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 We read much these days of religious sects
 THE MEMBERS OF WHICH HANDLE POISONOUS

 snakes. Snake-handling in religious rituals
 IS A VERY ANCIENT PRACTICE, ON THE ISLAND OF
 Crete, as long ago as the second millennium
 before Christ, and probably even earlier,
 snake-handling seems to have been practiced

 by women votaries or priestesses of the great

 NATURE GODDESS OF THE CRETANS, TO WHOM THE
 SNAKE WAS SACRED. THE STATUETTE SHOWN HERE,
 in the Candia Museum, is one of several
 found by Sir Arthur Evans in the ruins of
 THE PALACE AT CNOSSUS, IN NORTHERN CRETE.
 Some observers believe that it represents the

 goddess herself; but most writers see in it a
 WORSHIPPER OF THE GODDESS*. PERSONS WHO HAVE
 WITNESSED MODERN SNAKE-HANDLING RITUALS USU-

 ALLY COMMENT ON THE FIXED, HYPNOTIC STARE
 WHICH CHARACTERIZES THE FACES OF THE WOR-

 SHIPPERS. Although allowance must be made
 FOR PRIMITIVE TECHNIQUE IN THE CRETAN FIGURE,
 YET THE FACE DOES SUGGEST JUST SUCH A STATE OF
 ecstasy. Snake-handling rituals are almost
 ALWAYS ACCOMPANIED WITH SHOUTS OR HYMNS,
 AND WITH A SHUFFLING SORT OF DANCE. USUALLY
 SNAKE-HANDLING IS FOUND AMONG PRIMITIVE OR

 UNEDUCATED PEOPLES. IN CRETE THE EARLY PRAC-
 TICE SEEMS TO HAVE BECOME FIXED IN CULT RITUAL,
 AND PRESERVED, PROBABLY THROUGH THE AGENCY OF
 SPECIAL PRIESTESSES, DOWN INTO THE ERA OF HIGH
 CIVILIZATION.

 no ARCHAEOLOGY

 SNAKE DANCES
 By Lillian B. Lawler

 Miss Lawler is Associate Professor of Latin at Hunter College, New York , President of
 the Classical Association of the Atlantic States , Editor of Classical Outlook, and a
 ranking authority on ancient and primitive dances.
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 The Greeks, also, knew and sometimes practiced the snake-
 handling dance. -It was found particularly in the frenzied
 WORSHIP OF THE VEGETATION GOD DlONYSUS, WHICH WAS BROUGHT
 into Greece in the prehistoric period, from lands to the
 NORTH AND EAST. SOME OF THE PARTICIPANTS IN THE DANCES IN
 honor of Dionysus seem to have garbed themselves to rep-
 RESENT THE MYTHOLOGICAL MAENADS, OR FEMALE ATTENDANTS OF
 Dionysus, and Satyrs or Silenes, beast-men, followers of the
 god. On Dionysiac vases it is often difficult to determine
 WHETHER THE GREEK ARTIST IS PORTRAYING REAL DANCERS OR MYTH-
 OLOGICAL PERSONAGES. SOMETIMES THE DlONYSIAC DANCERS CARRIED
 THE SNAKES CASUALLY (ABOVE) ; SOMETIMES THEY THRUST THEM
 AT THEIR COMPANIONS (ABOVE, RIGHT) ; FREQUENTLY, IN DANCES
 OF PARTICULAR FRENZY, THEY TORE THE LIVING SNAKES APART. ÏN
 LATER TIMES, THE SNAKE-HANDLING DANCES MAY HAVE BEEN PER-
 FORMED WITH "DUMMY" SNAKES.

 Summer iç48 m

 The fine vase shown here (right}, dating from the fifth
 CENTURY B.C., PORTRAYS WOMEN DANCERS ENGAGED IN A FRENZIED
 SNAKE-HANDLING DANCE. SUCH WILD RITUALS WERE MORE COMMON
 IN THE NORTHERN DISTRICTS OF THRACE AND MACEDONIA THAN IN
 Greece proper; and the costume of the figure at the extreme
 RIGHT IS SUGGESTIVE OF THRACE. OlYMPIAS, MOTHER OF ALEX-
 ANDER the Great, and queen of Macedonia, is said to have
 BEEN PARTICULARLY FOND OF SUCH DANCES, AND TO HAVE KEPT
 PET SNAKES FOR USE IN THEM. THE DANCES WERE USUALLY, THOUGH
 NOT ALWAYS, ASSOCIATED WITH THE WORSHIP OF DlONYSUS OR A
 SIMILAR DIVINITY. HOWEVER, THERE WERE "SNAKE MYSTERIES,"
 APPARENTLY WITH SNAKE -^HANDLING, IN HONOR OF THE GODDESS
 Athena, on the Acropolis at Athens, down to a late period;
 and the Christian St. Cyprian speaks of having been initiated
 INTO THESE "MYSTERIES" AT THE AGE OF TEN.

 Munich 2344

 Munich 332

 Museo Civico, Bologna
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 An entirely different type of snake dance is one in
 WHICH THE DANCERS, IN A LONG LINE, IMITATE THE CRAWL-
 ING OF A SERPENT. OF THIS SORT WAS THE FUNERAL DANCE
 of the Homeric period. In it, mourners "crawled" (the
 Greek word used in this connection implies a compari-
 son with a snake) around the bier or the tomb, beat-
 ING THEIR BREASTS, TEARING THEIR HAIR, AND UTTERING LOUD
 LAMENTATIONS. A LINE OF ARMED MEN AND CHARIOTS ALSO
 "CRAWLED" AROUND THE BIER. It WAS BELIEVED THAT THE
 SOUL OF THE DEAD MAN PASSED INTO THE FORM OF A SNAKE ;
 AND WHEN A SNAKE WAS SEEN NEAR A TOMB IT WAS FED AND

 honored. This great Dipylon urn, in the Metropolitan
 Museum, depicts funerary dances. To the left of the
 HANDLE, ADJACENT TO THE FRIEZE OF DANCERS, IS SEEN A
 WINDING SNAKE DESIGN. SUCH DESIGNS ARE SELDOM PURELY
 DECORATIVE, BUT RATHER ARE SYMBOLICAL. THE FRET AT
 THE TOP OF THE VASE AND THE CHEVRON DESIGN ON THE STEM

 ARE ALSO, IN ALL PROBABILITY, "CONVENTIONALIZED SNAKE
 PATTERNS.

 na

 Another type of snake dance is one in which a line
 of dancers, standing side by side, carries, in a sinuous,
 WINDING PATH, A REPLICA OF A HUGE SNAKE - PARTICULARLY
 IN THE WORSHIP OF A DIVINITY BELIEVED TO APPEAR ON EARTH

 IN THE FORM OF A SERPENT. SUCH DIVINITIES ARE FOUND
 in India, Siam, and Africa today, and were known in
 ancient Egypt, Greece, and Crete/ The very old
 dance known as the geranos, performed on the island
 of Delos, belongs to this group. Such snake-carrying
 dances often become garland-carrying dances; then,
 sometimes, rope-carrying dances; and, finally, dances
 IN WHICH THE DANCERS' HANDS ARE ENMESHED IN FRONT

 OF THE BODY. THIS SCENE, FROM A GREEK TOMB IN RUVO,
 AND HERE REPRODUCED FROM R. ROCHETTE, Peintures
 antiques inédites, Plate xv, portrays a dance of this
 NATURE. A VASE FOUND IN VULCI, THE "POLLEDRARA
 HYDRIA," DEPICTS A SIMILAR DANCE, WITH THE PERFORMERS
 CARRYING A THICK, ROPELIKE OBJECT.

 Courtesy Metropolitan Museum of Art .
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 Dances with enmeshed hands, and with snake-like
 TWISTING, WINDING CHOREOGRAPHY, HAVE PERSISTED IN
 Greece and Italy from remote antiquity to the present
 day. A fine example is the tratta of the women of
 MODERN MEGARA, PERFORMED ON EASTER MONDAY. DANCES
 OF THIS TYPE OFTEN SIGNALIZE JOY OR VICTORY. OUR OWN
 FOOTBALL "SNAKE DANCE" MAY BE A DESCENDANT OF THE OLD
 Greek snake-like dance.

 Summer iç4B 113

 All over the Mediterranean region, and later in
 NORTHERN EUROPE AS WELL, THERE ARE STORIES OF SNAKE-
 KILLING GODS OR HEROES OR SAINTS. APOLLO, HERACLES,
 and St. George are of this group. Frequently in
 ANTIQUITY A SNAKE-KILLING HERO WAS HONORED WITH A
 DANCE-DRAMA IN WHICH THE STRUGGLE WITH THE GREAT

 SERPENT WAS ENACTED. THIS MIMETIC PERFORMANCE GIVES
 US ANOTHER TYPE OF ANCIENT SNAKE DANCE. AMONG THE
 Greeks it was a feature of the festival known as the

 Septerion, particularly at Delphi. It must have been
 USED ALSO IN THE CULT OF HERACLES. ON A BLACK-FIGURED
 CYLIX, OR LARGE, SHALLOW CUP (BELOW), FOUND IN TAR-
 QUINIA AND NOW IN THE MUSEUM OF CORNETO, THERE IS
 PORTRAYED THE STRUGGLE OF HERACLES WITH THE OLD MAN
 of the Sea, part man and part serpent. The Greek
 PAINTING GIVES US SOME IDEA OF HOW DANCES OF THIS TYPE

 MAY HAVE LOOKED, AS PRODUCED AT A FESTIVAL. THE
 DANCERS CIRCLING AROUND THE RIM OF THE CUP ARE MEN

 IN WOMEN'S DRESS, AND ARE PROBABLY INITIATES INTO THE
 "mysteries" of Heracles.  U nderwood-Stratton.
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