The Old-Time Country Dancing Master.
The country dancing-master of half a century ago was a very important functionary in the rural south. He was well accomplished, took a pride in his calling and expected not only a certain respectful deference, but also a fair measure of discipline from his pupils. He gave both private and public tuitions and his syllabus was wide and varied. For juniors it embraced such step-dances as reels, jigs and singles, together with round and square figures – quadrilles, lancers, polkas, scottisches, and what were known as the ‘Irish Sets’. This was somewhat like the quadrilles but a little more intricate, with each of its six parts danced to jig time. The advanced pupils he introduced to more difficult forms of step-dancing – hornpipes, the Blackthorn Stick, Patrick`s Day, King Charles’ jig, Step of Kipeen, etc., as well as to Mazourkas, Cotillons,  Highland Flings, Barn Dances, Three-hand, Four-hand and Eight-hand Reels.

To the writer’s knowledge he was not conversant with, or at  least did not teach, some popular Irish dances of to-day such as ‘The Walls of Limerick’ and ‘The Waves of Tory’.

He was often employed by private families and these generally invited in some neighbours and friends on the particular nights of the week when he came to their houses.

More generally a number of neighbouring families co-operated to form ‘a class’ for the dancing master. In this case he visited in turn the houses of these different patrons, and the pupils of the several families would assemble for tuition wherever, for the night, he happened to be on duty.

His public lessons he usually gave in some dis-used cottage or perhaps in a vacant barn, or other out-house lent by an obliging farmer. After supper on stated nights during the winter, ‘the teacher and his pupils met’ at these appointed places and the instructions at each meeting went on for many hours at a time. The pupils were taught individually or in groups according to their proficiency and the difficulties of each particular form of dance.

The dancing-master was often a musician as well as a dancer ; he played a fiddle, melodeon or concertina, so that his pupils might learn from the beginning to ‘trip it lightly’ to the proper time. Sometimes, however, he was accompanied on his rounds by a musician colleague; at times, one or other of his pupils supplied the needful in this respect.

The dancing-master’s fees were by no means exorbitant – a penny for each new step or figure taught, the dances already learned being revised gratis. Nevertheless, with a large number of pupils, each anxious to break as much new ground as possible, the master generally took away what to him was then a very respectable sum. Private gatherings were more liberal than this in their payments but the number of pupils at these was naturally much smaller.

It often happened that there was no person of real responsibility in charge of these public dancing schools, and as a result, parents and others were sometimes inclined to regard them as objectionable. Specific complaints might arise, the priest’s intervention would be invoked and if warnings were ignored, the dancing-master with all his works and pomps, usually got a vigorous trouncing from the altar. The writer clearly remembers one case of this kind in his own locality. The dancing-master in question was accustomed to bring a fiddler  to supply the music at his meetings. It was at a time when the landlord was still a power in the land and ‘The Crowbar Brigade’ had not yet ceased its activities. After this contumacious dancing-master had been severely castigated and his unblest academy denounced as a moral plague spot in the parish, the congregation was exorted in no uncertain terms to give the eviction of ‘Mr Fiddlesticks’ their immediate and urgent attention.

In consequence of objections of this kind the dancing-master’s parochial missions often ended on an abrupt note before he had had time to initiate his pupils into the higher mysteries of his art. Nevertheless, these nightly dancing schools produced some excellent step-dancers. Those dancers might not have had quite the style and grace of our modern medallists, but their elasticity of foot and exactitude and vigour of timing with battering, kerrytipping, grinding, rocking and other saltorial intricacies, drew rounds of applause at country weddings, at ‘American Wakes’, and at Sunday evenings cross-road platforms.

The passing of the old-time dancing-master has, in its own small way, helped to accelerate that flight from the land which is such a regrettable feature of modern Irish life.
