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REGAINING TRADITIONAL DANCE

Some notes by Leslie Haworth,
FOREWORD

In September 1956 Mrs,Raymond McLain of Kentucky visited
our Cheshirs village cf Kelsall and tock part in one of our
normal village dances, The club which organises these dances
has now hoen in oxistence for five years, I know of nobody
Vho can remember traditional dancing in Kelsall before this,

Mrs, lMcLain asked me if I would note down for her my
ideas on this subject, and the linss on which we had proceeded,
Buggesting that these could be of interest to others who aroe,
or expect to be, engaged in similar developments, Those Who
know Mre, lMcLain will be aware that ws must attempt to do
W atever she asks of us, and these notes have thorefors been
Produced,

1t is, of eourse, obvious that our experienco hars is
vory short, I do not think that the popularity which the
dancing has steadily gained is just a passing faghion, but it
has not yot stood the tost of time, I forl that I can now
8prak with some measure of aseurance upon the etar ting of this
sort of ontarprisec, but the developments which I anticipate
require a much longer timo in which to mature, It is very
oncoursging that Mrs, licLain, with her great experience and
de~p love of traditional dance, should frel that our beginning
is promising, and that it is possible to hops for our succns 8,

I have tried, in the part I have had to play, to give
rractical realisa{-,ion to ideas inspired almost ent irely by
Ur,Douglas kennedy, He also has been to a dance here, and
enjoyed it: so I hope he will not feel that I have misinter—
proted him seriously,

FOLK DANCING IS THE DANCING OF THE FOLK — or let us rather say
ORDINARY PEOPLE,

The "Folk" of to—-day are not survivals of s by-gone age,
They are everyday people, lively, educsted, in touch with all
the influences of cinema, radio, television, snd every sort of
social and commercial propaganda. Still tﬁey find, as might
be expected, joy and inspiration in their nat ive dances,

They are not intellectuals, they are not gosthotes, not
conscious artists, They enjoy and oxpress themee lvos {n Way 8
which gttract thom and gpprar to be good senso, The rengdincses
of people to do this is ngtural and spontancous. Only mistakes.
and misapprehensions can prevent wide enjoyment of folk dsncing
which is in fact the normal eelf-oxprassion of ordinary poopla.

In many parte of England the violent disturbances of recont
history have rosulted in people losing touch with their dsnces:
but when they regain them, they are thoroughly happy with them,
Thoy do not to-day associate them with lagk of progross,

Wo must admire thoee individuals who rrcognised thse value
of thnge dancns and treasurnd them at the time when poopls wore
breagking away from them, Unfortunately, their education,
upbringing, and manner of life were so different from those of
ordinary people, that the continuity of tradition was broken,
or seriously injured, Thelr apprecigt ion was consciously
= sthetic, It is perhagps difficult to recognise to—-day the
desperation of the concern they felt that these good English
activities should not be lost, 'Preservation! wgs their
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first aim, . And so ths living dance 8, which they had received
direct from folk dancers, became museum—-pieces. The !Collectors!
could not g8 a rule carry them on as members of a community, -
When they 4ried to transmit them, they used the methods

derived from their different upbringing - they taught in
schiovls, thoy explained gnd recorded meticulously in print,

The dancing of ordingry people has nover lived in such a

fachion, gnd is not likely to do so,

The living, continuing, tradition of folk dance hgs never
boen entirely obliteratod from the life of England, gnd it is
merible to receive it st first-hand, It is necessgry to
gein this direet experienee in one or two places before
attempting to revive the dancing in g locagl ity which hae lost
touch with its dances,

Nocesssry, because there the dances are used by gatherings
of ¢rdinary people, as part of their every-day life, This is
the essence of folk dance, and the only way in which it can
continueg, The character and quality which are so wuch
sdmired grow in this way, and it easn confidently be expected
that they will still do so,

The nucleus in which the new start is made must be g
000 £ Verage sgmple of the community, They must, in fact,
3 ordinary propla, This is essentigl at the start;
aftsrmrds, maybe, othsr elements will be able to JOAN 38,

It is to be expected that young people will always
predomingte in a dance club, Where something is being
introduced to which people are not accustomed it is normal
that ¢ lder people should take to it less readily, But there
lg nc exertion in the dances, only vitality, Inan
“5tabliehed dancing community maly people eontinue dapcing
vhon ne longer young, and this element is valuable,

Cn the othor hand, the dances are definitely not
childrent s dances, The underlying meaning of the dances,
ard the movements in which it is exprosse d, are those of
grown—-up people, On account of the attrsrtion of the musie,
childron would ewamp the dance if not Prohibited, This
would make dancing impossible, A jurior sge limit of
fifteon, or higher, is a necessity, Children will find
moans oI breing something of the dancing, and long for ths
time to come when they can play their part, They will be
found, thon, to have some idea of the dances,

The dances can cnly be restored to psople who would
like to try them, They are pretty surs to enjoy them, if
some® bad mistake is not made — but they must have some
belief that there is good fun to be had before they will
give them g try, If the person who knows something about
the dances and wants to promote them is sincere and ungf fected,
hs will be given the friendship and confidence of those
moplo among whom the dances will flourish, It is when they
a8k him if he can help them that the opportunity comese,
Thie moment may not come soon, but he must hagve pat ience,
A premgfure and abortive start might waste far more time,

N THE SUCIAL ATHOSPHERE

Dancing springs from happiness, gnd promotes happiness,
Country dancing is an gectivity of the community, A collection
of young people coming togethsr to enjoy themselves, &nd
hearing good dance music, are almost certain to respond to it,
and to begin to dance,

While the music is the one essential, there are one or
two helpful accessories, The provision of refreshments is




imnrtant in any friendly gathering, The meeting place should
ba g2 cheerful as poecibie; 1t is best if it can be a place
agzocligted with community enjoyment; gnd only whcre this is

the caee should g schocl be usaed, The placo eshould be one in
which pecple fasl at eass, and sheould not be subject to

N SMOKING! or similar reectrictions, Rather clesg quarters
are bvetier than big spaces, Qut-of-door desncing is uniikely
tobe a succees gt an early stage in the dancing of a commnity

It is essential that the fellows should invite the girls
to dance, and lovk after them while acting as their partners,
Where dances are being reintroduced, it is necessary to forbid
women from dancing with each other, But very som this is not
rogarded g8 g prohibition, for people do not want such conduct,
and dislike it when they come across it elsewhere, The
Playing of their respective parts by the different partners is,
of course, a basic demand of the dances themeelves, and of the
enjorment of an evening's dancing, Thie is something which
erdinary pecvpie entirely understand, and it occasions no
difficulty.

Dlegrent behoviour and unselfish conegiderstion for others
are vory much encouraged by the hgppy dances, which require
them for their enjioyment, Like the dancing, they can not be
incvlzated nor couwpelled, but they come into being where the
conditiong are right,

RISSGNEIBILITIZS

Dancing is a pleasure shared by a group of people, Most
people enjey it, sone become very keen on it, Those who are
keenest will probably like to form a club to ensure that a
regular geries of dance-gatherings will take place, There need
not e gny rigid organieation, but the necessary tasks must be
alldtted to those who are able andwilliing to undertake them,
and the general body of dancers will be given omortunity to
review their activities; probably an annual occasiomn for
questions, suggestions, and elaection of officers will be
desirgbie,  Whoever they get to do various jobs for them, it
is always the Cancing community which, delibergtely or
uacensciously, makes all the important decisicns,

The dance club should be formed quite inderendently of My

other organization, and not be used a8 a 'draw! Ly gny Church,
Political Party, Vouth Organization, etec, It wmust be free to

mgke all 1ts arrangements entirely for the furthering of its
own objects, It will be found, however, that the good feeling
prometad in the dance club will win it the friendship of those
genuinely concerned with social welfar e,

As in mest clubse, there is plenty of work to be shared
by these willing to serve on the committee, Arrangements far
hire of premises, provisilon of refreshments, securing the
2CesBary muele, collecting agnd keeping sccount of the funds
roiuired, gll cell for tixe to be given, In g country dance
iuo the M,C, Lgs spseiad responsibilities, and where a new
luo is furwsd in g community which hes to redisceover its
dgncing, thay will at first have to ask somecone who has some
nonledge of the dgneing to act in this capscity, The conduct
of the gatherings for dancing is in his hands, and their success
or faiiure can depend upon him to quite g large extent gt first.

C
C

His firet task is to see that the dancers get the music
and the devces which suit thelr needs, and these will be
considiored nore particularly later, If gecoddsmcemusic is
provided and suitable dances chosen, people will just go right
ahegd and become and enjoy being dancers, The dgncing is in
them, and it wil.i soon come out in congenial circumstances,
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Prople learn to dance as they dance, and no time need be spent
in teaching, 1t is just a matter of getting them going,
Really most of the M.Cts work is done before he ccmes into the
dance hall, where he should not be too much to the fore, But
his preparations enable him to do what ever is required there
casily and expeditiously, The people should neither be left
kicking their heels nor hustled or ordered about., The dancing
of the community will develop and expand almost Wwithout ef fort,
the comfort of what is familiar will never lack a spice of
freshnoss, if the M,.C. achieves good judgment,

The tfeel' of the evening is his guide, and he must
leoarn when and how to arouse enthusigsm, or to quietean an
over-excited party. His choice of material may get people
to extend their friendships, or bring twgllflowers!' onto the
floorx, He can help people to pick up figures quickly, and
to move in easy carefrse dance, by a judicious use of prompt
calling, But this should never continue g moment after it
ciaszs to be needed, It is the music to which people dance,
and it can only be annoying if other noises intervene,

An M,C, can not know his people too well; but they can
get to know him too well, No one man is without some
limitations, The M,C,, therefore, must be on the 1look-out
for good dsputies, and give them plenty of opportunities to
vake over his duties, He must not become separated out from
thn commuity, The dancers will benefit from the change
and Le can lLearn from the mistaekes or the improvements which
others intrasduce,

THE_DANCING

Dancir; is a form of self-expreseion, and its character
will grise +nd Cuvelop nagturally among & 860t of people whn
cone togetlher and dance over a certain amount of time, They
are etimulated by a number of influences, and especially by
the music, but it is the people who respond according to their
inhorent qualities, Thus they will select the conditions

and the forms of dance in which they will express themselves,

When dancing is being restarted there will have to be
some trial gnd error, Later, when the needs of the peoplse
are more cloarly understood, a familigr bagsic form will
become established, -~ But the essence of folk dancing is
alvays that people sslect and adapt to their purpcses the
materigl which appesls to them,

The dances which are done traditimally in the nesrest
or most sympathetically related communities seem to be the
obvious matarial to try to begin with, The first dances
tried should be so simple that no one has to think, and so
Anjoyable that people are carried away by them, There is g
wealth of such matter in almost any tradition, for in fact
that is what people mostly look for in dancing, It may be
that people by degrees come to find their way through s series
of figureec which might seem elaborate to the beginnar, but
this sort of dance will come in its own time, and if offered
to people too soon will only puzzle and thwart them, Probably
any dance that lives will be basically Bimple, and the
Ccomponent movements will be familiar, 4 very long-established
self-contained community may do all manner of complicated —~
locking tricks without giving them a thought, but to-day's
conditione do not favour thie sort of development, and
elaborations should not be attempted by beginners, When people
have to think what they are doing, they can't dance.

People pick up dancing from each other, and nothing is
better for beginners than to go among, or to have among
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themselves b2ople who dance well in a good and sympagthetic
tradition - But couscioue and deliberate imitation is not
helpful, and is more likely to lead to fidgety tricks than to
sound, S8gtisfying dancing, Above all, g community coming to
the rediscovery of its dancing muet not be berplexed by trying
to dance in the marner of severgl different traditions, They
wust find their own style, and develop it,

A living tradition is like g family - 4 man will have
Sonething of his grandfather in him whether he knew him or not,
whether he liked him or not, Other people will see the family
diarac teristics and how they have conditioned him, Hemeay be
Careless of his descent, or proud of it; he can not escaps it,
But he is g new man living to—-day, he ie not his grandfgther;
and he won't put up with it if you want him to be hie grandfather,
Or treat him as if he were, Records may be old, but the
tradition is alwaye young and up-to-date,

TEE MUSIC

People who hear good dance music can hardly help dancing
to it, They want to as soon as they hear it, and they fing
themse Ives dancing because the music avakens in them rhythm
and 1ift, unnoticed control, and carefree delight, It is sn
ingpiration, and can be left to do all the work of starting
¥ecie Cancing and developing dance in them,

L1l that is neceseary, therefore, is to seo that good
dance mueic Lo Provided, It is not really difficult to
rocognise good danee music, and there is quite 5 lot to be
heard, The qualities which 1lift and sustalin and liberate the
daneer ara soon apparsnt, There is also plenty o f bad dance
misic to be hanrd, end it will be noticed how it deprrsses
Woarics and confines the would-be dancer,

The playing of music for dancing has ite owan requirements,
and they are not those of other Borto of music, A high
degras of broficiency on an instrument is condaratively
inessential — what matters is to get to know whgt it i s the
dancer wants, and to loarn how to provide that, This can be
done by pﬂopie who are very rough and ready berformers,

while skilled artists may be ungble or unwilling to produce %

1t must be neted, however, that untrained musicians may

dovelop a high degree of skill, and the better they play, the
bettar the dancing goes: while those who have been 8choolsd to
their inetruments can find or even be shown how to meet the
dancers! need, if ‘they recognise the importance of this, The
ance player must be in touch with his dancors, and his eyes
must be upon them - If he uses brinted or M.é. music, it can
only bn as the merest reminder, Every opportunity should be
tikon to hear the best dance bands, The music iz very fine,
but atterticn to the needs of the dancers is parsmount,
By cousiant listening to them the way to tackle this first
Lacesel ty may be learnt, At the sane time it will De
Tocognised what a grand scope there is for the rcqily talented

iaver, and how mach onjoyment he can give to himeef gnd to
othnrs,

it 18 a great treat to dance to a really good band,

It may not br 1ossible to pay for them very often, but
crrortuniiy should be found to enjoy this experience at least
Occasionally, Net only dnes it give the dance season its
beaks - 1t helps evory ons to get to know how really good
dence mueic should sound, For day-to-day requiremenis most
cormunities where traditional dance isumal have little
bands of their own, who often appear to be made up from rgther
the older members, 1t seems reasongble to expect that the
more musical members of g dancing community may take to playing
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rather more as thaey becoms a bit older, They have:the right
Thythmic idea, and soms may be able to transfer to a melodeon
their schoolboy skill on the mouth-organ,

It is most 1likely, however, that such a unit will be
formnd arcund st least cne percon whoen principsl onjoymsant
is in playing for dancing,

No affort should be spar~nd to promots tho estsplishment
of a greup of lecal playors. The life of the dance club
must bo accounted precaricus until it has thise reeource to
draw upon, This aglec is g normal forwm of enjoyment, and its
developmant can b2 locked for with confidence,

For thoss who hava gathored no local talent =3 yot, a
makoshift is to be found in grsmaphone music, Thie is a bit
Oxpansive bocauss a lagrge numbor of records is wautod, in
order to mitigate the offect of identical repetitions, and
feos have to bo paysd on account of copyright, There is,
howaver, a good Quantity of oxcallent danca music to bs had
by thie process, and it is certainly beiter than music played
by people who lack tha conception of playing for dancing,

But less skilled pesrformers in diract contact with the dancors
can give people the batter ovoning,

AS with the dances, it appears wiee first to try the
rusic of the nearest or most closnly related communities,
Whon 1% is found out to what type of music the community
roeponds, notoing could be more disastrous than any suddan
ewitch to music ¢f g different character, Such a change,
though it be to wueic which is in its own field good dasnce
musLc, can kunack thn dsnce right out of people snd s=2t thom
stumbling, Lt 1s normal for paople to have quite a limited
repoctolre of dancss, and for thelir music to be consistent
in chawracter,

If the right music is ) . and its influence
i8 not interfersd with, good dancing wiil uug: 1ably develgp,
This is a vory happy exper Ldt 18 g5 il thing
that the way to it shouid
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