How is it that they had no dance, and yet they danced, and                                      still they dance? Looking at the cultural roots and organizing principles of Finnish dancing.
Abstract. 
In the history of dance, Finnish people appear a rare case; while almost all people of the world 
have had their dances the Finns have had none. However, Finnish people have danced as long as is known. But their dances have been loans from the dance traditions of other countries. 
When teaching dance in Finland I did not impose foreign dance teaching methods or conceptions on my students. Based on their dance needs and desires new educational dance methods were created to meet those needs. When allowed to dance in ways they felt meaningful they enjoyed dancing, and I realized that they seemed to be dancing “in Finnish.” This means they organized their dancing in ways they organize their thoughts about the world as expressed in their language and in their long since lost music tradition. Based on this realization, educational dance concepts were developed that made sense to the students. This paper is about the journey into Finnish dancing, into its cultural roots and its organizing principles.
Alien dance forms and concepts

No indigenous Finnish dance is known, the dance forms and concepts that are used in Finland are loans from other nations’ dance traditions.  The commonly used dance concepts seem to stem from dance as a stage art, and from the onlooker’s viewpoint. Such view onto dancing made little sense to dance students who expressed initial dislike in dancing. They felt the dance forms alien and meaningless to them. They had no wish to learn performing skills nor to express themselves on show, and they had little interest in how their dancing looked, rather they were interested in learning and experiencing something new in dancing. Their learning interests varied and were social, artistic, aesthetic, educational or therapeutic. A new approach to dancing was needed to meet their needs and interests. They were not content with the common, instrumental dance teaching method, the method of command and imitation, but wanted to have a deeper understanding of what they were doing when exercising dancing. Their dance education then had to take their dance needs into consideration, and to create dance educational methods and concepts appropriate to their needs.
Dance courses

When planning a dance course I left the educational program open for discussion and had a meeting with the students. Out of the meeting a situational frame was created for the group work, and the aim and direction of the educational dance were discussed. Based on their ideas about dancing the formalistic concept of dancing was replaced by a relational and processual one. And interactive dance educational methods were chosen.
Practically, during a dance course the students’ aesthetic structure was reorganized, and their movements were grounded, aligned, and centered. Ideas and tasks were given to the groups to work with their movement problems. The students worked individually within the group, often relating to each other. Children specially seemed to have the idea that dancing is something social, and frequently they formed pairs and danced together with each other. Rather than expressing their feelings the students’ dancing appeared more abstract. They studied movement elements and qualities, and relations between them. Based on the basic rhythms of the music they created individual rhythm variations. Relating these to each other’s rhythms they created new rhythmic patterns and variations of patterns. Their dance movements, fused with their breathing, seemed to grow as out from inside each other, and formed long, continuous chains of movements. At the end of a course, when their movement problems were solved the groups danced. Their individual dances unfolded within that group as a whole. Both adults and children danced in deep concentration. This thorough concentration gave their dancing a special mood of centered awareness, and a meditative quality. At this point the dancers paid no attention to me any longer as their teacher, rather they seemed to include me into their dancing as a member of the group equal with the others. 
The observing of the dance movements and events was kept on the level of the concretely observable, even though only parts of the dance events were caught by the eye of the observer. 

The students’ dancing obviously deviated from the common Anglo-Saxon conceptions of 

dance. Their dancing appeared more “Finnish.” To my surprise I found analogies between their 

dancing and the Finnish traditional folk singing and its world view, uprooted and lost long ago. 
Knowledge about this tradition is expert knowledge today, therefore such analogies were 

surprising. Perhaps the culture was not as deeply uprooted as it seemed. 
Dance concepts and metaphors

When the dance students’ cultural ideas about dancing were taken into account the commonly used dance concepts changed and they were replaced by concepts that were more appropriate to their ideas.

The concept that changed most radically here was the common, theatrical concept of space, according to the theatrical concept the space is seen as a stage with its definite boundaries, directions and levels. The dancer occupies the space and moves in the space that surrounds him/her. The Finnish concept of space does not necessarily separate between the outer and the inner space of an individual. Furthermore this concept of space translates not only as a room, but also as a state or condition, such as the physical, mental or spiritual state or condition of an individual, or the political state of a nation. In the realm of dancing here this concept considered not only the dancer’s outer space, the stage, but included his/her inner space as well.  

This concept of space had its influence on other concepts of dance, and the concept of movement changed accordingly. Dance movements were no longer seen solely as locomotion in space, but the concept of movement considered the dancer’s inner space as well. The deep concentration and the centered awareness of the dancing individuals may here express the dancer’s inner space moving.
The concept of rhythm changed too in its relation to this particular concept of space. Rhythm was no longer understood as an outer agent alone, but was considered in its inner dimension as well. In its inner dimension the concept lost its metric quality, and the dancers no longer counted the rhythms, but rather responded with their bodies to the rhythms of the music, and doing this, fused the musical rhythms with their bodily rhythms. The bodies thus became rhythm instruments in themselves. Pairing their dance ideas with each other the students created new movement and rhythm variations and patterns. Relating their breathing sequences to each other they created new musical movement qualities. And relating different rhythms within one person’s body they created new complex rhythm patterns and chains of patterns. Analogues to the old singing tradition were found. The old poems were structured in paired verses which formed a meaning unit. The songs were often sung in pairs of singers, who supporting each other developed their ideas through the singing dialogues. A sung sequence naturally followed the breathing of the singer. In ritual singing the breathing of the singers was sequenced so as to overlap with each other. The overlapping singing then created a singing continuum that went on and on. Rhythmically the poems were extremely complex and formed greatly varying chains of rhythmic improvisations (Saha 1980).
The process of centring was basic to this dance education as it is to many other forms of dance education. However, the concept of the body centre varies according to the form of dance or body work. Here four different metaphorical centres were established as an aid to organizing the movement work. The first centre concerns grounding, that is the dancer’s relation to the gravity. Based on this the body’s weight and movement centre is placed in the pelvis. In the woman’s body the weight centre corresponds, necessarily, to her womb. The third centre is called impulse centre in the diafragma. The forth centre corresponds to the atlas vertebra up in the neck. Centring then is a multilevel process through which the body centres are worked into their configuration, and the dancers’ bodies get aligned, coordinated and integrated. The concept of centring appears here as a central organizing and unifying principle.
Metaphorically, according to old Finnish beliefs, the human being stood in the centre of the world and oriented him/her self from that standpoint toward the world. The world appeared as a limitless space, and was organized in two dimensions, the horizontal and the vertical, the social and the spiritual. In the social dimension people were considered equal to each other. At the centre of the world a huge mother tree, a spruce was growing. The centre of the world formed the sacred unity of the tree, fireplace, woman, and the woman’s womb as the core centre of the universe. Ritually, in centring, the world centre was moved. The vertical dimension, along the axes of the tree represented the mental/spiritual dimensions of life. The human being was climbing the tree, and starting from its base, reached higher and higher up; widening his/her horizons s/he was finally able to free his/her spirit and fly. These cultural metaphors still seem to bear some influence on people’s ideas about the organization of the world. The dancing here seems influenced by ideas of the Finnish world view as well as by structures of the language.

Linguistic and musicological structures

           The linguistic and musicological structures are the same today as they have been the last 6000 years at least, and they are the same for all speakers of the Finno-Ugrian languages. This means that Finnish people have organized their thoughts about the world the same ways as long as is known. The Hungarian musicologist G. Kadar sees the Finno-Ugrian linguistic concept parallelism as a basic organizing principle in the language and music of these people. The concept refers to paratactic, parallel organization of thought, according to which parts relate to, fulfill or complete each other. The Indo-European organizing principle he calls hypotactic, subordinate, in terms of which things are divided in two opposing parts. There is a fundamental difference in these two organizing principles, the one collects, the other divides. 
            Furthermore the concept of parallelism solves the so-called Cartesian dualism in thinking.

           The tendency to consider things in paired, relational and inclusive terms is a way of thought to create meanings. A meaning unit consists of two halves, which form a whole. Also meaning units are paired to fulfill each other and to form even larger wholes. Kadar points out two kinds of parallelism in thinking, pairing and chaining. Chaining means that when two figures are chained the latter figure brings forth something of the former (Kadar 1999:46-8, 221-2) and by doing this creates a continuum. He also points out the open-endedness of epic poems and musical forms (Kadar 1999:230). The ways people think they also structure their verbal and non-verbal expressions including dancing.

Conceptual framework

           The concepts formed here, such as the concepts of space, movement, rhythm, centring, the 
            concept of pairing and parallelism, or the ego as a relative concept may not be Finnish as such 
            or alone, but when interacting and influencing each other the concepts seem to form a multidimensional conceptual choreography. This conceptual choreography forms the 
            framework for this Finnish form of dance education. 
Climbing the tree

With the conceptual base formed, I did not, however, yet climb the tree of knowledge. When 
looking up at the tree nothing like a unilineal mode of orientation seems possible, the 

wilderness of its branches invites for a difficult passage around the trunk of the huge tree. It is 

at the base of the tree, on the ground, on the horizontal level of social life where ideas, events 
and things interact. It is on this level concrete observations are made. When two concrete 
observations are paired with each other concepts are formed. It became clear to me that things 
to be paired must be of the same kind, they have to appear on the same logical level with each 
other, anything does not go. The process of pairing then is governed by the principle of 
egalitarianism, an ethical principle embedded in the language. 
           With concept formation a transformation happens, a jump from one logical level to another.

           This ability of the language to create transformations and thus climb the logical levels, is seen 
           as a creative principle built into the language itself. Magoroh Maruyama sees creativity related 
           to idea exchanges between persons and integrations of concepts within one person’s mind.
           “Creativity concerns mutually amplifying interactive processes.” (Maruyama 1974:166-168).
            Gregory Bateson’s concept double description helps to make sense of plays of differences and of double perspectives (Bateson 1972:175-193, 1985:227-9). But when trying to make sense of only partly observable multidimensional interactions as here, something else is needed. The interactivistic theory of Anita Kelles (Kelles 1983:231) contributes to the understanding of both socio-cultural and subjective factors, experiences, reflections and interpretations. The theory of connectivism of Maurice Block and its indirectionism adds a dimension of depth to this study.
.          Block holds that a great part of our knowledge is fundamentally non-linguistic, and

           that concepts involve implicit networks of meanings, formed through experiences, but when

           rendered in to language they change in character. He suggests a theory of connectivism. That

           means to access knowledge through a number of processing units, which work in parallel,

           feed information simultaneously, and also analyze it simultaneously through already existing 
           networks, which connect processors. With this multiple parallel processing, complex 
           understanding is possible. Transforming this kind of knowledge into words will have only 
           distant relationship to the knowledge referred to, and it appears in a different logical form.
           In order to get this connected knowledge, he suggests the method of practical 
           learning. Peter Brinson states that the partnership between verbal and non-verbal knowledge is 

           the fundamental principle of dance scholarship, requiring a balance between theory and practice 
           and a broad interdisciplinary approach (Brinson 1999:390-1)
To conclude
            It was through the process of practical learning that ideas, experiences and meanings were conceptualized, and the organizing principles of the dance education determined. Integrating concepts created transformations, and perspectives integrated into perspectivism. Practice and theory, the social/concrete and the vertical/abstract relate to, and complete each other. The metaphorical climbing the tree, from one branch to another, from one logical level to another forms a helix. This open-ended helix opens a way towards forming knowledge of the dance educational work that found its form in Finland. 

            May the widened and deepened cultural dance perspectives that opened up here contribute to what Peter Brinson envisaged as a deeper understanding of dance as a human phenomenon.
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