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EXPLANATION OF THE SYSTEM 

Since traditional Irish step-dancing, unlike most other forms of dance, is all based on 
footwork, and generally does not involve body movements relative to the feet, then its 
transcription can be made much simpler than that used for other forms of dance. However, 

I firmly believe that it should be related, as closely as possible, to the existing universal form of 
musical notation, since of course the music and dance are, or at least should be, inseparable. 

The system I have devised looks similar in many ways to musical notation, and although 
based on this, the similarities are limited. I have drawn symbols which resemble the feet. The 
presence of one of these symbols on the page means that this is the dancing, or active foot, and 
indicates either a beat of some sort by that foot on the floor, or some other movement of the 
foot in the air. The amount of blackening indicates how much of the foot is in contact with the 
floor, a fully blackened symbol indicates full contact with the floor, whereas an open symbol 
indicates that the foot is off the floor at that particular instant. If the front portion of the symbol 
is blackened it means the toe (or ball of tlie foot) is in contact, and if the rear portion is blackened 
it indicates that the heel is in contact. It is important to remember that the dancer is usually 
dancing on the ball of the foot, with the heel raised a little off the floor - except in the Step, 
and Stamp, where the whole area of the foot is in contact. 

The system is mainly based on the use of a rhyme to accompany each step, just like many 
dancers when learning a new dance, will sit down and try to write out the movements in their 
own way, so that they will be able to recall the steps later. Generally, many of the words in the 
rhyme are those already in use by some dancing teachers, and I have tried to make the rhymes 
as authentic and meaningful as possible, and always concise enough to fit the duration of the 
step, generally a word of one syllable for each individual movement. The English language 
adapts very easily to this usage. Since the process of learning step-dancing is basically a visual 
one, the commentary of the teacher is only of secondary importance, but is nonetheless necessary 
to keep contact with the pupil, and identify basic sequences of movements. However, in the 
written form it is very important to be accurate, and each word should go as far as possible to 
describe what the particular foot is doing at that instant. Some movements can be sufficiently 
described by one word, or even a number, whereas others should really require several words, 
which of course cannot be fitted into the rhythm, therefore the rhyme has its limitations. The 
system could be likened to the words of a song being set to Tonic Solfa, and it is important for 
the dancer to be able to read out the rhyme, to the correct tempo, making due allowance for 
fast and slow movements. This may not be easy at first, but is essential for the proper under
standing of the movements. Since the terms I am using here are not published anywhere that I 
am aware of, and are certainly not standardised, then teachers are more or less free to use 
whatever words they feel would suit the particular step, and for that reason I have thought it 
necessary to include a glossary of the words I am using. For many dancers the rhyme will be 
sufficient in itself to jog the memory, but if the dancer is having difficulty, then it should be 
possible to work out the dance sequence from the symbols. 

Of course, only the skeleton of a dance can be written down in this way, and the dancer 
must add the flesh by developing a style, preferably based on how experienced dancers treat the 
various movements. In step-dancing, I would expect that there are many other movements, which 
do not occur in the dances in this book, and so are not described here. I have tried to be as 
selective as possible, but still I seem to have ended up with about 32 terms. Naturally, dancers 
are free to replace any of these words with one which may be more meaningful to them. 
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PHRASE of a HORNPIPE 

For convenience and simplicity, and since many dancers already do this in any case, I have 
applied the term Shuffle to the relevant movement in all the dances, whereas some people make 
a distinction between the hornpipe and jig, and call it a Shuffle only in 4/4 (hornpipe) rhythm, 
and a Batter in 6/8 (jig) rhythm. Also I make a distinction between a Shuffle and a Treble, just 
as a musician will do in writing music, whereas many dancing teachers use one term to describe 
both. 

The position lines are the three horizontal lines running across the page, the middle one 
corresponding to the normal position of the foot, while the one on top indicates a position of 
one foot forward of the other, while the lower line indicates a position of one foot behind the 
other. The vertical lines are bar lines, and the end of a full step is denoted by a double bar line. 
A step-dance, just like music, is composed of phrases, which may or may not coincide with the 
bars, sometimes beginning before a bar line and ending before another, and I have underlined 
each phrase, so that it may be taken and practised on its own, before being combined with 
the others. Where these phrases do not coincide with the bar lines, I have also indicated their 
end limits with a vertical dotted line. Of course the phrasing I have used is just one of many 
possibilities, other people might use longer or shorter phrases, depending on their interpretation 
of the sequence of dance movements. For instance, it is sometimes very difficult to decide 
whether a Shuffle should be put at the end of one phrase or at the beginning of the next. I have 
also used a second, very short, horizontal line under some words, to indicate the stressed beat. 
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A symbol called a Rest, which is indicated by a short thickened line sitting on the middle line 
of the staff, indicates a silent beat between movements, allowing more time to complete the 
previous movement, and this must also be counted as a beat. 

Slanted symbols are used to indicate that the dancer should turn to face a little to the left 
or right. Where two symbols, very close together, occur immediately above one word in the 
rhyme, it means that both feet are dancing, such as when one is performing a Hop, while the 
other is performing a Cut. However, in counting the beats these two symbols count as one beat 
only. The word in the rhyme describes the action of one foot, and if necessary, a supplementary 
word above the symbol provides further information. An arrow above the staff lines is used to 
indicate movement of the whole body forward, backward, or sideways. There may not always 
be the same number of arrows used in retracing a movement, since greater or lesser ground may 
be covered by each arrow. An arrow above a word in the rhyme is used to denote movement of a 
foot (not the whole body) to the right, left or diagonally - the location of the symbol on the 
staff lines tells whether the foot is in front of, or behind the other. 

In writing out music, it is common practice to write out 8 bars and put a repeat sign at the 
end, since there will be no major change in the repeat. In writing out the steps however, there is 
a major change in that the feet are switched for the repeat, and for clarity I decided to write the 
repeat out in full, so that each symbol always has the same meaning. 
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