
Before the dance came the music.  �e music gives momentum and drive to the dancers; it keeps them in time 
with each other; it even tells them when to do each move – it counts for them.  Many of the tunes used for English 
Country dancing are 32 measures (or bars) long and the dancers take 2 steps to each measure.  Once through the 
whole tune is once through the dance.  It takes 64 steps for this and then the tune repeats so that you can do the 
dance again with a new couple.

Here is the tune for So�ly Good Tummus:{measure or bar
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THE MUSIC
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Even if you can’t read music you can see the pattern of the notes.  �e �rst line, A1, is repeated on the second line, 
A2.  �en the tune changes a bit in the third line, B1, and this repeats in the fourth line, B2.  But the pattern of 
each line clearly divides at the halfway point (the measures colored in green) and you can hear this in the tune 
when it is played.  So you can also hear the music count 8 steps for you which is a great convenience because all 
the moves in this dance take multiples of 8 steps.  Once I understood this, I found I never had to count again; I just 
listen to the music and its patterns tell me when to do the next move.   Not only that, but as soon as I can recog-
nize the tune, I know when it starts again and thus when the dance pattern starts again.

Almost all Contra Dances follow this pattern but many English Country Dances don’t quite. �ey are o�en in 
triple time, that is, they have 3 steps to each bar instead of 2 and all the moves are done in multiples of 3 steps 
instead of 4. Or maybe they have 10 or 12 bars to a section instead of 8. In fact nearly half the dances in this video 
do not follow the rule outlined above. But the moves always follow the tune so that the music still counts for you 
just the same.

THE FORM OF THE DANCES

Contra Dances are almost always in the form we call “Longways for as many as will”, or simply, “Longways” and 
many English Country Dances are as well. But there are also a lot of dances in other forms, in fact 5 of the dances 
in this video are not longways sets. For example “Wooin’ Mairi” has 3 couples in a longways set; “Terpsicourante” 
has 4 couples in a longways set; “Turning By �rees” has 3 couples in a circle. However, because Longways sets are 
so common, many dance groups automatically line up in this form while waiting for the caller to tell them what 
they really want. �ey then rearrange themselves if necessary, o�en counting o� from the top of the hall (the end 
with the band and caller) to create the kind of sets asked for.

I will explain how the basic Longways set is formed because this has some rules that can be applied to the other 
forms once you have the idea. You and your partner line up opposite each other with the woman on the right if 
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If the dance is indeed going to be a “Longways for as many as will”, the caller will ask everyone to “Take Hands 
Four” (or “Hands Six” for a Triple Minor.)

Starting at the top (nearest the stage) everyone takes hands in groups of four – two couples.

You can see that in each group of four, one couple has their backs to the stage, the other is facing the stage.  �e 
couples with their backs to the stage are referred to as the “Number one” couples; the others are the “Number two” 
couples. As the dance progresses, the number one couples will work their way down the hall away from the stage, 
while the twos will move up towards the stage. 

Since everyone moves on one place, a�er one turn of the dance (once through the tune), there will be a couple at 
each end of the set with nobody to dance with.

�ese odd couples do nothing for the next turn of the dance waiting for another couple to come to them so that 
they can start dancing again. When they do come back into the dance, they will have switched roles: the “number 
one” couple that has waited out at the bottom of the set will now dance as a “number two” couple working their 
way back up the set, and the “number two” couple that has waited out at the top of the set will now dance as a 
“number one” couple and work their way back down the set again. In English Country dancing, the roles of the 
ones and the twos are di�erent, sometimes markedly so. Because of this role switch, it is a good idea to watch what 
the couples who are dancing your new role are doing so that you know what to do when you start the dance again. 

you were to face the band.  Convention asks that you join the growing line at the bottom – the end furthest away 
from the stage (band and caller). (�is is so that you do not upset any hands-fours already taken and also avoids 
an unseemly scrum in the middle.) BTW you may dance whichever role you please, the terms ‘men’ and ‘women’ 
are historical and used for convenience only.  
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HEYS

A “Hey for 3” usually starts with the leader  l   facing two other people  2 ,   3 . In this case,   1  and  2  
pass by their right shoulders while  3  moves to the right. All three follow a track like a �gure of 8. 
�e leader  1 , passes  2  by the Right, passes  3  by the Le�, loops Le� to come back in, passes  2  Le�, 
passes   3  Right, loops Right to place. �e short form is: Pass R, loop R, pass R; pass L, loop L, pass 

L. Which is true for the middle person  2  but the others do all this except in a di�erent order.

Some people like the idea of always aiming to pass through a gap between the other two dancers. 
But either way, the third person to start has to hang back a bit so as to allow  1  and  2 to make their 
pass �rst. Hence the instruction to move right as their �rst task.

At the ends in all heys, if the last pass you made was by the le�, you turn le� (curl around that per-
son) to come back in and pass the next by the le� also. Only then can you make a pass by the right.

by Jacqui Morgenstein

WATCHING DANCERS

One of the things that few people teach you is how to learn a dance by watching other dancers. It took me many 
years before I realised that it is essential to watch just the dancer who is dancing the role that you are about to take. 
Try and ignore the others except as they interact with that one dancer. Imagine what it will feel like to be turning 
this way to face in that direction; to use this hand to connect with the dancer in that position. If you try and watch 
everyone, you will understand none of it.

People di�er markedly in how they prefer to learn; some like to watch �rst, others �nd they must actually do it be-
fore it makes sense. Some can visualise from words quite well, others �nd this nearly impossible. But although you 
will have a preferred style, don’t worry: you can train the other pathways so as to make the best use of the instruc-
tions you are given.

Although in English Country Dancing you are not touching another person all that o�en, when you do have to 
execute a turn of some sort with another dancer, it feels very good if both people hold some tension in their arms. 
Without this, it feels like you are doing the move by yourself, rather like the feel of a limp handshake (shudder!) 
Mostly not much tension is needed and you can gauge how much by the amount of tension you get from the other 
dancer. But if you have to turn a long way in a short time, as in a two-hand-turn 1½, it is much easier with quite a 
lot of tension.

GIVING WEIGHT

A hey is a weaving �gure where the dancers pass each other by alternating shoulders - in principle. It can be for as 
many peole as needed but usually it’s for 3 or 4. So the weaving happens in the middle and there is a di�erent rule 
for when you get to the end of the line (see 3. Ends rule). Here are detailed instructions, 3 di�erent ways, for those 
who like it spelled out:

1. Technical

In “Wooing Mairi”, we have two of these heys going on at the same time but one starts by the right and the other 
by the le�. �ey are Mirror Heys. �e same rules apply on your own side, but because you can take hands with 
your partner in middle it does feel a little di�erent – and a lot more friendly! As an end couple you pass between 
the middle couple, if you’re a middle you go outside an end couple. �e third couple hangs back a bit to let the �rst 
pairs make their �rst pass.

2. Practical

3. Ends rule
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