“ARKAN”

The Dance of the Hutsuls – Ukrainian Mountaineers of the East Carpathians

The Carpathian Mountains form an arc across central and eastern Europe, including the southwest corner of Ukraine. The inhabitants in the eastern part of this area are the Hutsuls/Hutsuly, who are widely known by their music, songs, dance style and colorful national dress. They belong to the Ukrainian nation and speak the Ukrainian language, although their music, dancing and national dress is quite different from that characteristic of the Ukrainian lowlands.
The Hutsuls’ most popular folk dance is “Arkan”, a men’s group dance said to have developed from a Scythian dance in honor of the Sungod’s daughters. The dance is divided into two parts by the gentle (almost motionless) step to the call “Bat’ko spit” (Papa’s asleep), followed by the call “Bat’ko vstav” (Papa’s awake), with the more vigorous and complicated steps being done after these calls. They are the only trace of the fact that the dance used to be a springtime awakening-of-the-seasons dance. It was, in ancient times, not “Papa” but “the gods” who slept and were awakened during the dance.

Arkan is performed by a line of men, each with his hands on his neighbors’ shoulders. In some versions of the dance, the leader carries a mountaineer’s axe, while in others each man may hold a small ax. Also, in some versions, the chain closes up to form a circle. However, one man is still chosen as the leader (called the “otaman”) who calls the steps. This dance is widespread over the Hutsul region and each village has its own sequence of steps. The pure Hutsul music and steps are very staccato and abrupt and so is the style of dance. The swift movements by a line of men are spectacular and (if all are carrying axes) could be dangerous!
In foothills versions of the dance, the music and movements are more flowing, only the leader (and sometimes not even he) carries an axe and some lowland steps are incorporated. It is one of these foothill versions, the “Arkan Kolomijskij” from Kolomija, which is typically done in Austin and at Texas Camp. It was learned by Franklin Houston from Hugh Thurston, a dance leader in Vancouver, BC, who learned it from Vince Evanchuk, the son of one of the teachers at the Vasily Avramenko School of Dance and Music in Winnipeg, Canada. Several other steps have been added over the years, including two versions of “Arkanova zirka”, the “star” figure, which is an integral part of the dance as originally done by the Hutsuls.
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