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© Tatiana Solovei and Olga Kazmina

85 YEARS OF THE DEPARTMENT OF ETHNOLOGY 
OF MOSCOW UNIVERSITY: INSTITUTIONALIZATION, 
GROWTH AND PROFESSIONAL MATURITY (1939–1986)

The article examines the history of the University Department of Ethnology in the 
Soviet period in disciplinary and general historical contexts. These contexts allow us 
to understand the logic of the formation and development of this academic discipline 
at the university. Of the 85 years of ethnology’s existence at Moscow University, al-
most 60 years have fallen in the Soviet era. It was during the Soviet period that fun-
damental science in our country, including ethnography, flourished. But along with 
achievements, advantages, and preferences, it also underwent losses, embarrassing 
restrictions, and strict control. Nevertheless, in the post-war period, ethnography was 
institutionalized within the university walls, acquired the stable status of an independ-
ent discipline incorporated into the structure of the Faculty of History, and developed 
a basic concept of professional education. In the “middle” and “late” Soviet periods, 
the state and science relations followed a paternalistic pattern. Still, the influence 
of the state’s paternalistic policy on the development of university ethnography was 
clearly positive. The institutionalization of ethnography as an academic discipline, 
which began in 1939 at Moscow University, acquired a nationwide scope in the 1960s 
and 1970s: ethnography as a compulsory subject became an integral part of historical 
education in the largest universities of the Soviet Union. The department acquired the 
status of a leading department in the system of professional education, had significant 
personnel potential, carried out educational training on an ever-increasing scale, and 
demonstrated considerable research activity. The indicators of the department’s matu-
rity were a clear corporate identity, fundamental research approaches, thoroughness 
of academic training, robust conservatism and, at the same time, openness to the 
challenges of the time, the stable transmission of tradition, and the dominant scientific 
ethos of the department with its humanistic approach.
Keywords: Moscow University, School of History, Department of Ethnology, insti-
tutionalization of ethnography as a university discipline
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OF PROFESSIONAL CONTINUITY (1986–2024)

The article covers the history of the University Department of Ethnology over the last 
four decades. It has been a time of radical transformations in both the socio-political 
and academic life of the country. The stability and healthy conservatism of the uni-
versity science allowed the Department of Ethnology not only to successfully pass the 
period of sociopolitical, cultural, and ideological turbulence but also to significantly 
expand and update the concept of ethnological education, turning it towards moder-
nity. At the turn of the first and second decades of the 21st century, the Department 
faced new challenges related to the “anthropologization” of ethnology, the blurring 
of its subject definition, and the transformation of professional identity. The current 
situation at the department gives grounds for professional optimism. The department’s 
imperatives are not to oppose, but to combine traditional ethnographic (ethnological) 
approaches with the conceptualizations and tools of sociocultural anthropology, in-
terdisciplinarity, the preservation of intergenerational continuity, and the successful 
transmission of tradition. The traditions of the department include maintaining in-
terest in the history of the discipline, careful preservation of the memory of teachers 
and predecessors, and openness to the new. Collective memory, collective experience, 
and collective ethos — these are the components of the 85-year collective academic 
biography of the University Department of Ethnography (Ethnology) and, at the same 
time, the source of social and intellectual optimism for its members.
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ARTISTIC COMMUNITIES TODAY: 
IDENTITY, UNCERTAINTY, HOPE FOR FUTURE

This article analyses the ethnographic profile of the several traditional artistic com-
munities, who performed for the public in the specific ethno-cultural spaces and 
made this their main profession. Traditional performing and visual arts, a matter 
of national pride in many countries today, until recently were the jobs of grossly 
socially marginal communities and groups. Often a socially inherited profession, in-
tegrated in a system of exchange, art was often a highly uncertain source of income. 
For a long time, the social status of many traditional artistic communities all over 
the world was very low. But between the 1900s and 1950s, music, dance, and theater 
went through a crucial transformation: from being predominantly dependent they 
got the status of high art worldwide. The ideas of the “national”, “classic”, and 
“modern”, “contemporary”, were attached to the various art forms. While certain 
segments of art practice were codified and even frozen, creating somewhat like a 
“museum of art”, or cultural heritage (which leads to the so-called phenomena of 
“heritagesation” and “exotisation”, wiping out the traditional cultural and social 
contexts of art and alienating it), other practices continue to develop and still find 
themselves under perpetual transformation. Today the situation in different com-
munities, social strata, and ethnic groups, whose traditional job is connected to art 
and performance, varies significantly. While some communities of musicians, danc-
ers, various drama players, storytellers, puppeteers, martial artists are successful 
and engaged in national and international festivals, others decline or even vanish. 
While using the data of her ethnographic fieldwork, as well as the material of the 
discussion that happened during the Panel “Artistic Communities Today: Identity, 
Uncertainty, Hope for Future”, organized by her within the World Anthropological 
Congress, 2023 (New Delhi, India), Svetlana Ryzhakova analyzes the common plac-
es and similarities in the identity of the artistic communities, the problems they face 
nowadays, as well as prospects for the future. The article also contains the fieldwork 
material collected by the author in Gujarat and related to the Targala community, 
artists who perform the folk theater Bhavai. 
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This article emerged as a result of my longitude ethnographic study, which lasted for 
more than 20 years (while my practical involvement in the dance world has continued for 
more than 30 years). It aims at a complex analysis of the ethnographic profile of sever-
al traditional artistic communities, who perform for the public in specific ethno-cultural 
spaces, making this their main profession and source of income. During the last decade, 
I explored this topic mostly on the diverse and highly exciting Indian material, and dis-
cussed it profoundly at many conferences, including the annual conference of the Indian 
Society for Theater Studies, since 2012. I gained a lot of insights from the long talks with 
my dear colleagues engaged in theater, music, and dance studies — Ravi Chaturvedi, Vib-
ha Sharma, Urmimala Sarkar Munshi, Rustom Bharucha, Purushottam Bilimale, Prabodh 
Jhingan, and many other scholars. Apart from that, being a disciple of Kathak dancer and 
teacher, Guru Rajendra Gangani, I got a lot of support and knowledge from him and his 
extended family, engaged in performing art for ages. Apart from that, I have observed the 
artistic scene and situation in India from the ethnographic point of view for more than 
three decades, visiting festivals, talking with the artists, and analyzing all published mate-
rials available on this wide topic.  

Let me first elaborate on the subject of the research. Traditional performing and visual 
arts, a matter of national pride in many countries today, until recently were jobs of grossly 
socially marginal communities and groups (for example Soneji 2012). Often a socially inher-
ited profession, integrated in a system of exchange, art was often a highly uncertain source 
of income. For a long time, the social status of many traditional artistic communities all over 
the world was very low. But between the 1900s and 1950s, music, dance, and theater went 
through a crucial transformation: from being predominantly dependent they got the status of 
high art worldwide (O’Shea 2005; Gaston 1996). Due to vital changes in patronage and the 
emergence of the government institutions as main patrons, traditional artistic families were 
replaced by other forms of social organization of art (see Kramrisch 1956). The ideas of the 
“national”, “classic”, and “modern”, “contemporary”, were attached to the various art forms 
and developed (Vatsyayan 1998; Kothari 1989; Chakravorty, Gupta 2010; Walker 2014). 
While certain segments of art practice were codified and even frozen, creating somewhat 
like a “museum of art”, or cultural heritage, other practices continue to develop and still 
find themselves under perpetual transformation. This leads to the so-called phenomena of 
“heritagesation” and “exotisation”, wiping out the traditional cultural and social contexts 
of art and alienating it. Since the mid-20th century, theatre, folklore, and anthropological 
studies have opened up new ways of engagement with the world for practitioners (Schechner 
1985; Sarkar Munshi, Burridge 2011; Chakravorty, Gupta 2018). A very valuable series of 
books on the topic called “Dance and Performance Studies” has been published by Berghahn 
Books publishing house (New York and Oxford) since 2007.

Today the situation in various communities, social strata, and ethnic groups, whose 
traditional job is connected to art and performance, varies a lot. While some communities 
of musicians, dancers, drama players, storytellers, puppeteers, martial artists, etc. show 
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some success and social mobility, engaged in national and international festivals, others 
decline or even vanish. One example of an artistic community still surviving in today’s 
India is the so-called Targala caste of Gujarat, the main object of my longitude fieldwork 
study in 2015–2023. I analyzed the current socio-cultural outlook of Nayak, Vyas, and 
Bhojak groups, jointly known as the Targala caste, whose traditional profession was a per-
formance of Bhavai, the traditional theater of northern Gujarat and Saurashtra. This study 
resulted in a paper titled “Targala Community and Bhavai of Gujarat: Hereditary Perform-
ers of a Traditional Indian Theatre. Cultural Context and Social Functions”, delivered on 
the Panel at the World Anthropological Congress, 2023 (New Delhi, India).

Targala community: traditional performers of Bhavai folk theater of Gujarat

Understanding the social status and relationships of specific communities in India is 
an exciting yet uneasy task. Indian society is dotted with many forms of identity, among 
which is the socially hierarchical principle, which includes the functional principle of var-
nas and which turns out to be hereditarily fixed, and castes, usually coming from belong-
ing to a jati, mostly endogamous, but in everyday life interdependent groups. 

Many communities do not fit neatly into one cell or another and may have double, 
triple, or intermediate forms of identity. Particularly dynamic are both the statuses and re-
lationships of groups or communities engaged in art and worship: storytellers, musicians, 
actors, dancers, and various ritual specialists. The social function of mediators they per-
form puts them in a kind of intermediate position between “high” and “low”, “pure” and 
“impure” groups, positions, and situations. 

A notable case of the conflicting conjugation of varna and jati  statuses and the forma-
tion of a specific identity is the tradition of Bhavai folk theater performed by traditional 
troupes settled in the central and northern regions of Gujarat. These are representatives of 
the castes (or subcastes) called Nayak, Vyas, and Bhojak, united under the umbrella name 
of Targala or Taragala, which is often interpreted by my informants as a “three-folds com-
munity”, or tra-ghara, “three-houses [community]” (FM 2016–2018, Gujarat. Informants: 
A. Nayak, B. Vyas)1. 

There are, however, other explanations of this word, for example, “thirteen <commu-
nities>” who have the right to eat together. The differences between the Nayaks, Vyas, and 
Bhojaks appear to be partly regional: while the Nayaks and Bhojaks are settled in North 
Gujarat, well aware of each other, the Vyas are residents of the more remote areas of Sau-
rashtra. The second difference turned out to be confessional: Bhojaks serve Jain families 
and in a few cases could be Jains themselves. They are fewer in number than the Nayaks 
and Vyas. Like the other performers in India, their social status is supposed to be quite 
“low”. John Emigh writes of the performing Bhavai as traveling troupes (Emigh 2003: 63), 
which indicates the low or marginal status of these communities from the Brahmanic point 
of view. However, in the cultural memory of the Targalas themselves there is a legend 
about their mixed origin, which traces the formation of Bhavai in their modern form to a 
specific creator, a Brahmin named Asaita Thakkar, who lived in the 14th century. 

The legend of the origin of the Bhavai theater takes us to the era of medieval Gujarat 
and speaks about the complex relationships between different communities — the Audi-

1 FM (here and below) — Fieldwork material collected by author; fieldwork data (observations, talks and 
interviews) are fixed in the dairies. 
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chhya Brahmins and Kanbi landowners, who, from the Brahmanical perspective, are of 
the much “lower” status, as well as Koli employees and some acting communities, whose 
caste names we do not know. 

The Audichhya Brahmins trace their origins back to the 12th century, the “golden era” 
in the history of the future Gujarat, the reign of King Jayasimha Siddharaja, the fourth 
of the Solanki Rajput dynasty (he ruled approximately in 1094–1143). According to the 
legend, it was he who invited 1001 Brahmins from Varanasi to Gujarat for regular cult 
service to Shiva in the form of a lingam with a thousand faces, sahasralingam, near the 
sacred lake. The descendants of those Brahmin priests settled here and became known as 
the Gujarati Audichhya Brahmins. 

Kanbi is a vast community of peasants, formally classified as Shudras but differing in 
class: there are both the village poor and wealthy people and even dominant castes and rul-
ers of small areas. Over time, the Kanbis adopted the titles Patidar and Patel, which have 
become much more common today, while the name Kanbi is now perceived as somewhat 
offensive. Kanbi were economically independent, they had a widespread collective prop-
erty system of mahalvari. They  worshipped Mother-Goddesses, were not vegetarians, and 
had a tradition of bride price. 

The legend of the origin of the Bhavai, transmitted orally (FM), states that Ganga, the 
daughter of Hemal Patel, a Kanbi ruler in the small princely state of Unjha, was abducted 
by the Muslim governor (subedar) Jahan Roz of the Khilji clan. Patel’s family priest Asaita 
Thakar, an Audichhya Brahmin known for his communication skills and artistry, was sent 
to rescue the girl from captivity. He went to the kidnapper, sang for him, gained his trust, 
and finally declared that Ganga was his daughter and demanded her back. Then the cunning 
subedar, being well informed of the local caste norms, said: “Alright, I’ll return her to you, 
just sit down and eat with her.” Asaita Thakar sat down and ate, and the girl was returned, 
but he was expelled from his caste because he had “defiled” himself by eating with a girl 
who formally belonged to the Shudra class. Forced to look for a new home and a new in-

Fig. 1. Baldev Dhalsuk Nayak, Bhavai performer. Kalol village, Gujarat. 
Photo by Svetlana Ryzhakova, 2018
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come source, Asaita began to create plays for the actors, kathakars, and tellers of epic sto-
ries and undertook a reform of their theater. According to the legend, Asaita himself wrote 
360 ​​plays, vesha (which, apparently means “scenarios, plays”), of which 60 have reached 
our days (Desai 1972). The troupes he reformed formed the basis of Bhavai as a special 
theater; the performers became known as Bhavaiya, “those who represent the Bhavai”. 
According to the legend, Hemal Patel granted him land, provided financial support, and 
arranged his marriage with Hemal Patel’s daughter, Ganga. Either the three sons of Ganga 
and Asaita and their descendants or all the artists he mentored, who consider themselves his 
spiritual “children”, became the Targala caste. They say they are Brahmins, but their daily 
habits are of an intermediate caste. Many of them are illiterate, which is hardly possible for 
Brahmins. According to statistics from 1901, there were 12,889 Bhavaiyas in the Bombay 
Presidency, which included a large area of ​​modern Gujarat (Kirparam 1988: 222). There 
are also Brahmins of the Thakkar caste in Gujarat, who are different from the Targalas and 
are not engaged in artistic life. 

Bhavai theater is an important cultural institution in Gujarat. It fulfills several func-
tions, both ritual and sec-
ular, such as information, 
entertainment, ceremonial, 
and didactic; it is a tool for 
social integration and criti-
cism. The collective patrons 
of the Bhavai theater are peo-
ple of two castes (Kirparam 
1988: 223): the Kanbi, better 
known today as the Patidar or 
Patel, Thakur, Rajpurs, and 
the Koli, who are believed 
to have sheltered the exiled 
Asaita Thakkar (Jhala 2009: 
69–71). 

Bhavai troupes, in addition 
to performing veshas, can also 
engage in other professions — 
agriculture, small business, 
and trade. An important fea-
ture of these troupes is mobil-
ity. If they are artists, they are 
busy with their artistic job for 
about six or eight months of 
the year: during the monsoon, 
there are no performances and 
actors stay at home. 

At present there is a grad-
ual, although not complete, 
disappearance of both the 
traditional space for the per-

Fig. 2. Bhavai artist on stage. 
Bharate Rang Mahotsav, New Delhi, 2018. 

Photo by Svetlana Ryzhakova 
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formance of Bhavai and the activities of troupes. Apparently, at the beginning of the 21st 
century, there were about three dozen regularly operating troupes (even though in the 
middle of the twentieth century they numbered in the hundreds), which performed at the 
invitation of panchayats (councils that perform administrative functions) of the village 
and, less often, cities. 

During my fieldwork in 2015–2023, I found out that the tradition of passing on Bha-
vai as a skill and job within families is gradually disappearing: the younger generation 
of the Nayaks and Vyas is mostly choosing other areas of activity. It is difficult for tra-
ditional artists to compete with the torrents of information and entertainment industry 
widespread today via many devices. Bhojaks hardly perform nowadays. Nevertheless, 
there are still people of the middle and elder generation who have excellent skills in this 
art and can explain the meaning of all artifacts (among which the main one is the Bungal, 
a kind of trumpet, wind musical instrument), and some progressive theater directors are 
finding a way to introduce Bhavai into the repertoire of professional troupes. The tradi-
tional songs of Bhavai are known by a few professionally trained artists, who perform 
them on specific occasions. 

Today, in 2024, James Brandon’s statement continues to be true that “recently there 
have been no fundamental changes that would pave the way for the revival of Bhavai; the 
remaining performers continue to struggle for their existence” (Brandon 1993: 83). The 
number of the traditional troupes (mandalis) diminished considerably, due to the crucial 
social and economic changes. Yet, there is a certain interest in Bhavai, expressed by pro-
fessional theatrical directors and several NGOs. Studying Targala and several other artistic 
communities in India inspired me to organize a broad discussion on the situation of various 
performing groups worldwide. 

Talking on the artistic communities: Panel’s experience

Various aspects of contemporary artistic and performing communities became the 
subject of the Panel entitled “Artistic Communities Today: Identity, Uncertainty, Hope 
for Future”, organized by me at the World Anthropological Congress in New Delhi, in 
October 2023. It went very successfully and brought together more than 30 participants 
and discussants. Here I am going to analyze the common points of the presentations, that 
contribute to the study of the artistic communities. The references to the papers’ materials 
mentioned below are from the presentation abstracts (unfortunately, only short versions 
were published in the Collection of Abstracts, which is not easily accessible), and from my 
notes, made while listening to the presentations and the rich discussion. 

Despite the great variety of traditional artistic communities worldwide, several aspects 
unite most of them. First, it is the dual social status, quite often typical for artists of all 
genres. It is very evident in the case of Targala; although they claim themselves to be Brah-
mins (they trace their origin to Asaita Thakkar, an Audichya Brahmin of the 14th century, 
wear janeo, a sacred threat, and follow some typical Brahmin customs), there is a certain 
resistance from the other communities to accept it. The members of some other neighbor-
ing Brahmin groups do not consider them to be equal and claim Targala to be of “low” 
social origin. Yet, the artists believe, they are of Brahmin origin and perform not only the 
theater but also several ritual duties for the villagers (FM 2016–2018, Gujarat). 

Social duality is visible in another institution I studied (Ryzhakova 2024: 232–249) — tradi-
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Fig. 3. Bhavai artist on stage. 1990-s. 
Photo from the personal archive of Bharatbhai Vyas 

Fig. 4. Bhavai artists on a trip. 1970-s. 
Photo from the personal archive of Bharatbhai Vyas
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tional ritualistic performers of Tulunadu area (South Karnataka and North Kerala, India) from 
such castes as Parava, Nalike, Pambada, and others, who identify themselves both as embod-
iments of the local gods and goddesses worshipped during the ritual and as people from tra-
ditionally dispossessed and marginalized castes during the rest of the time. It is different from 
Targala’s duality: performers of Tulu deities’ rituals never claim themselves to be Brahmins. 
They are “vehicles” and speakers of the local gods and goddesses in ritual contexts, but for the 
rest of the time, they are under strict caste norms and sometimes suffer from the unfriendly 
attitudes of the upper castes. Their speeches given at the ritual contain certain social criticism. 
Interestingly, some traditional performers belong to the Communist Party, especially in that 
part of Tulunadu area, which belongs to Kerala, where this party is very active.  

 Dual social status, although of a different nature, is typical for the Kalavant community 
in several parts of India. Ms. Sneha Ghadi (University of Goa) in her paper “The Kalavant 
Community of Goa: Past and Present” focused on the ritual activities of Kalavantas and 
the certain social stigma associated with them in the Goan society and religion. The com-
munity had a special place in the rituals and festivities of the temple they were attached to. 
The women from artistic families became devadasis, girls dedicated to the various gods 
and goddesses, and the men became Kalavants, artists who played musical instruments 
and accompanied the devadasis  in their performances. The Portuguese colonial rule of 
Goa banished the practice of dedication of girls to devadasis (to prevent the social evils 
related to the usage of those girls as prostitutes), and this led to the outmigration of the Ka-
lavant families. These artists later moved to various cities, mostly to Bombay, where they 
received patronage and gained fame for the art they produced. Some became singers in 
various musical schools,  and some gained fame in acting. The social circumstances of 

Fig. 5. Bhavai performance on the outskirts of Ahmedabad. 2015. 
Photo by Svetlana Ryzhakova
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the Kalavant community also changed by this time, and the practice of devadasi declined. 
The community willingly gave up the traditional art forms as Goa’s liberation opened new 
employment pathways. Just like Targala in Gujarat, the community of Kalavants in Goa 
today is no longer exclusively a community of artists but its members are employed in var-
ious fields. The reasons may lie in the ever-changing lifestyle, education, and social stigma 
attached to the community. Both the Kalavant community and the practice of devadasi, 
banned by the government since long ago, are vanishing. Interestingly, another stock of 
Kalavant community, based in Rajasthan, is socially different: they were not related much 
to devadasis, but engaged in the music playing in various princely courts. Their status 
was the highest among various artistic communities, and sometimes more “lower status” 
musicians Mirasis tried to adopt their identity and become Kalavants; see the historical 
background here (Butler Schofield  2023).  

The second distinctive feature of traditional artistic communities lies in their multiple 
activities, which is related to the split of identity mentioned above. Very often traditional 
artists fulfill several social functions, and play diverse roles; entertainment is just one 
among them. The others could be ritual, educational, or related to some craft skills. For 
example, as my study shows, Bhavai theater itself played several functions, both ritual 
and secular, such as information, entertainment, ceremonial, and didactic; it was a tool for 
social integration and social criticism. The performers of Bhavai, men of Nayak and Vyas 
communities, conduct several village ceremonies and perform domestic rites for their pa-
trons — such as name-giving for the infants. Nalike, impersonators of the local deities of 
Tulu-speaking area of Karnataka and Kerala and performers of kola, who perform rituals 
dedicated to those deities, according to my studies, are engaged as well in the weaving and 
construction businesses (FM 2014: Mangaluru = fieldwork in Mangaluru district, Karnata-
ka, India. The informants: Saigeeta, Dayanada G. Kattalsar. FM 2014: Udupi = fieldwork 
in Udupi district, Karnataka, India. The informants: Ashok Alwa, Sanjeeva Suvarna, B. 
Nambyar). As I observed in rural Bengal, puppeteers, as well as performers of today’s 
traditions Raibansi (which could be roughly identified as a kind of play or sport) were 
traditionally palanquin bearers (FM 2018: Daulatabad, West Bengal).  

The third characteristic of today’s transformation of the artistic communities is that the 
traditional format is vanishing, but performers are looking for new venues and possibil-
ities to perform. Sometimes these are professional theaters, urban artistic circles, and in 
other cases rural development projects, conducted by government bodies and other institu-
tions, that express an interest in rural art and/or will to help the practitioners. For example, 
Bhavai still exists today, although it is one of the vanishing art forms of India. The number 
of the traditional troupes (often called mandalis) diminished considerably, due to the cru-
cial social and economic changes. Yet, there is a certain interest in Bhavai, expressed by 
professional theater directors in Ahmedabad and Vadodara, and several NGOs are working 
to improve the lives of rural citizens, including the performers. 

Apart from musicians, dancers, and actors, many other people are involved in per-
formances, such as mask makers. Mr. Rajdeep Das (Department of Anthropology, West 
Bengal State University) in his paper “Mask Makers of Chhau in Purulia, West Bengal: 
Survival and Revival, An Ethnographic Study” draws attention to the social situation of 
the artisans, who started making masks as souvenir production, apart from the manufactur-
ing masks for the performers (FM 2016: Purulia, West Bengal. Informant: Sunil Mahato). 

One of the best examples of coming traditional singing practice stage is Qawwali: a Sufi 
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religious vocal genre that originated in the Indian subcontinent. Originally performed in Sufi 
shrines or tombs throughout South Asia, the Qawwali genre gained widespread popularity and 
an international audience in the late 20th century. Here the traditional format has not vanished, 
yet the new venues, professional stage, and various festivals were discovered and actively ex-
plored by the practitioners. Ms. Anastasiya Kinyaeva (Centre of Asian and Pacific Studies, In-
stitute of Ethnology and Anthropology of Russian Academy of Sciences) in her paper “Qaww-
al Community: Between Tradition and Modernity” explores this shift and studies the ways the 
community of Qawwali performers deals with the challenges of modernity. The ritual-associat-
ed art form of Qawwali is known to have existed on the subcontinent since the 13th century and 
is associated with the name of Amir Khusrao (1253–1325 AD). Traditional Qawwalis are still 
performed in Sufi tombs (dargahs) across India and Pakistan with the original line of Qawwals 
residing in the heart of the old Delhi, the tomb of Nizamuddin Auliya. At the same time, in the 
modern music scene, Qawwali is widely known as one of the flagman genres of the so-called 
“Muslim spiritual music” or “Sufi music” and is a go-to genre for the Bollywood film-makers, 
pop artists, and cultural festivals organizers. The rapid social changes and technological devel-
opment of mass media that took place at that time significantly changed consumption patterns, 
the religious sphere was no exception. The use of a new generation of media, allowing for di-
versity in both production and consumption, did nothing but strengthen the aura of sacredness 
of certain religious practices and popularize them. At the present moment, ritual and so-called 
secular Qawwali coexist throughout the land of South Asia and in its media, putting the com-
munity of Qawwals on the edge of tradition meeting modernity. 

The reconfiguration of the ritualistic performance and its emancipation from the tra-
ditional contexts and venues is very clearly visible in the transformation of the artistic tra-
dition of the celibate monks, bhakats of sattras in Assam. The sattras, a specific religious 
institution of Shankardeva’s reformist tradition of Assam, has a rich history of performing 
art tradition for more than 500 years. Ms. Sumpee Borah (from Jawaharlal Nehru Univer-
sity) did the study aimed at understanding the perpetuation or mediation of sattras with the 
outside world, the influence of state patronage, and also the dilemma faced by the monks to 
assert their identity over the changing conditions of sattras in Majuli, an island in Brahma-
putra river and one of the major sites of sattras — residential monasteries with a traditional 
education system where the preceptor lives with his disciples devoting their lives in the 
monotheistic tenets of the Neo-Vaishnavism. The monks who belong mostly to Hindu upper 
castes have been seen to lead a life of bhakti immersed in prayer, the practice of devotional 
songs, borgeet, dance, sattriya-nrittya, drama, ankiya-bhaona and vocal and instrumental 
music, gayan-bayan, all  based on mythological narratives. The physical training process 
and the ritual performance practices have been continued by the monk community from one 
generation to another through the oral tradition of knowledge transmission. Sumpee Borah 
observes the nostalgic narrative accounts of the elderly monks which are cases of reference 
wherein they lamented about the generational differences they perceive in the performances 
of the monks of different generations. As their inability to keep the tradition and space sacred 
keeps culminating into a major crisis in their ritually defined universe, they feel lost and dis-
satisfied and dissatisfaction while many questions emerge about the ongoing changes within 
the cultural institution. In this regard, the researcher’s effort would be to articulate the monks’ 
perspective in experiencing a dilemma between maintaining their sacred vow to live a life 
of a celibate monk renouncing worldly desires and earning a living, and creating individual 
identity where the knowledge and mastery of the performances becomes their capital. Today 
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we observe the transition of the Sattriya dances from devotion to profession (FM 2014, 2016, 
2018, Assam. Informants: L. Das, S. Saikia, M. Kandali, B. Borbayan): the professionaliza-
tion infused an awareness among the monks of their value of labor in terms of their time and 
effort they invest in re-enacting the Hindu mythology.

Yet in many cases, artistic skills are abandoned and forgotten, due to the social and 
economic changes. Ms. Renu Chauhan (from Informal Sector and Labour Studies, Jawa-
harlal Nehru University) conducted a study among rural Sapera, a contemporary semi-no-
madic community in Haryana state. Sapera do snake charming, cure snake bites, and today 
they also engage in folk dance for their livelihood. In Rajasthan, the Kalbelia community 
is the main among the Sapera caste; they have become well-known in the tourist industry. 
In Haryana state, the Sapera community is much different than that in Rajasthan; they are 
engaged in other occupations for their survival. In the past time, people relied on the Sa-
pera community for the treatment of snake bites, but nowadays hospital facilities are avail-
able in villages, so the demand for the Sapera’s help has become quite minimal. Modern-
ization has changed their lives in many ways. They were a community mostly engaged in 
entertainment, traditionally hired for marriages and fairs. But nowadays the fair’s tradition 
in the village has changed, and the Sapera have lost this source of income. Snake charming 
is also risky nowadays due to the government law on wildlife protection. It is still not very 
clear, whether the Sapera of Haryana will be able to maintain their performing traditions, 
or they will abandon them and focus on other jobs for a living. 

In the case of the ritual practitioners, everything depends on the demand for their 
services today. Gita Jayaraj (Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, IIT-Ma-
dras/ Chennai) studied Teyyam performers (teyyakkars) in North Malabar, who come from 
families where this art is hereditary and get their right to perform, avakasam (hereditary, 
cherujenman, birth rights) as their privilege and duty. Teyyam became famous during the 
last few decades; this institute is very similar to the performance of daivaradhane of the 
Tulunadu mentioned above. The majority of men from teyyakkars communities today ful-
fill their caste obligations and perform at specific shrines of the local deities, kavus, or in 
the yards of the patrons’ houses, taravads. Framed as an exchange system between patrons 
and clients, strict rules continue to exist about who has the right to perform, in which 
spaces, and how this performance should be remunerated. This results in Teyyam being 
a highly uncertain source of income and necessitating other forms of employment for 
teyyakkars and their families to make ends meet. Around the turn of the 20th century, with 
the decline of the wealth of the taravads due to colonial and post-independence legislation, 
and the rise of socialist and communist politics, Teyyam began to be interpreted both as a 
form of resistance and protest against caste and as an artistic practice as opposed to ritual 
worship. Nowadays, with the increasing tourism and globalization, as well as the growth 
of Malayali diasporas, Teyyam traverses national and transnational borders and is seen as 
a carrier of local, state, and national culture depending on where it is performed. 

In the modern context, many traditional arts face an existential crisis due to a lack of 
enthusiasm and economic changes. Mr. Sreehari K.R. (Ph.D. Research Scholar from the 
Department of Tribal Studies, Art, Culture and Folk Literature, Indira Gandhi National 
Tribal University, Amarkantak) presented the paper titled “Performance of Koothu: An 
Ethnographic Account of the Diminishing Art Form of Irulas of South India”. He explored 
the traditional storytelling and drama among the Irulas, indigenous communities, one of 
the scheduled tribes residing in the Attappadi area of Kerala’s Palakkad district, South 
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India (although the majority of the Irula population lives in Tamil Nadu and they are con-
sidered a particularly vulnerable tribal group, PVTG category). Several forms of Koothu 
are very widespread in Kerala and Tamil Nadu states and are a part of Irula’s culture, 
mostly due to their Tamil heritage. Irulas perform Koothu on important occasions such as 
temple festivals and rites after death, on the occasion of death anniversary, and the annual 
feast. Ramarkoothu (existing today), Harischandrakoothu, and Sirithundankoothu (rarely 
found and almost vanished) are the three main forms of Koothu performed by Irulas. Ra-
markoothu is based on the stories from Ramayana. Koothu performance consists of songs, 
the narration of the oral stories, percussion music, dance, and acting. Today, as Sreehari 
says, this art form faces an existential crisis: its primary cause is a lack of enthusiasm and 
interest among the young generation, as well as the extensive set-up necessary to perform 
this act. Another key cause is the impact of modernization. 

The fourth feature is that performing art fulfills the function of an important device to 
maintain cultural and social memory. Especially interesting are the cases of refugees’ 
communities all over the world, where artistic skills, traditionally attached to particular 
groups, could traverse the social borders and become the common ethnocultural heritage, 
maintained and practiced by the whole community. One example is the preservation of 
cultural heritage among the Tibetan diaspora in India. Mrs. Maria Shcherbak (Centre of 
Asian and Pacific Studies, Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology of Russian Academy 
of Sciences) focused on this topic. After the Chinese annexing of Tibet, thousands of Ti-
betans left their country for India. The Tibetan diaspora in India is the biggest one among 
other Tibetan refugee communities. Their life was complicated by the need to rebuild the 
community with its traditional forms of management, religion, traditions, and customs. 
In these conditions the preservation of Tibetan language and specific Tibetan culture was 
crucial. For this purpose, The Tibetan Administration in India provides educational pro-
grams in traditional arts and crafts. One of the key problems is the lack of teachers, the low 
interest of young people in the topic, the preference for more modern professions, and the 
exodus of the population to big cities. Realizing the need to preserve the cultural heritage 
as the basis of the Tibetan identity, the Tibetan Administration implements a number of 
programs to preserve traditional dance techniques and sponsor young performers. One of 
the most famous traditional Tibetan performance arts is dance. Traditional Tibetan dance 
art includes both folk patterns and stage versions of the temple performances such as the 
Tsam mystery. To date, there are some programs in the Tibetan diaspora in India aimed at 
preserving the techniques of classical dance and passing them on to the younger genera-
tion. The importance of preserving cultural heritage, including performing arts, is due to 
the multiple processes in which the Tibetan ethno-cultural identity is being eroded. 

Another interesting example of memory and perception studies in performance is a chal-
lenge faced by the Muslim dancers of classical Indian dance. Mr. Al Ameen J., a Ph.D. 
scholar from the Department of Sociology, University of Hyderabad, proposed an interesting 
and innovative approach — he created a choreography based on the life worlds of Muslim 
classical dancers in South Asia. Being a classical dance practitioner, the author tries to cho-
reograph the life experiences of Muslim classical dancers based on the data collected from 
various practitioners and institutions through inquiry, in-depth interviews, etc. He says that 
classical dancers in India, who belong to the Muslim communities, undergo a lot of chal-
lenges due to the nature and structure of the classical dance art form as such. Classical dance 
forms in India are considered to be one of the artistic cultural expressions in performance 
tradition which are recognized and supported by several official bodies such as Sangeet Na-
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tak Akademy and the Ministry of Culture, Government of India. Apart from recognition, 
classical dance forms become the epitome of cultural expression in India. Dance has become 
an expressive symbol of deep cultural nationalism and heritage policy. As Al Ameen J. says, 
historically these forms adapt the Hindu cultural framework in the content, presentation, 
practice, and performance, thus systematically excluding non-Hindu communities of this 
art. There are also restrictions for Muslim communities in various locations, where male 
members are discouraged to study and perform classical dance forms. These complex social 
realities make the life experience of Muslim classical dancers vulnerable. 

Finally, the fifth aspect of the social outlook of the artistic communities is the flexible 
border and easy emergence of new groups. A good example is contemporary dance 
shows, where practitioners gradually form peculiar communities. Ms. Alexandra Gla-
zovskaya (Center for European Studies, Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, Russian 
Academy of Science) studies the ethnography of the world-known show Riverdance: she 
analyzes what happens before and after the shows, after the career of a dancer is over, how 
their identities are being constructed, and how the dancers earn their money. Glazovskaya’s 
study focuses on a group of professional Irish dancers, who are currently touring (or used 
to tour) with Riverdance. The show itself grew out of a short production at the 1994 Eu-
rovision Song Contest and became a representation of the whole Irish nation seeing over-
whelming success overseas and at home. Irish dance  through this very show became a 
trademark of Ireland, stepping into the line of the export goods of the country, thus also 
creating job opportunities for the dancers. However, one can see the further codification of 
Irish dance as an art form through this artistic manifestation in the show. The dance form, 
as well as the individual life strategies of the dancers, are reshaped by the demands of the 
show. The same trend is being explored by the Chinese researcher Jiang Yan-rong among 
the community of young entertainers of Wa ethnic group of Yunnan province, and by the 
dancer-cum-explorer from Argentina, Grit Kirstin Koeltzsch, on female artist-ethnogra-
phers in the 20th century. The papers of these scholars we publish in this issue.   

The study of the mechanism of emergence of the artistic communities could provide us 
with anthropological information about the current situation, insights into their social and 
artistic potential, and a possible scenario of the future of the art forms. 

Uncertainty is one of the most common challenges of most traditional artistic commu-
nities whose social profile was formed long back, in a different historical epoch. Some of 
them still exist today in several — however, not all countries of the world, although quite 
often they belong to the vanishing art forms, even in such a country as India. Yet, hope for 
future is another important feature of all artists of the world. 

Sources
FM — Fieldwork material collected by the author; fieldwork data (observations, talks, and inter-

views) are fixed in the dairies.
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Introduction

The Wa, a time-honored transboundary ethnic group rooted in China’s southwestern 
frontier, trace their lineage back to the ancient Pu people. Their language falls within the 
Mon-Khmer family within the Austroasiatic language system. Globally, Wa communities 
are present in Myanmar, Thailand, and Laos, with a marked concentration in northern 
Myanmar. Focusing on China, prior to the nation’s founding in 1949, the Wa were solely 
found in Yunnan Province, residing in the Awa Mountain Area, a rich, subtropical region 
with complex geology. Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, Wa 
individuals have migrated to other parts of the country through a variety of social chan-
nels. As highlighted in the Wa genesis narrative Si Mgang Līh, the pivotal moment that 
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signified the Wa people’s evolution into a civilized society, distinct from the animal world, 
was when they ventured out from Si Mgang, founded villages, cultivated the land, and 
embarked upon additional migrations.1 Similar to the era of their ancestors, the new gen-
eration of Wa people is also “re-emerging from Si Mgang” to survive and develop. One of 
the groups worth our attention is the Wa young artists.

Since the 1990s, with the rapid development of China’s cultural industry, Wa folk songs 
and dances have gradually stepped out of the Awa Mountain. They are loved by the vast 
audience for their original natural charm and unrestrained style. In the process of many 
visits to Ximeng Wa Autonomous County, Pu’er City, Yunnan Province, we found that the 
key to the good situation of the inheritance, innovation, and dissemination of Wa singing 
and dancing culture is that it has a heterogeneous but relatively complete inheritance group 
and system. In addition to inheritors at all levels of traditional music and dance projects 
under the state-led intangible cultural heritage system, as well as professional ethnic art 
troupes such as the Ximeng Ethnic Culture Team (the former Ximeng County Ethnic Song 
and Dance Troupe), there are also a group of market-oriented young artists who are active-
ly inheriting the Wa ethnic song and dance culture. In terms of music, several well-known 
musicians with international influence have emerged, such as Amei, Si Mgang Līh Band, 
Kawa Band, NZBZ, etc., forming innovative musical genres such as “Yunnan Reggae”, 
“Border Rap”, and “Roots Rock”. Regarding dance, the large-scale musical drama Wa 

1 Si Mgang Līh is the creation epic of the Wa people in Yunnan province, China. “Si Mgang” refers to the 
cave or gourd involved in the origin of human beings, while “Līh” means “come out” among each 
branch of the Wa people. It can be roughly divided into two different texts: “Man Out from the Cave” 
of the Wa branch and “Man Out from the Gourd” of the Burao branch.

Fig. 1. The Wa ethnic rock band performs at a music bar in Kunming, Yunnan. 
Photo by the author, 2023
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Tribe, compiled and created by the Ximeng Ethnic Culture Team in 2011, entered China’s 
premier art palace — the China National Centre for the Performing Arts, held two special 
performances, and toured in 7 provinces and 11 cities. In addition to these artists who have 
made certain professional achievements, more of my young Wa friends provide perfor-
mance services in the field of entertainment, especially in the leisure and sightseeing activ-
ities in theme parks, tourist attractions, and other places. To refer to the difference between 
them and the above people, I call them “the Wa entertainers”. Their main export places are 
Cangyuan Wa Autonomous County and Ximeng Wa Autonomous County. 

Unlike the artists engaged in the state-led intangible cultural heritage system (Wang, 
Zhang 2022), these Wa artists are mainly young people. The new generation serves as the 
primary performers in the cultural tourism industry, traversing vast distances and continu-
ously engaging with mainstream culture. Unlike residents who have not ventured beyond 
their hometowns, these young artists amass substantial economic, social, and cultural capi-
tal. Most notably, while they rely heavily on the social networks of their home region, their 
livelihood and economic activities take place in the bustling markets of Chinese cultural 
tourism—primarily in metropolises like Beijing, Shanghai, Guangdong, Shenzhen, and oth-
er eastern coastal cities (Wu 2020). The seasonal migration of this youth cohort between 
urban and rural areas naturally engenders a “dual embeddedness” across economic, social, 
and cultural spectrums, linking cities and villages. Due to the industry’s age constraints, 
these individuals are poised to return to their roots, positioning them as pragmatic agents in 
rural revitalization efforts. 

However, the current survival situation of the Wa entertainers is undoubtedly worrying. 
Based on the field theory, Chen Yan pointed out the problems in this field: “The disorderly 

Fig. 2. The band members perform wearing costumes that strongly reflect the Wa ethnic 
visual style. Photo by the author, 2023
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development leads to chaotic admission; the lack of capital restricts the sustainable devel-
opment of song and dance art; the exit reasons are different, so it is difficult to finish well” 
(Chen 2022). It should not be ignored that COVID-19 forced many Wa artists to stay at 
home for a long time, and then they had to deal with a market environment radically differ-
ent from the one before the outbreak. According to the estimates of industry insiders, as far 
as Ximeng County is concerned, the number of Wa entertainers performing in scenic spots 
is now less than 100.

Many questions have prompted us to explore in depth: What are the origins of the Wa 
performing arts industry and its driving force and operational logic in different periods? 
What are their living conditions in the city? What kind of impact have they had on their 
hometowns after returning home? Against the background of China’s rural revitalization 
strategy, how should this group transform in the face of the industry’s uncertainty?

This study is based on a long-term survey of the Wa entertainers in Mashan Village, 
Mengka Town, Ximeng Wa Autonomous County, Pu’er City, Yunnan Province, China. In 
June 2021 and during the Spring Festival of 2022, I conducted fieldwork in Yongye Village 
(a subgroup of Masan Village), focusing on the lives of returning Wa entertainers in the 
community. In addition to an in-depth understanding of their daily life through participant 
observation, I also interviewed members of the community for personal life histories as an 
auxiliary research means. Such a combination of methods was not just a compromise under 
COVID-19, but I also believe that “in most cases, memories are explanatory. This means 
that not merely unconsciously reorganizing events, individuals change them by mention-
ing certain things to bring them back to memory. Even the simplest description contains 
beliefs and symbols shared by the community” (Hoppál 2020: 52) Personal life histories 
reveal fragments of history, and comparing them and identifying what they have in common 
makes it possible to link the lives of the same community in different times and spaces, and 
thus identify the key characteristics and patterns of behavior in a specific historical period.

There are 57 households and 216 residents in Yongye Village. After household surveys and 
interviews, it is estimated that 60 people, or 27.8% of the total population, have been engaged 
in the Wa performing arts industry. This study conducted in-depth interviews with 31 Wa enter-
tainers, including members of the older, middle-aged, and younger generations, to understand 
their living conditions within and outside of the village community across various historical 
periods. At the same time, interviews were conducted with the head of the Ethnic Song and 
Dance Troupe of the Ximeng County Culture and Tourism Bureau to gain insights into the lo-
cal government’s attitude and policies towards this industry. In subsequent research, I observed 
Wa entertainers performing at the Yunnan Ethnic Village (a vibrant cultural park), ethnic res-
taurants, and non-heritage bazaars in Kunming City, Yunnan Province, to further explore their 
urban lifestyles and working conditions. This research not only relied on oral data but also drew 
upon local archives and news reports for additional contextual information.

How the Wa Performing Art Industry Came into Being?

According to a survey conducted by the Cultural and Tourism Department of Ximeng 
County, since the early 1990s, a total of three batches of peasants in Ximeng County have 
left their villages to engage in the Wa performing art industry. The first group of Wa enter-
tainers was organized by the Ximeng County government to perform in the “Wa Village”, 
a folk village type attraction in the China Folk Culture Villages belonging to Shenzhen 
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Splendid China Development 
Co., Ltd. Shenzhen Splendid 
China Folk Village is a two-
part theme park, combining 
“Splendid China” and “Chi-
nese Folk Culture Villages” 
and realized the two parks as 
one in 2003. Because “Splen-
did China breaks through the 
original amusement park’s 
construction concept, inno-
vates the original amusement 
park’s entertainment mode, 
and introduces the cultural 
theme that the amusement 
park does not have” (Dong 
2016), it creates the mira-
cle of “big investment, big 
output, fast recovery” of the 
tourist attraction, and is re-
garded as the milestone of 
China’s theme parks. Its suc-
cess triggered the first round 
of theme park investment and 
construction fever.

The Chinese Folk Culture 
Villages opened in October 
1991 and was the landing 
place for the first group of Wa 
entertainers in Ximeng Coun-
ty. The Chinese Folk Culture 
Villages is the first large-scale cultural tour area in China, which gathers folk buildings, 
folk customs, and folk arts of various ethnic groups in one park. There are 22 villages in the 
typical ethnic style built in a 1:1 ratio, and “Wa Village” is one of them. In 1993, to fill up 
the content of the ethnic performance of the “Wa Village”, and the company hoped that “the 
Wa Village would be a place for the Wa people”, Ximeng County organized 20 to 30 Wa en-
tertainers to perform specially arranged programs that could show ethnic characteristics and 
flavors, and one of the well-known ones was the Magical Awa Mountain. After accumulating 
some experience in the folk village, the members of this group of Wa entertainers spread out 
to various places and gradually became the leaders of the performing arts teams in various 
scenic spots.

The great success of Shenzhen Splendid China Folk Village marked the formal entry of 
China’s tourism industry into the “theme park era”. During this period, several “ethnic villag-
es”, “style parks”, “expo parks” and other “folk village” type tourism products have sprung 
up. The mode of “artificial landscape & folk performance” not only meets the static viewing 
needs of tourists but also lets them participate dynamically. Thus, this approach was quickly 

Fig. 3. A Wa ethnic artist performs a welcoming act at the 
entrance of a restaurant in Pu'er, Yunnan. 

Photo by the author, 2023
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copied by many places at a time when there was a relative shortage of tourism products. In this 
context, the demand for the Wa entertainers in the scenic spots has surged. At the same time, the 
Wa people seem to possess natural talents in singing and dancing, making them popular among 
tourists and valuable to investors in scenic areas. From 1993 to 2002, the Wa entertainers who 
had entered the industry first began to recruit a large number of youths of the same ethnici-
ty to enter the industry, and they gradually grew up to become the organizers and operators 
of the performance teams. When recruiting new members, they would give priority to their 
family members, that is, close relatives and in-laws, and then extend to the same clan, village, 
hometown, and other friends. There is no special age limit, but the co-ethnicity is the premise. 
According to the participants, the key reason was the deep skin color characteristic of the Wa. 
Like other Mon-Khmer-speaking groups, the Wa are mostly dark-skinned. At that time, the Wa 
was not well known to most domestic Chinese travelers, and some tourists were even startled 
when they occasionally heard the Wa performers speak Yunnan dialect or Mandarin because 
they mistook them for foreigners. When they learn that these people are actually Chinese, tour-
ists often ask, “Are there any Wa people among the 56 ethnic groups in China?” In this case, the 
Wa’s distinctive physical characteristics have become a symbol of “exoticism”, making them 
the main selling points and recruitment conditions (Fiskesjö 2015: 497–523).

According to the recollection of the participants at that time, most of the young Wa enter-
tainers were hired to play the roles of Africans, Maoris, and Amerindians. The only exception 
was Shenzhen Splendid China, where the “Chinese Wa” brand name was openly displayed. 
In 2002, in the “Window of the World”, an exotic theme park with “Give me a day, I give 
you a world” as the slogan, the staff responsible for the African, Maori and American Indian 
culture performances were all Wa people. Among them, more than 20 people dance African, 
and more than 10 people dance Maori. Thus, at this stage, theme park investors were not 
investing in Wa culture, but in its commercial potential — they were gradually realizing that 
the “exotic” Wa culture had some market potential (Fiskesjö 2015: 497–523).

The first decade of the 20th century was an important period of China’s reforms, opening 
up, and modernization drive. Under the requirements of economic transformation, “various 
inherited and even new festival symbols strongly focus on their economic role, which is a 
new phenomenon in the economy of ethnic minorities” (Ma 2001a). In order to promote 
economic development, in Ximeng Wa Autonomous County, the county Party Committee 
and government held the first “Yunnan Ximeng Wa Wooden Drum Festival” from April 10 to 
12, 2003. During the festival, a large-scale art performance was held, which consisted of the 
folk performance of the Wa villages and a bonfire party. In 2004, it was renamed “China Wa 
Wooden Drum Festival”, which would be held from April 11 to 13 every year. Although the 
activities within each festival are different, each township village has to show a song and a 
dance. This provides a field for folk artists to perform songs and dances, resulting in repre-
sentative literary and artistic works composed, directed, and performed by folk artists.

Sai, a provincial non-genetic inheritor from Mashan Village, Mengka Town, Ximeng 
County, has learned and created the Wa dance by himself since he became the leader of the 
village literature and art team at the age of 18. He expressed the contents of his production 
and life in the form of dance. The modified “Wooden Drum” added performance move-
ments such as fist clenching, foot stamping, leg lifting, front lifting, and hair shaking, which 
further enriched the form and dance vocabulary. He has participated in the “Wooden Drum 
Festival”, rural amateur performance competitions and other cultural activities. At the same 
time, he led the team to perform in Beijing, Fujian, Shanghai, Chongqing, Jiangxi, Hebei, 
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and other places, making it the first batch of artists to leave their hometown for performance.
The personal practice of Sai’s Ethnic Culture capitalization shows that the new ethnic 

festival represented by the Wa Wooden Drum Festival promotes the development of the 
Wa performing art industry at two levels. First, economic interests drive local govern-
ments, local enterprises, and cultural holders to more actively explore national cultural 
resources, including singing and dancing, and develop them into demonstrative tourism 
products, so as to obtain more economic income. The second is to guide the change of 
values. The cultural festivals attract a lot of people, make the cultural holders fully real-
ize their own cultural value, and meet the needs of modern tourism consumption. “The 
expansion of the scope of sending and receiving of festival symbols makes it possible, 
first of all, to overcome narrow ethnocentrism, and, more importantly, to enable people 
from other ethnic groups, outsiders, and foreigners to better integrate into the cultures of 
these nations. It not only understands the culture of these nations, but also understands 
the huge potential economic resources of these nations from the process of receiving 
information, which can lead to the investment of real and potential economic capital and 
the establishment of new development models” (Ma 2001b). As the economic and social 
impact of the Wooden Drum Festival continues to expand, the government, companies, 
and tourists are paying more and more attention to Wa culture, triggering a positive in-
teraction between ethnic culture and tourism development. Specifically, tourism venues 
began to hire Wa entertainers to rehearse Wa songs and dances for special performances. 
Despite the limitations on the scale of the tourist attractions and labor costs, the Wa en-
tertainers needed to learn many forms of songs and dances at the same time, including 
the folk songs and dances of other ethnic groups in China such as the Tibetans, Zhuang, 

Fig. 4. One of the pioneering Wa entertainers from Mashan Village who ventured out to per-
form is now teaching his grandson to play the Wa flute. Photo by the author, 2022
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and Miao, as well as foreign dances such as the Hawaiian hula and street dances. How-
ever, nowadays tourists can already distinguish, recognize, and appreciate Wa folk songs 
and dances. The Wa entertainers also regarded these studies as a self-improvement. At 
this point, the Wa performing art industry became a new social reality, achieved through 
a combination of state support (i.e., state support for cultural development that benefits 
the nation) and the economic process of transforming cultural matters into new commod-
ities (i.e., the capitalization of national culture).

In August 2014, the original Wa musical drama Wa Tribe was successfully performed 
at the China National Center for the Performing Arts. The Ximeng County Ethnic Culture 
Team became the first county-level ethnic culture team to enter the highest art palace in 
China. In the same year, with the support of the Ximeng County Government, Ximeng Wa 
Tribe Culture Co., Ltd. was formally established, responsible for organizing the training 
of Wa singing and dance performances, and delivering performers to major scenic spots 
such as “Window of the World” in Shenzhen, Beijing Happy Valley, and Yunnan Ethnic 
Village. However, in addition to the human resources platform of “Wa Mountain Song and 
Dance”, which the Ximeng County government hopes to rely on the Ximeng Wa Tribal 
Culture Co., Ltd., more and more formal organizations and informal groups are “entering”.

In this industry, formal organizations are registered enterprises, while informal organ-
izations adopt a business model similar to small workshops, which industry insiders call 
“team” or “art troupe”. Such groups are usually formed by an original artist who is familiar 
with the routines of performances, has certain choreography skills, and contacts with the 
boss of the scenic spot. Such people are often known as “captains”, plus several relatives 
as core members. With the relationship with the owner or the person in charge of the scenic 
spot, the captain can know the requirements of the scenic spot for the number of people 
and the requirements of the program content, and can recruit, train and select the team 
members in his or her hometown as needed. 

Former Wa artists working alone provide opportunities for new people to join. Xiao 
Long, a Wa girl from Man Village, is 25 years old and has seven brothers and sisters. After 
graduating from primary school at the age of 14, she never continued to study because 
her family could not afford her tuition fees. In order to provide for her brother to go to 
school, she got acquainted with the then captain Yang Jie through the introduction of her 
hometown, and he encouraged her to go out to perform. Her monthly salary has risen from 
600 yuan to around 5,000 yuan today. 

However, such an informal economy, which relies on the gradual expansion of inter-
personal networks, is not yet well regulated, thus facing many challenges in the business 
process. According to the captain Yang Jie, the current problems are: being unable to pro-
vide formal invoice to the customer, to receive the public account transfer; to handle the 
performance certificate (he often can only choose to cooperate with private investment 
scenic spots); to sign labor contract with entertainers, and to purchase accident insurance 
for them. The captain of China, however, must handle all the affairs of the “big family” 
like a “parent”, but in addition to getting the same salary as the artists, he will only get a 
small bonus, which usually depends on the number of artists.

Under such circumstances, these teams often encounter various risks, especially once 
the scenic spot defaults on the travel allowance and the wages — in this case the team 
can go bankrupt and dissolve because of the low liquidity, often forcing the Wa artists to 
resign, job-hop or even change careers. According to the author’s statistics, the average 
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working period of entertainers in Mashan Village is 7.3 years, within which they have to 
change several jobs. Few people can be engaged in performance until retirement.

As an informal economy, the Wa performing art industry, in addition to its own internal 
defects, also has a subtle competition-cooperative relationship with the formal economy. 
The Ximeng Ethnic Culture Team (the former Ximeng County Ethnic Song and Dance 
Troupe) was founded in 1965. It is a performance group specializing in singing and danc-
ing art performance with financial appropriation. It is now a public institution under the 
Bureau of Culture and Tourism of Ximeng County. The team is responsible for the impor-
tant tasks of inheriting and carrying forward the traditional culture of the Wa people and 
meeting their growing cultural needs. The specific responsibilities include creation, per-
formance, publicity and training of artistic talents. The Ximeng Ethnic Culture Team has 
created and arranged a large number of artistic performance products featuring Wa culture, 
which have won many awards in various competitions, and has been invited to perform 
in major cities at home and abroad. In addition, the troupe also trained a large number of 
ethnic singing and dancing talents with creative ability; some of the Wa artists who later 
underwent market-oriented transformation initially worked in the troupe.

Initially, song and dance works were taught to artists through training, and the troupe 
did not restrict their use of copyright. However, during the market-oriented performance, 
the Wa entertainers had to add some acrobatics and entertainment effects in order to give 
the show more visual impact. This practice is seen by the troupe as a distortion of the 
traditional Wa culture. The troupe and the Wa entertainers face different “stages”, that is, 
perform for different audience groups. The differences in approach have led the troupe to 
temporarily withdraw the right to use their own dance and accompaniment music.

Exploring the development of the Wa performing arts industry since the early 1990s, and 
comparing the driving force and operation logic in different periods, we can indentify the 
development difficulties and potential crises encountered by the industry. The defects of the 
informal economy itself and the lack of overall planning for this informal economy have led 
to a certain degree of chaos in the industry, resulting in great uncertainty in the work and life 
of the Wa entertainers. However, the Wa artists are mostly young people of their own eth-
nicity. They are not only the actors of this region, but also the inheritors of their own culture. 
In the face of expanding social communication, their living state and lifestyle are not only 
crucial for the survival of the Wa performance art industry, but also intimately tied to the 
development of the ethnic community, which urgently requires our attention.

Community Life and Symbol Interaction

The Wa entertainers generally graduate from junior high school, aged about 16 or 17, 
and enter inland cities. This period is a critical stage for them to shape their personal values 
and norms of conduct. In a completely different cultural environment, the Wa youth must 
actively participate in community life in order to establish a foothold as soon as possible. 
For those Wa entertainers who work in the scenic area, the art troupe provides them with 
the basic framework of social life. Under the premise of preserving their cultural traditions, 
the art troupe enables them to play the reference and expressive function of cultural sym-
bols, thus playing a decisive role in organizing the community life of the Wa entertainers.

The activities around the performance are the center of the social life of the art troupe 
members. Weekends and legal holidays are often the concentrated periods of performance 
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activities thus the labor and leisure time of Wa artists is reversed compared to that of ordi-
nary people. Therefore, they generally do not set a fixed rest day, but use a shift system for 
rest and work arrangements as needed.

The daily performance is arranged according to the number of visitors to the park. For 
example, since the opening hour, one performance is performed every half an hour, each 
lasting one hour. An average of 5–6 performances per day is normal. In addition to the stage 
performances, the artists also need to receive daily training. The training mainly consists 
of working on physical fitness, flexibility, and rehearsals of commercial performances. The 
physical labor paid by entertainers to ensure the smooth completion of the performance is 
hard. A Wa girl recalled that after joining the troupe, she had to get up at 5 am to run, practice, 
then perform, often exhausted at the end of the day. When there is no performance arrange-
ment, the art troupe adopts a closed management and participants have to ask for leave to 
go out. Also because the scenic area is generally located in the suburbs at a certain distance 
from the downtown area, the interpersonal communication is limited between the art troupe 
and colleagues, leaders and audience in the scenic area. Even so, these young people have far 
more contacts than their peers in the village society, and they constantly strive to expand their 
interpersonal relationships by organizing community activities and gatherings.

The young Wa people get together from time to time. These gatherings may be spon-
taneous or specifically organized, either private or public, for recreational or cultural pur-
poses. The analysis of these social activities helps us to explore whether the characteristics 
and functions correspond to the traditional customs in the village, and how the Wa youth 
in the “cultural enclave” can establish contact with other ethnic colleagues and friends 
through the cultural strategy of symbol exchange and meaning sharing.

The most important public social event is the festival. The older generation of the Wa 
entertainers in Mashan Village recalled the New Rice Festival they had outside. The New 
Rice Festival is a traditional festival shared by the Wa, Lahu, and Dai ethnic groups in 
Ximeng County. The time for the New Rice Festival is set on the 14th to 16th of the eighth 
lunar month of each year. Generally, every family in the Wa village will choose a “good 
day” according to their rice maturity, and go to the field to pick up new crops and make rice 
porridge. For the Wa artists outside, the time for the festival is not fixed. Generally, they 
find a rest day in the eighth month of the lunar calendar and cook porridge with the new 
rice that their family members specially sent to them. This act is intended to taste new rice 
with the family members so that it can protect their peace and happiness outside. However, 
the latest generation of the Wa entertainers no longer celebrate the New Rice Festival, but 
mainly celebrate Chinese traditional festivals such as the Spring Festival, the Dragon Boat 
Festival, and the Mid-Autumn Festival. Part of the reason is that the elders in the family 
are not around to host the sacrificial ceremony. Thus, the festivals of all kinds tend to be 
consistent. More importantly, “These festivals are celebrated by everyone, and if we invite 
them, our colleagues and even our bosses will spend them with us.” In other words, shared 
festivals achieve social communication in expanded interactions, in which symbols from 
different cultural backgrounds work together and constantly interact, forming a complex 
structure and rich library of elements.

Let us take The Spring Festival as an example. First, the Wa Youth will choose a place to 
build firewood stoves and fires. Experienced scenic owners usually set up a small kitchen for 
ethnic minority employees. There is often an open space in front of the kitchen, which can 
be used for singing and dancing activities. The Festival begins with food preparation — food 
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is the most important part of the gathering, which is not different from what we observed 
during the Spring festival in Mashan village, but in the village, given the demand for meat 
such as cooking porridge and roast, people often choose to slaughter domestic pigs as food 
supplies. The Wa entertainers cannot do this, so they will go to the market to buy pork and 
chicken, as well as various frozen skewers for convenient barbecue. Porridge is the most 
typical Wa dish. Cooking rice, meat, vegetables, and salt into a pot of thick porridge, is essen-
tial for festivals and entertaining guests. I have eaten chicken porridge, pork porridge, beef 
sausage porridge, vegetable porridge, and pickles porridge in Mashan village. Whether in 
Wa villages or cities, “ethnic cuisine is one of the few things that have brought communities 
together” (Hoppál 2020: 137) Even for those young people who left home, they don’t do the 
ceremony, but remember all kinds of porridge dishes, production process and taste, and share 
them in colleagues, friends’ birthday parties or wedding ceremonies, clearly showing that the 
food code is one of the main characteristics of this kind of social activities. For the group, 
sharing a traditional diet “makes every member of the group feel involved in the tradition”. 
Furthermore, recalling the “taste of hometown” alleviates the cultural shock when adapting 
to the city culture and other cultures; for people with different cultural backgrounds, eating 
habits are the “symbol code” of the group most easy to perceive and identify (Hoppál 2020: 
138). When entertainers communicate with people from other cultural backgrounds, ethnic 
dishes such as Wa porridge and barbecue “have the significance of culture and provide a way 
for outsiders to explain culture” (Zheng 2017). More importantly, in this process, the Wa 
artists not only accept it but even consciously simplify or choose the form of sharing in the 
interaction with the outsiders. For example, the Wa people like to eat spicy food. In addition 
to ginger, garlic, coriander, and citronella, there are special ingredients in porridge and bar-

Fig. 5. The "Yuwo" Wa art troupe is performing live in the village. 
Photo by the author, 2022
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becue, such as wild pepper, usually planted in the front and back of the house, which is the 
source of the special aroma of Wa cuisine. This is a necessary item for the Wa artists when 
they leave home. But in city parties, to adapt to more people’s tastes, they choose to use few-
er chili peppers, not stimulating wild pepper, or dressing alone, rather than adding dipping 
while cooking as in the village. So food does not have to be very authentic, improvements 
and innovations are acceptable because it is symbolic.

Culture has inheritance and transmission. Ethnosemiotics claims that, in order to stead-
ily transmit unique information, specific cultures will use multiple symbols at the same 
time: “The diversity and simultaneous use of codes are the universal characteristics of 
culture” (Xia Xun-xiang 2020). In festival activities, we can observe the juxtaposition of 
various codes, such as diet, language, body, spatial relationship patterns, etc. These codes 
alternate with each other and jointly shape the structural characteristics of festival activ-
ities. At the same time, in some links, the importance of a particular code is highlighted.

Another cultural symbol that cannot be ignored in the Spring Festival gathering of 
young Wa people is music. When preparing food, someone plays the music on a trolley 
stereo, the playlist includes Yunnan Reggae (especially the music of the Wa Kawa, Per-
man and other bands), electric music (short video soundtracks of the Wa celebrities on 
Kuaishou and TikTok) and Wa pop music. These are the new forms of Wa music, but no 
traditional Wa tone can be heard.

After food, singing and dancing as the code of the body becomes important. Usual-
ly, the Wa youth use their mobile phones to connect to the Bluetooth stereo to play pop 
songs and sing with microphones. The singing code and the dancing code are constantly 
switched. When they are in a mood, they will also dance other ethnic dances they have 
learned in daily rehearsals, such as the lyrical Tibetan dance Zhuoma, which is often used 
as a supplement between the intense rhythms of the Wa dance.

In the community activities of the Wa entertainers, several codes of food, music, sing-
ing, and dance most often participate in the symbolic construction of nationality and iden-
tity and the exchange of symbols among different cultures. More precisely, these traditions 
are often consciously selected as expressions of ethnicity, and only a few cultural elements 
are needed to gain symbolism in the new cultural environment. 

The daily practice of the Wa entertainers constantly reproduces this model, which 
mainly transforms the function of cultural symbols from condensing the emotions within 
the community to the representation of external expression, and becomes a new source of 
pride. We can say that this is the “self-reference system” (Luhmann 2006: 37–57), where 
the system produces its own operation and allows the system to continue to operate. But at 
the same time, the system is not totally closed: “If the new elements are not within the sys-
tem, the system will be open to the environment, bring the new elements into the system, 
and the system boundary will be widened outward” (Xing, Huang 2021).

Dual Embedding between Urban and Rural Areas

Previous studies on rural floating populations in economic anthropology have predomi-
nantly focused on issues of de-embedding and cultural change. However, in the case of the 
Wa entertainers we observe that they are not merely unable to disengage from their local 
society; rather, they are doubly embedded into it due to their reliance on local social ties. 
This ultimately manifests as a dual embedding between urban and rural areas, embodied 
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in economic, relational, and cultural dimensions. Primarily, we encounter economic em-
bedding. The Wa performing arts industry emerged as a means of livelihood and an ethnic 
economic model crafted by certain Wa individuals amid the burgeoning cultural tourism 
sector in the 1990s—a pivotal era of economic transformation in China. They capitalize 
on their “experience-near” insights (Geertz 1983), particularly their embodied experiences 
in music and dance, resonating with the outsider perception that “ethnic minorities are 
naturally gifted in singing and dancing.” Therefore, the industry itself exemplifies the em-
bedding of the economy within culture. More specifically, as an export-oriented economic 
activity, economic embedding is evident in the urban lives of the Wa entertainers, reflected 
in aspects like economic income and consumption patterns. Conversely, the embedding 
extends in the opposite direction, notably manifested when Wa artists who earn income in 
cities remit savings to their kin residing in their hometowns. This forms a crucial compo-
nent of household wage income.

Secondly, relationship embedding is evident in the urban context through the formation 
of a “cultural enclave” (Castile, Kushner 1981: 203–204) by the Wa entertainers. This 
enclave, a heterogeneous cultural island within the urban social landscape, operates as a 
both closed and open system. Its closure is rooted in the preservation of distinct cultural 
traits such as language, diet, music, and dance, fostering a community that mirrors their 
native culture. This results in a relatively isolated space where members easily cultivate a 
sense of trust and security. For instance, when a Wa girl, Ye, tried to connect with someone 
outside her troupe, she was discouraged by the leader due to a general distrust of outsid-
ers. A case in point is Wa youth Kan, who once left the group to pursue solo performance 
ventures in bars, dance halls, and other small venues, a phase he referred to as “rushing”. 

Fig. 6. The Single-String Lyre performance team is rehearsing. Photo by the author, 2022
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However, upon suffering financial setbacks, he was welcomed back into the fold by the 
former leader, illustrating the supportive nature of the enclave, acting as a safety net for 
its members during times of hardship. On the other hand, the openness of the enclave is 
demonstrated by its inevitable engagement with external influences such as corporate cul-
ture and urban society. The Wa entertainers actively integrate into urban life, as evidenced 
by their efforts to learn Mandarin despite restrictions. Moreover, respected leaders within 
the troupe forge personal connections with influential figures in the tourism industry.

In conclusion, the relationship embedding experienced by the Wa entertainers in urban 
settings showcases a complex interplay between closure and openness, further complicat-
ed by the inherent instability of the art troupe as an informal economic organization. Driv-
en by the fluctuating tourism industry, the periodic relocation of these troupes between 
provinces and cities challenges the continuity of social relations, yet contributes to the 
community’s cohesion. The “cultural enclave” is not merely a self-contained bubble but a 
dynamic space that can function as a training ground for experiencing urban lifestyles, a 
platform for upward mobility, and a safety net when integrating into urban society.

In the countryside, the degree of relationship embedding is limited but also visible. 
This is mainly reflected in the social capital carried by the Wa entertainers “entering the 
countryside” to promote the construction and development of the original township and 
produce positive spillover effects. Through work, the experienced and active Wa entertain-
ers can often accumulate a certain interpersonal network in the city, which can be effec-
tively transformed into the related fields of rural areas and agricultural development under 
appropriate opportunities and conditions (Zhong, Jian 2010). A captain who has been in 
the industry for nearly 20 years told me that several scenic spot owners that she has coop-
erated with for a long time will come to Ximeng to support her work from time to time, 
and intend to invest in hotels in Mashan village. It can be seen that the addition of certain 
heterogeneous social capital carried by the returning Wa entertainers brings “the possible 
investment of economic capital and the establishment of new development models” (Ma 
2001b) in the countryside.

Thirdly, cultural embedding involves the interplay between the village social culture 
that Wa artists bring into their urban workspaces and the urban and industrial cultures that 
permeate their original rural settings, driving changes in rural culture. From an ethnic 
semiotics perspective, cultural embedding is a constellation of symbolic incorporations, 
encompassing language, bodily expression, clothing, festivities, and customary practices. 
We’ve previously explored how the Wa entertainers employ diverse symbols to construct 
meaning within urban contexts, thereby elucidating their strategies for cultural embedding 
in urban environments. Here, our focus shifts to the reciprocal process of urban culture’s 
infiltration into Wa culture, highlighting the dynamic intercultural dialogue.

In terms of employment, the norms of the modern enterprise system represent a form 
of heterogeneous embedding for the Wa youth. Their rural lifestyle, characterized by au-
tonomous control over work schedules, contrasts sharply with the regimented environment 
of the scenic areas, where they must adhere to strict timetables and closed management. 
Initially, most Wa entertainers feel constrained by this new structure, but over time, they 
adapt and come to respect the rules of modern enterprises. In their day-to-day interactions, 
the theme park setting creates a unique milieu for multi-ethnic coexistence in the city 
(Peng 2016). Within this “backstage,” various ethnic groups engage in communication and 
exchange, each bearing its own symbolic system. These small ethnic “cultural enclaves” 
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create a vibrant cultural space filled with diverse languages, complex ideas, and distinct 
customs, contrasting with the Mandarin-dominated urban culture. In this regard, the theme 
park functions as a “third space” (Bhabha 1994), enabling multiple cultures to interact and 
cross-reference each other. This facilitates a dialogue where cultures, despite their content 
differences and sharing formal similarities, can achieve mutual benefits and positive syn-
ergy, collectively enhancing their developmental potential (Ren 2008). The phenomenon 
of cultural coupling can also be reflected by observing the rural song and dance landscape. 
Songs and dances learned by the Wa entertainers from other ethnic groups in tourist spots 
are reintroduced to their home villages, enriching local performances and daily recreation-
al activities. This cross-pollination not only enhances individual cultural capital but also 
diversifies the village’s song and dance repertoire.

In a word, the dual embedding of the Wa entertainers between cities and villages, on the 
one hand, constructs the economic and social structure based on ethnicity in the city, and 
provides a beneficial mechanism for their members to continuously seek suitable identity 
positioning between cities and villages; on the other hand, it can also be regarded as a 
way to integrate modernity into rural areas. The role of the Wa entertainers as a “cultural 
bridge” between urban and rural areas offers a critical foundation for exploring strategies 
for transformation and sustainable development. This is particularly pertinent for discus-
sions around the implementation of China’s rural revitalization policy, which seeks to 
navigate the complexities and uncertainties faced by communities in transition.

Discussion and Conclusions

Based on the level of engagement between young individuals and rural communities, 
certain academics segment rural youth into three distinct categories: urbanized youth who 
have fully integrated into urban life, migrant youth who have encountered urban life yet 
maintain links to their rural origins, and indigenous rural youth who have spent a signif-
icant portion of their lives in rural areas (Xia Zhu-zhi 2019). Typically, urbanized youth 
exhibit little inclination to revert to rural settings, whereas rural youth frequently confront 
challenges such as a weak sense of agency and a scarcity of resources.

The Wa entertainers, functioning as migrant workers who have not undergone full ur-
banization, have garnered significant economic, social, and human capital through their 
professional mobility. This accumulation serves as a pivotal latent resource for advancing 
the rural revitalization efforts within the regions inhabited by the Wa community. Howev-
er, limited by the general low education level of practitioners and the inherent defects of 
the informal economy, this group still faces severe challenges in achieving development 
and transformation in a highly uncertain environment. To this end, this paper discusses 
three aspects: from offline to online performance, “one area, one industry” in the off-site 
to on-site, and government investment in human capital to further promote the transforma-
tion of the Wa entertainers’ group.

Let us analyze the first one, the shift from live performance to mediated performance. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly disrupted urban tourism in China, leading to 
the suspension or digital adaptation of most live shows at tourist sites. As a result, the 
Wa entertainers, who once relied heavily on live performances for their income, faced 
considerable constraints. During this time, numerous Wa artists returned to their rural 
homes, finding themselves unexpectedly confined to the countryside. In response, some 
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Wa performers have leveraged their singing and dancing abilities to create “cloud-based” 
performances via new media platforms like short video apps and live streaming services, 
thereby visualizing and symbolizing their rural life experiences. Some of these individuals 
harnessed their accumulated fanbase and influence to generate income by promoting and 
selling rural agricultural products. Such media practices offer a novel and efficient path-
way for the capital accumulation and career transformation of the Wa entertainers: they not 
only tap into various platform benefits and product sales for financial gain but also redefine 
their identities and roles through media engagement, transitioning from returning perform-
ers to online celebrities and ultimately evolving into “new farmers”. Although travel in 
China has largely shaken off the shackles of the pandemic, whether Wa ethnic artists will 
continue to maintain their media presence or return to live performance remains an open 
question requiring further investigation.

Another point is the motto “one area, one industry” in the shift of the performances 
from off-site to on-site venues. In the past, many Wa entertainers migrated from rural 
areas to the provincial capital of Kunming, and even to coastal cities in eastern China, in 
pursuit of greater opportunities. The new form of local industry emerging from their return 
is particularly noteworthy, as it concerns the future development and sense of belonging 
for these young individuals. For example, Mashan village, one of the export places of 
the Wa entertainers, occupies an important position in the history of the Wa at large. It is 
historically recognized as the first tribal settlement established by the Wa after they de-
parted from Si Mgang. Today, owing to its abundant natural resources and the relatively 
intact preservation of the traditional Wa lifestyle, Mashan has the potential to evolve into 
a village with distinctive ethnic cultural features. Various levels of government have con-
secutively designated Mashan as a “National Key Village for Rural Tourism”, a “National 
Model Village for Ethnic Unity”, and a “Famous Tourism Village” in Yunnan province.

Driven by rural tourism, there is an obvious labor backflow trend in Mashan. Rural 
families diversify their income by hosting guests in their homes, thus combining farming 
activities with entertainment and education. Young people are selling Wa characteristic 
agricultural products and handicrafts through TikTok and other live-streaming platforms, 
while women have set up Wa Brocade cooperatives, which have successfully secured or-
ders from many enterprises. Under the guidance of provincially recognized national intan-
gible cultural heritage inheritors, the village has formed the “Yuwo” Wa art troupe and the 
Single-String Lyre performance ensemble; most of the members are the Wa entertainers 
who previously performed elsewhere. It can be seen that Mashan is at a critical juncture of 
transformation of the “one area, one industry” approach, moving from off-site to on-site. 
To achieve this transition and facilitate the return and stability of the Wa entertainers, it 
is essential to harness the synergistic power of mechanisms such as rural tourism, e-com-
merce, and the cultivation of farmer cooperatives, creating a supportive ecosystem that 
nurtures both cultural heritage and economic growth.

The next aspects are mentoring and human capital investment. As mentioned above, 
there are significant differences between the singing and dancing programs performed by 
the Wa entertainers and the “Wa tune” and the “circle dance” performed by the elderly 
people in the villages. These programs are carefully created by dedicated personnel and 
are characterized by intense rhythmic drums and exaggerated body movements. The series 
of physical skills used by the Wa entertainers in their performance are mastered through 
pre-employment training. However, their learning style is still rooted in the traditional lo-
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cal inheritance mechanism, because the training still adopts the “mentoring” method, and 
its effectiveness is closely related to the physical sense that the Wa entertainers have long 
acquired in the village society. 

The concept of “mentoring” underscores that the Wa entertainers typically learn with-
out formal instruction from professional instructors, instead acquiring skills directly from 
seasoned performers. These experienced practitioners not only recruit newcomers to the 
field but also face the challenge of imparting their craft. Regarding dance learning, given 
its heavy reliance on bodily intuition, accurately emulating seasoned performers becomes 
crucial. Typically, the mentors will first exhibit the movements, elucidating the nuances of 
each gesture, before allowing learners to attempt them independently. Learners must me-
ticulously recollect every detail of the mentor’s demonstration, paying close attention to 
nuanced body postures, gestures, and expressions. Through persistent refinement of their 
movements and stances, learners cultivate a personal “body sense” evolving into a deeply 
ingrained physical habit. This method of honing physical habits via imitation stands as the 
paramount technique for enhancing the human capital of the Wa entertainers.

However, the effectiveness of this learning method hinges on the availability of mentors 
and resources (Zhong, Jian 2010). Within the village society, the younger generation acquires 
singing and dancing skills through direct participation in festivals and ceremonies, emulating 
the elders—referred to as dax in the Wa language, signifying respect and seniority. Elders may 
not provide detailed explanations but are quick to correct mistakes and respond to inquiries. 
Despite being repeatedly asked questions, they remain patient, embodying the ideal mentor-
ship role. Yet, the repertoire of traditional “Wa Tone” and “Circle Dance” is inherently limited. 
Through daily labor, the Wa people develop a wealth of embodied knowledge, manifesting as 
an intuitive understanding of rhythm, coordination, and more. For young Wa entertainers, these 
embodied experiences hold the potential to transform into tangible economic capital within the 
performance field, but they must align with the physical techniques demanded by the perfor-
mance domain. Consequently, for ambitious Wa artists seeking personal growth and profes-
sional development, relying solely on inherited knowledge or individual experience proves 
insufficient. Therefore, investing in human capital for the Wa entertainers is paramount, with 
education serving as the primary avenue. Prior to leaving their hometowns, entertainers should 
be equipped with the support of governmental bodies with pertinent information and skill sets, 
facilitating their integration into performing groups. Tourism enterprises, in turn, bear respon-
sibility for offering professional training opportunities to artists as a complement to traditional 
mentorship practices. It is incumbent upon governmental agencies to construct a platform tai-
lored to the needs of the Wa entertainers, ensuring that the human capital amassed off-site is ef-
ficiently channeled back into rural and agricultural sectors. This would significantly contribute 
to rural revitalization, bearing profound strategic implications.

References
Bhabha, H. K. 1994. The Location of Culture (2nd ed.). London, New York: Routledge. 440 p.
Bi Deng-cheng, and Sui Ga. 2009. Si Mgang Līh (the Creation Epic of Wa People). Kunming: Yun-

nan People’s Publishing House. 191 p. 
Castile, G. P., and G. Kushner, G. (eds.). 1981. Persistent Peoples: Cultural Enclaves in Perspec-

tive. Tucson: University of Arizona Press. 296 p.
Chen Yan. 2022. Analysis of the Survival State of Wa Folk Song and Dance Artists under the Field 

Theory Perspective. Beauty and Era 2: 34–37. 



Vestnik Antropologii (Herald of Anthropology), 2025. № 1

Dong Guan-zhi. 2016. Theme Park’s World View and China’s Ambition. Tourism Planning and 
Design 1: 44–55.

Fiskesjö, M. 2015. Wa Grotesque: Headhunting Theme Parks and the Chinese Nostalgia for Prim-
itive Contemporaries. Ethnos 80(4): 497–523. https://doi.org/10.1080/00141844.2014.939100 

Geertz, C. 1983. Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology. New York: Basic 
Books, Inc. 244 p.

Hoppál, M. 2020. Ethnosemiotics: Approaches to the Study of Culture. Beijing: Social Sciences 
Academic Press (China). 232 p.

Luhmann, N. 2006. System as Difference. Organization 13(1): 37–57. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1350508406059638 

Ma Chong-wei. 2001a. The Application of Capitalization of a National Culture. Ethno-National 
Studies 1: 18–28;106–107.

Ma Chong-wei. 2001b. Festival Symbols of Yunnan Ethnic Minorities in the Economic Transform-
ing Period. Journal of Yunnan University of the Nationalities 2: 67–71.

Ma Chong-wei. 2019. Construction of Knowledge Pedigree and Sharing of Human Wisdom: Focus 
on Intangible Cultural Heritage in China’s Border Areas. Thinking 4: 22–32.

Peng Li. 2016. Discussion on Nationality Culture Theme Parks as a Comprehensive Carrier to Pro-
tect and Develop Nationality Cultures in Multi-Ethnic Region: An Analysis upon the Basis of 
Yunnan Nationalities Village. Academic Exploration 9: 151–156.

Ren Yi-ming. 2008. Postcolonial: Critical Theory and Literature. Foreign Language Teaching and 
Research Press.

Wang Dan, and Zhang Yu. 2022. Research on the Protection of Intangible Cultural Heritage Inher-
itors under the Age Structure: Based on the Perspective of Quantitative Analysis. Journal of 
Qinghaiminzu University 1: 140–153.

Wu Chong-qing. 2020. “Fellow Townsman”: “Social Economy” or “Low-End Nationalization”? 
Journal of Nanjing Agricultural University (Social Sciences Edition) 5: 9–17. 

Xia Xun-xiang. 2020. Enterprising “Localism” and the Self-urbanization of Farmers: With the Pas-
try Industry in Maoshi Town, Hubei Province as an Example. Open Times 4: 41–56; 5–6.

Xia Zhu-zhi. 2019. “Middle Youth” and the Path Choice of Rural Revitalization: An Introduction to 
the Advantages of the Youth Research Perspective. China Youth Study 8: 34–41. 

Xing Jie, and Huang Jing-yi. 2021. Repositioning Translation System in Line with Luhmann’s So-
cial Systems Theory. Chinese Translators Journal 6: 15–22; 190. 

Zheng Jia-jia. 2017. Leading to Cultural Space Consumption of Place Names: an Anthropological 
Study of the Place Names in the Core Area of Red River Hani Terrace. Journal of Beifang Uni-
versity of Nationalities 3: 49–54.

Zhong Zhen, and Jian Xiao-ying. 2010. A Study on the Learning Process of Rural Migrant Workers: 
A Survey in the Construction Sites in Beijing. South China Population 1: 57–64; 13.

https://doi.org/10.1080/00141844.2014.939100
https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508406059638
https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508406059638


UDC 39
DOI: 10.33876/2311-0546/2025-1/72-90
Original Article

© Grit Kirstin Koeltzsch

DANCING THROUGH ANTHROPOLOGICAL BOUNDARIES: 
FEMALE ARTIST-ETHNOGRAPHERS IN THE 20TH CENTURY

This article examines the lives and works of five women who contributed to the field of 
anthropology in the mid-20th century, especially to the sub-discipline, anthropology 
of dance. It is about the African-American artist-anthropologists Katherine 
Dunham (1909–2006), Pearl Primus (1919–1994), Zora Neale Hurston (1891–
1960), the Jewish-Ukrainian experimental filmmaker Maya Deren (1917–1961), 
and the American dancer and dance therapist Franziska Boas (1902–1988). Even 
though not all had formal anthropological training, they stood out for their creative 
achievements and theoretical approaches to accomplish an intersection between 
cultures, dance, education, social justice, and racial equality. As a female researcher in 
the anthropology of dance and the body, I find it particularly interesting to reconsider 
their innovative forms of ethnographic research and applied methodologies, including 
actively incorporating their bodies, creative ethnographic writing, and producing 
visual material challenging the anthropological canon. The aim is to delimit each 
ethnographer’s key contributions and propose a strategy to provide a valuable base to 
develop post-colonial approaches for dance research, particularly on popular dance 
practice. I emphasize the innovative proposals regarding ethnographic fieldwork, 
documentation, visual anthropology, and a highly reflexive perspective combined 
with auto-ethnographic methodologies, which, at that time, were not considered in 
science or had yet to be developed. This contribution reinforces that these female 
anthropologists were visionary and their approaches should be revalued.
Keywords: dance, ethnography, art, methodology, reflexivity
Author Info: Koeltzsch, Grit Kirstin — Dr. (Social Sciences), MA (Theory and 
Methodology of Social Sciences), Assistant Professor and Researcher, CISOR/
CONICET-National University of Jujuy, Argentina, Center for Indigenous and 
Colonial Studies (Avenida Bolivia 1239, 4600 San Salvador de Jujuy). E-mail: 
gkoeltzsch@fhycs.unju.edu.ar ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9331-0611
For citation: Koeltzsch, G. K. 2025. Dancing through Anthropological Boundaries: 
Female Artist-ethnographers in the 20th Century. Herald of Anthropology (Vestnik 
Antropologii) 1: 72–90. 
Funding: Archival work was supported by the grant “Travel to Collections — Re-
search Scholar in the George A. Smathers Libraries” received from the University 
of Florida (U.F.) in 2019.

mailto:gkoeltzsch@fhycs.unju.edu.ar
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9331-0611


Vestnik Antropologii (Herald of Anthropology), 2025. № 1

Dance has been my vehicle. Dance has been my language, my strength. 
In the dance I have confided my most secret thoughts and shared the 
inner music of all mankind. I have danced across mountains and 
deserts, ancient rivers and oceans and slipped through the boundaries 
of time and space.

Pearl Primus, 1983

Introduction

When students receive training in Anthropology and study the history of the discipline, 
they usually get the impression that it is a field dominated by a white male elite. When 
female anthropologists, such as Margaret Mead and Ruth Benedict, finally appear in 
books, it must be admitted that they also belong to a kind of establishment and favored 
social group. This issue is nothing new; however, when I started my doctoral research 
with a focus on the anthropology of (popular) dances, I also began to question the taken-
for-granted attitude that anthropology is a white male-dominated discipline, which it has 
been so for a long time, a fact that female issues were analyzed from a male gaze. In 
ethnography, “too often women and their roles are glossed over, under-analyzed, or absent 
from all but the edges of the description (Reiter 1975: 12). When it comes to dance, there 
is a tendency to trivialize such kind of research topics as often the academic in this field 
is also engaged with dance practice. However, in my doctoral thesis, I also tackled the 
issue of whether the sub-discipline anthropology of dance or dance ethnology considers 
Gertrude Kurath to be a precursor1, among other women, trained at elite universities 
or dance academies (Koeltzsch 2021). Instead, I argue that dance anthropology and its 
beginnings go beyond the assumption of being a white elite discipline, as it is a science 
of diversity where women, immigrants, people from minority ethnic groups, and Afro-
Americans contributed to the field. The problem is that they are usually not mentioned or 
have not received the corresponding work credits. 

Considering the before-mentioned context, this paper aims to examine the lives and 
works of five women who contributed to the field of anthropology from the early mid-20th 
century, especially to the sub-discipline anthropology of dance. It is about the African-
American artist-anthropologists Katherine Dunham (1909–2006), Pearl Primus (1919–
1994), Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960), the Jewish-Ukrainian experimental filmmaker 
Maya Deren (1917–1961), and the American dancer and dance therapist Franziska Boas 
(1902–1988). Even though not all of them had formal anthropological training, they 
stood out for their creative achievements and theoretical approaches to accomplish an 
intersection between cultures, dance, education, social justice, and racial equality. 

Based on my initial question of why these women are not recognized in the discipline, 
I designed my research methodology with a focus on documentary analysis of material 
from important dance archives2. Furthermore, I carried out bibliographic research and 
applied bodily practices as a research tool, for example, taking lessons on the Dunham 

1 Kurath (1960) believed that dance ethnologists/ethnographers need in-depth training, including studying 
dance at top schools, such as Julliard and the best universities in the United States, as ideal conditions 
to initiate a career in dance research.

2 In 2019, I earned a research grant from the University of Florida and carried out research at the Jerome 
Robbins Dance Division in New York.  
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Technique with Ned Williams Jr.1 in New York, which allowed me to experience a practical 
approach from a disciple of Katherine Dunham. In some way, this also meant establishing 
personal contact. In addition, I tried to develop a further understanding of my body using 
performance auto-ethnography to actively immerse myself in comprehending kinesthetic 
sense and using cameras as tools for ethnographic research, especially considering what I 
learned from Maya Deren’s work. 

As a female researcher in the anthropology of dance and the body, I find it particularly 
interesting to reconsider their innovative forms of conducting ethnographic research 
and applied methodologies, including actively incorporating their bodies, creative 
ethnographic writing, and producing visual material challenging the anthropological 
canon. Therefore, this work aims to delimit the key contributions of each ethnographer, 
which are presented in the first part. In the second part, I outline a strategy for how the 
revealed information provides a helpful base for developing post-colonial approaches for 
dance research regarding popular dance practice. I emphasize the innovative proposals 
regarding ethnographic fieldwork, documentation, visual Anthropology, and a highly 
reflexive perspective combined with auto-ethnographic methodologies, which, at that 
time, were not considered in science or had not even been developed. In conclusion, to 
reinforce my assumption that these female anthropologists were visionary and that their 
approaches should be revalued in the field — these women made significant contributions 
to ethnography, dance theory, art, and methodology.

Artist, Researcher, and Educator: Katherine Dunham (1909–2006)

Katherine Dunham undoubtedly assumed a pioneering role in theoretical and artistic 
work within Dance Anthropology. However, she is not officially granted this role because 
few female anthropologists were recognized in the mid-20th century and because of 
her alternative approach combining dance research and performance. As Garcia (2017) 
recognizes, when she started her academic career at the University of Chicago in 1928, 
Dunham found herself in a world of racial and male-dominated anthropological discourses 
and practices. This situation has changed, albeit slowly.

Important to mention is that Katherine Dunham has always worked as an artist, researcher, 
and educator, considering her diasporic experience as an African-American woman, which 
resonates artistically and academically. A major issue of her research was to rethink the 
articulation of movement and the modern body. Due to her experience with dance from a very 
young age, movement was normal for her in different life situations (Dunham 1959). When 
she began to observe and study other groups’ dances, she became aware of this “normality” 
of expressing herself through dancing. Therefore, she did not want to focus on the behavior 
of others as something exotic (Dunham 2005). Methodologically, she kept this aspect in 
mind throughout her work. Her theoretical contribution aimed to explain that dance fulfills 
different functions, establishing four criteria in her thesis “The dances of Haiti: form and 
function, organization and material aspects” (Dunham 1947). She established that dance 
is an individual or collective rhythmic notion for any of the following purposes (Dunham 
2005: 510): 1. Play. Dancing for no other apparent reason than to amuse; 2. Release and 

1 Ned Williams Jr. (1930–2021) was born in Walterboro, SC, migrated to New York to work, and then 
began attending classes at Katherine Dunham School, where he earned a scholarship and became a 
member and performer with the Dunham Experimental Group.
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building of emotional and physical tension. For example, sacred dances, funeral dances, 
and war dances; 3. Establishment of social cohesion or solidarity. This category includes all 
carnival dances; 4. Exhibition of skill. This would be individually or in a group, either the 
demonstration of amateur spontaneity or professional virtuosity.

One of her concerns was to link what is called popular dance and stage dance. Dunham 
compares both forms and concludes that: “As in the primitive community, specific 
movement patterns might be related to certain functions, so in the modern theater, there 
would be a correlation between a dance movement and the function of that dance within 
the framework of the theater” (Dunham 2005: 513). It becomes clear that she constantly 
transgressed the borders between anthropological research, performing in theaters, creating 
a modern dance technique, and appearing in Broadway musicals. Her broad knowledge of 

cultural patterns made it possible 
to bring diverse ethnic dances to 
the modern stage. Moreover, in 
the piece “Cabin in the Sky”, she 
establishes a connection between 
dance in the carnival  — whose 
function is sexual stimulation and 
liberation– through a Broadway 
musical. From Dunham’s 
example of the interplay 
between everyday folk dances 
and professional stage dance, I 
applied this lens to my research, 
arguing that social actors also 
blur the lines between dance in 
everyday life and dramatizing it 
through movement (Koeltzsch, 
Cruz 2021a; 2021b). This shows 
that most popular dances happen 
in the same way, both in the 
community and on an artistic 
stage. This vision contributed to 
overcoming certain ambiguities 
in positioning dance between 
“science and art” or “exhibition 
and entertainment”. According 
to Dunham (Dunham 2005: 515) 
this conflict does not arise in 
“primitive societies”, as dance 
is accepted as a functional 
element, both on a personal and 
community level.

With her stage performances 
using a variety of ethnic 
elements, Dunham focused 

Fig. 1. Katherine Dunham. Photo: Department 
of Special and Area Studies Collections Univer-

sity of Florida, George A. Smathers Libraries 
Belknap, Collection, 34/G/6, Box 1
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on folk knowledge as an essential approach and dance as a meaningful practice, which 
stems from her anthropological training and from the perspective of her mentor, Melville 
Herskovits, who, at the time, sought to demystify black culture and the prejudices of 
American society regarding the history of African American people (Herskovits 1958). Both 
researchers tried to prioritize the informants’ articulations. However, in Dunham’s case, 
she highlights self-reflexivity by critically analyzing her entry into the field as an African 
American woman working with an Afro-descendant population in Haiti, recognizing her 
subjectivities, femininity, and belonging to the lower-middle class.

In “Island Possessed” she describes through a ‘dense description’ her first contact with 
the elite and aristocracy of Haiti that cuts across issues of race, detecting an upper-middle 
class behavior, more French than American, and that women have almost no contact with 
guests, being reduced to servant roles (Dunham 1994: 23). In 1936 when she first went 
to Haiti for fieldwork, she was a young woman, African American, a graduate student, 
traveling alone, which was not very usual at that time.

I would also like to point out her activism for racial equality, considering that embodied 
expressive culture was an essential tool for African descendants. However, she also 
recognized the international dimensions of the African diaspora to get involved in political 
activism and against racism (Dee Das 2017).

Analyzing her artistic work, it becomes clear that Dunham tried to learn dances from 
different cultures of the American continent (including Brazil, Andean dances, Tango, 
Caribbean, and Afro-American dances), but also from Africa and Asia. This fact contributed 
theoretically and artistically but was also used as an educational tool to foster intercultural 
communication. She developed a view towards human beings and recognized the emotions 
involved, but she did not apply categories such as race. As Katherine Dunham states: “I 
don’t see any color in what we do. I see human emotions. It’s only a fortunate accident that 
I have hit upon and used material chiefly of people with Negro backgrounds. But I feel 
I’d failed miserably if I were doing dance confirmed in technique or audience satisfaction 
to race, color, or creed. I don’t think that it would be art, which is something that has to 
do with universal truth and a set of fundamental ideas, evaluations, and appreciations” 
(interview with Elias 1956: 17).

In other words, she tried to bring the dances to an audience not by racial criteria, of 
“color” or beliefs, but by considering them the most human expressions. She recognized 
dance as philosophy, in the search for understanding the human body, ourselves in contact 
with others, and thus, life itself. On the other hand, her diasporic affinity was always 
present, closely linked to Haiti, in a world organized in nation-states, which was of constant 
concern to her. She thus felt a diasporic tension because of “the disjunction between the 
symbolic uses of a place and the lived experience of people” (Dee Das 2017: 153).

In conclusion, this is only a short review of Katherine Dunham’s immense oeuvre and 
her effort to combine an anthropological perspective with popular culture on and off stage, 
allowing her to disseminate her work effectively.

The Power of Dance: Pearl Primus (1919–1994)

Pearl Primus was born in Port of Spain (Trinidad and Tobago); as a child, she moved to 
the United States with her parents as labor migrants. However, even uprooted, her family 
never abandoned African and Trinidadian traditions; her grandfather was a voodoo doctor 
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and percussionist (Glover 1989: 2). Pearl Primus can be considered a dancer, anthropol-
ogist, and educator who had a significant impact on American arts and culture in the 20th 
century. She often used her dances and performances to protest the conditions of African 
Americans; above all, she brought ancient African dances to America after conducting 
fieldwork and learning dances on the African continent (Schwartz, Schwartz 2011). Her 
academic career was far from easy; after studying biology and pre-medicine, she could 
not find a job in a laboratory and failed to pursue a career in medicine because of racial 
obstacles. While working in various jobs, she trained in dance and studied education and 
psychology to complete a master’s degree in Psychology at Hunter College in New York. 
Furthermore, she studied modern dance techniques with Martha Graham, Doris Hum-
phrey, and Charles Weidman. Her knowledge of the human body acquired in undergradu-
ate classes in biology and medicine helped her considerably to understand the body’s anat-
omy concerning bodily movements. Thus, within a short time and without specific training 
in her childhood, she learned the modern dance techniques of the masters, as mentioned 
above (Glover 1989: 31–32). In 1944, she founded her own dance company, allowing her 
to develop her method of blending African-American, Caribbean, and African dance styles 
with modern dance techniques.

Pearl Primus finally combined all her knowledge and experiences to start a doctorate in 
Anthropology at Columbia University. However, she then switched to New York University 
(NYU), earning her PhD in Anthropology in 1978 with her thesis entitled “An Anthropolog-
ical Study of Masks as Teaching Aids in the Enculturation of Mano Children”. One signif-
icant achievement was obtaining permission from NYU to dance her dissertation defense, 
which is, until today, an almost impossible undertaking due to academic rules and formal 
requirements. She intended that a successful presentation would open “a new dimension in 
teaching for other artists, musicians, and painters” (quoted in Glover 1989: 123).

In her creations, she incorporated academic and practical knowledge combined with 
inspiration; Primus considered dance a mirror to get to know other people, cultures, and 
people’s behavior and psychology, especially observing issues related to the body and 
dance. Her observations included the ways of life of the humble people of the Southern 
states of the USA, living with them, and sharing the activities in their “black” church-
es (Welsh Asante 1994: X). In this way, developing a self-reflexive perspective, as Pearl 
Primus explains: “What I have been trying to express in my dancing is the culture of the 
Negro people. This has taken me into the field of Anthropology. I have to know the polit-
ical, economic, and social life of people in order to explain them to others. Anthropology 
explains different peoples to one another by laying bare their cultural backgrounds” (cited 
in Glover 1989: 33).

In her theoretical approaches, she tried to demystify the vision of the “Puritan ethic” 
regarding African dances, considering them not having artistic forms, not being demand-
ing, and emphasizing sexual content. Primus was convinced that art should not be set apart 
from some cultures as there is diversity and a broad understanding of art (Glover 1989). 
Her ideas emerged from fieldwork studying dances of more than 30 tribal groups during 
a year in Africa, mainly by participating in them. Later, this approach was called obser-
vant participation. Primus understood the meanings of these dances and the movements as 
involving her own body in the process. She wanted modern societies and academia to un-
derstand the value of dance studies, including dance as an art form, a tool for personal ex-
pression, understanding cultures, and bringing human groups together (Glover 1989: 129).
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Like Katherine Dunham, she was engaged in scholarly research on African-American 
dance. Both women combined their artistic innovations with graduate work in Anthropol-
ogy, a strategy that is effortful and deserves respect, and above all, it also marked their 
performances (DeFrantz 2004: 52). Both researched dance, music, art, and rituals relat-
ed to Afro-Latin American cultures which should have been recognized. They were the 
first professionally trained black dancers who also applied an academic approach relating 
dance to their ancestry, which means, somehow, they introduced an auto-ethnographic 
perspective to dance studies. They were pioneers in education, setting up their schools and 
groups to contribute to the training of black artists. Both women were recognized artists 
with tours in America and the rest of the world. Primus created original pieces for modern 
dance involving her experiences of being a black woman in America (Glover 1989: 51). 
However, the fact that she danced at nightclubs, Broadway, and theaters alike, combining 
both her formal training and her curiosity about her African ancestors and diaspora could 
have been an obstacle to academic recognition.

Zora Neale Hurston: Anthropologist on the Edge of Canonical History (1891–1960)

Zora Neale Hurston was born in Notasulga, Alabama, but spent much time in Eaton-
ville, Florida, always mentioning the latter as her birthplace. She studied at Howard Uni-
versity (taking language and literature), later at Barnard College, a women’s college as-
sociated with Columbia, and thus trained in the tradition of Ruth Benedict and Margaret 
Mead. Under the supervision of Franz Boas, she studied Anthropology and was to be the 
first black woman to graduate from this university. With her academic training and the sup-

Fig. 2. Pearl Primus in Prayer of Thanksgiving, Zaire. Photo: Jerome Robbins Dance Divi-
sion, The New York Public Library. 1950–1959). Retrieved from https://digitalcollections.

nypl.org/items/97ca5180-4bfa-013b-e88a-0242ac110003

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/97ca5180-4bfa-013b-e88a-0242ac110003
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/97ca5180-4bfa-013b-e88a-0242ac110003
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port of Franz Boas, she began extensive fieldwork in the South of the United States, Ea-
tonville (Florida), Haiti, Jamaica, the Bahamas, and Honduras, documenting cultural and 
religious traditions. She used ethnographic data to reconstruct people’s lives, and folklore 
became a typical characteristic of her novels. She published many texts of diverse genres. 

Zora Neale Hurston should be considered a novelist and a cultural anthropologist who was 
exceptionally gifted in writing. She conducted ethnographic work on music, dance, folklore, 
black cultures, and social issues, applying specific fieldwork techniques. Nowadays, this would 
be called the “postmodern approach”, searching for new forms of ethnographic experience, 
using different interpretive techniques and innovative writing. Early on, she mixed genres in 
ethnographic writing, somehow anticipating anthropological approaches (McClaurin 2012).

As a methodological strategy, she rejects the authority of the insider/outsider position. 
She suggests that ethnographers cannot create spaces for themselves in societies where 
anthropologists define people as objects or others to view through the lens of the spyglass 
(Hernández 1993: 353). Her novel “Mules and Men” (1935) is an ethnography of Afri-
can-American folklore in the Southern states where she recognizes her belonging to the 
black communities. It is about the community, and as she admits, no matter how much 
education she receives, she will always be “Zora” (Hurston 1990: 2). At that time, she 
developed an essential capacity for self-reflection, which permeates all her work. 

In 1932, she took the initiative and presented herself through letters to a professor 
(Dr. Grover) of Rollins College (Florida), sending proposals to carry out a series of activities 
within the Anthropology and Music Department, such as concerts of black music, dances, 
and the presentation of folk tales. She called her project “Negro Theatre”, for which she also 
applied for national grants. She could sustain her ideas well, and Edwin Grover supported her 
projects and publications, recognizing her excellent work. It is worth noting that Zora Neale 
Hurston can be considered an example of black women’s agency at a time even more difficult 
than today, seeking to enter the academic sphere without social and economic capital. 

Regarding her artistic creations and concerts, I would like to mention the piece “The 
Great Day”, a program of original black folklore. It is one of her artistic works for the stage, 
combining various black Caribbean dances, music, and performances. It is advertised as a 
“powerful” program to bring black folklore and spirituality in its “authentic” form. In the 
historical context, considering the situation in the U.S. in the 1930s, this was an achievement 
as the play greatly impacted the general public. It was the result of several years of fieldwork 
observations. Despite emphasizing the African roots of Afro-American dance but analyzing 
it in more detail, Kraut (Kraut 2001: 71) proposes a more complex interpretation. “The Great 
Day” is a narrative that expresses a heterogeneous vision of the African diaspora, a discon-
tinuity between America, Africa, and Caribbean folklore, and, somehow, anticipating “the 
black Atlantic” (Kraut 2001: 71). The latter is a notion of Paul Gilroy (1993), who not only 
thought in terms of continuity but also, above all, in the trajectories, ruptures, and cultural 
exchanges that are equally constitutive of the black diaspora. 

Nevertheless, some critics claim that Zora Neale Hurston explicitly left aside the political 
question. In contrast, other critics find it between the lines of her descriptions (Robbins 1991: 
6). I think, within all the discussions, the auto-ethnographic attempts should be recognized, 
as her production can be placed between autobiography and fiction, which enriches anthro-
pological studies, in the same way as her novels were inspired by the cultural worlds of 
real-life African Americans, a transgression that challenges academic categorization.
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Finally, I want to mention 
a posthumous work called 
“Barracoon”, published for 
the first time in 2018. It is a 
non-fiction book, a life story, 
the account of an eyewitness 
of the last survivor of the 
slave trade. The manuscript is 
a historical document that no 
one wanted to publish during 
Zora Neale Hurston’s life-
time. It is about the personal 
story of Oluale Kossola, also 
known as Cudjo Lewis, who 
was taken to North America 
on the last slave ship in 1860. 
In 1927, Zora Neale Hurston 
interviewed Oluale Kossola 
(he was 86 at the time of re-
cording) about his life: his 
youth in present-day Benin, 
his capture and placement 
in the so-called “barracks,” 
where enslaved people were 
locked up for sale, his time in 
Alabama, his liberation, and 
his subsequent search for his 
roots and identity in a coun-
try called the United States, 
which was highly racist in 
post-slavery times and during 
the 20th century, but some-
how until present. An inter-
esting fact is that Zora Neale 
Hurston lets the protagonist speak as a griot1, she does not intervene; it is an unadorned 
narrative with authentic language. 

Finally, even though this is only a summary of her work, it reflects her approaches and 
methodologies, such as life history, developing anthropological writing techniques, and 
reflexivity, which should be recognized within Anthropology. However, there is also the 
issue of human dignity and keeping memory; Zora Neale Hurston was not even recognized 
in society; when she died, her belongings were burnt, and she was buried in an unmarked 
grave in Fort Pierce (Florida). 

1 “In parts of West Africa, someone who passes on their society’s history, especially through stories, 
poems, and music, and who participates in ceremonies such as weddings and funerals”. Definition: 
Cambridge Dictionary. Source: https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/griot.

Fig. 3. Zora Neale Hurston at Federal Writer’s Project booth 
at New York Times Book Fair. Photo: Schomburg Center for 

Research in Black Culture, Photographs and Prints Divi-
sion, The New York Public Library. “Digital Collections. 
1937. Retrieved from: https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/

items/898ec0bf-39fb-92e7-e040-e00a18063ff1

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/part
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/west-coast
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/africa
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/pass
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/their
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/history
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/especially
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/story
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/poem
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/music
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/part
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/ceremony
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/wedding
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/funeral
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/898ec0bf-39fb-92e7-e040-e00a18063ff1
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/898ec0bf-39fb-92e7-e040-e00a18063ff1


Vestnik Antropologii (Herald of Anthropology), 2025. № 1

Dance in Human Societies: Franziska Boas (1902–1988)

Undoubtedly, Franziska Boas was much more than “just” the daughter of the famous 
anthropologist Franz Boas. She was a woman committed to developing new forms of 
dance and dance education, an activist for racial equality and social justice. However, she 
also worked on therapeutic approaches to dance. Franziska Boas was educated in public 
schools in Englewood, N.J., and in 1923, received a B. A. degree in Zoology and Chem-
istry from Barnard College. In addition, she was trained in dance, percussion, and arts. In 
1933, she founded and directed the Boas School of Dance in New York. She developed im-
provisational modern dance theories advocating for percussion accompaniment for dance. 

As Franz Boas’ daughter, she was acquainted with anthropological theory and its disci-
plinary particularities, which is reflected in her ethnographic works and theoretical contri-
butions to the field. Her concern was focused on the function of dance in human societies, 
so she conducted seminars on this subject and published her research (Boas 1972). She 
carried out fieldwork with the Kwakiutl on the Northwest coast of North America (Van-
couver Island, BC), observing the daily life of this group and how dance plays a significant 
role from the cradle to the grave, as mothers comfort their babies with songs marking the 
rhythm beats with their feet from the very beginning of life. Boas detects the importance 
of dances for the Kwakiutl and analyzes the social and religious ceremonies where solo 
dancers frequently appear while group dances are rarely performed. In addition, she pays 
attention to different body techniques, such as the importance of the position of the knees, 
and that the ability to use the knees is a criterion for the Kwakiutl themselves to evaluate 
the performance of their members, whether male or female dancers (Boas 1972).

An important theoretical-methodological aspect is that dance studies contribute consid-
erably to investigating non-verbal articulations. Furthermore, dance is vital in life, not only 
in “exotic” societies. Boas also analyzed contemporary society at her time and the dances 
performed by social actors in the streets and parks in New York. However, she also points out 
critical educational aspects regarding movement (Boas 1972). She relates dance to certain 
lifestyles, considering the urban dance movements (break dance and hip hop) that emerged 
in the 1970s in New York. Other theoretical contributions are her analyses of psychological 
and educational approaches and the development of fantasy and emotions through dance, 
emphasizing that the individual is more than a physical body (Boas 1942). She examines 
these issues for educational purposes, working with diverse groups of students. In this way, 
she simultaneously considers aspects related to the body, sensory experiences, and therapies 
with contributions to child psychiatry. She published the results (Bender, Boas 1941) of her 
research based on observations of children in the Psychiatric Division of Bellevue Hospital 
using music and spontaneous dance to treat and train children.

Another primary concern was integrating all groups and human experiences in dance. Doing 
voluntary work in a hospital, Franziska Boas pioneered the development of dance therapy, par-
ticularly its application for children with schizophrenia. Thus, she recommends modern dance 
as an art form that embraces all human beings’ expressions, movements, and philosophies. Fol-
lowing her approach, “Modern dance must continue to explore the ways of men and women in 
all their activities. It must learn from movements and philosophy of all age groups and all types: 
from the healthy and the physically disabled, from the mentally integrated, and the neurotic. It 
must learn from the successful action and interaction of small and large groups, from war and 
peace. It must turn into its substance the experience of working people in every sort of occupa-
tion and industry, going to and from work, and during their work and at play” (Boas 1972: 2).
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An important aspect is that she recognized the importance of movement and that society 
consists of various groups and individuals who have a social influence regarding move-
ments, e.g., observing a worker going to work and back home. These situations are reflected 
in bodily articulations, which should motivate artists and researchers to destroy their “own 
gods” and to start “humbly at the bottom of the ladder” (Boas 1972: 2) to understand their 
movements and motivations. In other words, this is the beginning of self-consciousness as a 
researcher and reflexivity, a concept that anthropology has developed since the 1980s. 

Beyond being a dancer and researcher, Franziska Boas was actively involved in dance 
education. As mentioned, in 1933, she opened her own dance school, and in 1944, an-
other one together with Katherine Dunham, with whom she shared a common interest 
in education and anti-racist activism (Dee Das 2017). As an educator, she reaffirmed her 
commitment to society. Ascending from a family strongly marked by humanist ideals, she 
considered dance a political act, a form of social activism, and interracial interaction, gen-
erating opportunities for her students to create dance pieces during her workshops. Boas 
actively participated in the Civil Rights Movement and was concerned about social rights 
and racial injustice. Regarding her personal history, she had to cope with both anti-Semitic 
and homophobic insults because of her family’s Jewish background and for having sexual 
relationships with women. 

Finally, it is worth noting her conviction that all dances should be taken seriously and 
that it is not trivial entertainment. She clarified that dance makes it possible to acquire 
personal and communal knowledge in exchange students. During her last stage of life, 
for financial reasons, she moved first to Georgia and then to Sandisfield, Mass., where 
she taught dance to older adults in the community. Franziska Boas was less well-known 

Fig. 4. Boas, Franziska. Photo: Julian Garret, Jerome Robbins Dance Division and Archive, 
The New York Public Library. MGZEA, NYPY680034015-F. 
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as a professional dancer or choreographer in modern dance than other women in the 20th 
century. However, she was able to combine her talent for dance with a wide range of pro-
fessional branches, as well as social concern and commitment. Unfortunately, she is also 
not recognized in the field of (dance) anthropology. However, her contribution to dance re-
search and education is considerable as she developed a unique approach, focusing on us-
ing dance to connect oneself with the body and others rather than proficiency in technique.

Crossroads: Anthropology and Filmmaking. Maya Deren (1917–1961)

Eleanora Derenkowskaya (Елеонора Соломонівна Деренковська)1 was born in 
1917 in Kyiv (today, Ukraine) during the Russian Revolution. She emigrated as a child 
with her Jewish family to New York, where her father shortened the family name to Der-
en and set up his psychiatric practice. She was a student activist in college and finished 
her B.A. degree at New York University in 1936. Her interest in dance led her to join the 
company of Katherine Dunham and accompany her as secretary on a national tour. Maya 
Deren can be considered a dancer, ethnographer, philosopher, and “visual poet”; above all, 
she gave birth to the American avant-garde film movement of the postwar era in America.

The contact with Katherine Dunham allowed her to acquire ethnographical knowledge. 
She became fascinated with Haitian dance and was particularly interested in the voodoo 
ritual. In 1947, she earned a Guggenheim Fellowship, which allowed her to fund fieldwork 
in Haiti. Her work was the beginning of a new approach to visual ethnographic research 
and ethnographic writing simultaneously. As DeBouzek (DeBouzek 1990: 7) recognizes, 
Deren approaches Haiti and voodoo as an artist-ethnographer with a different, non-au-
thoritative perspective, furthermore, without formal constructions of supposed objectivity 
that was considered the only valid outcome in Anthropology. Maya Deren had already 
recognized that subjectivity cannot be separated from the researcher; thus, she included 
her perceptions and self-observations in ethnographic work.

It is worth noting here that the first writings on modernist film theory included dance 
and ritual. Deren’s first article was published in 1942 and entitled “Religious Possession in 
Dancing”, but she also describes the notion of “ritual” as “ritualistic both in form and con-
tent” (Jackson 2001: 50); for example, in her visual work “Ritual in Transfigured Time” 
(1946). She captured the experimental image of emotional and non-rational bodies, the 
bodily experience, and what a human being experiences in various situations. Her dis-
tinctive camera movement and sensuous approach are noticeable. As Evans (Evans 2022: 
143) describes: “her innovative use of 16 mm film and essays setting out her aesthetic 
philosophy explored various modernist concerns, including experiments in non-linear time 
(what she termed “vertical” as opposed to “horizontal” time) and disjointed space through 
experimental techniques such as the jump cut. Deren was particularly interested in how 
these experiments with time and space could allow the film to work together with dance in 
a way that exceeded the possibilities of the theatre stage.

Her participation, dance movements, and cinematic techniques are innovative and es-
tablish a new approach regarding embodiment and multiple experiences of subjects within a 
culture. Later in anthropological theory, this was called “embodiment”, as a new paradigm 
in anthropological research introduced by Csordas (1990). Maya Deren combines myth and 
ritual in dance and film, capturing the fluid and spontaneous movement of the Haitian ritual 

1  Ukranian spelling.
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by tracing the process of 
possession. In this way, 
she created the most in-
novative representation 
method with the use 
of art in ethnography 
(Hurd 2007: 58).

Another contri-
bution I derive from 
Deren’s ethnography is 
towards an epistemolo-
gy of the body, under-
standing the body as a 
carrier of knowledge. 
As DeBouzek sum-
marizes, “Deren’s de-
scription is evocative 
and sensual; above all, 
it emphasizes the im-
portance of the human 
body as a transmitter 
of cultural knowledge” 
(DeBouzek 1992: 17). 
However, unfortunate-
ly, from the discipli-
nary field of Anthro-
pology, Maya Deren 
was never recognized 
as an anthropologist. Indeed, her contribution was often denied. Interestingly, Alfred Me-
traux dismissed her work as “pseudoscientific”, but later, in his research on Haiti (Metraux 
1959), he repeatedly cites Maya Deren’s data (see DeBouzek 1992: 9).

Finally, her work was characterized by a humanistic approach through a gradual pro-
cess of introspection. Deren (Deren 1983: 247–262) describes in detail her personal en-
counter and participation in a voodoo ritual in the chapter “White Darkness”. Her human 
sensitivity made her understand not only the spiritual relationships but also the extensive 
empirical knowledge of Haitians about their “cosmo-vision”, which she captures in move-
ments, images, and ethnographic writing. 

Perspectives of Visionary Women for Dance Analysis in Anthropology

Revising their diverse academic and artistic productions, these women anticipated three 
key concepts of postmodern anthropology (embodiment, reflexivity, auto-ethnography), 
which are helpful for transdisciplinary dance studies and general anthropological approach-
es. I want to point out the visionary approach to thinking bodily, considering emotion, move-
ment, and sensorial issues to develop research methodologies from the body, thus including 
self-observation (auto-ethnography) and performative work to enhance ethnographic data. 

Fig. 5. Maya Deren. Still from the experimental short film “Mesh-
es of the Afternoon”, 1943. 

Photo: Wikimedia Commons, the free media repository

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meshes_of_the_Afternoon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meshes_of_the_Afternoon


Vestnik Antropologii (Herald of Anthropology), 2025. № 1

These female anthropologists developed diverse narrative forms beyond what is called 
“objective” ethnography; they applied humanist ethics and aesthetics and recognized the 
ethnographer as a subject, therefore, as participants, i.e., all of us can be considered as tex-
tual and kinetic ethnographic bodies. One important finding is the development of visual 
methods and techniques to reveal ethnographic data, particularly by Maya Deren. How-
ever, all of them were performers who were actively involved in society and all social 
classes, which helped to disseminate anthropological research beyond the academy. Their 
engagement in education for professional and non-professional dancers and the general 
public is remarkable. Katherine Dunham, for example, opened a museum in East St. Louis, 
IL, in 1977, which not only exposes cultural objects but also includes a Community Ser-
vice Program with diverse cultural activities. All women promoted initiatives and active 
participation in art, education, and society, which can be interpreted as diverse (black) 
feminism due to their heterogeneous education and experience and their social condition.

After studying their oeuvre, I started implementing their approaches in my research, 
which is not easy considering the boundaries of “traditional” anthropological research. 
However, I experimented with visual methods, montage, and bodily approaches in several 
instances. I will briefly give two examples. 

Firstly, in 2019, during a research visit for archival work in New York, I took classes 
on the Dunham Technique, which involves polyrhythmic dance styles in continual motion, 
to understand the practical vision of Katherine Dunham. Katherine Dunham developed 
this specific technique, combining dance movements of Caribbean and African cultures 
with European-style ballet; however, during lessons, there is no other music than live 
drums. Dunham’s disciple, Ned Williams Jr., was still teaching at 89 when I met him. 
Getting in contact and learning from him was a unique experience. Even though I have 
danced my whole life, and as far as I remember from my childhood onwards, I have also 
taken lessons in different dance styles, including classical ballet; I do not have professional 
dance preparation. Before starting the classes with Ned, I had mentioned this. However, he 
applied strict rules and accuracy with everybody. When he started drumming and giving 
instructions, I concentrated on following the lesson, which was challenging. When I saw 
myself in the mirror, I knew I was not a teenager anymore, and I wished I could have been 
more trained to enjoy this situation more. It had been a long time ago when I last stood in 
such a dance studio. From my late twenties onwards, I just enjoyed dancing without any 
pressure of becoming perfect, mainly focusing on Brazilian dances. In Ned’s class, com-
mitting even a tiny mistake made him criticize me and repeat the exercise over and over 
again. Sometimes, he was rude and kind at the same time. I remember him shouting at me: 
“You are pretty and have a good presence, but your leg muscles must be stronger”. There I 
was, a 46-year-old woman experiencing a new technique and teaching method, making me 
travel back in time, but also reflecting on different issues. His bodily presence somehow 
made me connect with this past period when Afro-American dancers tried to be recognized 
within a racist society, a fact that also hardens people. I read about Katherine Dunham’s 
strict teaching style; she wanted her students to achieve the best results. As a dancer and 
for my research, I took this experience to observe my own body and dancing differently, 
particularly my muscles and how they also construct a language interacting with other 
bodies (see Figures 6 and 7). After returning home from New York, I started focusing on 
strengthening my leg muscles with specific exercises. The muscles are our rhetoric and 
emotional tools to reveal our interior existence.



Grit Kirstin Koeltzsch. Dancing through anthropological boundaries...

The second aspect I want 
to mention is the visual work 
with a camera, considering 
Maya Deren’s contributions 
and aesthetics. I experiment-
ed with slow motion and 
self-recording my move-
ments, (see Figures 6 and 
7), often randomly taken, 
not posing. I use an ordinary 
Xiaomi cell phone to take 
videos and photos. In the 
piece “Human and non-hu-
man dancing bodies”1 I ex-
plored my movements and 
connection with my dogs, 
who always join me when 
improvising at home. These 
exercises are essential be-
yond intellectual work, as 
they help us recognize that 
we cannot escape from spe-
cific subjectivities and that 
we all have some embodied 
lenses. Furthermore, I was 
inspired by Deren’s “Mesh-
es of the Afternoon” and the 
work with shadows as an ex-
ample of expressing mental 
uncertainty through pictures 
and unpacking emotions as 
valid as written narratives. 
The pictures are a micro-
scope of time observing the 
most casual activities “to 
reveal in them a texture of 
emotional and psychologi-
cal complexes” (Deren 1946: 
47). These observations help 
me to understand the pro-
found human complexity of 
expression. 

1 See https://vimeo.com/user113027045

Fig. 6 and 7. My muscles, my expression, my memory. 
Kinesthetic practice at home. Photos: Grit K. Koeltzsch, 2023

https://vimeo.com/user113027045
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Conclusion

The overview of these five female pioneers in Anthropology gives insight into their 
approaches and shows that they stood out for developing diverse fieldwork methodologies 
and self-reflexive approaches. They made significant contributions to the sub-discipline 
Anthropology of Dance because they understood dance and movement as transformative 
forces beyond muscular and gravitational limitations and the importance of the human 
body as a transmitter of cultural and embodied knowledge.

Furthermore, there is also a personal issue. These women strengthened me in difficult 
moments in my career when I had doubts about choosing the proper discipline when I 
was criticized or ignored for sometimes not doing mainstream Anthropology, and when I 
felt misunderstood. Reading their work and watching their dance made me recognize my 
embodied knowledge, which was an impulse to continue and follow my road inspired by 
these role models who provided me with their knowledge and are women who reflect me.

Partly to answer my initial question, the discipline of Anthropology may still have a 
problem with alternative and art-based methods, especially transdisciplinary approaches, but 
also recognizing diverse feminisms and different femininities. We all bring our backgrounds 
and experiences to our research, including a different understanding of feminism. Katherine 
Dunham, Pearl Primus, Zora Neale Hurston, Franziska Boas, and Maya Deren were strong 
personalities, following their visions and leaving a legacy we should recognize and honor. 

Archives 
Jerome Robbins Dance Division and Archive, The New York Public Library.
Library of Congress, Franziska Boas Collection. https://infomotions.com/sandbox/liam/pages/

httphdllocgovlocmusiceadmusmu006001.html 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Manuscripts, Archives and Rare Books Division.
University of Florida, Belknap Collection, George A. Smathers Library, 34/G/6, Katherine Dun-

ham, Boxes 1–3.
University of Florida, Special and Area Studies Collections. Zora Neale Hurston Papers, Corre-

spondence.

Visual sources
Hard Time Blues (Pearl Primus), performed by Paul Dennis 2014: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=HKGrHKkkzzE 
Maya Deren on film: https://archive.org/details/Maya_Deren_on_film  
Maya Deren. A Study in Choreography for Camera (1945): https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v-Dk4okMGiGic  
Maya Deren. Meshes of the Afternoon (1943) — Maya Deren (Original Music by Feona Lee Jones): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JoETYvwI7I0 
Pearl Primus, African American Dancer and Anthropologist: https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=cwzRe7sZa0A 
Selections from the Katherine Dunham Collection. https://www.loc.gov/collections/katherine-dun-

ham/about-this-collection/ 
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in the article through a discursive metaanalysis of Anglophone studies devoted to 
practicing dance in mirrored classrooms alongside an autoethnography of stage 
dancing inspired by the traditions of Scottish Highland dancing, with an emphasis on 
its contested ‘authenticity’. Both of these case studies showcase the key epistemological 
risk of relying on identity thinking in anthropology: an intricate conceptual web of 
identity labels may become a barrier that hinders a deeper understanding of the 
(dance) phenomena this identitarian semiotic web conceptualises. Non-identity 
alternatives proposed in the article thus stem from a long-established tradition of dance 
phenomenology applied here to make sense of Jean Milligan’s vision of ‘controlled 
abandon’ in Scottish country dancing. Another non-identitarian technique explored 
uses Walter Benjamin’s concept of dialectical image to envision the constellated 
chronotope(s) of the Scottish (soft-shoe) step dancing tradition. The article argues 
that non-identitarian approaches can complement the established identity thinking 
strategies, allowing a cooperative reader to make sense of various dancing practices. 
The significance of reader cooperation highlighted in the article underscores the 
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As the local chieftain announces the time has come for the Sword dance competition 
finals within the frame of the Highland Games, an outdoor sporting and musical festival in 
Scotland (Jarvie 2004: 162), two of my dance students get onto a platform designed so that 
the spectators could better appreciate the dance geometry (see Fig 1). I am watching them 
dance while getting ready to contribute a couple of steps myself immediately after their 
sequence is over. The situation is both highly authentic and totally fake. ‘Fake’ because the 
whole thing is a scene from a family show ‘Heather Mead’ that premiered in Teresa Durova’s 
theatre in Moscow, Russia, in September 2021 (Lebedeva 2021). This part of the story is set 
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in May 1902 in Scotland, where technological innovation goes hand in hand with (post-)
Victorian traditionalism and patriarchy. Naturally for a Scottish-themed theatre show for 
family audiences, there will be more kilts, bagpipes, swords, fights, archery and time travel. 

It has been convincingly argued that such clichés distort the sociocultural and historical 
heritage of the Scottish Highlands, retrospectively inventing and antiquating the ‘concept 
of a distinct Highland culture and tradition’ to be eventually also ‘adopted by historic Low-
land Scotland’ in the late 18th — early 19th centuries (Trevor-Roper 2000 [1983]: 15–16) 
and further reinforced in Victorian Britain (Jarvie 2004: 164–165). From the 21st-century 
perspective, however, the time span of this ‘invented’ tradition looks rather impressive. 
There is documented evidence of a Scottish dance over a pair of crossed swords performed 
as early as 1778 (Melin 2018: 46) and, in a competitive setting, in 1832 (Flett, Flett 1996: 
21). This may be somewhat less breathtaking than D. G. Maclennan’s (Maclennan 1952: 
15–17) misinterpretation of Tacitus (Germ. 24) as evidence for the Sword dance originat-
ing from ancient Caledonian spectacles (Melin 2018: 42), but one cannot disregard over 
200 years of recorded history of this dance in Scotland.

Antiquating legends notwithstanding, when dancing The Swords, I feel genuinely con-
nected to the continuous chain of transmitting the steps and the technique from one gen-
eration of dancers and teachers to the other. As a dancer who has learnt from a range of 
British and North American teachers and performed at various Highland Games in Scot-
land between 2010 and 2014, I believe that my ‘cameo appearance’ contributes a degree of 
authenticity to the theatre show in Moscow. 

Unsurprisingly, the very concept of ‘authenticity’ has been somewhat suspect in dance 
studies, being overwhelmingly used in inverted commas (Kraut 2010: 36; De Maaker 
2013; Siegel 2010: 189; Winarnita 2015). As Handler (Handler 1986: 2) puts it in a broad-

Fig. 1. The Sword dance scene from ‘Heather Mead’ at Teresa Durova’s Theatre. Moscow. 
Photo by Mikhail Bratsilo, 2021
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er anthropological context, authenticity is ‘a cultural construct of the modern Western 
world’ and thus an example of anthropological discourse as ‘a working-out of our own 
myths’. When applied by dance ethnographers in modern urban settings, ‘studying what is 
deemed ‘authentic’ in a community’ may nevertheless have heuristic value, if only in order 
to ‘unravel complex power relations’ (Winarnita 2015: 497), with a clear emphasis on the 
negotiated nature of what ‘participants from different backgrounds and generations […] 
see as authentic’ (Tallaj 2018: 106). 

This (implied or explicit) distancing from even a possibility of an authentic dancing 
experience reminds me of Sergey Averintsev’s musings about the dangers our readiness to 
recite ‘ready-made words’ may pose to 21st-century societies (Averintsev 2005: 425). When 
facing ‘the question of whose authenticity’ (Bakka 2002: 69), a tangible proportion of dance 
researchers’ accounts do not seem to pursue Averintsev’s ‘significant meaning(fulness)’ as 
a deeply felt, lived connection to reality going beyond accepted/novel concepts and/or dis-
cursive practices (Averintsev 2005: 398–407). The ‘contradictory character of reality and 
existence’ (Laplantine 2010: 146) thus remains uncaptured and unaccounted for. 

The starting point for writing this ‘self-reflexive’, autoethnographic account is therefore 
my own ‘state of confusion’ (Savigliano 2010: 237). The article attempts at bridging the gap 
between my experiences as an active participant in the Scottish dancing scene(s) across the 
globe since the early 2000s and the conceptualisation approaches contemporary Anglophone 
dance anthropology tends to offer for (theoretically) making better sense of such experiences. 

The ‘process of fitting observations into categories’ (Au 2021: 1165) by dance eth-
nographers presents a serious challenge if seen in a practical context. For instance, when 
I enter my Scottish step/Highland dance class as a teacher or a rehearsal as a dancer and 
choreographer (see Fig. 2), I may be reminded of ‘the existence of mirrors as an ominous 
and powerful presence’ contributing to ‘physical self-evaluation, behaviour regulation, 
body objectification, and competition’ (Green 2002–03: 112). How can I possibly move 
under such petrifying conditions? 

One may argue that as a teacher and/or choreographer I hold more power (Zinga et al. 
2019: 114), but when I demonstrate a move or a step to other dancers, I must set a reliable 
example. I am therefore both evaluating myself and being evaluated by the students, at 
least those with enough experience to notice my technical errors (cf. Radell et al. 2014: 
3). Thus, I am potentially unable to teach or create due to my fear of oppression or, alter-
natively, my guilt for being an oppressor in an inherently autocratic setting ‘codified by 
dancing masters’ of the past (Lakes 2005: 15). Such immobilising uncertainty stems from 
a popular Foucauldian argument that ‘the mirror encourages body surveillance and often 
reminds the dancer that her body does not match the ideal body type’ (Dryburgh, Fortin 
2010: 100). Indeed, mine arguably does not.

Scholarly attempts at capturing an ‘intense relationship which a dancer can develop 
with the mirror’ (Pickard 2013: 12) allow us to examine where dance anthropologists 
might be losing touch with the realities we conceptualize.

The constant focus on an externalised view of the body, as reflected in the 
mirror, objectifies the dancer’s body and requires students to strive to achieve 
a specific “look” while being “corrected” so that the students perform “proper” 
dance technique.

Green 1999: 81
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Mirrors that generally line one wall stand in for observation towers, creating 
a heightened sense of visibility. Countless eyes could be watching through the 
mirror without one knowing it.

Kleiner 2009: 244

Students in the mirror class [...] see themselves as objects instead of living, breathing, 
and moving bodies. Their reflection, which was once an object, seems more real than 
their own sensory selves [...] They often described viewing their body parts from the 
outside, a perspective that had little or no connection to their kinaesthetic identities.

Radell et al. 2014: 12

As dance professor Clyde Smith states, “the dance  classroom, with their 
mirrors, watchful teachers and self-critical students” is an atmosphere of 
surveillance in which power produces discipline over docile bodies.

Berg 2016: 47–48

Chloe noted a ‘love–hate’ relationship with the mirror, suggesting that dancers are 
constantly negotiating power in the studio as they negotiate seeing and being seen. 

Clark and Markula 2017: 448–449

Dancers spoke about how surveillance and regulation were foundational through 
the presence of mirrors in the classroom, corrections in class, and teaching styles. 

Zinga et al. 2019: 112

Fig. 2. Practising the ‘rocking movement’ in front of a mirror. Moscow 2018. 
Photo from the personal archive of the author. Photographer — Vladimir Lee
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Highlighting some of the key words forming the lexical field of ‘docile bodies’ (Fou-
cault 1995: 135–169) in a mirror dance class (cf. Fig. 3) helps notice the conceptualisation 
pattern at play here. A somewhat surprisingly uniform conceptual web is used by research-
ers of ballet training to communicate scholarly ‘precision, clarity and distinctness’ (Sher-
ratt 2002: 137) invoking Adorno’s notion of ‘identity/identitarian thinking’, i.e. a mode 
of thinking and expression that ‘says what something comes under, what it exemplifies or 
represents, and what, accordingly, it is not itself’ (Adorno 2004 [1973]: 149). In this case, 
dance students are presented first and foremost as bodies, whereas mirrors are primari-
ly tools of surveillance and (self-)objectification in a disciplinary/regulatory framework 
channelled and/or imposed by ballet teachers. 

This dystopian ‘master narrative’ (Ehala 2018: 10) employs a discursive strategy that 
Sherratt (Sherratt 2002: 131) terms ‘representational identification’. Establishing a relation-
ship between a phenomenon (e.g., using mirrors) and a concept (e.g., mirror as a surveil-
lance tool), this type of identity thinking subsequently incorporates the concept into a wider 
conceptual/semiotic web (cf. Geertz 1973: 4–5), e.g., that of ‘systems of oppression and 
surveillance in dance classes’. As the concept ‘is ‘made like’ the system’ (Sherratt 2002: 
131), identity thinking thus allows for radical de- or recontextualisation of practices, events 
and real-life situations. Herein lies one of the dangers of ‘conceptual fetishism’ (Adorno 
2004 [1973]: 49) or ‘being enamoured with concepts’ (Nuyen 1990: 317). When learners 
striving to improve their dancing are identified as ‘docile bodies’, with the focus on the mir-
ror as a symbol of power struggle as opposed to one of the many tools at the learners’ and 
teachers’ disposal, such a ‘rigidised coding paradigm’ (Au 2021: 1165) leaves too much of 
the ‘real-time animated dynamics of lived experience’ (Sheets-Johnstone 2023: 276) muted. 

Fig. 3. Mirrors as a surveillance tool in a dance class. Generated with WordClouds.com 
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The tightly-knit conceptual web of ‘docility’ and ‘surveillance’ thus firmly shields the reader 
from the tangible, immediate, fluid and changeable nature of dance learning and teaching.      

An old proverb comes to mind: “Do not blame the mirror if it’s your own mug that’s 
crooked” (Gogol 2019: 3). Added in 1842 as an epigraph to Nikolay Gogol’s satirical play 
The Government Inspector (1836), this saying can be interpreted as a sample of ‘timeless 
folk wisdom’ (McKenna 2014: 327) inviting us to be more aware of our own weaknesses. 
Alternatively, it may be regarded as an anachronistic (or even ‘eerily transhistorical’ — 
Marturano 2020: 147) example of toxic objectifying negativity and prescriptive cultural 
normativity when it comes to defining beauty and ugliness. Although both interpretations 
are arguably justifiable, the latter somehow manages to drain all life from the proverb ren-
dering it virtually pointless, with Gogol, who clearly thought otherwise, coming across as 
but another ‘dead white man’ (Doja 2020: 864). 

Obviously, ‘every identity comes with labels’ (Appiah 2018: 8). The underlying hy-
pothesis to be explored in this article is that only a few of these labels may have a heuristic 
value outweighing the epistemological limitations identity thinking carries, either explic-
itly or implicitly. As such, the central research questions to be addressed here are: 

Q1: To what extent is identity thinking epistemologically valuable for dance studies? 

Q2: Do viable alternatives to representational identification exist or is the ‘to think 
is to identify’ (Adorno 2004 [1973]: 5) dictum unavoidable in empirical inquiry?

Dance anthropology in general and dance autoethnography in particular can be at the 
forefront of bringing (back) a subtler balance between conceptual clarity/coherent iden-
tifiability of cultural phenomena, on the one hand, and ability to move beyond identity 
labels/conceptual ‘photographic clichés’ (Laplantine 2010: 141), on the other. Building on 
lived, tangible experience of a dancer as a ‘situated being’ (Warburton 2011: 69), a dance 
anthropologist as a participant and an observer can rely on a range of ‘embodied insights’ 
(Hoppu 2014) to counter and/or corroborate hypotheses and interpretations. No matter 
how elevated and ‘springy’ the dance style practised, experiences of dancing as a form 
of embodied or ‘bodily’ ethnography (Hancock 2018; Förster 2022) can help researchers 
make their analysis empirically and somatically grounded. Dance research thus invites 
balancing between first-person, second-person and sub-personal (‘objective’) epistemo-
logical stances. A researcher’s own dancing, interacting with other practitioners as well as 
analysing filmed/observed ‘dance realisations’ (Bakka, Karoblis 2010) alongside notated 
dances are all complementary means of understanding and appreciating the ‘shared expe-
riences’ of dancing in a range of contexts and settings (Buckland 2010: 340–342).  

Identity Thinking: Values and Limitations

To address Q1, let us revisit the question ‘whose authenticity?’ (Bakka 2002: 69) that 
emerged in the context of my own and my dancing team’s choreographic presence on a 
theatre stage. Identifying possible stakeholders and/or perspectives to address this ques-
tion is clearly a prerequisite of addressing it. A list of these would include (but not be 
limited to):

•	 ‘Contemporary’/historical authenticity: for turn-of-the-century Victorian Scots 
portrayed in the scene of the Highland games, certain elements of the dancers’ out-
fits appear inauthentic: Aboyne dress for female dancers (Fig. 4) was introduced in 
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the 1950s (Hood 2022). Soft leather Ghillie shoes were not yet accepted footwear 
for Highland dancers either (Ballantine 2016: 142, 146). On the other hand, kilted 
men dancing over a pair of crossed swords and using motifs such as closed pas 
de basque or toe-and-heel movement as well as hand positions (Mackenzie 1910: 
41–46) would be seen as common practice and thus accepted as authentic.

•	 Etymological/original authenticity: for the predominantly Gaelic-speaking High-
landers of the eighteenth century and earlier, the era before Culloden and, especial-
ly, Highland clearances (Gow 2009), competitive/balletic dancing may not deserve 
the label ‘Highland dancing’. As argued by Ballantine (2016), an invented tradition 
that introduced excessively militaristic and masculine overtones to the dancing 
practices of Scottish Highlands and misrepresented most of the existing repertoire 
hardly deserves to be called ‘Highland’ dancing.

•	 Ethnic authenticity: ethnic Russians dancing for a predominantly Russian audience 
may be seen as not Scottish enough to physically embody the Scottish dancing 
tradition. Since a primordialist vision of ethnicity is reasonably strong in political 
and popular discourse in Russia (Streletsky, Gorokhov 2022) and beyond, it can be 
argued that there must be ‘Scottish blood’ running through the dancers’ veins for 
them to be accepted as fully representative of the cultural practices they share on-
stage. To counter such objections, the theatre released a guided video tour explor-
ing historical connections the Russian capital had with Scottish engineers, military 
people and merchants in the 17th–19th centuries (Teatr Terezy Durovoy 2021). 

•	 Cultural authenticity: as active participants of the ‘global’ Scottish dancing com-
munity, Shady Glen dancers have been participating in dancing events in different 
countries and settings, getting positive feedback from dancers and teachers from 
Scotland and elsewhere, both formal (e.g. competition trophies, professional and 
amateur exam results, invitations to dance/teach at a range of events outside Rus-
sia) and less formal (e.g. comments from experienced teachers and dancers on- and 
offline). Unlike other participants of the show, the dancers are not impersonating 
the characters they portray, in many respects they are those characters. Our cameo 
appearance alongside our work on some of the choreography in the show thus helps 
accomplish what Durova sees as the necessary levels of ‘immersion’ in the target 
culture by the creative team, ‘so as not to lie’, especially to the younger audience 
(Telekanal Kultura 2019).

If identitarian thinking is further applied to the facets of ‘authenticity’ identified above, 
an evaluative cline can be generated in an attempt to pinpoint in what ways the dancers’ 
presence in the Heather mead show may be deemed ‘authentic’ (see Fig. 5). An epistemo-
logical value of such an approach would be achieving a degree of certainty by applying a 
conceptual checklist to dissect the authenticity claimed by the dancers. Especially if such 
a conceptualisation manages to refrain from ‘excess in descriptive and theoretical ardour’ 
(Marcus 2015: 36) and stay reasonably clear, it may offer a practical way to identify and 
analyse a range of generally tangible issues linked to an otherwise vague umbrella term 
‘authenticity’. 

A clear limitation, however, lies in the pinpointing strategy itself. Even when a seem-
ingly straightforward concept such as ‘a Highland dancer’ is used as an identity label, the 
risk is twofold. Firstly, representational identification may lead to an unnecessarily static 
(pinpointed) positioning of dancing within a chosen conceptual framework (in this case, 
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‘authentic–inauthentic’). The fluidity and situated nature of dancing experiences may thus 
be muted or even lost (cf. Alferov 2021: 185–187). Secondly, and perhaps more important-
ly, identity labels, when neatly organised, tend not just to misrepresent but to ultimately 
substitute the reality they are aimed at helping analyse (cf. Finke and Sökefeld 2018). This 
substitution means that a semiotic web of identity labels makes it significantly harder to 
see beyond the label itself, harder to use ‘the scientific imagination to bring us into touch 
with the lives’ of dancers (Geertz 1973: 16). Even a quick glance at Fig. 5 is enough to 
acknowledge: under very few if any circumstances would it be possible to revisit or get a 
feeling of immersion into a ‘life-as-lived’ (Toren, de Pina-Cabral 2009: 3) experience of 
onstage Highland dancing by examining this cline. 

Overreliance on referential identification is thus likely to hinder the epistemological 
procedure of turning ‘that which is initially only sensed and felt [...] into that which is 
clearly known’ (Gow 2009: 34). Leading to ‘over-complexifying a situated and lived so-
cial world’ (Au 2021: 1162), conceptual labelling runs a significant risk of firmly isolating 
our analysis from what is being analysed. Such disconnectedness does not only stem from 
‘theoretical efforts at fixation and typification’ (Desjarlais, Throop 2011: 92) but is also 
due to the sheer density of the conceptual web identity labels can create, even when trying 
to verbalise the changeable and fluid nature of dancing contexts and experiences.

Non-Identity Approaches

One of non-identitarian approaches to ‘set reified objects in motion’ is centred around 
a concept of ‘dialectical image’ (Benjamin 2002, Pensky 2004), i.e. a way of presenting 
and contemplating phenomena through a ‘constellation’ of ‘what has been […] in a flash 
with the now’ (Lynteris 2018: 162). This approach was quite common in mediaeval his-
toriography in Scotland and beyond. For example, when the Chronicle of John of Fardun 
or The Bruce by John Barbour talk about the turbulent life and fate of Robert the Bruce 
(1274–1329 CE), this Scottish leader is presented alongside his Biblical counterpart, Judas 
Maccabaeus (McKim 1989: 14–18), whereas one of Bruce’s loyal supporters, James Doug-
las (c. 1286–1330 CE), explicitly resembles a famed Roman political and military leader 
Fabricius (McKim 1989: 25–29). The Biblical and classical allusions thus help mediaeval 
authors in transcending space and time to communicate the significance of loyalty and 
readiness to overcome hardship when fighting for one’s own people in a struggle against 
oppressors. What these allusions and parallels do not do is make the First War for Scottish 
Independence (1296–1328 CE) identical to the Maccabean Revolt against the Seleucids in 
Judaea (167–160 BCE) or the Pyrrhic War between Epyrus and the Roman Republic (280–
275 BCE). Aimed at highlighting the significance of the Scottish experience, such ancient 
‘flashbacks’ may be regarded as ‘an anachronism of mediaeval historiography’ (Briggs 
2012: 393; cf. Spiegel 1983: 43). Alternatively/additionally, they represent ‘a powerful 
sense of the past as present’ (Briggs 2012: 393) and, more broadly, a thinking strategy that 
allows for noticing links and parallels without automatically assigning an identifying label. 

Applying such a ‘dialectical imaging’ strategy to Scottish dancing, in particular the step 
dance repertoire associated with the Hebridean Isles, may assist in further exploring the 
epistemological opportunities this mode of non-identitarian thinking provides for a dance 
anthropologist. To this end, let us examine a dance experience that presents itself as a ‘con-
stellation’ of  stage performances in Moscow, Pyatigorsk, Arisaig, St. Andrew’s, Vyborg 
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and the Isle of Skye; online 
and offline dance learning, 
teaching and rehearsing; 
browsing through dance in-
structions and academic pub-
lications; discussing avenues 
for transmitting the Hebri-
dean dancing tradition and 
technique with colleagues 
and learners — as well as li-
aising with amazing dancers 
and musicians from Mos-
cow, Inverness, Aberdeen and 
elsewhere. The experience in 
question brings together the 
smells of the sea and the river, 
wooden floorboards and old 
stone walls, theatre backstage 
and a concert hall auditorium, 
several community halls and, 
possibly, a pub. It evokes the 
sounds of Highland bagpipes 
and a vintage Scottish button 
accordion (‘buttonbox’), the 
gentle shuffles and brushes of 
leather ‘Ghillie’ pumps and 
a more pronounced beat of 
harder leather dancing shoes 
on a range of surfaces, from a 
riverboat deck to a profession-
al vinyl performance flooring. 
The timing somewhat subjectively stretches from the 1950s to the 2020s, but through the 
glimpses of written record it can go as far back as the 1840s, with explicit sociopolitical ref-
erences to 1745–46. Kinaesthetically, the dancing experience is a dialectic of elevating into 
the air, rhythmic landing and an occasional feeling of floating along the dance floor, where 
slower motifs are combined with quicker moves. The step sequences are danced solo and in 
coordination with other dancers alongside formations requiring all the dancers’ interaction, 
including eye contact and use of hands, together making up a choreography piece called A 
Dance Tribute to Flora and Charlie (Shady Glen Dancers 2022).

The description above is the result of me reflecting together with the other participants 
of this display dance on the possible ‘flashbacks’ the piece may entail. We have danced the 
Tribute in the Moscow International Performing Arts Centre twice: in December 2021 and 
March 2022, once accompanied by a live piper, Anatoly Isaev, and once using a recorded 
original set of tunes, Shady Glen Jig, composed and performed by a buttonbox player from 
Inverness Graeme MacKay. All the dancers agreed that when performing, we all prefer 
staying in the moment, being ‘here and now’. However, looking back at the experience or 

Fig. 4. A dancer wearing the Aboyne dress outfit and soft 
leather Ghillie pumps. Moscow, Teresa Durova’s Theatre, 

September 2021. Photo by Mikhail Bratsilo, 2021
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while preparing for the show, we acknowledge that our performance builds on and/or is 
linked to a range of prior events, ‘past leaking into the present’ (Franko 2019: 155). What 
can be achieved if we notice and explicitly acknowledge our ability to blur some of the ‘ba-
sic questions of documentation’, namely: what, where, when and how (Felföldi 1999: 63)?

When? As discussed with my fellow dancers, our 2022 and 2021 displays bring 
back the memories and/or sensations of our much earlier performances: 2006, 
2008, 2011 and 2016. Most of these we are reminded of post hoc, possibly due to 
similar musicality, especially in the case of Highland bagpipes played for us by 
Anatoly Isaev in 2022, 2016 and 2011. One of the dancers said that she tries to 
invoke the sensation of her very first ‘big-stage’ performance when just about to go 
onto stage, in order to intentionally revive the feeling of ‘energy swap’ between the 
performer and the audience and thus get ‘into the zone’. Whether conscious of that 
‘in the moment’ or not, when dancing in front of an audience, we rely on our prior 
performances no less than on rehearsing a particular piece in the dance studio. 

On a more romanticising note, the music of the piece, especially the sound of the 
buttonbox, transports at least two of the dancers back to the late 1940s — early 
1960s when Scottish dance music was regularly featured on British radio and, from 
1952, television (Hood 1980: 114, 120–121), reflecting ‘the national enthusiasm, 
almost mania, for Scottish country dancing’ (Shoupe 2008: 115). As the title of the 
piece suggests, the core of the choreography relies on the competitive version of a 
solo dance Flora MacDonald’s Fancy (UKA 2020) and two ‘versions’ of another 
solo dance Over the Water to Charlie: one from the Hebridean repertoire (Melin 
2019: 72–73; Flett, Flett 1996: 66–71), the other from the Scottish step repertoire as 
taught by Mrs West and Wendy West (RSCDS 2013: 58–59). These ‘versions’ are 
so distinct in terms of the movements used as well as the technique that they may 
well be seen as two different dances set to the same 6/8 tune. Regardless, the names 
of the dances refer to the heavily romanticised Second Jacobite Rebellion, 1745–46 

Fig.5. An ‘authenticity’ cline. Created by the author using Google Slidestm
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(Trevor-Roper 2009: 84), with Flora MacDonald helping Bonnie Prince Charlie 
escape mainland Scotland, getting ‘over the sea to Skye’ (Melin 2018: 49–53; cf. 
Emmerson 1972: 128). Unlike Shady Glen’s other Flora-themed production (Shady 
Glen Dancers 2011), the Tribute does not directly invite the spectators to revisit 
the legends linked to the events of 1745–46. It does not aim to fully transport the 
audience in time, but rather provides a range of overtones, thus potentially creating 
a ‘dialectical image’ of either ‘time frozen’ and things unchanged, as in the case 
of the 2020s blurred with the 1950s, or, alternatively, time transcended by freely 
going back and forth through the moments of dancers’ own experience or Scottish 
historical memory in search of informed inspiration.  

Where? To further outline the Tribute’s chronotope, the locations corresponding 
to the above-mentioned dates may be added. Most locations are in Russia: 
2022, 2021 and 2008 — Moscow International Performing Arts Centre, 2016 — 
Stavropol Opera and Ballet Theatre in Pyatigorsk, 2011 — The Yauza Palace 
Concert Hall, Moscow, 2006 — Vyborg Castle. 2006 corresponds to yet another 
memorable performance, this time in the Younger Hall of the University of St. 
Andrew’s in Scotland, where I was part of the Scottish (ladies’) step dance display 
team, the first male dancer to do that in the history of the Royal Scottish Country 
Dance Society (RSCDS), according to my dance teachers’ feedback. For me, one 
of the key factors of what forms the geographical constellation merging the 2021–
22 shows with some of my prior performances is the geometrical composition 
of the dance team, with me as the tallest dancer (and the only man) positioned 
in the centre. The use of space within a given choreography thus creates or 
rather highlights continuity that allows me to feel as if I am revisiting a range of 
locations, going beyond the geographical identification. 

According to my fellow dancers, the constellation of spaces invoked by the 
Tribute also includes their travelling experiences: the sounds of Highland bagpipes 
bring back the memories of hiking on the Isle of Skye whereas the buttonbox 
transports us to an indoor venue for informal social dancing, often happening after 
an outdoors Highland dancing competition (for me this is associated with Arisaig 
Highland Games on the West coast of Scotland back in 2014, for one other 
dancer — a post-competition event on the Isle of Skye in 2012). For one of us, the 
sound of the buttonbox connects to the Outer Hebrides and their nature creating a 
‘time capsule’, where things seem to remain as they once were.

For me as a dance learner and teacher, another important set of locations that forms 
the chronotope of the Tribute are spaces and venues for transmitting the steps, 
formations, technique and musicality. Some of them I have been to: several Helen 
Russell’s step dance workshops in Moscow between 2006 and 2019, Moscow 2021 
summer course devoted to three different ‘versions’ of Over the Water to Charlie 
attended and/or co-taught by all the participants of the Tribute to Flora and Charlie. 
Other spaces for and/or means of learning are part of the constellation as well: 
reading book pages with dance descriptions (Melin 2019; RSCDS 2011; UKA 2020), 
watching Sabra MacGillivray’s online dance tutorials and reflecting on what ‘moving 
naturally’ means in Francis Peacock’s Sketches (Peacock 1805), to name a few. 

How? As performers, we often find ourselves in a situation where one 3-minute 
display is everything that is required for an event, meaning that a few of our 
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display dances aim at unifying diverse styles and traditions, linking steps with 
different provenance, building on a wide range of learning contexts and locales 
to weave together glimpses of what we know and can do, potentially allowing 
uninitiated viewers to make sense of the Scottish dancing tradition as a whole. 
The dialectical image of our dancing in this context means we tend to make our 
performances short and ‘compact’ while dancing reasonably slowly in terms 
of the tempo to allow for nuanced footwork and flow of the movement. We 
showcase variety alongside similarities, common motifs and overlapping features 
of various aspects of the Scottish dancing repertoire. We value complexity yet 
aim at a ‘natural’ style of movement. We dance in synchrony, still appreciating 
each individual dancer’s approach. We create new displays building on the well-
established motifs/dancing ‘vocabulary’.

Epistemologically, the strategy of dialectical imaging thus allows a dance anthropol-
ogist to acknowledge the complexity of lived dance experiences in their sociocultural 
contexts while maximising our awareness of the multiperspectivity ingrained in dealing 
with long-established dancing traditions and repertoires. The benefits of this awareness are 
nevertheless highly dependent on the anthropologist’s readership/audience. If read within 
the identity thinking paradigm, the ‘Where-When-How’ sketch above can be perceived as 
a sample of relativising discourse that tries to undermine the tangible reality of Scottish 
dancing. What cannot be pinned to a certain space, time and manner of dancing may thus 
be seen as an arbitrary construct to be renegotiated depending on changing circumstances. 

The importance of ‘reading’ — or, broader, interacting with — dance-related discourse 
in a non-identitarian way can be illustrated by responses to Dr Jean Milligan’s concept of 
‘controlled abandon’ (TAC 1963; RSCDS 2011). The concept refers to a dialectical rela-
tionship between ‘achieving correct and beautiful technique’ and dancing ‘with ease and 
flight and happy abandon’ (Milligan 1956: 28). For critics, the ‘controlled style promoted’ 
by Dr Milligan and the (R)SCDS has been seen as ‘a degenerative refinement’ contrary to 
‘the obvious Scottish taste for vigorous movement’ (Emmerson 1997: 148). The idea of 
reaching the state of letting go (’abandon’) through a degree of control over one’s execu-
tion of steps and formations thus sounds like an oxymoron. As Flett and Flett (Flett, Flett 
1957: 162) put it, ‘the emphasis throughout traditional dancing in Scotland was [...] much 
more on enjoyment than it was on technique’. 

Indeed, on the face of it, Scottish country dancers… 
either:
•	 control their footwork, use of hands and deportment through self-surveillance 

while constantly double-checking whether they are in the right place at the right 
time in coordination with the other members of the ‘set’

or: 
•	 let go, relax and enjoy the moment. 
Appreciating how ‘abandon’ can be ‘controlled’ requires going beyond this apparent 

dichotomy. Dialectical imaging outlined above may help see the claim that ‘controlled 
abandon’ is possible and desirable by examining it as one of the core beliefs inherited by 
the RSCDS from professional dancing masters of 18th-19th-century Scotland. Milligan 
(Milligan 1956: 29–30) explicitly credits Francis Peacock’s Sketches (1805). Her under-
standing of the role ‘preliminary training’ plays in acquiring ‘easy spontaneity [...] in the 
practice of any art’ (Milligan 1956: 106–107) links very well with Peacock’s articulation 
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of the role ‘cultivation’ plays in developing ‘natural’ dancing (cf. Alferov 2019). Link-
ing mid-20th-century standardised technique and early-19th-century approaches to dance 
teaching is a risky enterprise, however: if approached in an identitarian way, as an indica-
tion of ‘traditional evidence’ to corroborate the RSCDS interpretation of the dance steps 
or music tempos (Flett, Flett 1957: 161), such linking will be seen as antiquating Scottish 
country dancing as a project to the point of falsifying its claim for ‘continuity with a two-
hundred-year history of dance-music practice’ (Shoupe 2008: 116). 

And yet, despite all the drastic sociocultural change the 20th (and indeed the 19th) 
century brought about, a degree of continuity is almost tangible in the day-to-day teaching 
and learning of country dancing in Scotland and elsewhere. If we allow for a ‘constel-
lated’ chronotope, we may appreciate, for example, that Helen Russell’s workshop ‘with 
emphasis on good phrasing, sociability, rhythmic movement [..] good energy and posture’ 
in April 2018 in Helensburgh, Scotland (TAS 2018: 5–6) entitled ‘Controlled Abandon’ 
is Russell’s homage not only to Miss Milligan’s vision and career between the 1920s and 
the 1970s in Scotland and way beyond but also to that of Francis Peacock of Aberdeen 
between the 1740s and the 1800s. This does not mean Russell follows either dancing 
teacher blindly or replicates exactly what they did. Rather, it points to the dialogic nature 
of Scottish dance teaching and learning asa reflective reexamination of past practices of 
dance teaching in Scotland, with experienced dancers and teachers literally embodying the 
transmission and production of knowledge, skills and approaches, thus bridging the gap 
between continuity and change, technique and enjoyment, control and abandon.  

With reference to diverse forms of Scottish dancing, the concept of ‘control’ links the 
issues discussed in this article so far: internalised and external surveillance, (in)authentic-
ity, and the contested chronotope(s) of the dancing tradition(s) of Scotland. As Ballantine 
(Ballantine 2016: 268) put it:

The creation of a single style of Highland dancing by an authoritative board 
of control [SOBHD] meant that the variety of traditional styles that had been 
practised for many years had to be reclassified as inauthentic. The standardised 
style became the ‘true’ style particularly when it adopted fictional histories to 
support its supposed authenticity.

Somewhat similarly to the RSCDS, (R)SOBHD control over competitive Highland 
dancing thus entails ‘supposedly authentic’ standardization of technique, which itself em-
phasizes, especially for an outside observer, ‘tight control as in sharp extensions or snap-
ping a foot to a position’ (Melin 2019: 30). Curiously, Ballantine seems to distinguish 
between somatic control as part of the aesthetic promoted by Francis Peacock: ‘grace, 
elegance, control and confidence’ (Ballantine 2016: 52) and authoritative control over 
Highland dancing by the (R)SOBHD (Ballantine 2016: 32, 34, 149, 154, 268). For Me-
lin, however, 20th-century regulatory efforts by dance teachers and organizations appear 
closely related to the increased technicality and somatic control over each dancer’s move-
ments. Opposed to ‘lightness’, ‘stiffness, or tight control’ was ‘not part of the aesthetic’ 
within the dancing repertoire of the Hebridean Isles, Melin (Melin 2019: 30) argues.

A tool to reexamine the complex relationship between lightness, stiffness and somatic 
control in various styles of Scottish dancing is offered by dance phenomenology. Offer-
ing ‘immersion through selective disengagement’ (Kozel 2007: 144), phenomenological 
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bracketing ‘may not be epistemologically reliable’ (Rothfield 2010: 316), especially if en-
gaged with from an identitarian standpoint. What follows is an attempt to examine the role 
of readership in adding epistemological value to examining somatic control in Scottish 
dancing phenomenologically.

I’m dancing together with our advanced class in a studio with a mirrored wall in 
late October 2023. Or performing in a duet to a recorded tune on a small stage in a 
local community centre in early February 2019. Or on a bigger stage alongside three 
other dancers performing to live music in April 2011. Or back in 2009 in my room 
counting to myself practising a sequence I just learnt from clear written instructions 
prepared by Ron Wallace. I’m practising/performing Wallace’s Dancer’s Dream, a 
balletic soft-shoe step dance that is rhythmically and technically intricate and, when 
danced with enough control, smooth, graceful and flowing.

Here the ‘constellation’ of chronotopes can be bracketed — ‘I’m dancing on an even 
floor’ would be an adequate opening. However, for a reader to be able to retrace my steps, 
they may need to position themselves in space if not in time. The context is meant to trans-
port the reader to a space they may not have been to, initiating an immersion in a lived 
experience of dancing: looking afresh and possibly empathising with the dancing subject 
(‘I’), whose gender, age and nationality are likewise ‘bracketed’. The details provided are 
not meant to be clung to as identity labels or provide definite answers to the reader. Rather, 
they are to facilitate getting access to the immediacy of dancing experiences embodying 
‘controlled abandon’.

‘Walk — two and three, and one — walk — walk’. No matter how many times I 
have danced step 5, I voice the rhythm inside my mind. The rhythmic cues allow 
me to follow the music and almost always get me through the step even after a 
long time without having practised it. Am I in control? Are the musicians? Or is 
the dance deviser still pulling all the strings as a remote puppeteer? When starting 
the step, I cannot be too sure. Not knowing if I will dance every motif includ-
ing the entrechats exactly where they belong, I just allow myself to follow the 
rhythm and rely on the basic technique: turnout, pointed toes where necessary, 
clear extensions, positions as neat and tight as possible — the things I have been 
gradually improving for years. When dancing alone or in a team, I feel we are all 
in this together: the choreographer from North America relying on the Scottish 
musical and dancing vocabulary with its links to classical dancing, the musicians, 
the dancers wherever we may be, the spectators, if not too focused on their meals. 
Whose control? Whose abandon? Whose authenticity? Ours, theirs, mine. When 
dancing, I am shifting between enjoying the flow of my/our movements; sharing 
my enthusiasm with partner(s), learners and/or spectators; doing our very best 
so that the choreographer’s concept gets embodied well; enhancing everyone’s 
appreciation for the musical piece our movements visualise and the rich dancing 
tradition we represent. Is a certain Aberdonian dancing master promoting the so-
cial significance of walking with dignity and grace (Peacock 1805: 137–151) a 
member of ‘our’ team in this situation? Naturally. How can he not be?

If read critically, the account above can be easily dismissed as an example of roman-
ticising, overcomplicating, relativising or even avoiding the initial question. If read co-
operatively, however, with a willingness (and a certain effort) to shift perspective, this 
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phenomenological vignette can serve as a springboard for dialogic reflection.
With reference to Q2 above, it is clear that non-identitarian approaches to dance anthro-

pology should complement rather than replace corresponding identitarian tools. In the case 
of applied phenomenology, Burch’s (Burch 2021: 287–288) interdisciplinary framework 
offers a good example: it invites a researcher to 1) outline a problem lacking ‘a monodis-
ciplinary solution’; 2) apply ‘core phenomenology’ to zoom in on ‘features of subjectivity’ 
characterizing the problem and 3) further explore these features using non-phenomenolog-
ical tools and techniques. If practiced as a cycle rather than in a linear way, the framework 
invites both the writer and the reader to shift between clearly delineated issues, on the one 
hand, and features that must appear ‘blurred’ for them to be noticed and/or appreciated, 
on the other.  

*   *   *

As can be observed, this article’s initial premise is somewhat identitarian in nature. 
Certain discursive practices in dance anthropology such as ‘Foucauldian’ analysis of pow-
er dynamics in mirrored classrooms or critique of ‘authenticity’ in ‘traditional’ dancing are 
labelled here ‘identitarian’, whereas other techniques such as dance phenomenology or the 
much lesser used by anthropologists dialectical imaging are deemed ‘non-identitarian’. 
Using this distinction as a springboard for discussion is essential for this research project. 
This alone signals that stepping ‘away’ from identity thinking, as the title of the article 
suggests, may not be viable or indeed recommended. Rather, we as anthropologists and/
or dance practitioners should be better able to step-dance around identity labels in order 
to examine what those reveal while minimising the risk of staying fixated on the labels 
themselves.   

As pointed out by a Russian poet Fyodor Tyutchev in 1830, ‘a thought once uttered is 
untrue’ (Tyutchev 1830). In the context of dancing this often implies that ‘the body knows 
more than words can say’ (Welch 2019: 170). Consequently, for a (dance) anthropologist 
as a reader and a writer, a higher ‘tolerance for unending ambiguity as an aspect of un-
derstanding’ must complement and sometimes replace ‘a satisfying explanation of a fixed 
object of analysis’ (Marcus, Cushman 1982: 45). As Adorno (Adorno 2004 [1973]: 166) 
emphasised, we may want to ‘attempt to express what that concept aims at, not to circum-
scribe it to operative ends’. Reader and writer awareness of non-identitarian approaches to 
interpreting observable phenomena can enhance this epistemological stance. The reader’s 
willingness to go beyond conceptual labels allowing for some space in between ‘identities’ 
is at least as important here as the rhetorical and methodological strategies employed by 
the writer of (dance) anthropology. 
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BROADCASTING OF HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL HERITAGE 
IN THE MUSEUMS OF NORTHERN KAZAKHSTAN: 

THE MUSEUM’S ROLE IN THE FORMATION 
OF IDEAS ABOUT THE PAST

The museum space of a region is responsible for the formation of the historical 
memory of its inhabitants, consolidating the foundations of national identity in the 
minds of citizens. The article reveals the role of historical museums in broadcast-
ing historical and cultural heritage in Northern Kazakhstan. Using the example of 
republican, urban, and rural museums, the author shows how the main theme of 
the exhibitions has been changing in response to the new historical narrative of the 
sovereign republic. The paper focuses on the following museums of the North Ka-
zakhstan and Akmola regions: the Museum of the History of the city of Kokshetau, 
the Museum complex “Residence of Abylai Khan” (Petropavlovsk), the Malik Gab-
dullin Museum (Kokshetau), Syrymbet Historical and Syrymbet Historical-Ethno-
graphic Museum named after Sh. Ualikhanov (Aiyrtau district of North Kazakhstan 
region). The ways of staging the historical past and the use of interactive technolo-
gies are analyzed. Main sources of information are the materials of the ethnograph-
ic expedition of 2023, mass media, memoirs, office documents. The study shows that 
in the years of independence, the museum business in Kazakhstan has undergone 
major changes: the historical narrative influenced the theme of the exhibitions cen-
tering them around the national history. The analysis of the influence of museums on 
the formation of historical memory and national identity revealed a departure from 
traditional museum strategies and strengthening of cultural and educational work.
Keywords: historical and cultural heritage, museums, national identity, historical 
memory, Northern Kazakhstan, post-Soviet period
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YAMAL’S ETHNO-CULTURAL HERITAGE IN CYBERSPACE: 
MUSEUMS IN THE VKONTAKTE SOCIAL NETWORK

Museum expositions (including virtual ones) are a bright and popular form of pres-
entation of ethnic resources. The Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug is one of the most 
museumified regions of the Russian Arctic and has vast experience in implementing 
various ethnic projects. Many local initiatives have their origin in cyberspace, which 
not only helps in the museum’s daily activities, but also contributes to the popularisa-
tion of museum collections. Therefore, the aim of the research was to study the trends 
of digitalisation of culture through the museum space: in the groups of museums in 
the YNAO in the social network VKontakte. The focus of the study was on the content 
with ethnic specificity. Different formats (text, photo-illustrative, videographic and 
audio-sound) were used in the creation of posts. Ethnic holidays, festivals, master 
classes, excursions are popular information occasions for publication. In addition to 
the events held in the physical space of the museum, the projects created specifically 
for virtual visitors — digital library, cycles of videos, contests, etc. — were consid-
ered. A questionnaire consisting of 12 questions was prepared for the study. More than 
100 subscribers from 14 museums took the cyber survey. Thus, in the social network 
VKontakte the studied museums are registered as open groups, the subscribers have 
access to the use of various tools of virtual interaction (writing on the wall, creating 
and discussing topics, etc.), on average they regularly update their pages. In addition, 
the respondents assigned museum groups the role of an enticing informer for the vir-
tual audience, the main goal of which is to convert it into a real one.
Keywords: Yamal, museums, Internet, social network, heritage, ethno-resource, 
ethno-content
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“AND HERE WE HAVE THE MOTHER SWA”: 
THE TRANSMISSION OF (QUASI-) ETHNOGRAPHIC 

KNOWLEDGE IN MODERN MUSEUMS 
OF “RUSSIAN SUPERSTITIONS”

The paper examines the current ethnographic knowledge and its distortions around 
old and new local history and ethnographic museums, both public and private. The 
current development of the concept of “museum” is discussed together with its se-
mantic content, thanks to which commercial craft and other practices receive le-
gitimation in the form of conventional museum activities. The paper analyzes the 
self-presentations of a special category of new Russian ethnic museums — museums 
of Russian superstitions, which aim to present the spiritual life of our ancestors, 
sometimes demonstrating an uncritical attitude towards the sources of information 
available in modern culture, subject to the obvious influence of uncertainty. Using 
the example of a museum-workshop in the village of Vladimirskoye, Nizhny Novgo-
rod region, the author shows the ways by which quasi-ethnographic knowledge is 
transmitted and disseminated, and discusses the current position of ethnographic 
knowledge as perceived by the wide audience.
Keywords: ethnography, scientific knowledge, ethnic museums, folk culture, new 
paganism, popular culture
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MASCULINE MODELS IN MODERN ICELAND IN THE CONTEXT 
OF GENDER POLICY REFORM AND THE ECONOMIC CRISIS 

OF 2008–2011

The article examines the masculine patterns and images that are the most popular 
among modern Icelanders. The author shows how the reforms in gender legislation 
in the early 2000s and the economic crisis of 2008–2011 have contributed to the 
emergence of new masculine models in Iceland, such as the “caring father”, and 
led to a rethinking of the role of more conventional, dominant gender images which 
appealed to the Viking Age. The crisis and new gender legislation have created a 
more inclusive environment, that has contributed to the emergence not of the one 
new, dominant masculine model, but of many non-mutually exclusive masculine 
identities that intersect and coexist. The work also touches on the main perspectives 
that exist in the anthropological literature on the problems of the intersection of 
masculine and national discourses in Iceland. The models which researchers use 
to explain the emergence and existence of certain masculine images in Icelandic 
society are described as well. It is also shown how these images are utilized in the 
construction of Icelandic national myths and the modern Icelandic nation.
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GENDER ORDER IN THE CONTEXT OF TRANSFORMATION: 
GENDER CONTRACTS AND RESOURCES INVESTED IN THEM 

IN RUSSIA IN 1991–1999

The article summarizes the results of a study of changes in the gender order in Rus-
sia during the period of radical transformation of social foundations after the fall of 
the Soviet Union and during the formation of a democratic and market state in the 
1990s. During the fieldwork, 52 narratives were collected and analyzed using phe-
nomenological analysis, which allowed us to get an idea of how gender contracts 
were transformed and what strategies men and women chose to adapt to the chang-
es. As a result, it was found that the contracts of a “housewife” and a “working 
mother” remained the dominant female gender contracts. However, the transition 
period imposed an additional burden on them forcing them to “invest” a significant 
time resource in finding and preparing food, making clothes, maintaining comfort 
at home. In the context of the crisis of the previously paternalistic state, part of the 
care work was shifted to women, who were forced to spend a significant amount of 
time on it to the detriment of the quality of adaptation to the market economy. At the 
same time, men in the 1990s gained access to the gender contract of the “entrepre-
neur,” but often found themselves forced to sacrifice their security and stability. If, 
for various reasons, a man could not successfully integrate into the new economic 
realities, he found himself subject to a possible crisis of masculinity.
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THE DIARIES OF M. L. KAZEM-BEK AS A SOURCE 
ON THE HISTORY OF THE DAILY LIFE OF AN EDUCATED 

URBAN WOMAN OF THE LATE 19TH — EARLY 20TH CENTURY

The article examines and analyzes the diaries of an educated St. Petersburg woman 
M. L. Kazem-Bek (1855–1918). As a personal document, the diaries of Maria Ka-
zem-Bek provide a unique look at her thoughts, feelings and events that she experi-
enced in her daily life. In addition, the woman’s notes reveal details of her daily routine, 
including activities, reading, attending events, communicating with friends and family 
members. The analysis of M. L. Kazem-Bek’s diaries allows to understand how edu-
cated urban women of that time carried out their self-expression, overcame social re-
strictions, and combined family responsibilities and self-realization. They also helped 
to reveal aspects of an educated woman’s daily life that were previously little known.
Keywords: women’s daily life, Maria Kazem-Bek, the source of everyday life, dia-
ries, ego documents
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MARRIAGE AND FAMILY IN TRADITIONAL YORUBA CULTURE

The article is devoted to the family and marriage relations in the traditional culture 
of the Yoruba people. Family and marriage in the culture of the Yoruba people were 
a cultural dominant that determined the ideological views of African intellectuals 
and greatly influenced cultural and political life. The preservation of traditional 
institutions, primarily the community, the extended family, and polygamous mar-
riage, became one of the major tenets of early African nationalism. The concept of 
marriage in the Yoruba tradition should be understood as an agreement between 
two large family groups, and marriage norms were closely related to legal norms 
regulating property relations, inheritance, guardianship, land use, and the roles 
distribution. The author focuses on the issues of marriage conditions, the status of a 
man and a woman in an extended family group, the distribution of labor and power 
within the family and the possibilities of divorce proceedings in traditional culture.
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THE LAST JOURNEY WITH NO RETURN AND RESURRECTION:
DIFFERENT WAYS OF BODY AND SOUL IN SLAVIC FUNERAL RITE.

PART TWO: THE ROUTE OF THE SOUL

After death dissolves the soul-body union, the spirit lingers some time near the for-
saken body, travels around the universe and visits the home occasionally. First, it 
persistently stays at home, but with time it comes back less and less often, moves to 
the periphery of living space, coming farther and farther to the world of the dead, 
and eventually becomes one of the ancestors. The journey of the corpse to the cem-
etery also shared with the soul must be without return, transgressed by no one, and 
different from the roads of living thus preventing death from returning. On the con-
trary, the soul of the dead is expected to return to take part in remembrance rites, 
where the fates and shares of the living and the dead are measured and divided and 
mutually beneficial communication is held.  In spring souls of the departed also visit 
the living relatives, coming back from the dead with the waking nature, returning 
birds, and reviving herbs. The ultimate return of the soul comes with the reincarna-
tion to a newborn baby, young animal, bird, or even tree. That is the crucial differ-
ence between the roads of funeral and remembrance rites designed for various parts 
of personal metaphysical union: the soul and the body.
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TEBERIK AND ZHYRTYS IN THE KARAKALPAK FUNERAL RITES

In every culture, one can observe many customs related to the worship of death. The 
article is devoted to the study of funeral rituals practiced by the Karakalpaks, and 
the types of gifts usually presented at funeral ceremonies. At Karakalpak funerals 
it is customary to make offerings called “teberik” and “zhyrtys”. Moreover, there 
is a certain order of their presentation. An analysis of these customs reveals that 
they contain elements of a magical nature and echo non-Islamic beliefs, such as the 
veneration of ancestral spirits. The article also discusses the rituals of washing the 
body of the deceased, as well as the special gifts usually given to those involved in 
this funeral rite. Such practices indicate deep cultural traditions associated with 
ideas about death and the afterlife in this ethnic community. The data presented 
in the study were concretized based on field records obtained during expeditions 
to various regions of Karakalpakstan. Empirical material was collected in the 
Muynak, Kungrad, Chimbay, Karauzyak, and Amudarya districts, as well as in the 
city of Nukus, the administrative center of the Republic of Karakalpakstan. The use 
of field research methods, including observation, interviewing, and recording of 
ritual practices, ensured the reliability and detail of the data presented in the work.
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THE MYTHOLOGY OF THE CHUVASH FUNERAL RITES

Based on a wide range of archival, published sources, field materials and literature, 
the article examines the mythological essence and semantics of the funeral customs 
and rituals of the Volga-Ural Chuvash in historical retrospect, revealing their local 
features and variations . Funeral traditions are the most conservative, archaic and rel-
atively stable components of family rituals and sacred components of spiritual culture. 
However, the Chuvash funeral rites have not been previously studied from the myth-
ological perspective. Under the influence of neighboring and historically contacting 
ethnic groups and their cultures, traditional beliefs and world religions (primarily 
Christianity), Chuvash funeral customs and rituals have been transformed and syn-
cretized for many centuries, but they managed to preserve their ancient mythological 
features. This allows specialists to understand the archaic worldview of the Chuvash 
and their ancestors, to identify religious stratifications, and to trace the evolution of 
the studied ritual. In memorial practices, the juxtaposition of life and death, the living 
and the deceased, the earth and the other world is clearly expressed. The main myth-
ological semantics of these rituals is to facilitate the resettlement of the souls of the 
dead to the afterlife (to the heavenly kingdom) and to ensure their safe posthumous 
existence; to prevent the return of the dead to the house; to protect the living from the 
negative effects of the deceased, as well as from evil spirits.
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SPATIAL ORGANIZATION 
AND LOCAL MYTHOLOGICAL WORLDVIEW 

AMONG THE INDIGENOUS PEOPLES OF WESTERN SIBERIA: 
AN EXPERIENCE OF VISUAL SCHEMES CONSTRUCTION 

The organization of the living space varies between ethnic communities which is 
partly due to the different mythological systems operating in these communities. The 
article proposes to consider the structure of traditional settlements and adjacent 
developed territories of some ethnic groups of Western Siberia in combination with 
their mythological picture of the world. As an example, the author took a visualized 
scheme prepared by the famous theorist of cultural geography V. N. Kalutskov using 
the example of a Pomor village in the North of Russia. To construct the schemes, in-
formation with a specific ethnolocal and cultural reference was selected for the fol-
lowing ethnic communities: Yaskolba (Swamp) Tatars, Agan Khanty and Nenets of 
the Yamal and Gydan tundra. Testing of the approach showed its good adaptability 
to work with widely varying ethnographic materials. The resulting schemes proved 
to be both clear and informative, thus promising to be conveniently used both for 
analytical work and as illustrative material in scientific and educational activities.
Keywords: cultural landscape, visual anthropology, Nenets, Khanty, Siberian Ta-
tars, patron spirits, demonic creatures
Author Info: Karas, Polina L.  — Junior Researcher, Institute of Northern De-
velopment Problems, Tyumen Scientific Centre of Siberian Branch of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences (Tyumen, Russian Federation). E-mail: karas.polin@gmail.
com ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3034-5734
For citation: Karas, P. L. 2025. Spatial Organization and Local Mythological World-
view Among the Indigenous Peoples of Western Siberia: An Experience of Visual 
Schemes Construction. Herald of Anthropology (Vestnik Antropologii) 1: 255–270.

References    
Bakieva, G. T. 2021. Sakral’nye mesta v traditsionnoi kul’ture zabolotnykh tatar [Sacred Places 

in the Traditional Culture of the Swamp Tatars]. In Bashkiry v kontekste mezhdistsiplinarnykh 
issledovanii tiurkskikh narodov Evrazii [Bashkirs in the Context of Interdisciplinary Studies of 
the Turkic Peoples of Eurasia], ed. by Yu. M. Yusupov. Ufa: Samrau. 99–104.

Bakieva, G. T. 2022. Demonicheskie sushchestva u zabolotnykh tatar (po materialam polevykh 
issledovanii) [Demonic Creatures Among the Swamp Tatars (Based on Field Research)]. In 
Narody Sibiri i Dal’nego Vostoka s drevnikh vremon do nashikh dnei [Peoples of Siberia and the 
Far East from Ancient Times to the Present Day], ed. by N. I. Drozdov. Krasnoyarsk: Sibirskii 

mailto:karas.polin@gmail.com
mailto:karas.polin@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3034-5734


Vestnik Antropologii (Herald of Anthropology), 2025. № 1

federal’nyi universitet. 303–308.
Bakieva, G. T. 2023. Legendy, predaniia, mify Zabolot’ia. Issledovaniia i teksty [Legends, Traditions, 

Myths of Zabolotye. Research and Texts]. Tomsk: Izdatel’stvo Tomskogo universiteta. 152 p.
Golovnev A. V., N. P. Garin, and D. A. Kukanov. 2016. Olenevody Yamala (materialy k Atlasu 

kochevykh tekhnologii) [Reindeer Herders of Yamal (Materials for the Atlas of Nomadic Tech-
nologies)]. Ekaterinburg: Izdatel’stvo UrO RAN. 152 p.

Golovnev, A. V. 1995. O kul’te ngytarma i sidryang u nentsev [On the Cult of Ngytarma and 
Sidryang Among the Nenets]. In Mirovozzreniye narodov Zapadnoy Sibiri po arkheologich-
eskim i etnograficheskim dannym [Worldview of the Peoples of Western Siberia Based on Ar-
chaeological and Ethnographic Data: Abstracts of Reports], ed. by E. L. L’vova. Tomsk. 45–48.

Golovnev, A. V. 1995. Govoryashchiye kul’tury: traditsii samodiytsev i ugrov [Speaking Cultures: 
Traditions of Samoyeds and Ugrians]. Ekaterinburg: Izdatel’stvo UrO RAN. 600 p.

Golovnev, A. V. 2004. Kochevniki tundry: nentsy i ikh fol’klor [Tundra Nomads: Nenets and Their 
Folklore]. Ekaterinburg: Izdatel’stvo UrO RAN. 344 p.

Isachenko, A. G. 2001. Obraznoe vospriiatie v geograficheskom poznanii mira [Imaginative Per-
ception in Geographical Knowledge of the World]. Izvestiia Rossiiskogo geograficheskogo ob-
shchestva 3. 133: 24–33.

Kaganskii, V. L. 2001. Kul’turnyi landshaft i sovetskoe obitayemoe prostranstvo: sbornik statei 
[Cultural Landscape and Soviet Inhabited Space: Collection of Articles].  Moscow: Novoe lit-
eraturnoe obozrenie. 576 p.

Kalutskov, V. N. 2011. Etnokul’turnoe landshaftovedenie: uchebnoe posobie [Ethnocultural Land-
scape Studies: Textbook]. Moscow: Izdatel’stvo geograficheskii fakul’tet MGU. 109 p.

Kalutskov, V. N. 2008. Landshaft v kul’turnoi geografii [Landscape in Cultural Geography]. Mos-
cow: Novyi khronograf. 320 p.

Khomich, L. V. 1977. Religioznye kul’ty u nentsev [Religious Cults among the Nenets]. In Sbornik 
Muzeia antropologii i etnografii. Vol. 33. Pamiatniki kul’tury narodov Sibiri i Severa [Collec-
tion of the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography. Vol. 33. Cultural Monuments of the 
Peoples of Siberia and the North], ed. by I. S. Vdovin. 5–28.

Korusenko, M. A., Yu. I. Ozheredov, and A. A. Yarzutkina. 2013. Mifologiia sibirskikh tatar v sim-
volakh obrazov i veshchey (opyty prochteniia) [Mythology of the Siberian Tatars in the Symbols 
of Images and Things (Reading Experiences)]. Vol. V.  St. Petersburg: Peterburgskoe Vostoko-
vedenie. 264 p.

Korusenko, M. A. 2007. Liudi i dukhi v zhilishche sibirskikh tatar [People and Spirits in the Dwell-
ing of the Siberian Tatars]. In Etnoistoriia i arkheologiia Severnoi Evrazii: teoriia, metodologiia 
i praktika issledovaniia [Ethnohistory and Archeology of Northern Eurasia: Theory, Methodol-
ogy and Research Practice], ed. by A. V. Kharinskii. Irkutsk: IrGTU. 495–497.

Korusenko, M. A., and A. M. Diianova. 2011. Traditsionnoe mirovozzrenie barabinskikh tatar vo 
vtoroi treti XX — nachale XXI veka: predstavlenie o dukhakh-khoziaevakh osvoennykh pros-
transtv [Traditional Worldview of the Baraba Tatars in the Second Third of the 20th — Early 
21st Centuries: The Idea of ​​the Master Spirits of the Developed Territories]. Vestnik arkheologii, 
antropologii i etnografii 2: 186–195. https://www.ipdn.ru/_private/a15/186-195.pdf 

Korusenko, M. A., and A. M. Diianova. 2012. Traditsionnoe mirovozzrenie barabinskikh tatar vo 
vtoroi treti XX — nachale XXI veka: predstavleniia o dukhakh-khoziaevakh «chuzhikh» pros-
transtv [The Traditional Worldview of the Baraba Tatars in the Second Third of the 20th and 
Early 21st Centuries: Ideas About the Master Spirits of “Alien” Spaces]. Vestnik arkheologii, 
antropologii i etnografii 1: 83–91. https://www.ipdn.ru/_private/a16/83-91.pdf

Korusenko, M. A., and V. V. Merzlikin. 2005. Metskei, ubyr, otskur v mifologicheskikh predstav-
leniiakh sibirskikh tatar (opyt analiza obrazov) [Metskei, Ubyr, Otskur in the Mythological 
Representations of the Siberian Tatars (Experience of Image Analysis)]. In Narody i kul’tury 
Sibiri: izuchenie, muzeefikatsiia, prepodavanie [Peoples and Cultures of Siberia: Study, Muse-
umification, Teaching], ed. by M. L. Berezhnova, N. A. Tomilov. Omsk: Izdatel’stvo Omskogo 

https://www.ipdn.ru/_private/a15/186-195.pdf
https://www.ipdn.ru/_private/a16/83-91.pdf


Karas, P. L. Spatial Organization and Local Mythological Worldview...

universiteta. 144–159.
Kulemzin, V. M. 1984. Chelovek i priroda v verovaniiakh khantov [Man and Nature in the Beliefs 

of the Khanty]. Tomsk: Izdatel’stvo Tomskogo universiteta. 192 p.
Lar, L. A. 1998. Shamany i Bogi [Shamans and Gods]. Tyumen: Izdatel’stvo Instituta problem os-

voyeniia Severa SO RAN. 39 p.
Lar, L. A. 2003. Kul’tovyye pamiatniki Yamala. Khebidia ya [Cult Objects of Yamal. Hebidya Ia]. 

Tyumen: Izdatel’stvo Instituta problem osvoyeniia Severa SO RAN. 173 p.
Lavrenova, O. A. 2010. Prostranstva i smysly: Semantika kul’turnogo landshafta [Spaces and 

Meanings: Semantics of Cultural Landscape]. Moscow: Institut Naslediia. 330 p.
Lehtisalo, T. 1998. Mifologiia yurako-samoedov (nentsev) [Mythology of the Yurako-Samoyeds 

(Nenets)]. Tomsk: Izdatel’stvo Tomskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta. 136 p.
Martynova, E. P. 1998. Ocherki istorii i kul’tury Khantov [Essays on the History and Culture of the 

Khanty]. Moscow: Nauka. 235 p.
Matveev, A. V. 2015. Gorizontal’naia struktura mifologicheskogo prostranstva [Horizontal Struc-

ture of Mythological Space]. In Istoriia i kul’tura tatar Zapadnoy Sibiri [History and Culture of 
the Tatars of Western Siberia], ed. by G. F. Gabdrakhmanova. Kazan: Artifakt. 478–483.

Perevalova, E. V., and K. G. Karacharov. 2006. Reka Agan i ee obitateli [The Agan River and Its 
Inhabitants]. Ekaterinburg; Nizhnevartovsk: UrO RAN; Studiya «GRAFO». 352 p.

Spodina, V. I. 1995. Metodicheskoe posobie po etnografii korennykh narodov Zapadnoi Sibiri 
(Khanty) [Methodological Manual on the Ethnography of the Indigenous Peoples of Western 
Siberia (Khanty)]. Megion. 176 p.

Tikhomirova, M. N. 2006. Oberegi v traditsionno-bytovoi kul’ture zabolotnykh tatar (po polevym 
materialam) [Amulets in the Traditional Everyday Culture of the Swamp Tatars (Based on Field 
Materials)]. In Materialy IX Vserossiiskoi nauchno-prakticheskoi konferentsii [Materials of the 
IX All-Russian Scientific and Practical Conference]. Tyumen. 117–118.

Valeev, F. T. 1976. O religioznykh predstavleniiakh zapadnosibirskikh tatar [On the Religious Ideas 
of the West Siberian Tatars]. In Priroda i chelovek v religioznykh predstavleniiakh narodov Sibi-
ri i Severa [Nature and Man in the Religious Beliefs of the Peoples of Siberia and the North], 
ed. by I. S. Vdovin. Leningrad: Nauka. 320–331.

Valeev, F. T., and N. A. Tomilov. 2006. Sibirskie tatary [Siberian Tatars]. In Tiurkskie narody Sibiri 
[Turkic Peoples of Siberia], ed. by D. A. Funk, N. A. Tomilov. Moscow: Nauka. 26–124.

Yarzutkina, A. A. 2012. Ritualy dostatka: Traditsionnye zemledel’cheskie, skotovodcheskie i promys-
lovye kul’ty sibirskikh tatar [Rituals of Prosperity: Traditional Agricultural, Cattle Breeding and 
Fishing Cults of the Siberian Tatars]. Saint Petersburg: Peterburgskoe Vostokovedenie. 320 p.

Yarzutkina, A. A. 2015. Mifologicheskie predstavleniia i relikty doislamskikh verovanii [Mytho-
logical Representations and Relics of Pre-Islamic Beliefs]. In Istoriia i kul’tura tatar Zapadnoi 
Sibiri [History and Culture of the Tatars of Western Siberia], ed. by G. F. Gabdrakhmanova. 
Kazan: Artifakt. 483–493.



UDC 39
DOI: 10.33876/2311-0546/2025-1/271-281
Original Article

© Anastasia Kinyaeva  

DARGAH: MIRACLES, MYSTICS, SINGERS AND DJINNS

In the article, the author examines the phenomenon of dargahs (tombs of Muslim 
saints) in India from the point of view of folk ideas about the miraculous, mystical 
and magical. The article is based on the materials collected during the field study that 
took place in July and August 2023 in the cities of Delhi, Lucknow and Badayun, the 
expedition in November 2024, which included work in Delhi, Agra, Sikri, Aligarh, 
Fatehpur-Sikri, and on information from the press and open Internet sources. In this 
work, the author refers to the narratives of pilgrims and examines the main types 
and sources of miracles mentioned in connection with dargahs. The article is divided 
into chapters devoted to miracles related to saints and their followers, to the mirac-
ulous influence of qawwali performed in dargahs and to the possession and the ex-
orcism of jinns. Examining the experiences of the pilgrims, the author concludes that 
by considering the phenomenon of dargahs through the prism of the miraculous, the 
researcher opens up the possibility of a comprehensive study of seemingly disparate 
cultural and religious practices that go beyond a specific religion or a community.
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TIBETAN ASTROLOGY AND MAKING TALISMANS

Daily life for Tibetans is closely connected with astrology and predictions. Astrologers 
calculate favorable dates for weddings and funerals, sowing and harvesting, and also 
create amulets and talismans to ward off misfortune and promise good luck to their 
owners. Despite the influence of globalization, Tibetans are not only in no hurry to 
abandon traditional ideas about astrology and its influence on human life, but also 
strongly support the transfer of ancient knowledge to new generations. This became 
especially relevant in the 1960s after the annexation of Tibet by the PRC, the flight 
of the 14th Dalai Lama to India and the emergence of a large Tibetan diaspora in 
Asia, Europe and the Americas. The Tibetan government in exile is developing numer-
ous social and economic programs aimed at preserving and transmitting traditional 
knowledge, arts and crafts within the diaspora. Traditional astrological practices are 
no exception. The preservation and transmission of astrological knowledge contrib-
utes to the continuity of generations and the transmission of “Tibetanness” to gen-
erations of refugees born outside of Tibet, and the popularity of Eastern astrological 
systems in the West has made Tibetan astrology one of the ways to attract tourists and, 
consequently, finance to Dharamsala. The article examines the traditional Tibetan 
ideas about astrology, identifies the systems that influenced its formation, and also 
describes the symbols, talismans and amulets most commonly used in everyday life.
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LIU SANJIE: SONG FAIRY AND HER WORK IN TOURISM

The article examines the legend of the Zhuang people, the largest PRC national 
minority dwelling in the Guangxi Autonomous Region, about the “Song Fairy” Liu 
Sanjie. Liu Sanjie (“Third Sister Liu”) is a Zhuang mythological character, an or-
phan who has a magical talent for singing songs. Various plot versions are record-
ed, but in general they describe her as a kind and hardworking girl. She sings songs, 
fights with the landlord, and defeats the poets sent by him in a song contest. In the 
end, she and her lover die in the river and then ascend to Heaven. In other versions, 
they both float down the river from the evil landlord’s soldiers. The work examines 
the history of Liu Sanjie’s appearance, manifestation and use in modern culture, 
and her character’s transition from a myth to a tourist attraction. The author draws 
a conclusion about the desacralization of the mythological image and illustrates 
it with several examples of its partial use in tourism, crime control, anti-COVID 
measures propaganda etc.
Keywords: Liu Sanjie, mythology, tourism, mass culture
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THE ANCESTRAL CULT OF DZHAPUA 
IN THE SYSTEM OF ABKHAZIAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION

Based on the author’s field materials, the paper studies one of the many clan (fam-
ily) prayers that function as an institution of the Abkhazian traditional religion, 
from the perspective of its archaic roots and the modern state. It provides a detailed 
description of the ritual practice and the interpretation of its main elements. A com-
plex study of the cult allowed the author to clarify its origin, to determine its func-
tional purpose, and to attempt to suggest the etymology of its name.
Keywords: Abkhazian traditional religion, clan, clan cult, clan organization, rite, 
ritual, prayer, sacrifice, ritual dance
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SHAMANS WITHOUT DRUMS:
HISTORICAL MEMORY IN THE NARRATIVES OF TUVANS

The paper considers the reflection of the historical memory of Tuvans in the nar-
ratives that mention the religious situation during the period of the Tuvan People’s 
Republic and the USSR. The topics covered include the persecution of shamans, the 
ban on shamanic activities, the concealment or confiscation of ritual attributes, the 
destruction of shamanic burials, and the underground shamanism in 1929–1990. 
Shamans had to adapt to the new situation, to change their cult paraphernalia and 
to use smaller ritual objects for the purpose of conspiracy due to the dictates of the 
time. The rituals were forced to be secret and therefore silent, without drums or ritu-
al costumes, which had never happened before in shamanic practice. Oral stories 
recorded from both lame people and specialists in magic recall times of anti-sha-
manistic propaganda and describe the punishments applied to specialists in magic. 
The underground existence of ritual practice helped to preserve the features of orig-
inal Tuvan shamanism, which, unlike in other Siberian regions, was not interrupted 
during the anti-religious period. After the ban on the shamanic tradition Tuvan 
people did not stop performing collective consecration rites — dagylga, which is a 
great merit of the underground shamanism.
Keywords: Tuvan shamanism, narrative, historical memory, religious situation, per-
secution of shamans, destruction and concealment of shamanic attributes, secret ritual
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The article focuses on the settlement of the Russian Old Believers in the northwestern 
Belarusian lands in the second half of the XVII – first half of the XVIII century. We 
analyze the results of previous studies dealing with this issue, characterize their 
sources and methodology. We come to the conclusion that although a number of 
publications have considered the early history of the Old Believers in the northwestern 
region of Belarus, the question of their settlement here in the second half of the 
XVII – first half of the XVIII century remains unresolved. To date, the published 
studies have failed to provide solid facts about the Old Believers' settlement in the 
region during this period. Therefore, more serious questions of the early history 
of the Old Believers in the region still seek resolution. For example, the places of 
initial settlement have not been identified, no attempt has been made to analyze the 
intensity of migration and to count the number of newcomers.
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«INVERSED» SEXUAL DIMORPHISM 
OF THE UPPER FACIAL WIDTH TO HEIGHT RATIO 
IN BURYATS AND ITS INTERPRETATION IN LIGHT 

OF NEW METHODOLOGICAL EVIDENCE

Population differences in sexual dimorphism of human facial shape are widely 
studied in modern scientific literature. One of the facial features that attracts the 
attention of researchers in the context of sexual differences, as well as mechanisms 
of sexual selection, is the upper facial width-to-height ratio (fWHR), measured as 
the ratio of the bizygomatic diameter to the upper height of the face. Until recently, 
sexual variability of fWHR was considered unidirectional (in men, the values are 
higher than in women), which was shown in numerous studies performed on modern 
living representatives of different racial groups. In a number of studies, significant 
sex differences in this trait were not found. Despite the wide coverage of populations 
studied to date throughout the world, indigenous groups of Siberia and the Russian 
Far East still remain virtually unstudied in terms of sexual variability of this facial 
trait. In one of the recent works, for the first time, the opposite direction of sex dif-
ferences in fWHR was discovered in the Buryat population, in which women had 
higher values of the trait than men. In this work, fWHR was measured using pho-
tographs taken with standardized head position in the Frankfurt horizontal plane. 
This method of head positioning during photo shooting is almost never used in West-
ern studies of fWHR. Instead, the natural head position is most often used. One of 
the recent methodological studies demonstrated that head positioning during photo 
shooting has a considerable effect on the two-dimensional projection of the facial 
shape in frontal perspective. Sex differences in shape are more pronounced when the 
head position is standardized in the Frankfurt horizontal plane. In the present work, 
we reproduced the results that revealed the opposite direction of sexual dimorphism 
in fWHR in Buryats on an independent sample of Buryats of the same age using 
head positioning both in the Frankfurt horizontal and in the natural position. The 
results confirmed the significant sexual dimorphism of fWHR in Buryats (women 
have higher fWHR than men) in both variants of head orientation. The methodolog-
ical aspects associated with the definition of the fWHR are also discussed.
Keywords: sexual dimorphism, sex differences, facial shape, Buryats, facial 
width-to-height ratio, fWHR, population differences
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THE SIYA MONASTERY OF ST. ANTONIUS CLERGY: 
AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL STUDY OF THE REMAINS

The article is dedicated to the study of the remains of the clergy from the Siya Mon-
astery of St. Antonius in the Arkhangelsk region. The monastery was founded in 
1520 by the hieromonk Antonius of Siya. During restoration in 2022, the remains 
of clergymen were discovered in the tomb of the Trinity Cathedral. Anthropological 
study was conducted in July 2024 at the monastery complex. Seven male skeletons 
of varying preservation conditions were examined using standard anthropological 
protocols. Photogrammetry was performed on the preserved skulls of four individu-
als, anthropological reconstruction of appearance was made based on the acquired 
3D models. The postcranial skeleton was analyzed to estimate the height and body 
constitution, the identified pathologies and injuries were recorded. The analysis 
revealed several possible trauma and markers of experienced stress, which may 
indicate a deficiency of vitamins in their diet. In most cases, the men lived to an old 
age. Current archival information about the buried individuals does not yet allow 
for personal identification. Thus, the final results of the study will be published after 
a thorough examination of archival sources, should they be found.
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Book Review: Social Inclusion in 
the Museum and Theatre Space: a 
methodical collection  / [editor T. 
V. Ovchinnikova]; compiler N. G. 
Sleptsova. Arkhangelsk: Lotsiya, 
2023. 85 p.
This review is dedicated to the col-
lection of methodological articles 
entitled “Social Inclusion in Muse-
um and Theatre Spaces” and draws 
upon several articles based on prac-
tical experience in this field. The 
primary focus of the collection is on 
educators in inclusive educational 
settings, methodological special-
ists, resource centre personnel, psy-
chologists, and students enrolled in 
pedagogical training programmes, 
and on parents. The use of these re-
sources, with possible adaptations 
to cultural and religious sensitivities 
in specific regions of Russia, has the 
potential to be an effective means of 
promoting the successful integra-
tion of people with special needs 
into modern society.
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