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STEPPIN’ TIME 

Background 

Foot tapping is a very natural way both of responding to and creating music. Most 

cultures have some form of percussive dance which has developed from simple 

beginnings: think of Spanish flamenco, South African gum boot, Irish hard shoe and 

European sabot for example. Each is an evocation of a particular cultural context, 

style of footwear, and of course relationship with melodies, songs and instruments. 

Step dancing was once commonplace all over the British Isles at family gatherings, 

street corners, pubs, fairs and festivals. Often footwear affected the dancing as in the 

clog-wearing industrial north of England. Sometimes the stepping became 

competitive with a resultant fixing of styles and standards, but step dancing was an 

informal and spontaneous activity in ordinary lives where most entertainment came 

from within the home or community. Stage dancing forms evolved through Music Halls 

and Vaudeville, and as the twentieth century progressed, traditional forms of stepping 

evolved into tap dancing and as mass forms of entertainment developed, so the 

informal social stepping decreased. 

For various reasons, Irish and Scottish traditional step dance forms survived and still 

thrive, and the Welsh Eisteddfods have ensured that Welsh stepping (often in clogs) is 

still celebrated, but by the mid twentieth century, there were few exponents of step 

dancing for example. As part of the post-war folk revival, enthusiasts began collecting 

steps, especially clog steps, and then teaching these routines at folk festival 

workshops. Nowadays there are hundreds of clog dancers performing as individuals 

and in teams. 

In the southern half of the British Isles, pockets of step dancing survived, for example in 

East Anglia and Devon, but the collectors found few exponents when they looked in 

the 1970s. In fact across the south coast it has tended to be Romany and Traveller 

families who have continued to value the stepping, and young Gypsy children often 

grow up seeing men in particular step dancing at social gatherings to tunes, songs 

and mouth music.  

Recently in Sussex and Hampshire there has been a resurgence of interest in informal 

improvised stepping, initiated by step dancers with childhood memories of family 

members who danced back in the mid twentieth century. Traditional dance tunes 

including polkas, jigs, hornpipes and waltzes played at sessions on fiddles, melodeons, 

concertinas and whistles are setting feet tapping again.  

While simple step dance responses are reconnecting traditional music to its origins, 

young steppers are breathing new life into the dancing, experimenting with beat 

boxers and rappers, and exploring connections with street and hip hop styles so that 

old traditions are brought forward into the twenty-first century, as in “Step Hop House” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-kX-n6C3RTQ 

Try a local step dance session, monthly near Wickham.  Details are on the FolkActive 

website at www.folkactive.org.uk/activities/sessions/ 
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This workshop explores 

• using feet to mark the pulse,  

• exploring simple rhythms, 

• responding to phrasing,  

• improvising and creating new steps, 

• connecting to a part of Hampshire’s heritage through local tunes and songs.  

Warm-up activities  

Dancing to and developing understanding of the structure of a traditional step dance 

tune, the Union Step Dance polka collected by Mervyn Plunkett in Hampshire 

• Warm up to the tune which will be danced to later, to encourage familiarity 

with melody, phrasing and structure. 

• Traditional English step dance tunes are usually based on 2 melodies which are 

8 bars long. Each of these repeat, so the structure is AABB. Listen for repeats 

and the changes of section from A to B. 

• Warm up games and activities can help in feeling and responding to 8 beat 

phrases, but don’t let counting take over: respond to the shape and “story” of 

the melody. 

• Listen for question and answer phrases in the music and particularly for the 

ending. 

Whole body warm up: actions grouped in combinations of 8s. 

Shake hands, rotate shoulders, swing arms, bend knees, “Portsmouth Prance”, rotate 

ankles. 

Stepping 

Use different parts of the feet: 

• Step: take the whole weight of the body on to one side. Change weight 

walking from foot to foot, eventually aiming to use the ball of the foot with 

heels slightly raised. 

• Heel beats with no weight,  toe taps with no weight. 

• Explore and enjoy combinations. Vary the foot position. 

• Add hops .  Teach 123 hop  (step step step hop) 

 

123 (hop) mother caught a flea (hop) 

Put it in a teapot to make a cup of tea 

Flea jumped out, mother gave a shout 

In came father with his shirt hanging out 


