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The Grim and the Unusual in the History of Western Dance

dance like nobody’s watching . . . except that when no one is watching, some pretty terrible things can happen. Honestly, even when people are watching, awfulness can ensue. And the more awful, the more we are entertained. Everyone loves to hear about a shocking story, a lurid account of misfortune, betrayal, murder, and/or scandal. And as this book reveals, quite a few of these kinds of stories can be found in the world of dance.

We’re all familiar with some kinds of dancing. Almost everyone has danced, or tried to dance, at some point in their lives. Some are very good at it; some would be better off taking up another hobby. Some love it, others are too self-conscious to give it much of a go, especially in front of others (back to that “nobody’s watching” thing again). Dance has long been a controversial form of artistic expression, both condoned and condemned (sometimes simultaneously) at various points in history. The very act of dancing is liberating to some and threatening to others. Moralists throughout time have decried movement to music, expressing horror that this might lead to other more forbidden—and even more enjoyable—pleasures. That there is an inherently sexual aspect to many dances is beyond doubt, which has led to countless efforts to control or ban them altogether, almost always without success. One might think that would-be censors would have learned after all this time and given up, but no, each new generation seems to bring with it a new crop of folks eager to define art in their own narrow terms. Happily, each new generation of artists has a tendency to resist being told what to do and flips off said establishment. Artists are kind of scrappy that way, and that’s a good thing.

Despite such objections from the narrow-minded, dancing has always been popular with both participants and those who prefer not to indulge (or maybe not to embarrass themselves), but would rather watch. Much of the “artistic” dance of the last several centuries falls into this latter category, with genres such as ballet, modern, and jazz being performed by highly trained specialists for the entertainment of spectators, much like symphony orchestras and plays. Many also enjoy learning these styles for their own betterment, and that’s a wonderful thing. However, with that wonder comes a huge array of the odd, the unexpected, the dangerous, and the flat-out horrific.

In this book we will explore the strange, the unusual, the disturbing, and the appalling in Western dance, from the view of both dancers and those who watch them. This art form, which can be so compelling and beautiful, has a surprising number of shocking stories behind the scenes. Part I is a caper through history, looking at everything from prehistoric possibilities to Egyptian dwarfs, from Greco-Roman Bacchanals to the very conflicted medieval period. We see dance come into its own in Renaissance royal courts and witness the birth of ballet during the reign of the Sun King in the seventeenth-century. Other forms of dance (such as the scandalous waltz) caused a lot of controversy during the nineteenth century, and the twentieth century witnessed revolutions in style and form that changed the way we think about dancing.

Part II is a delightfully deranged miscellany of dance stories and snippets. We look at the bizarre (and still unexplained) dancing plagues that flared up periodically in the Middle Ages and Renaissance, the use of dance as a medical treatment, and the ominous Dance of Death that haunted the minds of people during the later medieval period. From there, the book peers into the awful and bloody world of ballet to show the grim behind the grace, peruses the pages of some long-winded (and frequently unintentionally funny) anti-dance books, and examines the buffet of superstitions that dancers indulge in to ensure stellar performances and other favorable outcomes. We’ll see that dancing in folklore takes a deadly turn, and speaking of deadly, what would a book like this be without some good ghost stories? A few random oddities and the whole Salome craze complete the picture and leave the reader with an altered (and maybe warped) view of this fascinating art.

The names of many of this cast of characters might be unfamiliar to you. You’ve probably heard of the infamous Mata Hari (and what a story she had!), but beyond that, you may be dancing in the dark. You’ve undoubtedly seen The Nutcracker, but are you aware of its more sinister origins? You loved the story of Snow White as a child, but in the original, dancing played a decidedly deadly and awful role in the story’s finale.

Herein you will meet Will Kempe, the famous clown in Shakespeare’s acting company, who once Morris-danced all the way from London to Norwich (over one hundred miles) in only nine days, undoubtedly on sore feet. A few decades later, in seventeenth-century Spain, there were dance-offs to settle disputes. Now there’s a new TV reality show idea! Speaking of reality shows, modern dancer Isadora Duncan’s whole life was one eccentric performance and tragedy after another, right up to her horrible and rather ridiculous death. Then there is poor Emma Livry, a promising young nineteenth-century ballerina whose career went up in smoke, literally. And if you’ve had the misfortune to be bitten by a venomous spider in old-world Italy, the only way to save yourself is to engage in a frenzied dance to work the toxin out of your system; musicians are standing by to help.

This book presents you with a waltz of the weird, a galliard of the gruesome, a pas de bourrée of the peculiar. Here are tales of dancers, choreographers, audiences, and patrons, ballets, dancing styles and schools, controversies, fights, riots, deaths, and much more, from the frightening to the funny, from the awful to the amazing. You don’t need to have a background in dance or dance history to delve in to these accounts, just pick a topic anywhere and immerse yourself for a few minutes or an hour in this strange and unsettling world.

Dancing is an activity that can be enjoyed by all, whether for personal pleasure when partaking, or in thrilling to the astonishing skills of the world’s top performers. Perhaps even more so than classical music, ballet and its sisters are dismissed as snooty preserves of a small elite; pretentious entertainments that are not relevant to anyone else. This is unfortunate and simply not true; even if you just prefer free-dancing at a nightclub, you can have much enjoyment from learning about the larger world of dance in all of its fascinating forms.

Whether you’ve seen dozens of ballets or none, whether you’ve enjoyed the waltz or the watusi, there is something here to pique your interest, probably tickle your fancy, maybe gross you out, or simply entertain you. You’ll soon see that when it comes to dance, the dark and the darkly funny sit side-by-side very well, indeed. Constanze Mozart (wife of a certain famous composer) allegedly once said that “dancing is like dreaming with your feet,” but sometimes those dreams can become nightmares. So have a seat, serve up a refreshment of your choice, and enjoy!


weird dance


act I
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The Strange Lives and Odd Fates of Dancers, Companies, Choreographers, and More


1

[image: image]

Ancient and Primal Dancing

dance is found in almost every culture, everywhere in the world that there are human beings. Like music, it seems that there are no groups of people on earth—probably past or present—who don’t have some kind of dance, whether for religious or entertainment reasons, or for both. But if that’s the case, how long have we actually been dancing? That’s a tricky question, and there are no definitive answers, but there are some intriguing clues. This chapter will look at a few of those tantalizing hints from our deep history, and then move on to some examples of dance among the great civilizations of the ancient world.

Did pre-humans start dancing almost as soon as they started walking? Did complex body movements help the Neanderthals survive the Ice Age? What are those human-animal hybrids on cave walls doing, and why are there some stick figures with enormous phalluses prancing about (other than to parade the fact that they have said enormous phalluses, of course)? Even more importantly, why were dwarf dancers necessary in ancient Egypt to send the soul of the deceased on its way? Let’s two-step way back to distant times to answer some of the questions you never knew you had . . .

SINGING AND DANCING PRE-HUMANS

[image: image] Just how long have we been booty-shaking? [image: image]

We tend to think of dance as an exclusively human activity; we don’t see gorillas waltzing in the mist or komodo dragons twerking in the tropics, and that’s probably just as well. Of course, birds and other species do what scientists call “mating dances,” using rhythmic movements to attract mates, a practice that’s probably not all that far-removed from what young people do at nightclubs every weekend.

But where might the desire to move in rhythm actually have come from? Looking back into our distant history gives some intriguing, if unprovable, clues. Our very ability and desire to dance may well be tied to our ability to stand up straight, and that seemingly simple task didn’t just happen overnight. There are various theories about why we do it, rather than lumbering about on our knuckles like our ape cousins. Some have suggested that it might have occurred as ape-like creatures moved from forests to savannahs, to afford them the ability to see over tall grass (and so spot the hungry predators), but this idea is countered by the fact that Australopithecines (such as the famous “Lucy”) still lived among the trees and were already partially bipedal.

Another more interesting theory suggests that bipedalism came about in two different stages. The first was with Lucy and her kin, who may have stood up because of . . . fruit? Well, the need to pick fruit, really. Using both hands was a time and energy saving exercise: two hands could carry more goodies, and not having to go back down on all fours reduced the amount of energy needed to get from tree to tree.

When later descendants did move into the rapidly advancing savannahs, their inclination to bipedalism became permanent. This second stage may have happened because remaining upright on two legs reduced the heat that hit their bodies; the hot African sun would shine mainly on their heads and shoulders, but not on their backs and butts. Also, standing up allowed any cooling breezes to hit them more directly, so upright it was. This also affected the shape of the vocal cords, which would one day lead to language, singing, jokes, and political speeches . . . maybe we should have quit while we were ahead.

In any case, with this major development, the rest of the body could—over a very long time of developing—be used more expressively. Over the millennia, these hominids’ legs and feet grew stronger, allowing for jumping, running, and generally using their legs for many other things beyond just getting them from one place to another. They may not have been dancing a savannah ballet, but their anatomy was more and more ready for it!

So what might have prompted rhythmic movements? Well, mating, of course. But it’s also possible that moving in specialized ways formed a kind of early non-spoken language. Humans dance to express emotions and meaning through movement, so maybe said ancestors slowly developed gestures and steps to indicate things such as “yes” and “no,” or to express anger or approval, and perhaps to warn of danger. This body sign language, possibly combined with vocal sounds, grunts, and humming, would have been primitive but effective, an important step on the road to full-blown language, music, and dance.

Dancing around the world is so often communal, and some suggest that this may have come from these very types of activities, which would have increased group bonding, helping to protect a given band of hominids or early humans from the endless dangers of their wild world. Sexual selection and mating rituals can’t be ruled out, of course, and seem almost obvious; the male willing to make a fool of himself on the dance floor in order to impress a potential mate is a joke as old as humanity, and was probably just as funny a million and a half years ago.

By the time of the Neanderthals, the Ice Age was in full swing over the northern regions of the planet. This harsh environment would have been deadly to the weak and unprotected, but we know that these hardy cousins of modern humans thrived in it for tens of thousands of years. For such groups, cooperation and bonding were completely essential for survival. Communications through movement and sound would have been an ideal way of forming that bond, expressing emotions, warning of dangers, telling of possible food sources, and whatever else they might need. Even activities like making tools and butchering carcasses might have used stylized movement and specific vocalizations; work songs and dances are very typical in many cultures and may have very ancient origins. Some researchers believe that Neanderthals had quite a sophisticated set of sounds and movements to communicate their needs. So, song and dance may have helped them survive for millennia.

But what about for entertainment? Did these people dance and sing for fun? Some specialists think so. In looking at a number of the caves known to be inhabited by Neanderthals, an interesting pattern emerges: when there are a series of caverns, the materials of their daily lives that remain are usually only found in one area, as if the other places were kept deliberately clean. These may have been sleeping rooms, or the Neanderthal groups may have been small and not needed to spread out. But Steven Mithen (author of the splendidly titled The Singing Neanderthals) suggests that these areas may have been set aside for some kinds of primitive performance. They “could have been gesturing, miming, singing or dancing, while other individuals squatted by the cave walls engaged in their tool-making or other activities.” Interestingly, the walls in these caves are completely bare, with no signs of art, unlike those of their Cro-Magnon cousins (we’ll look at them next). This may have been a skill they simply did not possess, or a concept (painting) that their minds couldn’t yet grasp. However, recent discoveries have suggested that Neanderthals may well have also painted on cave walls, with scientific dating on calcium carbonate covering some art in Spanish caves showing it to be over sixty thousand years old. In any case, Mithen offers that the rocky chambers he refers to may have held a similar significance for Neanderthals that their painted counterparts had for early modern humans, but one that was expressed in sound and movement, rather than visual art. If so, what went on in there, presumably by firelight? Singing and dancing? Simple percussion by handclaps or hitting rocks or bones? We may never know.

All of this is speculation, of course, but it seems reasonable to suggest that our very deep ancestors were using music and movement to communicate a whole range of feelings and other information before they could even speak, and that those movements helped to keep them alive in a very harsh world.

RITUAL DANCES IN PREHISTORIC CAVE PAINTINGS?

[image: image] Rock around the clock [image: image]

The famed cave paintings of the Neolithic age have captured the imagination of art historians and aficionados, as well as the general public. These amazing works of literal underground art, dating from tens of thousands of years ago, dot the landscape of France, Spain, and many other countries, both in Europe and beyond. Visible only by fire or artificial light, they depict a staggering number of activities and scenes, particularly those associated with animals and hunting. It’s natural to assume that many of these are ritualistic in some form, but there is also the old joke that naming unknown activities from the distant past as “rituals” is a convenient way of saying “we don’t know,” while sounding very authoritative while saying it.

Still, it seems probable that some of the paintings include scenes of religious or cultic significance, and many scholars assume that hunting and dancing were sometimes interwoven with these. One of the more interesting examples is found in the Magura Cave in northwest Bulgaria. As galleries of cave paintings go, it’s a relative newcomer, being at most maybe ten thousand years old. As you can see from the illustration in this book, one drawing seems to depict a hunter and animals on the bottom row, while the upper row may show women (?) in dress-like clothing, dancing and being approached by extremely (ridiculously, in fact) well-endowed males, who undoubtedly want to join in the fun. Is this a picture of some kind of fertility dance? It’s possible. If so, it’s significant that it was thought to be important enough to immortalize on a cave wall. Or maybe it’s just prehistoric porn.

Less certain, but equally compelling, are the images from the famed Cave of the Trois-Frères in southwestern France, not far from the border with Spain. Discovered accidentally in 1914, these underground passages revealed a bewildering assortment of prehistoric cave wall art, generally dated between 13,000 and 12,000 BCE. The most famous of these images is the so-called “Sorcerer,” which resembles a curious hybrid of a man and a deer. It is upright on two legs as a human would be, but the upper body is more animal-like and, based on the drawings made of it by researchers, it appears to have antlers and a deer’s ears.

The drawing may imply a shamanic figure, perhaps dressed in a deer skin and performing some unknown ritual. Indeed, the figure has been nicknamed “the dancing sorcerer,” since many assumed that he was depicted performing some kind of ritualistic dance. Others suggest that he might be a god, possibly one of the earliest attempts to portray a deity that survives, and have noted the similarity between him and other, much later depictions of horned or antlered deities. Whether god or shaman, is this one of the earliest drawings of some sort of religious dance?

The simple (and unfortunate) answer is: we just don’t know. It’s possible, but it might be something else entirely. Some have even questioned whether the figure has antlers at all, suggesting that Henri Breuil (1877–1961), the French priest and archeologist who made the original drawings from viewing the cave images, may have erroneously seen antlers which were actually just cracks and deformities in the rock. Others have come to his defense and said that the antlers are indeed there, but are engraved (rather than painted) into the rock and so are more difficult to see in photographs.

Another figure in the same cave complex seems to represent more clearly a dancing human/animal hybrid. The drawing is of the profile of a figure with human legs and a bison-like upper body with the near leg raised, almost as if marching. He holds an object which could be a hunting bow, or maybe a musical bow (the first stringed instrument), a bow drill for fire-making, or maybe even some kind of primitive flute. If it really is an instrument, then that would support the idea that “bison man” is dancing to his own music. Of course, he would have been playing—wait for it—“rock music.” Sorry, not sorry.

Anyway, the fact that he is surrounded by actual bison and other animals that could trample him to death at any moment doesn’t seem to faze him. Maybe this is some kind of ritual music and dance to commune with the bison, or to charm them and make them easier to hunt? Either way, it would have taken far more bravery than most moderns have!

While we may never uncover the details of these daring dance drawings, they may well indicate some kind of ritualized movement that would prove just how long humans have actually felt the need to get down for reasons other than just necessities.

THE BLOODY DANCE OF INANNA

[image: image] Sowing heads like seeds [image: image]

The Sumerian goddess Inanna—associated with the later Mesopotamian goddess Ishtar—embodied sex and warfare, creation and destruction, often at the same time. In this way, she has much in common with the lioness-headed ancient Egyptian goddess Sekhmet, who the other gods once had to put to sleep with beer, because her bloody rampage was getting out of hand. These goddesses could, perhaps, be considered the original femme fatales, even before the Greek Hera or Biblical Salome (more about her later). Indeed, Inanna was a prostitute herself, and would gather together courtesans and other sex workers. She was sometimes called “the harlot of heaven.” The apocryphal “dance of the seven veils,” popularized by Oscar Wilde in his play Salomé, is often attributed to the myth of Inanna’s descent into the Underworld, but ancient texts don’t connect the shedding of her seven garments with a dance of seduction.

In her time, Inanna was worshipped as a war deity, and was said not to love the strategy of warfare, but the deep emotions and horrors it invoked. Because of her propensity for being hot-headed, she was quite dangerous. The ancient Sumerians believed that she fought alongside their soldiers, reveling in the bloodshed, egging on the warriors to attack and kill enemy forces, and punishing those who fled the battlefield out of fear. A hymn written in her honor says:


She stirs confusion and chaos against those who are disobedient to her, speeding carnage and inciting the devastating flood, clothed in terrifying radiance. It is her game to speed conflict and battle, untiring, strapping on her sandals.



One ancient text says that battle “is a feast for her.” It continues, “She washes the tools in the blood of battle . . . Inanna, you pile heads like dust, you sow heads like seeds.” What a lovely individual! Because ancient soldiers often marched in time to a drum, warfare became known as “the dance of Inanna.”

In some ancient poems, Inanna says that she chases enemies with her “rope dance,” braiding the rope into slings to capture the enemy. The “holy jump rope of Inanna” (never had that one in P.E.!) is thought to be a part of a dance performed at festivals in her honor; perhaps Wonder Woman’s origin story begins in ancient Sumeria, not Themyscira? In one ancient text, Inanna complains to the god Ea that he has created a terrible monster; it exhibits all her worst and most destructive features. Ea says that the monster will disappear when Inanna starts behaving less violently, and, as a bonus for her continued good behavior, he promises her that one day a year, the people will celebrate her pugnaciousness by dancing in the streets with abandon.

Her dual nature afforded her the ability to don the clothing of both women and men, changing her gender as quickly as her mercurial moods. Because of this, androgyny and gender play also became associated with her. Members of her cult would gather together to mock and challenge social norms, and these gatherings could become quite wild. One of her cultic celebrations was connected to the sacred ritual of marriage, with revelers engaging in orgies and even castration (hopefully not at the same time!). Male prostitutes often attended, their hair adorned with ribbons. These guys would also dance with ropes in her honor. An ancient poem says:


They gird themselves with the sword belt, the ‘arm of battle’ . . .

Their right side they adorn with women’s clothing . . .

Their left side they cover with men’s clothing . . .

With jump ropes and colored cord they compete before her . . .

The young men, carrying hoops, sing to her . . .

The ascending kurgarra priests grasped the sword . . .

The one who covered the sword with blood, he sprinkles blood . . .

He pours out blood on the dais of the throne room.



Well, that sounds like fun! Worshippers of all genders often carried swords, spears, and daggers, sprinkling blood off the ends of the weapons. Scholars are unsure how the blood got there in the first place, but we’ve taken a guess that the castration might have had something to do with it. Ouch.

Inanna’s legendary brutality has survived into modern pop culture. She makes an appearance in Neil Gaiman’s comic book series, The Sandman, as a washed-up stripper in a seedy nightclub. There, she performs her last dance, first telling the owner that he has never really seen her dance. When she does, she destroys the club, herself, and the lustful patrons. Only her friend—also a nude dancer—survives, while the men literally die of pleasure, something her ancient worshippers might well have appreciated.

ANCIENT EGYPTIAN FUNERAL DANCES

[image: image] Gods, bulls, and dwarfs, oh my! [image: image]

In a collection of macabre stories about dance, we couldn’t forgo including a bit about the ancient Egyptians, who were practically obsessed with death.

Wealthy Egyptians spent their whole lives preparing for the afterlife, ensuring that they had elaborate tombs filled with food, clothes, furniture, and magic texts to help them on their journey. But before their bodies were laid to rest, they would, of course, be embalmed and mummified. And nothing says dance party like an embalming ceremony. Embalming shops had dancers on staff to perform ritual dances in each room where the bodies were preserved and wrapped with linen. Professional dancers today can only dream of that kind of job security. Imagine if funeral homes started employing dancers to liven things up!

Once the body was prepared, the family would hold a funeral procession to bring it to the tomb. Dancers and acrobats followed the body and other ritual accoutrements to help the spirit of the deceased make the journey to the hereafter. Sometimes these dancers worked for specific funerary estates and cemeteries, and from what archaeologists can tell, they performed elaborately choreographed routines. The family of the dead person also hired professional mourners, who would cry, wail, and even tear out their hair in grief. The movements performed by professional funeral dancers likely came from similar gestures of grieving, but the performances were also thought to make the soul of the deceased happy.

Sometimes funeral dances were given to honor specific deities, particularly Hathor and Sekhmet (who were often considered to be different aspects of the same goddess). Sometimes just after the mummification was completed, a specific kind of dance company known as the Acacia House would perform to appease Sekhmet, the lioness-headed goddess of war, pestilence, and healing. The Acacia House not only mourned the dead, but also performed an “offering table” dance to entice the recently deceased to their first meal in the land beyond, kind of like a commercial for an otherworldly restaurant.

At funerals, dancers sometimes performed for Hathor, the cow-headed goddess of motherhood and love who welcomed the dead to the afterlife. This dance involved skipping and leaping in celebration that the goddess was on her way to receive the deceased. In the temple of Hathor in Dendera, a verse reads:


We beat the drum to her spirit,

We dance to her grace

We raise her image up to the heavenly skies;

She is the lady of sistrum [a kind of rattle],

Mistress of jingling necklaces.



Recently passed humans weren’t the only ones to be honored with funeral dancers. Apis bulls, considered sacred in ancient Egypt, also received their own special performances when they passed on to the afterlife; “bullroom” dancing, perhaps? These animals were selected from herds for bearing special markings associated with the god Ptah, who was believed to have thought the world into existence. They were brought to the temple, and given a harem of cows, because of course they were. The bull’s breath was thought to be able to cure illness, and he was brought out into public on certain holidays, adorned with flowers and jewelry. Not a bad life if you can get it. Their funerals and burials were often just as extravagant as those for the pharaoh himself.

On the other end of the size spectrum, human dwarfs frequently appear as professional dancers on ancient Egyptian artifacts, likely because they were thought to embody the dwarf god Bes, who protected the home and mothers during childbirth. Bes, often shown as having the mane of a lion, is usually seen dancing and playing a frame drum. The Egyptians believed that his dancing and drumming would ward off evil spirits and protect the family under his care. Dwarfs were also considered to represent the eternal youth of the sun; because of their small stature, they were seen as being akin to children who never grew up. Some Middle Kingdom texts say that they would perform farewell dances for the sun as it made its nightly descent through the underworld. Djeho, a dwarf dancer who lived around 350 BCE, danced at the burial of an Apis bull, and on a festival day in honor of Osiris, the god of the underworld and eternal life.

Dancing dwarfs were rare and highly valued, sought after to perform “god’s dances” for the pharaoh. Scholars aren’t in total agreement over what those dances were, but they were certainly pretty important. When six-year-old Pharaoh Pepi II (Seriously? Six years old?) received word that one of his officials had secured a dancing dwarf during an expedition in Sudan, he wrote back that he wanted the dwarf brought alive and well to dance at the royal court at Memphis (that would be the court of the King of Egypt, not the King of Rock and Roll).

Dwarfs or not, in the early days of ancient Egypt, funeral dancers and their managers were almost always women. But by around 2100 BCE, they were depicted as being men, and stayed that way until Queen Cleopatra met that famous asp and ancient Egypt was no more.

These male dancers performed to summon the Muu, supernatural spirits who would ferry the dead across the waters that lead to the afterlife. Without the dancers (whom archaeologists sometimes call the “Muu dancers”) or the Muu spirits, the deceased would never reach their final destination, which was considered to be the worst fate that a recently departed soul could face. Wearing tall papyrus headdresses and short linen kilts, they danced side-by-side or facing one another, executing low forward kicks, like a less-flexible version of the Rockettes. They are also shown with their hands stretched out in front of them towards the water, perhaps to ward off dangerous aquatic beasts, such as hippopotamuses and crocodiles. Because offering up your hands and feet to hungry animals is a sure-fire way of getting them to back off.

All of these dances stressed the importance (obsession, really) of proper death rituals in Egyptian culture. Probably no other civilization was so focused on preparing for the afterlife, going to such extreme lengths to help a departed soul on its way. Dancing was only one of countless parts of the whole spectacle as the soul waltzed its way into the beyond.
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Greece and Rome

the Greeks and Romans seemed to both love and hate dance in equal measure. As in other ages and cultures, there were dances that were approved by the establishment, that promoted cultural norms, and instilled love of the gods and land, and then there were the fun dances that people actually enjoyed. Okay, that might be a bit harsh, but this was the time when the ecstatic dancing of Asia Minor came into its own, with wild, drunken revelries in honor of Dionysus and Bacchus happening often enough that the authorities took notice and tried to clamp down on them.

Beyond such moving drunken orgies, there were dances for almost every occasion: war dances, dances before comedies and tragedies, religious processions, and a host of other excuses to get bodies moving. Many of these might not seem much like what we would call “dancing” today. Other movements, such tumbling and acrobatics, as well as complex hand gestures and body postures were also thought of as forms of dancing, and sometimes these were combined with movements more closely resembling dancing as we know it.

Dancing was undoubtedly invented by the gods, and several Greek myths allude to this, but one of the more striking uses of dance in a mythological account is that of the trials and travails of the infant Zeus.

THE MYTH OF ZEUS AND THE DANCING KOURITES

[image: image] Likes babies, but couldn’t eat a whole one . . . well, yes he could [image: image]

For the Greeks, things were pretty rough at the beginning of time. It wasn’t just a simple “create the world and we’re done” sort of thing. The Titans—the precursors to the Olympian gods—had very pointed ideas about who should rule and how. Cronus (identified later by the Romans as Saturn), son of Gaia (the earth) and Uranus (the sky, and stop the juvenile giggling), didn’t like how his father was managing things, and so castrated him and deposed him. Imagine if that were the procedure in modern governments. Depending on which version of the myth you read, what followed was either a golden age, or a time of despotism. Some things never change.

In any case, he went on to have several children, but he had heard a prophecy that they would overthrow him, just as he had overthrown his father. So he did what any sensible parent would do—he ate them just after they were born. All except for the youngest, a certain son named Zeus. Cronus’ wife Rhea devised a plan to save the newborn godling, apparently getting sick and tired of seeing her children being eaten. After the baby’s birth, she gave Cronus a stone wrapped in swaddling clothes, which we can assume tasted exactly like a baby wrapped in swaddling clothes. For whatever reason, the old cannibal didn’t notice the difference and mom spirited the young one away to a cave in Mount Ida on the island of Crete.

But little Zeus was not yet out of danger, so Rhea devised a plan: she appointed the Kourites (rustic spirits of the land) to guard her son. She had previously taught them how to dance, and now this skill would come in quite handy. In order to drown out the baby’s cries so that Cronus couldn’t hear them, the Kourites danced a wild war dance around him at all times. They didn’t just dance; they shouted and banged their shields with their spears, carrying out this duty, well, dutifully, and keeping the infant safe. Never mind that this much noise would probably just make any baby cry that much louder, their work did the trick and he was spared becoming a Titanic snack. Zeus grew up, became the god we know and love (or not), and overthrew his father, forcing him to vomit up all of his previously devoured brothers and sisters, who miraculously hadn’t been digested, but had rather spent their youth inside his stomach. That’s one way to afford daycare. These gods included Hades, Poseidon, Hera, Demeter, and Hesta, who had all had about enough of dad’s BS by that point.

Various myths have Cronus being imprisoned somewhere unpleasant (though he was later released), and the Kourites who had danced around Zeus became his first priests. Later worshippers of Zeus on Crete incorporated ecstatic dance into their rituals and rites of initiation, especially those for boys becoming men. Thankfully, the ceremonial eating of infants was not needed to re-enact the myth.

THE ANCIENT GREEK ORPHEOTELESTAE
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The orpheotelestae (“OR-fay-oh-TEH-leh-stie” . . . say that three times fast!) were controversial figures, even in the curious goulash of ancient Greek spiritual beliefs. Allegedly followers of the mythic poet and musician Orpheus, they promised to reveal to their initiates the secrets of the universe, if said novices followed certain procedures. The details of this “Orphism” vary (and no one school of thought developed that everyone had to follow), but it often included a belief in reincarnation (an involuntary cycle of death and rebirth), like Hinduism. Understanding this, and following a certain purified way of life, could grant the seeker a final release from this pattern and true freedom after death. There seem to have been genuine “Orphic brotherhoods” that held themselves to a higher standard and lived ascetic lives in pursuit of this goal, but that simply allowed for imposters to flourish in their shadows.

These “fake” orpheotelestae claimed to know many things outside of the range of the average person, and boasted of the ability to cure the sick of any illness, no matter how serious, often through the use of dance. A group of said devotees would presumably join hands and dance in a ring around the afflicted, which they confidently assured would bring about the desired healing. They even said that the crimes of both the living and dead could be exonerated with their mystical and magical capering.

It goes without saying that this type of treatment rarely worked (though we don’t really have any information on the efficacy of the forgiveness of the dead’s sins by dancing), and that these Orphic folks gained a bad reputation among many as being the charlatans and frauds that they were. Some saw them as little more than beggars, carrying their books and magical supplies on the backs of donkeys and preying on the gullible, but enough simple-minded people of all social classes believed them and their crazy dancing that they persisted far longer than they probably should have.

CINESIAS (CA. 450–390 BCE)
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Cinesias merits inclusion here for being an unusual entry from this far back: a choreographer who was known (rather infamously) for his work on a particular kind of performance, the dithyramb, which was hymn and sometimes a dance piece in honor of Dionysus that preceded some dramas. In fact, the theatrical genre of tragedy may well have developed from these pieces. It was a ritual piece that probably included movements that we might not today associate with dancing, such as acrobatics and intricate hand gestures, or cheironomia.

Cinesias came from a line of musicians, which may have affected how he viewed dancing, but he seems to have been more interested in choreographing things that delighted the crowds, rather than aspiring to any kind of “higher art.” His contemporaries Aristophanes (ca. 446–ca. 386 BCE) and Plato (yes, that Plato), considered him to be really bad at it, wallowing in bad morality. They also noted that he was somewhat sickly (possibly tuberculosis), emaciated, and may have had short or bowed legs. But that didn’t stop Cinesias from choreographing work that might be more at home in post-modern performance art than in the ancient Greek amphitheater. One account hints that his dancers are made to flap their arms like birds in a manner that was out of the ordinary, and may have looked unintentionally comic or obscene. He may also have used sharp motions and gestures, and perhaps positions that were considered inappropriate for a “true” dithyramb, but which apparently delighted audiences anyway. They are described as having many twists and turns, but no real harmony; maybe some dancers were allowed to improvise, or do things against the rhythm of the music, all of which would have been abnormal, to say the least.

Aristophanes was clearly not impressed. In his comic play The Frogs, Dionysus and Heracles (Hercules) are at the shores of the river Styx, waiting for the ferryman, Charon, to take them to the underworld. Heracles tries to describe the horrible things that even the god of wine will see. Dionysus gets in a good dig at Cinesias, claiming that even his students belong there:


Heracles: Theseus introduced them. And after this you’ll see ten thousand snakes and terrible wild beasts.

Dionysus: Don’t frighten me or make me scared. You won’t turn me aside.

Heracles: Then a great slough of ever-flowing dung, and in it lie any whoever wronged his guest, or screwed a boy and took back the pay, or thrashed his mother, or smacked his father’s jaw, or swore a perjured oath, or copied out a speech of Morsimus.

Dionysus: Now, by the Gods, besides these there should be whoever learned Kinesias’ pyrrhic dance.



Centuries before Dante, Aristophanes was declaring Cinesias’ devotees worthy of a place in the underworld! Cinesias is one of dozens of characters—real and fictional—who populate the play, and he receives a good humorous poking. Pisthetaerus, a citizen of Athens speaks to him, when receiving him:


Pisthetaerus: Welcome, Cinesias, you lime-wood man! Why do you come here twisting your lame leg around in crooked, cyclic dances?



So, the establishment didn’t like his appearance, behavior, or the way he was cheapening the sacred dithyramb, and they weren’t shy about putting him in their own plays and mocking him. That he continued doing what he did and being popular for it shows exactly what he thought of their elevated opinions! You do you, Cinesias.

A MULTITUDE OF UNUSUAL GREEK GAMBOLS
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Dancing existed in countless forms throughout the Greek period, from the most exalted to the most salacious. Dances for worship and formal occasions were often miles away in style and content from popular dancing, then as now. Here, we will look at a few of the more unusual examples of dances depicting war, sex, and crime.

In his work, Anabasis, the historian Xenophon (ca. 430–354 BCE) describes some unusual dancing entertainment at one particular festival in Trapezus (now Trabzon, a city on the Black Sea in modern Turkey) to celebrate a military victory:


Up got first some Thracians, who performed a dance under arms to the sound of a pipe, leaping high into the air with much nimbleness, and brandishing their swords, till at last one man struck his fellow, and everyone thought he was really wounded, so skilfully and artistically did he fall, and the Paphlagonians screamed out. Then he that gave the blow stripped the other of his arms, and marched off chanting . . . whilst others of the Thracians bore off the other, who lay as if dead, though he had not received even a scratch.



Well, things were off to a good start with some convincing simulated death! It got a bit weirder with the next performance:


After this some Aenianians and Magnesians got up and fell to dancing the Carpaea, as it is called, under arms. This was the manner of the dance: one man lays aside his arms and proceeds to drive a yoke of oxen, and while he drives he sows, turning him about frequently, as though he were afraid of something; up comes a cattle-lifter, and no sooner does the ploughman catch sight of him afar, than he snatches up his arms and confronts him. They fight in front of his team, and all in rhythm to the sound of the pipe. At last the robber binds the countryman and drives off the team. Or sometimes the cattle-driver binds the robber, and then he puts him under the yoke beside the oxen, with his two hands tied behind his back, and off he drives.
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