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Introduction




What are Scottish Dance, Scottish Country Dance, and Ceilidh Dancing?

Scottish dance refers to the types of dances that have been danced socially in Scotland over many years. For the purposes of this book a good starting point is to take a quick look at the state of social dance in Scotland in the early 20th century. Before the First World War the social pattern of dancing included a variety of dances that covered different traditional styles. However, by the end of the war traditional dances were being challenged in many areas by ballroom dances and dances influenced by syncopated rhythms. Traditional dancing in Scotland was under threat in many areas, particularly the set dances, as couple dancing started to dominate.

Today the two main types of dancing that are done socially, and can also be considered to be Scottish, are Scottish country dancing and Scottish ceilidh dancing. Although they are sometimes considered to be completely separate they have much in common and are bound together by the music and some shared dances.

Country dancing is, historically, a form of dance performed by groups of couples, called sets, usually consisting of three or more couples adjacent to each other in two parallel lines, the men facing the women. An important feature of the country dance is that it is usually progressive. After each turn of the dance, the couple at the top, who begin the dance, finish one place further down, then each of the other couples in succession, having reached the top, take their turn as leading couple.

Although it is the case that most country dances are danced in longwise sets, other dance styles have been incorporated into the country dance repertoire: for example, square set formation and two-couple dances, where the dancers move progressively round the dance floor.

A further feature of Scottish country dancing is that, although there are many simple dances that can be danced easily by the novice dancer, there are also a significant number of more complex dances that require some degree of proficiency by the participants. Scottish country dancing can either be very informal or be presented in a formal manner, with regard to both style and dress.

A typical Scottish country dance consists of a series of well-known formations which are arranged in a different sequence for each dance, hence, having mastered the basic steps and formations, a Scottish country dancer should be able to participate happily and easily wherever there is country dancing.

Ceilidh dancing is a dance form that has derived from the Old Time dances and couple dances that found their way onto the Scottish dance floor in the 19th century. It also includes some simple country dances that have generally been part of the Scottish repertoire for many years. In some ways ceilidh dancing has derived directly from the old village hall dances in the more rural parts of Scotland and has been largely untouched by any formal attempt to standardise its execution and formations. In some rural communities what would be called a ceilidh dance in Glasgow or Edinburgh would just be a dance. Ceilidh dance is also defined by its accessibility, with just about anyone being able to get up and join in with minimal instruction. To aid in this, many ceilidhs today would be run by a caller who selects the dances to be done and provides basic instruction to ensure that the evening can be enjoyed by everyone.

This description of ceilidh dancing and Scottish country dancing might appear to be describing two completely separate dance forms. However, in reality they are both part of a Scottish dance spectrum – the very informal easily accessible dances at one end and the formal complex dances requiring some experience and technique at the other end. There are many clubs and events that occupy a position somewhere between these two extremes, where either informal Scottish country dancing is practised or Old Time and Scottish country dancing exist side by side. They are all danced to Scotland’s amazing music and are great exercise: find out what suits you and seek out a club. You do not need to go with a partner – someone will always ask you to dance. Give it a go, it’s very sociable, you’ll get fit, have more fun than going to a gym, and make friends.
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Early references

Traditional dance is common to all cultures and in this respect Scotland is no different. References to dancing in Scotland go far back in Scottish history with both intrinsic native influences and ideas imported from other cultures. Variations have emerged in dance content, style, and musical inspiration.

Some of the earliest detailed written references to traditional dance in Scotland date back to the 17th century, when the main dance of the time was the ‘reel’, which is generally recognised as one of the truly indigenous dances of Scotland. This is a dance where the dancers alternated between steps that were danced on the spot and everyone dancing round in a circle or in a figure of eight. This type of dance gave its name to reels, both as a musical rhythm and as a dance form. There are references to highland reels being the commonest and preferred dance in many parts of Scotland even in the late 1800s. This was particularly so in the more remote locations of the Western Isles, Orkney, and Shetland.

Other dance forms were introduced into Scotland from the early 1700s and country dancing became popular in the dance assemblies in the cities, particularly in Edinburgh. Country dancing in this era was one of the most popular dance forms throughout Scotland, but the older ‘reels’ continued to be danced alongside the country dances.

The history of country dancing in Britain is complicated with some uncertainties regarding its origins. John Playford in London was the first person to write down country dance instructions along with their associated tunes in his first edition of the English Dancing Master, which was published in 1651. Some of Playford’s early editions included dances with Scottish titles or tunes with Scottish titles. As there had been no Scottish publications of either traditional music or dance at this time it is unclear as to the exact origins of these early dances – all we know is that John Playford was the first person to publish country dances. We do know that as country dancing became more and more popular in Scotland, the influences from older dance forms, such as Scotch reels, became incorporated into country dances. In many ways these Scottish-influenced country dances could be considered the first genuinely Scottish country dances. By the middle of the 18th century various dancing masters were publishing collections of country dances specifically entitled Caledonian Country Dances.

Nineteenth-Century Developments

The years immediately following the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 witnessed the spread of two new forms of dance, the quadrille and the waltz. The quadrille originated in France and incorporated four couples arranged in a square formation, with the dancers performing a series of sequences or formations, either with their opposite couples or with all four couples working together. As quadrilles developed in Britain, formations from quadrilles appeared in 19th-century country dances and vice versa. The waltz was the first of the couple dances to appear and become popular, but later in the 19th century other couple dances began to be introduced, such as the polka. These dances are often referred to as Old Time Dances or Sequence Dances. Some of these early couple dances are still being danced today and, along with some country dances from this period, form the basis of what has today become known as ceilidh dancing. Some popular 19th-century dances combined elements from different dance forms. The Waltz Country Dance, as its title implies, is a country dance in waltz tempo. The Glasgow Highlanders (the only strathspey popular in late-19th century ballroom) combines elements of the country dance with elements of the foursome reel. The universally known Eightsome Reel places a quadrille chorus around a series of threesome reel patterns.

Towards the end of the 19th century it would have been common for many dance events throughout Scotland to include dances from all of the styles that were round at that time, including Scotch reels, country dances, quadrilles and couple dances. Different parts of the country seemed to have different preferences for their dance repertoire but all styles of dances seemed to exist side by side in equal measure.

In many ways the late 19th century was probably both an exciting and a confusing time for Scottish social dancing. Some people worried about the decline of certain dance forms, and, at the same time, new dances were being developed which drew inspiration from the newer dance styles and also incorporated elements of older dances.

However, by the time of the First World War this pattern of social dance was being challenged by more modern influences, such as ballroom dances and other dances inspired by syncopated rhythms. Traditional social dancing as it had been practised and developed over many years was disappearing rapidly. In some ways the decline of the reels and country dances was less marked in Scotland than in other parts of Europe during this period. One reason for this was the system of dancing classes and schools which permeated Scottish society. Scottish dancing masters taught a wide repertoire, including quadrilles, reels, waltzes, polkas, solo dances, circle dances, and country dances. Dances like Petronella, Flowers of Edinburgh, and Duke of Perth were taught widely and were included in all the pocket manuals of dancing. A number of these manuals classify country dances as either ‘English’ or ‘Scotch’, partly on the basis of their tunes and their figures. Many thousands of copies of these manuals were sold; their instructions regarding polite behaviour, as well as dancing, appealed particularly to those who wished to rise in the world.

Other reasons for the survival of social dancing in Scotland were the tradition of dancing in the Scottish regiments (where dancing was an obligatory activity) and the comparative lack of social division in Scotland. The traditional dances were supported by the nobility and gentry, with lairds in many rural areas giving annual balls for their tenants. Such evenings of social dancing were occasions when all levels of society came together to enjoy the pleasures of the traditional Scottish dances and music.

There has also been a long history of Scottish Balls, where the nobility and gentry danced. The Perth Ball originally dates from 1820 and has been taking place virtually every year since. This has provided continuity for some country dances and reels over a long time period. The first Royal Caledonian Ball in London took place in the 1840s and again has a long, uninterrupted history, apart from when the country has been at war.

However, outside of the Caledonian Ball circuit, social dance was changing rapidly, and in the years immediately following the First World War, Scottish dance faced an uncertain future.
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