· A Brief History of Irish Dance
Pre-History

Not much is known of the dancing of the early Celts of Ireland but their artwork survives in the Celtic patterns on Irish dancing dresses. Their art consists mainly of complex, twining geometric designs,PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=medal" and the masterpiece of this art is the Book of Kells (mid 8th Century).

The Dance Masters

· The Anglo-Norman conquest of Ireland resulted in the banning of native Irish culture and dance. Traditional Irish culture was continued with some degree of secrecy right through to the 1600 -1700’s. Around 1750’s with a less strict attitude, Irish Dance flourished under Dance Masters. A dance Master would travel the countryside stopping for six weeks in a village and staying with the locals and teaching dance steps. Having an eminent dance teacher associated with your village was cause for pride and boasting by the community.

· Each dance master had a repertoire of dance steps and he created new ones over time. The choreography to eight bars of music is called a step. Irish Dance has a long tradition of being competitive. The man who knew the most steps, not how well he did them, won the early village competitions! 

During the 1800s a popular event was a cake dance. A cake would be placed on a stand in the centre of a field as the prize for the best dancer. The winner would of course “take the cake”. Attempts by the parish priests to suppress dancing were frequent, but appear to be mostly ineffective. 

Modern Irish Dance

Modern Irish dance begins in 1893 when the Gaelic League was founded (Conradh na Gaeilge). This group encouraged the revival of Irish culture, long suppressed. In 1929 the Irish Dancing Commission was founded to establish rules and standardize teaching, judging, and competitions. It continues in that role. 

In the time of the dance masters and secrecy, dancers performed on kitchen tables or even barrel tops. By the 20th century, stages were being used for competitions so dance movements increased markedly. Steps that required substantial space like flying leaps were introduced. Now points are deducted if a dancer does not “use the stage”. Irish dance has evolved in other ways during the 20th Century. PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=midair"
Instruction begins at a younger age. Before, girls danced in groups and the boys danced solo. Now mostly girls are taught Previously the arms were relaxed or placed on hips, instead of being held, as they are now, rigidly to the sides. It is said that the Parish Priests considered rigid arms a lot less provocative and stiff arms said to increase a girl’s self control.

Dance Costumes

· Dance costumes too have changed. In the 1800’s girls wore their “Sunday best” with ribbons. After 1893, the typical dance costume consisted of a hooded cloak or a shawl over a white dress with a sash. By the 1930’s the cloak was gone and the shawl evolved into the shawl now worn on the back caught with brooches. Until the 1980’s a cord with tassels was often worn around the waist. Males adopted the kilt in the 1920’s.

Early colours were predominantly green, white and saffron, but never red, (although red was a traditional colour), as it was worn by the occupying English troops. In recent times all colours have come into use. Male colours are much more subdued.

Embroidery was minimal on costumes in the early 1900’s. However it has steadily increased in use and complexity. Celtic designs over 1200 years old are used. Modern patterns on the same theme are used as well. Gold and silver are now in fashion in material and embroidery, which has not been used since pre Norman Ireland. 

Early dancers often danced barefoot. Soft shoes were introduced around 1924 for girls and boys, but boys have not used them since the 1970s. Hard shoes with fibreglass tips have changed the style and content of many dances. The “clicks” are now much louder than when coins or nails were stuck to the soles of shoes.

· Feis (Competition) rules state that competitors must wear traditional Gaelic dress, but it is unlikely that today’s dresses would have been recognized in Celtic Ireland. With the popularity of shows like Riverdance and Lord of the Dance, the boundaries of recognised "Celtic dress" are under even more pressure.
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· Music and Dances
· The four types of Irish music and associated dances are the jig, reel, hornpipe, and the set dances. Just as dresses are evolving so are dances. Toe stands are a newer style; some innovations are more controversial because they conflict with keeping true to traditions. However, highly skilled dancers are always pushing the boundaries. 

Jigs

· Jigs are danced in 6/8 time, and slip jigs are danced in 9/8 time. Beginners learn Hop and Hop or a skip jig as their first jig in soft-shoes. Later when they get their hard shoes they will learn the treble jig, which has a slower tempo, but dancers triple the beats with their hard shoes. The slip jig is always danced in soft-shoes and is a very graceful dance with light hopping and skipping and is only danced by girls.

Jig Speeds

PRIVATE
Beginner Jig (Hop & Hop)
Speed 116

Primary Jig (Shuffle Run)
Speed 80

Sub Minor Jig 
Speed 76

Junior Girls Jig
Speed 72

Hornpipe
Standard

The Reel

· The reel originated in Scotland around 1750 and the Irish dance masters brought it to full development. The music is 4/4 time and it is danced at a relatively fast tempo. Both men and women dance the reel. For women, it is a light, rapid, soft-shoe dance that allows for plenty of leaping and demands an energetic performance from the dancer. Men often dance the reel in hard shoes without tips. 

The Hornpipe

The hornpipe began around 1760, it was originally danced exclusively by males in hard shoes and the first girls who tried it were considered quite bold. But now both men and women compete. The hornpipe is in 4/4 time like a slow reel. A notable feature is the frequent use of rocking of the ankles. Your child will start to learn the Hornpipe when she is nine years old (Minors).

Set Dances 

· A set dance is performed to a specific tune, which has remained set over time. They are hard shoe dances. There are many set dances, which come from an approved list. The unusual titles of these tunes are very old, some even referring to Napoleon’s battles or just daily life, like “Kilkenny races". The first set dances your child will learn are “St. Patrick’s Day” or “The Blackbird”. These are traditional set dances, which means the steps don't change. There are non-traditional set dances, which can have some individual choreography.

Team Dances 

· These date back a long way but were standardised by the Handbook of Irish Dances which was published in 1902. The hands are used in team dances that are more like folk dances than the solo dances. They can be all girl or mixed teams of 3, 4, 6 or 8 dancers. The girls wear matching team dresses that are owned by each studio. Not all competitions have a team section. Team dances are learnt in an additional teams class. The dancers compete in age groups. Under 11, Under 13, Under 15, & Open Age.

Entering a Competition
About three weeks before a competition your teacher will give you an entry form. You will be required to tick which dances your child is going to enter. You will only be ticking the beginner section, and at first only the Jig (hop & hop) and may be the Reel (over 2,3) this will cost you $4 - $5 per dance. Your teacher may have to sign the bottom and check your choice and then you post it off with a cheque. 

· Keep a copy of the entry form as it has the address of the competition and what dances your child has entered. The timings for each age group will be announced at the studio (or a notice on the wall) two or three days before the competition. Little beginners are most likely to be on Sunday morning but this can change. 

BEFORE THE COMPETITION 

Dress

For your first competition you may not have an Irish Dancing Dress but beginners don’t have to have one straight away. A party dress or a tartan skirt and white blouse will do, you might like to add a soft shawl caught at the shoulder and opposite waist. Later on you may wish to hire a dress from the Studio for an annual fee or buy a used dress. Used dresses have a good resale value and buyers can be found when your child outgrows it. Knickers which match the underskirt colour are worn when dancing. Many mothers make smocks for the children to wear over the dress as they may be wearing it for a few hours. Food is almost always on sale at competitions and the smocks cut down on dry-cleaning bills. Boys wear good dark trousers and a loose-fitting bloused shirt, this can be teamed with a shawl or a nice waistcoat and tie and black socks. You will also see some boys in kilts and blazers.

Shoes

· A Beginner will only be using soft shoes at first (girls- black slippers with criss cross laces. Boys - suede soled pumps), so this makes it a little easier. Later your child will learn more difficult Jigs, which use hard shoes. PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Hard Shoes."
· You must write your name and phone number in your shoes, as they are often lost. The little bobble socks are available from the Irish Shop in Pitt Street Sydney for about $7 a pair or see the phone number for mail order at the end.

Hair
PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=curly hair"

· Except for those lucky girls with naturally curly hair, the hair is curled with curlers or rags etc. The Hair is done `half up half down’ with a matching scrunchie or ribbon around the top ponytail. There is also a trend to having the hair up. This is often used when your daughter's hair is too short to curl tightly and ends up with a woolly ball for a hair do. The hair can be scraped up to a bun but left curly, not combed. Often this style is worn with a small tiara. But check with your teacher before you rush out and buy a tiara for a beginner. Also there is a rule that says you can't wear prizes (sashes, medals or tiaras) so check that your headgear isn't going to upset anyone. The hair is set with setting mousse so that the curls will hold for 3 hours of dancing. Any mousse will do if it mentions "strong hold" on the label. If your daughter has fine hair use small rollers, thick hair use the larger rollers. Curling papers can be bought by the box from hairdressers and these will help protect the hair while it’s curled. If your daughter can't sleep in rollers, try "Softspikes" available by mail order from California. You can order by e-mail but pay by cheque Softspikes!PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=spoftspike logo"

Most often the hair is dressed after you arrive at the competition venue. A hair slumber net can hold curls between dances. The hair can be left in the ringlets or teased out into a fluffy mass. When you hire or buy a dress they come with matching embroidered headbands or crowns. These are worn in front of the scrunchie. For the mothers of boys...wash it, dry it brush it and thank your lucky stars. 

· At your first competition
There are about eight or so, small competitions during the year. They are sponsored by the AIDA, (Australian Irish Dancing Association) or INDA (Irish National Dance Association) or dance schools or community groups. Competitions are held in Church halls, school halls, and increasingly at RSLs. During the week before the competition your teacher will tell you what time your child's age group is dancing. On the day of the competition you need to be at the venue at least half an hour before the time of your child’s dance time. Sometimes the competition will run late, but never on the day that you’re running late! On arrival you will pay an admission fee, (which also includes a “lucky door” prize raffle ticket). There are normally concessions for pensioners. You then need to register your child at the official table (usually at the side of the stage). The organizers will cross off her name. You will be given a number and this will be pinned on the front of the dress so the Judge can see it easily. Keep pins in the dance bag in case they run out of them.

If you are lucky there will be a program, sometimes taped up on the wall. If not, you will have to listen to the numbers called for the number allocated to your child. When the number is called she goes on her own to the side of the stage under the direction of one of the organisers. 

· The order of competition within your child’s age group is...

· PRIVATE
Beginners then

· Primary

· Elementary
· Intermediate (or Non-prizewinners)

· Open

At very big competitions they sometimes hold Beginners and Primary on one weekend and Intermediate & Open on the next. These are not the only divisions. Your child will be competing against children of the same age. Age is taken as at 1 January each year. If your child was born in January your child will be one of the older children.

Age Groups

PRIVATE
Under 9 yrs old
Sub-Minors

9, 10 yrs old
Minors

11, 12 yrs old
Junior Girls/Boys

13, 14 yrs old
Intermediate Girls/Boys

15, 16 yrs old
Senior Girls/Boys

17,18 yrs old
Junior Ladies/Men

19 and over
Senior Ladies/Men

At your first competition, you will probably be entered for two dances the JIG (which the children sometimes call `Hop and Hop’), the REEL (called “over 2,3”) or an EXTRA JIG (Hop and Hop again) if she doesn’t know the Reel. Beginners usually go first and then the other grades; then the next type of dance starts again with the beginners. After each grade has finished all these dances, prizes may be given out. Sometimes however at smaller competitions, the prizes are given out after the Premiership (which is not for Beginners). You must allow at least 3 hours for your first competitions. 

Judging 

The marking system is standard worldwide. Solo dancers are judged equally on timing, steps, execution and method, and deportment and style. In smaller competitions there is only one judge. At State level there are three judges and at National level three international judges come to Australia. Two or three dancers compete on stage together. The dances are quite short and judging is instantaneous. 

What if....

If your child’s shoelace comes undone she can stop, move to the back of the stage and stay still until the others dancers finish and leave the stage with them. She can retie her shoe and dance again at the end of the section.
If your child falls and doesn’t hurt herself she just gets up quickly and keeps dancing. If she can’t dance she waits quietly at the back of the stage and leaves when the music stops. 

Prizes

Little medals are given out to place getters. All competitors are invited onto the stage and the results are read out in reverse order. For young Beginners often every competitor will get some sort of medal, which is seen as an encouragement award. Trophies are given out at Premiership level. Always have pen and paper to write down your child’s results or you’ll forget. Better yet, keep a "dance diary" to track your child's progress. When the little medals start to accumulate you'll be glad if you have written on the back the date, dance, level and place your child gained. You are welcome to video the prize giving, but the AIDA does not allow the filming of competitors while dancing. 

Competition Check List

Entry Form details

Shoes Soft / Hard

Socks

Dress and Smock

Matching Knickers

Scrunchie / Headband

Hair Spray

Brush / Pins / Curler bag

Pen and paper (or diary) / Camera

Life After Beginners
Getting out of Beginners

After your child has competed in Beginners for some time, she will also start to learn in class, dances that are not considered Beginners steps. She will then be in a position to compete at the next levels... Primary and Intermediate. Your child can still dance in Beginners, however she must dance ‘beginners dances’. If she dances harder steps in the lower grade she will not be marked at all, as this would not be fair to the real beginners. So at some competitions you may be ticking six or seven dances on the entry form. Be aware that this can tire a small child. However, sometimes in the case of children with a dancing background in some other area, she may take to Irish very quickly and start to come First Place in Beginners. If this happens and there are over seven children in the contest, she will be promoted to Primary and no longer be allowed to compete in the Beginner grade in that dance. 

Premierships

When your child learns more difficult dances she can enter the Premiership section of the competitions. In this section the competitor dances, say, a reel and a jig and the points are added together. Premierships are danced in age divisions e.g. 8yr old Premiership. Trophies are awarded to the best overall dancers. Sometimes there are Reserve Premierships that can only be entered by dancers who have not previously won a major trophy. 

State and National Competitions

The State Championships are held over a full weekend in August each year. The Australian is held by each capital city in turn and competition goes over a week in the October school holidays. Each dancer is judged on her overall performance in two dances and if she does well she will be recalled to dance her Set Dance. Her mark will be an aggregate of all three dances. Which three dances she dances depends on her age:

Sub Minors
Reel /Jig /Set Dance 


Minors 9yr
Reel/Jig/Set Dance


Minors 10 yr
Reel/Hornpipe/Set Dance


Junior Girls 11 
Reel/Jig/Set Dance


Junior Girls 12
Slip Jig/Hornpipe/Set Dance


Int Girls 13 
Reel/Jig /Set Dance


Int Girls 14
Slip Jig/Hornpipe/Set Dance


Senior Girls 15
Reel/Jig /Set Dance


Senior Girls 16
Slip Jig/Hornpipe/Set Dance


Junior Ladies 17 & 18
Reel/Jig/Set Dance


Ladies 19 & 20
Slip Jig/Hornpipe/Set Dance


Senior Ladies 21+
Reel/Jig/Set Dance


Buying Irish Dancing Shoes, Socks …..
Do not buy shoes before checking with your teacher. Some shoes are more suitable than others for some children.

Remember soft shoes stretch, so don't buy "room to grow" or they look untidy

Leslie’s Shoes Howard Rd Padstow NSW (02) 9773 6557
(for locally made Hard shoes and Soft Shoes)


Salvios 34 St Paul’s St Randwick (02)9398 3502 
(for patent leather hard shoes. You must put tips on separately)


Logues Eyre Sq, Galway Ireland
(for Soft Shoes and Hard Shoes)
Credit Card Orders 0011 353 915 64061
Fax 0011 353 915 64738


Rutherford Products PO Box 98 Hilton NY USA
(for American tipped Hard shoes with straps and buckles)
PO Box 98 Hilton, NY 14468
For UPS use 181 Frisbee Hill Road, Hilton NY 14468
Telephone: 716-392-7707
FAX 716-392-0245
email: rpshoes@frontiernet.net
Rutherford Products 


For imported Irish shoes in hurry the Irish Shop in Pitt Street Sydney has a small selection 


For Queenslanders and others.. ESP Wholesale imports "Brigadoon" softshoes and "Halmor" and "Fays" for Hard shoes and Boys soft pumps. Cindy keeps most sizes in stock (and if you get the wrong size you don't have to post them back overseas.) Phone (07) 38143762 Fax (07) 38140955 or email ESP direct, 


Another Queensland Trader - Vicki Lynagh - sells Hard and Soft Shoes, Music, Jewellry, Socks etc.
Phone or Fax on (07) 33490337 


A new importer to Australia is Ciaran De Bhal from Boyne Walk

He can be contacted at boynewalk@tinet.ie 
Or Mail
56 Sandygrove
Blackrock Co. Louth IR 
Phone 042 - 34135 

Ciaran now has a web site with secure purchasing have a look at Boyne Walk Shoes 


Sydney Stockist for Inishfree Shoes - Malou Ellis Ph (02)97714747 


Again in Sydney - C & A Connections for Super Flexi Hardshoe - Pumps - Buckles and Socks 
Phone Caroline : 024 578 4553


· White Heather - In Alstonville Ph 0416 248 574. 
Deals mainly in Highland Dancing but stocks suitable soft shoes for girls with "difficult feet" (flat, or wide etc.) 

