
 

By Dr. Alan Sissons 

 

DO YOU SAY - Celtic OR Irish music???? 

Traditional music created in Ireland is considered Irish music, but since many people who live in modern-
day Ireland are born of Celtic origin (Scotland, Wales, Isle of Man, Cornwall and Brittany, see the map 
below), it is sometimes referred to as Celtic music. So, Irish music may be Celtic, but Celtic music isn't 
always Irish. 

Dance definitions 

HORNPIPE 

The hornpipe is an Irish, Scottish and English dance. It 
is done in hard shoes, which are used to help keep track 
of how the dancer keeps in time. There are two 
variations of the hornpipe dance: fast and slow. Usually, 
more experienced dancers will do the slow hornpipe but 
younger dancers will start out with the fast hornpipe and 
then switch in later years. There is a change of tempo in 
the music but not the dancing between these two speeds. 
The only difference in the dancing between the fast and 
slow steps - are the dances that the competitor does and 
the rhythm/sound of how they move their legs. The 
rhythm for both fast and slow hornpipes is very even 
and should be executed that way by the dancer. 

The most common use of the term nowadays refers to a 
class of tunes in 4/4 time.  

There are two basic types of common-time hornpipe, 
ones like the "Sailors' Hornpipe", moving in even notes, sometimes notated in 2/2, and ones like "The 
Harvest Home", moving in dotted notes. Some 19th-century examples mix the dotted and even styles. The 
form dates back to the mid-18th century or earlier but became much more popular in the early 19th century. 

The tunes I have selected for you are Boys of Bluehill, Harvest Home and Off to California which have 
the more popular dotted timing. 

 

REEL 

Reel music is notated in simple metre, either as 2/2 or 4/4. All reels have the same structure, consisting 
largely of quaver (eighth note) movement with an accent on the first and third beats of the bar. A reel is 
distinguished from a hornpipe by consisting primarily of even beats. Reels usually have two parts (A and B); 
in most reels each part is repeated (AABB), but sometimes it is not (ABAB). Each part (A and B) typically 
has eight bars, which in turn are divisible into four-bar and two-bar phrases. Today many Irish reels 
are supplemented with new compositions and by tunes from other traditions which are easily adapted as 
reels. It is the most popular tune-type within the Irish dance music tradition.  



The tunes I have selected for you are The flaxen headed ploughboy, The merry blacksmith and The wind 
that shakes the barley. 

 

JIGS 

The Jig (Irish: port) is a form of lively folk dance in compound metre. It developed in 16th-century England, 
and was quickly adopted on the Continent where it eventually became the final movement of the mature 
Baroque dance suite.  Single jigs were originally in duple compound t, (e.g., 12/8 time), but have been 
adapted to a variety of time signatures, by which they are often classified into groups, including light jigs, 
slip jigs, single jigs, double jigs, and treble jigs. Later the dance began to be associated with music 
particularly in 6/8 time, and with slip jigs 9/8 time. The jig is second in popularity only to the reel in 
traditional Irish dance The most common structure of a jig is two eight-bar parts, performing two different 
steps, each once on the right foot, and one on the left foot.  

The tunes I have selected for you are (i) The Railway and the fiery clock face (32 bar dances) plus (ii) 
Donnybrook fair and The Belfast almanac. Some tunes in jigs or reels need to be 48 bars in length in 
order to fit the sequence of dance steps. 

Slip jigs are in 9/8 time. Because of the longer measures, they are longer than the reel and the light jig, with 
the same number of bars to the music. The dance is performed high on the toes, and is often considered the 
"ballet of Irish dance" because of its graceful movements that seem to slip the performers across the floor. 
Slip jigs are performed at a speed of 112bpm.  

The tunes I have selected for you are Drops of brandy, The foxhunter’s jig and Tipperary hills 

Treble jigs (also called the Hard or Heavy jig) are performed in hard shoes, and also to a 6/8 time meter. 
They are characterized by stomps, trebles, and clicks.  

The tunes I have selected for you are The Three Sea Captains, The woods of old Limerick and 
Blackthorn Stick. 

Slides Single jigs should not be confused with slides; they are the least common of the jigs, performed in 
ghillies, in a 12/8 time. Slides originated the Sliabh Luachra region of southwestern Ireland.  Though slides 
contain the same number of beats per tune as a single jig, melodies are phrased in four rather than two beats. 
Consequently, single jigs are notated as having eight bars per part and slides as having four bars. 
Furthermore, the pace is quicker than single jigs, often around 150bpm.  

The tunes I have selected for you are Denis Murphy’s, Merrily kiss the quaker’s wife and Kathleen 
Heir’s. 

 

POLKA 

The polka (polca in the Irish language) is also one of the most popular traditional folk dances in Ireland, 
particularly in Sliabh Luachra, a district that spans the borders of counties Kerry, Cork and Limerick. Many 
of the figures of Irish set dances are danced to polkas. Introduced to Ireland in the late 19th century, there 
are today hundreds of Irish polka tunes, which are most frequently played on the fiddle or button accordion. 
The Irish polka is dance music form in 2/4, typically 32 bars in length and subdivided into four parts, each 8 
bars in length and played AABB. Irish polkas are typically played fast, at over 130 bpm, and are typically 
played with an off-beat accent 



The tunes I have selected for you are After the battle of Aughrim, Trhe Ballydesmond polkas and the 
girl with the blue dress on. 

 

For most of the tunes I have included a .midi file in case they are of use.  

I have also included a lovely set of Irish waltz tunes which always go down well as a last waltz at a Ceilidh. 

 

 


