direct access to our great-, great-, great- (ad infinitum) grandmothers’ spiritual wisdom.

My inspiration to write this book began, oddly enough, several years ago when I accompanied my friend Azar to a belly dance class. Although Azar was ambivalent about going because of the dance’s reputation, she loved doing the dance. She told me she felt she should learn the dance because she was from the Middle East. Her statement seemed rather curious to me at the time, but later I understood it when I began unearthing the many rituals and spiritual practices of our female ancestors.
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SACRED DANCE IS INCORPORATED INTO RITUALS THAT HONOR LIFE PASSAGES. HERE MEMBERS OF THE LEAVEN DANCE COMPANY ADD THEIR BLESSINGS TO A YOUNG COUPLE’S WEDDING. PHOTOGRAPH BY JOHN “PETE” MIHELICK.



I had never been athletic or very coordinated, and as I finally began to master the complicated belly dance movements, I became hooked on the intricate Oriental rhythms so foreign to my Western-trained ears but so close to my intuitive soul. I began to notice the psychological as well as physical health benefits of dance because dancing helped rid me of the recurring depression I had experienced for several years.

At that time I asked myself, “What’s a nice feminist like you doing with a dance like this?” How did this dance, which moved women’s bodies so powerfully and sensually, come from a part of the world where women have so long been under public repression and segregation? Although at that time I had no idea how ancient the dance was, I knew that the version I was studying was an amalgam of several traditional dances. I wondered where the mesmerizing serpentine arm movements—and that snake bracelet the dancer wears—came from. What did they mean? As I went deeper into the dance and began to recognize its mystical power, other questions came from within. Why did the slow undulations, moving in synchrony with the ancient taxim of flute and oud, communicate the Grandmother’s spirit so strongly to me? It was the serpent that led me to the Goddess, and the Goddess led me back to the dance.

During this same time I was researching, writing, and giving lectures on the history of women in religion and the effects of the transition to patriarchy in the church. I had turned away from organized religion years before because of the negative attitude displayed toward me as a woman. Only after a period of great trial—I lost my health for a time, and my mother died—did I realize I had let my resentment of the church keep me from seeking my own spiritual path. I yearned for something more in my life to sustain me.

It was dance that showed me on a very personal, soul level that there were other planes, other existences I needed to explore. During one of my dance performances, I suddenly found myself outside my body and floating up to the ceiling. I didn’t know what was happening; I just knew I wanted to stay with the sensation I was experiencing. Of course, that was impossible, but I began to be able to call on that sense of peace more and more often on my journey to healing. I came to see that I had shut down the intuitive part of my mind so much that the spiritual could speak to me only through my body—through dance. As I began to understand what had happened to me I was able to see the powerful spiritual influence of dance and to bring about an integration of my spiritual self and my physical body, which eventually was my path toward healing.
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ANNA HALPRIN DANCERS PERFORM THE VORTEX DANCE FROM THE CIRCLE OF THE EARTH. PHOTOGRAPH BY PAUL FUSCO.



From my own spiritual reawakening it became clear to me that the two subjects, dance and spirituality, shared an important connection. I wanted to know more. My research showed me that dance was the first form taken by worship. It is the oldest, most elemental form of religious expression, repetitive rhythmical movements being essential to the process of union with the deity and the cosmic flow. All art forms began as ritualistic and reverential expression, and because dance was primary in rituals of worship, dance was the mother of all arts.a Teachings were composed in verses repeated as incantations while people walked or moved in specific ways. The dancing body called forth the rhythms of music; the rhythms of poetry echoed the rhythms of music and dance; the body in motion inspired great paintings and sculptures.b
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DANCING OUT THE SPIRIT OF YEMAYÁ. PHOTOGRAPH BY DAVID GARTEN.



The Expression of Dance

Dancing is an elemental, eternal form of human expression. To dance, at its simplest, is to let the body express itself rhythmically. Movement, our first language, touches centers of our being beyond the reach of vocabularies of reason or coercion. It communicates from the innermost soul that which cannot truly be expressed through words. When asked the meaning of the dance she had just performed, the famous Russian ballerina Anna Pavlova replied, “If I could have said it, I shouldn’t have had to dance it!” Dance molds feeling into physical form, inviting escape from the purely rational and from earthly tasks and mortal burdens, providing both a physical and an emotional form of release. It awakens us to a deeper awareness of both the sacred and the profane, bringing us into synchrony with one another and with the natural rhythms of our lives.

Dance is divinity, a natural state of grace in which we all reside. In its sacred form, dance is a language that reunites the body, soul, and mind. Working through the body, we integrate energetic information directly at the cellular level. Through dance the mind entrains with the body, and both grow increasingly more receptive to the creation songs of the greater universe.

Dance becomes sacred as the beauty of movement communicates the divine ideal. In sacred dance, one is found and used by the soul of nature, the energies of which are perceived rhythmically as the continuous dance of life and form. Dance invites a state of exhilaration that the Mevlevi Sufi call hadrah, or “the presence,” each step moving us upward toward a new freedom of the spirit, toward ecstasy. The great Spanish poet Federico García Lorca spoke of this special place or state as El Duende, the ability to be filled with spirit that is more than one’s own spirit. “The duende works over the body of the dancer just as a gust of wind hits and blows over the sand.”

Dance and ritual create community, drawing people together both emotionally and physically in a special sense of intimacy and shared abandon. As the community participates, no one is a stranger any longer. We become companions on the same journey.

And dance is history. The truest history of any people is told by its folk dance and its folk music. “These are the foot prints, the earth castings,” Agnes DeMille said. “No dancing lies; no body lies.”3 A view of history through the window of dance tells us things about humanity not found in records of conquered countries, generals, and wars. Dance becomes our road map to the history of women’s spirituality.

Finding Women’s Dance in History: A Different Way

I began my search for women’s sacred dance for my own personal healing. As my fascination grew, I began to feel the need to share with other women the truth about our wondrous heritage. Very early in my research, I discovered that information about women’s spiritual or sacred dance practices was not available in the traditional sense of chronological historical accounts. The study of dance as sacred movement has been divorced from the study of history, cultural anthropology, and religion. Historian Walter Sorell said, “It has always puzzled me that none of the serious culture histories mention the dance . . . let alone discuss it.”4 And dances by women for women’s purposes are hardly mentioned at all in books about dance or dance history. The reasons for this are varied and complex.


[image: image]

DETAIL, LATE PALEOLITHIC, OF MESOLITHIC ROCK PAINTING FOUND IN SPAIN.



History has always been selective storytelling, an opinionated interpretation of events. Wrapped up in projecting their own religion, biblical writers recorded history as a moral tale and therefore revised information on existent cultural practices of the people surrounding them that did not conform to the Judeo-Christian worldview. This has enormous implications in regard to the study of sacred dance and women’s history, where women’s voice has so often been absent. Herodotus and other ancient historians’ “facts” were tempered by their goal: to present a particular theme. Plutarch, who wrote about Greek tragedy plays in the first century C.E., is a good example. He was writing several centuries after the classical period of Greek dance, had never seen the dances of which he wrote, and was writing as a philosopher, not as a student or historian of the dance.
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SANDSTONE IMAGE FROM THE SHREE MENAKSHI TEMPLE, AN EARLY REPRESENTATION OF SACRED DANCE IN INDIA. PHOTOGRAPH BY PAYSON STEVENS.



In many archaeological texts, female-prominent religions are frequently referred to in fertility-cult terms, suggesting that these religions contained no depth or sublimity. As Riane Eisler has pointed out, this interpretation is akin to stating that Christianity is a death cult, based on the fact that its central image is one of a crucified man on a cross. Such onedimensional interpretations suggest an inability on the part of the researcher to extrapolate information at any level but the most superficial. In the case of writings regarding the civilizations that preceded recorded history, they reveal the researchers’ assumptions that women were simply vessels for fecundity, conveniences for pleasure, or—worse still—cauldrons of destructive seduction.

The following quotation is illustrative: “For women, mating and fertility dances are important for increasing the population of the tribe and by extension, the crops and flocks.”5 When we move beyond the casual assumption that women in ancient times were concerned only about having all the babies they possibly could, we will discover more about how things really were.

Another complication in my search for women’s sacred dance origins and traditions concerned the use of language describing dance. We know that specific words have a powerful influence on any interpretation of the past. In translations and transliterations of ancient stories and texts, it is not easy to determine when words for dance were used literally or metaphorically (“the mountains will dance before the Lord”; “dance of the universe”; “dance of life”). Also, words for dance often became generalized to denote the musical instrument used, the name of the rhythm used, the name of the ceremony or festival itself, or even the name of a group of people. The use of the word man as generic for humankind also evokes great confusion in finding women’s dance in history. Words like man’s dance, dance of man, his dance all serve to frustrate our quest for women’s history, herstory. Information about the rituals of our ancestors is also clouded by superficial, slanted words such as frenzied, lascivious, fertility rites. The use of words such as girl, maid, and virgin to describe dancers when the drawings and statues even into late Greek culture and the Pharonic period in Egypt clearly show mature women dancing, obscures vital information.
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A DANCING GODDESS AT THE SHREE MENAKSHI TEMPLE IN MADURAI, INDIA. PHOTOGRAPH BY PAYSON STEVENS.
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The word history itself came from dance. Histor, from ancient Rome, meaning a dancer, was also the root for many derivatives: from history to minister (Min-Istria), and later minstrel.
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DANCERS WITH GODDESS (ARMS ALOFT) ADORN THIS PREDYNASTIC EGYPTIAN VASE. METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART COLLECTION.



I also found that few researchers of dance have themselves been dancers. Since those who actually dance have very different views than those who observe, historians who are not dancers cannot have an intimate knowledge of the meaning of the dancer’s dance. They can only chronicle the appearance and effect they perceive. This adds another layer of complication to descriptions of women’s dance, where our only informants have been men. Because women are less likely to speak freely to men about the world of which they are a part, the feminine voice is lost, and their ways are subject to judgment and misapplication when filtered through the male view. Therefore, even the information we have uncovered about women here should be read, as in Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza’s words, “as the tip of an iceberg indicating how much historical information we have lost.”6

Nevertheless, if we know what to look for, we can glean information from the angels’ circle dance in a medieval painting or from the ancient rituals still intact in a few isolated places. Sometimes we have to glean information from a negative situation and examine it more carefully. For example, Sorell says, “We know from Aristophanes’ Thesmophoriazusae that dancing was a major part of the rites of Demeter and Persephone because, while poking fun at them, he describes circular formations moving at first lightly and quickly, then in measured rhythms invoking the Goddesses, then rapidly again, rising into a joyous finale.”7

Sometimes dance is presented in positive forms. The second-century Roman poet Lucian put it simply but succinctly: “They dance out their religion.”8 He described dance as “a thing of utter harmony, putting a fine edge on the soul, disciplining the body.”

While I searched for scraps of information in books that devoted less than a chapter or a page to women’s spirituality or women’s dance, I kept drawing on a lesson I learned early in life: that things are not always as they seem. I began to look through “acrostic eyes”—a slightly skewed vision that reveals underlying mind-sets and motives. There may have been a hidden motive or a changed story. Perhaps there was another way, another story. I began to pick up clues wherever I could find them. I looked for secrets hidden in legends and fairy tales, in biblical symbols, and in traditional songs and dances. I discovered, for example, the meaning of women’s ways by tracing subjects like women’s love of jewelry and the use of gemstones for healing and for symbolizing enlightenment within the material world. I also explored the eternal connection between women and the primal power of fire by tracing the history of candelabra dancers. I found a wealth of information in word derivations and in words whose meanings had been changed, like harlot, virgin, and many others. I realized that if there is a strong reaction to something, it must have power, so I looked for things hidden by taboo. It was like looking through the facets of a crystal. There were always some unexpected insights, and some surprises.
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What’s in a Name?

Hussy is an archaic word to describe a lewd woman. However, this is the way W. G. Raffe’s Dictionary of the Dance describes it: In Britain were the “huzza” dancers—hussies for women, huzzars for men. They carried Bezbeh, a figure derived from Bez-Beza, God-Goddess of Nature, whose annual dances are probably the oldest known dances in the world. Brought to Rome when Egypt was conquered, the dance migrated to Britain with the Roman agricultural festivals of Mamurius. We don’t know what happened to the huzzars, but hussies are still with us.

Lewd is a word that is often used to describe women and women’s dance. In Old English, until about the 16th century lewd referred to “lay” or nonclerical men, those who were not priests or members of a religious order. Perhaps lewd is a ghost from the time when women were spiritual practitioners who were not accepted as part of the religious order, and thus they were lewd. And if they danced as part of their spiritual expression, they were very lewd indeed.

Whore is from the Old English hore, akin to Old Norse hora, or the Latin carus meaning dear. The Egyptian goddess Hathor was also referred to as Hor, and women of Aphrodite were Horae. The word for a Hebrew dance, the Hora, means “circle,” which might indicate that the word “whore” originally referred to a dancer, similar to the word “hussy.” Whore also means “idolatrous practices or pursuits,” which could easily refer to worshippers of the Queen of Heaven. Yahweh complained that the people were always “whoring” after other gods. Maybe that really meant Hathoring after another goddess. Or maybe it referred to Ishtar, “the great whore of Babylon,” according to John in Revelation.

Obscene (obscenus, obscaneus), as in “obscene dances,” may not be “obscene” at all. In Greek, “ob” means “in the way of, toward,” and “scene” (Greek skene—a temporary shelter) makes the combined word, obscene, “a place of occurrence or action.” We can see how it is used in this context as “scenery” in theatrical productions. It tells us that women went to hilltops and sacred groves, or even to crossroads; that there they made their altars and danced their dances for the duration of the festal ceremonial.
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MANY CHILDREN’S GAMES COME FROM OLD RITUALS ADAPTED AND SIMPLIFIED: “ASHES, ASHES (ASTA, ASTA), ALL FALL DOWN” WAS A RITUAL CIRCLE DANCE FOR THE GODDESS ASTARTE BROUGHT TO ENGLAND BY ANCIENT PHOENICIAN VISITORS. MAYPOLE DANCING, SHOWN HERE, COMES FROM A SIMILAR GODDESS SPRING RITUAL. HOPSCOTCH HINTS AT THE LABYRINTH DANCE AND AT MANY VERSIONS OF THE OLD BONE WOMAN “ALL SKIN AND BONES, WHO GOES AROUND PICKING UP BONES—WHOO!”



Fortunately, modern archaeological chronology and the ability of forensic dating developed in the past fifty years have provided a wide-angle lens, enabling us to see more of the whole history and quality of life of the people in earlier centuries. Archaeological digs in recent times have unearthed evidence contrary to the formerly accepted historical versions of many events and the previous interpretations of their meanings. While still-existing, “living” evidence may leave much unsaid and may still be open to interpretation from a modern viewpoint, it lets a more truthful picture emerge.

Remembering—Dance as Woman’s Art

Clarissa Pinkola Estes, in her book Women Who Run with the Wolves, said that all we might need to uncover the past still whispers to us from the bones of stories.9 The more story bones you have the more likely you will be able to find the whole story. This is one method I have used to find out much about women’s dance.
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DANCERS GRACE THE EDGE OF THIS BALKAN CARPET. COURTESY OF MELISSA MILLER.



In searching out the real history of women’s dance as an expression of spirituality, we seek to learn our heritage: How did it shape us? How does it continue to affect our lives today? Building on the knowledge already gathered, and rethinking the ways things might have been for women, from a woman’s viewpoint, we get closer to the voices of our Grandmothers and hear them more clearly.

To actually reconstruct the kinetic reality of ancient dance practices, though, we have to call on our imagination, experience, and intuition. One modern writer, Ann Cain McGinnis, described it this way:


The first dancing, I imagine, was movement which surrendered conscious intention to felt rhythms, the larger rhythms which we are all part of. The first music, I imagine, was the voices of women, incantations for the birth and nurturing of new life, for death and mourning, and for rebirth. Early sounds and movements gave form to a cycle of birth, death, and rebirth—human form expressing felt life rhythms connecting the world around and within us. The early myths rose from this collective expression, the Great Mother, and a way of living organized around the earth and active human participation in the cyclical processes of the earth.10



With the upsurge of interest in the body’s relationship to mind and spirit, sacred dance has made a phenomenal revival worldwide in recent years. Anna Halprin, one of this century’s primary innovators in dance form, and author of several books, advances a practice that she calls the Life/Art Process.11 In the introduction to her Dance of Power class, she set forth the tenet that I have adopted for this work:
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DANCING APSARA OF ASIA. EIGHTEENTH CENTURY SRI LANKA.




The larger theme, as I see it, is once again renewing our faith in what our bodies have to teach us. I feel that in this culture and over all too long a period in our history, we have been totally alienated from the true wisdom of our bodies, as well as from the wisdom of the larger body which is nature itself. My interest in dance is to reconnect with the innate intelligence within our bodies and with what our bodies have to say to us. Our bodies contain all the wisdom of the ages, wisdom that goes back before we were even born. That wisdom is in our cellular system, in our nervous system, in our circulatory system, in each breath that we breathe. We are not an event; we are a long evolutionary process.c



In this book we shall learn about “becoming the dance,” becoming WomanDance—giving ourselves up to the music and experiencing our own emotional depths. Dance will be the very link to connect us to that life force and to our heritage. As women, let us try to imagine what it must have been like to have our own sense of spirituality. Imagining can help us regain spirituality through the power of dance, connecting us with the life force. The past is not to be discarded but understood and eventually transcended, providing us with an even better opportunity to apprehend and evoke our soul work. The search is really the quest for continuity—knowing where we have been to create a sense of where we are going. So, we shall call on Old Bone Woman, called La Trapera (The Gatherer), to help us dig up the bits and pieces of dance history that may be lying around under layers and layers of changed history, distortions, and just plain neglect.

We take this journey together as wanderers through strange lands, playing guide to our many selves and investigating our bountiful opportunities while discovering the wonders of distant worlds and distant times, all coming alive together. As we gain ever more understanding of the connection between dance and women’s ways, we can begin our journey toward regaining both our own spiritual dance and our own spiritual power.
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The fourth gospel of the New Testament commences with the statement “In the beginning was the word . . . ,” but before the written word—before the codification of language and the use of clay tablets to record stories, the messages of prophets, and laws—was dance ritual. Located in and originating from the body, strong emotions of reverence were expressed in groups and individually through body movement: circling, whirling, dipping, jumping, stamping, shaking, arching, and contracting.

In our time we are so accustomed to dance as a form of entertainment that we may find it difficult to visualize its ritual origins. For most people, except for professional dancers, their students, and folk dance enthusiasts, dance is mainly a spectator sport. Yet, there was a time when dance was an integral part of religious ritual and ceremonial expression; it was not just for spectacle, exercise, or socializing. It was indeed the highest expression of spirituality in humanity’s search for communion with the deity.1 Dance is the essence of mystery. Through dance we experience a dimension that the linear mind is not structured to perceive. It may have been dance that enabled us to first conceive of existences beyond our immediate physical experience, thereby creating the concept of spirituality, of “God.”

We shall now explore the ritual origins of sacred dance by looking at the influence and role of the Goddess and her priestesses, the clothing and symbols related to sacred dance traditions, the Judeo-Christian influence on sacred dance, and what may have been the very first women’s dance ritual: the birth dance/belly dance, which I have renamed WomanDance.


1

THE GODDESS DANCED


The Goddess leads us into the spiral dance of life. She sends forth the winds, the whirling energies that bind existence in eternal motion. Through dance, She teaches her children movement and change.

Merlin Stone, Ancient Mirrors of Womanhood1



The Goddess holds the key to the most ancient forms of sacred dance—she is inextricably linked to dance. Dance was the principal form of worship of the Goddess. In some cases, in addition to her role as creator, giver, and protector of all life, the Goddess herself was a dancer, celebrating through dance the cycles of the seasons and the cycles of life. It is here then—with the Goddess—that we begin our journey into the world of sacred dance.

My first contact with the Goddess and her connection to dance was quite unexpected. At the Metropolitan Museum in New York City, I stood in front of a small bronze sculpture of an elegant woman seated in a chariot pulled by four lions with no reins. I was in awe of her elegance and majesty, and yet her sweet face reminded me of my mother. I very much wanted to know who she was. She appeared to be a figure of great importance, perhaps a queen. She carried a cymbal in one hand and a drum in the other. This seemed rather curious to me. Why would instruments of entertainment be significant enough to be included in the symbolism that spoke of who she was? The little placard on the pedestal gave no hint.
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CYBELE ENTHRONED ON A CART DRAWN BY TWO LIONS, ROMAN SCULPTURE. BRONZE. 2ND CENTURY C.E. THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART COLLECTION.



For some reason, the image stayed with me. Years later I came across a picture of her in a book: she was the Magnificent Cybele (Kybele), mother of the gods and friend of humankind, who taught dancing to her attendants and priestesses as a gift to be passed along to her mortal children. It was Cybele who opened the door for me to discovery of the Goddess and her important role in sacred dance.
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THE OLDEST OF THE OLD. AMRATION (PRE-EGYPTIAN) GODDESS WITH ARMS RAISED PERHAPS IN DANCE, PERHAPS IN PRAYER, 4,000 B.C.E.



As I focused my search on rituals of the Goddess, it quickly became apparent to me that wherever the Mother Goddessa of the Old Religion reigned—in the Middle East, the Indus Valley, China, Japan, Europe, Africa, Greece, Crete, Indonesia, Asia—no matter where she was found, music and dance were integral components of spiritual expression in her rites. Here, then, are some of the images and mythological and historical accounts I found from cultures around the world that together form a beautiful picture of the sanctity of dance in relation to the Goddess.

Dancing Goddesses of the World

My search to uncover the dancing goddess and the rites of worship to her led me to Crete: the place that Greek classical tradition associates with the origin of dance. In addition, Crete is credited with the origin of several of the most important musical instruments—the triangular harp, the seven-stringed lyre, and the double pipe—which were played there a thousand years before the times of the Minoan palace era. I also felt myself being drawn to Crete as it became more and more apparent to me that Crete is a place where feminine culture lasted the longest.

The lyrical art of these peaceful egalitarian people had fascinated me for years. Their open conception of life, of the sea and sky, of the animals and flowers is represented with a lively naturalism expressed in a fable-like atmosphere and a colorful pictorial language that has no equivalent in the ancient world. I visited Crete with Carol Christ, Director of the Ariadne Institute for the Study of Myth and Ritual,b and was stunned by the dramatic contrasts of the place where the Minoans lived. The rugged mountainsides, covered with volcanic rocks, towered over sparse valleys. The mystery of these people deepened when I learned how they had invariably chosen mountain peaks and caves for sanctuary—places extremely difficult to get to, even today. As we made the pilgrimage to those peaks, however, the majestic views took my breath away, and I began to understand. When we visited the Ida and Eileithyia caves, I immediately felt the encompassing comfort and protection of these places, caverns that are large enough to hold a giant cathedral. They provided a holy place for women seeking the protection of Eileithyia, goddess of childbirth and motherhood. Inside the caves, I saw stalagmite-formed sculptures of a pregnant woman and a mother with children. Natural altars dripped with wax from candles of more recent pilgrims’ expressions of respect and hope. There we danced, looking back at the long, long line of the ancient Minoan sisterhood and linking them with the sisters now returning to sacred dance. We lit candles, poured libations of honey and herbs, and quietly reclaimed those sacred places through our dance.
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ALTAR AT EILEITHYIA CAVES. PHOTOGRAPH BY IRIS STEWART.



At the Herakleion Museum in Crete, I saw votive images from sanctuaries and shrines, and statuettes recovered from graves and tombs that show various postures of a sacred dance, including the gesture of benediction familiar in portrayals of the Mother Goddess. I also saw the earliest representation of the goddess Persephone found to date (Middle Minoan period, about 2,000 B.C.E.), excavated in 1955. It is a small ritual bowl, the inner surface of which shows two women (possibly Athena and Artemis, but they could also be two priestesses) dancing in lively attitudes around Persephone. The figures are drawn in the exquisite lyrical style of the ancient Minoan (or pre-Minoan) culture. They wear flowing long dresses, and their tiny faces are almost birdlike, with hair curling away from the head in suggestion of energy or plants growing. The downward spiraling design on either side of Persephone’s gown is representative of her as the Snake Goddess.2
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BIRD GODDESS, CRETE. 1600 B.C.E. PHOTOGRAPH BY IRIS STEWART.
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DANCERS WITH PERSEPHONE AS THE SNAKE GODDESS. CRETE C. 2000 B.C.E.



The annual dances in honor of Persephone and her mother, Demeter, were the most sacred and revered of all the ritual dance celebrations in ancient Greece. These rituals were part of the Mystery School at Eleusis, which is believed to have begun on the island of Crete. Euripides (c. 484–406 B.C.E.) wrote about the Mysteries at Eleusis, “the Moon Goddess dances, and with her the fifty daughters of Nereus dance in the sea and in the eddies of the ever flowing streams, so honoring the Daughter [Persephone] with the golden crown and the holy Mother [Demeter]. . . .”3

Greek mythology also provides examples of the Goddess herself as dancer. Aurora, Goddess of the Dawn, is said to have had her “dancing places,” and we are told that Eurynome, the most ancient goddess of the Pelasgians, indigenous people of Greece, rose naked from primordial chaos and instantly began to dance. Eurynome danced a dance that separated light from dark, the sea from the sky.7 She danced to the south and set the wind in motion behind her, to begin her work of creation. Eurynome’s whirling dance caused a great whirlwind.c Catching hold of the north wind, she rolled it into the form of a serpent, and named it Ophion, the wind serpent.8 Can’t you just see the majesty, beauty, and fluidity of that first dance?
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The Mysteries

There were several so-called mystery or esoteric schools at various times throughout the Middle East. Some examples are the Thesmophorians in Alexandria, the Dionysian cult of Attica, the Theban cult of Kabeiros, and the mystery cults of Orpheus and Mithra.4 One of the most fascinating examples of the mystery schools is represented at Eleusis (Saisaria), located next to the town now called Elevsis in Greece on the outskirts of Athens, which appeared before the second millennium B.C.E. The sacred rites at Eleusis were held annually in honor of Demeter and Persephone. Centuries after the final demise of the sanctuary at Eleusis, writers, philosophers, and rulers have pondered the site’s power.

Down through the centuries, many artifacts, buildings, and drawings have been unearthed that reveal the variations and alterations Eleusis has undergone. From vases and frescoes we can see representations of many rituals and celebrations. The great frustration for curiosity seekers and researchers alike comes from the fact that while many ceremonies were revealed in these artifacts, they were considered by outside observers to be the “lesser mysteries,” or mysteries leading up to the Greater Mystery. It was always concluded that each revelation could not be “the” secret, or else it would not have been depicted.

That the mysteries endured, although altered, down to the 5th century C.E. while other goddess religions had gone into decline or final dissolution, illustrates the tremendous respect and devotion of the participants at Eleusis. It was said the initiates possessed a knowledge that conferred blessedness here on earth, not just in the hereafter; both knowledge and beatitude became possible the moment they beheld the vision. The preparations to attain a state of epopteia, “having seen,” were said to be active: fasting, drinking the kykeon (a mixture of barley groats, water, and mint), moving in a procession, and dancing.
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ELEUSINIAN MYSTERIES. DETAIL FROM VOTIVE PAINTING AT ELEUSIS SITE MUSEUM NEAR ATHENS, GREECE.



The ancient Greek writer Lucian commented, “You cannot find a single ancient mystery in which there is not dancing . . . I will not mention the secret acts of worship, on account of the uninitiated. But this much all know, that most people say of those who reveal the mysteries that they ‘dance them out.’”5

The “secret” of mystical orders may be a misinterpretation or misapplication of that word. The word mystery comes from the Latin ministerium, from which the word ministry also derives, implying more of a meaning of service than of some kind of puzzle.6 What were condemned as “secrets,” and thus as seditious and evil, were not exclusionary. Rather, teachings were presented in the mode in which the student was able to learn. The dance, accompanied by invocations or chanted prayers, was restricted to genuine worshippers; hence the erroneous reputation for “magic.”
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GREETING DANCE FOR PERSEPHONE, SPRING RITE. DETAIL FROM A KYLIX. GREECE.



Artemis, the goddess of untamed nature, assisted females of all species in childbirth, explaining perhaps the Greek saying, “Where has Artemis not danced?” Central to the worship of Artemis, the most popular goddess among the rustic people of Greece, were ecstatic dances and the sacred bough. Devotees of Artemis danced to lyres and harps, both her inventions.

Sacred dances were performed in honor of Artemis at the festival of Tithenidia in the temple of Artemis Koruthalia in Sparta. The poet Callimachus, who wrote a hymn to Artemis about 300 B.C.E., described the dance and ended with the prompting: “Let not anyone shun the yearly dance”—an apt comment, given that the festival was attended by worshippers from all over the Aegean Sea. The dancers of Artemis were called caryae or karyatids (caryatids).10 They wore beautiful robes and crowns of reeds. The caryatids of Hellas and Laconia, celebrated in the annual Festival of Artemis Caryatis by the ritual dances of Lacedemonian maidens, are known to us from their sculptures in the porch of the Erectheum at Athens.
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A Dance to Artemis

The following fantasy description of a sacred dance to Artemis is from a charming book by Charlene Spretnak, Lost Goddesses of Early Greece:11
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The animals were drawn to the tree. They rolled over its roots and encircled the trunk. In a larger ring, the dancers raised their arms, turning slowly, and felt currents of energy rising from the earth through their legs, turning, through their trunks, turning faster, through their arms, turning, out their fingers, turning, turning, to their heads, whirling, racing, flying. Sparks of energy flew from their fingertips, lacing the air with traces of clear blue light. They joined hands, joined arms, merged bodies into a circle of unbroken current that carried them effortlessly. Artemis appeared large before them standing straight against the tree, Her spine its trunk, Her arms its boughs. Her body pulsed with life, its rhythms echoed by the silvered tree, the animals at Her feet, the dancers, the grass, the plants, the grove. Every particle of the forest quivered with Her energy. Artemis the nurturer, protector, Goddess of the swelling moon. Artemis! She began to merge with the sacred tree, while the circle of dancers spun around Her. They threw back their heads and saw the shimmering boughs rush by. When Artemis was one with the moon tree, the circle broke. Dancers went swirling through the grove, falling exhausted on the mossy forest floor. Lying there on the earth, still breathing in rhythm with the earth, they stared up at the constant dancers in the heavens.
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The Homeric “Hymn to Artemis” (c. 700 B.C.E.) spoke not of dances to Artemis but of Artemis as the dancer herself. “And the sound of the lyre and dancing and joyful cries . . . there she arranges the lovely dance of the Muses and Graces. . . . adorned in elegant raiment, she takes command and leads in the dance.”12

The Graces—Latin Graciae (Greek Charities)—were a version of the Triple Goddess who presided over the dance.13 In Homer’s “Hymn to Pythian Apollo” the divine dance of the Graces is revealed:


The lovely haired Graces and imperturbable Hours,

Harmonia and Hebe and the daughter of Zeus, Aphrodite,

Dance all together, their hands clasping the wrists of the others,

And among them dances one neither ill-favored nor puny

But tall and stately to look on and wondrous in form.



In Egypt, Hathor, Goddess of the Moon for over 3,000 years, was mistress of the dance and also lady of music and wreathing of garlands, as well as mistress of songs. One of the most important celebrations honoring Hathor, enacted yearly during the flood season, is depicted on a basrelief dating from the reign of Hadrian (76–138 C.E.) at the Museum of Thermes in Rome. It consisted of a ritual dance performed by girls and women, a prayer for fruitfulness entitled “The Opening of Women’s Breasts.” Hieroglyphs tell us, “The beautiful and gracious singers are drunk as they accelerate the dance movements of their legs.”
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Calling Forth the Muses

The function of poetry, music, and dance is invocation, or calling forth the muse. The word music comes from the Greek mooseeka or mousike, which literally means “the art of the muse.”14 In classical times, the nine muses were goddesses of creative inspiration in poetry, song, and other arts, as well as history, science, astrology, and metaphysics. Most were musicians and were associated with particular instruments: Terpsichore, muse of dancing and song (viol, lyre, and harp); Erato, muse of lyric and love poetry (tambourine and lyre); Clio, muse of history (trumpet); Euterpe, muse of music and lyric poetry (flute, double pipe); Thalia, muse of comedy and pastoral poetry, who also presided over the dance of all (viol); Melpomene, muse of tragedy (horn); Urania, muse of astronomy (songs); Calliope, “She of the Beautiful Voice,” muse of epic poetry (trumpet); Polyhymnia, muse of religious and heroic hymns (portative organ, lute).
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A hymn to Hathor says:


We rejoice before thy countenance,

thou art the queen of jubilation, sovereign of the dance,

Queen of music making, sovereign of song; queen of leaping . . .

Come ye with jubilation and strike the timbrel day and night. . .

The whole earth makes music for thee, all heaven dances joyfully for thee.”15
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ISIS, GODDESS OF THE NILE.
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SISTRUM DEPICTING THE GODDESS HATHOR.



An elaborate ritual dance during the time of the late Ptolemies was performed in the Hathor Temple at Denderah. Some of the dancers’ verses excavated there, and now housed at the Louvre in Paris, read as follows:


We sound our drums for her Spirit

We dance by her Grace

We see her lovely form in the Heavens

She is our Lady of Sistrums

Mistress of the sound necklaces.

Hathor is Lady of Delight, Mistress of Dance

Lady of Sistrum and Queen of Song

Our Lady of Dancing, Mistress of Flowery Wreaths

Lady of all Beauty, Mistress of Salutation.

When both her Eyes are open: Sun and Moon

Our hearts rejoice, receiving Light

Hathor is Lady of the Wreathing Dance

Lady of Ecstasy—we dance for none other

We praise None other but her Spirit.”16
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THE TASSILI ROCK PAINTINGS (6,000 B.C.E.) AT AOUANRHET, IN WHAT IS NOW ALGERIA, DEPICT THE DANCING OR HORNED (NEW MOON) GODDESS, DEITY OF THE ANCIENT AMAZON TRIBES OF THAT AREA.



The goddess Isis (Au Set), who is credited as the first to introduce dancing and singing to the Egyptian people, is also credited with the invention of the sistrum, a type of rattle.d The sistrum’s distinctive voice, full of high frequencies, is the ancient tool said to serve as a focusing device for transcendence in many places throughout the world. The festival honoring Isis took place in the spring with the annual inundation by the river Nile, upon which the lives of the Egyptians have always depended. An inscription consecrating a temple to Isis reads:


How beautiful is this dwelling place! . . . it will last as long as the heavens; it was created for you to dance in every day, eternally; for you to awaken and to sleep, endlessly, on earth, forever.17



The goddess Bast (Bastet) represented pleasure, dancing, music, and joy in Egypt. According to the Greek historian Herodotus (fifth century B.C.E.), hundreds of thousands of worshippers journeyed to Bubastis (House of Bast), the center of her worship. Reverence for Bast through music and dance was believed to result in good health, both physical and mental.

In ancient Babylonia there were festivals and hymns to the goddess Ishtar: “The citizens of Kishi, they dance with sistra in their left hands; the center of the town is full of the sound of timbrels; outside, pipes and drums re-echo.”18 And an ancient ritual from Assyria was performed in honor of the goddess Astarte (Eastre, the Hebrew Ashtaroth, Esther) from which the Easter dramadance derived in later times.19

In India, Bharati and Sarasvati were credited with giving their people speech, music, and ritual. In Hindu literature, Sarasvati was the embodiment of all existence, all intelligence, all bliss, and invented the first script, Sanskrit. Goddess of learning and wisdom, she gave poetry and music and arranged music and ritual. She is often depicted holding a vina, or lute, and a book, the Vedas.20 
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A RARE DEPICTION OF THE GODDESS PARVATI DANCING. PARVATI, WHO PERSONIFIED MOUNTAINS, IS THE DAUGHTER OF HIMALAYA. ASIAN ART MUSEUM, SAN FRANCISCO. AVERY BRUNDAGE COLLECTION.



Bharati taught the union of dancing with singing and is often called the Mother of the Bards.21 Bharati (sun) and Sarasvati (sky, water) were summoned in ancient invocations or prayers with Ila (earth), goddess of the rite itself, and were spoken of as a group of three (Triple Goddess, the Trinity).

The venerable goddess Tara, who preceded Buddha by many centuries, is honored in Tibet as the embodiment of enlightened activities of all the buddhas and bodhisattvas. Tara was a woman who, as an enlightened being, vowed to experience the awakened state of mind in the feminine form and to continuously manifest this, thereby inspiring, benefiting, and liberating all beings. She is patron of the arts, music, dance, the written word, and tools of creation. In the Hindu tradition she is the sacred sound of Om, out of which all creation emanates. It is said that those who express the enlightened qualities and activities of Tara through dance clarify the obstacles and hindrances in their lives. (See chapter 2 for a dance of the Twenty-One Praises of Tara.)

In Hawaii, dances in honor of Tutu (Grandmother) Pele, the Goddess of Fire and Volcanoes, use only the rhythmic clapping of hands, sticks, and drums. Although Pele herself did not dance, she was a patron of the dance, and her sister, Hi’iaka, was called the spirit of the dance. A series of eight Kauai hulas (dances) and meles (chants) tell the story of the goddess Pele’s arrival on the island of Hawaii from Tahiti and how Pele carried her sister, Hi’iaka, in the form of an egg under her armpit on the long ocean voyage, perhaps explaining how dance first came to the island.

Return to the Goddess

Carl G. Jung said, “An archetype is like an old watercourse along which the water of life has flowed for centuries, digging a deep channel for itself. The longer it has flowed in this channel the more likely it is that sooner or later the water will return to its old bed.”22 All truly great art gives form to the archetype, lifting the spirit into the sphere of infinite, psychic kinship. In the art form is the trace of the Spirit; the Spirit cannot be seen save by means of the form. We can certainly see how this would apply to the Goddess symbol.

Women resonate to the image of the Goddess as the feminine aspect of the creation. She is the portrait of ourselves in our many aspects, a mirror of our beauty, purpose, courage, and joy. The cosmic Mother Goddess symbolizes empowerment in harmony with the life force. She is made manifest by our choice to be powerful.

The most basic and most important meaning of the Goddess for us today is the acknowledgment of female energy as a legitimate and independent power, a beneficent power we can trust within ourselves and in other women. I believe it is crucial for us as women to claim spaces and times for ourselves, where we can give free rein to our imaginations and our spiritual longings, in order to discover what it would be like if the feminine principle were paramount, and to lay claim to our power to create rites and rituals—with or without support from others or other traditions. To appreciate the ways of our Grandmother is to respect life and our place in nature. These times may be calling us to make that transformational leap to a new concept of divinity, a balance between the feminine and masculine energies, yin and yang, intellect and intuition. The reawakening of the Great Mother symbol is not a retreat to old ways but rather calls us to seize responsibility for the survival of our planet—to use our inherent gifts, overcome our own fears, and become the authors of our own destinies.
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