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Bennett: step/clog dance practitioner, member of Instep Research
Team, and former faculty member at University of Roehampton’s
Dance Department), we brought together a number of people from the
four partner organisations to plan the event - The Historical Dance
Society (Anne Daye and Peter Barnard), English Folk Dance and Song
Society (Katy Spicer, Laura Smyth, Malcolm Barr-Hamilton, Michael
Heaney), Instep Research Team (Toby Bennett) and Roehampton
University’s Dance Department (Theresa Buckland). Apart from the
logistics of ‘when and where?’, our first decision was how to frame the
scope of the conference.

To begin with, we needed to decide what we meant by stepping/step
dancing. Thatis not as easy as it first seems. Percussive dance perhaps
first comes to mind, but not all stepping is percussive. Also, although
we might expect some degree of complexity to merit the term
stepping, the boundaries are not always clear and it may be better to
think in terms of a continuum, for example, from the humblest steps
incorporated into a social dance to a complex Irish competition step
dance. Consequently, we decided to keep the scope of stepping quite
broad, ‘stepping in dance’.

Our focus narrowed to the stepping found in these small islands of the
North East Atlantic. In these proceedings, we mainly refer to them as
Britain and Ireland, but we recognise that there are numerous smaller
islands which make up this archipelago.3 These traditions are
undoubtedly intimately connected, and rather than looking at them in
smaller national or regional boxes, we felt that by extending our gaze
across them, new perspectives might be opened up.

Various migrations have taken these steps and dances to different
parts of the world where new forms have emerged through
separation from their original contexts and contact with other
influences; we wanted to include these too. The connections are web-
like and multidirectional, with the older and the newer acting in
dialogue across boundaries and through time. Although it is relatively

3 Various names have been coined for these islands in order to avoid the imperialist
overtones of the name ‘British Isles’, for example North(-East) Atlantic Archipelago,
Islands of the North Atlantic (IONA), and Anglo-Celtic Isles; see, for example, Joan
Fitzpatrick, Shakespeare, Spenser and the contours of Britain : reshaping the Atlantic
archipelago (Hatfield: University of Hertfordshire Press, 2004) p. ix.
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simple descriptions of figures, omitting details of the steps and the
way the music was played.

Lastly, we were also keen to recognise the huge range of contexts for
these practices, for example, from formal classes taught by dancing
masters, through local village dances, to ships and stages, and to local
as well as international competitions.

Over forty proposals were received which we whittled down to
sixteen papers, one panel presentation, two posters, and a video
presentation; fourteen of the papers are presented in these
proceedings. Further documentation of the conference can be
consulted in recordings held at the Vaughan Williams Memorial
Library at Cecil Sharp House and the full programme is reproduced at
the end of this volume.

Looking at the contents of these proceedings, Scotland features
prominently with various papers focussing on different aspects.
Patricia Ballantyne (Are These Steps Percussive? An Investigation into
Francis Peacock’s Highland Steps) examines the steps themselves. She
reflects upon her own changing interpretations of these historical
Scottish descriptions, and investigates the steps’ relationships with
step dance steps from Cape Breton, an area of Scottish immigration.
Anne Daye (Finding our Footing: A Discussion of the Evidence for a
Social Dance Step Vernacular to These Islands) takes many of the same
sources (alongside others) and sheds light on earlier stepping in social
dances in England, Scotland and Ireland, stepping which is frequently
referred to simply as ‘footing’ or ‘foot it, with little further
explanation.

Mats Melin (The ‘Scotch Reel’ as a Solo Dance: An Examination of the
Circle Motif and Structure and its Connection to some Scotch Reels and
Scottish Solo Dances) and Heather Sparling (History of the ‘Scotch
Four’: A Social Step Dance in Cape Breton) also discuss dances
originating in Scotland. Melin is interested in the circling figures of
solo step dances and considers their function, along the way making
connections with reel-form dances for multiple dancers. Sparling
analyses how a Scottish reel-form dance has undergone an interesting
transformation in Cape Breton as it moved from social contexts to
more performative ones. She also considers how the vagaries of
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memory, during the waxing and waning popularity of these dances
over the years, might have played a part in these changes.

Memory is key to Samantha Jones’s paper (Dancing Hands and
Rhythmic Voices: Historical Traces and Archival Excess). Here she
describes how dance steps are represented by dancers and teachers
through movements of the hands and fingers, and by word-based
‘dance poems’. She discusses ways in which dances are recorded,
transmitted and recalled corporeally, in memory, and in more formal
archives. Her focus is on Irish step dancing, but these are themes
which are much more widely applicable.

An interesting parallel with Sparling’s paper on the ‘Scotch Four’ in
Cape Breton, is Annabelle Marshall Bugay’s (Competition,
Consumerism, and Conformity: A Study of the Manifestation of
American Ideals in Competitive Irish dance Culture) which also
considers a form of step dance translocated from one place and
culture to another. Both these papers illustrate how changes in
location and cultural context can have profound repercussions on a
dance form.

The theme of migration is also at the heart of Heather Blasdale
Clarke’s paper (Steps in Australia: The History) which traces how step
dancing manifested in Australia following the movement of people,
often transported convicts, from Britain and Ireland. It is a tale of class
as well as translocation, which sheds new light on this largely
forgotten strand of step dance history. One fascinating aspect of
Blasdale Clarke’s paper is consideration of dancing on ships, both for
the health of the migrants and as part of sailor culture, and the theme
of sailors’ dancing continues in Simon Harmer’s reconstruction of
‘Whistling Billy’s Barefoot Hornpipe’ (Whistling Billy’s Barefoot
Hornpipe: A Presentation on the Process of Creating a Hornpipe
Sequence from Named Steps in Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the
London Poor (1851)). Although hugely creative, Harmer’s dance is
inspired by a broad review of historical records and images of
hornpipe dancing, including dancing on board ships. It offers us a
flavour of what that dancing must have been like which is quite
different from the more stylised and codified ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’,
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familiar today from staged versions and in dancing teachers’
repertoires.

In an investigation into more recent stepping in social dances, this
time in the English folk dance revival, Chloe Middleton-Metcalfe
examines what has become known as the ‘hornpipe step’ (Hornpipe
Stepping at Barn Dances and Ceilidhs in England). It is a fascinating
investigation into the relatively recent origins of this current practice,
which is fortuitously juxtaposed with Sean Goddard’s investigation
into more or less contemporaneous changes in the music for English
social dancing (The Recording Output of the English Folk Dance and
Song Society in Two Case Studies: ‘Kendal Ghyll’ and ‘La Russe’).
Goddard’s focus is largely on tempo which is, of course, closely tied up
with the steps and their manner of performance.

No investigation into step dancing in a venue such as the one for the
conference (Cecil Sharp House) would be complete without some
discussion of English clog dancing. The well-known Lancashire-born
clog dancer Pat Tracey (1927-2008) is particularly associated with
Cecil Sharp House, and Kathryn Tattersall, Ru Rose and Jon Davison
consider her legacy from a very personal point of view (From Family
to Team: The Transmission of Pat Tracey’s Clog Steps and the
Formation of Camden Clog). It is a fascinating reflection from some of
Tracey’s students who now run her dance group, Camden Clog; they
bring insights into the roots of Tracey’s dancing, teaching, and
performing, as well as how they have approached her legacy since her
death in 2008.

Based on her own fieldwork interviews, Alexandra Fisher compares
two other clog dancers from Lancashire and questions assumptions
about regional styles (In Search of Street Clog Dance: New Thoughts on
Step Dance Analysis Based on Two Lancashire Clog Dancers). Fisher
contrasts a ‘stage style’, danced ‘off the toe’ performed by one of her
informants, with a more improvised ‘street style’, based on ‘heel and
toe’ technique, performed by the other. The stage style has dominated
the English clog revival with little focus on the street style, but Fisher
points out the similarities between this street clog style from
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Lancashire and some of the ‘step dance’ styles more often associated
with East Anglia and southern England, as well as Wales and Ireland’.6

From the south west of England, Lisa Sture offers an in-depth,
historical investigation into the surviving step dance tradition that is
known today as Devonshire/Dartmoor step dancing (Devonshire Step
Dancing: Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow), in doing so she raises
interesting questions about its origins and history. Together, Sture
and Fisher’s papers provide insights into step dancing in England
beyond the stage/competition clog dancing that has been such a focus
for twentieth-century revival dancers.

Finally, Huw Williams and Angharad Jones present a fascinating
account of clog dancing in Wales (Everything You Wanted to Know
about Welsh Clog Dancing but Were too Afraid to Dance). In spite of
gifted exponents, a vibrant scene in the eisteddfod competitions, and
growing interest outside its home country, the nature and history of
Welsh clog/step dancing in Wales has been rather neglected, so this
paper is a welcome addition.

To conclude, the presence of so many wonderful dancers and
researchers from different parts of the world provided an excellent
opportunity to organise an evening ‘Step Ceilidh Party’ to celebrate
the content of the conference in dance. In various ways, this was a real
part of the academic conference which brought many of the themes to
life in a range of informal performances and a fitting selection of social
dances from many countries, all of which relied on stepping as a vital
part of their character. Many of the conference participants
performed or called dances and the band (‘Brown Boots’: Will Allen
on melodeon and Martin Clarke on fiddle, with Will Chamberlain on
piano) worked tirelessly with them to capture the diverse musical
styles required to bring out the steps.

[t was a night to remember and we hope that all who were there,
conference delegates and general public alike, went away with a

6 In England the term ‘step dance/dancing’ is often used to distinguish dancing done
in footwear other than clogs (often hard-soled shoes) from step dancing in clogs
which is often referred to simply as ‘clog dance/dancing’.
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renewed fascination for the value of stepping, past, present and future
in the study and performance of dance.

Toby Bennett
May 2022



Patricia Ballantyne

Are These Steps Percussive? An
Investigation into Francis Peacock’s
Highland Steps

Abstract

In this paper I reflect on my experience of interpreting the
strathspey and reel dance steps described by the Scottish
eighteenth-century dancing master, Francis Peacock. I also
consider the problems I faced as both performer and researcher
and how each of these stances informed the other. I begin by
discussing Francis Peacock and the background to his
description of the Highlanders’ dance steps and reflect on some
of the ways in which the Highlanders’ dances, now commonly
known as ‘Highland dances’, have changed since the eighteenth
century. I describe the dance steps and set out my approach to
interpreting them. Finally, I question if there might be a
connection between these steps and Cape Breton percussive
step dance by considering three questions: are these dance
steps percussive, could Cape Breton step dance have developed
from them, and what do I learn by reinterpreting them?

Introduction

Francis Peacock taught in Aberdeen, in the north-east of Scotland for
over sixty years, from the mid-eighteenth century into the early years
of the nineteenth century. As a member of Aberdeen’s intelligentsia,
his circle included influential philosophers and academics as well as
artists and musicians. Perhaps Peacock’s most significant
contribution to Scottish dance and history was his description and
discussion of ten dance steps that he had observed Gaelic-speaking
Highlanders dancing in the Highlands and in Aberdeen itself. At that
time, Aberdeen attracted people from the Highlands to its two
universities.

Stepping On (EFDSS/HDS 2023), 9-22 © author & publishers
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In 2008, when I first decided to attempt to interpret Peacock’s dance
step descriptions, I was particularly interested in identifying a
possible historical antecedent in these steps to Cape Breton
percussive step dance. This style of dance which originates in Cape
Breton, an island at the top of Nova Scotia in eastern Canada, had
become popular in Scotland in the late 1980s and early 1990s. It was
generally thought to have derived from a style of Scottish dancing that
had had travelled to Canada with nineteenth-century emigrants to
Nova Scotia.! By interpreting Peacock’s steps and comparing them
with Cape Breton percussive steps, I hoped to establish a clear
historical link between Highland and Cape Breton dance.

Who was Francis Peacock?

In 1747, Aberdeen Town Council engaged Francis Peacock (1723-
1807) as the ‘official’ dancing master to teach dance, and therefore
good manners, to the young people of the town. The council paid
Peacock’s salary and provided him with premises to teach from.2
Peacock was not only a dance teacher, he was also a musician, a
founder member of the Aberdeen Musical Society, and an arranger, he
published his arrangements of 50 Favourite Scotch Airs in 17623 In
1805, at the age of 82, he published a treatise on dance which I will
refer to for short as, Sketches Relative to the History and Theory, but
More especially to the Practice of Dancing. At the end of its long title,
he explained that the book was ‘intended as hints to the young
teachers of the art of dancing’.# The contents show that Peacock
expected teachers to be very well educated. The book, therefore,

1 See Patricia H. Ballantyne, Scottish Dance Beyond 1805: Reaction and Regulation
(Oxon: Routledge, 2020);

Mats Melin, One with the Music: Cape Breton Step Dance Tradition and Transmission
(Sydney, N.S.: Cape Breton University Press, 2015);

John G. Gibson, Gaelic Cape Breton Step-Dancing: An Historical and Ethnographic
Perspective (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017).

2 Extracts from the Records of the Burgh of Aberdeen, 1643-1747 (Edinburgh: Burgh
Records Society, 1872), p. 316;

Alexander Keith, Eminent Aberdonians (Aberdeen: Aberdeen Chamber of Commerce,
1984), pp. 179-80.

3 Francis Peacock, Fifty Favourite Scotch Airs for a Violin, German-Flute and
Violoncello, with a Thorough Bass for the Harpsichord (Aberdeen: [n.pub.], 1762).

4 Francis Peacock, Sketches Relative to the History and Theory but most especially to
the Practice of Dancing (Aberdeen: ]. Chalmers & Co., 1805).
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included a brief history of dance, some of his own dissertations,
exercises for good posture, and descriptions of his inventions to
correct poor posture. There was also a lengthy section on anatomy,
some philosophical discussions, and a chapter on the music and dance
steps of the Gaelic-speaking Highlanders. In this chapter Peacock
discussed the importance of this style of dancing, its music - reels and
strathspeys - and advised teachers how they might interpret
strathspey rhythms correctly.

Peacock explained to his readers that many of the students from the
Highlands and Islands who attended Aberdeen’s two universities
were superb dancers. They excelled in performing Scotch reels, to
such an extent that he believed these dancers to be ‘worthy of
imitation’> During the second part of the eighteenth century,
particularly after the Jacobite rebellion, the people of the
Gaidhealteachd, that is the Gaelic-speaking Highlanders, their
language and their culture, were generally considered to be savages.
In 1775, in A Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland, Dr Samuel
Johnson had described the Gaelic-speaking Highlanders as
‘barbarous’.6

By the 1790s, choreographed Scotch step dances, such as ‘The
Marquis of Huntly’s Highland Fling’, the ‘Sean Triubhas’ and various
reels were popular in England. In Sketches Peacock referred to the
dancing masters who travelled from London to Edinburgh, to gain a
‘right knowledge’ of the steps.” Peacock appears to have been keen to
make this ‘right knowledge’ available to his readers, so he described
some steps that he had observed people from the Gaidhealteachd
performing. Not only did he notate ten of these steps, but he also used
a native Gaelic-speaking scholar from Aberdeen’s King’s College,
Ewen Maclachlan (1773-1822), to identify an appropriate and
descriptive Gaelic terminology for each step.8 At the same time and

5 Peacock, Sketches, p. 86.

6 Samuel Johnson, 4 Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland (London: Strahan,
1775), p. 86.

7 Peacock, Sketches, p. 87.

8 For information on Maclachlan, see Peter J. Anderson, Notes and Queries, s10-
11.269 (Feb 1905), pp. 150-3.
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until his death in 1822, Maclachlan was involved in the compilation of
the first Gaelic dictionary, which was not to appear until 1828.

Peacock’s desire to assign Gaelic names to the steps suggests that they
did not already have descriptive names attached to them. Maclachlan
and Peacock created the terminology specifically for Sketches.
Phonetic spellings were used so that teachers with no knowledge of
Gaelic could use the terminology. As the steps had come from Gaelic-
speaking dancers, it was appropriate that they should have Gaelic
descriptive names. Peacock may have wanted to assure his readers
that these were indeed genuine Highland steps.

As a practising musician, Peacock felt it was important that his
readers should understand some of the similarities and differences
between reels and strathspeys - two styles of dance rhythm - before
he described the steps. He explained that the strathspey had dotted
quavers (eighth notes) and semiquavers (sixteenth notes), and that
the bar frequently terminated in a crotchet (quarter note), whereas
the reel usually had four crotchets or eight quavers in a bar. He also
noted that in the Highlands, people preferred the strathspey over the
reel. It is clear that Peacock expected that teachers and dancers who
performed Scotch reel steps should know their music and know it
well, or they would not be able to fit the steps successfully to it.
Peacock placed some emphasis on the importance of fitting steps
closely to the music. This suggests that the rhythms of steps that a
dancer would choose to dance to a particular strathspey or reel should
fit closely with the rhythms of the actual melody being danced to.

Interpreting Peacock’s steps is not straightforward. In common with
other dance manuals produced over the past couple of centuries,
certain elements of a step’s description were often omitted. Such
omissions were usually of aspects that, at the time, may have been
considered obvious and not necessary for explanation, such as how
high the foot might go or which direction a leg should be kicked out.
These omissions can have an impact on the present-day interpreter’s
understanding, particularly as dance performance styles and steps
have evolved and changed over time, often to a significant extent.

As Sketches was a handbook for teachers, Peacock did make some
detailed explanations of those points which he felt were important
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and that might have been overlooked by some teachers, such as his
clear instructions for counting beats and interpreting strathspey
rhythms. He used the standard five foot positions which is certainly
useful for the present-day interpreter, although foot positions now
vary between dance styles and have also altered since the eighteenth
century. He noted which foot a movement should be started from and
described each step as either a two-beat minor, a four-beat single, or
an eight-beat double. That knowledge is especially useful for the
interpreter as it sheds light on how each step might be fitted to the
music.

Some changes in Highland dancing

Highland dancing has changed dramatically between Peacock’s time
and the present day. The heelless soft shoes in current use were not
generally adopted until around the second decade of the twentieth
century, although illustrations suggest that professionals may have
been using them for performance some time before that. Soft-soled,
heelless dance shoes led to a change in style as shoes without heels
allowed close foot and leg work as there were no heels to get in the
way. This also contributed to an increased emphasis on pointing and
leaping. The subsequent influence of ballet on Highland dancing also
led to turned out positions, higher leg movements and arms that were
used ‘expressively’ rather than used for snapping the fingers to keep
time.

In 1910, one hundred years after Sketches was published, Scottish
dance teacher Donald R. MacKenzie made a differentiation between
dance steps and dances that he believed were suitable for men to
dance and those that were suitable for women in his Illustrated Guide
to the National Dances of Scotland.® Men were allowed to dance
significantly more dances and steps than women. According to
MacKenzie, the ‘Highland Fling’ was a dance for men. He explained
that the male dancer could bring his heel up to his knee to dance the
‘fling’ movement.1% At the same time, many dancers were flinging the

9 Donald R. Mackenzie, lllustrated Guide to the National Dances of Scotland,
Containing an Alphabet of the Actual Step Positions for Self-Instruction and
Improvement (Stirling: D.R. Mackenzie, 1910; Glasgow: MacLaren & Sons, 1939).

10 Mackenzie, Illustrated Guide to the National Dances of Scotland, pp. 33-40.
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working foot around the knee which is even higher. As Highland dance
excerpts on the British Pathé and National Archives of Scotland
websites demonstrate, some dancers flung the foot around the leg
whilst others slid the foot smoothly round the leg. A Highland Fling
danced on the short silent film clip A Military Highland Gathering
1914-1918 shows the smooth, round the leg style. This contrasts with
the flung around the leg style shown on the silent film Scottish Dances
which was filmed around the same time.1! If such variations existed in
Highland dance style one hundred years ago, it is equally likely that
there were significant variations in Highland dance practice and style
two hundred years ago, although it does not appear that dances and
steps were necessarily gendered. At the present time, however, the
dance style is strictly regulated and all dancers are expected to
perform Highland dances in a uniform manner. This differs
significantly to step dance in Cape Breton as there is no regulatory
body to decide exactly how dancers should perform steps.

If we consider all the changes in accepted styles of performing dance
that have taken place since Peacock wrote his manual, and all the
possible variations in how steps might be performed, it becomes clear
that ‘recreating’ Peacock’s steps from a distance of two hundred years
is not possible. Interpreting them is a different process and opens up
many more possibilities.

How I approached my interpretation and why

When I started my project to interpret Peacock’s steps in 2008, I took
a different approach to that which I might have used if I were only
starting on it today. At that time, [ was keen to establish a link between
Cape Breton step dance and Peacock’s steps in an effort to establish a
possible Scottish origin for that style of dance that was introduced to

11 For A Military Highland Gathering (1914-1918) see British Pathé Historical
Collection, <https://www.britishpathe.com/video/a-military-highland-gathering>
[accessed 18 October 2020]; for Scottish Dances see the National Library of Scotland
Moving Image Archive, <https://movingimage.nls.uk/film/8199> [accessed 18
October 2020].
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Scottish dancers in the early 1990s.12 Just as Peacock had explained
that the steps could be improvised and altered as long as these
variations fitted with the music and pleased the performer, so is
musical improvisation a key factor in Cape Breton step dance. Initially,
this suggested a clear link to me between the two styles.

Drawing on a relatively wide vocabulary of Cape Breton steps which I
had acquired over many years of dancing, observing and learning
from Cape Breton dancers, [ believed that I would be able to identify
enough commonalities between Peacock’s step descriptions and some
or many of the percussive steps that I knew. I felt sure that Cape
Breton step dance had a strong Scottish component. I believed that I
would have little trouble interpreting what Peacock had written,
particularly as [ had learned to understand the Scottish Official Board
of Highland Dancing’s step descriptions. Over a period of more than
fifty years, The Scottish Official Board has attempted to make its
textbook instructions as detailed and precise as possible to avoid
possible misinterpretation. The steps are not easy to read and it takes
time to learn how to interpret them.

I commenced my investigation by watching a short film which
demonstrates the first four of Peacock’s steps as interpreted by
Elizabeth Aldridge for the Library of Congress. The steps are the
‘kemshoole’ or travelling step, and the minor, single and double
‘kemkédssies’ or walking steps. The film demonstrates how an
interpreter might bring her (or his) own prior knowledge to an
interpretation of historical dance. The music is not of the correct style
as it is neither a reel nor a strathspey from the Scottish Highlands and
the dancing is neither lively nor expressive, as Peacock described.
Each step has a little insertion, not described by Peacock. When I first
watched the film, | was surprised by these insertions, which I later
came to realise fitted with Peacock’s suggestion that the
improvisation should be pleasing to the performer/interpreter.

12 Mats Melin, “Putting the Dirt Back In”: An Investigation of Step Dancing in
Scotland’ (unpublished master’s thesis, University of Limerick, 2005) examines
Scottish percussive step dance; the step dance introduction to Scotland is also
investigated in Patricia H. Ballantyne, ‘Regulation and Reaction: The Development of
Scottish Traditional with Particular Reference to Aberdeenshire, from 1805 to the
Present Day’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Aberdeen, 2016).
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PeacocK’s steps

The first of the steps that Peacock describes is the kemshoole (from
the Gaelic ceum siubhal which means ‘travelling step’) which Peacock
calls a ‘forward’ step. This implies that the step was used to travel
around the dance space. Peacock described it as a ‘single’ step, that is,
a four-beat step which takes up a single bar of the music. The
kemshoole (step forward, bring other foot to the heel and step on it,
step forward with the first foot, hop) may be one of the most
universally common dance steps and is not merely found in Scottish
dance, although it is particularly suited to strathspeys. This step is the
basis for both the progressive strathspey and the progressive reel
movements in Highland dancing and is also used in Scottish country
dancing, where it is known as ‘skip change of step’.

In 2008, I felt that there could be some ambiguity in interpretation,
for Peacock did not state what to do with the working foot on the
fourth beat whilst the other foot hopped. This is an example of one of
those unwritten conventions that make interpretation difficult. In
Traditional Dancing in Scotland, ].F. and T.M. Flett related this step to
four different variations that they had encountered but they could not
understand why Peacock’s description omitted the ‘important’
differentiations. These are the variations in interpretation of the basic
movement that Peacock encouraged.!3 Peacock gave a variation of the
step which works well as a travelling step in the reel, as dancers have
to move quite smartly. The dancer should repeat the movement with
the same foot before closing it off (step, bring other foot up behind,
repeat twice with the same foot, step, hop).

[ had no trouble relating this travelling step to the travelling step that
[ had been taught when learning Cape Breton step dance. I had also
taught it. Like many others, I believed it was used by Cape Breton step
dancers when travelling round in the strathspey part of their ‘Scotch
Four’ dance. But was it? On reflection, I had never seen dancers in
Cape Breton using it at all, whereas I had certainly seen Scottish step
dancers use it in their versions of the Cape Breton ‘Scotch Four’. Might
this be an example of evolving transmission?

13 Joan F. Flett, Tom M. Flett, Traditional Dancing in Scotland (London: Routledge,
1964), pp. 93-6.
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The second step, a minor kemkossy, from the Gaelic ceum coiseachd
‘walking step’, was easier to interpret. This two-beat step is what we
would call a back step. It is commonly found in both Highland and in
Cape Breton step dance, as well as in many other forms of folk dance,
although in Highland dancing the working foot now slides closely
round the supporting leg. Peacock said that it was a favourite English
country dance step.l* Scottish country dance derives from English
country dance, and when Peacock was teaching, and for many years
subsequently, the style was known in Scotland as English country
dancing. This step is no longer found in Scottish country dancing.

The third and fourth steps, the single and double kemkdssy
respectively, are longer variations of the kemkdssy. They are
sideways travelling steps. The single (behind, step to side, bring first
foot beside and extend second foot) repeats on each bar and the
double extends the sideways movement for two bars with the
extension at the end of the second bar. These and variations of them
are found in Cape Breton step dance. A version of the double is used
in Highland dancing and I have encountered versions of all three
kemkdssy variations in other styles of dance, for example, the ‘sevens’
which appear in Irish set dance.

I found the fifth step, lematrast, from leum a thrdasd ‘jump or spring
across’, or cross springs, more difficult to interpret. This was mainly a
problem of sorting out rights and lefts between my brain and my feet.
Peacock described the step as a ‘series of Sissonnes’ although the
performance of sissonnes has changed since the eighteenth century.15
He instructed the dancer to spring forward with the right and hop
with the left, and spring backward with the right and hop on it. This
single, four-beat step can be repeated on one foot for as long as the
dancer wishes before changing feet. I eventually concluded that the
step could be interpreted as a version of a ‘Charleston’ step and found
that sliding the feet out and in made it easier to perform the
movement. | found a variation of this step in the Fletts’ version of the

14 Peacock, Sketches, p. 92.
15 Peacock, Sketches, p. 93.
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nineteenth-century percussive dance the ‘First of August, and the
movement is popular in some Cape Breton reel steps.16

The sixth step, seby-trast, siabadh trasd ‘wiping or sweeping across’,
which Peacock called chasing steps or cross slips, was also difficult to
interpret. Peacock described it as being ‘like the balotte [sic]’.17 At first
it seemed that it might be a rocking step, where the feet are close
together and the weight is transferred by rocking back and forth, from
one foot to the other. There are many steps which use rocking
movements in Highland dancing and especially in nineteenth-century
examples.18 Rocking steps also appear in Cape Breton step dance and
are mostly performed on the outside edge of the foot. However,
rocking did not fit with Peacock’s description of ‘slipping’ one foot in
front of the other nor did it fit with either the ‘balotte’ or balance
movement or the meaning of siabadh. The connection was assured
once | had consulted Tomlinson’s The Art of Dancing Explained by
Reading and Figures to understand the terminology Peacock used.1?
Whilst the sissonne mentioned in the lematrast and the balloté
mentioned in the seby-trast are used today in ballet, in the eighteenth
century, these terms were used for steps in the minuet and were
softer and indeed, quite different to the contemporary interpretation.
Once I had understood that this was a balance step, I found an exact
reproduction of the step in D. R. Mackenzie’s Illustrated Guide to the
National Dances of Scotland which he even described as being
‘suitable’ for women.20 Balance steps do not appear in Cape Breton
step dance. As the movements involve stretching the leg out in the air
diagonally in front then displacing the weight and stretching the other
leg out diagonally behind, the ball of the foot and the heel do not come
in contact with the floor in a percussive manner.

The seventh step, aisig thrasd ‘cross passes’, is the foundation for the
well-known Highland fling step. In this minor, two-beat step, the foot

16 ], F. Flett, and T. M. Flett, Traditional Step-Dancing in Scotland (Edinburgh:
Scottish Cultural Press, 1996), p. 107.

17 Peacock, Sketches, p. 94.

18 See Ballantyne, Scottish Dance Beyond 1805, Appendix of Tables.

19 K. Tomlinson, The Art of Dancing Explained by Reading and Figures (London: K.
Tomlinson, 1735).

20 Donald R. Mackenzie, lllustrated Guide to the National Dances of Scotland, p. 27.
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is passed behind and in front of the leg. Peacock suggests that the
dancer should spring to one side with the right foot, immediately
passing the left across it then hop and cross again.2! This type of
movement is described in the first step of the Flett’s version of the
‘First of August’, a dance which was certainly performed in the first
half of the nineteenth century in Scotland. The minor step becomes a
single step by ‘passing the foot four times alternately behind and
before, observing to make a hop previous to each pass’.22 | knew of
Cape Breton steps where the foot swings back and forth around the
ankle.

The eighth step, kem (ceum) Badenoch or ‘Badenoch step’, so named
because it was found in the Badenoch area of the Highlands, would not
appear in the Cape Breton repertoire. In today’s terms, this step is a
series of assemblés and leaps. The ninth step, fosgladh or open step, is
another step that is not found in Cape Breton step dance. However, I
did find it incorporated into yet another step in the Flett’s version of
the ‘First of August’.23 The cuartag or turn, which is the last of
Peacock’s steps, is based on and complements the aisig thrasd or
Highland fling step. It is not found in Cape Breton step dance although
dancers do use turning strathspey steps.

Where did that leave my attempt to find a connection between Cape
Breton step dance and percussive dance? By the time I had created
some interpretations of Peacock’s steps I was no longer convinced
that I would be able to make any connection. To take just one simple
example, in the eighteenth century, many Highlanders, like some of
those that Peacock would have seen dancing, went barefoot.
Percussive dance requires footwear with a hard sole.

By this time, I had also come to understand the connection between
the percussively punctuated choreographed dances that were
popular in nineteenth-century Scotland and the present-day national
dances that are performed by Highland dancers in soft-soled dance
shoes. Versions of the percussive dances are described by the Fletts in
Traditional Step-Dancing in Scotland and a few of these dances, such

21 peacock, Sketches, pp. 94-5.
22 peacock, Sketches, p. 95.
23 Flett and Flett, Traditional Step Dancing, p. 105.
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as the ‘Earl of Erroll’ and the ‘Irish Jig’ have now become collectively
known as ‘Scottish National’ dances and have been stripped of any
percussive aspect. Some of the dances were described, in almost
enough detail to recreate, in a notebook of dance steps compiled by a
tailor working in Alford in Aberdeenshire in 1841. The notebook was
published in 2009.24 The percussive dances in the notebook included
the ‘Earl of Erroll’, ‘King of Sweden’, ‘Flowers of Edinburgh’, ‘Irish Jig’,
‘College Hornpipe’ and ‘Trumpet Hornpipe’. Such dances were not
confined to Aberdeenshire, nor were they confined to Scotland.2s
Numerous emigrants from all over the Highlands and the Western
Isles ended up in Nova Scotia in the nineteenth century. They
apparently did take their dances with them and it is perhaps these
dances that were more likely to have contributed to step dance than
Peacock’s steps.26

Are these steps percussive?

Are these steps percussive? On the face of it and by interpreting them
literally, the answer has to be ‘not necessarily’. Some steps like
Peacock’s lematrast balance step, or the kem Badenoch, are clearly
not. However, whether or not these steps can be interpreted as
percussive depends on how they are performed. For example, if the
working foot remains relatively close to the floor for reasons of speed
and neatness, then some judicious taps that fit the melody can be
added to almost every step. This results in a cross between Highland
dancing and the nineteenth-century semi-percussive dances such as
‘Jacky Tar’, the ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’, the ‘Irish Jig’, the ‘Earl of Erroll’, the
‘First of August’, the ‘Flowers of Edinburgh’ and many more. The
percussiveness of a dance does not detract from either its grace or its
elegance, two concepts which were of some importance to Peacock.
Percussive dance can be extremely graceful if performed by a light-

24 Alistair MacFadyen and Alan Macpherson, eds., Frederick Hill’s Book of Quadrilles
& Country Dances Etc. Etc. March 22nd, 1841 (Stirling: The Hill Manuscript Group,
2009).

25 See Mats Melin, Hebridean Step Dancing: the legacy of nineteenth-century dancing
master Ewen MacLachlan (<https://lorg-press.com/> 2019).

26 See for example, Allister MacGillivray, A Cape Breton Ceilidh (Sydney, Nova Scotia:
Sea Scape Music Limited, 1988).
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footed dancer who is able to marry the choice of steps closely to the
music.

Francis Peacock had said that the dancer could interpret and combine
steps in any way, as long as these improvisations fitted closely to the
music and the results pleased the dancer.2” Going by this rule, the
answer to ‘are these steps percussive?’ becomes ‘yes’. They can mostly
be interpreted percussively if the dancer’s feet are kept close to the
floor for speed and dexterity. If it is not possible to dance them
completely percussively, it is possible to add taps. And why not, for
that accords with the nineteenth-century dances. As for the question
of whether Peacock’s steps may have had any influence on Cape
Breton step dance? The jury is still out.

What of my own interpretations? Armed with all my knowledge, I
have revised them many times. It was enlightening to realise that I
could never reproduce the steps as Peacock had taught them because
there is no way of knowing exactly how the Highlanders danced. We
have no tangible or photographic evidence. We have no recorded
evidence of the music as musical notation cannot reproduce the
‘swing’, that is, how musicians in different areas make their reels
sound. We can only do our best to interpret Peacock’s steps but
always qualify our interpretations by explaining exactly that they are
merely individual interpretations. We simply do not know exactly
how people danced in the eighteenth century. Peacock has left us
many clues but perhaps not quite enough. My realisation of these
steps is exactly that, my own realisation, as is every other
interpretation that has been made by other interpreters of Peacock’s
steps. Although he was extremely thorough, Peacock did not provide
enough information. He was, after all, writing for people who had seen
what he was describing — unlike me.

About the author

Dr Pat Ballantyne is an Honorary Research Fellow at the Elphinstone
Institute, University of Aberdeen, researching traditional Scottish
music and dance. She teaches the dance component of the Institute’s

27 Peacock, Sketches, p. 98.
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ethnography courses. Her recently published book, Scottish Dance
Beyond 1805: Reaction and Regulation focuses on Scottish dancing
masters and the influences that have contributed to the current state
of traditional music and dance in Scotland. Pat has been performing
and teaching Scottish dance and playing in a céilidh band for many
years. She has taught and performed in Scotland, Europe and Canada.












26 Heather Blasdale Clarke

investigating what the lower orders were dancing in Britain and
Ireland in the period between 1788 and 1840.

One of the most extensive sources of information about the lower
orders is available through the records of the central criminal court in
London, the well-known the Old Bailey. The digitised court transcripts
reveal a considerable amount of detail about dancing. Much of the
material relates to social dancing, describing where, when, and with
whom people danced. However, there are also accounts of step
dancing which includes evidence of people dancing alone, and noisily
on the shutters of cellars - a recognised place for step dancing.

If people were found guilty of a crime, convicted and imprisoned, it
did not necessarily stop them from dancing. In the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries, prisons included tap rooms where people,
both prisoners and their friends and family, could gather to drink, sing
and dance. Floor plans from this period show the Newgate prison in
London had three tap rooms, and the Kilmainham prison in Dublin
had both a tap room and a tap sitting room. It is rare to find
illustrations of prisoners dancing, despite the fact that there is
sufficient evidence to confirm that dancing was a common activity.
One illustration of a prisoner dancing comes from the work of Charles
Dickens. Drawing upon his childhood experiences when he visited his
father in the Marshalsea debtor’s prison, Dickens wrote ‘The
Warden's Room’ where he described in detail an inmate of the prison
dancing a hornpipe.8 The story, published in Pickwick Papers, included
an illustration by Hablot Browne (Figure 2) which shows the prison
cell, the audience and the dancer.

At the time, dancing was such an integral part of life that the term was
used metaphorically to describe other activities. For those who fell
seriously foul of the law, their death throes at the end of a hangman’s
noose were referred to with such evocative terms as the Newgate or
Tyburn jig, the Paddington frisk,® the gallows or hempen jig, or in

8 C. Dickens, Pickwick Papers (London: Chapman & Hall, 1837).

9 D. Hay, Albion’s fatal tree: crime and society in eighteenth-century England, Vol. 1st
American (New York: Pantheon Books, 1975).
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Ireland, the Kilmainham minuet.1® Those unfortunate enough to be
included in a group execution were said to be dancing at the sheriff’s
ball.1t

Figure 2: A prisoner dancing ‘the most popular steps of the hornpipe’ in Fleet
Prison.12

For those convicts who avoided the gallows, there was transportation
to the colonies. Even prisoners awaiting transportation seem to have
found opportunities to dance. A number of accounts confirm that
convicts kept on prison hulks would dance once they had been locked

10 An excellent new copy of verses, called, by way of its title, De sorrowful lamentation
of de bowld Jemmy O’Brien, late keeper of bloody Bedford Tower, ... who danced de
Kilmainham minuet at de sheriff’s swing swong, in Green-street, on Monday 21st July,
1800, for de ... murder, of Mr. John Hoey (Dublin, 1800).

11 Hay, Albion’s fatal tree, p.66.

12 Phiz (Hablot K. Browne) ‘The Warden’s Room’, illustration for C. Dickens,
Pickwick Papers, Chapter 41,
<https://www.victorianweb.org/art/illustration/phiz/pickwick/33.html>, image
scanned by Philip V. Allingham <https://www.victorianweb.org/pvabio.html>.
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schools the standard repertoire (Figure 5) included a clog hornpipe
and waltz, ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’, ‘Irish Jig’, ‘Highland Fling’, ‘Sword
Dance’, and a reel, as well as a range of ‘fancy’ dances such as butterfly,
skirt, and fan dances.

Figure 5: Emily Leggett of Melbourne (1890s) in the costume appropriate to
each dance form: (clockwise from top right) Highland Fling, Clog Dance, Irish
Jig, Sailor’s Hornpipe. Photos courtesy of Phil Leggett.
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Scottish dance schools up until the 1970s but has since disappeared
from the curriculum. At some stage, perhaps in the 1930s, the clog
waltz began to take on a Dutch identity and lost its connection to the
English tradition.

In conclusion, from the first days of British settlement, Australia had
a lively culture of step dancing, brought by the convicts and free
settlers. Throughout the nineteenth century, step dancing in its
various forms continued to be a popular and widespread leisure
activity. Following the trends in Britain, step dancing became a major
form of entertainment, on the stage, in the home and at social
gatherings. In the twentieth century, interest in these dances changed
and they largely disappeared from the folk tradition.

Today, Irish and Highland dancing remains prevalent in Australia,
particularly for school aged children. It is danced at a highly
competitive level which tends to emphasise athletic virtuosity, and
few continue to dance when they reach adulthood. These dances are
rarely seen outside the world of competition and are not part of the
general folk scene.

In seeking to re-establish the step dance tradition in Australia as a
non-competitive folk art, we will need to follow the Scottish example,
where traditional dances which had been lost in Scotland had
survived in Cape Breton and have been reintroduced into Scottish
culture in recent years. There is some interest in these traditions in
the upcoming generation, and it would be a fine thing if we could
collaborate with others who are interested in the field to bring the
dances back into our folk culture. Connecting with the Instep Research
Team has been extremely valuable in providing support and
resources to further this aim.

About the author

Dr Heather Blasdale Clarke is a dance teacher and historian
specialising in early Australian colonial culture and step dance.
Heather’s doctoral research examined early Australian convict dance;
other areas of interest include the history of dance for seafarers, and
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many dance traditions relevant to colonial Australia she is able to









Annabelle Marshall Bugay

Competition, Consumerism, and
Conformity: A Study of the Manifestation of
American Ideals in Competitive Irish dance
Culture

Abstract

Following the success of Riverdance in 1995, Dr. John Cullinane
recorded that in North America there were over 500 Irish
dancing teachers officially recognized by An Coimisitin Le Rinci
Gaelacha, over 160 competitions per year, as well as over
50,000 people learning Irish dance. Competitive Irish dancing
has remained a popular sport in the US. What was once an
activity to encourage camaraderie between Irish immigrants in
America has become an extravagant and elite sport. American
dancers are now willing to frequently travel across both the
country and the globe to participate in competitions. Likewise,
they are willing to invest thousands of dollars into new
costumes and accessories to reflect each year’s fashion trends.
Competitive Irish dance has evolved into an expression of the
American ideals of competition, consumerism, and conformity.
Drawing from personal experience as a competitive Irish
dancer from the United States, as well as interview material and
historical research, this paper discusses how both traditions
and current trends in competitive Irish dance are not a
reflection of Irish culture, but rather an expression of the
blending of Irish and American cultures in a post-Diaspora
world.

Stepping On (EFDSS/HDS 2023), 39-50 © author & publishers
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were originally stated as their reasons for Irish dancing, the family
makes it clear that their primary focus is on competitive success.

Although it may be a sweeping generalization to state that Irish
dancing’s shift from cultural activity to elite sport is of the United
States’ influence alone, there are certain aspects of American culture
that predispose dancers to be competitive in a way that is distinctly
American. ‘In American society we don’t know what balance is’, states
Megan Davis, a recently retired Irish dancer from the southern region,
USA.11 Davis states:

[ think that if you look at American society especially as very
capitalistic, it’s like, ‘If you're not going to do [something] to
monetize it, why are you doing it at all?’ [...] It's about that
puritan idea of ‘idle work is the devil’s playground.’ [...] If
you just went to [dance] class [...] one time a week for an
hour and a half, that’s like, ‘Why are you doing it at all? You
should be competing somewhere’.12

American cultural historian Steven Gelber states that the association
of leisure time and corrupted morals first became apparent in
American society in the pre-industrial era.!3 Because of the relative
flexibility of working hours, ‘guardians of public morals [feared] that
time spent not working would be time spent getting into trouble’.1*
Gelber stresses that it’s the voluntary nature of productive leisure
activities that gives participants a feeling of freedom that would
‘otherwise make hobbies indistinguishable from work itself’.15
Because capitalism in America was, and continues to be, a hegemonic
aspect of society, productive leisure time has remained the most
acceptable form of pastime. Today, productive leisure time for
American youth often comes in the form of competitive hobbies, such
as Irish dance.

Although the expectation to maintain productive leisure time has
been common in the United States since the pre-industrial age, it has

11 Name has been changed to protect anonymity.

12 Megan Davis (retired dancer) in discussion with the author, 27 July 2019.

13 Steven M. Gelber, Hobbies: Leisure and the Culture of Work in America (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1999).

14 Gelber, Hobbies, pp. 1-2.

15 Gelber, Hobbies, pp. 296.
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only been in recent decades that Irish dance has garnered enough
attention to be affected by this cultural ideal. Diana Dersch, a senior
champion dancer and multi-time world medal holder from the mid-
Atlantic Region, USA comments,

[ don’t think we were really a sport twenty years ago. I think
it was probably starting in that direction, but I think we’ve
become sporty [...] because of the focus on competition. And
the nature of competition is that people are always going to
be trying to better each other [..] We wouldn’t be where
we’re at without the competition side.1¢

Many dancers, such as Dersch, recognize that the recent shift towards
elite athleticism has brought increased participation and a higher
standard of dancing to the sport overall. Because these changes are
often viewed as predominantly positive, it is easily forgotten that the
growing trend towards competitiveness comes at the expense of the
participation of those who wish to pursue Irish dance for enjoyment
alone. Megan Davis states that her decision to finally quit Irish dance
was due to her inability to ‘separate competition from just dancing
and learning things for the fun of it’.1? She comments, ‘I don’t feel like
there’s anywhere for me to go [in Irish dance] because everything is
so competition focused [...] I just didn’t feel like there was really a
place for me’.18 As Irish dance culture in America continues to
heighten its competitive standards, non-competitive dancers, such as
Davis, will continue to feel unwelcome to participate.

Competitive spirit and the university application process

Another way in which American Irish dancers have increased
competitiveness within the sport is related to the prevalence of third
level education in the United States. As of 2011, roughly 30%
Americans were documented as having completed undergraduate
degrees.!? In the same year, it was recorded that only around 16.1%

16 Diana Dersch (dancer) in discussion with the author, 28 July 2019.

17 Megan Davis (retired dancer) in discussion with the author, 27 July 2019.

18 Megan Davis, 27 July 2019.

19 United States Census Bureau, ‘Bachelor’s Degree Attainment Tops 30 Percent for
the First Time’, Census Bureau Reports, February 12, (2012),
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to life’s challenges’.30 Although parents and dancers cannot control
the adjudicators’ marks at a competition they can control the look.
Many dancers and parents have become convinced that competitors
who dress the best will receive higher marks.3!

Dersch states that she has seen the rate of dancers opting to invest in
new costumes and accessories, rather than focusing on improving
their dance technique, increase in recent years.

[ definitely do think that there’s - especially in middle-of-
the-road dancers, like those people who have high goals but
are relatively far from achieving them - I think it's a
tendency to say, ‘Oh, well, this is going to fix my problem’.32

In a consumerist society, such as the United States, ‘fantasy and fairy
tales are extremely marketable’.33 The more American Irish dancers
perpetuate the belief that looks can determine the outcome of a result,
‘quick fixes and easy answers’34 found in the form of fake tans, dresses,
and wigs will be perpetuated in Irish dance culture around the world.

Conformity in costume trends

According to Irish dance historian John Cullinane, Irish dance
costumes have become increasingly more uniform in style since the
1970s.35 While each competitive costume is ‘unique to the individual
[...] there is a worldwide homogeneity in the overall format of what
[costume trends] are acceptable’36 Similarly, Cullinane also states
that since the 1990s, costume trends have evolved and spread across
the world more rapidly than in years previous.3” It is no coincidence
that this date correlates with that of the upsurgence of American
participation in Irish dance following the popularity of Riverdance in
1994. Aside from bringing new costume aesthetics to the forefront of

30 Frantz, Consumerism, p. 2.

31 “The Cost of culture’, Irish Echo.

32 Diana Dersch (dancer) in discussion with the author, 28 July 2019.
33 Frantz, Consumerism, p. 8.

34 Frantz, Consumerism, p. 2.

35 Cullinane, Irish Dancing Costumes, p. 75.

36 Cullinane, Irish Dancing Costumes, p. 75.

37 Cullinane, Irish Dancing Costumes, p. 75.
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the competitive Irish dance scene, the American majority has also
exchanged the ideal of conformity in the process.

Frantz states that Americans ‘are not encouraged to create our own
image, our own identity’, and that ‘our only task is to aspire towards
the corporate image that has been created for us’.38 Likewise,
American Irish dancers have brought this principle to the global
community of Irish dance through strict social expectations of what
competitors should and should not wear at feiseanna.

In a 2011 interview for the Irish Echo, Lucille Murphy states that, ‘It’s
important to have the right dress and hair done the right way. You
really can’t be in competitions without the look’.39 Diana Dersch, who
is well known in CLRG’s competition circuit for refusing to wear wigs
in favour of her natural pixie haircut, appears fearless in defying the
unspoken rules of fashion for top-tier Irish dancers. Behind the scenes
of her competitive success, Dersch grapples with the anxiety that
comes with pushing the boundaries of fashion norms.

[[ do] feel pressure to conform [...] There’s a huge part of me
that questions whether or not I should just conform to be
more successful [...] Will wearing the wig make me place
higher? [..] I know that there are adjudicators who don’t
appreciate the fact that I don’t fit in or who don’t give me the
time of day because I don’t have the look that they want.*0

Although Dersch comments that there are just as many adjudicators
who appreciate her competitive image as those who do not, the
underlying fear persists that it’s her physical appearance, not her
dancing, that's holding back her competitive success.

Outside of the realm of competitive Irish dance, wigs, dresses and tans
have now become the advertising image of what being an Irish dancer
means to the general public. Because of this, Courtney Jay states that
when advertising her dance school, she is careful about what image
she promotes about both her school and Irish dance as a whole.

38 Frantz, Consumerism, p. 5.

39 Carolyn Conroy, interviewed by staff reporter, ‘Cost of Culture’, Irish Echo, 17
February 2011.

40 Diana Dersch (dancer) in discussion with the author, 28 July 2019.
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so embedded in both Irish and American dancers that it has become
part of competitive Irish dance traditions nonetheless.

About the author
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Finding our Footing: A Discussion of the
Evidence for a Social Dance Step Vernacular
to These Islands

Abstract

The instruction to ‘foot it’ and the term ‘footing’ are found in
social dances for England, Scotland and Ireland. What do they
refer to? Are they simply a way of saying ‘dance in place’ or did
they reference specific steps, which might also be used to travel
through a figure? Were certain steps vernacular to these
islands, in contrast to fashionable French steps, and, if so, did
they originate in England, Scotland or Ireland? Evidence for
footing from the mid-eighteenth century onwards from a
variety of historical sources is analysed including that of Francis
Peacock (1805) for the reel, and several sources for the country
dance. The continuation of the ‘back skip’ as a form of footing in
traditional dancing is discussed. The analysis is supported by
evidence from German sources for English and Scottish steps.
Through the exploration of footing steps, the question of
national identity in dance is raised as is the employment of steps
across different genres of dancing, whether social or not.

Introduction

The Stepping On conference was an opportunity to analyse for the
first time the evidence for the practice of footing in England, Scotland
and Ireland. The presentation brought valuable information from
other delegates, which I have incorporated here. I apologised that at
this juncture I had no information on the topic specific to Wales: the
contribution by Huw Williams confirmed there is a paucity of
historical sources for Wales. The investigation draws on historical
records of the dances of these islands, which mainly record the social

Stepping On (EFDSS/HDS 2023), 51-65 © author & publishers
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dancing of good society and professional stage dancing. Records for
step dancing per se are few before the late nineteenth century. Steps
for solo or small groups in performance or simple enjoyment could be
learnt without a book or a dancing master and were the virtuosic skill
of the servant and working classes in jigs and hornpipes.

Although the country dance was well-established as the vernacular
dance of England from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries, the
information we have on the steps with which the figures were danced
indicates the employment of the fashionable steps of each period,
generally of French origin. When we come across the command to
‘foot it’, we have an inkling that some other kind of stepping is
indicated. Often, the context of the terms ‘foot it’ or ‘footing” within
dance instructions suggests that they are synonymous with setting,
that is, dancing in place in front of another dancer. Is that the only
meaning of footing or is there a specific step called footing?

Footing steps

The earliest description of a footing step is provided by a dancing
master who identifies himself only by the initials A. D. in Country-
dancing made Plain and Easy (1764). For him, there is only one easy
plain step for dancing the figures, which is described as ‘a step
forwards, and a hop, or rather a little slip, of the same foot, by an easy
spring along the floor’. He then states: ‘In setting, or footing, there is
no other difference but that of moving the foot behind close to the
other, instead of stepping forwards with it, and hopping as before,
being careful to move yourself as little backwards with it as possible’.l
In the following account of dance figures, this footing step is
consistently required for setting only. A. D. does not give a name to the
travelling step, but we might call it a skip and the footing step a ‘back
skip’. John Essex in his translation of Feuillet on the steps in country
dancing suggests a small selection of French steps but also that ‘small
jumps forward of either Foot in a hopping manner, or little hopps [...]

1 A. D. Dancing-Master, Country-dancing made Plain and Easy to every Capacity
(London: T. Durham 1764), p. 14.
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are more in fashion’, in other words skips, called by Feuillet ‘demys
contretemps’.2

The only dancing master to describe more ‘Setting or Footing Steps’ is
Francis Peacock in 1805, but for the reel not the country dance, in
Sketches Relative to the History and Theory, but more especially the
Practice of Dancing. His fifth sketch was headed ‘Observations of the
Scotch Reel, with a Description of the Fundamental Steps made use of
in that Dance, and their appropriate Gaelic names’.3 The figure of eight
of the reel is executed with a travelling step, which he calls the
‘kemshéole’ or forward promenade step. Peacock then describes nine
setting steps, of which the first three are also called footing steps. The
first is called by him ‘minor kemkédssy’, with the remark ‘This is an
easy familiar step, much used by the English in their Country dances’.
The instruction is ‘You have only to place the right foot behind the left,
sink and hop upon it, then do the same with the left foot behind the
right’. The action is identical to that of A.D. and could also be called a
back skip, two back skips complete one bar of music. The second is
‘single kemkossy’ which is a back skip followed by a step and close to
the side in one bar of music. The third is ‘double kemkéssy’ which is a
back skip followed by three side steps and close, taking two bars of
music. The Gaelic names create the impression that these are
Highland steps. Peacock emphasises that the hop ‘must always be on
the hindmost foot’.*

Instructions for footing c. 1700-1820

A survey of the use of the term ‘footing’ or ‘foot it’ in dances in
manuscript and print may throw some further light on the step. [ have
initiated a survey but understand that this is unlikely be
comprehensive for what is an extensive field of publication. The
earliest example of the command to ‘foot it’ in dancing instructions is
found in ‘Mr Eaglesfield’s New Hornpipe’ published in the Dancing

2 John Essex (trans.) For the Further Improvement of Dancing (London, ]. Walsh & P.
Randall 1710), p. 15; Raoul-Auger Feuillet, Receuil de Contredances (Paris: Feuillet
1706), Préface non-paginated.

3 Francis Peacock, Sketches Relative to the History and Theory but most especially to
the Practice of Dancing (Aberdeen: ]. Chalmers & Co., 1805), p. 85.

4 Peacock, Sketches, p.92, 93
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Master (1696): ‘The 1. Man turn his partner half round and foot it’.
According to Barlow the dance is reprinted in successive editions up
to c. 1728. Henry Playford advertised this supplement as containing
dance instructions ‘most of them are made by Mr. Beveredge and the
rest by other Eminent Masters’, which confirms that footing steps
were part of the repertoire of respectable dancing masters.>

The next records of footing are in publications by John Walsh, John
Johnson and T. Davis between 1736 and 1748. Only Davis is dated and
claims to publish dances ‘all new and never danc’d before they were
printed’. Walsh and Johnson are undated and copy dances from each
other and other publishers. Walsh’'s Caledonian Country Dances
comprises English dances and others specified as Scottish to Scottish
melodies. The terms ‘setting’ and ‘footing’ are used frequently, with
no discernible distinction. The ‘Lads of Dunce’ is significant in the
instruction for footing as a travelling step: ‘“Two couple slip down and
up footing’.6 This dance is printed again by Johnson. His collection
includes ‘Hare in the Corn’ with the instruction to figg it
‘Punchanello’s Hornpipe’ specifying the hornpipe step, as well as
eleven dances in 9/8 metre, known later as the Irish jig or slip jig. Here
are tantalising glimpses of English and Scottish vernacular steps, for
which we have some information on performance: the 6/8 jig of both
England and Scotland, the triple-time hornpipe originating in
Northern England and Lowland Scotland, the slip jig associated with
Ireland and Highland Scotland. They are published alongside minuet
country dances such as ‘Geminiani’s Minuet’ of the fashionable French
repertoire, indeed all the dance metres could be danced with the
widely taught and well-documented French steps.” T. Davies’
collection mixes dances referencing English places and people with
dances referencing Scottish ones. ‘The Green Room’ and ‘The Lovisa’
provide two further examples of footing as a travelling step for leading

5 The second Part of the Dancing Master (London: Henry Playford 1696), p.209;
Jeremy Barlow, The Complete Country Dance Tunes from Playford’s Dancing Master
(1651- ca.1728) (London: Faber Music Ltd, 1985), p.7

6 John Walsh, Caledonian Country Dances Being a Collection of all the Celebrated
Scotch Country Dances now in Vogue (London: ]. Walsh [1736]) p.44.

7 Caledonian Country Dances (London: J. Johnson [1748]), pp. 15, 20, 73, 74.



Finding our Footing 55

up to the top of the set.8 Peacock’s double kemkdssy step would suit
these travelling figures.

Assignificant source linked to Perthshire, Scotland is Register of Dances
at Castle Menzies 1749, a manuscript of eighteen country dances in
which both setting and footing are required. However, there seems to
be some difference between the two. For example, in no. 5
‘Couteraller’s Rant a Strathspey Reel’, the figure includes ‘(setting en
passant to each other) and then foots it into their own place’, and no.
12 ‘The Mighty Pretty Valley or Reel of Tulloch’ has the first man
footing it ‘half round ye the first woman’, then the second and third
women, while the first woman foots it around the men. In both these
dances, the footing is a travelling step.® Three dances in the collection
reference figures to dances printed in England: ‘Jamaica’ published by
Playford (1670), ‘Lads of Dunce’ (see above) and ‘Ranting Highland
Man’ both published by Walsh (c. 1740). Alongside the Jacobite and
Scottish emphasis in the dance titles (e.g. ‘O’er the Water to Charly’
and ‘He’ll Aye be Welcome Back again’) here are indications of the
flow of dances and stepping between England and Scotland.

The first Scot to publish country dances was Robert Bremner, but he
chose to do so in London. There is frequent use of the term footing in
A Collection of Scots Reels or Country Dances of 1769.10 It is not
possible to claim footing as solely Scottish, however. Later Scottish
publications do not use the term at all: Bowie of Perth (1789) gives
French steps for the figures, such as balancé and pas de rigaudon,
while Campbell’s collection of 1795 with a strong Scottish flavour
does not mention footing at all.!? In contrast, English collections of the
time frequently call for footing, such as Rutherford (c. 1756) and
Preston (1793) or use both footing and French steps as in Skillern’s

8 T. Davies, Twenty Four Country Dances for the year 1748 (London: H. Waylett,
1748), p. 11, 23.

9 Register of Dances at Castle Menzies 1749, Ms. K534 A. K. Bell Library, Perth.

10 Robert Bremner, A Collection of Scots Reels or Country Dances for the year 1769
(London: R. Bremner 1769).

11 John Bowie, A Collection of Strathspey Reels and Country Dances (Edinburgh: N.
Stewart & Co. [1789]);

William Campbell, Campbell’s 1st Book of new and favourite Country Dances &
Strathspey Reels (London: Wm Campbell [1795]).
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‘London Assembly’: ‘foot out the Time’ and ‘An Adventure in Margate’
calling for ‘ballance, pas Rigadoon’.12

Footing is stated to be a fundamental step for country dancing by
Nicholas Dukes (1752). His publication A Concise and Easy Method of
Learning the Figuring Part of Country Dances uses Feuillet dance
notation to trace many of the figures. His only remark on steps notes
that ‘according to the present method of dancing they keep
continually footing, as in casting of, crossing over, or any other part of
Figuring, you may foot it forwards or bacwards [sic] or sideways as
the Case requires’.13 Is footing here a specific step, or just a general
word for dancing? Significantly, ]. Fishar uses footing as a marker of
Englishness in a collection of cotillons published in London. Cotillons
were considered French contre-danses, to be performed with French
steps, but Fishar’s cotillon number three, entitled ‘L’Angloise’,
replaces the balancé and rigaudon of the changes with eight footing
steps to fill the four bars of music, which indicates a step such as
Peacock’s back skip, and the figure itself finishes with footing. The
only English element in this cotillon called ‘L’Angloise’ is the footing.14

We can see that footing was considered an English step in European
eyes. The German master Lange in Choreographische Vorstellung der
Englischen und Frazosischen Figuren offers a pas anglois pour figurer
quatre ou deux mesures in Feuillet notation (Figure 1).15 The notation
is for four repetitions of the step; reading from the top of the diagram,
the first step is danced as follows: starting with L foot in front of R
(third position), release L foot, sink a little on R leg in preparation for
a spring onto L foot behind R; make four cuts by moving R foot in, out,
in and out again across L instep. It is then repeated with right, left,

12 David Rutherford, Rutherford’s Compleat Collection of 200 of the most celebrated
country dances both old and new (London: D. Rutherford [1756]);

Preston, 24 Country Dances for the year 1793 (London: Preston 1793);

Thomas Skillern, Twenty Four Country Dances for the year 1780 (London: T. Skillern
1780) pp. 9, 11.

13 Nicholas Dukes, A Concise and Easy Method of Learning the Figuring Part of
Country Dances (Nicholas Dukes, 1752).

14 James Fishar, 16 Cotillons, 16 Minuets, 12 Allemandes and 12 Hornpipes composed
by j. Fishar (London: John Johnstone [1775-1780]).

15 Carl Christoph Lange, Choreographische Vorstellung der Englischen und
Franzosischen Figuren in Contretanzen (Erland und Leipzig: J. C. Miiller 1762).
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right feet. The step is a back spring rather than a back skip with a
flourish on the free foot and may be the step called ‘cut the buckle’. T.
F. Petersen 1768 Prachtische Einleitung in die Chorégraphie published
in Hamburg discusses English country dancing: “The most commonly
used steps in this kind of dance [...] are the gavotte and bourée steps
and certain little jumps, especially those which you usually do facing
each other, from one foot to the other, instead of the balancé, and
known as Figuré, Footé, and so on’.1¢ | am grateful to Jorgen Schou-
Pedersen for introducing these sources and the translation, alongside
a manuscript of c. 1780 now in Krakow containing several English
country dances, such as ‘Cockney’s Frolic’ with instructions to ‘foot it’.
Lange also notates a pas écossois pour figurer deux ou quatre mesures
aux Contre-dances, making plain that footing is not exclusively English
(Figure 2). The notation of the first of the four repetitions can be
described as follows, reading from the top: starting with R foot in front
of L (third position), release R foot, spring and fall onto R foot, while
taking it behind L and releasing L to the side; brush L foot in and out
behind R ankle, in other words a shuffle.

' 24
J-Z%) o)
ED 2

Figures 1 & 2: Lange ‘pas anglois’ (L) and ‘pas ecossois’ (R)

16 Theodorus Franciscus Petersen, Prachtische Einleitung in die Chorégraphie...und
12 Englischen Country-Tdnzen (Hamburg: Johann Lucas Conrad Konigs Wittwe,
1768).
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There is virtually no evidence for solo step dancing before the
nineteenth century, so the steps for the vernacular forms of jig and
triple-time hornpipe are almost lost. A remnant of them is in a report
on a manuscript now lost: The Dancing Steps of a Hornpipe and Gigg.
As also, Twelve of the Newest Country Dances, as they are performed at
the Assemblys and Balls. All Sett by Mr. John M'Gill for the Use of his
School, 1752. The original had described sixteen steps for the
hornpipe and fourteen for the jig; only the names are extant such as
slips and shuffles forwards, heel and toe forwards, single and double
round steps, but including ‘back hops’, which sound like Peacock’s
footing steps. The lost manuscript had listed minuets, reels and
country dances, the latter including the ‘Lads of Dunse’.1?

A cluster of country dance publications came out in Dublin in the late
eighteenth century, still drawing on the English genre and following
the same system of publishing figures with little to no information on
stepping. One example is Cooke’s New Dances for 1797 with dances
from the English and Scottish repertoire, including ‘Flowers of
Edinburgh’ and ‘Lord Eglinton’s Reel’ both of which include ‘footing 4
times’ as a setting step in two bars, so indicating the back skip.18 An
English publication conveyed something about the performance of
Irish footing. Alexander Wills in Ten New Fashionable Irish Dances (c.
1800) was concerned that there were no suitable steps in the
fashionable vocabulary for country dances to 9/8 tunes, which were
common in the ballroom and generally known as Irish jigs. He states
that he has learnt the steps from Mr Second, an admired Edinburgh
dancing master, and now ‘offers them to the public with that
deference which ought at all times to accompany professional men’.
He advises ladies to use ‘the double Irish footing’ for casting off and
going down the middle, ‘the running step’ for the corners, and ‘one
double footing step and one back step’ with each foot for the setting.
He then advises finished dancers to use single Irish footing, running
footing and for setting one double Irish footing and three Irish
shuffles. Furthermore, he says that one cut must be added to the
double Irish footing and the running step. The words back step, single

17W. ]. ‘Dance and Dancing Tunes’, Notes and Queries no. 305 (1 September 1855).
18 Bartlett Cooke, New Dances for 1797 (Dublin: Cooke, 1797).
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and double footing suggest that his Irish basic steps are related to
Peacock’s of 1805, despite no detailed explanation of how to do the
steps. There is little evidence of the performance of Irish steps before
1800, so it is not possible to ascertain whether footing had an Irish
origin.1?

The last historical source for consideration is Thomas Wilson, a
London dancing master with a prolific publishing list, mainly dealing
with the figures of the country dances with little on the performance
of steps. His final work was The Complete System of English Country
Dancing of 1820, in which he is clearer than before on some aspects
of stepping. He quotes a ballroom dictionary that ‘Foot and set are
terms that signify the same’ and specifies footing steps for several
country dance figures. For the figure called ‘set and change sides’, he
says ‘the setting should be performed with two back, or one Scotch
setting step, which require two bars, and the crossing over seven side
Steps, two bars, together four bars’. Guided by Wilson'’s reference to
bars, his back step is probably Peacock’s single footing, and his Scotch
step is presumably Peacock’s double footing. In other figures, such as
‘Set to man 2 and turn man 3’, he gives the fashionable travelling
sequence from the quadrilles of chassée and jeté assemblé for moving
towards the man, with two back or one Scotch step for the setting. The
records for country dancing reveal that dancers had combined French
and vernacular footing steps for over a hundred years.20

Footing in traditional stepping

We can also trace the continuation of footing steps into the late
nineteenth century and traditional dancing of the twentieth century
and current times. Anyone who practises Irish ceilidh dancing will
recognise that the fundamental sequence of ‘seven and two threes’ is
Peacock’s double footing followed by two single footings, although
nowadays it is seen as quintessentially Irish, included for example as

19 Alexander Wills, Ten New Fashionable Irish Dances...humbly inscribed to the
Countess of Yarmouth and carefully selected by Alexander Wills, Dancing Master
(London, 1800).

20 Thomas Wilson, The Complete System of English Country Dancing (London:
Sherwood, Neeley & Jones 1820), pp.15 - 18.
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but Peacock preserves some of them, as does John Weaver. Peacock
and Weaver’s ‘cross springs’ are sissonnes, their ‘cross caper’ is
entrechat: Peacock’s ‘open step’ is Weaver’s ‘falling step upon both
feet’, later called échappé; his ‘chasing step or cross spring’ is also
ballotté. Weaver preserves ‘bound’ for jeté and ‘drive’ for chassée.33 All
of these are common or generic steps, not exclusive to one nation. We
can also note that there is no sign (either in dance notation or words)
of a back skip or similar footing steps in publications concerning the
French repertoire. As can be seen from the evidence from English
practice before 1805, footing steps were not exclusive to Highland
Scotland. With London masters currently prepared to travel to
Edinburgh to learn the reel, Peacock’s publication offered practical
information coloured with Highland glamour.34 The proceeds from
the book were donated to charitable causes and the book remained of
interest into the 1880s.35

Memoirs can record how dances and steps cross national boundaries
and spread into remote areas. James Boswell of Edinburgh easily
joined in the reels and dances of his Highland hosts in 1773. At
Armadale on Skye on Saturday, 2nd October, Boswell enjoyed a
snowball form of dance, started by two couples setting who then each
brought in another couple until the whole company were dancing. His
hosts called the dance ‘America’, explaining that it showed how
emigration caught on. Such a dance genre was uncommon in English
and Scottish ballrooms but was likely to have been la perigordine from
France, danced to a reel tune.3¢ The Grants of Rothiemurchus are an
example of families who lived as much in England as in Scotland.
Elizabeth Grant was in trouble in London for dancing the springing
form of the strathspey promenade (as also described by Peacock)
taught by Mr. Grant instead of the regular even version used in
England. At the annual Harvest Home ball in Rothiemurchus, her

33 Peacock, Sketches pp. 93 - 97;
John Weaver, Orchesography or The Art of Dancing...an exact and just translation
from the French of Monsieur Feuillet (London: H. Meere, 1706).

34 Peacock, Sketches pp. 87 - 88,
35 Alburger, ‘Peacock, Francis’.

36 James Boswell, Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides with Samuel Johnson L.L.D. 1773
(London: Heinemann, 1963).
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society. | propose that in finding our footing, we can rediscover the
vernacular steps of these islands.
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In Search of Street Clog Dance: New
Thoughts on Step Dance Analysis Based on
Two Lancashire Clog Dancers

Abstract

This paper highlights aspects of the author’s ethnographic
research in Chorley, Lancashire from 2003 and puts forward a
new basis for the analysis of clog and step dance material. The
paper calls into question the revivalist view that stepping styles
can be distinguished by regional identity - a useful promotional
tool but perhaps a barrier to much meaningful research.

In identifying two basic genres of step dance, the ‘stage’ style
and the ‘street’ style, the paper notes similar findings in the
writings of previous researchers and focuses on material
collected from two clog dancers, one who was taught ‘The
Lancashire Clog Dance’ in the 1930s (stage style) and the other,
who had picked up stepping from men dancing in the street in
the 1940s (street style). The paper establishes the analytical
framework by examining each stepping style and social context
and relating their characteristics to existing step dance
material. The stage style is found to be the most familiar clog
dance style but the street style proves more difficult. The
author’s consequent ‘stepping journey’ considers styles from
many parts of Britain and Ireland and, in embodying the true
nature of street stepping, uncovers some unexpected results.

Since the beginning of the clog and step dance revival in the 1950s,
much material has been collected from primary source dancers from
all over Britain. As step dance is essentially a solo dance form which
promotes individual flair and expression, it is not surprising that this
material demonstrates considerable variation in style and technique.

Stepping On (EFDSS/HDS 2023), 67-76 © author & publishers
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Over the years, dancers and researchers have sought to find ways to
distinguish one style from another and this has often led to a belief in
the existence of ‘regional’ styles. This notion maintains that if steps
are collected from a dancer in a particular region, then those steps are
somehow peculiar to that region irrespective of their actual social
history and development. Such labels can be useful promotional tools
but I have always considered that perhaps they mask any real
understanding of the broader picture of step dance.

In illustrating another method of analysis, this paper puts forward the
view that there seem to be two basic genres of step dancing: the ‘stage’
style and the ‘street’ style. The starting point for this idea was some
fieldwork evidence that emerged whilst 1 was carrying out
ethnographic research in Chorley, Lancashire between 2003 and
2008. I had been collecting memories of different aspects of clog
culture and I came across two clog dancers - Vera Nightingale, who
had been taught ‘The Lancashire Clog Dance’ in the 1930s, and Ken
Brindle, who had picked up stepping from watching men coming out
of the pubs in the 1940s. Although both from Chorley, these two styles
appeared to illustrate fundamental differences in context and
technique and, for me, started to represent a new way of viewing clog
dance material: the formal routine danced ‘off the toe’ (stage style)
and improvised dancing involving ‘heel and toe’ (street style).

This distinction is not a new concept, as I discovered whilst looking
back on previous papers written in the early days of the clog dance
revival. In Tom and Joan Flett’s research from the 1960s in the old
Cumbrian counties of Cumberland, North Lancashire, and
Westmorland, they refer to ‘stage dancing’ as well as to ‘more informal
extempore dancing which developed wherever clogs were worn’. The
Fletts also note that clog dancers themselves seemed to acknowledge
the difference between ‘toe dancers’ and ‘ordinary clog-dancing on
the ground’.!

Julian Pilling had collected steps and memories from dancers in
Lancashire in the 1950s and 60s. He states that several informants
made a distinction between dancing with ‘shuffles’ and dancing with

1].F. and T.M. Flett, Traditional Step-Dancing in Lakeland (London: EFDSS 1979), pp.
19-20.
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‘heel and toe steps which had no shuffles’, but that it was normal to
perform steps involving both. He observes that: ‘many old people, and
some not so old, can do clog steps who would never call themselves
“clog dancers™ as ‘it is something that everyone knows a little about’.2

The clog dancer, Pat Tracey (1927-2008), inherited many clog steps
and memories from her grandfather in East Lancashire and again, in
her writings she describes two basic styles of stepping: ‘high dancing’,
which is ‘basic stepping on the toes with heels only used for special
effects’ and ‘ground dancing’ which is the ‘old Heel and Toe’.3

Returning to my research in Chorley, the following piece of film
features some of my informants sharing their memories of clogs and
clog dancing, and we hear Vera Nightingale describing her first clog
dance lesson. We will also see some brief footage of Ken Brindle
dancing.4

Focusing on Vera Nightingale, I first met her in 2003 when, despite
arthritis, she was able to show me five of the clog steps she learnt.
Born in Chorley in 1924, she had been taught by a local man called Mr
Bearon. Nightingale’s father was a miner and in about 1931, her
mother had arranged these weekly lessons. She wore proper dancing
clogs, performed on a slate slab and was told that she was learning
‘The Lancashire Clog Dance’. Nightingale also remembers that her
teacher would often mention the dancing of Dan Leno. There were
seven steps in the routine, each danced off both feet and all off the toe
with no heel beats. There was no music, but I identified the rhythm as
a dotted hornpipe. The steps started with the usual ‘step, shuffle, step,
step, hop’ (known to many clog dancers as ‘First Lancs’) and built up
in complexity to finish with ‘hopping double shuffles’.s When
Nightingale had mastered the steps, she used to perform them on a

2 Julian Pilling, ‘The Lancashire Clog Dance’, Folk Music Journal, Vol.1 No.3 (1967),
pp.158-197.

3 Patricia Tracey, ‘The Lancashire Hornpipe’ in The Hornpipe: Proceedings of the
National Early Music Association Conference 1993, ed. by Janet Adshead-Lansdale
(Cambridge: National Early Music Association, 1993) pp. 15-22 (p.17).

4 Alex Fisher, Chorley Sparks - A Social History of Clog Culture, DVD (Eccleston
Heritage Clog, 2008), Section 3, [available in Vaughan Williams Memorial Library,
London].

5See Step 1: Sam Steele, ‘Seven Lancashire Steps’, Folk Music Journal, Vol.2 No.2
(1971), pp.115-121.
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So why did these introductory steps emphasise off the toe dancing and
exclude the addition of heel beats? This question has puzzled
researchers for many years and is still unresolved.? A possible
explanation may emerge if we look at the other dance style in my
classification - the street style, as illustrated by Ken Brindle.

Brindle was born in 1938 and grew up in Chorley. During the 1940s,
he remembers seeing men outside the pubs in Chorley ‘having a pint
or two and acting the goat’, and this would involve tapping out
rhythms with their clogs and maybe someone playing the bones.10 It
was considered ‘just a bit of fun’ and no-one thought it anything
special. At the time, Brindle remembers that clogs were standard
footwear for most people so, as children, he and other family
members would amuse themselves at home on the flags outside,
tapping their clogs to ‘make it sound nice’ and maybe produce a few
sparks.11

When he was first interviewed in 2007, it was part of the Chorley
Sparks community project. Brindle had been invited into a primary
school in Chorley to talk to a group of pupils who were learning how
to clog dance. He showed the children several pairs of clogs and
demonstrated, on a last, how they could be repaired. He put on a pair
of ordinary working clogs, stood up and suddenly started to dance.
During a subsequent interview, Brindle described this as ‘heel and toe’
and said that this was the basic action he had picked up from watching
the men on the streets. Apparently, this continued up until 1945 and,
as my research in the Chorley area continued, I came across other
individuals who remember relatives performing heel and toe stepping
in the 1950s in pubs and at family gatherings.

These memories indicate that heel and toe stepping was probably a
common activity in Chorley, and the dancing of Ken Brindle could
perhaps illustrate what it looked like. In my analysis, this brief

9 Peter Clifton and Ann-Marie Hulme, ‘Solo Step Dancing within Living Memory in
North Norfolk’ in Traditional Dance, Proceedings of the First Traditional Dance
Conference, Vol. 1, ed. Theresa Buckland (Crewe & Alsager College of Higher
Education, 1981) pp.1-25 (p. 2).

10 ‘Bones’ or ‘rick-racks’ - a vernacular percussive instrument (originally made from
animal rib-bones) played in a similar manner to the ‘spoons’.

11 Fisher, Chorley Sparks, Section 4.
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toe action, dancing close to the ground, and really interacting with the
music. This was the embodiment of street step dance.

Returning to consider my street/stage analysis, these two styles have
been acknowledged and practised amongst clog wearing communities
for generations. Although dancers would habitually mix the two
styles, it seems that, to the serious clog dancer, the stage style had a
higher status than the street style and I refer back to the existence of
the ‘seven Lancashire steps’ and why they rarely included heel beats.
If we consider that the dancing of most ordinary folk was the orally
transmitted heel and toe technique, this perhaps indicates that the art
of stage stepping in clogs, was treated as a distinct skill to be acquired.
Consequently, anyone wishing to learn this style, particularly for the
purposes of competition, would have to get used to the different feel
of dancing off the toe; hence the ‘no heels’ training strategy. From
personal experience, the two styles certainly feel quite different to
perform.

This investigation into street step dance (with or without clogs) has
been very revealing. Ethnographic research past and present,
including remarks by Cecil Sharp in 1911, has confirmed how
widespread it was throughout Britain and Ireland.!> Ken Brindle’s
reminiscence of men clog dancing on the streets of Chorley in the
1940s demonstrates a strong link with clogs, so it would seem logical
to expect that street clog dance would have occurred in other clog
wearing communities. We have already established that it was
common in Lancashire and, as this paper demonstrates, it has been
identified as the dominant style in Wales and is still evolving there as
a strong and vibrant tradition. The clog dancer, Bill Gibbons, born in
1898 in West Lancashire, was interviewed in 1979, and made the
following observation about his heel and toe dancing: ‘I think I do
more of a Cumberland type dance; it’s a heel and toe dance with no
shuffle step’.16

15 Georgina Boyes, The Imagined Village: Culture, Ideology and the English Folk
Revival (Manchester University Press, 1993), p.101.

16 Dave and Toni Arthur, ‘Bill Gibbons: Barge Dancer’, English Dance and Song,
Vol.42 No.1 (1980) pp.10-12 (p. 10).
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Clog wearing was common in many industrial regions, for example in
Yorkshire, Durham, Northumberland, Derbyshire, and southern
Scotland, but although it would seem likely that street clog dance
occurred in these areas, not much evidence exists.l” However,
perhaps as researchers, we have not fully recognised its existence (as
[ hadn’t), so consequently have not asked the right questions in order
to access it? Like most freestyle stepping, street clog dance, by its very
nature, only really exists ‘in the moment’ for it is often hidden deep in
its social context, making it problematic to find, let alone record. It
seems unlikely that street clog dance only happened in Lancashire,
Wales and Cumberland, for census returns demonstrate that, during
the nineteenth and early twentieth century, it was normal for the
working man to move around a great deal to keep himself in work. In
addition to other physical challenges, it seems that step dance was a
shared pastime and was integral to many a social gathering,
particularly where clogs were worn.8 As a consequence, step dance
styles would have travelled across borders and county boundaries,
fuelling a melting pot of ideas and influences.

In this paper, we have had the opportunity to reflect on what could be
referred to as the ‘raw material’ of clog dance and the resulting debate
has caused us to examine and scrutinise our understanding of step
dance in its broadest sense. Through the dancing of Vera Nightingale
and Ken Brindle we are presented with two extremes on a spectrum
that, although both from Chorley, make us focus on the connection
between style and context rather than style and region. This has
created a framework from which we can begin to view all step dance
material, and it also adds substance to the findings of those earlier
researchers who, having the benefit of a richer ethnographic field,
were arriving at similar conclusions.

The chance discovery of Brindle’s stepping style has not only
highlighted key factors in this stage/street analysis, but has taken me
on a journey to appreciate the true nature of street step dance and, in
establishing a link with Welsh clog dance, has identified the existence

17 See ].F. and T.M. Flett, Traditional Step-Dancing in Scotland, (Edinburgh: Scottish
Cultural Press, 1996) p.42.

18 Pilling, ‘The Lancashire Clog Dance’, p.161.
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of street clog dance as a distinctive aspect of this genre. There is more
research to be done for, unlike stage step dance, the vernacular nature
of street stepping means that as yet, we can only speculate on the
influences that may have shaped it. In a more romantic mode,
however, it could be said that these two clog dancers from Chorley
have, inadvertently, illustrated the whole story of step dance, in a
nutshell.

About the author

Alex Fisher works as a community clog dancer and researcher based
in the north west of England. She is a member of the Instep Research
Team and has an MA in Dance Studies (Univ. Surrey) - her
dissertation: ‘Clog Dance. Revival, Performance, & Authenticity - An
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Sean Goddard

The Recording Output of the English Folk
Dance and Song Society in Two Case
Studies: ‘Kendal Ghyll’ and ‘La Russe’

Abstract

Music tempo is one of the main factors which contributes
towards the enjoyment of dance. If it is played too fast or too
slow, the specific steps cannot be performed correctly. The
introduction of the mechanical metronome in the early
nineteenth century allowed composers and musicians to play
music at a pre-determined tempo. Nineteenth-century dance
book authors, such as Thomas Wilson and Michau identified a
range of tempos. Cecil Sharp, when transcribing historical
dances at the beginning of twentieth century specifically
identified that there was no set authority for a particular tempo
for country dance music or performance and many factors
influenced the final tempo.

In this paper the range of recorded tempos is investigated using
two country dances ‘Kendal Ghyll’ and ‘La Russe’. These were
first published in the 1930s and 1940s by the EFDSS and were
mainly recorded by EFDSS associated musicians and bands.

Any performance of country dancing relies upon appropriate music.
When the folk dance revival started at the beginning of the twentieth
century led by Cecil Sharp (1859-1924) and others, the piano was the
instrument of choice. However, the record industry soon caught up

and began to issue recordings of country dances, initially for use in

classes beginning during World War One. This paper will consider the

recordings issued mainly by the English Folk Dance and Song Society
(EFDSS) with a special emphasis on the tempo, and why some dances
were recorded and others not. It will then consider two country

Stepping On (EFDSS/HDS 2023), 77-93 © author & publishers
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dances ‘Kendal Ghyll't and ‘La Russe Quadrille’? to illustrate how
tempos have change since 1915.

With the development and availability of the metronome in 1816, it
became possible for music publishers, choreographers, composers
and musicians to specify a particular speed or tempo for a piece of
music. For dancing masters and teachers, a suggested recommended
speed for a dance performance, as defined by the choreographer or
composer of the dance, could be put into practice. Although not widely
used in performance, the metronome enabled musicians to practise
tunes at the required speed.

In 1820, dancing master and publisher Thomas Wilson suggested that
the tempo for country dances in 6/8 meter should be played at 104
beats per minute (bpm)3 while tunes in 2/4 meter should be played at
120 bpm.* Evidence from quadrille composers and teachers such as
Michau in 1818, White from the period 1817-1821,6 and research by
twentieth-century researcher Ellis Rogers, suggested the range
should be between 88 and 120 bpm.” However, E. Kopp writing in The
American Prompter and Guide to Etiquette in 1896 suggested a higher
range between 116 and 136 bpm?® and Cecil Sharp in 1909 between
88 and 120 bpm.? Figure 1 illustrates this in table form. Wilson goes
on to indicate that if tunes are played faster than the nominated

1 Leta Douglas, Six Dances of the Yorkshire Dales (Giggleswick: Douglas, 1931),
dance 2.

2 Douglas Kennedy, ed., Community Dance Manual: Volume 2 (London: English Folk
Dance and Song Society. 1949), pp. 14-15.

3 Those readers who are used to working in bars, in 6/8 and 2/4 meter, the beats
per minute number should be halved, therefore 104 beats per minute equals 52 bars
per minute.

4 Thomas Wilson, The Complete System of English Country Dancing (London:
Sherwood, Neely and Jones, 1820), p. 227.

5 Michau, Second Set of New Quadrilles Performed at Almacks Argyll Rooms (London:
Chappell, 1818).

6 ]. White, White’s Quadrilles as Danced at Almacks. Set 1. (Bath: White’s Music and
Piano Warehouse, 1817).

7 Ellis Rogers, The Quadrille: A Practical Guide to its Origin, Development and
Performance, 4% edn (Orpington: Rogers, 2008), pp. 79-85.

8 E. Kopp, The American Prompter and Guide to Etiquette (Cincinnati: The John
Church Company, 1896), pp. 18-19.

9 Cecil Sharp. Country Dance Tunes: Set 1, (London: Novello, 1909), pp. 1-13.
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metronome tempo, there would not be sufficient time to perform the
steps and figures with ease and elegance.l® However, he did not
explain what happens if the tunes are played slower, and it is
suggested if the dancers complete the steps and figures too fast they
will have to wait for the music to catch up!

Source Date Tempo range
Thomas Wilson 1820 104-120
Michau 1817-1821 88-120

E. Kopp 1896 116-136

Cecil Sharp 1909 88-120

Ellis Rogers 2003 88-120

Figure 1: Indicative tempos.

Before proceeding further, it is important to understand what is
meant by the tempo of say, 104 bpm. Listen to the Morris Motors Band
playing ‘Yorkshire Square Eight’ (tune ‘The White Cockade’) which is
played at 104 bpm.!! Some might consider this recording is too fast,
too slow or just right. When the Woodley Yeoman recorded ‘Yorkshire
Square Eight’ for the EFDSS in 1978 it was recorded at 118 bpm.12 The
bpm on individual recordings used in this paper have been taken at
the beginning of the second time through the tune using a smartphone
metronome application. It is possible on many apps to tap the screen
to gain a value the ‘tap test’. The second time through has been
selected as it is suggested the musicians have settled down by then
‘into the grove’ and this gives a realistic value. Rarely did the EFDSS
give specific details of musical key, bpm, tune structure and time on
their recordings, unlike some US labels, such as Folkraft who routinely
added this metadata as illustrated in Figure 2.

When using a band, the tempo can be easily altered to satisfy the
crowd: the band can be asked to speed up or slow down the tempo.
This is more difficult when using recorded music. A recording is not

10 Wilson, The Complete System, p. 279.

11 Morris Motors Band, Yorkshire Square Eight, 26cm 78 rpm record (Columbia DB
1674, 1936); also available on Mike Wilson-Jones, Listen to the Band: Dance Music
from the Archives, CD (EFDSS CD 12, 2007).

12 Woodley Yeoman, Yorkshire Square Eight, 30cm LP (EFDSS CDM 2, 198);

also available on Community Dances, CD (EFDSS CD 15, 2007).
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Apted Book;?0 dances from the Country Dance Book E.F.D.S. New
Series?! and other similar publications. ‘Community’ refers to dances
from the Community Dances Manual series and those recordings titled
reels, jigs, hornpipes etc. which can be used for a variety of dances.
There was much duplication especially with the historical dances with
"Sellenger’s Round’ being recorded 11 times.

350
300
250
200
150
100

50

Historical Community

Figure 3: 78 rpm recordings of historical and community dances.

It was the EFDSS’s executives, such as Maud Karpeles (1885-1976),
Douglas Kennedy, Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872-1958) and Nibs
Matthews (1920-2006) who decided the content and tempo of the
recordings. On the EFDSS anthology Listen to the Band,?2 a CD of
archive recordings available in the Vaughan Williams Memorial
Library, the dance ‘Christchurch Bells’, recorded by the Folk Dance
Band in 1925,23 is one the fastest dances on the CD of either 6/8 or
2/4 tunes, recorded at 138 bpm.

Some publications did not have any recordings issued. Five Country
Dances published by the Sheffield Branch of the English Folk Dance

20 William Porter, Marjory Heffer and Arthur Heffer, eds., The Apted Book of Country
Dances: Twenty-four Country Dances from the Last Years of the Eighteenth Century
with Tunes and Instructions (Cambridge: Heffer, 1931).

21 Douglas Kennedy and Helen Kennedy, eds., Country Dance Book: Containing the
Airs and Descriptions of Thirty Country Dances from “The Dancing Master” (London:
Novello for the English Folk Dance Society, 1929).

22 Michael Wilson-Jones, Listen to the Band: Dance Music from the Sound Archives, CD
(London: EFDSS, 2007).

23 Folk Dance Band, Christchurch Bells, 30cm, 78 rpm record (HMV C 1264, 1935).
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DANCES OF THE YORKSHIRE DALES

(a) Kendall Ghyll (b} Meeting 8ix
GEORGE TREMAIN

OEA:Z170

o
“RAMCPHONE C9

Figure 5: Record label of George Tremain’s 1947 recording. HMV B 9540.

The adoption of A=440Hz as the international standard concert pitch
was agreed in 1936 and it is possible that instruments made prior
were tuned to a lower pitch. When played on a 78 rpm turntable the
recordings, as expected do not correspond directly to A=440Hz tuning
and a correction is required. The 1935 recording requires only a small
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correction of +4% to concert pitch to play in the key of D (concert
pitch), while the 1947 recording requires a small correction of +2.3%
to play in the key of C (concert pitch). Significant changes of -8%
would be required to correct the 1935 recording to the key of C, and
+15% for the 1947 recording to the key of D. The keys of Band C# have
been discounted as they are uncommon in traditional music. If concert
pitch was originally used by Tremain and the correction made as
identified, the bpm would increase as shown in Figure 6. This
confusion could have been avoided if the EFDSS/HMV had recorded
the metadata as used by the Folkraft label, or a tuning fork used to
identify the pitch at the beginning of the recording.

For the purposes of this paper, [ am using the bpm recorded on the
turntable at 78 rpm. Figure 6 shows the corrections required.

Correction bpm Correction bpm bpm used

required to required to in this
Key of C key of D paper
from 78
turntable
1935 -8% 128  +4% 142 138
1947 +2.3% 136 +15% 148 124

Figure 6: Correction of Tremain'’s recordings to concert pitch.

It is suggested the 1935 recording is almost certain played on a one-
row, probably two stop melodeon notionally in the key of D, whereas
the 1947 recording is played notionally in the key of C, probably on a
C/F two-row melodeon. The two-row is suggested as three individual
chords can be heard and an ‘unexpected bass note’, which sounds like
a D bass with a G chord which is unusual unless you were a very good
player. Likewise, the penultimate chord is a G with a G bass.32

‘Kendal Ghyll’ was recorded twice more by the EFDSS. In 1961, by the
Country Dance Band where it is played at 126 bpm, and the sleeve
notes identify that the tune is a medley of nursery rhymes.33 The front

32 The author is grateful for the help from Chris Jewell in identifying the musical
keys and possible type of melodeon used.

33 Country Dance Band, ‘Kendal Ghyll’, Five Yorkshire Dales Dances, 15cm 45 rpm
record (HMV 7EG 8716, 1961).
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of the sleeve is shown in Figure 7, where it shows dancers circling left
in a rural setting: it is interesting to note, this figure with this number
of dancers does not appear in Douglas’ books.

FIVE YORKSHIRE DALE DANCES WM OhO

" Folk Dance Series

Figure 7: Picture sleeve of ‘Five Yorkshire Dances’

It was again recorded in 1978 by the EFDSS by the Devon-based
Greensleeves Country Dance Band and recorded at 112 bpm.34 It is
unfortunate to note the Greensleeves Country Dance Band record was
titled English Country Dances for Young Folk, as it contains five dances
from Douglas’s Yorkshire collections, four from Sharp’s Country Dance
Book part 1, two from Sybil Clark’s 1955 publication Seven Midland
Dances35, and finally the widely known dance ‘Bridge of Athlone’.
Furthermore, the dance instructions were included on the reverse for
all the dances, except Douglas’s Yorkshire dances thereby requiring
dance callers not familiar with those dances to purchase the book,
recently republished by the EFDSS in 1975.36 Although these are

34 Greensleeves Country Dance Band, ‘Kendal Ghyll’, English Country Dances for
Young Folk, 30cm LP (EFDSS BR 5, 1978).

35 Sibyl Clark, ed., Seven Midland Dances (London: English Folk Dance and Song
Society, 1955).

36 Nibs (S.A.) Matthews, and Dennis Darke, eds., Dances for the Yorkshire Dales:
Collected by Leta M. Douglas. Prepared for Publication by S.A. Mathews and Dennis
Darke (English Folk Dance and Song Society, 1975).
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relatively simple country dances (using steps such as skipping,
travelling polka step, balance; and dance figures including circles,
arches, and casts) they form an essential part of traditional canon of
English regional collected country dances. The ‘Young Folk’ tag might
put more mature dancers off performing them.

The Ealing-based Old Mole Band3” recorded the dance ‘Kendal Ghyll’
in 1980 at 120 bpm on the Pansound label38 to accompany the book,
Your Book of Country Dances which included the dance description
and tune.39 As Robert Lobley, leader of the Old Mole Band, recalls, this
was a dance which was performed regularly at barn dances, used by
their regular callers, Brian Coupe and Ben Lobley.#0

Performer Date bpm Label
George Tremain 1935 138 HMV
George Tremain 1947 124 HMV
Country Dance Band 1961 126 HMV
Greensleeves Country Dance Band 1978 112 EFDSS
Old Mole Band 1980 120 Pansound

Figure 8: ‘Kendal Ghyll’ showing bpm from 1935-1980

It can be seen in Figure 8 that from Tremain’s first recording in 1935
to the Greensleeves Country Dance Band in 1978 there has been a
reduction in tempo of 26 beats per minute or a 19% change. The Old
Mole Band ends this trend with an increased tempo to 120 bpm.

La Russe

‘La Russe Quadrille’ is a dance in 4 /4 time collected by Peter Kennedy
(1922-2006) in the north of England and published in English Dance
and Song in 1948 and then again in the Community Dance Manual *!

37 Telephone interview with Robert Lobley, 31 March 2020.

38 0ld Mole Band, ‘Kendal Ghyll’, Old Mole Plays English Country Dances, 30cm LP
(Pansound PAN OM 793, 1980).

39 Priscilla and Robert Lobley, Your Book of English Country Dances (Faber and
Faber, 1980), p. 40-41.

40 Lobley, interview, 2020.

41 peter Kennedy, ‘Two Simple English Quadrilles from the Border’, English Dance
and Song, Vol XII (3) (1948), pp. 44-45;

D. Kennedy, Community Dance Manual 1 (1949).



The Recording Output of the EFDSS in Two Case Studies 89

LA RUSSE QUADRILLE
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Intro. Honour partners. Honour corners.

A.l. Al pass partners (gentlemen pass behind partners to meet ladies
on right who advance to meet them with four balance steps).
Balance and swing corners (set to right and left and pivot-swing
with ballroom hold).

A.2.  Passback ; balance and swing partners.
B.1. (Leading) couple swing.

B.2.  Promenade inside the ring (balance step moving slowly round
counter-clockwise visiting the other three couples).

A.8.  Leading couple cross over with opposite couple (passing between
them, partners change places) and cross back (as before) (balance
step. The opposite couple can make an arch for the leading
couple).

A4, Repeat cross over and cross back.
B.3.  All join hands and circle left (reel or flat hop-step).

B.4.  Promenade partners back to places (counter-clockwise with reel
or flat hop-step).

(This figure is performed four times, B.1 and B.2 being done by
each couple in turn acting as leading couple.)

Figure 9: Peter Kennedy’s description of ‘La Russe Quadrille’, English Dance and
Song (1948).
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Depending upon how you dance it, as there are many regional
variations, and it can contain the following steps: walking, balancing,
balance step, pivot swing step, double or polka step, rant step, slip
step, reel and hop step. Kennedy’s original description and tune can
be seen in Figure 9.

Peter Kennedy recorded the dance for HMV in 1949 at 124 bpm where
he uses a medley of tunes, ‘La Russe’, ‘Gallops Hey’, ‘Fisher’s Frolic’
and, not noted on the label, ‘Goodnight Ladies’ for the last eight bars.*2
This was the first time that a popular song tune was used on an EFDSS
sponsored recording. Like Tremain’s 1947 recording, Kennedy played
a two-row melodeon, this time in D/G. ‘La Russe’ is a square dance,
with each round taking 64 bars, to allow each couple to lead, it
generally lasts between 4 minutes and 4 minutes 30 seconds, it was
issued on the larger sized 30cm 78 rpm record. The record label can
be seen in Figure 10.

Figure 10: Record label of ‘La Russe’ played by Peter Kennedy. HMV C 3892.

‘La Russe’ was obviously popular, as the Birmingham Square Dance
Band recorded it again in 1954, when a different set of tunes were

42 peter Kennedy, La Russe, 30cm 78 rpm record (HMV C 3892, 1949).
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used: ‘La Russe’, ‘Bluebell Polka’ and ‘The Breakdown’.43 This time it
was recorded slightly faster at 126 beats per minute.

Earlier, when discussing ‘Kendal Ghyll’, it was suggested there was a
reduction in tempo over a period of time and a similar trend is
identified here with ‘La Russe’. The tempo has reduced and settled
around 114 bpm as illustrated in Figure 11.

Performer Date bpm Label
Peter Kennedy 1949 124 HMV
Birmingham Square Dance Band 1954 126 HMV
Jack Armstrong and his 1958 110 HMV

Northumbrian Barnstormers

Greensleeves Country Dance Band! 1972 114 EFDSS
Ashley Hutching’s Sawdust Band 1977 120 Harvest
Blue Mountain Band? 1978 114 EFDSS

John Kirkpatrick All Stars 1998 120 BBC/EFDSS
Richard Smith, Maggie Fletcher and 2003 114 EFDSS
Christine Oxtoby!

Figure 11: ‘La Russe’, showing bpm from 1949-2003

Kennedy’s and Birmingham’s recordings have the fastest tempos
issued by or under the auspices of the EFDSS with Jack Armstrong and
his Northumbrian Barnstormers’ 1958 recording being the slowest at
110 beats per minute.** The others all run at 114 beats per minute
except John Kirkpatrick’s All Stars and Ashley Hutching’s Sawdust
Band which are faster at 120 beats per minute.*> Each recording uses
a different set of tunes.

It is possible to look at the tempo of ‘La Russe’ through regional
recordings. Using four commercially available recordings of
Northumbrian bands the bpm have been identified and are shown in

43 Birmingham Square Dance Band, La Russe, 30cm 78 rpm record (HMV C 4254,
1954).

44 Jack Armstrong and his Northumbrian Barnstormers, La Russe, 15cm 45 rpm
record (HMV 7EG 8455, 1958).

45 John Kirkpatrick’s All Stars, ‘La Russe’, Dancing Folk, CD (BBC Education/EFDSS
no number, 1998);

Ashley Hutching’s and the Sawdust Band, La Russe, 30cm LP (Harvest SHSP4073,
1977).
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Figure 12. Again, there is a trend of a tempo reduction, although this
is less clear.

Performer Date bpm Label

Jack Armstrong’s 1950 124  Mawson and
Barnstormers! Wareham
Jack Armstrong and his 1958 110 HMV
Northumbrian Barnstormers?!

Cheviot Ranters! 1974 118  Topic

High Level Ranters! 1979 106  Topic

Figure 12: Northumbrian bands commercial recordings from 1950-1979.

Conclusion

It was suggested by Thomas Wilson that dances in 6/8 and 2 /4 meter
should be performed between 104 and 120 bpm, while others such as
Ellis Rogers and others suggest the tempo should be slightly faster,
and Kopp indicates it could reach 136. Using ‘Kendal Ghyll’ as an
example, the first recording by George Tremain in 1937 is recorded at
138 and by 1987, in the Greensleeves Country Dance Band recording,
it had reduced to 112. A downward trend.

Likewise, ‘La Russe’, a popular dance from the North, starts off at a fair
lick with Peter Kennedy and then the Birmingham Square Dance Band
hitting 126 bpm, and then reduces significantly with Jack Armstrong’s
1958 recording at 110 bpm. The mainly EFDSS sponsored recordings
level out at 114 bpm. When considering the four recordings by
Northumbrian bands, it can be seen there is a wide discrepancy of
speeds with a downward trend.

It would appear that the EFDSS and others have not imposed a strict
‘one size fits all’ tempo for country dance tunes. There is evidence of a
reduction of tempo, however, the sample [ have used is very small, and
more work is needed in this area.

About the author

Sean Goddard lives in Brighton, Sussex and has been involved in
various aspects of folk dancing all his life: as a caller, dancer, morris
dance teacher and barn dance band leader. Sean recently completed
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Simon Harmer

Whistling Billy’s Barefoot Hornpipe: A
Presentation on the Process of Creating a
Hornpipe Sequence from Named Steps in
Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the
London Poor (1851):

Abstract

Reflecting on a brief clip of stoker Ted McKenzie dancing on the
deck of the Terra Nova during Scott’s Antarctic Expedition
(1910-13) I pondered the question — what did sailors actually
dance on board ship? This led me to search for references to and
illustrations of sailors dancing. These illustrations offered a
wide range of possible answers to my question. It struck me that
if they were dancing a hornpipe it was very different to how I
was taught to dance hornpipe steps in clogs in the late 1970s. A
description of hornpipe steps from the 1850’s in Henry
Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor provided a
starting point for creating a dance piece reflecting my research
together with step dance styles that have attracted and
influenced me over the years from a range of sources. The
presentation will explain the process I went through and
acknowledge the people who helped before concluding with a

performance of the steps.

When I retired from full-time teaching, [ wanted to find a creative
dance project that would involve my interest in historical research

and my love of step dancing. It was also important to me that this

would be a collaborative project involving other dancers and

1 Henry Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, Vol.3 (London: Griffin, Bohn,

and Company, 1861).

Stepping On (EFDSS/HDS 2023), 95-108 © author & publishers
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musicians. You will see just how many people have helped in this
project as we go through.

Whilst searching for a project | remembered that Kerry Fletcher had
loaned me The Great White Silence, Herbert Ponting’s official film
record of Scott’s Antarctic Expedition 1910-1913.2 In the film there is
a short clip of one of the crew step dancing. | was intrigued and
decided to find out more.

With the help of Katie Howson we found that the dancer was a young
stoker called Edward McKenzie. His mother had been born in
Fareham, Hampshire (where I had taught for most of my career) had
married a sailor, and lived in Portsmouth in Portsea, a street away
from relatives of mine. Edward, or Ted, spent his early childhood in
Portsmouth, my hometown.

This short clip of Ted inspired me to undertake a number of
collaborations which included: a three couple dance in waltz time; a
comic boxing dance; a film of a dancer and jig doll combined; a song
setting of a poem by Ted with an accompanying step dance; a stepping
and spoons duet; a performance piece combining biographical detail
with music, dance and song called ‘In Step With McKenzie’; and a
response to the research material in collage with visual artist Carrie
Hogston. The clip of Ted is sadly very short, but it is a miracle that we
even have that much.

[ began to wonder what sailors actually danced on ship. Was it
hornpipe steps, improvised stepping or the ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’ which
as a child I had seen danced by Royal Navy ratings at the Royal
Tournament and at Navy Days in Portsmouth?

After extensive research I can say with confidence that it was all of
these and plenty of other dancing styles and influences including
reels, partner dances and random dancing around, greatly affected by
the popular music of the day and probably alcohol.

As part of my research I decided to look for images of sailors dancing.
Looking on the website of the National Maritime Museum, Greenwich

2 Herbert Ponting, The Great White Silence, the official record of Captain Scott’s heroic
Jjourney to the South Pole, DVD, BFIB1085 (BFI, 2011).
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[ found this painting entitled, English sailors & French soldiers. A Dance
on board HMS Vulture August 7 (Figure 1).3

Figure 1: English sailors & French soldiers. A Dance on board HMS

Vulture August 7, by Edwin Thomas Dolby, © National Maritime

Museum, Greenwich, London, Creative Commons (CC BY-NC-ND)
licence.

During the Crimean War the British and French allies planned to
attack the island fortress of Bomarsund, in the Gulf of Finland held by
the Russians. HMS Vulture picked up French soldiers on the 7th of
August and landed them on the morning of the 8th. In the picture a
British sailor and a French soldier are dancing to each other and
wearing each other’s hats. I started thinking about body and arm
positions in the painting and how they contrasted to the way I was
taught to dance hornpipe steps in clogs by Graham Cole in the late
1970s standing very straight with my hands by my sides in one of the
rooms downstairs here at Cecil Sharp House.*

I then searched the internet and made a collection of images of sailors
dancing, to which I have gradually added. An internet search of images
for ‘sailors dancing’ or ‘sailors’ hornpipe’ will bring up many

3 Edwin Thomas Dolby, English sailors & French soldiers. A Dance on board HMS
Vulture August 7, (1854), held at National Maritime Museum, Greenwich.

4 Graham Cole (1938-2012) taught clog dance for many years at Cecil Sharp house
during the 1970s and 1980s.
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examples, for example Figure 2. It is important to remember that we
do not know whether the artists are using their imagination or
drawing from life. Nor do we know if these dancers are sailors or
people dressed as sailors.

e e ..__.;_j

“There was the big sailor going through the
steps of the sailor’s hornpipe.”

Figure 2: ‘There was a big sailor going through the steps of the sailor’s
hornpipe’, source: George Manville Fenn, The Little Skipper (Philadelphia, H.
Altemus company, 1900) p. 19, <https://lccn.loc.gov/00006392> [accessed: 9
December 2021].

[ then began other related research, collecting notations of hornpipes
from different dance genres, descriptions and reports of actual sailors
dancing, photographs and film clips of sailors dancing and

descriptions of sailors dancing from fiction.

In doing this I had an enormous amount of support from members of
the Instep Research Team and an amazing amount of information
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from step dance and tall ship expert Chris Brady. I have been
extremely fortunate to have his support and interest in this project.

[ was at the point of wondering where this was all going when Dr
Heather Blasdale Clarke sent me an extract from Henry Mayhew’s
London Labour and the London Poor about hornpipe steps danced by
‘Whistling Billy’. This is contemporaneous with the painting of HMS
Vulture in Figure 1. This is what Billy said:

For the hornpipe I begin with walking round, or ‘twisting’ as
the term is; then [ stands up, and does a double shuffle or the
‘straight fives’ as we calls it; then [ walk around again before
doing the back-snatches, another kind of double-shuffle.
Then I does the Rocks of Scilly, that’s when you twists your
feet and bends sideways; next comes the double steps and
rattles, that is, when the heels makes a rattle coming down;
and I finishes with the square step. My next step is to walk
around and collect the money.>

[ decided that I wanted to create a dance piece out of these steps
reflecting the images I had found of sailors dancing and also the
dancers that have influenced me from learning my first clog steps
through to the present day. Importantly, I wanted to challenge myself
to do something new, hence the decision that, like Billy,  would dance
barefoot. I was not trying to be historically accurate in any way but to
create something new out of the research.

After consulting members of the Instep Research Team at one of our
AGMs, I had a clear idea of the steps that Billy described except for the
square step. For this step I worked on some suggestions from Alex
Boydell, the dancer who has most influenced me in my dancing and
my attitude towards dancing. Interestingly, one of the old men Alex
learnt from was a Mr Scarisbrick who had been a sailor and danced on
board ship on a barrel. I rehearsed the steps into an order following
Billy’s description except for putting the second ‘twisting’ at the end
which I felt gave the sequence balance. I continued to work on my
steps experimenting with the body and arm positions in the images I

5 Henry Mayhew, ‘Whistling Billy’, London Labour and the London Poor, Vol.3, pp.
200-204.
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had collected, I was also influenced by the ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’ still
taught to Physical Training Instructor Qualifiers at HMS Temeraire in
Portsmouth.

In November 2018, at a Folk Educators’ Group meeting, I met singer
songwriter Joe Danks, artist in residence at the Royal Maritime
Museum, Greenwich. He was writing songs in response to artefacts
and stories he found in the museum. I explained my project and I was
over the moon when he invited me to perform with the Seaspeak
Ensemble at the final performance of his residency on the Cutty Sark.

After seeing me dance, Joe and fiddle player Sarah Matthews selected
three hornpipes and with Jean Murphy (harp) and Danny Pedler
(accordion) arranged them to fit my seven step routine. I can’t
emphasise enough how much their playing then influenced the way [
danced and the development of the sequence.

Two of the hornpipes, ‘Uncle George’s’ and ‘Tommy Roberts’ are from
the playing of Bob Cann who is well known for performing with his jig
doll, Sailor Jan. In the Spring of 2019 Seaspeak Ensemble recorded
Joe’s work in beautiful rooms in the Queen’s House, Greenwich. For
the purposes of the CD I danced what was to become ‘Whistling Billy’s
Barefoot Hornpipe’ in shoes for the percussive effect.

[ felt I was making progress but wanted some input from another
dancer. The Instep Research Team AGM was being held in Derbyshire
and it was an opportunity to talk through my ideas with Sara Rose,
community dance practitioner and performer, a friend whose opinion
[ greatly respect. We had limited time together, but the outcomes were
crucial. These were her main suggestions:

e Isaid I wanted to move away from the upright dancing
position | was used to, but the images show a variety of
postures including the upright position - Rather than exclude
an upright stance I might like to use it in contrast to other
positions.

o [fI want to show more flexible positions - I needed to do
more than [ thought [ was doing.

e [ was using body percussion on one step - This could be
extended to other steps to make the sequence more coherent.
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e Go back to the text to see if there are any more clues to the
character of the dancer and the steps which could be included.

This last point was really important and the article about Whistling
Billy that Heather Blasdale Clarke had sent me answered a number of
questions and suggested further development.

In London Labour and the London Poor Henry Mayhew wrote, ‘At the
present time there is only one English boy going about the streets of
London dancing, and at the same time playing his own musical
accompaniment on a tin whistle’.¢ One thing that made Billy stand out
from other street performers was that he could play the whistle up his
nose!

Mayhew continued:

He was a red-headed lad of that peculiar complexion which
accompanies hair of that colour. His forehead was covered
with freckles, so thick, that they looked as if a quantity of
cayenne pepper had been sprinkled over it; and when he
frowned, his hair moved backwards and forwards like the
twitching of a horse shaking off flies.

He explained to me that he wore all his boots out dancing,
doing the double shuffle.

He went through his dances for me, at the same time
accompanying himself on his penny whistle. He took his
shoes off and did a hornpipe, thumping his feet upon the
floor the while, like palms on a panel, so that I felt nervous
lest there should be a pin in the carpet and he be lamed by it.

The boy seemed to have no notion of his age, for although he
accounted for twenty-two years of existence, yet he insisted
that he was only seventeen ‘come two months’.

he [...] clung to his assertion that he made £2 per week. His
clothes, however, bore no evidence of his prosperity, for his
outer garment was a washed-out linen blouse, such as

6 This and all subsequent quotes from Henry Mayhew, ‘Whistling Billy’.
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glaziers wear, whilst his trousers were of course canvas, and
as black on the thighs as the centre of a drum-head.

During the interview with Mayhew, Billy said:
I'm known all round about the Borough as ‘Whistling Billy’.

[ ain’t a very fat chap, am I? But I'm just meaty enough for my
profession, which is whistling and dancing in public-houses

Mother and father was both uncommon fond of dancing and
music, and used to go out dancing and to concerts, near every
night pretty well, after they locked the shop up.

[ used, when [ was at father’s, to go to a ball, and that’s where
[learnt to dance. It was a shilling ball in the New-road, where
there was ladies, regular nice ones, beautifully dressed. They
used to see me dancing, and say, when I growed up I should
make a beautiful dancer; and so I do, for I'd dance against
anybody, and play the whistle all the time. The ladies at these
balls would give me money then for dancing before them.

It's like an amusement for me to dance; and it must be an
amusement, ‘cos it amuses the people, and that’s why I gets
on so well’.

After a period in prison for stealing Billy reported:

I made about eleven bob the first week I was out, for I was
doing very well of a night, though I had no hair on my head.
[ didn’t do no dancing, but I knew about six tunes such as
‘Rory O'More,” and ‘The Girl I Left Behind Me,” two hornpipes,
(The Fishers’ and the Sailors’) ‘St. Patrick’s Day,” and ‘The
Shells of the Ocean,’ a new song as had just come up.

[ generally pitched before the hotels and the spirit-shops,
and began whistling and dancing

[ didn’t do as well in winter as in summer. Harvest time was
my best time. I'd go the fields where they was working, and
play and dance.
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Many a chap’s got the sack through me, by leaving off his
work and beginning to dance.

The farm hands would say, ‘Come up to the doss and give us
a tune, and they’d come outside and dance in the open air,
for they wouldn’t let them have no candles nor matches.’
They only danced when there was moonlight.

It was penny a dance for each or ‘em as danced, and each
stand-up took a quarter of a hour, and there was generally
two hours of it; that makes about seven dances, allowing for
resting. ['ve had as many as forty dancing at a time, and
sometimes there was only nine of ‘em. ['ve seen all the men
get up together and dance a hornpipe, and the women look
on. They always did a hornpipe or country dance.

They was mostly Irish and I had to do jigs for them, instead
of a hornpipe.

I've often been backed by the company to dance and play
against another man, and [ generally win.

I do all manner of tricks, just to make them laugh - capering
or ‘hanky-panky,” as I term it.

I've been engaged at concert rooms to dance. [ have pumps
put on, and light trousers, and a Guernsey, dressed up as a
sailor.

Then some say, ‘I will see the best dancer in England; I've got
amag.”” Then after the dancing I go to the gentleman who has
given me most, and ask him six or seven times ‘to give me a
copper,’ declaring he’s the only one as has given me nothing,
and that makes the others laugh.

[ generally gets good nobbings (that’s a collection, you
know). They likes the dancing better than the music; but it’s
doing ‘em together that takes.

[ was clear that if Billy wasn’t more entertaining than his competitors
he would not earn money and would not eat. There was humour in his

7 A ‘mag’ is a ha’penny.
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introductory banter with his audience and in his dancing, ‘hanky-
panky’ he called it. His dancing was energetic, he danced barefoot and
there was a clear appeal for money. It was the popular street dance of
the time, not a folk art.

Through FolkActive8 I met Portsmouth based movement artist, B-boy
and authentic street dance educator, Sasha Biloshisky and I started
attending his adult classes. He agreed to work on the sequence with
me adding his ideas after a briefing, seeing the steps and hearing
Sara’s comments. The outcome you will see at the end of the
presentation.

The break I use at the end of each step was based on the film of Ted
McKenzie dancing.

‘Twisting’, the first step of a hornpipe, is usually around in a circle.
Chris Brady warned that because of deck cargo, space on board for
dancing could be limited. Certainly, for the Cutty Sark performance, I
needed to dance in a small space so I decided to twist on the spot. For
this step | wanted to introduce clicking fingers from one of the images
and also bring in changes in level.

The second step, ‘straight fives’, is the simple ‘cross the buckle’ step I
learnt from Graham Cole. Sasha added elements of a hip-hop step,
‘twist o flex’, and some more body percussion.

The back-snatches are typical of a ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’ danced with
folded arms. I introduced arm slaps from the HMS Temeraire version.
Some versions have a semaphore section included so we alluded to
this through arm rotations and I added a bit of wrist popping?® for good
measure.

The ‘Rocks of Scilly’ step recognises the influences of Canadian dance
teachers: Judy Weymouth from Ontario, Wayne Beckett from New
Brunswick and the wonderful Jean MacNeil from Cape Breton. I also

8 FolkActive is a social enterprise based in southern Hampshire using traditional
music, songs and dances as flexible tools for achieving the aims of: improving health
and wellbeing, bringing communities together, and educating young and old, to
connect and engage with their folk heritage in lively and relevant ways.

9 Popping is an improvisational dance style originated in California during the late
1970s. Popping is a technique of quickly contracting and relaxing muscles
continuously in time with the music. ‘Pops’ can be done by various body parts
simultaneously and in isolation.
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wanted to use a particular leg position from an illustration (see Figure
2). The second half of the step, with foot slaps, pays homage to Gypsy
step dancer Peter Ingram.

For the ‘rattles’ [ reordered ‘short crunch’ a Westmorland step I learnt
from Graham Cole with some hip-hop body movement added.

For the ‘square step’ [ took one of Alex Boydell’s suggestions. It is very
typical of his style combining an element, the rattles or crunches, from
the previous step with a turning motif and I also brought back some
body percussion.

For the final ‘twisting’ I revisited the first step but added
fundamentals from locking,? ‘muscle man’ and the ‘over leg lock’. This
I contrasted, in the second half of the step, with freer movement
inspired by another illustration (Figure 3) and the more improvised
heel and toe stepping | had learnt from ‘Southern’ step dancers Valerie
Shipley and Janet Keet-Black.

Figure 3: source: Mercie Sunshine, pseud., Chats about Soldiers and Sailors
(Lond. &c.: Ward, Lock, Bowden & Company, 1893) no page numbers.

10 Locking is an improvisational dance style created by the Don ‘Campbellock’
Campbell in Los Angeles in the 1970s. ‘The Lock’ means stop and is the foundational
move in locking. The lock is done for a short moment at a specific time in the music
and is combined with other dance movements. Locking has inspired many
generations of hip-hop dancers.
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The final break finishes with the hip-hop move ‘giving yourself a five’
and a reference to the Portsmouth Football Club mascot the Pompey
Sailor (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Pompey Sailor (Image of the Sports Mail sailor reproduced courtesy of
The News, Portsmouth).
[ am left wondering what happened to Billy. He grew up not far from
here.ll His father’s barber shop was in Fitzroy Square and
coincidentally that is where our hotel has been this weekend.

[ hope, in the words of Billy, you find the hornpipe, ‘a little bit of
amusement’.

As the music started, but before I danced, I spoke these words from
Billy:

When I first go into a public-house I go into the tap-room,
and say, ‘Would you like to hear a tune, gentlemen, or see a
dance, or a little bit of amusement?’ If they say, ‘No,” I stand
still, and begin a talking, to make ‘em laugh. I am not to be
choked off easy.

[ say, ‘Come gentlemen, can’t you help a poor fellow as is the
best dancer in England? I must have some pudden for
breakfast, because I ain’t had nothing for three weeks’.

11 Cecil Sharp House, London, where the conference took place.






108 Simon Harmer

In 1990 I began dancing and choreographing with Chequered Flag,
performing a repertoire of Appalachian clogging and steps from
Quebec, Ontario and Cape Breton Island.

More recently I have been improvising with southern English steps,
researching what sailors may have danced onboard ship, and how
modern dance styles such as hip hop and house have evolved.
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Dancing Hands and Rhythmic Voices:
Historical Traces and Archival Excess

Abstract

The conventional archive of Irish dance includes textual and
audio-visual documentation of choreographic repertoire. But
this archive omits the experiential aspects of Irish dance.
Mediating the archive and experience are transmission
technologies that exhibit ‘excess’ and thus do not fit neatly into
experiential awareness or historical documentation. Drawing
upon ethnography and historiography, I suggest that learning
practices such as ‘hand dancing’ and ‘dance poems’ facilitate the
transmission between bodies and the translation between text
and experience. Hand dancing and dance poems exist on the
edges of awareness for dancers, despite their ubiquity in
personal methods for remembering choreography. These
transmission methods also exist on the edges of Irish dance
history, appearing as brief mentions in broader descriptions of
dance transmission. Although a search for glimmers of hand
dancing and dance poems in primary and scholarly sources is
itself a practice centred around text, recuperating these
historical traces provides a ground for recuperating lived
experience. Recovering these transmission techniques from the
margins of Irish dance history is one step toward linking the
textual archive of Irish dance to the lived and embodied
repertoire of Irish dance.

Stepping On (EFDSS/HDS 2023), 109-128 © author & publishers
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interviewing dancers about the revival of regional Irish step dancing
styles, I observed that a majority of my interlocutors were using their
hands to demonstrate steps during our conversations. Younger
dancers used their hands as they talked about dance, but elderly
dancers with stamina, balance, or other age-related movement
limitations would use their hands to demonstrate dancing that they
might have struggled to do on their feet. This revelation prompted me
to reflect upon my own dance practice, and to redirect my
observations and interviews to investigate hand dancing more
thoroughly. In addition to accompanying talk about dance and
demonstrating steps, hand dancing is used as a tool for personal recall
of choreography and as an activity for socialization and play. Often,
hand dancing is paired with another ubiquitous but rarely addressed
memory tool: mnemonic ‘dance poems’. Dance poems are a kind of
‘dance speak’, to borrow a term coined by ethnomusicologist Tomie
Hahn, consisting of rhythmically organized vocables that describe
different footwork movements and metrical patterns.* While used to
aid in learning choreography, both hand dancing and dance poems
help dancers cultivate the highly valued characteristic of musicality.

Combined with the complication that many dancers are unaware of
the extent to which they rely on their hands or voice to remember
footwork choreography, there is a great amount of variation in how
dancers use their hands and what words they use in dance poems.
Furthermore, though hand dancing and dance poems are pervasive
among Irish step dancers, they are not universal. These are just some
possible explanations for the dearth of ethnographic and historical
information about transmission techniques in Irish step dance. In the
rare occasion when hand dancing or dance poems are mentioned in
scholarly literature, they appear as unelaborated asides, in footnotes
or appendices, or without references to source material. In the
historiography that follows, I will demonstrate that hand dancing and
dance poems have been part of Irish step dance transmission since at
least the mid-nineteenth century. Present on the margins of Irish
dance and on the margins of Irish dance scholarship, hand dancing

4 Tomie Hahn, ‘Sensational Knowledge: Embodying Culture through Japanese
Dance’, Music/Culture (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 2007).
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and dance poems are a kind of ‘archival excess’ that may provide
insight into choreographic memory, musicality, and the embodiment
of cultural knowledge.

Archival excess

The idea that movement can generate knowledge is a political one,
challenging centuries of colonialist logocentrism. Diana Taylor has
coined the term ‘the repertoire’ to refer to the enactment of embodied
memory through performance.> The repertoire encompasses those
experiences and practices typically described as ephemeral or
impermanent - the kind of material that would be excluded from a
conventional archive filled with texts and objects that persist through
time rather than manifest through its passage. The repertoire, like the
archive, is mediated through specific systems, and this is what allows
embodied knowledge to persist as memory:

Multiple forms of embodied acts are always present, though
in a constant state of againness. They reconstitute
themselves, transmitting communal memories, histories,
and values from one group/generation to the next.
Embodied and performed acts generate, record, and
transmit knowledge.¢

Taylor notes that the archive and the repertoire are not necessarily
mutually exclusive, and I suggest that sensory and media studies
provide a path to understanding how these categories intersect.

Responding to similar issues of logocentrism in anthropology a
decade earlier, Thomas Csordas proposed ‘somatic modes of
attention’ as a framework for treating the body and bodily experience
as the starting point for understanding culture: ‘somatic modes of
attention are culturally elaborated ways of attending to and with one’s
body in surroundings that include the embodied presence of others’.”
To reveal the ‘cultural patterning of bodily experience’ we must

5 Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the
Americas (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003).

6 Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire, p. 21.

7 Thomas J. Csordas, ‘Somatic Modes of Attention’, Cultural Anthropology, 8.2 (1993),
135-56, p. 138.
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attend to the body as a sensing, feeling, and living subject.8
Contemporaneous to Csordas, Nadia Seremetakis proposed the
concept of sensory memory, whereby the senses mediate experiences
of the past. Her example: tasting a rare species of pear, brings into the
present the experience of previous tastings and the cultural
understandings surrounding its rarity. For Seremetakis, the senses
are ‘the switching place where the structure of experience and the
structure of knowledge converge and cross’.? Applying Taylor’s
terminology to Seremetakis’ formulation, I propose that the senses
are irrevocably part of both the archive (the structure of knowledge)
and the repertoire (the structure of experience), while simultaneously
mediating their intersection as a switching place.

Peter McMurray explores the role of the senses within an actual
archive, noting that archives contain many objects that defy standard
cataloguing and information management protocols.1® A tape
recorder, for example, is an object that is integral to the production of
tape-recorded oral culture, and also allows access to that tape (and by
extension to the content that is the oral culture). The tape is
catalogued as an archival object, but the tape recorder is not, despite
its necessary existence. Furthermore, McMurray uses the sensational
experience of these ‘boundary objects’ to elaborate upon the limits
and ruptures of archival practice. The smell of card catalogues, the
taste of dust, the feel of wood engraving all produce knowledge, but
none are captured as archival material in finding aids or inventories.
Dust, card catalogues, engravings, all exhibit what McMurray calls a
quality of ‘archival excess’. The condition of archival excess is
historically contingent, the result of longstanding practices in archive
management that determine what content does and does not belong
in historical narratives. McMurray points out that materials that might
appear inside an archive and yet exist outside its conventional
confines create ‘material points of rupture’, where the bounds of an

8 Csordas, ‘Somatic Modes of Attention’, pp. 140-41.

9 C. Nadia Seremetakis, The Senses Still: Perception and Memory as Material Culture
in Modernity (Boulder: Westview Press, 1994), p. vii.

10 peter McMurray, ‘Archival Excess: Sensational Histories Beyond the Audiovisual’,
FONTES ARTIS MUSICAE, 62.3 (2015), pp. 262-275.
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archive might burst open.1! Like Taylor’s repertoire expanding the
‘traditional archive’, archival excess too expands the archive and
provides a bridge to access embodied cultural knowledge.

Taylor’s intervention focuses on performance as a transmission
process, yet her focus remains on the thing performed - the dance, the
gesture, the act. Like the archive, the repertoire also contains
materials that exhibit ‘excess’, namely transmission methods.
Movement practitioners do not only embody choreography, they also
embody ways of learning choreography. The senses are an intimate
aspect of any dance performance, but they are especially present for
a performer during periods of learning. When learning, all resources
are brought to bear. In the case of Irish dance, the performance of
which involves fast percussive footwork as the main attraction, these
resources include the transformation of aural/oral and
proprioceptive sensing into other parts of the body. Instrumental
melody is sung with the voice, and choreography is performed with
the hands.

The conventional archive of Irish dance includes textual and audio-
visual documentation of choreographic repertoire. The repertoire of
Irish dance includes enactment of footwork choreography that might
be fossilized in this archival textual documentation. But on the
margins are the expressive practices that facilitate the transmission
between bodies and the translation between text and experience.
Hand dancing and dance poems exist on the edges of awareness for
dancers, despite their ubiquity in personal methods for remembering
choreography. These transmission methods also exist on the edges of
Irish dance history, appearing as brief mentions in broader
descriptions of dance transmission. Attention to Irish dance
transmission to date could be described as logistical, recounting the
who, what, and where of the nineteenth-century travelling dance
master tradition or the basic structure of a twentieth-century
competitive dance class. The methods themselves, however, are
rarely elaborated or analysed. Although a search for glimmers of hand
dancing and dance poems in primary and scholarly sources is itself a

11 McMurray, ‘Archival Excess’, p. 265.
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practice centred around text, recuperating these historical traces
provides a ground for recuperating lived experience.

Hand dancing, dance poems, and musicality

Documentary evidence of the value of musicality in Irish dance
appears in sources from the late nineteenth century. Dance masters
would challenge one another by ‘calling a tune’ (singing the melody of
a tune, or ‘lilting”) with judgement placed on how well the challenged
dancer could ‘follow the tune’.!2 This ability is still valued today
among Irish traditional dancers and musicians. A dancer is judged by
their ability to dance musically, to demonstrate their knowledge of the
music and their skill at interpreting it with rhythmic footwork.
Musicality in this context is inextricably linked to rhythm - dancers
and musicians alike are taught that rhythm is the most important
aspect of their performance. If a performer cannot play or dance in
time, they are doing it wrong.

The importance of musicality and rhythm is perhaps most obvious in
dance poems, which are used explicitly in Irish step dance instruction.
[rish dance steps are eight measure long choreographies that can be
broken down into smaller choreographic elements and motifs (also
often called ‘steps’).!3 An instructor breaks an eight-bar step into
smaller sequences and motifs, teaching each in turn. Each sequence or
motif is described as it is demonstrated. As a dancer learns the

12 Helen Brennan, The Story of Irish Dance (Dingle: Brandon, 1999), p. 50.

13 Using terminology defined by the International Folk Music Council in 1972 (now
the International Council for Traditional Music), Foley describes a method for the
structural analysis of Irish traditional step dance. An ‘element’ is the lowest order of
movement and is comprised of gestures such as a hop, kick, or stamp, et cetera. A
‘cell’ is composed of two or three elements that combine to form a movement such
as a shuffle. A ‘motif’ consists of arrangements of cells that form a meaningful unit.
For example, the final movement sequence of Kevin Doyle’s hornpipe (‘tip down
shuffle cut shuffle hop back’) is a common motif for ending hornpipe steps. The
fourth structural level is a ‘minor phrase’, which link motifs together into repeated
patterns; and the fifth structural level is that of the ‘major phrase’, which aligns with
the four bar musical phrase. The ‘step’ is the sixth structural level and describes an
entire eight bar choreography. The seventh structural level, ‘repeat’, refers to the
common practice of repeating the entire eight bar step on the opposite foot. The
eighth and final structural level is called the ‘dance’ and refers type in terms of
meter and rhythm (e.g., hornpipe, jig, reel).

See Catherine Foley, Irish Traditional Step Dancing in North Kerry: A Contextual and
Structural Analysis (Listowel: North Kerry Literary Trust, 2012).
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4. Jump again on the left foot, and simultaneously extend the right
leg out and away from the body, hinging the leg at the hip without
any bend in the knee. The 45-degree angle to the audience should
remain.

Jump out jump out’ is a memory device that communicates a
complicated choreographic pattern. The words may not on their face
convey very much information, but the process of learning to dance
imbues those small words with a rich amount of choreographic data.
The dance poem is also a carrier of musical information. Sometimes, a
dancer will sing the dance poem to the melody of a favourite tune to
facilitate recall or to serve as a metrical guide. Here, either the tune
they select will have been closely associated with the dance when they
learned it, or it will have been memorized for the express purpose of
structuring dance choreography recall. For example, when I try to
remember any hornpipe step, my tune of choice is ‘Fly by Night'. Like
other Irish dancers, remembering the tune helps me remember the
metrical and rhythmic feeling of the dance (see Figure 1).15 The
process of breaking down the movement and rhythm and associating
them through speech and music creates a tacit knowledge of musical
structure.16

Like dance poems, hand dancing is a reduced version of a more
complicated footwork pattern that marks structural moments in the
choreography and cultivates musicality. The rhythm and
choreography of Irish dance is transferred from the feet into the
hands where movement patterns can be practiced with less overall
physical and cognitive effort. This is a useful technique for instructors
needing a break from dancing or for dancers to practice when they
might be prohibited from using their feet or making noise. The

15 Hornpipes are commonly notated in 4/4 meter, but are traditionally played with
a swing. Thus, for ease in comparing melodic and choreographic structure, the tune
‘Fly by Night’ has been notated in 12/8 meter. This tune (like most instrumental
tunes) consists of two eight-measure repeated parts, taking the form AABB. The
tune transcription was done by the author from a recording by accordionist Dan
Gurney, Irish Traditional Music on the Button Accordion, CD (RealWorld Studios,
2012).

16 Frank Hall, ‘Irish Dancing: Discipline as Art, Sport, and Duty’ (unpublished PhD
Dissertation, Indiana University, 1995). Notably, mention of the use of dance poems
in Irish dance transmission is omitted in the book version of Hall’s dissertation:
Competitive Irish Dance: Art, Sport, Duty (Madison, WI: Macater Press, 2008).
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referencing dance in a general nondescript way. For dance students,
continual exposure to hand dancing as it is used in these intentional
and non-intentional ways encourages implicit acquisition. The wide
variety of hand dancing techniques is further evidence of the implicit
nature of this process. Boston based dancer, Hannah DeRusha
recounted, ‘I don’t think anyone taught me because I actually tend to
do it with my fingers rather than my whole hands. I remember
noticing at some point that other dancers did it with their whole
hands’ (see Figure 2).17 Some dancers use their entire hands and
either gesture in the air or against their lap or a table. Others, like
Hannah, use just their fingers, with two fingers marking the
movements for each foot against their thumb. For some, the use of a
‘ground’ affords haptic feedback that mimics the percussive quality of
the dancing and reinforces rhythm and meter.

Figure 2: Hannah DeRusha’s uses her fingers to demonstrate a step, 4
November 2019 (photographed by author and reproduced with permission of
the subject).

Dance poems in the historical record

Dance poems and ‘dance speak’ more generally have received some
attention by scholars, primarily due to their use in dance education.
Part of the travelling dance master tradition of the nineteenth century,
they were noted by two of the earliest sources on Irish dance master
culture: William Carleton’s account of country dancing masters from
1840 and R. Shelton Mackenzie’s account of the Irish dancing master
from 1855. Both describe the use of a particular dance poem meant to
help the learner distinguish their right foot from their left. To the right

17 Hannah DeRusha, personal communication, 18 March 2019.
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foot was attached a suggaun (a piece of woven straw) and to the left
foot was attached a gad (a piece of woven willow). The dance master
would then recite in 6/8 jig time: ‘rise upon suggaun and sink upon
gad; rise upon suggaun and sink upon gad’ [emphasis added to
indicate prosody].18

Dance scholars have cited this source material from Carleton and
Mackenzie, but none have discussed the importance of the dance
poem for learning actual step choreography. Mary Friel, Catherine
Foley, and Helen Brennan reference this dance poem and its vocables
to acknowledge the earliest accounts of the itinerant dance master
tradition and form a description of the practices of this profession.1?
Brennan transcribes the rhyme as follows:

Come stigdn, come gad
Come gad, come stigdn
Agus hop upon stigdn
And sink upon gad?°

[my emphasis, marks prosody]

Though they describe the rhyme as a mnemonic and learning aid,
beyond teaching students to distinguish their right foot from their left,
Friel, Foley and Brennan do not elaborate on what else this rhyme
may have taught. Actual choreographic information is absent from
Carleton and Makenzie’s accounts, so it cannot be expected that Friel,
Foley and Brennan would have answers to what repertoire might be
hidden in this textual archive. Nevertheless, it is not just that this
rhyme served to help distinguish the right foot from the left, but also
that it assisted the dancer in remembering step choreography reliant

18 William Carleton, ‘The Country Dancing-Master: An Irish Sketch’, The Irish Penny
Journal, 1.9 (1840), 69-72 (p. 72);

R. Shelton (Robert Shelton) Mackenzie, Bits of Blarney (New York: Redfield, 1854), p.
298.

19 Mary Friel, Dancing as a Social Pastime in the South-East of Ireland, 1800-1897
(Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2004), p. 12;

Catherine Foley, Step Dancing in Ireland: Culture and History, Ashgate Popular and
Folk Music Series (Farnham, Surrey, England; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2013), p. 67;
Brennan, The Story of Irish Dance, p. 52.

20 Unlike Friel and Foley, Brennan does not associate her rhyme with Carleton and
Mackenzie and simply mentions that it is ‘a little learning rhyme from Muskerry in
County Cork’, p. 52.



Dancing Hands and Rhythmic Voices 121

on weight shifts between the right and left. The prosody of the dance
poem, matched to the meter of 6/8 jig time reinforces the rhythm of
the step choreography as it is ingrained into embodied memory. Its
re-inscription in newly written histories of Irish dance reinforce the
fact that dance poems are highly relevant information mediums for
dancers active today, and perhaps have been continuously so for the
last two hundred and fifty years.

In her 2013 study based on fieldwork from the 1980s, Foley traces the
career of Jeremiah Molyneaux (c.1881-1965; known to his pupils as
‘Munnix’) through oral histories with his students. She argues that
Molyneaux represents an uninterrupted connection between the
nineteenth-century itinerant dancing master tradition and Irish dance
practices of the twentieth century. Considered by many to be the last
teacher to use the itinerant dance master system, Molyneaux was a
pupil of the itinerant dance master Nedin Batt Walsh (c. 1835-c.
1901), who in turn was a pupil of Thomas ‘Muirin’ Moore (1823-
1878). Molyneaux was active as a dance teacher from 1903 until 1953,
after which he shared steps occasionally until his death in 1965. Based
on interviews with Molyneaux’s students, Foley pieced together his
format for dance instruction, which resembles that of earlier accounts
and of practices today: he taught each step in pieces, gradually, until
the entire choreographic phrase had been learned. He used specific
terminology for motifs and movements, and he made up dance poems,
such as this one for dance well known among Irish dancers today,
called the ‘rising step’:21

Out with the right, and out with the left,
Out with the right, and grind with the left
Out with the left, and grind with the right
Out with the right, and grind with the left 22

[emphasis in original]

Foley assumes a particular embodied knowledge of the reader by
including this dance poem without further elaboration on the

21 Foley, Step Dancing in Ireland, p. 83.
22 Foley, Step Dancing in Ireland, p. 82.
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movement patterns embedded within it.23 Like references to the
suggaun/gad rhyme, Foley uses this dance poem to demonstrate a
teaching and learning process but does not elaborate on the work this
dance poem does. Translated into text without a performative
component, dance poems are entered in the archive, while being
divorced from the repertoire.

Hand dancing in the historical record

Dance poems can and do take a textual form, and thus they lend
themselves well to preservation in historical records, albeit scant.
Dancers are intimately familiar with dance poems because of their
explicit use in instructional formats and they often write down dance
poems in personal notebooks. One dancer recounted to me how her
childhood dance teacher would require the students to bring cassette
tape recorders to record the teacher’s voice reciting the dance poem
along with the music for the students to have as practice aids.2* When
collecting oral histories, dance scholars are likely to copy these dance
poems down from their interlocutors. As | have demonstrated, dance
poems are often included in histories of Irish dance, even if they are
not elaborated upon. This lack of elaboration and performative
context naturally lead to a partial representation of embodied
knowledge.25> Dance poems appear in the archive, but they do not fit
neatly, similar to the mediating technologies that occupy space in an
archive but are nevertheless excluded from its catalogue (e.g.,
McMurray’s tape recorder).

Hand dancing, however, exemplifies excess. While the practice is
naturally bound up with the transmission and performance of Irish

23 In a footnote attached to this rhyme, Foley directs her readers to her unpublished
dissertation (1988) and the book version of her dissertation (2012) for
Labanotation transcriptions of the steps she collected from Molyneaux’s students.
While incredibly precise, Labanotation is limited in its accessibility to readers not
literate in that dance notation. See Foley, Irish Traditional Step Dancing in North
Kerry.

24 Hannah DeRusha, Interview, 4 November 2019.

25 In describing the relationship between the archive and the repertoire, Taylor
notes that textual accounts of performance in pre-Conquest Latin America relied
upon performance to make sense: ‘More precise information could be stored
through writing and it required specialized skills, but it depended on embodied
culture for transmission’, The Archive and the Repertoire, p. 17.
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dance, dancers are typically unaware they even use it as a technique.
Hand dancing is foregrounded when it becomes necessary, for
example among dancers who cannot dance with their feet due to age
or injury. Like infrastructure, it is invisible until something breaks
down. As a result, its presence in the historical archive is fragmentary.
References to hand dancing in the historical narrative are further
strained by the fact that the way dancers employ the technique is
deeply personal. As mentioned earlier, techniques range from the use
of two hands to the use of fingers on either or both hands.

One example of this fragmentary presence of hand dancing in
historical accounts of Irish dance comes from the life of Molyneaux.
Both Foley and dance historian John Cullinane recount how he used
his fingers to compose steps. Cullinane’s account is drawn from a
speech given by Listowel writer Bryan MacMahon ata 1973 memorial
event honouring Molyneaux’s life:

Not very long before he died, Jerry knocked at my door one
Saturday. He came in and sat down, and for almost half an
hour we spoke of many topics, and yet I could not determine
what really he had on his mind. I spoke of everything except
dancing; I thought that if he wished to speak of it it should
come from himself. Then he took his cap off his knee and said
quietly, ‘This is the way I used to make up my steps’, at the
same time dancing his forefinger and middle finger on his
thumb. An hour after he had gone I realised that he had come
to tell me all he knew so that he would be remembered when
he passed on.2¢

Foley’s introduction of Molyneaux describes his personal memory
work techniques and the fact that they are a feature of how he himself
is remembered in local memory. This is, however, the only time that
she mentions ‘finger dancing’ in her book-length account of
Molyneaux’s life and career:

26 Bryan MacMahon in 1973 as it appears in John Cullinane, Aspects of the History of
Irish Dancing (self-published, 1999), p. 42. Foley also references a recording of this
oration, which is held in archives at the Siamse Tire National Folk Theatre of
Ireland.
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Molyneaux had a number of accomplishments. He was a
dancing master, first and foremost, and he was also a
cobbler, a carpenter, and worked in the forge with his father.
He also bred canaries as a hobby. However, it was as a
dancing master that he is best known. He spent most of his
life creating and teaching step dance, and it is remembered
within local memory how he made up step dances using his
fingers in lieu of feet, and how, when seated by the fire, he
would create choreographic patterns with a stick on the
ashes in the fire.2”

Like Molyneaux’s use of dance poems and his general instructional
technique, the use of his fingers to choreograph steps suggests the
possibility that instructors of the nineteenth-century itinerant dance
master tradition also used manual gesture to facilitate recall and
creativity. If we are to accept Foley’s argument that Molyneaux
represents a bridge between instructional practices of the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, then it is not only step choreography that
bridges these dance practices, but also how the choreography was
taught. If hand dancing is implicitly learned by dancers today, and
then used by them explicitly, then it is reasonable to imagine that
Molyneaux himself may have also implicitly learned to finger dance
from a teacher.

On the edges of Foley’s research, further evidence for the implicit but
crucial nature of hand dancing appears in an appendix of biographical
notes about dancer Jack Dineen (b. 1907-d.?). One day in his youth, he
learned a step from an ‘older man’ named Micky Connor up on the cliff
over Poll Bui strand near Bedford, County Kerry. Dineen recounted to
Foley:

A great dancer but he had a habit of working the hands |...]
Had great sound [...] I don’t know whoever taught him, I
never asked him, a great sound dancer. About an hour and a
half I learned the long part of the Blackbird, and I must be
young for and I coming hither, I went into Ruddens [...] and
you’d see a half-door in every house that time [...] didn’t I put

27 Foley, Step Dancing in Ireland, p. 78.
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my hands up on the half-door to know if I had it right before
I'd lose it. | came down anyway and my mother was making
the tea in the old house and our father had the hearing of a
cat. Didn’t I go up in the room to give atit, and [ having a hold
of the round table above in the upper room, the west room
now in the old house. ‘So, is it trying the Blackbird that fellow
is?’ says he.28

[my emphasis]

Dineen opens by describing how Micky Connor ‘had a habit of working
the hands’, implying that Connor made some kind of hand movement
either while dancing or while teaching. Perhaps this is a reference to
Connor using a form of hand dancing. Dineen’s language also suggests
that he himself used his hands to gesture the step choreography:
‘didn’t I put my hands up on the half-door to know if I had it right
before I'd lose it’. Based on other information from these biographical
notes, it can be estimated that this was sometime in the 1910s. Thus,
Micky Connor, described as ‘older’ by Dineen, would have also
represented a bridge between nineteenth and twentieth-century
dance practices, just as Molyneaux had.

My final example of historiographic evidence of hand dancing comes
from Helen Brennan. Her book is the only published material that
addresses both improvised and choreographed styles of Irish dance.
She makes many interventions in the small field of Irish dance studies,
and one of those is to suggest that the nineteenth-century itinerant
dance master tradition was not the only mode through which dance
steps were learned and circulated. One example of a dance lineage
outside of this convention is of dancer Paddy Magee from Beleek,
County Fermanagh. Magee was taught how to step dance in
approximately 1936 from his eighty-year-old uncle Johnny McGirl. If
McGirl had himself learned as a young person, then his steps could be
traced to the 1860s. According to Magee, McGirl would ‘hold on to the
back of a chair while showing them the stepping and demonstrated
leg movements with his fingers “dancing” on the table while he

28 Jack Dineen in 1985, as recorded in Foley, Irish Traditional Step Dancing in North
Kerry, pp. 221-22.
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lilted’.2% McGirl used a form of hand dancing to demonstrate a step,
while also lilting a tune. Not only does this example demonstrate the
use of hand dancing as technology of learning from the mid-
nineteenth century, but it also indicates the intimate link between
musicality and transmission methods.

Conclusion

As these examples of dance poems and hand dancing in historical
literature about Irish dance indicate, references to these transmission
methods are incidental and appear on the margins. Exemplifying
archival excess, the record of these transmission methods does not fit
easily into the historical narrative around Irish dance, and yet they are
pervasive and persistent. And as McMurray has noted of boundary
objects and archival excess, these objects rupture the potentialities of
the material archive. In cases of both dance poems and hand dancing,
the embodied knowledge of step dancing is transformed by
technologies of memory production and reproduction, and is thus
necessarily bound up in the physicality of learning a step. The
information that is embodied within these technologies is given up to
interpretation by the many dancers who learn, embody and enact
these choreographies in their own bodies and with their own style.
Hand dancing and dance poems encourage continuity, but also
contain the potential for breakdown - they point to areas of
discomfort with bodies, ability and what counts as tradition.

There is space for rupture within dance poems and hand dancing
because without the context of the transmission process these
methods are informationally impoverished. Dancers have recounted
to me that they cannot really learn a step from hand dancing or dance
poems alone, or that they need to learn the step first with their feet
before attempting to write down the words or translate it into their
hands. I count myself among the many dancers who return to a dance
poem associated with a step learned months or years prior and are
baffled by our own description - time turns once informationally rich
words into nonsense. Yet, hand dancing and dance poems are an
essential means of communicating dance knowledge, particularly in

29 Brennan, The Story of Irish Dance, p. 59.
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The ‘Scotch Reel’ as a Solo Dance: An
Examination of the Circle Motif and
Structure and its Connection to some Scotch
Reels and Scottish Solo Dances

Abstract

This paper is exploring the possible relationship in dance
structure between the ‘Scotch Reel’ and older Scottish solo
dances. A number of early forms of the Scottish social dance, the
‘Scotch Reel’ for four people, featured a two-parted dance
structure involving a circle during the first part of the tune and
a stepping sequence by the dancer on the spot for the other part
of the tune. This binary structure is also apparent in older solo
dances such as ‘Dannsa nam Flurs’, and other solo dances
researcher Frank Rhodes found and noted down in the Gaelic
communities in Cape Breton Island in 1957.1 The circle motif
occurs in a number of Scottish/British and Irish solo dances and
also in some social dances from the same areas. The paper
explores some possible connections between these dances and
ask questions about the structure of the steps done in the circle
and setting parts of the dances and possible meaning making of
the circle motif.

The circle as a motif or formation is common to many dance forms in
both solo and group dances around the world. Even genre labels such
as ‘circle’ or ‘round the room’ dances indicate the shape’s popularity.
The following discussion focuses generally on a choreographic
pathway in Scottish solo dances where a dancer is moving round in a
circle and references some related dance traditions in Ireland,
England, and North America. The circular section is known under

LInJ.F.Flett and T. M. Flett, eds., Traditional Step Dancing in Scotland (Edinburgh:
Scottish Cultural Press, 1996).

Stepping On (EFDSS/HDS 2023), 129-143 © author & publishers
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many names: the lead, lead round, promenade round, circle round, the
address or, simply, circle, to name some. More specifically, this
examination concentrates on a possible relationship between the
‘Scotch Reel’, in particular the circular ‘West Highland Reel’ as
described by the Fletts and Rhodes (1964), and a group of Scottish
solo dances exhibiting a similar two-parted structure (Rhodes 1996).
Could the solo dance be the representation of a reel by a solo dancer?
Segmentations of internal steps into motifs and changes in levels of
movement intensity in relation to the associated music are also
presented.

The ‘circle round’ in the solo step dance

For the purpose of this discussion I will refer to any choreographic
circular travelling section as the ‘circle round’. In the circle round, a
solo dancer travels around a circular pathway using a step
appropriate to the dance genre and musical time signature, for
example, the motif ‘step close step hop/sink’ in 4/4 reel time. A few
examples from Irish step dance and North American tap dance
traditions are useful to highlight as reference points.

In 1914, O’Keeffe and O’Brien wrote, in their Handbook of Irish Dances,
regarding the structure of step dances:

Jigs are divided into two parts of eight bars each. For
purposes of dancing, each part is played twice before
proceeding to play the other part - to conform with the usual
mode of dancing jigs. The dancer commences with the right
foot, dances his steps till the completion of eight bars, when
he doubles the step, that is, dances it over again, the left foot
this time doing exactly what the right foot did during the first
eight bars, and vice versa. This completes a double step, [...]
The jig may be danced singly or by one or more couples; in
the former case the dancer, on the completion of each double
set of steps, dances round in a circle during sixteen bars.2

2].G. O’Keeffe, ].G., and Art O’Brien, A Handbook of Irish Dances (Dublin: Gill &
MacMillan, 1912).
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The reel is written in two-four or common time and is always
danced singly, that is, the parts are never doubled. Steps are
danced to eight bars, then the dancers glide round in a circle
to the next 8 bars, when they resume their steps, performing
as a rule the reverse of the former step. [...] It is the custom
in many places to divide the reel into two portions, the first
portion consisting of simple, graceful movements, wholly
devoid of trebling, the second portion consisting almost
solely of the most difficult trebling steps.3

The hornpipe, like the reel, is written in two-four, or
common time, [...] It is usually danced by one man alone, or
by two men who stand opposite each other. It is rarely
danced by women. Like the jig, it is danced to double time,
16 bars being devoted to steps and 16 more to a kind of
promenade or glide round in a circle keeping time to the
music by the simple one, two, three, movement. When
danced by two it assumes the character of a friendly contest,
each man dancing his steps in turn, one resting while the
other is dancing. In Donegal the hornpipe is usually danced
with twelve steps, each step having an appropriate ‘cover’ or
finish differing from the steps.*

These Irish examples show that the circle round was done both when
dancing solo and when dancing with one or more dancers in a group.
If there were four dancers performing, then the circle round part
would commonly be a right hands across and a left hands across back.
[t seems that in the examples given by O’Keeffe and O’Brien the
stepping or ‘trebling’ sequence always came first and was followed by
the circle round part. This was also the case in the 9/8 ‘hop jig’, where
the pattern was the same as in the reel.5

Across the Atlantic in America, the popular minstrelsy performances
of the 1830s to 1850s often closed with a walk around, a promenading

3 0’Keefe and O’Brien, A Handbook of Irish Dances, p.106.
4 0’Keefe and O'Brien, A Handbook of Irish Dances, p.107.
5 0’Keefe and O’Brien, A Handbook of Irish Dances, p.107.
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solo in playbills of the 1840s which swelled into an ensemble act
during the following decade.¢

As the company clapped and patted knees and shouted
encouragement, one dancer would advance downstage, walk
in a circle, execute a fancy step or a funny one, and return to
the group, Then another dancer would repeat the sequence,
displaying his own step and style. At the end, everyone
would circumnavigate the stage.”

The display format of taking turns by circling and showing a step is
often seen at the end of Irish dancing competitions and variants of this
also happens on occasion in sean nés dance competitions. In today’s
Cape Breton ‘Scotch Four’ which I will describe in further detail later,
dancers, after alternating circling and stepping on the spot a number
of times, line up so that each dancer can take a turn going forward to
‘show a step’. The walk around was featured in newspaper reports of
African American dancer Master Juba, ‘King of All Dancers’, who
performed throughout England and Scotland with Pell’s Ethiopian
Minstrels from 1848 to 1850.8

A critic for the Manchester Guardian seized on the way
breaks of furious motion were preceded by slow, circular
promenading (‘with an air of satisfaction’) [by Juba]. It
sounds like a walk-around [...] like contemporaneous
descriptions of Irish dancers ‘circumambulating’ before a jig
(and, for that matter, like a flamenco bailaor or a break
dancer catching his breath as he builds up anticipation, then
diving in again)?

The choreographic circle motif appears in a wide variety of solo
dances, made for stage/display or competition, including many
versions of the ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’ (Scottish, English, French etc.), the
Scottish competitive version of the ‘Irish Jig’, and the ‘Seann Triubhas’

6 Brian Seibert, What the Eye Hears: A History of Tap Dancing (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 2015), p.66.

7 Seibert, What the Eye Hears, p.67.
8 Seibert, What the Eye Hears, p.84.
9 Seibert, What the Eye Hears, p.86.
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of Scottish Highland dancing. In Irish solo dancing today, the lead is
sometimes a done in a circle. It also appears in Irish sean nds dancing
as a characteristic motif. Many skills dances in the Scottish and Irish
tradition, such as the brush or broom dance, or dancing over and
around a candle, involve circling around the object in question. In
some English step dances and in morris dancing circling likewise
appears. Further afield, we see solo dancers doing the Norwegian
Halling dance using the circular motif throughout the dance to name
but one further example.

Why does this dance structure appear in so many places and why is it
so widely used? Is it simply a way for a dancer to announce his
presence and draw attention to his dancing from a crowd around him
or when entering a stage? Or does the circle round serve a
choreographic function, to contrast with movements of other steps
performed, as a ‘resting’ step between more complex ‘show-off’ steps?
Or, does it reflect the character of the part of the tune the dance is
performed to? Or, was it simply a choreographic idea shared among
many dancing masters, who each applied their own take or version of
it, which later filtered out into vernacular use among dance styles that
improvise footwork? This discussion may not answer any of these
questions, but they are worth keeping in mind. In the literature
consulted the usage of the circle round appears as a fact but why it is
included is hardly ever considered.

The structure of the circle round

The circle round may be done clockwise or counterclockwise
depending on the dance, and commonly lasts eight bars, danced to one
single part of the tune, or a four bar length part repeated depending
on the tune’s length. Sometimes it is done as a sixteen bar long single
circle. In some dances, such as the ‘Irish Jig’ and ‘First of August’, the
circle round partis performed round clockwise for eight bars and then
repeated in a mirrored fashion going around counterclockwise
during the following repeated eight bars of music.

Another common feature of a circle round has the circle part done in
six bars, using a travelling motif movement, with a two-bar closing
motif specific to the dance and musical time signature, often 4/4 reel
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time or 6/8 jig time. This motif is performed on the spot in the place
where the circle originally commenced, and is commonly called a
‘break’. This may be done once only, going around clockwise, or
danced with a repeat going around counterclockwise. In the ‘Sailor’s
Hornpipe’ and ‘Seann Triubhas’, for example, the first circle is
counterclockwise and the repeat is done clockwise. The common
denominator in these circle round variations is that the simpler,
repetitive travelling motif generally contrasts with more complex
steps performed in the rest of the dance and in the closing motif if
used. Thus, its inclusion creates a distinctive and recognisable feature
of these dances.

The circle round in the Scottish traditions of dance

In the Scottish solo dance tradition the circle round is today
commonly seen as the first step performed in the ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’,
Scottish version of the ‘Irish Jig’, ‘Scottish Lilt’, and in the ‘Seann
Triubhas’. They all, apart from the ‘Scottish Lilt’, exhibit the same
structure of six bars (three bars in ‘Seann Triubhas’ 4/4 timing)
circling round and a finishing motif break before the sequence is
repeated, circling in the opposite direction. The ‘Scottish Lilt’ features
one complete counterclockwise circle with a three-bar travel motif
done twice followed by a one-bar stationary motif at the halfway point
and at the end of the circle. The starting direction (clockwise or
counterclockwise) of the circle round depends on the dance and
sometimes on which version of the given dance is being performed.
The circle round in these dances does not appear in a recurring and
repeated choreographic pattern; it is only used as a starting step. The
circle also appears in less commonly featured dances such as the
imported and arranged Scottish version of the American ‘Cakewalk’,
related to the minstrel walk around example given above.

Detailed descriptions of the ‘Sailor’'s Hornpipe’ and the ‘Irish Jig’
appear first in Scottish dancing masters’ ballroom guides published in
the later nineteenth century; David Anderson’s Ballroom Guide and
Solo Dance Guide, published in Dundee 1897, is an excellent
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however, have other reasons. One reason of the circle round in the
sword dances, is that you ‘address’ or acknowledge each sword or
point before you engage in the skills challenge of dancing over them,
ideally without touching them in the process. The circle motif is a very
important component of these various dance traditions.

None of the descriptions for the dances mentioned above, apart from
the New Zealand version of the ‘Sailor’s Hornpipe’, indicate why the
circle round is preferably done as a starting step. Some of the
questions posed earlier in this discussion may well be applied to the
‘why’ for these dances, but at present I have found almost no
suggested answers in available literature. However, in the Irish
examples given by O’Keeffe and O’Brien above, it was clear that the
alternating pattern of percussive footwork and the circle round was
used by solo dancers and groups, which suggests that the contrast of
the movement elements was important.

This leads on to my core focus in this examination of possible
relationships between circular ‘West Highland Reels’ and ‘Scotch
Reels’, and solo dances remembered by ancestors of Highland Gaels in
Cape Breton Island in the 1950s. These various reels have been
researched by the Fletts, Emmerson, and, more recently, Sparling.1”
However, only Frank Rhodes picked up on the use of the circular ‘reel’
in the Gaelic/Highland solo dances he observed in Cape Breton Island
in 1957 and suggested the link between the Reels and the Solo dances
in passing.18

The ‘Scotch Reel’ as a social dance and its binary structure

The ‘Scotch Reel’, often also known as the ‘Highland’ or ‘Foursome
Reel’ in Scotland, and as the ‘Scotch Four’ in Cape Breton, is a two part

17 J.F. Flett and T.M. Flett, Traditional Dancing in Scotland (London: Routledge &
Keegan Paul, 1964);

J.F. Flett and T.M. Flett / Joan Flett and Tom Flett, “The History of Scottish Reel as a
Dance-Form: I, in Scottish Studies, (1972), 16, pp. 91-120;

George Sinclair Emmerson, A Social History of Scottish Dance. Ane Celestial
Recreation (Montreal and London: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1972);
Heather Sparling, ‘History of the Scotch Four: A Social Step Dance in Cape Breton’
Canadian Folk Music, 49:2/3, Summer/Fall (2015), pp. 11-18.

18 Frank Rhodes, ‘Step Dancing in Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia’, in ]. F. Flett and
T. M. Flett, eds., Traditional Step Dancing in Scotland (Edinburgh: Scottish Cultural
Press, 1996), pp. 185-211.
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dance. A true ‘Scotch Reel’ is a dance consisting of setting steps danced
on the spot, which can be varied as the dancers please, alternated with
a travelling figure that usually repeats throughout the dance. Some,
possibly older, forms use a circle pathway for travelling; a figure of
eight pattern is another common pathway. An unusual feature of
social dances, some reels involve a change in musical tempo in the
course of the dance, usually from slow to quick, from strathspey time
to reel time. These Scotch reels, depending on geographic location and
historical time frame, existed in a number of variations involving,
three, four, five, six, or up to eight people. They were danced by single-
sex formations of men or women only or by mixed gender formations.
According to the Fletts’ 1950s research, from within living memory at
the time, ‘the traditional style of performance of reels was vigorous,
and distinctive features were the use of arms, either raised or placed
akimbo, and the snapping of finger and thumb’.1° The ‘Scotch Four’ as
danced in Cape Breton and reels as remembered in the West
Highlands in the 1950s alternated clockwise circular ‘reeling’ parts
with dancing steps on the spot, which will be detailed below.

It is not necessary to try to establish which type of reel came first, as
they all evolved and changed on parallel paths in different
communities and contexts over time. However, the Fletts’ 1950s
research suggests that what they labelled the ‘Old West Highland
Circular Reel’ was one of the older forms. In this reel, dancers follow
the path of a circle for the reel, or circle round, segment of the dance,
and then ‘set’ by dancing steps on the spot to either a partner or
opposite partner in an alternating fashion. Some forms started in a
square formation with couple facing couple, then continued in a circle
and square formation throughout. Others, possibly later evolved
versions, went from a square formation into a circle, then to an in line
formation, followed by another circle, then another in line ... and so
on.

An ABAB pattern is the basic structure for almost all these various
reels. Accompanying music may be played AABB if short four-bar 4 /4
part tunes are used, or ABAB if eight-bar part tunes are chosen. These
reels likely did not have specific names or labels at the time; each

19 Flett and Flett, ‘The History of the Scottish Reel’, p.91.
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seemed to serve as ‘the’ social dance of the community and was often
the only dance known in the area. The importance of the reel is clear;
it evolved into the ‘Wedding Reel’ of yesteryears. This custom has also
seen a resurgence in recent years in some places in Scotland and Cape
Breton.

When considered through modern standards, where variety in dances
and tempos is expected, the simplicity of the reel form may be
perceived as being boring. However, complexity of footwork,
accompanying tune choices, and social interactions provide a great
deal of variation. The idea that fewer dance formations enables
greater individual movement variation endures today at the Cape
Breton square dances, for example. All dancing was referred to as
reeling, particularly in Gaelic-speaking areas where ruidhle was the
term used for dancing before the term dance, or damhsa, came in as a
loan word from the European continent. The term reeling has also
lived on today in Scotland among a subset of social dancers known as
‘reelers’. Reelers use a fairly limited repertoire of social dances,
mainly Scottish country dances, but sometimes the ‘Highland Reel’
features on reelers’ programmes.

Figure 1: [llustration of one type of circle pattern in the ‘Scotch Reel’ (Flett and
Flett, Traditional Dancing in Scotland, p. 158)

The link between the solo and the group dance structure

So, is there a connection between these solo dances and the circular
‘Scotch Reel’? A connection is alluded to by the Fletts and Emmerson,
who point out throughout their research that steps we find in solo
dances, such as the ‘Highland Fling’, were used in the reels. They also
highlighted the notion that solo dances were often composed of
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enchainements of reel steps by dancing masters. The fling was simply
the name of a particular step used in the reels. The Fletts point out
that in the early nineteenth century, the reel and the fling were
thought of as almost synonymous. Some sources are so ambiguous in
the labelling of a dance that we do not with certainty know whether a
solo or a group dance is being referred to. As early as 1805, Francis
Peacock, dancing master of Aberdeen, described a number of setting
steps for the reel.20 He did not, however, refer explicitly to a circular
reel or to solo dances using any circular motif; he simply remarked
that Highlanders excelled in their reel dancing. With this information
in mind we can envision a connection between the social reel and its
footwork that could be performed as solo dancing.

In the Highland games dancing today, the structure of the ‘Strathspey
and Highland Reel’ involves the binary travelling and setting pattern
as in the earlier reels.2! In 4 /4 strathspey time the travelling figure of
eight, done by four dancers, consist of seven travelling steps and a
one-bar finishing motif; the setting steps are Highland fling steps. The
modern day Highland fling steps seem to have three main structures.
The first is a four-bar sequence consisting of a three-bar motif
repeated on alternate sides and a one-bar contrasting finish motif.
These four bars are repeated in a mirrored fashion to finish the eight-
bar step, as in the traditional first step of the dancing known today as
‘shedding’. The second structure is two contrasting one-bar motifs
danced off the right foot, then repeated three times by the L, R and L.
A good example is the back step. The third structure is based on
uneven motif repetitions making up eight unique bars. A good
example is the last step in the Highland Fling. In reel time the
travelling figure of eight pattern is executed with seven travelling
steps and a one-bar finish motif, as in strathspey time; the reel time
setting steps have varied structures but one common structure is that
of six bars’ repetition of a certain motif or motifs with a contrasting
two-bar finishing motif. An older Highland fling arrangement found
described in dancing master or ‘Dancie’ John Reid’s notebook from

20 Francis Peacock, Sketches Relative to the History and Theory but most especially to
the Practice of Dancing (Aberdeen: J. Chalmers & Co., 1805).

21 Scottish Official Board of Highland Dancing, Highland Dancing. Official Textbook.,
4th edn, (Edinburgh: Holmes MacDougall 1985).
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1935, details the steps used by dancing master John McNeil of
Edinburgh, as all having the same six-bar step motif with a two-bar
finish motif structure as we commonly see just in reel or jig time
today.22 This is in contrast to most Highland fling steps in use today as
described above. This step structure of six-plus-two bars is not
exclusive to these dances and is also found in many Scottish solo
dances without circle motifs. This same step structure, along with the
binary alternating circle and stepping dance pattern, is found in all the
old structured solo dances collected in Cape Breton Island.

The solo ‘Scotch Reel’ of Gaelic Cape Breton and Scotland?

The only solo dances explicitly describing alternating ‘reel’ circles and
steps danced on the spot in the pattern of the ‘Scotch Reel’ were noted
down by Frank Rhodes in 1957. Rhodes visited John Gillis, in
Gillisdale, South West Margaree, twice. Rhodes learnt that Gillis’s
grandfather had come from Morar in west coast Scotland, and had
been ‘taught dancing as a child in Cape Breton Island by an itinerant
tailor from Scotland, Donald Beaton’.23 John’s daughter, Margaret,
danced a number of solo dances for Rhodes during his two visits,
including the ‘Flowers of Edinburgh’, of which she could remember
ten out of an original twelve steps. In fact, all eleven dances in the
family repertoire originally had twelve steps, including the ‘Fling’, the
‘Swords’, ‘Princess Royal’, and ‘Tulloch Gorm’. Apart from the sword
dance, these were close to the floor beating dances, where stepping
was alternated with the dancing of a circle round or ‘reel’. Other
families recalled similar dances of the same structure to Rhodes, so
this was not an isolated feature remembered by one set of informants.

The various setting steps alternated with a travelling figure
called a ‘Reel’. In this the dancer danced round in a circle
clockwise during the first half of the music. The steps used in
the Reel were often six chassés followed by two bars of
stepping though the dancers might mark out extra beats in
the chassés. The setting steps of each particular solo were

22 John Reid, Solo Dances / John Reid, Newtyle [copy of notebook manuscript] (Mats
Melin private archive, Limerick, 1935).
23 Rhodes, ‘Step Dancing in Cape Breton Island’, pp. 185-211, p.189
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danced to the second half of the music. In the old days the
setting steps were not continuous beating, each setting step
had some special movement followed by a beating end. The
older form was for each setting step to be danced one way
only; it was not repeated starting with the other foot as is
usual in Highland and Hebridean dances. The phrasing of
this alternation of Reel and setting steps is the same as in the
old West Highland circular Reel although sometimes the
second part of the music was doubled up on the violin to give
sixteen bars for the setting step and eight bars for the Reel.
The sequence of Reel and setting step was repeated to the
end of the dance.z*

To give a closer look at one of these dances, we will look at the
structure of the Cape Breton ‘Flowers of Edinburgh’/’Dannsa nam
Flurs’ described in detail by Rhodes in the Fletts’ 1996 book
Traditional Step-dancing in Scotland. What is significant about this
particular dance is that, in 1957, it was danced in an ABAB fashion
with a recurring ‘reel’, a clockwise circle round, danced for six bars
ending with a two-bar finishing motif, to correspond with each
repeating A part of the tune played for the dance. Ten, originally
twelve, unique steps were danced in succession to each B part of the
tune, employing the same finishing motif, as does the tune. The B part
steps reflect the melody of second part of the ‘Flowers of Edinburgh’
tune to perfection. If you take musical accompaniment away when the
B part step is danced you can clearly make out the tune. Each step is
uniquely constructed but all carry the tune. Thus we find a structure
where the movements of the A part are more generically constructed
in relation to the melody with only the motif of the last two bars
reflecting the tune, while all of the stepping in the B part reflects the
rhythmic structure of the melody in full. The structure thus was a
circle clockwise, which Rhodes called the reel, ending with the
finishing motif, followed by a step off one foot during the B part.

When [ met Margaret Gillis in her family home in Gillisdale in 2007, I
asked her about the dance, and she demonstrated parts of it to me.
What was significant was that her style and aesthetic of dancing

24 Rhodes, ‘Step Dancing in Cape Breton Island’, p.191
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reflected everything that Frank Rhodes described in 1957, but the
structure of the dance had changed. It was now twice as long. In the
fifty years between the two visits the dance had changed in format
from being danced ABAB to AABB. The A part circle was now danced
to the right (counterclockwise) and repeated to the left (clockwise) in
an AA pattern. Then the step was danced off the right and left feetin a
BB pattern. I queried this change, but Margaret said that as far as she
could remember she had always danced it this way. Then, asking Dr
Rhodes in 2011 about the same he reiterated his memory that all the
dances he observed had the ABAB structure, and the ‘Flowers of
Edinburgh’ was no exception. We can only speculate that perhaps the
general playing of the tune has, over the years, changed from being
played predominantly ABAB to being played predominantly AABB?
Perhaps when the frequency of the dance being danced in the
community declined, the older way of playing the tune was no longer
strictly adhered to? In the meeting, Margaret indicated that it had
been at least twenty years since she had danced the dance. She also
said that when she used to dance it, she performed with her late sister
and that they used to mirror the dance movements when dancing on
stage. This could be another reason why the movements were
doubled up at some point and also suggests the dance was more of a
group performance dance. When she showed me the steps there was
certainly no hesitation in her doubling up the steps in an AABB
fashion. Since Margaret showed no apparent concern that the
structure had changed, perhaps we should accept it as a natural
change within the music and dance tradition. As Margaret’s father was
present when Rhodes notated these steps in 1957, one would think
John Gillis would have objected if the pattern danced was not as he felt
it should be done. In either instance, dancing it single or double does
not alter the general binary dance pattern.

The idea of a dancer doing a reel on his or her own is a feature of these
solo dances that enabled a good dancer to show off their skills. Was it
a conscious construction following the musical structure, or was it
simply a natural development in close-knit communities, where the
reel naturally morphed into a solo dance? We may never know for
sure, but since the social reel is such a central feature of the social
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fabric in Gaelic Cape Breton, it seems that could be a natural
development.

This type of binary structured solo dance has today completely
disappeared from common use in Cape Breton. It was not
remembered in the Highlands of Scotland in the 1950s where it was
said to come from. So, were these binary structured solo dances an
isolated form from western Scotland, possibly reflecting influences
from Irish customs or theatrical conventions? Perhaps further
investigations will enlighten us, but this, I hope, can serve as a good
starting point for further discussions. As to the case of why other
Scottish solo dances include circles round, other investigations might
answer the ‘why’ questions posed but not accounted for at this time.
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Hornpipe Stepping at Barn Dances and
Ceilidhs in England

Abstract

The ceilidh hornpipe step is a simple ‘single step’, or ‘step hop’/
‘hop step’ to slow music in 4/4 time. This paper explores the
contemporary hornpipe step from a number of different angles.
Firstly, historical precedents in traditional and early revival
settings are considered. Then four case studies drawing upon
my PhD research into non-specialist barn dances and ceilidhs in
Buckinghamshire (2017-2018) are presented elucidating how
this step is currently taught. Finally, this paper focuses upon the
development of contemporary hornpipe stepping in the English
‘ceilidh’ social folk dance scene of the 1970s, arguing that this
stepping pattern was part of a deliberate attempt to re-anglify
English social dance.
The ceilidh hornpipe step is a simple ‘single step’, or ‘step hop’/’hop
step’ danced off alternate feet to tunes in hornpipe metre played
relatively slowly (see case studies two and three). At non-specialist
events it is unusual for any dance detail, including footwork, to be
taught; hornpipe stepping is a notable exception to the general trend.
Even amongst connoisseurs, English social folk dance is not
commonly associated with fancy footwork or ‘stepping’. Douglas
Kennedy, who succeeded Cecil Sharp as director of the English Folk
Dance Society (hereafter the EFDS) in 1924 pushed ‘the dance walk’
as part of a wider attempt to broaden the popularity of the genre. In
this Kennedy was successful and his dance walk came to dominate at
the expense of more complicated footwork. A precedent for
emphasising figures over footwork had already been set by Kennedy’s
predecessor, Cecil Sharp, who was of the opinion that:

The Country Dance is pre-eminently a figure dance,
depending in the main for its expressiveness upon the

Stepping On (EFDSS/HDS 2023), 145-154 © author & publishers
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(hereafter EFDSS)10 training day.l! On these five occasions the
stepping was always to a hornpipe although it was not always called
hornpipe stepping, it was also referred to as a ‘step hop’ or a ‘hop step’.
As the following four case studies illustrate callers had a variety of
approaches to teaching hornpipe stepping. In case study three a more
complicated footwork pattern was taught which deviated from the
more common, simple step hop, whilst in case study four the feel of
the step is altered as it is characterised by being slow and gentle,
rather than slow and energetic.

Case Study One: Introduction to ceilidh dancing at the start
of the ten week Ceilidh Experience course

At this event the musicians are being taught about different types of
rhythm and stepping. The first tune type they are introduced to is the
hornpipe. One musician demonstrates this. He takes a heavy step with
his leading foot on the first beat of the bar kicking out his other leg on
the second beat, and continuing to raise his leg below the knee until it
reaches an approximately 45-degree angle by the end of the beat. He
then repeats this step on the other foot. His posture is bent over and
his footfall is rhythmic/heavy the emphasis is very much on when the
foot lands.!2

Case Study Two: Sheena Masson at the Ceilidh Experience
end of course dance

Dance: ‘Clopton Bridge’. Music: ‘Lunch in The Pub’ (4/4) and ‘Peat Fire
Flame’ (2/4) at 76 bpm.

Just before we start, | would like you to stand on one leg and
then I would like you to stand on the other leg. There is a
reason for this ladies and gentlemen there really is. Stand on
the first leg again. In most of these dances all you need to be
able to do is count to eight that is pretty much all you need
to do, oh and know which is your left hand and which is your

10 The English Folk Dance Society (est. 1911) merged with the Folk Song Society
(est. 1898) in 1932 creating the English Folk Dance and Song Society.

11 ‘How to Teach Social Folk Dance’ held at Cecil Sharp House, London 16 June 2018.
12 Field notes made as part of my PhD research, not publicly available, copy in
author’s possession (21 January 2017).
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right hand. Often the left one has got a watch on. So, on one
of your legs, one of your feet, [ would like you to hop eight
times. Off you go a 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8 [spoken in rhythm] and
then we are going to swap onto the other foot for eight times
al,2,3,4,5,6,7,8 back to the first one a 1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8 back to
the next one, eight times on each one.... [She repeats this but
with four hops and then two off each foot]. There we are
we're all step hopping now, this dance is done to that step all
the way through [laughter from the dancers] ... the music
will tell you that’s how you should be doing it, OK. Try going
up and down at the same time as the people you are dancing
with, otherwise you will end up with a bit of a shoulder
problem, I have public liability but it’s a shame to have to
make a claim.13

Case Study Three: Val McFarlane at the Chiltern Folk
Association’s family dance

Dance: ‘Three Hand Star’14. Music: ‘Navvy on the Line’ (4/4) and ‘The
Trumpet Hornpipe’ (alias ‘Captain Pugwash’) (4/4) at 63 bpm.

Right we are going to have a different rhythm now, it's a
hornpipe, a hornpipe right so you can do a hornpipe to a slow
swagger if you like, that is perfectly acceptable or you can,
there are some energetic ones amongst you, you might want
to do it to a step hop, step hop, one two three hop, step hop,
step hop, one two three hop [stepping in rhythm] or you can
just swagger it round. [ don’t mind as long as you fit it to the
music.15

The stepping pattern described here is identical to the ‘double step’
much utilised amongst contemporary Cotswold-style morris dancers.

13 Quote from video recording made as part of my PhD research, not publicly
available, copy in authors possession (18 March 2017).

14 This dance was composed by Nibs Matthews. Matthews does not prescribe a
hornpipe, but suggests that the dance can be done ‘to any reel or jig’; Michael Bell,
Community Dances Manual Five (London: English Folk Dance and Song Society,
1957), pp.15-16.

15 Quote from an audio recording made as part of my PhD research, not publicly
available, copy in author’s possession (22 October 2017).
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interpretation’ and ‘discouraged any variance from the established
norm’.2! In England the popularity of folk dance had followed the
trajectory set by folk song. The number of folk song clubs had
proliferated from approximately nine in 1959 to seventy-eight in
1962.22 The folk song movement was reckoned to attract a different
demographic to the established EFDSS dance clubs. There was felt to
be both a generational and ideological divide.23 L.E. Samson from
Leicester folk band the Woollybacks recalled:

When we first arrived on the scene there was a noticeable
gulf between the folk song addicts and those whose main
interest was in dancing. The two activities attracted different
types. My first recollection of a Society [EFDSS] dance was of
a small, respectable, sombre affair in a school hall (because
it’s cheap) with modest refreshments (no bar!) and dancers
comprising mainly middle-aged couples with more than a
fair proportion of these employed in the pedagogic
profession. The Folk Song Clubs inhabited a different world,
noise, smoke, booze and excitement prevailed.24

By the 1970s many song clubs had branched out into dance, holding
social dances, fostering barn dance bands, and creating morris
teams.25 This loose grouping of people connected through folk song
was largely responsible for the creation of English ‘ceilidh’ dancing.

The word ‘ceilidh’, which has obvious Celtic derivation, might seem an
unlikely choice for this particularly Anglocentric interpretation of

21 Elaine Bradtke, ‘Molly Dancing and the Seven Champions Postmodernism and the
Re-Invention of Tradition’ (PhD Thesis. University of Maryland, 1997), p.1, available
from the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library, London.

22 Derek Schofield, ‘The Dance Musician: One of the Catalysts of the Re-Discovery of
English Country Music was Reg Hall. Derek Schofield Tracks him Down’, FRoots,
9(10), (1988), pp.23-26.

23 Michael Brocken, The British Folk Revival 1944-2002, (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003),
p.110.

24 LK. Samson, ‘Letters: Dancing in the Midlands During the Last Decade’, English
Dance and Song, 34(2), (1972), p.67.

25 Dave Arthur, ‘Thunder and Lightning! It's Bob Rundle!’ English Dance and Song,
46(2), (1984), pp.14-15;

Barry Moule, ‘Drearier and Drearier’, English Dance and Song, 34(3), (1972), p.109;
‘The Next Five Years: The Society in the Seventies’, English Dance and Song, 33(1)
(1971), p.39.
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social folk dance. Its adoption probably stems from the desire to
demarcate difference from the ‘dances’ run by the older generation of
EFDSS clubs and the American themed ‘barn dances’ which had
followed from the popularisation of square dancing by Princess
Elizabeth in the early 1950s. By the 1970s ‘ceilidh’ was often used to
describe an evening of predominantly English social folk dance,
perhaps with an interval containing song, music, and/or a
performative folk dance display such as morris or percussive clog. A
crucial part of the ceilidh movement was an increased emphasis on
Englishness with bands deliberately moving away from American and
Irish tunes.26 Ceilidh band musician John Adams recalled of dance
bands which were utilised by EFDSS dance clubs (such as The Blue
Mountain Band and The Ranchers) that there was: ‘excellent
musicianship but with a style that seemed to owe a little more to
America than to these shores. Some of the bands even wore cowboy
shirts’.27

The ceilidh movement drew upon the increased availability and
interest in field recordings. The Old Swan Band and Flowers and
Frolics (both established in 1974) were two influential groups who
cultivated what they perceived to be a particularly English style of
social dance music.28 This interpretation drew inspiration from
recordings of traditional southern players such as Walter and Daisy
Bulwer, Billy Cooper, and Scan Tester, which had been released on the
LP English Country Music in 1965. A desire to produce a sound which
was notably different to the music of white North America, Scotland,
Ireland, and existing EFDSS affiliated bands, resulted in the
production of an English style of ceilidh music with a notably slower
tempo. The hornpipe and the polka gained particular prominence in
the ‘English’ social dance and session repertoire. Musician and morris
dancer John Kirkpatrick recalled the appeal of stepping in country
dancing to these slower tempos: ‘You can give each step and flourish

26 Dan. M. Worrall, The Anglo-German Concertina: A Social History Volume 1
(Fulshear, Texas: Concertina Press, 2009), pp.169-170.

27 John Adams, ‘The English Country Music Movement as Viewed from the Top of
the Pennines’, English Dance and Song, 73(3), (2011), pp.14-15.

28 Dan Quinn, ‘Still Swanning Around’, English Dance and Song, 73(3), (2011) pp.16-
17.
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History of the ‘Scotch Four’: A Social Step
Dance in Cape Breton

This article was originally published in a 2015 special issue of
Canadian Folk Music on percussive dance in Canada. It reappears here,
in edited form, with kind permission of the Canadian Society for
Traditional Music.

Abstract

This article provides a history of the ‘Scotch Four’ in Cape
Breton, Nova Scotia, drawing on ethnographic interviews
collected by three different scholars at three different time
periods (Frank Rhodes in the 1950s, Barbara LeBlanc in the
1980s, and the author in the 2010s), as well as recent video
footage. The Scotch Four was once a popular social dance in
Cape Breton with roots in Scotland’s ‘West Highland Circular
Reel’ and ‘Foursome Reel’. It eventually gave way to solo step
dancing (based on the Scotch Fours’ stepping) and social square
dancing (similar to the Scotch Fours’ partnered dancing) as its
context changed from Scottish black houses to Nova Scotian
wooden houses, village halls, and concert stages. Various efforts
to revive the Scotch Four appear to have introduced changes to
the practice. This article contributes to a recent and growing
scholarship on percussive dance of Britain and Ireland and to
the history of vernacular dance in the Scottish diaspora.

If you have any interest in traditional dance or music in Canada,
chances are good that you've heard of Cape Breton step dance, if
not seen it. If you google ‘Cape Breton step dance’, you'll get a large

1 Sparling, Heather, ‘History of the Scotch Four: A Social Step Dance in Cape Breton.’
Canadian Folk Music, special issue on Percussive Dance in Canada, 49 (2/3), (2015)
pp.11-18.

Stepping On (EFDSS/HDS 2023), 155-173 © author & publishers






History of the ‘Scotch Four’ 157

But this improvisatory solo step dancing is a relatively recent
development in Cape Breton, rooted in two older forms of dancing:
named solo step dances with fixed choreographies (such as the
‘Flowers of Edinburgh’ and the ‘Fling’) and the ‘Scotch Four’, a social
dance featuring improvisatory step dancing. Neither form is practised
much today, although the Scotch Four is sometimes performed at
concerts and there’s a growing interest among younger dancers in its
revival. This article offers a history of the Scotch Four in Cape
Breton.

It is, of course, difficult to write a history of vernacular culture since
so little of it was, in the past, deemed worthy of notice, let alone
worthy of documentation and publication. Researching dance history
offers particular challenges, since video and even audio recording
technology was not readily available until relatively recently, and
written descriptions, when they exist at all, are rarely detailed. Even
those few descriptions that do offer details are difficult to interpret.
It's hard to render sonic qualities and physical motions into words.

Despite the limitations of studying the history of vernacular dance,
we are fortunate that several scholars have made a point of studying
traditional Cape Breton dance since the 1950s. Frank Rhodes wrote
two important appendices in Traditional Dancing in Scotland and
Traditional Step-Dancing in Scotland by the dance scholars Tom Flett
and Joan Flett.” Rhodes conducted fieldwork in Cape Breton in 1957,
interviewing tradition-bearers and dancers from various parts of the
island. About thirty years later, Allister MacGillivray published A
Cape Breton Ceilidh, a series of ‘portraits’ of Cape Breton dancers.8
Around the same time, in 1986, Barbara LeBlanc and Laura Sadowsky
conducted interviews with dancers, dance musicians, and ‘callers’
(people who ‘call’ instructions for square dances) throughout
Inverness County (on the western side of the island, where most
Scottish settlement took place in the late eighteenth and early

7 ].F. Flett and T.M. Flett, Traditional Dancing in Scotland (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1964);

J.F. Flett and T.M. Flett, Traditional Step-Dancing in Scotland (Edinburgh: Scottish
Cultural Press, 1996).

8 Allister MacGillivray, A Cape Breton Ceilidh, (Sydney, Nova Scotia: Sea Scape Music
Limited, 1988).
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clockwise direction, until they face their partner from the centre of
what has become a line formation (the women are at the ends, facing
the centre, and the men are standing back-to-back, facing their
partners). As they move into these new positions, the dancers use one
of a few basic, repeating travelling steps. Once they have reached their
new positions, they all extemporize a selection of strathspey steps. It’s
important to understand that the steps are not generally
synchronized or pre-planned; each dancer individually chooses and
executes steps, regardless of the steps the other dancers are
performing. The length of time for the travelling and setting steps
seems somewhat negotiable, although shifts from travelling to setting
and back tend to correspond to the ends of musical phrases.

When they’re ready to travel again, the women move to their right
and their partners come forward from the centre so that partners
pass each other left shoulder to left shoulder. The women then cross
each other in the centre, right shoulder to right shoulder, carry on
to the opposite woman’s home position and circle back to their own
home positions, as before. The men circle tightly behind their
partners, pass each other right shoulder to right shoulder, but stay in
the centre, ready to dance with a new partner. The women always
return to their home positions, but the men constantly change places
so that, with each iteration of the setting step, they’re dancing with a
different partner.

Eventually, the tunes shift from strathspeys to reels, and the
travelling step changes, as do the setting steps. But the overall
travelling pattern remains the same. Theoretically, the alternation
between travelling and setting steps can continue as long as the
musicians and dancers desire. However, typically it's two rounds for
the strathspey and two to four rounds for the reel. The combination
of two different tune types in a single dance is somewhat unusual
in vernacular social dance traditions, and is one of the defining
characteristics of what the Fletts consider to be a ‘true’ reel.!!

Once the dancers are done alternating setting and travelling steps,
they travel into a line and face the audience with the women in the

11 Joan Flett and Tom Flett, ‘The History of Scottish Reel as a Dance-Form: I, in
Scottish Studies, (1972),16: 91-120, p.91.
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centre and the men at the ends. They all hold hands, although one
of the women moves forward out of line and proceeds to dance a
few steps on her own while the others dance a basic step behind her.
She moves back into line, and one of the men comes forward. Each
takes a turn being featured. Afterwards, the original couples put their
arms around each other in pairs, promenade in a circle, and exit the
stage, finishing the dance.

[ asked some step dancers born in the 1970s and 1980s, who I know
are familiar with the Scotch Four, how they had learned it. A couple of
them admitted to learning the Scotch Four in the wings of a concert
stage just before performing. This told me that the details of the
Scotch Four were largely unfamiliar to them; they had not seen it
danced enough to know how it worked without instruction, and they
certainly hadn’t learned it through informal transmission in a home
or family context as previous generations of dancers would have. And
yet they are aware of Scotch Fours and are interested in performing
them. The relative rarity of Scotch Fours today contrasts with their
popularity and even ubiquity in the early part of the twentieth
century.

Memories of the Scotch Four in the 1980s

In 1986, when Barbara LeBlanc was interviewing people in Inverness
County about dancing, a significant number recalled the Scotch Four,
especially those who had been born prior to 1940. They recalled
Scotch Fours being danced at house parties, weddings, schoolhouse
dances, box socials, frolics, and at parish picnics.12 Indeed, the Scotch
Four was, at one time, the most important and popular social dance
among communities of Scottish descent. The Scotch Four was a
popular first dance for wedding couples, together with the best man

12 Single-room schoolhouse dances used to be held to raise money for the teacher’s
salary. Box socials involved young, single women packing a meal into a box she had
decorated. The boxes were auctioned off to young, single men. The men then ate the
meal with the woman who had decorated the box he’d bought. The auction followed
a dance. Frolics are communal work events, such as barn raisings, and were almost
always followed by a dance. Parish picnics were outdoor community events
designed to raise money for the church; square dancing and Scotch Fours were
generally popular inclusions.
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you’d be on for two or three minutes, that'd be about the
limited time for a Scotch Four. It was done in a square
formation. Every time you danced opposite this partner or
whoever then you went around until you get back to the
other one. You would alternate dancing with your opposite
and dancing with your own. That was about all there was
to it.16

There’d be a boy or a man take a girl or a woman with him.
They’d set on one end and the same [would happen] on
the opposite end. And when the Scotch Four music would
start - it’s different than the other kind of step-dancing
music, reels and all that. The woman [would be] on the
right and when the music would start she’d cut across in
front of the man and make the circle, one on the upper
end - or the other end was the same way - and when
they come around to their own position again the men
would go out to the centre and do their step-dancing there.
They step-danced so much, they’d go through the same
procedure again which was taking a little while they’d just
about be ending at the reel and they’d make the two
circles. The woman made that circle. Now I'm the one
that’s here and you’re there and when the music starts you
just go across in front of me that way and you keep on this
way following the other couple that’s doing the exact
same thing we’re doing. So I'd walk through the centre of
the dance floor behind my opposite man and come back
to my place, if | was the girl. Then the two men would get
into the middle and they’d step-dance. Then the two
women would do that again. As far as | can remember, that’s
all that was going on. They’d do that same thing two or three
times.17

Oh yes, they still do [the Scotch Fours] yet. You've got to be a
good dancer. You just stand there on the floor. It’s supposed
to be four in the outfit and it’s Scotch. And four people. Two

16 LeBlanc interview with Donald MacLellan, b. 28 April 1903.
17 LeBlanc interview with Malcolm MacDonald, b. 2 October 1904.
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men and two women. They step-dance. It’s pretty hard to do,
it’s got to be born in you. They go in and out, they cross
through the centre. It’s like a left and right through. When
they are all finished they circle around. They step-dance the
whole time. 18

The first dance I know of is the Scotch Four. It was danced by
four people: two ladies and two gents. They danced the
strathspey for the start, the slow part. Then they finished off
with areel. There wasn’t too much to the dance, the partners,
the two couples, [the] first woman faced the opposite gent.
The next time she faced her own. After coming around, they
just danced around, one after the other. He let the lady go
ahead. And when they came to their place, this gent faced the
opposite lady and step-danced. And then they went around
again. They did that about four times and then they danced
(stepped) all together, they faced the audience. It was all
step-dancing when they went around. There were no figures,
just the slow part and then with the reel they danced fast but
they just went around. They finished off facing the audience.
[ danced this myself.1?

[In Detroit, where many Cape Bretoners moved in search of
work] they would switch to the reel from the strathspey and
they done the same thing. This was done by people from
Cape Breton. They would go in a circle. Then they would stay
in a square formation. They danced the first time with their
partner and then with the turn of the tune, they would switch
partners and dance with the opposites and they would
march around and I think there was four turns. Then they
went into the reel. It would be more or less the same. They
never got into a straight line. It was always in a square
formation. That was in the 50s when Father Hughie had the

18 LeBlanc interview with Danny Wright, b. 20 Mar 1912.
19 LeBlanc interview with Alex Graham, b. 8 Jun 1913.
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first concert out there. That would be thirty years this fall
(1956).20

There was two couples [in a Scotch Four]. I just thought
they’d step-dance for a while and then they’d change
partners. The man and woman were opposite one another
and then they went around and step-danced for a while
in a circle. And then they’d take the opposite partner.2!

There was the Scotch Four and Scotch Eight. The Scotch
Eight had four couples. I think it was almost identical only
with the two couples, they were doing their thing at the
same time whereas with the eight, the head couples would
do theirs and then the side couples would do theirs. The
Scotch Four had two couples. The ladies changed
somewhere in it. They did this strathspey step but then they
did like an exchange or figure eight where the ladies
chain and at one period they would stay with their
opposite partner and they did some of their strathspey
there and then they came back to their own partner. The
men stayed in their places and it was just the women
who changed places.22

We would line up two and two. I would be A’s partner, I'm
B. So B would pass in front of A and move on to the next
gentleman. And his partner would move on to here, so that
they are just passing. [interviewer: forming a circle?] Yes.
And then you did your dance step [back at place in a square
formation]. And then you continued. You would shift
partners. The lady moved, the man stayed home.23

That was just four step-dancers. They’d dance opposite and
then they’d change. They’d change from the head and move
to the side. Then they’d dance opposite and they’d keep that

20 LeBlanc interview with Mary Jane Maclsaac, b. 1906, and Margaret Macdougall, b.
29 Jan 1916.

21 LeBlanc interview with Donald Roddy Rankin, b. 16 Jan 1919.
22 LeBlanc interview with Isabelle MacInnis, b. 23 Dec 1921.

23 LeBlanc interview with Margaret Gillis, b. 28 Feb 1926 (square bracket insertions
in the original transcription).
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up until they danced on the four sides and got back to
where they started and they’d dance with their own partner
then. They’d first dance with their opposites. Then we’d do
the four sides and you’d come back to where you started. You
had to be pretty good to dance to do that. They all did it
when they got drunk enough. They step-danced and they
held hands and danced in a circle. The first time it was with
your opposite and then with your own. Two couples are
standing opposite one another. They hold hands and dance
to each side of the square. They stop at each side of the
square facing their opposites and step-dance. They let their
hands go each time they get to the side of the square after
they've step-danced there for a while, they take hands
again and they move to the next side of the square. Then
they dance opposite the opposite couples there. They do
this until they get home. Once they get home, they face
their respective partners and step-dance there. That was
pretty near the end of the thing. They may just dance off.
They started off with the strathspey and then to a reel. The
dance lasted about ten minutes. They changed sides
according to the bars in the music. For the reel, they
stayed pretty much at home. They did different steps for
it.24

I'll summarize some of the major differences. Importantly, it seems
that the Scotch Four used to remain in square formation, whereas the
modern-day version only starts in square formation before quickly
moving into a line formation. Several people make this point explicitly
(Donald MacLellan, Alex Graham, Mary Jane Maclsaac and Margaret
Macdougall, Margaret Gillis, and Dan Hughie MacKinnon) while others
do not, although most of the other descriptions are consistent with a
square formation throughout. Dan Hughie MacKinnon'’s description is
distinct in that he describes partners remaining together and in a
square formation throughout the dance, but they move to a new
position on the floor after each travelling step, as though moving
around the points of a compass. It is likely no coincidence that his kind

24 LeBlanc interview with Dan Hughie MacKinnon, b. 3 July 1928.
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of ‘progressive’ movement is common in square dances. Dan Hughie
MacKinnon is also the youngest of the interviewees quoted here, and
his description may indicate ways in which square dancing was
beginning to affect the Scotch Four. Malcolm MacDonald’s description
suggests a line formation with his reference to the men in the centre.

The descriptions of the travelling formations are generally vague, but
it is worth noting the vocabulary used. Donald MacLellan and Alex
Graham talk about going ‘around’, suggesting a circular travelling
movement. Mary Jane Maclsaac, Margaret Macdougall, Roddy Rankin
and Dan Hughie MacKinnon refer explicitly to a circle. Based on these
comments, I think the women would cross in front of their partners,
their partners would fall in behind (creating a circle) but the women
would do a rotation and a half, winding up in the opposite woman'’s
home position whereas the men returned home every time. There is
otherwise no reason to have the women cross in front of their
partners to start the circular travel step. This also means that the
women would change places, which several of LeBlanc’s interviewees
noted (Isabelle Maclnnis, Margaret Gillis), whereas it’s the men who
trade places in today’s Scotch Four.

Danny Wright describes going ‘in and out, they cross through the
centre’, which may mean that, assuming they’re in a square formation
throughout, there was a simple crossing pattern (the women might
trade places first, then the men). However, Mats Melin has a different
interpretation, believing that ‘in and out’ refers to a circling
movement while ‘cross through the centre’ may refer to figure of
eight movement.25 It is hard to say what might be correct. Isabelle
Maclnnis describes a more complex figure of eight interaction which
may be the same as the one associated with the ‘Foursome Reel’ in
Scotland (see below). Only Alex Graham describes a final section
during which the dancers face the audience, as can be seen in
present-day Scotch Fours.

Based on these descriptions, it would seem that there are significant
differences between the structure of the Scotch Four at the beginning
of the twentieth century and its structure today. There seems to have
been a gap when Scotch Fours stopped being danced socially and

25 Personal communication, 20 August 2015.
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when they began being danced presentationally on stages. Barbara
LeBlanc’s interview with Mary Janet MacDonald is telling in this
regard. Mary Janet MacDonald is a very well-known step dancer and
dance teacher. She describes having to learn a Scotch Four and her
uncertainty about the details. It was clearly not something familiar to
her; it was not something she had been accustomed to dancing in her
youth, or something that she regularly saw others dancing, even
though she was brought up among well-respected musicians and
dancers, and in Mabou, a community where traditional Scottish-
derived culture continues to have a strong presence:

We did a Scotch Four not very long ago, over two years ago
Minnie and [ and Natalie and Tammy [ca. 1984]. We did a
Scotch Four as a number in about four concerts in a row
one summer. It was Father [John] Angus Rankin [who told
us how it's done?]. We had a hard time finding out the proper
way of doing a Scotch Four. We weren’t that sure. But we did
it, but we did one part wrong we found out afterwards.
The idea was we were just four and two were facing their
partners and when the strathspey started you went around
to the left. Then you went around once more in the
strathspey. Then we were facing the opposite partner, and
then the reel began and you danced facing one another
and then you went around and you came around again
facing the opposite partner and at the end you split up and
[...] there were just four of us. This is a step-dance, the
Scotch Four. It is supposed to be two men and two women.
We had synchronized dancing too but that wouldn’t be
necessary. It is important to remember the direction you go
in. You go to the left one time and to the right one time. I
think you only do it twice in the strathspey and twice in the
reel.26

The fact that they got a part of the dance wrong is potentially
significant. For one, it underscores the fact that the Scotch Four was
unfamiliar to the performers; it was not something they had seen
performed much, if at all. For another, it had the potential to shape

26 LeBlanc interview with Mary Janet MacDonald, b. 17 Feb 1952.
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future iterations of the Scotch Four, since many younger dancers have
learned to dance a Scotch Four from watching it on stage. It’s possible
that a mistake in a staged version of the dance could become
regularized as part of the dance. In a similar vein, I have seen the
YouTube videos cited above used as a reference for learning the
Scotch Four today; any mistakes would be perpetuated and ultimately
integrated into the tradition. It is possible that some of the differences
I have identified between modern and historical versions of the Scotch
Four resulted from accidental modifications such as those described
by Mary Janet MacDonald.

The Scotch Four at the turn of the twentieth century

So what is the early history of the Scotch Four? Where did it come
from, and how did it come to be practiced in Cape Breton? I now
turn to Rhodes and the Fletts for their insights. In 1957, Frank
Rhodes came to Cape Breton and interviewed a slate of older
tradition-bearers and dancers. He found that:

The dances taken to Cape Breton Island by the Scottish
settlers seem to have consisted only of ‘four-handed
Reels,” ‘eight-handed Reels,’” a group of solo dances, and a
few of the old Gaelic dance-games. Most of the various
forms of four-handed Reel danced in Cape Breton Island
have close affinities with the old West Highland Circular
Reel [described by the Fletts; see below] - they consist of
setting steps danced on the spot alternated with a simple
circling figure, the setting steps being performed with the
dancers either in a straight line or in a square formation. I
also met one form of the four-handed Reel in which the
dancers swung each other instead of setting and in which the
travelling figure was performed by the diagonal pairs
changing places. This last form [...] was described to me by
the oldest of my informants, Mrs Jack MacDonald of Scotch
Lake (she was over 100 at the time when I visited her).2’

Unfortunately, Rhodes’ fieldwork records and interviews remain in
his private possession and are not publicly available. We therefore

27 Rhodes ‘Dancing in Cape Breton Island’, p. 270.
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must accept his interpretation of his interviewees’ words. However,
his description of the Scotch Four is consistent with the recollections
of LeBlanc’s older interviewees.

The Fletts, who conducted research in Scotland, describe the old
‘West Highland Circular Reel’, to which Rhodes likened the older
Cape Breton Scotch Four, as follows:

The ladies [standing next to their partners and facing the
other couple] begin by passing across in front of their
partners; [ ...] the men stand still for the first two bars, then
on the third bar they join in the circle a quarter of
circumference behind their partners. All four then dance
round, equally spaced round the circle [...] and finish in a
line of four facing partners.28

[After setting to their partners,] the four dancers again
dance round in a circle, all now starting together. The ladies
move off directly to their left, while the men dance out to
the left and join in the circle a quarter of the circumference
behind their partners. [...] The ladies dance a complete
circle, while the men depart from the circle on the last two
bars of the phrase, so that all finish [facing their partners,
as before].29

Like the Scotch Four, the ‘West Highland Circular Reel’ is danced to
a combination of strathspeys and reels, and involves the alternation
of travelling and extemporized setting steps. The circular travel
movement is reminiscent of the travel steps described by LeBlanc’s
older informants, although they generally recalled that the Scotch
Four remained in a square rather than moving into a line. So where
did the line formation come from? The Fletts speculate thatit came
later, believing that the circular formation was best suited for dancing
in Scottish black houses with their central fires.3? Scottish settlers in
Cape Breton did not build black houses; rather, they built wooden
homes with wooden floors (perfect for percussive dance) with

28 Rhodes ‘Dancing in Cape Breton Island’, p. 157.
29 Rhodes ‘Dancing in Cape Breton Island’, p. 158.
30 Flett and Flett, Traditional Dancing in Scotland, p.159.
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chimneys and fireplaces built on walls rather than central fire pits.
The circular travelling figure would not have been necessary in
this context, although it no doubt continued to be practiced among
some dancers, while others introduced innovative alternative
figures.

Rhodes agrees with the Fletts, speculating how the in-line formation
may have come to be:

[ am inclined to believe that the square form of the four-
handed Reel is older than the in-line form, and that the
latter arose through two sets of the four-handed Reel being
danced side by side in the eight-handed Reel, and there
being flattened out to give the dancers more space.3!

It is also the case that today’s Scotch Four seems to have been
influenced by Scotland’s ‘Foursome Reel’, a very popular dance in the
Lowlands and eastern Scotland in the early 1900s, and similar to
the ‘Highland Circular Reel’ in many ways, including the fact that it’s
for two couples, it involves both strathspeys and reels, and it
alternates travelling and setting steps. The similarity in name itself
suggests connections. However, the ‘Foursome Reel’ travelling
formation is quite different from that of the ‘Circular Reel’, involving
a more complex interweaving in a figure of eight movement rather
than a simple circular movement.32 It is also characterized by arm
movements and finger snapping, neither of which is a part of the
Scotch Four or ‘Circular Reel’. Today’s Scotch Four starts off like the
‘Foursome Reel’ figure of eight, but deviates with the women moving
in a half circle, and the men’s part attenuated so that they stay in
the centre of the line.

Rhodes believes that the ‘Foursome Reel’ came to influence the
Scotch Four in Cape Breton, but only long after the initial Scottish
immigration and settlement of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth century:

31 Rhodes, ‘Dancing in Cape Breton Island’, p. 278.

32 See Flett and Flett, Traditional Dancing in Scotland, pp. 143-8; Flett and Flett
‘The History of Scottish Reel as a Dance-Form: I'.
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Up to about 1939, the Scottish Foursome Reel, with its
‘Figure 8," was known only to those people on Cape Breton
Island who had travelled outside the island, and I could find
no evidence that it was ever danced at the ordinary dances
among the descendants of the old Scottish settlers. The
situation in Cape Breton Island thus provides strong
evidence that about the period 1800-20 [the period of peak
immigration from Scotland to Cape Breton] the Foursome
Reel, with its ‘figure 8, was not used in the West Highlands
and the Western Isles (and indeed in more central regions
of the Highlands such as Lochaber) [from whence most Cape
Breton Scottish settlers came], and that the common Reel for
four in these districts at that time was circular in pattern.33

Rhodes indicates the figure of eight travel movement had become
popular in Cape Breton by the time he conducted research in the
1950s, although it was not, according to his research, something
that had come with the original Scottish settlers. Today, the travel
movement seems to be different again from all previous versions. It
is not a complete figure of eight movement, but neither is it a simple
circle or crossing of places. My guess is that it evolved as younger
dancers attempted to revive the dance form but were unsure of its
structure.

Another significant difference today is the final section during which
the dancers face the audience and each dancer comes forward to be
individually featured. Although Danny Wright (b. 1912) describes this
section, he’s the only one to do so, and I wonder whether it was
something that he remembered from his youth or was something that
he had seen or performed closer to the time of his interview in 1986.
It would certainly make sense if it had been added to the Scotch Four
when it began to be performed on stage. The Scotch Four was
originally a social dance; it was meant for participation and not
necessarily for an observing audience. The social aspect of the dance
is clear in the orientation of the dancers towards each other (in both
the square and line formations), rather than towards an outside
audience. This dancer orientation is a feature of most, if not all, other

33 Rhodes, ‘Dancing in Cape Breton Island’, p.270.
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social dances, from couple dances to progressive country dances to
square sets. The final section shifts the orientation from dancers to
audience: the dancers face towards an audience rather than towards
one another.

For all that it was a participatory social dance, the Scotch Four also
had something of the spectacular to it. Several of LeBlanc’s
interviewees noted that only very good dancers could dance a Scotch
Four. It required many steps and endurance. It’s clear that people
enjoyed watching dancers in a Scotch Four. It was therefore not a
stretch to turn it into more of a presentational dance form. Several of
LeBlanc’s interviewees recalled that special stages were constructed
for Scotch Fours at picnics, separate from the square set stages that
were also built. Stages were necessary in order to provide a suitable
dance floor outside and are not in and of themselves indicative of a
presentational orientation. The square dances, for example, were
meant as a participatory activity at the picnics rather than as a
showecase directed at an audience. However, Malcolm MacDonald, in
his interview with LeBlanc, recalled that the Scotch Four stages were
raised to ensure that the dancers’ feet were visible to non-dancers
who gathered around to watch. And the fact that Scotch Four stages
were separate from the square set stages suggests that there was
something distinct about the Scotch Fours.

Parish picnics began to decline in popularity by the 1950s. Other
traditional Scotch Four venues (schoolhouse dances, box socials, and
house ceilidhs) had all declined by this time, and so did the Scotch
Fours. Meanwhile, square dances held in many newly constructed
halls across the island continued to grow in popularity and a new
event, the community concert, began to be held. The annual Broad
Cove Concert, the first of these concerts, started in 1956 as a parish
fundraiser (just as the picnics had been in years prior) and continues
to this day, featuring an outdoor variety concert of primarily local
talent. Others followed, including Highland Village Day, the Big Pond
Festival, and the Glendale Concert. All feature a raised concert stage
and a formal seating area for the audience. [t is at one of these concerts
that one is most likely to see a Scotch Four today. If the final Scotch
Four line up did not start before this period, it almost certainly did at
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this point. However, | have not been able to pinpoint exactly when the
final line up was introduced, or by whom.

Conclusions

By drawing on the fieldwork conducted in three different periods
(1957, 1986, and the present day) by three different scholars
(Rhodes, LeBlanc, and me), we can see the evolution of the Scotch
Four, a social step dance from Scotland that enjoyed a period of
popularity, decline, and revival in Cape Breton. I have focused on the
overall structure of the dance without any reference to the steps
themselves - the topic for a whole other study! Over time, the
Scotch Four has changed - sometimes deliberately (such as the
final line-up) and sometimes not (such as the changes to the
travelling figures). This is, of course, no real surprise to anyone
familiar with living traditions. The ‘gap’ between practice and
memory during the decline of the Scotch Four certainly facilitated the
introduction of change when it began to be revived. Regardless of
the fact that change is to be expected, it is always interesting to
trace specific changes and to consider what conditions might have
led to them. It is also worth creating an accessible history so that
contemporary dancers can learn about the dance they perform, and
make educated decisions concerning its performance.
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Lisa Sture

Devonshire Step Dancing: Yesterday, Today
and Tomorrow

Abstract

Devon step dancing is one of the better-known English step
dance traditions, known particularly for its annual competition
at the Dartmoor Folk Festival. Some people love it, and others
consider it as a ‘set piece’ with little room for personal
expression or artistic development. I learnt to dance in this
tradition from those who grew up when it was a vibrant and
very popular pastime being danced in a range of social settings.
The tradition is currently at a point of transition. The societal
context in which Dartmoor step dancing exists today is
significantly different to the context in which the dancers of the
last generation danced and competed. In this presentation, [ will
set out what my experience and research so far tells us about
the historical practice of Devon step dancing, its context,
participation, influences, and transmission. I will then compare
it to today’s context and practice to identify outstanding
questions, development opportunities, and potential future
direction.

Introduction

This paper seeks to explore the current situation, and understanding
of, the step dance tradition in Devon, a county in the south west of
England. By the 1970s, this unbroken tradition had almost died out,
with only a handful of the generation born in the early twentieth
century, who remembered the days when step dancing flourished,
still dancing. We know most about step dancing in Devon from the
dancers and communities on and near to a high area of moorland in
the centre of the county, called Dartmoor. In the period during and
following World War Two, influenced by popular movies coming to
Britain from the US, new forms of dancing and entertainment became
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