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Our Dance 

Contra dancing is family-friendly, open to all ages, and very welcoming to new dancers. Feel free 
to come solo, bring a friend, or organize a group to aƩend. We dance on 2nd and 4th Saturdays 
from September through June. We host a 30-minute beginner lesson at 7:00 pm. Our dance 
runs from 7:30-10:30 pm with a break (bring a snack to share!) in the middle. 

What to Expect 

There is a live band (typically including any combinaƟon of instruments like fiddle, guitar, 
mandolin, banjo, keyboard, bass, clarinet—really anything goes) and a “caller” who directs the 
dance, teaching the sequences of figures and calling them as the music plays.  The tunes are 
mainly tradiƟonal old American ones, with a lot of Irish, Quebecois, and other folk tradiƟons, as 
well as occasional snippets of modern pop. Each dance lasts about eight to ten minutes, and 
there’s about five to eight minutes between dances where the caller teaches the next dance. 

One of the things that makes contra dancing unique is the focus on community and 
connecƟon.  It’s customary to change partners for each dance. It’s so beauƟful and fun to dance 
with different partners because everyone dances a liƩle bit differently. The diversity of 
flourishes and styles that can be added to basic moves is a magical element keeping contra 
dancing sƟmulaƟng and different each Ɵme.  

What is Contra Dance? Where did it come from? 

Contra Dancing is a casual, social American folk dance performed throughout the U.S. and 
globally. A contra dance is casual in nature and focused on community. It is inherently inclusive 
of anyone who wants to dance, “if you can walk, you can contra dance” is the general moƩo. 
There is no fancy foot work! Being mulƟ-generaƟonal, people of all ages and backgrounds dance 
to all sorts of music, including Appalachian, CelƟc, Old Time, Quebecois, Blues, Jazz, and 
Rock.  The live bands interact dynamically with dancers, and the interplay of energy between 
the musicians and the dancers is unique in the dance world. 

In a contra dance, parallel lines of dancers begin the dance by standing opposite — or “contra” 
— to their partners and then, following the caller’s instrucƟons, interact with their partners and 
the “neighbors” on either side.  

As menƟoned, beginner lessons are always taught before our dance to encourage new dancers 
to parƟcipate and there is a caller who teaches each dance and guides the dancers through the 
dance.   

The origins of contra dancing come from 17th century English, Scoƫsh, and French dance 
styles. About 200 years ago it evolved in Appalachia with African influences, making it into the 
dance it is today — and it’s sƟll evolving! Contra dancing is related to country line dancing and 
English country dance, but there are differences between them. Some say contra dancing is 
rowdier, more casual, and involves each dancer throughout the whole tune. There is no 



footwork. This type of dance values eye contact, giving weight, and including all members of 
communiƟes. Folk dancing is for “the folks”, not for those who have Ɵme and skills to learn 
dances ahead of Ɵme. 

Many callers and bands perform for local contra dances, and some are hired to play for dances 
around the U.S. and Canada. Many dancers travel regionally (or even naƟonally) to contra dance 
weekends and week-long contra dance camps, where they can expect to find other dedicated 
and skilled dancers, callers, and bands. There are no compeƟƟons, no prizes, and no ranking—
contra dance is all about fun and being in the moment. 

What Makes Contra SO awesome? 

Besides the significant health benefits of regular sustained movement, contra dancing is a joyful 
community acƟvity because over Ɵme you end up dancing with everyone in the room! Working 
together while grooving together to the music brings an aliveness to people that is just 
beauƟful. As you do it more, you get to know people and they get to know you. It benefits 
people as a way to connect with each other, and the health benefits are unavoidable. Dancing 
regularly for 3 hours is a great way to build aerobic capacity and work out major muscle groups! 
This is different than just running on a treadmill because when the live music starts and you see 
smiles and connecƟon from others, you forget the aerobic part and you live in the present 
moment of the dance. 

What to Wear 

To protect the dance floor, we ask people to bring shoes that are not soiled by the dirty, grimy 
world outside the dance space. People dance in many types of shoes, or even barefoot, but for 
the best experience, we recommend shoes with a smooth leather sole so you can glide when 
swinging your partner.  

We are dancing in an air condiƟoned (or heated) hall. Wear something in which you would feel 
comfortable for this casual, acƟve event—shorts, leggings, jeans, skirts. Consider bringing a 
change of shirt if you think you’d benefit from a dry one partway through the evening. 

Contra involves a lot of circling and spinning moves, so people can get dizzy the first few contra 
dances they aƩend. Focusing on your partner’s eyes or ears can help. Beginners someƟmes sit a 
dance out to recover. AŌer coming to the dance repeatedly, you will get used to it, and maybe 
even crave more spinning! You will see a lot of dancers in skirts at just the right length and 
shape to increase the joy of spinning. 

(much of this writeup was borrowed from Atlanta Contra Dance and Glen Echo Friday Night Dance) 


