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ABSTRACT
DARRAH CARR

ON THE HEELS OF RIVERDANCE: CHOREOGRAPHIC PROCESS
IN CONTEMPORARY IRISH STEP DANCE

AUGUST 2017

This qualitative research study analyzes a groundswell of choreographic activity
in contemporary Irish step dance in a post-Riverdance climate. Through case study
methodology, | investigate the choreographic processes of Irish-born choreographer
Breandan de Gallai and first-generation Irish American choreographer Sean Curran. | also
conduct practice-led research into my own choreographic process as an American
choreographer of Irish descent. Data collection procedures include interviews with artists,
participant observation during rehearsals and performances, and analysis of rehearsal
journals and videos.

| examine three new works against the historical backdrop of the Gaelic revival’s
insular nationalism and Riverdance’s high-octane multiculturalism—Dboth were
revolutionary moments for Irish step dance, but neither satisfy our choreographic
concerns. In contrast, we bring Irish step dance choreography to the concert dance stage.
Through choreographic processes that embrace improvisation, task-based movement
generation, and inspiration from other dance forms, we expand both the aesthetic of Irish
step dance and conventional notions of choreography. Our choreographic interventions

can be distilled in three words: expression, hybridity, and fusion.
vii



In advocating for practice-led research, this dissertation expands the current
discourse on choreographic practice to include Irish step dance. This study contributes to
the Irish dance community, to the larger field of Irish Studies, and to the much wider
circle of dance scholarship. The issues raised—individual agency, cultural identity, and
hybridization—are applicable across many disciplines. By introducing the dance
company model to Irish step dance, we encourage practitioners of ballet, modern, and
postmodern dance to reevaluate binary definitions of “world dance” and “Western
dance.”

This dissertation asserts that choreographic process in contemporary Irish step
dance is a practice of rewriting history through the body. This is not only a highly
political act but also a deeply personal one. The data reveal that active participation in
choreographic process moves beyond aesthetics and into identity politics. Having a
generative role in rehearsal enables artists to examine what it means for them be an Irish,
Irish American, or American Irish step dancer.

Avreas for future research include a cross-cultural comparison of Irish and Indian

dance and an investigation of Irish step dance pedagogy.
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CHAPTER I
SETTING THE STAGE
I am of Ireland
And of the holy land of Ireland
Good sir | pray of ye
Come dance with me
In Ireland
—*“Ich am of Irlaunde” [“I Am of Ireland”], fourteenth century
When perusing the dance listings in the fall of 2011, Irish step dance fans may
have been pleasantly surprised to discover that five new productions directed by Irish and
Irish American choreographers of international stature were slated for performances in
New York City. The groundswell of choreographic activity in Irish step dance included
former Riverdance principal Breandan de Gallai’s New York premiere of his evening-
length show Nocru at the Irish Repertory Theatre that September. The headline of New
York Times critic Brian Seibert’s review described the essence of the work as “tradition
stripped down and set to a new tune.” Megin Jimenez of nytheatre.com noted, “In one
unconventional number, tango music works surprisingly well in showcasing the potential
for masculine force within the dance, as well as its ability, like tap dance, to tease infinite
rhythms out of any beat. Most unique are the pieces danced barefoot.” Meanwhile,

another former Riverdance star, Colin Dunne, gave the New Y ork premiere of his first
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full-length solo production, Out of Time, at the Baryshnikov Arts Center in October. As
described by Carrie Seidman, writing in the Herald Tribune, “The again barefoot Dunne
runs in a circle around the stage, then hops up and down with his arms swinging as if to
break free from every bodily restriction that has been imposed upon him.” Additional
New York premieres in 2011 included Maire Clerkin’s The Bad Arm: Confessions of a
Dodgy Irish Dancer, which was showcased during the New York International Fringe
Festival in August, and Every Little Step . . . The Rhythm of Hope, a collaboration by
Dance Theatre of Ireland and Soul Steps at Joyce SoHo in November. Meanwhile, my
own company, Darrah Carr Dance, premiered Dingle Diwali, a work by our guest
choreographer Sean Curran that juxtaposes Irish step dance percussion with vocalizations
by British Indian singer Sheila Chandra, in November at New York City’s Irish Arts
Center. Certainly, these are not the only examples of choreographic work related to Irish
step dance that have premiered in recent years, but their proximity to each other in both
time and place is indicative of a shift in the field of Irish step dance.

In this dissertation, | attribute such new directions in contemporary lIrish step
dance choreography to what I call a “post-Riverdance climate” and analyze their
implications not only for Irish step dancers but also for the broader dance community.
My research focuses on the choreographic process of three of the choreographers
involved in premieres in the fall of 2011: Sean Curran, Breandan de Gallai, and myself.
Each of us has been rooted within the framework of Irish step dance since childhood, yet
we allow improvisation, experimentation, and inspiration from other forms of dance and

music to push against the boundaries of tradition and to explore the infinite possibilities
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that arise when making dances. | regard the three of us as among a growing number of
choreographers who are creating new visions of Irish step dance in a post-Riverdance
climate.

During the past several years, original Riverdance female lead dancer Jean Butler
has premiered several new solo works in both Dublin and New Y ork City, while Boston-
based choreographer Kieran Jordan and Belfast-based dance maker Bridget Madden have
each choreographed works that experiment with Irish step dance vocabulary. During the
past decade, numerous dancers have retired from touring with Riverdance, yet many of
them maintain an interest in performance and in exploring new approaches to Irish step
dance choreography. A variety of groups founded by former Riverdance members,
troupes such as Hammerstep (Garrett Coleman and Jason Oremus), Fusion Fighters
(Chris Naish), and Prodijig (Alan Kenefick), have brought their unique styles of Irish step
dance to new audiences through the deft use of social media, flash mobs, and television
appearances on popular shows such as America’s Got Talent and Got to Dance. Also
noteworthy are the progressive Irish step dance works of Chicago-based Mark Howard
and his Trinity Irish Dance Company, which was founded in 1990.

Background

Riverdance has affected each of the aforementioned Irish step dance
choreographers to greater and lesser degrees. Yet it would be virtually impossible to
discuss new choreographic work in Irish step dance without acknowledging the backdrop
of such a massive commercial phenomenon. Since it leapt onto the world stage over

twenty years ago, Riverdance has been seen live by over twenty-five million people
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throughout forty-six countries and been viewed by a worldwide television audience in
excess of two billion people. Although Irish step dance had long been executed in social
settings and on competition stages during cultural festivals, it had never before been
taken so far from its original participatory context and placed on the global stage as a
professional performance. The now iconic line of Irish step dancers pounding out
rhythms in perfect unison, as well as the inclusion of other percussive forms such as
flamenco and tap, gave Riverdance widespread appeal as it toured continuously across
four continents.

The remarkable success of Riverdance coincided with a period of spectacular
growth in the Irish economy, which was dubbed the “Celtic Tiger.” Riverdance created a
professional, multicultural performance context for Irish step dancers at the same time
that this economic climate enabled the necessary arts funding for the number of small
contemporary dance companies to increase in Ireland. Across the globe, Irish step dance
reached beyond its customary home in diasporic communities and became a mainstream
dance form that was taught alongside ballet, tap, and jazz in recreational dance studios.
Meanwhile, aspiring dancers around the world learned to Irish step dance from
Riverdance and other videos available on YouTube. Back home in Ireland, the
establishment of the Irish World Academy of Music and Dance at the University of
Limerick in 1994 by composer and ethnomusicologist Micheal O Suilleabhain gave Irish
music and dance a permanent home in academia. With master’s programs in Irish
traditional dance performance and ethnochoreology directed by Catherine Foley, as well

as a master’s program in contemporary dance performance directed by Mary Nunan, the
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Irish World Academy of Music and Dance provides fertile ground for choreographic
experimentation and cross-fertilization. Their recently launched PhD program in arts
practice further supports the intersection of dance theory and practice. The establishment
of Dance Research Forum Ireland and the National Dance Archive of Ireland promote
these aims as well.

Perhaps most important for Irish dancers themselves, Riverdance was
instrumental in establishing a professional performance context for Irish dance. The
Riverdance website is rich with statistics such as that over the course of fifteen years, the
show has employed some fifteen hundred Irish dancers who otherwise would have faced
two choices: retire or open an Irish dance school and train dancers for competition.

The recontextualization of Irish step dance—Dbe it through global performance,
mainstream dance studio instruction, the Internet, or academia—has inspired a growing
number of choreographers in Ireland and throughout the Irish diaspora to experiment with
Irish step dance vocabulary and to present their results in performance contexts that
feature professional dancers and ticketed public audiences (rather than in social or
competitive contexts that feature recreational dancers or dance students).

| believe that the work of these choreographers is the cultural legacy of
Riverdance, in that their performances further legitimize Irish step dance as a
professional career path. At the same time, their performances raise questions about
choreographic process and the preservation of cultural legacy within the broader Irish

step dance community, given that each of the new productions is a clear departure from



the image of Irish step dance that was made famous by Riverdance—namely, a long line
of dancers moving in rhythmic unison.

Prior to Riverdance, the process of composing an Irish step dance was dictated by
the regulations of the dominant competition circuit. Charged with safeguarding the now
three-hundred-year-old traditions of Ireland’s traveling dance masters and emboldened by
the nationalist fervor that accompanied the Gaelic revival of the 1890s, teachers and
adjudicators have monitored the rate of change in Irish step dance choreography over the
past one hundred years by rewarding recognizable compositions and disqualifying those
that exceeded the boundaries of the art form’s codified movement vocabulary. The
absorption of new choreography thus happens gradually and practitioners of Irish step
dance often perceive their dances as belonging to an unbroken tradition—albeit one that
has evolved dramatically over time. Indeed, the very nature of competition ensures,
somewhat paradoxically, that a tradition of innovation exists within Irish step dance as
competitors incite each other to greater and greater levels of virtuosity. In many ways, the
competition circuit set the stage for Riverdance by providing a seemingly endless supply
of highly trained dancers who literally jumped at the opportunity to perform.

Nevertheless, in my opinion, the work of the choreographers mentioned above
exemplifies an approach to Irish step dance choreography that differs from what is
typically found in the competition circuit and thus indicates a new direction for the field
in a post-Riverdance climate. Today, Irish step dance choreographers are creating new
works whose difference from Riverdance, or from the competitive Irish step dance

circuit, can be immediately perceived. Examples of these changes include sustained
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choreographed sequences for the arms, the use of the floor as an extension of the dancer’s
kinesphere, and an exploration of partnering (in an art form that is best known for having
its dancers’ arms pinned to their sides). My research investigates the choreographic
process of several of today’s artists and examines how they use the synergies of
experimentation and tradition when working with Irish step dance vocabulary.
Research Focus

Choosing from among the wide variety of choreographers mentioned earlier, |
determined to examine my own process, as well as the work of Sean Curran and
Breandan de Gallai, for several reasons. At first glance, our choreographic processes are
similar in that we are all focused on making work for dance companies or ensembles.
Although Aoife McGrath has examined the solo performances of Jean Butler and Colin
Dunne in her incisive text Dance Theatre in Ireland: Revolutionary Moves, a thorough
discussion of a cross-section of new ensemble choreography has yet to be had.
Furthermore, Curran, de Gallai, and | are primarily (though not exclusively) interested in
making work for similar venues, namely, concert dance contexts. For the sake of clarity, |
define my research area as concert dance and differentiate it from both competitive dance
and commercial dance. Within the Irish step dance community, concert dance contexts
are typically populated by professional dancers, whereas competitive dance is primarily
geared toward dance students. When surveying the Irish step dance landscape, one can
describe concert dance as being concerned with the continual creation of new work, as
opposed to the perfection of several competitive routines that display specific skill sets.

Finally, concert dance is performed before an open, public audience, whereas competitive
7



dance is performed for a private audience composed of Irish step dance students, parents,
and teachers.

In terms of differentiating concert dance from commercial dance in the Irish step
dance community, | again assert that concert dance is concerned with the continual
creation of new work, whereas commercial dance tours the same finished product for an
indefinite amount of time. This can be seen in the case of Riverdance’s ongoing twenty-
year tour of what is both essentially and intentionally the same production (periodic
updates to costumes, set design, and select pieces of choreography notwithstanding).
Concert dance often features several pieces from a dance company’s repertory in a given
evening, whereas commercial Irish step dance typically features one production that is
usually several hours long. Finally, concert dance tends to be performed in small and
midsize theaters, while commercial dance is typically performed in very large venues (a
notable example is Lord of the Dance, which was created by Michael Flatley, the original
male lead of Riverdance, and was geared toward venues such as New York City’s
Madison Square Garden).

In addition to our shared interest in ensemble choreography and concert dance
venues, Curran, de Gallai, and | all participated in Irish step dance competitions as
children. Nevertheless, our ensuing professional careers have been extremely diverse.
Likewise, our family backgrounds make for an interesting comparison. De Gallai is a
native Irish speaker and was born and raised in Gweedore, County Donegal, Ireland.
Curran is a first-generation Irish American from Boston, Massachusetts. His father was

born in County Kerry and raised in Crosshaven, County Cork, and his mother was born
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and raised in Ballenegare, County Roscommon. And | am an American of Irish descent
who discovered a connection to my heritage through Irish step dance lessons as a child in
Toledo, Ohio.

A mixture of personal and professional similarities and differences has obviously
shaped who we are as people and as artists—defining our personal worldviews and our
individual aesthetics. Laying our three case studies side by side demonstrates the breadth
of artistic voices working in Irish step dance today and reveals the ways in which
individual choreographers are addressing thorny issues of cultural identity, hybridization
of dance forms, and the transmission of dance knowledge, as Irish step dance
choreography moves from a strictly regulated competitive scene to a more open and
experimental performance context.

Definition of Terms

As indicated by the parameters outlined above, embarking upon any research
project is always a process of selection—of inclusion and exclusion. The inevitability of
that fact makes clarity of purpose essential. To that end, | wish to further delineate the
terms of this dissertation. The focus of my research is Irish step dance, a style that
descended from the step dance traditions of traveling dance masters who toured the Irish
countryside beginning in the late 1700s. During the Gaelic revival of the 1890s, many
(but not all) of these step dance traditions were appropriated by Irish nationalists and
were used to construct an Irish cultural identity that was separate and distinct from that of
the English colonizer. The carefully crafted Irish cultural identity was then disseminated

through widespread competitions and continual waves of emigration. Competitions, in
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turn, led to increased virtuosity and, as noted above, ultimately set the stage for
commercial productions such as Riverdance. The designation Irish step dance in this
dissertation references the form’s deliberate historical role in crafting an Irish cultural
identity and distinguishes the form from other styles of dance that were excluded from
the Gaelic revivalist project, among them some regional styles of step dance (often
referred to as ““old style” step dance in contrast to the “competition style” or “modern
style” that developed as a result of the revivalist project); sean-nos dance (a solo
improvisational form); and set dance (a group dance descended from the French “set of
quadrilles™). My use of the term Irish step dance is also meant to distinguish the form in
question from the much broader category of Irish dances that also spread through
emigration and contributed to the development of tap dance and to the American
vaudeville stage. Throughout this dissertation, the term Irish step dance refers strictly to
the style that was appropriated by Irish nationalists, spread through competitions, and
recognized globally as Riverdance. The phrase Irish dance, however, is used as an
umbrella term that can encompass all the styles described above, if not more.

At times, | refer to the choreographic work of the artists featured in this
dissertation as “contemporary” Irish step dance. By contemporary, | am referring to new
Irish step dance choreography that has been performed in concert dance settings during
the post-Riverdance climate; and | mean contemporaneous, or occurring in a time frame
that is closely connected to the present day. | do not mean the style of contemporary
dance that combines elements of modern, jazz, lyrical, and ballet and that is frequently

seen on popular television shows such as So You Think You Can Dance.
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Irish Dance Studies

In the nascent, but flourishing, field of Irish dance studies, critical research has already
been carried out in many areas. Helen Brennan’s The Story of Irish Dance, Helena
Wulff’s Dancing at the Crossroads: Memory and Mobility in Ireland, and John
Cullinane’s numerous historiographies document the manner in which religion joined
forces with nationalism to ban what was regarded as the foreign and scandalous practice
of set dancing (which involved partners holding each other in a tight embrace) and to
promote the newly developed form of céili dancing in its place. Martha Robb’s Irish
Dancing Costume discusses the advent of competition in Irish dance as revivalists strove
to increase public interest in their cultural activities. Robb details the development of a
national Irish dance costume covered with embroidered Celtic knot-work patterns that
were meant to allude to Ireland’s glorious Celtic past (pre-British occupation). Frank
Hall’s Competitive Irish Dance: Art, Sport, Duty examines the changes in Irish dance
technique brought about by the competition circuit from an anthropological viewpoint,
while J’aime Morrison’s “Dancing between Decks: Choreographies of Transition during
Irish Migrations to America” and Marion Casey’s “Before Riverdance: A Brief History
of Irish Step Dancing in America” document the spread of Irish dance through successive
waves of Irish emigration. These texts provide insight into the numerous ways in which
religion, nationalism, and emigration affected the form, function, and context of Irish
dance and led to the invention of new traditions.

Catherine Foley’s text Irish Traditional Step Dancing in North Kerry: A

Contextual and Structural Analysis provides a detailed ethnographic account of an
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important regional step dance style. Meanwhile, her Step Dancing in Ireland: Culture
and History traces the evolution of step dance from the royal courts of France to the
homes of North Kerry to the stage of Siamsa Tire, the National Folk Theatre of Ireland.
Foley’s research highlights the contributions of individual choreographers to the form
and refutes any suggestion that traditional step dances are stagnant or lacking creative
input. In a related vein, Orfhlaith Ni Bhriain’s research focuses on choreographic
processes in competitive Irish step dance and illuminates the avenues for creativity within
a bounded system.

Nearly one hundred years after the Gaelic revival, Riverdance transformed Irish
step dance into a global phenomenon. In The Irish Dancing: Cultural Politics and
Identities, 1900-2000, Barbara O’Connor traces the changing sociopolitical impact of
Irish step dance from the first Gaelic League céili in 1897 to the premiere of Riverdance
in 1994. In many ways, the commercial production of Riverdance reversed the previous
effects of religion, emigration, and nationalism on Irish dance. In The Riverdance
Phenomenon, Barra O Cinnéide describes how the show’s premiere coincided with
spectacular growth in the Irish economy. As Ireland asserted its position in the global
economy, Riverdance became a symbol of its success on the world stage. Critics such as
Sonia Humphrey and Cathy Hainer deemed the show “sexy” and noted that it was a far
cry from the parochial church hall where céilis were held during the Gaelic revival.
Riverdance’s theme of returning to the homeland reflected the fact that Ireland’s role as
an emigrant nation changed as a result of the Celtic Tiger economy. Many young people

were able to find work at home and thousands who had left returned to Ireland. In
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“Stepping into Footprints: Traditions and the Globalization of Irish Dance,” Michael
Seaver explores the impact of reverse emigration in Irish dance, while critics too
numerous to mention have commented on the influence of Riverdance.

Looking beyond Irish step dance, Aoife McGrath and Bernadette Sweeney have
examined the dancing body in contemporary Irish theater, while Anna Mackey and
Victoria O’Brien have researched the history of Irish ballet. Deirdre Mulrooney’s seminal
text Irish Moves: An lllustrated History of Dance and Physical Theatre in Ireland covers
a wide range of dance genres in Ireland and includes writings by choreographers such as
Jean Butler, Colin Dunne, and Breandan de Gallai, which explore the choreographic
process in the artists” own words.

A review of the existing literature reveals that important scholarly attention has
been paid to regional step dance styles, to Irish step dance competitions, to productions
such as Riverdance whose choreography does not change from performance to
performance, and to Irish contemporary dance theater. Nevertheless, an analysis of the
work of several artists whose ensemble choreography is destined for concert dance
venues (not necessarily connected to theater productions but, rather, focused on dance for
dance’s sake) has yet to be conducted. This dissertation addresses the gap and will make
an important contribution to the Irish dance community, to the larger field of Irish
studies, and to the much wider domain of dance scholarship.

Irish Dance in Academia
Indeed, Irish step dance could use more champions in academia. The art form

currently occupies a curious position as simultaneously a “Western dance” form and a
13



“world dance” form—although it is not heartily embraced by either camp. Foley’s Step
Dancing in Ireland, mentioned earlier, clearly traces the trajectory of Irish step dance
from French courts to Irish cottages—at the westernmost edge of Europe. Hence, it is a
Western dance form. Nevertheless, Irish step dance is not often recognized as being
physically or historically related to ballet, nor is it awarded the same prestige. At the
same time, the machinations of the Gaelic revivalists effectively co-opted what could
have become Ireland’s own classical dance form. As Déithi O Mir writes in the preface to
ModERIN: Contemporary Irish Dance Works; Darrah Carr Dance, a publication
released in the fall of 2013 upon the occasion of my company’s fifteenth anniversary,
“What was in actuality a classical dance form was renamed as a generic folk practice due
to the political exigencies of the Irish cultural revival agenda: a classical dance form was
purposely reclassified as folk dance” (x).! As such, Irish step dance currently languishes
in the poorly named “world dance” category alongside practitioners of Bharata natyam,
flamenco, Kabuki, and myriad other dance forms that have little in common aside from
the fact that they have all been positioned as being “other” from “Ballet, of course, but
also Modern, Postmodern, and above all, Choreography,” as Marta Elena Savigliano
asserts in the anthology Worlding Dance. Savigliano interrogates the term world dance
and asks, ““World dancer,” anyone? Let me rephrase: do any dancers, whether in Dance
or out there in the world, identify as a world dancer? I haven’t located a single one, not
yet” (179). Savigliano’s essay questions the prevailing assumption in university dance
departments, at dance festivals, and at concert dance venues that only forms such as

ballet, modern, and postmodern use the gifts of individual choreographers—the
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implication being that “world dances” simply spring, fully formed, from a uniform
“folk.”

Indeed, the history of Irish step dance has a long lineage of individual
choreographers far beyond the three artists who compose the bulk of my dissertation
research. At the same time, the individual authors of numerous Irish step dances have
been lost to time. As a result, there are multiple solo step dances—known as “traditional
set dances”—whose choreography and music are “set” and maintained faithfully.
Examples of traditional solo set dances include Saint Patrick’s Day, the Blackbird, and
Garden of Daisies. The umbrella of Irish dance also encompasses a wide variety of group
set dances that are descended from the French set of quadrilles. In this instance, the term
set refers to the group of eight people who participate in these dances, although the
choreography itself is also “set,” or predetermined. Many regions in Ireland are home to a
distinctive set dance, and a given sequence of choreography is often identified by place-
name. Examples of group set dances include the Aran Set, the South Galway Set, and the
Corofin Plain Set. The close association of geographic place and choreographic sequence
gives a sense of collective, rather than individual, authorship to many set dances (there
are, of course, exceptions, such as the Sionna Set choreographed by Catherine Foley in
2005).

In the anthology Worlding Dance, Susan Leigh Foster describes the efforts that
she and her colleagues have undertaken at the University of California, Los Angeles,
Department of World Arts and Cultures/Dance (UCLA) to erase the divide between “the

West and the rest” by reconfiguring their choreography and composition courses. Rather
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than reserving the study of choreographic process solely for the domains of ballet,
modern, and postmodern dance, the faculty redesigned each of their composition courses
to include examples of artists working in a wide variety of dance traditions. Foster
describes the shift in pedagogy:

We are grappling with the various ways that the term “choreography”

might be taken to mean in distinctive dance contexts: when and how are

the making and doing separate endeavors? How is tradition preserved

through innovation? How might the art of making dances become a very

different process in contexts where dance is improvised? How do we

assess collective as well as individual amendments to a dance? (Worlding

X)
In this dissertation, | grapple with very similar questions. While the choreographic
processes of Curran, de Gallai, and myself are very distinct—stemming from a diverse
mixture of our personal aesthetics and professional experiences—certainly the concept of
individual authorship in Irish step dance is nothing new. | envision the umbrella of Irish
dances as covering a continuum of individual and collective contributions throughout
historical time and geographic place. I believe that choreographic innovation not only
preserves tradition but also promotes it, by presenting new Irish step dance choreography
within the context of concert dance venues. Along the way, choreographers such as
Curran, de Gallai, and myself are using improvisation as a choreographic tool and
weaving our individual voices with collective contributions from the dancers we work

with.
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I appreciate UCLA’s interrogation of the assumption that only ballet, modern, and
postmodern dance forms have individual choreographers and support their rejection of
the belief that choreography fashioned by collective input cannot be part of a composition
course. | am hopeful that curriculum models such as those developed by UCLA or by the
Irish World Academy of Music and Dance, mentioned above, will pave the way so the
study of Irish step dance may gain even greater acceptance in academia.

The Irish Dancing Body

Irish studies departments also have a large role to play in furthering Irish dance
research. Historically, the spoken, written, or sung word has been highly favored over the
dancing body—whether as an Irish cultural export or as a subject for Irish studies.

Indeed, a quick overview of Irish cultural exports immediately brings to mind the work of
numerous literary giants such as Jonathan Swift, Oscar Wilde, W. B. Yeats, James Joyce,
Samuel Beckett, Seamus Heaney, Frank McCourt, and Colum McCann. Likewise, a
perusal of the traditional Irish music archives reveals renowned artists such the Chieftans,
Planxty, the Bothy Band, and Christy Moore, while popular music fans could easily cite
the work of U2, Sinéad O’Connor, the Cranberries, and One Direction, among others.
Meanwhile, Irish stars of film, television, and stage include Colin Farrell, Liam Neeson,
and Gabriel Byrne, to name only a few. For a relatively small island nation, Ireland has
enjoyed immense cultural recognition. It was not until the advent of Riverdance,
however, that dance joined the ranks of Irish literature, music, film, and theater as a

major cultural export.
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Likewise, Irish dance is a relatively recent addition to the curriculum of Irish
studies departments—whose course offerings are overwhelmingly drawn from the fields
of history, politics, literature, music, and theater. In Irish Moves, Mulrooney explains the
Irish cultural disconnect from dance:

Since its independence in 1922, and in the conjuring trick that led up to that

moment, Ireland has been, and still is, a country in which literature, poetry, and

theatre maintain an absolute hegemony at the expense of non-verbal artforms.

Besides the acres of literature itself, there are wall-to-wall critical books on Irish

literature. Words, words, words. But not one book on what lies between the

words—the physicality, the unsaid. (5)

Mulrooney’s phrase “the conjuring trick” is an apt description of the Gaelic revivalist
project of the 1890s and its careful construction of an Irish cultural identity that was
separate and distinct from that of the English colonizer through a process that
simultaneously discarded some traditions, borrowed others, and created even more.
Mulrooney describes this system as “inventing Irish bodies” and criticizes the Gaelic
revival’s focus on competitive Irish step dance at the expense of other forms of Irish
dance. “What were we trying to prove with this tightly regulated, quasi-militaristic
form?” she questions. “We sidestepped the more holistic form of Irish dance, that is sean-
nos dance . . . in favor of a sort of body fascism . . . the body controlled, repressed,
ignored” (12).

Indeed, the Irish step dancing body, with its arms pinned tightly by its sides and

its immobile pelvis, can be read as a visual metaphor for the systematic repression of
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sexuality by the Catholic Church and the new Irish state. Mulrooney cites the Public
Dance Halls Act of 1935, for example, as an overt attempt to police the body by
outlawing dances held in private homes and requiring social gatherings to be held in
public halls instead. The year 1935 also marked the beginning of a forty-three-year ban
on the importation and sale of contraception in Ireland. Even more egregiously, the
silence and shame surrounding sexuality manifested itself in the Magdalene Laundries,
where “fallen women” were sent to work and to repent in the biblical image of Mary
Magdalene. Ireland’s last Magdalene Laundry closed as recently as 1996. Meanwhile, the
2014 discovery of nearly eight hundred infants in an unmarked grave outside a
government-sponsored, church-run mother-baby home in Tuam, County Galway, has
brought the mistreatment of unwed mothers and their babies to the forefront of national
debate amid public outrage.

Against a backdrop of such systematic sexual repression, it is certainly not
surprising that “words, words, words” became Ireland’s cultural comfort zone, rather than
“what lies between the words—the physicality, the unsaid,” as Mulrooney puts it (5).
While there is ample evidence that the heavy hand of the external forces of nationalism
and religion is largely responsible for controlling the “invented Irish body,” Declan
Kiberd suggests that there is a third strand to consider, namely, the internalized guilt of a
people who had lost their mother tongue. In the forward to Irish Moves, Kiberd points out
that the renowned Irish literary canon is actually written in English—the language of the

colonizer:
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The explosion of brilliant writing in English at the end of the nineteenth century
was, among other things, a myth of compensation. A people who had hobbled
themselves by going dumb in their native language now sought to console
themselves by proving that they could write the new language even more
eloquently than its official owners. Perhaps the taut arms and controlled waists of
the Irish dancer tell us more of our secret cultural history than we wish to know?
The worst wounds in any culture are the self-inflicted ones and it may not be
fanciful to see in pre-Riverdance forms a kind of self-denial or even self-
punishment. (qtd. in Mulrooney xiv)
For Kiberd, the Irish step dancer’s rigid arms and torso have less to do with enforced
chastity and more to do with physical muteness—albeit self-imposed. Words written in
English became the weapons of choice—a vehicle for “outwitting the colonizers,” as
Mulrooney explains—while the dancing body became a contested site that succumbed to
denial from within and without (4). Nevertheless, Kiberd posits that the current
generation of artists—those working in a post-Riverdance climate—may be able to
“reconnect our theatre of the word with those experiences buried deep in our
bodies* (qtd. in Mulrooney, xiv). In my opinion, Riverdance not only popularized Irish
step dance by providing a global performance platform but also legitimized the dancing
Irish body and galvanized interest in exploring a choreographic language beyond words.
Kiberd’s hope for the future of Irish physicality is substantiated throughout
Mulrooney’s Irish Moves. As a collection of essays by and interviews with many of

Ireland’s key contributors to the dance and physical theater landscape, the anthology
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includes firsthand accounts of who the artists are; where they are from; what they are
creating; when they began working; and, perhaps most important, why they are involved
with dance and physical theater. Throughout this dissertation, in my exploration of
choreographic process, | expand the conversation by asking, how? To again echo
Mulrooney, how do contemporary artists working with Irish step dance vocabulary make
“what lies between the words—the physicality, the unsaid” (5)?

While writers such as Mulrooney and Kiberd have credited Riverdance with
freeing the Irish step dancing body from the clutches of parochial nationalism and sexual
repression, for others, the show is far from liberating. In Dance Theatre in Ireland, Aoife
McGrath asserts that Riverdance introduced a new method of bodily discipline for Irish
step dancers as the show strove to create a uniform product for commercial sale. She
argues that the dancers’ synchronization “advertises their ability to be economically ‘in
step’ with the global market. The chorus line scenes in the show can be read as
spectacular displays of corporeal conformity and the subjugation of the body to an
external force” (97). Uniformity is critical to maintaining the Riverdance brand and
enabling producers to clone the show for maximum marketability. During the height of
its popularity, there were several Riverdance troupes crisscrossing the globe, not to
mention numerous spin-off productions.” For McGrath, the “external force” of late
capitalism drove Riverdance into an “international commercial whirlwind” that exists
“far away” from the locus of her research on contemporary dance theater in Ireland (9).

According to McGrath, Riverdance may have brought Irish step dance global

recognition, but it did so through the labor of the chorus line of dancers, whom she
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describes as “a living commodity, trapped in a site that allows for no indeterminacy” (8).
Furthermore, despite drawing huge global audiences for Irish step dance, Riverdance did
not increase the visibility of Irish contemporary dance theater—a form that remains
marginalized through “a reverence for the written word to the exclusion of the corporeal”
(27).

The second half of McGrath’s text covers Irish contemporary dance theater
companies and works that span roughly the same twenty-year period as the trajectory of
Riverdance. Yet the growth that McGrath identifies in Irish contemporary dance theater
is attributed to the choreographers’ own ingenuity and persistence, as well as to an
increase in funding from Ireland’s Arts Council to contemporary dance companies during
the early 1990s. McGrath writes, “Choreographers in Ireland have, by necessity, always
had to be skilled tacticians, constantly finding new ways to move the dancing body
towards visibility in an unwelcoming terrain” (27).

In positing choreographers as “skilled tacticians,” McGrath calls upon Michel de
Certeau’s seminal text The Practice of Everyday Life and his critical distinction between
tactics and strategies. Whereas institutions and power structures implement strategies in
order to define and regulate an environment, individuals employ tactics as a means of
creative resistance—moments of agency seized within the routines of their daily
activities. McGrath relates de Certeau’s theories to the actions of Irish contemporary
dance theater choreographers and asserts, “This notion of a tactical disruption of the
dominant by bodies operating from the margins, the space of the other which allows for

their autonomy, has great resonance with the position of the choreographer in Ireland”
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(28). For McGrath, the “space of the other” is a space in between theater and dance—a
creative space that defies genre divides and embraces hybridity.

While McGrath’s framework is Irish contemporary dance theater (including the
solo dance theater works of former Riverdance leads Jean Butler and Colin Dunne), many
parallels can be found in the work of Irish step dance choreographers in a post-
Riverdance climate. McGrath’s differentiation between Riverdance and Irish
contemporary dance theater echoes my distinction between commercial dance and
concert dance. Irish contemporary dance theater choreographers resist the dominance of
the Irish literary canon by working in a space in between theater and dance—in between
text and corporeality. Meanwhile, Irish step dance choreographers must negotiate the
dominance of the Irish commercial phenomenon that is Riverdance—an icon so
pervasive that the name of the production often supplants the name of the dance form.
“Oh, so you do Riverdancing?” is a question that Irish step dance choreographers must
answer frequently. We respond by navigating a terrain that exists in between commercial
dance and competitive dance—in between Irish step dance vocabulary and choreographic
principles drawn from modern and postmodern dance. Riverdance may be “far away”
from Irish contemporary dance theater. Yet through works that blur genre boundaries,
make social and political commentary, welcome hybridity, and address questions of
cultural legacy, Irish step dance choreography is moving closer to Irish contemporary
dance theater with every step. Dance making in the “space of the other” is enabled by
choreographic processes that explore Irish step dance’s expressive potential, invite

creative contributions from the dancers, and welcome indeterminacy.
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Research Overview

My research is ostensibly about the choreographic process of three individual
artists. At the same time, however, I cannot ignore the process by which Irish step dance
choreography was manipulated to fit the agendas of church and state over the past one
hundred years. Before presenting my three case studies—the crux of this dissertation—I
will discuss the historical factors that led to the groundswell of choreographic activity
that | have observed in Irish step dance today. Chapter 2 provides a historical overview
and posits the invention of a chaste, asexual Irish step dancing body as the result of the
Gaelic revivalist project, which, in turn, contributed to the systematic repression of the
body in favor of the word. In the ensuing century, the burgeoning competition scene
became the purview of young dancers—children and teenagers—who accelerated the
form’s physical virtuosity but ignored its potential for theatricality. Because the
competition circuit was the dominant context for the performance of the form, Irish step
dance virtually disappeared from public view. Hence, the seismic shock of Riverdance, as
described in Chapter 3.

O Mir explains the global public response to Riverdance: “The excitement was in
the discovery of a hitherto unknown virtuosic dance form that seemed to have dropped
magically onto the stage from out of nowhere” (ix). With its attractive chorus line of
young adults in short black dresses and sleek black pants pounding out energetic rhythms,
Riverdance reversed the public’s previous associations of Irish step dance practice with
insular nationalism, repressive Catholicism, and mass emigration. Coinciding with the

boom of the Celtic Tiger economy, Riverdance became a symbol of Ireland’s success on
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the world stage—both culturally and economically. As Mulrooney remarks, “The 1990s
were an eventful decade for Irish bodies. That classic Irish inferiority complex must have
exited stage left as the nation reconfigured itself in movement, in the form of
Riverdance” (18).

This dissertation addresses the transfer of Irish step dance to the stage by
analyzing the choreographic process of three artists. In Chapter 4, | discuss my
methodology and reflect upon the parallels between conducting qualitative research and
creating choreographic work. | explain that in-depth interviews with the choreographers
and dancers underpin the entire dissertation, yet additional data collection procedures
were tailored to each case study. For example, participant observation played an
important role in my investigation of Curran’s work, while textual analysis of personally
situated writing was critical to my understanding of de Gallai’s choreographic process.
Meanwhile, the self-reflexive study of my own choreographic process adhered to the
tenants of practice-led research. In Chapter 5, I call upon the work of postcolonial theorist
Homi Bhabha, whose theories of hybridity, the third space, and “sly civility” provide a
useful alternative framework for recognizing the historical impact of British colonialism
on Irish step dance. Meanwhile, Susan Foster’s assertion that dance making is a form of
theorizing facilitates my analysis of the implications of the emerging shifts among
today’s practitioners.

Chapters 6, 7, and 8 contain case studies of Breandan de Gallai, Sedn Curran, and
Darrah Carr Dance and our choreographic processes of making dances that are inspired

by Irish step dance vocabulary and compositional methods from modern and postmodern
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dance. I discuss choreographic works that convey emotional expression, embrace
hybridity, cross genre boundaries, and examine questions of cultural identity. And |
amass a mountain of choreographic evidence to counter the claims of critics, such as Tobi
Tobias, who question the legitimacy of Irish step dance as a performance art.

Ina 2001 review of Dancing on Dangerous Ground, Jean Butler and Colin
Dunne’s first foray into linking Irish step dance with theatrical narrative in a space other
than Riverdance, Tobias asserts:

Like other forms of folk—or if you will, ethnic—dance, traditional Irish step

dancing doesn’t transfer easily to the stage. Its vocabulary, limited and

inexpressive, is meant for doing, not viewing. Once step dancing moved out of the
realm of social dance within its native community, it flourished largely in
competitions—parochial affairs focused on skill, not imagination. This was only
natural, since the form doesn’t inherently lend itself to the development of
narrative and character, the elements on which a persuasive theatrical experience
is often built. Today’s practitioners and enthusiasts of the genre appear to be
undeterred by these realities. (nymag.com)
Tobias’s description brings to mind the aforementioned divide between “Western” and
“world” dance, whereby ballet, modern, and postmodern forms are given an exalted
position, whether onstage as performance or in academia in choreographic research. The
three case studies of this dissertation provide an antidote to such bias and offer an
assessment of Irish step dance in terms of its own aesthetic principles. Chapters 6, 7, and

8 detail the work of choreographers who are doing, viewing, researching,
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choreographing, rehearsing, and performing Irish step dance all while investigating its
potential for expression on stage. Such a groundswell of choreographic activity indicates
that today’s choreographers are indeed “undeterred” and that the transfer of Irish step
dance choreography from social and competitive contexts to performance venues is
undeniably happening—even in the face of rampant bias.

Chapter 9 concludes the dissertation by predicting increasing visibility for Irish
step dance choreography and the continuing expansion of Irish dance studies while also
tracing connections to the past. Much as the Gaelic revivalists of the 1890s invented
traditions to reshape ideas about the body, today’s Irish step dance choreographers are
creating their own visions of the Irish step dancing body through works that transcend
geographic, historical, and aesthetic boundaries. Choreographic process in Irish step

dance is a practice of rewriting history through the body.
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CHAPTER I
DANCE MASTERS AND HISTORY MAKERS
Decked in caroline hats and swallow tail coats;
Dance masters who vied for parishes, goats, and collection plates,
In hamlets and villages as dusk encroached
They whirled the blackbird and the feathery reel
And trapped notes beneath their feet
They danced the rabbit and did the dog, the frog, the bump and grind
The soft shoe shuffle for the girl I left behind
They danced . . .
When the piper came to town, they danced, he said
Once, the whole world danced when the piper played
—Gear6id Mac Lochlainn, “They Danced”
“Dance is for doing,” declared the curator at the Irish Traditional Music Archive

when | asked him, as an undergraduate researcher in the summer of 1995, why there was
so little written about the history and origins of Irish dance. | believe he shared my
frustration and was simply trying to explain why the subject has been virtually ignored,
compared with the amount of study devoted to other aspects of Irish culture. While there
has been a welcome spate of publishing in Irish dance studies during the past ten years, it
is still difficult to find accurate historical information. There are scant references to dance

in ancient or medieval Irish literature and Irish dance has rarely been written about in the
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modern era. This chapter surveys the available historical resources and outlines the
history of Irish step dance, beginning with its original social form as a rural pastime.
Particular attention is paid to the nationalist reinvention of Irish step dance during the
Gaelic revival and the spread of the art form through the advent of competition—
particularly throughout the Irish diaspora. The broad sociopolitical forces of nationalism,
religion, and emigration are shown to have had a profound impact on the form, function,
and context of Irish step dance during the past three hundred years.
Traveling Dance Masters

Established historiographies of Irish dance typically take the emergence of the
traveling dance master, a figure found in Irish, Scottish, and English literature, as their
chronological starting point. The first documented traveling dance masters appeared in
the early eighteenth century and were all men. One of the most frequently cited historical
references is the travelogue of Arthur Young, an English writer who toured the Irish
countryside in 1776. Through Young’s writing, the figure of the traveling dance master
and the central role of dance in Irish social life emerges:

Dancing is so universal among them [Irish rural villagers] that there are

everywhere itinerant dancing masters to whom the cottars pay sixpence a quarter

for teaching their families. Weddings are always celebrated with much dancing

and a Sunday rarely passes without a dance; there are very few among them who

will not, after a hard day’s work, gladly walk seven miles to have a dance. (84)
Dance masters traveled to every village within a given territory of approximately ten

square miles, staying for about six weeks at a time and offering lessons in music and
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deportment as well as dance. They were responsible for teaching and choreographing
new social dances, as well as the solo steps of jigs and reels, for both rural villagers and
landed gentry. Their own social standing fell somewhere in between the two classes. In
Folk Music and Dances of Ireland, Breandan Breathnach describes the typical traveling
dance master as “a somewhat whimsical figure, pretentious in dress and affecting a
grandiloquence not sustained by his schooling” (49). Wearing a Caroline hat, swallowtail
coat, tight knee breeches, white stockings, and turn pumps with silver buckles, the dance
master was considered to be at a station above that of the itinerant piper or fiddler.
Set Dancing

Through contact with the landed gentry, traveling dance masters were first
introduced to the set of quadrilles, a dance form brought from France to England in 1815
by soldiers returning from the Napoleonic War. The set of quadrilles became popular in
ballrooms because the form was conducive to socializing. Four couples faced each other
in a square and executed four, five, or six figures, all of which involved interacting with
one or more of the other couples in the square. Irish dance masters maintained this
structure but adapted the movements for country dancing. They substituted their own
steps for ballroom styles and sped up the tempo to that of a jig or reel, thereby
emphasizing the close connection between traditional Irish music and dance. The “set
dances,” as the set of quadrilles came to be called in Ireland, grew in popularity, not only
because they lent themselves to socializing, but also because they were accessible to any
level of dancing skill. As Irish dance masters altered the original ballroom steps, it

became possible to execute a set dance with walking or sliding steps.'! In A Social
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History of Scottish Dance, George Emmerson reports that French dance master Henri
Cellarius decried the changes to the set of quadrilles in 1847 and described set dances as
“an opportunity for gossip rather than for dancing, a sort of necessary halting-place
between the waltzes and polkas” (147). Indeed, with the introduction of the waltz and
polka toward the middle of the nineteenth century, the popularity of the set of quadrilles
in English ballrooms waned.

In rural Ireland, by contrast, interest in set dances increased. Set dancing reached
its height of popularity in the 1880s and remained a favorite country pastime until the
1920s. Many localities developed a distinctive set of figures and style of execution.
Specific sequences of choreography were often identified by place-name—the Aran Set,
the South Galway Set, and the Corofin Plain Set, for example. Dances were held outside
at a crossroads in good weather and in barns or kitchens during the winter months. What
furniture there was would be cleared away and friends and neighbors would crowd in for
a “house party” or “country house dance” that usually lasted all night long.

Men danced in their work boots. The thick soles were reinforced with nails,
providing the dancers with an excellent opportunity to create rhythmical variations on the
shuffling and sliding steps of the set dance. Women danced barefoot, as it was considered
unladylike for them to perform the heavy steps expected from the men. In his collection
of essays on Irish culture, J. M. Synge quotes from a verse of an old song: “And now

we’ll dance to jigs and reels, nailed boots chasing girls’ naked heels” (22).

31



Step Dancing

The development of men’s rhythmic footwork, or “battering,” in social dance
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was the result of several factors. Traveling
dance masters taught rhythmic solo steps that could be inserted improvisationally into the
set by an advanced dancer. In addition, it was more common for homes to be built with
flagstone or wood floors (rather than mud) after the eighteenth century, thus providing a
resounding surface that accentuated the sound of hobnailed boots.

The sound of the battering was reinforced whenever possible. In “Single Time,”
Chris Brady notes, “Frequently, during the building [of a cottage] a special flag-stone
was laid next to the hearth for step-dancing upon. This ‘hearth-flag” would be laid over a
hole in which there was a large old cooking pot. This emphasized the sound of the
stepping. In cottages with compressed-mud floors, the half door would often be taken off
its hinges in order for a solo step dance to be performed. Dancers also battered on kitchen
tables, sometimes amid silverware, in order that the jingle and clatter of spoons add to the
rhythm.

Establishing a rhythmic connection between one’s feet and the music was the
most important objective for the step dancer. Often displays were improvisational. In an
interview with Seosamh O’Broin for Fidileiri magazine, musician Kevin McHugh recalls
seeing his father dance and relates that “he’d do his own old style type of dance using the
heels and hands and making up bits as he went along | suppose, but he always kept in

good time to the music” (4). At other times, good solo dancers would show off intricate

32



dances invented by traveling dance masters, whose reputation rested on their ability to
create new steps.

The ideal solo dancer, according to Irish dance masters, was one who kept the
torso rigid and moved only from the hips down, leaving the arms extended straight at the
sides. Restraining the upper body focused the attention on the rapid execution of intricate
footwork. Indeed, the limited area in which the solo dancer was expected to perform
called for this type of control. The good dancer was expected “to dance on eggs without
breaking them and hold a pan of water on his head without spilling a drop. The good
dancer dances underneath himself, trapping each note of music on the floor” (Breathnach
53). Although the popularity of country house dances waned during the 1920s with the
advent of radio and the automobile, the tradition of traveling dance masters lasted well
into the twentieth century. The last great traveling dance master, Jerry Molyneaux, died
in 1965.

Emigration

The importance and frequency of large community gatherings declined sharply
during and after the Great Potato Famine of the mid-nineteenth century. In his 1852 text
Irish Popular Superstitions, Sir William Wilde, renowned physician and father of
playwright Oscar Wilde, lamented the disappearance of many traditional Irish customs
and reported, “The festivals are unobserved and the rustic festivities neglected or
forgotten. . . . The peasants’ balls and routs do not often take place when starvation and

pestilence stalk over a country (40).
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Although the worst years of the famine were between 1845 and 1852, mass
starvation started a trend of Irish emigration, the impact of which is still felt today.
During the period of the Great Famine, more than 2.5 million Irish emigrated, most of
them to the United States. According to Kermy Miller and Paul Wagner in Out of
Ireland, in just ten years, almost 30 percent of Ireland’s population had left the island,
while an additional one million people had perished from hunger and disease (38).
Synge’s account of an interview with an elderly Irish man from Connemara reveals the
effects of continued emigration on Irish culture:

No, this while back you’ll never see a piper coming this way at all, though in the

old times it’s many a piper would be moving around through those houses for a

whole quarter together, playing his pipes and drinking poteen and the people

dancing round him; but now there is not dancing or singing in this place at all, and

most of the young people is growing up and moving to America. (119)

Eighty percent of Irish immigrants to the United States were from rural areas in Ireland,
however, only 6 percent of them settled in rural areas upon arrival (Edwards 382). The
result was an overcrowding of Irish immigrants in cities like New York, Boston,
Philadelphia, and Chicago, which was met with rampant anti-lIrish sentiment. In Out of
Ireland, Miller and Wagner attribute discriminatory practices to the fact that many
native-born Americans prided themselves on their British ancestry and their Protestant
faith. Thus, discrimination had both an ethnic and a religious basis. They write, “Irish
poverty was a sign of laziness and immorality, of ignorance and superstition—traits they

considered inseparable from Irishness and Catholicism” (54). According to Miller and
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Wagner, many Americans looked disdainfully at the drinking habits of some Irish
immigrants, and newspapers commonly depicted Irish people as “violent and drunken,
even as subhuman—more akin to apes than to native-born Americans” (54). Many
employers refused to hire Irish Catholics, posting signs that read, “No Irish need apply.”
Those who did hire Irish immigrants used them as a source of cheap labor.

By the end of the nineteenth century, discrimination had produced tightly knit,
fiercely loyal Irish communities within America’s larger cities. Many viewed Irish
emigration as involuntary, caused by British rulers and landlords who had done little to
relieve the famine. Both Irish immigrants and Americans of Irish descent joined Irish
American nationalist organizations in support of the growing movement for home rule in
Ireland. Miller and Wagner note, “They hoped that the creation of a free and prosperous
Ireland would help raise their own social status in the United States” (110).

Nationalism

At the same time, political reforms in Ireland, such as the repeal of draconian
Penal Laws, increased the desire for a politically and culturally independent Ireland,
which ultimately provided the foundation for the Gaelic revival at the turn of the century.
Revivalists were driven by a desire to create an Irish cultural identity that was separate
and distinct from that of the English colonizer. The revivalists organized formally in 1893
with the founding of Conradh na Gaeilge, or the Gaelic League. Although the Gaelic
revival was primarily a language movement, it manipulated Irish dance to fit its political
agenda. The first overt effort to engage with Irish dance was made by the London branch

of the league. Inspired by Scottish immigrants who organized their own dance evenings
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(and hoping that the addition of a social element would increase attendance at their
language meetings), the league sponsored their first Irish social-dance evening on
October 30, 1897, in London’s Bloomsbury Hall. The group appropriated the Irish word
céili (which originally referred to the practice of gathering in a neighbor’s house for an
informal evening of talk, song, and dance) and used it to name their organized social-
dance event.

The first céili included the most popular dances of the time: set dances, waltzes,
and polkas. Members of the league soon became concerned, however, that these dances
were “non-native” and therefore not befitting the nationalist cause. Set dances were
particularly egregious given that they had originated in France and then traveled to
England, and ultimately to Ireland. Although set dances had long been absorbed into the
fabric of rural Irish life, the form was nevertheless banned from future league events.
Searching for a suitable replacement, the league turned to a London-based dance master,
Patrick D. Reidy, who was originally from County Kerry, Ireland. Reidy taught the group
a “long dance” that he called the Kerry Reel. Excited by the discovery of this “native”
dance, the London branch of the league organized a collecting trip to Ireland. The
expedition included Art O’Brien, who went on to coauthor (with J. G. O’Keefe) A
Handbook of Irish Dances with an Essay on Their Origin and History, issued by the
league.

In his article “Dance and the Politics of Orality: A Study of the Irish Scoil Rince”
Moe Meyer describes the league’s decisions as “a nationalist cleansing of the art of

dance” and notes that their collecting trip led to ““a proliferation of ensemble forms (many
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problematically borrowing inspiration from outside of Ireland)” (31). Although the exact
origin of the ensemble forms (also known as “figure dances” because of their elaborate
spatial designs) is uncertain, they most likely evolved from a mixture of country dances,
round dances, and processional dances, performed throughout the British Isles. The
league’s dance masters adopted, adapted, and ultimately canonized them through books
such as the Handbook of Irish Dances, mentioned earlier, and the 1939 Ar Rinncioe
Foirne, or Thirty Popular Figure Dances, compiled and published by An Coimisiun le
Rinci Gaelacha, or the Irish Dancing Commission (an oversight body founded in 1929).
The latter is essentially a dance manual with detailed instructions and clarifying diagrams
that ensure uniformity of execution. To this day, in order to be a certified Irish dance
instructor with the Irish Dancing Commission, prospective teachers must pass a stringent
exam with a written section that covers the information in the manual. In promoting
uniformity, the revivalists ensured proper transmission and dissemination of the cannon.
The figure dances became so popular at the league’s céili evenings that they
became known as céili dances. By creating a canon that crowned thirty céili dances,
while banning all set dances, the league created their own narrative of the Irish past in
hopes of securing a better Irish future. The new canon exemplifies Eric Hobsbawm’s
definition of invented tradition:
A set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules . . .
which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behavior by repetition, which
automatically implies continuity with the past. In fact, where possible, they

normally attempt to establish continuity with a suitable historical past. (1)
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The league’s enthusiasm for researching the past via collecting trips was also an
attempt to establish continuity with a suitable historical past, one that predated English
colonization. Set dancing’s clear trajectory from France to England to Ireland disqualified
it from inclusion in the canon and deemed it an inauthentic tradition. Meanwhile, the
murkier origins of figure dances enabled them to be re-presented as céili dances. With
names that referenced towns in Ireland (such as the Glencar Reel or the Bridge of
Athlone) or alluded to Ireland’s Celtic past (such as the Fairy Reel or the Harvest Time
Jig), céili dances had a claim on authenticity—whether historically accurate or not. As
Bernadette Sweeney writes in Performing the Body in Irish Theatre, “The striving for
authenticity within one’s own culture is an exercise in nationalism that becomes inscribed
on the body. Gender roles, reproduction, social ritual and language all become agents of
authenticity as the nation seeks to define and safeguard itself” (11). In defining an Irish
cultural identity that was separate from the English colonizer, the league also wanted to
protect its new image from the negative stereotypes that had historically been used as a
tool of oppression. Indeed, the league opted to have céili dance “inscribed on the body”
because they didn’t approve of the way that set dance had typically been embodied.

In The Creative Migrant, Patrick O’Sullivan cites Irish dance historian John
Cullinane’s statement that “the sets were performed without any prescribed footwork and
with a degree of frivolity and excessive enjoyment which led the league to fear that this
might reflect badly on the Irish. They were extremely conscious of the rowdy image of
the Irish created by some other Irish events held in London” (Cullinane qtd. in O’Sullivan

197). Such negative stereotypes of the Irish had deep roots that stretched through
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centuries of English colonization. In Step Dancing in Ireland, Catherine Foley cites an
assertion by Declan Kiberd:
From the sixteenth century, when Edmund Spencer walked the plantations of
Munster, the English have presented themselves to the world as controlled,
refined, and rooted; and so it suited them to find the Irish hot-headed, rude, and
nomadic, the perfect foil to set off their own virtues. (Kiberd qtd. in Foley 142)
To counter such negative images, the league made a number of deliberate choreographic
choices when crafting the canon. As discussed previously, a wide range of Irish dances
had historically included percussive steps (either choreographed or improvised) whereby
rhythms were made with men’s hobnailed work boots. The league, however, mandated
that all group dances were to be performed in the soft-shoe style, thereby eliminating
percussion and effectively silencing the dancers. Not only was the aural, rhythmic
component of the dance extinguished, but the individual dancer’s voice was also silenced.
Opportunities for improvisation, spontaneous choice making, and personalized self-
expression were replaced by codified footwork and prescribed group spatial patterns.
Members of the league borrowed from ensemble dance forms that were popular at
Scottish events. Writing in Toss the Feathers: Irish Set Dancing, set dancer Pat Murphy
notes, “It is a bit ironic that the first public céili was held in London’s Bloomsbury Hall
in 1897, organized by Fionan MacColum, the Scottish secretary of the Gaelic League in
London” (32). Murphy remarks that the main difference between Scottish and Irish
execution of otherwise similar dances was “in the style of dancing, with the Irish

eliminating the hand movements and toe pointing parts as effeminate” (32). Thus, it
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appears that the league strove to create a style of dance that was neither “effeminate” nor
“rowdy.” Indeed, an Irish step dancer’s percussive feet and still arms could certainly be
perceived as a balance of powerful masculinity and quiet restraint.

This carefully crafted style of Irish step dancing became associated with a high
moral character. In Step Dancing in Ireland, Foley quotes the 1934 annual report of the
Irish Dancing Commission:

We will teach Irish dancing because it is part of the Gaelic Revival plan: we will

use Irish dancing as a means towards instilling the Gaelic idea into our people: co-

operation and mutual dependence are essentials of Irish dance, and self and

selfishness have no place in the Gaelic nation. (155)

Character building thus became part of nation building. Dance—and the silencing of
dancers through enforced uniformity—became a way to discipline the body and to instill
societal beliefs and behavioral norms.

Religion

During the Gaelic revival, religion joined forces with nationalism to promote the
newly invented céili dances and to condemn the practice of all-night dances where set
dances reigned. Set dancing was particularly troubling to the Catholic Church because the
form called for partners to embrace each other in a European-style waltz hold or, worse,
to spin with their torsos pressed together and their arms circled around each other’s
waists. In his article “Dancing, Depravity, and All That Jazz: The Public Dance Halls Act
of 1935,” Jim Smyth cites a letter penned in the 1920s by Cardinal McRory that declares,

“All-night dances are objectionable on many grounds and in country districts and small
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towns are fruitful source of scandal and ruin, spiritual and temporal. To how many poor
innocent young girls have they not been an occasion of irreparable disgrace and lifelong
sorrow” (McRory qtd. in Smyth 54).

Céili dances, on the other hand, call for a demure holding of