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FORCWORD

In 2021, Rosalie Wagenaar of Rose Irish Dance, based in the southwest of the Netherlands,
invited me to provide the live music at a feis—an Irish dance competition—she was
organizing. It was the first time she had hosted such an event with her dance school, and
likewise my first time as the accompanying musician.

| am an experienced performer on piano accordion in both the Irish and Scottish music
scenes, and | have often played for dancers, particularly at céilis/ceilidhs. A feis, however, is
a different matter altogether: the music must be performed with great precision, at exact
tempos, and in strict alignment with a metronome. | considered it a worthwhile challenge
and an opportunity to broaden my experience as a dance musician.

A feis consists of a (long) list of different ‘competitions’, or ‘categories’. The category of
“traditional and modern set dances” was at that time unfamiliar to me. While | knew in
general what a set dance was, and like most musicians in the Irish tradition was acquainted
with the melody of “King of the Fairies,” | did not realize that within the CLRG organization, to
which Rose Irish Dance belongs, there were some forty official set dances in active use. The
sheer scope of this repertoire came as a surprise.

My initial thought was straightforward: “l will simply purchase a book containing all of these
set dances. Memorizing them all is out of the question, but | can easily read them from sheet
during the feis.” To my surprise, such a book did not exist (or at least, | couldn’t find one
anywhere). While most of the tunes can be found online—for instance on thesession.org—
they are often without chord symbols, and some must be played with subtle differences
when used as set dances in competition. The lack of a comprehensive resource soon
became clear.

| therefore undertook the task of writing them out myself, working from recordings (of which
there are many, as dancers rely on them for practice). When the collection was complete, |
realized it might be of value to others as well, and so | shaped it into this book. The process
was demanding, but rewarding. Each transcription required careful listening and
comparison, and the variety of tempos and versions made the work both meticulous and
fascinating.


https://www.paypal.com/ncp/payment/P66QBTRNHWLW4

In time | learned that other Irish dance organizations, such as CRN, employ even more set
dances. | set out to gather and transcribe as many as possible. The present volume now
contains over fifty. Certain tunes proved particularly difficult to find, but with help |
eventually succeeded. My hope is that this book offers a collection that is close to complete,
and that it may serve not only as a practical tool for musicians, but also as a reference for
those interested in the breadth of the set dance tradition.

| wish to extend my gratitude to those who assisted in assembling the material:

« Rosalie Wagenaar and Antoinette van der Velden for their support, research, advice
and network within the dance community. Their willingness to share knowledge and
connections was invaluable.

e Colin McGill for providing several elusive tunes, such as Carmel’s Jig and Tim’s
Lament, which might otherwise have been missing from this collection.

e Michael Fitzpatrick and Francis Ward for their generosity in granting permission to
include their compositions, ensuring that this book reflects not only the traditional
core but also important contemporary contributions.

Although | was not able to contact every composer of the more recent, non-traditional
works, | trust they will welcome the inclusion of their pieces in this collection. It is my belief
that such compositions deserve to be heard and used, alongside the traditional repertoire, in
the living practice of Irish dance.

incroodUCcionN

How should this book be used? Imagine you are a musician active in the Irish music scene
and a dance teacher invites you to accompany a feis he or she is organizing. Your first
reaction might be: “a what?” You then consider whether this is something you are prepared
to take on. Itis not a simple undertaking, and it requires more than just playing familiar
tunes.

Considerations for the musician

At a feis, the musician is often the sole accompanist, carrying full responsibility for the
music throughout the day. The dancers who perform to your playing are competing, striving
to achieve results that will advance their dance careers. In such a context, errors or
inconsistency in the music can have serious consequences for both performance and
outcome.

A feis musician must therefore command a broad repertoire of Irish dance tunes: jigs, reels,
slip jigs, hornpipes, slides, and polkas. Moreover, these must be performed at a wide range
of tempos, each set precisely and consistently with the aid of a metronome. Fairness
demands that all competitors in a given category—for example, “primary reel 13-15 years”—



dance to the exact same tempo. With over a hundred competitions in a typical feis, this
means adjusting and resetting tempos continually, hour after hour.

To add to the challenge, a feis often runs from early morning until late afternoon, sometimes
even longer. Concentration, stamina, and reliability are essential qualities for the musician.
This brief outline already suggests how demanding such an engagement can be. Should you
ever be asked to accompany a feis, ensure that you receive thorough instructions and
preparation, especially if it is your first time.

Set dances

The particular focus of this book is the set dances, both “traditional” and “modern.” A set
dance is a choreographed solo dance fixed to one specific melody. By contrast, when for
example a reel is required in competition, the musician may choose freely from his or hers
repertoire of reels, provided the structure and length of the tune (commonly 32 bars) is
correct and suitable for the dance. Set dances, however, each have their own fixed length,
tempo, and melodic form. They cannot be substituted one for another. One of the best-
known examples is King of the Fairies, but there are dozens more.

Structure

The musical form of a set dance differs from the standard dance tunes. A set dance begins
with an introduction (a single A-part without repeat). This is followed by the A-part proper,
accompanying the step portion of the dance (commonly 8 bars repeated). Thereafter comes
the B-part, used for the set portion of the dance (with a variable number of bars, usually
played without repeat).

The distinction between the “step” and the “set” lies in how they are danced: the step is
performed first starting on the right foot and then repeated starting on the left, while the set
is performed only starting on the right foot. Consequently, the A-part is played with
repetition, while the B-part is not.

For example, King of the Fairies begins with an 8-bar introduction, continues with an A-part
of 8 bars repeated (16 in total), and concludes with a B-part of 16 bars. In other set dances
the B-part may differ: The Job of Journeywork has 14 bars, while Kilkenny Races extends to
24, For musicians accustomed to the regularity of 8-bar phrases, such irregularities may feel
unnatural at first. Melodic phrases may appear unfinished or unexpectedly extended. With
practice, however, these forms become familiar.

Rhythm & Speed

Two principal rhythmic types are found among the set dances: the hornpipe (notated in 4/4
or 2/2) and the jig (in 6/8). There is one unique exception, Is the Big Man Within, which
includes passages in slip jig (9/8).



Tempo adds another layer of complexity. Here it is essential to distinguish between
“traditional” and “modern” set dances.

The “traditional” set dances were created in the eighteenth century by dancing masters,
designed to showcase their skill and artistry. These dances have fixed tempos, though exact
markings may vary between organizations. At a feis, every dancer performing a traditional set
must dance this particular one at the same tempo.

Within CLRG, seven set dances are officially designated as traditional:
e St. Patrick’s Day (94 BPM)
e The Blackbird (144 BPM)
e The Job of Journeywork (138 BPM)
e The Three Sea Captains (96 BPM)
e The Garden of Daisies (138 BPM)
e Jockey to the Fair (90 BPM)
e King of the Fairies (130 BPM)

Other organizations, such as CRDM, designate additional traditional sets, such as White
Blanket and The Hunt.

All remaining set dances are considered “modern.” While the melodies are fixed, the
choreography may be newly created, often by teachers seeking to highlight the particular
strengths of a certain dancer. Minimum tempos are usually prescribed (often 68 or 70 BPM),
but dancers select their own preferred tempo and communicate this in advance.

About the notation

The tunes in this book are written so that one full run-through matches the complete length
of the dance. The first section—the introduction—is not danced. The dancing begins at the
“step” section. In practice, this means the A-part appears three times: once as an
introduction, followed by the step with its repeat.

In traditional set dances, several dancers sometimes perform one after another on the same
stage. Only the first dancer receives the introduction. After that, you start at the repeat of the
step section, and the next dancer continues without a break.

Itis also important to note that every musician brings a personal approach. The versions in
this book offer only one possible way to play each tune. As long as the main melody stays
clear and the structure and number of bars remain the same, there is plenty of room for
interpretation. Ornamentation, chords, and melodic variation all leave space for your own
style.



Feel free to shape the music in the way that suits you best. What you find here reflects how |
would play these tunes.

Digital performance

Feiseanna generally require live music, though one or two sections (to allow the musician
some rest) may be accompanied by recorded tracks. Modern set dances lend themselves
especially well to this, as dedicated feis apps provide recordings of all set dances at every
tempo.

This practice brings advantages for both musician and dancer. A feis often begins at 8:30 in
the morning and can run until evening; recorded accompaniment offers the musician
welcome relief. For the dancer, the modern set dance is often the highlight of their
performance, rehearsed with great care and carrying the highest expectations. An errorin
the music at this moment could have significant consequences. Using a recording provides
security and consistency.

If recorded music is not an option, this book provides the necessary support. With clear
notation and careful transcription, it enables the musician to provide reliable
accompaniment for both traditional and modern set dances, ensuring that each dancer has
the best possible conditions for their performance.

abouc che auchor.

My name is Erik de Jong and | live in the north of the Netherlands. I’ve been playing the piano
accordion since 1993. After about a decade of exploring all kinds of music, | began joining
local Irish sessions (for example, at O’Ceallaigh Irish Traditional Music Pub in Groningen, NL)
and performing with various Irish and Scottish music groups, both large and small. | also
took up other Irish instruments, such as the tin whistle and bodhran.

In addition, | started a duo with a Scottish ceilidh caller, and together we travel all over the
country organizing ceilidhs at weddings and other events in the Netherlands
(www.ceilidh.nl). I also play at the occasional feis. Besides that, | play balfolk music —
mainly French and Flemish tunes for traditional dance events. This means | often play for
dancers, which | really enjoy :-)

You can find more about me on my website, www.folkmuzikant.nl, which also includes a
section of Irish session tunes played by me on the piano accordion, with videos and sheet
music. For questions/remarks, you can send an e-mail to info@folkmuzikant.nl.


http://www.ceilidh.nl/
http://www.folkmuzikant.nl/
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JIGS

37.
38.
39.
40.

Ace And Deuce Of Pipering, The - Aon agus D6 na Piobaireachta
Battle of Arklow, The - Cath an Inbhir Mhdir
Blackbird, The - An Londubh

Blue-Eyed Rascal, The - Cladhaire na Suile Gorma
Bonaparte's Retreat - Culu Bonaparte

Downfall Of Paris, The - Titim Paris

Four Masters, The - Na Ceithre Maistri

Garden of Daisies - Gairdin na Noinini

Happy Whistler, The

Hunt, The - An Fiach

Job Of Journeywork, The - An Greas Giurnala
Kilkenny Races - Rasai Chill Choinnigh

King Of The Fairies - Ri na Siog

Little Heathy Hill, The - An Chnoicin Fraoich
Lodge Road, The - Béthar An Léiste

Madame Bonaparte - Madame Bonaparte

Mary Ellen Bradley

O'Doherty's Keep

Piper Through the Meadow Straying, The - An Piobaire
Planxty Davis - Plancstai Daibhéis

Planxty Keogh

Rambling Rake, The - An Réice Fain

Rodney's Glory - Gldir Rodney

Roving Pedlar, The - An Mangaire Fain

Tim's Lament

White Blanket, The - An Suisin Ban

Youghal Harbour - Cuan Eochaille

Blackthorn Stick, The - An Maide Droighnéan
Carmel's Jig

Charlady, The - An Bean Ghlantachain

Deep Green Pool, The



41. Donegal Rambler, The

42. Drunken Gauger (a.k.a. The Funny Tailor), The - An Gaueger Meisceach
43. Fiddler Around The Fairy Tree - An Bheidhleaddir ag an Crann Si

44. Humours Of Bandon, The - Pléaracha na Bandan

45, Hurling Boys, The - Na Buachailli Baire

46. Hurry The Jug - Cuir Thart An Crusca

47. Jockey To The Fair - An Marcach Chuig an Aonach

48. March Of The Kings Of Laois - Mairseail Ri Laoise

49, Miss Brown's Fancy - Rogha Inion De Brun

50. Orange Rogue, The - An Régaire Bui

51. Planxty Drury - Plancstai Druiri

52. Planxty Hugh O'Donnell - Plancstai Aodh O Domhnaill
53. Planxty Irwin - Plancstai O Heireamhoin

54, Road to Dunblane, The

55. Rub The Bag - Cuimil An Mala

56. Saint Patrick's Day - La Fhéile Padraig

57. Sprig Of Shillelagh, The - An Geag Siléaladh
58. Storyteller, The - An Scéalai

59. Three Sea Captains, The - Na Tri Captéin Mara
60. Vanishing Lake - Loch an Rith Amach

61. Wandering Musician, The - An Ceoltdir Fain
SLIPJIG

62. Is The Big Man Within - Bhuil an Fear Mor Istigh
EXTRA *

64. Cattle Jobber, The
65. Down The Hill

* These tunes are set dances, but | didn’t find them in any list for competition, so | added them as ‘extra’.
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The Ace And Deuce Of Pipering
Aon agus D6 na Piobaireachta
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r39 The Blue-Eyed Rascal hornpipe
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r3n Bonaparte’s Retreat hornpipe
=J Culu Bonaparte
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ﬂ B D ] The Downfall Of Paris hornpipe

Titim Paris
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(if the 'long' version of this set dance is required, play the 'step'-part repeated)
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3 The Four Masters hornpipe
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Garden of Daisies
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hornpipe

King Of The Fairies
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I Y The Little Heathy Hill hornpipe
:J ﬁ An Chnoicin Fraoich
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AFCERWORD

This book began as a practical necessity. Faced with the challenge of providing live music for
afeis, | quickly realized that no complete resource of set dances was available. What started
as a personal project of transcribing tunes from recordings has grown into a collection that |
hope will serve many others.

My wish is that this volume will lighten the burden for musicians who take on the demanding
role of feis accompanist. The task requires stamina, accuracy, and deep familiarity with the
repertoire, but with the right tools it becomes not only manageable but also rewarding.

Set dances represent a unique intersection of music and dance. Each tune is bound to a
specific choreography, connecting centuries of tradition with the creativity of dancers and
teachers today. By gathering these melodies into one accessible source, | hope to contribute
to the preservation of this living heritage and to encourage musicians to engage with it more
confidently.

If this book helps even a few musicians to step into the world of feis accompaniment with
greater assurance, and if it supports dancers in giving their best performances, then the
effort has been worthwhile.

Feis Set Dance Music Book
Donation
If you would like to make a contribution in appreciation of
this book, you are welcome to donate. Please use the
following link or scan the QR code:
https://www.paypal.com/ncp/payment/P66 QBTRNHWLW4
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