Castanet Overview

Primitive castanets in different shapes and forms have been found on all continents and have been used to accompany music and dance since the dawn of time. Spain has been the country that preserved and developed their use since then, so much so that they became part of the Spanish cultural heritage. They are also known as palillos or castanuelas. 
Castanets are used frequently in dances that are not entirely flamenco, such as Sevillanas and Fandangos. Castanet playing is a separate and dedicated art form. Many hours of practice are needed to become proficient, even if just for fun in the feria. There are less than 4 professional castanet players in the world! Spanish castanets resemble sea shells and are bound together by a cord put through the holes in each half. They are usually made of hard woods, although new materials like pressed canvas or fiberglass have appeared recently and are currently the preferred type.

Method
Let's look at some basic ways of playing them. Every pair of castanets is made up of a male and a female. To tell them apart, you have to look at the marks that each shell has in the area where the chord is found. 

- The male half is the one that has no marks. It is placed in the left hand, its sound is grave compared to that of the female, and it is generally played by striking it simultaneously with the ring and middle fingers of the left hand (TA).

- The female is marked with one or more marks, and its sound is more acute, it is played with the right hand, and the most common ways of playing it are:
1. little finger – ring finger – middle finger – index finger (RIA)
2. ring and middle finger simultaneously (PI)

Other sounds that can be made include:
3. CHOQUE: it consists in striking the male and female against each other
4. PAN (GOLPE): the ring and middle finger of both hands simultaneously

Musical accompaniment using the castanets is mainly based on combinations of these different forms of playing them, and on the use of both hands. Dancing choreography and playing castanets as an accompaniment is a very challenging skill to master. 

Practicing a little each day will bring you several benefits… 

~ Your fingers will get more dexterous, allowing you to technically play stronger, faster and more accurately. 

~ The castanet will become an extension of your arm, and no longer feel like a foreign object that distracts you while dancing.

~ You’re able to focus on performing the dance with feeling and intention, by incorporating the castanets rhythmic patterns as an integral part of your expression.

