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The following notes are a modification of notes created for a weekend caller’s course offered by Square Dance
Partners (Copenhagen, Denmark) and DGI (Copenhagen) which was held 23-25 October 1998. The course was
organized by Margot Gunzenhauser of Copenhagen, Denmark, and presented by William and Kristin Litchman
of Albuquerque, New Mexico, United States.

History of Square Dancing

Square dancing has a very complex history and development. It is difficult to isolate the sources for
many of the individual figures, styles, and trends in square dancing as we find it practiced now. However, there
are some things which can be said which will help us understand from whence we come.

Generally, folk and social dancing and its changes follow the people who practice it wherever they may
go. Migrations of people give an indication of the sources of the dance. For example, in the New England states
of the United States, the great majority of the people came from what is now the United Kingdom. The English
were the primary source of immigrants beginning in 1607 and continuing until the mid 1700s. After that time,
increasing numbers of other European nationalities began to make themselves felt. Germans (particutarly
Prussians), Irish, and increasingly, southern European countries (Italy, Greece, Jugoslavia, etc.), became more
and more important through the 1800s and early 1900s. Since about 1914, the flow of immigrants to New
England has slowed to a trickle.

Other parts of the United States have received immigrants through a variety of sources, some of which
have been by internal migration. The general east-west migratory paitern in the 17%, 18®, and 19" centuries has
seen people moving from New England across the country along the northern tier of states and into the northern
mid-west. As immigrants have arrived on the east coast and settled for awhile along the coast or a few hundred
miles inland, eventual migration has taken them along a path of similar climate to the west and southwest. The
mid-Atlantic states (New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, etc.) have seen migration through the region and into
the mid-southern states (Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia) which then continued west and south-west
through and into the Appalachian mountains (Kentucky, Tennessee, etc.) and further south and west (through
Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, etc.) into Texas and the southern mid-west. The migrations have been
complex and mixed but generally follow familiar climate and soil because of the necessity to provide for
families through farming.

The influx of people into the far southwestern part has generally been from Spain and Portugal through
Mexico and northward into the present United States. That migratory pattern continues to be driven by
economic forces moving across the long southern border of the United States with Mexico.

Very early years in the mountain west saw trappers and hunters from French Canada as well as from
some of the eastern colonies. As a whole, though, this region was primarily populated by people moving from
the mid-west and south and by individuals and families coming east from the great movement to California in
the mid-1800s. People generally have not moved as single individuals but as families or even clusters of
families. These clusters of people might be a church congregation, business associates, or related family groups.
One or a small number of a family may initiate the general move by sending a single person or family to a
particular location and then the rest of the family will follow soon thereafter.

These moves by people always involve them bringing with them their social customs, arts, crafts, and
activities, including dancing.

The New England square can trace its roots through the quadrille, developed in France during the 1760s
and 1770s. The southern square is very similar to the Irish circle and set dances with their visiting couple action,
and the western square derives almost exclusively from the southern square. There are hints of Spanish dancing
in the dances of the southwest. Square dancing of the mid-west shows influences both from New England and
from the south. These influences are natural considering the source of the people who populated these regions.
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Because of the sort of society populating the region, its wealth, and the length of time involved, New
England people generally depended upon a dancing master to instruct youth and others in the art of dancing.
Once instructed, dancers simply performed the dance to the tune generally used. The music was recognized or
the dance announced and no further instruction was necessary. Most dances were simple enough so that with a
basic introduction by a dancing master, people could participate without needing any reminding.

Both the contra and quadrilie fit this category of social dancing. As society developed, the simple
dances, while satisfying for the majority of the people, were less in demand by the sociatites and wealthier class.
Dancing masters wishing to ingratiate themselves with this class of people who could naturally afford their
services, introduced more and more innovations into the dancing which made it imperative for the dancer to
have instruction. The more complex the dancing, the less attractive it was to the larger bulk of dancers who were
poorer or who had less leisure time. It was this latter group which would have been more inclined to move when
economic or other problems arose.

The caller developed as a result of the migrations of people. When people moved from the areas
previously settled, particularly beginning just after the Revolutiopary War and then again following the Civil
War, they took their dances and music with them (as far as they could remember them). Since the dancing
masters generally did not follow the flow of people (with rare exceptions), the movers themselves had to
provide the leadership as well as the music for their own enjoyment and to make sure that regional differences
from “back home” didn’t produce embarrassing moments in the dancing. It seems natural to expect that the
graces and flourishes of dancing, so popular in the ballrooms of New England would not necessarily come
unchanged to the mid-west with the pioneers. Also, the Scottish and Irish settlers in the mountains of the south
could not be expected to receive the quadrilles and contras popular in New England without forcing some
changes. The southern practices in dancing were dragged along with the movers as they progressed through the
old southwest to the mountain west including not only the southern square dance but the big circle dance as
well. In every case, the music of each group of people came along with them.

Bounty land warrants offered to Revolutionary War veterans usually were sold to others in need of land
rather than moving themselves from the comforts of coastal or New England farms. This opened land for
settlement which was developed by people from the mid-Atlantic and southern coastal states, particularly by
those who had only recently arrived and weren’t tied to the eastern regions by family or property. When further
incentives by land speculators were offered, people finding it hard to make a living in the southern mountains
(particularly) followed the Tennessee River to the Ohio, thence to the Mississippi, the Missouri, the Arkansas,
and other pathways which allowed them to move into Arkansas, Texas and the southwest, as well as Missouri,
Wisconsin, Towa, and the plains states. The great flow of people from the southern mountains into Missouri and
from there all over the mountain west brought the dances of the south with them.

We are mostly interested in the western square in our discussion here since quadrilles and contras are
almost always set pieces, very similar to one another and have a well-defined history through published works.
The southern and western square, on the other hand, comes from a much poorer region of the United States and
is rarely found described in published materials. It is much more a true folk dance than the eastern square.

“Those who do not readily understand the changes of a dance [eastern-style] should take a position in the
set where they can see it danced through before attempting it [themselves],” The Unigue Dancing Call
Book, 1893.

The southern square is characterized by the use of visiting couple figures with a break or signature figure
to divide one visit from the next. This signature figure is almost always some variant of what is called the
docey-doe. There are versions of this figure from almost all sections of the country some simple, others complex
but all related. Such a figure is never found in New England or eastern squares until more recent times when the
general westem trend of migration gave way to the general population mixing resulting from World War IL.
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The eastern square is more often characterized by actions involving opposing couples rather than visiting
couples. These figures are found in the quadrilles of the 1700s and in the contra dances derived from the
longways dances of England. Thus, there seems to be a division of source for the two great streams of square
dancing in America.

Likewise, the callers from New England, the southern mountains, and the western states, differ in the
mode of delivery of their calls and in the manner of dancing the figures. In New England, the caller delivers his
call phrased with the music as a prompt so that the dancers can perform their square dances in the same manner
as they perform the contras. The caller would often stand outside of the set, perhaps in a doorway between two
rooms, each with sets dancing, and deliver the calls to the group as a whole. (See Ralph Page and Beth Tolman
and West Virginia Square Dances by Bob Dalsemer)

In the southern mountains, the caller would more often than not find himself dancing with his square and
thus would deliver his calls to his fellow dancers in as economical a manner as possible with few words and
generally giving the name of the figure which was to be done. Sometimes the caller would call from the center
of a larger circle of dancers (more than four couples) but would use many of the same figures as with a four
couple set, still keeping the economy of words in his delivery (see Patrick Napier).

1t is only in the west, and only after the advent of the modern sound systems that the changing roll of the
caller has continued to develop. These changes in the mode of calling have influenced the calling in all parts of
the country because of the greater ease of travel and the mixing of populations so it is difficult now to
distinguish what the influences were prior to our collective living memory.

The western caller became a more important factor in the enjoyment of dancing because there were no
dancing masters to set the tone or the lexicon of fignres and dances which were to be done. In New England, the
dancing master was essential to a well-ordered evening of dancing and dancers were expected to have
previously prepared themselves by taking lessons or at least followed some sort of instruction for the particular
dances proposed for the evening. Dances were all set in the figures to be performed. Once announced, the course
of the particular square or contra was rigidly pre-determined.

Even in the south, the figures performed were generally the same from one dance to the next in a given
valley or region so that the dancers coming to the school house or church each Saturday night (or whenever the
dance might have been held) would expect to perform the same (or very similar) figures each time they met. The
socialization which would go on at these dances was pre-eminent over all other considerations.

At the time of the development and population of the west, the mix of experience amongst those who
found themselves temporarily together for an evening or even living for some time in a region, would result in
evening dances having a much more varied program of dancing from anything found “back home.” As a result,
the caller could take what he knew, what he found in the group who came, or what he may have remembered
from his own home and put them together in a dance unlike anything seen before. It is also possible that there
might be more than one caller for the evening, in which case, each caller learned from the other. Back home, a
caller may not meet another caller for a long time. The music for the evening might be supplied by someone
who happened to know a tune or two but which might not be the music with which the caller was familiar. Al
of these circumstances produced spontaneity in the evening’s program.

Why people dance

Dancing is a large subject and has a very lengthy history, indeed. Many books have been written about
the history of dancing in all its aspects. University departments are now devoted to the study of dancing
historically, artistically, and sociologically. To develop a history of dancing in general is not our need at this
point but it is instructive to explore some of the human roots of dancing if only to understand its appeal to so
many people for such a long time.

After music, dancing is probably the oldest art form. Music requires only the human body to do (singing,
whistling, clapping, etc.) and it is only a small advance to add body motions to the body music to have rhythm
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Being such a fundamental part of our development as hurnans, especially in society, dancing provides a
means of communication, identification; and gratification beyond most other human activities. In greeting one
another, many tribes asked: “What do you dance?” Even now, the dances of a people identify themselves to the
rest of the world, whether consciously or not. Certainly dance as a medium of entertainment and showmanship
provides a powerful vehicle for self- and group-gratification. It is acknowledged among most psychologists that
dancing and music can influence the participants (and even the watchers) with very strong emotions. )

There is power in dancing, power to move people, power to bring them together, and power to mold
them with ideas and emotions. We peed to dance. It is an essential part of our being. These forces are almost
instinctive in their power and intensity. We can subjugate them to other behavior, we can intimidate others to
refrain from dancing, we can embarrass ourselves into disliking to dance, we can even pervert the forces and
drives to dance to other outlets but that won’t change the basic nature of the need to dance. It is primal!

Some societies thrive on dancing and would not exist without it. Other societies have nearly eradicated it
from certain portions of their activities. Religions can be based on dancing, ritual performances are a part of
many aspects of modern life (even) in so-called technologically advanced societies of the western world. It
pervades everything we are, everything we do, and everything we even think about.

Dancing is also a means to develop other aspects of our living. Walking is a rhythmic action. We stand
on both feet, then extend one foot forward and fall upon it, then repeat the action with the other foot. Repeating
this over and over again, provides us with forward motion and it is most easily done at a constant tempo and
regular thythm. Before we learn to walk, we crawl, moving both arms and legs in a thythmic and regular way to
provide us with freedom of motion. It is a much more complex process to crawl than to walk but because
walking requires standing and a “controlled fall” in order to accomplish, it is second in the order of our
accomplishments. We crawl before we walk. Before we crawl, we roll, we arch our backs, we wave our hands,
arms, and legs. These actions are not generally rthythmic but much more random and so crawling marks the
beginning of our rhythmic actions. It is the rhythmic nature of crawling and the fact that it requires the concerted
operation of so many body parts that makes it so important for us to do. It is well-known that babies who crawl
well, develop into good readers given the chance (as long as they are taught). Without crawling it is much harder
to learn to read!




