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Introduction

THE JOURNEY WHICH led to this book begins in the mid-1950s in a draughty hall near the river in Athenry, County Galway, where a gaggle of little girls are being put through their dance paces by Miss Annie May Fahy of Tuam. “Up and back and one, two, three, four. Tap out one, tap out two, tap out three and four. Tap out one, tap out two, tap out three and four. Up and back and one, two, three, four.” That is how she taught us the lead around or opening step of the double jig. We chanted as we danced and I, in my nine-year-old innocence, thought that all dance teachers did the same. That it was effective as a memory aid was evident some fourteen years later when I danced one of Miss Fahy’s jig steps on the shining flag floor of Willie Clancy’s kitchen in Miltown Malbay, County Clare. Willie was, of course, best known as one of Ireland’s leading pipers, but in common with many people in the locality, he had, in his youth, learnt dancing from Thady Casey, a renowned local dancing master. “Do that one again, Helen,” said Willie. “It’s a grand step.” As I beat out the rhythm with the mnemonic echoing in my head, I knew by Willie’s interest that he might agree to teach me some of Thady Casey’s dancing.

The year was 1970 and Breandán Breathnach was working on his book Folk Music and Dances of Ireland. Breandán was not a dancer, and as he knew that I was living in Clare at the time, he wrote to me and asked me to provide him with detail on some dance terms. He suggested that I call to see Jimmy Ward, a member of the Kilfenora Céilí Band who lived locally, to see if he could help. Jimmy was happy to oblige and it was thus that I conducted my first interview on dance. In Jimmy’s snug kitchen I listened fascinated as a whole world unfolded. He talked of a “fund-raising dance” during the 1930s when the “detectives” – members of the police force based in the area – raided the house and every man was punched and kicked as the dancers were ejected from the premises. Jimmy was spared a beating that time as he was a visiting musician from a different part of Clare. The police action was taken ostensibly on foot of the recently enacted Public Dance Hall Act (1935). The act effectively banned dances in the houses of rural Ireland and put pressure on people to attend only formally organised dances in the newly built halls, most of which were run by the local clergy, and did not find favour with the people who had previously organised their own dances on all kinds of occasions. Jimmy went on to talk of happier events: card playing combined with dancing, “tournaments”, “swarees”, and “joined dances”, when the jollity sometimes went on all night and the company returned to their homes as the sun was rising in the sky. He also gave me the information that Breandán wanted. What did the dance terms puzzle, shuffle and drum mean precisely and what exactly was the rising step of the jig? I sent off the information to Breandán and he pronounced himself satisfied with the results.

Meanwhile, my curiosity about the dance world sketched by Jimmy Ward was aroused and I was determined to find out more. I also was keen to discover if anybody still could do the old-style step dancing which Jimmy had referred to in my interviews with him. He suggested I talk to Martin Talty, a well-known local musician, who was a great friend of Breandán Breathnach. It was Martin who suggested Willie Clancy as a source. Willie’s memory was phenomenal and encyclopaedic, and Martin felt that he was my best bet. That is how I came to spend many happy winter’s nights at Willie’s and his wife Doreen’s fireside.

Of course, not all the talk was of dance. Willie was a wonderful raconteur and he had many’s the wry and witty comment on the world at large. He was always joking. One day when a friend called looking for the loan of a “single rule”, Doreen answered the door and called out to Willie. Willie shouted back, “Ask him will a married one do him!”

I was often hesitant to get him to show me a step as, even though he was only in his fifties, he would get terribly breathless after only a few moments dancing and would have to hold on to a chair for support. As he danced, he lilted the “Harvest Home” hornpipe, and my memory is indelibly imprinted with the accompanying sound of the coins jingling rhythmically in the pockets of the dungarees which were the badge of his craft of carpenter.

A regular visitor to the house was the flute-player of the Kilfenora Céilí Band, J.C. Talty, who had been Willie and Doreen’s best man. He was intrigued to see Willie teaching me to dance. He was there one evening when I called. Willie answered the door and I knew by him that he had a story for me.

“I had Doreen awake half the night last night. She hadn’t a minute’s peace with me,” he began.

Doreen blushed and giggled. “Willie, you’re an awful man. Don’t be saying things like that.”

I waited for Willie to continue because I knew the punchline had yet to come. It was true that Doreen had had a sleepless night, but it was all because Willie had lain awake for hours tapping and re-tapping the foot of the bed as he struggled to remember a hornpipe step he had learnt from Thady Casey some thirty years before.

“It’s a step for finishing off; a real showstopper.”

And indeed it was. Involving a mighty flurry of double batters, its rhythms resounding through the flags of the floor, it sprang to life under the flying feet. Thady was at this stage in his eighties and virtually immobilised by age, but that night the walls echoed to his genius via Willie’s dancing. I felt that I had been given a marvellous present – a rare glimpse into the past.

It was the last step Willie ever taught me. Life brought me back to the east coast to a new job, to marriage and settling into an unfamiliar town. I vowed to return to Miltown to get the jig and the reel that Willie had in his memory, but I could not foresee as I left the town in June 1971 that I would never see him again. His untimely death robbed us all of his priceless and deeply individual genius. The next time I saw Clare was to shake Jimmy Ward’s hand as we struggled – in my case unsuccessfully – to control our tears on the day of Willie’s funeral in January 1972. Friel’s pub was packed to the doors that day and the session was mighty. It was so noisy, so different from the calm winter’s nights I had spent there in Willie’s company beneath the photo of the 1932 Eucharistic Congress (“A Million Kneel at Benediction in O’Connell Street”), with the wag-o’-the wall ticking and Maisie and Tom Friel, their voices gentle and wistful, remembering the myriad singers, dancers and musicians who had crowded their pub over the years. Willie recalled a time when Séamus Ennis, his friend, rival and fellow-piper, was lodging in Friel’s. It was noon one day when Séamus appeared on the stairs. Halfway down he stopped to intone in his famously sonorous tones, “I’m up but I’m not down. I’m down but I’m not up.”

Maisie wheezed with laughter. “I remember, I remember. There’s no doubt; he was a holy terror, poor Séamus.”

Willie’s death was a bitter reminder that time could rob us suddenly of someone who seemed likely to live for many a long year, and I felt I just had to document whatever was left of the old-style dance of the region. Willie had brought me out to see Thady Casey in 1970 and I had picked up the names of three local dancers. One of them was a former pupil of Thady’s, John Joe Moroney from near Spanish Point. The two other men, Jimmo Sexton of Mullagh and Jimmy Quin, had been taught by Pat Barron, a Limerickman who operated in the area around Mullagh. In 1976, a friend of mine, Roy Esmonde, had just bought a video camera, which was a new-fangled device at that time, and I arranged for him to film the three dancers in Johnny Burke’s pub, the Armada in Spanish Point. The musicians were Jimmy Ward and Michael Sexton. Jimmo Sexton skipped around the floor like a two year old. He danced a sprightly, puckish reel and a version of a dance which Barron specialised in – “Mount Phoebus’ Hunt” – which was amazingly complicated and required a high degree of dancing skill. Later that day, the recording moved to the school in Miltown when John Joe Moroney danced a jig, a dance which was later described to me as “a cross [difficult] dance”, and the “Job of Journeywork”. “And well able,” as he said himself. This time the musicians were the redoubtable Bobby Casey and John Kelly.

It is sobering to look over that old black-and-white footage now and reflect how easily those wonderful dancers could have died without leaving any record behind, as so many did. Since that recording in 1976, I have made many field trips all over Ireland. Doing fieldwork is not always as romantic as it sounds. It can be exhilarating, exhausting, fruitful, frustrating, eventful and tedious by turn. One thing it is not is predictable, and when the talk is flowing freely, the equipment is “motoring” and, best of all, when the dust is flying under the capering feet, the effect is magical.

Some of the best recording sessions happened in people’s own homes where their dance memories crowded the rooms. I talked to Harry and Catherine Fairtclough in their house in the shadow of Millmount, in the Duleek Gate area of Drogheda, where Cromwell breached the walls. They had an old version of “Lannigan’s Ball”, and it was through them that the dance world of Louth began to unfold. Later, I heard stories of the wonderful dancing of Jimmy Markey of Oulster Lane who made dancing dolls for the local children. He also made himself a set of metal false teeth, but that’s a different story. Fintan Rafferty, who used to bottle beer in Caitlín Bean Uí Chairbre’s dockside pub and who later went to sea and was tragically drowned in a foreign port, told me to go and see his mother Molly if I wanted to know about dancing. Molly and her brother, Jem Darby, told me of dancing sets at the three-crossroads near Beaulieu on sunny summer evenings, with the music echoing over the water to Mornington. Everything I heard seemed to say to me that, contrary to the received wisdom, Irish dance was not something that existed only in remote mountain fastnesses or in certain designated areas of rural Ireland. In fact, it was there in every city, town and village in the country, just waiting to be uncovered.

One marvellously memorable trip was down to Labasheeda, County Clare, in 1989 to meet Dan Furey and James Keane. Dan was in his eighties at the time and was still teaching dancing. When my friend Alison Kelly and I pulled up outside the community hall in the village, Dan was already there with his old Morris Minor full to the brim with sandwiches and dancers. Over the space of two days, we recorded what amounted to the entire dance repertoire of the area – from sets to the valeta waltz, the barndance, the scottische, three- and six-hand reels, the solo jig and hornpipe, the “Gabhairín Buí” (a rare dance over two crossed sticks), “single time” to single jig time and the “Priest in his Boots”, which had been mentioned in an old handbook of Irish dance in 1902 and which had been assumed to be extinct, which I had first recorded from Tom Synan of Doonbeg in 1984.

Other field trips, to the four corners of Ireland have unearthed material which is fascinating in its richness and diversity. A “Trip to Sligo” in 1996 brought evidence of a nest of dancers around Gurteen, such as Mick Dyer and Tommy Killoran, whose dancing complements the genius of their friend the flute-player Seamus Tansey, and whose steps are as wild and free as his music. On the far side of the country in County Cavan, a dance known locally as the “Dorricles”, which appears to be an old country dance and has never been mentioned in any previous accounts, has recently come to light. The story is still being told. We just have to be there to hear it.

The world of Irish traditional dance is in many ways the equivalent of the oral tradition of singing and storytelling and emanates from the same social class, the so-called “plain people of Ireland”. This book is their story. Its voices are primarily theirs. But beneath the words is another sound: the echo of tapping, stamping, drumming feet. They reverberate down the centuries and resound from the floors and walls of deserted cabins, the timbers of emigrant ships, the stages of the cities of America and Britain, the platforms of roadside “dancing decks”; from tables, barrel tops, half-doors; indeed, from any surface which could amplify that most insistent beat of Irish life – the rhythm of the dance.

Behind the book is a quest into the heartland of the dance, that largely uncharted territory which is marked by elements of sociology, culture, politics and religion – a heady mixture, by any account. It is altogether astonishing that the practice of dance, which the indefatigable Captain Francis O’Neill, the renowned music collector who was chief of police in Chicago in the late 1800s – early 1900s, was prompted to defend as “a legitimate amusement”,1 has long been the focus of contention and condemnation from official sources, whether secular or clerical. In these pages, we will relive the controversies, re-evaluate the commentaries and, above all, salute the dancers, both living and dead.


1 Capt. Francis O’Neill, Irish Minstrels and Musicians (Cork: Mercier Press, 1987), p. 417. Originally published Chicago, 1913.






Chapter One

The History of Dance in Earlier Times

DANCE IS, BY its nature, ephemeral. One moment the air resounds to the tapping of feet and the lilt of the accompanying music. Then, the silence surges softly backwards and the swirling energy of the dancers’ movements is but a fleeting memory. Our account begins long before any notation of dance was thought possible or, indeed, necessary. Dance nowadays is automatically part of a celebration such as a wedding or a rite of passage event such as a school graduation. Similarly, in earlier times, dancing was considered an integral part of social gatherings; so much so, indeed, that it was not seen as essential or even appropriate to record it in any detail.

The documentary evidence of dance in Ireland begins in the Middle Ages. Apart from one brief, oft-quoted allusion to dance in an early English poem dating from the 1300s, “Ich am of Irlaunde. Come and daunce with me in Irlaunde”, (which may simply be an English poet using Ireland as an exotic location in his verse), references to dancing in Ireland in the years prior to the early seventeenth century are few and far between. Even where the Irish words for dance – rince and damhsa – do occur, it is not possible to glean any information as to the precise nature of the dance. The earliest references to rince – “Rainge timcheall teinne ag buidhin tseibhir treinneartmhuir”1 (A dance around fires by a slender swift vigorous group) – dates from 1588. The earliest reference to damhsa dates from 1510 and is somewhat enigmatic: “Cidh na dena damhsa frit cosaibh?”2 (Why do you not dance with your feet?)

It is not until the seventeenth century that we have any real documentary accounts referring to dance. This is by no means confined to Ireland. Worldwide, dance scholarship in general is hampered by the lack of contemporary records pre-1600s. It is often the interested visitor whose observations provide us with insights. In the Irish context, agents of the English crown feature prominently. Fynes Moryson, a representative of Elizabeth I, writes in 1600:


They [the Irish] delight in dansing using no artes of slow measures or lofty Galliards but only countrey dances whereof they have some pleasant to behold as “Balrudery”’ and “The Whip of Dunboyne” and they danse about a fyer (commonly in the midst of the room), holding withies in their hands and by certain straynes drawing one another into the fyer and also the matachine dances with naked swords which they make to meet in divers comely postures.3



Moryson’s reference to “countrey dances” is interesting in that it identifies the presence in Ireland of dances apparently similar to the English “country dances” of the period. At this time in England the popular dances of the village had become the social dances of polite society. According to Joan Flett, an expert in English and Scottish social dance, “It is probable that the country dances would have lost a great deal of their simplicity and some of their vigour in the transition from a rural to a more sophisticated situation. They would have been affected by the dress and manners of the times, would have been polished and may well have been influenced by dances introduced from abroad.”4

The earliest documentation of country dances reveals a group dance with many different formations. A man and a woman danced together as partners; with other couples; in a circle, square, a single line or in a double line with the men in one line and the women in another.

Moryson, as an agent of the crown, would have been present at the Elizabethan court where, we are told: “We are frolic here at court; much dancing in the privy chamber of country dances before the queen’s majesty; who is exceeding pleased therewith. Irish tunes are at this time much liked.”5

It is a matter for speculation whether the country dances referred to by Moryson had an identifiably Irish form, but it seems highly likely that group dance was part of the native Irish tradition in this period.

Moryson’s account is also the earliest reference to the Irish sword and withy dances. The popularity of these dances in seventeenth century Ireland is attested by other writers. Two extracts from seventeenth century Irish poets are given here. The first, dating from 1669, details the prevalent social customs in an Irish chieftain’s house:

Rinnce an ghadairigh ag aicme den chóip sin

Rinnce an chlaidhimh do dhlighe gach ordeir,

Rinnce treasach le malartaibh ceolta

Is rinnce fada le racaireacht ógbhan.6

(The withy dance by some of the company

The sword dance which commands order

The dance in ranks with change of tempo

And the long dance with the sporting of maidens.)

These lines are extremely interesting in that they document not alone the sword and withy dances but also make reference to a dance in ranks – a country dance? – and a long-line dance which seems to indicate a “Carole” or serpentine dance formation among the native Irish in the seventeenth century.

Another seventeenth century poem mentions “rince an chlaidhimh is rince an ghadaraidh”7 as being danced through the gates of the town on the accession of the Catholic James II to the throne of England. The implication here is that these dances would normally have been done outside the town boundaries in the haunts of the native “rebel” Irish and represent a genuine account of Irish dance practice in this period.

The main source of information on the dance customs of the Irish in the late seventeenth century is provided by a number of English visitors. Their accounts confirm that dancing was universal on Sundays and holidays. The music was provided by a piper or fiddler with occasional performance by a harper or “Jews harp” player. The Irish passion for dance is well expressed by one Richard Head who, writing in 1620, tells us: “Their Sunday is the most leisure day they have in which they use all manner of sport; in every field a fiddle and the lasses footing it till they are all of a foam.”8

As to the form of the dance, we meet further references to the long dance or rince fada in an account by Thomas Dineley written in 1681: “They are at this day much addicted (on holidayes after the bagpipe, Irish Harpe or Jewes Harpe) to danse after their countrey fashions [that is] the long dance one after another of all conditions, Master, Mrs., servants.”9

This description is interesting in that it suggests that dance occasions offered the opportunity for all classes to mingle, whereas otherwise they might be obliged to maintain a discreet distance.

Another seventeenth century visitor, John Dunton, makes it clear that he regarded the Irish as being generally uncouth. He cannot refrain from displaying his prejudice as he describes various Irish social customs. Of an Irish wedding, he says: “After the matrimonial ceremony was over we had a Bag Piper and a blind harper that dinn’d us [my italics] with their music to which there was perpetuall dancing.”10 Another of his references tells us that, at a wake: “Sometimes they followed one another in a ring (as they say fairies do) in a rude dance to the music of a bagpipe.”11.

Another important social event at which dancing played a major part was the “pattern” or celebration of a local patron saint’s day. Whilst the event was primarily of a religious nature, it was common for the day to end in secular amusements. Some details of the customs associated with a pattern are given by Sir Henry Piers in 1682:


On the patron-day in most parishes, as also on the feasts of Easter and Whitsuntide, the more ordinary sort of people meet near the ale-house in the afternoon, on some convenient spot of ground and dance for the cake; here to be sure the piper fails not of diligent attendance; the cake to be danced for is provided at the charge of the ale wife, and is advanced on a board on the top of a pike about ten foot high; this board is round and from it riseth a kind of a garland, beset and tied round with meadow flowers, if it be early in the summer, if later, the garland has the addition of apples set round on pegs fastened unto it; the whole number of dancers begin all at once in a large ring, a man and a woman, and dance round about the bush, so is this garland called and the piper, as long as they are able to hold on; they that hold out longest at the exercise, win the cake and apples, and then the ale-wife’s trade goes on.12



On ceremonial occasions such as the arrival of an honoured guest or, it seems, on May Eve, the rince fada was paramount. An observer detailing the arrival from England of James II at Kinsale in March 1689 and his progress to Dublin tells us that “all along the road the country came to meet his majesty… the young rural maids weaving dances before him as he travelled…”13

A much more comprehensive description of the dance which greeted the king is given in an account dated 1780. We are tempted to doubt the accuracy of such belated testimony. However the details are interesting and are thus quoted in full:


Three persons abreast each holding the ends of a white hand-kerchief first moved forward a few paces to slow music; the rest of the dancers followed 2 by 2, a white hand-kerchief between each. Then the dance began. The music suddenly changing to brisk time, the dancers passed with a quick step under the hand-kerchief of the three in front, wheeled around in semi-circles, formed a variety of pleasing animating evolutions interspersed with entire chants or cuts united and fell again into their original places and paused.14



This picturesque description of the rince fada with the unusual feature of the use of handkerchiefs indicates a further evolution of the dance in the seventeenth century.

The Irish passion for dancing continued into the eighteenth century. Writing in 1775, an English visitor called Rev. Dr Campbell tells us:


The Irish girls are passionately fond of dancing, and they certainly dance well, for last night I was at a ball and I never enjoyed one more in my life. There is a sweet affability and sparkling vivacity in these girls which is very captivating. We frog-blooded English dance as if the practice were not congenial to us; but here [in Cashel] they moved as if dancing had been the business of their lives.15



The keenly observant traveller Arthur Young in his Tour of Ireland (1776–1779) noted: “Dancing is very general among the poor people. Almost universal in every cabbin… Weddings are always celebrated with much dancing.” Referring to the dances, he says: “Besides the Irish jig which they can dance with a most luxuriant expression, minuets and country dances are taught and I even heard some talk of cotillons coming in.”16

Young is obviously very well aware of dance fashion. He is evidently struck by the fact that the cotillon, which had relatively recently achieved popularity in the upper class salons of English society, should have penetrated so quickly into the heart of Irish rural society. We, in turn, are not surprised by Young’s reference to country dances since their popularity in Irish circles had been well attested to by various commentators since 1600 at least. Similarly, the jig already had a long association with Ireland.

Given its present dominance in music and dance, it may seem surprising that the reel is a relative latecomer to the Irish scene. Scholars are agreed that the reel as a dance tempo with its associated faster figures and stepping did not attain universal popularity in Ireland until the late eighteenth century – early nineteenth century, whereas across the water in Scotland it had long existed in twosome, threesome, foursome, sixsome and eightsome forms. Despite its late arrival in Ireland, the reel was to become central in the world of Irish music and dance from the late eighteenth century onwards. The old sixteenth century dance known as the hay (hey, haye), which appears to be of French origin, involved a movement where the dancers performed a figure-of-eight or reeling pattern. An interesting survival of what seems to be the early figure-of-eight or reeling figure associated with the hay comes to us from Wexford. Patrick Kennedy describes a dance from around 1815 locally known as the “reel-of-three” in which “at points in the dance the three were engaged in performing evolutions which they were pleased to call the figure-of-eight”. The tempo was described as being “in the style of a jig but to slower time, one performer standing inactive in the rear and displacing the one immediately before him at the proper time”.17

A sole reference in 1718 to the hornpipe is contained in a dancing master’s contract between William Bailey, gentleman, and Charles Staunton, dancing master, in which the employer directs that his children be taught “jigs, minuets, hornpipe and country dance”.18 The hornpipe referred to here is not necessarily a solo dance, as the hornpipe measure was also used in some country dances. Playford’s The English Dancing Master, first published in 1651,19 contained some country dance hornpipes, the music being printed with dance instructions. This manual may have been used by the above Charles Staunton. Whatever the case, even a cursory glance at the hornpipe tunes contained therein shows that they differ radically in character from what is now recognised as an Irish hornpipe measure. The typical accented rhythm of the hornpipe as it is danced in Ireland nowadays was not developed until the 1760s.
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It has been suggested that the hornpipe dance as we know it was imported here from the English stage towards the end of the eighteenth century.
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