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The Place of Dance in Plutarch’s World. Written Traces of a
Physical Cultural Practice

gvba &v 181y xopevovtas. .. Par. Graec. et Rom. 41

Dance is closely tied to space, and so it seems a perfect topic to explore the question of local

and connected aspects of a cultural practice in Plutarch’s world. '

Dancing necessarily takes place in a space. The very mention of dance evokes a space, even
if the latter is not named or described at all. It might be useful to recall the notorious
ambiguity of the Greek word chords, which can mean a place for dancing — a dance floor —
or the dancing itself. A case in point is Iliad 18.590-2, from the final part of the ekphrasis of
Achilles’ shield: Ev 8¢ xopdv moikiAAe TepikAuTds dupryuriels / 16 tkedov oildv moT &ul
Kveoodd elpein / Aaidalos Aoknoev kaAAimAokaue Apiddvn (“On it the reknowned god
of the two strong arms fashioned a dance floor, similar to the one which once in the wide
spaces of Knossos Daidalos built for Ariadne of the lovely tresses”, trans. R. Lattimore,
adapted). The translation as “dance floor” seems uncontroversial, and yet the word does more
than merely evoke a physical space; it anticipates the vignette of young men and young girls
enlivening the space with their dances (593-4). This ambiguity of chords points to the
perfect interdependence of the dance and its space: the dance floor enables the dancing, and

the dancing constitutes a dance floor. It is noteworthy that in the passage at hand, the dance

1 I would like to thank Chandra Giroux and Hans Beck for the invitation to the conference at the University of Miinster.
I delivered an updated version of the paper at the University of Ottawa (online) on Nov. 9, 2020. I am grateful for the
questions and comments | received on both occasions. Special thanks also to Zoa Alonso Fernindez for her astute
observtions.

2 See, e.g., Postlethwaite 1998: 94-95, and Coray 2016: 255-260 for an overview of interpretations.

Chandra Giroux (editor). Plutarch: Cultural Practice in a Connected World. Teiresias Supplements Online, Volume 3.
2022: 17-39. © Karin Schlapbach 2022. License Agreement: CC-BY-NC (permission to use, distribute, and
reproduce in any medium, provided the original work is properly attributed and not used for commercial purposes).
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floor does not receive any physical attributes; the only specification given is that it looks like
another dance floor, one known from myth but equally devoid of material detail. Beyond
this almost tautological juxtaposition, the dance floor is first of all characterized by what
happens in it, namely the dancing. It is this interactive quality of dance that interests in the
context of this essay. Dance transforms the spaces in which it is performed, it singles them
out and makes them special. It acts upon its surroundings, including the audience, which is
a major factor in the spatial relationality of the dance and which in turn acts upon the dance

in a “feedback loop”.’

In one way or another, then, the category of space comes into play when dance is addressed,
and vice-versa, as Fitzgerald and Spentzou rightly note, one of the parameters that
characterise and define space is movement.* Unlike what they might seem, spaces are not
static and rigid physical entities but, as we know thanks to the sophisticated analyses by
Cassirer, Foucault, Lefebvre, Said, and others, they are dynamic constructs informed by

agents and ideologies.’

In addition, the fundamental role of ancient Greek civic choruses in fostering a sense of
belonging to a community is well known. The shared rhythms of communal dancing and
singing in the public space attune the individual to the group and strengthen the ties that
hold them together.® Dance is thus doubly relevant for an enquiry into cultural practice in
its relatedness to specific settings. On a larger scale, dance culture in Plutarch’s time is
dominated by professional pantomimes who, following in the footsteps of tragedy,

performed the ancient myths, some of them travelling widely and acquiring great fame.”

Dance and dancers, choruses and dancing, are mentioned frequently in Plutarch’s works.
But the enquiry into Plutarch’s views on dance, into who dances in his works, and where
and when, is complicated by two factors in particular. On the one hand, hardly any of the
passages featuring dancers or dances offer a sustained discussion of the practice. Dance is

part of mousiké, and so it is not surprising that dance is often lumped together with poetry,

3 For this concept, see Fischer-Lichte 2008: ch. 3. I am borrowing the phrase “making special” from Habinek 2010.
4 Fitzgerald & Spentzou 2018: 3.
5 See Cassirer 1931 (2009); Foucault 1967; Lefebvre 1974; Said 1978, all of which gave important impulses for the so-called
‘spatial turn’. For ancient Rome, see Alonso Ferndndez 2016: 17-20.
6 Kowalzig (2004: 56) writes that “a community’s existence and identity were based on its choral rituals”. Among more
recent studies on the Greek chorus, see Wilson 2000; Athanassaki & Bowie 2011; Kowalzig 2011; Kurke 2012; Kowalzig
& Wilson 2013; Billings, Budelmann & Macintosh 2013; Gagné & Hopman 2013; Calame 2017.
7 See Schlapbach 2020; Wiseman 2014; Hall 2013; Webb 2008; Hall & Wyles 2008; Lada-Richards 2007.
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song, music, and festivals.® It is part of a set of closely related practices and rarely singled out
and examined on its own — with the notable exception of the Table Talk, which brings up
the subject of dance in various chapters and concludes with an extended discussion of this
art (Quaest. conv. 747a-748d). One of the outcomes of the research for this essay was in fact
the realization that the Table Talk, or rather the sophisticated analysis of the formal elements
of dance in the last chapter of this work, is like an erratic block in Plutarch’s oeuvre. The
detailed attention to dance is not matched in any other work by Plutarch. Of course within
the literary tradition of symposia, the presence of dance is not an isolated phenomenon. The
major model among extant literary drinking parties is Xenophon’s Symposium, and given
the ubiquitous but cursory mentions of dance elsewhere in Plutarch’s oeuvre, one might
suspect that the discussion of dance in the Table Talk is first of all prompted by generic

convention, in addition to a general interest in culture and erudition typical of the period.’

On the other hand, the endeavour of tracing Plutarch’s take on dance as a cultural practice
in a connected world must reckon with the overwhelming presence of the past in his
writings. It is impossible to address the question of how he represents dance without also
examining the role of the past and the function of an erudition largely centred on the past,
the famous paideia of the sophists of the first and second century CE. So, despite a great
abundance of passages that can be assembled via a TLG-search for Greek words to do with
dancing, there is little to go by if we want to find out what dances Plutarch witnessed in
Chaironeia, Rome, or elsewhere, and what he thought about them in particular.” This is
very much in line with a broader observation made by F. Naerebout in an essay from 2006:
most information we have on ancient dance is generic and ahistoric. It comes from
antiquarians, musicologists, sophists, and philosophers, who assemble names of dances or
consider the phenomenon as such but offer little on specific dances or specific events that

involved dancing. Naerebout argues that help comes from epigraphy, which can go some

8 Similarly, Gérgemanns & Hirsch-Luipold (2010: 251) note that the mentions of music in Plutarch are generally
circumstantial.

9 See Garcfa Lépez 2002; Schlapbach 2011, 2018: 34-61; Driscoll 2019. Rosell (2019: 23) interprets the chapter as a literary
hommage to Ammonius, the speaker, who is presented as a new Socrates.

10 Among the most important ones are choros, choreia, chorewomai, orcheomai, orchesis, orchestes, but the Greek dance
vocabulary is a lot richer than that, including words such as skirtao (to jump), paizo (to play, to dance), kybisto (to do a
somersault), schema (dance figure), as well as names of particular dances such as pyrrhiche, kordax, emmeleia, etc. (see
Naerebout 1997: 274-289). The present essay does not make any claim to exhaustiveness.
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way towards filling the gaps by supplying information on dances performed on specific

occasions and in determinate settings."'

I would like to add, however, that we should not underestimate the potential of literary
accounts of dances belonging to a far away past or to the mythical imagination to illuminate
us about the cultural meaning of dance for those who transmit those stories. While telling
us little about actual practices, stories featuring dances and dancers are not abstract
discussions either, and they may well disclose something about how dance was
experienced.” Conversely, even the Table Talk, which features historical persons as
participants, among them Plutarch himself, his brother Lamprias, his teacher Ammonius,
and many other known individuals, and thus seems to offer precious glimpses of the world
Plutarch inhabited (as opposed to the one he frequented in books), is hardly a window onto
Plutarch’s daily life. As noted above, it is a literary work impregnated by generic conventions
and bookish knowledge."” More importantly, the contrast I just drew up between the world
Plutarch inhabited, as opposed to the one he frequented in books, is to some extent an
artificial one. Inasmuch as the world we inhabit carries meaning, it is interwoven with the
representations, interpretations, and ideas that are articulated in books. The term “world” in
the title of this essay comprises therefore both the physical environment and a universe made

up of books, stories, and anecdotes.

Perhaps one might go even further and say that a “connected” world is so at least partly
thanks to the shared knowledge and views transported in books. At the beginning of the
Table Talk, Plutarch writes that this dialogue portrays a sample of conversations that took
place “in various places both at Rome in your company and among us in Greece” (612€;
trans. Clement & Hoffleit)."* Although the personal pronouns (ued” Uuéov — map’ fiuiv) draw
a neat line between “you” and “us”, or Rome and Greece, it does not seem to matter where
exactly the conversations took place. This vagueness is indicative of an intellectual and
conversational culture straddling the Greek and Roman spheres of the empire, just as
contemporary spectacle culture is characterized by travelling pantomimes who draw large

audiences in different parts of the empire. At the same time, local traditions of choral dancing

11 Naerebout 2006. He cautiously notes that “the way in which texts and images relate to actual dances will remain the
realm of more or less informed guesses”, and that our knowledge of who danced in the real world, and where and when,
is to date very fragmentary (2006: 50).

12 See the more detailed discussion in Schlapbach 2018: 21.

13 See Klotz & Oikonomopoulou 2011.

14 omrop&dnv ToAN&KIs v Te Pcoun Ued’ Upcov kad Tap’ Huiv év i EAAESL (Quaest. conv. 612e).
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persist or are newly revived based on transmitted knowledge of earlier practices.”” Local
dance rituals and star dancers enthralling the whole empire exist side by side, representing
different facets of imperial dance culture, which are complemented by the rich heritage of

past dances whose memory is preserved in stories and anecdotes.

In a way, then, this essay examines fwo cultural practices: dancing and writing, or dancing
and the way of writing about it. More to the point, it asks how the written stories about
dances of the past in Plutarch’s works can shed light on contemporary notions and
perceptions of dancing and in particular on the relationship between dance and space on
smaller and larger scales. In the stories about past and mythical dances we find in Plutarch,
dance is often combined with other types of kinetic behaviour, especially a flight or an
errance, kinetic activities which occupy a different scale of space. More precisely, a dance
often marks the beginning or the end of a journey, highlighting a transition from order to
disorder (and vice versa) and thus structuring time as well as well as space. One could say
that according to these tales dance channels kinetic energy, and in so doing it organizes both

space and time.

In what follows, I will ofter a quick survey of the type of contexts where dance is mentioned
and then discuss of a couple of chapters of the Parallela Graeca et Romana, where the motif
of the flight in combination with dance is prominent. Finally I will turn to a selection of
passages from the Lives and the Moralia, the latter describing the dances of the afterlife which
perhaps best illustrate the liminality of dance.

Who Dances in Plutarch?

Plutarch likes to quote the great classics, and many mentions of choruses or of dancing occur
in poetic quotations. Homer’s lines about wine yielding laughter and dancing, for instance,
are quoted in the Table Talk (Quaest. conv. 645a) and in the treatise On ralkativeness. In the
latter, it is really the subsequent line from Odyssey 14 that is at stake:

‘olvos yap avddyel / fAeds, &s T Eépénke ToAUppovd Tep naA’ &eioal, / kai 6’

amaAdv yehdoal kai T opxrioacbar avike.” kai Ti TO dewdtaTtov; dn kai

15 See Graf 2022.
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YéAws kal 8pxnois; oudtv &xpl ToUTwV: ‘Kai T1 ETros TTpoenkev, &mep T &ppnTov

&uevov’

‘For wine (says the Poet) urges a man to sing, though he be wise, And stirs to
merry laughter and the dance’. And what is here so very dreadful? Singing and
laughing and dancing? Nothing so far — ‘But it lets slip some word better unsaid’
(De garr. 503e, quoting Od. 14.463-6; trans. W.C. Helmbold)."

The lines, which in the Odyssey are addressed by Odysseus to Eumaeus, evoke the symposium
and its age-old role of testing, surpassing, and ultimately confirming the boundaries of
decent behaviour. Dancing is included in a set of physical practices (along with singing and
laughing) that are in themselves not judged negatively but that seem to prepare the ground
for verbal transgressions. Such quotations and anecdotes characterise a literary culture typical
of the beginning Second Sophistic, in which the past blends in seemlessly with the present.
The literary tradition provides a treasure trove of memorable lines and anecdotes that
articulate thoughts, ideas, and values around dance that are still meaningful in the present.
The examples that could be adduced are abundant. In the treatise on whether an old man
should be in charge of government (An seni respublica gerenda sit), Pindar’s line xopoi kai
Moioa kai AyAaia (fr. 199 Snell-Macehler) serves to highlight the claim that “theatrical
exhibitions, festive processions, distributions of food, ‘choruses and the Muse and Aglaia’, and
the constant worship of some god, smooth the brows of legislators in every senate and
assembly and repay its troubles many times over with pleasure and enjoyment” (An seni 787b-
¢; trans. H.N. Fowler, adapted)."” The fact that dance is lumped together with a series of

other entertainments is typical.”

Looking for more precise answers to the simple questions of who dances in Plutarch, and
where and when, the list that can be drawn up includes such diverse people and occasions
as philosophers, tragedians, and other educated members of the elites past and present, as
well as women, farmers, boys, slaves, and the disembodied soul. The anecdotes about
Socrates’ alleged dance practice, mentioned in Xenophon’s Symposium in the spirit of a

playful exploration of boundaries just mentioned, recur more than once in Plutarch, for

16 The lines are quoted also at Reg. et imp. apophth. 179e~f; a version of the idea became proverbial (see Tosi 2017 no.
907). ’
17 See also Lyc. 21.3 and Senn 1978: 60-61.
18 See Senn 1978: 60-61.
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instance in De tuenda sanitate praecepta and in the Table Talk."” In the latter work, the tragic
poet Phrynichus is adduced as inventor of countless dance figures, while Plutarch’s brother
Lamprias serves as an arbiter for the dancing paides (boys or slaves) because he is known as
a fine dancer in the palaistra, where he practices the pyrrhic and “shadow-boxing”
(xepovouia).”® According to the Life of Lycurgus, young Spartan women were encouraged
“to dance and sing at certain festivals when the young men were present as spectators”, and
Samian flute-girls and ballet dancers (6pxnoTpides) are credited with immense power over

men in the Amatorius.*!

In line with this heterogeneous list, the contexts in which dance occurred are also diverse.
In the case of free male adults, for instance, it makes all the difference where they perform
their dances: while Plutarch’s brother Lamprias may dance in the palaistra in order to keep
fit and offer an example to the young, he would not do so at the symposion, where dancing
is an entertainment provided by slaves or professionals. Some passages reflect real-life

experience, others transport bookish knowledge.

Dance and Flight

Antiquarian, bookish knowledge is the subject of the Parallela Graeca et Romana, a work
transmitted under the name of Plutarch which juxtaposes Greek and Roman versions of the
same type of myth. According to the latest extensive treatment of the Parallela Graeca et
Romana, this is a spurious work, perhaps a parody of the tendency to compare Greek and
Roman culture so prominent in Plutarch.” As such, however, the Parallela Graeca et Romana
neatly encapsulate elements we also find in the canonical works. The last two pairs of tales
feature dancing in ways that can almost be read as a blueprint for some of the connotations
of dancing that recur elsewhere in Plutarch. The collection concludes with a pair of tales

mentioning each a founder of a city (ch. 41, 315{-316a):

19 De tuenda san. 124e: TS Scokp&TeL yupvaoiov v oUk andis 1) 8pxnots (“to Socrates, dance was a not unpleasant exercise”;
cf. De tuenda san. 130e; Quaest. conv. 711e).

20 Phrynichus: 732f; cf. TtGF 1, 3 T 15; Lamprias: 747ab. Some sources suggest that under certain circumstances dance
was an acceptable activity for free males in classical Athens: Aristoph. Frogs 727-730; Pl. Laws 2, 654a-655b.

21 Lyc. 14.2; Amat. 753d.

22 Ibifiez Chacén 2014. Schneider 2019 adduces fresh arguments for the authenticity (albeit without addressing the
incriminated style of the work).
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HIHZIZTPATOZX &vnp Egécios éupuAiov pdvov dpdoas épuyev eis AeApous kai
NPT TOV Bedv ToU oiknoetev. 6 8 ATOAAwvY dveiAev &vba &v {81 xopevovtas
&ypoikous BaAlois eAaias toTepaveopévous. yevduevos 8¢ KaTd Tva TTov Tis
Acias kal Bsacduevos @UAAols EAaias E0TEQAVWUEVOUS YewpPYoUs Kal
XOpevovTas, #kTioey autoU TOAW kal ékdAeosv EAaiolvtar cos TTuBokArs ©

2auI06 Ev TPITw [ecwpyikddv.

THAETONOZ 'O8voociws kai Kipkns £’ dvalntnow tol matpos meupbeis éuade
TéAWw kTioal, EvBa &v 181 yewpyoUs E0TEQAVWHEVOUS Kal XOPEUOVTAS. YEVOUEVOS
8¢ kaTtd Twa témov Tijs Italias kai Beacduevos dypoikous Tpvivols kKA&Sors
EoTEPaVOpEVOUS Kal OpxNoel TpoosukaipolvTas, #kTioe TOAw, Amd ToU
ouykupnuaTos TTpiviotov dvoupdoas, v Pwuaiol mapaywyws TTpaiveotov

kaAouUotv cos ioTopel AploTokATs év TpiTe TtaAikddv.

Hegesistratus, an Ephesian, having murdered one of his kinsmen, fled to Delphi,
and inquired of the god where he should make his home. And Apollo answered:
“Where you shall see rustics dancing, garlanded with olive-branches.” When he
had come to a certain place in Asia and had observed farmers garlanded with olive-
leaves and dancing, there he founded a city and called it Elaeiis. So Pythocles the
Samian in the third book of his Treatise on Husbandry.

When Telegonus, the son of Odysseus and Circe, was sent to search for his father,
he was instructed to found a city where he should see farmers garlanded and
dancing. When he had come to a certain place in Italy, and had observed rustics
garlanded with twigs of oak (prininoi) and diverting themselves with dancing, he
founded a city, and from the coincidence named it Prinistum, which the Romans,
by a slight change, call Praeneste. So Aristocles relates in the third book of
his Italian History (trans. F.C. Babbitt).

The dancing, a key element in these tales, is the occasion for the farmers to wear garlands.
And in each tale the type of garland (olive, oak) is the aition of the name of the newly
founded city (Elaeus, Prinistum). In his 2014 dissertation, Alvaro Ibifiez Chacén notes the
etymological aition of the name of the city, and he considers the oracle in these two tales as

a variant of a more common oracle according to which someone must point the prospective
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founder to the right place by showing it to him or by handing over a handful of soil (iraditio

per terram / glaebam).>

But is that all? In a context that is all about territory, or finding the right place for a new
city, are we sure that the dancing has no significance in itself? If these tales were only about
the etymological connection between the olive or the oak and the names of the new cities,
what is the point of introducing dancing farmers? It is intriguing that Servius transmits the
same etymology of the name Praeneste but does not mention dancing farmers, and it does

not look like he merely abridged a longer version that included them:

Praeneste locus est haud longe ab urbe, dictus &mwo Tév mpiveov, id est, ab ilicibus,
quae illic abundant (Aen. 7.681).”*

Contrarily to what we read in Servius, the olive and the oak we encounter in the Parallela
Graeca et Romana are not just part of the natural environment; they have been integrated
into a festive ritual which allows the farmers to wear garlands and dance. This version seems
to be presupposed also in Strabo and Pliny the Elder, who transmit Polystephanos and
Stephane respectively as former names of Praeneste.” But while the garlands account for the
name to be given to the future city, it is the dancing that singles out the place for its
foundation: where the farmers dance, there is the right place for the new city. In these tales
the dancing makes a place special, and it marks a new beginning. It prepares the ground,
both literally and metaphorically, for a city, which will be set off from the land worked by

the farmers.”® The space destined for the new city is neither farmland — the farmers won’t

23 Ibafiez Chacén 2014: 483. See Strosetzki 1958: 5-9. Konon transmits an example of traditio per terram (Narr. 25), and it
is intriguing that it features “playing children” (wo8es ... maiCovTes): they playfully formed bread loafs out of mud and
handed them over to the Cretans who had been searching for Daidalos (paizo is one of the Greek verbs for dancing).
Similarly also Plutarch, Quaest. Graec. 22, 296d-e.
24 Ibafiez Chacén 2014: 485f. assumes that these tales are pure fiction, invented by the pseudo-Plutarchan narrator
following established patterns. As such, they might actually reflect the most common ideas associated with dance (the
phenomenon is discussed in Menand 2018). On mythical and antiquarian repertories establishing and canonizing
knowledge in the early empire, see Kénig & Woolf 2013; Zucker 2013; Horster & Reitz 2010; Kénig & Whitmarsh 2007;
for this kind of endeavour in Plutarch, see Oikonomopoulou 2013; Morgan 2011.
25 Strabo 5.3.11; Pliny, nat. hist. 3.64. See Ibafiez Chacén 2014: 485.
26 A parallel may be provided by a connection between bull-headed dancers and the foundation of a city, discussed by
Rothwell 2007: 45-52.
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trample their crops” — nor an untouched wasteland; it is a different, liminal zone halfway

between nature and culture, characterized only by the dancing that takes place in it.

The simple fact that dancing serves to set off the space in which it takes place and make it
special recalls an anecdote we find several times in Plutarch, for instance in Apophthegmata

Laconica 219e:

Aapwvidas Taxbeis éoxatos Tol xopoU UTd ToU TOV Xopodv ioTAVTOoS ‘eUye’

elTev, ‘@ xopayé, EEeUpes TS Kal auTn 17 Xwpa &TIHOS ovoa EVTIUOS YévnTal.

Damonidas, being assigned to the last place in the chorus by the director,
exclaimed, “Good! You have discovered, chorus leader, how this place which is

without honour may be made a place of honour” (trans. F.C. Babbitt, adapted).”

If this Damonidas were asked what it really is that ennobles the place he is going to take up,
perhaps he would reply that it is not so much the dancing as his own self. Still, he occupies
his spot as a dancer, and again it seems that a physical space is singled out and transformed

by what happens in it.

Dancing is mentioned also in the penultimate chapter of the Parallela Graeca et Romana. In
the two tales, dance means a moment of heightened visibility for two maidens, Marpessa
and Salia.”” Each of them is snatched away by a man, who flees with her (ch. 40, 315e-f):

EYHNOZ "Apeos kai Ztepdmms Ttrnv Oivopdou yruas AAkimmnv éyévvnoe
BuyaTépa Mdapmmooav, fjv Tapbévov éppoupel. kai 'ISas 6 Apapéws apmaoas
€K Xopou épuyev. 6 8¢ maTrp Sico§as kai ur cuAAaBcov eis TOV Aukdpuav Eppuyev

£QUTOV TTOTANOV Kai aBdavaTos yéveTo cos Aooibeos év TpdTw AiTwAIKEY.

27 I owe this observation to Zoa Alonso Ferndndez, who also notes that dancing is assigned to the post-agricultural season
at Hor. ¢. 3.18.6-16 and Calp. Ecl. 4.127-131.

28 See also Reg. et imp. apophth. 191f; Conv. sept. sap. 149a; Apophth. Lac. 219¢; similar remarks are made by Agesilaus at
Apophth. Lac. 208d and by Aristippus at Diog. Laert. 2.73. See Sansone 2012.

29 Dancing as occasions for courtship are common. Plutarch mentions the “custom for the maidens of Ceos to go in a
company to the public shrines and spend the day together, and their suitors watched their sports and dances” (De mulierum
virtutes 12 [249d]).
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ANNIOXZ 8t TovUokwv Pacihevs Exwv BuyaTtépa eluoppov Tolvoua
SaAiav, TapbBévov éthpel. K&bBntos 8 ék TGV émonuwy idcov Thv Tapbévov
TaiCovoav Npaodn, kai U oTéywv TOv EpwTa fipTrace kai 1yev els Pcounv. 6 d¢
TaTthpe emdicdfas kai ur ouAAaBcov HAaTo eis TOV TTapeovoiov Totaudv, &g
Avicov yeTcovoudobn: Tij 8¢ ZalAia ouyyevduevos Kabntos émomoaTto Aativov
Kal Z&Alov, &g’ v ol eUyevEéoTATOL KATHYOV TO YEvos: cos AploTeidns MiAriolos

kai AAéEavdpos O TToAutioTwop ev TpiTw TTaAikdv.

Evenus, the son of Ares and Sterope, married Alcippe, the daughter of
Oenomaiis, and begat a daughter Marpessa, whom he endeavoured to keep a
virgin. Idas, the son of Aphareus, seized her from a band of dancers and fled. Her
father gave chase; but, since he could not capture them, he hurled himself into
the Lycormas river and became immortal. So Dositheiis in the first book of

his Aetolian History.

Annius, king of the Etruscans, had a beautiful daughter named Salia, whom he
endeavoured to keep a virgin. But Cathetus, one of the nobles, saw the maiden
dancing and fell in love with her; nor could he control his passion, but seized her
and set out with her for Rome. Her father gave chase, but since he could not
capture them, he leaped into the river Pareiisium, and from him its name was
changed to Anio. And Cathetus consorted with Salia and begat Latinus and
Salius, from whom the most noble patricians traced their descent. So Aristeides
the Milesian, and also Alexander Polyhistor in the third book of his Italian
History (trans. F.C. Babbitt).

The Roman version is more detailed: the destination of the couple is Rome, where they
become the ancestors of important Romans, and the narratio Romana contains an aition, the
name of the river Anio. It must be noted that whereas Latinus is known from many sources
as the mythical ancestor of the Latin people, albeit with different genealogies, Salius is not
attested as a nomen gentile but as the designation of the priests performing a ritual dance, the
tripudium (see below). The name of the maiden, Salia, emphasises the dancing, which is the
starting point for the plot of this tale.” While in ch. 41, the dance of the farmers marks the

30 Slightly more detail on Marpessa’s dance is offered in schol. Hom. I1. 9.557: iptrace Ty képnv xopetousav v ApTémdos

(see Ibafiez Chacén 2014: 476).
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end of an errance, here the dance of the girls or young women gives way to a flight towards
a new place and, at least in the Roman version, a new beginning. The rivalry between the
father and the abductor is strong; the girls are snatched away from one community in order
to be integrated into a new one, while the father dies as he pursues the couple. The dance
clearly occupies different moments in the two sets of tales, but its association with a
disruption of the community, a flight or departure, and a new settling can also be observed
in ch. 41, where Hegesistratus committed a murder and flees, and Telegonus searches for

his missing father, before they each found a new city.

A closer look at occurrences of dance in Plutarch reveals that these tales from the Parallela
Graeca et Romana offer a pattern that is found elsewhere too. Perhaps the most conspicuous
parallel is the Life of Theseus. Not only is it intriguing that Ariadne is known for having
received a dance floor built for her by none other than Daidalos (see above, p. 16), but the
fact that Theseus took her with him on his flight from King Minos is similar to the tales
about Marpessa and Salia.”" Also, the institution of the Crane Dance, or Geranos, on Delos
clearly marks the beginning of a new tradition which, Plutarch points out, is allegedly still
alive (21.1-2):

Ek 8¢ tiis Kpritns dmomAéwv eis Afjdov kaTéoxe kai TG 0ecd BUoas kai dvabeig
T6 Appodictov & Tapa s Apiaduns EAaPev, éxdpeuce peTa TGV NiBéwv xopeiav
fiv €11 viv émTeleiv AnAious Aéyouot, pipnua Tédv év 1éd AaBupivbep Tepiddeov
kai  Si1eEdBcov, & Tt pubudd  mapaAAdfers  kai  auelifeis  ExovTi
yryvouévn. kaAeital 8¢ TO yévos ToUTo Tijs Xopeias Umd AnAiwv yépavos, cos
lotopel Aikaiapxos. éxopevoe d¢ Tept Tov Kepatdova Poopdv, €k KepATwV

OUVNPUOCHEVOV EUW VUMWY ATTAVTWV.

On his voyage from Crete, Theseus put in at Delos, and having sacrificed to the
god and dedicated in his temple the image of Aphrodite which he had received
from Ariadne, he danced with his youths a dance which they say is still performed
by the Delians, being an imitation of the circling passages in the Labyrinth, and
consisting of certain thythmic involutions and evolutions. This kind of dance, as
Dicaearchus tells us, is called by the Delians The Crane, and Theseus danced it

31 The sources mention only that Ariadne fell in love with Theseus without dwelling on the precise circumstances (Plut.
Thes. 19.1-3; Pherecydes, FGtH 3, 148a). But of course the labyrinth, whose connection with dance will be borne out by
the Geranos, plays a role.
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round the altar called Keraton, which is constructed of horns (kerata) taken entirely
from the left side of the head (trans. B. Perrin).

The Life of Theseus is known for its methodological remarks in the preface, where Plutarch
explains that after having composed the Lives of Lycurgus and Numa, he now ventures into
the uncharted territory of myth, subordinating it to reason and making it look like history.
In this connection, it is not without interest if Plutarch mentions that the dance instituted
by Theseus is “still now” performed (¢t1 viv), even though he cautiously refers to his sources
(Aéyouot), among which is Dicaearchus (the passage is fr. 85 Wehrli) and perhaps also
Callimachus, who describes the Geranos in his Hymn to Delos (lines 310-3). He does not
make it entirely clear whether the generic “they say” refers to these earlier authors, or to
written sources closer to his time, or even to eye witnesses of his generation. As a matter of
fact it is very unlikely that the Geranos was still performed during Plutarch’s lifetime.” But
Plutarch may have been interested in suggesting a continuity between the mythical past and
the present, where the persistence of the ritual would offer a sort of guarantee for the veracity

of the mythic tale, and the tale would in turn motivate the ritual.

Be that as it may, within the myth the performance of the Geranos highlights Theseus’
successful flight from Crete with Ariadne and the end of the recurring sacrifice of Athenian
youths demanded by King Minos. It is noteworthy that Plutarch describes the dance as an
imitation of the Labyrinth, interpreting it thus as a choreographic representation of Theseus’
exploit and escape from danger after having slain the Minotaur.”® On this view, the dance
not only celebrated Theseus’ victory and overcoming of a bloody ritual, it reenacted them,
giving the progress from violent confrontation to the conquest of safety a choreographic

expression.

The dances discussed so far are beginnings or end points of journeys, and they mark
moments of transition: from flight or errance to security (Par. Graec. et Rom. 41; Thes. 21),
from the family of the father towards a new union (Par. Graec. et Rom. 40; Thes. 21). In their
very concrete way of channelling and organizing kinetic energy, they are a civilizing force

that establishes order in society.

32 Delos was destroyed in the first half of the first century BCE and seems to have been abandoned after that. On the
Geranos, see Lawler 1946; Detienne, 1983; Naerebout 1997: 286 n. 656, and the literature quoted ibid. 131f.

33 See Olsen 2021. Naerebout (1997: 286 n. 656) doubts that there is a historical connection between the Geranos and the
Labyrinth.
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Civilizing Dances, Dangerous Dances

Plutarch attributes the institution of civilizing dances in the Roman world to King Numa
(Life of Numa 8.3):

oUTco 81| HETECOPOV KAl TETPAXUUEVOV BTjHoV oU tikpds oudt pavAns oiduevos elvat
TpayHaTelas peTaxelpicaocBal kal HETaKOOUfioal TTPOS EipNVNy, ETNYAYETO TNV
ATd TGV Beddv Ponbeiav, T& pév ToAA& Buocials kal Troutals kai xopeials, &g
aUTOs pylaoe kai KaTéoTnoev, Gua OeuvoTNTL dlaywymny Emixapv Kal
PIA&GvbpcoTTov 118ovnv gxovoals, dnuaywyav kal Tibaocelwy T Bupoedes kal

pAoTrdAepov

Numa, judging it to be no slight or trivial undertaking to mollify and newly
fashion for peace so presumptuous and stubborn a people, called in the gods to aid
and assist him. It was for the most part by sacrifices, processions, and dances, which
he himself appointed and conducted, and which mingled with their solemnity a
diversion full of charm and a beneficent pleasure, that he won the people’s favour

and tamed their fierce and warlike tempers (trans. B. Perrin, adapted).

This passage recalls Livy’s famous account of the introduction of ludi scaenici to Rome (7.2).
Livy also notes that the dancers — who in his account were brought in from Etruria to
appease a plague in the year 364 — were new for “a warlike people” like the Romans, who
had hitherto known only circus games, and he has a similar emphasis on the mixture of
seriousness and jesting in the newly introduced dances.’ Plutarch, however, attributes the
institution of choral dances (choreiai, Bernadotte Perrin translates “religious dances”) to a
much earlier period; also, he depicts Numa as a choreographer and, hence, the dances as

indigenous. Numa’s innovation marks the beginning of civilization for the Romans, and

34 Liv. 7.2.3-4: “When neither human wisdom nor the help of Heaven was found to mitigate the scourge, men gave way to
superstitious fears, and, amongst other efforts to disarm the wrath of the gods, are said also to have instituted scenic
entertainments. This was a new departure for a warlike people, whose only exhibitions had been those of the circus; but indeed
it began in a small way, as most things do, and even so was imported from abroad. Without any singing, without imitating
the action of singers, dancers who had been brought in from Etruria danced to the strains of the flautist and performed not
ungraceful movements in the Tuscan fashion” (trans. B.O. Foster, adapted); et cum vis morbi nec humanis consiliis nec ope
divina levaretur, victis superstitione animis Iudi quoque scenici, nova res bellicoso populo—nam circi modo Spectaculumfwmt,—inter
alia caelestis irae placamina instituti dicuntur; ceterum parva quoque, ut ferme principia omnia, et ea ipsa peregrina res fuit. sine
carmine ullo, sine imitandorum carminum actu, ludiones ex Etruria acciti ad tibicinis modos saltantes haud indecoros motus more
Tusco dabant. See also Hor. ep. 2.1.139fF.
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probably a more settled life, with processions and dances instead of incursions and battles,

even if some of the dances involved carrying weapons.

The Life of Numa also contains a description of the priesthood of the Salians, with a
development on their name which incidentally raises the question of whether the Salians are

indigenous or not (13.4-5):

ToUTwV olv puAakas kai aueirdAous amédelfe Tous ZaAious iepels. ZdAlol B¢
ekAnBnoav, oux, s éviol puboAoyolol, Zaudbpakos Avdpods 1| MavTtivéws,
Svoua Zaliov, TP TOU TNV €vdTTAIOV EkBIBAEavkpovovTes. AAA uaAAoOY ATTd
Ts OpxNoews auTihs, &ATIKRs oUons, fv UTropxoUvTal SIaTToPeUSUEVOL TNV
AW, dTav Tas iepas MEATas dvaldPoootv év 6 MapTicy unvi, povikols pév
gvdedupévol XiTwviokous, uitpais 8¢ xaAkals émelcoopévol TAaTeials kai kpdvn
XaAk& @opolvTes, tyxepidiols 8¢ pikpols Ta SwAa kpovovTss. 1) 8¢ &AAN Tiis
OPXNOEWS TTOdGV Epyov €0T(" KwolUvTal yap EMTEPTAS, EAryHoUs Tvas kai
HeTaBoA&s év PUBUG Txos EXOVTL Kal TTUKVOTNTA HETA PCOUNS KAl KOUpATNTOS

aTod184VTES.

For the watch and care of these bucklers, then, he appointed the priesthood of
the Salii. Now the Salii were so named, not, as some tell the tale, from a man of
Samothrace or Mantinea, named Salius, who first taught the dance in armour;
but rather from the leaping which characterized the dance itself. This dance they
perform when they carry the sacred bucklers through the streets of the city in
the month of March, clad in purple tunics, girt with broad belts of bronze,
wearing bronze helmets on their heads, and carrying small daggers with which
they strike the shields. But the dance is chiefly a matter of step; for they move
gracefully, and execute with vigour and agility certain shifting convolutions, in

quick and oft-recurring rhythm.

Plutarch considers the Salians as indigenous, and the etymology which derives the name of
these priests from salio, to dance, is the one retained also by Varro and Festus.” But

alternative accounts circulated — Varro knew both hypotheses — even though the attempt to

35 Varro, De lingua latina 5.85; Festus p. 329; Serv. Aen. 2.325; 8.285. 663; Dion. Hal. Ant. 2.71.3. On Plutarch favouring
Latin etymologies over Greek ones in Romulus and Numa, see Buszard 2011.
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trace the Salii back to Greek roots, just as it was done for other Roman religious institutions,
seems to be historically unfounded.” Samothrace and Mantineia are probably not chosen
randomly: the former is known for its cult of Magna Mater, and in the latter a festival in
honour of Persephone and Kore was celebrated, the Koragia. Dancing was very likely
prominent in both of them, and so they must have seemed plausible places of origin for the

Roman Salii.”

Moving on to protagonists closer to Plutarch’s own time, we find less positive instances of
dancing in the Lives. The Life of Caesar recounts an incident involving a Libyan dancer who
put Caesar’s army into peril on their campaign against the Numidians, allies of the
republican forces (52.5-6):

kai ToTe Tédv Kaloapos imrmrécov oxoAnv aydvtwv (Etuxe yap auTols avnp Aipus
gmBeikvipevos Spxnotv dua kal povavAdv BadpaTos agiws, ol 8¢ Tepmduevol
kabfjvto Tols Taiol Tous Immous emTpéypavtes), tEaipuns TrepleABSvTES
guPAAAovcty of ToAéuiol, kal ToUs pEv avuToU kTelvouol, ToOls Ot el TO
oTpaTdTESOV TTPOTPOTAdNV EAauvouévols ouveloémeoov. el 8t un Kaioap autds,
Gua 8¢ Kaioapt TToAAicov Acivvios BonBolvTes €k ToU Xapakos Eoxov Thv puyTv,

BlemémpakT &v O TOAEHOS.

Indeed, while Caesar’s horsemen were once off duty and a Libyan was showing
them how he could dance and play the aulos at the same time in an astonishing
manner, and they had committed their horses to the slaves and were sitting
delighted on the ground, the enemy suddenly surrounded and attacked them,
killed some of them and followed hard upon the heels of the rest as they were
driven headlong into camp. And if Caesar himself, and with him Asinius Pollio,
had not come from the ramparts to their aid and checked their flight, the war

would have been at an end (trans. B. Perrin, adapted).

The detail about this dancer’s multitasking is interesting, because at the very end of the

republican period, in the 20s BCE, the sources highlight a new division of labour between

36 Isidor, orig. 18.50: Saltatores autem nominatos Varro dicit ab Arcade Salio, quem Aeneas in Italiam secum adduxit, quique
primo docuit Romanos adolescentes nobiles saltare. The different ancient accounts are discussed by Heinzel 1996.

37 On the Salians, see Prescendi 2022; Castaldo 2022; Ferri 2021. Curtis (forthcoming) notes that their dance serves to
sanctify the boundaries of the city.
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dancers and musicians that allowed dancers more freedom of movement.*® It must therefore
have impressed not just Caesar’s horsemen, but perhaps even more so Plutarch’s readers, that
this Libyan was able to dance and play the aulos at the same time. Dance is essentially a
distraction here, and the Libyan dancer almost made the Romans lose the war as they barely

managed to escape the assault.”

An essentially negative connotation of dance, which in this episode opens the door to
calamity, recurs in many contexts, and especially where dance is associated with Africa or
Asia. A passage from the Life of Antony is a case in point (24.2). After reaching Asia in 41
BCE, Antony lives a life of luxury, with Kings and Queens at his doorstep, and

luteplayers like Anaxenor, aulos-players like Xanthus, one Metrodorus, a dancer,
and such other rabble of Asiatic performers, who surpassed in impudence and
effrontery the pests from Italy, poured like a flood into his quarters and held sway
there. It was past all endurance that everything was devoted to these
extravagances (Avagnvopes 8¢ kibapcpdol kai Zolbol xopaiAat kai MnTpdSeopds
TiIs  Opxnotns kal TowoUtos &AAos  Aciavddv  akpoaudTtwyv  Bilaocos,
UmepBaAAopéveov Aapupia kai BeopoAoxia tas amd Tis Itatias kijpas, eioeppun
Kai S1dKel TN avAfv, oUdev v dvek T, eis TaUTa pOPOUUEVEOV ATTAVTWOV; trans.

B. Perrin, adapted).

The dancer, Metrodorus, has a Greek name, but he is lumped together with a band of Asiatic
entertainers, who are clearly (and unfavorably) set oft from their Italian counterparts, even
if the latter do not fare much better here. Ewen Bowie notes that “the types of performer
mentioned (sc. in this passage) belong to the less intellectual end of the spectrum of Greek
culture, though clearly these types of performer acquired international reputations and
correspondingly generous honours and rewards in Plutarch’s time”.* This captures well the
ambivalent reputation of dancers in the early empire, which was often tied to their far-away

places of origin."

38 Livy 7.2.

39 Pelling (2011: 401-402) notes that the incident is not mentioned elsewhere, though it may be linked to events recounted
in Bellum Africum 52.

40 Bowie 2004-2005: 119.

41 See Schlapbach 2020 and Andujar, forthcoming, who discusses ancient Greek and Roman dance as a site of racialization.
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Evidently, then, the origin and ethnic or cultural affiliations of dancers were a point of
interest for Plutarch. This is, however, not unique to him or his generation, nor is the
negative connotation of foreign dancers: as early as in Homer, dance is more than once
associated with non-Greeks: with the Trojans or the Phaeacians (as Edith Hall showed in an
essay from 2010). Dance, as much as it permeated and defined ancient Greek culture, was
always susceptible to accusations of exoticism, excess, and luxury. The civic choruses are one
thing, but paid entertainers or dancing slaves, male and female, are another. Plutarch
transports versions of these inherited misgivings, all the while preserving the positive
connotations of dance as marking moments of respite, safety, and harmony, which may be

placed in between periods of danger, hostility, and flight.

Dancing in the Other World

The idea of dancing as a (provisional) endpoint of a journey is perhaps taken furthest in the
dances of the afterlife. Ancient Greek choral dances on the whole can be characterized as
expressing civic cohesion, harmony, and well-being, and by analogy the choreiai of the
disembodied souls, too, have entirely positive connotations. The souls of those who have

lived well will partake in them.

The depiction of blissful dances in the afterlife, which is essentially a Platonic motif, is
informed by the role of dance in ancient mystery cults.” Our knowledge of these cults in
Eleusis, Samothrace, and many other places, is notoriously scant, but Plutarch contributes
several passages that offer some indirect clues — indirect because the references to mystery
rites are clear, but at the same time Plutarch describes the afterlife. One of these passages is
Amatorius 766b:

‘O yap s aAnbdds époTikds Ekel yevduevos kai Tols kaAols OuAnoas 1§ Béus,
EMTEPLOTAL Kal KaTwpyiaoTal kai SiaTeel mepi TOV auTtol Bedv &vw xopedwv kai
OUNTTEPITIOAGDV, &xpl oU TIAAW eis Tous ZeAnvns kail Appoditns Aetudovas EABcov

kal katadapBcov £Tépags &pxNTal YEVECEWS.

42 For the Platonic appropriation of imagery related to mystery cults, see Riedweg 1987; on dance in mystery cults, see
Schlapbach 2018: 149-154.
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The true lover, when he has reached the other world and has consorted with true
beauty in the holy way, grows wings and joins in the continual celebration of his
god’s mysteries, escorting him in the celestial dance until it is time for him to go
again to the meadows of the Moon and Aphrodite and fall asleep before he begins
another existence in this world (trans. W.C. Helmbold).

This dance in the company of the heavenly bodies, which is influenced by Plato’s Phaedrus
(249d-250c), represents not a definitive end, but a phase in between two lives, a phase of
spatial and temporal alterity, an interval. Purificatory rites (eletai and katharmoi) may be
necessary before the soul is able to enjoy the playing and dancing in the afterlife (Non posse
27, 1105b). Fragment 178 Sandbach, transmitted by Stobaeus, also describes the afterlife in
terms of mystery rites. At first the soul wanders around, errs and gets lost, it is frightened
and desperate, until it beholds meadows and dances: “And pure regions and meadows
welcomed them, offering voices and dances and solemn ceremonies of sacred sounds and
holy apparitions™.* The sequence of wandering and erring followed by a vision of orderly
movement juxtaposes different types of kinetic activity, one undirected and painful, the

1.44

other harmonious and blissful.** The dances mark the arrival of the soul in the imagined

space of the netherworld, a temporary harbour before its journey into the next life.

Conclusions

Ewen Bowie observed that the “civic and religious culture in which Plutarch was himself a
prominent local office-holder was still one which had important musical components, and
Plutarch refers to the satisfaction to be drawn from participation in musical competitive
festivals (mousikoi agones) and processions involving music”.* But these instances where

Plutarch talks about his own participation in festivals and, perhaps, dances, are not easy to

43 kal tétol kabapol kal Aepcoves E8EEavTo, Ppwvds kai xopeias kal cepvdTNTAS AKOUOUATV iEpddV Kal paoudTwv
ayicov Exovres (fr. 178 Sandbach On the soul = Stob. 4.52.49). This fragment has often been used to talk about the ritual at
Eleusis, but as Fritz Graf pointed out, it really refers to the other world while using the vocabulary and imagery of mystery
cults (Graf 1974: 132-138).
44 Combinations of erring or searching and dancing are also known from classical drama, sometimes with allusions to
mystery tites, e.g., Aristoph. Thesmoph. 655-687 and 947-952. The recurrence of wandering as literary motif in ancient
Greek and Roman culture may be a facet of the ‘hodological’ (as opposed to cartographic) experience of space in antiquity
(see Fitzgerald & Spentzou 2018: 2).
45 Bowie 2004-2005: 115-116.
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pin down. A passage from Whether an Old Man Should Engage in Public Affairs offers a rare
glimpse into Plutarch’s biography:

Kai punv oiobd pe 1éd TTubicp Aertoupyoivta moAAas TTubiddas: &AN ok &v eitrots
‘ikavd oot, @ TTAoUtapxe, TéBuTal kai TeEMSUTTEUTAL Kal KexOpeuTal, viv 8 dpa

TpeoPUTepov dvta TOV oTépavov Atmobécbal kal TO xpnoTtnpiov AToAlTelv Sik

TO yfpas.’

Now surely you know that I have been serving the Pythian Apollo for many
Pythiads, but you would not say: “Plutarch, you have done enough sacrificing,
marching in processions, and dancing in choruses, and now that you are older it

is time to put off the garland and to desert the oracle on account of your age”.*

Further along in the same treatise, Plutarch recommends that the statesman avoid offering
public entertainments that incite cruelty in the spectators — most likely he has gladiatorial
games in his mind.”” We may conclude e silentio that the benefactions he advises instead
comprise choruses and perhaps pantomimes. Apart from such fleeting remarks, little can be
ascertained on the role of dance in Plutarch’s daily life, but his writings offer elements of a
pattern according to which dance makes the timespan and the space it occupies special,
setting it apart from ordinary time and space and offering respite, harmony, and security, if

only for a period.
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