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Overview of historical periods. 

A general dating for specific time periods is hardly possible, since the underlying 

developments occurred in different places at different times. For example, the Neolithic 

period begins in the Middle East around 9,700 BC, reached southeastern Europe around 6,000 

BC, and northern Europe in 3,000 BC. 

The following list can therefore only be a rough guide. 

 

Tab.: 001 Historical periods  

Recent modern times  1800 - today 

Middle Modern Period  1650 - 1800 

Early Modern Period  1450 - 1650 

   

Middle Ages Time between antiquity and modern 

times 

500 AD - 1500 AD 

   

Metal Age (bronze and 

iron) 

Metalworking ca. 2200 B.C. - 0/500 A.D 

   

Neolithic Age first herdsmen and farmers 9500/4000 - 2000 B.C 

   

Mesolithic smaller stone tools  

   

Younger Palaeolithic Modern human settles Europe 45 000 - 10 000/4000 B.C. 

Middle Paleolithic Stone tools of Neanderthal 

human 

250 000 - 45 000 

Older Paleolithic first stone tools with simple 

markings 

2.6 million - 300 000/200 000 
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Whether the people of the Paleolithic Age already danced can only be speculated. 

Unfortunately, there was no writing and certainly no video at that time. From the Younger 

Palaeolithic period in Europe (about 45,000 to 12,000 years before today), isolated engravings 

and pictures from caves have survived, which show that people danced at that time. These 

images give a first idea of dances at that time. Unfortunately, older dance images have not 

been found until today. How did Paleolithic people live and what was the context of their 

dances?  

 

1. Dances of the hunter-gatherers of the Younger Paleolithic and 

Middle Stone Age (Upper Paleolithic and Mesolithic) of Europe.  
 

The people of this period lived by hunting. In addition, they systematically gathered plant 

food. In order to use the different resources in different areas and at different times of the 

year, they had to constantly move around and relocate their camp. For such a diet, a group 

size between 10 and 60 individuals was optimal. Their religious beliefs were made up of a 

great imagery of cosmology, mythology and related symbols and rituals. Magicians, shamans 

or healers, often singing and dancing, were in dialogue with the powers of the gods and 

spirits, the ancestors and heroes. 

Already for a very early period musical instruments are proved. Several flutes made of bird 

bones and mammoth ivory with an age of about 35,000 years have been found in caves in the 

Swabian Alb between Tübingen and Ulm in southern Germany. Melodies with pentatonic 

scales can be played on them. It is quite conceivable that these flutes were also used to 

accompany dances. 

What might the dances of the Paleolithic and Mesolithic hunter-gatherers of Europe have 

looked like? There are two sources of knowledge for this: archaeological finds with dance 

representations and ethnographic comparisons.  

 

The dance images available from this period can be divided into three groups on the basis of 

their external form characteristics:  

(a) Individual dancers with masks or mixed creatures (Figs. 100a-d), 

b) Group dance, possibly aiming at ecstasy (Fig. 100e) and  

c) Female bodies lined up in a row (Figs. 100f-g).  

 

The first group includes some of the Upper Paleolithic cave images of France, which show 

individually depicted dancers with animal heads. The images may depict masked dancers 

asking for hunting luck in dance, or they may pantomime a successful hunt. Some interpret 

these mixed creatures of animal and human as sorcerers or shamans and relate the images to 

various stages of trance. The "Dieu cornu" by Les Trois Frères (Fig.: 100b) probably depicts 

such a shaman. Shaman dances in connection with trance still exist today in some cultures. 

Animal and spirit masks also play an important role in many ritual dances of today's 

"primitive peoples". 
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Fig. 100a: Masked dancer from Gabillous cave Fig. 100b: Mask dancers from the cave Les 

Trois Frères 

 

 

  
Fig 100c: Masked dancers from the cave Les 

Trois Frères 

Fig 100d: Masked dancers from the cave Les 

Trois Frères 

  

 

A second dance motif can be seen in the cave of Barranco de los Grajos (Fig. 100e). A whole 

group of dancing women and men is depicted on the rocks. They are standing in a semicircle 
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or in a throng, and some are 

stretching their arms upward or to 

the side in wild contortions. This 

kind of movement seems to be 

related to ecstasy and trance. 

An analysis of the rock paintings 

of the San Bushmen, hunter-

gatherers in southern Africa to 

our own time, leads to similar 

conclusions. The dance figures do 

not show group uniformity. A 

large number of the scenes are 

related to the activity of the 

shaman. The shamans appear as mediators and border crossers between the worlds. The trance 

dance is still widespread in the contemporary life of the San and is used by them for various 

magical purposes, such as changing the weather, healing the sick or attracting hunting game. 

It is performed by a group of specially trained trance dancers. 

 

The third group consists of female figures from Gönnersdorf (Rhineland) and strikingly 

similar figures from Lalinde (France), which are depicted in a row one behind the other 

without heads, but with a moving swing (Fig. 100f). The latter two features are indicative of 

dance for Garfinkel . However, the emphasis on their rounded buttocks and breasts also 

allows interpretations in the direction of eroticism or fertility, which is why they are called 

"Venus". Therefore, doubts are justified that these representations are dance scenes at all. 

Also for the female bodies engraved in juxtaposition in Gönnersdorf, which are classified by 

Garfinkel as possible Couple Dance illustrations, this interpretation is not obvious, because 

two undressed female bodies without head are shown (Fig. 100g).  

 

Considering the dances of hunter-gatherer societies - as far as still observable today or until 

recently - the following characteristics are typical. The dances are almost always performed in 

a loose circle or in a throng without touching.
1
  They have hardly any uniform movement 

patterns, but are usually performed with a common basic step. Individual movmnts are 

possible for everyone and some dances possibly aim at ecstasy, also under the influence of 

intoxicants, performed in a magical-religious context. Thematically, it is about hunting, 

influence on the weather, fertility and eroticism, honoring totem animals, initiation, sickness 

and healing, warding off demons and worship and adoration of spirits and gods or similar. In 

public, mostly only men dance. 

 

                                                 
1
 Kuhlbrodt's (1959, p. 301ff) form analysis of the Wildbeuter dances also comes to this conclusion. In his 

analysis of the dances of 11 different wild beaver populations, he finds only very few dances with a setting. 

Fig. 100e: Group dance from Barranco de los Grajos (detail) 
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Fig. 100f: Rock engravings of female bodies 

in rows from Gönnersdorf (Late 

Magdalenian, ca. 15 500). 

Fig. 100g: Rock engravings with two women 

facing each from Gönnersdorf. 

 

 
 

Fig.100h: Eagle dance of the Iroquois, it is 

used to worship the protectors who circle 

high in the sky. 

Fig. 100i: Hunting dance of an Inuit 

 

In the sense of an ethnographic comparison, these characteristic descriptions could also apply 

to the dances of the hunter-gatherers of the Upper Paleolithic. The cave illustrations speak for 

the fact that there were at least mask dances and group dances aiming at ecstasy at that time. 

Remarkably, men with masks are also depicted in the oldest representation of a Chain Dance 

to date (Fig. 221 a-b). It is possible that today's mask dances go back to these ancient roots.
2
   

There is no evidence of uniformed Chain Dances or Couple Dances in the modern sense from 

this time. 

  

                                                 
2
 In today's Europe, only a few dances associated with masks can still be found, such as the Kukeri dances of 

Bulgaria, which are danced to drive away evil spirits in the period between New Year and Lent. 
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2. Origin , spread and distribution of the Chain Dances. 
 

It is only with the emergence of the Neolithic culture in the Middle East about 10,000 years 

ago that Chain Dances in particular are depicted. 

 

2.1 What are Chain Dances? 

 

The term "Chain Dance" sounds antiquated nowadays. Mostly the term "Circle Dance" is used 

for this dance form. However, the term Circle Dance is broader and includes other forms of 

dancing in circles. In the end, everywhere in the world and in almost all dances, people dance 

'in a circle'. Even Couple Dances usually take place somehow on a circular track. In German-

speaking countries the specific designation is 'Reigen', in English it is 'Chain and Round 

Dances' for Lisbeth Torp (1990), and Yves Moreau, a Canadian folk dance teacher of Balkan 

dances, calls them 'handjoined circle dances'. What exactly is meant by all these designations? 

Chain Dances include all dances in which several performers form a continuous chain, usually 

by closed contact. This is most simply done by grasping hands, but can also be done in a 

shoulder setting, belt setting, or connection by rings, scarves, sticks, or even swords. The 

people almost always have direct contact. They form a chain. 

Today, four areas of distribution of this dance type can be distinguished: 1. western Eurasia to 

western Iran, 2. Tibet and SW China, 3. India and adjacent regions, and 4. Taiwan. In all other 

regions of the world there are no traditional forms of this type.  

The vast majority of West Eurasian Chain Dances have movement patterns that are performed 

more or less on the circular path. They form the subgroup of "Circle Chain Dances". The 

body front points mainly to the center of the circle and not in the direction of movement. The 

movements therefore go mainly to the side. The circle can be closed, open or even dissolved 

into lines
3
. Simple and uniform step patterns are danced, which go over some measures and 

are then repeated. Mostly these dances are led by a dance leader. At least in old traditional 

forms there are hardly any movements to the center of the circle (no radial movements), the 

step patterns are quite simple and asymmetrical
4
 and the inventory of motifs is small. Often 

the dances were accompanied only by singing.  

In the second subgroup, the so-called "Snaking Chain Dances", the chain moves freely 

snaking or in spirals across the dance floor. So a snake dance always has a beginning with a 

lead dancer and a snake of dancers following to the end of the tail. The front of the body 

points to the direction of movement, and the movements themselves go forward. Almost 

always, normal walking or running steps or a step pattern in the rhythm short - short - long 

(alternating step) are used to move forward. Both are quite simple patterns. Old forms are 

usually accompanied only by singing.  

 

                                                 
3
 Whether a circle is danced openly or closed also depends on the social structures. In the parts of the Balkans 

where the closed circle predominates, there are structures with socially more equal members. Cf. also Leibman 

1992, p. 179. 
4
 In the movement patterns, one side, depending on the area on the right or on the left, is always executed more 

expansively. Thus, the dance movement as a whole always goes in a preferred direction. 
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Fig. 210a: Circle Chain Dance Fig. 210b: Snaking Circle Dance 

 

 

2.2 Origin of Chain Dances 

 

2.2.1 Archaeological findings on the origin of Chain Dances 

 

The oldest images of Chain Dances are about 10,000 years old and come from the Levant and 

southern Anatolia (Preceramic Neolithic B, 8th - 7th millennia BC). Since there were no 

ceramics in these regions at that time, they are stone carvings, stone engravings or images on 

plaster floors. From the 7
th
 mill . BC,  also dance scenes on ceramic finds are added. 

Five of these oldest finds depict individuals dancing, some wearing masks, a category of 

dance that was also depicted in Paleolithic Europe before that. On seven (54%) a type of 

group dance is depicted that did not exist before: The dancers stand in a line or on a circle 

with the body front to the center, in three scenes the hands are additionally clasped or placed 

on the shoulders. In another illustration, women dance in a kind of "single file" behind each 

other. There is no doubt that these representations are the oldest illustrations of Chain Dances 

known today. The "goose march" could possibly be a kind of snaking dance.  

In the 108 illustrations of the Halafian and Samarra cultures of northern Syria from the 6th 

millennium B.C. cited by Garfinkel (2003), the representations of Circle Chain Dances 

dominate with a portion of 93%. The extremely large number of representations of these 

uniform community dances indicates the outstandingly important role played by Chain 

Dances at the beginning of the Neolithic period with the associated sedentariness and 

incipient agriculture. 



11 

 

 
 

Fig. 221a: Stone carving on a basalt slab from 

Dhuweila 8th mill. BC, so far oldest 

representation of a Chain Dance (after Garfinkel 

2003, Fig. 7.5a) 

Fig. 221b: Sketch of the stone carving (after 

Garfinkel 2003, Fig. 7.6a). 

  

Fig. 221c: Limestone bowl with engraved Chain 

Dance from Nevali Çori 8th mill. BC (after 

Garfinkel 2003, Fig. 7.2) 

Fig. 221d: Painted plaster floor from Tell 

Halula with "goose march dance" 8th mill. 

BC (after Garfinkel 2003, Fig. 7.4) 

 
 

Fig. 221e: Painted pottery from Tell Halaf, 

northern Syria, 6th millennium BC, Halafian 

culture (after Garfinkel 2003, Fig. 8.9b). 

Fig. 221f: Painted ceramic bowl from Tell 

Halaf, Northern Syria, 6th millennium BC, 

Halafian culture (after Garfinkel 2003, 8.10a) 
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Similarities between today's and prehistorically depicted Chain Dances: 

 

¶ Uniform movement patterns are performed in the dance. 

¶ The dancers are connected to each other by a "frame". 

¶ Dancers are often dressed alike and wear the same utensils. 

¶ Dancers stand on a circle or a line, their body front is usually directed to the center. 

¶ On the illustrations of the Neolithic period no musical instruments are found at all, 

which speaks for an exclusively vocal accompanying music, as it is also the case with 

today's "archaic" forms of Chain Dances. 

¶ On many illustrations one finds a lead dancer in a leading role, as it is mentioned in 

some medieval literature
5
 and as it can still be observed today in the Balkans. 

¶ A common utensil of the first dancer is a stick or "guiding stick".
6
 

 

There are no significant differences in the depiction of the sexes. If women or men can be 

recognized at all, both sexes are depicted with similar frequency. There are also a few mixed 

depictions in all regions (Fig. 221g). However, in the vast majority of depictions, it is unclear 

which gender is shown. This suggests that gender does not seem to be quite as important in 

the dance illustrations and in dancing overall. There is no evidence of male dominance in the 

communal dances of this period. 

 

  

Fig. 221g: Painted pottery from Choga Mami 

with mixed dance row, Samarra culture, 6th 

mill. BC (after Garfinkel 2003, pic., 8.27a) 

Fig. 221h: Single dancing figure from Arukhlo, 

Armenia, 6th mill. BC (after Garfinkel 2003, 

pic., 8.30f) 

 

In addition to the large number of community dances depicted (92%), some individual 

dancers were also found (8%). 

 

                                                 
5
 The leader of the round dance (Choraula) walked in the middle and made the movements for them, stomped 

with his feet and cheered with his mouth and at the same time threw a staff, on which he had hung his gloves, up 

into the air and caught it again with his hands." (Böhme 1886, p. 20) 
6
 Possibly this guiding rod derives from the staff of a shepherd or shepherd, like the "virga pastoralis" of a bishop 

or the staff in the coat of arms of the pharaohs. 
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Fig. 221i: Painted pottery from Kkazineh 

(western Iran), 6th mill. BC (after Garfinkel 

2003, Fig., 9.5a) 

Fig. 221k: Painted pottery from Tepe 

Musiyan (western Iran), 6th mill. BC (after 

Garfinkel 2003, pic., 9.11) 

 

These Chain Dances originated in connection with dramatic changes in the way people lived. 

The changes are often referred to as the Neolithic Revolution. 

 

2.2.2 Sedentariness and early agriculture and their consequences 

 

Emergence of sedentarism and early agriculture: 

Sedentariness surprisingly emerges before, and may even be a prerequisite for, early 

agriculture. The first permanent dwellings are recorded for hunter-gatherers in the Levant at 

the time of the Natufian (12 500 - 10 000 BC). It is believed that the regional resources of this 

area were very favorable due to climatic change and game was available throughout the year.  

In connection with another climatic change ("younger Dryas"), people in the Levant begin to 

cultivate cereals and domesticate wild animals
7
 around 10 000 BC, a process that lasts until 

about 7500 BC. It is only at this time that sedentarism becomes generally established, and 

significant population growth is noted along with population movement. Village agriculture 

had emerged. 

Way of life and social structures of early herders and farmers: 

The early village communities of this period and area were socially organized into tribes and 

chief-led groups (chiefdoms) with a simple agricultural base. With Neolithization, group size 

increased compared to hunter-gatherers, population density increased, and weak social and 

political differentiation set in. For the early peasants there was more work, less leisure, less 

balanced and varied food. They were therefore less healthy and had a shorter life expectancy 

compared to members of the hunter-gatherer communities. Early Neolithic people lived in 

houses, produced and stocked food. Regular festivals and ceremonies were held to maintain 

relations with neighboring groups. 

New values and religious ideas: 

                                                 
7
 The Middle East was the distribution area of the wild original forms of cereals, legumes and other cultivated 

plants and also of sheep, goats, cattle and pigs (Uerpmann 2007, p. 59). DNA comparison studies of cattle, for 

example, show that all current representatives can be traced back to ancestors from the Near and Middle East 

(Bollongino et al. 2006, p. 24). 
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At this time, ritual and ceremony were ubiquitous. The intention of a ritual is to influence 

spirits and magical forces, also to give symbolic information about social order or the 

relationship between people. Rituals express fundamental social values and norms of behavior 

and give order and meaning to the world.  

Obvious examples are rites of change that mark transition points in the lives of individuals 

such as birth, puberty, marriage, and death. Rites convey messages such as identity, group 

membership, and community. Burial sites near the home also indicate a stronger spiritual 

attachment to a place. 

General changes: 

During this period, many changes took place in a comparatively short time: 

¶ Permanently inhabited settlements are formed. 

¶ The population increases. 

¶ Groups join together to form larger communities. 

¶ Food is produced with an increasing number of domestic animals and 

domesticated plants. 

¶ Technical innovations emerge mediated by heating: Plaster, mortar, later ceramics 

and still later metals. 

¶ Social development leads to differentiation and stratification. 

In the late Neolithic, private property emerges, as it is impossible to share with everyone in 

larger settlements. Settlement leads to greater emphasis on kinship ties, partly to keep 

property and supplies in the family. Functional status is at least partially replaced by 

genealogical status. In the long run, sedentarization leads to social hierarchization and socio-

economic specialization. Gender and age differences are reinforced. Social tensions increase 

as a certain group size is exceeded and dispute mediators are lacking. In this structure, the 

Chain Dance, with its ritual, symbolic and community-building qualities, may have played a 

very important role. 

 

2.2.3 Reasons for the emergence of Chain Dances in connection with the Neolithic period 

 

Dance representations are the oldest and most frequently presented theme of prehistoric art in 

the Middle East in the period between 8000 and 4000 BC. The communal circular dance 

dominates. The illustrations are characterized by a great uniformity of dance movements, a 

uniformity not found in the cave drawings of hunter-gatherers. Why does communal dancing 

with uniform movements suddenly play such an important role in the newly emerged 

Neolithic society?  

 

Social upheavals connected with the emergence of early agriculture took place several times 

in different regions of the Earth, but only in the Middle East Chain Dances emerged.  The 

emergence of a completely new type of dance may have occurred in connection with 

significant changes in the network of relationships within this society. The social form of the 

hunter-gatherers was based on mobile and receptive lifestyles, their structures were egalitarian 

to mildly patriarchal, and their groups consisted of about 30 people. The transition to a 

productive subsistence form with the domestication of animals and the cultivation of plants 
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also brought about a change in other parameters. Thus, in connection with sedentarization, the 

first houses were built, the groups became much larger, and the improved food supply 

increased the population density many times over.  

The increase in group size led to greater competition within a group and to an increase in 

social tensions. Here, Chain Dance, with its very limited individual scope due to the hand-

gripping, may have been a means of disciplining all members of the community, as Garfinkel 

suggests. By performing the set step patterns as a "link" in the chain, the rules of the 

community are symbolically accepted. This leads to an internalization of discipline and a 

channeling of social tensions. 

However, the increase in population also meant that, compared to the hunter-gatherers, many 

more groups were settled in the same area. This also increased competition between groups. If 

the communal dancing of the hunters and gatherers already served the group identification, 

this dimension of meaning was emphasized even more by the setting and the alignment of the 

body front to the center of the circle. In such a constellation, everyone can be perceived from 

every position. Everyone is an equal part of the circle. This creates a particularly intense sense 

of community in the group, the community is literally demonstrated.  

The message of the formed circle is "group" and not "individual". This message aims 

outward, but also inward. Because  in the course of agriculture, the work to be done increased. 

All members of the village, even children, had to contribute greatly to the common success. 

The community was symbolically strengthened by the Chain Dance, and the goals and efforts 

of individuals were focused on common goals. The increased identification with the group 

and the involvement of the individual in the community led to a change in the external 

structural characteristics. Stunned circle or pulse dances became the hand-held Chain Dances, 

usually oriented toward the center. 

Another change in the transformation from the huntersô and gatherersô dances to Chain 

Dances occurred in the functions and the integration into the seasonal sequence. According to 

Kuhlbrodt the dance occasions of the hunter-gatherers are on the one hand linked to important 

transitional situations like for example a wedding, on the other hand there are more situational 

occasions like in hunting or rain dances. For the early farmers and herders, occasions coupled 

to important transitional situations existed in the same way, but further occasions were often 

linked to specific seasons and possibly served to remind and synchronize community 

members to important stakes in the farming annual rhythm. After all, a productive subsistence 

form requires actions the results are which are not visible until much later.  

At the same time, dance was always religiously and ritually integrated. Dance and ritual 

cannot be separated for this epoch. They belong together like the two sides of a coin. 

The basic function of (dance) rituals can be listed as follows: 

¶ They serve to lighten the burden. Once introduced, they save constant discussions. 

¶ They provide security - in the process and emotionally. 

¶ They make the transported message (order, community, etc.) atmospherically tangible. 

¶ They provide structure and orientation. 

¶ They serve to stabilize a social and cultural order. 

¶ They promote identification with the community. 

¶ They help to shape transitions. 
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In the Middle East, the change from a huntersô and gathersô society to a settled early peasant 

culture led to a new type of dance. Chain Dances emerged and became an essential feature of 

this Neolithic culture. 

 

2.3 Spreading of Chain Dances in connection with Neolithization 

 

The first images of communal Chain Dances have survived from the 8th millennium BC from 

the north of the Levant and from southern Anatolia. From this core area they seem to have 

spread continuously to neighboring regions. Moving eastward, they appear in Mesopotamia in 

the 6th millennium BC and reach Persia and Pakistan in the late 6th and 5th millennia BC. In 

southeastern Europe they appear from the 6th millennium BC, and somewhat later in Egypt .  

There is a chronological continuity here, which can be well explained by a spreading, starting 

from a core zone. 

 

 
Fig. 230a: Spreading of dance imagery in Neolithic times (data after Garfinkel 2003). 

 

This spread is obviously related to the emergence and expansion of early agriculture. This 

process of "neolithization" took place over several millennia in the Levant, the Middle 

Euphrates Valley, and southeastern Anatolia. During this time, people began to cultivate some 

of the wild plants found there, such as einkorn, emmer, peas, lentils and flax . They also made 
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the first attempts to domesticate sheep, goats, cattle and pigs. The earliest expansion of this 

new economic method occurred in a period around 8500 BC to Cyprus and Cappadocia.  

Archaeological findings show that all groups that spread from the Middle East already carried 

with them all the important achievements of early agriculture, for all later cultivated plants 

and domestic animals can be traced in each direction of spread. In this context we speak of the 

"neolithic package"
8
, which comprises a sum of features regularly found in the neolithic finds 

of SW Asia, Anatolia and SE Europe. In addition to the listed cultivated plants and domestic 

animals, we obviously need to add another essential component to the notion of this package:  

The most important dance form of the early village communities - the Chain Dance, which 

was performed during social and ritual-religious festivities - seems to have been part of the 

luggage in this spreading process.  

Chain dancing spread to Europe along with early agriculture by atleast two different routes. 

But early settlers also brought their new dance form to North Africa, further north across the 

Caucasus, and into the Middle East possibly as far as India and western China (see Fig. 230c-

d). The chronological spread of the dance images (Fig. 230a) shows a remarkable 

correspondence with the spread of early agriculture (Fig. 230b).  

 

                                                 
8
 The idea of the "Neolithic package" makes it clear that all the components were present before the first 

migrants left the area of origin. However, it is certainly not true that these were always groups of the same kind 

with similar structure and economy. Depending on the type of environmental conditions, cultivated plants, 

domestic animals or even hunting were of different importance. The respective ecological conditions dictated 

whether the early Neolithic people specialized as farmers or also as pastoral nomads. Reichholf (2008, p. 259ff) 

also explains in a comprehensible way that cereals could hardly feed the people in the initial phase of 

Neolithization, but possibly served for beer production. 

For a long time, a precise definition of the term "Neolithic bundle" was also lacking, despite its frequent use. 

This is done by ¢ilingiroĵlu (2005), but with a focus on specific lime, stone, and bone objects, in "The concept 

of "Neolithic package: considering its meaning and applicability." 
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Fig. 230a: Spread of dance imagery in Neolithic times (data after Garfinkel 2003). 

 

  

Fig. 230c: Painted ceramic vessel with Chain 

Dance, Majiayao culture northwest China, ca. 

3900 - 3500 BC, from Datong 

Shangsunjiazhai, Qinghai. 

Fig. 230d: Painted ceramic vessel with Chain 

Dance, Majiayao culture northwest China, ca. 

3700 BC, from Tongde Zongri, Qinghai. 

 

 

2.4 Distribution of Chain Dances in the Middle Ages 

 

The Neolithic migrants settled Europe on two routes. One part prepared along the coasts of 

the Mediterranean, another part passed through SE Europe and then followed the Danube. All 

of them had Chain Dances in their luggage and thus brought them to the European continent. 
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Unfortunately, there are not so many pictures of the spread of Chain Dances to Europe - 

compared to the Middle East. The oldest iconographic find comes from Romania. Whether 

the "Hora de la Frumuĸica" (Fig. 240a) from the 4th millennium BC is really a hora, i.e. a 

Chain Dance, depends, of course, on the viewer's interpretation. In the synopsis with other 

similar dance illustrations of this time this assumption that it is a dance illustration is 

comprehensible.   

Without a doubt, the five dancers from Sassari (Fig. 240b) and the "Minoan Round Dance" 

(Fig. 240 c) can be recognized as a circular chain form. Then, from the 9th century B.C. on, 

there are images of round dances on vases and buildings in Greece, Cyprus, and Italy.  

Some rock paintings complement the findings mentioned so far. Worth mentioning are the 

Bronze Age petroglyphs with circle chain representations (Fig. 240d) in Sweden, which show 

an open dance circle. A depiction on a larger stone from the Val Camonica (Fig. 240e) in the 

Italian Alps shows several lines of people engraved in the rock in shoulder settings in a 

dancing manner. 

 

Older written evidence is very few and only from ancient Greece.  However, these clearly 

prove that Chain Dances already existed in Greece at that time.  

For Western Europe, there are a few ecclesiastical dance prohibitions for the time before the 

11th century, in which, however, almost nothing is written about the characteristics of the 

dances themselves. From the 11th to the 14th century some song texts, poems or ecclesiastical 

and municipal dance prohibitions have survived. 
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Fig. 240b: Line of five dancers carved into a 

bowl from Sassari, Sardinia from the 4th 

millennium BC. 

 
Fig. 240a: Hora de la Frumuĸica, Archaeo-

logical Museum Bucharest, 4th millennium BC. 

Fig. 240d: Detail of a Bronze Age rock drawing 

in Sweden 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 240c: Minoan round dance, Heraklion 

Archaeological Museum, ca. 17th century BC. 

Fig. 240e: Detail of a stone engraving from Val 

Camonica. 
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Fig. 240f: Mixed round dance with musician on a silver disc brooch from the early 13th century. 

Find from the Kornhaus Tübingen. 

 

All authors dealing with folk dances and their history agree that Chain Dances (circle Chain 

Dances) were the predominant dance form of the Middle Ages and that this dance form was 

widespread throughout Europe and could be found in all layers of medieval dance culture. 

Moreover, for most of the regions where Chain Dances no longer exist today, there is written 

evidence of their medieval existence.  For those regions, in which Chain Dances still exist 

today, the assumption is obvious that they already shaped the dance scene in the Middle Ages 

and in the time before. 

 

The synopsis of all the different findings mentioned so far leads to the conclusion that Chain 

Dances could be found everywhere in Europe until the end of the Middle Ages. Before the 

appearance of Couple Dances they were the dominant dance form of Western Eurasia.   
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Fig. 240g: Distribution of Chain Dances in the Middle Ages (marked with gray color). 

 

After the Middle Ages, the dance scene changed fundamentally. Modern Couple Dances 

emerged and spread. For example, in the 11th-12th centuries, open Couple Dances emerged in 

the Frankish courts of northern France, and quickly spread among distinguished society. At 

about the same time, the northern Alpine and southern German peasant cultures developed 

closed Couple Dances. Both dance forms dominated dance floors in many regions of Europe 

until industrialization. The Chain Dances lost their dominant position, but in some areas they 

maintained their position until today. 

 

 

2.5 Today's distribution of Chain Dances of Western Eurasia 

 

Chain Dances are still found in high density in the Balkans and the Middle East, at least 

among village society. In the rest of Europe, there are small areas of distribution in Faroe 

Islands, Brittany, Catalonia, Basque Country and southern Provence, northern and southern 

Hungary (girls circle dances), Slovakia (girls circle dances), and small remnant areas in 

Poland. Single Chain Dances exist in South Holland and North Belgium (Cramignon), in 

France (diverse), in the French-speaking part of Switzerland (Choraula), in Piedmont 

(Sbrando), in South Italy (circle tarantella), in Latvia (Iz Mamenu Gotus Goju), in Russia and 

the other Russian-speaking areas (mainly girls circle dances). 
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Fig. 250: Present-day distribution of Chain Dances in Europe and neighboring areas. 

 

The individual categories are characterized as follows: 

Viele Kettentänze: Many Chain Dances: C.D. are the dominant form with a share 50 - 100%. 

Einige Kettentänze: Some Chain Dances: C.D. are a dance form with a share of about 20-50% 

among other forms, for example the Couple Dances. 

Wenige Kettentänze: Few Chain Dances: In this region, other dance forms dominate, C.D. 

have a share of about 5 - 20% or individual forms stand out clearly, e.g. the Sardana in 

Catalonia. 

Einzelner Kettentanz: Single Chain Dance: A single form is locally or regionally common. 

 

In addition, many open Couple Dance forms and Multi-Couple Dances contain interspersed 

circle elements, which can be interpreted as a relic of Chain Dances. Many English or Low 

German Multi-Couple Dances, for example, begin with a circle figure. These "circle relicts" 

are considered in the distribution map only exemplarily.   

 

If we compare today's distribution of Chain Dances with the Middle Ages, we find two 

regions where Chain Dances have disappeared. First, in Western Anatolia, this type of dance 

no longer exists. In the so-called Zeybek and Cifteteli Karsilama regions of Turkey, dances 

are performed in a circle without a frame with fixed step patterns, a more Central Asian form 
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of dancing. The spoon dances there were also brought from Asia by the Turkic peoples 

migrating there. The proportion of the Turkic population settling there from the 11th century 

was relatively high. This explains why the Chain Dances of the indigenous Anatolian 

population declined.  

In central, northern, western and southern Europe, Couple Dances replaced the old 

community dances. But why were the Chain Dances not replaced by Couple Dances all over 

Europe, but preserved until today in certain regions? 

Since social structures are also reflected in the dance forms and in the relationship between 

the dancers, the question arises as to the sociological preconditions for Couple Dances in 

contrast to the old Chain Dances. 

Chain Dances are characterized by the group relationship. Everyone dances the same steps 

and is part of the group. Only in the open circle the dance leader has an exposed position, in 

the closed circle there are no differences. The circle is a symbol for the community, to which 

all have to integrate and subordinate themselves. 

In couple dancing, individuality becomes more important. The dominance of the community 

reference fades. The individual couples dance, at least in the Free and Closed Couple Dances, 

independently of each other and thus move individually.  

Another condition for the emergence of Couple Dances could be the relationship between the 

sexes. In Couple Dances, the social position of women and men must be approximately equal, 

because the partners dance directly with each other and even touch each other. In contrast, 

Chain Dances are possible even under different gender ratios. This is because an 

approximately equal position leads to joint participation in the chain; if the position is clearly 

different, the women form a separate circle or even have to dance in other places. 

 An "approximate equality" of the sexes as a prerequisite for Couple Dances was first felt in 

the Middle Ages in Central Europe in the 12th century and led there to the emergence of the 

Open and Closed Couple Dances. 

The rule of the Ottomans rather indirectly prevented these modern changes in the society of 

the Balkan countries. "Administrative penetration of society comparable to the early modern 

European principalities and kingdoms did not take place in the Ottoman Empire. Apart from 

tax payments, villages were largely self-regulating."  And Chain Dances were ritually 

integrated into village life. They served village and group identification. The original village 

communities remained much longer in the Balkans. The Orthodox Church also stabilized the 

rather patriarchal relations of the sexes, which did not allow couple dancing. The status of 

non-Muslim religious groups was regulated through the millets system. Taxes and other 

administrative matters were handled through the respective churches. The Orthodox churches 

were and are nationally organized. This reinforced a national-ethnic identification, which was 

expressed in the performance of certain Chain Dances. All this preserved the old Chain 

Dances in the Balkans and, with similar justification, in the Middle East. 

If one compares today's spread of Chain Dances with the Middle Ages, national-ethnic group 

identification is probably also the reason for the preservation of Chain Dances in Brittany, 

Sardinia, Catalonia, the Basque country and southern France. There, the ethnic group 

identification of these minorities and ultimately the demarcation from the other population led 

to the fact that the culturally and historically older Chain Dances have been preserved until 

today. The performance of these dances became a cultural-political demonstration. 
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This effect is also abundantly clear in the fact that many ethnic groups in the U.S. maintain 

older forms of dances, compared to the countries of origin, where dance forms have already 

been further modified and modernized.  Emigrants and their descendants preserve the old 

cultural heritage more strictly. In the diaspora, it serves even more for group identity and 

demarcation from the outside. 

All these explanations do not apply to the dances of the Faroe Islands alone. All modern 

developments, at least as far as dance is concerned, probably did not reach the extreme edge 

of Europe. Therefore, the old dance culture was preserved there.  

In some regions, such as Sweden, France or Swabia
9
, old Chain Dance forms were reactivated 

and these are occasionally danced again today.  

In the 2nd half of the 20th century developed trends of dance like "meditative dance" or 

"sacred dance", "circle dance" or "danza circular" in South America have mostly newly 

developed Chain Dances in their repertoire. These currents cultivate the circle Chain Dances 

especially because of their community character. 

 

 

2.6 Chain Dance terms 

 

Dance terms were subject to certain changes in the course of history, as far as this can be 

traced at all through written sources. For some terms the meaning changed, other terms 

disappeared completely or new ones appeared. Some terms seem to have been around for a 

very long time. 

The most lasting influence on the use of certain terms has probably been the change in dance 

itself. In this sense, insights into the word history of dance terms can expand and enhance the 

notion of dance history. The converse is also possible. Improved knowledge of developments 

in dance history may open up a better view of changes in the use or meaning of dance terms 

and provide new aspects for etymological interpretations. 

There are many terms for Chain Dance, almost all regions have their own words. Despite this 

multiplicity, the terms can be traced back to three basic words: 'laik', 'rei(h)en' and 'chor'. In 

addition, there are the modern terms 'branle' and 'kolo'. 

 

2.6.1 Leik 

 

Leik seems to derive from an old Germanic word, because in German sources before 1000 no 

other dance word is mentioned except 'laikan'. It is found in the oldest Germanic Bible version 

of the monk Wulfila as a word for dance. In Gothic 'leika' means to move, to dance, to play, to 

enjoy oneself.  At the mentioned bible passage a folk dance, probably a Chain Dance refers to. 

As a Chain Dance term, 'leik' is found today in Scandinavia, Iceland and the Faroe Islands. In 

Sweden, the name 'Långdans' is also found today, which means 'long dance' and probably 

refers to the length of the chain. Also in the chronicle of the country Dithmarschen from 1590 

Chain Dances are called 'lange Dantz'. 

 

                                                 
9
 In Swabia the "Roie", in France some "Branles", in Sweden "Langdans". 
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2.6.2 Rei(h)en (Chain Dance) 

 

Until about 1800, there was only the term 'Rei(h)en'. After that, the terms 'Reigen', 

'Chorreigen' and 'Reie' were mostly used synonymously with 'Reihen'. The word 'Reigen', 

which is more common today, was not introduced into the gymnastics language until the 

middle of the 19th century by Ludwig Jahn as a term for a rhythmic row dance.  A 

characterization of the content can be found in Sachs: "The Reigen as a form is clearly 

definable: a chain of dancers who move hand in hand, either in an open or closed circle, or in 

an extended line".  

Most etymological dictionaries derive 'rei(h)en' from the Old French word 'raie' meaning a 

"kind of dance" because it is first mentioned in writing in Old French literature. In this view, 

'raie' with the original meaning 'furrow, stripe, row' goes back to the Gallic 'rׇca'.  However, in 

Old French texts before and after the advent of 'raie', terms such as 'carole', 'charole', 'quarole' 

or similar forms are always used for this type of dancing, which argues against this derivation 

from the Celtic word 'rica'. In addition, from the 13th century on, there is much written 

evidence for the word 'reien' from southern Germany, Austria, and German-speaking 

Switzerland, which makes an origin from a word of Germanic origin more likely. Harding 

also suspects a southern German dialect word based on its use, or lack of use, in the literature 

of the Minnesingers. In terms of content, 'reien' has something to do with row, and 'Reihe' in 

turn goes back to Middle High German 'rǯhe' meaning "row, line," which in turn comes from 

Old High German 'riga', "line," which, like Gallic 'rׇca', can be traced back to the Indo-

European root 'rei' or 'reikh'. At the level of verbs, Middle High German has 'rǯhen' (from Old 

High German 'rǯhan') with the meaning "to pull on a thread, to tack on in rows."  In some 

dialects, such as Swabian, this verb has long persisted as 'roiᴅ' or 'reiᴅ'. Thus, the 'roiᴅ' was 

still danced as a Reigen in the Allgäu at least until 1860. The same is true for the Franconian 

'Räje'.   

 

This evidence supports the assumption that the Franconian nobility in northern France 

introduced the word 'reie' as a term for Chain Dance, (as well as the word 'danse' ) as a new 

fashionable word of Franconian or southern German-Austrian origin. From there it spreads 

with the associated dances. It is found in literature shortly after as the equivalent Picardy 'rèy' 

and Middle Dutch 'rei', around 1400 also as the English 'ray'. 

 



27 

 

 
Fig. 262: Distribution of the word 'reie' in medieval literature and modern evidence. 

 

This view is supported by the fact that 'reie' can also be found in some neighboring Slavic 

languages. In Sorbian we find 'reja' (dance, Chain Dance), in Polish 'reja' (dance), there as an 

older word also 'rej' (Chain Dance), in Czech 'rej' (Chain Dance, pre-dance - in the sense of 

dancing before) and in Slovenian 'raj' (Chain Dance).   

Probably the word 'reien' came together with the word 'dance' as a loanword into these 

languages, which would still have to be investigated. Whether reel and hejsza also belong to 

this word relationship is unclear. 

In some cases it also has the meaning of arranged dances in the sense of a suite, e.g. in the 

"Egerländer Reja". 

 

2.6.3 Names with the root
10

 'chor'.  

 

By far the most designations for chain dancing have the word root 'chor'. In an area from 

western France to southwestern China they can be found almost everywhere where Chain 

Dances exist. Thereby they occur in quite different language families. In Tibet with 'khor' 

(Tibeto-Birman language family), in Buryatia with 'Jochar' (Mongolian language, Altaic 

language family), in Turkey with 'Halay' (Turkic language, Altaic language family), among 

the Lases in Turkey with 'Kereoni' (Caucasian language family) and already in the Palestine 

of the Old Testament with 'chul' (old Hebrew, Afro-Asian language family) one finds these 

words. This cannot be a coincidence, but very likely the terms have spread together with the 

Chain Dance and have survived until today. 

                                                 
10

 A word root consists of a 1st consonant, a rather not so fixed vowel between and a 2nd consonant. From this 

root then all subsequent words can be derived. 
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2.6.3.1 Current Etymology for 'Chor' (Loanword Hypothesis) 

 

The word 'chor' used in German goes back to the Greek word 'horos' (ɉɞɟ·ɠ). Via the Latin 

'chorus' it then came into the Romance and Germanic languages as a loanword in the course 

of Christianization by the Catholic Church.  In the Slavic languages it came directly from the 

Greek via the Orthodox Church. There it means: round dance, dancing place, crowd of 

dancers, singing choir. In the Romanian 'Hora' and in the Macedoromanian 'Corlu' there is 

also the meaning "dance festival", possibly another original meaning of the underlying word. 

Also the Irish word 'Céilí' has the basic meaning dance festival.   

Which of these meanings is the original one can no longer be determined. Perhaps there was 

no original meaning either, because all these aspects belong together. In any case, it is 

difficult to assign an Indo-European original form. Mostly it is derived from the Indo-

European 'ĵher' (to grasp, to seize).  

In summary, the etymology represented in the dictionaries assumes in the case of 'choir' a 

Greek-Latin loanword, which was borrowed into other languages in the course of 

Christianization. Thereby a typical sound transformation for the respective language took 

place. 

       ĵher (indoeuropäisch) 

      

           ? 

 

     Horos (griechisch) 

 

 

 

  Chorus (lateinisch) 

 

 

Carola   Choraula   Chorea     Horos  Chorovod    Horo    Oro    Korovod    Cor   

 

Fig. 263a: In the etymological dictionaries, a view on the origin of dance terms of the word 

cognate 'chor' is given. Here, one assumes an Indo-European root 'ĵher' with the meaning 'to 

grasp' and the extension 'ghortos' 'fenced-in place'. 

 

2.6.3.2 Arguments against the loanword hypothesis 

 

This loanword hypothesis may be true for the Germanic language area. Terms like 'the choir' - 

a crowd of singers or 'the chor' as a place in a church come understandably from Latin. 

Moreover, in Germanic languages there are no terms for Chain Dance with the word root 

'chor'. 

For the huge non-Germanic remaining area of distribution, however, there are considerable 

doubts about the loanword hypothesis and essentially three important counter-arguments. 

First, at least for the Russian language area, there are inconsistencies for the loanword 

hypothesis, because the words 'Karagod or Korogod' (Southern Russia), Korovod (Ukraine), 
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Korohod (Belarus) do not correspond to the laws of sound shifting when derived from the 

Greek 'Horos'. 

Secondly, there are serious content-related concerns. The Russian 'Chorovod' and related 

words are terms for the 'Chain Dances of the peasants'. Chain Dances are expressions of 

village community and serve group identity. They have therefore proved to be very 

conservative throughout history and are hardly susceptible to outside influence. This is 

especially true for the step patterns of the dances and probably also for the names. After all, 

why would a Russian peasant suddenly use a new word for his dances, which have been 

danced in his village in a very long tradition? It is also hard to imagine that there was no old 

word for these dances in the Russian language and therefore a Greek one had to be adopted. A 

loan word adoption is hardly comprehensible for this context.  

These arguments also apply to the Chain Dance terms used in the immediate neighborhood of 

Greece: 'Oro' (northern Macedonia, southern Serbia, formerly used throughout Serbia), 'Horo' 

(Bulgaria), 'Hora' (Romania, Moldavia), and 'Cor' (Macedo-Romanian).  

In Europe, written Greek words have been available for the longest period of time. Ancient 

words of other languages elude our knowledge. However, the lack of knowledge of these 

ancient words does not justify favoring a loanword explanation just because the 

corresponding Greek word is the first written one available. 

Third, there are many words of the 'chor' family that are temporally or geographically outside 

the Greco-Roman sphere of influence and therefore cannot be loanwords from that sphere at 

all. The following table lists some of these terms. 

 

Table 263a: Terms for Chain Dance outside the Greco-Roman Area of Influence 

word language/origin meaning 

choloth Old Testament 2nd Book of Mose Chain Dance 

chul Old Testament to move in a circle, to turn 

lecholel, mechol New Hebrew dancing, dance 

Ǖla Arabic to move in a circle, to turn 

araas Berber (Middle Atlas) dance, rhythm 

jar ras Berber (Middle Atlas) dance 

Halay Turks, Kurds, Assyrians Chain Dance 

kurd anam Sanskrit dance 

Kher,  Khel Roma (originating from North 

India) 

dance, game 

Khor ro ro ,gnas-

skor  

Tibet circling walking around a sacred 

place 

Jochar Mongolian Buryats west of Lake 

Baikal  

 

Shhapro Himalayan region Mustang in 

Nepal 

Chain Dance 

Qie (Aussprache: 

tώeᴅ[r ] ) 

Yi in SW China Chain Dance 

Hore Kurdish song type 

Ghari Pakistan olk song 

 

For all the words listed, or for the associated regions in which they are used, there is little or 

no connection to ancient Greece or the Byzantine Empire. The distribution area of the words,  
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on the other hand, coincides with the distribution of Chain Dances (with the exception of the 

Germanic language area). It stands to reason that they were spread with these dances. 

 
Fig. 263b: Chorus-word relationship in the meaning of dance, song and circle.  

Only words that have both consonants of the root were entered. Presumptive prefixes were set 

off by a hyphen).    
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2.6.3.3 Hereditary word hypothesis 

 

The great semantic correspondence with the meaning Chain Dance (and its secondary 

meanings) and the terms with the root 'chor' correlating with the spread of Chain Dances 

suggest that this term spread together with the dances, starting from the Middle East, 

connected with the Neolithic expansion, as another element of the "Neolithic bundle". It can 

therefore be assumed that the words of the 'chor' word family are related hereditary words 

going back to a common origin. Despite several language changes in the course of history, the 

word 'chor' appears in many languages of our time with comparatively low phonetic variance 

as a term for Chain Dance or, more rarely, as an umbrella term for dance. It probably belongs 

to a very old linguistic stratum, which has survived with very few words until our time. Not 

only the wide spreading is remarkable, but also the small variance of the designations related 

to a period of nearly 10,000 years - for the source word an unbelievably small "susceptibility" 

to changes. This "conservatism" can be explained by the fact that the words of the 'chor' word 

family were adopted as substrate words in new languages in the history of language change. 

In language contact linguistics, it is assumed that new rulers can cause language change. In 

such a case, the previously prevalent indigenous language is replaced by a new superstrate 

language. This replacement process, in which a typical sound shift can occur, does not take 

place one hundred percent of the time, however; instead, a few words remain from the 

indigenous language, mostly from typical areas such as house and farm or designations for 

site-specific occurrences. These substrate words are thus retained by the people in use and 

pronunciation and are therefore hardly modified. Thus also no sound shift takes place for 

these words. For the addition of prefixes and suffixes (prefixes and suffixes) several causes 

are conceivable as for example a different grammar of the superstrate language. Thus, the 

term 'chor' from the still unknown language of the first shepherds and farmers was adopted in 

the course of history in subsequent languages such as Semitic, Turkish, Caucasian, Tibetan 

and Mongolian. 

The basic relationship is shown in Fig. 263c. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     1. Consonant   vowel.   2. Consonant 

Soure word for Chain Dance               [h/ch/k]  (a/o/u)  [ r/l ]  

(Middle East, very old language layer)   

                                                                                                              Spreading through neolith.  

          expansion 

 

word root remains                             [h/ch/k]  (a/o/u)  [ r/l ] *  

 

             Language change (by superstrate)
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 word root remains as a substratum         [h/ch/k]  (a/o/u)  [ r/l ] *     

 word without phonetic shift    

        Language change (by superstrate) 

 

 

word root remains as a substratum    * [h/ch/k]  (a/o/u)  [ r/l ] *  

word until todayôs term 

Fig. 263c: 'chor' as conserved substrate word in multiple language changes. First square 

bracket = 1st consonant; round bracket =  between vowel; second square bracket = 2nd 

consonant; * = suffix (back) or praefix (front). 

 

2.6.3.4 The word relationship 'chobi'. 

 

In the word family 'chor' listed above, only those names for Chain Dance, song types or circle 

have been taken which agree with the presumed root in both the first and second consonants 

or are at least phonetically very similar. Especially in the Near and Middle East, there are 

other names for Chain Dance or for certain Chain Dance families such as 'Chobie' 

(pronounced dshobie). In the corresponding words, the second consonant differs from the 

presumed original form. The original r/l is replaced by a b/p. 

 

Words like Chobi occur in some regions and languages. The Kurdish (both northern Iraq and 

northern Iran) chobi, sometimes chopi, denotes Chain Dances, usually with three-measure 

structure. The same is true of western Iranian chobi and Iraqi chobi, chobo, or chubie. 

In the coastal region of the Persian Gulf, there are dances called bandari chopi ("coastal 

chopi"). They are dances with a basic three-measure pattern. However, there is a lot of 

clapping while dancing, so hand-framing is not possible. But except for the lack of hand-

framing, all the external structural features of the Chain Dances are present.  

In Baluchistan, the Chaap dances are also danced in circles, but they do not clearly belong to 

the Chain Dances, but are a mixture of Chain Dance with Central Asian forms of folk dance 

because of their deviating structural features.
11

  

Also the Ethiopian word 'Chifera' (tsifera) with the meaning 'to dance to sing' could belong to 

the word family 'chobi'. 

 

                                                 
11

 Synchronous movements on the circular path are performed, but without a frame, which would also be badly 

possible due to many individual turns. The latter two characteristics (without frame, many turns) correspond 

more to Central Asian forms of folk dance.  With all reservation this can be interpreted in such a way that here a 

mixed form of dance types developed, which is still provided with an old designation. 
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Fig. 263d: The word relationship 'chobie' and 'debkeô 

 

In any case, in the case of the 'chobi' words, there are very similar terms with the same 

meaning for at least four quite different languages, which, by analogy with the word 'chor', 

suggests a common origin as a substrate word meaning Chain Dance. 

Debke, also dabke, dabka, dabki, or dabkeh is a term for circle Chain Dances in Palestine, 

Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, and Iraq. Often these debkes have three-measure structure. 'Debka' 

means 'stomping' in Arabic. Although the dances are ancient in form, the word seems to have 

been modified more recently, or at least in more recent times. Perhaps it was spread over this 

area with Arab expansion and with the standardization of the Arabic language. This is 

supported by the observation that in Iraq the term 'dabke' exists, but in the regional dialect it is 

'chubie'.  

The words of the word families 'chor' and ' chobi' are terms for Chain Dances in different 

areas. Both groups are terms for dances that have the same structural features and are 

considered to belong to the kinship group of Chain Dances. This fact and the obvious 

similarity in the morphology and sounds of the words lead to the assumption that all these 

terms may have a common word history. 

 

2.6.3.5 Other terms for Chain Dance or dance 

 

In the outer regions of distribution of Chain Dances, there are other names that do not belong 

so obviously to the word family 'chor', because their presumed word root does not correspond 

to 'chor' (see tab. 263b). 
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Tab. 263b: Other terms for Chain Dance 

term Gebiet, Ethnie Bedeutung 

Guoxie Tibet dance 

ghoomar in Rajasthan, India Chain Dance 

Gidda in Punjab, India Chain Dance 

Kaikottikali in Kerala, India Chain Dance 

woa kia Norther thailand, Lisu dance, performed als Chain 

Dance 

Ohuokhai Yakuten of Sakha only Chain Dance 

Ahidous Amazigh-Berber,  Middle Atlas main Chain Dance 

Ahouach (sprich 

Achwuasch) 

Chleuh-Berber,  High Atlas main Chain Dance 

 

Here, however, it is noteworthy that all of these terms for chain dancing contain the first 

consonant of the presumed word root 'chor' (marked in bold in table 263b), and that there are 

striking similarities between some terms such as woa kia and ohuokhai, which come from 

quite different regions and language families. All this points to a common origin of the terms. 

Moreover, I have yet to find any name for Chain Dance in the West Eurasian range that has 

no correspondence with 'chor' at all. Only on the Indian subcontinent the similarity blurs. The 

names of the natives of Taiwan for their Chain Dances, however, are quite different and have 

no correspondence with the root 'chor'. 

 

2.7 Chain Dances in Asia and North Africa 

 

2.7.1 Asia 

 

As shown in Fig. 250, there are still very many Chain Dances in SW Asia, excluding the 

Arabian Peninsula, whose origin can be explained by the emergence and spread of this dance 

type in connection with the Neolithic culture. 

East of a border that runs roughly through the middle of Iran, there are still regional 

occurrences, but they are separated from the West Eurasian area by areas free of Chain 

Dances. The largest, both in terms of number of dancers and area, is an area stretching across 

northern and central India, Nepal, and Bangladesh. Many of the "tribes" (original folk tribes) 

there perform traditional dance forms that are remarkably similar to the circle Chain Dances 

of Europe, showing all the structural features of that dance type. The step patterns are also 

similar, though simpler in composition, and the three-measure pattern so prominent in 

Western Eurasia is something I have not encountered so clearly until now. The Sanskrit word 

for dance is 'kurdanam'. Also other names like 'Khel' (Roma), 'Shhapro (Nepal) or 'Garba' 

(Gujarat) fit to the word root 'chor', in other names only the first consonant is correct, others 

are quite different. 
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Fig. 271a: Evidence of present-day Chain Dance occurrences, present-day three-measure 

dances, and archaeological representations of Chain Dances in Asia; the relict area of Taiwan 

is not shown on the map. 

 

There are several rock paintings from the Bhimbetka area with circle Chain Dances (see Fig. 

271b), which show that this dance form has existed here for a very long time. Unfortunately, 

there are no dates available for the petroglyphs. 
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'Guoxie' is the name of a group of dances of Tibet that can be found in village areas with 

setting and vocal accompaniment, thus possessing the typical Chain Dance characteristics. 

However, the distribution is not widespread, because most of the folk dances of Tibet are 

danced in a circle, but without a setting. The words 'Khor ro ro' for 'dancing in a circle' and 

'gnas-skor' for 'going around a sacred place' are used as dance names.  

The Yi people in China's Yunnan Province also have Chain Dances, often with four measure 

patterns, called 'Qie' (pronunciation: tώeᴅ[r]).   The Yis are herders of sheep, goats, and cattle, 

and the people are said to have originated in southeastern Tibet. In addition to the Yis, other 

ethnic minorities in Yunnan Province such as the Nu, Pumi, Mosuo, Tibetan, Naxi, Bai, Hani, 

and Lisu have Chain Dances. The Naxi call their dances 'wu chuo', for the Lisu they are called 

'woa ki'. In particular, the step patterns of the Naxi and Lisu are very, very similar to those of 

Western Eurasia. 

 

  

Fig. 271c: painted ceramic vessel with Chain 

Dance, Majiayao culture northwest China, c. 

3900 - 3500 BC, from Datong 

Shangsunjiazhai, Qinghai. 

Fig. 271d: Painted ceramic vessel with Chain 

Dance, Majiayao culture northwest China, ca. 

3700 BC, from Tongde Zongri, Qinghai. 

Fig. 271b: Rock painting of Bhimbetka 
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Most of Taiwan's minority ethnic groups, such as the Amis, have Chain Dances. These ethnic 

groups are called 'indigenous' to Taiwan, and it is likely that their dances are also very old. 

However, their names for Chain Dances are very different from 'chor'. 

In many respects the 'Jochar dances' of the Buryats west of Lake Baikal are remarkable. The 

Buryats linguistically belong to the Mongols, but unlike the other Mongolian populations they 

are not horse herders, but herd goats and sheep.  They came under the rule of Dchinghis Khan 

and his Mongol horsemen in the 13th century.  Jochar dances are archaic circle Chain Dances 

with simple step patterns (predominantly two- or four-measure patterns) accompanied by 

singing. The dance movement is to the side to the left.  They have all the characteristics of the 

European circle Chain Dances. 

 

 
Fig. 271e: Bronze Age petroglyph in Tamgaly Gorge, Kazakhstan (detail), 2nd mill. BC. 

 

Likewise, there are circle Chain Dances among the Yakuts of Sakha.  Today's Yakut language 

belongs to the Turkic languages. Archaeological findings show great similarities with the 

Buryats.  The Sakha Yakuts may have been a population originating in the region east of Lake 

Baikal that was pushed northward. Crate (2006) describes the 'Ohuokhai' of Sakha as a dance 

that is an important part of the Yhyakh festival from May to June. In this, deities of the sky 

are worshipped for sun, rain, fertility, enough food, animals and fodder for the animals. In a 

closed circle with the front of the body facing the center, a two-measure pattern of simple 

cradle steps is performed. A precentor sings seven-syllable traditional standard verses or 

invents new verses, the group repeats them in the form of alternating chants. The circle moves 
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to the left in the direction of the sun's course. Both context, external structural features and 

step patterns are the same as in the European circle Chain Dances. 

 

2.7.2 North Africa 

 

From the pre-dynastic period of Egypt from about the 5th mill. BC. there are pottery finds 

with dance representations, of which one third shows Chain Dances - in comparison to the 

pictures from the Near and Middle East a small portion. The remaining two thirds (apart from 

3% Couple Dances) show individually dancing dancers, of which again more than half depict 

"graceful-erotic" dancers. The latter category in particular is absent in the regions of SW Asia 

and SE Europe, at least for this period. The depiction of "graceful-erotic" dancers seems to be 

a particular development of Egypt, probably due to specific regional (african) influences.  

Chain Dances are no longer found in modern Egypt. In North Africa only two "relict areas" 

with this Neolithic dance form still exist.  

First, the Berbers in the Atlas Mountains still have circle Chain Dances in which all the 

important features of this dance form are present. The "Ahidous" is a mixed circle Chain 

Dance of the Amazigh Berbers from the Middle Atlas. It is danced on the occasion of 

agricultural festivals, where the participants move very closely shoulder to shoulder with the 

body front to the center, sometimes facing each other in two lines. The accompanying songs 

are sung alternately by the men and the women. The corresponding dance type of the Chleuh-

Berber from the High Atlas is called "Ahouach" (pronounced Achwuasch) and has the same 

external structural features. The Ahouach is also accompanied by an alternating song of 

precentor and choir or men and women based on the pentatonic scale. 

Second, in Sudan and Ethiopia, there are dances among the Nubian ethnic group that have 

some, but not all, of the characteristics of Chain Dances.  Remarkably, in the highlands of 

Ethiopia, the word 'chifera' (pronounced tsifera) exists in the Amharic language, which may 

be related to Middle Eastern dance words.  

Neither are there any Chain Dances in sub-Saharan Black Africa, nor are there any relics. 

 

In addition to archaeological findings, the word affinities of the terms for Chain Dance also 

prove that this dance type originated in the Middle East and spread with the Neolithic 

migration as an expression of village community throughout Europe, as well as to North 

Africa and to Asia. This is clearly provable for the southwestern Chinese distribution areas, as 

well as for the relict areas further north. It is not quite so clear for the occurrence on the 

Indian subcontinent. The Taiwanese Chain Dances seem to have their own origin and 

represent an analogous development. 

 

However, in the course of their ten thousand year history of this dance type, there have been 

developments and changes, which are described below. 
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Fig. 272: Ahouach of the Berbers in the cedar forest of the Atlas Mountains 
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3. Development of Chain Dances. 
 

Chain Dances have common characteristics. In the chain there is a connection, usually by 

clasped hands, the front of the body, except for the Snaking Dances, is directed to the center 

of the circle and the movements go to the side. Differences exist in the style of the movements 

and especially in the step sequences. The latter characterize the respective dances and are the 

focus of further analysis and interpretation. 

 

3.1 Step pattern analysis according to Leibman  

 

Most Chain Dances have only one part and consist of a single step pattern that extends over 

several measures. The concept of Robert Leibman (1992) is particularly suitable for the 

description and analysis of such forms: 

Step patterns consist of a sequence of movements with and movements without weight 

shifting. A measure length serves as a temporal reference system. The number of weight shifts 

during this time interval is analyzed. If an even number of weight shifts is performed within a 

measure, a 0 is set. If an odd number of weight shifts is performed in one measure, a 1 is set. 

This analysis is performed over all measures that make up the step pattern. The step pattern is 

the sum of the movements up to the beginning of its repetition. The step pattern of a dance is 

thus a description of the sequences of weight shifts and actions without weight shifts. This 

analysis leads to a sequence of 0 and 1, a binary code, which is called basic pattern 

(underlaying structure). For a given basic pattern, there are distinguishable variants that can 

be distinguished by the number of weight shifts per measure, by the rhythmic execution, and 

by the direction of the movements. As an example, Tab. 310 describes a three-measure pattern 

in its basic form, as found, for example, in the Pontic dance Omal or the Bulgarian Pravo 

Horo, or in the Branle simple laterally reversed to the left. 

A basic pattern coded in this way does not describe specific steps, but it describes the dance 

on a more abstract level. Thus, dances can be compared very well in the structure of their 

basic patterns and can be grouped into relationships. Symmetrical patterns can also be 

distinguished from asymmetrical ones. 

A particularly striking step pattern is the three-measure pattern described above, because it is 

conspicuously common in the area of distribution and because the length over three measures 

almost never fits the usual eight-measure music. 
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Fig. 310a: Line figures for the three-measure basic pattern in its basic form (looking at the 

front of the body). 

 

 

Tab. 310: Description of the basic pattern in its basic form (to the right) 

Count 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Takt 2/4 1 and 2 and 3 and 

Füße right foot 

step right 

sideways 

left foot 

crosses in 

front with 

weight 

right foot 

step right 

sideways 

left foot 

closes 

without 

weight 

left foot 

step left 

sideways 

right foot 

closes 

without 

weight 

 SIDE CROSS SIDE PENDULUM SIDE PENDULUM 

Code 0 1 1 

 

3.2 The three-measure pattern 

 

The step pattern of the three-measure dances goes over three measures, consists of four steps 

and is asymmetrical: Two steps go in one direction, then a one-step pendulum movement 

follows in one, then in the other direction. The dancers do not stay in place, but continue to 

move along the circular path. There is a "progression," as it is called in dance lingo. The 

associated melodic phrase is sometimes three- or six-measure according to the dance form, 

but usually eight-measure and then not congruent with the dance phrase. 

 

3.2.1 Examples of Three Measure Dances 

 

The three-measure pattern in its basic form is also known as the ballad step and forms the step 

pattern of the song dances in the Faroe Islands. The lead dancer starts with the narrative part 

of each verse, and the others immediately join in with the last note and sing the reciprocal 

rhyme. The content is about old sagas, e.g. about Siegfried, the dragon slayer, up to 

spontaneously composed stanzas. Since the ancestors of the Faroese come from Norway, it is 

not surprising that the lyrics of the ballads are sung in an ancient Norwegian. 

This three-measure dance pattern is also very common in many regions of southeastern 

Europe. In Greece, these dances are grouped under the category 'sta tria', which means "on 

three" or "on three times".  

Remarkably, I was able to observe exactly the same ballad form in the Faroe Islands and at 

the opposite end of Europe, among the Pontos Greeks who originated in northern Turkey, 
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with respect to the accompanying song. Songs with verse and reciprocal rhyme are sung, and 

the same step pattern is danced to them.  The dance is called 'Omal' by the Pontos Greeks, and 

by the Faroese it is called 'Langisandur'.  

Even in Germany there has been this form of dance, which was called 'Roie'" or 'Roien' in the 

Allgäu and according to K. Reiser was still danced until 1860 in Missen, Wiederhofen, 

Wilhams, Börlas, Sibratshofen and Weitnau in the summertime.  This is also confirmed by 

Alfred Quellmalz: "It [the Roie] was therefore in use in Bolsterlang and the Weitnau area 

until 1905/06. Its execution agrees in all essential points with the Reigen danced on the Faroe 

Islands: A closed circle with clasped hands intones a song and begins to 'roie'. The movement, 

like everything primitive, is simple: two lateral post steps, after the second step cross the right 

leg over the left, so it floats in the air. At the next beat time step to the right, then the left leg 

crosses over the right and continues to make a step to the left [...]. The arms with the clasped 

hands swing widely back and forth in time with the measure. The circle turns, interrupted by 

the short right movements, slowly clockwise to the left.  [...] The 'Roie' was danced mostly on 

Sundays after the afternoon service, at weddings and other occasions." 

There are some older proofs for France too, because already in 1588 Thoinot Arbeau 

describes the 'Branle simple' or 'simple Branle' with exactly the same step pattern: "Open left 

foot - Approach right foot - Open left foot - Join right foot - Open right foot - Join left foot" . 

Arbeau further reports that some Maltese knights danced a 'Branle en ronde' around 1550, 

which then became popular in France as the Maltese Branle. This form from Malta also 

contains the step pattern described above over three measures in the first part. The respective 

versions differ only slightly and will be referred to as the basic form in the following. 

 

3.2.2 Variants of the three-measure pattern  

 

Depending on the mood or tempo of the music, certain elements of the basic form can be 

varied. For example, the second step can be crossed in front or behind. Also, the side step 

without weight in beats 4 and 6 can be expanded into an overswinging of the playing leg with 

a hop. In the so-called "triple form", the "step ran" in beat 3 and 4 (also in 5 and 6) becomes a 

"step, step, step" in the rhythm short, short, long, which is called "pas des basques" in the 

technical language. One step thus becomes three steps in the same available time. The 

principle of these simple variations is always: the basic pattern remains, but individual 

elements can be varied to a certain extent. In the Sardinian 'Passu Torrau' and the northern 

Greek 'Bogdanos', the steps are executed in a small zigzag pattern. In Bulgarian 'Pravo horo', 

the zig-zag pattern is often performed the other way around. In the Bulgarian 'Trakijsko horo' 

or the Northern Greek 'Zonaradikos', two step patterns are combined as a large zig-zag 

pattern. In many Balkan dances with "crooked"
12

 measures, the pattern is extended to fit the 

measure. For example, additional spring movements are incorporated. In addition the basic 

steps of some Couple Dances like Quickstep, Boleros (Mallorca) or the solo Menuet are based 

on the three-measure pattern. Even the Arabic form 'Debke' with the code 000 seems to have 

emerged from the basic pattern 011 through a phase shift, as transitional forms observed in 

the Middle East show.  

                                                 
12

 Sometimes folk dance people call it ñaksakò. 
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3.2.3 Symbolic content of the three-measure pattern 

 

There are several interpretations of the symbolic content of such a special pattern over three 

measures.  

In principle, there are two possible interpretations. On the one hand, there is the number three 

in these three-measure dances. And on the other hand, Three is a sum of "two and one": two 

measures in place and one further along the circular path, or two in one direction and one in 

the other. 

About the number three: In many cultures, including ours, the number three is regarded as a 

divine number
13

.  Already in the imagination of the ice age hunter-gatherers there was a 

trinity of the world of spirits and the dead, the world of the living and the world of divine 

beings.  The idea that three-measure dances originated this way because of this symbolism is 

very speculative. However, for many of these three-measure dances, it can be said that they 

are or were danced in a religious context.   

The Two and One scheme is sometimes interpreted to mean that the dancer moves forward 

two measures in one direction and then back again one. Perhaps he moves back again out of 

caution, so as not to venture too far forward? The scheme of the pilgrim's step is also 

interpreted in this way. 

Rudolf Sonner sees the two steps forward as a victory of summer, the step backward as 

resisting the loss of its dominion. Laura Shannon sees the step pattern as a symbol of the tree 

of life and also as a symbol of abiding. 

The two-and-one principle can also be seen in reverse. Two steps are shuttled back and forth 

in place. In order not to remain on the spot, one goes two steps further in between. The 

"moving on and not staying in place" seems to be an archaic principle in dancing. Even 

symmetrical step patterns are almost always danced more expansively on one side
14

 in order 

to move further along the circular path. 

 

3.2.4 Today's spread of the three-measure pattern 

 

The three-measure pattern is by far the most common step pattern of circle Chain Dances in 

Europe, and it is also the most widespread. Three-measure dances are particularly common in 

parts of the Balkans and the Middle East: in Moldavia, Romania (in the Moldavian region, 

Wallachia, and Dobruja), Bulgaria, southern Serbia, Kosovo, Macedonia, Greece, Albania, 

Turkey (except in western Asia Minor), Palestine, Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon. There are also 

many dances with a three-measure structure in the Faroe Islands, Brittany, and Sardinia. 

Some variants are found in parts of Hungary, Romanian Transylvania, Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Iraq, Iran (north, west, and along the Gulf coast), Azerbaijan, 

Armenia, and the Caucasus. Possibly this dance pattern also exists further east in Afghanistan, 

Pakistan and India. However, it was not possible for me to prove this clearly until now. Also a 

                                                 
13

 Thus, in Christianity there is a Trinity, the Holy Family consists of three persons, the Holy Kings from the 

East were three of them, and the resurrection of Christ was on the third day. 
14

 For example, in the Breton An Dro, the steps to the left are danced larger than those to the right, and many 

other examples. 
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proof in North Africa is missing, although the dances of the Berbers and Nubians obviously 

show kinship similarities to European circle Chain Dances. 

However, there are no three-measure dances in large areas of present-day Europe because 

there are no longer any Circle Chain Dances there. On the other hand, for many regions there 

is written historical evidence that such dances existed there in the past. In addition, many 

Couple Dances have a basic step in a three-measure pattern. The many evidences indicate that 

the associated step patterns were adopted from the older Chain Dances. Basic steps of Couple 

Dances in the three-measure pattern are therefore called relics. Such relics in couple dancing 

exist in addition to the historical evidence throughout Europe. The historical evidence is 

particularly dense in Central Europe. This is probably because the source material for this area 

is more accessible and therefore more evidence has accumulated. Unfortunately, I have not 

yet succeeded in finding evidence of a three-measure pattern for Russia.  

For Great Britain there is at least the assumption that island Celts, who migrated to Brittany in 

the 5th to 7th century, brought these dances, which they still dance today, from Great Britain 

together with the Celtic language. Otherwise, there is only one relict evidence for Great 

Britain so far. 

There is no proof for Italy either, because a relict proof from the Rezija valley, which lies in 

Italy, goes back rather to Slovenian origins. 

 

In the map Fig. 324, both present-day evidence of three-measure dances and historical relics 

are included. The following distinctions are made: 

 

Area-wide, many variants: There are many local variants of three-measure dances throughout 

these regions. For example, in Greece there are hundreds of these 'sta tria' variants. 

Area-wide, some variants: Across these regions, there are some local variants. 

Single regional (or local) dance: Only one dance with this pattern is known for this region, for 

example 'Arkan' in Ukraine. 

Element in a dance: In these records, not the whole dance consists of the three-measure 

pattern, but only a part. In the West Bohemian 'Ģinkovske koleļko', for example, the girls 

dance the three-measure pattern in the 1st part of the dance. 

Historical evidence: this is a form no longer danced today, but it is attested in literature. For 

example 'Branle simple' mentioned by Arbeau (1588). However, some of these dances have 

been revived. 

Relic in Couple Dance: single figures or even all movements of Couple Dances are performed 

with a three-measure pattern. This is the case, for example, in the "boleros" in Mallorca. 

?: There is too little data about this area. 
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Fig. 324: Present-day distribution of three-measure dances and relics. 

 

3.3 Distribution of patterns today 

 

In addition to the three-measure pattern, there are other pattern lengths, i.e. step patterns that 

go over 4 measures (4TM), 5 measures (5TM) or other pattern lengths The result of an 

analysis of 999 Chain Dances (own data) from Croatia, Serbia, Northern Macedonia, Albania, 

Bulgaria and Greece with regard to pattern length is shown in Fig. 330a. In addition to the 

pattern length, it was also recorded whether there is a one-piece structure or a dance consists 

of several parts. 
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Fig. 330a: Percentages of the individual step pattern lengths of 999 Chain Dances of the 

countries Croatia, Serbia, Macedonia, Albania, Bulgaria and Greece. 

 

The high proportion of three-measure dances with 26.4% is striking, which impressively 

emphasizes the special importance of this pattern. In addition, the values for 8TM with 

12.9%, for 10TM with 6.7% and for 12TM with 3.1% are to be emphasized. Ignoring the 

latter groups (8TM, 10TM, 12TM), the result is a left-skewed distribution with a maximum 

for the 3TM of over 25%.  

1TM are very simple, perhaps too simple and therefore rare, 2TM are already more common 

at 5.2% share and 4TM with 10.2% and 5TM with 8.7% are frequent. The larger the number 

of cycles, the more complicated the patterns are, therefore the rarer they become then with 

such a distribution. 

Next to the 3TM, the 8TM takes a prominent position, because in addition to the 8TM dances 

with 12.9%, most of the multi-part structures are eight-measure, which adds up to a total share 

of 27%. An attempt to explain this high proportion of eight-measure structures is made in 

section 3.8. 

But also the 10TM and 12TM stand out clearly from a unimodal distribution and have 

strikingly high shares. These result from respective regionally high proportions of these 

structures in SE Serbia, W Bulgaria, and central to NE northern Macedonia. In this region 

these dances have developed and spread.   
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Fig. 330b: Regional distribution of the 10TM. 

 

 
Fig. 330c: Regional distribution of the 12TM. 

 

Furthermore, the 8TM still have a prominent position, which will be addressed in the 

following chapters (3.6 and 3.7). 

In order to make sure that these results are not the result of a non-representative data set,  

data set of Chain Dance collections of other authors were examined. 

 

Tab. 330: Data sets of other authors. 

Autor/in Region Anzahl 

L. Torp (1990) whole Balkans 847 

B. Ravnikar (1980) former Yogoslavia 224 

M. Dimoski (1977) North Macedonia 46 

G. Pajtondģiev (1973) North Macedonia 105 

P. Atanasovski (Videos 

collection 2003) 

North Macedonia 46 
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A comparison of the results of the own data with the analysis of pattern lengths of other 

authors have shown a very similar result. In total, 2267 Chain Dance forms were analyzed.  

 

Interesting in connection with the origin and further development of Chain Dances is the 

question whether all these patterns existed from the beginning or whether some of them 

developed only in the course of time. Since there are no records of the patterns from this early 

period and the Chain Dance illustrations of that time do not reveal any patterns either, this 

question has to be answered indirectly. 

3.4 Original patterns 

 

First of all, it is reasonable to think that patterns changed from simple ones to more complex 

ones, as can be observed in most developmental processes. According to this reasoning, 

Neolithic herders and farmers would have maintained Chain Dances whose patterns were 

simple and thus short. In order to make a distinction between short and long, pattern lengths 

of one to seven measures are hereafter classified as 'short'. If this is correct, there should be 

more dances with short patterns and fewer with long patterns in older collections of Chain 

Dances. 

 

a) Structural analysis of the pattern lengths of the Branles at Arbeau. 

 

Unfortunately, almost nothing has survived about the quality and frequency of step patterns of 

Chain Dances from earlier times. The oldest description of dance steps and thus information 

about basic patterns can be found in the descriptions of 24 Branles by Thoinot Arbeau from 

1588. 

 
Fig. 340a: Proportions of the individual step pattern lengths of 24 branles described in Arbeau 

(1588). 
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With all reservations about an analysis of only 24 dances, it is evident that Arbeau's branles 

have predominantly short step patterns (87.5%). The proportion of three-measure pattern is 

much lower compared to the Balkans, even when the 6TM are added to the true 3TM as an 

expanded 3TM (together 27%). Four-measure patterns (double left and double right) are the 

most frequent form with 42%. Apart from this small difference, the frequencies of the 

individual step patterns of the 16th century branles correspond to the analysis results of the 

Chain Dances of the southeastern Balkan countries. This confirms the statements of Martin , 

who finds many similarities between the branles and the Chain Dances of the Balkans. 

Also the analysis of presumably original Breton and Assyrian Chain Dances could contribute 

to the question, which patterns were at the beginning of the development. 

 

b) Structural analysis of the pattern lengths of today's Chain Dances of Brittany.  

 

A collection of 40 Brittany dances is described by Corina Oosterveen (1995), which includes 

25 Chain Dances and 15 Couple Dances that are still danced today. 

 

 
Fig. 340b: Proportions of the individual step pattern lengths of 25 Breton Chain Dances 

described by Oosterveen (1995). 

 

The analysis of Breton Chain Dances also reveals a very high proportion of short pattern 

lengths (92%) with a dominance of the 4TM, with 2 multipart (8%) and no symmetrical 

structures detected.  
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c) Structural analysis of 28 Assyrian Chain Dances 

 

The collection "Thirty Assyrian Folk Dances" published by P. BetBasoo in 2003 contains 28 

Chain Dance forms. It is based on ancient sources from the first half of the 20th century and 

contains authentic dances. 

 

 
Fig. 340c: Proportions of the individual step pattern lengths of 28 Assyrian Chain Dances 

described in PetBasoo (2003). 

 

In the frequencies of the individual pattern lengths, the short pattern lengths have a share of 

82%, with the 3TM being by far the most frequent. There is no multipart structure in this 

collection, but there is a symmetrical structure. The result corresponds quite closely to the 

results for the southeastern Balkans. 

 

The cited three comparative analyses prove that a pattern composition with predominantly 

short patterns can be classified as old. Whether the dominance of three- or four-measure 

structures represents a regional difference or already reflects a further development cannot be 

decided in this way. 

 

d) Structural Analysis of Ritual Dances 

 

A further clue for the question, which characteristics are old and which are new, could be 

shown by the analysis of ritual dances. Ritual dances are, according to a definition generally 

applied to dance by Hirschberger, dances that are performed in non-ordinary actions with a 

traditionally fixed sequence for a specific occasion. Such occasions usually have a long 

tradition and partly go back to pre-Christian rituals. It can therefore be assumed that the 

dances performed on these occasions and their characteristics are ancient.  
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Of 63 ritual dances (see Fig. 340d), 97% have simple patterns (1TM - 7TM). Among the two 

exceptions, the 8TM has a very simple structure and the 10TM is a frequently danced 

'baidushka'. Among the ritual dances there are no symmetrical or multi-part forms. They are 

mostly accompanied by singing. 

 

 
Fig. 340d: Pattern length analysis of ritual dances from the Balkan region. 

 

The analysis of ritual dances also indicates that the characteristics of simple patterns, one-

piece and asymmetry can be classified as ancient and original. 

 

In the large period since the emergence of Chain Dances, their step material had hardly 

changed. There were only simple and asymmetrical step patterns and the dances had no 

multipartness. The basic patterns, once created, proved to be very stable over time. There are 

three reasons for this, which are ultimately interrelated.  

First, the Chain Dances were ritually integrated into the early village community, in 

individual cases up to our present time. They were danced at certain times and occasions and 

were sung while dancing. Thereby the context of meaning was dominant, to which also the 

lyrics of the songs were related. The steps were only a means to an end and had little 

independent function. The accompanying singing excluded complicated patterns and fast 

execution. Thus, only the old, simple patterns were ever used. 

Secondly, dance and dances are, at least in the rural context, the most important means of 

group identification. Those who dance together and know the same dances also belong 

together, form a group. From this point of view, dance is group or village identification, is 
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tradition in a positive sense, and ultimately also serves to distinguish people from other 

groups.  

Thirdly, a certain step pattern - at least in uniformly performed dances or dances with a fixed 

basic step - cannot simply be changed. Folk dances are performed by certain groups. Within 

thiseach group, each member must master the steps in order to participate. Changing step 

sequences would have the consequence that not all members of a community would be able to 

join in the dance or would at least have to learn the new steps. This preserved the old step 

patterns. 

 

From about 1400, dances in Central Europe were then accompanied by instrumental music, 

and since 1450 on, so were the Chain Dances. This opened up new possibilities for step 

patterns and dance structures, which first became tangible in France. 

 

3.5 Multipartition first emerges in Western Europe 

 

The 24 Branles published by Thoinot Arbeau in 1588 were already danced in the first half of 

the 16th century, as he himself writes. The step patterns were predominantly short and 

asymmetrical, as had been the case with these dances for thousands of years. What was new, 

however, was that they were accompanied by instruments, and two-thirds of them had a 

simple multipart pattern. The step patterns were still simple, but the dance received another 

structural level in the sequence, it became more complex. That is why these chain forms were 

no longer called Carole, but had a new name, Branle. In terms of style, they were now 

performed in a courtly manner. 

The term 'branle' is probably derived from the French verb 'branler', which means 'to sway' or 

'to swing'. Possibly this term reflects the constantly occurring small sideways changes of 

direction that result from the stringing together of doubles and simples that essentially make 

up the step patterns of the branles. 

This multipartness was made possible and encouraged by the further development of Western 

music, which unfolded in the direction of polyphony and highly complex structures. The 

noble society at court, itself involved in the development of differentiated and complex 

structures in society and state, was very open to such changes, as can be understood. And two 

other innovations can be noted in the early Branles. Whereas the reien and caroles of the 

people had long been tied into custom and ritual, this connection disappeared at the courts. 

Branles were danced for conviviality and fun. The dancers themselves or the first dance 

teachers, who emerged in France from the 16th century onwards, created these mostly two-

part dances to fit a certain music. Branle Casandra', for example, cannot really be danced to 

other music. While the performance of a simple step pattern only requires that the tempo and 

style has to be correct, these branles require a very specific music for their special sequence, 

because it is this music that they were choreographed for.  

These step sequences were not yet symmetrical and most of them did not go over eight 

measures. These new features developed much later in some regions of the Balkans, when 

Chain Dances were almost non-existent in the rest of Europe. 

 


































































































































































