
Appalachian Dance- Fine Art or Folk Craft?

A thin wooden board lies on the ground, surrounded by tall grass and rolling hills in the

distance. Standing near the board are a few men, dressed in overalls, denim, and collared shirts

accented by a bolo tie or cowboy hat. They are playing banjo, fiddle, and a stand up bass,

accompanying a young woman who dances to their music on the board. She wears similar

clothing, with split-soled leather boots on her feet. As the musicians play fast-paced, twangy folk

tunes, she keeps the beat using intricate steps– she bends both her knees inward then

explodes to opposite sides, making a sweeping sound, then skips in place and taps each foot in

front of her on the rest beat. The sound of the boots on the board adds rhythm to the music and

her energy and jerky movements are captivating to watch. The dancer’s name is Hillary Klug, an

internet dance celebrity and two-time National Buck Dancing champion.

She was born and raised in Tennessee, homeschooled her whole life, and, for most of

her life, received no formal training in music or dance beyond musical involvement at her local

church ( “Articles.” Hillary Klug). Her background is typical of those who participate in this style

of dance, known by many names– clogging, flat footing, buck dancing, or square dancing. It’s

easy to judge these styles of traditional Appalachian dance by their humble roots and

appearance. And because of this, the dances are often judged, mocked, and disregarded as

nothing beyond a long forgotten folk craft– far from the “fine art” that could be observed at, say,

a symphony orchestra performance. However, upon examining the definition of fine art and

comparing aspects of Appalachian dance into that description, it is clear that Appalachian dance

is undoubtedly a fine art.

To start an examination of Appalachian dance, a definition of fine art for the purposes of

comparison must be established. In the article, “What Makes a Fine Art?” Walter F. Isaacs

compares fine art with craft. The article suggests that a regular kitchen chair, for example,



despite its handmade craftsmanship and attention to fine detail, is not a fine art, since the object

has no greater meaning aside from its functional purpose. The same could be said about a knit

hat. While it may have taken hours to create, it has no significant cultural meaning aside from

being simply a hat. Conversely, compare that to a Native American headdress. The two objects

serve the same functional purpose– they sit on the user’s head and may protect them from sun,

heat, or serve as an accessory. However, the headdress holds significantly more cultural

purpose than the knit hat– it expresses an idea or theme that is separate from its literal function.

This idea is later summarized in the journal article; “in a fine art the material expresses

something other than what it is” (“What Makes a Fine Art?” 40). Whether the medium of art is

music, fibers, paint, or dance, this idea can be applied when examining a specific type or piece

of art.

With this definition in mind, let’s take a closer look at the culture that created

Appalachian dance. The region of Appalachia is defined by the U.S. government as “423

counties across 13 states,” spanning “206,000 square miles, from southern New York to

northern Mississippi” (“About the Appalachian Region”). The region also consists of eight

recognized Native American tribes. Although the region’s current population is now over 80%

white, Appalachia was once a land of immigrants– not only were white Europeans arriving

throughout the 17th to 19th centuries, but Africans being held as slaves found themselves in

Appalachia as well. Not to mention, Appalachia was home to a population of up to 60,000

Cherokee, Creek, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Shawnee Native Americans, who settled the land

over 10,000 years ago (“About the Appalachian Region”). This diverse ethnic makeup of early

Appalachia allowed for mixing of cultures, language, and traditions– and many results of this

cultural exchange are still observable today.

The Civil War marked a turning point in Appalachia’s history. The war caused great

changes in population, economic stability, family life, and social structure, and led to many years

of isolation. As described in the book High Mountains Rising: Appalachia in Time and Place,



“that would lead to the creation of the Appalachian stereotype… poor, lazy, isolated, violent,

illiterate, and hard-drinking but perhaps also as having common sense, the spirit of

individualism, a strong sense of loyalty, and a deep knowledge of their environment” (Hsiung,

101).

While this prolonged regional isolation birthed stereotypes that are still prevalent to this

day, it also allowed for the development of a unique musical and dance culture compared to the

rest of the United States. Some texts suggest that the style of Appalachian dance was derived

in the early 1800s from traditional Native American mountain dances. The true driver of the style

of dance well known today may have been the back-to-the-land movement of the 1960s. The

movement was first started in 1936, in the heart of the Great Depression, by a group called the

School of the Living. The group created an apprenticeship program which educated and

encouraged young people to learn to support themselves from the land by farming, cooking, and

using available natural resources to create everything they would need to survive during an

economically turbulent time (Thomas, 170).

This movement produced a generation of culturally rich families and individuals, which

created a greater sense of community and welcomed the resurgence of musical and dance

traditions from generations back. During this time, outdoor festivals with live music and social

dancing became increasingly popular, leading to the development of square dancing and other

group forms of Appalachian dance. Even single-person dance fosters a sense of community, as

a journal article by Anne Elise Thomas describes:

“Percussive footwork adds an additional element of solidarity, as all the dancers

participate in establishing a unison rhythm at high volume and in concert with the accompanying

musicians… Each dancer must be attentive to the tempo and to the particular pattern of the

step, as the effect of the rhythmic change will not be convincing to the audience if even one

member is out of step. The fast pace and the intricacy of the figures require attentive and



supportive dancers to fulfill their own roles in the dance as well as to ensure that others are

where they need to be” (175).

Appalachian dance clearly had a humble birth– simple traditions upheld by a community

of people looking to connect and celebrate their unique culture. The folk connotation is clear and

very significant in the history and survival of the region’s music and dance today. However it

often overshadows the presence of fine art in Appalachian dance that many overlook or dismiss.

Upon examining more closely several specific aspects of Appalachian dance, the realization

that it is in fact a fine art becomes more clear.

The clothing of Appalachian dance is indicative of greater meaning beyond functional

purposes. In many forms of fine art dancing, performers wear certain regalia that not only

complements their movement and style, but also holds deeper cultural and historical

significance, such as the Indian lehenga, or the Ojibwa jingle dress. Appalachian dance has

developed its own traditional clothing that gives way to greater meaning aside from material

function (“Appalachian Costumes and Celebrations”).

Early Appalachians, largely impoverished European immigrants, had to make do with

very little, often arriving in the United States with only one set of clothing. This poverty,

combined with the remoteness of the region and lack of resources, meant that they had to

become extremely self-sufficient (some accounts suggest that early immigrants may have

learned skills such as resource conservation and clothing mending with limited materials from

local Native American tribes). Over several generations, a strong attitude of “use it up, wear it

out, make it do, or do without” was ingrained into the culture, and this is strongly reflected in the

simplicity of the garments associated with Appalachian dance ( “Could Appalachian Textile

Traditions Inspire a Sustainable Fashion Industry?”).

Square dancing skirts were flowy and gathered to allow for free movement of the legs,

made of simple cotton cloth, often with plaid or detailed pattern fabric that hailed back to many

immigrants’ roots in Ireland, England and Scotland. Similarly, men’s style of clothing followed



the convention of popular and more conventional Appalachian clothing- overalls, plaid shirts,

denim- often well worn and mended. The consistency and continuation of this style over

decades –even when other clothing is available now with the advent of online shopping and a

vast decrease in geographical isolation– proves its significance beyond simply being clothing

that allows for convenient dance movement (“Appalachian Costumes and Celebrations”). This

example fits into the definition of a fine art, however it is just the beginning of the evidence that

Appalachian dance offers.

Another important symbol of Appalachian dance is the music that accompanies it.

Similarly to the culture’s traditional clothing, music was brought by immigrants and hailed back

to traditions from overseas. One style in particular, British ballad singing, was increasingly

popular among early settlers of the Appalachian mountain region. In the journal article

“Appalachian Folk Music: From Foothills to Footlights” by Peggy Langrall, the American

interpretation of the popular British ballad style is explained; “Traditional Appalachian singers

usually sang unaccompanied in a ‘high, lonesome’ voice, not unlike the fiddle's sound” (Langrall,

38). Singers usually performed alone or with the accompaniment of a single fiddle or banjo, and

“their style was unobtrusive; they certainly were not showmen” (Langrall, 38). While this somber

version of song persisted for some time, everything was changed when the next generation of

native Apalachians became influenced by Black railroad workers who traveled through the

region and brought with them a new instrument that was “light and portable, like the fiddle and

banjo,” and “perfect for the accompaniment of singing, far better than the high-pitched, scratchy,

lonesome fiddle” (Langrall, 38).This instrument was the guitar.

The guitar’s influence on evolving Appalachian music was profound. Rhythmic

strumming increased the tempo and energy of songs, and the melodic flexibility of the guitar

allowed for greater diversity in song structure. “The solid, steady rhythm of the [B]lack guitarists,

as taught to white children or heard at camp meetings, brought new life to old-time styles and

moved country music from the ballad tradition,” Langrall remarks of the guitar’s growth in



popularity (38). The introduction of the guitar into traditional ballads and folk tunes opened the

door for bluegrass and country music styles that are still popular today. While these genres are

still considered folk music –and certainly were considered such at the time of their

establishment with Appalachian dance – there is unquestionably an element of fine art that

coexists with the home-grown, scrappy, DIY reputation that early bluegrass and country music

live up to. Langrall describes in her article a case that defends this argument well:

“One of the early Blue Grass Boys, Earl Scruggs, perfected a highly syncopated

three-finger style making the banjo a solo instrument of dazzling speed and versatility. To

folklorist Alan Lomax, it was ‘folk music with overdrive.’ The style landed Scruggs in Carnegie

Hall, and bluegrass music in the popular mind” (Langrall, 39).

This example surely satisfies the general expectation of musical fine art– excelling in

craftsmanship, innovation, and performance. However, in order to fully satisfy the definition of a

fine art, it must be proven that the music represents “something other than what it is.” As it turns

out, this is quite simple to prove, as it is the overlying theme for not only Appalachian music, but

Appalachian dance as a whole. Bluegrass, folk, and country music are about community, as

they are dependent on group participation and born from instrumental improvisation, trading

melodies, and harmonizing on the spot. This aspect of group cooperation and tight-knit

community is a theme of Appalachian culture, as it is a survival skill that supported the people of

Appalachia through times of poverty, isolation, and difficulty. Music where artists are encouraged

to listen to one another's' quick-paced riffs and respond with their instruments instantaneously is

indicative of a culture where listening to one another, supporting one another, and fostering a

sense of community are important aspects of their society. To put it simply, Appalachian music

does represent something other than simply catchy music, and that is a greater sense of

fellowship and support.

Finally, the most literal aspect of Appalachian dance must be examined, and that is the

dance itself. Perhaps the most effective way to convey its significance as a fine art is by



analyzing a specific genre of Appalachian dance called Hoorah Clogging, which represents

many of the traditions and values of Appalachian dance as a whole. Hoorah Clogging was

developed in the 1960s, during the heart of the back-to-the-land movement. Young people were

inspired to lead more traditional lives, harking back to the ways of their ancestors who settled

the land several generations ago. While this ideology affected all aspects of cultural life, dance

was particularly of interest to those looking to keep tradition in their lives. Anne Elise Thomas

explains this yearning for tradition in the context of Hoorah dance in Western Folklore, stating

that the more recently developed Hoorah Clogging “carries connotations of peaceful opposition

to elements of modern life” (Western Folklore, 170).

Clearly, the dance expresses something other than simply creative body movement.

Hoorah Clogging, and all Appalachian dance styles, promote “an alternative ideology set

against those encountered in other spheres of contemporary life” (Western Folklore, 170).

Dances are extremely social in choreography and venue, and celebrate creativity (“performed in

the individual boogies”) and unique individual style expression. The dances also promote

anti-consumerism, “expressed through their preference for homemade and thrift store

costumes” (Western Folklore, 170). All these values contrast mainstream society in such a

manner that is impossible to be unintentional.

A further testament to its strength as an art form, Appalachian dance has survived

generations of exposure to mainstream society, and is still thriving today, upheld by countless

groups and individuals that proudly carry on its traditions and values. One of these groups is the

Berea Country Dancers. Berea College is a tuition-free university in eastern Kentucky that has a

mission of providing quality higher education for students living in Appalachia who experience

poverty. The university boasts a strong cultural learning program to provide students with a

background in all aspects of their region’s history, customs, and traditions. This includes their

famous country dance group, which sustains traditional dance styles by educating students and

holding competitions, concerts, and festivals. Aside from organized groups, there are also many



individuals who are responsible for the modern interpretation of antique dance customs

(“Articles,” Hillary Klug).

Hillary Klug is one of these individuals. Not only is she a nationally decorated Buck

Dancer, but she has also gotten recognition for her talent on more mainstream fine art stages,

performing with the Nashville and Minnesota Symphony Orchestras, as well as on the

KonzertHaus main stage in Vienna, Austria. These modern interpreters who bring Appalachian

dance into the interest of greater society while maintaining its traditions are supporting the

dances’ position in the public eye as a fine art.

The beauty of Appalachian dance is that it can be as simple as a small group of people

gathered around a wooden board, or as flamboyant as a banquet hall full of hooting and

hollering, stomping and spinning. But no matter the scope or the venue, the core values remain

unchanged, and are consistently broadcasted quite clearly, for those who are informed enough

to notice ahead of preconceived judgment about a larger culture projected onto its art

expression. The traditional folk values of Appalachian dance not only target it for stereotyping

and generalization, but also often cause it to be overlooked as a fine art form. It was born from a

group of people that is often labeled lazy, dangerous, and closed-off, when in reality their culture

is creative, welcoming, and community-minded. With clothing that honors ancestors, music that

tells stories of overcoming adversity by embracing fraternity, and dance styles that reflect

traditional values that are completely unique to the culture that created them, it is clear that

Appalachian dance expresses so much more beyond the appearance which earns its

reputation.
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