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Abstract 
Cape Breton step dancing is the regional label, given to the vernacular form of 
percussive step dance found in Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia, Canada. Whether 
improvised or choreographed into a routine, this dance genre has, alongside the local 
fiddle tradition become emblematic for the Cape Breton community identity. Exploring 
the Percussive Routes and Shared Commonalities in Cape Breton Step Dancing is the 
first academic study where the investigation is focused on visual, aural and kinaesthetic 
transmission processes at work in the Cape Breton dance community. Observing, 
participating and sensing by utilizing phenomenological hermeneutics as a research 
method are the three transmission processes which are analysed individually and 
symbiotically. The study observes how Cape Breton step dance movements are 
embodied and also how they migrate from body to body by means of the three sensoria.  

Observations on visual transmission, for example, draw on recent research in the 
cognitive sciences, and what aspects of the dance tradition that are acquired by direct 
observation in different community contexts are explored. Aural, or ear, learning probes 
the interconnected transmission environment of the home as one example, and 
furthermore looks at the particular local soundscape that informs dancers of sound and 
rhythm preferences in the Cape Breton music and song tradition and its relationship to 
dance movement. As a means of transmitting cultural knowledge, kinaesthetic transfer, 
alongside visual and aural processes, could be seen as a key component for shaping the 
aesthetic, stylistic and movement preferences of step dancing in Cape Breton. 
Kinaesthetic transfer is the bringing out of somatic, or felt, dimensions of movement; in 
other words, the proprioceptive or kinaesthetic awareness of movement’s kinetic 
vitality. The combination of these three transmission processes at work in different 
dance contexts enables and informs the individual dancer of the Cape Breton 
community’s preferred style and aesthetic criteria for step dancing. Equally, these 
processes enable the same individual to improvise their dancing round a commonly 
shared repertoire of motifs, or ‘steps’ that form part of the flexible boundaries 
surrounding the shared commonalities of this dance genre. This study aims to illustrate 
the aforementioned transmission processes at work in the contexts of the home, the 
dance class, the concert, and at the local square dances. The analysis of these processes 
aims to elicit what common movement material and aesthetic and stylistic criteria the 
local community considers to be essential components of Cape Breton step dance. 
 A concluding picture which emerges, based on the particular sources of this 
study, is one of a holistic transmission environment, where the processes of sights, 
sounds, and kinaesthetic awareness, all often subconsciously, work harmoniously 
together to inform each actor in this cultural context. Transmission occurs over long 
periods of time and develops into an on-going process that forms an integral part of 
daily life for those involved. Even though the home context is no longer the primary 
environment for transmission of dance, the informality of transmission at concerts and 
at square dances deepens the understanding, provided in the class teaching context. The 
dance genre is changing, with a growing motif repertoire being one result. This study, 
however, shows that most of the essential elements with regard to movement repertoire, 
aesthetic and stylistic criteria are maintained. These essential elements make up the 
shared commonalities that define Cape Breton step dance and which are passed on 
through the transmission processes described. 
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Exploring the Percussive Routes and Shared Commonalities  

in Cape Breton Step Dancing 
 
 
This thesis explores visual, aural, and kinaesthetic transmission processes at work in the 

vernacular percussive step dance genre found in Cape Breton Island, Nova Scotia, 

Canada. It focuses on some of the contexts in which these processes take place and 

outlines aspects of shared commonalities in movement repertoire and aesthetic 

preferences, as expressed by the dancers and musicians in the Cape Breton community 

who feature in this particular study. A historical outline of the Island assists in framing 

the recollections and views shared by these people, whom I refer to as ‘sources’1, 

alongside my own observations. This is as much a personal journey of exploration in 

transmission processes, as a contribution to knowledge.  

 
 
 

 
Map 1: Nova Scotia and Cape Breton Island, in Maritime East Coast Canada.  
Free map available at http://d-maps.com/m/novascotia/novascotia21.gif 
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Cape Breton Island is the north-eastern portion of Nova Scotia in Maritime Eastern Canada. It is 
separated from the remainder of the province and the Canadian mainland by the three-kilometre-wide 
Strait of Canso to the southwest, and is further bounded by the Gulf of St. Lawrence and Cabot Strait to 
the north, the Atlantic Ocean to the east and south, and Northumberland Strait to the west. The island is 
175 km long and up to 120 km wide and covers an area of 10,311 km2. Cape Breton Island is mostly 
hilly and forested and has a highly indented coastline. The island rises in the north to 532 m above sea 
level at the Cape Breton Highlands. The island’s centre comprises the 932-km2 tidal saltwater Bras d’Or 
Lake. Administratively it is composed of the counties of Cape Breton, Inverness, Richmond, and 
Victoria.2 . 

 

 
Map 2: Cape Breton Island © M Melin. 
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Introduction 
 
Aims and Objectives 

My primary aim is to seek better understanding of the conditions that enable the current 

movement repertoire and aesthetic preferences of Cape Breton step dancing, and 

bringing to light some of the unspoken boundaries set by the Cape Breton community 

which keep their step dance genre coherent but also allow for individual expression. By 

exploring how and what is transmitted through visual, aural, and kinaesthetic processes, 

as well as where and when transmission takes place (contexts), the objective is to 

provide a deeper insight into the shared commonalities that provide these conditions.  

 

Rationale 

The reason for this research is primarily a personal interest in Cape Breton step dancing. 

As a teacher of dance, it provides me with an opportunity for deeper exploration of the 

mechanisms involved in passing on movement knowledge from one person to another 

through different senses, in this case, visual, aural and kinaesthetic transmission 

processes. As an outsider to the dance tradition and the Cape Breton community, I also 

seek to better understand what the commonly shared values (movement repertoire and 

aesthetic) of the Cape Breton step dance genre are. Mechanically learning movement 

motifs or ‘steps’ in a class situation is only one aspect of understanding this style of 

dancing. I seek to uncover other layers of insider knowledge to add to a more holistic 

appreciation of the Cape Breton step dance genre as a whole. I hope that this research 

will articulate to the outside world some of the fundamental values that this vernacular 

dance form represents to the local community in Cape Breton, and in doing so 

contribute to general dance knowledge. 

 

My own relationship with Cape Breton step dance 

My awareness of Cape Breton and its genre of step dancing started in the early 1990s 

when I attended annual weeklong workshops in the Isle of Skye, Scotland. Before this, 

since the late 1970s, I had also been involved in organizing, leading and formally 

teaching dance classes in Scottish Country and Highland dance, and also other forms of 

dance, such as English Morris dance, Swedish and Irish dance. My attendance at these 

workshops in Cape Breton step dance does, on reflection, provide a turning point for the 

way I view dance learning and teaching or, as referred to in this study, transmission 
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processes. Of course the context of these weeklong courses was one of a formal teacher-

pupil set up, and much information was potentially acquired in a very short period of 

time. What I found different was that contextual information, and values of the Cape 

Breton dance community, were being passed on as much as movement material in class. 

While listening to what Harvey Beaton (my initial teacher, who was followed by many 

others over the years) said, a sort of imagined mindscape formed of what dancing in 

Cape Breton was like. Dancing at home, square dances, performing at concerts and 

other events were constantly referred to. One got a sense that most ‘steps’ [motifs] that 

were taught had a story or particular meaning linked to them. “I got this step from…” “I 

saw this step danced by …”, “so and so would dance a step (or variation of a step) like 

this…”, “my mother/granny/… had a step like this,” and so forth. Many versions of a 

‘step’ were in one sense treated as having similar value. As a learner one sensed that 

one’s teacher was acutely aware of who dances what, what individual styles are in use 

and what choices of movements many of these dancers prefer. Further comments given 

in class which showed acute awareness of the past and the present, pointed to 

individuals who make up, maintain and perform good steps, have a good style, or 

current dancers whose ancestors were known as good dancers merited a mention. 

Another constant at those summer workshops was the continuous reference to and 

importance of the music and musicians in the various contexts described3. The 

relationship between music and dance, and musician and dancer was referred to as a 

given starting point, a norm, not an additional extra. In fact, I became quickly aware that 

the musicians and the dancers were usually the same people, thus embodying two 

aspects of what is essentially seen as one and the same. 

To me this type of information stood in great contrast to my earlier dance 

learning, where context was seldom detailed, and steps were seldom linked to particular 

people or areas. Rather than hearing this is “a step that Mary Janet MacDonald often 

performs and she got it from her mother” for example, my previous contact had 

predominantly been of a more neutral nature in the form of: “this is the 3rd step of the 

Highland Fling and it is performed this way…” These comments emphasize a 

difference in what is deemed valuable information. The latter favours the more 

mechanical movement learning approach with some contextual information, while the 

other passes on both movement patterns and additional contextual information in more 

equal proportion. One could question whether this is down to individual choices of what 

to pass on, but in my own experience it is a question of who passes it on. In my own 

experience, however, those who pass on dance from within an organization-based, and 
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its associated formal classroom-led, context generally pass on far less contextual 

information. When I first visited Cape Breton in 1995 (and on all consecutive visits 

since) all dancers and musicians I met would talk about how other dancers and 

musicians danced and played and where and when etc., before showing me a step of 

their own, or playing a tune. They would first of all put one in the contextual picture 

and, perhaps more importantly, make one feel at home. 

Through these initial observations, I was becoming aware of the Cape Breton 

dancers’ intimate relationship with, and embodied knowledge of, their movement 

patterns and their relationship with their particular musical expression. The concept of 

personal interpretation and style, inherent in Cape Breton step dance, was in the early 

1990s a foreign concept to me. From that point on, I was beginning to move away from 

merely mechanically learning sequences of movements towards a process of observing, 

hearing, feeling, and experiencing the dance movement in relation to the music. I was 

beginning to observe or feel with all my senses, but particularly through visual, aural 

and kinaesthetic modes, while participating in the dance form. It was only from 1995 

onwards that I experienced this in the natural contexts in Cape Breton. I kept asking 

myself if I would actually ever understand the insider dancers’ feelings and choices, 

whether danced at a home in Cape Breton or abroad. I was observing. I was 

participating. However, as an outsider to the culture, how could I acquire a deeper level 

of comparative dance knowledge to theirs, I asked? I eventually found personal comfort 

in acquiring embodied kinaesthetic knowledge of the dance genre by using the 

philosophical tradition of phenomenological hermeneutics (Rice 1997) as a method of 

learning, as well as of field working. I had found harmony in allowing myself to 

experience the dance genre on my own terms and as part of my own being (see below 

and Chapter 3). 

Many visits to Cape Breton Island’s dance venues eventually taught me to lose 

myself in this culture, to relax and experience the dancing just for myself. In my earlier 

learning experiences, I was often obsessed with ‘getting it right’ but failed to find what 

that was. I remember a couple of Cape Breton dancers who, early on in my contact with 

their culture, told me that “I should do it my way’, dance as ‘me’”. I was responsible for 

my own choices of movements, and knowing the music intimately was one of the keys 

to understanding this dance style, according to their advice. However, I soon found out 

that there were more aspects that the insider took for granted that I did not grasp when I 

was ‘only participating and observing’, such as that each musician who played 

generated a different feel; the context where the dances occurred; and the favoured 
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aesthetics of different generations.  

My horizons have widened several times since I started encountering this dance 

tradition in context, but only during my recent visits have I placed myself ‘in front’ of it 

(see chapter 3.2.2). Only then, have I danced in the ‘Cape Breton style’ as a dancer, but 

on my terms and as my own ‘self.’ Locals have asked me to come on to the floor to, 

what I would call ‘share’ my steps, during slots at social dance evenings when solo 

dancers take turns to dance ‘close to the floor’. I have had the privilege of being part of 

the ‘top’ set at social dance evenings with all the subtle connotations of being accepted 

by the local dancers4. I have danced solo and reeled in the ‘Scotch Four’ together with 

local dancers at the Celtic Colours Festival. Only when I started to dance as my ‘self’ 

did local dancers whom I greatly respect, start sharing further details of the finer and 

subtler aspects of their dance tradition with me.  

My journey as performer and researcher is on-going, and the process of 

understanding aspects of this dance tradition is slow and transforming. I have shifted 

from being an outsider to a being in a position in between the outsider-insider 

dichotomy. I am dancing / performing as myself. As Rice points out, from this 

perspective the researcher is not trying to understand the inner experience of the people 

involved in a particular cultural expression but rather gaining an understanding of “the 

world suggested by music sounds, performances, and contexts” (Rice 1997:116). It is 

also important to remember that it is not only the researcher who follows the 

hermeneutic arc, but “all individuals operating within tradition continually re-

appropriate their cultural practices, give them new meanings, and in that process create 

a continually evolving sense of self, of identity, of community and of ‘being in the 

world’” (ibid: 117). 

 

Research Focus 

Initially this investigation intended primarily to focus on the documentation of a 

“common pool” of movements in relation to the actors and contexts involved, by 

establishing the morphology or form and conducting a structural analysis of the Cape 

Breton step dance genre. However, during the course of the research process it emerged 

that my sources emphasized, both consciously and subconsciously, the importance of 

various forms of transmission processes. Their stories pointed to the combined 

importance of visual, aural, and kinaesthetic transmission processes, and their inherent 

information of aesthetic genre preferences, alongside the knowledge of essential or core 
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movement repertoire defining the genre by the Cape Breton dance community. In the 

process of this research, my own interest also began to shift – focusing primarily on the 

transmission processes, including asking questions about my own learning experience 

and in turn the passing on of information through various means. Shifting the emphasis 

to transmission meant that the documentation of commonly shared movements and 

aesthetic indicators became resulting aspects of certain transmission processes in 

defining Cape Breton step dance.   

The transmission processes observed in this study are of a visual, aural and 

kinaesthetic kind. These particular transmission processes, as outlined in detail later, 

work in combination to facilitate migration of certain movement and aesthetic 

preference material between bodies, resulting in the current form of the Cape Breton 

step dance genre. I aim to illustrate this through the experience of the dancers 

interviewed and to certain extent through my own experience and observations. Even 

though the focus is on transmission, the resulting shared commonalities of movement 

and aesthetic preferences outlined, also indicate evidence of on-going transformation of 

the dance genre during this time frame (Chapter 7.2). The time frame for these 

observations is limited to the observations of the source statements, but covers 

approximately the period from 1910 to the present day. 

To better understand the value I see placed on transmission processes in the four 

particular contexts studied in this work, I feel it is important to understand the notions 

of, and the value placed on, the concepts of ancestry, ethnicity, tradition and heritage by 

scholars of Cape Breton and related communities. The notions presented are in line with 

my own observations of these concepts as appropriate for this study. 

 

Contexts 

This study focuses on the three interconnected transmission processes, mentioned 

above, at work in four primary music and dance contexts in Cape Breton: the home, the 

formal class, the square dance and the concert. All three transmission processes occur in 

all four contexts and often overlap, but it is possible that a different emphasis could be 

placed on transmission processes at work in each context and may be indicated by the 

source material. The sources’ recollections often fuse one context with another, as in 

experiencing, visually (and often also aurally) a dancer at a concert, class or square 

dance, and where the recollections of a particular experience are later recalled in the 

home environment. It is therefore difficult to separate one context fully from another, 
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and it would also be counter-productive, as the overall context encompasses all the parts 

to form a whole. Even though social and solo dancing are interconnected, the study 

focuses on the latter (see Chapter 3).  

The contexts were chosen as to their popularity and importance, expressed by 

the findings of this research. For most of the sources in this investigation, the home was 

the initial and perhaps most influential of the four contexts, but not so for all of them. 

For many of the younger sources, as well as some of the older ones, the dance hall, the 

dance class, and the local concert had equally high impact on fostering an interest in the 

dance genre. Contexts are thus inextricably linked to the sense of place. 

 

Issues of identity, community and a sense of place. 

Although this study does not primarily focus on identity, it cannot ignore the fact that 

the music and dance of Cape Breton are seen as a primary emblem of ethnic or 

community identity which strengthens and reaffirms the same (Feintuch 2004:81). A 

similar scenario to that of Cape Breton is described in Johanne Devlin Trew’s study of 

the Irish heritage of the Ottawa Valley in Place, Culture and Community (2009:20-39). 

In reference to community knowledge shaping identity, Trew points to what Geertz 

(1983) calls ‘local knowledge’, that great quantity of information which is not stored in 

official documents or histories of a place; and to Foucault (1980) who refers to the same 

as ‘popular knowledge’, and how this has been relegated to subordinate knowledge by 

centralizing powers or institutions (Foucault 1980; Crampton & Elden 2007).  

Roger Abraham’s (2003:217) article on the transforming meanings of ‘identity’ 

states that “the association of vernacular creativity with the equation between land, 

language, and lore is questioned by those with an investment in the commercial 

movement of goods and services”. Ian McKay’s (1992) article Tartanism Triumphant, 

which is referred to elsewhere, outlines this dichotomy of local knowledge versus 

official and commercial interests, and in this case also imported, and invented, traditions 

to Nova Scotia. In addition, based on Alan Dunde’s (1971) notion of ‘folk ideas’, Trew 

summarizes – “if one is interested in understanding a culture, it is necessary to uncover 

its underlying assumptions or folk ideas which contribute to the formation of its 

worldview, thereby showing how the society defines itself” (Trew 2009:22) 5. Thomas 

Turino, in addition, states that ‘like habitus, identities are at once individual and social; 

they are the affective intersection of life experiences variably salient in any given 

instance … identity is grounded in multiple ways of knowing with affective and direct 

experiential knowledge often being paramount’ (1999:221). 
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Cohen’s (1982, 85, 87, 2005) phrase ‘ethnography of locality’ also comes to 

mind as it suggests “an account of how people experience and express their difference 

from others” and “the ways in which people express their attachment to locality” 

(1982:2-3). In my interactions with the Cape Breton community it becomes quickly 

clear how they, as a group of people with shared values and cultural background, set 

themselves apart from other groups of people. Cape Breton itself, as a label and as a 

geographically confining space, is used to include all those coming from the island or 

with strong blood ties to it. Cape Breton, as a term, is frequently used in various ways to 

express their unique ways and their attachment to one, in many ways, peripheral 

community. The phrase ‘peripheral community’ is used also by, for example, Glassie 

(1982), Ó Laoire (2005), and Trew (2009) in their research6. From a geographical, 

political and economical sense, the research areas in question are all peripheral 

communities, and I would add Cape Breton to the list. Cape Breton, just as, for example 

the Shetland Island of Whalsay, is facing similar problems such as out-migration, 

declining local industries and a reliance on tourism for survival. According to Cohen 

(1982a), a peripheral community can be summed up as: where (1) the people of that 

community source their cultural identity by seeking distinctiveness from others; (2) the 

sustainability of their community is dependent on valuing their distinctions; and (3) 

where everyday practices and commonplace events realize their cultural processes. 

Marginalization, as illustrated in Trew’s (2009), Glassie’s (1982), Ó Laorie’s (2005), 

and Cohen’s (1982) studies is also relevant to this particular study. These studies point 

out that marginalized communities emphasize their distinctiveness through selected 

historical roots of certain practices, and ideas and modes of interaction. These certain 

practices, ideas, etc., are often perceived as ‘low culture’ as opposed to the dominant 

ideals of ‘high culture’ (Shields 1991). These practices are often hard for the outsider to 

detect in the community, and as Cohen says, in reference to selected emphasized 

historical roots, are ‘not simply to demonstrate its consequent sacredness but to exhibit 

its appropriateness to those particular social circumstances and to portray the ingenuity 

and skills of those who originated them – and by implication, of themselves’ (Cohen 

1982a:6).  

In many respects the Cape Breton dance and music community express their 

distinctiveness through their particular ‘style’ of performance. The performative act of 

expressing a particular ‘style’, whether imagined or constructed, is discussed by, for 

example, Anderson (1991) and Bhabha and Thompson (1994). They describe 

expression through performance as a dynamic and on-going process of negotiations of 
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transformation taking place both within the community and with the same community 

relating their practice to the outside world. In addition, Trew says that ‘in this way, 

community identity is formed as much by difference as it is by commonality, as much 

by conflict as by agreement, both in terms of its past and of its present’ (2009:22).  

The various traits or ‘ways of being’ are expressed in many ways, both 

individually and by the community as a whole in Cape Breton. Cohen’s phrase ‘the 

public management of identity’ (1982b:45), and Handler’s (1988) writings on 

individual identity within Quebec, fits in well in Cape Breton where certain traits, but 

more often particular skills or abilities (such as a step dancer or musician), are publicly 

allocated in reference to kinship, association with a certain neighbourhood or 

geographical area and historical or ancestral connections, for example. 

With the above ways of expression in mind, it is important to note that it is no 

longer just the immediate local or parish community that will attend locally organized 

music and dance events in Cape Breton. Particularly in the summer months and during 

Celtic Colours festival in October, participants and audiences come from all over Cape 

Breton, and Nova Scotia and even further afield. In our postmodern times, we see the 

decline of ‘traditional’ communities, which were strongly based on the interconnection 

of people living within fairly well defined local boundaries. With the once strong parish 

and village communities in decline, our sense of time and space has been altered by the 

on-going capitalist and technological developments (Giddens 1991, 2004; Urry 1995). 

In the processes of generating community solidarity, group dancing plays an important 

role. Anthropologists such as Boas (1974), and Radcliffe-Brown (1964) and for 

example ethnochoreologist Foley (2011), have pointed this out. In the dance and music 

communities in Cape Breton, participants of varied ethnic and ancestral backgrounds 

share the same space in performing these cultural expressions and thus help maintain 

and negotiate the group cohesion, identity and difference, as mentioned earlier. 

For this study four Cape Breton dance contexts, home, class, square dance and 

concert, were chosen, in which transmission processes are observed. In relation to these 

contexts the concept of ‘sense of place’ is relevant. It is the notion of place-specific 

conditions that change and adapt over time, and where a combination of human 

associations and geophysical attributes of a certain location plays a part in how we 

understand it (Trew 2009:30). According to Tuan (1996), human beings can sense place 

in more ways than what can immediately be visually perceived. Sound, touch, taste and 

smell also play a part in our appreciation of place. Moreover, place is closely connected 



	   11 

with local knowledge, or culture, which is experienced through the body – ‘knowing’ 

local knowledge (Trew 2009:31). Tuan (1996) further distinguishes between places we 

can immediately access, for example visually perceiving structures, landscape features, 

etc.; and those places whose meanings only become known to us and understood 

through prolonged exposure. The visual is accessible by outsiders, while the latter 

resides in the domain of the insider (local community). The latter is exemplified in this 

study by the local meaning of home, neighbourhood third places (see Chapter 4.5), such 

as community halls and locations for local festivals and dance classes, which Tuan 

refers to as ‘fields of care’ (Tuan 1996:447). Kinship and prolonged exposure are key 

components to the understanding of meaning and are powerful bonding factors between 

people and places (ibid.). Addison’s (2001) study of the Cape Breton dance halls is an 

important study of these matters.  

In Canadian communities, such as Cape Breton, the sense of place and notions 

of identity and history are set against both the locally experienced, or ‘known’ setting 

and an often ‘imagined’ or even ‘invented’ view of a homeland (in this case, Scotland, 

Ireland and so forth). It is the emphasized links between immigrant groups (and their 

descendants) and their place of origin and their negotiations of identity that is at work 

within McKay’s concept of ‘tartanism’ (see below) for example. In reality, many Cape 

Breton cultural expressions are more hybrid in their nature where, for example, in 

music, Scottish, Irish and Acadian tunes are intermixed with locally composed tunes, 

but performed with a distinctive local ‘Cape Breton sound’ (see Doherty 1988, and 

Graham 2006 for example). As Stokes (1988) rightly points out, non-verbal practices, 

such as music and dance, are especially powerful expressions of these links and 

separations, but due to the nature of these expressions, the actors in a certain community 

context, can more easily accept pluralism and cultural hybridity. 

 

Notions of ancestral or ethnic groups in Cape Breton 

When visiting Cape Breton Island it becomes quickly apparent that locals like to query 

where one comes from, ask about one’s relations or relationship with the local 

community and your ancestry, or your ethnic affinity, to enable them to place one in 

their world. The words ‘tradition’ and ‘heritage’ are often, and sometimes 

interchangeably, used in daily conversations and as labels for local institutions, 

magazines and events. The word ‘heritage’ in particular seems to conjure up certain 

‘mindscapes’, as outlined below. 
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The generic term ‘ethnic group’ can most fittingly be attributed to the 

subsections existing in all modern world societies. As Richard Schermerhorn points out: 

…an ethnic group is defined here as a collectivity within a larger society having 
real or putative common ancestry, memories of a shared historical past, and a 
cultural focus on one or more symbolic elements defined as the epitome of their 
peoplehood. (Schermerhorn 1996:17).  

In the case of the Cape Breton Island population make-up, a combination of such 

symbolic elements would include kinship patterns, language (including dialects), 

religious affiliation, and nationality. In this discussion Bierstedt’s (1963) category, 

‘societal group’, becomes a necessary accompaniment to add consciousness of kind to 

the members of each ethnic group, i.e. Scottish (Highland / Gaelic), Irish, French / 

Acadian, Mi’kmaq, and so forth.  

Schermerhorn’s discussion on the relationship and make-up of ‘dominant group’ 

and ‘minority group’ is also of relevance to Cape Breton Island society, where 

‘Scottish’ or ‘Gaelic’ heritage or tradition is commonly seen as the dominant group 

(1996:17-18). Each group is defined by some kind of boundary, which is maintained by 

certain mechanisms. These “mechanisms are cultural markers of difference” (Nash, 

1996:24) and most common among these are kinship, commensality and religious 

affinity or cult. These pointers are not always easily visible, so other secondary surface 

pointers come into play, making recognition from a distance possible. These may 

include dress code and language for example and relate in some way to the core 

elements of the ethnic group formation. Sometimes, however, these social markers do 

not relate back to the core elements but act as forms of transient social differentiation, 

which are often voluntary and can be assumed or cast off volitionally.  

The ideas of assimilation, integration, fusion, and pluralism have in large 
measure to do with the mix of voluntary-involuntary aspects of ethnicity as that 
is defined by the social system and internally in the groups constituting that 
social or cultural system (Nash, 1996:26-27).  

One may observe these aspects in the interaction between the participants of Cape 

Breton’s fiddle, piping, and step dancing scene. Modern cultural orders do not only 

trace their group identities and ethnic differences through historical dimensions and 

timelines, but there is, according to Nash, a kind of temporality:  

…that is a cultural construct rather than a chronological record of time and 
events as they actually passed - if that sequence could be recovered and its 
facticity agreed upon. This temporal aspect of culture is grasped in the concept 
of ‘tradition’ (Nash, 1996:27). 

 



	   13 

The concept of tradition in the Cape Breton context 

Spalding and Woodside define tradition as a ‘work-in-progress’ – “because tradition 

tries to describe such a complex reality and is so commonly used by so many people in 

so many contexts, it may always be a work-in-progress” (Spalding and Woodside 

1995:249). Atkinson (2004) discusses issues of selectivity, creativity, continuity, and 

on-going reconstruction within tradition. Along the same lines Feintuch argues “that 

tradition is a social and academic construct standing for and resulting from an on-going 

process of interpreting and reinterpreting the past” (Feintuch 1993:192). Atkinson 

(2004), Feintuch (1993), Rosenberg (1993), Handler and Linnekin (1984), Nilsson 

(1997) and Glassie (1995, 2003) all discuss the paradoxical concept of continuity and 

change in tradition. Atkinson, for example, speaks of this paradox:  

On the one hand, tradition comprises a canon of texts that provides a cultural 
identity for its practitioners largely as a consequence of its perceived continuity 
with the same texts and their practitioners in the past and/or in other places. On 
the other hand, tradition is inherently unstable across time, its constitution 
always changing to meet the circumstances and ideological requirements of the 
present. The paradox can only be resolved in so far as these ideological 
requirements express themselves in terms of the need to establish a perceived 
continuity with a particular part of the past (Atkinson 2004:149).  

Writing on the concept of tradition as a “continuous process situated in the nothingness 

of the present”, Henry Glassie (1995:395) stated: 

Things vary with need and circumstance, by genre and culture. The more secure, 
the less embattled the actor, the freer the action. But when actions are shaped 
sincerely, tradition will be present … tradition is the means for deriving the 
future from the past and then define tradition, once again, as volitional, temporal 
action … as resource and process, as wish for stability, progress, or 
revitalization, tradition – or something like it with another name – is the inbuilt 
motive force of culture. History need not be seen as circumstantial to culture, as 
an external power that causes changes in synchronic states. It can be seen as an 
integral component of culture, its adoptive urge of becoming. Nor must history 
and culture be ranged beyond the reach of men and women. The big patterns are 
the yield of small acts. History, culture, and the human actor meet in tradition 
(Glassie 1995:408-409). 

From an historical point, it is worth noting that, as Veblen (1991) points out, there is a 

dichotomy of points of view on the concept of tradition as being either a passive 

unchanging force in society (for example, Marx 1977, Tönnies 1971, Durkheim 1960, 

Weber 1947) or as an active creative force (for example, Levi-Strauss 1966, 1978, 

Harris 1977, Bonner 1978, Boyes 1988, Hobsbawm and Ranger [invented traditions] 

1983). This polarization of theorization was first defined by Shanklin (1981, 1985) but 
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is outlined above and summarized by Glassie (2003) as a combination of the two points 

of view but with an emphasis on the transformational and creative which currently 

seems to be the view in favour. 

In the Cape Breton context, German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies (1957, 1971) 

concept of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft (1887) is of interest in relation to the 

invented, urbanized and romanticized version of Scottishness introduced to Nova 

Scotia, as discussed in McKay’s (1992) article on Tartanism below. The idealized 

dichotomy of gemeinschaft, often equated with ‘community’ where ‘traditional’ values 

of kinship, personal and intimate contact, unity and natural settings are emphasized; and 

gesellschaft, or ‘society’ where a competitive, modern and urban society based on 

enterprise and more impersonal connections and relationships, are contrasted with each 

other. The transition from ‘old’ rural (where, in Tönnies’ words, their tradition was an 

unthinking emotional reaction) and symbolized by family and neighbourhood, to urban, 

modern and technologically developed society, in turn symbolized by the city or the 

state, is at the core of Tönnies’ concepts (Truzzi, 1971). 

In the discussions regarding the level of particular ethnic influences on the Cape 

Breton music and dance tradition the paradoxical concept of continuity and change 

becomes evident. (See for example, Dembling (2005), Doherty (1996, 2001), Graham 

(2004), and MacInnes (1994, 1996, 1997)). 

 

Heritage and Mindscapes 

This is not the place to discuss in depth the emerging processes of change in our 

perceptions of what tradition and heritage are, or the current ‘heritagization’ of the 

former, and the production of Intangible Cultural Heritage lists by UNESCO, for 

example, as outlined by Swedish professor of ethnology, Owe Ronström (2010). It is 

nonetheless important to note, as Ronström argues, that we are dealing with 

‘mindscapes’ where the concept of ‘tradition’ very much centres around the rural, 

implying production on the local and regional level and where ‘heritage’ centres around 

the urban (even when referring to rural situations) focusing on the international or 

transnational (2010:277). One important aspect that differentiates between the two 

mindscapes, as suggested by Ronström, is that ‘tradition’ produces a closed space, 

which is difficult to access, while the opposite is ‘heritage’, an open space, which 

anyone can access without having somehow to be invited (ibid.).  

To further place the step dance genre in the Cape Breton cultural landscape, or 
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‘mindscape’, the ‘heritagization’ of Scottish tradition, a romanticized reality labelled 

‘tartanism’ is relevant and is discussed further below. To attract outside interest to Nova 

Scotia (including Cape Breton), this ‘tartanism’ process illustrates many of the issues 

discussed by Ronström and is of real importance. Of importance are also the ideas of 

‘mindscapes’ and the use of terms such as ‘Celtic’ in the Cape Breton context. This 

would align itself with similar notions of ‘Celtitude’ or ‘Bretonitude’, as outlined by 

Wilkinson (1999) with regards to music and dance culture in Brittany. 

 

Romanticism – ‘Tartanism’ – and Living Community Traditions Compromised 

The division between the living Cape Breton culture, particularly the Scots Gaelic one, 

and the imposed Romanticized image of Scottishness on the whole of Nova Scotia, has 

been debated by a number of writers. In outlining the series of events in the years 1933-

1954 that has come to shape particularly the outside world’s view of Cape Breton (and 

Nova Scotia as a whole), Canadian historian Ian McKay’s seminal article Tartanism 

Triumphant: The Construction of Scottishness in Nova Scotia (1992) has provided a 

base for discussion of a number of aspects of Nova Scotian traditions and heritage. It is 

primarily Shaw (2000) and Kennedy (2002) who discuss McKay’s notion of 

romanticized ‘invented’ culture in relation to the Gaelic Language and traditions. The 

same issues, but mainly in relation to the level of impact on the local music scene, are 

discussed by Graham 2006, Doherty (1996), Hennessy (2008), Herdman 2008, 

Dembling 2005, Shears (2008) and Dorchak (2006). 

The question whether the same scenario has affected the step dance tradition 

with the interaction between modern forms of Scottish Highland and Country dancing, 

and later also modern Irish dance, has been much less discussed. Only Rhodes (1985, 

1996) mentions the modern forms Scottish Highland and Country dancing in relation to 

local dance styles briefly. The same is also referred to by MacInnes (1994, 1996, 1997) 

but with additional questions regarding the Cape Breton step dance genre’s similarity 

with percussive Irish dance. Neither investigates the issues mentioned in any great 

detail. 

To summarize: McKay dissects the Romanticized Scottish image that Nova 

Scotia holds to this day.7 The creating of this image is a complex process with multi-

layered reasons and McKay’s article should be referred to in full. The most important 

aspects of this process is that most local heritages, and predominantly the living Scots 

Gaelic one, were largely ignored, and an imaged Scottishness, aimed at American 
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tourists, was created to attract visitors to the province. This fabricated artificial 

Scottishness, termed ‘tartanism’ by McKay, was very much promoted by the Nova 

Scotia government and Liberal Premier Angus L. MacDonald in particular. The broad 

answer to why this took place is, according to McKay, that it was part of an 

international anti-modernist wave, a general middle-class search for something better 

from beyond their crisis-ridden modern world; while the narrow answer can be traced to 

the personal and particularly romantic and essentialist opinion of Scottish traditions 

held by Premier Angus L. MacDonald which was full of certain self-evident truths. 

While the Scots Gaelic culture and language were in decline, official doctrine promoted 

certain other aspects of Scottish cultural forms – kilts, tartans, clans, Highland Games 

and the image of the lone sheiling. Highland cattle were imported and commercial 

enterprises, such as the Keltic Lodge complete with golf course, were established. Many 

of these aspects were new, while others such as Scottish Societies, dancing, and 

Highland Games, for example, were already in existence in the Province but activities, 

such as ‘tossing the caber’ or ‘Scottish music’, featured alongside ‘sack races’ and 

‘baseball games’ at public celebrations. This indicates that Scots were part of an ethnic 

mix rather than being a dominant force in the province (McKay 1992:14). The reason 

why Premier Angus L. MacDonald, and by extension the local Government, saw fit to 

sell out selected Scottish traditions for commercial purposes was his “strong 

commitment to nineteenth-century economic liberalism, with its emphasis on the 

primacy of the individual and the free market” (ibid:21). During the 1930s, the image of 

Nova Scotia in writing changed from being progressive and industrial (coal mines in 

particular) to one of ethnic essentialism – “a haven of simple folk” (ibid:23). The focus 

thus changed from industrial areas where most of the population lived and worked to 

that of the rural areas where this ‘essence’ of a proud race (or ‘folk’) could be found. 

McKay points out that in the tourism vernacular the term ‘the Highlands’ was now 

attached to Cape Breton’s rural and scenic areas (ibid:24)8. Thus, in this view, the 

notion of the ‘blood is strong’ among the last unspoiled members of the proud ‘Scottish’ 

race often gets reinforced in the consciousness of the Nova Scotian, and beyond, 

through the publications of twentieth century travel writers. It is worth noting that not 

only the Scots, but all ‘white’ ethnic races of Nova Scotia, the Acadians being a good 

example, were influenced by this anti-modernist wave, where the rural ‘unchanged’ 

ways of times gone by were favoured and had been similarly developed along those 

lines since the nineteenth century, albeit on a much lesser scale (ibid:15). To conclude, 

Angus L. MacDonald came to promote a favoured pureness of the Scottish Highlander 
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rather than the Lowlander (even though many of the ideals promoted stemmed from 

Victorian and Lowland thinking); the romantic notion of a democratic clan system was 

favoured rather than the Scottish Enlightenment – looking back to a glorious but 

imagined Gaelic past within a Romanticized framework became hallmarks in attracting 

tourists to Nova Scotia by the Government. How the remains of this process are still 

evident in Nova Scotia, and particularly with regards to the various music and dance 

scenes present, could form the basis for further study. 

 

Mindscapes and visual representations in Cape Breton 

Owe Ronström calls attention to the above scenarios by referring to them as 

‘mindscapes’, a term which highlights differences between for example, “imagined 

‘virtual’, traditional folk music mindscapes and the lived realities that it depicts and 

represents” (Ronström 2010:269). The notion of ‘mindscapes’ is interesting as it 

encapsulates notions of a distant past, where traditions are seen as emerging naturally 

“out of the landscape, producing a continuous musical geography of distinct local 

musics” (ibid: 268). Referring to Chapman (1994), Ronström anchors the notion of 

‘Celtic’ as based on local language and traditions (music, dance, etc.).  

This notion is relevant in Cape Breton where the music is sometimes referred to 

as ‘Celtic’ and is used, for example in the title of the recently established ‘Celtic Music 

Interpretive Centre’ in Judique. This provides the link to the ‘local’ and to the notion 

that tradition, in this case music and dance, “belongs to, represents, is used and loved by 

the local ‘folk’” (Ronström 2010:269); and where the local population have a very 

distinct idea of what their traditions are. Sometimes, though, as Chapman says, ‘local’ 

music may not actually be locally anchored (ibid:269). This is not necessarily the case 

in the strongholds of Cape Breton music and dance, but the notion has relevance if seen 

encompassing the bigger picture of the influence of ‘tartanism’, described above. Indeed 

Dorchak (2006) points out that when Cape Breton fiddle music began its revitalization 

in the mid-1970s praise was given in the local papers for the Glendale Fiddle Festival. 

But the commentary also included opinions on whose music this was. For some people, 

essentialist thinking of the culture saw them criticize people of non-Scottish ancestry, 

i.e., First Nation Mi’kmaq and Acadians, for taking up the fiddle and playing ‘Scottish 

music’. Another notion presented was that the fiddlers of the past were playing at a 

higher standard and more ‘correctly’ than the current ones, and furthermore the same 

writers felt that the original style was not being maintained. Even though these writers 

were criticized for romanticizing Gaelic culture, the essentialist notion was there 
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(Dorchak 2006:117).  

Another aspect of this discussion is the on-going debate on the level of 

Scottishness and Gaelic flavour in the music, and whether this is disappearing (Doherty 

1996; Graham 2006; et al)9. This discussion, however, is both about oral transmission 

and changing contexts, and of an ethnic minority making itself heard within the larger 

Canadian anglophone/francophone context. As Nettl points out: 

There is a widely accepted assumption that a piece transmitted orally changes 
slowly but constantly, supported only in part by a small number of studies … 
[but no doubt that] the particular view that a society has of change and the nature 
of music plays a greater role than any general law of human behaviour (Nettl 
2005:297). 

Reading McKay’s study of ‘tartanism’, the notion of ‘invented traditions’ as presented 

by Hobsbawm (2001) and in particular Hugh Trevor-Roper’s article regarding the 

invention of the Highland Tradition of Scotland (2001) come to mind.10 Studying the 

changes in Scottish and Cape Breton Scottish cultural expressions, these ‘inventions’ 

are commonly linked to visual manifestations, i.e., that something looks the part. In case 

of the creation of the modern ‘kilt’ for example, Trevor-Ropers article makes it clear 

that discussing and writing about the visual correctness of the garment, and indeed the 

full ‘Highland dress’ is important. Likewise, in the case of the many emerging Scottish 

dance manuals of the mid 20th century, the descriptions of dress code and the visual 

aspects of the dancing become enhanced. This aspect of change in aesthetic priority in 

the said dance traditions is another study. The visual aspect theme is further discussed, 

with many examples of how Nova Scotia ‘tartanism’ is visualized provided by McKay, 

and also by Kennedy (2002:240-46).11 Until ‘tartanism’ took real hold of Cape Breton, 

photos and texts seem to indicate that tartan, as part of the dress, was not necessarily 

needed in order to show your ancestral background or your local anchoring. It should be 

noted that photographs from the 1970s and 1980s frequently feature step dancers 

wearing some aspect of tartan clothing (see for example MacGillivray 1988), and that 

some still do so today on occasion (own observations). The emphasis on the visuals 

connect to John Urry’s (2002) concept of ‘the tourist gaze’ which is based 

predominantly on visual stimuli and which puts less emphasis on stimuli of our other 

senses. These changes in how the culture is expressed brings Ronström’s concept of the 

creation of ‘mindscapes’ to mind. 

Ronström’s term ‘mindscapes’ could be interpreted as an indication of different 

priorities of what aspects of, in this case, traditions are hierarchically important. A 

mindscape is created when certain aspects are enhanced and others pushed into the 
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background. The selection of a small number of active aspects interacts with a much 

greater number of inactive aspects. (2007:233)12. Ronström illustrates this shift within a 

local Swedish fiddle tradition by comparing two photographs of the same group of 

musicians. In one from 1898 the musicians all wear black suits and hats, while in the 

other one from 1902 the same group wear folk costumes (Ronström 2010:269). Even 

though this is a different cultural scenario, the parallels of a Romanticized idea of how 

the music should be represented are in this case enhanced visually.13 This is a similar 

scenario to Angus L. MacDonald’s creation of a cultural ideology but, in the Swedish 

context, the existing ‘tourist ensemble’ was transformed into a ‘fiddle team with 

archaic, locally distinctive traditions” (ibid). The striking difference in transformation is 

that in the Swedish case the change was locally motivated and engineered, while in the 

Nova Scotian case, change is coming from an authoritative centre, bringing outside 

influences into areas of locally anchored traditions. What Ronström illustrates is that 

there are many closely related ‘mindscapes’, which are created “on ideas from 

philosophers, linguists, ethnologists, and cultural historians of the late eighteenth-

century” (ibid). Ronström continues that it is the institutionalization of these 

‘mindscapes’ “in a large domain organized according to a ‘mythical geography’ … that 

sets up a folk and their music as consequence of place” (ibid.). The idea of the 

connection between ‘place’ and ‘music’ has in Western Europe been a constitutive 

element of the ‘traditional’ or ‘folk’ music mindscape. As part of these shifting 

‘mindscapes’ an emphasis on the importance of a culture absorbed through osmosis in 

the home, through oral and aural, and in the case of dance, also by somatic or ‘felt’ 

learning, has largely shifted to one of formal learning.14  

 

All the concepts and terms discussed above in relation to identity, community, sense of 

place, tradition and heritage, place in my opinion, importance and reliance on certain 

modes of transmission, predominantly the visual and aural modes, for their validation 

and understanding. 

The same transmission processes, with the addition of the kinaesthetic mode, I 

feel, play a significant role in maintaining the essential aspects of the movement 

repertoire and aesthetic preferences of the Cape Breton step dance genre. All of these 

contributes to and allows for individual interpretation and development of the dance 

genre within an evolving ‘traditional’ community framework. 
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Literature specific to Cape Breton dance 

There are few published sources directly linked to Cape Breton dance traditions. In fact, 

writers, referring to early sources in particular, most often quote two articles, both of 

them written by Dr Frank Rhodes (1985 (64), 1996) and the result of one single 

research visit to Cape Breton Island in 1957. Simonne Voyer’s 2003 publication La 

Gigue has biographical material as well as dance notation from both the Cape Breton 

and New Brunswick step dance traditions. The only other academic and analytical 

work, although un-published, that deals with dance in Cape Breton Island is the 

Inverness County Dance Project report by Le Blanc and Sadowsky (1986). This report 

concentrates on the Reels and Square Sets of Inverness County, but also briefly 

describes the various aspects of dance forms found in the Scottish, Irish, Acadian and 

Micmac communities of the county.  

Allister MacGillivray’s seminal publication A Cape Breton Ceilidh (1988) 

features a collection of 60 edited interviews with step dancers and thirteen pianists. It is 

richly illustrated with photographs of the people mentioned in the interviews. The value 

in this publication lie predominantly in that music and dance is contextualised by the 

interviewee’s stories. The high value placed on family ties and connections is a 

recurring theme. Patterns and ways of transmission are discussed, as is the stylistic and 

aesthetic preferences of the interviewee’s. Particular dancers and their stylistic traits are 

regularly mentioned, and certain dances, such as the Flowers of Edinburgh and the 

Wedding Reel, are mentioned by several interviewees in some detail. By cross-

referencing the statements of these interviews a picture emerges of the community’s 

aesthetic and stylistic preferences. 

There are two works on Square Set dance traditions that should be noted for 

their contextual, instructional and historical contribution. In 1992, Dance Nova Scotia 

published the first edition No Less No More – Just Four on the Floor (MacDonald et al, 

1994) to promote the use of Cape Breton Square sets in Public Schools. Jørn Borggreen, 

a Danish dancer, wrote Right to the Helm, which was self-published in 2002 and which 

contains a collection of the many local versions of Cape Breton Square Sets. 

Commonly, dance in Cape Breton is mentioned in less detail in both published 

and un-published source material, and generally as contextualisation in studies of music 

and other cultural expressions found on the island. Some important Cape Breton studies 

are Garrison (1985); Dunlay and Greenberg (1996); MacInnes (1994, 1996, 1997); 

MacDonald (1999); Doherty (1994, 1996, 2006); Addison (2001); Gibson (1998, 2005); 
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Feintuch (2004, 2006); Graham (2006); and Herdman (2008, 2010). 

 

Chapter Outline 

Chapter 1 sets out aspects of the history of settlement and community formation in Cape 

Breton Island, and is often viewed through the lens of its dance and music tradition. 

Chapter 2 provides a literature review relating to visual, aural and kinaesthetic 

transmission processes. Chapter 3 outlines the research methods utilized for this study. 

Chapters 4 and 5 document how visual, aural and kinaesthetic transmission occurs in 

four contexts – the home environment, the classroom, the concert and the Square dance. 

Chapter 6 examines aspects of what is being transmitted in these contexts, focusing on 

aesthetic criteria and commonly shared motifs as used by the selected sources of this 

study. Chapter 7 summarizes my findings and suggests areas of further study. 
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Chapter 1 – Cape Breton Island - a short Historical Background  
Thig crioch air an t-saoghal, ach mairidh ceòl agus gaol (An end will come to the world, but 
music and love will live forever) – Gaelic proverb. 

 

1.1.1 – Historical background with an emphasis on dance development. 

In creating a framework for this investigation, the current step dance tradition should be 

seen as an integral part of Cape Breton’s cultural development as a whole15. To provide 

a fully balanced view of the many cultural expressions in Cape Breton is, however, a 

complex task. The predominant popular view is that the Island is ‘Scottish’ or ‘Gaelic’ 

even though the Acadian and Mi’kmaq cultures have in recent years been given more 

attention in both media and literature. This has provided better general awareness of 

Acadian and Mi’kmaq community names and cultural centres and festivals. Although 

Cape Breton is a multicultural context as a whole, the Scots Gaels are the foremost 

ethnic group written about in available literature, followed by books on the Acadian 

settlers and the first nation Mi’kmaq16. Very little has been written directly about the 

Irish immigrants, but the level of impact of Irish traditions on the Cape Breton music 

and dance culture is discussed by for example MacDonald (1999). Other ethnic groups, 

such as West Indians, African-Canadians, Italians, Lebanese, Jews, Poles, Russians and 

Ukrainians, are as good as non-existent in published literature. 

This historical summary takes note of relevant events but parallels them with an 

historical outline of dance in Cape Breton. This does not attempt to provide an 

authoritative historical account of all dance forms in Cape Breton as this is not the aim 

of this work. Highlighting the interconnectedness of customs, traditions, music, song, 

and dance in the ethnic makeup of the Cape Breton communities will enable placing the 

step dance genre in its current context. This brief study outlines, for example, immigrant 

settlement patterns and the reasons for emigration from particular areas, as these 

contexts have had an impact on the contents of the current dance tradition. 

 
1.1.2 – Early settlements and early dance references 

When on his 1497–98 voyage, John Cabot discovered the cod-rich fishing waters of the 

northwest Atlantic, this started a massive European fishery, incorporating the inshore 

fishing grounds off Cape Breton Island alongside those of Nova Scotia, Newfoundland 

and Labrador. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, “French and Basque 

merchants financed a seasonal or migratory fishery to Cape Breton, sending supply 
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vessels and fishing crews across the Atlantic each spring” (Hornsby, 1992:xxiv). 

Fishing off Cape Breton Island therefore supported a much larger French cod fishery 

area, stretching from Newfoundland along the western shores to Nova Scotia. Small, 

temporary fishing stations were established to support the seasonal fishing of the 

Europeans. In 1713 the French, having been ousted from Newfoundland by the English, 

established a permanent fishing station and shipbuilding centre on Cape Breton’s 

southern shore, named Louisbourg. Louisbourg was the capital of the French colony of 

Île Royale, and the port became a major centre for the French cod fishery and an 

important naval base and entrepôt for French trade in the North Atlantic. In 1760 during 

the Seven Years’ War (1756-1763), the British captured, then deported the French 

(Acadian) population (Le Grand Dérangement) and destroyed Louisbourg (Hornsby 

1992; Laxner 2007).  

Life was physically demanding for the early French settlers but even so many 

aspects of European cultural life was transferred to Louisbourg, as described by 

Kenneth Donovan in “After Midnight We Danced Until Daylight”: Music, Song and 

Dance in Cape Breton, 1713-1758 (2002): 

Whether at court, at church, at home or in the tavern, music was a part of 
everyday existence in 17th- and 18th-century France. This was the case in Cape 
Breton too, as French immigrants carried their musical tastes and traditions with 
them. Musicians and their instruments helped ease settlers’ transition to the New 
World … Some of the transfer of Old World musical traditions was a matter of 
conscious policy. Fishing companies, for instance, sought to keep up the morale 
of their men by providing musical entertainment (2002:4-5). 

In detailing the many facets of musical life in Louisbourg, dancing masters appear quite 

regularly as part of the scene. “Drum major Pierre Boziac, a member of the garrison in 

1754, was for example a dancing master who taught the young girls of Louisbourg” 

(Donovan 2002:7). 

Planned festive activities, especially music and dance, were the highlight of the 
Louisbourg social life during the pre-Lenten carnival from 1 January until Ash 
Wednesday. Military engineer François De Poilly attended 10 balls during 
January and February 1758. At least three of the formal dances lasted all night, 
and offered food as well as music. (ibid:7).  

As dancing was part of the French cultural identity, high-ranking officials sponsored 

music and theatre performances. Dancing was at times so popular that, in 1748, it was 

claimed there were not enough dancing masters available to teach all those who wanted 

to learn (ibid:7-8).  All levels of society engaged in dancing as their most popular 

pastime, and in the case of Louisbourg, Donovan mentions a number of active French 
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Dancing Masters by name, including Simon Rondel and Decoudray Feuillet (ibid:12). 

They are noted for teaching both music and dance to the young and old among the 

wealthy families of the fortress. When French dancing masters emigrated to the New 

World they “tended to move to the British North American colonies rather than New 

France since their much larger populations provided more employment opportunities for 

them” (ibid:12). Some dancing masters also appear to have taught in the English-

garrisoned settlement at Canso. Masks for ‘Masked Balls’, dances, and masquerades (a 

type of ballet) were imported to Louisbourg, and Donovan indicates that the dances, 

performed at these occasions, were the branle, gavotte and minuet, as would have been 

the custom at the time in France.  Festivities were laid on to celebrate visiting 

dignitaries and to mark occasions of royal births. Indeed all of “these festivities, which 

were described in detail to authorities in France, included music and dance just as they 

did in France” (ibid:14). The singing of lewd songs, drunkenness and dancing after dark 

and in taverns, even on Sundays, offended many of the clergy and officials. In a circular 

letter from Bishop Pontbriand of Quebec in 1742, addressed to the priests of Acadia 

(presently mainland Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island and New Brunswick), he urged 

them to prohibit taverns from selling alcohol on “Sundays, feast days and especially 

during mass” and moreover, it “chastised Acadian communities that permitted men and 

women to dance together after dark and even allowed the singing of ‘lewd songs’” 

(ibid:18). Finally, this is how Donovan sums up the period: 

Music was a part of people’s everyday lives at all levels of society, with sacred 
hymns among the French and the Mi’kmaq, courtly dancing among 
Louisbourg’s high-ranking officials, tavern dances among fishermen and 
soldiers, and the sounds of whistling, fluting, the playing of Jew’s harps and the 
drumming of the garrison beginning at sunrise. Dancing and singing, which 
were part of the cultural identity the French brought to Cape Breton, became 
even more vital and necessary as people had to provide their own entertainment 
in a relatively isolated settlement. With darkness approaching at five o’clock in 
early winter, together with an inhospitable climate, and the lack of female 
companionship, music and song provided comfort to lonely fishermen, soldiers 
and officers in the garrison, whose wives and girlfriends remained in France. 
Prominent Louisbourg officials and their families followed musical taste and 
tradition in Europe, much like other recent immigrants to North America. 
Whether composing a ditty, beating a drum or playing for a minuet, musicians, 
singers and dancers in Cape Breton were always looking back over their 
shoulder at Europe. Nevertheless, as the Mi’kmaq and French exchanges 
demonstrate, even as they did so they adapted and modified European music to 
suit the New World environment. (Donovan 2002:28). 
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1.1.3 – Cape Breton a British Colony 

From the mid-1760s the British took over Cape Breton Island (by then probably named 

by Basque fishermen from Cap Breton, near Bayonne, France), deported most of its 

French population and began restoring the cod fishery. A small number of merchants 

from the English Channel Islands (originally French Huguenots) soon controlled much 

of the industry, even though many other smaller Nova Scotian merchants were involved 

in the fishery. Large fishing stations were established on the Island, which exported 

dried fish to overseas markets. Supplies and seasonal labour came from the Channel 

Islands and Acadian, Scottish and Irish settlers were outfitted for the fishery (Morgan 

2008; Hornsby 1992). Hornsby points out that “by the early nineteenth century, a series 

of staple enclaves, each heavily dependent upon external capital and markets but 

marked by considerable individual cultural distinctiveness [italics mine], had been 

created around the coast of Cape Breton” (Hornsby 1992:xxv).  

The census of 1801 tallies the population of Cape Breton to about 2,500 souls 

sparsely settled on a heavily forested island. As a British colony it was rather 

underdeveloped. Along the coast a few settlements were scattered with the majority of 

the population in the Sydney area. French speaking Acadians living in the Cheticamp 

and Îsle de Madame areas constituted about half the population. Sydney and Baddeck 

River housed settled Loyalists since the plantation of 1785, and New Englanders and 

Southern Irish were settled along the south eastern shore. Dispersed along the west 

coast were Gaelic-speaking Scots, and the Mi’kmaq inhabited the inland forests.  
 

1.1.4 – Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries – Fishing, Coal Mining, Shipbuilding 

and Farming 

The majority of resident fishermen around the year 1800 were Acadians, concentrated 

in the Cheticamp and Arichat areas, while at Louisbourg, Garbarus and Main-à-Dieu, 

the New England and Irish fishermen were stationed. Hornsby notes considerable 

differences between the resident and seasonal Channel Island workforce. Distinct ethnic 

differences and social worlds were in place as the merchants were British Protestants, 

while the Acadian and Irish fishermen were Catholic. Blood ties and family ties became 

very strong among the resident fishermen. (Hornsby 1992:3-15).  

Another important industry was coal mining, which had been set up by the 

French in the early eighteenth century and taken over by the British after the Loyalists 

had been transplanted to the Sydney area in 1785. The coal industry faced problems due 
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to high production, transportation and market costs and was thus finding it hard to 

compete with other coal suppliers. The coal-mining workforce was mainly 

Newfoundland Irish or Loyalists.  

From an economics point of view, the small Cape Breton shipbuilding and 

shipping industry was at least as valuable as the coal mining around the year 1800, and 

it provided considerable local employment as well as part-time employment for farmers 

and fishermen. 

A third of the population were by the year 1800 dependent on farming. The early 

settlers found a Cape Breton almost completely covered by a mixed coniferous-

deciduous forest, which was hard to clear. The severe winter conditions also hampered 

agricultural development. Due to its location and population size, local markets were 

small, and others distant in the context of export. Crown land regulations also hindered 

settlement and resulted in farming becoming a subsistence operation. 

Due to the absence of large estates or plantations on the island and the wide 

availability of land, the immigrants settled in straggling lines of dispersed farms, often 

in the shape of parallel rectangular 100-200 acre lots, running back from the riverbank 

or the shore. Traditional villages were not built, but each lot had a simple farmhouse; 

the Scottish settlers favoured a one-room log house with a turf or bark covered single-

sloped roof. Many pioneers squatted on Crown land, but their settlements tended to be a 

less orderly patchwork of clearings in the forest.  For the most part, these farm 

communities were isolated and immigrant family and kinship groups settled together.  

Distance, forest, rough terrain, and a lack of roads hindered communication and 
prevented the intermingling of settlers that was common on many frontiers. 
There was little pressure on the French-speaking Acadians and the Gaelic-
speaking Scots to conform to the Standard English of the Loyalists. A good deal 
of orally transmitted folk culture was maintained (Hornsby 1992:24). 

So by 1800 Cape Breton can be seen as distinct from both a geographical and political 

standpoint, but peripheral, isolated, fragmented and underdeveloped from an economic 

and social point of view. Small and market specialized settlements around the coast, 

depending on fishery and unstable international trading markets, existed alongside a 

predominance of subsistence farming, as very little trade existed to create a farming 

economy. Coal exports were minimal but had been established. A small and generally 

poor population, with different religious, linguistic and cultural backgrounds, further 

complicated any homogenization of the settlers. The development pattern that came to 

dominate the Island throughout the nineteenth century was thus already in place 
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(Hornsby 1992). 
 
1.1.5 – Scottish immigration to Cape Breton and reasons for emigration 

The significant number of Scottish immigrants to Cape Breton formed part of the circa 

one million emigrants who left the British Isles bound for North America during the 

nineteenth century. Changing social and economic circumstances associated with the 

agricultural and industrial revolutions of that century, and the post-Napoleonic war 

economic depression, were the main contributing factors to this large-scale 

emigration17. 

In outlining Nova Scotian Gaelic culture in the report Gaelic Nova Scotia: An 

Economic, Cultural and Social Impact Study (2002) Michael Kennedy historically 

describes Gaelic society as a social order in transition. One aspect of the report 

describes the dualism of the old Gaelic society, as being intimate and compact as well 

as aristocratic and stratified, thus all levels of its society commonly had physical and 

intellectual contact while sharing major cultural reference points. This system came 

under considerable pressure to change from external authorities on both sides of the 

Atlantic by means of Anglicization. Due to this, the Gaelic culture “survived almost 

exclusively as an informally transmitted folk culture in rural communities.” (2002:117-

20). Gaelic society was largely based on kinship18 and inter-class relationships, 

mentioned above, were managed by a system of hospitality and understanding between 

the better and less well off within their society. All people, including visitors, enjoyed 

the same treatment in the Highland communities (Gibson 1998).  

Most of the population of the western Highlands and islands lived on large clan 

chief owned estates in the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century. 

Dispersed along the coast and along interior glens and straths were nucleated villages, 

or clachans, which housed mainly farming dependent communities. This is how 

Hornsby summarizes Highland village life: 

Among the inhabitants were a few substantial tenant farmers who rented land 
either from a tacksman (an old clan lieutenant) or directly from the clan chief. 
Few of them had written leases, and without leases they could be evicted "at 
will." Each tenant had shares in the open field and grazing-rights on the 
commons, a system known as runrig. These shares and rights were protected by 
collective rules and practices overseen by a township council. Tenants also 
sublet land to cottars, the landless poor who made up much of the population of 
each village. Tenants drew a living from subsistence crops of oats, potatoes, and 
barley and from sales of black cattle to southern drovers – the market connection 
that paid the rent. Cottars laboured for the tenants. Such an agricultural system, 
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unchanged for generations, was relatively self-sufficient and aimed to 
accommodate as many clansmen on the land as possible. (Hornsby 1992:33) 

This life style was largely disrupted from the 1790s onwards. Poor harvests, increased 

wool and meat prices (during the Napoleonic Wars 1793-1815), rising rents, left many 

Highlanders, in particular, struggling to survive. These circumstances encouraged 

Highland landlords to clear many agricultural villages and make the land available for 

more profitable and progressive sheep farming. The concurring event of increased need 

of labourers for kelping, seaweed gathering and processing for the production of alkali, 

saw inland Highland tenants moved to the coastal areas. The increased domestic 

demand for alkali (used in soap and glass making), and the price of the same, was due to 

the French embargo of the export of Spanish barilla (alkali) to Britain. This new 

Highland workforce were made to settle in created crofting townships on both old and 

new arable lands, following the advice of agricultural improvers who advocated the 

individual as land holder. The land was divided into separate crofts, inhabited by a rent 

paying tenant farmer, or crofter, who there carved out a meagre agricultural subsistence. 

Thus, on some of Britain’s worst agricultural lands the crofters used the local resources 

to the full. Fishing was begun as an ancillary occupation to agriculture. The crofters’ 

other main supplementary income came from the kelp industry, but the two activities 

were barely compatible as crofting tasks were severely neglected during the labour 

intensive kelping season. In addition to a kelp industry that required a heavy population 

concentration, the population as a whole increased greatly in the Highlands between 

1750 and 1810. During the same period potatoes became the staple diet, taking the place 

of oatmeal, as it could sustain a large population on small areas.  Within a society who 

traditionally carried a conservative outlook on life there was a reluctance to move or 

become landless. Thus the crofts were subdivided into smaller and smaller sections as 

the population grew. The landlords who had the power to check the subdivisions did 

little or nothing about the situation. In the second decade of the nineteenth century the 

Highland economy failed. Cattle and kelp prices fell, and fishing deteriorated. Only 

sheep farming and the sale of wool remained profitable. A now congested Highland 

population faced a grim existence with increased rents and evictions clearing the land 

for sheep as the landlords viewed the crofters as a surplus population whose economic 

purpose had been served (Hornsby 1992; Hunter 1994; 2010; McLean 1993; Smout 

1990; Richards 2008; Divine 2011). 

As the strong bonds that once existed between clan chiefs and tenants ceased in 

importance and, commonly, factors from the Lowlands taking the place of running the 
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Highland estates, owned by absentee landlords, the connection with the people 

deteriorated. The only other people of importance in the crofters’ lives were priests and 

ministers. The role of these differed depending on denomination. The Roman Catholic 

priests took a more active interest in their dependents and regularly encouraged 

emigration when they faced landlord hostility. The Presbyterian ministers, on the other 

hand, often sided with the factor or laird rather than the crofting community (Hornsby 

1992; Dunn 1991; Smout 1990; Hunter 2010; Divine 2011). 

With these causes in mind, the Scottish Highland emigration can be seen 

happening in stages. The impact of the emigration and the settlement patterns of the 

different social strata of the Highlanders on the easily accessible Cape Breton Island are 

considerable. It begins with what Gibson (1998) refers to as the ‘Gaelic upper middle-

class’ led emigration to North America during the period 1770-1815. This emigration 

period is, contrary to popular myth of forced emigration, proven by, for example, 

Bumsted in The People’s Clearance (1982) to be a voluntary emigration by tenants 

against the wishes of the landlords in order to preserve their lifestyle, culture and 

traditions in a new setting. The spread of sheep farming across the Highlands, which 

increased the financial pressures on the tenants, was one cause for emigration, the other 

being, according to McLean, “the tenants’ fervent belief in their right to clan lands, and 

their desire to live with Gaelic-speaking kin.” (McLean 1984:289) The economic 

changes occurring threatened these essential values of traditional life and resulted in 

emigration. Most of these emigrants had the means to pay their own fare across the 

Atlantic. 

Then followed the exodus of the less well heeled middle-class in the first half of 

the nineteenth century, and again followed by the poorest of the population, consisting 

of destitute crofters and cottars (landless poor), who were often forced to leave their 

homeland in the middle to late nineteenth century. The landlords commonly paid for 

their passage with the profits made from sheep farming. All these groups formed the 

communities and family groups settling in Cape Breton as part of a gradual and 

prolonged middle class emigration process. Other social strata experienced shorter 

exodus periods from Scotland (Gibson 1998; Bumsted 1982; McLean 1991; Somers 

1985, Hornsby 1989; Richards 2008; Divine 2011).  

Some 20,000 mainly Gaelic speaking Scots settled in Cape Breton Island 

between 1802 and 1840. During the late 1820s and early 1830s more Highland Scots 

immigrated to Cape Breton than to any other destination in British North America. This 
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was to have a dramatic effect on the population numbers of the island, which increased 

from about 2,500 in 1801 to almost 55,000 in 1851. However, from the middle of the 

nineteenth century this trend changed. The potato blight and the famine years of 1845-

1851 effectively ended immigration to Cape Breton. During this period, as Hornsby 

points out, the ethnic composition of the island population changed significantly:  

by the early 1820s, Scots made up a majority of the population; by 1871. 50,000 
of the 75,000 Islanders were of Scottish origin, outnumbering by two to one the 
descendants of Acadian, Irish, and Loyalist families who had settled in Cape 
Breton before 1800.  In large part, Cape Breton had become a Scottish island 
(Hornsby 1992:31). 

 
Map 3: Gaelic Settlement. © Mike Kennedy and Nova Scotia Archives, Museums and Libraries 
Communities, Culture and Heritage (2002). Reproduced with kind permission. 
 

1.1.6 – Family migration and settlement patterns 

In the context of studying an orally transmitted tradition, it is in the case of Cape Breton 

important to note the common emigration of whole family and extended kin groups 

together and the settlement patterns of the same upon arrival. According to Hornsby 

(1992), family migration was common. Either landlords cleared whole villages, paying 

the overseas fare for most or all inhabitants, or family groups opted independently to 

leave together. A pattern of chain migration developed, where those who left first would 

encourage other kin and friends to follow. Their descriptions of New World life played 

an important part in the direction of the emigration flow. The pull from family and kin, 

and the importance of keeping together, was so strong that emigrants on ships, bound 

for other parts of North America, would travel back from there to settle with their 

relatives in Cape Breton (Hornsby 1992:46). 
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Arriving in Cape Breton, the Highland families, their kin and friends were often 

able to settle together side by side. Most of these immigrants took, upon arrival, 

agricultural land. The early arrivals had the pick of the best land and commonly set up 

100-500 acres sized rectangular frontland farms along the fertile coastal, lake, and river 

valley lands.  From circa 1820 destitute immigrants arrived who could not afford to pay 

the crown the expensive frontland fees and had no alternative but settle on the 

backlands behind already established farms. Irregular holdings on steep hills with 

poorer quality soil were carved out of the forest. Hornsby estimates that by 1850 two-

thirds of the farming population of Cape Breton lived on backland. It is also worth 

noting that by the late 1830s about half the population of the Island squatted on Crown 

land. Squatting was enabled as un-cleared land, and was, in the eyes of the Crown, seen 

as worthless and not worth the cost of protecting. Nor did the Crown collect any rents 

due. With no rent or tax to pay, the frontland farmers enjoyed a better and healthier life 

style with bigger houses and better diet in Cape Breton, compared to the life they had 

had in the Highlands of Scotland (Hornsby 1989:418-420).  “Where related families 

settled together, highly distinctive clusterings emerged. In the late 1820s, the settlement 

along the Southwest Margaree of Gillises, MacLellans, and MacDonalds, all Roman 

Catholics from Morar and Moidart, produced a series of related kin groups.” (Hornsby 

1992:76) Indeed, the Scots settled with clear religious boundaries, keeping that aspect 

of their local community life distinct as of their place of origin in Scotland. 

Predominantly Roman Catholic but some 40% of the Scots settlers were evangelical 

Presbyterians or, at any rate, Protestant (Morgan 2008:103-120). 

Life was, however, much different on the backland farms where the farmer 

struggled to make a subsistence living. Many had to take work off-the-farm on frontland 

farms or took hire on fishing and trading vessels, while some went coal mining on a 

seasonal basis to supplement their living, but even so, many struggled to get by. A 

different kind of rural economy had been established in Cape Breton even after only a 

generation of settlement. One of the biggest differences for the Highland settler in Cape 

Breton was the absence of the landlord owned great estates.  As highlighted earlier, by 

for example both Hornsby and Morgan, it is important to note the difference in 

economic circumstances between early and later settlers. Later settlers arrived in very 

poor conditions and they stayed poor, living on backland farms, and as squatters on 

Crown land. (Hornsby 1989:418-420.) 
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1.1.7 – The Great Famine in Cape Breton 1845-1851 

The early nineteenth-century pioneer period of Cape Breton saw immigrants clearing 

land to begin a new life on the island but also coming to terms with a new political 

environment. As a period of consolidation began, the Scottish immigration slowed 

down and the settlers adapted their lives to the demands of their new environment.  

The pace of this change was, however, speeded up due to the disastrous potato 

blight (phystphthora infestans) that infested virtually the whole island between 1845-

1951, pushing the population to a state of near-starvation. During the same period the 

same potato rot struck both Scotland and Ireland, among other nations, with the 

resulting mass starvation and increased emigration from those two countries. The potato 

being the staple diet of the Cape Breton pioneers, and with few other resources to fall 

back on, the island faced destitution on a scale and duration never previously 

experienced. The famine period affected the island deeply. By the end of the period a 

few established merchants, called upon by the Government to assist, had become 

increasingly wealthy and powerful. Coming from outside Cape Breton these, mainly 

English speaking, merchants increased their economic power over the majority of the 

population who were Gaelic speaking Scots. According to Morgan (2000:148 (169)), 

this event could account for the beginning of the decline of the Gaelic language on the 

island as from this point English was often regarded as “more useful” by the Highland 

settlers. Driven to debt or forced to sell land to the merchants, recent settlers were 

devastated and established farmers impoverished. A fifty-year halt of major 

immigration began and accelerated emigration from Cape Breton. Thousands left for 

new opportunities in Boston or other parts of Canada, such as Quebec, and to a lesser 

extent Codroy Valley in Newfoundland. In 1850, the Reverend Norman McLeod, led 

the largest single migration from Cape Breton, leaving the St Ann’s area for Australia 

and New Zealand with nearly 900 people. To ensure a famine would not strike again, 

agricultural diversification was encouraged, with local agricultural societies working to 

enhance farming techniques, methods and local growing conditions. Oats and other 

produce were introduced and replaced the staple potato and wheat crops (Morgan 2000; 

Stanford Reid 1988; Bennett 1989; Campbell & MacLean 1974; Dunn 1991; Hornsby 

1992; MacDonald 1928; Divine 2011). 

 
1.1.8 – End of the Nineteenth Century 

By the end of the nineteenth century, the main Cape Breton industries were fishing, 

shipbuilding, coal mining, and farming, even though expansion of both farming and 
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fishing all but ceased. The settlement pattern round the coast was the result of the cod 

fishing industry, while coal mining dictated the same along the Cape Breton county 

coastline. Most of inland Cape Breton was farmland. Overall the economy was 

fragmented with, for example, fishing and mining controlled by outside capital 

(Hornsby 1989:201-204; Morgan 2008). By 1891 the population had reached 87,000, 

and immigration had slowed down so that by 1871, 87% of the Island’s population had 

been born in Nova Scotia. (Hornsby 1989:121). The Scots made up the majority of the 

population, in particular in Inverness and Victoria counties where they constituted more 

than 50% of the population (ibid.). In addition to the major influx of Scots Gaelic 

settlers, as outlined earlier, the Mi’kmaq had been pushed back from their ancestral 

lands and been given small reserves to live on, a process not without its problems 

(Morgan 2008:103-108). Fishing was the main occupation for the Acadians. Initially 

they worked for the Jersey men at Isle Madame, but over time the Acadians established 

themselves in the Cheticamp area (c. 1790s), and from there they spread to the nearby 

Margaree Valley during the nineteenth-century, where they intermarried with Irish 

settlers (ibid:109-10). A.A. MacKenzie (1999) gives the best in-depth picture of the 

Irish settlement pattern in Cape Breton to date. The first Irish found work with the 

French fisheries at Louisbourg in the mid-eighteenth century having come from the 

colony in British Newfoundland.  The next influx of Irish appears after the end of the 

Napoleonic Wars in 1815, when economic depression forced them to leave their 

homeland.  These Irish immigrants settled in the Margaree and Ingonish areas. Cape 

Breton never became a major destination for the Irish emigrants as they tended to head 

for the large urban centres such as Boston, Saint John (New Brunswick) and Halifax. 

Generally preferring fishing to farming, they commonly settled together, as settlement 

patterns suggest in places such as Main-à-Dieu and Ingonish. Some Irish came as 

colliers and settled to work in the coalmines in the Sydney area and there formed the 

second biggest ethnic group after the Scots. Many Irish practised their native custom of 

‘booleying’19 dividing their time between spring and summer time fishing along the 

coastline and in the autumn moving inland to farm and settle for the winter. (Morgan 

2008:110-112). In contrast to the Scots, the Irish settlers arrived as individuals and in 

small groups, and therefore their numbers never grew dominant. The news of the Cape 

Breton famine in the mid-1800s discouraged further immigration, and the Irish set their 

destinations to New Brunswick and the United States (Morgan 2000:89). By this time 

the main Scottish immigration and settlement was over. Morgan indicates that, in 

addition to these Irish, the Scots-Irish, even though relatively few in number, “they 
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wielded substantial economic and social power by extending credit to cash-poor settlers. 

Moreover, their ability to speak sophisticated English – unlike the Gaels, Acadians, and 

Mi’kmaq – greatly enhanced their influence, both locally and in the wider world” 

(ibid:112). Another distinctive English speaking group were the Loyalists who had all 

mostly arrived by 1793. They kept their distinctiveness alive right through the 

nineteenth century despite often intermarrying their areas of settlement20 and most were 

fishermen and farmers (ibid:112). As Hornsby summarizes: 

The Island’s fractured economy also underlay a relatively complex cultural 
mosaic. Although the mines drew different peoples together, the fishing and 
farming sectors largely separated them: Scots, Acadians, and the Irish in the 
fishery, descendants of Loyalists and Scots in farming.  Many settlements were 
almost completely populated by a single ethnic group. Religious affiliation and 
endogamous marriage preserved each group’s ethnic identity; few marriages 
crossed the Protestant/Catholic divide. Moreover, the relative isolation of rural 
Cape Breton ensured that the dialects and languages of the different ethnic 
groups were under less pressure to conform to Standard English than in other 
parts of Canada. Much vernacular culture survived. The different social and 
ethnic groups on the Island still maintained their own distinct ‘limited identity’ 
(Hornsby 1989:204) 

 
1.1.9 – The Twentieth Century 

Twentieth century Cape Breton is an Island undergoing great changes and 

modernization where, as Morgan puts it, the Cape Bretonian emerges (2010:185-220). 

This century sees the fishing and farming industries decline, while mining, steel 

manufacturing, and forestry peak and dwindle. The main boom years were during the 

initial industrialization period (1867-1914), the first and second world wars, while the 

depression of the 1920s and 30s saw many miners’ strikes and increasing emigration, in 

particular to the United States and mainland Canada, as a result. Economic hardship 

continued after World War II.  Even the opening of the Canso Causeway in 1955, 

easing transportation of goods from Cape Breton to mainland Canada, did not fully stop 

the Island’s on-going economic decline. One new economic aspect emerged early in the 

twentieth century – tourism. Tourism impacts on the local culture from the 1930s 

onwards and is discussed further below.  Since the late 1950s the steady decline in the 

coal and steel industries saw 15,000 jobs disappear over a forty-year period. These job 

losses meant further waves of Cape Bretoners seeking work primarily in the ‘Boston 

States’ (Massachusetts), Toronto and more recently the Canadian West. According to 

Morgan (2010:171), the Island’s population as a whole declined by 13.7% between 

1976 and 2001. Most of those leaving were under 25 years of age, which added to a 
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declining birth rate (ibid.). Both farming and fishing have had to adapt to modern ways 

with a direct result of fewer job opportunities.  Initially, many would go to the coal, 

steel and forestry industries, but now working away from the Island is often the only 

option. Morgan (2010) provides a good overview of the last century as well as the state 

of the Island economy at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Morgan says about 

the emerging ‘Cape Bretoner’: 

The Economic hardships After World War II, and the seeming inability of 
government to work on them, forced Cape Breton to fall back on its own 
resources. While the old threads of the island’s culture, particularly the 
Mi’kmaq, the Acadian, and the Scottish, continued to develop, they blended 
more closely in the making of a Cape Breton identity, influenced by the 
working-class culture of the urban areas, and brought a sense of common 
cultural awareness and mutual support. Remarkably, the hard times stimulated 
the blossoming of this culture in a burst of creativity that affected not only the 
arts, but [also] learning and, eventually, the development of the economy. A 
good deal of this development was made possible by an active local media, and 
the new University which worked with the community to preserve and spread 
Cape Breton culture, and with government to try to stimulate the economy in 
ways appropriate to the human resources of the island (Morgan 2010:185). 

 

1.1.10 – Old World Traditions 

The Scots Gaels’ rural society was much less stratified than the polarized society they 

had left in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland. A greater individual independence 

was found in this new environment, removed from the feudal system they had left 

behind. Even so the relationship between frontland and backland farmers in Cape 

Breton was very similar to that of the tenant farmers and cottars in their ancestral areas 

in Scotland. 

Family connections were maintained as well in the new world. As indicated 

earlier, whole families (core and kin), and even whole townships, settled together on the 

Island, creating highly distinctive clusterings. A good example of this is given in 

Hornsby (1998:76) where Roman Catholic families from Morar and Moidart formed a 

series of related kin groups in Gillisdale in Southwest Margaree in the 1820s. This is the 

place where Frank Rhodes visited John Gillis in 1957. Gillis’ grandfather was the 

original settler who had been taught a number of solo dances by an itinerant tailor and 

dance teacher named Donald Beaton (Rhodes 1996:189). I visited John Gillis’ daughter, 

Margaret Gillis, in the family home in Gillisdale in 2007 where she recalled dancing of 

the older kind.  
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Gaelic language and culture were quite successfully maintained in this 

environment of transferred kin groups from Scotland. These, coupled with lack of 

immigration of other ethnic groups to the same places, and the relative isolation of these 

rural areas, were other contributing factors. 

Although English was the language of government, education, and business, 
Gaelic was used in the home and on the farm and frequently in the store and at 
church. In some parts of the Island, the clustering of settlers from particular 
areas of western Scotland was so marked that regional dialects, as well as 
language, the rich body of folklore the immigrants brought with them survived 
(Hornsby 1998:76).21 

Not only language and its dialects were maintained, other practices such as weaving, 

spinning, waulking the cloth, dying, and rug hooking and quilting were also kept alive. 

As was the practice in Scotland, work activities were often accompanied by songs, 

which kept Old World stories alive. This cultural practice generated new material about 

their new conditions and their journey there. Theirs was an oral culture. Both Dunn 

(1991) and Campbell and MacLean (1974) state that in the Gaelic parts of Scotland in 

the 1830s only one-fifth of family heads were literate. At the time, if formal education 

was supported at all in this context, it was provided in English. Right through the 

nineteenth century, and well into the twentieth century, Gaelic remained the everyday 

spoken language, in particular in the remote areas of Victoria and Inverness counties. 

Gaelic was stronger in the predominantly Roman Catholic areas as their tradition was 

oral, as opposed to the Presbyterians who relied on the written word in the mainly 

English language bibles available (Campbell and MacLean 1974). In 1851 58% of Cape 

Breton’s total population was Roman Catholic. Gaelic was however the language at 

home for many Protestant families as well, particularly along the North Shore (Morgan 

2008:172).22 For nearly all of the next 150 years, Cape Breton Gaels passed on their 

social practices, stories, music, song, and dance through the medium of Gaelic. The 

main occasion for oral transmission of all these cultural practices was the house 

ceilidh23. The following sections will outline the changing contexts of dancing and 

changes to the repertoire itself. Predominantly this will concentrate on the Scots Gaelic 

culture, but the Irish and Acadian cultures are included where information is available. 

 
1.2.1 – Dancers among the first generations of Scottish and Scots Gaelic settlers 

The recollections, provided in Rhodes (1985, 1996), MacGillivray (1988), and Gibson 

(1998, 2005), indicate that music and dance was an important aspect of community life 

among the Scottish settlers from the very first arrivals. Though no doubt most people 
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interacted with music and dance at some level, certain families were noted exponents. 

This can still be seen today with the Beatons, Grahams, MacMasters, MacDonnells, 

MacDonalds, Frasers, MacKenzies, MacKinnons and MacNeills, to name but a few, as 

being noted family names on the current music and dance scene. Also certain areas of 

settlement have become associated with certain styles of performing, such as the Mabou 

Coal Mines style of the Beatons and MacDonalds. 

J.L. MacDougall’s History of Inverness County (1922) outlines the settlement 

and family histories of the families on the west side of the Island. MacDougall singles 

out both musicianship and dancing prowess: 

MacMillans (The Dancers) of Inverness County: Allan MacMillan was born in 
Lochaber, Scotland. About the year 1817 he came to America, landing at Pictou 
and spending his first winter in the new world with relatives at the Gulf shore of 
Antigonish. In 1820 he came to Rear Little Judique in the county of Inverness 
where he took 200 acres of land. On the eve of his departure he was married by 
Fr. William Fraser (afterwards Bishop of Arichat) to Catherine Rankin of 
Lochaber. She was a Catholic and he Protestant. He remained in the protestant 
faith until his last illness, when he became a Catholic and received the last rights 
of the church at the hands of Reverend Alexander MacDonell of Judique. He 
was a celebrated dancer, and after coming to this country, kept a dancing class 
in both the settlements of Judique and Creignish [italics mine]. He had four of a 
family, namely John, Donald, Ann and Sarah. (MacDougall 1922:259). 

Furthermore, MacDougall mentions Angus “Ban” MacDougall who came to West 

Lake, Inverness County, from Moidart, Scotland, in 1812 and whose son, Angus, was “a 

superior dancer” (ibid:521). Lauchlin MacDougall came from Moidart in 1807 and, 

after wintering in Antigonish, he settled with three of his grown-up sons, Alexander, 

Duncan and Archibald, at Broad Cove Banks. Duncan had a son, John, “a great man of 

industry and good judgement, a famous dancer, and a withal a kind and genial host” 

(ibid:330)24. 

Gibson (2005) recalls many references to pipers and fiddlers playing for step 

dancing and Scotch Fours. Gibson provides a great deal of speculation on what the style 

of dancing could have been but offers no detailed descriptions. From a location and 

family point of view, however, he maps the spread of the tradition well, particularly in 

Inverness and Victoria Counties. One interesting find that Gibson points out is that his 

research indicates that, at least in the Margaree area of Inverness County, music and 

dance was more common in the Catholic districts than in the Protestant ones. In fact 

Gibson can find no mention or memories of music and dance in North East Margaree, 

which he finds ‘abnormal’ (2005:219). A selection of examples give piper and fiddler 
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Allan MacFarlane as remembered to have piped for both Scotch Fours, ‘Lancers’ and 

individual step dancers at Schoolhouse dances at Headlake, Upper Margaree in the 

1920s, and during the same period at picnics, frolics, concerts and ‘garden-parties’ 

around the Island (ibid:223 and 226). The MacLellans of Piper’s Glen had step dancers 

among them (ibid:228), and the Kiltarlity MacDonnell family tree shows dancer, pipers 

and fiddler (ibid:231). Among the Protestant MacLeans in Scotsville there were pipers, 

singers and dancers, “the immigrant Malcolm Maclean from Mull was a dancing master 

in Scotland” but it is indicated that after they had emigrated in 1826, he might not have 

taught step dancing in the New World (ibid: 236). In West Lake Ainslie the 

transmission of step dancing is remembered to have been through Mary ‘Tulloch’ 

MacDonald, whose family came from Glen Spean, Lochaber in 1794. In 1975 Gibson 

interviewed fiddler and step dancer Mary (Beaton) MacDonald who was born and 

raised in MacKinnon’s Brook, just north of Mabou Coal Mines: 

Mary first learned her steps at home from her mother Peggy (MacIsaac) Beaton, 
but also from their neighbour Alexander J. Beaton, who regularly visited her 
home to teach Mary and her old[er] sister Jessie the fiddle and afterwards to 
teach their mother extra step dance steps. Old Alex, born in 1837 at 
Mackinnon’s Brook, was a son of Mary Tulloch (MacDonald) Beaton (Gibson 
2005:256). 

 
1.2.2 – Nineteenth Century Dances 

From the sources given in the previous section, dancing in the early immigrant Scots 

Gaelic settlements consisted of Four-handed and Eight-handed reels (see 1.2.5), named 

solo dances and improvised step dancing, using the movements used in the Reels. In 

addition, a few dance games were remembered to Rhodes (see 1.2.3). Chapter 4 outlines 

some of the early dance schools and the dances that were taught. 

 
1.2.3 – Gaelic Dance Games 

The old Gaelic dance games that Rhodes found in 1957 seem to correspond to the same 

dance games researched in the Highlands and the Western Isles by the Fletts and 

published in Some Hebridean Folk Dances (Flett, 1953-54). Rhodes offers no additional 

descriptions of these dances and only mentions some of their names, for example: 

Marbadh na Beiste Duibhe (The Killing of the Otter), Cailleach an Dudain (The Old 

Woman of the Milldust) and Tri Croidhan Caorach (Three Sheep’s Trotters), as 

remembered by centenarian Mrs Mary Sarah MacDonald, whose grandmother came 

from Barra (Rhodes 1996:189). These dances were performed to puirt-a-beul or mouth 
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music and some, like the Reel Ruidhleadh nan Coileach Dhubha (Reel of the 

Blackcocks), were danced to tunes/songs of the same name. The structure of these 

dances varied, but generally, the Reels had alternating parts of setting steps performed 

on the spot and a position changing figure and/or swinging the partner. Both children 

and adults were known to have danced them. Again the Fletts and Rhodes described 

some of these Reels in 1985. 

 
1.2.4 – Dance Competitions and skills matching 

Step dancing today is seen as part of both social dancing and as an aspect of dancing 

you share, as a solo dancer, with your community. Formal competitions never seem to 

have formed a huge part of the tradition. Nevertheless, a few recollections in 

MacGillivray (1988) mention dancers being ‘champions’ and having won medals at 

competitions in the early nineteenth century.  

Far more important was informal skills testing which occurred between the men, 

such as Smàladh na Coinnle25, or ‘Smooring the Candle.’ This feat requires the dancer 

to step dance round a lighted candle, placed on the floor, and where the candle is either 

snuffed by the clicking of the heels just above the flame, or by flicking the tip off the 

wick with their feet without extinguishing the flame (Rhodes 1985:273). Another 

version of ‘Smàladh na Coinnle’ is described where “three candles were placed in a row 

on the floor and the best dancers tried to flick off the wicks without putting out the 

candles” and “dancers would sometimes step dance on tables with glasses full of 

whisky on them. However, it was said that anyone who could step to Tullochgorm need 

not be tested; they were sure to be good dancers” (Rhodes 1996:192). This feat is 

mentioned in a poem by the bard, Dougall MacLennan (Dùghall Iain Ruaidh), Inverness 

County – Dhannsadh iad air ùrlar clàraich, ’S smàladh iad le ‘n sàil a’ choinneal. 

(They could dance on the board floor, Snuffing out the candle with their heels)26. 

Something along similar lines was observed at a family event in Mabou Hall in 1996 

where a bottle of beer was surreptitiously brought into the hall, placed on the stage 

floor, and danced around with not a drop spilled (McConnell 2004). Other skills tests 

were, according to Rhodes’ sources, that at the end of an evening the “two best dancers 

were to ‘dance it out’, taking turns to dance as many complete steps as possible on a 

block of wood 18 inches high and 12 inches in diameter” (Rhodes 1996:192). Hugh 

MacKenzie from Sydney, whose family originally came from Barra, recounted another 

test of skills to Rhodes. This was the Dannsaidh na Biodag (Dirk or Dagger Dance). No 

one had actually seen the dance in 1957, but the memories recalled a dance where the 
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dirk was stuck in the ground, point upwards, and danced around without looking down; 

or it was held and then thrown on the ground and picked up again whilst dancing. The 

tunes for the dance were either Thompson’s Dirk or MacAllister’s Dirk (Rhodes 1996). 

 
1.2.5 – Four-handed and Eight-handed Reels 

Today a few versions of the ‘Single Four’ or ‘Scotch Four’ are danced around Cape 

Breton at Festivals and Concerts. The role of the ‘Reel’ has shifted from being perhaps 

the most significant social dance in Scots Gaelic Community to one of performance, but 

still with a level of relevance in the minds of the dancing community. 

Rhodes (1985) found and describes the Four-handed Reel, known in Gaelic as 

Ruidhleadh Ceathrar (Foursome Reel) or Ruidhleadh Beag (Small Reel); and the Eight-

handed or “big” Reel, which was known as Ruidhleadh Mòr. These dances showed 

close affinity to the Circular Reels that Fletts and Rhodes found during their research in 

the Hebrides and the West Highlands in the late 1940s and 1950s (see Flett 1985 and 

1996).27 The Reels “consist of setting steps danced on the spot alternated with a simple 

circling figure, the setting steps being performed with the dancers either in a straight 

line or in a square formation” (Rhodes 1985:270). The setting steps consisted of toe and 

heel beats, continuously marking the rhythm. While in the past a walking step or a 

“chassé” would have been used for the travelling figure, from the 1950s onwards, 

stepping is used right through the Scotch Four. These Reels had local variations, most 

likely due to where the original settlers of that area had come from. The Eight-handed 

Reel was also known as the “the wild eight” due to its boisterous nature. It was a form 

of a Circular Reel of Tulloch consisting of an alternating pattern of stepping on the spot 

and swinging partners, involving progression of the dancers round the circle (Rhodes 

1985:271). In some districts local priests discouraged this dance and as a result it was 

discontinued in its original form. When restrictions were lifted, the dance evolved into a 

new type of Eight-handed Reel that was not fixed but varied from place to place and 

from one occasion to another (ibid.). 

It is worth noting that the characteristic ‘figure of eight’ pattern, today 

associated primarily with the Highland Reel in Highland Games dancing, does not form 

part of the original Reel patterns, found by Rhodes and Flett, in either Cape Breton or 

the West Highlands and Islands. This indicates that this pattern was unknown in those 

Scottish districts at the time of emigration (ibid.). The style of Reel dancing was quite 

formal. According piper John MacLean: 

I know that my grandparents’ generation in the 1900s was much more formal. 
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They preferred the Scotch Four above all else and they observed strict decorum 
– even in the kitchen (MacLean, 2010). 

The Reel, in spite of this formality on one level, involves on another level a build-up of 

anticipation due to its structure. It starts in strathspey time, depending on context, one or 

two strathspey tunes are played, each twice through, before the music switches to reel 

time. The two-part structure therefore provides an element of anticipation for the 

dancers, as the reel is often the highlight of the dance. There is no set length of time for 

the dance. The number of repeats is governed by interaction between dancers and 

musician. However, sometimes in a performance context, the number of repeats is 

decided beforehand. 

 
1.3.1 – Dance Contexts 

As already mentioned, the home is perhaps the primary context for the transmission and 

enjoyment of music, song and dance in Cape Breton. The house ceilidh, or as it also 

called a ‘kitchen racket’, was and in some places still is, according to the statements 

analysed in the sources above, highly significant in the Scots Gaelic communities. An 

in-depth study of this context is given when analysing transmission processes of the 

home environment and the house ceilidh (see Chapter 4). 

This thesis sets the Cape Breton percussive step dance genre in a strong 

relationship with the Cape Breton Scots Gaelic communities. It must be stressed that it 

does not live exclusively in these communities and in fact at least one writer (Sheldon 

MacInnes (1994, 1996, and 1997) has queried the Scottish origin of this vernacular step 

dance genre28. This investigation is however not engaging in finding out what aspects of 

the dance tradition originated where. Some forms of percussive step dance did 

nonetheless exist in Scotland in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as pointed out 

by, for example, Flett (1985, 1996). My own research has in addition found more 

references to percussive dance accounts and memories in Scotland29. These accounts 

indicate dancers, predominantly in the Highlands, but also in other parts of the country, 

beat out the rhythm of the dance with their feet.  

The preferred footwear, as indicated by the above mentioned sources, was 

frequently hard-soled shoes, and the dancers found the best surfaces to dance on, just as 

they did in Cape Breton. The Island forests provided ample source of building material, 

and the early settlers built for themselves quite large wooden frame houses with three or 

four good-sized rooms on the ground floor. Thus they had much more space in their 

homes for dancing than in their old croft houses in Scotland. As public halls only began 
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to be built in the early years of the twentieth century, barns and schoolrooms provided 

the only alternative places for indoor dancing in the early days. Outdoor dancing was 

also common, especially among the younger people (Rhodes 1985). Wooden bridges 

were particularly popular as dancing-places, and it is known “from the early days of 

settlement in Nova Scotia of travellers stopping horse and buggy to take advantage of 

the acoustic possibilities presented by a wooden bridge or of lumbermen step dancing 

on stumps after felling a tree” (Kennedy 2002:215). As is the case even today, dancers 

rarely let pass a good opportunity to share their steps, regardless of context or footwear 

worn. Today, good hard-soled leather shoes are preferred for performance dancing and 

they are the preferred footwear of the older generation. 

 
1.3.2 – Schoolhouse Dances 

Before the construction of public halls in the early decades of the twentieth century, 

dances were also regularly held in the many small wooden schoolhouses. The scene has 

been described as generally being a small room, with a lantern in the corner and a 

fiddler or piper seated in a chair in the corner and the company present dancing Four-

handed and Eight-handed Reels and later Square sets, interspersed with solo step 

dancing. The dances helped to raise funds for the teachers’ salaries and the upkeep of 

the school building (Le Blanc & Sadowsky 1986; Rhodes 1985; MacGillivray 1988:46 

and 71). 

 

1.3.3 – Parish Picnics 

In the summer, whole districts would organize ‘picnics,’ when large open-air dance 

floors would be built out in the forests for a day or two of merrymaking. The first parish 

picnic was held in Mabou in 1897. From then until the mid-1900s the parish picnic was 

one of the main public events in which dancing played an important role. They were 

held to raise money for the parish and usually began with Catholic mass in the morning 

followed by an afternoon and evening of fun. Le Blanc and Sadowsky tells us that  

…games of chance, contests, sporting events, meals, music, song and dance 
could be enjoyed by all. The main eye catcher was the dance platform made of 
wood set up on the picnic grounds. The fiddler, seated in the corner of the 
platform, would accompany the square dancers. Sometimes a separate fee of ten 
cents would be charged per couple per dance and would be paid as the dancers 
got onto the stage. Other times a general picnic admission covered the dancing 
fee. ... (Le Blanc and Sadowsky, 1986:30).  

In an article from 1977, Inverness Oran columnist Willie ‘the Piper’ Gillis remembered 
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the picnics in Inverness of his childhood. These community picnics were social 

adventures and involved all able-bodied men in the area to help prepare the field for 

sports events, such as running, and piping competitions. They constructed dance stages 

for both step dancing and Highland dancing (Gillis 1977). 

 

1.3.4 – Frolics 

The ‘frolic’ (sometimes referred to as a ‘bee’) is peculiar, but not exclusive to the Scots 

Gaelic communities where it signifies a day of neighbourly community work mixed in 

with more fun aspects of life. Milling (in Scotland called ‘waulking’), spinning, barn 

raising, woodcutting, stump pulling, and haymaking were all hardworking occasions 

where the community pooled their resources together to support each other for a long 

day’s work. It is known that song accompanied some of the activities - milling frolics. 

Clearing forest and cutting wood, was known as ‘chopping frolics’ and sometimes more 

specifically ‘stump pulling frolics’. At the end of the day feasting, music and dance 

commenced. According to Shears, pipers played for Scotch Fours and fiddlers for 

Square Sets, and sometimes they teamed up, as sources from Meat Cove recall (Shears 

2008:81). Graham says that women pooled together for spinning and the men would 

join them in the evening after chopping wood, and the dance, lasting throughout the 

night would commence (2006:45). In Prince Edward Island it is recorded that the reels 

and step dancing that followed a milling frolic were accompanied by puirt-a-beul or 

‘jigging’ if instruments were lacking (MacQueen, 1929 in Graham 2006:45). There are 

also recollections of winter time frolics (ibid:45-6). The only remaining aspect of this 

community activity is staged, or re-enacted milling frolics, accompanied by waulking 

songs in Gaelic at local festivals.  

 

1.3.5 – Box or Pie Socials 

According to Le Blanc and Sadowsky, the Box or Pie Social is peculiar to the Scots 

Gaelic communities in Inverness County. This is now almost an event of the past in the 

social calendar, but a rare example is the annual Old Time Box Social and Square 

Dance held in West Lake Ainslie Hall in July30. Le Blanc and Sadowsky describe the 

format of this event: 

They would usually be held in schoolhouses several times a year. To prepare for 
these dances, the girls in the area would decorate boxes within which they would 
put sandwiches, cookies, cakes, and candy. During the evening, the dancing 
would stop and the boxes would be auctioned off to the highest bidder. The 
identities of the box owners was [sic] supposed to be unknown. A girl who had a 
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steady boyfriend would give him a description of a box. In general, other boys 
present at the dance would attempt to outbid the boyfriend, thus forcing the price 
of the box to increase. The usual going price was two dollars. On occasion, the 
prices went as high as forty dollars. The highest bidder obtained the box and the 
owner of the box was required to share the contents with the winner. The format 
for pie socials was the same, but the women brought pies instead of boxes (Le 
Blanc and Sadowsky, 1986:29). 

 

1.3.6 – Weddings 

Few dances in Scots Gaelic culture seem to have a ceremonial function, the majority 

being celebratory in nature. As was the custom in the Scottish Highlands and Islands31, 

the Four-handed Reel was used as a Wedding Reel in Cape Breton. The Reel was 

incorporated among the other Wedding rituals in Gaelic society, and served to welcome 

the newly-wed couple, in their new social roles, back into the community. The wedding 

party upon returning home after the church ceremony would dance the Wedding Reel or 

Ruidhleadh nan Caraid (‘The Married Couple’s Reel’). Bride and groom and 

commonly best man and bridesmaid would dance this first Reel (Rhodes 1985:275). 

Sometimes the parents of the married couple would make up another Reel formation 

and later all present would be dancing. According to Kennedy, a good performance of 

step dancing was expected – “so much so, that it has been noted that on certain 

occasions poor dancers were replaced for the ceremony by more skilful ones” (Kennedy 

2002:220). In the days before the Public halls were constructed, the Wedding feast was 

held in the bride’s or groom’s home. The general dancing of ‘Reels’, and in later years 

‘Sets’, commenced after the meal and would continue throughout the night. Accounts 

show that up until the 1930s wedding dances could last for days or even a week. In 

some places outdoor dancing platforms were constructed and in other places the kitchen 

was the place for dancing (Le Blanc & Sadowsky 1986:30). In the last few decades the 

Wedding celebrations are generally held in the local public hall and the dancing is 

restricted to one evening. Other festivities which called for music and dance were 

Christmas, New Years Day and ‘Halloween’ time (MacGregor 1828:73). 

 

1.3.7 – Modern Community Events – Concerts and Festivals 

Around the 1950s picnics died out and in their stead came village festivals and concerts, 

which are to this day held during the summer months. The common format for these 

concerts is music, song and dance performances on a raised stage throughout the day, 

often followed by a Square Dance in the evening. Some concerts, like the oldest of them 
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all, Broad Cove Scottish Concert started on August 7, 1957, also included Mass 

celebrated in the early stages of the day’s programme. The concert was instigated to 

celebrate the 100th Anniversary of St. Margaret of Scotland Church, Broad Cove. To 

this day the concert is held in the parish grounds on a stage erected near the entrance to 

the Church. Over the years the number of people attending a concert could reach several 

thousand. Other popular annual concerts today are Glendale, Kintyre Farm Concert, 

Iona Highland Village Day, Big Pond, Judique on the Floor, to name but a few.  

Several weeklong Festivals, such as Chestico Days in Port Hood and the 

Summer Festivals in Margaree or Cheticamp, and the Inverness Gathering, are held 

annually. Most have kept many of the features included in the Parish Picnics of old, but 

few have kept the dance platforms. Chestico Days include a parade with step and square 

dancers performing on the backs of lorries, and a one-day step dancing festival started 

in 1983. There are Square dance evenings held in connection with these Festivals. 

 

1.3.8 – Square Dances 

Arguably the biggest impact on the traditional Cape Breton dance scene as a whole is 

the introduction of square dances to the island at the end of the nineteenth century and 

beginning of the twentieth century. This coincides with the construction of the first 

parish halls around the island. The Cape Breton Square Sets, as they appear today, are 

the end product of a long process of ‘Creolizing’ (Manuel 2009), or changing 

conceptions, expressing local identity as manifest in the attitude towards executing 

these dances32. A separate study of the Square dancing scene would reveal in more 

detail the various phases of change the social dance genre has undergone from the 

introduction of Quadrilles to the island around 1900. However, from a point of view 

that the Square dance is a current context in which processes of transmission of step 

dancing occurs, a few historical comments are of interest (see also Chapter 5). 

By the 1830s and 40s the Quadrilles were evident in the fashionable society in 

colonial capitals, such as Halifax and Charlottetown, but would not spread far beyond 

these urban areas. It is possible that John MacGregor compares the vigorous dancing he 

gave accounts of in Gaelic Nova Scotia with these ‘fashionable’ dances (1828:261; 

Kennedy 2002:221). According to Kennedy, the Quadrilles and the Lancers would not 

spread to Cape Breton’s rural Gàidhealtachd from these urban centres, but would be 

introduced to Nova Scotia in the early 1900s “by returning émigrés showing off the 

latest fashions from Boston. It was one of many new imports from the United States, 

including waltzes and foxtrots” (Kennedy 2001:221). During the same time period the 
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shift in socialising, concerts, music and dancing began to move first from the home to 

Schoolhouses and then to the public halls, creating sociologist Oldenburg’s ‘third 

places’. The change of context sees the demise of ‘Scotch Fours’ and Eight-handed 

Reels, the latter, as mentioned above, was also under scrutiny of the Church. 

As the century progressed, the old dance forms were completely ousted by the 

Square Sets, apart from the occasional dancing of ‘Scotch Fours’ as both social and 

ceremonial dance, (Wedding Reels were common until post World War II), but more 

often performed as an occasional display dance33. Another change was that an 

admission fee was charged at the door for the Square dances, and according to Rhodes, 

a small fee was also charged for each ‘Square Set’ to be danced (1985:274). The style of 

dancing changed too, from percussive footwork, as in the Reels, to the use of sedate 

walking steps, waltz and polka steps. 

As was the case in Scotland and Ireland, the music used for the Quadrille figures 

was modified locally. In Cape Breton, jigs and reels came to be favoured. The local 

Scottish repertoire of jigs was relatively small, so to meet the demand of the new dance 

form, jigs were imported from the Irish tradition and a considerable number of local 

compositions came to augment the musicians’ repertoire (Doherty 1996; Graham 2006). 

As reels had been one of the core tune types of the Reel dancing, the style of playing 

them remained relatively unchanged. That the style of playing remained closer to the 

older forms shows that the new dance form was being ‘Gaelicized’, particularly in 

Inverness County, where the Square sets was effectively and deeply absorbed into the 

local dance tradition. Even though the style of music took on a local flavour, only 

certain areas, such as Inverness County, embraced a transition of percussive footwork 

into the Sets. The East-side of the Island generally kept the walking through the figures, 

while both Jig and Reel figures on the West-side began to incorporate step dancing at 

least by the 1940s and 50s (Kennedy 2002:222; Graham 2006:189). 

 
1.4 – Dancing at the Gaelic College 

When the Gaelic College at St. Ann’s opened in 1939 it was not primarily set up to 

preserve local Gaelic traditions, including step dancing, but its aim was to promote 

‘tartanism’, according to McKay (1992:37)34. Teaching the Gaelic language was 

however initially part of their summer month curriculum but was scaled down at a later 

stage until re-invigorated in the late 1970s (Kennedy 2002:248, 249). Indeed, it became 

quite quickly mandatory for children attending the summer courses to wear tartan. 

Looking specifically at dance, the Gaelic College only added step dancing (and fiddle), 
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taught by local dancers in the 1978 summer programme (ibid:249). In the period up to 

1978, it was the modern form of competitive Highland dancing, as developed in central 

and Lowland Scotland that was promoted. Many of the Highland dance teachers came 

from outside Cape Breton, either from Scotland or mainland Canada. Scottish Country 

Dancing, a dance form unknown in Cape Breton until it appeared at the Gaelic College 

began to be featured at this time. Due to the promotion by the College of these ‘outside’ 

styles of dance as ‘Gaelic tradition’, doubts began to appear in the ‘mindscapes’ of 

some locals, and have led to doubts and arguments regarding the origin of step dancing. 

Indeed, of the observations Rhodes made on his visit in 1957 he wrote:   

When the solo dances taught by the dancing-masters began to be forgotten, 
extemporised stepping of a form similar to that used in the Cape Breton Island 
Reels came to be used in place of the solo dances in exhibitions and 
competitions, so that until very recent years the dancing on these occasions was 
quite dissimilar in style to that seen on similar occasions within living memory 
in Scotland. The discrepancy in style was not widely appreciated in Cape Breton 
Island until in 1939 the Gaelic College at St. Ann started teaching modern 
Highland Games dancing together with some of the Country Dances published 
by Royal Scottish Country Dance Society and some of the dances collected by 
Mrs. Mary Isdale MacNab of Vancouver. Since then many people in Cape 
Breton Island have doubted the Scottish origin of the stepping, and either have 
considered it to be an importation from Virginia or have attributed it to the 
French settlers from Louisburg or later to non-Scottish immigrants. While all 
these factors may have had some influence on the present-day style, it is certain 
that the roots of the step dancing lie in the solo dances and Reel steps which 
were brought from Scotland in the early nineteenth-century (Rhodes 1985:273). 

Some of the Scottish teachers at the College have been quite dismissive of the local step 

dance tradition. One of them was the late piping instructor, Seumas MacNeill, who was 

the director for the College of Piping in Glasgow for almost 50 years. After seeing step 

dancing in Cape Breton while instructing at the Gaelic College over the years, he wrote 

his editorial in the Piping Times in 1995 (this article should be read against the 

backdrop of Cape Breton step dance being promoted in Scotland since 1992, see Melin 

(2005): 

Now Cape Breton step dancing is obviously a variation of Irish traditional 
dancing, with the same erect posture of the body and in many cases some of the 
same steps – a fascinating art to watch and probably even more enjoyable for the 
performer than for the audience. 

The great James L. MacKenzie [a Highland dancer from Aberdeen, 
Scotland] spent an evening learning some of the steps, which of course he 
picked up very quickly. When it was suggested to him that this was a form of 
dancing which had come from Scotland but had died out in the home country, he 



	   49 

laughed at the idea. To him it was obvious that this was a form of Irish dancing 
but in a country [Canada and specifically — Cape Breton] where Ireland and 
Scotland are fused together in people’s minds it was probably wishful thinking 
to attribute the dance to the wrong source. 

The strange thing is that now in Scotland some people are trying to claim 
that step dancing did originally come from here, although there is not the 
slightest shred of evidence to support this. James L. knew the history of 
Highland dancing better than most. He was able to demonstrate for example the 
early form of the Highland fling where the legs were spread evenly apart and the 
two feet thumped flatly on the floor simultaneously. 

Perhaps there will always be people who seek to put forward preposterous 
suggestions as to the origins of our art, for reasons at which we can only guess. 
In piping we have had to suffer this from the BBC for several years now. Time 
has been allotted on radio to people with startling interpretations of the old 
history of piping and pipers, or old books and manuscripts. As G. B. Shaw 
almost said, those who can do; those who can’t try to push their ridiculous ideas 
on to the rest of us. (MacNeill 1995:16–17) 

This is not the place to further discuss MacNeill’s standpoint in depth. Nor to debate the 

level of historical knowledge Highland dancer J.L. MacKenzie may or may not have 

heard of the background of Highland dancing, apart from the commonly given stories 

given in Highland dancing schools as to the origin of the dances. However, it does 

outline another ‘mindscape’ and one, which facile nature, Kennedy says, belongs to 

self-appointed ‘improvers’ to mediate Gaelic culture who assume that these particular 

arts forms are easily learned because they are regarded as ‘simple’, as indicated in the 

quote above. Moreover, Kennedy says it indicates a stereotypical belief that “carriers of 

Gaelic tradition were simply not very bright — and certainly not as intelligent as the 

“improvers” — in this case, the instructors from the College of Piping. MacNeill’s 

assertion that Cape Bretoners wrongly believed that step dancing was a Scottish 

tradition because they just did not know the difference between Irish and Scottish 

culture summarily dismissed an extensive body of tradition that detailed the history and 

evolution of Scottish culture in Nova Scotia” (Kennedy 2002:217).35 

In the above discussion it is important to keep in mind that versions of 

‘Highland dances’ such as the Fling, Seann Triubhas, and Sword Dance (Gille Chaluim) 

were in use in Nova Scotia and in Cape Breton before the Gaelic College was set up. 

According to some recent information I obtained in February 2012, these dances were 

taught in Sydney Mines before the dance competitions held during the first Gaelic Mod 

in 1939 (MacArthur 2012 pc). In addition both Rhodes (1985) and Gibson (1998, 2005) 

mention the presence of these dances, and Rhodes does describe some of the step 
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aspects of these early versions he found remembered in 1957. These versions of the 

dances should not be confused with those taught by, for example, Scottish guest tutors 

at the Gaelic College in the 1950s and 60s. Since December 2011 there is a public 

debate on the role of Highland dancing at the Gaelic College.36 

 
1.5 – Highland and Scottish Country Dancing in Cape Breton 

Scottish Country Dancing seems to have little general influence on the dance tradition 

of Cape Breton outside the gates of the Gaelic College. Nor has it gained a similar level 

of infra-structure that Highland dancing has gained in the non-Gaelic areas of the 

Island. The Department of Education did, at one point, through their Gaelic advisor 

C.I.N. MacLeod, encourage Scottish Country Dancing in the early 1950s. Evening 

classes, sponsored by the Caledonia Society of Cape Breton, were established and 

taught by Mrs C.I.N. MacLeod and he himself taught classes through the Sydney 

Academy Gaelic Class (Kennedy 2002:221). In 2010 only St. Peter’s Scottish Country 

Dance Group in Richmond County offer classes.37 

As indicated above (1.4) we find evidence of some forms of what is commonly 

known as Highland Dances today present in Cape Breton in the 19th century, and this in 

an area of inquiry that could be investigated further. The history, changes to, and 

refinement process of, aspects of solo dancing in Scotland into its modern form of 

Competitive Highland Dancing (also sometimes referred to as Highland Games 

Dancing) which is now present in Cape Breton are discussed by various authors, in 

particular Flett (1956, 1985, 1996); Emmerson (1972); Kennedy (2002). For more 

specific information on Highland Dancing in North America and Canada see Donaldson 

(1986) and Wardrope (2003). 

In 2010, there were five Highland Dancing Schools in Cape Breton. Three 

schools were situated in Cape Breton County (Sydney, Sydney Mines, Glace Bay) and 

two in Inverness County (Creignish and Port Hawkesbury) totalling some 150-160 

dancers between them. Between them they run three annual competitions, the number 

having decreased over the last few years due to the financial situation and the great 

distance for mainland dancers to travel. Every three years or so Cape Breton hosts the 

Atlantic and Nova Scotia Championships. Three of the schools conduct annual dance 

exams involving examiners from Scotland and Canada. Many other events are 

organized in addition to the regular schedule. The Gaelic College runs two-three weeks 

of Summer School classes in Highland dance annually as one example. The schools’ 

activities are not all about competition. Four of the schools have performance troupes 
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(Forrester Dancers, CapeLand Dancers, Damhsa Breacan, and Celtic Touch Dancers) 

that partake in many local events annually. This is good for the non-competitive 

dancers. Kelly MacArthur’s Sydney based ‘CapeLand Dancers’ perform at 

approximately 40-50 big and small events annually. The Forrester Dancers engage more 

in this than in competing. All the schools teach other forms of dance as well, including 

ballet and tap. Three schools teach step dancing (and sometimes Square dance classes) 

as part of their curriculum. It seems that the emphasis is on re-creational rather than 

Competitive Highland dance in Cape Breton (MacArthur, 2010). 

 
1.6 – Dancing in the Acadian Communities 

There are many similarities in the contexts and events where dance features, comparing 

the Scots Gaelic and the Acadian communities. Canadian dance ethnologist Simonne 

Voyer, who visited the Cheticamp area in the 1950s, and Barbara Le Blanc (2004) and 

Le Blanc with Laura Sadowsky (1986) are the ones who have primarily carried out 

dance research in the Acadian areas. 

Until the mid-twentieth century the Roman Catholic Church provided the 

framework in which dance occurred – Weddings and parish picnics and special 

feastdays such as Chandeleur, Mi-carême, Christmas and New Year. Dancing also took 

place at home but was ‘frowned upon’ by the local Catholic authorities (Le Blanc and 

Sadowsky 1986:2-3). The first picnic in the Cheticamp area was held in Saint-Joseph-

du-Moine in 1881, and one of the main attractions at this and subsequent picnics in 

Cheticamp and St. Michael was the two platforms built for dancing, each able to hold 

four Square Sets (ibid.). Wintertime was when weddings were held in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as less work was carried out at that time of 

year. Festivities after the Wedding Ceremony usually started in the bride’s parents’ 

home in the afternoon and later at night continued in the groom’s parents’ house.  

Dancing began after the wedding meal and could carry on throughout the night and for 

several days after (ibid.). There were different types of house-parties, also called soirées 

or veillées, all of which constituted the main form of recreation, but those which 

featured music, song and dance were called ‘ceilidh’s’, ‘kitchen rackets’ or ‘frolics’ 

(ibid:4). Over time, clubs, lounges, taverns and parish halls replaced the house-parties 

as the centre for festivity. Along similar lines of the Scottish communities, traditional 

music and dance declined during the 1950s and 60s, but as church attitudes towards 

dancing softened, and the trend changed generally in Cape Breton, traditional music and 

dance can again be seen in a number of different contexts, such as summer festivals 
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celebrating Acadian heritage (ibid.). 

As the Acadian communities have suffered the same economic hardships as 

Cape Breton in general over the last two centuries, emigration to mainland Canada and 

the USA has been common. Again, like in the Scottish communities, these émigrés keep 

in touch with their home communities, in particular during the summer months and at 

particular feast times and the hunting season. When they return home for a visit, parties 

and dances are commonly held. 

Transmission of traditional dance took place in the home until the 1970s when 

dance classes were set up through for example the Cheticamp High School. One of the 

early teachers of step dancing there was Mary Janet MacDonald from Port Hood.  

The fiddle and piano are the primary dance accompaniment instruments, even 

though some families have accordions, they are not commonly used as dance 

accompaniment. Acadians prefer to step dance in reel time, but strathspeys are also 

used, and jigs and reels are in use for the local version of the Square Set. As to the 

origin of the music, there is an ongoing debate whether it is purely a Scottish repertoire 

or, perhaps more plausibly, a mix of Scottish, Irish and French styles (ibid:6). 

Le Blanc and Sadowsky found memories of old French song dances, or rondes, 

in the 1980s, but few of them were still danced. In 1957 Dr Simonne Voyer noted down 

Le reel à quatre (also known as French Four) and Le reel à huit and a progressive 

longways dance named La patate longue. The first two were seemingly based on 

cotillion and quadrille structures of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

Rhodes says that the various versions of the ‘French Four’ in use were based on the 

‘head couple’ figures of certain square sets or quadrilles, such as The Parisian Quadrille 

(1985:274). Rhodes also pointed out that there seemed to be hybrid versions of ‘Scotch 

Four’ and ‘French Four’ but that the origin of all the two-couple ‘reels’ were either 

Scottish or Quadrille adaptations (ibid:275). Local residents in Cheticamp referred to all 

of the aforementioned dances as Les vielles danses or ‘the old dances’ (Le Blanc and 

Sadowsky 1986:8). These dances were not actively done any longer in 1986 as Square 

Sets had taken over as the primary dance form from the early twentieth century to about 

the mid-1940s (ibid.). After a period of decline the Square sets became popular again in 

the 1970s: 

Mr. Mederic Le Fort, music teacher at Notre Dame de l’Annonciation (NDA), 
began teaching the Cheticamp square dance as a part of the music program in 
1977. In an interview, Mr. Le Fort explains that he chose to teach six figures; the 
three, which composed the square set being called regularly at dance gatherings, 
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and three others, which he remembered. In the village of Cheticamp, the first 
figure, in 6/8 or jig time, is always the same; the second and third figures, in 2/4 
or reel time, are chosen from the remaining five … The square dances have 
always been called in English (Le Blanc and Sadowsky 1986:9). 

There were particular stylistic traits to the Cheticamp Square Set observed in the 1980s: 

a particular polite and graceful way of passing fellow dancers in the grand chain and in 

the ladies’ chain figures; and that many step dance while performing the movements. 

Step dancing was locally referred to as danser le quatre (ibid:10). Local musician Sam 

Cormier referred to the local dance tradition as not merely “a recreation but an 

institution … the dance formed a basic instrument of social cohesion” (ibid.). 

 

1.7 – The Irish 

Unlike the Scots Gaels and the Acadians, the Irish immigrants never formed 

homogenous settlements. Cape Breton was never the main emigration destination for 

the Irish as they generally headed for the urban centres of mainland North America, 

such as Boston and New York. Few authors have had a closer look at the influence of 

the Irish on Cape Breton music (for example MacDonald 1999; Doherty 1996, 2006) 

while possible influence on the dance scene has not been investigated at all, apart from 

passing questions on the matter in MacInnes (1996). It is worth noting that no 

investigation has been carried out either looking at, for example, the Square Sets from 

the North East Margaree area, where a more substantial Irish settlement occurred. 

Would such an investigation find any particular stylistic traits that differ from the Scots 

Gaelic and Acadian versions of the sets?  

Modern style competitive Irish dancing does exist in Cape Breton but only to a 

small degree. The main teacher was in 2010 Maureen Fitzgerald in Sydney of the Cape 

Breton Fitzgerald School of Irish Dance. 

 

1.8 – The Church and its Relationship to Dancing 

In close-knit communities such as those of rural Cape Breton, the influence of the 

church and religious beliefs on all aspects of life is strong. In Cape Breton the number 

of local priests that excel in music and step dance is a prominent feature in the local 

context. Father Eugene Morris, performs, promotes, and at one point taught step 

dancing. His brother, Father Angus Morris, is a prominent local fiddler. The late Father 

Angus MacDonnell was a highly acclaimed step dancer with flowing steps, sometimes 

referred to as a ‘showstopper’ (MacGillivray 1988:93). These are just a few examples, 
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and as John Allan Cameron once said, “when I was growing up, the most important 

people in the community were the fiddler and the priest” (Thompson 2003:23). 

As educated men, the local priests are seen most commonly in a positive light in 

both local lore and written records. However, in local lore there is also an aspect of 

negativity directed towards priests who did not conform to community expectations. In 

the 2008 article The Fiddle Burning Priest of Mabou, Jodi McDavid, analyses the local 

legend that claims that Father Kenneth MacDonald, first Pastor at Mabou, Cape Breton, 

from 1865-1894, collected and burned fiddles. The common strands to the story are that 

Fr. MacDonald collects or confiscates fiddles, later to destroy or burn them. The reason 

is that he is against the drinking associated with the events where music and dance 

feature38. Whether Fr. MacDonald actually burned fiddles or just confiscated them is 

still unclear. The moral of the story is that no matter what the authority does, in this case 

a priest, who abuses his authority, the music tradition and fiddle tradition survive 

against all odds. The fiddle is today iconographic in Cape Breton. It appears as a symbol 

on signs, as sculptures, on book and CD covers etc. It is very much the symbol of the 

local culture39. McDavid suggests that the story represents a deeper level of meaning 

than the surface would suggest. It is a story that illustrates the challenges, perseverance, 

and belief in the local musical tradition (and by extension the dance tradition). Where 

memories of general suppression may be an aspect, and thus the legend an “expression 

of tension not only between clergy and parishioners, but between official and vernacular 

culture” (McDavid 2008:133). 

The Fr. MacDonald legend does feature in the literature with regard to dancing, 

as music and dance occur at the same time. Frank Rhodes most certainly heard the story 

and also adds that a bishop at the time put a temporary ban on dancing, which led to the 

discontinuation of the dancing of the ‘Wild Eight’ (Rhodes, 1985:271). What Rhodes is 

referring to is likely the only official statement against dancing featured in a letter to all 

Inverness County parishes (Acadian, Irish and Scottish parishioners all included) in the 

diocese, sent by Bishop Cameron on February 27, 1894. The letter negatively concerned 

the dancing of ‘round dances’ but does not mention the dancing of Reels, Quadrilles or 

step dancing40. Even if this letter did have a negative effect on the dancing of certain 

dances, as Rhodes claims, it certainly did not stop people from dancing. Indeed today, 

as mentioned earlier, the Roman Catholic Church is one of the main promoters of music 

and dance in Cape Breton, with Square dances and other events, such as concerts and 

festivals organized in Parish halls.  
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1.9 – The Cape Breton community today 

The music and dance segment of the greater Cape Breton community should, today, be 

seen operating against a backdrop of a general economic decline and out-migration with 

a resulting shrinking Island population. In the last 50 years or so the coal mining and 

steel industries have almost disappeared completely, and large-scale fishing and forestry 

is also in decline. The industrial area in the Cape Breton Regional Municipality is in 

transition from an industrial to a service-based economy (investing in tourism 

developments, call centres, and small businesses for example), the rest of Cape Breton 

Island outside of the industrial area surrounding Sydney-Glace Bay has been more 

stable, with a mixture of fishing, forestry, small-scale agriculture, and tourism. It is 

within the tourism sector that the music and dance traditions predominantly live during 

the summer months, and during the Celtic Colours Festival in October each year. No 

longer are the traditions predominantly enjoyed by local and returning Cape Bretoners 

from abroad alone, but the traditions are in the domain of the ‘tourist gaze’ and their 

interaction. In the ‘low season’, some of the old ways are still maintained with 

occasional house parties and some regular square dances operating. However, the old 

fashioned year round community interaction is now a shadow of its former self. Indeed 

Robert Morgan (2009:1-7 and 239-242) sums up the paradoxical place Cape Breton was 

in the 1960s when he arrived. Morgan juxtaposes the industrial and commercialized 

Sydney area, which was firmly placed in the 20th century, with the rural western Cape 

Breton where telephones, if they existed, were hand-cranked, not all homes had 

electricity, central heating was rare, water was often pumped from wells, radio 

broadcasts came from mainland Canada and much of the music was old-style Scottish, 

and the streets in most towns were not paved. Fifty years later, Cape Breton as a whole 

is modern and fully in the 21st century, but the hardships and economical decline, 

mentioned above, has taken its toll on the population. Remnants of the older rural ideals 

and lifestyles remain as does the constant problem of out-migration by the under 45s in 

search for work as a result of the general economical decline. The bond with the Island 

is however strong, and quoting Morgan: 

Perhaps if you dwell on economics, you never understand the joke they tell in 
homes and bars: that the biggest problem Saint Peter has in Heaven is keeping 
track of the Cape Bretoners, who are always trying to get back home! 
(2009:241-2) 

 

1.10 – Summary of Chapter 1  

This chapter outlines the discovery of the island by western explorers and fishermen, 
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early settlement by the French and later its establishment as British colony. A summary 

of eighteenth and nineteenth century staple trades and hardships, including the Great 

Famine, provide the conditions to which various immigrant groups faced upon their 

arrival and settlement to Cape Breton. Scottish Highland settlement patterns of 

predominant Gaelic speaking Catholics set up the conditions and contexts in which 

cultural expressions were transmitted. References to early dancing and teaching and 

early dance repertoire and dance contexts set up the current conditions for social 

dancing and transmission processes for the local vernacular form of percussive step 

dance. Current forms of dancing associated with Scottish, Acadian and the Irish 

communities; and the Catholic Church relationship with music and dance are finally 

summed up. 
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Map 4: Kennedy’s (2002) report shows the predominant locations of step dancers at the time. Map © 
Mike Kennedy and Nova Scotia Archives, Museums and Libraries Communities, Culture and Heritage 
(2002). Reproduced with kind permission. 
 

 
Map 5: Kennedy’s (2002) report shows by comparison the predominant locations of Highland dancers at 
the time. It should be noted that many Highland dancers also step dance and that in 2012 this map would 
have to be modified as more Highland dancers are living in the traditional Gaelic areas. Map © Mike 
Kennedy and Nova Scotia Archives, Museums and Libraries Communities, Culture and Heritage (2002). 
Reproduced with kind permission. 
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Chapter 2 – Writings on Transmission Processes 
 

This literature review looks primarily at some core concepts in relation to different 

modes of transmission of movement relevant to the Cape Breton context. Secondly, it 

highlights the link between these transmission processes and essential or core 

movement repertoire; some of the core texts in the literature on morphology or form and 

structural analysis are outlined. Relevant literature, directly linked to Cape Breton music 

and dance, is briefly referred to in the Introduction.  

 

2.1 – Transmission Processes 

When observing Cape Breton step dancing in various contexts, it becomes clear that the 

transmission of dance (and music) in Cape Breton occurs in community contexts that 

provide meaning and identity and cultural understanding to the learner. This community 

holds the repositories of symbols or mental constructs that provide individuals with the 

means to perceive the boundaries and make meaning of a particular social group (Cohen 

1985:12-19). Intergenerational, as well as peer-to-peer transmission processes are of 

equal importance in Cape Breton. In comparison, McCarthy points out that in Irish 

traditional music,  

…generational transmission … is a primary site for inducting the young into a 
group’s musical practices and traditions, and through that process immersing 
them in the communal values and passing on traditions that link generations, 
symbolically and musically (1999:186). 

In contrast to the Cape Breton scenario, the studies of traditional music transmission in 

Ireland by both McCarthy (1999) and Veblen (1991) outline a transition of music 

education (and what constitutes its repertoire) from ‘real live’ community master-

apprentice transmission to a national system of music education “whose meaning is 

created around standardization and evaluation by examination and competition” 

(McCarthy 1999:187). Issues of increased music literacy, emigration and cultural 

nationalism are among the reasons stated for “transforming the way learners 

experienced music as community and expanding the boundaries of music learning 

beyond the local and the personal” (ibid.). Both Veblen and McCarthy highlight that 

little has been written on the processes of traditional learning, but Veblen points to 

Garrison as one of the few sources. 

Virginia Garrison’s 1985 PhD study of the transition of Cape Breton fiddle 

learning of the past to more formal fiddle classes shows less of transitional change in 

teaching practices and no development of ‘national’ system or standardization. In fact 
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most of the traditional ways of teaching – by ear, observing, being shown by a relative 

or family member and so forth – could to some extent be maintained when moved into 

the formal teaching context albeit in a slightly different form. The main differences 

pointed out by Garrison are: in the formal setting a non-relative was often the teacher, 

which creates a distance in the relationship of transmission; learning by note was more 

common; an increase in the number of women playing; and a transition from house 

party to concert stage as the first performance context for young players. The study 

noted that in the recent (mid-1970s onwards) class situation the aural skills learning 

abilities of young players were significantly reduced and a fear of it diminishing further 

was highlighted (1985:273-289).  

Both Veblen and Garrison outline perceptions of many musicians who insist that 

no one taught them to play, seeing themselves as self-taught, having just ‘picked it up’. 

Comments by many Cape Breton dancers in MacGillivray (1988) echo those same 

sentiments. Micheál Ó Súilleabháin (1990 in Veblen 1991:12) highlights the fact that 

teaching in formal contexts brings the learning process into consciousness, while 

community based and informal learning is a subconscious and on-going process. Ó 

Súilleabháin likened this change from informal to formal learning to an ‘underground 

river which has always been there but is only recently appearing above ground’. It is the 

supportive settings and mechanisms in the community that enable subconscious 

learning. Veblen points to the beginnings of formal teaching in Ireland by non-relatives, 

as provided by itinerant musicians, dancing masters and hedge schools (1991:12, see 

also Foley 1988). In contrast, Cape Breton dancing masters, for example, taught locally 

and were seemingly well known by their pupils (Rhodes 1985, 1996).41 

In direct parallel to Cape Breton dance transmission, Garrison (1985) pinpoints 

several key words or key phrases among the fiddlers she studied that characterized 

successful traditional learning. These were self motivation, love of music, the music, the 

sense of being responsible for their own learning, and awareness of and determination 

to develop their own ‘natural talent’. She also maintains that these characteristics did 

not come about automatically, but that the rich cultural environment and context in 

which the learners lived both encouraged and in a sense even urged them to be 

developed (1985:276). These characteristics are key when one looks at the three 

interconnected transmission process modes in Cape Breton step dance of the aural, 

visual, and kinaesthetic. 
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2.2.1 – Aural Transmission in Dance (and music). 

Aural learning or ‘ear learning’ is often mentioned with reference to learning music, 

song (tune and lyrics), and stories in Cape Breton (by for example Doherty 1996; 

Graham 2006; Shaw 1992/3; Kennedy 2002; and Garrison 1985)42. Kennedy in 

particular summarizes the strong but conservative nature of the oral tradition in Gaelic 

Society (Scottish and Irish). The conservative nature of the oral tradition does however 

allow for a certain level of personal interpretation when realized in turn. Aural or ear 

learning is at the heart of an interconnected transmission environment of the home or 

ceilidh house context. Garrison (1985:277) summarizes the traditional learning into the 

following: listen to tunes played at house parties, dances; ‘pick up’ the tunes from there; 

later listen to the radio and to recordings of master Cape Breton fiddlers and play along 

with these tunes. Two of the most important aspects of this form of learning that 

Garrison points out were “the aesthetic gratification of the music and the sense of 

achievement in learning tunes by ear on one’s own” (ibid:277). Kennedy in particular 

mentions the “remarkable ear for music as well as quick and retentive memories” 

(2002:195) of Cape Breton musicians. Corroboration of this can be found in the 

accounts of fiddlers able to recall tunes “correctly and completely” and with added local 

Gaelic style and appropriate ornamentation after only hearing a tune once (ibid.). It is 

not uncommon, as mentioned elsewhere, among Cape Breton dance fiddlers to have up 

to 1,000 tunes readily available to play from memory.  

Aural learning is less emphasized when it comes to embodying movement. A 

dancer, immersed in a diverse blend of sounds, must make sense of their combined 

complexity. In their charting of interconnected skills and concepts for dance, Adshead 

et al (1982) highlight the fact that aural elements include sound, the spoken word and 

music, and that clusters of these three aural elements occur simultaneously with visual 

stimuli while a dancer perform movements (1982:54). Furthermore, they state that 

relations within and between these categories are of importance but go no further in 

detailing these aspects (ibid:55). Walter Ong suggests that sound and vision have 

different orientating effects, where vision places a person sequentially and in front of 

things, while sound situates a person in the middle and in simultaneity (Ong 1967:128). 

Our capacity to hear, not only with our ears but with our whole body, is discussed by 

Tomie Hahn (2007:115). Humans can pick up sound vibrations that are out of sight and 

beyond our grasp. Sound can also travel long distances, through materials and round 

corners. Sound can be intimate or even evasive, and we can feel sound waves with our 

whole body. Our associations and experiences of different types of sound help us to 
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make meaning and orient ourselves in the world.  

While some sounds summon more innate responses, others are learned cultural 
constructions that help us orient ourselves in a more abstract, social way. We 
learn to attend to specific aspects of sound – quality, dynamics, intensity, and 
rhythms – to acquire meaning our sonic, musical, environment (Hahn 
2007:115). 

We learn to make sense of ‘many layers of complexity’ of sound and to filter out some 

through ‘selective attention’, Hahn continues (ibid). In other words we learn to 

recognize those sounds that are of more importance to the task at hand. Enculturated 

knowledge of movement and sound correlation helps us move our bodies in a particular 

way to music. Aural learning happens in conjunction with visual and kinaesthetic 

modes, but some of the sonic qualities that Hahn points out are of real interest to this 

study. Hahn says that we learn to associate previous sounds with current ones and by 

extension, I would add, this informs and prepares us for future sound experiences.  

Traditional music embodies the experiences of a group of people, and often 
encapsulates both their history and their present social conditions. The playing 
of a tune can recall the memory of a musician who played it or composed it” 
(Sommers Smith, 2001:121). 

Furthermore, sound helps to make the body, in this case the dancer’s body, aware of the 

physical space around them and also helps the dancer orient within time (within a 

musical piece for example) in what Hahn calls a “dynamic immersive space” (Hahn 

2007:115). Sound helps us answer questions about the space or room itself, what 

(instruments etc.) are creating the music, and all other ambient sounds which help us 

trace the order of events (ibid). As mentioned earlier, ‘sound’ in a dance and music 

relationship is culturally determined and helps us answer a multitude of questions 

regarding this relationship in a particular cultural context. 

Another aspect of sound and dance is mnemonic verbal cues given to a dancer in 

either informal or formal settings, as encouragement, criticism, correction, praise and so 

forth. Examples of its use are given by Kaeppler, outlining poetry as a mnemonic device 

in connection with Hawaiian dance (1972), and Hughes (2000) analyzing a number of 

acoustic-iconic mnemonic systems in Japan, Korea and Africa.43 Foley’s 1988 PhD on 

step dancing in County Kerry, Ireland, also provides examples of mnemonics employed 

in that context. 

Sparling’s (1999) thesis on Scots-Gaelic puirt-a-beul in Cape Breton very much 

suggests it as a mnemonic device for melody (tune) learning and as rhythm cues for step 

dancing. Finally, Martin Stokes directs us to combined aural and visual processes:  
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One factor may be their indexical or iconic ‘groupiness’ (Lomax 1968). Many 
such socio-musical practices quickly communicate to listeners, observers, and 
dancers the very processes of intense social interaction and physical activity 
through which they come into being, as a consequence of either visual or aural 
cues in transmission: interlocking, phrase marking, call and response, droning, 
simultaneous group improvizations, varied repetitions, etc. What is heard 
implies forms and processes of embodied social interaction (Stokes 2004:68). 

 

2.2.2 – Gaelic Oral/Aural Transmission 

Oral / Aural learning through the medium of Gaelic was regarded as the key 

transmission method in the informal setting of the home, or ceilidh house, among Cape 

Breton Gaels until the early decades of the 20th century, as discussed by Dembling 

2005; Dickson 2006; Doherty 1996; Dunn 1991; Gibson 1998, 2005; Graham 2006; 

Kennedy 2002; MacInnes 1997; Shaw 1992/3; and Sparling 2000, 2003, 2005. Two of 

the main points put forward in these works are 1) the difference in language rhythm 

between Gaelic and English, and 2) that the rhythm of the predominantly dance 

orientated tunes played are directly tied to the Gaelic songs associated with them. 

However, none of these authors addresses the issue of how movement or dance, may 

inform the music and song genres of the culture; or if language rhythm may have an 

impact on the dance.  

Shaw points out that other cultures, as described by for example Finnegan 

(1992) and Nettl (1964), similarly see the concepts of text and music as inseparable 

(1992/3:39-40). Another example is the storytelling and song study conducted in 

Rannafast, County Donegal, Ireland by Kathleen Lambert (Unpublished PhD 1985), 

which describes local speech-rhythms, particularly the significance awarded to vowel 

lengths, and the concept of asking for a song as Abair amhrán or to ‘say a song’. This 

term refers to the singers’ ability to tell the story properly. The Donegal area’s close 

linguistic and cultural ties with Gaelic Scotland are also highlighted as a connection 

point.  

It is the combination of Gaelic speech rhythm and the particular use of vowel 

lengths in Gaelic songs (particularly in Puirt-a-beul or mouth music) that is seen as a 

strong connection point to the vernacular fiddle style of the older generation of Gaelic 

speaking fiddlers (see for example Kennedy 2002; Graham 2006; and Doherty 1996). 

This notion is, however, not without its critics (see 4.3.2). It is, however, worth 

mentioning Kennedy (2002:205) illustrating the difference in language rhythm between 

English and Gaelic by using the song/tune ‘Mairi’s Wedding’ or in Gaelic ‘Mhòrag 
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bheag nighean Mhurchaidh an t-saor’ (Little Morag, daughter of Murdock, the 

carpenter). Similarly, Dickson (2006) discusses the connection between words and 

bagpipe music in South Uist, Scotland. Furthermore, ethnomusicologist Heather 

Sparling’s research outlines the paradoxical place held by puirt-a-beul song in Cape 

Breton (2000) and in her PhD titled Song Genres, Cultural Capital and Social 

Distinctions in Gaelic Cape Breton (2005) she uses Bourdieuan theory of cultural 

capital to illustrate how and why Cape Bretoners place themselves socially by valuing 

or devaluing puirt-a-beul. Finally, both Graham (2006) and Doherty (1996) suggest that 

a ‘Gaelic flavour’ is to a certain extent incorporated in the local music today and that 

the notion of any change in the music is coming internally, from within the musicians, 

rather than predominantly from external language related changes. 

 

2.3 – Visual Transmission 

Emily S. Cross says in her article, Building a dance in the human brain: Insights from 

expert and novice dancers that a wealth of behavioural research “suggest[s] that the 

quickest and most accurate learning results from observing and simultaneously 

reproducing another individual’s movements” (2010:186). The study of human 

movement and action has become a topic of increasing relevance over the last decade, 

bringing dance into the focus of the cognitive sciences. To an observer of the Cape 

Breton dance culture where ‘visual learning’ is very common and often, in many cases, 

the only perceived way of learning, the recent discovery of, and subsequent studies of, 

“mirror” neurons in the human brain is of special interest.  

These studies show the ‘mirror’ neurons firing both when a subject performs an 

action as well as observes another person perform the same action. This system is 

broadly referred to as an action observation network (ibid:177-8). Cruse and Schilling 

state that “observing a dance is activating the same neuronal circuits I would use to 

dance myself – I am dancing along in my head: perceiving is a way of re-enacting the 

watched dance” (2010:53). Furthermore, Thomas Schack states that dancers use mental 

representations “as a foundation to identify possible and functionally relevant sensory 

inputs” and, as identification is often achieved under great time pressure, these mental 

representations must be readily available. Schack continues, “mental representations 

help to shape interaction patterns in dance in purposeful ways. This also includes 

storing the perceptual-cognitive outcomes of learning processes as items 

(representations of dance movements) in long-term memory” (Schack 2010:12-13). 

Moreover, cognitive building blocks and a mental model “of the needed future” 



	   65 

(Bernstein 1967) where movement effects are anticipated, and an understanding of the 

architecture of dance are all part of the processes of acquiring the skills to perform and 

control movement. With regards to studies on basic action concepts (BACs), for 

example, the levels of mental and sensorimotor representation and control, Schack 

states that BACs “are created through the cognitive chunking of body postures and 

movement events concerning common functions in realizing action goals” and 

continues that “to perform particular dance movements with high accuracy, dancers 

need sophisticated cognitive representations of goal postures, their functional meaning 

and the related perceptual events in their own body (and, to some extent, in the 

audience)” (Schack 2010:17). Bläsing states that  

…in analyzing the knowledge about movement as it is stored in the long-term 
memory, rather than the movements themselves, one must subdivide complex 
movements into their basic building blocks in a way that is meaningful to the 
dancers and that resonates with their memory of the stored movement (Schack 
2010:84).  

This could be equated to the concept of ‘emic’ movement knowledge for the individual 

dancer, but with all the sensorimotor information included.  

To summarize the science: the dancer stores mental representations of 

movements in their long-term memory “as a network of sensorimotor information” 

(Bläsing 2010:84), which enables rapid realizations of action goals. These concepts 

could be linked to the notion of a ‘creative consciousness’, as outlined by Blom and 

Tarin Chaplin in The Moment of Movement: Dance Improvisation (1988:11), where the 

performer becomes one with the movement and music etc., and their discussions around 

kinaesthetic memory and the notion of multiple intelligences (ibid:13-15). 

 

2.4 – Kinaesthetic Transmission – ‘remembering and recollecting movement’s 

kinetic qualities of vitality’ 

Aural and visual learning, the topic of the two previous sections, alludes to another 

particular way of embodying movement, that of kinaesthetic learning. As a means of 

transmitting cultural knowledge, kinaesthetic transfer, alongside visual and aural 

processes, could be seen as a key component for shaping the aesthetic, stylistic and 

movement preferences of step dancing in Cape Breton. What we are looking at here is 

the bringing out of somatic, or felt, dimensions of movement; in other words, the 

proprioceptive or kinaesthetic awareness of movement’s kinetic vitality. Kinaesthesia, 

as a sensorium, is from a western world perspective an overlooked aspect of embodied 
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knowledge. As Deirdre Sklar points out, other cultural epistemologies offer other 

‘sensory profiles.’ Japanese culture embodied through dance movement and body-to-

body transmission, as described by Hahn’s ethnographic records (2007), is one 

example, and another is the emphasis of auditory and proprioceptive values, rather than 

visual ones, in African dance forms (Sklar 2008:88). 

Sklar deliberates in detail on theorizing kinaesthesia in her 2008 book section, 

Remembering Kinesthesia: An Inquiry into Embodied Cultural Knowledge, and it 

should be referred to in full. A number of issues are of interest to this study nonetheless. 

One problem with theorizing human movement, Sklar explains, is whether to treat it as 

visual or kinaesthetic phenomena. The difference in visual and somatic (kinaesthetic) 

modalities, between observing and doing or proprioception, is discussed where dance 

involves both modalities. Even though the doer primarily uses felt or kinaesthetic 

modalities, while the observer is primarily ‘seeing’, both modalities are mutually 

informing, according to Sklar (2008:88). Perhaps the gap between the two is much 

narrower if one considers the findings of recent research within cognitive sciences, as 

outlined above (2.3). As this research suggests, the same ‘mirror’ neuron circuits in the 

brain are activated when observing as well as when ‘doing’, allowing the observer to 

‘dance’ in their own head as a process of re-enacting from the perceived, albeit on an 

individual level of ‘dance’ competence. Sklar, in turn, refers to a number of writers to 

clarify the complex relationship between observing and proprioception, including 

philosopher Edward Casey, who separates ‘body memory’ (remembering) from 

‘memory of the body’ (recollecting). The former being felt sensations inside the body 

and the latter projected bodily representations “as an object of awareness” (Sklar 

2008:88). Through the body memory the past is enacted in the present and the two 

cannot be identical. According to Casey we are here dealing with immanence (ibid:89).  

Sklar suggests that “a concept of gesture requires not only association with 

movement’s kinetic qualities of vitality [italics mine] but also an accounting of the way 

the sensations of kinetic vitality are socially structured, transformed, and mediated” 

(Sklar 2008:103). She takes into consideration the migration of gestural schema during 

interplay between everyday life and cultural expressions (such as dance) and their 

change over time. This concept also allows for personal interpretation of gesture. Sklar 

indicates that there is a speeding up of transmission processes today, compared with 

earlier generations (Sklar 2008:102)44 which, in relation to this study, is of interest as it 

has an impact on the amount and level of information that can be absorbed during 

different lengths of exposure to the dance genre. 
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This interplay is indeed discussed by anthropologist Anya Peterson Royce 

(2008) with regards to the Isthmus Zapotec cultural practices and the role of the 

ethnographer embodying the same to gain understanding. “Using it [the ethnography as 

an embodied practice] and ourselves intentionally will allow us to understand how and 

why certain aesthetic preferences govern practice, both embodied and intellectual, 

becoming artful behaviour that links the ordinary and the extraordinary” (Royce 

2008:2). Royce refers to members of this particular society, and the researcher, letting 

their habitus, or the technique du corps, to use Mauss (1979) term, accommodate 

themselves to what Royce calls the “aesthetic of the ordinary” (Royce 2008:1). Royce 

examines the challenges of describing and learning movement in ‘dance’ but highlights 

the added difficulty in doing the same for the multitude of domains gestures which 

occur in everyday life. Daily gestures are codified in a different way but equally 

recognized and evaluated by the people of a particular culture. Growing up in a culture, 

these learning and embodying processes happen naturally as part of daily life. The 

outsider, the researcher, however, faces many challenges to embody and understand the 

same. Rice’s (1997) notion of experiencing the culture through phenomenological 

hermeneutics is valid here. It should not be seen as a universal body experience, but 

must be seen in relation to the individual and the culture, language, etc. in question. 

Sklar importantly indicates that “cross-modal apprehension of kinetic dynamics … [is] 

differentially developed in different cultural communities” (Sklar 2008:96). It is all a 

question of understanding and valuing aesthetics, taking in the culture in question 

through all one’s senses as individuals and become comfortable in performing them. 

Royce aptly refers to Desjarlais’ term “ ‘aesthetics of experience’ meaning ‘the tacit, 

cultural forms, values, and sensibilities…that lend specific styles, configurations, and 

felt qualities to local experiences’ (1992:65)” (Royce 2004:5). What Royce suggests is 

that everyday gestures, thoughts and activities, including intentional cultural expression 

such as music and dance, are reflected, embodied, indeed embedded in the fabric of the 

life of a particular culture (Royce 2004; 2008).  

Deirdre Sklar in turn considers gesture “in terms of kinetic layerings … of 

elaborated embodied schema” (Sklar 2008:102). Sklar asks us to consider how we 

receive gestures / movement through multiple dimensions, as “spatial change, rhythmic 

pattern, intensity…” (ibid:103), shapings, and intensities, and here I would argue that 

we should add auditory input as well. Psychological anthropologist Thomas Csordas 

states that phenomenologists’ ‘lived experience’ is “never merely individual and 

subjective but develops as relational and cultural constructions in social space” (Sklar 
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2008:92). This would, again, be in line with Rice’s (1997) outline of phenomenological 

hermeneutics, as Csordas also recognizes it allows for agency, individuality, and 

somatic awareness not only by the researcher, but by “a collective sedimentation passed 

on through generations” (ibid) by all those involved. Sklar refers further to Csordas: 

Distinguishing between ‘the body’ as a biological and material and 
‘embodiment’ as an ‘indeterminate methodological field defined by perceptual 
experience and the mode of presence and engagement in the world,’ Csordas 
addresses embodiment as ‘the starting point for analyzing human participation in 
a cultural world.’ He coins the term ‘somatic modes of attention’ to refer to 
‘culturally elaborated ways of attending to and with one’s body in surroundings 
that include the embodied presence of others.’ (Sklar 2008:92, referring to 
Csordas 1993).  

Sklar (2000) has elsewhere recast Csordas’ phrase to apply ‘a somatic mode of 

attention,’ to a method of attending to one’s own and others’ movement with 

proprioceptive awareness. Sklar summarizes her concept of gesture:  

From the perspective of movement and embodiment I [Sklar] have laid out here, 
a concept of gesture emerges that requires a connection with the organic, not in 
the sense of requiring the literal presence of human bodies but referring to the 
capacities inherent to embodiment. In other words, the organic foundation of 
gestures refers, in Merleau-Ponty’s words, to the ‘I can’ of embodiment, 
including especially the innate capacity for translating vitality across sensory 
modalities. The concept of embodiment, as Csordas points out, refuses the 
separation of a material body from either the ‘can do’ of embodied human 
potential or the social habitus of being-in-the-world” (Sklar 2008:103). 

Even though Japanese cultural concepts and their various forms of dance are far 

removed from Cape Breton step dancing, aspects of the Tomie Hahn’s (2007) 

ethnographic study of Japanese dance transmission and how cultural knowledge is 

embodied are useful in this discussion. Hahn strongly believes that observing the way 

dance is transmitted reveals “a great deal about that culture as well as the individual 

dancers practising the tradition” (2007:1). Hahn’s study is about process of transmission 

and embodiment of Japanese nihon buyo, and her study helps to shed light on similar 

processes in the Cape Breton context in that respect. Refinement of the senses (visual, 

oral / aural and tactile or kinaesthetic) as vehicles of transmission; occurrence over long 

periods of time, and immersion in the cultural expression and embodiment of the same 

are among the key concepts in Hahn’s study. “Know with your body” is one of the key 

phrases Hahn’s headmaster Tachibana Hiroyo used during dance lessons (ibid:1). Hahn 

notes that “not only do the senses orient us in a real, physical way; they enable us to 

construct parameters of existence – that which defines the body, self, social group, or 
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world” (ibid:3). In addition, Cynthia Bull’s conceptual statement is relevant: 

I [Bull] am proposing that the particular characteristics of each dance form and 
its unique manner of transmission and performance encourage priorities of 
sensation that subtly affect the nature of perception itself. Dance finely tunes 
sensibilities, helping to shape the practices, behaviours, beliefs, and ideas of 
people’s lives (Bull 1997:284-5). 

We have so far reviewed literature in relation to transmission processes. This study also 

proposes to outline some of the key concepts of what is being transmitted. The two 

areas I concentrate on are the most commonly recurring motifs (what the local refer to 

as ‘steps’) to indicate stability and essential movement material which provides 

meaning to the genre; and aesthetic preferences (style indicators) as passed on both 

verbally through a few keywords and phrases and as non-verbal communication. 

 

2.5.1 – Literature on Morphology or Form Analysis  

In determining what movement components form the essence of the repertoire of this 

step dance genre, my analysis of the morphology draws on a combination and 

adaptation of the revised version of the ICTM Study group on Ethnochoreology 

collective work Martin and Pesovár (1961); Adrienne Kaeppler (1967, 1972, 2007); 

IFMC Study Group on Dance Structural Analysis (1974); Catherine Foley (1988; 

2007); Frank Hall (2007); and Giurchescu and Kröschlová (2007)45. The development 

and adaptation of these methods is described in detail in the edited volume Dance 

Structures: Perspectives on the analysis of human movement (Kaeppler and Dunin 

(eds.), 2007). Chapter 6 addresses the motif level to illustrate a selection of essential or 

core movements as used in the dance genre. Giurchescu and Kröschlová expand on the 

meaning of Form (morphology) in this context to be understood as: 

the internal and external configuration of the dance structural units, organized in 
a hierarchically ordered entity … a set of movements, in order to be considered a 
dance in a given culture, should build through internal organization a 
choreographic Form. They have a determined temporal succession and a certain 
relationship between and among them, and take on particular functions for the 
dance Form, considered as a whole. Thus the Form of the dance is the result of 
an organic process in which smaller units with a shape and structure of their 
own function as parts of larger structural entities” (italics as in the original, 
Giurchescu and Kröschlová, 2007:23). 

The largest unit, the dance as a whole, must be decomposed into its smallest units and 

then recomposed, building in a reverse order, the small units into larger more complex 

ones, to determine its form (ibid:24). One of the ICTM Study Group aims for Form 

Analysis intending “to reveal and describe the a priori grammar of a dance system” is 
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thus achieved (ibid. 2007:22). 

From the standpoint of a practitioner of the dance genre, the form analysis 

generated in this work is from a position acquired through phenomenological 

hermeneutics and kinaesthetic knowledge positioned halfway in between the emic and 

etic perspectives, as outlined by Pike (1954). Thus a combination of the methods 

outlined above, in which both emic and etic standpoints are corroborated, has emerged 

as the best way of approaching this form analysis. 

I would recommend that a separate study of Cape Breton step dancing could 

conduct a full morphological and structural analysis of the dance genre46. This would 

enable cross-cultural comparisons with, for example, Irish step dancing in North Kerry 

(see Foley 1988). 

 

2.5.2 – Connections between language, music and dance in analysis and 

performance 

The method of dance analysis, pre-eminently based on contrastive analysis, as 

established by Kaeppler, is inextricably linked to its origin as a methodology developed 

by linguists, language (even though it can be analysed separately) being an inherent 

component of culture. Anthropologists began using contrastive analysis alongside other 

techniques when studying different aspects of culture other than sound, and 

ethnoscientific analysis (employing linguistic analogies) was used to discover 

embedded native or ‘emic’ points of view (Kaeppler 2007:55-6). When ethnoscientific 

analysis is used to analyse culture it is done in a fashion where the “resulting 

description is comparable to a grammar, which would enable an investigator to learn to 

speak a language” (ibid: 56). The desire to understand a society from the ‘natives’ point 

of view’ goes back to Malinowski (1962 (1922)), and Boas (1943) according to 

Langness (1987:135). Initially, with regard to language, and applied to a particular 

group of people, grammars were produced by grouping morphemes together in classes 

in such a way as was natural to the language concerned in a methodology evolved by 

“post-Bloomfieldean linguists”. One of the most crucial aspects of this method was the 

emic / etic distinction enabling Boas’ aspiration to understand the “thoughts of a 

people” (Kaeppler 2007:56).  

The term ‘communicative competence’ (Hymes 1977) comes into play in 

understanding movement knowledge embedded by holders of a tradition. Again, 

according to Kaeppler, both observers and performers “must have ‘competence’ in an 
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enlarged Chomskeyan sense” (Kaeppler 2007:56). Swiss linguist Saussure’s dichotomy 

langue versus parole become in this context analogous with the cognitive learning of 

competence (knowledge) and performance in dance. The acquisition of the shared rules 

(competence or knowledge) in a dance system would be similar to langue, i.e. the 

patterns of formation and regularities that underlie the utterances of a language; while 

the competent performance of a sequence thereof would be parole, i.e. language 

behaviour, or the actual utterances themselves. Kaeppler compares the ‘utterances’ of 

language to movement sequences (units) (ibid:56), In addition to the cognition of a 

particular movement system, the full meaning in a broader sense, of what is being 

conveyed, can only be understood by acquiring knowledge of the relevant context(s) 

and an examination of the particular cultural system as a whole. 

With regard to this particular study, Saussure’s (1966) contrasting terms of 

synchronic and diachronic in linguistics are also of importance. As outlined earlier, this 

study investigates movement sequences at a given point in time and is thus synchronic, 

but these sequences can enable a diachronic study, looking at, for example, 

development, or change over time in this dance genre. 

When taking part in, and observing Cape Breton community (dance and music) 

activities, one finds that their “actions always stand in some relationship (a) to the 

spoken language(s) and to the body language(s) which are relevant to the people 

themselves, (b) to the context(s) in which they are found, and (c) to the individual’s 

‘self’ and the social ‘selves’…” (Williams 1991:285). In other words, when studying a 

group of people along semasiological lines, as outlined by Drid Williams47, one must 

recognize the “human basis of human knowledge” (ibid.). Williams’ semasiological 

concepts, concentrating on the signification, in the sense of meaning, in human action 

(in this case, dance), and embedded visual modes of communication, is of relevance to 

what movements are deemed meaningful in this context. The semasiological concepts 

can assist in determining stylistic and aesthetic notions, as well as issues of transmission 

in the Cape Breton community. Part of my investigation seeks to describe the local 

definition(s) of their step dance genre as an activity (one of many) and the “unique 

cultural practices that go along with” it, and is “to be understood, in semasiology a least, 

as [a] single mode[s] of bodily communication among all of the structured systems of 

human actions that [the Cape Breton community] may posses” (Williams 1991:185). 

Like Kaeppler (1972, 2007) and Foley (1988, 2007), among others, Williams uses 

linguistic analogies, including for example the Saussurian concepts of langue and 

parole when analyzing human action or movement (ibid: 214-216).  
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Chapter 3 – Explorations, Fieldwork, Documentation, and Movement 
Notation 
 

3.1 – Documentation 

For this investigation both oral historical accounts and documented records in books, 

articles and newspapers and other forms of written records such as letters, notes and 

latterly emails and web sources have been utilized (Cooley, Meizel et al, 2008:90-107). 

Particularly for the contextual aspects, first hand oral accounts were acquired, either 

directly in face-to-face conversation or recorded interviews or by email or Skype 

conversations, adding the deeper levels of cultural perspective on documentary 

evidence. Also included are various forms of documented source material, which 

provide a basic thread of the historical accounts and offer support to oral first-hand 

accounts.  

When using participant-observation (Spradley 1980), conducting in-depth 

interviews (Spradley 1979), doing ethnographic writing (Jackson 1987, Denzin 1997, 

Buckland 1999), and generating thick descriptions (Geertz 1973), one has to negotiate 

the source’s emic point of view (with its inherent ‘truth’ of the source’s perspective) on 

the one hand and on the other the researcher’s etic analysis of the same. As Buckland 

points out, “the issue of representation in both its epistemological and political 

dimensions has resounded throughout theoretical literature on ethnography” (1999:196). 

Sklar (1991) and Ness (1992, 1996) alongside Buckland state that the researcher is 

always positioned in relation to those interviewed and observed, to the fieldwork 

process, and to the final act of writing up the findings. Reflexivity and objectivity is 

considered in Williams’ pioneering work (1976); and many researchers have abided by 

Clifford and Marcus’ work Writing Culture (1976). However, Buckland states that “in a 

post-positivist climate, the researcher recognizes that there is no one stable and 

overriding interpretation. Voices from the field do indeed compete; there is almost no 

consensus of interpretation that the ethnographer can publish nor one truth to be 

established” (1996:197). In Interpretive Ethnography (1997) Denzin discusses these 

issues further. 

 

3.2.1 – Ethnographic Fieldwork 

I am a researcher and teacher but also a practitioner of and am, at some level, regarded 

as a performer of this dance genre by the local Cape Breton community48. This enables 
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me to utilize phenomenological hermeneutics, as outlined by Rice (1997), as a field 

working method, thus positioning me in between the emic and etic positions. My triple 

identity is very much in line with the ethos of my working (researching, teaching, and 

performing identity) environment at the Irish World Academy at the University of 

Limerick. These identities are on a daily basis used interchangeably, are mutually 

informative, and have coloured my narrative in this thesis. My performing and teaching 

identities will, for example, assist me in analyzing the movements, as discussed in the 

research process section below (3.2.2). Interdisciplinary ethnochoreological field 

working methods are also used, including the empirical hallmark method of participant-

observation (3.3). I decided that it would be preferable to study what I call the ‘sharing 

of steps’, or performance, aspect of the genre, rather than step dancing done in Square 

sets, as solo dance performances are more straightforward to document by video (3.6).  

 

3.2.2 – Research Process: cultural embodiment of a dance tradition and 

phenomenological hermeneutics – a first person account 

This investigation deals with a vernacular step dancing genre to which I am an outsider; 

my knowledge of it is by default etic. As outlined in the Introduction, I initially learnt it 

at courses in Scotland given by various Cape Breton step dancers from 1992 onwards. 

From 1995 onwards, I have visited Cape Breton a number of times to participate in and 

observe the local context of the tradition. This period of learning incorporates the 

processes of my own cultural embodiment of a foreign dance tradition, and my journey 

has explored different ways of doing so.  

In his chapter ‘Toward a Mediation of Field Methods and Field Experience in 

Ethnomusicology’ (Barz and Cooley 1997), Timothy Rice outlines the use of 

phenomenological hermeneutics as a field working method for ethnomusicological 

studies of music traditions. The use of this philosophical tradition, Rice suggest, works 

as a means of bridging the gap between the insider and outsider understanding of a 

particular human music system. In this case I use phenomenological hermeneutics, 

summarized below, as a means for me to gain better understanding of the Cape Breton 

step dance tradition.  

Rice discusses how this philosophical tradition can work as mediation between 

the traditional distinction “between the knowledge of insiders to a culture and the 

knowledge of outsiders to that culture” (Rice 1997:112). Linguist Kenneth Pike (1954) 

created the distinction between emic (insider) and etic (outsider) knowledge or accounts 

of culture and language. Pike outlines the conceptualization of ‘emic’ analysis as “an 
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attempt to discover and to describe the pattern of that particular language or culture in 

reference to the way in which the various elements of that culture are related to each 

other in the functioning of the particular pattern” (1954:25). Williams’ interpretation of 

these terms states that ‘etic’ is the search “for universal, culture-free elements of the 

world which transcend or in some way over-arch the diversity of local usages and 

references” (Williams 1991:228). In opposition, lies the concept of ‘emic’ consisting of 

‘local, non-culture-free elements of the investigation … [the discovery] of what the 

‘significant elements’ of any given system … consist” (ibid.). Over the years Pike’s 

distinction has been discussed, re-interpreted and when used, its limitations criticized 

(see for example Nettl 2005:228-9). Rice explains that the distinction has to do with the 

notion of cultural boundaries, which define “the positioning of insiders and outsiders” 

(Rice 1997:112). In his essay From a Native’s Point of View”: On the Nature of 

Anthropological Understanding (1985), Geertz’s thoughts on ‘experience-near’ and 

‘experience-distant’ and a researcher’s understanding oscillating between parts and 

whole perspectives are of relevance. Furthermore, Pike’s concept has its roots in the 

ideas of Western Enlightenment philosophy, a tradition begun by René Descartes, 

asking epistemological questions on “what do we know” and “how do we know it,” and 

Descartes’ concept that only the ego could be known to exist (Rice 1997:113). This 

philosophy, in turn, spawned, according to Rice, “a seemingly necessary set of 

distinctions between the Ego and the Other, subject and object” (ibid:113) and so forth. 

Here our knowledge of the world is dependent on “methodologically precise, objective 

observation” but the same methods set limits that prevent us “from examining inner 

experience and the intentions and meanings of others” (ibid:113). 

Even though we now acknowledge the problem of finding ways of truly 

objective research methods of the Other and rather use ‘multiple subjectivities’ in our 

search for emic understanding, we still, according to Rice, “tend to demand and trust in 

objective methods to demonstrate to colleagues our understandings of the other’s 

intentions, feelings, perceptions”(ibid: 114). This contradiction made Rice seek new 

rationales for his research methods. When reading about Rice’s field and learning 

experiences, I realize that unconsciously my own learning experiences in the field in 

many ways mirror his.  

Rice offers the philosophical tradition of phenomenological hermeneutics as a 

“productive mediation between experimental, objectivist strategies of observation and 

experimental, subjective knowledge of the force of meanings and intentions” (ibid:114). 

The main thinkers behind this philosophy are Heidegger (1962), Gadamer (1979) and 
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Ricoeur (1981), and to some extent Clifford Geertz’s interpretive anthropology (1973, 

1985 and 1988).  

In phenomenological hermeneutics, the subject or ego is thrown into a world 

that exists. Heidegger claims that the ego must be in the world before it can understand, 

know, interpret, and explain it (Rice 1997:114). In this scenario, I, the outsider (the 

researcher), place myself ‘in front of’ the cultural expression I am studying, rather than 

as a “subject must, through application of ethnoscientific methods” (ibid:114) get 

behind the work to understand the insider view and intentions. Rice explains: 

What the ego/subject comes to understand and manipulate are culturally and 
historically constructed symbolic forms such as language, dress, social 
behaviour, and music. In hermeneutic jargon, the unbridgeable gulf between 
subject and object is mediated as the subject becomes a self through temporal 
arcs of understanding and experience in the world (Rice, 1997:114). 

In other words, it is my own ‘self,’ my ego that comes to understand and interpret the 

world before I can attempt to explain it. This is contrary to the Enlightenment tradition 

where explanation precedes understanding. Ricoeur (1981) calls the self-conscious task 

of explaining a set of pre-existing symbols, such as a movement pattern (dance), a 

“hermeneutic arc”.  

In my particular case, I, the dancer, would, at the beginning of the arc, have a 

coherent pre-understanding and a pre-conception of Cape Breton step dancing as one 

such symbol system. My explanation of this symbol is conditioned by my pre-

understanding as I pass through a structural explanation of the various aspects of it, 

such as movement, “sound, behaviour, and cognition” (Rice 1997:115). The end of the 

arc arrives at a new understanding or interpretation of the culture, as referenced by this 

movement system acting as a symbol.  

As a direct parallel to my own research method, Catherine Foley utilized the 

same method when researching step dancing in north Kerry, Ireland. Even though Foley 

was an Insider, sharing Irish cultural knowledge and forms of Irish dance knowledge, 

she was an Outsider to the community of dancers she interacted with, with regards to 

geographical location, gender and age. For Foley it was important how she represented 

the dancers and their dances: 

Therefore, learning, embodying, sensing, and experiencing the act of learning 
the dances from the dancers themselves was central to understanding the actual 
dances. Hermeneutics, the act of interpreting texts, provided a framework for 
interpreting the dance as texts. A phenomenological hermeneutics approach thus 
provided a framework for a more holistic understanding of this declining 
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tradition and a way of representing through the ethnographic experience, the 
dances as ‘texts’, as embodiments of local knowledge, and as contextualised as 
‘texts’ within a cultural discourse; it provided a framework for embracing theory 
and practise; and it allowed for the interpretation of the dance ‘texts’ as both 
objective ‘text’ (documented) and as subjective ‘textualised knowledge’ 
(experienced) (Foley 2004:51-52).49 

Gadamer (1975) uses the metaphor of a world of horizons, which I can identify with, to 

explain this philosophy. Gadamer theorizes that “like the physical world, the horizons 

of an individual’s social and cultural world change as he or she moves through space 

and time” (ibid: 115). These arcs (or horizons) are temporal, according to Ricoeur. Each 

arc we go through enables a new set of understandings, which in turn creates a new set 

of pre-conceptions and pre-understandings, which need to be explained through the next 

arc. 

 

3.2.3 – The researchers own body as a research tool 

Accessing the dance genre on these terms greatly assisted me when visually analyzing 

the movement patterns of another dancer. Adrienne Kaeppler argues that to enable a 

researcher to notate a dance genre accurately, “it is helpful (indeed almost necessary for 

the notator to be able to perform the movements himself in order to analyse exactly 

what the various parts of the body are doing and in what sequence they are done” 

(1967:32). Kaeppler continues that the researcher “should be willing to do the 

‘playback’ for native identification and evaluation himself by performing” as “one 

learns quickly what is ‘wrong,’ or ‘unacceptable’, or ‘different’ by making mistakes, 

and the resulting analysis will probably be more credible and accurate” (1972:175). 

Dance as ‘embodied knowledge’ (Royce 2002), and acting as a window onto 

culture, has indeed become an important tool for the researcher. Sally Ann Ness stated 

that to understand the meaning of choreographed movements fully, one must have 

“some appreciation of how getting oneself physically through a choreographic 

movement can affect a human being, and how it can affect one’s own cultural 

understanding” (1992:2). Corporeal intelligence, the close insight into a level of 

meaning, only accessible through the body, has only become a legitimate form of 

research focus in the field of ethnochoreology and anthropology of dance in the last few 

decades. The important work by scholars such as, Hanna, Kaeppler, Kealihinohomoku, 

Kurath, Royce, Williams, Foley and Van Zile, to mention only some, has enabled 

research at this level. Royce indeed states: 

…we must recognize movement, dance, theatre, and performance as forms that 
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are at once the most and the least resistant to distortion and misappropriation. 
They provide subtle and multivocalic entryways to cultural understandings and 
artistic expression, both in the actual embodied performance and in the memory 
of it (2004:4). 

My ability to dance this genre will also aid me in identifying how and where a particular 

dancer applies effort or energy to their dancing. In this study, I will refer to the 

effort/energy as ‘drive’, analogous with the term used for the similar effort/energy put 

into the local music style (see Chapter 6). It is important for the local musicians to 

‘drive’er’, that is to play hard-driving dance music with a very strong focus on rhythm. 

The distinctive local bowing style with generally only one stroke per beat and with an 

emphasis on a strong down-bow as well as up-bows or “upstrokes which are often as 

powerful as downstrokes with a variety of pressures being exerted on the bow for 

dynamics and accents” (Graham 2006:126). These are some of the essential components 

in the local fiddle style that generate ‘drive’ (Doherty 1994, 1996, 2006; Dunn 1991; 

Dunlay & Greenberg 1996:12-19; Graham 2006; Feintuch 2004:75-76).  

A key component in understanding this dance genre, I have come to realize, is 

its transmission process. I will approach this from both an observation point of studying 

my sources, and using my own body. I have had to change my learning processes 

almost completely, as mentioned earlier. In this study I will describe my own 

experience in performing and learning, or rather embodying this step dance genre 

alongside my observations of local dancers of the tradition in action. These descriptions 

will be put alongside the sources’ own descriptions of how they learned to dance. 

Chapter 2 outlined the main sources, including Sklar (2008) and Hahn (2007), used in 

this research process. Knowing one’s own body is a central component in for example 

Hahn’s work, as she outlines visual, tactile and oral/aural modes of transmission. 

Hahn’s use and understanding of the word ‘transmission’ is useful for this 

investigation. The term is widely used when describing oral/aural transmission within 

the fields of ethnochoreology, ethnomusicology, and oral history. Like Hahn, I view 

transmission “as a process that spans the practices of both teaching and learning” (Hahn 

2007:2). It is a simultaneous communicative process, a flow, between ‘sharing’ and, 

more commonly in recent decades, teaching, and ‘picking it up’. Hahn states that “to 

study transmission is to view a process that instils theory and cultural concepts of 

embodiment” (ibid.). This process is cyclical as it also involves the forming and 

strengthening of relationships between the various actors present. In conjunction with 

‘transmission’ I also use the word ‘migration” as my own understanding and 

interpretation of Sklar’s (2008) use of the word describe the flow and counter flow of 
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movement information between bodies and within bodies from the senses to the 

extremities for example. 

 

3.3.1 – Survey Questionnaire 

In my interactions with Cape Breton music and dance over the years, I have come to 

appreciate that many people dance, but only some are regarded as ‘dancers’ in the 

community. These individuals are those who regularly share their steps in public but 

also those who are known for their style, timing and so forth, but who only dance in the 

Square sets or privately. I have grown to appreciate many of these ‘dancers’ over the 

years and learnt that the Cape Breton community fully appreciate these people. Not only 

are they appreciated for their skills as dancers (and musicians) and their musicality but 

also for who they are as persons and how they fit into the fabric of the local community. 

Some of these people are also known to pass on their dancing knowledge in an informal 

or formal way.  

To back up my choices of individuals, based on whom I know to be teaching, I 

have seen performing and heard remarked on as being a ‘good dancer’ to feature in this 

study, I decided to go further and ask the local community for their views. Who, in the 

eyes of the Cape Breton community, would be regarded as good male and female 

representatives of the dance genre? 

In 2008, I designed a survey questionnaire to assist me in selecting the particular 

‘dancers’ to be studied in depth. The survey design structure would also open up 

opportunities for future research topics, such as age and gender preferences of both the 

survey participants and compared with their selected choices of ‘good representatives of 

the dance genre’. The questionnaire asked for information about the survey participant 

with regard to place of birth; current place of residence; gender; age bracket; and 

whether they regarded themselves as dancer, musician, or both, or neither. This data 

could, if necessary, be cross-referenced with the choices of dancers as well as the 

selected attributes suggested by the questionnaire, which were: good timing; style; 

repertoire; musicality; ‘tradition bearer’; ‘old style’; ‘innovativeness’; and ‘other’. 

These attributes were selected, using words and phrases I have heard commonly used in 

the community, when discussing a particular dancer or their dance style in general. 

More keywords could of course have been added, but for the sake of keeping the survey 

short enough, and not looking prohibitive, the survey was shaped that way. Between 

250 and 300 questionnaires were handed out round the island on my 2008 visit, and 
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some were sent by email to a number of Cape Bretoners on my email list. Furthermore, 

friends assisted in disseminating the questionnaires. For example, Greg Dorchack and 

Kimberley Fraser put up the questionnaire on their facebook pages, and the Celtic 

Music Interpretive Centre, Judique, assisted by handing them out at their regular events 

during the summer of 2008. All these initiatives generated returns. The result was 93 

returns, on which the selection of ‘dancers’ to study has been based. The survey 

participants’ places of residence (as indicated on the forms) showed a good spread of 

locations round Cape Breton, but were predominantly in Inverness and Cape Breton 

Counties, though Victoria and Richmond counties, as well as places further afield, were 

also represented. The details of the survey are presented in full in Appendix C 

 

3.3.2 – Selection of featured dancers 

The male dancers with the highest scores were: Harvey Beaton, Harvey MacKinnon, 

Mac Morin, Rodney MacDonald, Joél Chaisson, John Robert Gillis, Willie Fraser and 

Benedict MacDonald. On the female side, we found: Mary Janet MacDonald, Melody 

Cameron, Joanna MacDonald, Lucy MacNeill, Anita MacDonald, and Brandi 

McCarthy. Of these dancers, those to whom I had access and of whom I was able to 

acquire video clips became those featured in this study. Many more ‘dancers’ were 

indicated, and many of the survey participants found it very difficult to narrow their 

choices down to one, or just a few examples of good ‘dancers’, and instead put down 

lists of names. I noted with interest those dancers who were not named and whom I 

personally regard as good exponents of dance genre. The dancers and musicians 

featuring in detail in this study should be seen only as a selection of the many good 

exponents of both aspects of the tradition. Only one of them makes his living 

completely from music and dance, while the others have parallel professional lives 

alongside their music and dance making. They all form part of the ‘many’ good 

practices apparent at any one event that one can attend in Cape Breton today. 

I decided that these ‘dancers’ should represent four age categories (-25; 26-50; 

50-65; and 66+), as essential movement and aesthetic preference stability could be 

established through these age categories. The acquired data could also enable future 

studies of movement preferences by age group, if needs be, and enable studies of 

change over time as to the preferences in the full movement repertoire of these people. 

Based on the nature of this dance genre, I decided that I would have to look at 

somewhere around ten different dancers and possibly analyse several video clips of the 
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same person. Cape Breton step dance is not a fixed dance but is commonly extemporary 

percussive stepping, regularly fully improvised, or improvised round what I would refer 

to as a ‘core routine’, or a selection of motifs, which are commonly shared, but which in 

turn are unique to, or rather uniquely performed by each dancer. Furthermore, the same 

tunes are never used for each separate occasion, but the dancing is done to a wide range 

of suitable strathspeys and reels. Finally, the various contexts in which the steps are 

performed for the community vary. Therefore I deemed it desirable to notate two 

different video clips, where available, for each dancer to offer a solid foundation for my 

motif level analysis. 

I further added other source material for the motif form analysis. These took the 

form of three instruction VHS/DVDs, as produced by local dance teachers in the 1990s 

and early 2000s; and the earliest notation of motifs danced in Cape Breton, as 

researched by Frank Rhodes in 1957 (1985, 1996) and later notation by Simone Voyer 

(2003). 

Finally, to further reflect the time aspect, the oldest, and still dancing at the 

beginning of the research period, performer of the genre, Willie Fraser was added. And 

at the other end of the scale, two younger dancers in the 15-30 year age group were 

added as they featured in the questionnaire. To select all persons known to teach the 

genre formally and informally would have provided too many sources to study and 

access, but as it turns out all the sources now featured have or are still teaching, either 

formally or informally, and in most cases both. Appendix A gives biographies of the 

eleven dancers. Appendix B gives notation extracts. 

 

3.4.1 – Notation Methods 

The value of a good notation system to enable freezing of movements that occur in time 

is obvious. For analytical purposes the researcher must be able to look at, in this case, 

movement sequences many times over and often from different perspectives. The level 

of detail which a good notation system can provide is crucial for certain types of dance 

analysis. With today’s video technology, commonly available to any researcher, clips of 

dance that can be slowed down can provide a good additional asset both for enabling 

accurate notation and for comparing the ‘real thing’ through another medium. As Van 

Zile points out, “a dance notation system is a script for recording physical activity” 

(1999:86). The notation should be seen as a translated artefact, for example, transcribe-

into-another-medium, of a movement system, in this case of dance. Most often, 
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someone other than the dancer in question, thus the researcher / transcriber, notates this 

translation and produces an interpretation of the movement seen. The researcher must 

both see and understand the movements to be notated, and must constantly make 

choices as to how best to describe them. It helps if the researcher can perform the 

movements, as then s/he would know them kinaesthetically. As Van Zile states, the 

researcher “must determine ‘which version’ of an often-repeated but almost-always-

slightly-different movement to document, [and] how best to describe the movement” 

(1999:86). As Foley points out, a movement might also be documented “in accordance 

with the movement intention of the dancer” (p.c. 2009).  

Of the number of established notation systems in use today, this investigation 

will utilize primarily Newcastle Notation and to some extent Labanotation. 

 

3.4.2 – Newcastle Notation 

Newcastle Notation is described as ‘a rational system for the notation of clog and step 

dances’ and was devised by members of the InStep Research Team (Hays, Jarman, 

Metherell, Smith and Wilson) in 1981 in Newcastle, England. Metherell and Craigs 

further revised and refined the system in 1995, with an electronic edition in 2011. The 

team designed the system after having considered a number of existing notation 

systems, including Benesh, Labanotation and word-based systems used by Scottish and 

English dance organizations, and other historical dance notation systems in use, but 

decided that none fully met the criteria for their dance genres. The criteria, aims and a 

full explanation of the Newcastle Notation system and its terminology, will appear as an 

online resource in the near future.  

The Newcastle Notation system is modified in one aspect for this investigation 

by notating from the bottom of the page and up (rather than as designed, from top to 

bottom), which makes it analogous with Labanotation. This enables the two notation 

systems to be read side by side. Furthermore, some terminology has had to be added to 

reflect the movement repertoire of this genre (Appendix D). 

The decision to use this as the primary notation system for this investigation was 

threefold. Firstly, it resembles my own mnemonic system of remembering steps. 

Secondly, the terminology, used in the system for various movements, corresponds to 

some extent to mnemonic terms, used for the same movements by some Cape 

Bretoners, both when discussing and/or teaching steps. Thirdly, I personally prefer it for 

notating percussive dance, as I like its ease of use. It is my hope that this system will be 
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of use to the Cape Breton community, should the need arise. 

 

3.4.3 – Labanotation 

The movement notation system, Labanotation, as initiated by Rudolf Laban and further 

refined, developed and expanded by many teachers round the world, including Ann 

Hutchinson Guest (2005), is widely used by dance ethnologists for analytical purposes. 

The ICTM (IFMC) Study Group, East European choreologists, Kaeppler and Van Zile, 

have all used Labanotation, as have Foley (1988, 2007), Hall (1995, 2007) and 

Chartrand (1991), who adapted it successfully for Irish, American Clogging and 

Quebecoise percussive dance respectively. As a common notational tool, Labanotation 

for Cape Breton step dance analysis would also enable comparative studies of dance 

ethnologies. With this in mind Labanotation is included only in Chapter 6 describing the 

essential or core motifs of Cape Breton step dance. Further studies in the future could 

turn the Newcastle Notation, given for a number of Cape Breton step dance segments 

provided in Appendix B, into Labanotation. 

To render the Labanotation scores Ohio State University’s software LabanWriter 

(version 4.7.2) was used. LabanWriter is relatively straightforward to use, but certain 

software issues were encountered. These were mainly to do with accurate placement of 

symbols on the staff when saving a file, and I was not satisfactorily able to solve them. 

Therefore, the scores are unfortunately not as accurately depicted as was intended. 

 

3.5 – Dance Notation and Issues for ethical consideration. 

From the outset of this investigation, I was very aware that the learning mode in Cape 

Breton is based on visual and aural learning. There are no locally written manuals as to 

how to step dance, apart from a few short articles in local magazines (such as Gaelic 

Cape Breton 1996 and Mac-Talla 1998), which have featured descriptions of a few 

steps. The few books, describing aspects of the dance tradition, are not widely available. 

The dance genre is generally passed on from person to person, or latterly taught in a 

class context, or by simply ‘picking it up’. Notating steps means freezing moments in 

time and, as Judy Van Zile points out, it “thus creates a tangible artefact of an 

ephemeral event, it creates a lasting record” (1999:91). Van Zile continues:  

The same record which contributes to one of the major values of using notation 
may also result in a significant concern … notation translates something from 
one medium into another, is most often created by someone other than the 
individual who created the original, and is an interpretation of the original” 
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(ibid.).  

To justify creating notation documents of Cape Breton step dancing, I have made it 

clear to all those concerned that I consider the dance genre, and the tradition itself, as 

fluid and constantly transforming. Thus, by freezing moments in time by notating them, 

I am by no means creating a manual or record of ‘how it should be done’. These 

moments are only notated for the purpose of this specific analysis, and each 

performance before, and after, these selected moments, should be regarded as equally 

unique and part of the on-going and ever transforming tradition. 

 

3.6 – Recorded Material 

For images, both still and video, I have used my own archive collection of recorded 

material since 1992; archive data was provided primarily by the Beaton Institute at Cape 

Breton University, Sydney; The Celtic Music Interpretive Centre Archives in Judique; 

as well as private collections shared with me by members of the Cape Breton 

Community, both locally and globally. Many other sources have granted me access to 

their private material, in particular V. M Faubert shared his still images of Cape Breton 

dancers with me. Commercial DVDs and Videos are also a source, as are programmes 

recorded from television broadcasts. YouTube has become a most valuable public 

resource in accessing video clips of Cape Breton step dancing in recent years. Mp4 clips 

of music and dance, frequently shared via the Web and on social networking sites such 

as facebook, are also useful.  

I had issues with the quality of the recorded video material, as archive material 

is not necessarily filmed with dance research in mind, wherefore the clips may zoom in 

and out of dancer performing wherefore visual data is often compromised. I also had 

issues with some my own recorded material of the dancers featured, which was 

predominantly filmed in the field, and some in staged recording sessions. Some of these 

clips suffer from a missed beginning of a dance due to various unforeseen reasons, such 

as occasional equipment problems. Other clips were initially not filmed for this 

particular purpose in mind. Some films are shaky due to the distance from dancer at 

concerts for example, wherefore the whole dancer, and particularly feet, are not always 

100% visible throughout the clip. A couple of these less than perfect clips were still 

used as the samples for this study as the routines they feature were significant in the 

good spread of motifs shown.  
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3.7 – Ethical Responsibilities 

The research process, reflexive and current, keeps in mind the ethical responsibilities of 

the researcher to their sources and to those involved, as outlined by Finnegan (1992), 

Denzin (1997:270), and also as outlined by University of Limerick’s Faculty of Arts, 

Humanities and in Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee’s guidelines, as given 

during the PhD research period (2007-2011). See Appendix F for the consent form used 

during the PhD research period. 

One consequence of this was that a number of, particularly filming, 

opportunities were lost. Circumstances suggested that the moment in time was not the 

right one for recording an event. This was often due to awareness of some rather 

intimate or emotional community event which strongly indicated that recording would 

be inappropriate. 
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Chapter 4 – Transmission in Home and Classroom Contexts 
 

4.1 – Chapter Outline 

This chapter examines the transmission processes in the home / house ceilidh through 

observation and the investigation sources’ own statements, and how these processes 

predominantly migrated to a public community classroom context since the 1970s. 

 

4.2.1 – The Context of home and the Importance of the cultural institution of the 

House Ceilidh for oral/aural/kinaesthetic transmission  

As this study deals with sources of predominantly Scots Gaelic ancestry, the social 

institution of the house ceilidh is at its core and inextricably linked with learning at 

home. In 1943, Werner Kissling, the German ethnologist, described a Hebridean house 

ceilidh, some of it based on earlier accounts by, for example, J. F. Campbell (1994 

[1860]) and Carmichael (1900 [1898]):50 

In the evening, after the day’s work, the men, women and children of a 
neighbourhood resorted to one of the larger houses of a township, to sit and talk 
together round a blazing fire, often from sundown into the early hours of the 
morning. These were the hours of ceilidh, when songs were sung, stories told 
and news exchanged … It was for the ceilidh that story-tellers, poets and singers 
put their materials together and trained their powerful memories … The ceilidh 
also gave stimulus to thought and scope for discussion. The evening ceilidh has 
been variously described as ‘literary entertainment,’ by reason of its traditionally 
high pretensions, and as a form of gossip, because it was the human rather than 
the intellectual interest on which the talks turned. Probably there was a 
proportion of both. According to J. F. Campbell (1890, p. iv ff.), Carmichael in 
1898, and verbal descriptions by the people themselves whom these authors 
quoted, the conversation usually led from general talk to higher themes, until a 
story was told and discussed … Early myths, with much of the fantastic in them, 
also spoke with great fidelity of scenery and places in the Gaelic Highlands and 
of habits and ideas belonging to the actual everyday life of the Gael, thus 
enabling the people to look with satisfaction on their humble circumstances. The 
scene at such a gathering, in the darkness of a lowly home beside the cattle, lit 
up through clouds of peat reek by the flicker of the fire, must have been most 
congenial in its perfect simplicity: the house-wife spinning, her grown-up 
daughters sorting raw wool and dragging it through carding combs, women 
knitting and teaching the younger girls, while men were twisting heather, grass 
and horsehair into ropes and mending nets. The ceilidh was neither gay nor 
dismal; in these rough shelters of the Black House days there was contentment. 
Many songs were sung in which all joined, and sometimes too, before the night 
was done, there were pipe music and dancing in the Black Houses (Kissling 
1943:87). 
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Even though the manner in which these events are described has a somewhat 

patronizing tone with a romanticized tinge, the importance of the event and the passing 

on of skills on many layers are clearly indicated. As Thomas McKean (1998) puts it, the 

taigh cèilidh or house ceilidh was the key to preserving many Gaelic vernacular 

traditions51. This particular house (or even houses) as designated by the community was 

where they met to share the type of knowledge outlined above. It was a place for 

entertainment as well as for learning, or rather ‘sharing’ knowledge and where those 

present were encouraged to participate as well as experience the whole range of cultural 

expressions. Ceilidhs were and are (when they happen and speaking in general terms) 

spontaneous affairs, involving family, close relations, neighbours and visitors from far 

afield, depending on the circumstances. As Dr John Shaw states in his seminal article 

Language, Music and Local Aesthetic: Views from Gaeldom and Beyond, “the ceilidh 

house thus served to maintain the integrity of Gaeldom’s oral and musical culture by 

creating a social occasion which sustained the ties between the interdependent elements 

of the tradition” (Shaw 1992/3:38). Dancing and movement skills in general should be 

added to this statement as this element of the tradition is often excluded from any 

discussion. These gatherings were informal and most often normal housework would 

continue throughout the evening as, for example, Kissling’s account above shows. Full 

attention would ensue if serious storytelling demanded respectful silence, or if dance 

and/or music took over (Thomson 1983:281 & Melin observations).  

The custom of the ceilidh house travelled with the emigrants to the Canadian 

Provinces of Quebec, Cape Breton, Newfoundland and Prince Edward Island, according 

to McKean (1998:247). Joe Neil MacNeil in Tales until Dawn (1987:23-37) describes 

storytelling and the function of the Ceilidh house in twentieth-century Cape Breton in 

some detail.52 Shaw outlines the ensuing debates, featuring at Cape Breton house 

ceilidhs regarding correct Gaelic language usage, and sharing of song-poetry and the 

song lines and accompanying stories, associated with instrumental tunes. Along similar 

lines would observations and discussions regarding ‘correct’ ways of dancing take 

place. By discussing different dancers’ style, the connection and cultural integrity 

between movement, rhythm, aesthetic preferences, and musicality (in both song and 

instrumental music) would have been equally maintained53. The house ceilidh was the 

life-blood and a reflection of a living Gaelic speaking community. But as McKean 

importantly points out:  

…most of the older published accounts of the ceilidh house in Ireland and 
Scotland concentrate on the telling of the long wonder tales and, in the shuffle, 
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the basic function of the gatherings is obscured-they are basic building blocks of 
community identity. Undoubtedly, tales were told at many a ceilidh, sometimes 
until dawn, but generally as part of an astounding range of news, history, songs 
old and new, anecdotes, gossip and the like … [thus] relieving many of the 
pressures that build up in a small, self-contained community-essential in a 
society that relies on cooperation for survival (McKean 1998:247-8). 

Michael Kennedy further outlines Nova Scotian Gaelic culture in his report Gaelic 

Nova Scotia: An Economic, Cultural and Social Impact Study (2002), where he 

comments on the home environment and the important place of the Ceilidh house 

transmission: 

Lacking the normally stabilizing influences of … institutional or professional 
culture, Gaels nevertheless proved astonishingly adept at maintaining and 
passing on their culture with the less-formal means available to them. Gaels 
from all levels of society and from every region of the Gàidhealtachd were well 
educated in the common stock of their culture. They appreciated the same 
masterworks of the same great poets, shared much of the same vast stock of 
traditional songs and tales, discussed the same lore, preserved the same rich 
historical and genealogical records, played the same type of music and danced 
the same dances. Alongside this common stock of cultural expression, there was 
also a large store of local tradition and a vital institution of regional and 
individual creativity. These more localized aspects of Gaelic culture may have 
enjoyed a heightened intimacy and been less widely known outside their 
districts, but they nonetheless operated within a Gaelic idiom that was much 
more widely understood. The fact that so little of this enormous amount of 
material was recorded in any form other than memory makes the feat of cultural 
transmission and retention a particularly impressive one (Kennedy 2002:120). 

In Cape Breton, over time, house ceilidhs often became better known as ‘kitchen 

rackets’ or simply house parties. The intimacy of the occasion remained nonetheless the 

same. The house party’s use as the primary form of news, gossip and learning 

environment has now been diminished with the advent of modern communication 

technologies, such as telephone, radio, and later television and now the constant world-

wide-web access through the Internet. Today the frequency of impromptu house parties 

has decreased, compared to yesteryears, according to the locals. Many locals lament this 

fact but see it as yet another sign of changing times. 

 

4.2.2 – The importance of Family for Transmission 

The home and the house ceilidh are, according to the many recollections presented in 

this study, and in MacGillivray (1988), regularly seen as synonymous with the first 

contact and early learning of dance (and music). Indeed, a good indication of how 

central the home has always been for the traditions of Cape Breton is that well over 50 
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of the fiddlers profiled in MacGillivray’s The Cape Breton Fiddler (1997) list some sort 

of family influence on their playing. Commonly the most musical households became 

the focal point for the local community, as described above.  

From a dance point of view, this study features examples of mothers, or other 

family members ‘jigging’ tunes, playing an instrument, and also dancing, enforcing the 

inter-connectivity between the modes of expression (see Appendix A entries for Mary 

Janet MacDonald, Minnie MacMaster, Mac Morin, Melody Cameron, and Rodney 

MacDonald), then visitors, extended family, friends and unknowns. Taking in the 

extended family, we really speak about the local community and the occasions when 

they come together. All present become part of the context but continue to reinforce the 

same cultural expressions, but with the added individuality and slight different ‘same’ 

of each participant. What cultural expressions they have in common, read here motifs or 

cells with regard to dance movement, further support and strengthen the individual, the 

family and the community cultural knowledge. They occur in an intimate context, 

where people are passing on and learning skills in close proximity to each other. This is 

the very context that piper John Maclean laments having been diminished when 

recalling his own experience growing up in Washabuck with the Sunday afternoon 

kitchen parties at his parents’ house (MacLean 2010 p.c.). 

Indeed the home context is so important that Cape Breton author Frank 

MacDonald’s novel A Forest for Calum (2005) aptly feature his fictional characters, 

describing real life situations in detail, as researched by the author, where for example 

regular occasions of storytelling and gossip between the men, fortified with drink, in the 

kitchen or barn, in post-Word War II Cape Breton, will naturally progress to tunes on 

the fiddle, step dancing and songs in Gaelic54. What is of real interest is how 

perceptively MacDonald describes how his characters observe and comment on the 

dancing they see.  

Fat and half drunk, his feet shuffled under him in confusion at first, but then 
began to make sense. His belly bounced all out of tune but the rest of his body 
was still, barely a tremor in his shoulders or a quiver in his arms. He danced 
only with his feet, and I thought there must have been a time when Angus John 
Rory was as graceful as the tune he was dancing to. Duncan and John Alec and I 
clapped time for him and Johnny Rosin reached down to draw more from his 
fiddle. Angus was no match for the challenge… (MacDonald 2007:44) 

The flow chart below, based on John Shaw’s chart for music, song and language 

transmission at a taigh cèilidh (Shaw 1992/93:39), has been modified to include step 

dancing to show its place in the Cape Breton context: 
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Flow chart: Aural and Visual learning links in Gaelic Culture. 
NB Not illustrated in this flow chart are all those other life skills passed on through kinaesthetic 
transmission and migration of gestures (Sklar 2008)55.  
 

4.3.1 – Visual, Aural and Kinaesthetic transmission at home 

Most dance learning involves observation, copying and embodying movements, but in 

the Cape Breton context, the strictly verbal commands, such as ‘step shuffle hop’ 

commonly given by a ‘teacher’, are often missing or at least of a secondary nature. 

Rather, encouraging comments from those present served as verbal cues as to how to 

move, as outlined in Chapter 6. The transmission process outlined here is not exclusive 

to the home environment by any means but would have occurred in many other local 

contexts such as picnics and frolics, at schoolhouse dances, and at weddings. There is 

naturally always a crossover between different contexts and transmission processes 

occurring. In later years concerts and Square dances in the local parish halls have 

become perhaps even more important to the transmission of dance than in yesteryear. 

There is however a slight difference in the priority of modes of transmission in each 

different context. 

Many of the statements given in MacGillivray (1988) support the act of 

observing as one of the first steps of learning the dance genre. Indeed Frank Rhodes 

(2011) corroborates this in an email that even though the emphasis of his research was 

not on transmission, his field notes from 1957 indicate that some of his sources learnt 
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their dancing at home, and that these people also figure in MacGillivray’s book.  

Learning from your mother was very common as was learning from other 

relatives, as indicated above. The most common notion, throughout MacGillivray’s 

interviews, is that you watched and then practised what you saw. You “just picked it 

up”. In many cases it is clearly noted, “I was never taught”, in addition to the previous 

statement. But as will be discussed later these statements should not be taken literally 

but rather be seen as an indication of the informality of the transmission process. You 

observed at house parties and public dances. You watched out for the ‘good’ dancers 

and tried to remember their steps when practising later. Harvey Beaton says he learned 

by frequently watching others dance, in addition to learning from his mother Marie at 

home and in class from Minnie MacMaster, for example. Willie Fraser of Deepdale said 

he remembered how Kate MacLellan from Dunvegan would be sitting in a chair and 

show him how to step dance (MacGillivray 1988:56). 

In an aural sense the awareness of music and movement relationship is 

illustrated again by Harvey Beaton, as a youngster, practising steps in the parlour and 

being corrected by his mother, being in the kitchen, ‘as his step did not sound right’, as 

recalled in Appendix A6, which provides an interesting aural transmission example. 

Furthermore, Mac Morin spotlights his mother teaching him and his brothers ‘the 

backstep’ at home and that she took great care that they got the ‘hop’ absolutely right in 

time with the music. It had to sound right to feel right and provide a ‘comfort level’ 

before other movements were added to the motif or ‘step’ (Morin 2008). Mac Morin 

continues his memories of starting to learn to dance at home: 

…thinking back to when I first started to dance, it was the rhythms that attracted 
me. I remember hearing my mother dance in the kitchen without music and the 
sound of her steps attracted me. That's not to say I hadn’t heard the music up 
until that point ... There was music on all the time. It all happened around the 
same time. … I recall seeing a dancer and realizing that was what my mom was 
doing all the time at home to the music she and dad had on all the time. ... I do 
remember her taking me by the hands as I was learning a step or as I would 
show her some of mine ... and I do also recall sitting at the supper table dancing 
seated while we ate (and being told to wait till we were done eating). … my 
mom had a great eye for steps; for what worked and what was more 
‘traditional’; and for what ‘looked’ the best... I truly believe she had a knack for 
discerning what was best in Cape Breton step dancing without knowing how 
perceptive her eye was... That’s definitely where I got my own ‘sight’ in the 
matter... For a while, it was dancing to the fridge for the milk, dancing waiting 
for the toast to pop, all these spare moments being forced to wait for silly things 
and filling them up with rhythms I had heard. Were these rhythms I had 
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unknowingly picked up from the music I was hearing? No doubt. But the 
understanding of those rhythms, I believe, [was] also shaped unknowingly. It 
wasn't a conscious effort ... Whether it was combination of 
home/community/air/genes – who knows? It is hard to describe other than that it 
‘just happened’ or ‘clicked’ and ‘felt right’... (Morin 2010). 

In my own experience, it is the constant reinforcement of sounds in conjunction with 

the visual stimuli that informs one’s own dancing. Hearing different people, wearing 

different footwear, dancing predominantly on wooden floors. Hearing how hard, or 

light, a foot touches the ground and visually and aurally taking in whether a person is 

using the heel or the ball of the foot for a specific movement. Seeing personal 

differences of the same type of movement and learning to associate the sound of the 

particular visual image with a particular sound. Also repeatedly seeing many different 

people dancing to the music of many different musicians and making different, but 

informed, choices of movement to the local tune repertoire. Seeing how they match 

different types of movement to the different melody strains and characteristics and 

modes of the local tunes repertoire. These associations inform one’s own movement 

repertoire in the process of embodiment. Thus, the many movement options that 

become available to one over time open up possibilities of improvisation. The ability to 

put a personal stamp on the dancing continually develops. In this intimate context, 

where one is in close proximity to other people, one feels the movement of the floor 

when a dancer is in action, which in turn enhances the kinaesthetic understanding of 

what is occurring. Add all other visual, aural and kinaesthetic stimuli in this context and 

a deeper understanding of the local soundscape, and, what I would call ‘gesturescape’, 

is formed. 

Alex Angus MacIsaac recalls ‘family time’ or ‘party time’ at home. Somebody 

would be playing the violin and others would step dance spontaneously. Dancing was 

just something picked up as a family. Music was played all the time and all hours of the 

day. “They never had to worry about what they were going to do for entertainment; they 

made their own” (MacGillivray 1988:102).  

The late step dancer Aggie MacLennan was born in Washabuck in 1923 (-2010), 

and was the daughter of ‘Red’ Rory MacLean, a noted fiddler and step dancer56. Aggie 

describes growing up in a holistic environment where there was always music in the 

house. Her father Rory frequently played the fiddle together with the MacLeans from 

Gillis Point. Aggie firmly believes that being surrounded by music at a young age 

helped her five sisters and three brothers assimilate how to play music and dance. “We 

did not hear of learning to dance in my day. When the music started, we got up and we 
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were dancing. We were shy them years, not out in the open like today. We were behind 

the doors, thinking we were excellent” (MacNeil 1999:15). Aggie and her siblings 

predominantly learnt their tunes and steps back home in the kitchen or the front room. 

They did however also pick up their skills at Square dances held in the community 

schoolhouses. There she observed, for example, the MacKinnon boys from Cains 

Mountain, and she would say to herself “I must see if I can do that when I go home. I 

remember how he did it” (ibid). The MacKinnon boys were self-taught as well. Aggie 

describes her learning process “as the true way to learn to dance … it just came from the 

heart. If it’s a new, it comes out of you” (ibid.). One way to tell a good dancer is in the 

way they hold themselves. Stay on the spot and keep close to the floor like Willie Fraser 

of Deepdale.  

Neil MacLennan, Aggie’s husband, on the other hand, remembers the advice he 

got from Angus ‘Mossy’ MacKinnon from Black Point in the 1940s:  

“He showed me how to hold myself. Look at the hole in the wall, keep it eye 
level. On about a 10’ x 10’ square, stay there. Don’t lift your feet to high, just 
barely off the floor. Never put your heel past your toe; stay in close. You put 
your heel past your toe, you’re losing too much time coming back. That’s 
making you ugly. And don’t go wide, just barely move and stay on the 10 by 10. 
And not swinging hands, just hold on by your sides.” (ibid). 

In the case of the MacLennans above, we see two different perspectives on learning. 

One is just ‘picking it up’, while the other is getting verbal advice. It is nonetheless too 

simplistic to single out only one transmission process in isolation. The recollections of 

most of my Cape Breton sources describe a scenario of several transmission processes 

at work simultaneously. People who claim they learnt by ‘just picking it up’ could well 

be using this statement in the loosest sense, indicating the informal nature of the 

transmission process they experienced. Jackie Dunn-MacIsaac, for example, indicates 

that some level of actual and directed showing of basic movements is a valuable part of 

dance learning: 

I don't think anyone could ‘pick it up’ without already dancing at least one or 
two steps or being shown at least one or two steps already. I am thinking those 
people mean after they knew the general mechanics of the steps they then could 
‘pick up steps’ from other dancers by watching them which completely makes 
sense. Since all steps are made up of specific movements/foot placements and 
certain repetitive rhythmic patterns, of course familiar patterns/movements can 
be picked up from new steps (whether taught (broken down) or learned by 
watching) because some of the steps are already internalized … My mother 
[Margaret Dunn] taught me most of my steps and I guess I grew into dancing 
watching her teaching so after I knew a few steps I could watch others and 
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remember steps that I could do later on without having someone actually teach 
them to me. These of course were all the older, really traditional shorter in 
length steps, with a lot of similar movement in them. Of course watching 
dancers and seeing and feeling the matching of the rhythm of the steps to full 
speed music helps people learning develop and feel and flow of the steps with 
the music. … When I say my mom taught [me] dancing, it was in no way strict 
teaching ... she would just dance for me and have me watch and then try the 
step. As a child sometimes I would get it right away and other time I would need 
her to break the step down in a hard spot for me to get it. She would … suggest 
foot placement or try to not to ‘this’ or ‘that’ to keep it traditional (Dunn-
MacIsaac 2010). 

Indeed, Jackie’s mother Margaret Dunn, told me that her grandfather, John MacMaster 

encouraged her to dance and would give her pointers as did her own father, John Willie 

MacEachern. John Willie would even tell my mother if she was doing something in her 

dancing that he did not like or that he felt she should not do. Margaret distinctly 

remembers Harvey Beaton’s mother, Marie, teaching her steps. Margaret said Marie 

lived in her home for a while and once homework was finished in the evening, John 

Willie would take out his fiddle and she and Marie would dance and Marie would be 

showing her steps: 

When Marie MacDonald Beaton, Harvey [Beaton’s] mother, came to teach in 
Queensville I was in grade four and she lived with us. We would dance in the 
evenings after the homework was done when my father would get out his fiddle. 
This was a golden opportunity for me to learn new steps. Because my father was 
a fiddler we always had lots of company and I got to see other people dance as 
well. After learning the basic steps it was easier to learn from people by 
watching. My father was able to see if I didn’t have steps quite right and would 
tell me so (Dunn 2012 p.c.). 

In addition to this informal dance learning at home, Margaret watched many dancers 

and picked up things from them that she applied to her already acquired dance 

knowledge. Margaret was always surrounded by music and dance as when her father 

would play places her mother would take her along too and she would see dancing and 

hear music there. Music and dance was such a big part of their lives, as it was for so 

many others back in those days (Dunn and Dunn-MacIsaac 2012 p.c.). 

Minnie MacMaster offers a vivid glimpse into an equally holistic transmission 

environment where visual, aural, and kineasthetic sensoria are interacting: 

…my first steps were taught to me by my mother [Maggie Ann Beaton], she was 
a very neat and close to the floor dancer and her joy was in teaching her children 
some basic steps. She would get us ‘warmed up’ by sitting on one of the hard 
wood chairs in our cosy kitchen, closing her eyes and jigging some great 
strathspey and reels and the beat of her feet along with her jigging would get 
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your energy up and you just wanted to dance, dance, dance. Back in her day 
there were no names for steps, but she started us off with a basic strathspey step 
and added a few variations and she then would take us to the hop step and the 
back step and a few more simple steps to go along with that. She would often 
take us by the hands and dance along with us and while I never realized at the 
time, that was her way of getting the beat and the step into our minds and souls 
… and it worked! (MacMaster 2010). 

Minnie’s adopted younger sister Mary Janet MacDonald also recalls their Mama 

kinaesthetically passing on rhythm to her: 

I do remember vividly being always held in Mama’s lap while she jigged the 
tunes – hearing the beauty of her voice and the timing in her feet as she jigged 
the tunes – and [she] would sometimes dance while sitting down … all the while 
me sitting on her lap – perhaps there was a transition of rhythm there? 
(MacDonald 2010). 

 

4.3.2 – Embodiment of Rhythm 

An important aspect of oral/aural transmission of this step dance genre is predominantly 

the sound of feet providing a particular rhythm (alongside verbal cues, hints and any 

other aspects of the local soundscape). This rhythm in turn is deeply connected to the 

inherent rhythms of the local song and music tradition57. In Cape Breton there is an on-

going discussion of whether one can hear a Gaelic sound, or flavour, being a defining 

factor in the local vernacular fiddle style. This, for example, corresponds with wider 

discussions of the notion of ‘correct’ playing and the ability of performers to ‘embody’ 

specific rhythm characteristics. According to some people, this rhythm characteristic is 

clearly embedded in the Gaelic language rhythm, and particularly so as expressed 

through puirt-a-beul according to one view (Doherty 1996:177; Dunn 1991:16; 

Garrison 1985:185; Kennedy 194-5, 205-7; Sparling 2000:225-6; Shaw 1992/3:44). At 

the heart of this debate is the relevance locally of the Gaelic language itself.  

Another point of view states that the music has absorbed this Gaelic rhythm 

characteristic and thus inherently retains the core of the ‘dirt’ or ‘flavour’, but that 

change is inevitable, due to internal changes by those performing the music (Doherty 

1996:176, 307; Garrison 1985:234-5; Kennedy 2002:207; Sparling 2000:259). As an 

example, Doherty’s statement below details one view on the current musical sound: 

…The demise of the Gaelic language in Cape Breton has been responsible for 
some degree of change in the fiddle style. Gaelic sources of tunes [i.e., puirt-a-
beul] for instance have largely become redundant, and those tunes initially 
acquired from Gaelic sources and which have been maintained, are done so 
without reference to their origins. Musical changes stimulated by the changing 
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fate of the language were never immediate, however. The rhythms of the Gaelic 
language had already become ingrained in the musical sound before there was a 
threat to the continuation of the language. Thus demise of the language did not 
necessarily impinge upon the musical style. What I am suggesting is that many 
of the characteristics of the language had already become established and 
accepted in purely musical terms. Some confusion surrounds the issue however, 
since there has been some degree of change in the rhythmic character of the 
fiddle music in recent times. For instance, the rhythmic figure, the Scots snap, 
once found in both strathspeys and reels, is now part of the strathspey only. 
Changes such as this, I would argue, although ironically coinciding with 
linguistic changes in the community, are not the result of these changes, but 
rather reflections of changes being instigated from within the music itself. The 
greatest problem inherent in the language-music relationship is not one of 
immediate stylistic change. As pointed out, elements of the language can 
certainly be sustained in purely musical terms. The problem arises when these 
elements are subjected to change, stimulated from within the music itself. It is 
when this occurs that the absence of a Gaelic language infrastructure is most 
negative. For the majority of today’s fiddlers, the music and the language are 
perceived as two separate entities, and I would postulate that resurgence in the 
language would not invoke a significant musical change at this stage (Doherty 
1996:307).   

Glenn Graham’s recent research quotes premier dance fiddler Kinnon Beaton’s opinion 

that a combination of piping, language and dancing has had an effect on the fiddle 

playing and that these links should not be underestimated as they are all interconnected 

(Graham 2006:63). There are young players (dancers) in the community who have been 

exposed to the Gaelic language, according to Graham; and 

…while it might be desirable to be able to speak Gaelic, it is still possible with 
something less than fluency to obtain sufficient experience of the language to 
gain a feeling for its distinctive equivalent violin sounds. For it is the cultivation 
of an intuitive recognition of the language’s rhythms and accents combined with 
digital ornamentation and bowing applications, that help to create Gaelic sound 
in the fiddle, not the ability to speak it. The fiddler has to learn how to apply an 
interpretation musically – an individualized form of expression (Graham 
2006:64). 

It is worth keeping Nettl’s statement in mind that “the particular view that a society has 

of change and the nature of music plays a greater role than any general law of human 

behaviour” (Nettl 2005:297) when we consider the often used phrase that a particular 

fiddler “has the Gaelic in the music” as the highest of compliments (Shaw 1992/3:41; 

Doherty 1996:305; Graham 2006:61-72). 
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Map 6: This map illustrate the concentration of musicians and dancers in both Catholic and Protestant 
Gaelic settlement areas. This map is included in Kennedy (2002) Gaelic Nova Scotia: An Economic, 
Cultural and Social Impact Study. Reproduced with kind permission. 
 

It is interesting that in this whole discussion little has been mentioned about the role of 

dance or the dancer, and its interlinked importance to the music/dance genre. Maybe 

one reason for this is that most musicians in the Cape Breton community step dance, 

and some are regarded as ‘dancers’ and who regularly ‘share’ their steps publicly. Is it, 

perhaps that the link between movement and music making has often been taken for 

granted, or possibly even not considered by the observers of the language-music link? 

On the basis of the accumulated data in this investigation, I would postulate that those 

who hold the movement repertoire have an added layer of embodied proprioceptive or 

kinaesthetic knowledge. This layer is integral and should be taken into account when 

the traditional aural and visual transmission processes are analysed. A separate study 

focusing specifically on Gaelic language rhythm being linked to dancing would be of 

interest. 

Dancing was as natural as walking, and was taught in the homes. Square sets 
took place indoors and outdoors. Often, (as in the case of my mother and father) 
an outdoor platform for round and square dancing was built on the family farm 
for weddings and special occasions (MacLean 2010 p.c.). 

Piper John MacLean’s recollections of growing up in Washabuck in many ways sums 

up a holistic Gaelic household environment where the interconnectedness of the various 

cultural strands was taken for granted. It was, however, an environment in transition. 

The following summary provides another important glimpse into this way of life.  
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John MacLean is the youngest of five children and has come to cherish the 

previous generations of his family who held onto their music and culture since their 

ancestors’ departure from Barra and Uist. His mother’s people came from South Uist. 

They were Curries and the family oral tradition maintains that Donald Currie was a bard 

who left South Uist around 1815. There have always been pipers, male and female, in 

the Curries down to John. His grandfather and great uncle, Paddy and Alec Currie, were 

the last ear-learned pipers in Cape Breton. All of the step dancing and Square dancing in 

their community of MacAdams Lake was done to the pipes. His mother learned her step 

dancing to the pipes. These people were isolated. In fact, his grandfather still called Uist 

‘sean dùthaich’ (the old country). Paddy and Alec could not read music and John’s 

repertoire of rare tunes that do not appear in collections comes almost exclusively from 

them. They learned mainly from their parents singing in Gaelic and as children, from a 

very old man who worked on their farm who had been born in Uist. John’s father, 

Johnny Red Rory was a well-respected step dancer and noted fiddler, who was a close 

friend of Michael Anthony MacLean, Bill Lamey, Johnny Wilmot, Angus Chisholm, 

May Belle and Cameron Chisholm, Father Hugh A. MacDonald, Carl MacKenzie, 

Doug MacPhee, Mary Hughie MacDonald, Big Donald MacLellan, and Winston 

Fitzgerald. The household was always full of music. He sadly died aged 58. The 

MacLeans of Washabuck were, and still are, well known for having a particularly lively 

musical style. This is still heard in the likes of Michael Anthony MacLean, Joe 

MacLean and their sister Theresa Morrison, Carl MacKenzie and the MacNeil family of 

Sydney Mines. His aunt Aggie MacLennan was a noted step dancer as indicated above 

(4.3.1). John’s own music, however, became a hybrid. His parents felt Gaelic would be 

a disadvantage to him because their generation felt that “an ‘accent’ from the country 

marked a person as ignorant and poor” (MacLean 2012 p.c.). Thus, they refused to 

speak Gaelic to their children. Likewise, they automatically assumed that the correct 

piping was the pipe band playing as taught in the army and common in Ontario for 

example. So, John pushed the local music style of his childhood into the background for 

many years in favour of modern style competitive piping. He has, however, since the 

1990s reclaimed his family style of music making ‘in the ‘Scotch’ style’, which actually 

never completely disappeared and for which he is now known58. It is important to 

understand, John concludes: 

…that many Cape Bretoners, like Harvey Beaton and myself, were raised by 
people who saw themselves in terms of their Hebridean roots first, even before 
being Canadian. … They only saw themselves as ‘Scotch’ people and nothing 
else. In the case of the Curries and MacLeans, living in isolation, there was no 
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outside blood from the time of the emigration to my generation - not even a 
mixing of religion until I married a Morrison - whose people came from Harris 
in 1820 (MacLean 2012 p.c.). 

Due to the decline in the number of Gaelic speakers, its function in transmitting tunes 

and its use as a tool for teaching step dancing have also diminished. Once they were 

sung at home by women doing their daily chores, or ‘jigging’ - to use a local term - 

often equated with puirt-a-beul (with fixed texts) but sometimes referring to improvised 

diddling (Garrison 1985:185) tunes for step dancing and for passing on fiddle tunes 

(Kennedy 2002:194; Sparling 2000:225-6; Shaw 1992/3:44). Mary-Janet MacDonald 

often recalls her mother, Maggie Ann Beaton, ‘jigging’ tunes for her and her older sister 

Minnie to dance to at home when they grew up. 

The rhythm sounds, the beat, the pulse, inherent in the music, or as conjured up 

in one’s mind by the music (read genre tune knowledge), also play a part in the creation 

of new, and combinations of familiar, elements, cells, and motifs into new ‘steps’. Mac 

Morin says the “only way I would compose [a step] is if I were inspired to compose [it] 

by the music or with just a rhythm” and adds: 

I enjoy that aspect of Cape Breton dancing, because it is very rhythmical. Of 
course it has to fit the music you can’t compose, I say compose, you can’t make 
a step solely based on rhythm because it has to fit somewhere, you have to be 
able to dance it …  I would take a rhythm that I have in my head, if this was the 
way I was making a step at the time, I would put some tunes on and see if it 
would work and then I would change it. Sure, it would work better with some 
tunes, but for the most part you can dance any step to any tune. You could get a 
general feel, that would work or that wouldn’t work. So, I guess, 35% of the 
time I would be making a step to music first. That would inspire me to make a 
step but a lot of times I would wake up with a step in my head, which happened 
a lot. It is so funny, because Willie Fraser, he got the dreams and the steps, like I 
never dreamt of step dancing, but I was inspired a lot waking up. I would get out 
of bed and do step in my room at home or away in a hotel… (Morin 2008). 

Finally, it is worth noting that all sounds in this context play a part in creating the 

soundscape. It is not just the sound of the music and the dance, but all surrounding 

sounds of the people interacting and so forth are important too, as Melody Cameron 

expresses it, “you hear the music, the beats, like rhythms, of the feet on the floor and the 

hoots and hollers in the hall” (Cameron 2011). 

Verbal communication is of course also an important aspect of oral/aural 

transmission. Spoken encouragement or explanations of how to place one’s feet, hold 

one’s body, comments regarding the local aesthetic preferences and so forth, would be 

reinforced this way. Joël Chiasson says that when he got gentle comments, they acted in 
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his case as positive reinforcement. “Every time I received a positive comment from 

another dancer or musician, I thought to myself, I need to keep working on that aspect 

of my dancing as it is a step in the right direction” (Chiasson 2010). Some of the verbal 

keywords that the community share when talking about their aesthetic and stylistic 

preferences are given in Chapter 6. 

 
Melody Cameron step dancing to a puirt-a-beul sung by Joy Dunlop, Strathspey Place, Mabou 24/7/2011 

© V M Faubert. 
 

4.3.3 – Time Factors in Transmission Processes 

A key component in all the Cape Breton music and dance contexts, but perhaps 

predominantly the home context, is transmission over time. Youngsters served their 

apprenticeship in the home / ceilidh house transmission environment, absorbing the 

finer nuances of all cultural aspects enacted, by watching, listening and kinaesthetically 

absorbing movement over a long period of time. Similar transmission processes occur 

in public spaces, and which are later remembered at home where the memories are 

internalized by practically being repeated, as indicated in a number of the previous 

recollections. In fact, the sharing of knowledge never stops in these contexts but is a 

constant subconscious factor to all, whether actively or passively, participating. Over 

time a huge knowledge base of different cultural expressions can be embodied in this 

environment.  

Serving as a good example from the music side of the culture, but which, in 

many respects, helps to reinforce the dance learning in the home context, is the case of 

fiddler Willie Kennedy. Willie grew up in North Lake Ainslie, Inverness County, and 

whose father Dan Michael Kennedy was referred to as a ‘very correct ear player,’ who 

started scratching out tunes on an Eaton’s tin fiddle at the age of seven, or would sneak 

a tune on his father’s fiddle when Dan Michael was working in the barn. Weekends 

became special to Willie, as it meant a trip overnight to Broad Cove with his mother to 
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attend mass on Sunday mornings, staying with their mother’s uncle, the left-handed 

fiddler Ranald Kennedy:  

After church on Sunday, the Kennedy house would fill with neighbours who 
listened to Ranald and his sons, Dan, Joe and Donald. Their sister Tena would 
accompany them on the old pump organ. ‘All day Sunday they would be playing 
music … In the evening they would make a big supper for everyone. I was just a 
little fellow and I was taking it all in.’ … [Willie] doesn’t remember being 
encouraged to play the fiddle, and admits he doesn’t know how he picked it up. 
‘No one ever told us to learn it. I guess it was in use so much that we had to 
play.’ (MacEachen, Am Bràighe, Fall 2002:11). 

  
Willie Kennedy, house ceilidh in Mabou, August 1995 © M Melin. 

 

Examples of the skill of memorizing large amounts of ear-learned material is examined 

by, for example, both Kennedy and Shaw with regard to songs and stories. Kennedy 

also states, and my own experience corroborates, that certain fiddlers are known to have 

a repertoire of between 500 to 1000 tunes readily available and sometimes even more, if 

the circumstances and company of other fiddlers are right (Kennedy 2002:121). 

Considering that unspoken rule for fiddlers playing for square dances is never to repeat 

a tune in an evening, I have experienced sets of forty-five minutes worth of reels played 

without a single tune repeat (West Mabou dance, July 1996 as an example). Having a 

large tune repertoire is the norm rather than the exception. In other words, very high 

standards are set within this oral/aural tradition in what is considered ‘correct’ 

expression of the traditional music material. At the same time it allows for considerable 

individual creativity and interpretation. 

Hand in hand with keeping a substantial tune repertoire readily available as 

indicated above, would be the embodying and memory keeping of many possible 

movement variations based on the essential movement repertoire of the local dance 

genre. It seems the movement repertoire has expanded alongside an expanding tune 

(incorporating new rhythm combinations) repertoire (Doherty 2001 and 2006, Graham 
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2004, Dorchak 2006). Observations on the movement (motif) repertoire will be 

discussed in Chapter 6. 

 

4.3.4 – Current Learning in the home environment 

The natural inclusion of dance in the home environment is however, still, for some, 

taken for granted, even though it is much less common. Melody Cameron’s sister Kelly 

serves as a good example, as she teaches her own children at home and takes them to 

dances and concerts and other events to give them further exposure.  

Another good recent illustration of this was when Mary Janet MacDonald’s 

youngest son ‘Mitch’ entered the Canadian Idol contest in 2008. When he became a 

semi-finalist, CTV recorded a short clip to introduce him to the national viewers. This 

TV clip contained scenes from a ‘house ceilidh’ in the MacDonald family home in Port 

Hood, complete with fiddle music and step dancing, provided by family members and 

close relatives, to show Mitch’s roots.59  

In recent years, Feis Mhabou members Derrick and Melody Cameron have 

organized ‘house ceilidhs’ in their West Mabou home, inviting young musicians locally 

to meet the older generation of tradition bearers. This initiative can be seen as a step to 

boost the transmission processes of the home that are becoming less common in, 

perhaps most, Cape Breton households. 

 

4.4 – Summary of Transmission Processes in the home environment 

The source material indicates that the home environment was, at least until the 1970s-

80s, and in some families still is, central to where knowledge and cultural values are 

transmitted. This study focuses on the particular aesthetic preferences for music, song 

and dance that are reinforced naturally over long periods of time.  

Aural/visual/kinaesthetic transmission processes combine in the intimate home 

environment and intensify that exposure to the dance genre. The summation of all actors 

involved, who in close proximity, all exemplifying variation around an essential, or 

core, body of movement repertoire, i.e., the most common motifs (‘steps’) used, in 

relation to a familiar music and song soundscape. These aspects combined provide good 

conditions for embodying this dance genre according to local aesthetic and stylistic 

preferences. Here, certain rhythmic sound combinations, heard repeated time and time 

again, in conjunction with the corresponding visual stimuli of certain movement 

patterns, both in turn reinforced by kinaesthetic transfer from body to body, are the 
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transmission processes at work. Reinforcement of rhythm and movement patterns was 

at the core of the learning with some aesthetically related keywords thrown in by the 

elders. Copying directly visually and aurally or from memory and working it out for 

yourself, sometimes by holding on to another dancer or older relation, are the most 

common transfer methods at work, according to the recollections. 

Without delving too deeply into the Gaelic influence on the music, I feel that the 

prominent language rhythm in use at the time when these transmission processes 

occurred would have had a great impact on the rhythms dominant in both music, song 

and movement. That some of the older rhythms from what we could refer to as a Gaelic 

soundscape would migrate to and be absorbed by the preferred music and movement 

pattern aesthetics is perhaps not far fetched at all, as suggested by a number of writers 

above, including Graham (2006) and Doherty (1996, 2006). It could, however, be 

queried whether movement memory can be equated with music memory? In the case of 

the great majority of Cape Breton dancers, they are also musicians at some level, 

wherefore they embody knowledge of both disciplines and thus each aspect would be 

complementary to the other. 

 
Step dancing at a house party in Mabou. Fr. Eugene Morris, 9/8/2008 © V M Faubert 
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Square set at a house party, no date © D. Cameron. 

 
A ‘Cape Breton Home’ near Brook Village, April 2008 © M. Melin 
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4.5 – Transmission in ‘third places’ 

The three other contexts in this study – Classroom, Concert and Square Dance (for the 

latter two, see Chapter 5) – could best be labelled in sociologist Ray Oldenburg’s term 

‘third places’ in contrast to home and work contexts being the ‘first’ and ‘second’ 

places respectively (1989, 2000). Why the term ‘third place’ is appropriate to this study 

is that what Oldenburg describes are those place where the ‘real thing’ i.e., real 

community interaction takes place; and where it is more or less regular or perceived as 

regular. Here these places have ‘real’ meaning to a group of people, rather than being a 

soulless construct where it is suggested that the group of people should meet, as many 

modern ‘community’ buildings, cafés, etc. are, according to Oldenburg (2000:2-4). As 

places of community interaction and, by extension places of transmission, the Cape 

Breton locations where formal classes, dances and community concerts take place fit 

this deeper sense of (‘third’) place. 

Formal classes in step dance can take place in a number of locations varying 

from the ‘home’ of the teacher to predominantly the local parish hall, school or 

community/sports centre. All these places are associated with local community 

gatherings taking place and therefore the location of the class has more than one 

meaning to the local community depending on its many uses. For this study, dance 

classes refer specifically to classes set up for the local community, by locals and taught 

by locals and spanning a number of weeks, eight-ten or more. The study does thus not 

primarily look at the short and intensive summer time dance courses that are attended 

by both locals and visitors. 

Before outlining dance classes in the Cape Breton communities since the 1970s, 

it is relevant to be aware that dance classes have been part of the Cape Breton context 

since the early days of immigration. Chapter 1.1.2 did, for example, mention French 

dancing masters active in Louisbourg in the mid-eighteenth century. 

 

4.6 – Early Records of dance classes in Cape Breton 

Cross referencing the entries in Rhodes (1985, 1996), MacGillivray (1988) and Gibson 

(2005), it seems that it was predominantly men who set up ‘dancing schools’, often in 

their own homes, and that women ‘taught’ dancing, presumably also in the home. For 

instance Mary ‘Jack’ Gillis refers to ‘Dancing Masters’ who came from Scotland and 

who taught step dancing all year round, and she mentions ‘Big’ John (“the dancer”) 

Alex Gillis’ father Allan Gillis in South West Margaree (Inverness County) being 
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Dancing Master. Allan taught in his home for free and he enjoyed dancing to fiddler 

Angus Allan Gillis, himself a good step dancer (MacGillivray 1988:66). Margaret Gillis 

adds that her great-grandfather (Allan’s father) was Alexander Gillis (Mac Iain ic 

Alasdair) who had been a Dancing Master in Scotland before emigrating in 1826. The 

dancing skills were passed down the generations within the family at home. (ibid:60). 

Other names, mentioned in relation to teaching, are for example Alexander MacDonnell 

in Kiltarlity, the Kennedys of Broad Cove, and Angus Beaton giving classes in South 

West Margaree and Inverness town (MacGillivray 1988:60 and 66; Rhodes 1996:190). 

As was the practice in Scotland and in Ireland, Dancing Masters would travel 

from community to community, staying with friends or relatives. The late James D. 

Gillis said in a CBC radio interview in 1945 that  

…the dancing master would set up a school in a community or area. The school 
would involve mostly young people and the training would extend over two or 
three days. In the beginning, graceful and simple moves would be introduced. 
This was followed over the next few days with more intricate dance steps 
(Shears 2008:76).60 

This account does not indicate if the Dancing Master stayed in the area for a longer 

period or if those few days of teaching were repeated. A series of repeated classes 

would have been the case in Scotland where dancing masters could stay in an area for 

up to fourteen weeks, teaching in a different place each day of the week (Flett 1985:1-

30). See Foley (1988) for information on dancing masters, and similar teaching contexts 

in county Kerry, Ireland. 

The main venues for dancing were the home, schoolhouses and, as in the case of 

Angus Beaton’s class in South West Margaree, a wooden bridge (Rhodes 1996:190). 

Angus Beaton (1823-1899, son of Mary MacDonald Beaton (1795-1880)) also taught 

dancing in his home in Mabou Coal Mines. Angus was sometimes paid for his classes in 

firewood, cut by the young men of the area who attended classes (MacGillivray 

1988:30). 

Frank Rhodes notated some of the named solo dances, brought to Cape Breton 

Island by the ‘Dancing Masters’ from Scotland in 195761. These particular solo dances 

had a fixed sequence of steps, each with a particular tune attached to it. They all had the 

characteristics of a “Reel” being danced to the first part of the tune in which the dancer 

performed six travelling steps dancing in a circle clockwise, ending with two bars of 

stepping on the spot. The travelling steps were often softer steps, referred to as 

“chassés” by Rhodes, but the dancer could mark out extra beats during the circular 

“Reel”, according to some of Rhodes’ sources. This was alternated with particular 
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percussive steps danced to the second part of the tune. The stepping was not always 

continuous stepping but was characterized by a special movement followed by a 

percussive finish to the second part of the tune. Another interesting characteristic of 

these dances was that the second part was only danced off the one foot and not repeated 

starting with the other foot as is common with almost all solo dances found in Scotland 

(Rhodes 1996:191). This last characteristic may have changed over time, as Margaret 

Gillis indicated in 2007, regarding The Flowers of Edinburgh, that each ‘step’ should be 

danced off both the right and the left foot (Melin, unpublished notes 2007). 

Rhodes found in 1957 that only certain families kept these solo dances alive, 

passing them on from generation to generation. The aforementioned families, the 

Beatons of South West Margaree, and the Kennedys of Broad Cove, were on Rhodes’ 

list, as were the MacMillans of Creignish, to name but a few.  

What Gibson refers to as the “formality in approach and presentation” of these 

dances, could well have to do with their structured nature? Otherwise they would seem 

to have more in common with the extempore continuous step dancing Gibson compares 

them to. These particular solo dances were for close-up interaction at close-knit 

gatherings or house ceilidhs according to Rhodes. They should be heard as well as seen 

as hard shoes were worn, and arm movements were not used, as according to Rhodes’ 

sources, the arms were held by the sides and body held upright (1996:190). 

The number of people who knew these solo dances declined in the years 

between the two World Wars and quite rapidly after that. Rhodes appears to have 

caught some of the very last glimpses of this particular aspect of the dance tradition. 

Finally, one interesting observation that Gibson makes is that he speculates that 

a possible kind of  ‘cultural stratification in dancing” (ibid:264) may have been part of 

the Old World order but to some extent transplanted into Cape Breton. What Gibson is 

referring to are the various recollections of, for example an 1896 series of articles in the 

Antigonish paper The Casket, about a sword dance ‘Gille Callum’ being danced; and 

also Angus (Bàn MacDougall) [mentioned above in J.L. MacDougall] is said to have 

danced the Sword Dance or Highland Fling in a forest clearing to the piping of Allan 

MacCormack (MacCormack 1998). What Gibson is suggesting is that there is a kind of 

gradation within the dance tradition of different styles of dancing. In Gibson’s mind 

these named dances with their “formality in approach and presentation … [Gibson 

would place them among] the dancing and dances, taught in the dancing schools that 

had existed for most of the nineteenth century, had practically disappeared from living 
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memory by 1994” (ibid:264). Keeping Rhodes’ (1985, 1996) research in mind, there is 

a singling out of ‘named’ solo dances alongside improvised step dancing. That the 

nature of these named solo dances is closer to the current style of step dancing than to 

modern versions of solo Highland Games dances, appearing in Cape Breton from 

Scotland and mainland North America during the twentieth century, is made clear by 

Rhodes’ descriptions. Kennedy agrees with this notion: 

In Nova Scotia, dance masters often ran dancing schools of varying degrees of 
formality, and the indication is that the more structured Highland dance and step 
dancing were taught interchangeably. Although step dancing and social dancing 
were passed on through the Gaelic folk tradition as well, the weight of evidence 
suggests that instruction in Highland dance was generally by these specialist 
dance masters. Unlike the “improved” version of Highland dancing that would 
evolve in Scotland, however, there is every indication that the form of Highland 
dancing that came to Nova Scotia remained closely integrated with the Gaelic 
folk tradition and especially with its traditional forms of music (2002:211). 

These recollections of the past point out a number of important aspects. First we find 

that both men and women carry the dance tradition with them and are seen as equally 

important in the transmission process. Secondly, in the nineteenth century, dancing 

schools were set up in various locations around the Island, but also that dancing was 

perhaps more commonly taught at home by both sexes, and moreover that women 

played an important role in teaching the children to dance at home. Thirdly, as Rhodes 

indicates, the popularity of the named solo dance tradition, which seems to have been 

predominantly passed on by certain families or individuals in a more ‘formal’ fashion, 

wane during the nineteenth century in favour of extempore step dancing. Fourthly, 

many of these families of musicians and dancers, including the Beatons and 

MacDonalds of Mabou Coal Mines, are all in some way related to Mary MacDonald 

Beaton, mentioned above. Locally, these families are by many still regarded, as keepers 

of the tradition, and locals often verbalize an expectation that they should be good at 

music and dance – ‘it is their blood’ – is a commonly used phrase. And finally, that the 

music, song and dance traditions are deeply interconnected, and this is commonly 

manifested in any one individual mentioned, embodying most, if not all, of the abilities 

to play music, sing, and dance. 

 

4.7 – Formal Classes in step dancing in the 1970s onwards 

Even though some of the early settlers in Cape Breton held dance classes as 

summarized above, we know very little in detail of how these classes were conducted, 

how the dances were taught and that would be a topic for further investigations. 
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However, during the resurgence of local interest in the fiddle music in the mid 1970s, a 

number of community step dance classes were started up. They were encouraged by for 

example local priests and musicians, involved in the resurgent interest in the fiddle 

music. 

An overview of MacGillivray (1988) tells us that among the generation of 

teachers covered by his book (1970s to mid-1980s) we find Fr. Eugene Morris teaching 

in a number of places including North Sydney; Minnie MacMaster and Geraldine 

MacIsaac teaching in the Glendale and Creignish area; Margaret Dunn in Antigonish; 

Mary Janet MacDonald started in 1975 and taught classes in many locations in 

Inverness County between Port Hawkesbury to Cheticamp. Jean MacNeil held classes 

in the North Sydney and Sydney Mines area. Harvey Beaton recall taking eight weeks 

of classes in the Creignish hall from Minnie and later also took some lessons at her 

house (MacGillivray 1988:32-3). At a workshop in Whycocomagh in about 1979, a 

number of teachers – Fr. Eugene Morris, Betty Matheson, Patsy Graham, Sr. Dolina 

Beaton, Minnie MacMaster, Margaret Dunn and Margaret Gillis – came together to 

share their knowledge (ibid:33). Harvey Beaton was in the next generation of teachers, 

starting out in 1977 with a class in Port Hastings. Similarly Kay Handrahan started 

teaching in New Waterford about the same time. Margaret MacLellan Gillis and Betty 

Matheson both learnt from Fr. Eugene and then started their own classes, as did 

Margaret Gillis in North Sydney and Betty Matheson in Dominion. 

These early ‘teachers’ are all bound together by many aspects, but one common 

denominator is of real consequence here. None of them were taught in a formal and 

public class context themselves. They all emerged from the home and community 

transmission context. They all had to figure out themselves how best to pass on their 

skills in a class situation, as will be outlined below. Equally, the next generation of 

teachers came out of a mixed environment of learning, both at home and in a class 

setting. 

Dance classes started out small but as demand increased more classes were put 

on. For some, like Mary Janet MacDonald, it became part of life, in between daytime 

work and managing a large family (seven children). She taught in Port Hawkesbury, 

Judique, Port Hood, Mabou, Whycocomagh, Orangedale, Margaree, and Cheticamp. 

Some classes, like the one held in the gymnasium in Cheticamp would be 50-70 people 

strong. The Port Hood class, for example, ran for ten weeks in both autumn and spring 

for years. She recalls the Mabou class being organised, 
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…that very first class, Joey Beaton asked me to come to Mabou and he’d gather 
a bunch of kids together “We’ve got to get this going again” and having never 
been taught in a formal sense, [I] didn’t have a clue what I was doing. How to 
break them [the steps] down and everything. ... I had to learn how to teach or 
learn to know what it was I was doing. But I will absolutely tell you this, that as 
you brought the dancing to, like, the wider world then – like you moved out of 
your comfort zone – you went to Scotland and then went to California and then 
... Seattle and Utah and Chicago those places, all of a sudden people start 
questioning what you’re doing. They want to find out, they want to get inside it 
and they’re coming from all these other kinds of backgrounds and examining 
and everything else, because of that I changed how I do things in my dancing. 
Where once I was totally spontaneous, all of a sudden I know that I changed the 
way I do things, so that it would be more correct. Now, what I mean by that is, 
when I would get up to step dance, I don’t know if I would start with my left 
foot or my right foot. It didn’t matter. Would I start at the beginning of a phrase 
or in the middle of a phrase, or would I do three steps instead of four, would I do 
them all evenly?  I don’t know and I don’t think ... that was not something that 
was taught, it wasn't structured like that ... that when I danced before, I never 
thought about what I did. Did I start with the first beat with my left foot and do 
everything even? No, I know I didn’t. (Mary Janet MacDonald, interview 2007). 

This recollection is important, as well as representative of those who started out 

teaching at this point in time. As soon as the formality and the notion of teaching 

‘correctly’ entered the equation, the notion of structures became immediately important. 

…  now I will teach, … start every sequence of steps with your left foot and that 
will keep everybody on the right/correct foot, whatever. Did I do that [back 
then]? Absolutely not! … I taught a lot of, a lot, a lot, a lot of people in those 
early days. Goodness knows what I taught them… (Mary Janet MacDonald, 
interview 2007). 

Even though these structures become important in the teaching of the genre over time, 

those, like Mary Janet, who learned through osmosis, still revert back to the original 

way when they dance socially or at home: 

… I revert back to that when I’m dancing, in a square set, whatever. But if I get 
up to solo, because people [encourage you], sometimes you want to, because the 
music moves you, not my comfort zone … I would do the exact same thing on 
the stage as I would in the hall. It would be totally spontaneous, wouldn’t know 
what step I was going to do next, the same as the fiddler doesn’t know what tune 
he’s going to play next. … I really, really like to be in the house and dancing, 
just getting up and doing a few steps. Not a bit long, not a whole strathspey, a 
full reel, whatever. I just “God that’s a good tune, I’m going to get up and do a 
few steps”. That, I think is what it was meant to be (Mary Janet MacDonald, 
interview 2007). 

Some structures did however always exist, as both Minnie MacMaster and Mary Janet 

MacDonald recall their mother, Maggie Ann, telling them that the dancing should be 
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balanced. A ‘step’ done on the one foot should be repeated on the other. Leaving out a 

repeat would take something out of a ‘good step.’ 

 

4.8 – Transmission Processes in the class situation 

Over the years I have observed a number of Cape Bretoners teaching, and they all use 

themselves as visual examples and emphasize the rhythm of the ‘steps’ when passing on 

their skills. They tend to organize their class in a circle around them or dancing in front 

of rows of dancers. They dance with the accompanying music to show relationship 

between music and dance, but they do not always verbalize this fact. If available, they 

use live music for accompaniment, or even play themselves. Recorded music is also 

common where some have had special records made by local musicians with the music 

slowed down to assist learning62. Some break down steps to individual movements (at 

element, cell levels) but do so in a way that makes sense to them from a standpoint of 

how they emically learned the steps themselves. As an example, Leanne Aucoin (2008 

p.c.) recall learning from Jean MacNeill in Sydney Mines, where Jean would break 

down the steps slowly. Jean would face her student’s first and then turn around to give 

them an opportunity to copy the steps from the back. This way of teaching can be seen 

on her instructional video (MacNeill 2002). Others just dance the movements many 

times over and leave the students to pick up the ‘steps’ at their own pace. If asked, the 

latter group of people may isolate a small segment and repeat just that in class, while 

some are totally unable to break down their ’steps’ into smaller segments63. They pass 

on what they themselves either picked up or made up. In other words, there is no 

standard way of teaching, but rather many individual takes on how to break down and 

transmit the movements64.  

The above teaching scenario describes a mix of visual and aural transmission 

processes at work. In addition, many teachers will take hold of a student at some point 

and dance with them if the deem it necessary. Minnie MacMaster describes a 

kinaesthetic flow from her to the students in teaching situation: 

When you [are] teaching dancing to others, you want them to have as much fun 
in dancing as you have had. Some students are easier to teach than others and 
you try to find ways of getting them to understand the timing and the ‘feel of the 
steps.’ Many times when I taught dancing, I used to take each student and hold 
hands with them and teach them in that way … it would seem that when holding 
hands with me, they could feel the music and the timing more clearly than when 
they danced on their own. It would turn out that in the end, they would learn the 
step and be more confident in how they presented it. My feeling was that they 
could feel that beat through my hands … it sort of made more sense to them … 
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it made them feel both the beat of the music and the beat of the step (MacMaster 
2010). 

Jackie Dunn-MacIsaac remembers how her mother Margaret sometimes used to teach 

her students by holding their hands as well “to help them ‘feel’ the beat of her step as 

she taught it. I believe it is like a rhythmic guide to hold someone’s hands, even if the 

person isn’t getting every move of the step, the flow of the music and the movement of 

the steps gives them the end goal of what it should feel like” (Dunn-MacIsaac 2010).  

A lot of individual attention is given from the teacher to students, and time is 

spent showing and explaining movements on a one-to-one basis in the middle of a 

group class, as mentioned previously. When having to explain verbally what to do, it 

also means that the need for defining various movements by name often became 

necessary. 

 

4.9 – The Naming of ‘steps’ 

Few names for common motifs or ‘steps’ are in general use in Cape Breton. The few 

that are mentioned on any regular basis are ‘the hop’ or ‘the hop step’, ‘backstep’ for 

common reel motifs and ‘the shuffle’ or even ‘Mabou shuffle’ for the most common jig 

motif. In the three available step dancing VHS/DVDs65 produced in Cape Breton since 

the 1990s both Mary Janet MacDonald and Jean MacNeil name all the steps they teach. 

It should be noted that they do not, for the most part, use the same names for the same 

‘steps’ (movements on element, cell, and motif levels), but both use the names 

‘backstep’ and ‘the hop’ for the same motifs. The individual teaching style and 

terminology of each teacher is retained in these instructional VHS/DVDs. 

The naming of ‘steps’ seems to be a fairly recent aspect, and appears to have 

come about due to formal teaching since the 1970s. Frank Rhodes (2011) state in an 

email that  

while the step dances had names, I was not told of any names of any individual 
steps or movements. I presume that there were none, since at that time Margaret 
Gillis could only remember 10 of the 12 steps of Flowers of Edinburgh and it 
appeared that she had no names or mnemonics to help her recollect the others. 
For my own notes I used names for movements corresponding to similar ones in 
the Hebridean dances (Rhodes 2011 p.c.). 

So the naming of step seems to have evolved out of necessity to help separate different 

motif combinations and to enable quicker recalling by students when teaching or 

performing in the 1970s onwards. ‘The train step’, the ‘spider step’, ‘Angus Beaton’s’, 

and the ‘twin step’, are but a few of many specific names used by dancers and dance 
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teachers alike today. Cheryl MacQuarrie (2007 p.c.) for example, name steps after 

whom she got them from. I do the same as I feel it honours the source of the ‘step’. 

Also individual movements may be defined mnemonically such as ‘step’, ‘hop’, 

‘shuffle’ but again the terminology is not standardized. Depending on the teacher ‘tap’ 

or ‘beat’ and likewise, ‘stamp’, ‘tramp’, ‘ heavy beat’ etc., may refer to the same type of 

movement. I have observed that students of a certain teacher will end up using the 

words they heard in class when they learnt themselves when verbalizing movements in 

discussion. I have also noted that no one seems to be concerned with the variety of 

terms in use, as long as the students end up dancing the movement in the perceived 

preferred fashion. 

In contrast to the learning environment of dance through English, the naming of 

movements seems not to have been in great usage in Scots Gaelic. Whether formal 

names were used in Scots Gaelic for the various movements do not seem to be part of 

current memories. One written source (MacLeod 1969) does, however, give some step 

names in Gaelic, such as ceum-cùil (back-step)66. I, however, feel the source of these 

names must be investigated further as the source for the names is doubtful67. There is a 

strong indication that, at least in the Gaelic speaking learning environment of the home 

and ceilidh house, specific terms and names for movements were not necessary. 

Conversations with Gaelic speakers Mike Kennedy and Goiridh Domhnallach (2010 

p.c.) both indicate this, as does Shaw (1992-3) and Dickson, the latter when analyzing 

transmission of piping in South Uist (2006:211-226). 

 

4.10 – The Teaching of Routines 

To assist memory and make the teaching process easier, it is quite common to teach a 

‘routine’ or set order of steps in classes and workshops. This is, however, not a standard 

technique and not necessarily used by all who teach. From my own experience, I recall 

Harvey Beaton teaching at the summer, week long schools in Scotland in the early 

1990s and telling the class that he would ease their learning by teaching a ‘routine’. As 

it turned out, it was not always easy for him to remember the order in which he taught 

the steps. To me it became clear that dancing a set routine was not necessarily the norm 

for him. Indeed, having observed Harvey dance countless times over the years, I have 

never seen him dance his ‘steps’ in the same order twice. This illustrates something that 

most of the dancers who grew up learning at home, and perhaps only later in a class 

situation, have pointed out to me: that there is a difference between getting up to 
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perform a few steps and teaching the dance genre (see 4.5 for example). In fact, none of 

the sources in this study makes an issue of teaching a ‘routine’. The ‘routine’ is only 

part of the means to an end, which assists you to assimilate a motif repertoire. So even 

if the teaching of routines is used as a means of passing on movement material, the 

personal take on the matter is commonly a more fluid and improvised realization. As 

Alexander McDonnell remarked in class at the Ceolas summer school in the late 1990s: 

“I can teach you the steps but you need to make them your own”. See also Chapter 6.5 

on the issue of performing a set routine or improvising to the music. 

My own experience, as an example, informs me that learning a routine was first 

a visual experience that was soon combined with associated rhythm patterns, picked up 

aurally. This certainly eased the memory of movement sequences and, by dancing the 

routine many times over, the transition from one motif to the next was enabled and in 

time became a flow of movements in relation to music. At this point in my learning 

experience, I never danced just to one track, or selection of tunes, but constantly varied 

the choices of music. However, at some point, while dancing one of these routines, I 

started straying away from the set pattern and other motifs started naturally to slot in 

and replace parts of the routine. Upon reflection, this is, in my case, a combination of 

having acquired a better understanding of how motifs can be combined in different 

ways, but it may have had more to with aurally picking up motif rhythms in the music. 

In other words, the music started suggesting to me, perhaps on a subconscious level, 

suitable rhythm patterns, which triggered movement memories that were then naturally 

realized while dancing. As it ‘felt right’ when I danced, I now reflect that on some level 

I had achieved kinaesthetic appropriation of the dance genre. 

 

4.11 – Issues regarding informal vs. formal learning 

In the same way as Dickson (2006) describes, with regards to South Uist piping, a 

dichotomy between natural ‘ear-learned’ piping with the emphasis on rhythm and 

literate, note learned piping with the emphasis on technique; similar views are expressed 

regarding step dancing. A number of Cape Bretoners I have met over the years excused 

their own dancing ability by stating that they were not taught formally in a class. By 

this, some implied, as I understand it, that their dancing was inferior in some way, while 

others used it to indicate that their style was highly individual. I found the first category 

not particularly common, while the latter is more frequently used. What is of interest is 

that the notion of a difference between formal and informal transmission is there and is 

being verbalized. 
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A negative side of formal teaching, is when the students in turn start teaching 

and they have missed the point. It is of course something to be expected when you deal 

with students from all walks and backgrounds of life. Perhaps this is more relevant to 

teaching short courses and teaching away from the Cape Breton context, but it is 

nonetheless a relevant issue, and one that is mentioned by sources to this investigation. 

When you come from a close-knit transmission environment where the wider cultural 

rules are subconsciously understood, it can be difficult to see your dance tradition being 

passed on, without all aspects of the inherent culture fully understood or even 

appreciated. 

One teacher once said to me that by formally teaching dance something is both 

gained and lost in the process. An example given is that perhaps you teach workshops 

and classes in many far-flung places, but upon returning to these places at a later stage, 

you may encounter something different being danced. Some of your student’s have 

started teaching in their own right, and you feel that perhaps they are not suited to do so 

as they may not have grasped the core concepts. They call it Cape Breton step dancing 

but what you see them dancing is not what you taught them, which can be very 

frustrating. 

 
Sunday afternoon ceilidh at the MacLean farmstead in Washabukt in the late 1940s or early 1950s. 
Johnny Red Rory MacLean is step dancing to the fiddle playing of Michael Anthony MacLean. Other 
family members visible are Michael Dan MacLean (Mickey Red Rory) and Hughie MacDonald. © John 
MacLean. Photo used with kind permission. 
 
Cultural transitions come at a price as the discussions on the language have already 

pointed out. The change from predominantly passing on traditions informally at home 

to having them taught formally is lamented by some: 
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Today, the entire culture is diminished. With the loss of the Gaelic/agricultural 
lifestyle, the family based traditions are being lost. Music and dance is not 
necessarily passed on in the household – people go for lessons. The 
analytical/workshop approach has no cultural context. In my family, musicians 
and dancers learned by watching and listening to family and neighbours – then 
you practiced until you got it. Dancers especially were always watching for a 
new step and appreciated the difficulty level in others. There was no 
differentiation of male or female. In my case, my father and his brothers and 
sisters learned from their parents68 – taking a lesson or class was an alien notion 
to them because they were surrounded by a living tradition. They didn’t need a 
“feis” – every Sunday afternoon turned into a feis in their own houses! 
Exemplified in the photo (above) I sent you of my father dancing in his parlor. 
Today, sadly, this cultural context has been largely lost (MacLean 2010 p.c.). 

 

4.12 – Gender Shift in formal learning environments 

Gender issues in relations to this dance genre are undergoing public changes. In the 

context of formal dance classes it is worth noting that there has been a shift in women 

passing on the tradition at home to featuring as teachers in a public capacity. They 

outnumber the men in this respect, as does the student ratio between men and women. 

Dawn Beaton comments on the shift from predominantly men to women dancing 

publicly: 

Certainly, this model of the past has changed, and quite drastically. Dancers are 
almost typically female although some of the best dancers are still men. There 
are fewer and perhaps not as drastically, some fewer males going into fiddle 
although it's a bit more 50/50 in fiddle where girls tend to outnumber boys in 
step dance class.  Probably a more poignant question would be to ask those who 
taught dance 40 years ago how many males were in their class. My guess would 
be not too many. I think most of the males didn’t take classes and naturally 
assumed their style and steps over many years. Some would be taught 
informally by perhaps a relative or family member, and the rest would be picked 
up from watching others perhaps at a square dance but to see them in a class 
would be unlikely. For the most part, this still holds true today, but it would be 
more accepted to have a male take lessons (Beaton 2010 p.c.). 

 
4.13 – Summary of Class Situation Transmission 

Even though those who took up teaching publicly transferred many of the transmission 

aspects happening in the home, to a degree, into the classroom, some shifts of priority 

can be noted. The visual aspect became more important, where a group of people copy 

one teacher’s moves. Here the stimuli of the many different dancers are reduced to the 

guidance of a single person. The aural soundscape is equally dictated by the one leading 
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sound, and imitated by the students. The aural soundscape has in addition, to aesthetic 

keywords, such as ‘light on your feet’, close-to-the-floor’ etc., had the added feature of 

terminology of movement and ‘step’ names to assist the ease of teaching. The teaching 

aspect will feature less presence of song and ‘diddling’ as accompaniment, but be based 

on recorded music and an accompanying musician who will provide music at different 

speeds to enable comfortable transmission. Kinaesthetic transfer remains, but is perhaps 

pushed slightly more into the background, from what I have seen. The biggest impact is 

that teaching becomes structured. Movements are often taught in a specific order, and 

routines of ‘step’ combinations are put together to enable students to memorize a 

routine. There is often less emphasis on students combining the movements themselves 

and, perhaps most significantly, observing others’ choices and then basing their own 

choices of what they have visually, aurally and kinaesthetically embodied. Having said 

this, many teachers do encourage their students to improvise around the core material 

they have. There is by default a more structured approach to the transmission in a 

formal classroom context, and often simply because it is the most straightforward way 

to control a larger group of learners at any one time. Overtime, however, this form of 

transmission becomes seen as the learning norm, compared to the informal at home 

learning, which gets pushed into the background. 

 
Mary Janet MacDonald teaching at the Ceolas Summer School, 

South Uist, Scotland, July 1995 © M. Melin. 
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Chapter 5 – Transmission processes at Concerts and Square Dances 
 

5.1 – Community Concerts as transmission context  

As chapter 1.3.2 stated, community events such as frolics and parish picnics did by the 

1950s turn into village festivals and concerts. Most community concerts in Cape Breton 

take place annually and are outdoor summer time affairs, held for example at a farm or 

in the local parish grounds or any other geographical place, with varied historical reason 

for its location which over time has come to be associated with this particular 

community gathering. These concerts tend to start around mid-day and continue until 

about 8.00 pm. This study concentrates on the local summertime out-door concerts and 

those concerts held in local parish and community halls.  

The summertime outdoor concert, in particular, was a great opportunity for the 

local community to mix with people from near and far who venture out for the day. It 

was, and still is for many of the older generation, an occasion to dress smart. The 

accounts of bygone days indicate that for the dancing at the annual summer picnics and 

frolics, and in later years the emerging summer festivals, dress code and shoes were 

important. Attending the house ceilidh also meant dressing smartly and when dancing 

moved from the home to the Schoolhouse and public hall this trend continued. Piper 

John MacLean recalled his home environment in Washabuck69 – “if there was dancing, 

it was a social occasion for the sexes to mingle and the decorum was quite formal – 

including the notion of getting cleaned up and wearing good clothes” (MacLean 2010). 

In fact, when it came to attending the annual picnics in the 1910-30s, “the young men 

and women would save up their money for the whole year in order to attend, so they 

could buy new clothes and shoes to look smart when attending” (Inverness Oran 1978). 

Port Hawkesbury step dancer John D MacIntyre recalls walking up to 15 miles to a 

parish concert.  

You would have your nice shoes for dancing at the next concert; so, what you 
did when you got in the dark was to walk barefoot all the way home! These were 
patent leather shoes with a kind of paper sole – $1.98; but $1.98 was hard to get 
then. The road home was all potholes – no pavement. If you hit your toes, they 
would be all bleeding, but it was better than having your shoes all gone. … We 
were always looking for the softest shoes we could get. ... All those step dancers 
who were competing in Antigonish – like Dan Hayes – could not make noise 
with their feet; the judges had to see the steps, not hear them! The judges wanted 
to see how light they were on their feet, so you would want to get bedroom 
slippers with patent leather soles. The dancer almost had to have them for 
competition, and clickers were not allowed except for clog dancing and tap 
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(MacGillivray 1988:100). 

Note that this excerpt mentions the dichotomy of importance between those with 

visually and those with audibly aesthetic preferences (see 5.3). 

The annual concert is an occasion to meet family, friends and acquaintances 

from further away and of course to enjoy a mix of local and island talent in music, song 

and dance. In the last decade or so, visitors from off the island and abroad will also take 

a spot and perform during the day’s stage entertainment. From a dance perspective, the 

programme now features Scottish Highland and Country dancing and other forms of 

dance from other communities, such as Prince Edward Island (PEI), Ottawa Valley or 

Irish dance. 

 

5.2 – Statements on transmission process at Concerts 

As the distance between onlooker and performer is generally greater in a concert 

context the predominant transmission is visual, as indicated by many sources. John 

MacIntyre (Port Hawkesbury), for example, learnt steps by watching others dance, “I 

came home and took Alex Angus’ steps with me in my head; then I would turn the 

mirror down and work on them” (MacGillivray 1988:100). Minnie MacMaster 

elaborates further on the same topic: 

I loved to step dance and from my mother’s basic steps, I so enjoyed being able 
to put steps together that I considered ‘mine’. I would be fortunate enough to get 
to some of the concerts and parties in our area and those helped me to learn 
more steps and enjoy the music even more. You would see a favourite dancer 
getting up to dance … your hearing the fiddler play some great melodies and 
your just eating up what the dancer is doing with his or her feet, your loving 
every second of it. For the next few days those tunes and that dancer is going 
through your mind and you mentally go over the steps they were dancing … and 
all of a sudden you realize that the step you were just doing is not really the 
same as the person you saw dancing … so you get all excited and think to 
yourself,  “oh, that is an interesting twist, that is different, that goes really well 
with that melody” and you realize that you have something different that you 
sort of claim as your own! (MacMaster 2010). 

Margaret MacEachern Dunn adds two anecdotes in a similar vein: 

We were at a concert in Johnstown, and my father [fiddler and dancer – John 
Willie MacEachern] and I were picked out of the audience [by the local priest]. 
He played for almost all the step dancers that night. There was this one guy who 
danced ahead of me and I picked up a step from him (by watching) and did it 
during my own solo. My mother later said to me, “you did a new step tonight”. 
She did not connect it to the gentleman who danced before me (Dunn 2010).  

 The second one that I remember was when the late Father Angus Alex 
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MacDonnell was doing the step dancing school in Antigonish and we were 
deciding what steps to teach at the next class. Let’s do this one he said, as he 
demonstrated the step for me. “That’s a nice one”, I said, “show it to me again”. 
“What do you mean”, he said, “I got it from you!” It was one of those ‘ankle 
over’ steps. “I learned it from you watching you dance one night in Glenville”, 
he replied. It was interesting that this ‘ankle over’ step of mine now had a 
completely new variation and we taught both of them. It is interesting how steps 
are learned by watching and when worked out later, from memory, turn out to be 
slightly different and equally as good (Dunn 2010). 

The experience of for example Joël Chiasson and Rodney MacDonald on the other hand 

combines observing dancing ‘live’ with studying recorded material. Joël recalls:  

… most of what I have learned was without formal teaching. It was picked up by 
mimicking what I would see at concerts, sometimes on television and/or 
recorded video. After watching VERY carefully over and over, I was able to re-
enact what I was seeing in front of me. Once I was able to recreate the 
movements of a step, then came my understanding of the music; most 
importantly the difference between a strathspey and a reel for a step dance solo 
setting. Then came the more relaxed, at times transcendental, side of the 
dancing. Only once the steps in my repertoire had been ‘mastered’ was I able to 
actually interpret what I was hearing (Chiasson 2010). 

From a holistic contextual standpoint Melody Cameron sums up some of the visual 

aspects important to her: 

You see the steps … you see how they are delivered by different dancers. [You 
observe] their body language, if it is a dancer. Or even the fiddler on the stage, 
you see their body language [in turn]. You see the piano player’s body language, 
and how they are [all] relating to the music… [You see] smiles on people’s faces 
(Cameron 2011). 

Adding to this last comment Mary Janet MacDonald’s memory from when she was very 

young provides a good example of kinaesthetic transmission: 

The only way to learn new steps (for me) was to stand on the floor at a concert – 
standing very close to the eye level of the stage – I can visualize myself with my 
chin on the stage – and watching the men I loved to see dancing – Willie Fraser, 
Thomas MacDonnell (to name a couple) and trying to absorb a new step – I 
definitely remember feeling the rhythm in the wood of the stage and if that 
caused the rhythm to enter my soul – I believe it. I would go home then and re-
create the step as close as I could get it – until I would go back to the next 
concert (MacDonald 2010). 

 

5.3 – To be seen or to be heard? 

Whether a dancer should be seen as well as heard or only seen seems to be a matter of 

personal preference, or in later decades, fads or trends. Dancers performing at concerts 
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or on festival outdoor stages in the summer generally wear hard-soled leather shoes, and 

some wear ‘taps’. 

Judging by the time span, the popularity of wearing ‘clickers’ or taps on your 

shoes, particularly for performing or ‘sharing’ your steps on stage, coincides with the 

introduction of amplification of the dance music. If you wanted your footwork to be 

heard ‘clickers’ was the way forward. Margaret MacEachern Dunn says that Fr. Angus 

MacDonnell introduced her to ‘taps’. While some dancers preferred small flat clickers 

on the toes and heels, Fr. Angus wore ‘Staccato taps’ with a loose piece on his dancing 

shoes. Margaret says she has danced with and without ‘taps’ and often used them for 

teaching, but that the way she danced did not change (MacEachern Dunn, interview 

2007; MacGillivray 1988:53-4). Gussie MacLellan indicated that both his father and he 

himself used the small ‘taps’ when they danced (MacGillivray 1988:117). Indeed Mary 

Janet MacDonald wore ‘taps’ until she got invited to teach step dancing at a festival in 

the Isle of Barra, Scotland in 1983, and Father John Angus Rankin advised her to take 

them off and dance the ‘right way’ if she was going to influence a lot of people 

(MacDonald, Interview 2007).  

Peggy Lamey, Sydney, daughter of famed fiddler William or Bill Lamey shared 

with me that when she was taught the Scottish strathspey and reel as a ‘soft shoe’ dance 

that needs to be performed with ‘grace and pep’. Peggy said that the timing is very 

distinct and if  

I ever wore ‘tap’ shoes, I would have been disowned! … I wanted sooo [sic] 
much to wear the ‘taps’ because when I was on a stage, I felt the audience 
couldn’t hear me – but Dad just said to me, ‘They’re not supposed to hear you. 
They’re supposed to watch you’ (Lamey 2008 p.c.).  

As Peggy became more adept at dancing she realized the reason why ‘soft shoes’ were 

preferred in her family instead of ‘tap shoes’. Once, when her father was not present, 

did she try dancing in tap shoes and she recalls: 

The strathspey steps involve a lot of ankle movement and the hard leather ‘tap 
shoe’ restricted and prevented me from executing steps in the manner that they 
are meant to be – so the rest of my body became more rigid and un-relaxed. All 
of a sudden, it didn’t matter that the audience heard me. I knew that I didn’t 
execute my steps the way I wanted to and I wasn’t having as much fun – and it 
showed in my performance. That was the end of my ‘taps’ … The reel also has 
much ankle movement, but the important reason a ‘soft shoe’ is preferred is 
because it lets the sound of the dancers body weight be heard in their steps (like 
a thud when they hit the floor), adding to the peppier music.  Don’t forget, this 
type of dancing originated in the ‘home’ – there were no dance halls, 
microphones or tap shoes.  The sound of a person dancing in a house is very 
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different than when they dance in a hall or on a stage (Lamey 2008 p.c.). 

Melody Cameron and Kelly MacLennan’s (‘The Warner Sisters’) grandfather, Norman 

Warner, indicated in 1987 that there had been a change in favour of hearing the dancers, 

rather than visually appreciating their musicality and dexterity (MacGillivray 

1988:160). The Warner Sisters can be seen on both YouTube clips and in photographs 

wearing taps in the 1980s, while neither of them wears taps on their shoes today. 

Depending on the volume of the amplified music and even if dancers wear taps, 

I have observed that it is not always possible to hear their feet when they perform on a 

concert stage (as most of the time their feet are not amplified). It also depends on how 

the spectator is positioned in relation to best viewing and aural reception. There is 

sometimes a notion of being able to hear the feet ‘in ones own head’ when seeing a 

dancer on a concert stage even though their feet cannot be heard: a kind of aural 

memory of what feet performing these types of movements sound like, recalled 

internally as an audio memory. 

 

5.4 – Summary of observations of transmission processes at concerts 

Visual transmission seems to be the dominant form in a concert context, where images 

of movements are memorized and recalled at a later stage when they are recreated and 

practised. Often small and personal variations occur during this process, which add to 

the diversity within the dance genre. Aural transmission is perhaps of more secondary 

importance, apart from when shoes with taps are used, and sound is prioritized as an 

important aspect of the performance. Kinaesthetic transfer seems to be present but 

perhaps less apparent, apart from recollection of feeling movement of stage or perhaps 

of other bodies in motion when together on stage or observing another dancer whilst 

being on stage together. It is also important to note that it is not only the movement of 

the dancer that is observed in this context. As the dancers perform in close proximity to 

the accompanying musicians (fiddlers and pianists) their body movements are 

subconsciously observed as well and added to the visual and aural ‘scapes’ of this 

context. 
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Harvey Beaton and fiddler Glenn Graham, Broad Cove, July 2008. © M. Melin. 

 
Rodney MacDonald dancing to fiddlers Kinnon and Andrea Beaton with Betty Beaton on piano. 

Strathspey Place, Mabou, 1/7/2010 © V M Faubert. 
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5.5 – The Square Dance 

The fourth area of contextual focus in Cape Breton, and perhaps, after the home/class 

currently the most important context for transmission processes, is the Square Dance. 

Square dances are held in public spaces, and are, since the demise of the Scotch Reels, 

the primary social dance of choice. Square Sets are sometimes danced at home at house 

ceilidhs or parties, but are predominantly enjoyed in local parish halls and other suitable 

venues round the island.  

Reiterating sociologist Ray Oldenburg’s notion of the term ‘third places’, these 

public contexts are perhaps today the primary place for transmission and reinforcement 

of the dance genre after the class context. At ‘Family Dances’ (where no alcohol is for 

sale) in particular, all generations mingle in the same place. Young and old can observe 

each other dance and interact with the music.  

Perhaps more importantly it is where the community reinforce their identity and 

consolidate who they are. This is perhaps best illustrated by the question “who do you 

belong to?” or “where do you belong?”, or words to that effect, which are frequently 

asked by locals of people they would like to place in this context. It is very much the 

same phrase still used by Gaelic speakers in Scotland – “Co leis thu?” or “co a th’ann?” 

when enquiring the same and for the same reason. As an outsider, I have often been 

asked this question by locals as they try to place me. But it is used for everybody who is 

not well known. Summer visitors, young and old, with Cape Breton family connections 

are for example one group that are queried like this. It is a constant process of 

reaffirming who belongs where, and who is related to whom. In an environment where 

identity is of this level of importance, cultural expressions such as music and dance help 

reaffirm and, to a certain degree, strengthen the community identity – they become 

primary emblems, as Feintuch puts it (2004:81). 

 

5.6 – The contextual importance of meaning and place of the ‘dance halls’  

The context and place that perhaps best describe the meaning they have for the local 

community are the local parish and fire halls where weekly summer time square dances 

are held.70 Emily Addison’s (2001) study on The Perception and Value of Dance Halls 

in Inverness County, Cape Breton aptly sums up the meaning of these particular places 

for the local music and dance community as being 

unique cultural institutions, icons, places and landscape features. [and] As such, 
they pull together communities and serve as teaching grounds for cultural 
practices among many other functions (2001:i). 
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Addison’s study is a geography of sense of place, and she notes that local attendees 

(community) are often deeply aware, not only of the buildings themselves (when they 

were built, changes to them over the years, good or not so good floor to dance on and so 

forth) but also of the meaning and associations the halls have for all activities and 

people connected with them. The halls in Inverness County in particular create an 

extremely powerful sense of community, Addison states (2001:97). They are associated 

with a sense of place and the sharing and shaping of identity as they provide a prime 

setting for social interaction (ibid.). For this study, Addison’s findings, with reference to 

memories of events and associations of people, are of particular interest. In days gone 

past, one fiddler would be associated with one particular hall as he (mainly men) would 

be playing there every week for the summer season. Today all halls switch fiddlers and 

accompanists every week. The attendees, the dance crowd and how they interact, how 

they dance, talk and so forth, all come across as very important aspects of community 

life in Addison’s study. In fact the halls are seen as important for holding the 

community together, to the point where the hall, for example West Mabou, is equated 

with that community being a focal point for socializing and their Square dances 

(ibid:98-99). Even though many closely interacting aspects of social interaction make 

up the reasons why people of Inverness County and beyond go to these halls, the prime 

reason for most of them is to go just to dance, and nothing else. Addison does not 

mention dance learning in detail but points out that another primary function bestowed 

on the halls is that they are the places where the “culture is shared and transferred 

between individuals” (ibid:102) alongside house parties and other social gatherings, but 

that the third place function of the halls provides public access to all. The Older 

generation are quoted as saying that they take the younger ones ‘under their wing’ or are 

helping to introduce the younger ones to the dancing and culture. To many of Addison’s 

sources it was clear that people go to the dance ‘to learn how to dance and how to play 

the fiddle’ (ibid:102).71 On the meaning level, of sense of place, as places of social 

interaction and learning, Addison’s research findings on the halls can, even though to a 

lesser extent, be applied to the formal dance class situation and to the annual local 

concerts.  

In 2010 weekly Square dances were held in West Mabou and in Cedars Hall in 

Sydney throughout the year. During the summer months a mix of weekly family and 

adult Square dances were held in Glencoe Mills, Brook Village, Scotsville, South West 

Margaree, and Margaree. In addition to the weekly dances, local papers and on-line 

guides advertised many less frequent dances, held at Baddeck, Belle Cote, Big Bras 
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d’Or, Big Pond, Boisdale, Creignish, Christmas Island, Glencoe Mills (as well as 

regular weekly Thursday night dances), Glendale, Grand Narrows, Inverness, Judique, 

Mabou, Marion Bridge, Middle River, New Waterford, Scotsville, St. Ann’s, 

Strathlorne, Sydney, Washabuck, and Westmount, not to mention impromptu sessions 

in pubs, public Ceilidhs, and other events such as The Celtic Music Interpretive Centre 

in Judique. 

 
West Mabou Hall, July 2008 © M. Melin 

 

5.7.1 – Transmission Processes in the dance hall 

Three interacting sets of dancing occur in the public halls during a Square dance 

evening. Two of these are the Square sets and the solo dancing, and the third is the 

occasional inclusion of a couple waltz. 

An example of the character of a Square dance, the current version of the 

‘Mabou Set’, arguably the most common version of the Square Set in Cape Breton 

today, is briefly described72. A few notes on how it has changed in recent years from 

earlier versions of the dance is clarified as it has relevance to under what conditions 

transmission processes occurs. The sets are no longer danced by four couples only as 

the Quadrilles of old, but are danced in large circles forming on the floor, which may 

split into smaller circles if getting too unwieldy. The first figure only consists of the 

original first and last parts, the middle parts having been eliminated, as these figures 

require four couples to work. The second figure has lost one middle part (the right hand 

and left hand wheel by the ladies in the centre), as it is difficult to dance with more than 

four couples in the set. The remaining sections are possibly danced for longer to make 
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up for the loss. After the two Jig figures, one Reel figure has been lost altogether, while 

probably the most popular figure at present is the current third and last Reel figure. I 

have observed that some couples will sometimes not join on the floor until the Reel is 

played, thus indicating that the Jig figures may be seen as merely a lead or warm up to 

the final figure in their eyes. Also lengthwise the Reel could be seen as more important 

as it is generally danced for much longer than the Jig figures, and it also incorporates a 

great deal more step dancing than do the jigs (own observations).  

Each performance of a Square set is thus flexible in length (both in how long 

parts are danced, how many times they are repeated, thus changing the length of each 

figure). The amount of inclusion of step dancing in the set is also flexible as it, for 

example, depend on who is dancing, as in the composition of people interacting in the 

particular ‘set’ you are in; the mood of the crowd in general on the night (or part of the 

night as this normally keeps changing), and the level of interaction with the music. 

The Mabou Set is commonly repeated 5-7 times during an evening’s Square 

dancing. In its current simplified state their set has become very inclusive in nature, and 

many summertime tourists and visitors ‘returning home’ flock to the most popular halls, 

such as Glencoe Mills, to partake. 

The aural, visual, and kinaesthetic transmission modes all interact, but there are 

different priorities in the transmission processes occurring in the social dancing from 

that in the solo dancing (when this happens during the evening depending on a number 

of circumstances). This investigation concentrates on the transmission processes 

occurring during the solo dance section of the evening. The transmission processes, 

taking place during the social Square dancing, can nonetheless not be ignored, as the 

same actors are involved in both aspects. 

 
Square Set at Southwest Margaree hall: long exposure show movement as a blur, July 2007 © M. Melin 
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5.7.2 – Solo Step Dancing in a social setting 

Usually about three hours into the dance, the fiddler will strike up a strathspey, followed 

by reels, to indicate a break in social dancing. This commonly featured gap in the 

Square dancing is where individuals are called for to ‘share’ their steps. Whether this 

occurs or not depends on who is present and whether anyone present is deemed likely to 

take to the floor. Occasionally a waltz might be played if this is felt to be the better 

option. Commonly though, solo dancing does occur with a selection of young and old, 

locals and visitors dancing. Occasionally, however, I have observed that nobody has got 

up, for whatever reason, and the musician will soon stop playing strathspeys and reels 

and revert to jigs to signal the start of a new Square Set. One could therefore surmise 

that if the conditions that evening are not right, this display of solo dance simply will 

not occur. 

At a Square Dance there are very seldom any announcements or introductions. 

The crowd takes its queue from the music provided. There is no set order as to who gets 

up, but rather a spontaneous impetus that brings a dancer on to the floor. ‘Spontaneous’ 

should perhaps be within inverted commas as there is often a little bit of encouragement 

going on among spectators, nudging somebody to get up. I would never get up myself 

to dance at this point unless a local gave me the encouragement to do so. 

As the solo dancers take to the floor, one after the other (occasionally siblings 

get up together), the floor generally clears and, depending on the hall layout, the crowd 

sits or stands along the top (in front of the musicians) and sides of the hall and together 

on the dance floor, creating a smaller empty space for the solo dancers to perform in. 

Observing each dancer in turn, a broad spectrum of individual styles and 

aesthetic preferences emerges. Depending on the age and locality, some different 

approaches to the genre can be detected. Predominantly, however, the use of the 

essential or core movements of the genre is reinforced (see Chapter 6). Each individual 

dancer’s prowess, timing, and interaction with the music, choice of movements and 

style can be absorbed. Additionally, the characteristics of each individual are equally 

strengthened in the consciousness of the onlookers.  

Furthermore, one can in turn observe, or subconsciously be aware of, the 

onlookers, how they interact with each other and with their body language interact with 

the dancer on the floor. Those watching are not silent onlookers. They talk, discuss, and 

engage in what is going on. Their body language also shows interaction. With small 

approving nods or disapproving shakes of the head, hand gestures, feet tapping in time 
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with the music, eyes following the movements and approving smiles, they all indicate 

their preferences. If a dancer performs a movement combination appreciated by the 

locals, they will show their appreciation by applauding heartily. What triggers this can 

be a number of factors, but a few that I have detected are: difficult motif sequences 

which are well co-ordinated with the music, well performed within the aesthetic 

preferences; a motif having a connotation of being ‘old core’ repertoire. Particularly 

popular are motif sequences that are seen as the performing dancers’ ‘trademarks’ or 

perhaps associated with their family, or the area they come from. Sandy Beaton said in 

conversation (2008) that sometimes “the dancer is trying so hard to do the steps justice 

that you feel like applauding” and also show appreciation of how well the dancer fits in 

the ‘step’ with the music. 

An important element as well is that each individual who gets up, what I refer to 

as ‘sharing’ their steps, is appreciated for who they are and for their contribution 

through dancing to the culture as a whole. Only by seeing the same dancer perform 

several times over the years, and taking in the reaction by the onlookers, have I been 

able to get a glimpse of these patterns. From years of exposure to watching each other 

dance, the regular dancers have become acutely aware of each dancer’s movement 

repertoire, preferred motifs and particular individual stylistic traits. If a performance is 

really good it is sometimes commented on, as illustrated by John Robert Gillis, when a 

local once remarked to him that the fiddler “played just the right tunes for you there” 

after he came off the floor (Gillis 2007 p.c.). They therefore also know what is different 

and what their finely tuned aesthetic preferences are when seeing visitors and outsiders 

dance in their context. It used to be the case that only certain people got up to ‘share’ 

their steps, but now many local and visiting dancers take to the floor. However, with 

respect to local dancers, some comments suggest that many ‘new’ movements are 

creeping in that would not have been generally accepted some years back, and perhaps 

still are not by some. Particularly younger dancers, some feel, are performing more 

involved and complicated ‘steps’ that are perhaps not in character with the current 

norm. 

On the other hand outsiders are sometimes, in addition to their dancing skills, 

appreciated for the fact that they bring something new and a variation to the familiar 

local expressions in the context. I was once told that “the visitors bring something 

different in! The local dancers we see all the time” (comment by unknown local dancer 

at West Mabou dance, August 1995). The deep familiarity with the genre is probably 

the reason why nobody, seldom if ever, verbalizes in detail why the crowd reacts in the 
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way it does. The ‘unvoiced’ aesthetic preferences common in Scots Gaelic society, 

mentioned elsewhere, seem still to prevail. 

As the above observations indicate, the visual aspect of transmission is the 

predominant one, as the onlookers generally are some distance away. The music is too 

loud for anyone to hear the feet touch the floor, so aural and kinaesthetic transmission 

occurs more markedly when the same dancer is seen performing in other contexts, or 

when one is dancing next to them in the Square sets, where one can both ‘feel’ their 

movements and often hear their feet. 

  
Dancers ‘sharing’ their steps at a Square dance. Melody Cameron and John Robert Gillis, West Mabou 

Hall, 30/6/2005 and11/10 2009 © V M Faubert. 
 

5.7.3 – Reinforced Transmission during the Square dancing 

Not only can one observe these dancers ‘share’ their steps, but one can also join in the 

social dancing and dance with and/or next to them. Because of the close proximity to 

the dancer/s in question it is no longer the visual transmission that is predominant. Here 

based on my own experience I feel that the various transmissions processes 

interconnect, where visual, aural and kinaesthetic modes interact more closely and on 

equal levels. 

In the Square Sets I have observed people pass on their feeling and choice of 

movement at particular moments in the dance by holding hands or waltzing together, for 

example. Again, Jackie Dunn-MacIsaac adds her thoughts to this particular context of 

the genre: 
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An extension on that is the body link between dancers when holding hands ... 
sometimes when they first hold hands in the sets they may be doing their own 
step and [then] may automatically start doing the step the person beside them is 
doing to be in ‘sync’ – probably again because our brains are wired for things to 
be organized and dancing another beat or step holding on to someone else doing 
another rhythm could feel awkward like you have competing rhythms. Same 
thing when dancers meet in the grand chain, sometimes they will start doing the 
same step and it feels great to be moving exactly the same to the music holding 
hands (Dunn-MacIsaac 2010 p.c.). 

I interpret Jackie’s observation as that you observe and hear your fellow dancers’ ‘steps’ 

being danced, but you feel aspects of how they perform them as well through contact 

and feeling their bodies move next to your own. My own experiences have informed me 

of the different ways each person I have danced with, or next to, moves. Recalling what 

you see, hear, and feel, in the sets, in turn informs your appreciation of observing 

individual dancers ‘sharing’ their steps, both at the Square dances and in all other 

contexts where you encounter them. A symbiotic relationship of recalling one’s own 

experience and comparing it to what is transmitted through others’ performance 

countless times over. Aural memory of generic foot sounds often informs one’s own 

observations, I find, when one cannot actually hear the dancers’ feet in performance as 

the music or surrounding noise drowns it out, as mentioned earlier. 

The music also acts as aural cues and helps one remember the exhilarating 

energy one gets from a particular flow of movement. Minnie MacMaster aptly describes 

this aspect of aural transmission: 

Back when I was growing up and dancing all the time, this would be from the 
age of about ten to the age of twenty-two or three, before I got married and 
started a family. It was like each time I heard the sound of the fiddle, a jolt of 
power went through my body and I just could [not] control myself, you just have 
to dance to it. It makes me feel so full of energy and the more one would hear 
‘your favourite tunes’ the bigger the jolt you got. A certain tune would be played 
that you have visions of certain steps that you want to put with the rhythm of 
that tune … you have a craving to make the steps and the turns in the tune match 
perfectly. It’s like you want to be ‘the drummer or the percussion rhythm’ for 
those tunes but you are doing it with your feet. That is one of the most exciting 
and powerful feelings you will ever experience as a dancer. To this day I still 
hear the tunes and feel the same way, however as you get older and less active, 
it’s sad to say that your dancing feet don’t move like they used to! … But it’s 
still wonderful to get that overwhelming feeling when you see and hear a fiddler 
and dancer display their amazing gifts (MacMaster 2010). 

The crucial connection with the music is worth detailing further as it is vital to all 

contexts and transmission modes in relation to the dance genre.  



	   133 

5.8 – Dancing the music & musicking the dance  

Of the many qualities regarded as paramount in the Cape Breton step dance genre, a 

dancer’s good timing and musicality are perhaps the most important. “Timing is number 

one. You have to be right on with the music. The dancer must be one with the music”, 

Fr. Eugene Morris told me as we were watching the dancers at the Chestico Annual 

Dance Festival, Port Hood, in July 2007. These words aptly sum up the importance of 

these qualities, but they only have meaning if seen in connection with the other qualities 

outlined above. Indeed Hungarian ethnochoreologist László Felföldi points to these 

over-arching connections, with regards to connections between dance and dance music: 

In order to uncover dance and music connections, we must pay attention to all 
the factors serving music and dance expression and how these factors participate 
in their connections. We must take into consideration that dance and music are 
special phenomena that take place in time and space, thereby creating 
communication between the dancer and the musician and between the 
performers and the audience, while operating within socio-cultural context, 
using kinetic, visual, acoustic and proxemic channels” (Felföldi, 2001:160) 

Furthermore, Felföldi points out that when researching these connections it is music and 

dance as a process rather than a product that we analyse, and “differentiation of textual 

and contextual elements is important.” (2001:161). Other important aspects, such as, 

langue and parole, synchrony and diachrony, and etic and emic distinctions are 

mentioned in Chapter 6. 

The role of the musician in the Cape Breton context is highly important and here 

not divorced from the dance. In fact most musicians are step dancers. The two cultural 

expressions are embodied in the same person. Thus they have an innate and deep 

knowledge of what is required to play for dancing. They have the communicative 

competence of knowing ideal speed, timing, and choice of tunes for step dancing. It is 

often the case that musicians know what particular tunes, or style of tunes, and what 

speed is preferred by particular dancers and will often include their favourite tunes. If 

the fiddlers do not know, they will ask the dancer what they prefer, to enable them to 

provide the best music for the dancer. The complex relationship between individual 

musicians, in particular fiddlers, their individual styles of playing, family affinity and 

their place and status within the community, plays a most significant part in this context 

and in their relationship with the dance.  

While some musicians on the Island are regarded as listening players, others are 

known as particularly good dance players. Some, of course, straddle both ideals. With 

regards to the dance players, it is the ability to provide ‘drive’ or lift in the music, and 
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their ability to get the tempo right for individual dancers that is seen as essential (See 

also Foley 1988 for an Irish perspective). As fiddler Mike Hall stated “know the dancer 

[and] you know the speed to play” (Hall 2009 p.c.). Certain fiddle techniques, such as 

cuts and upstrokes, or up-driven bows, are employed to create this trademark drive in 

the music. Fiddler Glenn Graham states that  

to complement dancing, bowing is very rhythmic, often one bow stroke being 
applied in one direction for one note. Upstrokes are often as powerful as down 
strokes with a variety of pressures being exerted on the bow for dynamics and 
accents. A type of reel called the strathspey features a characteristic stuttering 
rhythm called the Scotch snap …[which] provides an accent similar to that 
found in Gaelic song and pipe music (Graham, 2006:126).   

The Cape Breton music repertoire is predominantly geared towards dancing, and the 

symbiotic nature of the music and dance has developed together over time. Sheldon 

MacInnes expressed his view in 1986: 

If the dancers are in tune with the Fiddler, then they engage in some kind of non-
verbal communication with him. That mutual support, going two ways, he’s 
always there whether you are looking at the solo step dancer, or you are looking 
at the dancer in the square set. ...  That rapport is a give and take all evening. 
Buddy [MacMaster] cannot get away with playing a new tune without a good 
sector of the dance floor picking that up and in some way letting him know, 
“hey, I like that!”. It might be just a smile, it might be just a little twitch of the 
head, but Buddy gets that message – and I am sure that Donald Angus Beaton in 
his day and Kinnon Beaton today have sensed that same thing. That folk 
exchange as we know it here in Cape Breton is very important – a mutual 
recognition between the dancer and the fiddler. I can’t emphasize enough how 
important that is and how that, to a large degree, is going to determine the 
quality of music and the quality of dance! Without the mutual recognition, 
something great would be lost (MacGillivray 1988:97-8). 

Fr. Angus Morris simply describes this symbiotic relationship as “a good fiddler bring 

out the best in a step dancer and a good step dancer will bring out the best of the fiddler 

... they feed off each other” (Morris 2007 p.c.). 

Almost all those who solo step dance either play music (fiddle, piano etc.) or 

sing. I have come across very few that do not. A majority of these individuals thus 

embody the role of musician and dancer in one. There is a certain cross over point of 

individuals who are experts at both, while others prefer to do one or the other, even if 

they have the ability to do both. This gives them a particularly deep knowledge of both 

music and dance structure and tune repertoire, and it strengthens the relationship and 

connection between these individuals when they perform.  

Dancer and pianist Harvey Beaton commented in 1986 on the importance of this 
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‘teamwork’ between dancer and the fiddler: “I always say that the dancing is only as 

good as the music because the music determines how well you dance” (MacGillivray 

1988:33). He also pointed out that that you have to listen to the music all the time. “… 

you have to be really familiar with the music before you can do the dancing well 

because the timing is crucial” (ibid.:34).  

 
Buddy MacMaster and Harvey Beaton, Sabhal Mor Ostaig, Isle of Skye, August 1992 © M. Melin 

 
As exemplified by accompanist Harvey Beaton above, this relationship is not just true 

of the tune players, but of the accompanists too. A piano player (also a dancer) once 

said that dance rhythms influence her playing and that she is often inspired by 

rhythmical sequences and the sound produced by a performing dancer. Dancer and 

pianist Joël Chaisson adds that when he plays he does not think about what he is doing, 

he is just responding to the music. However, listening back to recordings of himself, he 

feels he is mimicking step dance rhythms naturally in his accompaniment style. “That 

sounds like that step” – it is like the dancer in him comes out subconsciously. “[It is] not 

a conscious action, it just comes out” (Chaisson 2009 p.c.). 

Another observation is that Cape Breton dance fiddlers move their bodies a lot 

when playing. While sitting down, they stamp their foot or feet in time with the music, 

adding another sound aspect to the performance. On many recordings of Cape Breton 

fiddle music, including studio recordings, the tapping of the fiddlers’ feet can be heard. 

It is part of the soundscape. Most fiddlers can be observed swaying gently forward and 

back as they play, and a few can on occasion be seen leaning forwards so as to come 

closer to the dancers. There is movement communication constantly at play here 

between all the actors in this context. With such a deep embodied knowledge, this 

community could be said to dance the music and musick the dance, to use Christopher 
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Small’s term regarding the action or culture of making music (Small 1998). Anna 

MacEachern Grechuk, New Waterford, described this relationship in 1986:   

I just get up and dance; the more the music comes, the more I drive’er. The tune 
brings you on. You dance with the tune, and you have to have the feeling; the 
steps look like nothing with no feeling for the tune! And when I dance and feel 
it, then the audience feels it too. Also, I feel that your steps have to fit with the 
turns of the tune. Sometimes I have a step in mind but it just won’t fit the tune. 
And, if you don’t know the piece of music, I do not get as many steps out 
(MacGillivray 198:76). 

The relationship between the music and the dance is analysed by for example both 

Doherty (1996) and Graham (2006) and more recently by Herdman (2008) who refers 

back to the former. Herdman is, for example, looking at the notion of the ‘old style’ 

sound and it being directly linked to the dance and the fiddle techniques employed to 

provide the ‘correct’ music stylistically and rhythmically for the step dancer. As pointed 

out by these writers, for some local people, the term ‘old style’ is equated with 

Inverness County ‘Mabou Coal Mines’ style, which by extension is intrinsically linked 

to the music-dance connection (2008:93-95). Statements about this deeply intertwined 

relationship forming part of this discussion would interestingly no doubt sound 

redundant to most Cape Bretoners. To conclude this section on music and dance 

connection, I recall Glenn Graham telling me during a conversation at the Gaelic 

College at St. Ann’s in 2007 that “it is an expression for people, who you are and where 

you come from. It just comes out at these occasions … there is a strong connection 

between musician and dancer … [they] feed off each other” (Graham 2007 p.c.). 

 

5.9 – Summary of transmission processes 

In many respects one could say that the public dance hall context, combined with that of 

the dance class, has nowadays taken over the function of home learning. It is also, at 

present, the Square dance predominantly where variety in style, motif, rhythm and 

aesthetic preferences, to name only some important aspects, can be perceived and are 

actively transmitted. Even though some learning still occurs at home, it is to a much 

lesser extent than in days past. The informal context of casual verbal aesthetic 

comments and pointers, combined with visual, aural and kinaesthetic modes of 

transmission processes in the home context, has largely been replaced by the formal 

more aurally dominated teaching environment. Learning at home and in class contexts 

with their particular modes of transmission processes, however, were always reinforced 

by community contexts such as concerts and dance hall. The conclusion (Chapter 7) 
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will pull together the deeper strands of transmission processes with other aspects of the 

dance genre. To close this chapter I will share a selection of anecdotes of how I learnt 

and experienced different aspects of Cape Breton step dancing in these contexts. 

   
Joël Chaisson and Rodney MacDonald – ‘Dancing the music & musicking the dance’ 

Some dancer/musicians, like Rodney, can step dance and play the fiddle simultaneously. Joél Chaisson, 
Judique Community Centre, 9/8/2008 and R MacDonald, Cedars Hall, Sydney 2/10/2012 © V M Faubert. 
 

5.10 – Reflective Ethnography – my personal experience shared 

To further illustrate some of the aspects discussed above the following section is a 

reflective ethnography of snapshots of my own experience in each of the four contexts. 

 

The Class: 

In my role as observer and participant in Cape Breton step dancing and social dancing I have 
had to alter the way I learn, appreciate, understand but also how I perform and teach the dance 
genre.  

 My own dance learning started in a formal way, taking classes in Scottish Country 
and Highland dancing. Instruction was a combination of verbal instruction and what 
you visually copied the teacher doing. I cannot recall a moment during this period that 
anyone said anything about how you should ‘feel’ doing a movement or encourage 
proprioception. The cultural context in which this was experienced was one firmly based 
on formal instruction where even social dancing was regulated with how to do the 
dances ‘correctly’ as previously instructed.  
 Moving forward in time to the early 1990s when I first encountered a Cape 
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Bretoner step dancer, Harvey Beaton, teaching in Scotland. Even though this was a 
class situation, where movements where broken down that I found myself attending, it 
was one with a difference. Here individuality and improvisation was discussed and 
encouraged. Not forcefully, but in a subtle way. As the students of the courses, who 
upon reflection most, if not all, came from similar learning environments to my own, 
kept asking which way was the ‘correct’ way of performing a ‘step’. The answer always 
was that it was the ‘timing’ and ‘musicality’ of the dancing that mattered most. Whether 
your foot was placed exactly in a particular position was not emphasized. In fact we were 
encouraged to find a natural way of dancing as our own bodies dictated, but keeping to 
certain criteria, such as dancing ‘lightly’, keeping ‘close-to-the-floor’, ‘dancing from the 
knees down’, and ‘keeping good time with the music’. This took some time getting used 
to; as did the notion that it was all right not to dance a pre-determined routine. 
Improvising and adding ‘your own being’ to the style was part of the genre aesthetic.  
 When I eventually travelled to Cape Breton, to experience the dancing in its own 
context, it was only then that I did begin to appreciate that the transmission of this 
dance genre was happening on levels I had not consciously encountered before. Only 
now, when I have stopped worrying about “doing it the right way”, did I begin to detect 
the various layers of mediation occurring among the Cape Bretoners.  
 

The Home: 

During my first visit the transmission of dance in the home became apparent. When my 
wife and I arrived in Mabou in 1995 on our honeymoon we asked some locals where we 
could find out more about music and dance events in the area. We were advised to go 
and see Fr. Angus Morris at the Glebe House at St. Mary’s up the hill. We duly did. 
Just before lunchtime we found him in his office. After having introduced ourselves we 
told Fr. Angus what we were looking for. Fr. Angus smiled wryly and with a glint in his 
eye said – “Music and dance. Around here? … No such thing – come on through to the 
kitchen”. As we got into his kitchen he got his fiddle out, plucked the strings to check 
the tuning and said ‘Ok, show me what you can do”. He struck up a strathspey and we 
took turns dancing, and as he went into reel time we both continued until he was 
satisfied. I gather at that moment we somehow passed the test, as the rest of our visit, 
armed with Fr. Angus’s advice and many recommendations, was filled with music and 
dance. Since then, of course we both know that Fr. Angus and his brother Fr. Eugene 
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are highly regarded in Cape Breton as champions of the fiddle and step dancing 
tradition respectively. 
 A few days later, when spending an evening in Mary Janet MacDonald’s kitchen 
in Port Hood, discussing local dancing and sharing some steps, one of her children 
came home. When entering the kitchen, either detecting what the conversation was all 
about, or just by routine, he did a few dance movements in passing on his way through. 
It occurred to me later that as the kitchen was the place where you ‘picked up’ steps, just 
as I was doing, this was a natural place to subconsciously reinforce your embodied 
knowledge.  
 Later, again, but this time in Jean MacNeill’s home in Sydney Mines, the worn 
patch on the wooden floor in the hall was commented on. Just by the kitchen door this 
was the place where her children (The Barra MacNeils) practised their step dancing as 
they grew up. Jean would be in the kitchen showing them and correcting them, as they 
took turns dancing while the other siblings took turns on the various instruments they 
played in the adjoining sitting room. Music and dance was a natural and everyday 
occurrence in this household.  
 Again while staying at a Bed and Breakfast at a farm in Mabou, the owners where 
going away for the evening and left my wife and I in charge of the house as we were the 
only guests that night. Upon leaving they said, we gather you are going to the dance 
tonight, but before you go we have asked fiddler Willie Kennedy to come down and 
have a tune with you. At this point I did not know the significance of Willie Kennedy’s 
position as fiddler and tradition bearer in the Cape Breton community. It did not stop 
us from getting just fine, with Willie, who had of course never met us before, playing 
great sets of tunes and making us feel at ease. My wife and I took turns steps dancing in 
between just listening and chatting. Willie again reinforced the keywords, mentioned 
above in the class context, as they had indeed been with both Mary Janet and Jean. It 
was a short and small ceilidh, but a fantastic way of getting into the mood to go Square 
dancing. Of course this evenings ‘little ceilidh’ took place in the kitchen. The 
significance of this has only become really clear to me years later, as I at the time was 
not investigating any particular aspect of the genre. The flow of energy and the passion 
of the dance and music was transmitted from each one of these three people, as they 
visually showed us, aurally told and gave us a soundscape to remember and with Mary 
Janet and Jean in particular sharing the dance with us in close proximity. Making sure 
we got some of the deeper levels of understanding they take for granted. Many more 
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occasions of music and dance in the home environment could be added, but these three 
occasions serves as representative examples. 
 

The Concert 

Another observation was that dance is an integral part of any musical occasion whether 
a formal concert or a house session. Attending a lunchtime concert at Le Gabriel tavern 
in Cheticamp in 1995, featuring Natalie MacMaster, Tracey Dares, Dave MacIsaac, I 
saw that audience members were encouraged to give a step and join in. At one point, 
tables and chairs were cleared from the floor in front of the stage as someone had 
requested a Square Set to be played for. This was very much part of the concert, the 
audience took active part in the event. Since then I have become accustomed to that this 
how local concerts go, whether it is at The Doryman Beverage Room in Cheticamp, the 
Red Shoe pub in Mabou, or at the Celtic Music Interpretive Centre in Judique to name 
but a couple of venues. 
 The close proximity of audience and performers to each other and the inter-
connectivity of music and dance are important factors in the constant reiteration of 
these cultural expressions. Proximity is a key component, even though the distance 
between audience and performer can be far if one observe stage performances at the 
Chestico Days dance festival in Port Hood, Big Pond concert and Broad Cove Scottish 
Concert to name but a few. The distance is but relative here, you may stand 150 meters 
away from the stage overhearing a conversation about the style and performance of the 
dance on stage. ‘He or she, dances just like her father/mother’ or ‘I remember seeing 
him/her as a little boy/girl performing … now he/she has the family style’ or similar 
comments are common. The community, the audience, are not silent onlookers. They 
are informed participants, who share, discuss, and reinforce their connections and 
thoughts with each other about those ‘sharing’ their steps or music on stage. I have been 
in discussion myself with locals where good dancing is pointed out to me. Look at how 
he/she holds her/himself; watch the timing of the dancer, this one has ‘good neat steps’ 
and so forth. The eye is critical but I have seldom heard disparagingly remarks about the 
dancer. The closest I have personally heard was along the lines – “he/she is a wonderful 
person, but I do not like their style of dancing”, which separates the person from their 
performances style. As Barbara Rendall says in her article – A Sense of Family (1996) – 
that living in Cape Breton is like being part of one big family where language, customs, 
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a shared history experienced in relative geographic isolation but with an adjoining and 
often depressed economy. The people are proud of their place, and are loath to leave 
when, for example they are forced to for economical reasons. It then becomes the place, 
which is a constant topic for discussion, when away from home. It is a place of 
paradoxes, where passionate rivalries exists between different parts of the Island with 
regards to many aspects of life, culture, language, economics, politics etc. A polarization 
exists between urban, or Sydney area Cape Breton and the rural districts. As Rendall 
puts it – “This hardly seems in keeping with the larger Cape Breton sense of family 
unity – until you realize that these complaints are just textbook cases of sibling rivalry 
on a bigger scale” (1996:192). Typically if an outside force – provincial government in 
Halifax for example, they all close ranks! “What draws Cape Bretoners together is that 
they have a deep sense of who they are, and they know and can rely on each other as 
well – like family. Cape Breton may be economically disadvantaged … but is rich in this 
sense of identity” (ibid:194). So when it comes down to dancing, it mainly comes down 
to personal preferences of what the style is. 
 

The Square Dance 

At Square dances, the inter-connectivity and proximity of tradition maintenance73 is 
perhaps at its closest currently I feel. As spontaneous house ceilidh only occurs within 
certain families and not as often as they once did, I feel the Square dance is the main 
platform for subconscious transmission processes. Regardless of the hall is crowded or 
not, the dancing itself is always intimate on one level. In the Square sets themselves, due 
to the nature of the dance itself, you are always in close proximity to other dancing 
bodies. Whether it be your partner or your ‘corner partner’ (i.e., the woman on the 
man’s left in the set or circle formation); or the other dancers in the set during a grand 
chain or in the line-up to step dance in the reel section, you are touching other bodies, 
through hand holds, swing or waltz holds. You physically feel how they are moving. As 
dancers hold hands in circles to step in the beginning of the Jig figures, one picks up the 
movement of the persons on either side of you. Visually you also see all the other 
dancing bodies moving and of course one hears the sound of their feet (and the music). 
If one allows ones mind and ones senses to open up, and take in, via the visual, aural 
and kinaesthetic modalities, all the information around you, it will inform your own 
being on a much deeper level than any formal teaching ever can. At least this is my own 
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phenomenological hermeneutic experience.  
 One occasion stands out in my mind, Scotsville Hall in July 2007. Well into the 
evening, in one of the Jig figures, I began to realise that as well as being aware of my 
own dancing, what choices of steps I was making, consciously and subconsciously, I 
‘felt’ the other dancers around me quite strongly. The young woman on my right, 
danced quite vigorously, while the left hand, an older partner danced more relaxed and 
gracefully; all three of us performing characteristic jig rhythm ‘steps’, but none of us 
using the same combination of movements. My right hand partner’s hands are moving 
more compared to the relatively still hand of my left hand partner. We have movements 
in common but dance individually different. I visually see the dancers one place over on 
either side and just across from me. I see their movements, but can’t hear them, as the 
music is too loud. I can however, sense their movements through vision and through 
our hands that all joined together. Sometimes we are in unison, more often there are 
slight differences in timing between us all. This set consist of locals, and thus insiders of 
the tradition. I am the only one from outside the local community. I sense that even 
though we are all doing slightly different things, the genre preferences in style and 
aesthetic allows for these individual differences. As on one level we are all doing the 
same things within those unspoken parameters. The various sensing modalities 
informed me at that moment of other possibilities of executing the genre within the 
tradition, but also reinforced that what I was doing was acceptable. Next time you are 
dancing the same part, you may try one of the movements you saw or ‘felt, the previous 
time, to see if it suits you. In the process of embodying what you have ‘seen’, ‘heard’, 
and ‘felt’, you adjust these experiences to suit your own style. I will never dance as one of 
them. I will always dance like myself, but I am informed by their movement patterns. 
Each time you waltz with a different partner you experience something similar. How 
does she move to the music, what can I learn, or how can her movement pattern inform 
me? In the line-up in reel time – you physically step dance whilst holding hands with 
other male dancers on either side of you. Their movements, sensed through my hands, 
inform me how they interpret the music and how they perform ‘steps’ that I know (or 
sometimes don’t know). Again it is the individuality of their dancing that informs what 
parameters the genre in working within, and gives me clues and ideas on how perform 
the same or similar movements the next time I dance them. Armed with this mediated 
kinaesthetic knowledge I can appreciate watching other dancers share their steps when 

dancing solo. 
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 In the break from social dancing, the fiddler strikes up a strathspey. This is the 
signal inviting anyone who would like to show his or her steps with all those present. 
This is the moment when I feel that they are ‘sharing’ their knowledge rather than 
performing. If you are tuned in, as described above, you are more than watching the 
performances. Each dancer brings something different to the floor. Many dance similar 
motifs and phrases, or ‘steps’ to use the emic phrase, but each dancer has a slightly 
different take on how to execute each movement. If the music is too loud, you cannot 
always hear their feet, but you can certainly sense them hitting or touching the floor. 
How much effort is each dancer putting into the ‘steps’? How light is he or she? Are the 
steps reflecting the tune well? How do they hold themselves? What is their exact timing 
of certain movements? How quick was that particular shuffle? Do they create a tension 
between their step rhythm and the music rhythm? Are they dancing a routine or are 
they dancing ‘off the cuff’? You see a familiar ‘step’, but it is not done in a way that you 
feel is how you do it. What is different? Will I try this out later to see what it is like? 
You see a step you don’t know – what is its rhythm – memorise the rhythm, then try 
and work it out later, seeing the performance replay to your minds eye. Certain tunes 
stick in your mind, what steps did a dancer do particularly well to the tune? Maybe I 
will try something similar if the opportunity arises later on? 
 Not only are you visually appreciating, and sensing, and ‘hearing’ (with both body 
and ears) these performances. The smell, the scent of each occasion helps triggering a 
memory. Going into a hall, if a familiar scent – the people, heat, humidity, wooden 
floor, dust, outside scents coming through the open doors, a chill draft late a night 
through an open door, also help to trigger memories of how somebody danced and/or 
played. At least it does so for me. Also accompanying sounds – laughter, people talking, 
people moving about, doors opening and shutting, chairs scraping against the floor, bar 
area sounds etc. all add to the soundscape that help my memory of a community in 
action. Your own physical and emotional state-of-mind also place a role in each of these 
occasions. Over time they all blend in my system providing me with different sensory 
modality memories that help me embody my own interaction with the culture. 
 This is where I feel I have learned the most about how Cape Breton dancers 
move, about their individual movements but also what they have in common. 
Depending on the moment, the music, and people around you, you can experience, and 
I have, something very deep. Occasionally it seems that those present all connect on a 
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different plane, they go into another place or zone altogether, where they all share that 
music and dance moment. Frequently people will yell out their excitement when 
dancing. When the fiddler “driver’ er”; when the music gets that particular swing, 
dancers shout their excitement. Often this is due to the choice and execution of a 
particular and popular tune; or when the fiddler picks a good tune for the dancers to 
step dance to in the reel figure, an emotional crescendo can occur. One or two local 
dancers have described this as a ‘spiritual’ moment. Whatever you define it as, it is a 
powerful moment, and it certainly connects all those participating and reinforce ones 

knowledge of what is going on in one way or another.	  	  	  
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Chapter 6 – Commonly occurring features in Cape Breton Step Dance 
 

This chapter outlines commonly occurring material transmitted through the processes as 

outlined in Chapters 4 and 5. The chapter looks at the naming of the genre so as 

symbolically to distinguish it from other vernacular percussive step dance forms. 

Furthermore, it looks at stylistic and aesthetic keywords as part of both the informal and 

formal transmission processes. Aspects of some of the visual, aural and kinaesthetic 

foundation elements, providing the practitioner with the necessary understanding to 

perform this genre within its boundaries, are discussed from a personal perspective. 

Finally, an analysis of essential, or core, motifs, as found most commonly occurring in 

this investigation for dancing in Strathspey and Reel time. 

 

6.1 – The term ‘Cape Breton’ Step Dance. 

As part of an increasingly global awareness of different genres of percussive step dance, 

or any human movement system, or dance, it has become necessary to label these to 

keep their distinctive characteristics separate from often similar, but still different, 

genres. The ‘close-to-the-floor’ styles of Canadian step dancing has, as Colin Quigley 

puts it, gone from ‘shared vernacular to regional styles’ (2008:35), even if they share 

both kinetic elements or kinemic cells74 (in this study called Motifs, but generally 

simply termed ‘steps’). Canadian genres of this type can be found on mainland Nova 

Scotia, in Prince Edward Island, Newfoundland, New Brunswick, Ontario and Ottawa 

Valley. Some are today recognized by identification terms such as ‘Ottawa Valley’, 

‘Quebecoise’ or in this case ‘Cape Breton’ step dance. Further afield, the over-arching 

label ‘close-to-the-floor’ as applied to this genre, is shared with several other percussive 

dance genres, including Sean-nós and forms of step dancing found in County Kerry, 

Ireland (see Foley 1988), certain types of English step dancing and forms of American 

clog dancing (Appalachian, Buck and Wing, Flatfooting etc.). 

The need, thus, for specifically adding a regional identifier to the name of the 

local step dance genre is a relatively new phenomenon which seems only to have 

emerged for music in the 1970s and for dance in the 1980s, as indicated by Quigley 

(2008). When step dancer Harvey Beaton was asked if he recalled when he first became 

aware of the term, he found it difficult to pinpoint a specific time, but that it was 

possibly with the increase in formal teaching and workshop demand abroad, but he also 

mentioned that when he was growing up, it was simply called ‘dancing’.  

In the Cape Breton context then, the western language word ‘dance’ is used for 



	   146 

defining the movement system ‘step dancing’. The word dance has its etymological 

origin in old high Germanic dansón, and has evolved through old French danser, 

dancer; and Middle English dauncen, daunsen.75 The word entered Scots Gaelic as 

dannsadh or in modern Gaelic danns; and in Irish Gaeilge is damhsa.76 It is worth 

noting that another imported word, in Scots Gaelic: ruidhle – to reel – is used for dance; 

and that in Irish Gaeilge: rince – ring – is used interchangeably with damhsa. In Cape 

Breton Gaelic, the term ‘gabh danns’ – ‘give a step’ is used, as well as ‘danns’ for 

dance and ‘a’ dannsa’ or ‘a’ dannsadh’ for dancing.77 The old Scotch Reels were 

referred to as Ruidhleadh Ceathrar (Foursome Reel) and Ruidhleadh Mòr (Eight-

handed Reel), for example78. Since the 1990s the Gaelic label Dannsa Ceum Ceap 

Bhreatainn is also in use. 

Far more important initially, than a regional label, would have been the 

keywords indicating the locally favoured stylistic and aesthetic preferences. These 

words would have played, and still play, a key part in transmitting understanding of 

aspects of what the dance genre ‘really is’. For the locals growing up with the dance 

genre performed around them, these keywords act as pointers and reminders, keeping 

the genre coherent. For the outsider the levels of meaning of these words have to be 

understood to deepen the level of outsider coherence or etic knowledge. 

 

6.2 – Dance – form and the importance and definition of style and aesthetics 

There are a number of terms we use daily which when it comes to defining them, 

become ‘slippery’, to use Kaeppler’s definition (2001). We are here dealing particularly 

with our daily use of such terms as ‘style’ and ‘aesthetics’, but we could include the 

terms ‘art’ and ‘dance’ as well. All these terms become difficult when they are used 

cross-culturally, as meanings differ between cultures and languages. When using the 

word ‘dance’, we must remember that the term is a Western language construct. The 

late ethnomusicologist, Alan P. Merriam, made a point of this fact when comparing 

examples of cross-cultural and western historical definitions of the term ‘dance’ in 

1974.  

Kaeppler (2001) approaches the concept of style by positioning it as an emic 

concept as part of the concept of ‘dance’, drawing on a number of ideas, including 

Schapiro’s (1962) notion of style referring to “form, quality, or expression of whole 

cultures, groups, or individuals” (Kaeppler 2001:51). Furthermore, Chomsky’s ideas of 

‘competence’ and ‘performance’, and the concepts of ‘langue and parole,’ according to 
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Saussure and also Dell Hymes’ (1977) notion of ‘communicative competence’, feature 

in Kaeppler’s discussion (Kaeppler 2001:51-54). Thus Kaeppler posits that the notion of 

‘dance’ is culturally understood as its ‘form’ (or content entity), and that form is a 

combination of the structure plus style. For a full inventory of form units relevant to 

Cape Breton step dancing a separate study would have to generate these. The only 

structural form-unit used for this investigation is the motif level, and in addition to this 

unit, (being the core emic structure level), we must define style in order to enable 

explanation of the Cape Breton step dance genre. Kaeppler summarizes: 

Style seems to refer to persistent patterns in ways of performing structure – from 
subtle qualities of energy to the use of body parts as recognised by the people of 
a specific dance tradition. These persistent patterns make it possible to 
differentiate individual dance schools, old and new, … gender, age, or other 
differences considered to be relevant to the performers and knowledgeable 
viewers of dance and movement systems. … Style is the way of performing and 
embodying structure. The resulting form is understood by an observer through 
communicative competence in a specific system of movement knowledge. … 
Competence derives from knowing the principles and concepts that differentiate 
or distance movement systems over time and space that enable one to navigate 
the slippery slope of style (Kaeppler 2001:62). 

Among the objectives of this study was to uncover which ‘motifs’ or ‘steps’, (see 6.7.3) 

to use the emic term, are meaningful and have taken on cognitive status in the Cape 

Breton context. These motifs are frequently recalled and re-embodied by each new 

generation of dancers. The ‘dance’ may tell us something about the culture itself, by 

observing who performs, how many perform, the interactions between performers 

themselves and with their audience, in this case the community. The way the dance 

itself is realized through the use of vertical and horizontal space, for example, how the 

dancer moves in a locally accepted fashion, inform us of cultural and social context. As 

structural elements are the building blocks of all form-units essential for the genre, style 

is the way the ‘dance’ is realized, embodied in any performance of the structure. We 

begin by looking at ‘style’ and how the dance genre is realized with the help of certain 

voiced and un-voiced keywords. 

 

6.3.1 – Stylistic and aesthetic voiced and un-voiced keywords indicating preferred 

stylistic characteristics of the genre. 

What are the stylistic characteristics of Cape Breton dance and what keywords trigger 

certain associations relevant to this dance genre? What is it that is seen as good, 

preferred, or to use a term the Scots Gaels use ‘correct’, dancing?  
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Cape Bretoners describe their step dance genre with a distinct set of keywords 

that illustrates their aesthetic preferences as a group of people. At present, performers of 

the step dancing genre cross the original settlers’ ethnicities, so it is perhaps worth 

thinking of these aesthetic preferences as ‘ethnic identifiers’ for Cape Bretoners as a 

group. Within this group label of ‘Cape Bretoners’ there is of course room for group, 

area, family, and individual characteristics and differences. The term aesthetics is 

another of those that Kaeppler labels ‘slippery.’ Aesthetics tend to infer the notion of 

‘appreciation of beauty’, but perhaps in this cultural context it should be seen as 

‘preferred appearances of movements’ which, through embodying and performance, 

create ‘style.’ Those who have ‘communicative competence’, using Dell Hymes’ (1977) 

term for the concept of competence/performance among both performers and observers 

(often the same people in this context), have cognitively learned the shared rules which 

apply to this genre. Thus the concept of langue is acquired, using Saussure’s epithet. 

The actors in this context have been enabled to understand a grammatical sequence of 

movements uniquely performed. Equally, the performers must have a certain level of 

ability and skill to perform a similar movement sequence, the ‘acts’ or the parole of 

Saussure (Kaeppler 2001:53; Foley, 1988; 2008). In other words, one must know the 

movement conventions of this genre to have communicative competence, which enables 

understanding of what is being conveyed. 

Perhaps a terminology for dancing once existed among learned Gaels at some 

point, as Dickson suggests it did for piping in South Uist (Dickson 2006:221). The 

‘unvoiced’ aesthetics of grass-roots Gaels was nonetheless a predominant feature 

(ibid.). The community would, through common use, select the viability of certain 

movements, as they also did with popular songs and tunes. Certain aesthetic properties 

were valued most and would ensure survival of these aspects of the tradition. Pleasing 

rhythms, economy of movement, usefulness in several contexts (solo and social dance) 

and so forth, would all influence popular choice through usage. Aural, visual, and 

kinaesthetic transmission modes being paramount would lead to a redundant need for 

vocabulary expressing the qualities and movements transmitted79. This could account 

for the rarity of vocabulary in modern Gaelic, and the inventiveness of personalized 

terminology in English by today’s dancers and teachers. Indeed the use of terminology 

for dance movements in English, and the lack thereof in Gaelic in Cape Breton today, 

mirror that of the piping tradition in South Uist (Dickson 2006:224-5). Whether it has 

had the same aesthetic implications for the Cape Breton step dance genre, as it had for 

the South Uist piping, is still to be determined. In South Uist, Dickson continues:  
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the process of learning [pipe] tunes aurally and the performance of ear-learned 
tunes - ceòl cluais - comprise an idiom fundamentally associated with dance and 
by extension, timing. Therein lie both its functional value and the reason for its 
survival in the local tradition (Dickson 2006:213).  

A similar connection between music and dance can be found in Cape Breton as 

indicated in Chapter 5.8).  

When encountering Cape Breton step dancing, as a genre, it is generally referred 

to as a ‘close-to-the-floor’ type of percussive step dancing in current local terminology, 

thus falling in line with the related genres mentioned above. When the use of this label 

started in Cape Breton I have not been able to establish, but it is used in MacGillivray 

(1988). The term does encapsulate certain values that are explained by the other few 

keywords in use (see 6.2.3).  

Both verbal and non-verbal emphasis is, in the Cape Breton context, based on 

personal preferences of artistry and beauty, but also on social and functional values. 

Thus a keyword, such as grinn or neat, would carry connotations of ‘lightness’ and 

‘beauty’ and a certain way of moving seen as favourable. Today the phrases ‘being light 

on your feet’ or ‘dancing as light as a feather’ are in use. Melody Cameron uses the 

word ‘graceful’ for the same. We have here a functional connotation relating to 

minimizing the effort put into the dancing due to the dancer’s skill, timing, rhythm, and 

no doubt also their ability to stay close-to-the-floor. All these aspects combine into a 

preferable aesthetic and connected to its contextual value.  

The opposite of this would be to refer to a dancer as a ‘high stepper’, which 

indicates that their movements are bigger, wider and lifted further off the floor. This 

does not mean that the dancer in question cannot be appreciated in their own right as a 

good dancer, but the label is applied as a stylistic marker. In the case of the dancers I 

know labelled this way, they all have excellent timing which perhaps makes up for the 

stylistic difference. 

 

6.3.2 – Observed embodied style characteristics 

My observations of Cape Breton step dancers denote that they predominantly dance 

upright and erect, or ‘dance tall’, with very little movement of the torso and head. 

Dancers face forwards and eyes are mostly kept level. The body’s centre of gravity is 

generally positioned from the centre of the head, through the centre of the body, down 

to in-between the balls of both feet when held parallel. Thus the main part of the body 

weight is distributed between the ball/s of the foot/feet. Arms are held relaxed down by 
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the sides, which allows for individual movement of one, or both arms, which is more 

prominent in some dancers. Others keep their arms still with scant movement of the 

hands. As some obviously relax their arms to a great extent, their hands are allowed to 

move with the general up and down body movement, characteristic of the genre. Some 

‘steps’ require a small amount of forward and backward movement while others require 

some sideways movement. Turning is generally done quite tightly on the one spot. Very 

few steps incorporate any form of diagonal travel, but steps may have a forward and 

backward rocking motion diagonally, which keeps the dancer on the ‘spot.’ Hip and 

knee movements primarily generate the actions of the legs. Ankles are relaxed and 

interact with the general leg movements to provide the positions of the feet required. 

Feet are for the most part held with a natural turnout and the balls of the feet and the 

heels are used for making contact with the ground. Elevation of the body is kept to a 

minimum. How far the feet are raised from the ground; heels elevated off the ground, 

when the balls or toes are in contact with the ground, is very much a matter of 

individual preference and ability. Another individual trait is how far apart, or close 

together, the dancer’s feet are positioned when dancing. These are general observations 

of a summation of appearance, allowing for many individual differences between male 

and female dancers. One summation of observations is that the dancers commonly 

perform from the knees down.  

Footwork is generally performed with feet close together and with the working 

foot held close to the supporting foot unless a motion or a particular shape is required. 

Here, though, individual styles take precedence, as some dance with their feet further 

apart than others; similarly some hold their heels higher off the ground than others. 

Personal preferences and ‘making the dance your own’ are other important features. 

Foley (1988) also observed this in her study of solo step dancing in County Kerry, 

Ireland. More visual and aural aspects of the genre are discussed later when studying 

individual dancers. 

 

6.3.3 – What Keywords and Phrases are in use to generate the aesthetic 

preferences? 

Since starting to engage with this step dance genre, I have become aware of certain few 

keywords, used to verbally describe stylistic values by members of this dance 

community. Words such as ‘close-to-the-floor’, ‘neat’, ‘light’ and ‘old style’ seem on 

one level fairly self-explanatory, but I often felt that some keywords had a wider 

meaning than simply implying a quality of movement. Studying the 60 interviews 
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contained in MacGillivray (1988) as a control text, a number of characteristic keywords 

emerge which signify attributes of a ‘good dancer’ or ‘good dancing’ and most of which 

I recognize. 

In MacGillivray’s interviews the most common word used to indicate good 

dancing is ‘neat’, or to dance ‘neatly’. As mentioned above, I have come across the 

Gaelic word ‘grinn’ used for this quality as well. For instance, step dancer Tommy 

Basker from New Victoria, but whose family came from Mabou (MacGillivray 

1988:26), and the MacArthurs from MacKinnon’s Brook, referred to the dancers in 

Mabou as being close-to-the-floor and very neat (ibid:80). Aggie MacLennan recalled 

the dancers of bygone days and “how neat they would be on the floor … and they held 

themselves just so!” Neatness was the main thing. They could dance on a 10” x 10” tile 

and not move off it.  Today there are dancers who have some of the old steps, but they 

are using them wider and higher (ibid:119). ‘Nifty’ is another word used. Both Florence 

MacPhee and Margaret MacPhee were labelled ‘nifty dancers’ who were light on their 

toes. Florence “kept her head up and never looked down at her feet” (ibid:48 & 69). 

Willie Fraser uses the word nifty to indicate the same. Maryann Currie Guothro of 

Frenchvale remembers her mother and father dancing and learning from them, “they 

stayed in the one position, the one spot. Papa told me to keep my hands down by my 

sides, to stand up straight and to just work my feet; that was it. And you have to listen to 

the tune! He did not move his arms at all; all that was moving was his feet” (ibid:70). 

Judique dancer Alex A Graham said, when speaking of his parents’ generation, “…that 

was just the way that they made their steps. They made them perfect and they made 

them neat” (ibid:72). Other words in use are ‘nice’, and ‘slick’, ‘snappy’, and ‘smooth’. 

Lightness was important too: “Big Simon Gillis was a huge man but they used to say 

that he could dance on an egg shell he was so light” (ibid:85). Kenny ‘Neil the Islands’ 

MacDonald was said to be as light as a feather on the floor, “you could put a newspaper 

under his feet when he was dancing and he’d never tear it” (ibid:155). Margaret 

MacLellan Gillis from North Sydney singles out poise as an important quality, “if a 

person holds their body in a nice position and can exercise accuracy in their feet without 

lifting their knees or bending their bodies with their backsides sticking out” (ibid:62). 

This was indicated as important in Angus ‘Mossy’ Mackinnon of Black Point’s 

dancing, as he was “straight backed even in his old age, [and] danced from the knees 

and down” (ibid:106). Hector Mackinnon of Cain’s Mountain danced straight, and from 

the knees down, even ankles down with some steps. Didn’t show all steps too often, so 

people couldn’t pick them up (ibid:124). Short lived, but famed, step dancer Fr. Angus 
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MacDonnell (1944-1977) from Deepdale, was recalled as having ‘floating feet and kept 

putting all the little taps in. He had those supple ankles and put in the triplets’ 

(ibid:125). John D. MacIntyre from Port Hawkesbury said: “I always danced from the 

hips. Balance was important, and you had to dance in a square; you could not dance all 

over the place. You had to dance ‘on your hat’, as they say – change your steps but not 

move around. It is a dance that you likely inherited from your people” (ibid:101). 

Renowned step dancer Gussie MacLellan from Inverness Town recalled in 1987 St 

Rose dancer and piper Alex Dan MacNeil as a “very neat dancer; he never flung his feet 

like a lot of dancers do [today]. What he could do with a right foot, he could also do 

with the left. He was a very close to the floor dancer and, when he shuffled out in front, 

he never went out an extra foot ahead of him” (ibid:116). Sheldon MacInnes 

summarizes in a way the qualities admired by stating:  

…neat sum[s] up some kind of quality that old-time dancers possessed. You can 
do a lot steps without much movement above the knees … a lot of steps in a 
very small area. … Harvey Beaton of Port Hastings is very neat, very nifty, very 
refined, and he uses a very small space to really do a lot of steps. He can just 
“dance on a dime”, as they say, and there is no doubt that that’s of the old 
school … Willie Fraser from Deepdale represents a style that is quite traditional, 
quite sophisticated and refined, and is known to be very representative of the old 
time dancing (MacGillivray 1988:97). 

So a dancer who dances within a very small area; is light, neat, nifty; carries him/herself 

with good posture and keeps arms and head still; and dances from knees or even the 

ankles down, utilising small but precise movements, would carry the ‘old style’ 

characteristics. Furthermore, keeping steps evenly balanced between right and left foot 

is considered important by some, as indicated by Gussie MacLellan earlier. To an extent 

most of these keywords carry visual characteristics, but seem, from an emic point of 

view, to carry a meaning that is understood by the locals with communicative 

competence at a deeper and more comprehensive level.  

When I met renowned step dancer Willie Francis Fraser from Deepdale, 

Inverness County in South Uist, Scotland in 1996, Willie emphasized a number of these 

keywords. Willie Francis, or just Willie – dancers and musicians in Cape Breton are 

referred to by their first name – was aged 81 at the time, and was continually illustrating 

how close he preferred the working foot to be to the supporting foot in most steps. ‘You 

place your steps just so, neatly’, he would say. Keeping the movements small and 

precise was absolutely key to achieve this neatness. Very little movement of the body 

forwards, backwards, or sideways was indicated. Willie would always take great care in 

making the class understand exactly how he wanted the steps to be performed. His two 
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daughters, Maureen (Fraser-Doyle) and Claire (MacQuarrie), greatly assisted his 

teaching at the time. Indeed on the DVD, God Bless Your Feet (2004) celebrating Willie 

Frasers contribution to dance, you can see how close in style both daughters dance in 

relation to their fathers’ style of dancing. As Maureen told me “I have been step dancing 

since the early age of three with my dad at Old Home Week, Inverness … from then on 

my steps were his steps” (Fraser-Doyle 2012 p.c.). Both daughters have helped keeping 

the family style of dancing alive; and in turn passed on the family dance knowledge to 

the next generation/s of the family, and to many others. Top of the list for Willie was 

timing and musicality. Willie would not teach a class a single step until they had learned 

to ‘jig’ the strathspey ‘Calum Crubach’ and the reel ‘Muilean Dubh’ along with Willie 

singing the song in Gaelic and reached the standard he was happy with. The process 

was to enable the class to internalize the rhythm of the tunes. Even though terms such as 

timing and interaction with the musician were mentioned, the keywords ‘neat’, ‘light’, 

and ‘nifty’ were used and seemed to embody a sense that included these other elements 

as well. 

Likewise, Harvey Beaton, Mary Janet MacDonald, Melody Cameron, and Jean 

MacNeil, just to mention four more of the many dancers and teachers I have 

encountered on numerous occasions, emphasize the same qualities and in the same 

keywords. All three use the term ‘close-to-the-floor’ as a stylistic marker, and neatness 

and lightness are always encouraged. 

Some of these keywords were used on my 2008 Questionnaire as suggested 

qualities of good representation of Cape Breton step dance. Appendix C shows the 

responses of the people who filled in the questionnaire and who each indicated which of 

these terms they felt applied to each dancer. Some of the additional comments provided 

by the respondents are also of interest as they elaborate further on expressed qualities of 

good dancing. 

 

6.3.4 – The distinction between a dancer and a performer, and ‘owning’ a step 

There is, according to Harvey Beaton (2005), a vernacular distinction between people 

being considered dancers and those who are considered performers. When Cape 

Bretoners use certain phrases such as “… got the old-style”, “… has a close-to-floor 

style” or “… is a neat or tidy dancer”, they often refer to somebody who is performing 

or ‘sharing’ their steps. Harvey Beaton, for example, says that the number of motifs 

(‘steps’) you have is relatively unimportant, compared to what you do with them. ‘One 
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should not take the dancing too seriously’ - the dancing is about developing a unique 

style and becoming comfortable with the steps one knows Harvey says (2005 p.c.). 

Jenny Tingley adds that “dancing is your ‘language’, your choices of combining ‘steps’, 

[and] knowing how to use it. Subtle things can speak louder than big fancy steps” (2007 

p.c.). 

Many dancers, however, are those who mainly dance in the Square sets in 

public, but will only get up and dance solo in a more private environment, such as a 

house party. Their repertoire of steps may vary but they are very comfortable with their 

dancing, and again, as indicated above, it is not the number of steps that is important but 

the quality of the dancing (timing and musicality). Rodney MacDonald, for example, 

speaks of his own relations, Donald Roddy MacDonald, Angus D, Harold, Angus 

Donald and others from the same area of Mabou Coal Mines / Mabou Harbour are all 

good Square dancers, but will not dance solo in public. All are known locally for their 

good timing and rhythm as dancers (MacDonald, 2009 p.c.). 

Keeping the unique style of the individual in mind, Harvey Beaton continues to 

talk about the concept of ‘owning a step’, a kind of ‘hallmark’ motif, that certain 

dancers are known for or recognized by (see also Foley 1988): 

That occurs when you have practised a step so much that it becomes a part of 
your repertoire. It occurs when you no longer think about how the step goes; 
who taught it to you, or under what circumstances you learned it. After a while 
that step becomes ‘yours’ so to speak. Again the number of steps a dancer has 
does not determine how good he or she is ... it is all to do with the execution of 
the steps, with the timing to the music, which is so important. The dancing has 
to look natural, not mechanical (Beaton 2005, p.c.). 

A couple of motifs (‘steps’) that I understand are regarded as characteristic or signature 

steps for particular dancers are described in Appendix B1 (Willie Fraser) and B7 

(Rodney MacDonald) to serve as examples.  

 

6.3.5 – The importance of ‘timing’ 

One of the main keywords in use is the word ‘timing’. Timing is used to indicate how 

well a dancer is able to perform their movements in connection with the music (or 

song). Good sense of timing, hitting the feet on the floor exactly right, for example, to 

create good flow enabling ease of dancing, create a lift that matches the lift or swing in 

the music, are seen as very important. Indeed, as many of the dancers’ statements 

indicate, good timing is even more important than the number of actual steps you can 

perform. The number of different steps counts for very little if your timing is off, is the 
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general message. Good timing is one of the highest attributes awarded a dancer and 

forms part of what is essential for ‘good’ dancing practice. The sense of timing is 

deeply connected to aural learning, and the ability to know and hear the pulse, or ‘drive’ 

to use the local phrase, of the music. Understanding how the local music is realized, 

knowing the tune repertoire, knowing individual players’ ways of performing these 

tunes, understanding how the bowing technique of these players, for example, will 

assist your dancing, are all key components in realizing good timing by the dancer. The 

ability of a dancer to keep good ‘timing’ also provides a counter-flow to the musicians, 

thus confirming that they are playing it just ‘right’. Thus, two-way transmission is at 

work here, mutually benefiting each performer. 

 

6.4.1 – Aspects of what is transmitted aurally 

Leaving visual and kinaesthetic transmission aside for a moment, we concentrate on 

what can be learnt through sound. Aural learning is, in the case of this dance genre, a 

blend of percussive sounds relating to rhythms produced by the dancers’ feet in relation 

to music, encouraging and guiding mnemonic verbal cues, and general contextual or 

ambient sounds.  

Taking into account what is referred to in chapter 2.2, that sound gives us an 

orientating effect of being in the middle, as we hear sounds from all around us, even 

from a distance, according to (Ong 1967), and that we also hear with our whole bodies 

rather than with our ears alone (Hahn 2007), we can identify some main aspects of the 

Cape Breton dance soundscape. If one separates out some of the main sounds in the 

‘many layers of complexity’, to use Hahn’s phrase (ibid:115), by using selective 

attention, we can begin to identify the rhythm sounds produced by the dancers’ feet 

against the ground.  

Most of the examples in this study concern people’s contact with the dance 

genre over extended periods, even a lifetime, and at regular intervals, our bodies learn to 

discern, and make sense of, sound patterns. By extension we give meaning to familiar 

sound patterns. Certain rhythmic patterns will crystallize, for example, a common reel 

motif known locally as the ‘Hop-step’ has a rhythm pattern that could be diddled as 

‘diddle-diddle-dum-dum’ – (4/4 time count ‘1 and 2 and 3 4’ see motif R4a). There are 

many variations on this motif, but all have the first four counts (1 and 2 and) in common 

with alterations on counts ‘3’ and ‘4’. The most common rhythm you would hear is this 

base, or core rhythm, given above. It is also one of the first motif rhythms you would be 

hearing if you taught the dance genre more formally. Over an extended period you 
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would hear many different dancers, male and female, perform this and other common 

rhythms, making them recognizable as widely used rhythm patterns in the community, 

and not one confined to one particular dancer. The next step in discerning rhythm 

patterns is combining the foot rhythm with the rhythm of the music (or song) it is 

danced to. For simple core rhythms, it will be one general level where 4/4 reel type 

motif rhythms are audibly connected to the local reel time melody repertoire. For more 

complex rhythm variations, an ear used or trained (as would happen with exposure over 

time) could then discern that certain tunes lend themselves better to certain motif 

rhythms. This may lead to particular melodies (or parts thereof) triggering rhythm 

memory in the dancer to bring out motifs with the same or similar rhythm sequences. 

This would, with experience, not exclude the use of other simpler (or more complex) 

motifs to the same music, as per the individual choice of each dancer, but the 

connection of possibility would be there, as heard, recognized and remembered. In 

accordance with Hahn (2007), we are here concerned with remembered rhythm 

sequences that become associated with certain melody or song strains and remembered 

every time they are realized. My own experience of remembering and associating with 

current situations concurs with this. I would say that these associations are individually 

formed but based on what has been heard before by other performers, perhaps then seen 

as good practice, or simply as just making good sense. Familiarity with the local music 

and song repertoire would enhance this rhythm knowledge (see chapter 2.2). The 

acquired ability to synchronise the movement rhythms of the feet with the music and the 

song is the core part of the local statement that ‘timing’ is the top priority in the local 

aesthetic preferences. Your footwork matches the rhythm, or I would add, almost 

second-guess, the melody choice of the musicians. My observation is that a higher level 

of awareness occurs when a musician’s personal preferences of rendering a melody 

coincide with those of the dancer’s, or ‘take on’, dance rhythms. Both have put a 

personal stamp on their performance but they complement and enhance each other. It is 

perhaps here that you will find that over time certain dancers come to prefer to dance to 

certain musicians as they know their take on the music. 

Another level of audible information involves the way – how hard or light – the 

dancer’s feet touch the ground. Though the surfaces danced on may vary, and the most 

common surface in this context is wood, different floors give off different sound 

qualities. The ear may detect nuances of accent in the way the feet are placed and how 

lightly or heavily a dancer is hopping. Certain beats can be emphasized for effect in 

certain motifs. Again, these sounds would become recognizable over time in this 
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cultural context. Individual dancers may become recognized for dancing in a particular 

way from just hearing the sounds their feet make, as indicated in a conversation with 

Andrea Beaton (June 2009). In my own experience you can, at a Square dance for 

example, recognize particular dancers’ footwork in the hall by just hearing their clear 

footwork. With some individuals it is particular tunes that seem to prompt them to 

dance more loudly (and perhaps more distinctly) than usual, wherefore you can isolate 

the sound of their dancing in among the many other dancers on the floor. 

Mnemonic keywords and encouraging or correcting phrases are another part of 

the soundscape. The terms outlined above and others like them, given at informal 

gatherings, at home or at local gathering points, and/or in a class situation, add to the 

individual and collective understanding of aesthetic preferences. These are often 

combined with visual stimuli, as the prompts suggest looking at good practice in action. 

This or that dancer is ‘neat’, ‘nifty’ or ‘light’ or ‘has good timing’. Other phrases, such 

as ‘he (or she) has the old style’, often with the added statement, ‘dances very close-to-

the-floor’ or similar sentiments, recommend studying the subject visually as well as 

aurally. The statements always indicate a multitude of good practice. I cannot recall 

ever hearing a Cape Bretoner single out one dancer over many others; it is always a 

selected collective ‘good practice’ that is indicated. Again, to my understanding, this 

underscores the idea that personal interpretations of the genre are actively being taken 

into account as something that enhances the dance practice. Numerous interpretational 

same are hereby recognized. 

Finally, the final area of sound taken into account here are the ambient or 

contextual sounds. These are all the sounds around us in the many contexts where 

dancing occurs. Laughter, ‘hollers’, discussions among onlookers, approving applause 

when a good or difficult step is performed well, or a favourite tune is played well, are 

some of those sounds that form part of the ‘many layers of complexity’ of the full 

soundscape being analysed. As chapter 2.2 outlines (Hahn 2007) you become, through 

sound, aware of the space around you, of orientation within sound (within a melody), 

which helps to trace the order of events and sound relationships, and ‘processes of 

embodied social interaction’ (Sparling 2004:68) in this particular context. 

 

6.4.2 – Aspects of what is transmitted visually 

Chapter 2.3 outlined research in the cognitive sciences done by Cross, Cruse, Schilling, 

Bläsing, and Schack (all 2010) into the function of the human brain’s ‘mirror neurons’ 
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in relation to visual learning. In contrast to aural learning, visual impressions are viewed 

from a distance rather than from the centre (Ong 1967). In the frequent absence of cue 

words or mnemonic instructions for the dance genre, visual transmission is a key 

component for embodying the movement repertoire. The visual transmission does, 

however, commonly occur in conjunction with the aural (and kinaesthetic) transmission 

and the two (three) complement each other.  

When a dancer is being observed, the type of movement, level of extension or 

contraction of legs, movement of ankles, what part of the foot touches the ground, how 

high, or low the dancer’s elevation is, or their feet off the ground when lifted or 

extended, the width or the tightness of the movements, all the dancer’s movements that 

are performed, can be perceived.  

Movement sequences that are repeatedly performed by many dancers become 

recognized as essential movement motifs and become commonly known. In 

combination with informed verbal guidelines, or indications, by members of the 

community as to what is seen as good practice, these particular movement motifs are 

thus seen as having aesthetically preferred characteristics both visually and aurally. 

Similar to sound, visually perceived personal interpretations of movement become 

accepted as part of many approved ways of performing the same. Certain characteristics 

become commonly accepted and predominantly used: shuffles in reel time are, for 

example, commonly performed with ‘the heel and the toe’, while the same in strathspey 

time are equally commonly done as ‘toe and toe’ shuffles (see motifs S2a, S7 and R1a 

for example in 6.7.3.1-2). Individual differences and preferences to this do, however, 

occur.  

In the case of the shuffles, described above, combining the visual input with the 

aural may inform us that when the heel touches the floor the sound is often heavier than 

when the toe touches the same. The combination of sound and vision helps us identify 

how a dancer performs, in this case, a particular shuffle. As with the aural transmission, 

different dancers’ characteristics can over time be detected and remembered. In many 

cases individuals become known for performing certain movements in a particular way, 

a way that is unique to them, and perhaps not commonly used, but still accepted as part 

of the local aesthetic preference. 

Motif combinations are, in many ways, probably first visually appreciated, as a 

motif (or combinations of) may sound very similar but may look quite different. Seeing 

many different dancers perform their ‘steps’ you begin, after a while, to realize that 
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certain motif combinations are common with many, if not most, dancers. However, as 

each individual performance is unique in motif order and interpretation as it is generally 

an improvisation of movement repertoire, rather than being performed in a universally 

set order, it takes time to visually learn to recognize motif patterns. Of course an 

individual may have a ‘basic routine’ in their mind that they work around, but these 

choices still remain individual. So visually appreciating what motif follows what; how 

different elements, cells bind visually recognizable motifs together is a process that 

takes time to recognize. Combining the visual input with the sounds of the feet and the 

kinaesthetic appropriation of the movement completes the process of understanding 

these motif combinations. When observing a person who dances with effortless ease, 

flow, lightness, and whose timing of movement execution in relation to the music, one 

wants to be able to dance something similar yourself. I personally certainly yearn to 

understand how these patterns work and are constructed, and by extension I also like to 

be able to perform the particular movements with similar ease and insight. Answers to 

questions such as which motifs fit well together; which can be ‘doubled up’ (repeated 

twice on the same foot); which are more frequently used to certain melody types; and 

many more questions get  their initial answer in a visual impression. Repetition of the 

visual impression by observing many performers (and over long periods); in 

conjunction with aural and kinaesthetic transmission, constantly informs and reaffirms 

good practice. Personal, and perhaps family, versions of popular motif combinations 

become apparent. Taking motif R1a and R3a (see 6.7.3.2) as examples, and depending 

on a number of factors, such as, personal preference or music connectivity, these two 

motifs can be danced in the order R1a+R3a or R3a+R1a. A small difference, but which 

in some cases, can be significant in relation to melody rhythm. I have observed that 

some dancers prefer one way to the other, while other dancers use both ways 

interchangeably. Certain individual movement combinations are often rather associated 

with a person as a signature or characteristic ‘step’ they perform/ed (see Appendix B1 

and B7 for examples). Some of the Cape Breton step dance genres most common motifs 

are described in Chapter 6.7.3.  

Observing whether a dancer starts a movement (motif) with their right or left 

foot is also part of visual impressions. As pointed out in Chapter 4.7, when formal 

teaching started in the 1970s, it became more common for dancers to be taught to start 

dancing off the right foot. This occurred, while at the same time their teachers would 

revert back to what they were used to doing, when performing or sharing their steps, by 

starting using either the right or the left foot. Some dancers, I have observed, always 
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start with the left or always with the right foot when they dance. Using a different 

starting foot interchangeably through the routine for different motifs is also common 

with some dancers (see Mary Janet MacDonald’s 1986 routine as an example). Here the 

change of starting foot for a motif can, as illustrated in MacDonald’s clip, be seen as a 

seamless transition from one foot starting certain motifs to the other foot starting other 

motifs. Visually, in addition to hearing comments on people’s dancing, you can also 

appreciate that the Cape Breton community accepts the use of either foot as the starting 

foot.  

From a visual point of view, general aesthetics as to how the upper body, head, 

and arms are held are also perceived, as stated in 6.3.2. Even though certain individuals’ 

appearances differ from the norm, by leaning forward whilst dancing, for example, or 

swinging one or both arms, there is a generally accepted stance to which most dancers 

adhere. 

The interaction between dancers and musicians, and between dancers dancing 

together is also perceived visually. How are they interacting? What can body language 

inform us of their relationship to each other? When does a dancer respond in a particular 

way to the way a musician is playing for him at a certain moment? Again vision and 

sound combined provide us with certain data which we can process and use to inform us 

about good practice. What was it that visually indicated that the music ‘was just right’ 

for a dancer at a particular moment? Did the dancer look relaxed, at ease, or even 

happy? Did the movement ‘just flow’ with apparent ease? Did the movement seem to 

match the melody or part of a tune? How did the onlookers respond to the performance? 

Were they nodding, smiling, or even applauding, or perhaps shouting encouragements 

approvingly? Or did we see small shakes of the heads accompanied by leaning over to 

the neighbour to pass on a comment? All these, and many more, questions can be 

answered in part, or in full, through visual input. They all provide different aspects of 

the whole that have to be perceived the better to understand the dance genre. 

 

6.4.3 – Aspects of what is kinaesthetically transmitted 

Chapters 4 and 5 both mention instances where some of my sources state that they have 

held hands with another dancer or person while teaching them, allowing them to ‘feel’ 

how it should be done. Others refer to feeling the steps transmitted through the floor or 

stage into their own bodies, or being ‘jigged’ on their mothers’ lap as small children, 

thus getting a feel for the rhythms in connection with songs or music. 
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Tomie Hahn’s (2007) teachers’ expression ‘know with your body’ aptly sums up 

the complicated processes involved in what Sklar (2008) refers to as movement’s kinetic 

qualities of vitality. Sklar also says that this is “accounting of the way the sensations of 

kinetic vitality are socially structured, transformed, and mediated” (Sklar 2008:103). 

What we refer to here is the transmission of cultural knowledge, kinaesthetic transfer, 

alongside visual and aural processes that should be seen as key components in shaping 

the aesthetic, stylistic and movement preferences of this dance genre. Chapter 2.4 

outlines the complex ideas and problems of describing kinaesthetic transfer, both within 

the body and from body to body. It is, for example, interesting to note the recent 

research within the cognitive sciences which demonstrates how ‘mirror’ neuron circuits 

in the brain are activated when observing as well as when ‘doing’; allowing the 

observer to ‘dance’ in their own head as a process of re-enacting from the perceived 

(see 2.3 and 2.4).  

The following examples are based on my experience, backed up by the 

statements of my sources, and taking into account the thinking of Sklar (2008), Hahn 

(2007), Royce (2008), Rice (1997) among others, as mentioned in chapter 2.4. 

In Cape Breton, and elsewhere where I have met Cape Breton dancers, I have 

first subconsciously, but latterly more consciously, become aware of the bringing out of 

somatic, or felt, dimensions of movement; in other words, the proprioceptive or 

kinaesthetic awareness of movement’s kinetic vitality. This flow within my own body, 

as well as from other dancing bodies, has informed me, perhaps at the deepest personal 

level of what movement in this dance genre is. It is perhaps the closest I can get to 

dancing as a ‘Cape Breton dancer’ but I dance on my own terms and as my own person, 

both alongside and within their context/s, to follow Rice’s (1997) outline of 

experiencing the culture through phenomenological hermeneutics. A few instances will 

serve here as good examples where I can consciously recall ‘feeling with my body’ 

what the other dancer is doing. This one concept of transmission, I feel, might well 

warrant a specific and deeper study in itself. 

When a dancer holds both my hands, as you do sometimes when ‘stepping it 

out’ in the reel part of a Square set, or perhaps in a class or learning situation, the feel of 

their movements is transmitted to you. Not only is it a question of how much they move 

up or down, or any other direction, but also how much energy, or ‘vitality’ they put into 

their movements. Combine this with the sound and what you can visually perceive and 

it provides a multitude of data to be processed, and understood by your own body, and 
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consciously analysed as to how to make these movements in a similar way, but on your 

own terms.  

This is direct contact, but it goes further, in a circle, holding hands, as in the Jig 

figures of the Square sets, this type of information flows not only from the people 

nearest to you, but from almost all in the circle. You may initially see something, or 

even hear a rhythm or steps done in the circle, but then everybody’s senses collaborate 

and it becomes possible, at one level, to concentrate on ‘feeling’ what the other bodies 

are doing. I have learnt the particular ‘swing’ and level of contact between feet against 

the floor for Jig shuffles in this way. Similarly, dancing next to dancers in a line, or 

cutting through the figures of a ‘Scotch Four’ has similarly informed me of the vitality 

in the other dancers’ movements. How light or heavy they are on their feet, how they 

hold themselves when moving from one place to another, how they shift their body 

weight to move around in the most economical way, or how the energy/vitality changes 

when transitioning from one ‘cell’ or ‘motif’ to another. It is about letting one’s own 

body ‘know’ and to feel the flow of their dancing. Two of my most intense memories of 

this type of feeling are of dancing a ‘Scotch Four’ flanked by Mac Morin and Wendy 

MacIsaac, and once with Kelly MacLennan and Melody Cameron on either side of me. 

Their full awareness of the movement repertoire and their ease of moving within the 

genre’s aesthetic parameters greatly influenced how I danced at those particular 

moments. Upon reflection, I can recall certain ‘bursts of energy’ emanating from them, 

which made me aware of how certain movements can be performed. 

Kinaesthetic transmission also occurs from a distance. At a Square dance, all the 

dancing bodies emit a level of kinetic vitality when moving. Combined with seeing and 

hearing them, one feels rhythms through the floor as vibrations, especially if it is a good 

sprung wooden floor. Feeling the floor vibrations occurs when actively taking part in 

the dancing or when simply observing from a distance on the sidelines. A group of 

bodies moving together more or less in unison, but with individual ‘takes on the same’ 

will provide a flow that one’s own body picks up. As one local dancer once said to me, 

that after one evening of Square dancing, you would, for sure, have a feeling for the 

‘diddle-diddle-dum-dum’ rhythm of the reel time Hop Step, even if you just observed. 

‘You just can’t miss it!’ Reflecting on this statement some sixteen years later, I realize 

that he was talking about kinaesthetic transfer every bit as much as of the more 

obviously visual and aural ones. 

As mentioned elsewhere, when I first encountered Cape Breton step dancing I 
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was taught first by Harvey Beaton and then by Mary Janet MacDonald, followed by 

many more over the years. In class one would observe the movements shown, listen to 

the sound and the mnemonic keywords provided, and try it out slowly for oneself. 

However, when watching these same dancers perform the steps up to speed in a 

performance, improvising round the now more familiar movements one had just learnt, 

a different level of transmission did occur, I realize upon reflection. Seeing a multitude 

of variations of now common motifs danced, hearing the sound and the connection with 

the music, at a subconscious level I began trying to feel what their movements would 

feel like if I tried something similar. Questions in my mind would form, alongside 

rendition of a movement sequence in my mind’s eye. How hard, light, fast, and so forth 

would I have to perform the same to achieve something similar? When trying out the 

movement for myself, these questions and these ‘felt’ experiences would help me 

inform my own body of how to execute a particular movement. Does it feel right, look 

right, sound right, in comparison with what I had observed before?  Only constant 

repetition and contact with the movement repertoire over time has helped me to shape 

my own performative ability of the genre. This ability is in a constant state of change, as 

every new perception of the dance form add yet another layer of understanding. 

One final level of kinaesthetic transfer can also be found between performers 

and audience. When dancers and musicians, at concerts, dances, gatherings at home 

etc., perform particularly well, their efforts are appreciated. This appreciation often 

takes the form of spontaneous applause in the middle of a dance or tune. The performer 

can feel the flow of energy transmitted from the clapping of hands (not only heard and 

seen). A couple of times, when I have solo danced at a Square dance, and been given an 

encouraging applause by those watching, I certainly also feel it inside me as 

encouragement but also a surge of energy that makes one relax even more into the 

music and dance even better. It confirms at some level that what one is doing 

movement-wise is, at that particular moment, seen as ‘good enough’. The ‘timing’, 

lightness and neatness, the movement combination stood up to the local appreciation 

test as complying with their aesthetic preferences. 

 

6.4.4 – Three senses working together to realize the ‘drive’ in the dance 

As an example of how visual, aural and kinaesthetic senses work together I shall use my 

own experience of learning motif R1, or the ‘backstep’. Note that motif R1 also forms 

the predominant section of all ‘Hop-step’ variations (R4), which may be the reason why 
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it is possibly the most common motif performed in reel time. The following 

understanding has never been explained to me verbally in class or in private. It is my 

own consolidated understanding of visual, aural and kinaesthetic transfer which has 

developed from watching Cape Breton dancers in action over the years.  

In its simplest realization motif, R1 (performed on right foot) is a step on left 

foot (count ‘1’), a shuffle with the heel and toe with the right foot (counts ‘and 2’), and a 

hop on left foot (count ‘and’). If performed mechanically, this movement would most 

likely be void of life. Using the three sensoria in combination, other levels of realization 

occur. To bring ‘life’, or perhaps better put ‘drive’, to use the Cape Breton music term, 

into the step(s), a number of matters have to be understood. How hard / light are the feet 

when striking the ground, for example? By hearing the step performed numerous times 

one gets a sense of the ‘right touch’ to the ground. The contact with the ground should 

be neither too hard nor too light; but as the heel is being used in the shuffle, that 

particular beat has a deeper, slightly heavier sound as a rule. This adds nuance to the 

‘soundscape’. By observing the movements one realizes that few dancers use their 

ankles to any greater extent to generate the shuffle but rather their hips and knee joints 

to flex and straighten the legs to perform the shuffle action, while the foot is held almost 

parallel to the ground. Sensing what I do myself kinaesthetically confirm, following 

observation, what body parts are active for these movements. Finally, visual observation 

can detect that different types of effort, or energy, are used for each element of the 

motif, particularly at the moment of the motif’s transition into the next motif, or when it 

is repeated on the other foot. It is here that an understanding of the movement’s kinetic 

qualities of vitality (Sklar 2008) comes into play. It took me a long time to internalise 

what I was doing in this motif. The movement actions I ‘felt’ immediately, but I could 

not initially make them look the same as what I perceived the Cape Breton dancers to be 

doing. Nor did I feel completely relaxed or comfortable dancing the motif either. I now 

analyse what I do, as exposure over time has enabled me to ‘feel’ the ‘step’; to feel that 

my body weight is ‘light enough’ to mirror what has been kinaesthetically and visually 

transferred to me. Likewise, feeling the tension and release in my hip and knee joints 

when performing the shuffle and listening to the sound as my heel and toe brush the 

ground to hear if it mirrors ‘the soundscape memory’ in my head. From a visual point of 

view, this has to conform with my visual ‘gesturescape’ memory as well – not lifting 

the foot too high off the ground, not pushing it too far out, and so on, thus also making 

the movement fit in with the rhythm and the music (aural and visual information 

combined). Finally, the concluding ‘hop’ of the supporting foot of the motif, I now 
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realize is not a final movement element, but a transition of energy, or effort, to the next 

movement element. By building up energy over the first three counts of the motif, the 

energy is ‘released’ or perhaps better put, transferred to the next movement during, and 

just after, the concluding ‘hop’. This can be visually appreciated when watching a series 

of ‘backsteps’ being performed, and with the ‘hop’ not landing in place but landing a bit 

forward, so the transfer of energy to the other leg/foot appears as one springs on to the 

other foot ‘in place’. This ‘transferred’ energy can then be channelled to the subsequent 

movements, built up further again, thus creating a stream of energy right through the 

dance. This movement energy, combined with the ‘drive’ in the Cape Breton style 

music, is what energizes me when I dance80. I refer to the accompanying DVD clips for 

observation of the series of motif R1 in action. This exploration would be a matter for a 

follow-up study on energy transfer, but here it will at best serve to illustrate how visual, 

aural and kinaesthetic movement transfer to me has informed my own dancing. I feel I 

have found the kinetic qualities of vitality for this movement combination. 

 

6.5 – Arranged routine or improvised dancing 

Whether dancers improvise or dance a routine depends on context and personal 

preferences. Context is important: a dancer who is quite happy to improvise, or ‘dance 

off the cuff’, in a private setting of a house party may have a routine or at least an idea 

of what to ‘share’ in a more formal context, such as a concert setting. Reading 

MacGillivray (1988), Aggie MacLennan would for example always improvise her 

dancing, letting the tune guide her with regards to what ‘steps’ would ensue. On the 

other hand, Gussie MacLellan stated that he would improvise at parties but have a 

routine or idea in his head for a performance. 

Observing dancers performing over the years, I have noticed that some indeed 

seem to dance routines. This is particularly common when siblings, such as the Warner 

Sisters, or the Pellerins, perform a predetermined routine, danced in synchronization 

with each other. These two sibling pairs are indeed known and appreciated for this 

particular dimension of their skill in performing synchronized routines. As individuals, 

Melody and Kelly (The Warner Sisters) and Bill and John (The Pellerins) will, however, 

dance differently when dancing on their own.  

Another observation has been of young dancers dancing a sequence of steps and 

when they come to the end of the sequence, they start again from the beginning and go 

on until they deicide to stop. Other dancers, again, mirror the music more closely and 
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will intuitively be guided movement-wise by their musical insight. The number of 

motifs that each individual has in their repertoire will decide the range of variety 

performed. Dancers with a small repertoire of motifs may however be greatly 

appreciated for their ability to vary them to suit the music to perfection. In one respect, 

dancing a routine has always been part of the dance tradition as the old set solo dances 

had set ‘steps’, even if the order in which they were danced could be altered. 

Irrespective of what type of routine is danced, it is timing and musicality that are always 

at the top of stylistic preferences. Alongside these favoured qualities, comes the 

performer, and where they fit into the local community fabric. These are the paramount 

factors determining the level of local and individual appreciation. 

 

6.6 – Tune and genre repertoire for step dancing 

Today the connection between tunes and dance is decided by genre, in particular 4/4 

tunes of the Strathspey and Reel kind. The earlier association between particular tunes 

and dance routines is now a thing of the past. Musicians today use a wide variety of old 

traditional ‘Scottish’ tunes and Gaelic port-a-beuls (that would have been the staple 

repertoire for the Old Scotch Four-handed and Eight-handed Reels), and new and 

locally composed tunes. In addition to these, tunes borrowed from neighbouring 

traditions, such as the Irish and French, have also been incorporated in the repertoire. 

The expansion of tune repertoire is symbiotically linked to the introduction of 

Quadrilles and the need for a larger tune repertoire, particularly of jigs, than the Reel 

dance tradition had previously required81. Tunes that are used vary in length from older 

pipe tunes / Gaelic port-a-beul repertoire where each part is 4 bars long (AABB=16 

bars) to more modern tunes where the parts are 8-bars long (AABB=32 bars). 

Sometimes both of these are played as ABAB. There are 3 and 4 parted tunes, as well as 

tunes where the parts are of unequal length, such as ‘Princess Royal’ (A=8 bars, B=12 

bars). The number of repeats and order of the tunes is never set, and the musicians are 

free to change tune at any moment. 

Dancers often refer to a tune as a ‘round’ when discussing the length of music 

they want to dance to. One round of strathspey followed by two or three rounds of reels 

is a common length (see Gillis, Appendix A4). 

 

6.7.1 – Common motifs or ‘steps’ 

The following section concentrates on the most common motifs, locally referred to as 
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‘steps’, that were found through this particular investigation. I refer to Chapter 2 for 

notes on morphological or form analysis.  

The technical description of the Form-unit ‘motif’, as outlined below, should be 

seen as my own or an etic category. What the Cape Bretoners refer to as a ‘step’ can 

either be a motif, or a phrase, when described from an etic point of view. However, in 

some cases the etic category of ‘motif’ will not correspond to the emic perception of a 

‘step’, even though there is often a natural crossover between the two terms in this 

context. According to Giurchescu and Kröschlová (ICTM Study Group), Motifs are: 

‘…culturally grammatical sequences of movements made up of smaller 
structural units’: Motif-cells and Motif-elements … [and] a motif is the smallest 
significant Form-unit having meaning for both the dancers and their society and 
for the dance genre/type within a given dance system. At this level, the Motif-
elements are rhythmically, plastically and dynamically integrated, resulting in a 
choreographic pattern that may evoke in both the performer and observer a 
feeling of stability. It is the carrier of a choreographic idea on which higher 
structural levels and finally the entire dance are founded. Motifs may be 
repeated, modified or combined with other structural units. … Motifs are stored 
in the dancer’s mental and kinaesthetic memory as part of his creative 
competence. When new variants are created, especially in the process of 
improvisation, the dancer relates spontaneously to pre-existent motif-models 
stored in his mental and kinaesthetic memory according to his dance 
competence. The Motif carries sufficient information about a dance idiom that 
its simple repetition may result in a virtual dance, recognized by people as 
belonging to their own tradition (2007:28). 

As Chapters 3.5.1 – 3.5.3 outline, I describe the relevant motifs by using both 

Newcastle Notation system and Labanotation. See Appendix D for added terminology 

pertaining to this genre in Newcastle Notation, and Appendix E for Labanotation scores. 

 

6.7.2 – Selection of source material 

The selection of source material (featured dancers and associated video material) on 

which to base the form analysis was determined by the focus of the investigation as 

outlined in Chapter 2.  
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6.7.3 – Motif Inventory – Strathspey and Reel 

This inventory is not exhaustive and should only be seen as a descriptive guide and as a 

manifestation marker of motifs that are in common use in Cape Breton step dancing. 

Based on the sample clips of performed routines, these motifs re-occur commonly 

enough to qualify as being regarded as common movement motifs. It should be noted, 

however, that some motifs that are commonly taught to beginners were not found to 

feature in these particular clips. Similarly some motifs shown in the instructional DVDs 

available did not feature widely in these particular sample clips either. So even though 

the dancers analysed in this study would know, dance and teach these particular motifs, 

they were not used in these particular clips. This, in a way, highlights the fluidity of the 

step dance genre, and that not all common ‘motifs’ have to be present at any one time to 

make the displayed choice of motifs and movements coherent and valid to the 

community and performers in Cape Breton. 

The examples of ‘emic’ or insider names given for the following motifs are 

those I have come across in Cape Breton, or as given in the VHS/DVDs available, while 

the ‘etic’ names for the same and other motifs are my own definitions. 

All motifs are scored in Newcastle Notation, with an additional thumbnail image 

of the Labanotation added for the same motif. Notes on particular movement notations 

used for Cape Breton dance is given in Appendix D. Regarding the modifiers used in 

Newcastle Notation note: 

Modifiers are used to define, with a high degree of accuracy, the exact position 
or positions in which the movements are performed. It should be recalled that 
the movement, and thus the modifier giving the position, is written on the count 
at which the movement ends, and thus the modifier generally refers to the 
finishing position for any given movement. Where more than one modifier is 
given the last modifier always refers to the finishing position (2011, section 
4.1.3). 

See the full Newcastle Notation manual (2011) for detailed use. All the Labanotation 

scores (in easy-to-read size) and a glossary are provided in Appendix E. 
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6.7.3.1 – Strathspey Motifs – 4/4 time  

S1 – Examples of emic names are ‘kicks’, ‘kick and hop’, kicks-to-the-front’, ‘slide 
step’, or ‘brushes’. 
This motif may be used on its own, or as an ending of a combined motif sequence, and 
sometimes may also occur inside longer combined motifs. Foot positions vary from 
dancer to dancer, but this example shows modifiers outlining a common set of foot 
positions. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and catch in  C↑, B, A↑ :  

 

4  hop  : A 
and catch out  A↑, B, C↑ :  

3  step  : A 
and  catch in  : C↑, B, A↑ 

2 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, B, C↑ 

1 step  A :  
 

S2a – Example of emic name is ‘1 2 3 kick’, ‘Shuffle Slide Step’ 
Motif may be used on its own, or counts ‘and 1 and 2 and 3’ as a beginning of a longer 
combined motif. Different endings may be applied, typical examples given below. 
Motif is commonly repeated four times, R, L, R, L. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and  catch in  : C↑, B, A↑ 

 

4 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, B, C↑ 

3 spring )  A :  
and tap      ) lazy  RB :  

2  spring )  : A 
and  tap      ) lazy  : RB 

1 spring )  A :  
{and tap      ) lazy  RB : } 

Note: Many dancers, when beginning this motif, often omit the very first ‘tap’ on the 
anacrusis, thus starting the motif with a ‘spring’ on count ‘1’. However, if the motif 
occurs in the flow of a routine, and the previous movement allow for the use of the ‘tap’ 
on the ‘and’ count it is commonly used. 

A different ending is given below S2ab. The touch twist on count ‘3’ is optional 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and  )  :  

 

4  ) shuffle (HT)  : C, C 
and hop  A :  

3 spring ) twist A : a,A 
and tap      ) lazy  RB :  

2  spring )  : A 
and  tap      ) lazy  : RB 

1 spring )  A :  
{and tap      ) lazy  RB : } 

Note: The heel is turned outwards and down on count ‘3’ The lazy shuffles may be 
danced with one foot in front of the other, forming variations as seen in S2b.  
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S2b – Example of emic name is ‘Sideways’. Etic name – ‘Tap-step side travel’. 

This is an example of an 8-count long motif as used on its own, and different endings 
may be applied to counts ‘and 8 and’. The sequence may also be shortened and 
combined with other motifs. The long version of the motif given below is commonly 
repeated twice, R, L. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and  tap      ) lazy  : RB  

8 hop  A :  
a  )  : C, C 

and  ) shuffle  :  
7 spring )  A :  

and tap      ) lazy  RB :  
6  spring )  : 5 

and  tap      ) lazy  : B 
5 spring )  A :  

and tap      ) lazy  RB :  
4  spring )  : 5 

and  tap      ) lazy  : B 
3 spring )  A :  

and tap      ) lazy  RB :  
2  spring )  : 5 

and  tap      ) lazy  : B 
1 spring )  A :  

and tap      ) lazy  RB   

Note 1: Move slightly sideways to the right during counts ‘1-7’. Repeat contra moving 
to the left side. 

Note 2: The first ‘tap lazy’ is sometimes omitted when the motif is begun as it depends 
on what motif precede it. 

Note 3: Motif S2a may also be danced in this fashion travelling slightly sideways to 
left and then to right according to the number of times the motif is repeated. 
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S3a – Examples of emic name is ‘Toe Tap Sideways’, Toes Travelling R & L (L & 
R) 
This is an example of an 8-count long motif as used on its own, and different endings 
may be applied to counts ‘and 8 and’. The sequence may also be shortened and 
combined with other motifs. The long version of the motif given below is commonly 
repeated twice, R, L.	  

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and  catch in  : C↑, B, A↑ 

 

8 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, B, C↑ 

7 step  A :  
and  step  : C / E 

6 step  A :  
and  step  : C / E 

5 step  A :  
and  step  : C / E 

4 step  A :  
and  step  : C / E 

3 step  A :  
and  step  : C / E 

2 step  A :  
and  step  : C / E 

1 step  A :  

Note 1: Move slightly sideways to the right during counts ‘1-7’. Repeat contra moving 
to the left side. 

	  
S3b – Example of emic name is ‘Heel Toe Sideways’, ‘Heel/Toes Travelling R & L  
This is an example of an 8-count long motif as used on its own, and different endings 
may be applied to counts ‘and 8 and’. The sequence may also be shortened and 
combined with other motifs. The long version of the motif given below is commonly 
repeated twice, R, L.	  

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and  catch in  : C↑, B, A↑ 

 

8 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, B, C↑ 

7 step  A :  
and  step  : C / E 

6 step  A :  
and  heel step  : C / E 

5 step  A :  
and  step  : C / E 

4 step  A :  
and  heel step  : C / E 

3 step  A :  
and  step  : C / E 

2 step  A :  
and  heel step  : C / E 

1 step  A :  

Note 1: Move slightly sideways to the right during counts ‘1-7’. Repeat contra moving 
to the left side. 
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Note 2: A number of variations of this motif are in common use. 
	  
S4a – Example of emic name is ‘1 2 3 tap’ ‘Triangle Step’ 

This is an example of a 2-count long motif. It is commonly used on its own. The 
number of repeats is not set, but repeat patterns of twice or four times on alternate feet 
is common. The motif may also be incorporated in longer combined motifs. 	  

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and toe tap  B :  

 

4  step  : A 
and step  XC  / XÈ :  

3  spring  : XA* 
and  toe tap  : B 

2 step  A :  
and  step  : X3 / X5 

1 spring  XA* :  
Note: The tap on the ‘and’ count is sometimes omitted. The description is for the motif 
performed on both RF and LF. 
 

S4b – Variation using a heel step is also in common use: 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and toe tap  B :  

 

4  step  : A 
and step  XC :  

3  spring  : XA* 
and  toe tap  : B 

2 step  A :  
and  heel step  : X3 

1 spring  XA* :  

Note: The ‘toe tap’ at the end of the motif is optional. The description is for the motif 
performed on both RF and LF. 

	  
S5 – Example of emic name is ‘Double Triangle 

This is an example of a 2-count long motif. It is commonly used on its own. The 
number of repeats is not set, but repeat patterns of twice or four times on alternate feet 
is common. The motif may also be incorporated in longer combined motifs. 	  

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and tap  B :  

 

4  step  : A 
and heel step  C :  

3  spring  : A 
and  tap  : B 

2 step  A :  
and  heel step  : C 

1 spring  A  :  

Note: The ‘ball tap’ at the end of the motif is sometimes omitted. The description is for 
the motif performed on both RF and LF. 
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S6aa – Example of emic name is ‘Step hop’ 

This is an example of a 2-count long motif. Cells consisting of the elements ‘step’ and 
‘hop’ feature commonly as part of combined Multi-Cell-Motifs. When the motif is used 
on its own the number of repeats is not set, but repeat patterns of twice or four times on 
alternate feet is common. This motif may be performed on the spot or moving 
(commonly) forwards; it may also be incorporated in longer combined motifs. In its 
simplest form it is used thus	  

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
2 hop ↑ a : A↑ 

 1 step  A :  

Note: The elevated foot may be placed in several possible positions. 
 

S6ab - A common variation, adding elements, is often used when moving forwards: 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and  tap  : C* 

 

2 hop ↑ A : B↑ 
and  click heels A : A 

1 step  C* :  

	  
S6ba – Examples of emic names: ‘Front Step’ and if done in reverse ‘Back Step’ 

This is an example of a 2-count long motif. When used on its own, the number of 
repeats is not set, but repeat patterns of two, four or eight times on alternate feet is 
common. This motif may be performed on the spot or moving forwards or backwards. 
In its simplest form it is used thus:	  

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
4 ↑ hop A↑ : RB* 

 

3  step  : XB* 
2 hop ↑ RB : A↑ 
1 step  XB* {A} :  

Note: Foot placements vary from dancer to dancer. 
S6bb - If done in reverse it becomes ‘back steps’: 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
4 ↑ hop A↑ : B 

 

3  step  : RXB* 
2 hop ↑ B* : A↑ 
1 step  RXB* {A} :  

Note: Foot placements vary from dancer to dancer. 
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S6bc - Additional Elements may be added to, for example, front steps: 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and tap  XB* :  

 

4  hop  : RB* 
and tap**  A / F :  

3  step  : XB* 
and  tap  : B / XB 

2 hop  RB* :  
and  tap**  : A / F 

1 step  XB* {A} :  

Note 1: Foot placements vary from dancer to dancer. 

Note **: Tap may be done with the ball of the foot or with the heel. 
 

S7 – Example of emic name is ‘Shuffle’. 
This is an example of a 2-count long motif. When used on its own, the number of 
repeats is not set, but repeat patterns of two or four times on alternate feet is common. 
This motif is commonly performed on the spot but is sometimes used for moving 
slightly forwards or backwards.	  

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
a  )  :  

 

&  ) shuffle  : C, C 
2 hop  A :  
1 spring  A :  

	  
S8 – Etic name: ‘ball-change’ 

This cell, consisting of a weight change from the ball of one foot to the ball of the other, 
or from the heel of one foot to the ball of the other, is generally part of a longer motif. A 
number of different foot positions are in use. A couple of common examples from the 
sample clips are: 
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S8a – example of ball-change motif. Emic name example: ‘Hop to the back, hop to 
the front’ 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and  catch in  : D/H↑, C, A↑ 

 

8 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : Xb/Xc↑, 3, d/h↑ 

7 step  A :  
and   step  : XC / XE 

6 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : rX2↑, f, 3↑ 

5 step  A :  
and  step  : rX2 / rX3 

4 hop ↑ A : A↑ 
a   toe tap  : B 
&  heel touch  : C 
3 step ↑ A : D↑ 

and  step  : XC / XE 
2 hop  A :  

and  catch out  : rX2↑, f, 3↑ 
1 step  A :  

Note: Foot placements vary from dancer to dancer. 
 

S8b – example of motif S8a using heel-ball change 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and  catch in  : D/H↑, C, A↑ 

 

8 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : Xb/Xc↑, 3, d/h↑ 

7 step  A :  
and   heel step  : XC / XE 

6 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : rX2↑, f, 3↑ 

5 step  A :  
and  step  : rX2 / rX3 

4 hop ↑ A : A↑ 
a   toe tap  : B 
&  heel touch  : C 
3 step ↑ A : D↑ 

and  heel step  : XC / XE 
2 hop  A :  

and  catch out  : rX2↑, f, 3↑ 
1 step  A :  

Note: Foot placements vary from dancer to dancer. 
Numerous different variations, including additional elements and cell exist. Many are 
personal interpretations on this motif theme. 
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S9 – Emic name examples: ‘rocks’, ‘ankle rolls’ 

This 2-count part-motif is always preceded or followed by another motif, and is usually 
part of a longer motif. Sometimes the motif is doubled up. It is a similar cell to the one 
illustrated in Reel motif R4p. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
2 spring rock A : XE / XF 

 

 

1 rock spring A : XE / XF 
 
S10 – Emic name examples: ‘ankle rolls, ‘twists’ 

As a cell this movement occurs in a number of both Strathspey and Reel motifs. As a 2-
count motif the ‘ankle roll’ element is the signifying movement for a movement 
sequence as given below. This 2-count part-motif is commonly also preceded or 
followed by another motif, and is usually part of a longer motif.  

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
4  hop  : A 

 

3 twist spring ) a,1 : A 
and  tap      ) lazy  : RB 

2 hop  A :  
1 spring ) twist A : a,A 

and tap      ) lazy  RB :  
Note that the heel is brought out and down on counts ‘1’ and ‘3’. This motif is often 
danced moving forwards. 
 
S11 – Etic name: ‘Flinging’ 

This is an example of a longer motif. When used on its own, the number of repeats is 
not set, but repeat patterns of two or four times on alternate feet are common. 
Depending on the length of the motif, it may be done 2-counts or 4 counts long as well. 
This motif is commonly performed on the spot, and this version is 8-counts long on 
each foot and repeated only once on the left side.	  

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and  catch in  : D/H↑, C, B↑ 

 

8 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : Xf↑, X3, d/h↑ 

7 hop  A :  
and  catch in  : d/h↑, X3, Xf↑ 

6 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : a↑, 3/5, d/h↑ 

5 hop  A :  
and  catch in  : D/H↑, C, A↑ 

4 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : XF↑, XC, D/H↑ 

3 hop  A :  
and  catch in  : D↑, XC, XF↑ 

2 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : a↑, 3, d↑ 

1 spring  A :  

Note: Foot placements vary from dancer to dancer. 
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S12 – Etic name: ‘Quick Shuffles’ 

This motif equals one used in 6/8 Jig time. It is commonly used to finish a longer motif. 
It is repeated as desired. This motif is commonly performed on the spot, or moving 
slightly backwards. 	  

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
a )   :  

 

& ) shuffle HT  C,C :  
2  spring  : A 
a  )  :  
&  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 spring  A :  
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6.7.3.2 – Reel Motifs – 4/4 time 

R1. Examples of emic names used are ‘The Backstep’ or ‘Shuffle’ 

This motif is the most commonly recurring motif in 4/4 Reel-time in the dance genre. 

Reels are commonly in 2/4 time, but to reflect the character of the Cape Breton music 

style, and for better notation, all motifs are notated in 4/4/ time.  

Small modifications to the last ‘and’ count enable the dancer to combine this 

motif with most other Reel-time motifs in use. It is recognized in its own right as well 

as an integral part of Multi-Cell-Motifs. Three common ways of executing this motif is 

described below: 

R1a – Etic name: Backstep in place  
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and hop  B :  

 

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
Usually performed in combination with other Backsteps or motifs. 
 

R1b – Etic name: Step, Shuffle, Hop / Backstep in place   
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and hop  A :  

 

2  )  :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
Described as when part of a longer motif. 
 
R1c – Etic name: Backstep moving backward 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and hop  A :  

 

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  RB/RC {A} :  
Commonly performed in combination with other Backsteps or motifs. 
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R2 – Example of emic name in use is ‘Shuffle [in place]’. Etic name ‘Treeple’ or 
‘Treble’ 
This motif is used on its own, where the number of repeats of the motif on RF and LF 
makes up a 2-bar, 4-bar or 8-bar motif/phrase. Combinations of R2B and R2c are, for 
example, also in use. 
 

R2a – Emic name example: ‘Single Shuffle’ / Etic name ‘Shuffle in place’  
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and  step  : B / C 

 

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
Described as when part of a longer motif. 

 
R2b – Emic name example: ‘Double Shuffle’ / Etic name ‘Shuffle across’ [and 
back] 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and hop  A :  

 

4  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : X3, c 

3 step  A :  
and  step  : XE / XF 

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : c, X3 

1 step  A :  

 

[R2c.] Etic name ‘Shuffle across double’ 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and hop  A :  

 

8  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : X3, c 

7 step  A :  
and  step  : XE / XF 

6  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : c, X3 

5 step  A :  
and  step  : B/C 

4  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : X3, c 

3 step  A :  
and  step  : XE / XF 

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : c, X3 

1 step  A :  

 

  



	   183 

R3 – Examples of emic names in use are ‘Toe and Toe”, ‘Heel and Toe’ 

This motif is used on its own, where the number of repeats of the motif on RF and LF 
makes up a 2-bar, 4-bar or 8-bar motif/phrase. Combinations of R2B and R2c are, for 
example, also in use.  
 

R3a – Emic/Etic name: Toe and Toe 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and  step  : C 

 

2 step  B* :  
and  step  : C 

1 step  A :  

Described as when part of a longer motif. 
 

R3b – Emic/Etic name: Heel and Toe 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and  step  : C 

 

2 step  B* :  
and  heel step   : C 

1 step  A :  
Described as when part of a longer motif. 

 
R3c – Etic name: ‘Cross Toe and Toe’ 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and  step  : B / C 

 

2 step  A :  
and  step  : XB / XC 

1 step  A :  
Described as when part of a longer motif. 
 

R3d – Etic name: ‘Heel and Heel’ 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and heel step   B :  

 

2  step  : A 
and  heel step   : B 

1 step  A :  
Described as when part of a longer motif. 
 
Commonly R3 motifs are combined with motif R1a. Most common is that an R3 motif 
is followed by motif R1a; some dancers place R1a before an R3 motif.  Also R3a and 
R3b can sometimes be executed moving slightly forwards.  Examples of how these 
combinations are used in the sample clips are given below: 
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R3a + R1a – Emic name example: ‘Toe and Toe Forward’ 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and hop  B :  

 

4  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

3 step  A :  
and  step  : C 

2 step  B* :  
and  step  : C 

1 step  A :  
Note some dancers prefer to start with the backstep motif (R1a), followed by the toe 
and toe motif (R3a). 
 

R3b + R1a – Emic name example: ‘Heel and Toe Forward’ 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and hop  B :  

 

4  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

3 step  A :  
and  step  : C 

2 step  B* :  
and  heel step   : C 

1 step  A :  
Note some dancers prefer to start with the backstep motif (R1a), followed by the heel 
and toe motif (R3b). 
 

R3c + R1a – Etic name: ‘Cross Toe and Toe & Backstep’ 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and hop  B :  

 

4  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

3 step  A :  
and  step  : B / C 

2 step  A :  
and  step  : XB / XC 

1 step  A :  
Note some dancers prefer to start with the backstep motif (R1a), followed by the cross 
toe and toe motif (R3c). 
 
R3d + R1a – Etic name: ‘Heel and Heel & Backstep’ 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and hop  B :  

 

4  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

3 step  A :  
and heel tap  B :  

2  step  : A 
and  heel tap  : B 

1 step  A :  
Note some dancers prefer to start with the backstep motif (R1a), followed by the heel 
and heel motif (R3d). 
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R4 – The most common name referring to this whole category of related motifs is 
the ‘Hop Step’ or ‘the Hop’ 
These motifs are used on their own, where the number of repeats of the motif on RF and 
LF make up a 2-bar, 4-bar or 8-bar motif/phrase. Versions of, and combinations of 
different R4 motifs form a substantial part of the reel time movements in use. 

All R4 motifs are a combination of motif R1a or R1b plus another unique cell 
consisting of 1-4 elements. 
 
R4a – Hop Step 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
4  tap  : A 

 

3  tap   : A 
and hop  A :  

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
 

R4b – Hop Step [in front] 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

4  tap  : E 

 

3  tap   : XC/XE 
and hop  A :  

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
 

R4c – Hop Step [behind] 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

4  tap  : RXC 

 

3  tap   : RB/RC 
and hop  A :  

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  

 

R4d – Hop Step [emic name – ‘stamp’] 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

4  step flat (f)  : B/C 

 

3  tap   : A 
and hop  A :  

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
Note: Count ‘4’ is often emphasized. 
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R4e – Hop Step [etic name – ‘jump’] 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

4 jump= 

jump= 

E* : XC* 

 

3  tap   : A/F 
and hop  A :  

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
Note: This is only one example; the jump direction is up to each performer. The turning 
of the body to face diagonally forward takes place on the ‘jump’ each time. 
 
R4f – Hop Step with ‘ankle roll’, ‘ankle bend’ 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
4  twist  : A  

 

3  touch   : A  
and hop  A :  

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
Note: The touch and the touch twist occur on the same spot as illustrated ‘A’, for 
example, other common positions for the tap and twist are B/C and RC. The twist 
brings the heel of the working foot outwards and down. 
 

R4g – Hop Step [etic name – ‘kick hop’] 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

4 hop ↑ a : d↑ 

 

3  catch out  : a↑, c, d↑ 
and hop  A :  

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
Note: The direction of the kick may vary. 
 

R4h – Hop Step [emic name – ‘click heels’] 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

4 swivel heel click 

swivel heel click 

1,A : A/F,1/6 

 

3  tap  1 : A/F 
and hop  A :  

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
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R4i – Hop Step [emic name – ‘miss heels’] 

Motif actions involving swivel heels out and back in occur in many ways, and are 
combined with numerous other motifs. When a swivel occurs feet can either be parallel 
or one foot in front of the other. The example below combines motif R1b with a 
‘swivel’ motif where one foot is in front of the other. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
4 swivel 

swivel 

1,A : RB,R2 

 

3  touch   : Rb  
and hop  A :  

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
Note: This is only one example of many variations of this motif. 
 
R4j – Hop Step [etic name – ‘Heel and Heel’] 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and  heel tap  : B 

 

4 spring  A :  
and heel tap  B :  

3  spring   : A 
and hop  B* :  

2  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 spring {step}  A :  
Note: This is a combination of motifs R1a + R3d 
 
R4k – Hop Step [emic name – ‘tap shuffle’] 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and  )  :  

 

4  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  

Note: The final shuffle cell (‘4and’) can be done either with the shuffle using two ball 
taps or a heel and ball tap, depending on the preference of the dancer. 
 
R4l – Hop Step [etic name – ‘shuffle, shuffle’] 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and  )  :  

 

4  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
and  )  :  

3  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
and hop  A :  

2  )  :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
Note: Two final shuffle cells (‘3and 4and’) can be done either with the shuffle using 
two ball taps or a heel and ball tap, depending on the preference of the dancer. 
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R4m – Hop Step [etic name – ‘tap, hop, shuffle’] 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and  )  :  

 

4  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
and hop  A :  

3  tap  : A 
and hop  A :  

2  )  :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
Note: The final shuffle cell (‘4and’) can be done either with the shuffle using two ball 
taps or a heel and ball tap, depending on the preference of the dancer. 
 
R4n – Hop Step [etic name – ‘shuffle hop tap’] 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and  tap  : RB 

 

4 hop  A :  
and  )  :  

3  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
and hop  A :  

2  )  :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
Note: The second shuffle cell (‘3and’) can be done either with the shuffle using two ball 
taps or a heel and ball tap, depending on the preference of the dancer. 
 

R4oa – Hop Step [etic name – ‘tap hop tap’] 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

4  tap  : A 

 

and hop  A :  
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  

Note: The cell on count ‘3 and 4’ may use different positions. The working foot may 
during the ‘hop’ move, for example, from behind to in front, or from in front to behind; 
it may also move sideways in front of the supporting leg from left to right or right to 
left. Two common variations to illustrate this are given below. 
 
R4ob – Emic name example: ‘Hop Step and double hop’ [etic name – ‘tap hop 
tap’] – variation 1 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
4  tap  : C See Appendix 

E4 and hop  A :  
3  tap  : RB 
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R4oc. Emic name example – ‘Hop Step back to front’ [etic name – ‘tap hop tap’] – 
variation 2 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
4  tap  : XC See Appendix 

E4 and hop  A :  
3  tap  : RXC 

 

R4p – Hop Step [etic name – ‘rock’] [emic names – ‘rock’, ‘ankle-switch’ or ‘ankle 
roll’] 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
4 rock spring RXC : XC 

 

3  toe tap  : XC 
and hop  A :  

2  )  :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
This is one example of how the ‘rock’ element (count 4) is used in a ‘Hop Step’ motif. 
The ‘rock’ itself may occur as a 2-count cell and used in numerous ways in combined 
motifs.  
 
Example of a ‘rock’ or ‘ankle roll’ cell. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
2 spring rock RXC : XC See Appendix 

E4 1 rock spring RCX : XC 
Note: The ‘rock’ is similar to ‘touch’ where the working foot contacts the ground and 
then remains in contact with the ground but with out taking weight. It is the outside of 
the sole of the ball that remains in contact with the ground. The supporting foot takes 
the weight on the ball of the foot. 
 
R4q. Hop Step [etic name – ‘heel click’] [emic name – ‘heel click’] 

Elements and cells, including the heel of the working foot touching (or ‘clicking’) 
against the other foot or heel, occur in a number of ways. Their exact position and 
timing use is as varied as the dancers who use the movement. Various motifs may 
precede or follow a ‘heel-click’ but when used in a Hop Step motif the following two 
examples given below illustrate their use. The first example is by Mary Janet 
MacDonald and the second by Harvey Beaton. 

R4qa – example 1 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

4  spring  : B 

 

a click heels A↑ : A↑ 
& jump= 

jump= 

A : F 
3  tap  : F 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  
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R4qb – example 2 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

4 hop  A↑ : A↑ 

 

and  heel click  : A↑ 
3  catch in  : F↑, F, A↑ 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  

 

R5 – Etic name: ‘5-count steps’ 
These motifs do not occur on their own, but feature as part of longer Multi-Cell-Motifs. 
They stand out due to their syncopated rhythm, where the fifth and tenth element is 
emphasized (on counts ‘3’ and ‘6’) by stepping, or tapping the ground a bit harder. The 
following example is from Harvey Beaton’s repertoire illustrate the nature of this type 
of motif. There are a number of versions of this motif in use. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and hop  A :  

 

8  )  :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : c, c 

7 step  A :  
6  step (f)  : RXc 

and hop  A :  
5  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
4 step  A :  
3  step (f)  : XC 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  

Note:  Counts ‘3 4’ and ‘6 7’ can be either a ‘step’ followed by a ‘step’; or a ‘tap’ 
followed by a ‘hop’. 
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R6 – Etic name: ‘Quick Shuffle’ 

This shuffle is simply performed faster than most other shuffles performed in this genre. 
They form part of longer Multi-Cell-Motifs or even Phrases and provide an interesting 
rhythmical difference from the normal flow of reel-time movements adding to typically 
adjoining main beat movements. See example below counts ‘4 & a’ followed by counts 
‘5 6 7 8’. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and hop  A :  

 

8  tap  : XC 
7 hop  A :  
6  tap  : Rx3 
5 hop  A :  
a  )  :  
&  ) shuffle HT  : 5, 6 
4 hop ↑ A : RB↑ 
3  step  : rb 

and hop  A, B :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : 8, 5 
1 step  A :  

Note: The Shuffle on counts ‘and2’ can also be done in positions C,C. 

 

R7 – Etic name: ‘Double Hop Shuffle’ 

This motif is often done moving forwards. 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

8 spring (f) ↑ XC* : RB↑ 

 

and )   :  
7 ) shuffle HT  C,XC :  

and  hop  : A 
6 )   :  

and ) shuffle HT  C, C :  
5  hop  : A 
4 ↑ spring (f) RB↑ : X3* 

and  )  :  
3  ) shuffle HT  : 3, X3 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 hop {spring}  A :  
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R8 – Emic name: ‘Donald Beaton step’ 

This motif is referred to, at least in Inverness County, as ‘Donald Beaton’s step’. 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and tap  RXC :  

 

8  step  : XC/E* 
and  )  :  

7  ) shuffle HT  : c, X3 
and step  F* :  

6 )   :  
and ) shuffle HT  XC, £ :  

5  step  : 1 
and  tap  : RXC* 

4 step  XC/E* :  
and )   :  

3 ) shuffle HT  £, XC :  
and  step  : F* 

2  )  :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

1 step  A :  
	  

R9 – Etic name: ‘Rodney MacDonald hallmark step’ 
Some motifs are associated with particular dancers or families, but are not used 
exclusively by them. This is an example of a motif that is used by a number of dancers 
in this study, and it appeared often enough to be included in this particular studies list of 
motifs. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and hop  A :  

 

8  )  :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : c, c 

7 step  a :  
a  step  : X3/x5 
&  tap  : B 
6 hop ↑ A : F/A↑ 

and step  A :  
5  step  : RX3 
4 hop ↑ A : F/A↑ 
3  tap  : X3 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 spring  A :  

Note: This motif may be repeated with the other foot; or made twice as long, depending 
on the choices made by the dancer who uses this common movement theme and 
improvises around it. 
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R10 – Etic name: ‘Heel, Heel, Toe, Toe’ 

This motif is often used, but exclusively so, as part of finishing a routine. It may be 
done facing forwards or by adding a twisting motion of the lower body, where the upper 
body stays facing the front, while the feet face alternately to the right side and then the 
left. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
and  step  : A 

 

2 step  A :  
and  heel step  : B 

1 heel step  B :  
Described as when part of longer motif. 
 

R11 – Emic names: ‘Train Step’ or ‘Cheticamp Step’ 
This is another motif that is sometimes used as an indication that a dance routine is 
coming to the end. Repeat patterns vary, but 2 or 4 times in common. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
4  flat step (f)  : A/B 

 

3 flat step ↑ A : A↑ 
and  flat step  : A/B 

2 flat step  A :  
and  flat step  : A/B 

1 flat step  A :  
Note: You move gradually forward on counts ‘1-3’. 
 
R12 – Etic names: ‘Hop, tap, hop, tap’ or ‘Step, touch, step, touch’ 

This motif is 4-counts long and is generally paired up with a ‘Hop-Step’ motif of 
choice, as the example below shows. The motif is either performed in a bouncy ‘hop-
tap’ fashion or in closer to the ground ‘step-step’ manner. Both versions incorporate a 
slight body turn in the direction foot tap/touch on count 2, and then face forwards again 
on count 3. Foot positions vary, and one version where the first tap is behind the 
supporting foot (RXC) and the second is in front (B/C) is by some users called ‘Step 
Back, Step Side’. 
Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

and  )  :  

 

8  ) shuffle  : C, C 
7  tap  : A/B 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
5 hop  A :  
4  tap   : XC/XE 
3 hop   A :  
2  tap   : F/E 
1 spring {hop}   A :  

Note: During counts ‘1-2’ your head face forwards but your body turns quarter to the 
right, and then back to face front on count ‘3’. 
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R13 – Emic name example: ‘Old Fashioned Step’ / Etic name – ‘Run sideways and 
dip’ 
This is one particular version of this motif, as danced by Mary Janet MacDonald in 
1986. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 
8 ↑ ↑ bt :  

 

7 step rock XE : A 
6  step  : A/F* 
5 spring  A :  
4 ↑ ↑  : bt 
3 rock step A : XE 
2 step  A/F* :  
1  spring  : A 
8 ↑ ↑ bt :  
7 step rock XE : A 
6  step  : A/F* 
5 spring  A :  
4 ↑ ↑  : bt 
3 rock step A : XE 
2 hop ↑ a : XB↑ 
1 step ↑ A : A↑ 

Note: You hold your twisted heel outwards on counts ‘4’, ‘8’, ‘4’ and ‘8’ while the 
supporting leg bends slightly (the body dips down slightly). 
 

R14 – Etic name: ‘Sidetravel’ 
There are a number of similar motifs involving sideways travel. The example below 
(Harvey Beaton) shows one interpretation of this on counts 5 and 6 and (7) Here it is 
combined with a Hop Step motif (counts 1-4) and motif R1b (counts 7 and 8 and). 

Count LF RF Modifiers Labanotation 

 
and hop  A :   

8  )  :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

7 step  F* :  
and  touch  : X3 

6 hop  F* :  
and  tap  : X3 

5 hop  F* :  
4  flat tap (f)  : C 

and step  A :  
3  step  : B/C 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  
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6.7.3.3 – Summary statement on the motifs inventory 

The inventory of motifs described in 6.7.31.and 6.7.3.2 should not be seen in isolation, 

nor as a guide to preferred execution of these motifs. They are a snapshot of motif usage 

only and should be regarded as such. The accompanying Thesis DVD provides 20 video 

clips of 11 dancers in action in different contexts and from different years (1986-2010). 

Some selected motifs used in nine of the clips and two full routines were notated in 

Newcastle Notation and can be found in Appendix B. The combination of the most 

common or ‘core’ motifs given in this chapter with the visual representations on the 

DVD clips and the notation in Appendix B provide a good picture of how these motifs 

are used by Cape Breton step dancers. Furthermore, future studies could well use this 

material as a starting point in investigating improvisation, or perhaps individual (or 

family) stylistic traits, for example. 
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6.8 – A personal ethnographic reflection on solo step dancing at a Square dance 

To further illustrate the various levels of interaction between the dancer and the context 

where they perform, I would like to share my own experience of a dance in Brook 

Village hall. By utilizing the method of phenomenological hermeneutics, as outlined by 

Timothy Rice (see Chapter 3), I try to convey what goes through my mind and body 

when I step dance in one of the Cape Breton contexts. As is customary at most 

summertime Square dances, there is a break in the Square sets after about three hours or 

so. The fiddler changes from Jigs and Reels to Strathspeys and Reels. The lights in the 

hall, which are generally dimmed for the social dancing, are brightened to allow for 

better viewing. The crowd re-arranges so as to allow space in front of the stage for solo 

dancing, and the mood in the room changes to one of anticipation, even if one knows 

and is very familiar with what is to come next. After a few bars of strathspey the first 

dancer will take to the floor…: 

The dancer on the floor is finishing sharing her steps with the audience. Kinnon 
Beaton, the fiddle player keeps ‘driving’ the reels accompanied on the piano by his wife 
Betty Lou. Who will get up next? Will anyone? Six dancers have already shared their 
steps with the crowd. Harvey MacKinnon followed by an unknown female dancer with 
what is seen as a Sydney style, then Gerard Beaton, one Irish dancer (Bernadette Nic 
Gabhann), performing in her own traditional style, Harvey Beaton, and Leanne 
Aucoin. This constitutes a fair mix of dancers from different parts of the Island and 
beyond. The music has been going for close to 9 minutes. I am seated along the 
kitchen/bar side of the hall among other attending dancers this evening having watched 
these six dancers share their steps. The woman to my right encourages me – “Go on. 
Get up there!” So does the man on my left. A split second reflection: I have had just had 
local encouragement. Without it I would not get up, as I am an outsider in this 
community. I get up from the chair and start making my way towards the centre of the 
floor in front of the stage. Some people applaud the next dancer – me! Kinnon has just 
finished playing ‘High Road to Linton’ and has seamlessly moved on to a version of the 
reel – ‘St Kilda Wedding’. He is coming to the end of an ‘A’ phrase in the music. I can 
sense he has registered who is coming on to the floor. A fraction of a second reflection – 
he knows what type of tunes I like, will he change into any of those? The level of 
adrenaline in my body is rising, manifest through a warm nervous like feeling starting in 
my thighs and upwards to my stomach. Do I have a plan what steps to do? No – not 
really but I have a vague idea that a particular step will work very well to the current 
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tune played, but will that be the one emerging when I get into place on the floor in 
front of the stage? I start dancing even before I have turned fully to face the audience. 
The music makes me move before a conscious decision has been made. Already I feel 
that something special is going on (for me). I have been dancing socially for about three 
hours at this point. I am completely warmed up and all muscles are relaxed and ready to 
go. All my senses are alert. I have become one with the hall (the place) and those 
around me in one sense. I straighten up. I feel the music flowing from up behind me on 
the stage. I can feel the adrenaline start pumping through my body thus enabling my leg 
muscles to give that bit extra. The level of alertness has increased gradually all through 
the evening and now it enables me to hear Kinnon’s left foot beating out the rhythm in 
his characteristic way, a feature that adds to this culture’s musical expression. He is 
creating a swing or as the locals put it – he is really ‘driver ‘er’! My senses become more 
alert, I can hear every note from the piano as well, adding to the rhythm of the tune. 
There is also the general background sound of the crowd as they converse and laugh. 
Predominantly you both hear and feel the loud music. However, I can hear and feel my 
heart beating. With my minds eye, I see Kinnon and Betty Lou playing and how they 
move as they do so. They do not sit still, their whole bodies work and move as they play 
as I have observed on many occasions. My feet are doing their thing. I am not actively 
conscious that I am making any real decisions what movements to do next apart from 
occasionally when in the middle of a tune, already in a step, a split second flagging in 
my mind suggest what would be good next. This is not always what gets performed 
though. The music may tell me something different. As each musician provides his or 
her own take or variation on a tune, which would, in turn, trigger varied responses of 
movements I ‘hear in the music’ each time I dance. I do not dance many long (8 bar) 
and more complex variations when ‘sharing’ my steps. I stick to what I favour at that 
moment and I tend to do 1-bar, 2-bar and 4-bar and occasionally 3-bar combinations. I 
also like, what I think of as ‘older steps’, which all use a lot of heel contact with the 
floor. Sometimes they generate a reaction from the audience in the form of applause. 
The music is coming to the end of a ‘B’ turn. What will come next? Kinnon is an expert 
in combining excellent tunes together. The first notes of the next tune rings out, it is 
one of my many favourite Kinnon tunes – ‘Judique Consolidated Grads 1991’ – it has a 
melody structure that I feel brings out some of the best in my dancing. The small hairs 
on the back of my neck stand up. That extra layer of awareness begins to kick in, as is 
another level of energy flow. Kinnon’s speed and timing is exactly right. Not too fast, 
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but with that fantastic drive that only some of the many excellent fiddlers in the 
community can get absolutely to the fraction of second right for the dancer. Every 
fiddler plays a little bit differently, and even though most fiddlers in this community 
may have the tunes and the drive, they may not necessarily always ‘do it for you’ when 
you dance. Timing, speed and mood are all part of the equation. It is very warm and 
humid in the hall even though past midnight. Two hundred or so people are there and 
they have all danced for about two hours pretty much non-stop. This environment 
crowds you in a positive sense. In a way you feel you are part of one entity. I stop seeing 
the audience. I am not shutting my eyes, they just blur anyway. It is just my own being 
and a connection with the musicians and their music creation that exist in the first 
instance. I am living the moment. The music is” nourishing me” to use Melody 
Cameron’s phrase. Time seems to slow down and I become more aware of my own 
being. That extra layer, the prickle of awareness is now fully felt. I feel good all over. It 
is a warm comforting feeling that comes from deep inside you and which spreads 
everywhere. Perhaps this is what Mary Janet MacDonald refers to as ‘a spiritual 
moment’? The wooden floor responds to my steps. The hall in Brook Village has a good 
floor, it has good give. Whether people can hear my feet is in one respect irrelevant as 
the amplified music is very loud. However, as I did with the previous dancers, and the 
crowd is most likely doing with me – they sense the beats and how they are placed in 
relation to the music. It is more than visual or aural. It is multi-sensory. It is the feeling 
of experiencing or rather sensing someone else’s movements and musicality. In this 
cocooned world of my own being interacting with the music I am not conscious of 
making any decisions on what movement comes next. It all flows. Sometimes I am 
already executing a ‘good’ step before I have thought of it. Why? Is it because my ‘body’ 
or rather certain neurons in my brain remembers and decides faster than my conscious 
self? Is it due to the years of learning and performing having thus embodied a 
substantial amount of movements that can be combined in any number of ways? 
Microsecond long flashbacks flickers through my consciousness of class situations, 
mnemonic texts – ‘step, shuffle, hop, beat, shuffle…’ as vocalized in these class contexts, 
(and still with the particular voice and word pronunciation of each teacher ringing in my 
head), and later reinforced when seeing others from the tradition dance the same. 
Flashbacks of other dancers, some who are present at this moment in this hall, showing 
me, or of me observing others being shown a movement or step. Some movement 
combinations are more comfortable than others, while some are still a challenge to do 
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justice to. The latter ones I have observed, but not yet internalised to a point were they 
flow naturally. I have visually observed hundreds of performances by dancers over the 
years and seen their movement choices in relation to the music. Always the crucial 
connection with the music is prominent in my head as important to how I dance. 
Perhaps this is due to the value instilled in this connection by most of my sources as 
being a core value in the tradition. Maybe, and even more so, because the music-
movement connection is the value, or particular connection, that attracted me to the 
dance genre in the first place. These flickering flashbacks guide me, in a subconscious 
way rather than directly as I dance. I have also just watched five local dancers make their 
choices, which are now stored in my short term or working memory and is a connection 
to my long-term memory. Furthermore, in the hours prior to this, I have been 
surrounded by hundreds of dancers that have made many choices of movement patterns 
in the social dancing. It is not just that my relationship with the musicians and their 
music has taken over; it is also that I feel I am dancing on my terms, as ‘me’ in this 
particular context. This is a context that I feel very comfortable and relaxed in. Thus all 
these impressions and this context add to strengthen my belief in my ability to perform 
these movements well. I am experiencing the ‘fullness of being’ in the present. 
Something I experience as a warm, glowing feeling inside. Having said this, there is also 
a positive sort of nervousness involved in dancing in front of a room predominantly 
filled with dancers who are all in the ‘know’. It is their tradition, they are the insiders, 
and they have the ‘emic’ knowledge. In some respects I also dance as a sign of respect to 
all those who have shown me what to do, directly and indirectly. They have shared their 
joy of the tradition with me and now it is my turn to share my joy with them. 
(Sometimes, but not on this occasion, their presence will suggest to me motif sequences 
to dance. Perhaps there is another level of respect involved here where I acknowledge 
their part in transmitting knowledge to me, by dancing my version of ‘their 
interpretation of the tradition’ through a particular series of movements). At this very 
moment my ‘being’ is making every decision. Every little nuance is guided by all sensory 
inputs available. All sounds are layered, from primary and secondary music sounds, to 
the background noise of the crowd. Even my heartbeat pounding in my ears add to the 
rhythm of this ‘moment’. All scents: of the room, the dusty floor, of the attending 
people around, of the heat of the room, of the outside air coming in through the front 
door affects the performance and so forth add to my experience. Every decision made is 
decided in a fraction of a second. My leg muscles are working hard. The hips and knees 
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feel fluid with my feet responding the other joints initial command. However, having 
said all this about the spontaneity and subconscious selection of movements ‘in the 
moment’, occasionally, a conscious decision of what to do next dictates very strongly 
what motif or element will be executed. This is the point where I experience time as 
slowing down and remembered choices of movements get filtered down to a few, or 
only one, choice that seems to be the ‘right’ one at that moment. What type of ending 
shall this movement get – heel-toe shuffle or will the music and memory indicate 
something softer – a toe-toe shuffle, or will it demand a light ‘stamp’ to emphasize the 
finality of that particular bar? Sometimes, there is a glitch in the flow of movement. You 
start on something, and after a few fractions of a second it does not feel right. You then 
adapt. You change movement in mid-flow or cut the sequence short and move on to 
something different. At other times you end up ‘idling’ perhaps dancing a series of 
‘backsteps’ or a series of favourite ‘non-thinking’, in the marrow type, movement motifs 
to fill the time until inspiration comes back. Both conscious and subconscious decisions 
co-operate to get the flow of movements back on track with the music. It is that music 
connection that is crucial (to me). And tonight, the music triggers memories of whole 
sequences that combine well together and that fit with the tune played at this moment. 
Knowing many of the tunes helps me hear the personal variations Kinnon is playing. 
Understanding the character of the local tune repertoires ‘major’ or ‘minor’ tunes is 
helpful too. I am coming out of the ‘blur’ or rather that particular place where time 
moves slower. My vision becomes clearer; the music awareness fades a little bit. Again, I 
recognise familiar faces around me in the hall. I am back in ‘real’ time. Kinnon is in the 
‘B’ part of the tune and I, perhaps for the first time, make a conscious decision to dance 
a particular series of movements that will indicate to both musician and audience that I 
am done. I perform a series of ‘backsteps’, which allows me to move backwards and 
sideways. A nod to the audience and another to the musicians, and I make my way back 
to my seat along the wall. The crowd applaud. It has taken less than two minutes. As I 
sit down, the adrenaline rush now over, heart pumping, and sweat breaking out in 
rivers, I am aware of the people talking and laughing and applauding the next dancer – 
Anna MacDonald – now taking her turn on the floor. At this point the woman sitting 
next to me said in her Cape Breton Canadian accent. “You really enjoyed that, didn’t 
you?” 
 As I begin to calm down American dancer Martha Graham’s words come to mind 
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– “We look at the dance to impart the sensation of living in an affirmation of life, to 
energize the spectator into keener awareness of the vigour, the mystery, the humour, the 

variety, and the wonder of life”82  

 

These few minutes happened on the Monday evening 6th August 2007 at a Square 

Dance in Brook Village Parish Hall, Inverness County. The hall is owned by the parish 

of St John the Baptist and is used for dances, concerts, dinners, and family reunions and 

similar occasions. The present hall opened in 1945 and is the second hall on the site. 

The previous hall was a two-storey building with a stage and dance hall upstairs, but it 

burnt down (Addison 2001:37-41). The present hall is a white one-storey wooden 

building with a large open area and a stage in the main room; the east side extension has 

the entrance and a storage room; while the west extension houses kitchen, washrooms 

and a bar area. As the hall is not insulated most dances are held during the summer 

months and the regular Square dances are held on Monday nights between 21.00 and 

01.00 hours. In an email (4 August 2011) Mary Janet MacDonald commented as 

follows: 

…no-one has ever written this from the mind’s thoughts – you’ve managed to 
create the absolute snapshot of what happens in your mind and the physical and 
mental feelings that you encounter. I absolutely couldn’t agree more with what 
you put in the attached write-up. The only thing I have to add personally – is 
that every single time I spontaneously get up to dance – Mama83 comes back to 
me – her presence is there – and I always include a step or two that honour her 
memory (MacDonald 2011). 

It is quite clear from Mary Janet’s comment that when she dances she always associates 

the context with the person, in this case her mother, involved with her learning 

experience. Mary Janet also refers to her mother when teaching dance both formally and 

informally, I have noticed over the years. 
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Chapter 7 – Conclusion 
 

7.1 – Summary of Study: Concluding observations and remarks on transmission 

and shared commonalities in Cape Breton step dancing 

This study’s contribution to dance research concentrated on observations, made in the 

Cape Breton community context of various modes of movement (incorporating music) 

knowledge, transmitted via aural, visual, and kinaesthetic processes, and some aspects 

of the information being transmitted. The emerging picture, based on the particular 

sources of the study, is one of a holistic transmission environment, where the processes 

of sights, sounds, and kinaesthetic awareness, all often subconsciously, work 

harmoniously together to inform each actor in this cultural context. These transmission 

processes take place over an extended period, and in one sense they never stop, but 

develop into an on-going process that forms an integral part of daily life. The 

transmission of movement and awareness of rhythm (in the local music tradition) from 

a parent or family member, most commonly the mother, becomes a natural part of this 

process. The learning at home is further reinforced by social dancing and performance. 

Initially, there would have been Scotch Fours (or Reels) danced at home, but when 

Square dancing became popular, the dancing in the local schoolhouses, and later in the 

halls, became the prominent ‘third places’ gathering contexts. Solo dance performances 

at both social dance events and at community concerts further added to the opportunities 

of knowledge transmission. 

Even though dance is seldom recorded as being an integral part of the house 

ceilidh learning environment (see Chapter 4), one can assume it to be there, as music 

and dance are commonly thought of as one entity by those referring to music making in 

this particular context. According to my source accounts, the informal nature of 

transmission in the home, in the ceilidh house and other community contexts, continued 

even after formal classes became more prevalent from the 1970s onwards. Dance 

classes are nothing new to Cape Breton, as the historical chapter outlines. We have a 

record, through Rhodes’ 1957 research visit, of what dances were taught in some of 

these, but we have little detailed knowledge of what transmission processes were at 

work in these early examples. We can only speculate that the ways of transmitting 

movement, as described by the sources of this study, were an extension of both the 

home learning and the dance classes of old. One clue that such might indeed be the 

case, is that some of the sources mention members of the older generation, whom they 

remember having seen dancing, as having once attended these classes of the late 1800s 
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and early 1900s, which would support the idea of a degree of continuity. 

The first generation of new dance teachers of the 1970s brought the 

subconscious transmission processes of the home into the formal class environment. 

They found individual ways of passing on movement repertoire to large groups of 

people, often of different ages. The individual naming of ‘steps’ became a necessary 

tool in assisting more efficient teaching and providing focus for remembering 

movement sequences. For many, dancing became a class learning experience, which 

would be enhanced by attending Square dances and concerts, both in a capacity as 

observers and as active dancers. The transmission processes of the dance genre thus 

shifted from a predominantly home learning context into a public space context. Of 

course for some families, learning in the home continued, but viewed from a general 

standpoint, a change of the primary transmission environment took place. The home 

became for many a place of first learning and of reinforcement of what had been taught 

by other community members in class. Note that the common denominator for almost 

all the primary sources of this investigation (except for two) is that they learnt their 

initial dancing skills in the home environment. This fact would have had a significant 

impact on how and what these individuals were teaching in their classes during the 

1970s and 1980s. 

Another related factor in all the transmission processes is the full integration of 

musical knowledge, from an often full and general awareness of the local tune 

repertoire, down to relationships between Gaelic song (in particular mouth music and 

puirt-a-beul) which reinforce understanding of dance rhythms in the music, to the 

knowledge of an individual player’s particular ‘take’ or style of rendering those 

melodies. All the sources in this study are not only dancers but accomplished musicians 

or singers as well. Thus each one of them embodies both movement and music (song) 

knowledge, which fully informs their own beings internally of the relationship between 

these particular proficiencies. Their own individual understanding of these relationships 

also, through their performances of both dance and music, informs those around them 

through the same transmission process, as outlined above. The different proficiencies, 

picked up by different senses, migrate within these individuals’ own bodies, and from 

body to body, as described by, for example, Sklar (2008) and Hahn (2007) and develop 

into a shared experience both close to and away from each other.  

Chapters 4 and 5 describe, through the various source statements, snapshots of 

different transmission processes at work. From a general point of view, the interaction 
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of the senses, between eye, ear and ‘knowing with one’s body’ is illustrated. On an 

individual level however, we find that we occasionally emphasize one of our senses as 

more prominent in the transmission experience. This is natural as different situations 

will call on different sensoria, but also as different cultures prioritize different sensoria, 

according to Hahn (2007). Most of my sources seem to indicate that all the senses 

contribute to their ability to perform the movements of this genre aesthetically ‘correct’ 

as deemed by the community. Few of them indicated that they were aware of one sense 

being more prominent when learning, but their stories indicated what information each 

sense prioritized when recalled (see the biographies in Appendix A).  

Chapter 6 outlined in some detail a morphological analysis of essential, or core, 

movement segments known as motifs, locally referred to as ‘steps’ that this study 

singled out as essential to the genre form. The analysis isolated 19 motifs in strathspey 

time and 42 in reel time, as occurring sufficiently frequently among the dancers in this 

study. In the case of reel time motifs, the list could be further distilled to just 3-4 motifs, 

with the most prominent three-count cell-motif being ‘step-shuffle’ (or four-count motif 

being ‘step-shuffle-hop’ = R1). The three-count cell motif, or four-count motif, form 

part of motifs: R1, R2, R4, R5, R6, R7 and R8). These two motifs occur in a 

predominant number (38 in this study) of reel motifs or ‘steps’. These motifs reflect 

common usage by both male and female dancers, as well as over the time period 1957-

2010, (Rhodes 1957 notation to last video clip, 2010, used in this study). This list of 

motifs should not be seen as an exhaustive list, but as a list reflecting the source 

material of this particular study only. Their function is to provide a snapshot in time of 

what was and how it was in use at that particular point in time. The descriptions should 

not be seen as a kind of manual for ‘correct’ execution of any of these motifs. The 

generalizations described in Chapter 6 are based on the intention of foot placements by 

the dancers observed. It is important to remember that this study recognizes the fluidity 

of the tradition and that each performance is unique. Each realization of the step dance 

genre is a snapshot of the tradition but one, as I argue here, that reinforces certain 

essential movement and aesthetic values (see below). I would contend that most Cape 

Breton dancers would recognize all these motifs as being in common use, and perhaps 

even refer to them as part of their own view of the common repertoire. 

I did observe patterns of change as to the increasing variety in movement 

repertoire, as occurring over time, when studying the various film and video clips. Some 

of these, what I call ‘generational’ changes are outlined below (7.2) and can serve as 

starting point for further study. As this is a fluid and relatively slowly evolving and 
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changing step-dance genre, all changes observed are overlapping, so at any one time a 

smaller number of ‘steps’ danced by one particular dancer is in use alongside a much 

larger number of ‘steps’ used by another dancer. The reasons for this are better studied 

separately. The movements used by all the dancers in the clips viewed did, however, 

reflect the core motifs and aesthetic preferences, as suggested by this study. 

In addition, Chapter 6 looked at some well-placed verbal comments (or 

keywords) that seemed to suffice to keep each individual on track and within the 

boundaries of the genre aesthetic, as set by the collective appreciation of the 

community. The keywords keep the general aesthetic framework clear in the local 

mindscape. As Sklar (2008), Hahn (2007) and Bull (1997), for example, all argue, there 

is an on-going refinement process of the senses (visual, oral/aural and tactile or 

kinaesthetic) as vehicles of transmission. Learning to ‘know with your body’ over long 

periods, and complete immersion in the cultural expression, and embodiment of the 

same, are some of the key concepts, expressed through this study’s source accounts.  

Examining all the information gathered from a broad perspective, I see a 

presence of shared commonalities through the various aspects of transmission processes 

and key components of what is transmitted. These shared commonalities are, in the 

featured cases of this study, present whether transmitted predominantly through a 

primary source, such as a teacher, or by general impressions of many individual dancers 

in the community. The most common scenario is a combination of a set of particular 

transmission sources combined and reinforced by general impressions by the actions of 

the dance community as a whole. My experience of asking Cape Bretoners to name 

some good local dance exponents, which yielded numerous names, rather than one or 

two, helps to illustrate this.  

Adding the time factor, one then sees that what is being shared among this group 

of people evolves and changes over time, but certain aspects remain recognizable as 

core elements. These may be certain visual patterns, movement combinations, 

interactions between people and so forth, all with an individual interpretation, which 

over time may be of an evolving nature, but still recognizable as a common ‘same.’ The 

same applies to aural and kinaesthetic transmission processes: rhythm patterns, of the 

feet on their own, or in relation to music and song, for example. Reinforced ‘knowing 

with ones body’ which is passed from person to person and strengthened within one’s 

own body during each moment of realization, either as active participant and/or as 

observer. The aforementioned movement building blocks of common motifs, with their 
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accompanying keywords or phrases, again with individual ‘takes’ on their realization, 

provide shared commonalties in this community.  

I believe it is the great volume of shared common values and expression that 

allows the individual to improvise their realization of the dance (music / song) genre 

around a strong body of core material. With volume, I do not mean the number but the 

frequency of for example the ‘step-shuffle’ used in a reel motif that one sees (hears and 

feels) and the frequency of the few keywords being repeated. One advantage of the 

transmitted core movements and aesthetic keywords lies in them keeping the general 

realization of the dance genre coherent for the community. Another advantage is that 

general realization allows, at an individual level, for personal interpretations (or ‘takes’) 

within the defined verbal and non-verbal boundaries to be expressed. The boundaries of 

the genre are thus continually made clear and are even further reinforced through each 

realization of the dance. The silent transmission processes work hand in hand with the 

few choice keywords that emphasize the essence of the dance genre. To me it is the 

ability to improvise around these core movements and aesthetic values that brings life 

and meaning to both the dance and the music. As Melody Cameron aptly puts it, ‘the 

music and dance nourishes us’. This scenario of realization keeps the dance genre not 

only alive but also recognizable as a distinct genre. 

Earlier discussions (see 2.2.2, 4.3.2 and 6.3.1) argue the relevance, now that the 

use of the language is in decline, of Gaelic language, language rhythm and Gaelic song 

rhythm to the local musical style, and pose the question whether the music itself has 

absorbed elements of this. Rather than singling out the language as the only key, might 

it not be more relevant to look at the deep level of understanding of the many aspects of 

shared commonalities (which would include language as a primary element) as the key 

to the realization of the music, song and step dance in Cape Breton? According to the 

Nova Scotia Gaelic language teacher Joe Murphy, the “idea of shared commonality 

among the people is a very important aspect of the whole psyche of the Gaelic people” 

(CBC News 31 January 2012)84. My observations tell me that it is these shared common 

notions of rhythm (in language, song and music), and the timing of dance movements in 

relation to these, that lie at the heart of the meaning making in the local dance 

community. 

To summarize, I see particular aspects of the following as defining Cape Breton 

step dancing as a genre at present and which are essential to enabling the particular 

transmission processes as outlined:  
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• Settlement pattern – the current communities in Cape Breton are based on the 

early settlement pattern of the immigrants. Often the strong community bond 

that existed in their home country continued in Cape Breton. Even though 

outmigration to other parts of Canada and USA, as well as resettlement, to for 

example the urban and industrial areas round Sydney, within Cape Breton, has 

affected the coherence of the early community settlements, I argue, based on the 

source material, that the pull of the ‘home’ area brings people back to visit as 

often as they can. This pattern of summertime visiting and the clear idea among 

the ‘displaced’ Cape Bretoners of where ‘home’ is, in some way help to 

strengthen the community traditions. I believe it is also significant that in many 

areas the geographical references of the place are often to do with dance 

contexts such as the dance halls (see Addison 2001). 

• Contexts – the main contexts where transmission of the genre occurs, primarily 

the home, but more frequently in the formal class situation; both of these 

contexts being reinforced in ‘third places’ such as the Square dance and the 

community concert. 

• Time – long term and frequent exposure to the genre, and related cultural 

aspects, in evolving community defined contexts. 

• Transmission processes – the particular ways, outlined in this study, in which 

transmission occurs through one’s senses by visual, aural and kinaesthetic 

means. Where contexts, time factors, often close proximity between those 

performing the genre, play a role in what and how movement schema migrate 

from body to body and develop within bodies. 

• Music and Song knowledge – the close relationship between movement and the 

local expression of music and song, often embodied within the same person, as 

the dancer tends also to be a musician, singer or both. 

• Motifs / ‘steps’ – the movement repertoire. Certain core movement combinations 

amalgamated with the community idea of aesthetic preferences, establishing the 

form of the genre.  

• Lack of quantity of mnemonic keywords, relying only on a few keywords or 

phrases to convey a much larger non-verbal understanding of what the preferred 

aesthetic style criteria are. 

• Flexible boundaries – the combination of the core motifs and the aesthetic 
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preferences create a framework that the individual dancer can both improvise 

around, and also within, what are to a certain extent, flexible boundaries, as 

understood by the community. These flexible boundaries carry meaning as to 

what the genre is, and what it is not. The boundaries have a degree of fluidity as 

the dance genre slowly evolves over time (see 7.2.).  

I would argue that the transmission processes at work, as outlined above, are essential 

for how both the aesthetics and the structural elements of the dance genre have been and 

are maintained. Not only is deep level embodiment of both movement and musical 

rhythm enabled; but also the community consensus of the genre boundaries is 

maintained. Recall the community view of many simultaneously good dancers who 

provide fluid and continually refreshed guidelines for ‘best’ practice. Combined, these 

notions also enable the individuals to put their personal mark or ‘take’ on the dancing. 

In one sense, each individual conforms to the community view of best practice within 

the ‘unspoken boundaries’, but at the same time this view allows for personal 

interpretation of common motifs, and by extension, also for gradual innovation and 

equally for gradual change (see 7.2. below). It is a change that maintains certain 

constant identifiers. These identifiers define both the aesthetic and structural (form) 

parts of the dance genre. 

Whether these given criteria will change and how they will change when 

transmission processes change, the number of core motifs might expand, or possibly the 

aesthetic criteria alter, is for further studies to determine in detail. This study is only a 

snapshot of a certain group of people, but who are all seen by their community as good 

representatives of the Cape Breton step dance genre, within a particular timeframe, and 

of how they experience transmission processes and perform the motif repertoire and 

uphold a certain set of aesthetic preferences.  

It should be noted that all the dancers featuring as primary sources in this 

exploration, with the exception of one or perhaps two, should be seen as representations 

of particular transmission processes at work and these sources frequent interaction with 

certain contexts (particularly the home context) is not necessarily the norm any longer. 

Many of the sources have expressed concern that the level of understanding of 

fundamental values of the music and dance by young musicians and dancers in Cape 

Breton is no longer as grounded (and connected to each other) as it once was (see 7.2 

and 7.3). Maybe the snapshots in this exploration will serve as a reminder of a certain 

level of natural harmony in transmission processes and shared commonalities at work in 

the Cape Breton music and dance community, but that they were recorded in a period of 
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transition into another phase of the development of these local traditions. It is often said 

locally, that the ability to play music or dance ‘is in the blood’. This phrase, in my 

opinion, may stand for the non-verbal understanding of shared commonalities through 

dance (movement) and music as described in this thesis.  

 

7.2 – Observations on Change within Cape Breton step dancing 

Although this investigation was not primarily concerned with observing change in the 

tradition, it was inevitably noticed in the process. As Andrea Beaton told me: 

I believe that the dance scene is changing, as is every aspect of the tradition. But 
I am now convinced that is what a living tradition does…it’s how it can continue 
to be a living tradition. I believe there are a lot of aspects that have changed 
through the years (Beaton 2010 p.c.). 

Change in traditional ways and practices are often lamented by observers, (see in 

particular Gibson 1998, 2005, 2008; Shaw 1992/3; and Kennedy 2002), especially if the 

changes are seen as not occurring slowly and naturally within the tradition. Indeed loss 

of whole aspects of a culture, like the daily use of the Gaelic language in Cape Breton, 

is part of this process of change. As part of the general globalization process, contact 

with other traditional expressions in music and dance has increased, and with it, 

consciously or un-consciously, changes occur. Due to modern communication and 

increased opportunities of contact, these influences that may induce change occur more 

regularly than in previous generations. Workshops, formal classes, and technology are 

factors that might increase the pace of learning, the scope of what can be learned, and 

thus increase the range of possibilities of change. Sklar (2008) and Hahn (2007) 

comment on the implications of increase in transmission pace and suggest, as I 

understand it, that this might change subtle nuances of what can, or can not, be 

perceived during different length timeframes of transmission.  

Through this study I have observed what I would categorize as generational 

preferences in the dance content. By this I mean that different generations of dancers 

have a different framework of dance knowledge, particularly in relation to the motif 

repertoire they use. The transmission processes and the different contexts where they 

occur, as discussed in this work, have an impact on, for example a dancer’s extent of 

motif repertoire and in the way it is used. A comparison like this is in one sense a 

generalization as changes do not occur in a straightforward manner. Many dancers do 

not fit into such a division in reality, and the majority would straddle the second and 

third, or the third and fourth categories. The division below is only helpful in respect to 
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observing that patterns of change are occurring to certain characteristics, such as dance / 

music relationship, use of different motif lengths and some aesthetic preferences.  

 

7.2.1 – Set solo dances associated with particular tunes 

My first category includes dances associated with a particular tune and is a part of the 

dance tradition that has almost completely disappeared in Cape Breton. It is represented 

by dancers such as Margaret Gillis, one of the last people in Cape Breton who can still 

remember the set dance, Flowers of Edinburgh or Dannsa nan Flurs, and she is the 

daughter of the late John Alex ‘the dancer’ Gillis of Gillisdale. The Flowers of 

Edinburgh requires an analysis of its own, but the two most striking aspects of these 

dances are their close correspondence rhythmically to a particular tune; and the very 

close-to-the-floor style of the foor movements. This particular dance has a pattern where 

a circle using percussive steps is danced to the ‘A’ part of the tune; and a percussive 

step is danced for the ‘B’ part. The steps to the ‘A’ part stay the same right through the 

dance, while the steps to the ‘B’ part change each time. The order of the steps seems not 

to have been strictly set. In Margaret’s case this dance would have been learnt at home 

from her father (see Rhodes 1996:189). 

 

7.2.2 – Solo dancing of extemporaneous nature with a limited motif repertoire 

In my second category are found dancers who have a limited motif repertoire. It is 

representative of dancers such as the late Alex Hughie MacDonald from Judique 

Interval whom I observed dancing in both 1995 and 1996. Alex Hughie features on the 

DVD, Highland Legacy: The Music of Cape Breton (2006). Alex Hughie effectively 

used a fairly limited number of one-bar and two-bar motifs when he danced, and there 

was only a little difference between his strathspey and reel steps. His right foot 

dominated his dancing. He did not repeat all motifs evenly between right and left side. 

His timing was perfect, and he leant very slightly forwards and gently moved his left 

hand all along the sequences. His trademark steps involved a lot of ‘heel’ taps to the 

ground, using his legs quite vigorously (putting a lot of energy into the leg work) when 

dancing them. He would be termed as a ‘high stepper’, to use a local phrase. Alex 

Hughie always got the crowd cheering when he danced. He radiated pure enthusiasm, 

and the more the crowd cheered and applauded, the bigger his smile. 
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7.2.3 – Solo dancing of generally extemporaneous nature with an extensive motif 

repertoire 

My third category of dancers all have a fairly substantial repertoire of motifs / steps 

which they combine. All the dancers featured in this study (Appendix A) would be part 

of this category (and some also fit into category four to a certain extent).  

If generalizing, this group predominantly features dancers who learnt at home 

from family and friends. However, some of them might, in addition, have attended 

community dance classes from the 1970s onwards.  

Characteristic for them all is that they use combinations of one-bar, two-bar and 

four-bar motifs and phrases (‘steps’). These motifs are generally evenly repeated twice 

or four times depending on the motif in use. This is, however, not a strict rule, as most 

will at some point deviate from this and break up the evenness with singular motifs, 

placed at points when either the mood or the music so dictates. All these dancers may 

also change their minds in mid-flow and, if starting a step which does not feel right for 

whatever reason, it may be changed for something else. In fact many musicians deal 

with tunes in a similar fashion. If a tune is not right at any particular moment, it is either 

played short, or a new tune is started at a convenient place. The flow of music and 

dance in either case is never interrupted.  

The extent of the repertoire of motif and phrases (‘steps’) that these dancers use 

varies from individual to individual. What is more important, and what they are 

generally recognized for, is their good use of these motifs (‘steps’), their timing and 

musicality. Many of these dancers are the ones called upon to ‘share’ their steps, as I 

would call it, with the community at public events.  

 

7.2.4 – Current young and predominantly formally class taught dancers who use 

‘new’ motifs and aesthetics 

My fourth category of dancers consists mainly of younger dancers who may have learnt 

their skills predominantly in a dance class environment. That being said, they also learn 

‘steps’ by observing others at dances and concerts. Note that many young dancers fit 

better into the third category. The below observations only serve as illustrations of 

differences to the other categories. 

Some of the characteristics I have observed are that these dancers use ‘steps’ 

that are longer. Four-to eight-bar combinations of motifs and phrases are common, and 

many seem to dance more with a plan in mind than ‘dancing off the cuff’, as the other 
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categories predominantly do. Some of these dancers also draw upon motifs and phrases 

from other dance forms, such as other percussive dance forms (Irish, and other 

Canadian styles among others) and movement repertoire derived from modern Highland 

dancing for example.  

Some do not dance close-to-the-floor, but lift their feet quite high off the ground 

and use more lateral movements. In the mid-1990s, I observed how many of these 

dancers used ‘steps’ mostly consisting of ‘broken ankle’ movements (that is, rapidly 

twisting the heel forward and downwards, or twisting the working foot onto the outside 

of the foot. See motif R4f for example). Some dancers used this particular movement in 

every other ‘step’ they danced. When Willie Fraser refers to a step as a ‘quiver’, 

inferring something new and modern to the style, it is probably this kind of movement 

he means. Some feel that the ‘flashy’ steps only started emerging when the solo dancing 

predominantly migrated from the house party to the concert stage. 

Another aspect of this category is the creeping in of different rhythm patterns, 

some more complex, and others of a more cross rhythm or ‘broken’ nature, compared to 

what the other categories would use. Of course the dancers in category three and four 

would use both complex and cross-rhythm steps, too, but it is the frequency of the use 

of these types of movements that increases in category five. Fr. Eugene Morris 

remarked on the use of ‘broken timing’ steps that it would have started around 1980 and 

compared these ‘broken timing’ rhythms to “something like the kind of thing you’d 

hear Sheumas MacNeil playing on the piano … it seems to be going hand in hand … 

Harvey Beaton is someone that is good at that … it’s an innovation” (MacGillivray 

1988:144). 

 

7.2.5 – Some observations and comments on change to the dance genre 

I met the late Maggie Ann (Cameron) Beaton (Appendix A5) in Mabou in 1995, and 

she remarked on some of the changes she had observed over the years. Maggie Ann 

said, for example that some steps had disappeared out of use altogether. She recalled 

some strathspey steps that involved more work high up on toes than what she had seen 

in recent years. She indicated that these steps were ‘close-to-the-floor’ but that the 

positioning of the feet was different. Sadie MacNeil echoes this observation of dancing 

on the toes in the strathspey (MacGillivray 1988:128).  

The use of touching or placing the heel on the floor, particularly in reel time, 

seems to have changed as well. It might be a matter of personal preference that 

influences the use of heel taps, particularly in ‘shuffles’ motif, and in movements where 
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you ‘dig’ your heels into the ground to give extra emphasis. Rhodes (1985) described 

some of these characteristic ‘heel’ movements. Certainly some dancers use more heel-

based movements than others. Mary Janet MacDonald (2009 p.c.) also indicates that the 

preferred trend for wearing ‘taps’ on the shoes in previous years, and the current use of 

shoes with no heels (trainers, sandals and even dancing in bare feet), and the lack of 

dancers wearing hard-soled shoes with ‘hard’ heels in general, may affect the use of 

motifs or ‘steps’ using the heels. As a result the soundscape of the dance genre changes 

with the absence of ‘heavier’ sounds of heels hitting the floor. 

Glenn Graham brings up the subject of speed and suggests that the introduction 

or Gaelicization of Square sets by adding step dancing increased the speed, and that 

…change in tempo could correlate to society itself – efficiency and speed of 
application in any task seems to be more valued now. Or perhaps it is the 
younger dancers, both as individual performers, and at dances, prefer a livelier 
tempo; this may have been a trend since as early as the 1930s (Graham 
2006:129). 

Graham goes on to quote Dunlay (1992) among others who concur on the subject of 

increased speed, and engages in a discussion on the various reasons and perceptions of 

the changes in tempo (Graham 2006:129-132). Maggie Ann Beaton also commented on 

the increase in speed to me in 1995 saying that the strathspeys were certainly danced at 

a much slower tempo when she was young. 

In the mid-1990s, I observed that many, in particular younger dancers, kick and 

lift their feet higher off the ground. This feature is also commented on in 

MacGillivray’s interviews a decade earlier. Johnny Stamper of Scotch Lake, for one, 

lamented in 1987 the fact that the close-to the-floor style was disappearing and along 

with it the musicality of the dancers – “they don’t give a darn what tunes are being 

played or anything else!” (MacGillivray 1988:157). 

Finally, a couple of comments by dancers from the Boston area, with connection 

to Cape Breton, but who predominantly learnt their dancing in the US. One felt that 

when dancing in Cape Breton the performance they would not include all the different 

‘steps’, with perhaps Ottawa Valley or Quebecoise influence, that they would 

incorporate at home. Another voice said that years ago more individual dance styles 

were apparent, but that the step dance genre has become homogenized through class 

teaching by a relatively small number of teachers. 
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7.2.6. – Summary of observed changes 

In summary I discern the following overall pattern of change in the dance genre: 1) an 

expansion of and increase in the number of different motifs in use in addition to the core 

repertoire over time; 2) a lengthening of motifs in use from 1-bar or 2-bar long motifs to 

also including 4-bar or 8-bar long motifs (phrases) (also related to point 5); 3) the 

introduction into fairly common usage of new movements, for example ‘broken ankle 

steps’; 4) a degree of increase in dance music tempo; 5) a certain degree of a disconnect 

between the dancers ‘steps’ and the music to which it is danced (often in relation to the 

dancing of routines). Note that this is not always the case as it depends on the individual 

dancers in question; 6) key aesthetic concepts, such as ‘close-to-the-floor’ style, not 

always being adhered to; 7) the reduced use of movements involving the heel striking 

the floor; and finally 8) the almost complete disappearance of dances performed to a 

particular tune. In contrast, core concepts, such as good timing, neatness, and lightness, 

as given in 7.1, seem to remain constant. 

 

7.3 – Thoughts and recommendations for further research 

During the research period a number of questions and possible future research questions 

to add to this contribution to dance research emerged. Some are related to transmission 

processes and morphological and structural analysis while others are to do with 

historical aspects of the dancing or other related expressions of step dance. 

As stated above, this investigation can only be seen as a snapshot of a particular 

group of people within a particular time frame. As most of the sources experienced 

similar transmission processes and similar aesthetic and movement preferences, they 

provide answers relating only to their experiences. Some questions that may then be 

asked are: 

Will the level of understanding of this cultural expression change? If so, to what 

extent? What might be the conditions for, and also the speed of, transmission change? If 

less learning occurs in the home, and more takes place in organized weekly dance 

classes, will change occur? When the community members, who belonged to the 

generation when transmission at home was part of daily life, are gone, how will this 

affect all aspects of the dance genre? When those who primarily learnt in class take over 

the roles as teachers, what level of disconnect may then occur between the transmission 

processes and the core matter passed on, as outlined in this study? Will the focus be on 

visual effect? Or perhaps more advanced technical ability, incorporating, to a greater 
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degree than before, movement ideas from other related or non-related dance forms? 

Sklar (2008) mentions, for example, the speeding up of transmission processes having 

possible effects on what is being learnt and also the level of embodying. If class 

learning occurs over short periods, with only certain aspects of the tradition being 

emphasized, resulting in short bursts of concentrated movement learning, for example 

being passed on, but without long sustained gradual learning over time, what will be the 

result in aesthetic as well as movement respects? 

If the class scenario emphasizes the learning of routines, the skill of improvising 

might decline, as the transmission norm of experiencing many different versions of the 

‘same’ would not be present. The multitude of surrounding sensory stimuli would 

perhaps be largely absent.  

If the connection between music and dance were to decline, perhaps because of 

the attraction for young players to perform on stage rather than play for dancing as their 

primary function for playing, what will be the resulting changes for both the music and 

dance genre? Will we see a divorced scenario, or disconnect, between aspects of the 

music and dance traditions, as is apparent in both Scottish and Irish music today? A 

number voices in the community expressed great concern regarding this particular 

disconnect between music and dance and any resulting changes to the tradition.  

Is it possible that the solo dancing is moving towards a more performance 

orientated activity rather than something that is done as part of a social gathering, 

whether this be a house party or a community concert?  

There are currently no dancing competitions in the Cape Breton step dance 

tradition, although they appear to have been common at one point in time, but the 

context and role of those competitions would be an interesting historical project of 

investigation. 

Are some of these scenarios already happening to some extent? Only further 

studies can unearth answers to the above and other similar questions. 

From an analytical point of view, this study does not engage more deeply in the 

ways dancers improvise around the core motifs described. I have merely stated that 

improvisation occurs around these core sets of motifs. There is scope for looking at 

particular patterns of motif combinations; carrying out a study of a particular repertoire 

as a representation of the dance genre; and looking at particular motifs associated with 

either individual dancers or with certain families in a geographical area.  

As mentioned in the previous section I did look at some aspects of change with 



	   217 

regards to the span of motifs in use during the research period. This is an area of 

research that could well be analysed further in detail. Questions to be looked at could 

for example be: exactly why these changes occur, and what the primary influences to 

these changes are?  

Following a complete morphological or form and structural analysis of Cape 

Breton step dance, as suggested in 2.5.1, a comparative study could look at similarities 

or differences between, for example, existing studies of Quebecoise step dancing 

(Chartrand 1991) and step dancing in county Kerry, Ireland (Foley 1988). Another 

specific study could look at stylistic identifiers in the step dancing done in the 

Cheticamp area, as it has certain rhythmic characteristics that may set it apart from the 

general Cape Breton step dancing.  

From an historical point of view, a study could be built around Rhodes’ 1957 

findings and further explore the changes in society that led to the old set solo dances 

falling out of favour. The presence of the genre ‘Highland Games Dancing’ was not 

explored in depth in this study, but during the research period I uncovered some 

evidence that suggests that forms of Flings and Sword dances etc., may have been more 

common on the island than previous research has suggested. Perhaps a closer look at the 

influence of mainland Canadian traditions and the many Highland Societies and the 

Nova Scotian Highland Games tradition would warrant further study? 

Gender balance could be another line of further inquiry. This investigation 

touched on some gender issues, such as the change in the role of women in transmitting 

dance knowledge, and being seen dancing more in public as well as teaching dance. The 

shift in gender balance in the dance community is as apparent in Cape Breton as in 

many other cultures, including Ireland and Scotland. A more detailed study could reveal 

more aspects of the influence women have had on the dance tradition, as well as the 

reason why the number of male dancers is declining, but their popularity as primary 

exponents of the dance genre remains strong. 

Finally, contextual changes for social dancing could be further explored: from 

the dancing of the Scotch Four in the home to the current Square dancing in the local 

parish halls. What remains of the reel dancing of old? What place does it have in 

today’s dance contexts? What changes has Square dancing undergone? We have 

touched upon the watering down of figures and the decline in local versions of Square 

sets in this study. What other changes can be observed? What about gender balance in 

the dancing at present, with more women than men attending the Square dances? Is the 
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use of stepping in Square sets on the increase or in decline? What impact have tourists 

attending the summer time dances had on this genre? With many of the older generation 

of dancers attending fewer dances, is the nature of what is being done changing? A 

study would no doubt raise many more questions. 

The social scene is changing in Cape Breton. There is now a small pub scene, 

The Red Shoe in Mabou and Rollie’s Wharf in North Sydney. One may ask what 

impact this may have, if any, on the tradition? Is there a danger of dance losing its 

connection with the music? Do big festivals, like Celtic Colours, have a positive or 

negative effect on the dance tradition? Will the core function of future generations’ 

playing and dancing be one of performance rather than a social activity as it is today? 

There is indeed plenty of scope for further dance research in Cape Breton! In the 

meantime we should perhaps follow the T-shirt slogan seen at Glencoe Mills Square 

dance – “Step dancing is life, the rest is only details!” 
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Endnotes 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 I purposely refer to the dancers and musicians featured in this study as ‘sources’, as I see their 
knowledge and experience as if flowing out of a deep local well of information, or source. This image of 
a source aligns with the notion in Scots Gaelic tobar an dualchais, which in translation is a well or source 
of riches. 
2 Encyclopædia Britannica 2009. 
3 In particular, the connection between the music and dance tradition in Cape Breton and the difference 
from that in the Highlands of Scotland was explored at these Summer Schools. Indeed the link with the 
Highland way of life, traditions and the Gaelic language was often emphasized by, in particular, the 
Scottish organizers of the Summer Schools (Melin 2005). 
4 The ‘top’ set refers to the Square set positioned nearest the stage and musicians. It commonly consist of 
experienced local dancers. 
5 See Trew 2009:19-22 for further reading on the subject. 
6 These are studies of the communities on the Shetland island of Whalsay, County Fermanagh and Tory 
Island in Ireland and Ottawa Valley respectively. 
7 As a tourist arriving in Nova Scotia you are met at Halifax airport (and other border crossings) by signs 
in Gaelic greeting you with ‘Ceud Mile Fàilte’ (‘A Hundred Thousand Welcomes’), airport stewards wear 
vests in Nova Scotia tartan and there are often Highland Bagpipers playing, leaving you with no illusion 
but that you have arrived in ‘New Scotland.’ Even the provincial flag and the coat-of-arms indicate a 
Scottish essence, and tourist literature invites you to attend ‘ceilidhs’, which are professionally staged 
rather than the informal gathering which would be the root of the word. The multi-ethnic reality of the 
place is however less apparent. 
8 As can be seen in, for example, the title of ‘Cape Breton Highlands National Park” which opened in 
1937. 
9 There is an on-going debate of the relevance of the connection between the Gaelic language and the 
local musical style (fiddling in particular) and to a lesser extent, the ability to embody the local dance 
style that cannot be ignored in the Cape Breton context. The Scottish Gaelic culture is arguably the most 
highlighted ethnic expression in Cape Breton followed by Acadian cultural expressions. There is the view 
among many practitioners, and observers, of the Cape Breton Gaelic culture that there is a particular 
Gaelic sound in the music, a Blas na Gàidhlig or Gaelic Flavour. Many of the old tunes in the Cape 
Breton repertoire have Gaelic words to them, whether the word or the tune came first is not always clear, 
but as the use of Gaelic is declining one of the current arguments is that we are now in a Post-Gaelic era. 
Thus, some observers feel and lament that the old sound is disappearing, while others, for example Shaw 
(1992/3), maintain that certain musicians do retain the sound in their music. 
10 What stands out is the notion of an acceptable aspect of a culture being decided upon and enhanced and 
promoted. Melin’s research in Scottish dance traditions shows that the ‘improvers’ of the same are often 
self-appointed people who then decide what aspects are to be promoted and in the process often enhanced 
and refined. A particular case is the change of how Hebridean solo dances were altered by mainland 
Highland dance teachers but published as ‘authentic’ (Melin archive unpublished; Flett 1996:64). 
11 On the topic of visual representations, it is worth noting that with regard to photos of step dancers in 
Cape Breton, there seems to be no emphasis on wearing special costume judging by old photos, apart 
from perhaps wearing one’s ‘Sunday best’ for a house-party, school house dance or picnic. But studying 
the photographs in MacGillivray’s Cape Breton Ceilidh (1988), for example, this is shown clearly. 
However if one takes note of photos in which step dancers wear items of clothing in tartan, they seem, 
judging by dress style and text information, to stem from the 1970s and early 1980s. Tartan vests 
(waistcoats) and jackets for the men and tartan skirts for the women are commonly seen in these photos. 
Also YouTube clips from the early 1980s and film clips in the Beaton Institute, Cape Breton University 
and in Celtic Music Interpretive Centre archives, from the same period, confirm this change in dress code. 
Tartan became heavily promoted by Nova Scotia’s tourism industry since the 1940s as a ‘cultural badge’. 
As in Scotland, Cape Breton concerts and other events saw Highland dancers appearing wearing tartan, as 
they do when competing. Likewise, the limited appearance of Scottish Country dancers on the Island saw 
them wear tartan as part of their dance outfits. It is therefore, perhaps, understandable that it became 
necessary for the Cape Breton Gaels to show their ‘ethnic colours’ alongside these displays of tartan and 
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costume and the official Nova Scotian tourist promotions. These promotions showed Highland dancers, 
pipers and many other officials wearing tartan both in print and at official events (Kennedy 2002:241). 
12 The information theory claims that for every one active aspect we select to concentrate on about 
another million are actively disregarded. Also active de-selection exacts a lot from us but is also what we 
grasp the least of. It is therefore important to research what something is, but also what it is not. 
(Ronström 2007:233) 
13 In Sweden the mindscape also saw a shift in the music in that it acquired a distinctive local anchoring 
but with a ‘new type of past’, and one where the music moved out of the dance venues and on to the 
stage. In its new context new narratives about the past were created “about an ancient and unique 
Leksand-style that had survived modernity’s disruptive and destructive forces in the hands of a small 
number of head-strong powerful fiddlers” (Ronström 2007:233). 
14 Further research opportunities of the Cape Breton music and dance context open up if one pursues 
Ronström’s (2007, 2010) deliberations on the shift of thinking on local traditions as heritage, and taking 
in the impact Anthony Giddens (1990) points out regarding the consequences of modernity. Giddens 
argues that since the late twentieth century we see whole social systems, our social relations, time, space, 
all being disembedded, uncoupled, and through the mechanics of globalisation, moved out of its local 
context of interaction, and restructured across unlimited areas of space and time. Parts of these on-going 
reconstruction issues are the many ‘mindscapes’ or images we hold of islands. These images apply to 
Cape Breton in a number of discussions, as these images provide us with a sense of place, a dream place. 
Islands are often seen as remote and places where to access an imagined past in various ways. Islands are 
often being exploited by tourism but in reality their illusions of insularity are far from reality, as 
investigated by John Gillis in Islands of the Mind (2004). The spread and interest round the world of Cape 
Breton ‘Island’ music and dance are part of this current shift of boundaries and thinking of ‘local’ and 
‘past’ music in an ever-increasingly global world. 
15 For a detailed study of Cape Breton’s history consult Robert J. Morgan’s two volumes Rise Again! The 
Story of Cape Breton Island (2008, 2009); and also Morgan (2000); Hornsby (1989, 1992); Campbell and 
MacLean (1975); Stanford Reid (1988); Donovan (1990); Dunn (1991); Harper and Vance (1999); and 
Buckner, Campbell and Frank (1998). For history from an Irish perspective, consult MacKenzie (1999); 
the Acadian view is given in, for example, Laxer (2006), Caplan and Grace (2004); and among the many 
books on the Scottish settlement one good source is MacDougall (1922), and Kennedy’s Gaelic Nova 
Scotia report (2002) in addition to those given above. 
16 For entries on Mi’Kmaq culture and dance traditions see: Le Blanc and Sadowsky’s Inverness County 
Dance Project Report (1986:17-26); Lescarbot (1609, 1914); Le Clercq (1910); Whitehead and McGee 
(1983); Wallis and Wallis, The Micmac Indians of Eastern Canada (1954); As there are research 
protocols and procedures for studies of Mi’kmaq culture, anyone interested should refer to Cape Breton 
University’s Mi’kmaq Studies programme (http://www.cbu.ca/academics/mikmaq-studies/) for more 
information. There is also some information on Mi’kmaq dance at (http://www.native-dance.ca). Morgan 
(2008 and 2010) describes Mi’kmaq issues in general in Cape Breton. 
17 Good studies of Scottish Gaelic society’s intricate kinship based system and the causes for emigration 
is well documented in, for example, Gibson (1998, 2005); Bumsted (1982); McLean (1991), Brander 
(1982); Smout [1990]; Boswell (1773) 1909; Pennant, 1773; Campbell 1936 & 1990; Hunter (1994, 
2010); MacKenzie (1883, 1991); Richards (2008); and Divine (2011). 
18 The phrase ‘the traditional kin-based society’ is used in preference to ‘the Clan system,’ a phrase often 
bandied about but seldom defined. This society had been evolving and changing, since a century before 
1745; in some senses it survives still in today’s Gaelic-speaking crofting communities. Correspondence, 
Ronald Black, 15.7.1991. 
19 “Booleying was a system of moving cattle and sheep to summer pastures on higher ground or distant 
moorland. Young folk and even whole families left the village after the crops were sown and migrated to 
the booley area.”( http://www.irishcultureandcustoms.com/acalend/InventHalloween.html) [accessed 
10/03/2011]. 
20 The Loyalists settled mainly in Sydney, Baddeck, near Middle River, Port Hood, Hillsborough, and the 
Gut of Canso region (Morgan 2008:112). 
21 With regards to Cape Breton’s Gaelic language and dialects, Seumus Grannd’s article Some Influences 
on the Gaelic of Cape Breton (1998) provides further reading. 
22 For an in-depth study of Gaelic and Gaelic culture as a whole in Nova Scotia see Dr. Michael 
Kennedy’s seminal report (2002). 
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23 The house ceilidh and transmission processes therein are discussed in detail in chapter 4. 
24 In the interviews in MacGillivray (1988), scores of names of ‘good’ dancers and dance teachers are 
mentioned. MacGillivray does single out some, which are worth pointing out: 

Alexander Gillis (Mac Iain ic Alasdair) arrived from Morar in 1826 and settled in South West 
Margaree. His great-granddaughter, Margaret Gillis, says, “He had been a dance instructor in 
Scotland and continued to be one here.” The dancing was handed down correctly from 
generation to generation, and Margaret herself is an excellent exponent of the tradition. 

Sara Beaton MacIsaac, the daughter of Alexander Beaton (Alasdair an Taillear) who 
came to Mabou in 1809, was a very good step dancer, as were her grandchildren, Frank and 
Vincent MacLellan and Johnny MacIsaac. 

Archie Kennedy, father of Ranald Kennedy (1870-1958) of Broad Cove Chapel, was a 
famed step dance teacher and was taught by his own father, John Kennedy, who emigrated from 
Canna in 1790 and began dancing classes in Broad Cove not long after. 

Mary MacDonald Beaton (Mairi Aonghuis Thullaich; 1795-1880) had been a 
distinguished dancer in Scotland and, after immigrating to Cape Breton, set up a school near 
MacKinnon’s Brook for the purpose of teaching that skill. She was the mother of dancer-fiddler 
Alexander J. Beaton (b. 1837) and of step dance teacher Angus Beaton (1823-1899). Mairi 
Alasdair Raonuill, whom I [MacGillivray] had the pleasure of meeting, was taught to dance by 
this Alexander J. Beaton. 

Mary MacIsaac MacIntyre (Nighean Illeasbuig Oig), Margaret MacPhee’s 
grandmother, lived in Broad Cove Banks and taught step dancing. 

Christena MacInnis, Anna MacEachern Grechuk’s great-grandmother, originated in 
Scotland and taught some dancing on this side. 

Ninety-year-old Hughie Dougald MacIsaac of Inverness had a grandmother (a 
MacDonald from Broad Cove Banks) who taught step dancing and who danced at a picnic in the 
first decade of this century (MacGillivray 1988:24).	  

25 Smàladh na Coinnle – smooring the candle.  The Concise Scots Dictionary, AUP, 1985 (87), p. 637 
read – smooring (the fire); a ritual damping down of the domestic fire at night, once common in Highland 
Catholic districts.  Dwelly’s Illustrated Gaelic to English Dictionary, Gairm, 1988, p. 867, read – 
smàladh, -aidh,  Snuffing, act of snuffing a candle.  smàladaireachd, Act of candle-snuffing.  cnap-
smàlaidh, a gathering coal, to keep the fire alive overnight. 
26 Extract from a poem by the bard, Dougall MacLennan (Dùghall Iain Ruaidh), Inverness County, Cape 
Breton. [Sgeul gu Latha – Tales until Dawn by Joe Neil MacNeil, Ed. J. Shaw, Edinburgh, 1987, p. 477]. 
27 The earliest reference to a Reel being danced in the Maritimes is from the reminiscences of an early 
settler, among the Glenaladale Pioneers quoted in the Dalhousie Review in 1931 referring to settlers 
sailing from Moidart to Prince Edward Island, and upon safely landing “they formed themselves into sets 
on the shore and danced a Scotch Reel to the music provided by Ronald MacDonald the piper” (Dunn 
1991:55). 
28 This discussion is generally based on visual impressions of the two dance genres in question. If it took 
in the aural and kinaesthetic values, as well as a wider historical account of various European percussive 
dance traditions, it would find more comprehensive data to base the discussion on. 
29 These recollections range from, often referred to sources such as Topham 1776, as the earliest example, 
to my own research findings in Scotland from 1985 to the present. 
30 Advert for event: Inverness Oran, 16 July 2008, p. 24; and online 
http://www.cbchoices.com/events2010.html accessed 29 October 2010: July 24th - Old Time Box Social 
and Square Dance, West Lake Ainslie. 
31 This was also the case in Shetland, Orkney, and a few other places in Scotland. See Flett 1985. 
32 See Peter Manuel, Creolizing Contradance in the Caribbean (2009:32-33): “As deriving from 
linguistics, the term ‘creolization’ originally denotes the process by which speakers of two or more 
distinct tongues, who meet on neutral territory that is the homeland of neither, create a pidgin lingua 
france, which then becomes a first language for subsequent generations. … As applied to culture, the term 
‘creolization’ like its approximate synonym ‘syncretism,’ has been occasionally criticized for its tendency 
to imply that the two or more entities – whether musical styles, religions, or languages – that meet and 
blend are somehow pure and unalloyed (like primary colours), as opposed to the hybrid product of their 
encounter. The syncretic process that generated the Caribbean contradance and quadrille illustrates the 
importance of remembering that the formative elements of creolization may themselves be creolized 
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rather than primordially pure entities.” I would argue that this exactly the case in the development of the 
various Cape Breton square sets. 
33 Scotch Reels have today lost their original social function. 
34 See Kennedy 2002:246-252 for an historical overview of the Gaelic College. 
35 Kennedy also offers, a tongue in cheek, scenario where all the Irish teach the Scots settlers to step 
dance, even in time signatures unknown in Ireland, only to abandon the Scots to get on with it (Kennedy 
2002:216). 
36 See for example letters to the press with accompanying comments on the matter. 
http://www.whatsgoinon.ca/2011/12/letter-to-the-editor-the-end-of-an-era-at-the-gaelic-college/ 
(accessed 12/2/2012). 
37 (www.rscdsnovascotia.ca/NovaScotia.htm) – accessed 20 October 2010. 
38 McDavid analyses the context in which a particular priest operated, and how the legend has been 
retold, by students, Masters and PhD dissertations and as recounted by locals, such as Father Angus 
Morris, and in song lyrics. In some versions the local fiddlers hide their fiddles, trick him or give him 
their worst ‘other’ fiddle. The written accounts of Fr. MacDonald’s does describe him in summary “as a 
strict disciplinarian and social advocate: he was against the consumption of alcohol; he disliked picnics; 
he would withhold an individual's religious services until accounts were paid to him in full; and he told 
his parishioners how to vote” (McDavid 2008:125). 
39 McDavid state: “Here, in Cape Breton, the fiddle stands for the ‘old country,’ for the ‘new country,’ for 
family, for tradition, for the working class, for hardship, for status (and lack thereof), and for counter-
hegemonic power. The fiddle is key in the promotion and maintenance of traditional music and culture in 
general. It has been reclaimed as a status symbol, and has become an iconographic cultural shorthand for 
‘pure’ or ‘honest living. Fiddle music has been used to socialize, to deal with frustration without words, 
and to expel energy through energetic fiddling and dance.” (McDavid 2008:126) 
40 The letter stated: “Therefore, as a rule, subject to more or less numerous exceptions, they who take part 
in such dances are guilty of grievous scandal … There are various circumstances closely connected with 
balls, that are of frequent occurrence and most ruinous to purity, especially the improper intimacies 
between young people on the way to and from the places where the dances are held … Those who persist 
in having such balls and dance in their homes … are in a state of deadly sin … They cannot worthily 
receive the Sacraments of the Church until they sincerely repent.” (Cameron 1894: Chap 8 No 6 quoted in 
Le Blanc & Sadowsky 1986:12). 
41 As this study will outline, when formal classes in step dance began to be organized in the 1970s, the 
teachers were all local and with very little or no formal teaching experience, thus bringing and adapting 
their own traditionally based transmission methods into the class context. 
42 Virginia Garrison explores in her Ph.D. dissertation how traditional Cape Breton fiddling is 
transmitted. Garrison found that “almost all fiddlers interviewed expressed their strong desire as 
youngsters to learn to play the fiddle. A number of factors which seemed to kindle this desire to learn 
included ... the mother’s influence as a singer of Gaelic songs and by 'jigging' fiddle tunes” (1985:180). 
Almost 80% of the fiddlers, interviewed by Garrison, reported that as a beginner at fiddle playing, they 
were totally dependent on their aural skills for learning. A great many occasions to develop their ‘ear-
learning’ skills presented themselves to these young musicians, for example, listening to relatives and 
non-relatives sing Gaelic songs, or sing nonsense syllables in vocal renditions of fiddle tunes, a practice 
known in Cape Breton as ‘jigging, and making ‘mouth music’ (1985:185). 
43 Hughes highlights an example of the usefulness of acoustic-iconic mnemonics, when considering how 
villagers in Iwate, northern Japan, learn the ‘Devil Sword Dance’ (oni kenbai). While dancing, the student 
simultaneously sings [dens uko den den ...] – the combined mnemonics for stick-drum and cymbals – to 
the tune of the flute melody, thus learning the dance and three instruments all at once. There is much to 
learn via, and about, oral mnemonics (Hughes 2000:117). 
44 Perhaps a separate study would be warranted on the impact the ‘speeding up of transmission processes’ 
has on the level of understanding and execution of a particular dance genre, for example. 
45 Note that a specific dance analysis process would be divided into two parts. The first part is the 
establishment of the morphology or form of the dance genre and the second part is the structural analysis 
of the same. Here however, as stated, in this study only the motif level is used Martin and Pésovar stated 
that they regarded a “prerequisite for any structural analysis the correct recognition and distinction of the 
parts and units a dance is organically composed of” (1961:4). 
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46 I suggest that the structural analysis of it, Cape Breton step dance could by studied according to the 
ICTM Study Group guidelines on both the systematic and the syntactic plane: 

 a systematic (vertical) plane with focus on the relationship between and among the structural 
units for establishing their hierarchical and functional relationship, and a syntactic (horizontal) 
plane, which deals with the progression of dance in time and space through irreversible 
combinations of dance elements governed by compositional rules (Giurchescu and Kröschlová, 
2007:24). 

On the systematic level the solo dance aspect of Cape Breton step dancing (which occasionally includes 
two or more dancers performing a pre-choreographed routine) involves various structure relevant factors. 
In this case they are: the gender and number (commonly one) of participants; physical connection 
between dancers virtually non-existent; type of movements and direction of movements as set out 
elsewhere, as are movement quality, intensity and dynamics. Tempo, meter and rhythm, and the 
relationship between dance and music are detailed (ibid: 24-25). 
47 See Williams’ extensive bibliography in Ten Lectures on Theories of the Dance, 1991. 
48 A sign of this is that members of the local community will encourage you to share your steps and 
dances, and concerts for example. 
49 Foley interprets this notion of ‘text’ “in accordance with Paul Ricoeur, who states that a text is ‘…and 
discourse fixed by writing’ and ‘…What is fixed by writing is [thus] a discourse which could be said…’ 
(Ricoeur 1981:145). Thus this notion of ‘text’ translates well for dance and in representing dance ‘texts’ 
by documenting them, writing can preserve the dance discourse, making it an archive available as a 
resource and for individual and collective memory.” (Foley 2004:52). 
50 Werner Kissling (1895-1988) was a German aristocrat, soldier, diplomat, photographer, scholar and 
ethnologist who produced the first ever recorded film using Gaelic in 1935 depicting life in Eriskay and 
South Uist in the Scottish Hebrides (Russell, 1997). 
51 Foley (1988) mention similar consequences with the house dances in Ireland. 
52 For descriptions of house ceilidh’s in nineteenth century Scotland, see Shaw’s notes and bibliography 
1992/3:53-61. 
53 Melin’s own participation and observations in both Cape Breton and in Scotland over the last twenty 
years support this. When dancers come together, a healthy discussion almost always ensues on dance 
related topics, such as aesthetic preferences, stylistic features of certain dancers and preferred ideas of 
good or sometimes even the notion of ‘correct’ dancing. 
54 Mary Janet MacDonald was for example, consulted on the accuracy of describing dancing for these 
sections of the book (personal conversation 2007). 
55 There is here an opportunity for a study of what happens to the internal rhythms of puirt-a-beul and the 
same in dance when the two have become divorced. Melin (2005:44) highlighted this discrepancy; 
pointing out that when Cape Breton step dancing became popular in Scotland in the early and mid-1990s 
the use of puirt-a-beul as accompaniment faced problems. The inherent rhythms of each no longer 
matched, and in most cases it was the singers that had to adjust their singing and breath rhythm to align 
with the step rhythms. 
56 Her grandfather, Roderick, emigrated from the Isle of Barra in 1817 together with his brothers and 
cousins. One of the few possessions to family had when arriving was a set of Highland bagpipes 
(MacNeil 1999:15). 
57 Melin notes, with regards to the discussion on the possible Irish influence on the dance tradition, which 
commonly is debated from a visual point of view that is an opportunity for further investigation into 
sound differences between different genres of percussive dance. The general argument here is that Cape 
Breton step dancing looks more like the dancing coming out of Ireland, compared to what we find in 
Scotland today and so forth. Approaching this issue from a sound perspective could yield a different 
perspective on this. It is true that the different genres of percussive dance share motifs structurally and in 
many ways visually, etc., but do they sound the same in relation to the particular music they are 
performed to? 
58 Cape Bretoners generally refer to their music and dance style as ‘Scotch,’ not ‘Scottish.’ 
59 The clip was featured on YouTube at the time (Summer 2008) 
[http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pbL6Et6J5l0] but is no longer available for viewing online. 
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60 Shears (2008) gives the source as: James D. Gillis and Thomas Randall, CBC interview, 1945, 
NSARM, AR 2693. 
61 The solo dances taught, mainly through the nineteenth century, were the Fling (not called the Highland 
Fling), the Swords, Seann Triubhas, Flowers of Edinburgh (Dannsa nam Flurs), Jacky Tar, Duke of Fife, 
The Girl I Left Behind Me, Tullochgorm, Irish Washerwoman, and Princess Royal, all ten having 
originally twelve steps each; each ‘step’ consisting of a circle movement during the A part of the tune and 
stepping on the spot during the B part, as outlined in the main text. Ronald Kennedy of Broad Cove 
remembered the first seven dances for Rhodes. He learnt them by watching his father teach them at 
classes, which he held until about 1900. The same repertoire plus the last three dance titles came from Mr 
John Gillis and his daughter, Miss Margaret Gillis of Gillisdale, South West Margaree. Fiddle was the 
preferred instrument to accompany these dances, according to Rhodes; he does not mention the use of the 
pipes. Detailed descriptions of a selection of these dances can be found in Rhodes (1996) and provide a 
glimpse of an aspect of the remembered dance repertoire in 1957. 
62 Margaret Dunn explained that when she started teaching, Buddy MacMaster kindly recorded some 
music for her in slower tempi (Dunn, 2008 p.c.). 
63 Observing Alexander MacDonnell teaching at Ceolas Summer School, South Uist in 1998. 
64 Perhaps due to these ways of teaching that Melin has on occasion overheard criticism, and even been 
directly told, by outsiders to the tradition, who are taking workshops or weeklong courses in step dance 
critical remarks on how the genre is taught. Some students, who come from a very different cultural 
background, and are used to certain ways of teaching, which is their reference point for comparison, have 
voiced displeasure with the lack of clear methods and segmentation in the Cape Bretoners’ teaching. 
“He/she just shows us the steps but does not break things down slowly” or “They are not consistent with 
how they teach the steps” are a couple of remarks noted. Melin has heard similar comments about some 
fiddlers sharing their style of played “He/she is just playing the tune, not teaching it to us”. What comes 
across is a fundamental difference in approach to both teaching and learning. When you have learned, 
without having perceived as having been consciously taught, you have been part of a different kind of 
transmission process all together. In one way those who complain, one could argue, could be seen as not 
able to adjust, or even unable to appreciate, another form of transmission process. These learners have not 
been part of a slow, constant transmission process, but like Melin himself, acquired their technical skills 
through formal classes. These instances referred to may be relatively few, but perhaps illustrate the 
difference in transmission modes between the old fashioned Cape Breton context and the current worlds 
teaching expectations. It also shows that even, when teaching methods have been developed by Cape 
Breton step dancers, it has maintained elements of the core learning visual, aural and kinaesthetic modes, 
through osmosis, in which they originally acquired their own skills.  
65 Mary Janet MacDonald (One Step at a Time, 1992; and later replaced by Cape Breton Stepdancing: A 
Family Tradition, VHS 1999 (DVD 2002)); and Jean MacNeil (Spring in your step. Cape Breton 
stepdance instruction, VHS n/d (c. 2005)). 
66 The names given in the Gaelic edition MacLeod’s (1969:19) book are: ceum-siùbhla (travelling-step); 
ceum-coisiche (walking-step); leum-trasd (crossing-jump); siabadh-trasd quick-sweeping-step); aiseag-
trasd shuttling-traverse-step); ceum-baideanach (sole-step); fosgladh (opening-step); cuartag (circle-step); 
ceum-cùil (back-step); gearradh-àrd (high-cutting); gearradh-dùbailte (double-cutting); seatadh (setting); 
and bruichcath (fluttering-whirling). The English names are from the English translation of MacLeod’s 
book (1974:13). 
67 Melin questions whether these are actual names MacLeod picked up in Nova Scotia, or if they come 
from other sources. The ten first names are not only identical to, but also given in the same order, as in 
Francis Peacock’s (1805) dance manual, published in Aberdeen. The source of Peacock’s steps is 
debatable and requires further investigation. 
68 Among them being Johnny ‘Washabukt’ MacLean and Aggie MacLennan. 
69 Sometimes spelled ‘Washabukt’. 
70 On the meaning level these places cross over with local music/bar/eating venues such as The Doryman 
(Cheticamp), The Normaway Inn (Margaree), The Red Shoe (Mabou), Celtic Music Interpretive Centre 
(Judique) and Rowlies (North Sydney), to name but a few, where music and dance interact on a regular 
basis. 
71 Two of Addison’s sources that are named are Mary Janet MacDonald and Harvey MacKinnon, who 
also feature in this study. In addition, David Gillis said, “one of the ways that fiddlers have traditionally 
learned tunes is by going to dances and listening to others play (Addison 2001:102). 
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72 In other parts of the Island particular sets are still danced but perhaps less regularly than they used to 
be. Jørn Borggreen, a Danish dance enthusiast, published in 2002 a collection of 16 local versions of 
distinctly different Square Sets from various parts of West and North Cape Breton (Borggreen 2002). 
Few other printed sources of local sets are available. 
73 By proximity of tradition maintenance I refer, in this case, to the close proximity of dancers and 
musicians in the one space, of all different ages, genders, and all having an individual interpretation of the 
dance culture. These occasions are moments of sharing movement and music making, together where the 
community cohesion of the local tradition is naturally maintained. As an outsider I have found this is 
where all my senses holistically take in all aspects of the music and dance in context, and assist me to 
better understand the many on-going processes of transmission. 
74 Kinetic elements and kinemic cells are outlined later in this chapter. 
75 Dance occurs in many Western European languages: in French is danse; in Swiss, Dutch, Norwegian 
and Swedish dans; Spanish and Italian danza; and German tanz. These terms derive from the ancient 
High German danson meaning ‘to stretch’ or ‘to drag’; and often the connotation for the word is broader, 
encompassing concepts such as festival. [An Etymology Dictionary of the English Language, by Walter 
W. Skeat, 1893]. 
76 ridhil, see  rìghil, rìghle, rìghleachan = Reel; righil = Dance a reel. rinc, see ring = Dance, hop; 
ringeach (ringtheach, -eiche) = Dancing; ringeadh = Dancing, dance; ringeal = Circle, sphere; ringear = 
Dancer. [Dwelly’s Illustrated Gaelic to English Dictionary, (1901) 1988]. 
77 As pointed out by Cape Breton Gaelic teacher and singer Goiridh Domhnallach (personal 
correspondence 10 November 2010), the term for dance was just ‘danns’ because you didn’t have to 
distinguish between the traditional dancing and anything else. ‘Dance’ is ‘danns’ and ‘dancing’ is ‘a' 
dannsa’ or ‘a' dannsadh’; ‘steps’ would be ‘ceumanan’. When step dancing was introduced at Sabhal Mòr 
Ostaig in the Isle of Skye, Scotland, in the early 1990s, the term used for step dancing was ‘dannsa-
ceum’. 
78 Rhodes (1985) gives the names of these dances as ‘Ruidhlead Cheathrar,’ ‘Ruidhleadh Bheag’ and 
‘Ruidhleadh Mòr’ but Mr R.I. Black MA, Department of Celtic, University of Edinburgh, (personal 
correspondence 15 July 1991) explains that the noun is ‘Ruidhle’ – Reel.  ‘Ruidhleadh’ can be a verbal 
noun meaning ‘reeling.’ ‘Ruidhle’ is masculine, making the dance titles Ruidhle Ceathrar, Ruidhle Beag, 
and Ruidhle Mòr.  
79 Indeed Margaret Gillis, Gillisdale, told Melin that her father, when teaching dances such as the 
‘Flowers of Edinburgh’, never used technical terms for movements (p.c. Gillis, July 2007). 
80 From a strictly personal perspective, this energy flow is different when dancing to music played by 
musicians from outwith Cape Breton. It is not the same if a reel is played by an Irish or Scottish musician, 
for example. Their renditions may be excellent but the music style does not have the same connection 
with this style of dance as the Cape Breton music has. Simply put ‘it feels different’ and each rendition 
gives you a different type of ‘energy’ flow. 
81 The tune repertoire is discussed by Doherty (1996), Graham (2006) and Herdman (2008) among others. 
82 http://thinkexist.com/quotes/martha_graham/ – accessed 15/3/2011. 
83 Maggie Ann [Cameron] Beaton, see Appendix A. 
84 Joe Murphy, Gaelic Language Teacher, Nova Scotia – CBC News item – Learning Gaelic 31/1/2012, 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/story/2012/01/31/ns-video-learning-gaelic.html. Accessed 
1/2/2012. 
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Appendix A – Biographies of featured dancers 
 

A.1 – Introduction 

This appendix provides biographies of the dancers who provided the selection data for 

the 2008 Questionnaire (see Appendix C). In addition to the eight dancers who scored 

highest in the questionnaire, a number of dancers were picked from the same 

information source to enable a good generational spread of dance knowledge for this 

investigation. The statistics for the selection is also given in Appendix C. 

The oldest living dancers who are still influential and remembered as good 

representatives of the step dance genre, I call the senior generation and is represented by 

Willie Fraser (A.2). Harvey MacKinnon (A.3), and John Robert Gillis (A.4) represent 

the 60–70 year-olds. The next section consists of dancers in the 40–60 year age group:  

Minnie MacMaster (A.5), Mary Janet MacDonald (A.5) and Harvey Beaton (A.6). 

Among the 25–40 year-olds we find Rodney MacDonald (A.7), Melody Cameron (A.8), 

Joël Chiasson (A.9), and Mac Morin (A.10). Brandi McCarthy (A.11), and Anita 

MacDonald (A.12) represent dancers below the age of 25. The last section includes 

some short biographies of a selection of dancers who, even though not featuring 

prominently in the 2008 Questionnaire, have had a big impact on the dance scene:  Jean 

MacNeil, Margaret MacEachern Dunn, Betty Matheson, and Fr. Eugene Morris (all in 

A.13). 

	  
A.2 – Willie Fraser, Deepdale 

Step dancer and Gaelic singer 

Willie Francis Fraser was born in 1915 in St. Rose, Inverness County. His father, 

Simon, who played the fiddle and had a few steps, came from Cape North and his 

mother was Mary Belle MacKinnon from St. Rose. His mother’s family had musicians 

and step dancers among them as well. Indeed his maternal grandmother Kate MacLellan 

from Dunvegan was a singer and step dancer. As a young boy Willie used to watch her 

showing him steps sitting in a chair, as she was too old to dance herself by then. His 

love for the music, the Gaelic language and song tradition, and his ability to step dance 

would have come down from these people and all their relations who provided music, 

song and dance in the community when Willie grew up. 

Another aspect of transmission in Willie Fraser’s case is well documented 

(MacGillivray 1988:56 and Fraser 2004) and often recalled by Willie himself (Melin 

1996). This refers to a series of dreams Willie had when he was about six years old in 
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which a young well–dressed boy shows him steps, which Willie learns and is then able 

to dance straight away. Willie ‘got’ some twelve steps in that fashion. The notion of 

learning aspects of once culture in similar ways is not unknown in Cape Breton. For 

example, the late fiddler John MacDougall claimed most of the 42,000 tunes he wrote 

down ‘just came to him [from the dead]’ (Macdonald 2009) or that the music in the 

MacLellan family has partly been acquired through fairy magic (Caplan 2006). 

Willie Fraser was also influenced by a number of contemporary dancers and of 

the older generation as he grew up, notably Angus ‘Mossy’ Mackinnon. He would see 

the MacDonnells dance at their ‘open house’ every Sunday, and many more influences 

are mentioned in MacGillivray (1988:56–7). Over the years Willie danced at numerous 

picnics, weddings, concerts and dances and in doing so he danced to most of the well–

known fiddlers of his heyday from Winston Fitzgerald, Donald Angus Beaton, Angus 

Chisholm, Sandy MacLean and more recently to Buddy MacMaster, Father Angus 

Morris and Kinnon Beaton, to name but a few. 

Willie noted that in his day there were certainly more men dancing in public 

compared to today, even though there were always many good female dancers who 

were known for their dancing. Another change that Willie commented on to Melin 

personally (1996) was the inclusion by many dancers of new flashy movements, and in 

doing so changing the visual and rhythmic aspects of the dance genre. 

Willie has passed his love for dancing on to his own children and in turn to his 

grandchildren and great grandchildren. Willie’s particular movement repertoire and 

subtleness of dancing has been noticeably transferred in particular to his daughters 

Maureen and Clare and his granddaughters Heather and Melanie. The granddaughters 

learned both in class from Clare and Maureen but also informally from Willie himself in 

his kitchen. Willie would be quite precise in comments on how he wanted them to move 

to project the right family style. Even though more flashy steps have been introduced by 

a number of dancers for stage performances, with ‘quivers’ such as ‘ankle bends’ and 

‘twists’, over the years, the Fraser girls of both generations down from Willie have kept 

to the family style. They have in a way kept the house ceilidh style alive, a style that 

prioritizes subtle rhythmic nuances rather than flashy visuals (MacQuarrie 2007). Willie 

Fraser’s name will live on to be associated with good dancing in Cape Breton. The 

many quotes, referring to him as a role model for many dancers, are found in 

MacGillivray (1988) and frequent references to him in the community bear testimony to 

his ability as a dancer and his character as a humble gentleman. Willie received an 
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Award from the Lieutenant Governor of Nova Scotia, Myra Freeman in 2006 at the 

ECMA’s in Sydney for his volunteerism and commitment to the Gaelic language and 

the Culture. 

 
Willie Fraser (1997) dancing at a Ceolas Ceilidh on the island of Eriskay, Scotland, July. © M Melin. 

 
Willie Fraser and his daughters and grand-daughters, Broad Cove Scottish Concert, 30/7/2006 © Faubert 

A.3 – Harvey MacKinnon, Whycocomagh (Hays River) 
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Step dancer. 

Harvey MacKinnon was born in 1935 and grew up in Hays River, southwest of Lake 

Ainslie, Inverness County. His parents and older brothers were Gaelic speakers, but as 

his parents’ generation were discouraged to speak the language in school, it was not 

actively passed on to his own generation. While his older brothers could not step dance, 

his three younger sisters could. Harvey was not involved directly in the music when he 

grew up other than just hearing it at the local dances from the age of 16–17. He was not 

brought up with it, although his father played the violin, though not as a performer but 

rather as a party fiddler. Harvey never ever heard him play when he was growing up.  

I think the first time I ever heard him really playing was one night, I was 
probably 16 or so, there was an old fiddle, hanging on the wall at home and I got 
my mother to send to Eaton’s [mail–order catalogue] for strings and for a bridge 
and for hair for the bow and I took it to one of my neighbours, who was a violin 
player, and he strung it up and put it all back together. And, of course, the fiddle 
was after drying out and spreading and he glued it back together a little bit and I 
took it home and my father played it that winter for me. Quite often, pretty well 
every night he’d take a spurt at it and he was starting to remember some of the 
tunes he’d played.  He was an ear fiddler – he didn’t play any notes or anything. 
I never did try to dance to him or anything, because I wasn’t dancing at that time 
(MacKinnon 2007). 

According to an interview with Harvey in 1987, he recalls that his mother’s uncles, 

Farquhar Beag and Farquhar Mòr MacKinnon from East Lake were good pipers and 

could step dance a bit. Other relations were dancers and fiddlers (MacGillivray 

1988:110).  

Harvey remembers being at a pie social at the school in Hays River with his 

mother and father sometime before 1942. He recalls fiddlers Lauchie Meagher (1881–

1942, Brook Village) and Alec MacDougall playing at it and a step dancer named 

Donald Walker on home leave from either the army or navy and that these people had 

impressed him. Around 1952, when he was either 16 or 17, he started going to the local 

Square dances; often to Kenloch and Centerville, as the Brook Village hall was being 

rebuilt after the old hall had burnt down in 1939 and the current hall only opened in 

19451. He learnt the ‘hop’ for the reels and the jig ‘shuffle’ for the Square sets. By the 

age of 19, Harvey would slowly start picking up steps from here and there. He saw 

dancers locally like Francis MacLellan (Centreville), John Hector MacLean and Ronnie 

Sutherland (Orangedale), and Peter Parker (Brook Village) and occasionally Thomas 

MacDonnell, and Willie Fraser, performing at places like Broad Cove and at other 

concerts. It was not as common then for good dancers to take to the floor during a 
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Square dance to perform a solo. At the Kenloch dances on Thursday evenings during 

the summer, where Buddy MacMaster and one of his sisters generally provided the 

music, the Gillis brothers used to step dance:  

John Archie and John Charlie and John Robert, they were all ‘Johns’ and they 
used to get up, the three of them and dance every Thursday night in the summer 
time. For two or three months in the summer … they would have the dances. I 
would never miss that. I was outside and I heard the strathspeys starting and I 
just ran for the hall because I wanted to see the step dancing. I just thought I 
would give anything in the world if I could do that.  Of course there were no 
teachers around. There wasn’t [sic] people that you could go to and they would 
teach you (MacKinnon 2007). 

Harvey kept watching the Gillis brothers and they became quite an influence. Then in 

the autumn of 1954/5 he started dancing himself: 

… a violin player2 started playing strathspey and reel, well a strathspey, so I just 
was carrying on with the group that was with me ready to start a square set and I 
started step dancing and the first thing, at that time you didn’t see too many 
people getting up as you do today, just the odd time there’d be a dancer in the 
hall that would dance or play for step dancing so I just started fooling around 
and doing a few steps and the first thing I knew everybody that was sitting down 
because they hadn’t been seeing a lot of dancing they all jumped up and came 
over to see who was dancing and I thought to myself that I got myself into this I 
may as well get out the best way I can.  Oh I danced for them and before the 
night was over they got me out on the floor again to dance. … And then as I 
went to each dance after that I had to step dance, you know. Of course, then I 
decided I had better take this serious and I worked at getting new steps and … 
putting combinations together. Of course you come up with the odd different 
step too because as you go through life you come up with something … I 
worked it out myself … For that reason I probably wasn’t involved very much in 
the music, you know, other than just hearing it at the dances (MacKinnon 2007). 

Harvey also learnt his dancing at his neighbours’ house – the Walkers. The father was 

Dan Malcolm Walker who played the fiddle, and his son Vincent was a good step 

dancer and played the guitar. The other boys and girls in the family played instruments 

and danced a bit too. Dan Malcolm would have been an uncle of the man in uniform 

Harvey had seen dancing at the picnic mentioned above. Harvey recalls the weekly 

ceilidhs at their house: 

When I did start to dance and I was taking it really serious and I was wanting to 
teach myself steps and get into different things, I used to go down there about 
twice a week in the winter time. Walk down through snow to my middle and 
when I got there, Dan Malcolm had a pair of shoes that would fit me and I’d put 
them on and two or three times through the night, I’d dance for them. ‘Course I 
was getting a lot of practice in… There was nobody else. I’d be the only person 
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that didn’t belong to the household. But they were a really fabulous family and 
just loved the music themselves and loved the dancing and I think even the 
gentleman, the father, I think he was very good on his feet too. So the Walkers 
were all pretty good dancers (MacKinnon 2007). 

Finlay Walker, an older son of the Walker household, used to take Harvey to summer 

time Square dances in his car. This would then characterize Harvey’s dance experience, 

dancing at the house ceilidhs and at the local dances. Once Finlay pushed Harvey onto 

the floor as the three ‘Johns’ – the Gillis brothers were step dancing, so he became the 

fourth dancer after that. Harvey recalls, with amusement, that the Gillis’s always called 

him ‘John Harvey’ as it is his name. After the summertime dances it was quite common 

that five or six cars would follow the Walker car home for a house party. Sometimes the 

parents were not with them but would be woken up by the arrivals. The fiddles would 

come out and the party would start. Their mother would get the tea and sandwiches out. 

This, Harvey recalls, took place when their boys were home to help their family and 

neighbours make the hay in the summer as they all worked away from home. When the 

work was done, the entertainment was music and dancing. Harvey feels that a balance 

of life was established – hard work and good parties. 

It was a nice place to grow up. There wasn’t a lot of activity, but we made a lot 
of our own fun and so that’s I guess really learning to dance, it was probably in 
that household and like my parents probably weren’t even getting a chance to 
see me dance because they didn’t go out much. I think the first time my father 
ever saw me dance we had a party at the house for their 25th or 26th wedding 
anniversary and I danced there … He was quite taken up with that. I know he 
was very pleased, you know.  I guess it’s been a great ... to me. I have many 
friends and an awful lot of them were because of the music and the dance 
(MacKinnon 2007). 

When Harvey began dancing he danced rather flatfooted, using both his heels and his 

toes, but over time he picked up more steps using just the toes. For example, after 

seeing Willie Fraser dance at Creignish once, he saw shuffles done with the toe only he 

spent quite a while working out what it was until he got it: 

I couldn’t get in, the place was packed, it was only a small little place, and it was 
packed. But you have to go down three or four steps off the side of the highway 
and of course I couldn't get in. I was standing back on the road and I was bent 
down looking in under the door and they had a stage and all I could see was 
Willie’s feet half way from the knees to the ankle and he did one step that I 
thought was just something else and I couldn’t do it, but I was thinking some 
day I will meet Willie Fraser and I’ll get him to show me that step. But after I 
started dancing for years, so I don’t know how long, I was just fooling around 
trying to do different things and all of a sudden I did the step and I knew right 
away that it was the step that I liked so well. I did it, and it was with my left foot 
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and of course I always learned a step with my left and taught it to the right, you 
know (MacKinnon 2007). 

Even though Harvey is right handed, he always danced his steps starting with the left 

foot, his stronger foot, but he is not sure why it ended up that way. Harvey says he did 

not learn to do the steps to the music. He always more or less danced to the good 

rhythm of the music, that is to say the internal rhythm rather than a particular tune. 

Harvey states that other dancers may start a step with the music and repeat evenly on 

either foot:  

I could change in the middle [of a tune] because of being self–taught and not 
really knowing the music when I was learning to dance. ... But I always thought 
that one of the real important parts of dancing is the timing. I always loved the 
timings. If you have impeccable timing and you can hear the feet. … If 
someone's dancing and I can hear their feet and you hear that it’s right with the 
music, it makes it that much better (MacKinnon 2007). 

In the early days of Harvey’s dance learning, he constantly had the music in his head 

and thought of steps. Again in the 1987 interview Harvey add: 

… we had an outhouse at home and I used to go out there. I’d catch onto the 
beams, get my balance, steady myself, and learn the steps that way. … I danced 
in the cow stable and on the thrashing floor – everywhere you could think. I 
always had music in my head! I danced on wooden bridges, mostly at night 
when I’d be coming from a dance or something …Maybe it would be the same 
steps you saw at the dance that you’d do on the bridge (MacGillivray 1988:112). 

There is a symbiotic relationship between the music and the dance, and between 

musician and dancers in Harvey’s experience: 

I think a good dancer makes a better fiddler and a good fiddler will make a 
better dancer – they’ll just ... they complement one another.  So, lots of times I 
remember going to dances years ago and you’d start the dance and it was maybe 
a little kind of draggy or wasn’t quite up to par and you’d get three or four good 
couples on the floor, right up close to the stage, and before that set was through, 
boy, the fiddle was just coming back ... give him a lift to get him over that hump 
starting out. The music would be just great after that (MacKinnon 2007). 

Harvey worked for 34 years at Stora Forest Industries in Port Hawkesbury and it 

involved shift work, which often interfered with the timing of dances, as it did with 

having and bringing up a family of three. So for a good number of years the dancing 

took a backseat, but in the mid–1980s family Square dances started up again in West 

Mabou, and Harvey and his wife started attending and have been regulars ever since. He 

still performs at concerts and Square dances. He has appeared on television and at 

concerts outside Cape Breton and there are currently several clips of Harvey dancing on 

YouTube for all to enjoy.3 On the topic regarding people’s ability to dance well or not, 
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Harvey MacKinnon muses: “You’re only as good as the people that are watching you 

think you are.” 

  
Harvey MacKinnon dancing on stage and at a Square dance. Mabou Community Hall, Karen and Joey 

Beaton’s Ceilidh 28/6/2011 and Brook Village Square Dance 30/6/2009 © Victor Maurice Faubert. 
 

A.4 – John Robert Gillis, Halifax (Kenloch) 

Step dancer and fiddler. Member of The Cape Breton Fiddlers Association. 

John Robert was born and brought up in Kenloch on the north side of Lake Ainslie, 

Inverness County. There was always music in his house as he was growing up. His two 

older brothers played the fiddle, and all four brothers step danced, especially after they 

had started going to the local Square dances. They were picking up steps at the dances, 

as there were some good step dancers around at the time. John Robert learnt his first 

steps from his older brothers, and later from going the public dances in Kenloch. Buddy 

MacMaster played there on Thursday nights in the 1950s and early 60s. There was 

always some step dancing at these dances, and both John Robert and his brother would 

get on the floor. Growing up John Robert remembers watching good dancers, such as 

Willie Fraser (Deepdale), Thomas MacDonnell (Judique North), and Gussie MacLellan 

(Inverness Town). A dancer John Robert ‘picked up’ or learnt steps from, which he still 

uses, was Dan Joe Cameron from north side Lake Ainslie. Dan Joe would be step 

dancing on the stage and calling (prompting) the sets at the same time. You were always 

told to dance close–to–the–floor. Another older gentleman, Murdock ‘Murdie’ 
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MacQuarrie from Kenloch showed John Robert quite a few steps and told John Robert 

‘to hold his arms down by his sides’. “Murdie once told me to take my hands out of my 

pockets. You didn’t dance with your hands in the pockets, shy or not, I was told. That’s 

how I learnt to hold my arms down by my sides” (Gillis 2009 p.c.). John Robert also 

recalls that Murdie MacQuarrie danced the real slow strathspeys, like ‘The Ewe with 

the Crookit Horn’. Today John Robert says you see many different styles, and some 

move their arms quite a bit. ‘We didn’t’ (Gillis 2009 p.c.). Another influence was Mary 

MacDonald (Letho) from Mabou, who taught both John Robert and his daughter Cheryl 

a good number of steps (Gillis 2012 p.c.). In addition to all these steps, learnt over the 

years, he uses some that he has made up himself. 

John Robert feels that certain tunes are better suited for step dancing than others. 

Some tunes and certain players just get it right. “Lively tunes but not too fast” (Gillis 

2012 p.c.). When John Robert teaches dancing there has to be a pattern to it. Some steps 

are put to a certain round of Strathspey and reels. (A round of music is commonly 32 

bars with the tune played ABAB, for example, but this depends on the melody length). 

When John Robert was teaching with his daughter Cheryl, they used to make up 

routines to each ‘round’ of music. But when performing, John Robert mixes his steps up 

quite a bit, depending on the music. “When you hear a good tune, you don’t follow a 

pre–set pattern but just do what comes to you”. (Gillis 2009). He feels one has to vary 

the steps when performing to make it look interesting. “I like to complete the step on 

right foot then left ,when moving from the strathspey to the reel I like to start on my 

right foot” (Gillis 2012 p.c.). 

Back in the olden days, it used to be three rounds of Strathspeys danced. Today 

it is commonly two rounds. John Robert used to do three rounds. Once he had to do four 

rounds of Strathspey and he “had to dig down” to get through it (Gillis 2009). It is also 

essential to know the tune repertoire, thus playing the fiddle helps anticipating what is 

coming next in the music.  

John Robert cannot recall many women dancers from his younger days. The role 

models were all men. They all had a pattern to their dancing. The dancing had to be 

balanced, repeating the ‘steps’ evenly on each foot and it was important to finish their 

steps with the music. The steps John Robert remembers were all with the beat in the 

music. The off–beat steps seen now are a later introduction (ibid.).  

John Robert cannot recall many women dancers from his younger days. The role 

models were all men. They all had a pattern to their dancing. The dancing had to be 
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balanced, repeating the ‘steps’ evenly on each foot and it was important to finish their 

steps with the music. The steps John Robert remembers were all with the beat in the 

music. The off–beat steps seen now are a later introduction (ibid.). 

John Robert and his wife are frequently seen at the Summer time dances round 

Cape Breton and sometimes in West Mabou at other times of the year. He is frequently 

seen step dancing at concerts, dances, and other events. John Robert takes a great 

interest in The Cape Breton Fiddlers Association and in 2008 went on tour with them to 

Scotland. 

	  
John Robert Gillis, Chestico Days Annual Dancing Festival, Port Hood, 2011.  

Kinnon Beaton (fiddle) and Betty Beaton (piano) © J.R. Gillis 
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A.5 – Mary Janet MacDonald, Port Hood, Inverness County. (including 
biographical notes on her mother Maggie Ann (Cameron) Beaton, and her sister 
Minnie (Beaton) MacMaster) 

Step dancer 
Mary Janet lives on East Street in Port Hood, Inverness County, with her husband Cecil 

Jude MacDonald, a retired schoolteacher. She has raised seven children, five of whom, 

in 2011, still live in Nova Scotia while two are in Alberta. She now also enjoys the 

visits of five grandsons and two granddaughters. She is a noted step dancer and teacher 

and has taught thousands to step dance since the late 1970s. She is also a good singer; in 

fact the whole family enjoys singing together in the house and sometimes in public. Her 

youngest son ‘Mitch’ is a singer songwriter who was the runner–up in the national 

Canadian Idol competition in 2008. All her children step dance to some level, and one 

of her proudest moments was to appear on stage with all seven at the Dancer’s Dream 

concert at the Celtic Colours Festival in 1998. She has released two instructional videos 

on step dancing (One Step at a Time, 1992, later replaced by Cape Breton Stepdancing: 

A Family Tradition, 1999 (DVD 2002)). 

Mary Janet was born in 1952 and grew up in Southwest Mabou, second 

youngest of the five children of Margie (MacDonnell of Glengarry) and Donald 

MacDonald of Mabou. During the time her mother battled with cancer she was looked 

after by her grand–aunt Margaret Ann who lived just two miles away. When Mary 

Janet’s mother passed away in 1955 she continued to live with ‘Maggie Ann’, who 

became her mother or ‘Mama’, and ‘Red’ John Beaton (Iain Ruadh Aonghais 

Dhòmhnaill Ồig) of Mabou Harbour became Papa. She still maintained close contact 

with her father and siblings but the Beaton household was now home. John Beaton was 

a quiet man by nature but he had music in his family. In contrast Maggie Ann came to 

pass on music and dance to all her children, most especially daughter Minnie and of 

course, Mary Janet.  

Her Mama – Maggie Ann (Cameron) Beaton – was witty, sincere, sensible and 

told life stories ‘like–it–is’ and was known to steal the show. Her English was colourful 

and expressive and full of Gaelic words and sounds as that was her second language. 

Maggie Ann spent some years in Boston in her younger days but returned home to 

Southwest Mabou to marry ‘Red’ John Beaton. While he was away fishing, she looked 

after the farm, handling teams of horses and the raking machine. She raised six of their 

own children, including Minnie (MacMaster) who was the second youngest plus Mary 

Janet. Maggie Ann had grown up surrounded by music in the household of ‘Big’ Dan or 
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Dhòmhnull Mòr (Iain ‘Ic Aonghais) Cameron, born in 1850 in Mabou, and whose 

ancestor Angus Cameron had come from Lochaber in Scotland in the early 1800s to 

settle on 500 acres of leased land in Mabou. Dhòmhnull Mòr was a big (240 pounds) 

jolly man known for his ability to step dance as ‘light as a feather’, and for his fine 

Gaelic singing, according to family tradition. He went to a dancing school in Mabou but 

little is known about the nature of that school. Because of his skill, Dhòmhnull Mòr was 

always sought after to dance at local weddings, picnics, and dances. Often he would be 

seen to be having on–going but good-hearted step dance duels with his friend Dr. 

Kennedy, to see who was the best. Their dancing was not for the stage but better suited 

for the ceilidh environment of the home. In the comfortable environment of the house 

ceilidh, many good dancers took their turns on the floor who would never dance in 

public. This is still the case today. Maggie Ann, and her brothers and sisters had no 

access to fiddles, but she carried on the tradition of Gaelic song and dance, which in 

turn she passed on to her own children. As a young woman, Maggie Ann accessed a 

knitting machine and started producing socks and drathaisean (underwear) for family 

and the local community. Maggie Ann’s daughter Minnie recalls her mother’s great 

rhythm. Minnie would be sitting upstairs hearing her mother jigging or singing in 

Gaelic as she was turning the wheel of the knitting machine. Her feet and hands would 

match the rhythm of the songs (MacMaster 2009). Indeed when Dhòmhnull Mòr was 

still alive he would sometimes, when taking a break from working outside, ask his 

daughter to sing or jig the ‘string’ while she was working. This was the singing or 

jigging of tunes, ‘stringing’ them together one after the other, and of particular tunes 

that flowed well into each other. These strings could consist of 15–20 tunes and were 

often rounded off with a Gaelic song. Maggie Ann recalls herself that her father would 

get up to step dance while she sang ‘the strings’. Maggie Ann always emphasized the 

flow of tunes and the relationship between musician and dancer, as well as the 

importance of a dancer’s ability to fit the right steps to a tune. In a newspaper article 

from 1994, Maggie Ann, then aged 92, recalled an even bigger treat than being able to 

sing the songs herself, which was the house sessions featuring, for example, Mabou 

Coal Mines fiddler Danny Johnny Ronald (Doingean Iagain Raghnaill) and his brother 

‘Angus the piper’ (both cousins of the late Mabou fiddler Donald Angus Beaton), and 

many more who would gather in the house on a Sunday for tunes, songs, and step 

dancing. One story of Dhòmhnull Mòr’s from this period was of his uncle, also a good 

step dancer, where “Angus the piper went to play for this [uncle] … and the [uncle] was 

making all the tunes (steps) match every turn in the tune and the piper went and he 
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made two mistakes in two turns of the tune and the dancer [the uncle] – his foot went up 

and it wouldn’t go down. He made the wrong turn. He knew the tune that well.” 

(MacEachern 1994/5:8). The story illustrates well the intimate knowledge aspired for in 

music and dance. Maggie Ann was of the strong belief that the ‘music must be in you’ 

that it is ‘in the blood’ and it comes down the family lines. Dhòmhnull Mòr’s wife Mary 

Campbell (Mairi Shomhairle) sang Gaelic songs and knew the music too, even though 

Maggie Ann felt it was from her father’s side she and her siblings had got the music. 

 

Maggie Ann Beaton at her knitting machine. n.d. © Mary Janet MacDonald, Used with kind permission. 

 

Both Mary Janet and her older sister Minnie (who would have been about ten years old 

when Mary Janet arrived, aged about two or three), both recall their mother Maggie 

Ann lining the children up at home, oldest to youngest, and first showing them steps, 

then turning around making them copy her dancing. She would give them basic jig, 

strathspey, and reel steps and sometimes she would point out to them if it were one of 

her father’s steps she was showing them. She would constantly jig the tunes or sing the 

Gaelic songs while doing this. In addition to their mother’s singing, there was also 

music played constantly on the old wind–up gramophone, as the family acquired the 

latest 78 rpm records of local fiddlers when they became available. Later they had one 

of the first reel-to-reel tape recorders in the area. Minnie recalls her mother’s 

singing/jigging and that she “had what you call the flavour in it. She could do all the 

cuts ‘drrrm’ – you know. To have her jigging was sometimes better than what you heard 

on a recording” (MacMaster 2009). Of Maggie Ann’s own children, Minnie was the one 



	   259 

who excelled in the step dancing: 

She [Maggie Ann] would have us up dancing there lots of nights and lots of 
times. In the wintertime, cold and windy nights out, Mama would jig for us. 
That’s what I grew up with. As I grew older, fiddlers from the local area kept 
coming in on Sunday nights. They would open up the fiddle cases and getting 
the fiddles out. Sometimes there would be a piano player too. You had music for 
all hours. ... John Campbell and Dan Hughie MacEachern came to the house. 
John Allan Cameron and his brother John Donald, both played the fiddle, but 
often John Allan was on the guitar. Her uncles were wonderful Gaelic singers 
[Margaret Ann’s brothers]. They’d ‘jigger’ for Minnie as she was turning out to 
be the dancer and it became common that she would just get up and step dance. 
Sometimes Mama would get her brother to jig the tunes. [He was] a very good 
Gaelic singer [This uncle would be the father of fiddler Father Francis Cameron] 
(MacMaster 2009).  

These frequent parties featured Gaelic singing, stories, fiddle music, and step dancing – 

they were true ceilidhs. Minnie was keen to learn new steps and when going to the 

many concerts as she was growing up she used to watch other dancers perform. As 

people got to know her ability she was often asked to perform herself: 

You’d see another step dancer there, and you would get home and think ‘oh my 
gosh, see if I can remember that step’. You’d come up with a step but maybe it 
wouldn’t be quite the same as his. But that would be what I called my step. Then 
at the next concert you’d do the same thing. Your feet would just … Your mind 
would go under, and you would just sit there and think of steps that … and fool 
around with your feet, and you end up with a new step. That’s how I learnt it 
(MacMaster 2009). 

Of importance here is the time factor over which the learning (transmission) takes place. 

What Minnie describes is not a rushed process but one of constant reinforcement and 

where movements, sounds, and sights are embodied and she become proprioceptively 

aware over time. Minnie enjoyed watching dancers like Willie Fraser, Harvey 

MacKinnon, and Father Angus Alex MacDonnell. Margie Dunn, who had some 

beautiful and unique steps of her own, which of course Minnie tried to mimic. Another 

incredible dancer was Thomas MacDonnell. Minnie always remembers him for his 

poise – he had the most beautiful posture when he danced. Minnie’s father John 

supported her dancing too, but in a quiet way. She recalls his beautiful proud smirk on 

his face, which is all she ever needed to see to know how proud he was of her dancing 

at the concerts and parties. Going out was a novelty, as most of her growing up was 

spent at home playing and fighting with her siblings as there was no TV in those days. 

Going to the concerts was therefore a big thing. The local parish would send a car up to 

take them to the concert. “We did our thing and sometimes we would get 50 cents. One 
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time I got a dollar. I remember going to school the next day feeling I was really wealthy 

and I would spend it all on candy. That was one of the nice perks of being able to 

dance” (MacMaster 2009). As Minnie grew older and her name spread around she was 

asked to go further afield. Getting the ferry to cross the Strait of Canso to travel to the 

Games at Antigonish is one of many memories. Payment was never an issue; just being 

asked by another community to dance, and being allowed to go, was very exiting. 

Compared to today, where many dancers are readily available to get up on stage to 

‘perform’ there were in the 1950s and 60s only perhaps seven or eight dancers who 

danced regularly in public. Many more, of course, danced socially and step danced at 

house ceilidhs. Aged 13 Minnie was allowed to start attending local Square dances 

along with her sisters. Some Square dances were held at the hall in Mabou and others at 

what was known as ‘Seaside’ near Port Hood. The sets were prompted and with only 

four couples to a set, some 12 ‘sets’ could be danced in an evening. Two jigs and a reel 

figure were the norm, and if she did not get to dance every set, Minnie was 

disappointed. 

When Mary Janet arrived in the household it was to Minnie like getting a real 

live doll. With Minnie constantly dancing around the house and there being both music 

and dance on Mary Janet’s side, it was inevitable that she should dance. Minnie recalls: 

I used to take her by the hands, having first shown her a little step, and she was 
catching on pretty fast. … So I remember teaching her not only the footwork but 
also taking her by the hands … to get the beat from what you are doing. She was 
really quick to catch on. And then came the point when Minnie felt she was 
ready to dance on stage together with her. It was in Mabou and I’ll never forget 
that night. She got along just beautiful. So we danced together at a number of 
places after that. Holding hands at times. But mostly just dancing. She grew up 
and kept the dancing going (MacMaster 2009). 

Mary Janet has the same memory: 

She [Minnie] said that I’d feel the rhythm through our joined hands and would 
copy the rhythm while watching her – all this while Mama jigged the tunes. I 
guess I danced in my first concert in Mabou when I was about four. I was with 
Minnie on stage. I recall being up there with my finger in my mouth and 
Minnie’s many attempts to remove it. I also recall the applause afterwards and 
how I cried – I guess I got scared (MacDonald 2000). 

Both Minnie and Mary Janet went on to teach step dancing. The community 

started asking Minnie to teach down at the local school in the early 1970s. Even though 

she did not feel confident enough for it, she decided to give it a try. First on her own, 

she found it hard to teach and keep the kids under control at the same time. Often she 

felt the older kids lost out on the learning, as the younger ones were running around 
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disrupting the class. Then fellow dancer Geraldine MacIsaac4 suggested they teach 

together. They taught in Creignish and Glendale for a couple of years. Then family 

priorities took over and she stopped teaching, but continued to dance at various 

concerts. Minnie’s daughter Natalie MacMaster has very successfully continued the 

family tradition since the 1980s, not only locally but also internationally as a performer 

and ambassador of fiddle music, deeply rooted in the local Cape Breton culture. 

Mary Janet would in a similar fashion watch the same dancers as Minnie 

perform on stage, “imprinting each step into memory” until she could do them herself 

(MacDonald 2000). For a period Minnie went to work on the mainland, while Mary 

Janet continued to dance at the summer concerts. Perhaps  it was the ‘tap shoes’ she had 

seen worn by dancers on the Don Messer show on TV that made her crave for a pair. 

Maggie Ann eventually relented and got her a pair as ‘everyone’ was getting them.  

Mary Janet got married in the early 1970s and soon after started a family, which 

meant less time for step dancing. However with the increased interest in the fiddle and 

dance tradition following the 1971 CBC televised show ‘The Vanishing Cape Breton 

Fiddler’, her dance career took on a new lease of life. Pianist Joey Beaton from Mabou 

encouraged her to start teaching classes locally. She had to teach herself a comfortable 

way of passing on her skills and eventually found a way that worked. She was at one 

point teaching weekly classes between Port Hawkesbury and Cheticamp:  

It was absolutely huge in the late ‘70’s and early ‘80’s… You know you just 
couldn’t keep up with the demand. Everybody wanted to learn to dance. I taught 
classes in Port Hawkesbury, Judique, Port Hood, Mabou, Whycocomagh, 
Orangedale, not in Inverness, because one of the Fraser girls was teaching there 
... [and in] Margaree and Cheticamp … year after year after year. I mean, in Port 
Hood I had my regular classes and I’d do ten week sessions, Spring and Fall in 
ten week sessions that’s all I could do, you know. … I was meeting a demand 
that was there and there were not very many dance teachers.  … There were very 
few that could do Inverness County, right?  Betty Matheson, Father Eugene 
were doing it over on the other side [Sydney area] … Minnie was just sticking to 
Creignish, Margaret Dunn was in Antigonish. … I was out every night of the 
week teaching dancing. Every night. Working by day, teaching by night.  Just to 
make ends meet, basically… it was great seeing all these people dancing … [on] 
Saturday afternoons I’d go to Cheticamp and teach. Huge classes. Those poor 
people that accepted the way that I was teaching at that time. I’d be standing in 
the middle of the gymnasium and there'd be people all around in a circle. 50, 60, 
70 people… the demand was huge…  I don’t know if you’ll ever see that again 
(MacDonald 2007). 

Mary Janet was made aware of the impact her teaching these classes may have on 
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people, when she was asked by Fr. Eugene Morris to go to Scotland in 1983. The 

destination was the Feis (Gaelic festival) on the Isle of Barra.  

I would have been thirty-one when I went to Scotland and at that time I had been 
teaching a few years … prior to that I had worn taps on my shoes because it was 
the thing to do, you know. You didn’t have that responsibility to your traditions 
at that time, because it just wasn’t important or you didn’t think of it in that way, 
or I didn’t think of it in that way and then all of a sudden when you’re teaching 
and you’re passing it on then you’re going to Scotland, all of a sudden, Father 
John Angus Rankin, who was the biggest fellow on traditional music and dance 
he took that stuff very, very seriously, and it was him who said, ‘Well, if you’re 
going to be teaching this and influencing so many people’ – because he could 
see this wave beginning – ‘you’d better be doing it the right way’. Honest to 
God! I can’t say that I was hurt by that but the absolutely physical blow that I 
felt inside me was all of a sudden, Oh! My God. I have such a responsibility. It 
was within hours that I ripped the taps off my shoes … I started thinking, 
teaching classes … I absolutely went the opposite way then (MacDonald 2007). 

During the 60s and 70s it was quite common for people to wear taps, as one could hear 

the dancing better at outdoor concerts. The Don Messer show was on television and 

everybody there was wearing taps because it was a PEI based show. A lot of people 

liked the PEI based dancers who all wore taps, and it became an attraction to mimic 

that. It was an early form of visual media influence on a tradition. However, the fashion 

changed. That Mary Janet stopped wearing them for classes and performance may have 

been a contributing factor to many dancers stopping wearing them at that particular 

time.  

Mary Janet reflects on the impact of teaching the tradition, not just locally but 

also internationally, and how it may have changed aspects of the genre and how her 

teaching changed: 

…as you brought the dancing to, like, the wider world then – like you moved 
out of your comfort zone – you went to Scotland and then went to California and 
then ... Seattle and Utah and Chicago those places, all of a sudden people 
start[ed] questioning what you're doing. They want to find out, they want to get 
inside it, and they're coming from all these other kinds of backgrounds and 
examining and everything else, because of that I changed how I do things in my 
dancing. Where once I was totally spontaneous, all of a sudden I know that I 
changed the way I do things, so that it would be more correct. Now, what I mean 
by that is, when I would get up to step dance, I don’t know if I would start with 
my left foot or my right foot. It didn’t matter. Would I start at the beginning of a 
phrase or in the middle of a phrase, or would I do three steps instead of four, 
would I do them all evenly? I don’t know and I don’t think ... that was not 
something that was taught, it wasn’t structured like that. … By teaching it, like 
now I will teach, start every sequence of steps with your left foot and that will 
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keep everybody on the right/correct foot, whatever.  Did I do that?  Absolutely 
not!  I [looking back was] examining what you’re doing, so I taught a lot of, a 
lot, a lot, a lot of people in those early days. Goodness knows what I taught 
them… (MacDonald 2007). 

The two ways of dancing still co–exist within her embodiment of the tradition, 

however: 

I revert back to that [the non–teaching style]. I revert back to that when I’m 
dancing, in a Square Set, whatever.  But if I get up to solo, because people, 
sometimes you want to because the music moves you, not my comfort zone. I 
don't like stage. I really, really don't… 

… I really, really like to be in the house and dancing, just getting up and doing a 
few steps. Not a bit long, not a whole strathspey, a full reel, whatever. I just 
‘God that's a good tune, I'm going to get up and do a few steps’. That, I think is 
what it was meant to be (MacDonald 2007). 

Mary Janet accepts that the tradition is changing, but she feels that aspects of what she 

is doing is the same as what her mother would have danced in the 1920s and her father 

in turn would have done in the late 1800s. Every step that she ever learnt from Mama 

Maggie Ann and her sister Minnie are on her two videos, as well as some of her own 

input. 

In October 2008 the Celtic Colours Festival put on a tribute concert – Close to 

the Floor; Mary Janet’s Bunch – at the Strathspey Place in Mabou, celebrating Mary 

Janet’s life and achievements as a dancer. 

 
Minnie MacMaster and Mary Janet MacDonald. n.d.© M J MacDonald. Used with kind permission. 

A.6 – Harvey Beaton, Dartmouth (Port Hastings). 

Dancer and pianist 

Harvey Beaton was born in 1962 in Port Hastings, Inverness County. His mother's 

family, MacDonald’s from Troy, Inverness County, danced, but were not considered 

performing ‘dancers’5, except for his late mother Marie Beaton who did dance in a few 
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concerts either alone or in an Eight–hand Reel. This would have been when she was a 

young woman, and Harvey never saw her perform in a concert. His mother did have 

brothers and one sister and uncles who could dance as well. They would have gone to 

the local schoolhouse dances in Troy. His maternal grandfather, Duncan Francis 

MacDonald, used to play the fiddle for dances prior to the 1930s.  

Harvey cannot recall the first time he ever heard a fiddle tune or saw a step 

dancer. Scottish music and dancing was simply part of his upbringing. Although no one 

in his family played the fiddle when he was young, he used to hear tunes on the local 

radio station. As a child he was witness to the music and Sets being performed in his 

parents’ house. Even though the ‘parlour’ was small, they would make room for a 

Square Set during some of the house parties they would host. The first fiddler Harvey 

ever heard was probably Donnie ‘Dougald’ MacDonald of Queensville. He was a friend 

of the family and a regular at these parties. Also, for example, his cousin Howie 

MacDonald and his family would be at these parties and they were a big influence on 

his life in music. The family had a piano, which has resulted in Harvey being today not 

only known as a dancer, but also as a piano accompanist for fiddlers. Being naturally 

exposed like this is what first awakened his interest in music and dance. 

His mother Marie was most likely the first step dancer he saw and, it was she 

who taught him his first few steps when he was about 13 years old. Harvey vividly 

remembers trying to learn a step in the living room in their home in Port Hastings: 

Well, maybe vivid isn’t 100% correct, as I can’t recall if it was the back step or 
another one (step, heel–toe, hop shuffle, back)… Anyway, I remember dancing 
in earnest and then calling out to my mother who was in the kitchen. ‘Is this it?” 
“No!” came the reply. “How do you know?” [I asked] … “Because I can hear it. 
You're missing something,” she answered matter–of–factly (Beaton 2011).   

The recollection serves as a good example of aural transmission and how fine tuned 

Harvey’s mother was to the tradition and its aesthetic requirements of good timing and 

execution (see Chapter 4).  

Harvey also remembers going to outdoor ‘Scottish Concerts’ in the summers in 

nearby Creignish and Glendale when he was growing up. His first recollection would 

have been a concert in Creignish when he was about nine years old. The Catholic 

Parishes sponsored these events, and they essentially consisted of fiddling, step dancing, 

and Gaelic singing. 

Harvey recalls being at a closing party of a step dancing class that was held in 

Sydney. After watching the students dance that evening he wished that he had the 



	   265 

opportunity to take classes. But at the time the nearest class held to Port Hastings was 

two hours away in Sydney, where his cousin Evelyn MacDonald6 was learning to dance 

from Father Eugene Morris. Harvey remarked that, “this was a great irony considering 

the number of step dancers who lived in Inverness County!” (Beaton, 1994). There were 

also classes in Antigonish, on mainland Nova Scotia, where Margaret Dunn, (originally 

from Queensville, Inverness County), was teaching. At the time most people just picked 

up steps from other people in the home, perhaps at dances or in the house at parties. 

Classes closer to Port Hastings were, however, set up in 1976 in Glendale and 

Creignish. The lessons were very popular and space was limited, but Harvey managed 

to enrol in the class at Creignish, which was being taught by Minnie (Beaton) 

MacMaster and Geraldine MacIsaac. For eight weeks at $1 per lesson, Harvey took the 

one–hour class held at the community recreation centre. He had just turned 14 and was 

thrilled to have those two for teachers because they were both considered excellent 

dancers. Another early influence was Margaret Dunn who taught him informally on 

occasion but never in a class. 

In the autumn of 1976 Harvey first danced in public at a Halloween Masquerade 

in Glendale:  

I believe Carl MacKenzie was playing that evening and when the dance was 
almost over he started playing some really great Strathspeys. I was in the car 
ready to leave when I heard the lively music and decided to run back inside to 
see who was showing their steps. After I was inside, someone pushed me out 
onto the floor and I step danced in front of the crowd for the first time (Beaton, 
1994). 

His first concert performance would have been at an indoor concert in Glendale hall 

around 1977–78. After that he was asked to dance at local concerts in community and 

church halls, and eventually at the big outdoor concerts in places like Glendale, Broad 

Cove, and Iona.  During a period of his teenage years Harvey danced every weekend in 

the summer at one concert or another. To this day he still enjoys performing at such 

events when he visits Cape Breton. 

Although he went to his first square dance at Glendale in 1974 at the age of 12, 

it was not until he was 15 that he started going to dances regularly during the summer. 

Before then it was difficult to access local dances, as there were none organized either 

at Port Hastings or Troy in the mid–1970s. The nearest dance was the Thursday night 

square dance at Glencoe Mills with music played by Buddy MacMaster, who was 

accompanied by his sister Betty Lou. Dances were also held on Monday nights at Brook 

Village, where fiddler Cameron Chisholm and pianist Maybelle Chisholm played. At 
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the dances it was common for a solo dancer to be asked to dance if the fiddler began 

playing Strathspeys between the Square Sets. Harvey often danced solo at these 

functions, especially in Brook Village where the pianist Maybelle Chisholm insisted he 

get on the floor. Even though Harvey enjoyed attending the Scottish concerts and seeing 

other dancers perform, it was at the square dances he learnt most, 

…it was really at the square dances where I took most interest in it and [it] kind 
a honed my steps and you watch other people and that's really the environment 
where I first saw it as being social dance, you know, and not something that was 
structured, or you had to have certain routines or anything else – you just did 
what came from the heart (Beaton 2007).  

In 1994 Harvey commented on the state and growing interest in step dancing since he 

started in the mid–1970s: 

When I was a teenager in the 1970s there weren’t many others my age dancing. 
This has changed a great deal over the past ten to fifteen years as more and more 
young people began playing Cape Breton Scottish music and appreciating it. 
These days there are step dancing lessons in virtually every community in 
Inverness County and in many other parts of the island and on mainland. At my 
home in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, I get calls very regularly from people wanting 
dancing lessons (Beaton 1994). 

Harvey began teaching step dancing and square dancing when he was 15 and has been 

doing so on and off ever since. In 1977, one year after he started dancing, he set up a 

class in Port Hastings and had at one point 70 students in the class (MacGillivray 1988). 

He has taught dancing in several provinces in Canada and in many places in the United 

States, including Boston, Washington DC, Washington state, California, and New York. 

Harvey has also performed and taught in Cork, Ireland, and in several places in 

Scotland. He first came to Scotland in 1991 with fiddler Sandy MacIntyre. They did 

workshops (fiddle and dance) in places like Inverness, Dingwall, Thurso, and Portree. 

In July 1992 Harvey came back to teach with Buddy MacMaster during Alasdair 

Fraser's weeklong Summer School at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig in the Isle of Skye. In a letter 

from 1994 Harvey wrote that “[it] is a real treat – to teach my style of step dancing in 

the very place from which it originated” (Beaton 1994, p.c.) 

When Harvey was growing up the dancing was never referred to as ‘Scottish’, 

although it was common knowledge that Harvey's ancestors and those of the people 

around him were from Scotland, and there was a heritage, the music, and all, not just the 

dance. But the dancing was never referred to as ‘Cape Breton’ either. It was simply 

‘step dancing’. The music though would often be referred to as Scottish, as in the 

Outdoor Scottish Concert circuit. Many people referred to the music as ‘Scotch Music’ 
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as well. It becomes clear from Harvey’s story that step dancing is considered a social 

activity, even when dancers perform it in a social context.  

Harvey no longer lives in Cape Breton but in Dartmouth (near Halifax), Nova 

Scotia, where he is the Principal of Millwood High School, Lower Sackville. Despite 

visiting Cape Breton regularly, he does not like to comment on any recent changes to 

the step dancing over the last 15 years. He does not see any striking changes, but people 

do continue to develop their own steps. Harvey, among many others, did the same some 

35 years ago, so nothing has changed in that respect. It is an ongoing process. He points 

out “as much as dancers develop and learn new steps, you can never replace the 

standard steps from generations ago. They are the foundation of the step dancing in 

Cape Breton. Those steps will never be replaced – simply complemented with other 

steps.” (Beaton 2005) In a letter Harvey wrote in 1994 that  

…there are still enough original steps to make everyone a unique performer. 
Some people, however, fear that Cape Breton may lose its unique style of 
dancing as young people in particular begin to experiment with other styles of 
step dancing, Irish, for example, and integrate it into the Cape Breton style. I am 
not yet too concerned about this as I feel experimentation is a natural curiosity 
and that there are plenty of dancers carrying on the ”pure” Cape Breton dance 
form (Beaton 1994). 

It was only after he started dancing himself that he began paying attention to 

what other dancers were doing. He observed their differences and individual styles, 

even though they often danced the same steps. He does not recall asking too many 

dancers for steps, but observed more than anything else (MacGillivray 1988:34). The 

dancers who had most influence on him in the early days were the aforementioned 

Minnie MacMaster, Geraldine MacIsaac and Margaret Dunn. Others, like Willie Fraser 

from Deepdale, taught Harvey to dance the Scotch Four (ibid.). No doubt the influences 

are many more, but observed and learnt subconsciously. 

Step dancer and teacher Margaret MacLellan Gillis from North Sydney summed 

up Harvey Beaton’s dancing rather aptly in 1986: 

My favourite dancer in Cape Breton is Harvey Beaton.  He can execute the steps 
with very little effort. He can get around the steps very neatly and get a lot of 
taps in … that’s what I admire: his poise and his deliverance of steps. But there 
are a lot of good dancers (MacGillivray 1988:63). 
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Harvey Beaton dancing to fiddler Andrea Beaton, Broad Cove, 29/7/2007. © M. Melin 

 

 
Scotch Four at Broad Cove. L to R: Melanie (MacQuarrie) MacDonald, Bill Pellerin, Harvey Beaton, 
Maureen Fraser-Doyle. Andrea Beaton (fiddle) and Robbie Fraser (piano), 29/7/2007 © V M Faubert 
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A.7 – Rodney MacDonald, Mabou 

Step dancer, fiddler, and former politician. 
Rodney Joseph MacDonald was born in 1972 and raised in Mabou. He has a family 

background with a strong musical heritage. His mother is Elizabeth Ann Beaton from 

Mabou and his father Alec Angus MacDonald from Mabou Harbour. His maternal 

grandfather was the renowned fiddler Donald Angus Beaton. His uncles on this 

mother’s side include Kinnon Beaton (fiddler), Joey Beaton (piano player), and Mary 

(Beaton) Graham (piano player and step dancer and mother of fiddler Glenn Graham). 

Rodney says: 

…and my grandfather’s [Donald Angus Beaton’s] sister – Janet Beaton - was a 
piano and fiddle player and her father Angus Ronald was a fiddler and a piper … 
I have other uncles that play too. There’s a lot of music on the Beaton side and 
they’re also connected to the Campbells in Mabou, which are a well–known 
musical family and the Rankins. The Rankin Family, same musical ... we all tie 
in together. On my Father’s side, there were a lot of dancers. And a few fiddlers 
and such as well, Kenneth Johnson MacDonald, who recently passed away a 
couple of years ago. So, in my house there was always music. We’d be listening 
to an old recording of someone playing, or a new record that came out and my 
Mother and my Father loved to dance, and would be dancing in the garage, in 
the house, would be dancing when my uncles came. We’d be dancing out in the 
yard and my Mother would always be jigging tunes. So, I was dancing in the 
kitchen when I could walk. We were dancing before we were walking … It 
wasn’t something you went out and learned how to do. It just was (MacDonald 
2008).   

When referring to Rodney, the locals often say that he carries on the Mabou Coal Mines 

fiddle style and also its dance style. There are certain steps that all the MacDonalds 

often do, according to Rodney. Alec Hughie, Benedict and his son Blair MacDonald; 

and Rodney’s uncles Angus D, Harold and Angus Donald, all have those certain steps. 

But Joe Rankin from Mabou Harbour would also have it. To explain what that is, and as 

Kinnon Beaton said in 2008:  

To me, it’s like a language. An accent is a good word for it. You know, if you 
talk to somebody from Glencoe Mills, they’re going to talk different from 
somebody from Mabou. Somebody in Margaree is going to talk different from 
somebody in Mabou. And their music is the same. […] Each community has 
[…] “regional” sounds. (Beaton in Herdman 2008:36). 

The elusiveness, for an outsider, of how to define for example the Mabou Coal Mines 

style is referred to in Herdman (2010:167); nonetheless a glimpse of the context that 

provides this particular stylistic sound is mentioned by Rodney: 

It was just natural and it wasn't just the dancing. You were hearing the Gaelic 
and you were hearing – my grandmother’s first language was Gaelic, so it's 
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pretty common around Mabou – so if you were at my grandmother’s, at 
Elizabeth Beaton’s, she’d be playing the piano, my grandfather would be 
playing the fiddle and then you’d dance or you’d do something else at parties 
and so, it was just part of life (MacDonald 2008). 

It was not however just the general surrounding that influenced Rodney, some specific 

people had a particular impact: 

My parents were an obvious influence on some of the basic steps [his mother in 
particular] and my uncles, one in particular, my father's brother, Donald Roddy 
MacDonald, who’s a very good dancer and has some great steps and he watched 
a lot of dancers, and I really enjoyed his dancing, so I learned a few steps from 
him… My other uncles, people like Francis Beaton and others, they loved to 
dance as well and I’d be watching them, but Donald Roddy in particular of my 
direct uncles had the biggest influence on my dancing.  Then, of course, I went 
to a few lessons with people like Mary Janet MacDonald, but most of my 
dancing wasn’t from formal lessons, it was mainly from watching different 
dancers. Especially on video. When video became popular, I watched a lot of 
videos, people like Harvey Beaton. Harvey was one of my favourites. The 
Pellerin brothers, John and Bill Pellerin from Antigonish … I was a big fan of 
Willie Fraser and I would watch him and Harvey Beaton over and over and over 
again on video and try to figure out how they did a step. Harvey MacKinnon, 
Mary Janet MacDonald, and a whole host of others that I was just impressed 
with their dancing.  … I would stand in front of the mirror and practise steps or 
stand in front of the fridge, because I could get the reflection in the fridge and I 
would do it for hours and hours and just practise steps (MacDonald 2008). 

When Rodney was about eight years old he started in the little Mabou square set. 

Maureen MacKenzie from Mabou was running that and his partner was Heather Rankin 

from the Rankin Family. They went to the Mayflower Mall in Sydney for example, and 

he used to perform a lot at the concerts. Rodney then started dancing solo when he was 

about eleven or twelve years old. He started playing the fiddle at the age of twelve and 

Rodney recalls:  

I loved the fiddle. … When I turned eight or nine, I started just sitting there for 
hours just doing the bow. Just doing the bow over the strings, and then when I 
was about twelve, my uncle [Kinnon Beaton] came in and gave us some lessons.  
And I learned from there. (MacDonald 2008) 

Although Rodney acknowledges the many great female dancers, like Mary Janet 

MacDonald and the Warner Sisters, it was older male dancers on whom he 

concentrated, picking up steps here and there. Eventually Rodney started to teach 

dancing. While he kept honing his skills and pursuing a career in music, he studied and 

received the degree of Bachelor of Science in Physical Education at St. Francis Xavier 

University. While at University he had well over a hundred dance students. When at 

home during the spring time he would teach in Mabou, Port Hood, Judique, Inverness, 
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and Whycocomagh. In the summers he would be a tutor at the Gaelic College in St. 

Ann’s. Some of the students whom Rodney once taught are carrying on the dance 

tradition – Dawn and Margie Beaton, Gerard Beaton and his cousin Blair MacDonald to 

name but a few. In the mid–1990s he also taught step dancing in Scotland. 

For a period Rodney pursued a career as a teacher before venturing into politics. 

He served as MLA for the riding of Inverness in the Nova Scotia House of Assembly 

1999–2009 and as Premier of Nova Scotia 2006–2009. He has one CD in his own name 

and appears on two others.7 He received two nominations for the East Coast Music 

Awards (ECMA) in 1998. He has toured in Atlantic Canada, Central Canada and the 

north–eastern United States.  

Rodney recalls growing up spending much time playing music with Natalie 

MacMaster, and Ashley MacIsaac. Ashley and Rodney did a lot of dancing together 

around the same time whilst growing up. Rodney would watch Ashley, Natalie, Wendy 

MacIsaac and Jackie Dunn and her mother Margaret Dunn as they were all good 

dancers. Gradually Rodney would form his own ‘take’ on the dancing: 

Growing up, I practised certain steps, so I'd have them together, but I never 
really had routine, … that I stuck to. I’m one that … like to do certain steps one 
after another. And I have an idea where they’ll go but I really like to follow the 
tune. So, if the tune has a cut in it, I like to do a step that fits with the tune. Or if 
the tune I know is going to change, I try and fit a step that will change with the 
tune, that people can see the change and hear the change at the same time. ... to 
me it’s not the number of steps anybody has, and even when I teach kids or 
adults or anybody, it’s the timing. I’d rather see a person with one step that can 
do it on time than do a hundred steps and not have the time. … I think people 
when they’re watching they notice if the step goes with the tune and especially 
in Mabou here … a lot of people understand the music … they appreciate it and 
really listen a lot to it. … They have a pretty good feel for it if something is on 
or if it’s not on. … And then, it’s not how complicated the step is and but 
neatness, you know, certain things – watching someone, how they hold 
themselves, feet close to the floor, the types of steps it’s very important in my 
opinion. (MacDonald 2008). 

Rodney feels quite strongly that the dancing has kept the fiddle music intertwined and 

the relationship between the two is what has kept the beat here. This symbiotic 

relationship has kept the certain speed, preventing it from being too fast or too slow. 

The fiddler is forced to play for the dancer and “that’s a good thing, so we each keep 

each other honest” (MacDonald 2008). 
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Fiddler Rodney MacDonald step dancing. Broad Cove Annual Concert 25/7/2010, and Strathspey Place, 

Mabou (Canada Day) 1/7/2010 © Victor Maurice Faubert 
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A.8 – Melody (Warner) Cameron, West Mabou. 

Step dancer and fiddler. 

Melody (Warner) Cameron grew up in River Bourgeois, southwest of St. Peter’s, in 

Richmond County. Alongside her sister Kelly (MacLennan), she absorbed music and 

dance at home encouraged in particular by their father Norman Warner Jr. There is 

music and dance on both sides of the family. Their grandfather was piper, fiddler and 

step dancer Norman Warner Sr. from Port Hawkesbury. Their great grandmother Annie 

(Steel) Warner, hailing from the Cleveland area in Richmond County, was a Gaelic 

speaker and used to jig tunes and sing puirt-a-beul. Melody’s great-great-grandfather 

was Levi Campbell originally, but was adopted by the Warners at the age of 11. 

Melody’s grandmother Georgina (Kelly) Warner was a step dancer who performed 

regularly at local concerts in Richmond County. Georgina had an Irish father (George 

Kelly) and a Scottish mother (Rosella MacDonald).  They lived in St. Peters, Richmond 

County. Melody's grandparents on her mother's side of the family, Roderick and Viola 

Touesnard, are of Acadian descent. They had kitchen parties over the years with local 

fiddlers dropping in.  Melody often stayed with her grandparents while growing up, and 

was present at many of these gatherings.  

Melody’s father Norman, who danced in the Square Sets, taught the sisters their 

basic steps at home.  Shuffle steps would be danced sitting down at the kitchen table, 

even during dinnertime, or just walking in time with music whilst carrying a grandchild. 

These more current, natural, and continuous encouragements of music, timing, and 

rhythm bring back memories to Melody of her father and grandfather doing the same to 

her and her sister. Indeed, her sister Kelly’s children are now step dancing alongside 

their mother at local concerts and dances, as this dancing is naturally encouraged at 

home. Melody also recalls a story of herself and Kelly as very young girls lying in bed 

at night practising steps. They would push their beds up against the wall and put their 

feet on the wall and work out step patterns together. This would regularly end when 

their father would ask them to stop the racket and go to sleep! Their father, however, 

wholeheartedly encouraged them to step dance, but it also meant they did not really 

engage with other dance types as they grew up. Step dancing was the main thing. This 

would manifest itself when Melody, as she grew older, would go to rock concerts and 

the like and would step dance to that music, as it felt natural. The music would conjure 

up step dance steps in her head, she reminisces (Cameron 2007). 

After their father had taught them his repertoire of basic ’steps’, they went on to 

learn more dancing locally from Gladys Cote and later from Linda MacMillan from 
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Glendale in the late 1970s. Linda MacMillan would have had a similar style and choices 

of movements as Harvey Beaton but with her own personal twist to the movements, 

such as particular ‘ankle rolls’ and so forth. Linda’s teaching was a mix of showing 

steps to music and breaking them down slowly first before trying them out to music. It 

all depended on the complexity of the step in question. As mentioned above, the 

‘Warner Sisters’ also made up their own ‘step’ [motif] combinations as they grew older 

and became more confident in their dancing. The label of ‘The Warner Sisters’ has over 

the years become synonymous with ‘good step dancing’ in Cape Breton. They are 

frequently mentioned in MacGillivray (1988) and local papers, such as the Inverness 

Oran, have often referred to them and published photos of them dancing. They appear in 

a number of clips from the 1980s onwards on the Internet site YouTube. The ‘Warner 

Sisters’ appeared on the British Channel Four documentary Down–Home on Cape 

Breton and Quebecoise music and dance programme, presented by Shetland fiddler Aly 

Bain and recorded in 1984/5 (Alexander 1985). Furthermore, the Warner Sisters have 

performed synchronized step dance routines at numerous venues throughout Nova 

Scotia, Prince Edward Island and Western Newfoundland. “Through the 1980s, Melody 

and Kelly appeared four times on CBC television for the program ‘Up Home Tonight’ 

... Towards the late 1980s, Melody and Kelly performed as part of the group Highland 

Classic. Other members of the group included Ashley MacIsaac, Natalie MacMaster, 

Wendy MacIsaac, Rodney MacDonald, Stephanie Wills, and Jackie Dunn. In the spring 

of 1998, Melody worked as a choreographer for The Rankins, one of Canada's foremost 

folk groups.”8 In December 2005 the Warner Sisters appeared in The Rankin Sisters’ 

televised Christmas special ‘Home for Christmas’ broadcast on Canada’s Bravo 

channel. 

With their choreographed synchronized routines, they often appear in matching 

outfits. Sometimes sporting tartan waistcoats or tartan skirts with a tartan sash draped 

over the left shoulder and diagonally across front and back. In later clips the tartan 

element of their costume is less visible. The Warner Sisters synchronized routines has 

as a hallmark that they combine older ‘steps’ [motifs] recognized by the community 

with their own movement combinations. Melody says that the trick is to “keep the 

performance interesting to look at without doing too much”; the routine should catch the 

eye and then keep moving on without being overloaded or boring (Cameron 2007). This 

concept has kept the audiences happy and kept their dancing within the local boundaries 

of what the dance tradition is. Melody’s father Norman was taught to dance on a small 

board – that was part of his boundaries. The aim was to keep the dancing neat and not to 
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move about too much. The key elements, Melody was told by her father, was to “keep 

the feet close–to–the–floor but look lively, stay relaxed with your hands down by your 

side. Just do the movements and keep the bounce” (Cameron 2007). Her father danced 

his shuffles using both heels and toes, as does Melody, to keep the ‘correct’ beat. It is 

interesting to note that Melody does not think of the movements (‘steps’ or motifs) as 

corresponding to particular bar lengths, or to parts or segments of tunes. The music is so 

engrained in her that suitable movements and music just naturally fit together. She just 

responds to the music. The Warner Sisters used to wear taps when they performed, but 

this was often frowned upon in Inverness County and today both Melody and Kelly 

wear shoes without taps when they dance. Melody believes the wearing of taps was 

never part of the tradition on the west side of the Island. 

Melody is also a very accomplished fiddler in the local style. She has released 

three CDs to date together with her husband and guitarist Derrick. More details can be 

obtained through their website.9 

Since marrying Derrick Cameron, Melody has made her home with Derrick in 

West Mabou on the property of the farm where he grew up. They are ‘next door’ to the 

West Mabou Hall. Since getting married, Melody and Derrick have been strongly 

involved with the local music and dance scene. They focus their efforts in keeping the 

local traditions alive, as the current threat of out-migration of young and old from Cape 

Breton and the generally changing priorities in people’s lives see less music and dance 

transmitted naturally in the home environment. Melody is in great demand as a step 

dance teacher in her own right; and as a duo Derrick and Melody perform together, 

particularly during the summer months all over the Cape Breton and beyond. They were 

involved in Monday night music sessions in Mabou for a number of years and have 

since 2004 become involved with the local Comunn Fèis Mhàbu. Fèis Mhàbu aims to 

support local adults and children to access their Cape Breton Gaelic culture, and 

participants come from all over Cape Breton and beyond. One successful initiative has 

been the Fèis Mhàbu project, named ‘The Mabou Musical Mentorship Program.’ Since 

2005 “this mentoring program's focus is on using house sessions to bring together 

talented young performers of Cape Breton music and dance and well established 

tradition bearers. The relaxed, informal atmosphere of the house sessions is well suited 

for the passing on of music, dance, and stories” (ibid. websites10). Derrick and Melody 

host these ‘house sessions’ in their West Mabou house, and it is not just the informal 

aspect of the occasion that is of importance, but the whole contextualisation of the 

music, dance, and associated stories as passed on from local tradition bearers to the 
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younger generation. Many of these youngsters would otherwise, in the current more 

formal learning environments, not be exposed to the totality of this particular form of 

cultural transmission context (Cameron 2007). 

 
Melody Cameron dancing to the playing of Ashley MacIsaac. n.d © Fran O'Brien. 

 
Melody and her sister Kelly and her daughters at Broad Cove. Fiddler is Andrea Beaton.  

n.d. © D Cameron. 

A.9 – Joël Chiasson, Sydney (Cheticamp) 

Piano player and step dancer 

Joël was born in 1973, and grew up in Cheticamp, Inverness County. His family was 
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musical but none of his parents played an instrument, so he did not experience fiddle 

music or dancing in the house. The household was cultured in other ways, so the music 

and dance became self–generated. Joël has an older brother and younger sister. His 

sister learned to dance as well and still occasionally attends a Square dance. Joël is not 

only a highly respected step dancer but also a piano player in great demand to play for 

dances and concerts. His playing has been strongly influenced by the masterful playing 

of Hilda Chiasson, Maybelle Chisholm–MacQueen and John Morris Rankin. Joël toured 

with Ashley MacIsaac and the Kitchen Devils for 5 years and later with Natalie 

MacMaster’s Band, in which he both played the piano and step danced. He has taught 

workshops in step dancing through the United States and Canada. He continues to 

perform, playing at concerts and square dances round Cape Breton. Joël is currently 

working as an educator at the Étoile de l’Acadie, the French Language School in 

Sydney. 

The first impression that caused the ‘spark’ that made him dance occurred when 

he, aged 12–13, went to a social event in the local parish hall. It was a variety show and 

it included fiddle and step dancing. The dancer that night was Lucienne Lefort from 

Cheticamp. At the time, Mary Janet MacDonald was teaching local classes in step 

dancing, but she did not cater for young children at that time. Some of Mary Janet’s 

former students ran classes locally and did accept younger students. Joël did a beginners 

class with the late James Cormier where he learnt the basic steps. Aged 16 and with his 

his driver’s license, he was allowed to go to venues further afield to seek out dance and 

music, as Cheticamp had none of that to offer at the time. Normaway Inn (Margaree 

Valley) was popular, as was Alice Freeman’s Thursday night Youth Sessions in 

Inverness town. In that environment Joël came to meet and learn his music and dance 

skills from Wendy MacIsaac, Rodney MacDonald, Natalie MacMaster and Ashley 

MacIsaac to name but a few. In such an informal context one watched, listened and 

learned. Having got to know the others better, Joël started informally ‘trading’ steps 

with the others. Joël recalls jovial step exchanges with Natasha Roland from Alder 

Point. Thus the style of his peers became highly influential on Joël’s own style. He went 

to the Square dances, such as West Mabou or Glencoe, but being an outsider in the area, 

he did not share the common cultural heritage and family ties expressed by this dancing 

and music community. At the time he simply got a ‘kick out of the dancing’. In a way 

this reflects the duality of Joël’s place in contemporary Cape Breton culture. He is very 

proud of being Acadian, but Joël’s dancing does not express his Acadian identity or 

heritage. It is done purely to express his enjoyment of the movement style. It is purely 
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an expression of his passion for dancing and everything that goes with it – the social 

and the musical aspects. Joël sees himself as an Acadian who dances in a traditional 

Cape Breton step dancing style. He feels it is the dancing that transcends everything he 

does, especially musically. He has noticed “some rhythms creeping up through his 

hands from the rhythm of a step” (Chiasson, Oct. 2009). Today he has come to 

appreciate and respect the deep connection his peers have with the music and dance, but 

also grateful that the ‘Scottish’ communities accepted him allowing him to take part and 

interact with them. 

Joël started playing the piano before he started step dancing. First he did some 

ten years of formal classical piano training in Cheticamp, but when he discovered the 

traditional music this changed. He wanted to accompany fiddle music, but he could not 

find anyone playing or teaching this particular style in Cheticamp, so there was no way 

for him to learn locally as a teenager. Joël explains how he used a few ‘tools’ to enable 

him to learn by himself. He watched the weekly TV show ‘Up Home Tonight’ and he 

looked out for the episodes that featured Cape Breton music. As he would video tape 

the show, he could watch the few seconds worth of Hilda Chiasson (-Cormier) do one 

chord transition several times over, and then work with that until he got another snippet 

of information. He recalls how he got the pieces of the jigsaw one by one and that is 

how he learnt to accompany. He was never able to just sit down next to a piano player, 

watch and just pick up. Initially listening to the music, he found it hard to break down 

what was going on, it made no sense to him. After ten years of classical training, he had 

become very dependent on sheet music. He felt he was learning a completely new 

instrument. He had to deconstruct his former learning. It was very challenging, but he 

never thought of it along those lines. He had a few cassette tapes, to which he played 

along at maximum volume. An uncle played the fiddle a little, so with his limited 

repertoire, Joël’s accompanying improved. The biggest challenge is to embody the huge 

local tune repertoire, Joël states. Fiddlers like Rodney MacDonald kept asking Joël to 

accompany them, which helped greatly initially. What signifies Joël’s and his peers’ 

learning experience is that they learned by using their senses sub-consciously, utilising 

visual, aural and kinaesthetic transmission modes. In addition, this took place slowly 

over time and by interacting closely with each other, where high standards of 

competence were aspired to and deeply understood. 
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Joël Chaisson. n.d. © D. Cameron. 

 

A.10 – Mac Morin, Troy 

Step dancer and piano player. 

Music was a permanent fixture in Mac’s household as he grew up. He remembers the 

fiddle and guitar playing of his father and brothers, and the piano playing of his mother. 

She, Mary Catherine (MacDonald) Morin, was a noted step dancer and her father, John 

R (‘Roddie Eddie’) MacDonald, was a well-known step dancer / fiddler in his day. 

Mary was the first one to expose Mac to Cape Breton step dancing and later encouraged 

him to take a few sessions from Melody Cameron and Kelly MacLennan (The Warner 

Sisters). 

Mac began his piano playing with a year of classical lessons from Imelda 

Fougere (Port Hawkesbury) when he was six, but because Imelda’s husband fell ill, she 

was unable to continue with her students. It was not until years later before his 17th 

birthday, that Mac took up the piano again, prompted by Tracey Dares, whom he had 

met while attending the Gaelic College for Gaelic language. Fortunate to be surrounded 

by so many talented musicians, Mac was able to watch and learn, accompanying them 

for occasional sets at house parties. According to Mac’s own website “his first, real, 

‘public’ gig was at a wedding where Buddy MacMaster was playing. Buddy's piano 

player couldn't make it, and Buddy convinced a very shy Mac to jump on the piano”11. 

Mac has toured with many musicians over the years, including Natalie 

MacMaster (1999–2001, 2006–present), the Rankin Family, and with various local 
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fiddlers, including Howie MacDonald and Ian MacDougall. He is still a member of the 

Cape Breton band, Beolach, formed in 1998. His recording, a self–titled album, was 

released in 2003, and he can be heard on a number of recordings, released by other local 

musicians. He is also a sought after step dancing teacher, both locally and 

internationally. He has travelled across North America and the UK, Scotland and 

Ireland teaching the Cape Breton genre. 

Mac’s mother seems to have had the biggest impact on his opinions and 

attitudes  towards the Cape Breton style of dancing. He would be the first to say that the 

way he thinks about the style and the way he approaches the motifs (‘steps’) would have 

been shaped by his mother – never overtly, but subtly. Mary's father, Roddie Eddie, a 

great dancer himself, helped Mary along with pointers and encouragement in her youth. 

Mary would watch people at dances, and then later recall the steps from memory at 

home, using the television screen as a mirror (a story Mac remembers her telling him). 

Her father was no longer able to dance or play the fiddle, due to a WWII injury that left 

his left side paralyzed. Mac remembers his mother telling him that his grandfather used 

to walk home from the dances barefoot, saving his only pair of shoes. Roddie Eddie is 

still remembered as a great dancer from his younger years. 

I remember dancing in a concert in Glendale one summer and someone came up 
to me after I was finished to let me know ‘you’ve got your grandfather’s 
forehead when you dance’. Now, I know it was a compliment… even though it’s 
a little strange when someone is comparing your forehead to your grandfather’s 
when you are dancing… it’s a little odd. They aren’t exactly in close proximity 
on the body… but I know what they meant and understood the sentiment. So I 
took it as a compliment (Morin 2008). 

Mac remembers his mother dancing around the house and around the kitchen whenever 

the fiddle music would come on the radio, or if his father was playing a tune. She would 

show Mac and his brothers the basic movements; they were all quite shy, but she wasn’t 

deterred and continued to coach and encourage. Eventually, Mac became interested and 

after getting a few basic steps from Mary (and once she convinced him), went to the 

Warner sisters. Melody and Kelly alternated teaching in six–week sessions, so Mac was 

able to get instruction from both sisters during the two sessions he attended. Mac recalls 

his mother never used the same terms as the Warners used, but had a different way of 

explaining the steps: 

She would describe the shuffles as a long and the hops as a short, so that we 
were doing the movements before they were described as shuffles and hops. I 
can still hear her saying, ‘Long, short short’ over and over. It worked and I know 
my brother David is teaching his kids the same way! But there was always 
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encouragement… Mom just had a way about her… I never felt like I wasn’t 
gonna be able to do it… I just knew because she knew… (Morin 2008). 

After the two sessions with the Warner Sisters, Mac started to learn by watching others: 

Then I was able to recognize things on my own. I now had more confidence… I 
knew how to do what I wanted to do with my feet to make the sounds I was 
hearing. Whenever I’d come home after seeing a step or after making a step, 
Mom was the first person I’d show. And then she'd either ok it, or ‘no, I don’t 
think’… and then I’d ask her why and she’d… well sometimes she’d have an 
answer and sometimes she wouldn’t [be]… specific, she would never say your 
foot is doing this and I don't like that, it was more of a generalism [sic] (Morin 
2008). 

Mac would frequently dance a sequence of steps to music, and include any 'new' steps 

he had learned, and wait for his mother to comment. He feels his mother's opinion of 

what makes a good dancer or how good steps should be danced has greatly influenced 

his own opinions and style. Mac feels the steps and the music are intertwined and they 

influence both musicians and dancers, and the music and dance genre of Cape Breton. 

He says the music almost always inspires him in his choice of steps while dancing, 

while making a new step, or creating a performance routine. The steps can’t be based on 

their internal rhythm alone, as they have to fit somewhere.  

Mac has a great respect for many dancers on the Island and appreciates all the 

individual styles there are under the umbrella of the Cape Breton dance style. He 

respects and admires the Warner Sisters (as they taught him directly), Mary Janet 

MacDonald, Harvey Beaton, Joël Chiasson, Harvey MacKinnon and his fellow Beolach 

band members Wendy MacIsaac and Mairi Rankin. This does not mean that there are 

not other dancers whose ability or character he does not respect , it is just that these are 

the ones he sees most often. He confesses that he wishes he could spend more time with 

those dancers he does not get a chance to interact with on a regular basis. 

Mac will admit concerns regarding the changing nature of the Cape Breton step 

dance genre; how there seems to be a watering down of the fundamental movements 

and characteristics of the style, a blurring of unspoken boundaries:  

The thing with Cape Breton step dancing is there is no accreditation process, no 
standards that are set and required for the style. Not that that is the answer… I 
think the fact there aren’t any of those requirements really sets this style apart 
from other styles. It has always been more relaxed, more social. That in itself is 
part of the style – what makes it unique. But standards help in other ways… for 
instance, Irish dancing… for Irish dancing, it has to be a certain way, a certain 
movement only and if it isn’t, then it’s not really Irish dancing, but some other 
form or hybrid. Or at least with standards, people are required to perform at a 
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certain level to be thought of as an Irish dancer… We don’t have more rigid 
standards in Cape Breton music or dancing, other than people’s opinions… 
Now, people know… People from here will have a spot on opinion of what’s 
right and real… they may not always say it out loud, but they know… maybe 
that's because they’ve lived it, or lived here for so long, surrounded by it. I’m 
just more concerned about those that may not have the same resources and 
background to draw from; that there are those who don’t truly understand – and 
that don’t care to try to understand… That’s where I get concerned about the 
style. That it will be changed by some who don’t understand they may be 
changing it… and be taught to others who take it as authentic and then change it 
again… Without knowing where it has really come from… ‘I just learned this 
form of dance and these steps’ but this individual doesn’t have any frame of 
reference as to what they should truly look like or sound like… It’s like a dance 
without an origin. That’s my concern. (Morin 2008). 

 

 
Mac Morin, flanked by fellow step dancers Mairi Rankin and Wendy MacIsaac, performing with Beolach 

(Ryan J..MacNeil and Patrick Gillis) Pennsylvania, USA, 24/9/2006 © Victor Maurice Faubert. 
 

	    



	   283 

A.11 – Brandi McCarthy, Port Hawkesbury 

Step dancer and fiddler. 

Brandi McCarthy was born in 1987 in Ontario but brought up in Port Hawkesbury, 

Inverness County from the age of four. Her father came from Cape Breton while her 

mother hailed from Ontario. Brandi was not brought up in a household full of live 

music, apart from hearing tapes of the Rankin Family, Natalie MacMaster, and Ashley 

MacIsaac. She says that it was these recordings that made her want to start learning how 

to dance and play the fiddle. Brandi started in a creative and ballet dance class at the age 

of 5. Sally Clark who came up from Antigonish ran this weekly class locally in Port 

Hawkesbury. Observing step dancers perform in a dance recital when she was about six, 

Brandi got enthused and quickly swapped classes to do step dancing. She went on to 

take a session of lessons from Mary Janet MacDonald. From then on she joined various 

workshops, taught by various teachers including Sabra MacGillivray and those teaching 

at the Gaelic College in St. Ann’s – Betty Matheson, Jean MacNeil and Cheryl 

MacQuarrie. She would go up to the annual Chestico Days dance festival at Port Hood. 

When she was old enough to attend she would go regularly to Square dances.  

Aged nine she started to play the fiddle and took lessons in a similar fashion in 

that as well. John Donald Cameron (Port Hawkesbury) was her first tutor for about a 

year and then she had Dawn Beaton from Mabou who came down weekly (together 

with Mary Janet MacDonald) to teach. Then followed many other teachers at workshops 

and the Gaelic College, including Andrea Beaton, Eddie Rogers, Sandy MacIntyre, 

Glenn Graham, Troy MacGillivray, Stan Chapman, and Buddy MacMaster. The Gaelic 

College is an excellent place to interact with peers and it motivates to practise and learn 

more steps and tunes, according to Brandi. 

With regard to the local musical sound, acquiring the ‘Cape Breton sound’ with 

its characteristic swing and drive is fundamentally important to Brandi. Once one has 

the core material and that embedded sound right, it is all right to add newer material. 

Tunes from other traditions and locally composed tunes all add to the repertoire. Brandi 

feels that the Gaelic sound, often discussed as to its relevance to the Cape Breton sound, 

is now embedded and mimicked in the music itself. One does not need to have the 

language to play in the style. One can pick up the style by listening to local players and 

to old recordings. In Brandi’s mind, music, song, and dance are all linked. She likes to 

step dance to puirt-a-beul as sung by Mary Jane Lamond, Colin Watson, and Jeff 

MacDonald, as this type of song represents a good rhythmic link between these cultural 

expressions.  
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Female dancers have, as mentioned above, primarily taught Brandi, but she did a 

few workshops with Harvey Beaton, and has watched YouTube clips of various male 

dancers. She likes Ashley MacIsaac’s style, ‘step’ repertoire, and stamina in the clips 

from when he was young. Brandi says that her favourite dancer stylistically is probably 

Rodney MacDonald. She likes dancing in strathspey time and favours putting in as 

many beats as is comfortable in her steps. Brandi also engages in Irish solo dancing and 

has spent time learning this style both in Cape Breton and Ireland. 

 
Brandi McCarthy, Glencoe Mills, 1/8/2008 © Victor Maurice Faubert. 

 

	    



	   285 

A.12 – Anita MacDonald, Little Narrows 

Step dancer, fiddler, and piano player. 

Anita was born in 1991 in Little Narrows, Victoria County. Her family are musical so 

she was brought up in a community and family environment surrounded by Cape 

Breton music both played live – by many of the immediate family – and had access at 

home to many records and tapes. She says it ‘is her blood.’ Her background is a mix of 

English and Scottish. Her grandmother’s people, for example, came from the Isle of 

Barra and settled on Christmas Island. (The music came from my grandfather’s side, his 

father was from England and his mother had Scottish and Italian roots.) Her grandfather 

plays a bit of fiddle, guitar, and sings, while her mother is similarly gifted and dances 

too. She started step dancing, aged four and learnt initially from her mother at home. 

Her grandfather was also an influence. She never saw him dance, but he would give her 

constructive advice on her dancing, like how to hold herself, and verbally taught her 

steps. He used terms such as close-to-the-floor and the ‘hop-step.’ He diddled, or jigged, 

and showed her steps by making reference to what she should do. He moved his body to 

indicate what he wanted and then when she got it he would say so. She then watched 

herself in front of the dishwasher to see her own reflection. She had a specific routine 

for a while to get used to moving from one step to the next. One strathspey, followed by 

a number of reels, is her usual routine, even though she now  improvises the order of 

movements, according to what the music dictates. She would be involved in any event, 

activity, or workshop that occurred. She later took dance classes from both Jean 

MacNeil and Bonnie Jean MacDonald–Cutliffe. 

Anita did not grow up in a Gaelic speaking environment, but was aware of the 

language through, for example, her paternal grandfather who sang in Gaelic and her 

great–grandmother, who spoke it. Anita took up the fiddle aged eight and was initially 

influenced by her grandfather, Charlie Ellis and her grand-uncle, Raymond Ellis. Then 

she learnt from Kyle Gillis, Jerry Holland, and Kimberley Fraser. Many other fiddle 

influences include Sandy MacInnis, Andrea Beaton, and on the piano she admires Allan 

Dewar and Susan MacLean. 

Anita feels step dancing is the basis for her musicality, as it is the first thing she 

learned. She likes the fact that it is close–to–the–floor, as opposed to dancers who lift 

their legs too high. It is very relaxed and the style allows her to express herself. When 

she was learning she was told to pick a spot on the wall and focus on it. When she 

watched Jean MacNeil and Bonnie–Jean MacDonald–Cutliffe dance, it was precisely 

their relaxed way she admires. She feels the steps they both do are very traditional, 
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which is what she wants her own style to be. She dislikes doing things where there is 

lateral movement or flicking her legs up and forward and back. Her grandfather’s style 

was very traditional, but it involved a lot of complicated things, but the way they were 

put together was not too flashy. Anita prefers medium length steps and not too much 

dancing with the one leg only. One dancer she admires is Harvey Beaton. Harvey’s 

steps are well balanced, just like her grandfather’s. 

Playing the fiddle and knowing the tune repertoire is a great advantage, Anita 

says. It creates a larger repertoire in her head and she knows what is coming next. This 

makes it easier to put good ‘steps’ that fit the tune well. Anita feels the music suggests 

‘steps’ to her, but it works on a subconscious level ‘it just happens, it’s automatic’. She 

refers to the music as dirty or gritty and that it has a particular swing and drive in the 

bow action. Some tunes, such as ‘King George’, she feels has more inherent drive than 

others. Music and dance go together, it is connected. If you lose the dancing tradition 

you also lose part of your music, she says. A deep local cultural knowledge is vital for 

creating the right feel for the music and dance to thrive symbiotically: 

When a dancer gets up it gives the fiddle player and the dancer a chance to feed 
off each other. The fiddler may start out very strong, but with the added dancing, 
it will end up with much more drive, as you are going to feed off that energy. It 
is more powerful. It is a feeling, not a visual thing … you can almost touch that 
connection at times (MacDonald 2009). 

Anita does not feel that there is such a thing as gendered ‘steps’ but that there is 

a personal preference of how the dancing is presented. Men and women hold 

themselves differently in Anita’s opinion. She refers in particular to the older men who 

grew up with it. They are extremely relaxed and their movements very loose from the 

knees down. Anita’s own goal is to imitate the style of these older men, people like her 

grandfather and Harvey Beaton. The main difference between women and men is that 

the men are more relaxed when they dance, she believes. She is always observing 

dancers, at concerts and Square dances, to see what she can ‘pick up’, and she watches 

all dancers, not just those who dance solo. 

Anita wore shoes with taps on them in 2009 for dancing when I interviewed her, 

but she said the only reason she used them was because she could not find a pair of 

good hard–soled leather shoes. She is currently passing on both her fiddle and dance 

skills to her two younger sisters. In the end, Anita concludes, it is all about having fun 

while continuing to preserve what the community know as being their heritage. For 

more up-to-date information see Anita’s homepage http://anitamacdonald.com/bio/ 
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Anita MacDonald dancing to Kinnon and Betty Beaton. Chestico Days, Port Hood, 2007.  

© M. Melin, still photo generated from video. 
 

 

 

 

A.13 – Some other prominent dancers of relevance to this investigation: Jean 
McNeil, Margaret Dunn, Betty MacIvor Matheson and Fr. Eugene Morris. 

 
Jean MacNeil – step dancer, teacher and pianist.  

Jean (MacKenzie) MacNeil is originally from Washabuck (Victoria County) and comes 

from a very musical home. Her brother Carl MacKenzie is a noted fiddler. After 

marrying Columba MacNeil, she moved to Sydney Mines, where they raised six 

children. In 2011 the family group with their children, the Barra MacNeils, celebrated 

over 20 years in an outstanding recording and touring career. Jean learnt her step 

dancing and music at home by watching her older siblings and visitors to the house. She 

cannot consciously remember learning the ‘hop step’ but feels she picked it up at home. 

There were many good dancers and musicians in the Washabuck and Iona area when 

she grew up. One visitor, Hector MacKinnon from Felldale, she recalls as ‘great dancer 

with nifty feet’. He did a lot of steps on his toes and broken ankle steps (MacNeil July 

2007). Travelling to picnics and concerts influenced her too. She recalls Willie Fraser 

and Angus MacIsaac dancing at Broad Cove when she was about 17–18. Dancers like 

Bernie Campbell and his brother used to show her steps at the Highand Village in Iona. 

When she moved to Sydney Mines she interacted with Robert and Lochee Stubbert and 

Winston Fitzgerald and she used to step dance to them at the house parties. When 

Father Eugene Morris set up dance classes in the Sydney area he encouraged Jean to 
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start teaching. She was at first reluctant to teach others but eventually taught in Big 

Pond, North Sydney, Bras d’Or, Whycocomagh, Washabuck and of course at home in 

Sydney Mines. She has also taught annually at the Gaelic College in St Ann’s for many 

years. Some of her students are known as good dancers, such as Natasha Roland, 

Bonnie Jean MacDonald, Kimberley Fraser and Leanne Aucoin. She taught all her 

multi–instrumentalist children to dance, even though the two older boys do not dance 

much. Step dancing is fully integrated in the Barra MacNeils’ performances. Jean has 

produced one tutorial step dancing video called ‘Spring in your Step’ (2002). 

 

 
Jean MacNeill, October 2009, © M. Melin 
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Margaret (MacEachern) Dunn – step dancer from Queensville (Inverness County).  

Margaret grew up in a musical household, her father John Willie MacEachern was a 

fiddler and her aunts danced and her uncles also played the fiddle. Uncles Dan Hughie 

MacEachern (well-known composer of fiddle tunes), and Alex, who lived in New York 

and who played the fiddle for dances in the US are of note. There were always Square 

sets and solo dancing around when Margaret grew up – “It was with me as I was 

growing up” (Dunn Aug, 2007). Margaret learned her first step from her grandfather 

John MacMaster. Her father John Willie MacEachern and his sisters also helped her, but 

they had a fairly limited repertoire of steps but it was enough to get her started. She 

learned more steps from watching others. She first danced in public at the age of four at 

a dance in Creignish, where her father John Willie and Dan Hughie were playing: 

Someone put me up on stage to dance and people started throwing change at my 
feet. An elderly lady, Charlotte Cameron from Creignish, gave me a dollar all 
folded in a small square. My fortune was made! (Dunn p.c. 2012). 

Harvey Beaton’s mother, Marie MacDonald Beaton was her Grade 4 teacher when she 

came to teach in Queensville and stayed with Margaret’s family: 

We would dance in the evenings after the homework was done when my father 
would get out his fiddle. This was a golden opportunity for me to learn new 
steps. Because my father was a fiddler we always had lots of company and I got 
to see other people dance as well. After learning the basic steps it was easier to 
learn from people by watching. My father was able to see if I didn't have steps 
quite right and would tell me so (Dunn p.c. 2012). 

Margaret’s father would take her to the local concerts where she would pick up more 

steps by watching others dance. Her father often played for the dancing and at a very 

early age she was asked to dance on stage herself. She feels her own style of dancing 

came predominantly from her father, as her mother did not dance. She did the concert 

circuit with her father to Creignish, Judique, Port Hawkesbury, Johnstown, St. Peters, 

Port Hastings and Mulgrave, to name but a few. The concerts were structured along the 

same lines as at present: piping, fiddling, dancing and Gaelic singing. Or perhaps a 

milling frolic, a Scotch Four, and the Third figure of the Square Set. At the time when 

Margaret was 13–14 years old, there were not as many dancers on the circuit as there 

were in later years. She was exposed to Gaelic although the language was dying out. 

She was aware of it from the older generations around her, family and neighbours, and 

she picked up some of the language. Later she was encouraged to start teaching step 

dancing alongside Angus Alex MacDonnell (later Fr. Angus) by Judge Hughie 

MacPherson from St Andrews. Margaret and Angus taught two classes per night two 

nights a week, one at the Legion in Antigonish and one at the school in St. Andrews. 



	   290 

They started with about 90 students, and when Angus Alex left for the Seminary, 

Margaret carried on teaching. Margaret remembers how Buddy MacMaster kindly 

recorded suitable tunes of different speeds onto a cassette for her to use in these classes. 

Like so many others of this generation of ‘new’ teachers, Margaret had to work out 

herself how to break steps down and how best to pass them on to others. She says it was 

“like teaching yourself before teaching anyone else. What is it I am doing? What have I 

been doing for the past 30 years just as naturally as drinking water? You have to 

understand it yourself first before passing it on” (Dunn Aug 2007). Margaret now lives 

just outside Antigonish. Her daughter, Jackie is a well–known fiddler, piano player and 

step dancer in her own right. Jackie works as an educator in Antigonish County. 

 

 
Margaret and Jackie Dunn (-MacIsaac) c. 1975. Dancing at Antigonish Highland Games at the 

Auditorium at St.Francis Xavier University. © M. Dunn, used with kind permission. 
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Betty MacIvor Matheson, Dominion. Step dancer.  

Betty grew up spending the summer months on the shore of the Bras d’Or lakes in 

Malagawatch, (Inverness County), her mother’s home area. There she experienced the 

Square dances at Marble Mountain, and her aunts and uncles came to the Gaelic Mod 

where they danced and enjoyed the music.  One of her uncles was a prompter for the 

Square Sets. She recalls that step dancing was not common in the Square Sets in those 

days, and solo dancing was a very informal affair of impromptu dancing if anyone felt 

like it, rather than dancing on the concert stage. As an only child, her parent’s love for 

the dance music had a big influence on her. Betty’s dancing experience started, 

however, with classes in tap, ballet and jazz in Dominion when quite young. Later in 

life, in the early 1970s, she lived with her late husband in the Boston area and was there 

exposed to the Irish music scene and to Cape Breton step dancing and music in that area 

too. She did not formally engage in Cape Breton style step dancing until she returned 

home to Dominion around the time her husband passed away. She was around this time 

encouraged to join Fr. Eugene Morris’ step dance classes in Sydney, alongside Margaret 

Gillis (North Sydney) and many others. In time Betty and Margaret Gillis both started 

teaching classes locally themselves, encouraged by Sheldon MacInnes to do so. A lot of 

her learning over the years came from informally sharing steps with other dancers, such 

as Jean MacNeil, Harvey Beaton, Joe Rankin and many more. She has taught at St. 

Ann’s Gaelic College in the summers for many years, in addition to her regular classes 

in the Sydney area. She is also a driving force in the Cape Breton Fiddlers’ Association 

and helps encourage many of the young fiddlers of that association to step dance. To 

Betty, timing and a deep knowledge of the tunes are paramount for being a good dancer, 

and more important than having lots of ‘steps’. A few steps well danced score higher, as 

does music played at good and not too fast a speed. Betty herself never danced a set 

routine but followed where the music took her, and states that one of her favourite 

fiddlers over the years was the late Donald Angus Beaton. 

 

Fr. Eugene Morris, step dancer, is originally from Collindale but is currently (2008) 

practising in Bishop Falls, Newfoundland. Fr. Eugene and his brother and fiddler Fr. 

Angus Morris are both highly respected for their enthusiasm for and as skilled 

exponents of the dance and music tradition. Fr. Eugene only started solo dancing when 

he was nearly thirty years old, before which he had danced the Square Sets. While 

growing up, Fr. Angus often played the fiddle at the local house parties and Fr. Eugene 

danced a few steps. In time he felt he had to increase his repertoire of ‘steps’ and began 
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to watch other dancers. In the early 1970s he began teaching step dancing, but having 

never taught formally before, he had to figure out how to break down the steps into 

‘motifs’ and ‘cells’. He also had to figure out how to best count the steps. He ran a 

number of classes in the Sydney area and encouraged many other dancers to start 

teaching step dancing over the years. His appearance at concerts and other events was 

always popular with the local community. In fact his mere presence at events these days 

provides encouragement to the local dancers and fiddlers, according to a conversation 

with Andrea Beaton (March 2011). 

 
Betty Matheson and Fr. Eugene Morris dancing at the Gaelic College at St. Ann’s to the Cape Breton 

Fiddlers’ Association, 17/8/2008 © V M Faubert 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Addison 2001:38. 
2 The fiddler was John MacLeod of Mull River who played at a dance in Centreville (MacGillivray 
1988:111). 
3 The 1987 interview with Harvey MacKinnon in MacGillivray (1988:110–3) provide further insights to 
his life. 
4 Mother of fiddler and step dancer Wendy MacIsaac. 
5 The distinction between dancing and being regarded as a ‘dancer’ is discussed in Chapter 3.3. 
6 Fiddler Howie MacDonald’s sister. 
7 CD recordings: Dancer’s Delight (1996); Traditionally Rockin’ (1997) with his cousin Glenn Graham; 
and the 2004 Smithsonian recording The Beaton Family of Mabou, Cape Breton Fiddle and Piano Music. 
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8 http://www.melodyandderrickcameron.com/Home.html, accessed 10/01/2011. 
9 http://www.melodyandderrickcameron.com/Home.html 
10 http://www.melodyandderrickcameron.com/Home.html, accessed 10/01/2011. Acting as a good 
summary of a lengthy part of the interview, conducted with Derrick and Melody in July 2007. More 
information is also available on their MySpace site: http://www.myspace.com/melodyandderrickcameron 
– accessed 10/01/2011. 
11 http://www.macmorin.com/bio.htm – accessed 23/1/2011. 
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Appendix B – DVD Video clip Inventory and Newcastle Notation of 
Selected Motif-combinations of 11 Dancers featured on DVD and 4 
other Sources. 
 
These video clips and accompanying selection of Newcastle notation transcriptions are 

provided to further illustrate how Cape Breton step dancers use the core motifs, notated 

in Chapter 6. They also illustrate how different motifs can be combined, and a separate 

study could look at how different motif combinations commonly recur among the 

dancers. Equally, a separate study could look at how each dancer creates and uses what 

could be referred to as their ‘trademark’ steps. These clips provide a glimpse into the 

fluidity of the step dance genre. They also serve to illustrate how each realization of the 

step dance genre reinforces what motifs are core, what combination of motifs are 

commonly paired and how the movements are related to the music provided.  

Furthermore these video clips also show some of the contexts where dance 

transmission takes place, namely predominantly those of the square dance and the 

community concert. With ethical considerations in mind, video clips in the home 

environment and in formal class situations have been excluded. 

Some 200 plus video clips of Cape Breton step dancing were viewed, in addition 

to live observations during the research period. I filmed a good number of these dance 

clips myself between 1992 and 2011. Many others were accessed through the archives 

at the Beaton Centre, Cape Breton University and the Celtic Music Interpretive Centre 

in Judique. Additional recorded dance material was provided by David Gillis and 

through various other commercially available DVDs and VHS tapes. Numerous 

YouTube clips were accessed as well.  

The clips provided on the enclosed Thesis DVD are a selection based on the 

survey results of dancers regarded as good representatives of the step dance genre as 

well as visual material available to me. For a number of dancers two clips have been 

enclosed to provide good visual representation of their dancing, while for the others 

only one visually good clip was available or deemed suitable for inclusion. 

The selected routines were notated by hand using Newcastle Notation. The clips 

were slowed down by using iMovie (9.0.4) on Apple Mac (OS 10.6.8) to a speed of 

approximately 40-50% to enable as accurate a capture of each movement as possible. 

For the purpose of highlighting the use of motifs given in Chapter 6, only a 

selection of motifs are given for each dancer and from only one of the featured videoed 

routines. Two routines, however, are given in full: Harvey Beaton 2007 and Mary Janet 
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MacDonald 1986. These two dancers are both highly regarded as good exponents of the 

step dance genre and in my 2008 questionnaire survey the questionnaire responders 

mentioned them most often. 

In addition to the above transcriptions, notation of steps featured on three 

commercially available VHS/DVDs and Frank Rhodes published notations are 

included. 

 
1. Willie Francis Fraser. July 1996.  

Venue: Southend Hall, Daliburgh, South Uist, Scotland.  
Context: Educational/Community Concert - Ceolas Summer School. 
Fiddler: Father Angus Morris.  
Dance length: 80 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 56 bars 4/4 reel.  
Filmed by Mats Melin.  
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B1). 
Willie Fraser, then aged 81, displays some of the motifs that are particularly 
associated with him as a dancer and a good selection of core motifs.  

 
2. Harvey MacKinnon, August 2007.  

Venue: Brook Village Hall Inverness County, Cape Breton. 
Context: Square Dance.  
Fiddler: Kinnon Beaton. Pianist: Betty Beaton.  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey (12 bars with dance visible) and 80 bars 
4/4 reel.  
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B2). 
Note the mix of even and uneven repeat patterns of motifs as well as when 
motifs begin and end in relation to the music. 

 
3a. John Robert Gillis, September 1995.  

Venue: South West Margaree Hall, Inverness County, Cape Breton.  
Context: Square Dance.  
Fiddler: Bonnie Jean MacDonald. Pianist: Joël Chaisson.  
Dance length: 16 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 80 bars 4/4 reel.  
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B3). 
Note the mix of even and uneven repeat patterns of motifs as well as when 
motifs begin and end in relation to the music. 
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3b. John Robert Gillis, August 2007.  
Venue: Port Hood, Inverness County, Cape Breton.  
Context: Community Concert - Chestico Days Annual Dancing Festival. 
Fiddler: Kinnon Beaton. Pianist: Betty Beaton.  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 80 bars 4/4 reel.  
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Note the mix of even and uneven repeat patterns of motifs as well as when 
motifs begin and end in relation to the music. 

 
4a. Mary Janet MacDonald, August 1986.  

Venue: Port Hood, Inverness County, Cape Breton.  
Context: Community Concert - Chestico Days Annual Dancing Festival.  
Fiddler: John Campbell. Pianist: Cathy Hawley.  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 142 bars 4/4 reel. 
Source: YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eoUjHSaUcVI. Video clip 
included on Thesis DVD with kind permission by YouTube upload signature 
‘sp1kers’. 
Newcastle Notation in full provided in this Appendix (B4). 
Note the even repeat patterns of motifs, when motifs begin and end in relation to 
the music and use of either right foot or left foot as the starting foot for a motif. 

 
4b. Mary Janet MacDonald, July 1997.  

Venue: Southend Hall, Daliburgh, South Uist, Scotland.  
Context: Educational/Community Concert - Ceolas Summer School.  
Fiddler: Kinnon Beaton.  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 48 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Note the even repeat patterns of motifs, when motifs begin and end in relation to 
the music. 

 
5a. Harvey Beaton, July 1992.  

Venue: Sabhal Mor Ostaig, Isle of Skye, Scotland.  
Context: Educational/Community Concert – Sabhal Mor Ostaig Summer School. 
Fiddler; Buddy MacMaster.  
Dance length: 40 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 112 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
This clip is added as the visuals of the feet are better and a majority of the motifs 
are the same, albeit not in the same order in the routines 5a and 5b. 

 
5b. Harvey Beaton, July 2007.  

Venue: Broad Cove, Inverness County, Cape Breton.  
Context: Community Concert - Broad Cove Scottish Festival. 
Fiddler: Andrea Beaton. Pianist: Robert Fraser.  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 176 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Newcastle Notation in full provided in this Appendix (B5). 
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Note the evenly balanced repeat pattern of motifs, with only an occasional single 
motif occurring in places 

 
6a. Melody Cameron and Kelly MacLennan (The Warner Sisters), October 2009.  

Venue: Strathspey Place, Mabou, Cape Breton. 
Context: Community Concert - Celtic Colours Festival. 
Fiddlers: Dawn and Margie Beaton. Guitarist: Derrick Cameron.  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 80 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Note the combination of even motif repeats in this typical example of a pre-
arranged sibling routine. 

 
6b. Melody Cameron, July 2010.  

Venue: King’s Theatre, Aberdeen, Scotland.  
Context: Concert – North Atlantic Fiddle Festival. 
Fiddlers: Troy MacGillivray and Kimberley Fraser. Guitarist: Derrick Cameron.  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 112 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B6). 
Note the combination of even and un-even motif repeats and how motifs begin 
and end in relation to the musical phrases. Also note the use of either right foot 
or left foot as the starting foot for a new motif sequence. 

 
7a. Rodney MacDonald, September 1995.  

Venue: South West Margaree Hall, Inverness County, Cape Breton.  
Context: Square Dance.  
Fiddler: Bonnie Jean MacDonald. Pianist; Joël Chaisson.  
Dance length: 16 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 96 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Note the combination of even and un-even motif repeats and how motifs begin 
and end in relation to the musical phrases. A number of motifs associated with 
Rodney as ‘trademark’ steps are danced. 

 
7b. Rodney MacDonald, July 2007.  

Venue: Strathspey Place, Mabou, Inverness County, Cape Breton.  
Context: Community Concert - Donald Angus Beaton Tribute Concert.  
Fiddlers: Andrea Beaton and Glenn Graham. Pianist Betty Beaton.  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 80 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B7). 
Note the combination of even and un-even motif repeats and how motifs begin 
and end in relation to the musical phrases. A number of motifs associated with 
Rodney as ‘trademark’ steps are danced. 
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8a. Joël Chaisson. October 2009.  
Venue: Étoile de l'Acadie, Sydney, Cape Breton.  
Music: Recorded music from unidentified track.  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 64 (+2) bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B8). 
Note the even repeat patterns of the motif danced. 

 
8b. Joël Chaisson. October 2009.  

Venue: West Mabou Hall, Cape Breton.  
Context: Square dance. 
Fiddler: Mike Hall.  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Note the even repeat patterns of the motif danced. 

 
9a. Mac Morin, November 2008.  

Venue: University of Limerick, Ireland. 
Context: Educational/Community Concert - Lunchtime Concert with Beolach. 
Musicians: Beolach (Fiddlers: Mairi Rankin and Wendy MacIsaac; Guitar: 
Patrick Gillis.  
Dance length: 24 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 80 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B9). 
Note the use of longer motif-combinations and how they are predominantly 
repeated in a balanced way. 

 
9b. Mac Morin, November 2008.  

Venue: University of Limerick, Ireland.  
Fiddler Mairi Rankin and pianist Wendy MacIsaac. 
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 32 + 64 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Note the use of short and long motif-combinations and how they are 
predominantly repeated in a balanced way. 

 
10a. Brandi McCarthy, July 2010.  

Venue: Southend Hall, Daliburgh, Scotland.  
Context: Educational/Community Concert –Ceolas Summer School. 
Fiddler: Troy MacGillivray. Pianist: Kimberley Fraser.  
Dance length: 80 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Note the use of longer motif-combinations and how they are predominantly 
repeated in a balanced way. 
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10b. Brandi McCarthy, July 2010.  
Venue: Eriskay Community Hall, Scotland.  
Context: Educational/Community Concert – Ceolas Summer School. 
Fiddler: Troy MacGillivray. Pianist: Kimberley Fraser.  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 80 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B10). 
Note the use of longer motif-combinations and how they are predominantly 
repeated in a balanced way. 

 
11a. Anita MacDonald, August 2007.  

Venue: Port Hood, Cape Breton.  
Context: Community Concert - Chestico Days Annual Dancing Festival. 
Fiddler: Kinnon Beaton. Pianist: Betty Beaton.  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 104 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Note the combined usage of shorter motif sequences and longer multi-motif 
combinations. 

 
11b. Anita MacDonald, October 2009.  

Venue: Cape Breton University, Sydney, Cape Breton.  
Recording: Mike Hall, A legacy not to be forgotten (track 7 – Here’s To Howie 
and Winston).  
Dance length: 32 bars 4/4 Strathspey and 142 bars 4/4 reel. 
Filmed by Mats Melin. 
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B11). 
Note the combined usage of shorter motif sequences and longer multi-motif 
combinations. 

 
Video clips not included on the Thesis DVD but with Newcastle Notation provided 
in this Appendix: 
 
12. Mary Janet MacDonald, 1992.  

Source: Instructional video - One Step at a Time.  
Fiddler: Natalie MacMaster. 
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B12). 

 
13. Mary Janet MacDonald, 2003.  

Source: Instructional DVD - Cape Breton Stepdancing – A Family Tradition. 
Musicians: Dawn and Margie Beaton 
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B13). 

 
14. Jean McNeil, 2002.  

Source: Instructional DVD - Spring in your Step.  
Musicians: The Barra MacNeils. 
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B14). 
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15. Frank Rhodes, 1957.  

Source: Interpretation of notation given in the Appendix of Flett, J.F. and T.M. 
Traditional Dancing in Scotland, 1985 edition. 
Newcastle Notation extracts provided in this Appendix (B15). 

 
16. Simone Voyer, 2003.  

Source: Voyer, S. (2003) La Gigue, danse de pas, Quebec: Les Éditions GID. 
Newcastle Notation comparison chart provided in this Appendix (B16). 
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B.1 – Willie Francis Fraser 

Southend Hall, Daliburgh, Scotland, July 2009. 
Fiddler: Father Angus Morris. 
 
Strathspey motif – bars 2-8. 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
8 swivel swivel A,1 : 1,A 
7 swivel swivel 1,A : A,1 
6 swivel swivel A,1 : 1,A 
5 swivel swivel a,A : a,1 

Note: Bar 2 described. Repeat on six more times moving round in a clockwise direction, facing 
outwards. 
The motif is a trademark ‘step’ of Willie Fraser. 

Strathspey motif – bars 15-20. 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  tap  : a 
4 heel step   A :  

and  step  : A 
3 spring  A :  

and tap  A :  
2  heel step   : A 

and step  A :  

1  spring  : A 
Bars 15-16 described. Repeat twice more. 
The motif uses a variation of motif S4a. 

 
Reel motif – bars 5-12 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  tap heel  : B 
4 step  A :  

and heel tap  b :  
3  step  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : B/C, B/C 
1 spring  A :  

Bar 5 described. Repeat contra, starting springing RF, then on alternate feet. 
Motif is a version of motif R4j. 
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B.2 – Harvey MacKinnon 

Brook Village Hall, August 2007. 
Fiddler: Kinnon Beaton. Pianist Betty Beaton. 
 
Strathspey motif – bars 29-30. 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  step  : XC 

8 hop ↑ A : A↑ 
and step  XC* :  

7  hop  : A 
and tap  F :  

6  spring  : A 
and  tap  : E 

5 step  A :  
and  heel step  : XC 

4 step  A :  
and  step  : E 

3 step  A :  
and  heel step  : XC 

2 hop  A :  
and  tap  : F/E 

1 step  A :  
Bar 29-30 described. Repeats are not done evenly, so this is an extract of a movement motif 
combination as performed. 
The motif uses versions of motifs S8a, S8b and S6b. 

Reel motif – bars 7-8. 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
8  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 

and hop  A :  
7  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 hop  A :  

and  )  :  
4  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 

and hop  A :  
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 spring  A :  

Bars 7-8 described.  
The motif combination uses motif R4k. 
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Reel motif – bars 13-14. 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
8  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 

and hop  A :  
7  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 step  A :  
4  step  : B 

and hop  A :  
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 hop  A :  

The motif combination uses motifs R4o and R4k. 

 
Reel motif – bars 45-46. 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  heel tap  : B 
8 spring  A :  

and heel tap  B :  
7  spring  : A 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 step  A :  
4  step  : X5 
3  heel tap  : XE 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,XC 
1 spring  A :  

Motif combination uses versions of motifs R4a and R4j. 

Reel motif – bars 50. 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

8 step twist XC/XE : a,A 
7  step  : RC* 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 step  A :  

Motif is a version of motif R4p. The motif is repeated on alternate feet over the next number of 
bars.(51-55). 
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B.3 – John Robert Gillis 

Brook Village Hall, August 1995. 
Fiddler: Bonnie Jean MacDonald. Pianist: Joël Chaisson. 
 
Strathspey motif – bars 1-2. 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
5 step  A :  

and  catch in  : C↑, XC, XB↑ 
4 hop  A :  

and  catch out  : RC↑, F, C↑ 
3 step  B :  

and tap  A :  
2  step  : RC 

and  toe swivel  : Rc,RC 
1 step  XB* :  

Bar 1 described. Repeat on LF. 
Motif is a variation of motif S2a. 

Reel motif – bars 30-33. 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

8  toe swivel  : RXc,RXC 
7  tap  : RXC 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 hop  A :  
4  toe swivel  : a,A 
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 step  A :  

Bars 30-31 described. Repeat with LF. 
Motif combination uses motif R4f. 
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B.4 – Mary Janet MacDonald 

August 1986, Port Hood, Inverness County.  
Clip available on YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eoUjHSaUcVI 
Music by John Campbell on violin and Cathy Hawley on piano. 

Strathspey 4/4 time. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  tap  : C/XC*  

4 spring  A :   
and tap  A :   

3  spring  : C/XC  
and  catch in  : D↑, XC, XC↑  

2 hop  A :   
and  catch out  : B↑, C, D↑  

1 step  A :  Bar 5 

Strathspey Step 1.  
Bars 1-4 not visible.  
Bars 5-8.  Bar 5 described and is repeated three more times L, R. L. [S1] 
Tune: Mabou Coal Mines Strathspey - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  tap  : XC*  

8 spring  A :   
and tap  A :   

7  spring  : XC  
and  tap  : XC  

6 spring  A :   
and tap  A :   

5  spring  : XC  
and  tap  : XC  

4 spring  A :   
and tap  A :   

3  spring  : C/XC  
and  catch in  : D↑, XC, XC↑  

2 hop  A :   
and  catch out  : B↑, C, D↑  

1 step {spring}  A :  Bars 9-10 

Strathspey Step 2. Bars 9-12.  Bars 9-10 described moving sideways to the right on counts ‘3-
8 and’ and is repeated contra moving sideways to the left. [S1+S2b] 
Tune: Mabou Coal Mines Strathspey - Part B 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
8  hop  : C*  

and click instp(R), heel  RXB :   
7  spring  : C*  

and  tap  : B  
6 hop  A :   
5 spring  C* :   

and tap  B :   
4 ↑ hop A/F↑ : A  
3  spring  : C*  

and  catch in  : D↑, C, B↑  
2 hop  A :   

and  catch out  : B↑, C, D↑  
1 step  A :  Bars 13-14 

Strathspey Step 3. Bars 13-14. Move forward on counts 3-8. [S1+S6a] 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4  step  : A Etic name: 

and step  xB :  ‘123 taps’ 
3  spring  : RC*  
2 step  A :   

and  step  : x2  
1 spring  RC* :  Bar 15 

Strathspey Step 4. Bars 15-16.  Bar 15 described. Repeat once more. Moving backwards back 
to place. [S4a] 
Tune: Mabou Coal Mines Strathspey - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
8 step  a :   

and  step  : XC  
7 hop ↑ A : A↑  
6 step  a :   

and  step  : RXC  
5 hop ↑ A : A↑  
4 step  A :   

and  step  : Xc  
3 step  A :   

and  step  : C/E  
2 step  A :   

and  step  : Xc/X5  
1 spring  A :  Bars 17-18 

Strathspey Step 5. Bars 17-20.  Bars 17-18 described. Repeat with left foot. [S8a] 
Tune: Mabou Coal Mines Strathspey - Part A  
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
8 step  a :   

and  step  : XC  
7 hop ↑ A : XC↑  
6 step  a :   

and  heel step   : XC  
5 hop ↑ A : XC↑  
4 step  A :   

and  step  : Xc  
3 step  A :   

and  step  : C/E  
2 step  A :   

and  step  : Xc/X5  
1 spring  A :  Bars 21-22 

Strathspey Step 6. Bars 21-24.  Bars 21-22 described. Repeat with left foot. [S8b] 
Tune: Mabou Coal Mines Strathspey - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  catch in  : D↑, XC, XC↑  

4 hop  A :   
and  catch out  : XC↑, XC, D↑  

3 step  A :   
and  step  : XC  

2 hop  A :   
and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑  

1 step  A :  Bar 25 

Strathspey Step 7. Bars 25-28.  Bar 25 described and is repeated three more times L, R. L. 
Tune: Mabou Coal Mines Strathspey - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4 step toe swivel a : a,A  

and  step  : A  
3 hop ↑ A : A↑  

and  toe tap  : B  
2 step  A :   

and  heel step  : c  
1 spring  A :  Bar 29 

Strathspey Step 8. Bars 29-32.  Bar 32 described and is repeated three more times L, R. L. 
[S5] 
Tune: Mabou Coal Mines Strathspey - Part B  
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Reel (4/4 time)  
Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 

and  )  :   
8  ) shuffle HT  : XC,C  
7  tap  : XC  

and hop  A :   
6  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  
5 step  A :   

and )   :   
4 ) shuffle HT  C, C :   
3  step  : A  

and  )  :   
2  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  
1 step  A :  Bars 1-2 

Reel Step 1. Bars 1-8.  Bars 1-2 described. Repeat on L, R and L. [+R4k] 
Tune: Elizabeth’s Big Coat - Part A. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
{and hop  A : } Etic name: 

8 spring ↑ B* : RB↑ ‘shuffle,  
7 )   :  shuffle down’ 

and ) shuffle HT  C,C :   
6  hop  : A  

and )   :   
5 ) shuffle HT  C,C :   

and  hop  : A  
4 ↑ spring RB↑ : b*  
3  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  
2 hop  A :   

and  )  :   
1  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  

and spring  A :  Bars 9-10 
Reel Step 2. Bars 9-12.  Bars 9-10 described. Repeat one more time. Moving gradually 
forwards. [R7]  Tune: Elizabeth’s Big Coat - Part B. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
{and hop  A : } Etic name: 

8 spring ↑ RB/RC* : B↑ ‘shuffle,  
7 )   :  shuffle down’ 

and ) shuffle HT  C,C :   
6  hop  : A  

and )   :   
5 ) shuffle HT  C,C :   

and  hop  : A  
4 ↑ spring B↑ : Rb/Rc*  
3  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  
2 hop  A :   

and  )  :   
1  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  

and spring  A :  Bars 13-14 

Reel Step 3. Bars 13-16.  Bars 13-14 described. Repeat one more time. [R7] 
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Moving gradually backwards. 
Tune: Elizabeth’s Big Coat - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
8 spring rock XC : A Face front 
7 rock spring XC : A  
6 spring rock XC : A  
5 tap  XC :   

and  hop  : A  
4 )   :   

and ) shuffle HT  C,C :   
3  spring  : A  
2 spring rock XC : A  
1 tap  XC :   

and  hop  : A  
8 )   :   

and ) shuffle HT  C,C :   
7  spring  : A  

and  )  :   
6  ) shuffle HT  : C,C Face 1/8 R 
5  tap  : A Face front 

and hop  A :   
4  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  
3 spring  A :   
2 rock spring A : XC  
1 spring rock A : XC  
8 rock spring A : XC  
7  tap  : XC  

and hop  A :   
6  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  
5 spring  A :   
4 rock spring A : XC  
3  tap  : XC  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :  Face 1/8 L 

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  
1 spring  A :  Bars 17-22 

Reel Step 4. Bars 17-22. [R4p] 
Tune: Elizabeth’s Big Coat  - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4 heel tap   B :   
4  spring  : A  

and  heel tap   : B  
3 spring  A :   

and  hop  : A  
2 )   :   

and ) shuffle HT  C, C :  Bar 23 
1  step  : A L, R 

Reel Step 5. Bars 23-24.  Bar 23 described. Repeat on R. [R4j] 
Tune: Elizabeth’s Big Coat - Part A 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  B* :   

4  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

3 step  A :   
and  hop  : B*  

2 )   :   
and ) shuffle HT  C, C :  Bar 25 

1  step  : A LF start 

Reel Step 6. Bars 25-26.  Bar 25 described. Repeat. [R1] 
Tune: Elizabeth’s Big Coat - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4  twist  : a,A  
3 hop  A :   
2 twist  a,1 :  Bar 27 
1  hop {step}  : A LF start 

Reel Step 7. Bars 27-28.  Bar 27 described. Repeat. 
Tune: Elizabeth’s Big Coat - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
8 ↑ ↑  : bt  
7 rock step A : XE  
6 step  F* :   
5  spring  : A  
4 ↑ ↑ bt :   
3 step rock XE : A  
2  step  : F*  
1 spring  A :   
8 ↑ ↑  : bt  
7 rock step A : XE  
6 step  F* :   
5  spring  : A  
4 ↑ ↑ bt :   
3 step rock XE : A  
2 ↑ hop XB↑ : A  
1 ↑ step A↑ : A Bars 29-32 

Reel Step 8. Bars 29-32. Note slight sideways movement as indicated. [R13] 
Tune: Elizabeth’s Big Coat - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :   

4  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : X3, c  

3 step  A :   
and  step  : XE / XF  

2  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : c, X3  

1 step  A :  Bars 33-34 

Reel Step 9. Bars 33-36. Bars 33-34 described. Repeat. [R2b] 
Tune: Put me in the Big Chest- Part A 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
{1]  [step]  : [A]  
and hop  B :   

4  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

3 step  A :   
and  step  : E  

2 step  A :   
and  step  : XE/XF  

1 step  A :   
and  step  : E  

4  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : X3, c  

3 step  A :   
and  step  : XE / XF  

2  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : c, X3  

1 step  A :  Bars 37-38 

Reel Step 10. Bars 37-40. Bars 37-38 described. Repeat on L [R2b] 
Tune: Put me in the Big Chest - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :  Sidetravel’ 

8  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

7 step  A :   
and  step  : xc  

6 step  F* :   
and  step  : Xc  

5 hop  F* :   
4  step  : C  
3 step  A :   

and  step  : RB  
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
1 step  A :  Bars 41-42 

Reel Step 11. Bars 41-48.  Bars 41-42 described travelling to the left side. Repeat three more 
times LF, RF, and LF. [R4d+R14 variation] 
Tune:  Put me in the Big Chest - Part B 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :   

8  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : c,c  

7 hop  A :   
and  )  :   

6  ) shuffle HT  : x3,c  
and hop  A :   

5  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : E,c  

4 hop  A :   
and  )  :   

3  ) shuffle HT  : c, C  
and hop  A :   

2  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : XC, C  

1 spring  A :  Bars 49-50 

Reel Step 12. Bars 49-56.  Bars 49-50 described. Repeat three more times LF, RF, and LF. 
Tune:  Put me in the Big Chest - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4  heel catch out  : A↑, B, C↑  
3  tap  : RB  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
1 spring  A :  Bar 57 

Reel Step 13. Bars 57-59. Bar 57 described. Repeat twice more on the same foot. Hop to begin 
Tune: Put me in the Big Chest - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
{1  spring  : RB*}  
8 hop  A :   
7  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  
6 hop  a :   

and  tap  : C  
5 hop  A :  Bar 60 

Reel Step 14. Bar 60. [R4o in reverse] 
Tune: Put me in the Big Chest - Part B 
 
Bars 61-63. Repeat bars 57-59 with LF, start spring R. 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and )   :   

8 ) shuffle  C,C :   
7 tap  A  :   

and  hop  : A  
6 )   :   

and ) shuffle HT  C,C :   
5  step  : A Bar 64 

Reel Step 15. Bar 64.  [R4k] 
Tune: Put me in the Big Chest - Part B 
 



	   313 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  )   :   

8  ) shuffle HT  : c,c  
7  tap  : A Face front 

and hop  A :   
6  )   :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : c,c  
5 step  A :   

and  step  : B  
4  )   :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : c,c  
3 step  A :   

and  step  : B  
2  )   :  Turn ¼ R 

and  ) shuffle HT  : c,c  
1 step  A :  Bars 65-66 

Reel Step 16. Bars 65-68. Bar 65-66 described. Repeat once more LF. [R2a] 
Tune: Colonel McBain’s Fancy - Part A 
Bars 69-72. Repeats bars 29-32 contra (start LF, the repeat RF, LF, RF). 
Tune: Colonel McBain’s Fancy - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  hop  : B*  

4 )    :   
and ) shuffle HT  C,C :   

3  step  : A  
and  heel tap   : B  

2 step  a :   
and heel tap   B :   

1  step  : A Bar 73 

Reel Step 17. Bars 73-76. Bar 73 described. Repeat three more times RF, LF, RF. [R3c] 
Tune: Colonel McBain’s Fancy - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  hop  : A  

8 )   :   
and ) shuffle HT  C,C :   

7  hop  : A  
6 tap  A :   
5  hop  : A  
4 heel tap  H :   

and  hop  : A  
3 catch heel out  B↑,C,D↑,H↑ :   

and  hop  : A  
2 )   :   

and ) shuffle HT  C,C :   
1  spring  : A Bars 77-78 

Reel Step 18. Bars 77-84. Bars 77-78 described, repeat on RF, LF, RF. 
 
Bars 85-88. Repeat bars 73-76. 
Tune: Colonel McBain’s Fancy - Part A+B 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and tap toe  a :  Emic name 

4  step  : xc/Xe ‘Donald 
and  )  :  Beaton step’ 

3  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  
and step  F* :   

2 )   :   
and ) shuffle HT  c,c :   

1  step  : A Bar 89 
Reel Step 19. Bars 89-92.  Bar 89 described. Repeat with RF, LF, RF. [R8] 
Tune: Colonel McBain’s Fancy - Part C 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4  step  : B*  

and spring  A :   
3 tap  RE :   

and  hop  : A  
2 )   :   

and ) shuffle HT  C,C :   
1  spring  : A Bar 93 

Reel Step 20. Bars 93-96. Bar 93 described. Repeat three more times RF, LF, RF. 
Tune: Colonel McBain’s Fancy - Part C 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and step  B/C :   

4  hop A↑ : A  
and click heel, heel  A↑ : A  

3 tap  F :   
and  hop  : A  

2 )    :   
and ) shuffle HT  C,C :   

1  spring {step}  : A Bar 97 

Reel Step 21. Bar 97. (97-104). [R4q] 
 
Bars 98-99. Repeat bar 97 twice on the same foot. 
 
Bar 100. Repeat bar 64 (LF) (Hop Step Shuffle) 
 
Bars 101-104. Repeat bars 97-100 contra (RF). 
Tune: Colonel McBain’s Fancy - Part B 
 
Bars 105-108. Repeat bars 57-60 turning between 1/8 to ¼ to the left. 
 
Bars 106-112. Repeat bars 105-108 contra, and thus turning 1/8 to ¼ to the right. 
Tune: Carl Beaton’s - Part A 
 
Bars 113-114. Repeat bars 73-74. 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
[5]  step  : A ‘backsteps’ 

and hop  B* :   
4  )   :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  
3 step  A :   

and  hop  : B*  
2 )    :   

and ) shuffle HT  C,C :   
1  step  : A Bar 115 

Reel Step 16. Bars 115-116.  Bar 115 described. Repeat once more. [R1] 
Tune: - Part  
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4  flat step (f)  : B  
3 flat step  ↑ A : A↑  

and  flat step   : B  
2 flat step   A :   

and  flat step   : B Move forward 
1 flat step   A :  Bar 117 

Reel Step 17. Bars 117-120. Bar 117 described. Repeat three more times. [R11] 
Tune: Carl Beaton’s - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  step  : A  

4 step  A :   
and  heel step   : B  

3 heel step   B :   
and  step  : A  

2 step  A :   
and  heel step   : B  

1 heel step   B :  Bar 121 

Reel Step 17. Bars 121-124. Bar 121 described. Repeat three more times. [R10] 

Note 1 bar 121 the first 2 counts ‘1 and’, can be seen done - step flat LF (A) and step flat RF 
(A), rather than heel step and heel step. 

Note 2 on bar 122, turn legs and body 1/8 to Right during counts ‘1 and 2 and’ and then ¼ to 
Left during counts ‘3 and 4 and’. Bars 123-124 are bar 122 repeated. 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
[5] step  A :  ‘backsteps’ 

and  hop  : B*  
4 )    :   

and ) shuffle HT  C, C :   
3  step  : A  

and hop  B* :   
2  )   :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
1 step  A :  Bar 125 

Reel Step 18. Bars 125-126.  Bar 125 described. Repeat once more. [R1] 
Tune: Carl Beaton’s - Part A 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :   

4  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  

3 step  B* :   
and  step  : C  

2 step  B* :   
and  step  : C  

1 step  A :  Bars 127 

Reel Step 19. Bars 127-128.  Bars 127 described. Repeat contra (LF). [R3a] 
Tune: Carl Beaton’s - Part A 
 
Bars 129-130. Repeat bars 125-126 moving backwards (to place). 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :   

4  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C  

3 step  B* :   
and  step  : C  

2 step  B* :   
and  heel step   : C  

1 step  A :  Bars 131 

Reel Step 20. Bars 131-132.  Bars 131 described. Repeat contra (LF). [R3b] 
Tune: Carl Beaton’s - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :  ‘Sidetravel’ 

8  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

7 step  XF* :   
and  step  : E  

6 step  XF* :   
and  heel step  : E  

5 step  XF* :   
and  step  : E  

4 step  XF* :   
and  heel step  : E  

3 step  XF* :   
and  step  : E  

2 step  XF* :   
and  heel step  : E  

1 step  A :  Bars 133-134 

Reel Step 21. Bars 133-140.  Bars 133-134 described. Repeat three more time LF, RF LF, 
moving to left side, right side and left side. [S3b (in reel time)+R1] 
Tune: Carl Beaton’s - Part B (end) 
Tune: Tamerack’re Down - Part A 
 
Bar 141. Repeat bar 125 (two backsteps) 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4 jump= A↑,XA/XF : A↑,F/G  

and click heels A↑ : A↑  
3  step  : F/G*  

and hop  B* :   
2  )   :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
1 step  A :  Bar 142 

Reel Step 22. Bar 142-. – Finish by dancing off using counts ‘3 and 4’ two more times. 
Tune: Tamerack’re Down - Part A 
 

Music by John Campbell on violin and Cathy Hawley on piano. 

Strathspey – Mabou Coal Mines Strathspey (ABAB) 

 

Reel – Elizabeth’s Big Coat (Còta Mòr Ealasaid) (ABAB) 

 

Reel – Put me in the Big Chest (Cuir Sa' Chiste Mhoir Mi) (ABAB) 
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Reel – Colonel McBain’s Fancy (AABCB) 

 

Reel – Carl Beaton’s (ABAB) [composed by Donald Angus Beaton] 

 

Reel – Tamerack’er Down (ABAB) [composed by Donald Angus Beaton] 
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(Music transcriptions made by Leanne Aucoin and rendered in Sibelius by Niall Keegan). 
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B.5 – Harvey Beaton 

July 2007, Broad Cove Scottish Concert, Inverness County. 
Fiddle: Andrea Beaton, Piano: Robert Fraser. 

Strathspey 4/4 time. 
Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 

{1 step  A : }  
and  step  : A  

8 step  A :   
and  heel step   : B  

7 heel step   B :   
and  step  : A  

6 step  A :   
and  heel step   : B  

5 heel step   B :   
and tap  B :   

4  step  : A  
and heel step   C :   

3  spring  : A  
and  tap  : B  

2 step  A :   
and  heel step   : C Bars 3-4 

1 spring  A  :  X2 

Strathspey Step 1. Bars 1-2 stand still. Bars 3-6.  Bars 3-4 described and is repeated twice. 
Tune: Bog an Lochan - Part A [S4b] 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  catch in  : C↑, B, A↑  

4 hop  A :   
and  catch out  : A↑, B, C↑  

3 step  A :   
and  step  : B  

2 step  A :   
and  heel step   : C Bars 7 

1 spring  A  :  R, L 

Strathspey Step 2. Bars 7-8.  Bar 7 is repeated contra on the L. [S4b+S1] 
Tune: Bog an Lochan - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and toe tap  xB* :  Etic name: 

4  step  : A ‘123 taps’ 
and step  xB :   

3  spring  : A  
and  toe tap  : 5*  

2 step  A :   
and  step  : x2 Bar 10 

1 spring  A :  X 2 

Strathspey Step 3. Bars 9-10.  Bar 10 described. Repeat once more. [S4a] 
Tune: Bog an Lochan  - Part B 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  catch in  : C↑, B, A↑  

4 hop  A : C↑  
and  catch out  : A↑, B, C↑  

3 spring )  A :   
and tap      ) lazy  RB :   

2  spring )  : A  
and  tap      ) lazy  : RB  

1 spring  A :  Bar 11 

Strathspey Step 4. Bars 11-14.  Bar 11 described. Repeat three more times on L, R and L. 
[S2a] 
Tune: Bog an Lochan - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  catch in  : XD↑, C, A↑  

4 hop  A :   
and  catch out  : XB↑, XC, XD↑  

3 step  A :   
and  step  : x3  

2 hop  A :   
and  tap  : F Bar 15 

1 spring ↑ A : RB↑ R, L 

Strathspey Step 5. Bars 15-16.  Bar 15 described. Repeat once more on L. [+S1] 
Tune: Bog an Lochan  - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
    :  Etic name: 

and  catch in  : D/H↑, C, A↑ step, hop,  
8 hop  A :  beat, beat,  

and  catch out  : Xb/c↑,3,d/h↑ before & 
7 step  A :  behind & 

and   step  : XC / XE before 
6 hop  A :   

and  catch out  : rX3↑, f, 3↑  
5 step  A :   

and  step  : rX2 / rX3  
4 hop ↑ A : A↑  
a   catch in  : C  
&  heel touch  : C  
3 step ↑ A : D↑  

and  step  : XC / XE  
2 hop  A :   

and  catch out  : rX2↑, f, 3↑ Bars 17-18 
1 step  A :  R, L 

Strathspey Step 6. Bars 17-20.  Bars 17-18 described. Repeat once more on L. [S8a] 
Tune: Bog an Lochan - Part C 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
8 jump= F* : xB*  
7   step  : B  

and step  A :   
6  step  : XC  

and step  A :   
5  step  : E  
4 hop  A :   

and  catch out  : XC↑, C, E↑  
3 step  A :   

and  step  : X3  
2 hop  A :   

and  catch out  : XB↑, F, C↑ Bars 21-22 
1 step  A :  R, L 

Strathspey Step 7. Bars 21-24.  Bars 21-22 described. Repeat once more on L. 
Tune: Bog an Lochan - Part C 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
{1  spring  : RXE*}  

and  tap  : A  
8 hop  A :   
a  )  :   
&  ) shuffle  : C, C  
7 step  A :   

and  step  : B / C  
6 hop  A :   

and  catch out  : RXC↑, F, C↑  
5 step  A :   

and  step  : RXC  
4 hop  A :   

and  catch in  : C↑, F, RXC↑  
3 spring )  RXE* :   

and tap      ) lazy  RXC :   
2  spring )  : C  

and  tap      ) lazy  : B  
1 spring )  A :  Bars 25-26 

and tap      ) lazy  RB :  R, L 

Strathspey Step 8. Bars 25-28.  Bars 25-26 described. Repeat once more on L.  
Tune: Bog an Lochan - Part C/D 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  toe tap  : RXC Etic name: 

8 hop  A :  Side travel - 
a  )  :  Criss cross - 

and  ) shuffle  : C, C shuffle 
7 step  A :   

and  step  : XC / XE  
6 step  A :   

and  step  : E  
5 step  A :   

and  step  : C / E  
4 step  XF* :   

and  step  : C / E  
3 step  XF* :   

and  step  : C / E  
2 step  XF* :   

and  step  : C / E  
1 step  A {RXC} :  Bars 29-30 

Strathspey Step 9 (right). Bars 29-30. [S3a variation] 

 
Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 

and toe tap  RB / RXB* :  Etic name: 
8  hop  : A Side travel - 
a )   :  Criss cross - 

and ) shuffle  C, C :  shuffle 
7  step  : A  

and step  E :   
6  step  : A  

and step  XE :   
5  step  : A  

and step  E :   
4  step  : XF*  

and step  C / E :   
3  step  : XF*  

and step  C / E :   
2  step  : XF*  

and step  C / E :   
1  step  : A Bars 31-32 

Strathspey Step (left). Bars 31-32. [S3a variation] 
Tune: Bog an Lochan - Part D 
 
 
Reel (4/4 time)  

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4  flat step (f)  : B  
3  tap  : A  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bar 5 
1 step  A :  R, L, R, L 

Reel Step 1. Bars 5-8.  Bar 5 described. Repeat three more times L, R, and L. [R4d] 
Tune: Miss J Forbes - Part A 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  )  :   

8  ) shuffle  : C, C  
7  tap  : A  

and hop  A :   
6  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
5 hop  A :   
4  tap  : B  

and hop  A :   
3  tap  : RB  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
1 step  A :   

and )   :   
8 ) shuffle  C, C :   
7 tap  A :   

and  hop  : A  
6 )   :   

and ) shuffle HT  C, C :   
5  step  : A  

and  )  :   
4  ) shuffle  : C, C  
3  tap  : A  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bars 9-12 
1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 2-3. Bars 9-16.  Bars 9-12 described. Repeat on L. [R4 variations] 
Tune: Miss J Forbes - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  tap  : RC ‘Basic shuffle  

4 hop  A :  hop tap’ 
and  )  :   

3  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
and hop  A :   

2  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bar 17 

1 step  A {RXC*} :  R, L 

Reel Step 4. Bars 17-18. Bars 17. Repeat on L. [R4n] 
Tune: Miss J Forbes - Part A 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  toe tap   : RC  

8 hop  A :   
and  )  :   

7  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
and hop  A :   

6  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

5 hop  A :   
and  toe tap   : RC  

4 hop  A :   
and  )  :   

3  ) shuffle HT  : 5, 5  
and hop  A :   

2  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

1 step  A {RXB*} :  Bars 19-20 

Reel Step 5-6. Bars 19-20. [R4 variations] 

Bars 21-24 are Bars 17-20 repeated contra. 
Tune: Miss J Forbes - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  )  :   

8  ) shuffle  : C, C  
7  tap  : A / RB  

and hop  A :   
6  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
5 hop  A :   

and  )  :   
4  ) shuffle  : C, C  
3  tap  : A / RB  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
1 step  A :   

and )   :   
8 ) shuffle  C, C :   
7 tap  A / RB :   

and  hop  : A  
6 )   :   

and ) shuffle HT  C, C :   
5  step  : A  

and  )  :   
4  ) shuffle  : C, C  
3  tap  : A / RB  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bars 25-28 
1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 7-8. Bars 25-32.  Bars 25-28 described. Repeat on L. [R4k variations] 
Tune: Miss J Forbes - Part B 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4 flat step   XC :   
3  step  : RB  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bar 33 
1 step  A :  R, L, R, L 

Reel Step 9. Bars 33-36. Bar 33 described. Repeat three more times L, R, and L. 
Tune: Johnnie Sullivan’s Reel - Part A. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :  ‘Sidetravel’ 

8  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

7 step  F* :   
and  touch / step  : 5  

6 hop  F* :   
and  toe tap   : e  

5 hop  F* :   
4  tap   : XC  

and step  A :   
3  step  : C  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bars 37-30 
1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 10. Bars 37-40.  Bars 37-38 described. Repeat one more time L. [R4 variation+R14] 
Tune: Johnnie Sullivan’s Reel - Part A. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
8 spring rock XB/XC : RC* Uneven 
7  tap  : RXC repeat  

and hop  A :  pattern 
6  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
5 spring  A :   
4 spring rock RXC* : A  
3 tap  RC :   

and  hop  : A  
2 )   :   

and ) shuffle HT  C, C :   
1  step  : A  
8 spring rock XB/XC : RC*  
7  tap  : RC  

and hop  A :   
6  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
5 step  A :   
4 rock spring RXC* : XC  
3  tap  : XC  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bars 41-44 
1 step  A :  R, R, L, R 

Reel Step 11. Bars 41-44. Tune: Johnnie Sullivan’s Reel - Part B [R4p variations] 
Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
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and hop  A :   
8  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
7 hop  F* :   

and  tap tip  : b  
6 hop  F* :   

and  tap tip  : a  
5 hop  F* :   

and  tap tip  : RB  
4 hop  A :   
3  tap tip  : RC  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bars 45-46 
1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 12. Bars 45-48.  Bars 45-46 described. Repeat one more time L. 
Tune: Johnnie Sullivan’s Reel - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
{5  spring )  : A} Three bar motif 

and  tap      ) lazy*  : RB repeated 4  
4 spring )  A :  times. 

and tap      ) lazy  RB :  (*) this tap not 
3  spring )  : A always 
a  tap      ) lazy  : RB performed 
& hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : 3, 3  
1 step  A :   
8  step  : x3  

and hop  A :   
7  tap  : RX3  

and hop  A :   
6  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : 3, 3  
5 step  A :   
4  step  : x3  

and hop  A :   
3  tap  : RXC  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : 3, 3 Bars 49-51 
1 step  A :  R, L, R, L 

Reel Step 13. Bars 49-60.  Bars 49-51 described. Repeat three more times L, R, L.  
[R4 variations] 
Tune:  Johnnie Sullivan’s Reel - Part A/B 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
8 spring  XB* : RB↑ Etic name: 
7 )   :  ‘shuffle, 

and ) shuffle HT  XC, XC :  shuffle down’ 
6  hop  : A  

and )   :   
5 ) shuffle HT  C, C :   

and  hop  : A  
4  spring  : X3*  
3  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : 3, X3  
2 hop  A :   

and  )  :   
1  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bars 60-61 

and spring  A :  X 2 

Reel Step 14. Bars 60-64.  Bars 60-61 described. Repeat one more time. [R7] 
Tune: Johnnie Sullivan’s Reel - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :   

8  )  :   
and  ) shuffle  : C, C  

7 hop  A :   
and  tap  : X3/X5  

6 hop  A :   
and  tap  : E  

5 hop  1/6 :   
4  tap  : X3  
3 hop  A :   
2  tap  : E Bars 65-66 
1 hop {spring}  A :  R, L, R, L 

Reel Step 15. Bars 65-72.  Bars 65-66 described. Repeat three more times L, R, L.  
[R12 variations] 
Tune: Hull’s Reel - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
{5 step  A : } ‘backsteps’ 

and  hop  : B*  
4 )    :   

and ) shuffle HT  C, C :   
3  step  : A  

and hop  B* :   
2  )   :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
1 step  A :  Bar 73 

Reel Step 16. Bars 73-74.  Bar 73 described. Repeat once more. [R1] 
Tune: Hull’s Reel - Part A 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
    :  Etic: 

and step  B :  ‘backstep and  
4  step  : B* toe and toe  

and step  B :  run’ 
3  step  : A  

and hop  B* :   
2  )   :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
1 step  A :  Bar 75 

Reel Step 17. Bars 75-76.  Bar 75 described. Repeat one more time contra (L). [R3a variation] 

Note: Move forward gradually during ‘run’ and back to place on the backsteps following. 
 
Reel Step 16 (2). Bars 77-78.  Same as bars 73-74. 
Tune: Hull’s Reel - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
    :  Etic: 

and step  B :  ‘backstep and  
4  step  : B* heel and toe  

and step heel  B :  run’. 
3  step  : A  

and hop  B* :   
2  )   :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
1 step  A :  Bar 79 

Reel Step 18. Bars 79-80.  Bar 79 described. Repeat one more time contra (L). [R3b variation] 

Note: Move forward gradually during ‘run’ and back to place on the backsteps following. 
Tune: Hull’s Reel - Part A 

 
Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 

    :  Etic: 
and hop  B* :  Criss cross  

4  )   :  backstep 
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

3 step  A :   
and  step  : E  

2 step  A :   
and  step  : XE Bar 81 

1 step  A :  R, L, R, L 

Reel Step 19. Bars 81-84. Bar 81 described. Repeat three more times L, R, L. [R3c] 
Tune: Hull’s Reel - Part B 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :   

4  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : X3, c  

3 step  A :   
and  step  : XE / XF  

2  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : c, X3 Bars 85 

1 step  A :  R, L, R, L 

Reel Step 20. Bars 85-88. Bar 85 described. Repeat three more times L, R, L. [R2b] 
Tune: Hull’s Reel - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :  Etic name: 

8  )   :  ‘Shuffle 
and  ) shuffle HT  : X3, c across 

7 step  A :  and back’ 
and  step  : XE / XF  

6  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : c, X3  

5 step  A :   
and  step  : B/C  

4  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : X3, c  

3 step  A :   
and  step  : XE / XF  

2  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : c, X3 Bars 89-90 

1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 21. Bars 89-92. Bar 89-90 described. Repeat once more L. [R2b] 
Tune: Hull’s Reel - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  )  :   

8  ) shuffle  : C, C  
7  tap  : A  

and hop  A :   
6  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
5 step  A :   

and  )   :   
4  ) shuffle  : E/C, E  
3 step  A :   

and  )   :   
2  ) shuffle  : XE, XE* Bars 93-94 
1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 22. Bars 93-96. Bar 93-94 described. Repeat once more L. 
Etic Name: ‘Treble shuffles high on toe tip across and back and hop-step tap shuffle’. 
* XC,XC 
Tune: Hull’s Reel - Part B 
  



	   331 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :   

8  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : X3, c  

7 step  A :   
and  )   :   

6  ) shuffle  : XE, XE*  
5 step  A :   

and  )   :   
4  ) shuffle  : E/C, E  
3 step  A :   

and  )   :   
2  ) shuffle  : XE, XE* Bars 97-98 
1 step  A :  R, L, R, L 

Reel Step 23. Bars 97-104. Bar 97-98 described. Repeat three more time L, R, L. [R2b] 
Etic name: ‘Treble shuffles high on toes across and back’ 
* XC,XC 
Tune: Malcolm Findlay - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  )  :   

8  ) shuffle  : C, C  
7  tap  : A / B  

and hop  A :   
6  )  :   

and  ) shuffle  : C, C  
5 hop  A :   
4  tap  : x2  
3 hop  A :   
2  tap  : rx3  
1 hop  A :   
8  )  :   
a  ) shuffle  : F. E  
& hop  A :   
7  tap  : RXC  

and hop  A :   
6  )  :  [*] slide toe on  

and  ) shuffle HT  : E, E the floor 
5 step  A :   
4  flat step (f)  : C   
3  ) touch toe  : B/F  
2  ) slide*  : RE, F Bars 105-108 
1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 24. Bars 105-112.  Bars 105-108 described. Repeat once more L. 
Tune: Malcolm Findlay - Part A 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
{1  hop  : A}  

and )    :   
8 ) shuffle HT  C, C :   
7  hop  : A  
6 tap  RXB :   
5  hop  : 1  

and catch in  H↑,E,RXC↑ :   
4 heel tap   H :   

and ↑ hop H↑ : A  
3 tap  XE / XF :   

and  hop  : A  
2 )    :   

and ) shuffle HT  C, C :   
1  step  : A  

and  )   :   
8  ) shuffle (HT)  : C, C  
7  tap  : B  

and hop  A :   
6  )   :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
5 hop  A :   
4  heel catch out   : F↑,E/H, H↑  

and hop  A :   
3  toe tap   : F / G  

and hop  A :   
2  )   :  Bars 113- 

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 116 
1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 25. Bars 113-120. Bar 113-116 described. Repeat once more L. 
Tune: Malcolm Findlay - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  )  :   

8  ) shuffle  : C, C  
7  tap  : A / RB  

and hop  A :   
6  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
5 step  A :   
4  step  : C  

and hop  A :   
3  tap  : A/RB  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bars 121-
122 1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 26. Bars 121-124.  Bars 121-122 described. Repeat once more L. [R4o variation] 
Tune: Malcolm Findlay - Part B 
 
  



	   333 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4  step flat  : C  
3  tap  : A / RB Etic name: 

and hop  A :  ‘Hop step 
2  )  :  stamp’ 

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bar 125 
1 step  A :  R, L, R, L 

Reel Step 27. Bars 125-128.  Bar 125 described. Repeat three more time L, R, L. [R4d] 
Tune: Malcolm Findlay - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :   

8  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

7 step  A :   
and  step  : B / C  

6  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

5 step  A :   
and  step  : B  

4 step  A :   
and  step  : B  

3 step  A :   
and  step  : B / C  

2  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

1 step  A :   
and  step  : B / C  

8 hop  A :   
and  step twist  : B / C  

7 step  A :   
and  step  : B / C  

6  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

5 step  A :   
and  step  : B / C  

4  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

3 step  A :   
and  step  : B / C  

2  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bars 129-132 

1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 28. Bars 129-136.  Bars 129-132 described. Repeat one more time L. [R2a variation] 
Tune: Traditional Reel - Part A     
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4 jump= Ax : 3/x3  

and hop  Ax  :   
3  tap   : F  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bar 137 
1 step  A :  R, L, R, L 

Reel Step 29. Bars 137-140.  Bar 137 described. Repeat three more time L, R, L. [R4e] 
Tune: Traditional Reel - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  b :   

4  )  :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  

3 step  A :   
and heel step   B :   

2  step  : A  
and  heel step   : B Bar 141 

1 step  A :  R, L, R, L 

Reel Step 30. Bars 141-144.  Bar 141 described. Repeat three more time L, R, L. [R3c] 
Tune: Traditional Reel - Part B 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
{1 step  F* : }  
8 )   :  Emic name 

and ) shuffle HT  XC, £ :  ‘Donald 
7  step  : 1 Beaton’ 
a  tap  : RXC* [version B] 

and step  XC / XE* :   
6 )   :   

and ) shuffle HT  £, XC :   
5  step  : F*  
4  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : X3, £  
3 step  A :   
a tap  RXC* :   

and  step  : XC / XE*  
2  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : c, X3 Bars 145-146 
1 spring  A :  X 2 

Reel Step 31. Bars 145-148.  Bars 145-146 described. Repeat once more. [R8] 
Tune: Traditional Reel - Part B 
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Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
{5  spring  : F*}  

and  )  :   
4  ) shuffle  : c, 3  
3 spring  a :   

and tap tip  RXC* :   
2  spring  : XC / XB*  
a  )  :   
&  ) shuffle  : c, X3 Bar 149 
1 spring  A :  R, L, R, L 

Reel Step 32. Bars 149-152.  Bar 149 described. Repeat three more time L, R, L. 
Tune: Traditional Reel - Part B 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  )  :   

8  ) shuffle  : C, C  
7  tap  : A / B  

and hop  A :   
6  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
5 hop  A :   
4  tap  : RXC  

and hop  A :   
3  catch in  : H↑, E, A↑  
2  heel tap   : H  
1 hop   :   

and  tap  : XE  
8 hop  A :   

and  )  :   
7  ) shuffle HT  : c, 3  

and hop  A :   
6  tap  : R3  

and hop  A :   
5  )  :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
4 hop heel click A↑ : A↑  
3  catch in  : F↑, F, A↑  

and hop  A :   
2  )  :  Bars 153- 

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 156 
1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 33. Bars 153-160.  Bars 153-156 described. Repeat once more L. 
Tune: Traditional Reel - Part A. 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and  hop  : B* ‘Backsteps’ 

4 )    :  [R1] 
and ) shuffle HT  C, C :   

3  step  : A  
and hop  B* :   

2  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bar 161 

1 step  A :  X 2 
Reel Step 34. Bars 161-162.  Bar 161 described. Repeat once. Tune: Unknown – Part A 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
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and hop  B* :  Heel, Heel, 
4  )   :  Backstep 

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C  
3 step  A :   

and heel step   B :   
2  step  : A  

and  heel step   : B Bar 163 
1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 35. Bars 163-164.  Bar 163 described. Repeat one more time L [R3c] 

Bars 165-168 – repeat bars 161-164. 
Tune: Unknown - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
and hop  A :  Shuffle across 

4  )   :  Criss cross 
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Backstep 

7 step  A :   
and  step  : E  

6 step  A :   
and  step  : XE / XC  

5 step  A :   
and  step  : B  

4  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : X3, c  

3 step  A :   
and  step  : XE / XF  

2  )   :   
and  ) shuffle HT  : c, X3 Bars 169-170 

1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 36. Bars 169-172.  Bars 169-170 described. Repeat one more time L. [R2b+R3d] 
Tune: Unknown - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4 step  C / XC :   
3  step  : RB*  

and hop  B* :   
2  )   :   

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C Bar 173 
1 step  A :  R, L 

Reel Step 37. Bars 173-174.  Bar 173 described. Repeat one more time L. [R4o] 

Bar 175 – Repeat bar 161. 
Tune: Unknown - Part A 
 

Count LF RF Modifiers Notes 
4  step  : C  
3 spring  A :   
2 toe clicks  A↑ : A↑  
1 jump= F : F Bar 176 

Reel Step 38 (Finish). Bar 176. Tune: Unknown - Part A. 
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Music as played by fiddler Andrea Beaton and pianist Robert Fraser. 

Strathspey - Bog an Lochan (ABCD) 

 

* Music as per where the video clip starts. 
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Reel – Miss J Forbes (ABAB) 

 

Reel – Johnnie Sullivan’s Reel (ABAB) 

 

Reel – Hull’s Reel (John Morris Rankin) (AABB) 
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Reel – Malcolm Findlay (AABB) 

 

Reel – Traditional Reel (ABAB) 

 

 
Last tune unknown. (AB) 
 
(Transcriptions made by Leanne Aucoin and rendered in Sibelius by Niall Keegan). 
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B.6 – Melody Cameron  

King’s Theatre, Aberdeen, July 2010. 
Fiddles: Troy MacGillivray and Kimberley Fraser. Guitar: Derrick Cameron. 
Strathspey motif – bars 5-8. 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  tap   RXB* 

8 hop  A   
a  )    
&  ) shuffle   C,C 
7 hop  A   

and  tap   x3/c 
6 step  A   

and  heel swivel   XC, x3 
5 hop  A   

and  catch out  : Rb↑, a/b, C↑ 
4 step  A :  

and  step  : RXC / RXE 
3 hop  A :  

and  catch in  : C↑, E/F, RB↑ 

2 step  XA* :  
and  step heel  : x3 

1 spring  A :  
Bars 5-6 described, travel sideways to the right. Repeat on LF on bars 7-8, travelling sideways 
to left. Motif uses variations motif S8, S3 and S6 plus additional cells. 
 
Reel motif – bars 19-20 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

8  spring  : a 
and hop  a :  

7  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : c,c 

6 spring  a :  
and tip twist  rc,r3 :  

5  hop  : a 
and )    :  

4 ) shuffle HT  c,c :  
and  spring  : a 

3 tip twist*  re,R5 :  
and  hop  : a 

2 )    :  
and ) shuffle HT  c,c :  

1  spring  : a 
This sequence is not repeated evenly in the following two bars.  
* this is a spring taking weight. 
Motif combination uses aspects of motif R4f. 
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Reel motif – bars 83-84 
Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  step  : A 

8  flat step (f)  : A 
7 flat step   A :  

and  flat step   : A 
6 flat step   A :  

and  flat step   : A 
5 flat step   A :  
4  flat step (f)  : A 
3 flat step   A :  

and  flat step   : A 
2 flat step   A :  

and  flat step   : A 
1 flat step   A :  

Move forwards on counts 1-3 and 5-7. This is motif R11. 

Reel motif – bars 85-86 
Count LF RF Modifiers 
and hop  a :  

8  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : c,c 

7 hop  a :  
and  step  : A 

6 step  A :  
and  heel step   : B 

5 heel step   B :  
and  step  : A 

4 step  A :  
and  heel step   : B 

3 heel step   B :  
and  step  : A 

2 step  A :  
and  heel step   : B 

1 heel step   B :  
These are motifs R10 and R1 combined. 
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B.7 – Rodney MacDonald 

Strathspey Place, Mabou, July 2007. 
Fiddlers: Andrea Beaton, Glenn Graham. Pianist: Betty Beaton 
 
Strathspey motif – bars 3-4. 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
8 flat flat a : a 
7 swivel toe swivel toe 1,A  : 1,A 
6 swivel heel swivel heel A,1   : A,1 

5 swivel toe swivel toe 1,A  : 1,A 
4 swivel heel swivel heel A,1   : A,1 

3 swivel toe swivel toe 1,A  : 1,A 
2 swivel heel swivel heel A,1  : A,1 
1 swivel toe swivel toe a,A  : a,A 

Bars 3-4 described. Move sideways to the right on counts 1-7. 
 
Strathspey motif – bars 11-14 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
4 spring rock A : XE/F 
3 rock spring A : XE/F 

and  tap  : XC 
2 hop  A :  

and  catch out**  : RB↑, A, C↑ 
1 spring  A :  

Bar 11 described. Repeat LF, RF and LF on bars 12-14. 
** Click R instep to L heel in passing. 
Motif uses combination of motifs S1 and S9. 
 
Reel motif – bars 9-10 
Count LF RF Modifiers 
and tap  RXC* :  

8  step  : XC* 
and  )  :  

7  ) shuffle HT  : c,c 
and step  A/F* :  

6 )   :  
and ) shuffle HT  c,c :  

5  step  : a 
and  tap  : RXC* 

4 spring  XC* :  
and )   :  

3 ) shuffle HT  c,c :  
and  spring  : A/F* 

2  )  :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 

1 spring  A :  
Bars 49-50 described. Repeat contra, starting springing RF and then LF. 
Motif is motif R8. Known locally as the ‘Donald Beaton step’.  
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Reel motif – bars 17-19 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  hop  : A 

4 )   :  
and ) shuffle HT  C,C :  

3  spring  : A 
2 spring rock XC : A 
1 rock spring XC : A 
8 spring rock XC : A 
7 tap  XC :  

and  hop  : A 
6 )   :  

and ) shuffle HT  C,C :  
5  spring  : A 

and hop  A :  
4  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
3 spring  A :  
2 rock spring A : XC 
1 spring rock A : XC 

Motif sequence not repeated. Motif is an extended version of motif R4p. 
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B.8 – Joël Chaisson 

Étoile de l'Acadie, Sydney, October 2009. 
Recorded track. 
 
Strathspey motif – bars 13-16. 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
8  tap  : a 

and hop  A :  
7  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
6 hop  A :  

and  swivel  : a,A 

5 hop  A :  
and  tap  : A 

4 hop  A :  
and  heel swivel  : E,5 

3 hop  A :  
and  tap   : E 

2 step  A :  
and  step  : XC 

1 spring  A :  
Bars 13-14 described. Repeat on LF. 
Motif uses variations motif S5 and S7 plus additional cells. 

Reel motif – bars 49-54 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

8  tap toe R  : RXC 
7  touch side L, slide  : RE, RXC 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, F 
5 step  A :  

and  step  : XC 
4 hop ↑ A : B↑ 

and  click heel  : A↑ 
3  catch in  : G↑, F, A↑ 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 spring  A :  

Bars 49-50 described. Repeat contra, starting springing RF and then LF. 
Motif combination uses versions of motif R5. 
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B.9 – Mac Morin 

University of Limerick, Ireland, 11 November 2008. 
Fiddlers: Wendy MacIsaac and Mairi Rankin. Guitar: Patrick Gillis. 
 
Strathspey motif – bars 27-30 (middle of B part). 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
4 spring ) toe swivel A : a,A 

and tap      ) lazy  RB :  
3  spring  : A 

and  catch in  : D↑, B, A↑ 
2 hop  A :  

and  catch out  : A↑, B, D↑ 
1 spring )  A :  

and tap      ) lazy  RB :  
Bar 27 described. Repeat three more times LF, RF and LF. 
Motif uses motif S1 plus additional cells. 

Reel motif – bars 57-64 (second tune, second B part). 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  tap  : RC 
8 hop  A :  

and  )  :  
7  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
5  hop  A :  
4  tap side R  : XC 

and hop  A :  
3  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
2 hop  A :  
1  tap side R  : XC 

and hop  A :  
8  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
7 hop  A :  
6  tap  : RXC 

and hop  A :  
5  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
4 hop  A :  
3  tap  : XC 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 spring {step}  A :  

Bars 57-60 described. Repeat contra, starting springing RF. 
Motif combination uses versions of motif R5. 

B.10 – Brandi McCarthy 
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Eriskay Community Hall, Scotland, July 2010. 
Strathspey motif – bars 17-20 (beginning of A part second time). 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  tap  : C/E 

8 step  A :  
and  step  : XC 

7 hop  A :  
and  tap  : A/F 

6 step  A :  
and  step  : RXB/C 

5 hop  A :  
and  tap  : E 

4 step  A :  
and  step  : XE 

3 step  A :  
and  step  : E 

2 step  A :  
and  step  : XE 

1 spring  A :  
Bars 17-18 described. Repeat contra, starting springing RF. 
Motif uses a criss-cross version of motif S3a and version motif S8a. 
Reel motif – bars 57-64 (second tune, second B part). 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  toe tap  : A 
8 step  XE :  

and )   :  
7 ) shuffle HT  C, C :  

and  step  : F* 
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
5 step  A :  

and toe tap  A :  
4  step  : XE 

and   )  :  
3  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

and step  F* :  
2 )   :  

and ) shuffle HT  C, C :  
1  step  : A 
8 step rock A : RXB/C* 
7  tap  : RXB/C 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
5 step  A :  
4 rock step A : XC/XE 
3  tap  : XC 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  

Bars 57-60 described. Repeat contra, starting springing RF. 
Motif combination uses two versions of motif R4p and motif R8. 

B.11 – Anita MacDonald. 
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Cape Breton University, Sydney, October 2009. 
Recording: Mike Hall, A legacy not to be forgotten (track 7 – Here’s To Howie and Winston). 
Strathspey motif – bars 1-8 (A part of third Strathspey – Welcome Whisky Back Again). 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  tap  : RB 

8 hop  A :  
a  )  :  
&  ) shuffle  : C, C 
7 spring )  RXB :  

and tap      ) lazy  RXC :  
6  spring )  : B 

and  tap      ) lazy  : A 
5 spring )  RXB :  

and tap      ) lazy  RXC :  
4  hop  : A 

and click L heel, heel  RXB :  
3  step  : A 

and  catch in  : C↑, B, A↑ 
2 hop  A : C↑ 

and  catch out  : A↑, B, C↑ 
1 step  A :  

Bars 1-2 described. Repeat three more times L, R, L, starting springing RF. 
Motif uses versions of motifs S1 and S2b. 
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Reel motif – bars 49-56 (second tune (Miss Watt’s), A part). 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  tap  : A 
8 hop  A :  

and  )  :  
7  ) shuffle HT  : XC, XC 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : XC, XC 
5 step  A :  

and  step  : XC 
4 hop  A :  

and   catch out  : A/B↑, B/XB, XC↑ 
3 hop  A :  

and  catch in  : C↑, B, A/B↑ 
2 hop  A :  

and  catch out  : A↑, B, C↑ 
1 spring  A :  

and tap  A :  
8  hop  : A 

and )   :  
7 ) shuffle HT  XC, XC :  

and  hop  : A 
6 )   :  

and ) shuffle HT  XC, XC :  
5  spring  : A 

and  tap  : A 
4 hop  A :  

and  )  :  
3  ) shuffle HT  : XC, XC 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : XC, XC 
1 step  A :  

Bars 49-52 described. Repeat contra, starting springing RF. 
Motif combination uses motif R4n and additional cells. 
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B.12 – One Step at a Time (Video), Mary Janet MacDonald (1992). 

Instructional video by Mary Janet MacDonald, 1992. Motifs only described as performed with 
the right foot as working foot. No repeats are given. 
 
Strathspey motif 1 – ‘Kick to the Front’ (Motif S1) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  catch in  : D↑, C, A↑ 

2 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑ 

1 step  A :  
 
Strathspey motif 2 – ‘1, 2, 3, kick’ (Motif S2a) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  catch in  : D↑, C, A↑ 

4 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑ 

3 spring )  A :  
and tap      ) lazy  A/RB :  

2  spring )  : A 
and  tap      ) lazy  : A/RB 

1 spring  A/F :  
 
Strathspey motif 3 – ‘Toe Tap’ (Motif S4) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
2 step  A :  

and  step  : C/XC 
1 spring  A :  

 
Strathspey motif 4 – ‘Toe Tap Sideways’ (Motif S3) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  catch in  : D↑, C, A↑ 

8 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑ 

7 step  A :  
and  step  : E/F 

6 step  A :  
and  step  : E/F 

5 step  A :  
and  step  : E/F 

4 step  A :  
and  step  : E/F 

3 step  A :  
and  step  : E/F 

2 step  A :  
and  step  : E/F 

1 step  A :  
Note: Travel slightly sideways to the right on counts 1-7. 
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Strathspey motif 5 – ‘Heel Toe’ (Motif S4b) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  toe tap  : B 
2 step  A :  

and  heel step  : b/c 
1 spring  A :  

 
Strathspey motif 6 – ‘Heel Toe Sideways’ (Motif S3) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  catch in  : D↑, C, A↑ 

8 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑ 

7 step  A :  
and  step  : C / E 

6 step  A :  
and  heel step  : C / E 

5 step  A :  
and  step  : C / E 

4 step  A :  
and  heel step  : C / E 

3 step  A :  
and  step  : C / E 

2 step  A :  
and  heel step  : C / E 

1 step  A :  
Note: Travel slightly sideways to the right on counts 1-7. 
 
Strathspey motif 7 – ‘Shuffles’ (Motif S7) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
a  )  :  
&  ) shuffle  : C, C 
2 hop  A :  
1 spring  A :  

 
Reel motif 1 – ‘Hop Step’ (Motif R4a) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

4  tap  : A/B 
3  tap  : A/B 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 spring  A :  
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Reel motif 2 – ‘Click heels’ (Motif R4h) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

4 swivel a,A : A ,1 
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 spring  A :  

 
Reel motif 3 – ‘Miss heels’ (Motif R4l) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

4 swivel a,A : rc,r3 
3  tap  : rc 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 spring  A :  

 
Reel motif 4 – ‘Hop Step Shuffle’ (Motif R4k) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
4  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  

 
Reel motif 5 – ‘Double Shuffles’ (R4k doubled up) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
4  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 hop  A :  

and  )  :  
4  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  
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Reel motif 6 – ‘1 2 3 4 diddle diddle dumdum’ (Motif R12 + R4a) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

8  tap  : A/B 
7  tap  : A/B 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 hop  A :  
4  step  : A 
3 hop  A :  
2  step  : F 
1 step  A :  

Turn body 1/8 to right on counts 1-2 and 1/8 to left on count 3 to face the front again. 

Reel motif 7 – ‘Swing step’ 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

8  tap  : A/B 
7  tap  : A/B 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 hop  A :  
4  tap  : B 
3 hop  A :  
2  catch out  : F↑, C/E, XC↑ 
1 spring {step}  A :  

 
Reel motif 8 – ‘Backstep’ (Motif R1) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  B :  
2  )   :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  

 

Reel motif 9 – “Toe Toe Forward’ (Motif R3a) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  A :  
4  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
3 step  A :  

and  step  : C 
2 step  B* :  

and  step  : C 
1 step  A :  
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B.13 – Cape Breton Stepdancing – A Family Tradition (DVD), Mary Janet 

MacDonald (2003) 

Instructional video by Mary Janet MacDonald, 2003. Motifs only described as performed with 
the right foot as working foot. Repeats are generally not given. 
 
Strathspey motif 1 – ‘Kick and Hop’ (Motif S1)  

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  catch in  : D↑, C, A↑ 

2 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑ 

1 step  A :  
Emic prompts - ‘spring, brush, hop, back’ 
 
Strathspey motif 2 – ‘1, 2, 3, kick’ (Motif S2a) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  catch in  : D↑, C, A↑ 

4 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑ 

3 spring )  A :  
and tap      ) lazy  A/RB :  

2  spring )  : A 
and  tap      ) lazy  : A/RB 

1 spring  A/F :  
Emic prompts - ‘spring. tap, spring, tap, spring, brush, hop, back’ 
 
Strathspey motif 3 – ‘Shuffles’ (Motif S7) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
a  )  :  
&  ) shuffle  : C, C 
2 hop  A :  
1 spring  A :  

Emic prompts - ‘spring, hop’ shuffle’ 
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Strathspey motif 4a – ‘Ankle kick forward’ (Motifs S6, S4) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

8  step  : A 
and step  C/XC :  

7  spring  : RC* 
6 step  A :  

and  step  : C/XC 
5 spring  RC* :  
4  step  : A 

and step  C/XC :  
3  spring  : RC* 
2 step  A :  

and  step  : C/XC 
1 spring  RC* :  
8 instp(L) click* hop  : A 
7  step  : C* 
6 hop instp(R)click* A :  
5 step  C* :  
4 instp(L) click* hop  : A 
3  step  : C* 

and  catch in  : D↑, C, B↑ 
2 hop  A :  

and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑ 
1 step  A :  

*Working foot instep connects to supporting foot ankle above the heel. 
Note: Move forwards on the first counts 1-8 and retire back to place on the second counts 1-8. 
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Strathspey motif 4b – ‘Ankle kick forward’ (Motifs S6, S4). 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and tap  B/A :  
8  step  : A 

and step  C/XC :  
7  spring  : RC* 

and  tap  : B/A 
6 step  A :  

and  step  : C/XC 
5 spring  RC* :  

and tap  B/A :  
4  step  : A 

and step  C/XC :  
3  spring  : RC* 

and  tap  : B/A 
2 step  A :  

and  step  : C/XC 
1 spring  RC* :  
8 instp(L) click* hop  : A 
7  step  : C* 

and  tap  : B/C 
6 hop instp(R) click* A :  
5 step  C* :  

and tap  B/C :  
4 instp(L) click* hop  : A 
3  step  : C* 

and  catch in  : D↑, C, B↑ 
2 hop  A :  

and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑ 
1 step  A :  

*Working foot instep connects to supporting foot ankle above the heel. 
Note: Move forwards on the first counts 1-8 and retire back to place on the second counts 1-8. 
 
Strathspey motif 5 – ‘Rocking step’ (Motifs S1, S9) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
4 spring rock A : XC/XF 
3 rock spring A : XC/XF 

and  catch in  : D↑, XC, XC↑ 

2 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑ 

1 step  A :  
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Strathspey motif 6 – ‘Long Rocking step’ (S1, S9) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

8 spring rock A : XC/XF 
7 rock spring A : XC/XF 
6 spring rock A : XC/XF 
5 rock spring A : XC/XF 
4 spring rock A : XC/XF 
3 rock spring A : XC/XF 

and  catch in  : D↑, XC, XC↑ 

2 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑ 

1 step  A :  
 
Strathspey motif 7a – ‘Heel Toe Ankle Bend’ (S4, S10) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
4 step toe swivel a : a,A 

and  step  : A/B 
3 hop ↑ A : A↑ 

and  tap  : B 
2 step  A :  

and  heel step  : c 
1 spring  A :  

 
Strathspey motif 7b – ‘Long Heel Toe Ankle Bend’ (S4, S10) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
8 step toe swivel a : a,A 

and  step  : A 
7 hop ↑ A : A↑ 
6 step toe swivel a : a,A 

and  step  : A 
5 hop ↑ A : A↑ 

and  tap  : B 
4 step  A :  

and  heel step  : c 
3 step  A :  

and  step  : A/B 
2 step  A :  

and  heel step  : c 
1 spring  A :  
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Strathspey motif 8a – ‘Hop to the Back, Hop to the Front’ (S8) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

8 step  a :  
and  step  : C 

7 hop ↑ A : A↑ 
6 step  a :  

and  step  : RC 
5 hop ↑ A : A↑ 
4 step  A :  

and  step  : c/Xc 
3 step  A :  

and  step  : C/E 
2 step  A :  

and  step  : Xc 
1 spring  A :  

 
Strathspey motif 8b – ‘Variation - Hop to the Back, Hop to the Front’ (S8) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
8 step toe swivel a : b/c,b/C 

and  step  : B/C 
7 hop  A :  
6 step  a :  

and  heel step  : C 
5 hop  A :  
4 step  A :  

and  step  : c/Xc 
3 step  A :  

and  step  : C/E 
2 step  A :  

and  step  : Xc 
1 spring  A :  

 
Strathspey motif 9 – ‘Cross Kick Toe Tap’ (S1, S2) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  tap  : XC* 

4 spring  A :  
and tap  A :  

3  spring  : XC 
and  catch in  : D↑, XC, XC↑ 

2 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑ 

1 step  A :  
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Strathspey motif 10 – ‘Cross Kick Toe Tap Sideways’ (S1, S2) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  tap  : XC* 
8 spring  A :  

and tap  A :  
7  spring  : XC 

and  tap  : XC 
6 spring  A :  

and tap  A :  
5  spring  : XC 

and  tap  : XC 
4 spring  A :  

and tap  A :  
3  spring  : XC 

and  catch in  : D↑, XC, XC↑ 

2 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, C, D↑ 

1 step  A :  
Move sideways to the right on counts 4-8. 
 
Reel motif 1 – ‘Hop Step’ (Motif R4a) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

4  tap  : A/B 
3  tap  : A/B 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 spring  A :  

 
Reel motif 2 – ‘Hop Step Shuffle’ (Motif R4k) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
4  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  
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Reel motif 3 – ‘Double Shuffles’ (R4k doubled up) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
4  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 hop  A :  

and  )  :  
4  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  

 
Reel motif 4 – ‘Backstep’ (Motif R1) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  B :  
2  )   :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  

 
Reel motif 5 – “Toe Toe Forward’ (Motif R3a) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  A :  
4  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
3 step  A :  

and  step  : C 
2 step  B* :  

and  step  : C 
1 step  A :  

 
The video instructions also gives a combination of motif 5 done four times on alternate feet 
(RF, LF, RF, LF) moving slightly forward, followed by motif 4 done four times on alternate feet 
(RF, LF, RF, LF) moving slightly backwards to place. 
 
Reel motif 6 – “Heel Toe Forward’ (Motif R3a) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  A :  
4  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
3 step  A :  

and  step  : C 
2 step  B* :  

and  heel step   : C 
1 step  A :  
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Reel motif 7 – ‘Ankle Switch’ (Motifs R4p, R4i) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

8 swivel 1,A : A,RX3 
7 swivel tap 1 : A 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : CC 
5 spring  A :  
4 rock spring A : XC 
3  tap  : XC 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 spring  A :  

The body is turned 1/8 left during 3-8, 1-6, and the face forward again. 
 
Reel motif 8 – ‘Long Ankle Switch’ (Motifs R4p, R4i) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  A :  
8  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
7 spring  A :  
6 rock spring A : XC 
5 spring rock A : XC 
4 rock spring A : XC 
3  tap  : XC 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 spring  A :  
8 rock spring A : XC 
7  tap  : XC 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 spring  A :  
4 rock spring A : XC 
3  tap  : XC 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 spring  A :  
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Reel motif 9 – ‘Donald Beaton step’ (Motif R8) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and tap  RXC :  
8  step  : XC* 

and  )  :  
7  ) shuffle HT  : c,X3 

and step  F* :  
6 )   :  

and ) shuffle HT  XC,£ :  
5  step  : 1 

and  tap  : RXC* 
4 step  XC * :  

and )   :  
3 ) shuffle HT  £,XC :  

and  step  : F* 
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 step {spring}  A :  

 
Reel motif 10 – ‘Variation Donald Beaton step’ (Motifs R8, R4k) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
8  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
7  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 step  A :  

and  step  : B/C 
4 step  A :  

and )   :  
3 ) shuffle HT  c,c :  

and  step  : A 
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 step (spring)  A :  

 
Reel motif 11 – ‘Shuffle (single)’ (Motif R2a) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  A :  
4  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : c,c 
3 step  A :  

and  step  : XC/C 
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,XC 
1 step {spring}  A :  
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Reel motif 12 – ‘Shuffle (double)’ (Motif R2b) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  A :  
8  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : c,c 
7 step  A :  

and  step  : XC/C 
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,XC 
5 step   A :  

and  step  : A/B 
4  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : XC,C 
3 step   A :  

and  step  : XC/C 
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,XC 
1 step   A :  

 
Reel motif 13 – ‘Shuffle Shuffle, Toe Toe Shuffle’ (Motifs R2b, R3a) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  A :  
8  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : c,c 
7 step  A :  

and  step  : B 
6 step  A :  

and  step  : B 
5 step   A :  

and  step  : A/B 
4  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
3 step   A :  

and  step  : A/B 
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 step   A :  
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Reel motif 14 – Variation ‘Shuffle Shuffle, Toe Toe Shuffle’ (Motifs R2b, R3d) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  A :  
8  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : c,c 
7 step  A :  

and  step  : B 
6 step  A :  

and  step  : XC 
5 step   A :  

and  step  : B 
4  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : XC,C 
3 step   A :  

and  step  : XC 
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,XC 
1 step   A :  

 
Reel motif 15 –‘Old Fashioned Step’ (Motif R13) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
8 ↑ ↑ bt :  
7 step rock XE : A 
6  step  : A/F* 
5 spring  A :  
4 ↑ ↑  : bt 
3 rock step A : XE 
2 step  A/F* :  
1  spring  : A 
8 ↑ ↑ bt :  
7 step rock XE : A 
6  step  : A/F* 
5 spring  A :  
4 ↑ ↑  : bt 
3 rock step A : XE 
2 hop  a : XB↑ 
1 step  A : A↑ 

A motif combination given as an exercise on the video is 8 x motif 4 (backsteps) on alternate 
feet (RF, LF…), followed by motif 15, and finishing with motif 1 (Hop Step) on RF and LF. 
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Reel motif 16 – ‘Train Step’ (Motifs R10, R11) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

4  flat step (f)  : A 
3 flat step  ↑ A : A↑ 

and  flat step   : A 
2 flat step   A :  

and  flat step   : A 
1 flat step   A :  
    :  

and  step  : A 
2 step  A :  

and  heel step   : B 
1 heel step   B :  

The first 4 counts are repeated four times (counts 1and – 8 and). The second part is done 
moving slightly forwards (or chugging) on counts 1-3. This part is also repeated 4 times. This 
may be finished off by adding motif 4 (backsteps) four times moving gradually back to starting 
position. 
 
Reel motif 17 – ‘Ankle bends’  

Count LF RF Modifiers 
4 twist step A : A 
3 hop  A :  
2 step twist A : A 
1  hop  : A 

 
Reel motif 18 – ‘Heel Heel Backstep’ (Motif R3c) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and hop  B :  

4  )   :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 

3 step  A :  
and heel touch   B :  

2  step  : A 
and  heel touch   : B 

1 step  A :  
‘step, heel, step, heel, step, shuffle, hop’ 
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Reel motif 19 – ‘Margie’s Step’ 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  A :  
8  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : c,c 
7 step  A :  

and tap  A :  
6  spring  : C 

and  tap  : C 
5 spring  A :  

and tap   A :  
4  spring  : C/E 

and  )  :  
3  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,XC 
1 step   A :  

Perform counts ‘1 - 4 and’ three times on same foot, then finish with counts ‘5 – 8 and’ as given 
above. Spring or step RF and repeat all contra. 
 
In addition two Jig steps and the three figures in the Inverness County Square Set are also 
described on this instructional DVD. 
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B.14 – Spring in your step (DVD) – Jean McNeil (2002) 

An instructional video by Jean MacNeil of Sydney Mines (2002). Motifs only described as 
performed with the right foot as working foot. Repeats are generally not given. 

 
Strathspey motif 1 – ‘Triangle Step’ (Motif S4) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
2 step  A :  

and  step  : C/XC 
1 spring  A :  

 
Strathspey motif 2 – ‘The Slide Step’ (Motif S1)  

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  catch in  : D↑, C, A↑ 

2 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, B, C↑ 

1 step  A :  
 
Strathspey motif 3 – ‘The Shuffle Slide Step’ (Motif S2a) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  catch in  : D↑, C, A↑ 

4 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, B, C↑ 

3 spring )  A :  
and tap      ) lazy  B :  

2  spring )  : A 
and  tap      ) lazy  : B 

1 spring  A :  
 
Strathspey motif 4 – ‘Toes Travelling to Left and Right’ (Motif S3) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  catch in  : D↑, C, A↑ 

8 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : A↑, B, C↑ 

7 step  A :  
and  step  : XC 

6 step  A :  
and  step  : XC 

5 step  A :  
and  step  : XC 

4 step  A :  
and  step  : XC 

3 step  A :  
and  step  : XC 

2 step  A :  
and  step  : XC 

1 step  A :  
Travel slightly sideways to the left on counts 1-7. 
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Strathspey motif 5 – ‘Heels & Toes Travelling to Left and Right’ (Motif S3) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  catch in  : D↑, C, A↑ 
8 hop  A : D↑ 

and  catch out  : A↑, B, C↑ 
7 step  A :  

and  step  : XC 
6 step  A :  

and  heel step   : XB/C 
5 step  A :  

and  step  : XC 
4 step  A :  

and  heel step   : XB/C 
3 step  A :  

and  step  : XC 
2 step  A :  

and  heel step   : XB/C 
1 step  A :  

Travel slightly sideways to the left on counts 1-7. 
 
Strathspey motif 6 – ‘Double Triangle’ (Motif S4 variant) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  tap  : C/E 

4 step  A :  
and  heel step   : C 

3 step  A :  
and  step  : XC 

2 step  A :  
and  heel step   : C 

1 step  A :  
 
Strathspey motif 7 – ‘Double Triangle Cross Over Ending’ (Motif S4 variant) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  tap  : A 

8 hop  A :  
a  )  :  
&  ) shuffle  : C,C 
7 step  A :  

and  step  : C 
6 step  A :  

and  step  : XC 
5 step  A :  

and  step  : C/E 
4 step  A :  

and  heel step   : C 
3 step  A :  

and  step  : XC 
2 step  A :  

and  heel step   : C 
1 step  A :  
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Strathspey motif 8 – ‘Criss Cross Rocking Step’ (Motifs S1, S6) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  tap  : XC 
8 step  A :  

and tap  A :  
7  step  : XC 

and  catch in  : C↑, XC, XC↑ 
6 hop  A :  

and  catch out  : RB↑, A, C↑ 
5 spring  A :  

and catch in  C↑, XC, XC↑ :  
4  hop  : A 

and catch out  RB↑, A, C↑ :  
3  spring  : A 

and  catch in  : C↑, XC, XC↑ 

2 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : RB↑, A, C↑ 

1 spring  A :  
 
Strathspey motif 9 – ‘Slide Rocking Step Right to Left’ (S1, S2 variants) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  tap  : XC 

4 step  A :  
and tap  RXC* :  

3  step  : A 
and  tap  : E* 

2 hop  A :  
and  catch out  : RB↑, A, C↑ 

1 spring  A :  
There is a right shoulder lead from counts ‘and 2’ switching to left shoulder lead on the same 
counts on the repeat of the step with LF. 
 
Strathspey motif 10 – ‘Heel Toe Fans’ (Motif S3 variant) 

Count LF RF Modifiers 
and  tap  : C/E 

4 step  A :  
and  heel swivel  : C,5 

3 step  XF* :  
and  swivel  : 3,E 

2 step  XF* :  
and  heel swivel  : C,5 

1 step  A :  
Travel slightly to the right during these four counts. 
 
Combine motif 9 (RF and LF) with motif 10 (RF and LF) 
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Reel motif 1 – ‘Hop Step’ (Motif R4a) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

4  tap  : A 
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 spring  A :  

 
Reel motif 2 – ‘Hop Step with stamp’ (Motif R4d) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

4  flat step (f)  : C 
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 spring  A :  

 
Reel motif 3 – ‘Hop Step Shuffle’ (Motif R4k) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
4  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
3  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  

 
Reel motif 4 – ‘Step Left Step Right’ (Motifs R21, R4k) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
8  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
7  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 hop  A :  
4  step  : C/E 
3 hop  A :  
2  step  : XC 
1 step  A :  
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Reel motif 5 – ‘Step Back Step Side’ (Motifs R21, R4k) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
8  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
7  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 hop  A :  
4  tap  : A/B 
3 hop  A :  
2  tap  : RXC 
1 hop  A :  

 
Reel motif 6 – ‘Step Slide Step Stamp’ (Motifs R21, R4k) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
8  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
7  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 step  A :  
4  step  : x3 
3 hop  A :  
2  catch out  : F/A↑,B,x3↑ 
1 step  A :  

 
Reel motif 7 
Combine first four counts of motif 4, 5, 6, and end with motif 3 = 4 bars. Repeat starting LF. 
 
Reel motif 8 – ‘Double Hop Step’ (Motif R4o variant) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

4  tap  : A/B 
and hop  A :  

3  tap  : A/B 
and hop  A :  

2  )  :  
and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 

1 step  A :  
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Reel motif 9 – ‘Double hop to the front’ (Motif R4o variant) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
8  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
7  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 step  A :  
4  tap  : XC 

and hop  A :  
3  tap  : XC 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 step  A :  

 
Reel motif 10 – ‘Double hop back to front’ (Motif R4o variant) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  )  :  
8  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
7  tap  : A 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 step  A :  
4  tap  : XC 

and hop  A :  
3  tap  : RXC 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 step  A :  

 
Reel motif 11 – ‘Double hop step Heel Toe ending’ (Motif R4o, R3b variant) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  A :  
8  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
7 hop  A :  

and  step  : XC 
6 step  A :  

and  heel step   : XC 
5 step  A :  
4  tap  : XC 

and hop  A :  
3  tap  : RXC 

and hop  A :  
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
1 step  A :  
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Reel Motif 12 
Combinations of the 3 different ‘step shuffle hop - tap hop tap’ motifs where the last 3 counts 
are [RXC, A, RXC; XC, A, XC; RXC, A, XC] ending with motif 3. Repeat all on left side, 
starting spring RF. 
 

 

 

 
Video covers for B13 (Mary Janet MacDonald) and B14 (Jean MacNeil) 
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B.15 – Frank Rhodes 1957 notation 

When notating the movements he observed, Rhodes did not use Labanotation, but used the 
detailed word based mnemonic notation system as developed by himself and Tom Flett. This 
notation system is based on a set of positions (based on the five basic positions of ballet) and a 
number of named cells and motifs that are described in detail (Flett 1985, 1996). Rhodes 
encounters a drawback, however, when describing some of the movements he found in 1957. 
By applying the same position based terminology as he and Dr Flett used to described 
movement patterns from Scotland; he here has to compliment these with additional explanations 
as the Cape Breton movements do not conform to the foot positions used in the notation system. 
The nature of the notation system used does however enable transference into Newcastle 
Notation for analytical purposes. 

Below is an interpretation of Rhodes published motif descriptions in the appendix of 
Flett (1985 (1964)). Motifs only described as performed with the right foot as working foot. No 
repeats are given. 
 
Reel motif 1 (A) (Motif R10) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

4  step  : A 
3 step  a :  
2  heel step   : A 
1 heel step   A :  

 
Reel motif 2 (B) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

4 heel drop  ↑  : A↑ 
3 step  a :  
2 ↑ heel drop  A↑ : A 
1  step  : A 

 
Reel motif 3 (C) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

5  spring  : a 
and  heel step  : A 

4 heel drop   A :  
and  heel step  : A 

3 heel drop   A :  
and  heel step  : A 

2 heel drop   A :  
and  heel step  : A 

1 heel drop   A :  
 
Reel motif 4 (D) (Motif S1) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  catch in**  : C↑, B, A↑ 
2 hop  A :  

and  catch out*  : A↑, B, C↑ 
1 step  A :  

* Forward, diagonally out, diagonally across 
** Inwards, diagonally back, diagonally cross  
Repeat on same foot or spring onto other foot. 
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Reel motif 5 – ‘Treble’ (E) (Version of Motif R2) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and  step*  : C/XC 
2  )  :  

and  ) shuffle*  : C, C 
1 step  A :  

*Position also given as ‘B’ 
 
Reel motif 6 – ‘catch in’ (F) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

1  step  : A 
and catch in  C↑, B, A↑ :  

8  hop  : A 
 
Reel motif 7 – ‘Swing step’ (Version of Motif R1a) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

8  tap  : A/B 
7  tap  : A/B 

and hop  A :  
6  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
5 hop  A :  
4  tap  : B 
3 hop  A :  
2  catch out  : F↑, C/E, XC↑ 
1 step {spring}  A :  

 
Rhodes indicate several combination possibilities of motifs E and F: 
 
F (LF) + E (RF) 
F (RF) + E (LF) 
F (LF) + E (RF) + E (RF) + E (RF) + repeat contra. 
 
Reel motif 8 – ‘Backstep’ (Motif R1) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  A, A↑, B :  
2  )   :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C, C 
1 step  A :  

 
Reel motif 9 – “Toe Toe Forward’ (Motif R3a) 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

and hop  A :  
4  )  :  

and  ) shuffle HT  : C,C 
3 step  A :  

and  step  : C 
2 step  B* :  

and  step  : C 
1 step  A :  

 
B.16 – Simonne Voyer - La Gigue (2003) 
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The 2003 book La Gigue - danse de pas by Simonne Voyer is the most recent 

publication that details Cape Breton step dance steps as well as Acadian steps from New 

Brunswick. ‘La Gigue’ contains a brief historical summary of dance traditions in Great 

Britain, Ireland, and France followed by biographies of a number of step dancers from 

the Canadian Maritimes. Featured dancers in detail are Fr. Eugene Morris, Mary Janet 

MacDonald, and Maureen Fraser-Doyle from Cape Breton. In addition, the trademark 

styles and short biographies of a number of other Cape Breton dancers are briefly 

outlined: Willie Fraser, Ashley MacIsaac, Joe Rankin, and Margaret Ann Beaton, 

Minnie MacMaster and Natalie MacMaster, (these last three are related). Likewise, a 

number of New Brunswick dancers biographies are included. Using a mnemonic system 

in French, with brief translations into English, Voyer describes positions, motifs and 

patterns, combining and repeating these movements for both related step dance 

traditions. Thirteen-foot positions and nineteen movements (called ‘pas’ or ‘steps’) at 

element, cell and motif levels are described with accompanying photographs. The body 

of the book contains descriptions of motifs and steps from the two traditions. Each is 

broken down at element level with a photograph accompanying each movement 

description. Each element is described mnemonically, with motif rhythm given with 

music notation, and counts are given as ‘1 2 3 4’ or ‘1 et 2 et’ and so forth. These 

movements are combined showing which foot is in action and the element order. Stating 

position and time signature is also given. The first eight steps from Quebec are 

described and are all in 2/4 or 6/8 time. Then from the Cape Breton tradition nine 

strathspey (4/4), ten reel (2/4), and three jig steps (6/8) are described. The 

morphological descriptions are clear, a comparison with the findings of this 

investigation is possible and Voyer’s mnemonic notation system could be transferred to 

Newcastle Notation. As the chart below indicates all the motifs are described in this 

study, even though some motifs has minor variations on foot positions (indicated as 

variant). 
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Voyer Appendix reference Chapter 6 motif 

Strathspey step 1 B12 S motif 1  S1 

Strathspey step 2 B12 S motif 2 (simplified) S2a 

Strathspey step 3 B12 S motif 2 (variant) S2a 

Strathspey step 4 B12 S motif 3 S4 

Strathspey step 5 B12 S motif 4 S3 

Reel step 1 B12 R motif 1 R4a 

Reel step 2 B12 R motif 2 R4h 

Reel step 3 B12 R motif 3 R4l 

Reel step 4 B12 R motif 4 R4k 

Strathspey step 6 B12 S motif 3 (variant) S4 (variant) 

Strathspey step 7 B12 S motif 3 (variant) S4 (variant) 

Strathspey step 8 B12 S motif 1 (variant) S1 (variant) 

Strathspey step 9 B12 S motif 2 (variant) S2 (variant) 

Reel step 5 (same as 1)  R4a 

Reel step 6 (same as 2)  R4h 

Reel step 7  R4c 

Reel step 8  R4n (variant) 

Reel step 9  B12 R motif 15 (variant) R13 (variant) 

Reel step 10  R10 
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Appendix C – 2008 Questionnaire and Resulting Statistics 
 
The following questionnaire was handed out around Cape Breton Island and distributed 
to a number of people via email and facebook in 2008. Details on this research method 
are given in Chapter 3.3. Following are the resulting data for the dancers featuring in 
this study. 
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Other names of dancers that occurred in the survey as examples of good step dancers 
were (in no particular order other than first name): 
 
Men Women 

Alec Hughie MacDonald 
Alexander MacDonnell 
Angus MacKinnon 
Benedict MacDonald 
Bill Pellerine 
Blair MacDonald 
Calum MacLean 
Donald Holder 
Donald Roddie MacDonald 
Father Angus Alex MacDonnell 
Father Eugene Morris 
Gerard Beaton 
Joe Beaton 
Joe Rankin 
John Pellerine 
Marc Boudreau 
Sandy Beaton 

 

Aggie MacLellan 
Allison Beaton 
Andrea Beaton 
Anne (Walker) Dunford 
Betty Matheson 
Bonnie Jean (MacDonald) Cutliffe 
Cheryl MacDonald 
Christine Morrison 
Dawn Beaton 
Dawn MacDonald Gillis 
Delisa MacIsaac 
Emily MacLellan 
Evelyn MacDonald Cameron 
Helen MacDonald 
Hilda Chaisson 
Jean MacNeil 
Jennifer Roland 
Joanna MacDonald 
Judy McKenzie 
Kay Hanrahan 
Kelly MacDonald (Warner) 
Kimberley Fraser 
Lisa Gallant 
Lucy MacNeil 
Margaret MacEachern Dunn 
Margie MacDonald 
Marie Currie 
Marion Graham 
Marion Graham 
Marion Livingston Graham 
Mary (Beaton) Graham 
Mary Gillis 
Maureen Fraser (Antigonish) 
Maureen Fraser (Deepdale) 
Melanie Craig 
Michelle Greenwell 
Minnie MacMaster 
Natalie MacMaster 
Pam Campbell 
Rachel Davis 
Rose Cameron 
Sheena Boucher 
Stephanie Aucoin 
Stephanie MacDonald 
Tammy MacDonald 
Tracy Dares MacNeil 
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Appendix D – Additions to Newcastle Notation specific to Cape Breton 
step dancing 
 
D.1 – Movements specific to Cape Breton step dancing 

A couple of movements specifically used in Cape Breton step dancing does not occur in 

the Newcastle Notation manual and is added here. They are ‘rocks’ or ‘ankle rolls’, and 

‘twists’ (also sometimes called ‘ankle rolls’), and the use of either Heel-Toe or Toe-Toe 

shuffles is further explained. 

To enable this notation system to be read side-by-side with Labanotation in this 

study, I had to modify it to be read from the bottom of the page and up. This was done 

in consultation with and permission from Chris Metherell, one of the principal authors 

of the system. 

 

D.2 – Rocks (‘ankle rolls’) 

The rocking movement is one in which the feet are crossed, one being in front of the 

other, and where a shift of body weight takes place from one foot to the other over two 

or more consecutive counts. The working foot is commonly placed in a XF/XE position 

if in front or aimed to get in to a XF/RXE position if behind. The supporting foot in A. 

The working foot usually takes the weight on the ball of the foot in the crossed position 

with a spring on the first count, with the supporting foot rolling on to its outside edge 

without weight. Then for the second count, the supporting foot takes the full body 

weight on the ball of the foot with a spring, while the working foot rolls onto its outside 

edge in the crossed position. Heels are generally kept as close as possible to the ground. 

The springs from foot to foot are performed very close to the floor with little or no 

upwards body movement. Example: 

 
Count LF RF Modifiers 

    :  
2 spring rock A : XE / XF 
1 rock spring A : XE / XF 

 

If further consecutive rocks are performed the above movements are repeated. 

Occasionally rocks from one foot to the other separate two motifs, where the last 

count of the motif one would be count ‘1’ above and the first count of motif two would 

be count ‘2’ above.     
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D.3 – Twists (‘ankle rolls’) 

The ‘twist’ is a modification of the Newcastle Notation ‘Swivel’ (Appendix M:7.6.6). 

Swivels occur properly in some Cape Breton step dance movements. The ‘twist’ is done 

by taking the weight on the working foot ‘step’ or usually by touching the ground. As 

the touch (step) occurs the heel of the foot performing the twist is pushed outwards (and 

commonly down towards the floor if the foot placement is next to the working foot in 

the A, B, XB, RB, RXB/RXC positions). Commonly the foot remains in the twisted 

position until the end of count. When released, it is done so without ‘twisting’ it back 

into place, but simply naturally placed in the next position. 

 

D.4 – Notes on Shuffles 

Shuffles can be done with either ball (referred to as ‘toe’) touching the ground in both 

directions (out and in) (not marked in the notation), or by the ‘heel’ touching the ground 

on the way out and the ball (‘toe’) touching the ground on the way back in (marked HT 

in the notation). Both movements tend to provide slightly different sound qualities as 

the heel touch often provides a slightly heavier sound.  The positions of the shuffle 

vary, but the most common way is straight forwards with the working foot touching in 

area C in both directions. 

Another commonality is that many dancers prefer the toe/toe shuffle in 

strathspey time, while the heel/toe shuffle is predominantly used in reel time. Individual 

variations on this are of course in use. 

Shuffles in Cape Breton step dancing tend to be generated by flexing the knee 

and hip joints, bending and straightening the leg, rather than using loose ankle 

movements to perform the shuffle action. 
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Appendix E – Labanotation scores and Glossary notes 
 
E.1 – Labanotation for step dancing 

The Labanotation provided in this appendix was to some extent influenced by Catherine 

Foley’s notation for step dancing in North Kerry, Ireland (1988), and also by comparing 

Foley’s notation to that of Pierre Chartrand’s notation for Qubecoise step dancing 

(1991).   

Particularly notating ‘ankle rolls’ or ‘rocks’ as I named in the Newcastle 

Notation (see motifs S9 and R4pb). Chartrand’s and Foley’s notation for very similar 

movements to what is performed in Cape Breton step dancing differed quite a bit. I 

decided that Foley’s interpretation was closer as it shows the ankle actions clearly and 

have used her notation with kind permission. The following glossary follow along the 

lines given by Foley (1988) for the general posture, arms and foot positions. 

 

E.2 – Glossary 

Note that at all times the height from the floor a movement is performed depends on the 

individual dancer. The notations are only approximations. 

 
Shuffles: 

 
Torso is sufficiently controlled: 

 
Arms are held in a relaxed manner: 

 

Feet are more or less naturally held, sometimes with a slight turn out: 
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E.3 – Strathspey motifs:

 

Strathspey motif S1 –  
Kick to the front 

 
Strathspey motif S2a –  

‘1 2 3 kick’ 

 
Strathspey motif S2ab – 

‘1 2 3 hop shuffle’ 

 
Strathspey motif S2b – 
‘Tap-step side travel’ 

 
Strathspey motif S3a –  

Side travel 

 
Strathspey motif S3b –  

Side travel heel toe  
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Strathspey motif S4a – 

‘1 2 3 tap’ 

 
Strathspey motif S4b – 

‘1 2 3 (heel) tap’ 

 
Strathspey motif S5 – 

‘Step heel step’ 

 
Strathspey motif S6aa – 

‘Step hop’ 

 
Strathspey motif S6ab – 

‘Step hop variation’ 

 
Strathspey motif S6ba – 

‘Front steps’ 
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Strathspey motif S6bb - 

‘Back step‘ 

 
Strathspey motif S6bc – 

‘Back step variation’ 

 
Strathspey motif S7 – 

‘Step hop shuffle’ 

 
Strathspey motif S8a –  

Ball changes 

 
Strathspey motif S8b – 
Ball changes variation 

 

 
Strathspey motif S9 – 
Rocks / Ankle rolls 
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Strathspey motif S10 – 

Ankle Twist 

 

Strathspey motif S11 - 
Flinging 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Strathspey motif S12 – 

Quick Shuffles 
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E.4 – Reel motifs: 

 
Reel motif R1a –  

‘Backstep’ 

 
Reel motif R1b –  

‘Backstep variation’ 

 
Reel motif R1c – 

Backstep variation 

 
Reel motif R2a – 

Shuffle / Treepling 

 
Reel motif R2b – 

Shuffle across and back 

 
Reel motif R2c 
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Reel motif R3a – 

‘Toe and Toe’ 
 

 
Reel motif R3b – 
‘Heel and Toe’ 

 

 
Reel motif R3c - 
‘Cross and Toe’ 

 
Reel motif R3d – 
‘Heel and Heel’ 

 

 
Reel motif R3a+R1a – 

‘Toe and Toe Backstep’ 
 

 

Reel motif R3b+R1a – 
‘Heel and Toe Backstep’ 

 

 
Reel motif R3c+R1a – 
‘Cross Toe Backstep’ 

 
Reel motif R3d+R1a – 
‘Heel Heel Backstep’ 
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Reel motif R4a – 

‘Hop step’ 

 
Reel motif R4b – 

‘Hop step’ variation 
 

 
Reel motif R4c – 

‘Hop step’ variation 

 
Reel motif R4d – 
‘Hop step’ stamp 

 

 
Reel motif R4e – 
‘Hop step’ jump 

 
Reel motif R4f – 

‘Hop step’ ankle roll 
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Reel motif R4g – 
‘Hop step’ ‘kick’ 

 
Reel motif R4h – 

‘Hop step’ click heel 
 

 
Reel motif R4i – 

‘Hop step’ miss heel 

 
Reel motif R4j – 

‘Hop step’ heel heel 
 

 
Reel motif R4k – 

‘Hop step’ tap shuffle 

 
Reel motif R4l – 

‘Hop step’ double shuffle 
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Reel motif R4m – 

‘Hop step’ hop shuffle 

 
Reel motif R4n – 

‘Hop step’ shuffle hop tap 
 

 
Reel motif R4oa – 

‘Hop step’ ‘tap hop tap’ 

 
Reel motif R4ob – 

‘Hop step’ ‘tap hop tap’ 
variation 

 

 
Reel motif R4oc – 

‘Hop step’ ‘tap hop tap’ 
variation 

 

 
Reel motif R4pa – 
‘Hop step’ ‘rock’ 

 
Reel motif R4pb – rock / 

ankle roll 
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Reel motif R4qa 

 

 
Reel motif R4qb - – 

‘Hop step’ ‘heel click’ 
 

 
Reel motif R5 –  
‘5 count step’ 

 
Reel motif R6 – 
Quick shuffle 



	   405 

 
Reel motif R7 – 

‘Double shuffle hop spring’ 

 
Reel motif R8 –  
‘Donald Beaton’  

Reel motif R9 – 
‘Rodney MacDonald’s’ 
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Reel motif R10 – 

‘Heel heel toe toe’ 
 

 
Reel motif R11 – 

‘Train step’ 
 
 

 
Reel motif R12a – 
‘Hop tap hop tap’ 

 

 
Reel motif R12b – 

‘Step beat step beat’ 

 
Reel motif R13 – 

Old Fashioned step’ 
 

 
Reel motif R14 – 

‘Sidetravel’ 
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Appendix F – Ethical consent form. 
 
The consent form below was used during the duration of the fieldwork and writing up 
tie periods of the research project 2007-2011. In addition to the signatories of this form 
who were interviewed formally, a number of individuals have corresponded with me in 
the clear knowledge that the issues discussed was to be used in my PhD dissertation. All 
consent forms and all email and facebook correspondence will be stored for a period of 
ten years as part of my PhD files, and kept securely at the Irish World Academy of 
Music and Dance, University of Limerick. 
 

 
	    



	   408 

Appendix G – Accompanying DVD with examples of Cape Breton step 
dancing. 
 

See Appendix B1 for contents description. 

 


	Melin 2012 PhD Master 1 copy
	Melin 2012 PhD Master 2 copy

