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ABSTRACT: Both twelve-tone composers and square dance callers use systematic permutations
in order to balance variety with familiarity. This paper demonstrates connections between
musical and sgquare dance transformations, illustrating some ways in which the two disciplines
might inform each other. With nearly seventy movesin the primary or [mainstreaml]program
and a hundred in the more advanced [plusllprogram, square dance calls could not only augment
musi ¢ theoristsCrepertoire of transformational devices, but could help expand our fundamental
notions of musical transformation. Indeed, non-canonical operations that are considered complex
in atonal music theory (such as ODonnell[$ split transformations, Mead[s O;, and even
Klumpenhouwer[s networks) can be modeled by moves that are customary even at the easiest
levels of square dance.
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[1] If your sole experience with square dancing was in junior high school gym class, then it
seems safe to say that you have only seen the tip of the iceberg. About five years ago, unaware
that American square dance extended well beyond the [eft allemandes,[1Cdo-si-dos,and Ltight-
and-left grandsllof our childhood, we decided to take lessons. We soon discovered that there are
nearly seventy calls in CimainstreamJsquare dancingl] the lowest of seven sanctioned skill
levels.' Square dancers follow calls on a moment-to-moment basis, and keeping track of so many
calls can be a substantial mental workout, especially for a beginner.

[2] Square danceinstructors typically teach by rote, smply repeating a small number of calls over
and over during a class until the corresponding moves become familiar to the new dancers. In the
absence of atextbook, we found that the most effective way to memorize adizzying collection of
calls was to diagram new movesimmediately after class. Our depictions, we noticed, were
remarkably similar to the illustrations one might find in an article on transformationa pitch-class
set theory. As early as our second lesson, we began focusing particularly on split transformations
and cycles. In fact, the musi c-theoretic connections were so strong that we independently reached
the conclusion that men could be seen to represent even-numbered pitch-classes and women could
be seen to represent odd-numbered pitch-classes (aswill be discussed | atey).

[3] Disappointingly few square dancers are aware of (] et alone interested in[J] square dancing
mechanics, but we found that callers were happy to discuss such matters. Callers were very
conscious of the underlying patterns we were observing, athough obviously they didn(i view
these patterns through the lens of twelve-tone theory. We soon learned that callers have their
own way of classifying calls according to practical concerns like how long it takes to complete
the move and where dancers are positioned at its end. For instance, one caller used the phrase
[&ixteen-beat zero movelJto describe a maneuver in which the dancers end up exactly where they
started after sixteen besats.

[4] Callers are clearly analogous to composers, whereas dancers are performers. An experienced
square dancer often has a sense of which moveislikely to be called next and could bring dancers
back to their home positions from a near-by position as effortlessly as most musicians could
resolve a dominant seventh chord to the tonic. When the origina square has been completely
scrambled, however, this process is more like modulating back from the key of the Neapolitan: it
takes some skill and training.? A good caller can smoothly direct the dancersinto unfamiliar
positions, completely mixing up the square, and then bring the dancers back home, preferably
with a combination of moves so novel that the dancers donl(i realize theylfe almost back until the
last second. To continue our harmonic analogy, hearing the penultimate structural call (almost
always a left allemande with onels corner) islike hearing a cadential  after a remote modulation:
no matter how disoriented the dancers may have been, suddenly it is clear that the next move
(almost always a right-and-left grand) will be the dominant that takes them home.?

We would like to thank our square dance teachers, Naaman Moorehouse and Chuck Lovig, and also express our
appreciation to the countless sguare dancers and callers in eastern lowa who indirectly supported this project
through their dancing and their unfailing encouragement.

! Callerlab is the official sanctioning body of American Square Dance.

2 |Infact, one very experienced caller actually bragged to us that he could return any square to home position in only
four calls.

% Whoops of delight at this point in the dance are common.






