Building Blocks

Beginners Method of Choreography

By Earl Johnson
When a new caller starts out, he or she faces many problems and are given all kinds of advice on ways to begin.  After conducting Callers School for many years, it has become obvious that there is no easy way to learn how to call and most of the methods put forth are much too difficult and complicated for the majority of people interested in embarking on the road to becoming a square dance caller.

Memorizing singing calls is probably the easiest and most accessible method to get started.  Eventually, however, everyone has to learn to call patter.  This can be a memory process too, but it is very difficult, and for the most part is done on a random selection of material basis.  This leaves a great deal to chance and often by-passes the most fundamental rules of calling regarding choice of material and body-flow.  Learning to call square dance patter should be approached the same way that we learn how to square dance in the first place.  Start at the bottom and work up from there.  Learning to say “Join hands and Circle Left and Right” is a problem for many new callers.  Never the less, that is the place to start.  After that simple obstacle is overcome, the next phrase to master is “Allemande Left and Right & Left Grand” and “Meet your Partner and All Promenade”.  Learning to call these simple calls in time with the music and with a cadence that fits the music is a basic fundamental that should be learned before moving into the more complicated area of trying to build a dance.  However, once you get into the building of a patter call, there are certain fundamentals one should know in order to do the building correctly and to achieve a small amount of success right from the start.  That is what we are going to cover with the following material.  We shall start from the ground up and build a foundation that once learned, can be used forever in working with square dance patter calling.  We call this the Building Block Method of Patter Calling.  Let’s get started.

It is our belief that every dance has three basic parts.  They are defined as the Set-Up, the Figure, and the Get –Out.  With this as a premise, we will construct the simplest dance ever written.



Set – Up
Head couples Lead to the Right and Circle to a Line


Figure

Right & Left Thru


Get-Out
Star Thru and Pass Thru to an Allemande Left

It would seem that every aspiring caller should be able to learn the above in the same exact order as written.  If this is a whole dance, that is all well and good, but it is too short and can be done in less than a minute.  Of course, in order to stretch the dance out a little bit, you can do the same series of calls using the Side Couples.   This obviously doubles the length of the dance.  There is more, however, that we can do with this simple dance.  We can insert a Zero which will stretch it out even more.  A Zero is a maneuver or group of maneuvers that when called together do nothing to mix the sequence of events of the dance but do lengthen the whole so it appears longer.
A Zero is exactly what the name implies, it is a Nothing, it changes Nothing, and when you have finished calling it and the dancers have finished dancing it, nothing has happened to alter the square except they have moved around a great deal but are right back where they started from.

With our simple dance, we will insert a simple Zero after the Figure and before the Get-Out to stretch things a little.  The Zero we will use is as follows:


Zero 1

Pass Thru and Bend the Line




Pass Thru and Bend the Line


Zero 2

Pass Thru, Wheel and Deal, Double Pass Thru, First Couple go left, Next




Couple go Right

This is another Zero that works from lines of four so now we have two Zeros to work with.  Our dance now starts to look like this.


Set-Up

Heads lead Right, Circle to a Line


Figure

Right and Left Thru


Zero

Pass Thru, Bend the Line, Pass Thru, Bend the line


Zero

Pass Thru, Wheel and Deal, Double Pass Thru, First Couple go left, Next




Couple go Right


Get-Out
Star Thru, Pass Thru, Allemande Left

If you were to call this series for the Heads and for the Sides, you would have a very respectable patter call dance.  You would also be in control for you know what you are doing.

In order to cover all of the options open to you, we should proceed very cautiously into the next segment so that we do not create confusion in your mind.  You should know that with practice and by becoming familiar with what you are doing, you will learn that you can do more than the above with the small number of calls we have used.  You should start from a Set-Up.

This leaves you in Lines of four.  If we have a Zero that works in Lines of four, why can’t we insert it right away?  WE CAN!  Let us use the second Zero now.  This will bring us back to our Lines of four.  We can now insert the Figure but we Must remember that we have used the Figure.  We can now insert the other Zero which will bring us back to our lines and the Get-Out.  If we did all of these things our dance would now look like this:


Set-Up

Heads lead to the Right, Circle to a Line


Zero

Pass Thru, Wheel and Deal, Double Pass Thru, First Couple go left, Next




Couple go Right


Figure

Right and Left Thru


Zero

Pass Thru, Bend the Line, Pass Thru, Bend the line


Zero

Pass Thru, Wheel and Deal, Double Pass Thru, First Couple go left, Next




Couple go Right


Get-Out
Star Thru, Pass Thru, Allemande Left

This is how the Building Block System works.  The more Zeros you learn, the more you stretch your simple little dance.  As you get better at it and become more familiar with the idea, you will find that calling and moving people about the square, will become much easier.  There are other methods of extending and concealing the above simple dance, but we will wait to do that at another time.

Let’s do something different.  You can’t call from lines of four all night or even for a whole tip without feeling you are not doing enough.  Your feelings are probably wrong, but never the less, you have them inside of you and these feelings will exert a lot of pressure.  We must be able to handle this situation by proving to ourselves and everyone else that we really can do even more.

Our new dance will start with a Square Thru which leaves us in an Eight Chain Thru formation.  This formation is also referred to as a Zero Box or Box 1-4 depending on whose book of choreography you have read.  Our new dance will be as follows:


Set-Up

Heads Square Thru four hands


Figure

Right and Left Thru


Get-Out
Dive Thru, Square Thru three Hands, Allemande Left

If you think about it, you will have heard this Figure used over and over again at dances for many years.  There is a reason for this – it is simply that callers have learned to use these calls and are comfortable with them.  You will be too after a few tries.

We can also add Zeros to the new dance.  Our first Zero from the Zero Box will be:


Zero

Swing Thru, Boys Run, Wheel and Deal

Our new dance will now look like this:


Set-Up

Heads Square Thru four hands


Zero

Swing Thru, Boys Run, Wheel and Deal


Figure

Right and Left Thru


Get-Out
Dive Thru, Square Thru three Hands, Allemande Left

Many years ago, a whole dance was written and listed in the magazines under the name of “Chicken Plucker”.  In those days dances that were written all had names.  Now we have names for what are called Basics and dances are put together without referring to any name per se.  Chicken Plucker must be called in the proper sequence to work and that sequence is as follows:


From any Box:
Right and Left Thru, Dive Thru, Pass Thru





Right and Left Thru, Dive Thru, Pass Thru

By using both Zeros with our dance, we will now have the following:


Set-Up

Heads Square Thru four hands


Zero

Swing Thru, Boys Run, Wheel and Deal


Zero

Chicken Plucker:




Right and Left Thru, Dive Thru, Pass Thru




Right and Left Thru, Dive Thru, Pass Thru


Figure

Right and Left Thru


Get-Out
Dive Thru, Square Thru three Hands, Allemande Left

Another Zero for use with the above:


Zero

Swing Thru, Boys Run, Ferris Wheel, Pass Thru

There have been books written on Zeros and we have many listed in our syllabus.  I have shown you the way to use Zeros in conjunction with simple dance routines.  It is now up to you to go forth and build choreography using this tried and true concept.

