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______________________________________________________________________________
Mythology and dance form a distinct and unwavering relationship. They are two of the world’s oldest art forms and share similar motifs. Mythology unceasingly inspires artists across the globe. 
Consider the epic of Apollo.  On a lonely starry night, a woman secretly gives birth to a set of twins―a girl and a boy―on a high rock in Delos, a Greek island on the Aegean Sea. After the boy’s first cries, he frees himself from his birthing cloths. He grows strong and seeks out the world. Three mysterious women present him with a lute, which he magically plays as they dance to his tune. The four wander carefree throughout the countryside. 
One day the boy is summoned by his father―Zeus, the ruler of the Greek gods!  Obeying the thunderous voice, the company ascends Mount Olympus to assume their respective roles in the ancient cosmos. The boy is Apollo, the Sun God whose light shines on the arts, medicine, truth and prophecy. He joins his sister, the goddess Artemis, ruler of the forests.
The three women who accompany Apollo are the beautiful goddesses who inspire artists to create:
· Terpsichore, the muse of dance and song  
· Polyhymnia, the muse of mime and theatre 
· Calliope, the muse of poetry  
The myth of Apollo was the source for the mesmerizing 1928 ballet composed by Igor Stravinsky and choreographed by George Balanchine, the legendary Russia-born founder of the New York City Ballet. A breathtaking moment in the ballet portrays a tableau of dancers in perfect arabesque, depicting the Sun (Apollo) and his Rays (the Muses).
What is Mythology? What is Dance? 
Mythology comprises stories of divine or supernatural events that explain the great forces of nature. The myth, the society’s dream, expresses what we know inside to be true from the universal source of the collective unconscious. It deals with the eternal questions: “Why was I born? Why am I here?  Why must I die?”  It considers the ultimate question: "Why do we exist?" These questions are always answered, usually in subtle ways, in a dream, a story or a dance. Ancient theorizing on the origins of things evolved into myths on unexplainable phenomenon. These assumptions soon become the basis for legend and for faith. 
To deal with the banalities of the mundane world, humanity seeks to communicate within a―hopefully better―world of dreams. We seek the divine through ceremony or ritual. People see through the eyes of various gods and goddesses when dancing with and for them. We become a part of them and they a part of us. We then find peace and a purpose in our existence.
Dancing, simply speaking, is a means of physical self-expression in a rhythmical pattern. Anthropologist Joann Keali’inohomoku offers a more in-depth definition:
Dance is a transient mode of expression, performed in a given form and style by the human body moving through space. Dance occurs through purposefully selected and controlled rhythmic movements; the resulting phenomenon is recognized as dance both by the performer and the observing members of a given group. (Jonas 35)
Everyone is born with certain locomotor skills. We move in certain ways according to impulse, observation and culture:  “The impulse to move is the raw material that cultures shape into evocative sequences of physical activity that we call dance. This phenomenon is universal” (Jonas 12). Thus, to understand how dance and mythology connect, we will answer the question “Why do we dance?”  Dance allows the artist and the art to be one.
The earliest dances were probably improvisational and likely inspired by observing animal behavior.  When the need for rituals arose, dance was incorporated into these ceremonies in a more structured way. Many species within the animal kingdom dance during courtship and other practices. Sometimes they dance for sheer joy. Bottlenose dolphins leaping out of the water in play can be interpreted as a form of dance. Primal man, observing animals dancing, mimicked and incorporated these movements into their rituals. Few cultures do not dance. Those which deal directly with animals have distinct everyday movements that are enthusiastically reflected in dance. Those cultures that are unaware of or do not know the dance of animals have fewer movements (Sachs 11).
Motifs and the Rise of Dance and Mythology
Curt Sachs, the famous music and dance historian, suggested,  “The dance breaks down the distinctions of body and soul, of abandoned expression of the  emotions and controlled behavior, of social life and the expression of individuality of play, religion, battle, and drama – all the distinctions that a more advanced civilization has established” (Sachs 3). Primary reasons to dance in the ancient world may have derived from the following forces: 

· Life, including seasonal changes, mating and marriage rights, celebration of birth and the celebration of life’s end ―death  
· Power, including coming of age, initiation, war, choosing a new leader and appeals to the gods  
· Abundance, including bountiful harvests, hunts and changes in the weather 
· Health, including disease, wellness and death or the passing of one’s spirit to the next world  
The gods and other supernatural beings are a rich source for myth.  For renowned writer and mythologist scholar Joseph Campbell, the images of God are many, “the masks of eternity” (Campbell v). All of our names and images for God are masks, signifying the ultimate reality that by definition transcends language and art: "A myth is a mask of God – a metaphor for what lies behind the visible world" (Flowers xvii). According to Sachs, "Every dance is and gives ecstasy…[dancers] forget themselves, they dissolve the weight of earthly contact and the rigidity of daily existence….In the ecstasy of the dance, man bridges the chasm between this and the other world, to the realm of demons, spirits, and God”(4 & 49). These ritual dances are believed to be a means of communicating directly with the divine by moving from the physical plane of existence to the ethereal plane of the gods. Invocation through dance entices the divine to enter this world.
Every culture believes that its particular mythology to be true. The extraordinary events actually happened, reinforcing belief in an unseen world free of any doubt of its existence. Thomas Bulfinch in his classic literary analysis of myth in the literary context recognized four origins of mythology:
· Scriptural 
· Historical 
· Allegorical
· Physical Theories 

Bulfinch's scriptural theory argues that all myths derive from the Torah, the Bible and the Koran. The historical theory says that mythological characters were once real individuals whose stories were exaggerated in the telling and rose beyond mere legend to mythic status. According to the allegorical theory, all stories are symbolic in nature and reference. Finally, the physical theory is the personification of the powers of nature, encompassing the base elements of earth, air, fire and water as objects of religious adoration. Bulfinch acknowledges that all four theories are correct to agree and that mythology embodies all four theories. (Bulfinch 300-303)  
Let us categorize two orders of mythology: 1) nature and 2) sociological. The first is as rooted as in agriculturally based cultures, whose survival is contingent upon the land and the forces of nature. The other links to cultures, such as of nomadic people, who must depend on each other in their constant migration (Flowers 22). With this understanding comes purpose in creating myths to better understand these circumstances, as we shall now examine. 
The Function of Myths
Why do we create myths and how do we interpret them? Betty Sue Flowers, distinguished director of the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library, says that they explain what happens in the world around us that we express through the arts. “Mythology teaches you what’s behind literature and the arts, it teaches you about your own life” (Flowers 11). Myths are infinitely flexible, capable of endless variations and serve four basic functions:  

· Mystical 
· Cosmological 
· Sociological 
· Pedagogical  (Flowers 31)
Campbell also refers to the monomyth, the hero’s quest. Comparative mythology argues that those myths that have survived for thousands of years all share the same fundamental structure. There are seventeen stages to the hero’s journey, which include:
· Call to Adventure
· Apotheosis  
· Return 
Campbell summarizes the monomyth:  A hero ventures forth from the world of the everyday into a realm of supernatural wonder to encounter fabulous forces; a decisive victory is won, and the hero returns from this spiritual adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow men (28).
Mythology is also the song of the universe, the music of the spheres that we dance to even when we cannot name the tune. Rituals are often enactments of these myths (Flowers 82). Campbell describes a conversation between a social philosopher from New York and a Japanese Shinto priest that he once overheard. “I don’t get your ideology," protested the philosopher. "I don’t get your theology.”  The priest replied, “I think we don’t have ideology. We don’t have theology. We dance.” (Flowers xix) Thus, the motifs of dance and mythology are more than just similar; they are intertwined, so much so that the themes of both are timeless. They deal with the circle of life, from birth to maturity and ultimately to death. “Myth must be kept alive. The people who can keep it alive are artists of one kind or another. The function of the artist is the mythologization [restatement as myth] of the environment and the world” (Flowers 85).
Many of the over five hundred ballets listed in The Simon & Schuster Book of the Ballet: A Complete Reference Guide – 1581 to the Present, edited by Mario Pasi, deal with mythological themes. In 1581, the Ballet Comique de la Reine was set in the garden of Circe where the dancers played mermaids, naiads, satyrs, nymphs and gods. The Loves of Mars and Venus of 1717 combined Italian pantomime with English theater in telling, through gesture and dance, the desires of the ancient gods for creation. Some tales come to life through a dance told without a spoken word, as in Balanchine's modern classic Apollo. Just a few other ballets with mythical themes are Achilles at Scyros; Castor and Pollux; Cupid and Psyche; Icarus; and Gorgon and Manticore. Myths manifest metaphorical images of the energies of the body in conflict with one another. Some are frightening and tragic; others sweet or comical.  The most powerful ones are heroic, as in Apollo.

Spiritual Power 
Modern life through evolution, progress, technology has removed people from their primal, image-oriented world. We no longer live in that unified community. We simply pass from one minute to the next; our communication has turned cold and bland as we move further from our brothers and sisters. Those brief moments when we dance bring us back to those sweet moments of imagery when we believe we are more than just this empty shell of a troubling, faceless existence. Art offers us time to create, to choreograph, to paint on our own canvas without any forced expertise. If the cliché be true that a picture is worth a thousand words, then a moving picture of a dancer leaping through space is worth far more. Every time we dance on or off the stage, we once more open up through the living image a means of communication. 

Dance opens a direct channel between the spiritual world of the gods and ancestors and the people around us. The past and the present, the living and the dead, the mundane and the divine are all represented by the magic of dance. Dancers then free―and at times lose―themselves within the movements, while the audience (great or small) is engrossed with the story as it unfolds. All of us are part of the story whether actively participating or not.  It draws us together as a culture, embracing a deep belief in community while still maintaining each one's individuality. 
Myths are clues to our deepest spiritual potential.  They may lead us to delight, illumination or even rapture. Expressing myths through interpretive dance brings us ever closer to our understanding of both the natural and the supernatural. While we dance, we may achieve these states of being by immersing ourselves into a dream. The images we conjure are personal as well as universal. “In a culture that has been homogenous for some time, there is an unwritten, unspoken set of rules that we live by. There is an ethos there, a certain understanding that ‘we do not do things that way’ which is worked into the standards by which we live” (Flowers 9). The dance allows us to escape from the pressures of society to become a part of something bigger, something grander and not locked to the confines of everyday existence. The dance permits us to live within the world not seen by the naked eye. It allows us communion with the gods, with our fellow man―allowing us to be the myth.
The next time you attend a performance of Apollo travelling to Mount Olympus with his Muses, Achilles at Scyros or the love between Cupid and Psyche, consider how myth and dance have evolved together over the centuries. All people from the ancient to the modern age have gone through the stages of life. The dancer as well as the audience member each plays a part in the ever growing, ever changing dance that may one day become myth. 
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