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Slängpolska from Sweden 
 
History 
During the period beginning from 1700 up to the mid 1800’s, the most common dance in all of 
Sweden was a couple dance (pardans) that had many different names, the most common of 
which was slängpolska. 
 
This dance, the main part of which is danced on a spot (fläck), was at its peak during the 18th 
century. When the waltz and mazurka appeared in the beginning of the 19th century, the polska 
changed form and adapted the pattern, from the waltz and mazurka, of moving counter clockwise 
around the entire room. Hence we got the rundpolska, which is the type of polska that 
experienced a renaissance in Sweden in the 1970’s.  Bodapolska, Bingsjöpolska, Orsapolska, 
Hamburska, Polska from Västerdalarna, Bondpolska and so on are examples of the rundpolska.  
 
The slängpolska declined in use to become mainly a wedding dance in the mid 1800’s and 
disappeared totally during the second half of the 19th century.  Traces of the dance can be seen in 
the omdansningen (dancing around the partner) in Fyrpolska (with two couples).  Henry Sjöberg 
met a couple in Sörmland in the beginning of the 1950’s that still danced a version that had kept 
some parts and lost others. 
 
Håkan Andersson, a well-known fiddler and dancer in Sweden, collected many books and papers 
about the slängpolska.  Our group met regularly in the beginning of 1970’s to play and dance 
polska, kadrilj, engelska and gammaldans.  Together with Håkan, we decided to work with all 
his material on the slängpolska to try to reconstruct it. The musicians still had the old tunes used 
for slängpolska in their tradition, but these tunes had mainly been used in concerts or been 
changed to suit the rundpolska. 
 
We spent the year 1974-1975 without dancing and playing, just studying all these papers. We 
also collected more information from museums and archives in Sweden. We looked at the 
pardans (couple dance) in the rest of Europe from the same time that slängpolska was the main 
dance in Sweden and made comparisons to understand what they had in common and what was 
different. 
 
We put all this information in big spreadsheets to compare the form, steps, holds, figures, and 
different ways to express the rhythm.  Musicians from Östergötland, Södermanland, 
Västergötland, Dalarna and Uppland have practiced with us fairly often, and slängpolska fits the 
music from them all.  The major contributions to this development came from the Håkan 
Andersson, Britt-Marie Persson, Bengt Löfberg and Pelle Björnlert, musicians who together 
cover most of the parts of Sweden mentioned above. 
 
We also wanted to create an environment that was similar to the one that was common in the 
18th century.  Hence we try to meet in cottages with small rooms and with a limited number of 
couples to get maximum contact between the dancers and the musicians.  When we have brought 
in new dancers and musicians we have tried to use the old way of learning (i.e. via dancing or 
playing with someone who knows the dance or music or by listening and watching those who 
know).  Society today, however, is very different from that of the 1700’s and most persons today 
are used to attending courses and receiving training in classes.  We have, therefore, partly 
adjusted to our teaching style.  If you really want to learn the slängpolska and get the most out of 
it, you have to create the old environment and way of learning. 
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The dance and music 
The dance consists of two main parts the round dancing and the promenade.  
 
In the round dancing, the rhythm dominates in the foreground of the dance. During the 
promenade, dancers have opportunities to do figures, which are characterized by one or several 
turns holding each other with one hand, both hands, or no hands.   
 
The music is played 3/4 time, but sometimes the musician plays a similar tune in 2/4 time during 
the first part of the dance. The music typical for the era was built in patterns of 4, 6 or 8 measure 
phrases. Our musicians have some tunes with 10+ measures, but those are atypical, and we try to 
avoid them. These longer phrases probably reflect a development of the music for concerts after 
the dance fell into disuse. A tune most often consists of two or three different patterns, and each 
pattern is played twice before the tune moves on to next pattern.  
 
Fundamental principle 1: 
The round dancing is danced on the spot, while the promenade moves in a counter clockwise 
circle created by the couple in their certain area of the room.  
 
Fundamental principle 2: 
The dance always starts with a promenade used to find a partner and a free spot on the floor.  
The round dancing starts clockwise to one musical phrase.  Then the couple turns and dances 
the round dancing counter clockwise while the musician repeats the same phrase. When the 
musician changes to the next phrase, the dance changes to the promenade, which is done both 
the first and second time that phrase is played.  
 
One example:  

The tune has three different phrase patterns of 4 measures, 6 measures, and 6 measures. 
The first 4 measures (played twice) are used for the promenade. Then the second phrase pattern 
of 6 measures (played twice) is used for round dancing clockwise (6 measures) and counter 
clockwise (6 measures). Then the last phrase pattern of 6 measures (played twice) is used for a 
promenade.  

Then the musician starts the tune again.  This time the dancers use the 4 measures (played 
twice) for dancing clockwise 4 measures and counter clockwise 4 measures.  Then promenade 
during the second patterns 6 x 2. Then finish with round dancing to the last 6-measure phrase 
(played twice) clockwise 6 measures and counter clockwise 6 measures.  
 
This was the first of three steps of cooperation between the music and the dance, where the form 
follows the music in a very consistent way. 
 
If you listen carefully to a musical phrase, you can hear that the tune is built on 2-measure 
couplets, which are combined into phrases of 4, 6 or 8 measures. As mentioned earlier, the 
promenade provided the opportunity to do figures consisting of one or two turns during each 2-
measure couplet. 
 
Fundamental principle 3: 
The figures always follow the 2-measure principle, i.e. in a phrase of 8 measures, you turn on 
measures 1+2, 3+4, 5+6 or 7+8 but never on 2+3, 4+5 or 6+7. When you get used to the tunes, 
this will come more or less automatically.  Until you become accustomed to it, however, please 
pay close attention to the 2-measure principle in the beginning. 
 
The turns are a way to show off to your partner how clever you are in your dance. For your 
partner to see this, you have to be in front of him or her in the promenade dance direction. The 
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man always decides who will do the figure either by moving in front of the woman himself to 
start turning or by leading the woman in front of him to signal to her that she will start turning. 
 
Fundamental principle 4: 
The person doing a figure (turn) will always be in front of the partner in the dance direction of 
the promenade. The couple moves slowly forward in the promenade direction while figurations 
are ongoing. 
 
The turns can be done either clockwise or counter clockwise, either by the man or by the woman, 
and either with one turn in 2 measures or two turns in 2 measures. The man decides who will 
start as well as which direction, but he can either decide for the woman whether she will do 1 or 
2 turns in two measures or leave it up to her to decide. This means that the man builds chains of 
figures through the promenade, which is his challenge. The challenge for the woman is to easily 
follow all the patterns that different men create. 
 
Fundamental principle 5: 
The figures also follow a regular pattern.  If the woman has danced a figure, then the man will do 
one too and vice versa. We call that the “imitation (härmning) principle”.  When one dancer does 
a certain thing, the other follows and does the same.  It is also used when one person uses 
rhythmical expressions to which another person responds in a sort of “question and answer.” 
Both the man and the woman can take the initiative to such expressions. 
 
Since the one dancing a figure will be in front of the partner and then the other will do a figure 
right afterwards according to the “härmning principle”, they need to change places rather 
quickly. This is done in the following way.  At the end of his/her figure, the one in front slows 
the pace in the promenade direction to let the other pass. The one behind is prepared to take a 
step forward and pass the one in front at the end of the partner’s figure. You can pass either to the 
right or to the left of you partner, although the man always decides which way. This change of 
places, positions-byte, in the promenade gives a very good dynamic to the dance but requires a 
lot of practice to get smooth.  
 
So the 2-measure principle used during figures is the second step in cooperation between the 
musician and the dancer. The last and perhaps the most difficult step in cooperation finding the 
rhythm and figuring out how to get your body to express it. 
 
The basic rhythm of this music is 3/4 time spread evenly between the 3 beats per measure. The 
first step is to feel the music with your entire body. To be able to do that, you have to use all your 
different muscles and bones in the foot and knee to get a “svikt”. The only way to get this svikt 
up into your body is to use short steps.  
 
A clever musician never plays each pattern exactly the same each time and can even vary the way 
it is played during the same tune.  For example, when a pattern is played the second time, there is 
a slight difference to the first time. Most of the change is either in the tempo or whether the tune 
is played evenly or with “note shortenings” (“synkoper”). The intensity during an 8-measure 
pattern can also vary with a peak in the middle. The only way to hear this is to listen and dance to 
different tunes. Synkoper are used a lot in tunes from Dalarna but also in some of the tunes from 
other areas. 
 
Fundamental principle 6: 
Rhythmical expressions like jumps, kicks, hit the foot with your hand, go down on the knee, 
hands in the floor or ceiling, stomping with your foot or clapping with your hands are used 
mainly in the two last measures of a musical phrase.    
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The man always uses these expressions on a grand scale, while the woman tries to answer in a 
more timid way due to the limitations of wearing a long skirt. You should use the skill and 
fantasy from your general dancing knowledge. It is up to you as a dancer to show what you know 
and perhaps compete on the dance floor with other men and women respectively. All of these 
expressions are not a must, but stomps and clapping hands were always used to show the end or 
beginning of a pattern and as a way to communicate. 
 

Steps 
The most commonly used step is a three-step, Tresteg, that is you step on each beat in the 3/4 
measure. It is up to each person to decide which foot to begin with. This means that in the first 
measure you start on one foot and take three steps.  In the next measure, you start on the other 
foot and take three steps. The important thing here is to get the rhythm up in the body and take 
small steps. 
 
Another form of the same is that you take only one step per measure but still get the svikt on all 3 
parts of the measure into your body. This step is very useful when you want to make a rhythmical 
expression with hit on the foot, kicks and so on. This step is called the Lettesteg. 
 
A third step that was also used in places like Åland, Gotland and Skåne is the Hurrasteg. This 
was only used in the round dance, especially when the tempo was a little quicker. 
 
Fundamental principle for steps: Use the entire foot and all the muscles both in the foot and in 
the legs to get the rhythm up in the entire body both when you use the tresteg and the lettesteg. It 
is more important to concentrate on the rhythm in the body and the figures and rhythmical 
expressions you will do than what you do with the feet. They will follow you. If you do this right 
the steps will be small. 
 

Holds 
During the Round dancing: 
Equilateral Hold (Liksidig Fattning):  Stand diagonally to partner’s right with right shoulders 
facing each other and R feet outside each other.  R hand on partner’s L side and R arm against 
partner’s front.  L hand in partner’s upper R arm. 
 
Banjo Hold (tvåhandsfattning):  Stand to partner’s right side facing in opposite directions.  R 
arm is straight out from shoulder with R arm parallel to the floor and against partner’s upper 
chest.  The bent L arm is also parallel to floor with L hand holding partner’s R hand 
approximately in front of own L shoulder.  Adjust for individual arm length.  Keep arms firm.  
Lean into partner’s arms. 
 
Reverse Banjo Hold:  Same as banjo hold with reversed hands and position relative to partner.  

Continue to face in opposite directions, however. 
 
Elbow Hold (Armkrok):  Lock elbows of bent arms (L in L or R in R).  Other arms hang down. 
 
Fundamental principle for holdings: Each person has his or her own balance. The easiest way 

to get this is to have a nice straight back and sit down a little to keep your body 
midst above your feet. Keep a firm, but not stiff grip, in the banjo hold. Always 
keep your feet forward in the circle you build with your partner in the round dance 
to give room for rhythmical expressions with the legs. If you start the round dance 
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with one grip you keep it in both directions.  
 
During the Promenade: 
Inside Hand Hold (enhandsfattning):  Hold inside hands (M’s R, W’s L) in front at shoulder 

level.  M’s or W’s hand may be on top.  Outer arms hang down to sides. 
 
Skater’s Position (korsfattning):  Facing LOD with M in inner circle and W in outer circle, hold 

L hand in L hand in front of  M and R hand in R hand in front of W. 
  
Reverse Banjo Sweep Hold (Öppen Fattning):  Both face same direction with W behind, very 

close to, and to right of M.  Hold L curved 4 fingers in L curved 4 fingers just 
below M’s L armpit with M’s elbow bent and arm parallel to floor.  M’s R almost 
straight arm is held out to his R side about parallel to floor with thumb and 
forefinger spread apart and up ready to receive W’s R hand that she places in the 
gap between M’s thumb and forefinger. 

 
No hand hold (for figures without holding hands = Fritur) 
 
Summary 
The above are the building blocks of the dance. It is up to you as a dancer to create your version 
by using the fundamental principles, listening to the different tunes and using your imagination. 
 
Good luck wishes 
  Eva Edberg, June 2003 


