

UNRAVELLING THE ANCIENT ORIGINS OF DANCE STEPPING THROUGH HUMAN EVOLUTION

Abstract
Human evolution has for many years been researched and because of these studies, we now have insights into the physical transformation of our ancestors as well as mental and cultural observations. The notion of whether early homo sapiens were creative has been asked many times by scholars and it is within this sphere of creativity that dance has been positioned. By exploring the physical and mental evolution of early humans and comparing to archaeological research it is entirely plausible that those classified as homo erectus were able to form body movements that are considered as dance. The earliest indications relating to dance were discovered in prehistoric Europe, and yet it has become apparent that we may never know with certainty why dancing was performed or why images were reproduced to replicate the acts.  
The Physical Evolution
The evolution of modern man began in the Miocene period several millions of years ago when primates were primitive but known to have human like traits. Over a 6,000,000-year period, a slow transformation from primate to early human began. The earliest known hominid fossils, which were discovered in Africa, have been dated to about 4 million years ago, and are now categorised as Australopithecus (Larsen, 2008:266). In 1959, paleoanthropologists, Mary and Louis Leakey, whilst working in East Africa, came across a skull that was different from previous finds and added not only ‘a new dimension to the variability’ (Larsen:270) but also an expansion in territory. The specimen was allocated a new category within human evolution and named Australopithecines. The most well-known of this species in skeletal form,  is commonly referred to as Lucy, and it is during this period between 4 and 1 million years ago, that an ability to walk on two legs became more apparent (Mithen, 2005:125). Extensive paleoanthropological research suggests that the anatomical adjustments our early predecessors were developing was the turning point in human evolution. (Larsen, 2008:290). Physical evidence of early bipedalism has been immaculately preserved in Tanzania indicative of several hominid footprints. Walking on two legs as opposed to walking on four would not only impact the functions of the body but simultaneously modify human brain and linguistic abilities (ibid:139).  Increasing temperatures and changes in diet played an important part in the evolution of homos from knuckle walking hominids to bipedal early humans.   Paleoanthropologists have traced this gradual transition through studying early human skeletons, where it has been found that humans began to produce a straighter leg, a more vertical thigh bone and modifications to the shape of the foot (Mithen:139-142). The general consensus of modern thinking is that the Nariokotome boy, discovered by Lake Turkana in Africa, is the first bipedal hominid, dating back to about 1.6 mya. 
At this stage of evolvement Homo erectus could not only fluidly walk, jump, and run, but had the anatomical adaptations to dance (Mithen:144). As a catalyst of modern of human society, McNeill goes as far to say, the Homo erectus’ innovative physicality’s were instrumental in the evolution of mankind and originated prior to ‘articulate speech and developed, symbolic language’ (1995:33). Supporting McNeill’s agenda from a scientific angle, reports have observed that early Homo sapiens could have practised a natural gesticulation comparable to dance due to the occurrence of ‘biologically conserved neural pathways controlling interpersonal synchronisation of movements and sounds’ (Zaidel, D, 2018:7), which could have been transposed into an art form such as dance.   Archaeology has been unable to secure definitive evidence that early homo were preforming dance like moves, however the enlargement of the cranial vault may have increased the potential for early homos’ creativity and is regarded as the most ‘distinguishable phenomenon that separates humans from other primates’ (Lake 1998:125). Contrary opinions amongst academics, regarding archaic creativity are ongoing, yet the evidence of a plethora of archaeological evidence in the form of manufactured stone tools, suggests that early homo was ‘cognitively capable of creative thought and possibly lived in a ‘culture of creativity’ (Lake:130).
Homo habilis migration from Africa towards Europe some one to two million years ago, not only saw an extension in habitat but also increased cranial capacity. Homo erectus came to represent this new hominid in a period described as ‘the beginnings of cumulative culture’ (Gabora & DiPaola, 2012:203) due to archaeological evidence of enhanced manufacture of stone tools and possible homesteads. It is quite plausible that as cognitive and social abilities of homo erectus developed the beginnings of human culture began.  The refined human mind transitioned to an extent that streams of thought were possible and in conjunction with developed motor skills, dance behaviour would have been possible (ibid:205). As possibly the first hominids to express themselves through the dance, this particular area of prehistoric gesture and movement has remained somewhat neglected due to ‘issues of research logic’ (Ragazzi, 2015:311) and remains an area of questionability for those who wish to place scientific reasoning into the equation.
 One hypothesis offered to try and understand the context of dance in the prehistoric period is to consider both the ‘social function and the magic symbolic function ‘cosmic interaction’ (Ragazzi:311). As early homo were less restricted in their ability to move arms freely from their legs, body gestures were utilised to express emotions without language. Developing into a sophisticated, repetitive symbolic communication that Mithen argues can be perceived as dance to perpetrate ‘holistic communication’ (2005:154). Similarly, the collective, rhythmical movement of a new learned behaviour amongst early humans was instrumental in intensify emotional bonds, and thus generating an increase in survival rates (McNeill, 1995:27). A similar notion placing the concept of survival and communication through movement is based on entrainment, this being ‘the act of synchronizing to a beat’ (Zaidel, 2018:7). Creatures within the animal kingdom are known to interact with each other through dance like movements, with no prescribed musical beat to encourage such actions. It is within the unconscious sounds of self-produced hand clapping, humming or thumping of feet that archaic humans may have interacted intrinsically resulting in a form of communication (Zaidel:7). Features of dance like movement could have evolved when hominids began to mimic birds such as the vulture when hunting their prey which begins to create ideas of early human on land, circling and swooping, in order to capture their intended meal (Zaidel:7). Such hypothesis as these are referred to as improbablist creative theories and are not connected to any evidence, nor is there any way of knowing ‘the frequency of psychological creativity’ amongst our ancestors (Mithen, 1998:133). We will never really know if formative dance gestures played a part in the survival process, though the ideas are not unreasonable, is it possible we are placing our homo sapien thinking into that of those who came before us.
Research has made clear that early homo was evolving, both physically and mentally millions of years ago. Since homo habilis in Africa, stone tools were being made and used as part of a new industrious society, it is likely that the rhythmical sounds of stone hitting stone were instrumental in providing a beat that for hominids to react to, in the manner  of instinctive clapping and stomping. As unintentional as it was, these early humans were ‘important in creating the first sounds of rhythm and counter rhythm’ (Zaidel, 2018:8). We cannot be sure if the early homo sapiens in the Old World of Africa had the brain capacity, creativity or refined physical attributes to manufacture what we would term musical instruments. However, it is not unreasonable to argue that sounds were being created when our ancestors hit stone with stone or spun fibres from plants into the air. (Mithen, 2005:269). This behaviour would have evolved with man as they started to disperse across the lands some 50,000 years ago, into the Near East and Europe. Archaeological finds including stone and bone tools, cave drawings and carvings were discovered in abundance across Europe and from this it has been suggested that these modern humans were capable of symbolic thought and thus characterised as having ‘language, music, and cognitive fluidity’ (Mithen, 2005:266). From the archaeological perspective the earliest known musical instrument to have been made by these ancestors is a bone flute which was excavated from the Geissenklosterle cave in Southern Germany, and dates to 36,000 years ago (Mithen, 2005:269). Amongst an explosion of material art recorded from the Palaeolithic period in Europe, scholars argue  that creativity was valued and the very act of creating art had evolved into ‘a cultural habit that has lasted to this very day’ (Zaidel, 2018:5). We can only infer the activities that early human communities may have been involved in, but they could have been surrounded with the ‘sounds of pipes, singing and dancing’ ( Mithen, 2005:270). 
[bookmark: _Hlk155383699]Up until this period conceptual analysis provides interesting allegories of prehistoric dance and gesture, but by the late Palaeolithic, these images had been impressed onto material objects such as stone and clay pottery and also  been located within shelters and caves (Ragazzi, 2015:311). Interpretations of artistic dance behaviour have proved difficult for scholars to elucidate, and ambiguity surrounds evidence that is suggestive of Palaeolithic dance. The primary source that suggests humans dancing, is located in the Trois Feres cave, France (1995:39). As a solitary figure known as The Sorcerer, the artwork has been dated to the late Palaeolithic. However, McNeill argues that due to the singular image, with no accompanying figures, this piece of art does not represent dance. For there to be any affirmation of Palaeolithic dance, a community of dancers would have to be embodied, regardless of the structure used to express the movement. Though resolute that dance played an important role in human evolution, McNeill concedes that this activity was a communal event, not practised as a solo custom, and as such we should consider the Minoan Harvester Vase from Crete as the preliminary object depicting dance, and introduces the group figure analogy (McNeill, 1995:39). However, Garfinkel argues that the earliest known symbol of human dancing is the Venus of Hohle Fels, an ‘engraved figure with bent knees and legs’, discovered in the Swabian Jura region of Germany, c.40.000years BP. (2010:208).  The addition of excavations revealing animal bone and ivory musical instruments at Hohle Fels, along with body adornments consisting of beads and pendants, implies that early human society was participating in ‘elaborate, ritualistic dance ceremonies’ (Garfinkel, 2010:208Accepting the idea that archaic dance was a community activity and an important aspect of human evolution, Garfinkel approaches the theme of primary dance evidence in the context of archaeological research ‘to create an intellectual environment’ (2014:5). His definition of Upper Palaeolithic dance imagery relies on three definitive characteristics that are to be found on European artefacts from the period, and the methodology then compares imagery to that of Neolithic symbols discovered in the Near East and Southeast Europe (2010:208). The ideas put forward by McNeill and Garfinkel lack any mention of the Venus of Hohle Fels representing femininity or her visibly engraved sexual attributes plausibly being linked to ‘direct or indirect expression of fertility (Conard, N.2009:251). Up until this time in prehistoric history  no significant archaeological finds  substantiate any female representation, yet the distinct three dimensional Venus is reason for the discourse of Palaeolithic art to be reconsidered (Conard:251). With images of Palaeolithic art pertaining to patterns and symbols of dance, we can be fairly confident that by this period early humans were engaging with dance like movement, yet we can only surmise as to the why hominids chose to display in art form potential symbolic communications or affirmations to the importance of female fertility. 
As early humans continued to advance to such an extent that language began to dominate ‘less flexible modes of communication’ (McNeill, 1995:41), approximately 11, 000 to 23,000 years ago, scholars adopted the Magdalenian period to describe this era. Hominids living during this time are considered as the pioneers of Upper Palaeolithic culture in Europe due to their success at hunting and also the creation of ‘spectacular paintings and carvings’ (Larsen, C.2008:355). Scholars suggest that particular artworks are indicative that dance was part of early human behaviour, and this is shown particularly well in the open-air site of Gonnerdorf in Germany. A number of etchings and plaques made of stone, detailing anthropomorphic figures, according to Garfinkel, are clear representations of dance, based on his theory of identification that examines the body gesture and position of the figures. As the images do not portray a common activity such as ‘hunting, fighting, or holding a baby’ (2010:208), the interpretation therefore must be linked to dance. The primary excavators who discovered the artwork were also of the same opinion when they reported their findings in the 1970’s (Bosinski, 1970:93-94). The development of early humans was such that movement and gesture of body could enhance communication but also tapped into connections to coincide with ‘the cyclical flow of the elements of nature’ (Ragazzi:312). Another site in Europe, the Lalinde of the Dordogne region in France, produced a vast array of pottery items accompanied with figurative artwork. The initial report in the 1970’s did not perceive the figures to be that of dancers but considered them to be images representing ‘buttocks form’ (Marshak, 1972:305-313). A contrast of observation is apparent, yet neither should be disregarded, however it would be meaningful to consider the context in which the images were constructed. When intensively analysed, the female imagery can be construed as a dance formation, yet what appears to be absent is discussion concerning the exposed markings of the females’ sexual organs (Power, C.2004:97). These Palaeolithic images of females may also relate to the menstrual cycle of women and are symbolic of ‘ritualised menstrual synchrony (Power:97). The argument considers the culture and society of the age, in which women may well have been working with the cycles of the moon to augment the success of hunting using a an intuitive, body allegory aligned with ‘cosmic periodicity and renewal’ (Power:97). Parallels are noticeable between the observations, that what has been so wonderfully created, is a vision of formative dance in prehistoric times, that we may never really come to fully understand. Garfield fleetingly comments to the dancing figures as mimicking ‘ceremonies of possible initiation rights for girls’ (2010:212) whereas Powers analysis probes deeper into the feasible social culture of dance, which can only enhance our future appreciation of timeless body gestation.  
Another question arises as to why early humans would reproduce a two-dimensional image of a socially valued, expressive communication, in a way that cannot reflect ‘rhythm and movement’ (Ragazzi, 2015:312).  Scholars have agreed that archaic dance portrayal, in its various forms, was not merely a reflection of a simple, creative pastime but a multisensory discipline aligned with religious ‘interactions with the Universe’ (Ragazzi:313 & Garfinkel:221).
Modern archaeological methods can be preoccupied with comparing our present-day human activities, to that of our predecessors, when discussing dance and human behaviour. ‘Quiet interpretations’ negate the fact the humans were socially interacting with a pulsating beat of vocal sounds and using designated spaces for performance, which is not always advocated by scholars (Mithen, 2005:175). Set within the humming of life, the displays of dancing figures suggest that social bonding was a valuable commodity, and this sense ‘of rooted social cohesion’ (Ragazzi:312) had enough meaning to be created in art form. The consistent uniformity of analysed dance art, regarding the size of the figures and the direction of body movement, infer ‘an idea of equality’ (Garfinkel, 1998:229) presided amongst early humans and social stratification had yet to emerge. By freezing the images of movement and gesture into art form the artists have captured moments that not only facilitated communication between non-literate early humans, but acted as an ideology that could be copied repeatedly. Whether dance images were depicted on cave walls or stone vessels, the sacred value and symbolism attached could be conveyed from one human to another, so that the gestures and movement of archaic dance would be perpetual and last for eternity. The complex evolution of homo sapiens has been researched for hundreds of years and yet there are still areas that we cannot be entirely sure of. Dance, and the images produced in Europe during the Palaeolithic, seen through the eyes of modern-day research, suggests that early humans were dancing. We cannot confirm why we were dancing, nor explain confidently why images of dancing figures were portrayed. However, the physicality of early human during the prehistoric periods had evolved to such an extent that bipedalism was a natural movement. Along with increasing neurodivergent abilities, the roots of dance and music began to emerge, as part of communication within early human communities. The captured prehistoric moments of dance displayed so magnificently compel homo sapiens to question their creative, symbolic meaning.  
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DESCRIBE HOW THEY COULD WALK…….AND WHAT THIS MEANT….

