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Irish dance competitions preserve a cherished heritage

WHEN AN IRISH DANCER
PLACES FIRST IN A COMPETI-
TION NOWADAYS, SHE MAY
GO HOME WITH A TROPHY.
But when such events began more
than a century ago, the stakes were
nothing less than the survival of a
culture under siege.

The lightning-fast dancers who
have filled Riverdance’s iconic
unison lines since the 1990s came
through the ranks of Irish step dance
competitions. Competitions, in turn,
emerged from the Gaelic Revival of
the 1890s. Revivalists fostered Irish
dance, music, sports, and language
in order to strengthen Ireland’s na-
tional identity (which had been heav-
ily suppressed by centuries of British
rule). The promation of Irish culture
became a political tool during the
country's struggle for independence
from Great Britain.

DANCE> 7 LIFE

Competition origins
o spark interest in their cause, reviv-
alists began organizing competitions,
or feiseanna (a Gaelic word referring
o a gathering of Irish chieftains). The
first Irish dance competition, or feis
(the singular form of feiseanna), was
held in County Cork in 1901. Female
dancers wore costumes embroidered
with elaborate knotwork patterns
inspired by Irish works of art, while
male dancers adopted the kilt as their
national costume.

After the Irish Free State was estab-
lished in 1922, competitions became
increasingly popular. An Coimisiin
le Rincf Gaelacha (The Irish Dancing
Commission) was founded in 1929
to certfy Irish dance teachers and
adjudicators and to oversee competi-
tion rules. The commission established
six competitive levels from beginner
through Open Championship and

By Eileen Glynn

created categories of competitions,
including local feiseanna, regional
qualifiers, and national and interna-
tional championships. The most presti-
gious interational competition is the
Oireachtas Rince na Cruinne, or the
World Irish Dancing Championships,
held annually during Easter week.

In addition, the commission
published Ar Rinci Foirne, a book of
30 group dances that are stil taught
today. Also known as ceili dances (a
Gaelic word meaning house party),
they have become a staple of Irish
dance competitions, alongside solo
categories.

Feiseanna spread widely during
the mid-20th century due to suc-
cessive waves of Irish emigration
and the immigrants’ desire to enroll
their children in dancing lessons
as a means of maintaining cultural
continuity. Today, An Coimisidn le
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In recent years, new Irish dance
organizations have sprung up, includ-
ing An Comhdhdil Muinteoiri le Rinci
Gaelacha, Cumann Rince Naisiunta,
the World Irish Dance Association,
and the North American Irish Dance
Federation. Many of these host their
own competitions and certify their
own teachers.

Step dance styles
The basic form of competitive Irish
step dance remains the same across
the board. Dancers compete in
both soft-shoe and hard-shoe styles.
Both styles developed from the solo
step dance tradition made popular
throughout the Irish countryside by
traveling dance masters, beginning
in the late 1700s. The emphasis is on
precise, rapid footwork executed be-
Tow a ramrod-straight torso and arms.
Soft shoes, also known as ghillies or
pumps, are similar to Scottish Highland
dance slippers; they are made of soft
black leather and lace around the an-
Kle. Soft-shoe style is characterized by
graceful jumps, turns, and kicks and,
in recent years, has been influenced by
both ballet and figure skating
Hard shoes, also called jig shoes
or heavy shoes, have fiberglass toes
and heels that produce the hard-driv-
ing, rhythmic patterns made famous
by Riverdance.
£ Today's female costumes tend to
incorporate geometric Celtic patterns
- accented with rhinestones, but they
are also influenced by fashion trends.
such as bubble skirts. An introduc-
tory costume, such as a simple skirt
and top, costs less than $100, while
& aclass costume (a uniform costume
worn by advanced beginners and

Orvosirrish dance coscumes,
worn by Petri School of Irish Dancing
incorporate geometric Celeic patt
cost hundreds—and sometimes tho

doltrs,

Asoue: Male Irish dance students (such as Aaron
Wolffrom Bell Scho! of rish Dance) are
aliowed to compete in trousers rather than
traditional kits.

Beiow; Atier the popular Riverdance sent enroll-
‘ment skyrocketing Liss and Karen Pecr (pictured
with seuden Julia O'Rourke) left jobs i the
banking indusery t seach rish dance full-time.

team dancers from a given school)
costs several hundred dollars. Solo
costumes, each with unique designs,
can cost up to several thousand
dollars. Many schools maintain an
active resale business in order to
keep costs under control for parents.
Curly wigs have become standard for
female Irish dancers and are often
applauded for their convenience.
While male Irish dancers originally
wore kills for competition, since the
advent of Riverdance it has become
customary for them to wear trousers
in competition

What it takes to do Irish dance
“People are fascinated by the way
our feet move so quickly and how we
only use our legs and not our arms,”
says Ashley Smith, 22, the most deco-
rated female Irish dancer in the world.
“Ittakes a huge amount of muscle
control to kick your legs so quickly
without moving your upper body. It
also takes a lot of stamina. It like
basketball—we're constantly running
and jumping. The only way to get in
shape for Irish dance s to Irish dance
over and over again. Running and
going to the gym can help, but your
best bet is just to dance. Its all about
muscle memory.”

Smith, who has won 27 major
titles, grew up in an lrish dancing
family. Her parents, Michael and
Noreen, run the Smith Houlihan
Irish Dance Academy in Boston,
and her brother, Cian, won second
place in the World Irish Dancing
Championships in 2009. With three
World Championships, four All-
Ireland Championships, one Great
Britain championship, seven National
championships, and 12 consecutive
Regional championships under her
belt, Smith could aptly be described
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For highly competitive Irish danc-
ers, taking class three to four times a
week coupled with practice at home
is the norm. Julia Bell, director of Bell
School of Irish Dance in Pittsburgh, PA,
recommends dancing six days a week.
“To compete at the highest level, you
can'tjust practice once a week,” she
says. “Irsh dance has become so much
more athletic, with higher jumps and
bigger kicks. The need for stamina has
really increased. Its becoming more
and more of a competitive sport.”

Like other sports, Irish dance pro-
motes teamwork through ensemble
competitions that require eight or
sixteen dancers. Dances for eight, or
ceili dances, are taken from Ar Rinci
Foirne, while dances for sixteen are
choreographed by individual teachers
and are referred to as figure dances.
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In describing team competition,
Smith says, “There is a lot less pres-
sure than with solo competition. You
have more support onstage. There

are seven or ffteen other dancers up
there, too, and you are all in the same.
boat. The goal is to become one and
to work together and to work equally
hard 5o that the team does well.”

Cultural ties

While s nature has pushed Irish
dancers to new athletic heights, in ts
structure compeition has maintained
ties to rish culture, Lisa Petri, who runs
the Long Island-based Petri School of
Irish Dancing with her sister, Karen Petri,
notes, “An Coimisitin is not just about
supporting lrsh dance. One of its groups
is a language committee that uses Gaelic
o promote Iish culture. Irish language
workshops are held during the World
Irish Dancing Championships. And

“Only about 30
percent of my
students have an
Irish background.
When | was
growing up
competing, nearly
everyone was Irish.”

—school owner
Kristin Butke
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during every competiton, the danc-
ers’ numbers are read aloud in Gaelic
and general announcements are given
in Gaelic first. An Coimisidin uses.

its influence to promote as much of
the culture as it can. Members also
support the use of live music and the
development of new music.”

The use of live music at every level
of competition is one of the unique
aspects of an Irsh dance competition.
Jim Butke, a piano accordion player
from Akron, Ohio, has been playing
music for feiseanna for nearly 30 years.
To him, “live music is definitely a ne-
cessity. It goes hand-in-hand with the
dance. Together, they are part of the
culture. Having great live music adds
tremendous energy to the dances.”

Atthe same time, Butke acknowl-
edges that performing to live music
can be challenging if dancers are used
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to practicing only to certain recorded
tunes. He recommends listening to a
variety of songs in order to prepare for
feiseanna.

You don’t have to be Irish
Although cultural markers remain an
important part of Irish dance competi-

tions, many of today’s practitioners
are not o Irsh descent. Butkes sister,
Kristin Butke Zagorski, directs The
Kristin Butke School of Irish Dance in
Nashville, Franklin, Spring Hill, and
Murfreesboro, Tennessee. She says,
“Only about 30 percent of my students
have an Irish background. When [ was
growing up competing, nearly every-
one was Irsh. Now, some students
take Irish dance simply because they
like the music or they have a friend
who does it She notes that some
conservative families like the fact that
trish dancers don't have to wear clingy
tights or leotards,

Kristin Butke and her colleagues
welcome the interest in rish dance
from the general public. She recalls
an advertising flyer that her mom
made that proclaimed, “You don't
have to be Irish to do lrish dance!”

(continued on page 132)
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The enormous success of shows
like Riverdance and Lord of the
Dance played a large role in
recruiting students from diverse
cultural backgrounds. Bell began
her Pitisburgh school 11 years
ago, when the shows were at their
peak. “At one point I had 450
students—and that was without
any advertising!” she recalls.
“People came to me and said, ‘I
want to learn Riverdance.’ "

The Petri sisters had a similar
experience. “In June of 1997,
we had 100 students. When we
came back in September, we
had 330," Lisa Petri says. At that
point, she and Karen decided to
leave their jobs in the banking
industry in order to teach Irish
dance full time.
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“It takes a huge
amount of muscle
control to kick your

legs so quickly
without moving
your upper body.

It also takes a lot

of stamina. It5s like

basketball—we're

constantly running
and jumping.”

—Ilrish dancer Ashley Smith

From niche to mainstream
Whether dancers pursue competi-
tion on elite or beginner levels, the
experience offers numerous ben-
efits. “Competition has a huge influ-
ence on the rest of dancers’ lives,”
says Petri. “It gives them the ability
to present themselves well, o be
poised, and to step forward and ap-
ply themselves in stressful situations
whether at work, in their relation-
ships, o in their community.”

As with other forms of dance,
competing in Irish dance “develops
dancers’ interpersonal communica-
tion skills and breeds a tremendous
work ethic that stays with them
through college, the interview pro-
cess, and in the workforce,” Petri
continues. “All of this comes from
a lifetime of involvement with a
really structured competitive sport
that s also a beautiful art form.”




