
 

 
 
FOLK / WORLD DANCE DESCRIPTIONS 
 
Ke Au Nani (Hawaii, USA) 
This is an ancient hula that describes the beautiful world. It is a dance of gratitude to nature. “In the sky, the 
birds are flying. On the earth, the flowers are blooming. In the mountains, the trees are growing. In the 
oceans, the fish are swimming. This chant I give to you about the beautiful world.” In ancient Hawaii there 
was no written language. The most revered member of the King's court was the Hula dancer, who taught the 
people about the world and past down stories and traditions through song and dance. Notice how at the end 
of the dance, the children keep their heads lifted as they bow. This is because, in Hawaii, bowing the head is 
a sign of shame, and the hula is a dance of which to be proud. 
 
Festival Ribbon (China) 
The Festival Ribbon Dance is a traditional Chinese folk dance in which the dancers use a long red ribbon to 
create different shapes and movements in time to the music. The Chinese Ribbon Dance is often performed 
at festivals, like Chinese New Year.  At the end, the dancers imitate fireworks as they welcome the Dragon 
Dancers. In the breeze, the clothing appears to be swaying and dancing. Today, each performer holds a 
ribbon stick and in unison makes the ribbon dance to the beat of a Chinese song! 
 
Tanko Bushi (Japan)  
Tanko Bushi is a Japanese folk song. It is a song and dance about coal mining, and it refers to old Miike 
Mine in Kyūshū (Tagawa City). It is a common song used in Bon dances during the Bon Festival, and the 
dance that accompanies it depicts actions in mines such as digging, pushing a cart or hanging a lantern. 
 
Troika (Russia) 
The Troika is just one of several Russian dances that have shaped dance in Russia. It is a popular folk 
dance. The word 'troika' means 'three horses' in Russian, which makes clear both the trio of dancers and the 
copying of horse-like movements in the dancers' steps. Imagine a horse pawing at the ground, jumping from 
one foot to another, and moving very quickly from one spot to another. These are some of the attributes that 
make people think of horses when they see the Troika danced. 
 
La Bastringue (French Canadian)  
One of the few true folk dances, La Bastringue is still danced by "folk" in Quebec, Canada as part of a longer 
dance suite. Some say "la bastringue" means "the hoedown". Some say it means "the honkey-tonk". This 
style of dance is usually done in informal settings like a barn or a field, at the end of a long work week as the 
farmers throw down their shovels and hoes (hence "hoe-down") and dance together in their communities. 
Celebrating the hard work and good lives they lead.  
 
Virginia Reel & Clogging (USA, 1700s) 
The Virginia reel is a folk dance that dates from the 17th century. Though the reel may have its origins in 
Scottish country dance and the Highland reel, and perhaps have an even earlier influence from an Irish 
dance called the Rinnce Fada, it is generally considered to be an English country dance. Clog Dancing 
originated in the Appalachian mountains of America, and is a combination of European clogging and line 
dancing, and Native American footwork. You will see come Clogging at the end of this piece.  



 

 
Irish Ceidlagh Circle Dance (Ireland) 
Ceidlagh dancing is a social form in Ireland done in sets of eight similar to our square dances.  Step dancing 
originated in Ireland with the millers and miners. They wore wooden soled shoes and created intricate and 
lively shuffles and footwork that developed over the years which also became one of the roots of tap dance 
and clogging. 
 
Tarantella (Italy) 
This lively dance is said to have its origins in a healing dance whereby the afflicted person shakes out the 
poison of a tarantula spider bite. Healing and shaking dances are quite common in many cultures for ridding 
the body of various illnesses. Today, the Tarantella is a dance performed at all festive occasions and 
enjoyed by everyone at Italian weddings and celebrations. 
 
Bembalay (Jamaica) 
Bembalay is a celebration dance from Jamaica. This dance is traditionally performed by the Kumina people 
during their holidays. Celebration dances are a big part of Jamaican culture and everyday life, and always 
have been. The Vanaver Caravan learned this dance from Barry Moncreef, a dancer from the National Ballet 
of Jamaican.  
 
Egyptian Cane Dance (Egypt, North Africa) 
This is traditionally a men's solo dance which uses the cane to mimic the farmer planting his seeds. People 
often use every day movements and props in their dances to tell stories about their own cultural traditions 
and past-times.  
 
Odunday (Nigeria, West Africa) 
Odunday is a harvest dance from Nigeria that imitates the planting cycle.  Very often in folk traditions, 
everyday movement is incorporated into a traditional dance. When done in unison, a simple movement like 
digging the earth or planting a seed becomes a dance that brings a community together through the strength 
of dancing together. This song and dance was brought to the Vanaver Caravan through Carol Chappell, an 
extraordinary keeper of West African dance and song. 
 
Gumboot Dance (South Africa) 
Gumboot dance developed from traditional African roots to become part of urban South African 
working-class culture. Rural laborers came to work at the gold mines in South Africa where conditions were 
deplorable. Inside the mines the workers used the gumboots to communicate with each other by slapping 
their boots, stamping their feet and rattling their ankle chains. 
 
Maculele (Afro-Brazilian Stick Dance) 
Maculelê is an Afro-Brazilian martial art dance performed with sticks or machetes to the rapid beat of drums. 
Maculelê originated in the sugar-cane plantations by African slaves who would practice their ancient martial 
art form to defend themselves and keep their traditions alive. They used the sugar canes to disguise this 
martial art as a game or dance. Today, Maculele is a popular dance performed around Brazil.  
 
Samba (Brazil) 
Samba is another Afro-Brazilian dance. The people of Angola and other regions of Africa brought much of 
their music and dance culture into Latin America. Samba music is very similar to many Angolan music 
genres. The Samba music rhythm has been danced in Brazil since its inception in the late 16th century. 
There is actually a set of dances, rather than a single dance, that define Samba dancing in Brazil. The style 
of Samba you will see performed at Happy Hours school is choreographed for and performed at Carnival, a 
huge festival which takes place throughout the streets of Brazil.  



 

 
Mexican Hat (Mexico) 
The Mexican Hat Dance is one of the most popular dance forms of Mexico. At one point, it was considered 
the National Folk Dance of Mexico. The Hat Dance was born about 100 years ago during the Mexican 
Revolution and was symbolic of the national unity. The Hat Dance was originally a form of dance in which 
the man tries to court the woman in a very fashionable way. In this performance, you will notice the dancers 
playing tricks on, and games with each other in friendship, fun, and celebration.  
 
Big Apple (USA, 1930-40s) 
The Big Apple is a circle dance of solo jazz moves created in the 1930's by African American dancers in the 
United States, and lives within the realm of Lindy Hop (Swing Dance). At the peak of its popularity, the 
dance-craze was featured in dance halls, where a "caller" would call out moves for a group of dancers to do 
on the spot. In 1939 The Big Apple was performed in a choreographed form in the Hollywood movie "Keep 
Punching", which captured the essence of the craze. In the 1980's the dance underwent a revival and is still 
very popular today within the Lindy Hop community.  
 
 


