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Preface


‘The biggest thing since Riverdance’

THE FOLLOWING ARE NOT PERMITTED IN THE HOTEL LOBBY, PUBLIC AREAS OR CORRIDORS: DANCING. RUNNING. MAKE-UP APPLICATION. HAIR STYLING.

Each and every February, the Gleneagle Hotel in Killarney, Co. Kerry tries its best to contain the glamorous madness that comes with the prestigious duty of hosting the All Ireland Irish dancing championships.

Wander down the winding angular corridors on that spring weekend, when the atmosphere is thick with adrenaline, sweat and the heavy notes of fake tan, where the hotel ends and the INEC Arena, a major event space, seamlessly begins. For four days, this event centre is the apex of the universe for some of the top Irish dancers on planet Earth.

Thum, thum, thum, thum, thum … everywhere you look, children and teenagers are hammering the hotel floor in last-minute rehearsals. The plush carpets are resigned to the battering, with no hope of muffling the sound. These spectacularly complex routines have been practised with such intensity in recent months that each next step comes as a primal instinct to the dancer. None of them are dancing to music, just the drum of their nervous heartbeats.

This is competitive Irish dancing – where the margins between those who will make it onto the podium that day and those who won’t will be ruthlessly, razor thin. Irish dancing is too big for almost anything, too big for almost anywhere: the hundreds of dancers spill far beyond the designated practice areas, the stage, the auditorium, their hotel rooms, the restaurant, reception, the bar. Black garment bags are decorated with rhinestones and the name of a dancer. They are strewn on the floor next to gear bags with the names of some of the top schools in the world, who collect champion dancers and titles like human trophies.

Teenage girls, many of whom are in the most viciously competitive categories in Irish dancing, don’t care about the hotel’s warning signs. They colonise any unguarded corner of the hotel, laying claim to corridors as practice areas. The best-lit corners become dressing rooms.

The girls in heavy shoes batter the hotel corridors like thunder. The girls in soft shoes are more lethal – they dance silently, skilfully and diagonally into the path of anyone who isn’t paying close enough attention.

For days, they’ve been arriving. Daughters and their dance moms climb out of taxis, the Kerry taxi drivers casting weary glances at all the garment bags and personalised luggage that they have to heave in and out of their cars. Family dynamics shift. For this weekend, children are athletes and mothers are managers. The INEC stage plays host to the competition, but backstage is where you’ll see the real show.

Officially known as Oireachtas Rince na hÉireann, the competition is colloquially known as the All Irelands. But don’t be deceived by the title. This prestigious event attracts dancers from well beyond the island of Ireland, as long as they have competed in the required number of feiseanna in their own country to qualify.

This is an intense warm-up for the major event that comes a little more than two months later – the Worlds. By the time the 2023 All Irelands were taking place, many competitors would have long had their flights and hotels booked for the world championships in Montreal the following April. After one devastating result, a mother was overheard berating her daughter, ‘Why are we flying to Canada, if you can’t even place in Kerry?’

Every time you turn a corner in the hotel, you risk stepping on a shattered dream or intruding on a heartbreak. Dancers in full costume sit slumped on the floor like broken porcelain dolls, some of them openly sobbing and some just staring into space in blunt devastation. Very few around them, apart from their heartsore mothers, try to console the ones who are crying. Anguish is not at all unusual. Devastation is mundane. Fellow competitors rush the winners with squeals of glee; those who lose are hugged silently and left alone. Every champion dancer has, at some point, experienced the bitter taste of defeat.

At some high-profile competitions you might see a pale-faced dancer with a leg in a boot, a dream from childhood as fractured as the bone in their leg. They had hoped to be here as a competitor, but instead are just spectating – cheering on their siblings or friends. For some of them, the ‘next year’ and next chances to be a world champion could be counted on one hand. Injury and age can make a top dancing career a very finite thing indeed, piling even more pressure onto the shoulders of dancers who are still just children. The price of dancing is high. Formative childhood experiences and rogue adolescent rebellions are often sacrificed at the altar of competitive dancing.

Some parents stand helplessly on the sidelines of the main auditorium, feeling like they’re watching their own heart step out of their body and start dancing around a stage. To have your child fall in love with Irish dancing is to become a reluctant passenger on a wild journey. Mothers joke in a good-natured way about being chauffeurs, nutritionists, financiers first – relegated to being parents second – once their child is an Irish dancer. Because even the parents who have become jaded with the world of Irish dancing know they have little chance or hope of leaving it while their child loves it.

Other parents at the competition confide that they have tried in vain to encourage their children into athletics, ballet, swimming – any other sport that could fill the same dancing-shaped hole in their child’s life. It’s mostly a futile endeavour. Irish dancing is a combination of elite athleticism, traditional art and spectacular performance that makes it very unique.

This is a prestige that Irish dancing revels in. The mythology and lore of Irish dancing as an ancient, native dance and the profound importance of protecting and promoting one of Ireland’s most important cultural exports helps to disguise the truth behind the dance form. The reality is that the only thing that has made Irish dancing as successful as it is, the only thing that has ensured its survival for so long, is competition. Irish dancing, as it exists today in its most popular and most recognisable form, is far more about winning and losing than it is about culture. And for as long as it has existed, the competitive sport has been riddled with suspicions that it’s simply not fair.

At almost every single major Irish dancing competition, you will find at least one compelling case to be made that the objectively best dancer did not emerge as the champion dancer. After every result, conclaves of parents, teachers and dancers will huddle in angry consolation with each other. That was not fair; they got it wrong; the result isn’t right.

For most, this is just the name of the game. In front of the stage in the INEC, the judges with the power to make or break champions sit as stark black silhouettes. Sometimes, a winner will be brilliant enough to be the obvious, agreed victor to everyone in the room. But for the fiercest categories, the margins are often so thin that the subjectivity of an adjudicator will be the sole deciding factor of who wins and who loses. The complex scoring system in Irish dancing means that one person’s opinion can make or break a world champion. Even one judge marking down an otherwise nailed-on winner will be enough to bomb their chances of placing on a podium at all.

One dance teacher watching on in Kerry confided that this is the element of the sport that makes it feel ‘more like gambling’ than an earned victory. ‘Do I have the best dancer going into this [competition]? Yes, I do,’ he said. ‘Does that mean she’s going to win? Does that mean I know for a fact she’s even going to be on the podium? Absolutely not.’

But anyone who cries foul has their work cut out for them. Dancers are judged partly on style, which is a matter of taste – not easily measured in the first place, never mind investigated under any kind of steward’s inquiry. And in any event, what teacher or parent would get to a competition like the Worlds without believing that their best dancer was a deserving champion? Even the most loudly aired grievances are often dismissed as the hurt of a naturally partisan parent.

This system of competition is what has fuelled a dangerous, decades-long suspicion that Irish dancing is just not fair. And in 2022, it would become an all-consuming scandal that would nearly bring Irish dancing to its knees, almost destroying the sport and its global reputation altogether. A scandal so big, it was sincerely described as the biggest thing to happen to Irish dancing since Riverdance.

Teachers would watch children bring themselves to the brink of physical and mental harm with training; pushing themselves and their bodies beyond every limit. Childhoods were sacrificed, with dancers often spending more time with their teachers than with their own parents in pursuit of a champion title. And still, it would not be enough. A suspicion started to fester that dancing was rigged and that some of the winners only became such because of favours and connections between Irish dancing teachers and those judging the competitions.

Every hyper-competitive teacher began to learn, the hard way, that having the best dancer show up to a competition may still not be enough to guarantee a title. So a small minority, armed with righteous intentions, started to find another way. Soon, there were enough of them doing it that a mob mentality started to banish their guilt. Some of the more candid teachers would later admit that they honestly believed there was no other way. The seeds of a cheating scandal were born.

Irish dancing is one of the fastest folk dances in the entire world and almost certainly one of the most skilled. Its history is tied to the social and political history of Ireland – as a traditional art form, it became an expression of national identity in the wake of the Irish War of Independence.

As a cultural export, it has set down roots all over the world, and has managed to form and fuel the evolution of all kinds of dance forms. But the driving force behind the modern evolution of Irish dancing has always been competition. This is what has propelled it, changed it and ultimately progressed it. Irish dancing is one of the most awesome forms of dance that we have today. It’s a true spectacle of both athleticism and deep tradition.

The young people, and in the main it is young people, who devote themselves to Irish dancing are hardworking, talented and – most importantly in this particular story – entirely innocent.

There is an important story to be told about Irish dancing as an art form and an expression of identity. There is a story to be told about all the record breaking, all-time great competitors who have promoted and protected the sport. There is a story to be told about the training, the sacrifice and the sheer skill required even to make it onto the stage at these prestigious Irish dancing competitions.

This is not any of those stories. This is a book about the cheating scandal that almost destroyed modern Irish dancing – it neither seeks to nor even could do justice to the spectacular art of Irish dancing itself.

This is a story about how those who become obsessed with winners will almost always emerge as the losers. And none of them are the ones dancing on the stages.














Chapter 1


Fighting for as long as they’ve been dancing

An Coimisiún le Rincí Gaelacha (CLRG), the world’s official Irish dancing governing body, was seething over a report in the Irish Independent. CLRG had always been an organisation that was sensitive to negative media coverage, and now there was uproar among its most senior ranks as to how and why an ‘inane’ article in the national Irish media would take such an unsolicited swipe at the prestigious Irish dancing body. But this was par for the course for the Irish Independent, which seemed to have an incredibly tense relationship with CLRG. It seemed the Irish dancing organisation had come to expect far more respect from the national media than it was getting. A senior member of CLRG made the sniffy point that this attitude was in line with ‘the general tone’ of the newspaper towards the national project of Irish dancing.

This was 1933. It would take almost another 90 years before bombshell reports in the Irish Independent would once again draw the outraged ire of CLRG. But back in the 1930s, it seems the original twentieth-century row between the Irish Independent and CLRG was over the national newspaper’s support for the morally bankrupt pursuit of the ‘foreign’ exercise of the Swedish Twill, a Swedish folk dance, and its unforgivable lack of support for pure, native Irish dancing.

Seán Óg Ó Ceallaigh, the then CLRG secretary and also a leading member of the Gaelic League, had filed a report for the year ending April 1933 in which he voiced his outrage at the Irish Independent for an article it had written on the subject of whether or not Irish dancing should be taught in schools.

‘I take this opportunity to protest vehemently against the inane article on this subject specially contributed to the Irish Independent of Wednesday morning last,’ Mr Ó Ceallaigh wrote, in an archive of CLRG material collected by historian Dr John Cullinane.


That the Irish Independent should publish such a thinly-veiled diatribe on this branch of national culture, at the same time approving of Swedish drill … must be taken as an insult to the mentality of Irish dancing enthusiasts and only in conformity with the general tone of this newspaper towards the national revival.



This was many decades before CLRG effectively stopped answering the phone to the Irish Independent altogether, in the wake of the Irish dancing cheating scandal becoming national and international news in 2022. It seems that in almost every aspect of Irish dancing, history is a circle – because by the 1930s, CLRG was mired in the same kind of in-fighting and disputes that still define the most inglorious side of Irish dancing today. The fledgling CLRG, which had been set up to try to regulate and govern Irish dancing for the first time in the late 1920s, was already grappling with ‘defaulters’ who were refusing to register as teachers. There was a culture war raging in the background over what ‘Irish’ dancing actually meant and who was allowed to define it. Older dance teachers and younger nationalists were debating what role, if any, the Irish language should or could play in dancing. And that was before you even considered the physical fights that were breaking out at competitions.

Because Irish dancing could get violent. If people weren’t punching each other at feiseanna, they were threatening to. Bad behaviour at dance competitions was not uncommon and CLRG was embarrassed about it. So yes, it seems that for as long as it has existed, people have been fighting with each other over Irish dancing.

The exact history of Irish dancing is scant and contested. The fairest assessment we can make is that what has been proudly given the authentic, Irish green seal of approval as the ‘classic’ Irish dancing that we see today may have a tenuous enough relationship with the kind of dancing that was first recorded around the seventeenth century.

Sadly, the first records of Irish dancing from that time suffer from a lack of precise description, so it is quite difficult for historians to say what a native Irish dance might have looked like compared to more general dances across Europe at the time. Whether or not the Irish came up with their own form of dancing, rather than learning it or developing it from other cultures in Europe, it was generally agreed that we were good at it. An English visitor to Cashel in 1755 called Rev. Dr Campbell would later write that Irish girls danced as if dancing had been the ‘business’ of their lives.

The percussive style of Irish dancing, with the dancer hammering the floor to a beat, also bears a style that is not dissimilar to many African dances or even a Spanish flamenco dance. Though its exact provenance is unknown, it is very possible that Irish dancing is something that evolved in Ireland from many different international influences.

By the early eighteenth century, dancing was being taught by travelling dance ‘masters’. (Irish dancing at the time was almost entirely male dominated, the inverse of the largely female-dominated sport that we know today.) These dance masters were pretty colourful characters, who are described in historical texts as whimsical, grandiose and even egotistical men. Michael Flatley, eat your heart out.

Though they would teach steps and choreography, they would also put a huge emphasis on the comportment and ‘good carriage’ of dancers. This was probably the first form of a loose regulation of Irish dancing, and the focus on poise and prestige would set the tone for the rules that would be written in the 1920s and 1930s. This airs and graces element to Irish dancing meant that it became a kind of honour for families to send their children to dance masters to learn the best possible steps and techniques.

There was an awful lot of peacocking going on between dance masters, who would nurture intense rivalries between each other. Intruding on each other’s territories or stealing choreography was an unforgivable slight. Precious masters would even complain that a dancer was ‘spoiled’, if they had been taught by someone else before them, and tainted forever by the malign influence of a subpar teacher. Dancing competitions, which were hypermasculine affairs called ‘bouts’, would often play out between top masters, to the absolute delight of local spectators. The first dance master would set a fast pace for his dance, challenging the other one to keep up.

Some dance masters were so influential that some choreography that has travelled all over the world can still be traced back to them by cultural historians today. Dr John Cullinane, who is Ireland’s foremost Irish dancing historian, has written extensively about how some elements of the complicated solo set dances that we see on stages today can be linked back to Irish dancing masters.

One famous dance master in Kerry was a man who went by various names: Din Moore, Tom Moore, Moreen, Moore or even, unironically, the ‘daddy’ of all dance masters. Dance historian Helen Brennan wrote that Moore was exalted in Kerry for being able to think of new steps while in the middle of a dance. He was taught by the famous dance master Ó Céirnín. Moore would evolve Ó Céirnín’s steps, and would later have the choreography for ‘The Blackbird’ attributed to him. This still endures today as a dance that is taught to and danced by Irish dancers all over the world.

Moore went on to teach another great dance master called Batt Walsh, who then taught another great Kerry dancer called Jerry Molyneaux. Molyneaux, who passed away in 1973, taught many Irish dancers who would end up emigrating to the United States (US) – taking some form of Moore’s choreography with them.

Over the next century specific steps would sometimes be named after certain dance masters, and for decades parts of the country would still ascribe certain choreography to a particular dance teacher. Rivalries remained, with tales of violent rows in the 1930s that saw incensed dance masters seeking revenge on each other. One dance master in Co. Clare is said to have gotten drunk, filled his pockets with stones and then gone out in a vengeful search for another dance master who had allegedly stolen his student.

Despite the high social standing and prestige afforded to dance masters themselves, the thing that made dancing so interesting in Ireland in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was the way that it seemed to transcend class. Even from the 1700s, writings by visitors from what’s now the United Kingdom described how dancing was a popular pursuit for the ‘plain people’ of Ireland. From weddings to funerals, people of all kinds of social classes and backgrounds were dancing.

This would have been anomalous with other European countries at the time, where certain kinds of dancing would have been reserved for people from only the most fortunate socio-economic backgrounds. What were effectively ballroom dances, practised by polite society across Europe, would come to Ireland and trickle down to poorer and more rural communities – who would promptly take them and turn them into something more innovative and exciting.

The reel arrived in Ireland in the late eighteenth century, most likely from Scotland where it had been popular for much longer. It’s understood that the hornpipe would have followed around the same time. Both dances were widely and enthusiastically adopted by ordinary Irish people. If the origin of Irish dancing is somewhat disputed, its popularity could never be. It was a truly organically popular aspect of Irish social and cultural life.

The percussion and the beat of the dance – the hard hitting of the floor in time with the music that we associate with modern Irish dancing today – was always a feature. Most Irish people lived in homes and cottages with muddy floors or uneven flagstones. It wasn’t uncommon for people to take their doors off the hinges and dance on those instead, so that they could better hear the beat of the dancer hitting the floor in time with the beat of the music. Sometimes this would become performative, with dancers being challenged to dance on a door without knocking off four glasses of water that were placed on top of it. The person who spilled the least water would be deemed the most skilled dancer. Irish cottages were not large, so dancers would have to be able to perform in a comparatively small space, like the top of a barrel. A great dancer, it was said, could ‘perform on a six pence’.

Even more thoughtful reflections on Irish dancing have tried to connect the way that it was performed to something more fundamental about the national psyche. Some have now theorised about whether the expressive form that Irish dancing took may have been a kind of resistance, a response to the oppression of colonisation. So perhaps Irish dancing became more restrained and started to take up less space as Irishness in all its forms was being repressed.

But even under the starkest and most brutal oppression, song and dance endured. Irish dancing had a broad, popular appeal. Irish dancing was an entirely social act. Then it became a political one.

Irish nationalist Patrick Pearse said again and again that ‘when the Gaelic League was founded in 1893 the Irish Revolution began’. The Gaelic League, or Conradh na Gaeilge, was a nationalist project set up in the late 1800s with the express aim of changing the culture of Ireland in advance of or indeed in the hope of Irish independence.

The original aim of the Gaelic League was the national restoration of the Irish language, which had been repressed under British rule. The Gaelic League claimed ostensibly to be a non-political organisation that was open to a broad church of people who believed in protecting and restoring Irish culture, but of course it was political. It was about identity and sovereignty, and by 1916 the Gaelic League had been massively influential in shifting the way that people felt about their Irish identities. And despite Conradh na Gaeilge identifying as a non-political and non-sectarian organisation, it stood to reason that many of the eventual leaders of the Rising counted themselves among its membership.

The first ever ‘Oireachtas na Gaeilge’, which was a formal Irish cultural festival, was held in the round room of the Rotunda in Dublin in 1897 by Conradh na Gaeilge. The cultural event, based on the Welsh Eisteddfod, was largely about celebrating Irish language and literature. Irish dancing was not one of the main events, though the 1897 event is cited by CLRG in its own history as one of the first landmark national events that helped to drive the popularity of competitive solo Irish dancing.

The Gaelic League was starting to organise more and more feiseanna across the country, bringing more forms of competitive Irish dancing under its wing. The nationalist organisation had a strong presence in London at the time, and it was there that it organised its first céilí in Bloomsbury Hall, on 31 October 1897.

An idea started to blossom. The Gaelic League was starting to recognise the popularity of Irish dancing and identified it as a way to promote and protect Irish culture. Some Irish nationalists seemed to recognise that Irish dancing could be a vehicle for a cultural movement, in a similar way to Gaelic games. The Gaelic League started to set up Irish dancing classes in Dublin and London.

Irish dancing would not just be national; it would also be pure. Like the eighteenth-century dance masters who had made a virtue of poise and comportment when teaching their dancers, the Gaelic League quickly started to ascribe strict rules of moral purity to Irish dancing. In 1902 John Sheehan, a member of the Gaelic League, wrote a guide to Irish dancing that warned dancers against hugging their partner around the waist in an ‘English fashion’ and instead advised them to hold her hands only. ‘In short be natural, unaffected, easy – be Irish, and you’ll be all right.’

The organisation started to talk about creating or agreeing on an authentic canon of Irish dancing. This was at times not just about enhancing the Irish elements of a dance but, perhaps even more importantly, removing anything perceived to be an English element. A great lobbying effort began to try to convince the organisation in Ireland to take a keener interest in dance. By 1909, Patrick Pearse himself was making the case in the Gaelic League’s own newspaper for the promotion of ‘healthy native entertainments’ beyond the Irish language alone, to create a strong national Irish community. Dancing was quickly identified as the perfect pursuit.

But the cultural Irish dancing project had an inauspicious start, which would set the tone for what was to follow. Even by its first céilí, the Gaelic League was already generating outrage over what puritans saw as the improper mixing of old and new styles of dancing. Even since its formal inception, Irish dancing has retained an incredible ability to generate the strongest, and sometimes most disproportionate, of opinions among its devotees.

Irish dancing had always existed as a social pleasure. When it became consumed and overseen by the Gaelic League, it became an expression of nationalism. At times, the role of Irish dancing as a part of the nationalist project seemed to eclipse its purportedly core role as a dancing body. In one famous example Douglas Hyde, who became Ireland’s first president, ended up serving as an Irish dancing judge despite not having any experience as a dancer himself. There were reports of prisoners Irish dancing in Kilmainham Jail, one small act of resistance that could be easily performed within the confines of a cell.

In trying to regulate Irish dancing, the Gaelic League almost immediately ran into trouble in its attempt to define what was so ‘Irish’ about this type of dancing. The irony was that any distinctly Irish flairs added to the dance form were now under existential threat, from the very nationalists who wanted to make sure dancing was as ‘Irish’ as possible. The kind of Irish dancing that existed in the four corners of the country at the time was gloriously unrefined. But the new arbiters of Irish dance felt that if dance was to become a cornerstone of Ireland’s cultural revival, it would have to become more prestigious.

In An Claidheamh Soluis, the Gaelic League’s own newspaper, a fierce debate raged in the early 1900s about what direction the Gaelic League would take with its fledgling efforts to regulate and define the sport. On one side, you had those who saw Irish dancing as an opportunity to wield cultural influence for the nationalist project. These nationalists seemed to show little care for the genuine origins of the dance and were more preoccupied with starting from scratch with a new set of strict definitions of Irish dancing. On the other side were suspicious purists who wanted to resist change and who did not trust those who had the gall to appoint themselves the arbiters of Irish dance, from England of all places.

In 1904, a letter in the Western People openly accused some of the London-based Gaelic League of being charlatans who were trying to regulate Irish dance as some sort of money-spinning operation. ‘Those figure dances were brought to Dublin from London and the city of Limerick and foisted on the Gaelic League as genuinely Irish by some enterprising individuals … From that day to this there has been nothing but wrangling and confusion about the dances in the Gaelic League,’ it said. Besides, the notion that anyone could ever learn Irish dancing from a book was deeply offensive to native dancers. Others argued that if Irish dancing could be learned from a book, it simply wasn’t being done properly. Cultural nationalism took pride in effort. Irish dancing, like the Irish language, should be hard to learn. That was the honour of it.

When the Gaelic League decided to add controversial four-and eight-hand reels to the syllabus of the 1902 Oireachtas, there was so much controversy about the authenticity and Irishness of the dance that an inquiry had to be set up. The eventual report said that the figure dances, which featured multiple dancers, were not Irish at all, and the dances were dropped from the 1904 syllabus. But the Gaelic League may have been out of touch with ordinary Irish dancers because the reels continued to be performed in the homes and crossroads of Ireland. They were so popular that the Keating branch of the Gaelic League appealed to have them added back to the syllabus for 1905.

Such was the intensity of the debate that the Gaelic League was forced to concede that it had a major controversy on its hands. It issued a statement which said it was ‘aware that a great difference of opinion exists on this point, and we think that, as the matter has now been formally opened, the supporters of each view should see that all the available evidence, documentary and traditional on either side, be produced’. The controversy about Irish dance very nearly split the Gaelic League in two.

By the early 1920s, there were reports all over the country of disputes at feiseanna. In some cases, medals were not being handed out amid arguments over which Irish dancing associations should be recognised and which should not. Irish dancing was starting to consume far too much time and energy within the Gaelic League. Eventually, it was decided that Irish dancing needed to be formally regulated by its own separate governing body in an effort to properly define what it was.

This is how Irish dancing came to have what still endures now as its most important and most dominant governing body; the organisation that has been at the centre of almost every formative development in the sport’s history. In 1929 what would become CLRG was finally set up after first being proposed in 1927 as a new organisation to govern the sport of Irish dancing. It would be answerable to the Gaelic League. This was an effort to make sure that all Irish dancers and their teachers would effectively be affiliated with the Gaelic League, which would then have the ‘authority to suspend/expel any dancer that would indulge in foreign practices’.

CLRG came into being just in time for a very defining decade for dance in Ireland and its culture. CLRG today remains the biggest and most prestigious world governing body for Irish dancing. The overwhelming majority of Irish dancers across the world are still CLRG members. In many ways, CLRG basically is Irish dancing. But despite its dominance as an Irish dancing body, it had a rocky start.

The first problem seems to have been that while CLRG hadn’t created Irish dance by any means, it was now seeking retrospectively to define it. Dancing had existed in kitchens and crossroads for hundreds of years. Now, CLRG was seen as coming in and dismissing what was genuinely native Irish dancing for not being ‘Irish’ enough.

The reasons CLRG often didn’t find ordinary dancing palatable seemed to come down to grace and comportment. Taking its cues very much from the Gaelic League, CLRG was promoting an idea that newly independent Ireland’s national dance had to be something approaching moral purity. Many historians have surmised that regulating Irish dance meant making Irish dance more conservative. CLRG busied itself codifying and homogenising Irish dance. And in the process, the very body that had appointed itself to preserve a repertoire of Irish dancing may actually have created the risk that aspects of it would be erased.

One major flaw with the CLRG’s foundation seems to have been that the people who had appointed themselves arbiters of Irish dance may not have known an awful lot about it. It seems a great nationalist does not necessarily make a great dancer. At the very least, the original CLRG members didn’t seem to appreciate the genuine authentic style that was popular among ordinary people across the country.

Real dancing, as it was in ordinary rural Irish homes at the time, was rougher, more energetic and maybe even more masculine. It was unapologetically boisterous. It was close to the floor, one of the starkest contrasts between it and the higher kicking and more elevated competitive Irish dancing that we see today. Dancers were tapping and beating the floor in a version of dance that’s probably best described as a Celtic form of tap. We suffer from having to rely on the written word to describe and immortalise what sounds to have been such an exciting and authentic form of Irish dancing. But from the accounts that we do have, this kind of dancing had a freer use of arms – which weren’t kept as rigidly by a dancer’s side as in the modern version of Irish dancing. This style was more likely to be performed in concert with traditional Irish music, rather than relegating the latter to a mere backing track. Flair and deviance between dancers were not just tolerated but celebrated.

Keen custodians have kept a version of this kind of dancing alive today in the sean-nós style widely performed in Gaeltacht communities across Ireland. Though this and modern Irish dancing both demand different kinds of skill, it could be argued that the older style of dancing had more soul.

Like the dance contests between old dance masters, the local competitions between male dancers were usually called ‘bouts’, and the winners would be adorned with a belt not unlike those worn by victorious boxers.

By the end of the 1930s, CLRG had published Ar Rincí Foirne – otherwise known as ‘the book’. The point of it was to record popular céilí dances but also to agree a universal choreography for them. In other words, it’s like a bible to govern the style of Irish dancing. But even by its own description, the book of Irish dances is clearly also a piece of nationalist propaganda. It stated:


From the numerous enquiries received it is felt that there is a widespread demand for an authentic publication covering the whole field of Irish figure dancing, and the Commission has consequently undertaken the work. Irish dancing and Irish games are accepted as being complementary to the Irish language revival; from the social point of view it may be said that Irish dancing has been the spearhead of the struggle for the re-establishing of a distinct Gaelic culture and civilization … It follows, therefore, that the propagation of Irish dancing is a matter of great moment, and its regulation and control secondary only in importance to the revival of the language itself. It is the desire of the Commission to aim at uniformity in the more popular and general figure dances.



Some dance teachers seemed to hate what CLRG was trying to do. Cork, affectionately known as the rebel county, was the appropriate location for the first revolt against CLRG. In 1932, teachers across Cork point-blank refused to cooperate with CLRG and the way that it was seeking to control and regulate Irish dancing. The Gaelic League ended up running feiseanna in Cork, at which it banned non-registered dance teachers from participating.

Suddenly, there was an intense focus on whether or not someone was a registered or unregistered CLRG teacher. In 1933, CLRG tried to organise what now seems to have been a crucially important cultural project. It wanted to bring some older dance teachers to Dublin, to record some of their steps in order to make sure the dances would not be lost to history. But inevitably, there was a fuss from registered teachers about whether or not CLRG was encouraging participation of ‘non-registered’ dancers.

In the early era of the Free State, the Gaelic League actively tried to use Irish dancing as a way to promote its core objective – the use of the Irish language. In the 1930s, it tried to impose regulations to make sure all Irish dancing teachers spoke Irish. But this was an unintentionally ageist policy, one that immediately excluded any older dancer who would never have had the chance to learn Irish having gone to school under British rule.

This unseemly row over whether or not Irish dancing should be done exclusively through the medium of the Irish language started to play out in the newspapers, much to the chagrin of CLRG. In this context the commission took a very dim view of dance teachers who wrote to the newspapers to express a view. Again, some things never change.

Those arguing for compulsory Irish started to claim that CLRG should be shut down if it couldn’t use the Irish language enough, claiming that the failure to promote the national teanga would destroy the whole purpose of the commission. But this push for the Irish language was resisted, with some pointing out that it would be difficult to run CLRG meetings through the medium of Irish, given the need for technical language to describe the dance steps and choreography. Records from the time reveal that some teachers found this attempt to formalise Irish dancing pretty tedious. If this was the true native dance of Ireland, it had survived for plenty long enough on its own without all of these new rules and regulations. But the powers that be had a strong motive for regulation.

From archived newspaper reports and CLRG reports from the 1930s, it became clear that Irish dancing’s great project was resisting what were derisively described at the time as ‘foreign dances’. A CLRG secretary’s report declared that ‘Irish figure dancing must eventually take the place of foreign dancing.’

What was actually happening at the time was that the empirical history of Irish dancing as it existed across the country was being erased. The truth – that Irish dancing had evolved from forms of dance that had spread across Europe in the eighteenth century – was being replaced by a more seductive narrative that described the dancing as something as purely native as Irish spring water. Projecting this kind of moral purity onto Irish dancing would draw the ire of Flann O’Brien in 1941, who described Irish dancing as ‘emotionally cold, unromantic and always well-lighted’. District judges tasked with granting licences for dances, O’Brien remarked, wanted Irish dancing and plenty of it. ‘They believe that Satan with all his guile is baffled by a four-hand reel and cannot make head or tail of the Rakes of Mallow. I do not think that there is any real ground for regarding Irish dancing as a sovereign spiritual and nationalistic prophylactic.’

What the Gaelic League was doing in the 1930s was trying, alongside the Catholic Church and the state, to create a kind of cultural nationalism in the wake of Irish independence. Anything foreign was seen as a malevolent, corrupting force. And that very much included music and dancing. The Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) had already implemented a ban on foreign games as far back as 1905 – which became part of a strategy to use the national sport to promote nativism in a similar way to that seen with Irish dancing. The GAA, which also ran some local sports halls that would have been used for dances, imposed a ban on ‘foreign dancing’ in 1929.

Around the same time that Irish dancing was being aggressively promoted, every other form of dance was being enthusiastically denounced. There was considerable moral panic building in Ireland about the malign influence of jazz – which sometimes seemed to be used as a shorthand for all foreign music and dance. A fervent ‘anti-jazz’ campaign took hold of the country in the 1930s, headed by Fr Peter Conefrey from Co. Leitrim and backed by the enthusiastic support of the Gaelic League. If you’re curious about why Leitrim became the base of operations for a national anti-jazz campaign, it’s almost certainly because Fr Conefrey was trying to resist a local bawdyhouse of foreign boogieing.

James Gralton, a famous Irish socialist, holds the dubious honour of being the first person ever to be deported from the Irish Free State. Gralton was a native of Effrinagh, a very small village in Co. Leitrim, and is the inspiration behind the Hollywood film Jimmy’s Hall.

Gralton was a member of the Revolutionary Workers’ Group and his socialist politics managed to attract the ire of both the Catholic Church and the Irish Republican Army. After a period in the US in the 1920s, he returned to Ireland to help run the family farm. Pertinently, he also helped to run a dance hall on his land, but this became a huge point of contention locally. The Pearse–Connolly Hall would eventually be burned down on Christmas Eve 1932, after suffering from an intensive local anti-jazz campaign that derided the practice of ‘foreign dancing’ within. In 1933 Gralton was deported to the US. There was no question that he had been sent to America for his political beliefs.

In its anti-jazz campaign, Ireland wasn’t unique in any sense. Similar efforts against the style of music were taking place all over the world – many of which also included racist and antisemitic rhetoric. It seemed that in the aftermath of the First World War, older generations across the globe were experiencing anxieties about what they perceived to be foreign cultures and the potential influence they would have on their young people.

As well as being fairly hyperbolic about the lifelong shame that foreign dancing and its attendant immoral activities would heap on vulnerable young Irish girls, the campaign was also rich in racism and decried jazz as ‘the language of the savages of Africa’, with the sole objective being to paint jazz as destroying the ‘virtue’ of the human soul. Fear of jazz was at an all-time high, regardless of the fact that understanding of jazz was at a record low. Newspaper articles from the early 1930s record local authority meetings fraught with anxiety about the impending threat of jazz, only for one or two brave souls to ask what jazz actually was and, in the case of one 1934 Dublin Corporation meeting, to ask if anyone could please give a demonstration.

Fr Conefrey’s successful grassroots campaign would see 3,000 people march through his parish town of Mohill in January 1934, holding banners that declared ‘Down with Jazz’ and ‘Out with Paganism’. The campaign had the express support of the most senior political figures in the country at the time, with both Éamon De Valera and Douglas Hyde sending their regrets that they couldn’t come. A note from De Valera read: ‘I sincerely hope that the efforts of Conradh na Gaeilge in your county to restore national forms of dancing will be successful and within the reasonable hours which have always been associated with Irish entertainment.’ The Gaelic League was heavily represented, including by its secretary Seán Óg Ó Ceallaigh, who, as mentioned earlier, also served as a secretary for CLRG.

According to an extraordinary report in the Leitrim Observer, Mr Ó Ceallaigh used the protest to launch an incredible broadside at the finance minister Seán MacEntee. The Gaelic League’s grievance seemed to be that sponsored programmes on state radio broadcaster RTÉ, which would have been the finance minister’s responsibility, simply weren’t national enough. A revenue raiser for the state at the time was allowing foreign companies to sponsor radio programmes on RTÉ. This could result in something as simple as an international toothpaste company using dancehall music on a sponsored show on RTÉ. In the eyes of the Gaelic League this was a near unforgivable moral lapse by the government, which was making money from the foreign sponsors.

‘Our minister for finance has a soul buried in jazz and is selling the musical soul of the nation for the dividends of sponsored jazz programmes. He is jazzing every night of the week,’ Mr Ó Ceallaigh fumed at the protest meeting. It was a scandalous outburst that risked alienating the Gaelic League from its political allies in Fianna Fáil. But even under intense pressure from his cultural nationalist colleagues in the wake of the event, Mr Ó Ceallaigh would refuse to apologise for his remarks – such was his intensity of feeling on the matter.

The GAA also got it in the eye at the same meeting, for still allowing some of its halls to be used for the likes of quicksteps and jiving. Having lambasted the morally reprehensible politicians, the protesters then decided, according to contemporary reports, to hold a céilí.

Not even a month later, the campaign against jazz intensified further – again from the maybe somewhat unlikely cultural nationalist headquarters of Leitrim. A letter published in the Leitrim Observer on 20 January was a call to arms against foreign music and dance. After promoting the work of the Gaelic League, the letter made the following rallying cry: ‘Let the pagan Saxon be told that we Irish Catholics do not want and will not have the dances and the music that he has borrowed from the savages of the islands of the Pacific. Let him keep them for the 30 million pagans he has at home.’

The colourful anti-jazz campaign, with its calls for céilís to be held in barracks across the country to restore moral authority to An Garda Síochána and its claims that jazz was not what Patrick Pearse ‘had died for’, laid the foundation for what would become one of the most interesting pieces of social legislation in the 1930s – the Public Dance Halls Act of 1935. The spirit of this legislation would effectively elevate native Irish dancing among all other forms – as close as the dance could get to a protected status.

Despite the incendiary claims that they were doing little other than pagan ‘jazzing’ every night of the week, the Irish government ministers of the 1920s and 1930s were regarded as being quite theocratic in nature. Like the Gaelic League, they were closely associated with the interests and values of the Catholic Church. The big social project of the Free State was to restore moral purity and absolute deference to Irish Catholic values. This was the start of conservative Catholic Ireland in its most powerful form, and it started as it meant to go on.

The state would effectively give Irish dancing every chance of blooming and growing, by moving to actively suppress and punish ‘foreign’ dancing. As ridiculous as such a measure sounds, it’s very important to understand the social and political backdrop against which a legal crackdown on foreign dancing became a popular proposal.

In 1923, the Oireachtas had passed a censorship law that banned films that were indecent, obscene, blasphemous or ‘subversive of public morality’. A similar law passed a few years later in 1929 would give a board the power to censor books and periodicals too. They were ably assisted by the public, who had the right to complain to the board about any books that they found offensive. And so this censorship law became infamous, with books by F. Scott Fitzgerald, Edna O’Brien, Graham Greene, Ernest Hemingway and John Steinbeck all falling foul of the law. In 1950, the poet Robert Graves would go on to accuse the Irish censorship board of ‘the fiercest literary censorship this side of the Iron Curtain’.

While fears of potentially imagined immorality in dance halls were at their apex, the record of the new Irish state against genuinely evil acts was at its nadir. In December 1931, a report was circulated among Irish government ministers which detailed an alarming amount of sexual crime that was happening in Ireland, including an extremely disturbing prevalence of child sexual abuse. What was worse, if that was even possible, was that many of the perpetrators of these crimes were not being prosecuted and never would be. The Carrigan Report went on to make 21 recommendations, including some key proposed changes to the criminal justice system and how girls leaving religious institutions could be protected from sexual crime.

As Finola Kennedy wrote in her research on the suppression of the Carrigan Report in 2000, ministers were advised on foot of receiving the report in 1931 that ‘it might not be wise to give currency to the damaging allegations made in Carrigan regarding the standard of morality in the country’. In February 1932 the first of many Fianna Fáil governments came to power. The Carrigan Report was buried by that government, with none of its recommendations entertained or followed. The reasons given by the Department of Justice were that civil servants seemed to feel the report was one sided. In one particularly galling remark, the testimony of child sex abuse survivors was dismissed with a warning about a child with a ‘vivid imagination’ who could invent a situation. The reputational harm to the country of a sex abuse scandal was given priority over actual victims of child sex abuse. Unfortunately for Ireland, this would very much set the tone for the handling of almost a century of abuse scandals that followed.

So this was the kind of political background against which the state sought to enforce what first appears to be a sort of Footloose-style of crackdown on dancing in 1935 – seeking for the first time to regulate dance halls across the country. Who could hold a dance, and what kind of dance it would be, would be decided by a district judge.

Though the anti-jazz campaign had largely died a death by the time the Public Dance Halls Act came to pass, the proposed legislation enjoyed the enthusiastic support of the Irish Catholic Church. The religious authorities had been campaigning for years against the ‘degenerate’ dance halls of Ireland, which were being blamed for everything from rising alcoholism to teenage pregnancies. Almost a decade previously, in 1924, the Bishop of Galway had been decrying the malevolent influence of dances. ‘The dances indulged in were not the clean, healthy, national Irish dances. They were, on the contrary, importations from the vilest dens of London, Paris and New York, direct and unmistakable incitements to evil thought and evil desires,’ he wrote, encouraging the ‘fathers of this parish’ to ‘lay the lash’ on daughters who didn’t obey them and weren’t home from such dances at an appointed time. Records of 1925 sermons show that the fear that dance halls were dens of ill-repute was common enough among Irish clergy. Irish dances, they argued, ‘may not be in the fashion in London or Paris. They should be in fashion in Ireland. Irish dances do not make degenerates.’ In the same year, the Irish Catholic bishops would issue a statement on the ‘evils’ of foreign dancing.

So on the face of it, this seems like a laughably conservative and even silly law. But one thing to bear in mind about the 1935 Public Dance Halls Act is that the legislation was partly created for some good reasons, namely health and safety concerns. Dance halls burning down was not uncommon in the 1930s. As the bill was making its way through the Dáil the attorney general, Conor Maguire, explained that public dances were being organised ‘in places which are quite unsuitable for the purpose’. Politicians were likely mindful of a devastating fire in a temporary cinema in Drumcollogher, Co. Limerick in 1926 when 48 people had lost their lives.

Safety concerns aside, the main purpose of the Public Dance Halls Act has been widely read as an effort to give the Catholic Church a monopoly over dancing. The legislation is sometimes interpreted in the modern context as effectively legislating so that licensed dances would take place in parochial halls under the steady gaze of a priest. There are lots of quite miserable historical accounts of clerics descending on lively crossroads dances like cloaked agents of ‘no craic’ and sending the dancers home. There are even a few allegations of clerics burning down dancing platforms or driving over them in their cars, so incensed were they by the prospect of men and women congregating together to dance. While some in government may have had noble and sensible reasons for trying to regulate dance halls, there is no doubt that the net effect of the law aligned perfectly with the perspective of the Irish Catholic Church on dancing.

This was aided in no small part by the massive, holy thumbs up that the Church had given to Irish dancing. The degree to which Irish dancing was effectively seen as compatible with Catholic morals became so strong that as time passed, some started to believe that the stereotype of an Irish dancer as someone with their arms held rigidly down by their side was because of a moral diktat from the Catholic Church. This enduring myth isn’t supported in reality by much documentary evidence and is most likely an apocryphal tale.

It is far more likely that it was the Gaelic League’s or CLRG’s efforts to make Irish dancing look purer and more refined that led to the now iconic image of a dancer with their straight arms firmly by their sides. While real rural Irish dancing in the 1920s would have featured loose arms and finger clicking, there seemed to be a view among cultural authorities that this authentic form of Irish dancing wasn’t distinguished enough. The politics of purity effectively made the dancing less authentically Irish. There are even some records to suggest that dancers were soon being instructed by CLRG teachers to dance with stones in their hands, in order to keep their arms down by their sides.

One of the most notable net effects of the act was that it moved dances from Irish homes and farmhouses into parochial halls. Helen Brennan, the Irish dancing historian, has explained how the controversial legislation effectively gave the Catholic Church a monopoly of control over Irish dance halls. Ironically, given that the act had been designed to promote Irish dancing above other forms, it is now seen as possibly having stifled dance. Most Irish dancing was taught and passed on in family kitchens. To seek to ban this informal type of dancing in people’s homes and farms was to sever Irish dancing’s primary artery. The state was repressing Irish dancing, not promoting it.

This impression has been fuelled by analysis of the social mores of the authorities in Ireland at the time, who are often cast as stick-in-the-muds who felt that leisure time for young people was nothing but an opportunity for unbridled sinning. Though campaigners would never be so crass as to say it so plainly, the rhetoric of the commentary of those who supported the act made it clear that they believed that non-Irish dancing was nothing but a precursor to immoral sex. Guilty feet, it turned out, actually did have some rhythm.

The futility of blaming dance halls for whatever perceived moral decline was happening in the country at the time is outlined beautifully in a piece of research carried out in 2018, by John Porter at Trinity College Dublin. Mr Porter combed through garda circulars from all over the country during the period of time during which the Public Dance Halls Act was being enforced. His research shows that chief superintendents really didn’t believe that the dance halls were to blame for whatever extramarital sexual immorality was happening in Ireland at the time. The chief superintendent of the Kerry region, for example, said that his officers had ‘found couples to admit that on their way home from dance halls they adjourned to hay-barns where misconduct occurred’. He included a very important addendum: ‘We have got similar admissions from young men and women who were on their way home from a Mission.’

The Public Dance Halls Act, at first glance, can look like a classic example of theocratic Ireland – a brand-new country that was in the thrall of a conservative Church. But sometimes the narrative about conservative Catholic Ireland is so strong that it can lead to a very one-dimensional understanding of what was truly happening in the country at the time. As the historian Diarmaid Ferriter once wrote, as people tell the story of Irish social history, they are often more consumed by what people ‘were supposedly not permitted to do as opposed to what they actually did’. If it is indeed the case that the rest of Irish society was pliant and captive to the ideology of a conservative Church and state, then there is some evidence that the dance halls were home to a small but fascinating resistance.

There was a lot of anecdotal evidence that people were openly breaching the law and dancing in unregulated halls or homes, in a way which questions the effect of the law as a deterrent and how obedient people really were to the moral autocracy that is sometimes ascribed to this period in Ireland.

Under the 1935 act, local district justices now had the power to either grant or deny dance licences. Newspaper reports from these licensing hearings in Irish courts in 1935 show that judges did indeed often grant licences to parochial halls, frequently citing the fact that a priest was running the dances as a reason for not applying any restrictions on the licence. But some presumably priest-free commercial halls were granted licences too, so the legislation was not exclusively about ceding control of dancing to the Church.

Judges would often stipulate when granting the licences that a certain proportion of dances had to be céilís – Irish dancing, in other words. But even though the proportion of Irish dancing would sometimes be as much as half, it was clear that the judiciary expected that the other half would have to be foreign. In other words, this offers clear evidence that a significant enough proportion of foreign dancing was allowed.

There is some evidence in court reports that the regulation of dance halls was indeed perceived by the judiciary to be about maintaining moral control. Judges would often stipulate that alcohol couldn’t be consumed at a dance, though people would often bring their own anyway. And in other cases, travel bans would be imposed preventing people from outside a certain distance from attending a dance. The purpose of this seems to have been to exclude undesirables from other parishes who were coming in to seduce local women. Local gardaí would also police the cars outside, to make sure people hadn’t left the dance to fraternise inside them.

If the Public Dance Halls Act was about protecting and promoting Irish dance, then the wide reach of the law seems sometimes to have run contrary to the very spirit of it. Under the licensing regime, anyone who still wanted to hold a dance in their home – as would have been tradition – would have to get around the law by not charging an entry fee and by personally inviting anyone who wished to dance. But there were plenty of reports of ordinary Irish people who were snared by the law, either with the threat of prosecution or who suffered the chilling effect of a law that had never been intended to target them.

TDs reported concerns that ‘crossroad dancing’, as in for the proverbial comely maidens, was being unintentionally prohibited. There was another case in 1940 when the Department of Justice became aware that Irish dance classes were being threatened with sanction under the same law, despite the fact that the government was eager to promote Irish dancing as part of an important cultural revival.

Whether the Public Dance Halls Act succeeded in any of its aims and intentions is unclear. From the perspective of Irish dancing, it’s the act’s unintended consequences that are more interesting.

Some analysis of the act has also considered whether it may have sealed the popularity of ‘foreign’ music and dance. Or, worse again, the stone cold uncoolness of Irish dancing. After all, there’s no surer way to get teenagers to do something than telling them they can’t – and that truism endured even at the peak of Catholic Ireland’s power. While we know that Irish dancing has survived and likely always will, it is conceivable that its popularity may have stalled or staggered once it became the preferred recreational activity of politicians and priests. Even in the 1930s, céilís would have been less popular in many parts of Ireland than some other forms of dancing. The likes of a waltz or a foxtrot were all the rage. And it’s highly likely that the express blessing of the Church and the state might have made Irish dancing a far less exciting pursuit for young Irish people at the time.
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