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Technical Talk - Choreography  

JANICE MACQUARRIE – Canada 

 

I come from an area that is rich in Celtic music so I have the oppor-

tunity to hear a variety of groups whether it is at different events or 

by listening to Celtic shows on local radio stations. On occasion 

people will tell me about a piece of music or a particular CD they've 

heard and will suggest it as potential choreography music. I listen to 

pieces over and over and try to visualize the theme and what the 

dance will look like. I have to be inspired by a piece of music and 

usually know immediately if it will work. I look for something that 

is challenging within the music such as tempo changes and syncopa-

tion but is still dance-able. I also have to be aware of the maturity 

and standard of the dancers involved. 

How do you pick your music for Choreography? Volume 1, Issue 2, 2017 

RACHEL McLAGAN - Scotland 

 

When it comes to music selection, for me the process is more intuitive than scientific.  There are cer-

tain things I look for: variation in terms of rhythm and phrasing; elements such as canon, or crescendos 

and cadence that add drama, because they add interest and variety from a choreographic perspec-

tive.  For the most part, though, it is all about the way the music makes me feel when I listen to it.  The 

piece has to evoke some kind of emotional response and it has to make me want to dance - the best 

pieces quicken your heart rate and give you goose-bumps within seconds, and the dance takes care of 

itself from there! 

To remove your name from our mailing list, please email wardrope123@rogers.com . 

Questions or comments? E-mail us at wardrope123@rogers.com   

LISA BRECK - Canada 

 

I think highland should have the same artistic 

outlet as other dance forms.  Our students need to 

devote endless hours and work into their highland 

technique, so it’s beneficial to compliment that 

intensity with choreography, and the use of 

different muscles and a different brain. It also 

allows the dancer to venture into another world of 

music and costumes and my goal is always to 

make that world as foreign as possible.  I spend 

hours upon hours listening to music.  I won’t 

choose something I like.  I choose something I can 

work with.  When I listen,  I need to hear 

interesting things in the music so I can do 

interesting things with the movements.   

KATE DeGOOD- USA 

 

I find choosing music to be the most difficult 

part of the choreographing process. Once I find 

great music, the steps, theme and costume al-

ways seem to fall into place! Unfortunately, 

finding great music that isn't overused can be 

extremely challenging. 

 

 I set aside a few hours to just listen to music, 

usually on YouTube, iTunes etc. If I or my 

dancer has a general theme in mind (energetic, balletic, etc) I start there. Initially it is most important that 

the music is Celtic; if it is not immediately obvious that the music sounds Scottish or Celtic, then it is 

probably not traditional enough for competition.  

 

From there I'm listening for music that changes tempo and rhythm, and that is a tempo that can be danced 

to. Generally the closer to fling/strathspey tempo, the easier it is to find steps that fit with the music. 

Though it is possible to choreograph to any tempo, it may be more difficult to find steps that fit well.  

 

From there, finding good music is more an art than a science. When I hear great music, I start to picture 

the steps immediately. With good music, the dance tends to "choreograph itself", as certain rhythms and 

tempo changes lend themselves easily to a particular step, or to travel, turns, pauses etc. Finding good 

music and choreographing quality dances is like everything else, it improves with repetition, so practice 

practice practice!! 
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Choreography – Additional Considerations  

 

Guidelines for judges judging choreography was 

discussed and is ongoing.  

 

... thoughts on the term “stage craft”. An aid for 

judges i.e. what does the judge look for in a choreo-

graphed piece. E.g. If a “Broadsword” or a “Reel” 

is requested then a Broadsword or a Reel should be 

danced. (No lying on the floor pretending to be a 

sword!!)  

 

DELMA CARGILL – Scotland 

 

I wish I had a process.  I actually just type in 

random words to match the theme I've decided 

on or been given. Then it's just a matter of listen 

and eliminating. The music obviously is the most 

important thing and sometimes I'll mix and 

match if I want a change of tempo.  

 

I don't think I do anything that is very special. 

Probably just what the other teachers do. 

KEARSNEY SMITH – MacNEIL – South Africa 

 

When I choose a good piece of music for choreogra-

phy, I need to be able to visualize right away: the 

style of movements, the theme, the costuming, the 

patterns. If the music doesn't do this, I know it's not what I want. You want to be inspired to create some-

thing inspiring and the music needs to do this. I always feel like the music is what starts it all, and from 

there you create. 
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Choreography –  Additional Considerations  

 

The following are additional points to consider 

when judging choreography  

 

a) Is there a blend of patterns and/or formations 

relative to the numbers in the group which is danc-

ing?  

 

b) Is the team working in unison as opposed to 1 

solo dancer with a supporting cast?  

 

c) Music – costume – dance content should all 

relate to each other.  

 

d) Interaction with each other and the audience, to 

provide entertainment.  

 

e) In addition judges should follow the Judges 

Marking on Page 32 of the SOBHD Constitution 

and Rules.  

LAURA HESTER – USA 

 

I pick music that I really like and that when I listen to it, I can 

visualize the type of dance I could do to it. The music is the most 

important part for me because I like to choreograph right to the 

music, so if the music changes or has certain accents I can have 

my choreography reflect those musical differences. Once I choose 

a song, I play it through and make a list of all of the basic move-

ments and parts of steps from any dance that I think will work 

with the song. If it seems that I have a lot that I can use then I will 

begin choreographing.  

 

 

SANDRA BALD JONES – Canada 

 

When I look for Choreography music, I listen for 

something that makes me want to dance, and is 

enjoyable to listen to.......is not too way out, and has 

some changes of tempo during the short piece. 

 

 

 

MAUREEN FIFE - Australia 

 

If I like the beat and it makes 

me move, that's it. 


