THE COUNTRY DANCES

ALAN SALTER

What is it that distinguishes social dances like the historical country dances from ‘art’ dances, for
example contemporary theatrical works? Well, many things of course — the performers and places
are different, the very words social and artistic presume a difference! in purpose, even admitting
that these may draw on each other.

The intimate relationships of the early ballet to 18th century dance exemplifies how social
dance elements may be adapted to artistic content and purpose: in the 17th century jig and
masque illustrate transformations of the social. The art of dance in our present culture is largely
independent of social forms, though it may draw on them for reasons of subject-matter trivial or
substantial (e.g. scenes in ballets such as Graduation Ball; The Shakers; The Big City). This
independence arises either through evolution or, in the case of the ‘modern dance’ styles, directly
through a largely separate origin.

The ‘art dance’ is invented as a whole by its choreographer and may contain no move identical
in another work. Often, of course, works share a common basis of ‘technique’ or there is deliberate
use of, or allusion to, recognisable elements — but it is the principle that matters here. All the
movements and their temporo-spatial relationship may be novel, the whole unique and expressive.
By comparison, it may be felt, social dances are typically familiar in structure, even codified.

Historical dances may be said to be expressive but this is often to use the word in a rather
different way. We might say that a 19th century polka expresses something of the enthusiasm of
nationalism, but this is to see it in the light of knowledge outside the dance itself. There is nothing
in the polka step as movement which is so expressive, though a knowledge of history and of related
dance forms may enable us to make appropriate deductions even if we do not remember the
contingent factors of its popularity. (In the general case that ‘nothing’ would be not overstatement
but error, for movement content is not arbitrarily assigned to social labels; though the basis of the
association is much less manifest than it is through the intention of the choreographed dance.)

Expression in its more homely sense related to the performer is sometimes implied in
Playford’s English Dancing Master, which contains a variety of kinds of dance and not only ‘the
country dances’ (assuming these can be reasonably clearly defined). Included are dance games
which only make sense if the dancers are adding some expression of their own — in New Bo-Peep
partners ‘peep’ over each others shoulders presumably flirtatiously.

These general comments serve to introduce some thoughts about the study of historical
dances. One aspect of this which has received deserved attention is the careful examination and
appraisal of source material — textual, visual, musicological, notational — to reach the best possible
reconstruction. ,

Dancers then and dancers now are, if in the same costume, roughly alike in their movement
characteristics and we can to some extent correct for features we have good reason to believe
different (whether such direct matters as pace, or more diffuse influences such as self-concept).
These deliberate efforts are a further aspect which can supplement a sense of period style built up
intuitively by such immersion in the period as can be contrived.

The dance itself also has to make some kind of sense in relation to contemporary forms and
to dances believed related though anterior or posterior in time. Attempts to trace such relationships
are always interesting — the small square for two couples has been seen as a foundation for
Playfords dances and Wood®> many years ago connected such dances as Parson’s Farewell to the
earlier Anello. Here deliberate analysis obviously helps and I will try and illustrate in a specific and
simple way some earlier comments.?

Living dances are learned by some m ixture of ‘just picking it up as you go along’ and teaching
of varying formality. Teenagers learn, indeed create, disco styles and their rationale may be quite
tacit. In learning historical dances one has the full benefit of hindsight and mere demonstration and
copying is a weak procedure.*

Someone who ‘knows all the steps’ can sometimes be adequately instructed by merely naming
them and hoping that such matters as the play of relationships and the very feel of the dance will
be discovered in the doing. The dance of the first few editions of Playford (say 1650-1671), which
I take as characteristic here, merges later into a more sophisticated and appearance-conscious
repertoire for larger social assemblies. The earlier dances have a certain ease which suited for
example ‘domestic performance.” The appellation ‘country’ does not entail coarseness, and even at
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