The Spirit of Dance. 

Abstract:
The trigger for this essay was the often-read statement in dance literature, which holds that “Dance is the mother of all arts.” The essay is not an “origin of dance study.” Rather, the purpose is to look at the oldest ritual sources, connected with death and rebirth, of the Bear cults.

The essay is an attempt to capture the hunters’ ethos in order to create understanding for the cultic dramas. The material used stems from various disciplinary fields such as palaeo-anthropology, religious studies, and ethnography. It is also based on actual contents of some old caves, and will be studied in relation to old Finnish proverbs. 

Parts of the information are re-interpreted critically from a woman’s perspective whose roots are in the hunters’ tradition. The way of connecting bits of information, playing with associations, and synthesizing different perspectives, will provide an opportunity to open up insights into the message the Palaeo-anthropians left behind for us, in their caves.

The message does not inform us of their dance, but reminds us of the spiritual content of our own dance, wherever it finds its form in time and space.

The Spirit of Dance

“The dance is the mother of the arts,” wrote the ethnomusicologist Curt Sachs (Sachs 1963). Since the publication of this poetic statement many dance writers have referred to dance as the earliest form of human artistic expression. It is also often assumed that the earliest dance was connected with religious rituals. There is not much evidence of dancing connected with earliest rituals, which seem to have been cults associated with death and burials. There is pictorial evidence of dancing, which looks like mimetic or ritualised behaviour, but without a contextual framework one hardly can interpret such representations. One can never know anything sure about the earlier dancing without evidence of their existence. “The mother of the arts” thus remains a beautiful myth.

My aim here is not an “origins of dance” study, rather I will take a look at the existing sources of rituals and dancing, relate these to some sayings in my native Finland, and to play with associations and see where I get.

It seems to be that the first places where to find evidence of anything like human rituals are some caves in the European Swill Alps. These caves are long tunnel caves. Such a cave is Drachenloch, 8000 feet above the sea level in a cold, snowy landscape. During the last inter-glacial or the lower Palaeolithic period these caves were populated by Palaeo-anthropians. The findings of interest here are certain bear sculls, found in the innermost parts of the caves. They were placed on stone slabs and often so as to face the same way.  Close to the sculls were long bear bones, and some of the sculls had a femur, a thighbone, placed deep into the mouth of the scull. After much debating some scientists hold that the sculls were placed there intentionally, and that they may present the earliest evidences of religion and ritual behaviour, while others hold that the archaic hunters had no religion. In spite of many different interpretations (Eliade 1978) the femur in the scull still seems to remain a mystery to the scientists. And if this is the earliest evidence of some ritual customs, there still is no evidence of anything like dancing.

Perhaps the earliest evidence of dance-like behaviours among humans is known from pictorial representations on the walls of some caves in France, in south-western Europe. These representations date back to the upper Palaeolithic period. Some fifty-five portrayals of human beings dressed up in animal skins in the act of dancing, are found in the upper Palaeolithic cave art. These caves were populated by the Cro Magnon, which were our ancestors. The naturalistic paintings and engravings convey intense relations between the artistic hunters and the animals they hunted.

The most famous of these dancing figures are those found in the Trois Fre’res cave. One of them portrays a human being dressed up as an animal figure. The animal costume seems to be put together of various fur parts of different animals (Campbell, J. 1984). Another well-known dancing figure represents a dancer, dressed up in a skin, playing a musical instrument in the position of a dancing step (Maringer 1960). The instrument bears resemblance to a musical bow. The bow seems to have been a musical instrument prior to its use as a weapon (Wachsmann 1971).

These two masked figures are called “sorcerer” or “shaman.” Johannes Maringer states: “The Palaeolithic portrayals of men disguised as beasts clearly show the role of sorcerer in his group” (Maringer 1960). Campbell too takes it for granted that the “Sorcerer” is a male (Campbell, J. 1984). What is shown, in fact, is a human figure in animal disguise portrayed in a position of a movement. According to Mircea Eliade masks manifestly announce the incarnation of a mythical being, but masks are a rarity in shamanistic ideology (Eliade 1974).

In contrast to shamanistic practises, masked, mimetic behaviours are known from old Turkish and Greek bear dancing. For example at Brauron, near Athens, girls in full bear costumes conducted dances to honour Artemis, who was called “The Maiden” or “A Bear.” Among other findings a figurine found in a sanctuary of Artemis in Sparta shows a female dancer disguised as bear (Lawler 1964). Descriptions of Siberian bear cults refer to masked dancing behaviours. Masks were requisites of bear dancers and clowns. A woman |of the bear hunter’s family may dress up as a bear and conduct mimetic dancing to honour the killed bear (Maringer 1960). Eliade refers to the archaism of these customs (Eliade 1978), as does Uno Harva (Harva 1933).

Men seem to have covered their faces in bear ceremonies and engaged themselves in clowning behaviours (Boehm 1877), while women, dressed up like bears, seem to have created some kind of dramatic, imitative dancing. These are two different kinds of behaviours. In order to make some sense of these behaviours one needs to know something more about the context of the drama and to have insight into the hunter’s ethos. The scientific explanations are based on the Judeo-Christian meaning universe; they seem to miss the ethos of the hunters. I will try to use my Finnish feel here while I attempt to create insights for the hunter traditions, which form a part of my own cultural background.

For Finns among other Finno-Ugrians, as for many other peoples in the northern hemisphere the bear was a holy animal. “The Palaeo-Siberian tribes regard the bear as the mythical first man… “ (Maringer 1960). The concept of man, “ihminen” in Finnish, connotes female. In this meaning universe the mythic ancestor naturally was the mother bear. It was forbidden to kill the holy bear, but of necessity people had to hunt bears. The killing was a ritual act and certain ethic was followed. And when the carcass was handled fertile women had to follow certain safety regulations (Harva 1933).  

The hunter’s task, after the bear was killed, was to placate the spirit of the dead bear and to bring its scull and bones to a special place, often up to a tree, in order to secure the rebirth of the bear from its bones, particularly from its scull. The origin of the bear was in the sky (Karhu 1947), therefore a place of high altitude was often chosen for the deposit. The hunters masked themselves so as to hide their identity from the bear, they gave all kinds of apologies and foolish explanations to the bear, saying that they did not hunt her, someone else did, and really it was the bear who gave herself to people. They tried to mix up the bear’s mind in order to avoid revenge (Harva 1933). The hunters seemed to project their ambivalent feelings onto the bear, the victim. Their behaviour seems to be in part determined by their fears.

The women, on the other hand, seemed to be free from the fear of revenge. If the bear was considered the animal ancestress they associated themselves with the killed bear. Young women and girls, whose conduct was not restricted by safety regulations, seem to have been those who set in to animate the bear by going in to the skin of the bear and making it dance. They created a drama in which the bear herself participated, as it was. The bear, which had come to them with much food, was made the guest of a great feast, in which it was honoured.

The cultic dramas do not seem to belong to shamanism, and the fur-covered dancers seem not to be male shamans or sorcerers, but young women from the hunters’ family, associated with the animal mother. Even today women may cover themselves with fabulous furs for festive purposes, for reasons other than cold weather. A lover may give a fur to his lady as an expression of his warm feelings toward her. The modern “hunter” shows off as if saying, I am the one who caught her, look at her how she gave herself. This is how hunters use to talk in their attempt to cover their ambivalence or to avoid the responsibility of their own acts. There is ample evidence of the symbolism of hunt, sex, and birth/rebirth on the walls of the French Palaeolithic caves.

Dancing dramas in connection with hunting ceremonies are evidenced in the French cave paintings, and in ethnographic descriptions of bear hunt ceremonies.  The religiousness of these customs is a question of definition. Religion means, per definition, a belief in some supreme agent outside oneself. But a hunter can hardly survive if he believes in something outside himself. He has no reason to believe in, or trust, the object of his hunt, the bear, with which he experiences the most intense relationship. A hunter cannot remain praying; he has to act. A hunter cannot be a believer; he has to be a knower. He is no mystic. But that does not mean that a realist is without spirituality.

The femur in the bear’s scull still remains a mystery, or – does it?

In Finland “to thrust a bone into the throat of somebody” is plain talk. It means to make someone to shut up. But sayings can have meanings beyond the plain talk, and they can convey opposite meanings. What is the meaning of making a dead one to shut up, or – open up? Finnish language is very old. Certain aspects of the language may echo ideas from distant past (Parvia 1991). According to the Aristotelian logic one usually has a choice of two alternatives, as one alternative is chosen the other is excluded. But according to Finnish logic one can choose both alternatives.

The idea of the soul is a recent, Christian concept in the Finnish language. The Finnish concept “henki” means breath, life, spirit, and person. The breath spirit is connected with the body; only at the moment of death the breath spirit leaves the body. But if the same word connotes both the spirit of the deceased and the spirit of the living, the dualism of life and death gets diffuse (Parvia 1991, 1995). If people believe in reincarnation, the departing spirit has to be able to return to its seat, the scull, so that the round of life and death can continue. Death is sometimes considered in terms of “noutaa,” to bring home. The verb connotes both departure and return in a hunting round. The way of thinking is neither dualistic in the Aristotelian sense nor linear; rather it is inclusive and circular and creates helixes.

Thinking in these terms makes the femur in the throat meaningful. In spiritual sense the bone secures the breath spirit’s eternal round, while in secular sense it is just trivial or insulting talk.  There are many levels of meanings depending on the context where they are expressed.

The Palaeoanthropians seemed to have an idea of reincarnation, as might be evidenced by the femurs placed in the throats of the sculls. The cult of the scull may connect the customs of the Palaeoanthropians with those of the modern bear hunters. Perhaps an archaic custom still lives as a common Finnish proverb. It cannot be known how the hunters of the interglacial period conducted their ceremonies, but truly they revered and feared the huge cave bear, as bear hunters elsewhere did, and celebrated their successful hunts accordingly.

There are certain basic similarities in the bear hunter’s customs through the times, the cult of the scull and its underlying idea of reincarnation, as well as certain ritual revitalization procedures for the purpose of securing rebirth. As the revitalization seems to have included mimetic dancing, these dancing behaviours may then be old, as is the cult of the sculls and the whole complex of ideas and practises related to it. These cultic practises make sense when related to each other in the frame of reference of the total system of the spiritual practises.

The message the Palaeo-anthropians left in their caves seems to be the awareness of the revitalizing importance of the breath, inspiration, and spirituality for life. These are the essential qualities in dancing, wherever it may find its form in time and space.
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