
Types of Irish dance
Hawai’i Irish Dance performs Irish dances that fall into 
three categories:

Step Dancing - A form of dancing which emphasizes a 
solo routine. While often done in groups, these dances 
can be performed individually and emphasize foot 
work and arrangements of steps. Step dancing falls 
into two broad groups, soft and hard shoe, which each 
have their own routines and techniques. 

Set Dancing - Performed in squares with four sets of 
couples. A total of 8 people.

Ceili Dancing - Social dancing which can include an 
unlimited number of couples to set routines, some of 
which can have advanced choreography. Ceili dances 
may have a caller, as we are familiar with in Square 
dancing. Dances include Walls of Limerick, Haymakers, 
Waves of Tory, etc.
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Introduction to Introduction to 

OVERVIEW OF IRISH DANCE

Soft Shoe Hard Shoe
Soft shoes, or 
ghillies, have a soft 
leather sole and the 
iconic criss-crossed 
laces. A variety of 
jigs and reels are 
performed using this 
type of shoe. 

Hard shoe step 
dancing is like an 
Irish tap dance shoe. 
These shoes are also 
called jig shoes, 
treble shoes or heavy 
shoes.

HISTORY of Irish Dance
Dancing and music hold a significant place in Irish culture. 
Not just for special occasions, dance and socializing are 
part of regular life. Traditionally Irish dance was taught to 
every person as a child, boys and girls. Everyone in a 
community would dance and enjoy music regularly at 
community socials, known as "ceilis” (pronounced 
kay-lees). These parties were essential times of sharing 
news and communing with neighbors. 

While the origin of dance in Ireland goes back thousands 
of years, Irish dance as we know it today began 
developing in the 18th century when “Dancing Masters” 
would travel around the country teaching dance to the 
people. During this time the form and techniques of the 
dance were refined and became more standardized and its 
introduction overseas began. 

In 1893 the Gaelic League was established to preserve 
Irish language and culture. The Gaelic League organized 
dance classes and competitions to keep the tradition alive. 
This began the tradition of the “feis” – the lively and 
popular Irish dance competition that still exists today. 

Irish Dance found a global stage when the electrifying 
stage show, Riverdance, took the world by storm in 1994. 
People from all over the world were captivated by Irish 
dance. Over twenty years later there are still record 
numbers of people throughout the world learning and 
practicing these traditional dances.
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Irish Dance Basics
Irish dance emphasizes a very straight posture 
with little movement of the hips or arms. Most of 
the action comes from the legs and feet with the 
goal of keeping the upper body very straight.

Dancers will spend most of their time up on the 
balls of their feet with toes pointed during steps 
and kicks. Legs will generally be crossed during 
steps and while standing. 

Many of the Irish dances are based on a few basic 
steps with varied choreography. Because the 
steps are fairly easy to learn, Irish Dance is 
something that a beginner can be dancing quite 
quickly. While Irish dance can be physically 
intense, speed is developed over time along with 
form and technique. 

Straight Posture

Arms at sides

Up on toes
toes Pointed

Legs crossed
Knees straight

Skip 2-3s
Verbally: Step, Together, Step, Hop
To perform, step forward with the lead foot, keeping 
the knee straight and toes pointed. Step trailing foot 
to behind the lead foot. Step out again with the lead 
foot. Hop onto your lead foot, kicking the trailing 
foot back to kick your bottom.

7s
Verbally: Whip 2-3-4-5-6-7
This move is a series of side steps to a count of 
seven. Travel begins in the direction of the lead leg, 
i.e. right leg in front travels to the right. To perform, 
the lead leg will step out to the side, the trailing leg 
will follow, crossing behind the lead leg. Repeat.

Hop back-2-3s
Used as a transition move to change directions. The 
Hop back 2-3 is a simple movement. The front leg 
will bend up at the knee while hopping in place on 
the trailing foot. The lead foot will set back down 
tightly behind the other foot, shifting the weight to 
this foot. The weight will shift back to the other foot.

Over 2-3s
Also called Leap 2-3s  or Jump 2-3s. To perform, 
extend the leg out straight in front with pointed toe. 
Lift leg and make a slight leap as if jumping over a 
puddle. Trailing leg will come to the front. The 
trailing leg then tucks in tightly behind the new lead 
foot.

Advance-Retire
Used at beginning and end of many dances, 
advance retire utilizes the skip step pattern forward, 
then reverses it to go backwards.
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Step GUIDE
4-hand dance
2 couples facing each other, ladies on right

Advance-2, retire-2 (skipping)
Repeat

Ladies switch (hop back 2-3- 4-5- 6-7, hop 
back 2-3, hop back 2-3)

Gents switch (whip 2-3- 4-5- 6-7, hop back 
2-3, hop back 2-3)

(reach across to opposite partner)

Out 2-3-4-5-6-7, hop back 2-3, hop back 2-3
In 2-3-4-5- 6-7, hop back 2-3, hop back 2-3

(face partner)

Full house for 8 count and return back to 
starting position (360 degrees)

Walls of Limerick is a great beginner level dance which 
combines basic steps with simple choreography. 

At starting, the dancers line-up in couples, lady on 
gentleman's right, each set of two couples facing each 
other. It is danced to reel–time (4/4), and consists of
four movements, as follows.

1. Advance and Retire
This is an essential feature in the majority of  ‘long dances’. 
Gentleman takes partner’s left hand in his right, both 
advance to meet the opposite couple (2 bars), retire to the 
place (2 bars). Repeat the movement.

2. Half Right and Left or Ladies Switch/Gents Switch
Ladies exchange places by side-stepping across the left, 
passing each other face to face, and �nishing with two 
short threes (4 bars); gentlemen now exchange places, but 
side-step to the right (4 bars).

3. Dance with Opposite
Each gentleman and opposite lady take right hands, both 
sidestep to gentleman’s left, �nishing with two short 
threes (4 bars); sidestep back, �nishing with two short 
threes (4 bars).

4. Dance Around
Gentleman takes own partner’s hands, both dance a 
complete circle around opposite couple (8 bars), �nishing 
up to face in the opposite direction.

In large groups Walls of Limerick can be danced as a 
progressive dance.
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Hawai’i Irish Dance
Big Island Classes:
Waiki’i Ranch/Waimea area
Thursday nights 5:30-8pm 

Hawai’i has a strong Celtic community with
regular opportunities to participate in dance,
music and social events across Oahu and the Big Island.

For class information

please contact Lynn Scully:

BigIsland@HawaiiIrishDance.org

808-639-1500
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