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Abstract 
An integral part of the country music dance circuit, ‘social dances’ take place in community 
halls, hotel ballrooms and lounge bars every weekend in the Northwest of Ireland. Throughout 
country music’s period of relative decline and into its contemporary resurgence in popularity, 
social dances have played a significant role in both maintaining the fanbase of the music’s older 
cohort of fans while providing regular employment and performance opportunities for today’s 
younger artists. With the focus on dance and regular communally-experienced events, these 
dances have helped shape both the community of which the country music scene is composed, 
as well as its particular musical and sonic characteristics. This article will look at how this 
ecosystem operates, both in terms of local community, social events, and as part of the wider 
country music scene in Ireland. Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork conducted in 2017, the 
article shows how social dances bridge the gap between the ‘country and Irish’ scene of the 
latter half of the twentieth century and its twenty-first century incarnation. By looking at how 
economic and functional imperatives have affected the music’s development, I show how social 
dances of the Northwest have played a signal role in creating the contemporary country music 
scene.  
Keywords: Ethnomusicology, Country Music, Scenes, Dance  
 
 

Through an ever increasing volume of television, radio, and other media outputs, 
the country music of Ireland has come to be recognised as something more than the 
preserve of a rural few, but rather a music and musical culture deeply embedded in the 
social and cultural worlds of the island. Though often encountered in its recorded form 
(its near-ubiquitous presence on the airwaves of local Irish radio stations in the 
Northwest and West is a testament to that fact), it remains a music whose primary 
focus is on the live, on the social, on the country dance. With a network of ballrooms 
and dancehalls big and small dotted around the country, it is this dance circuit that is 
the focal point of the country music scene; that focus shapes both the scene itself and 
the local communities of which it is composed, as well as the music at the heart of that 
scene. By looking at the sites of three of these dances, and at the role they play in their 
respective communities, as well as the manner in which each iteration of the scene is 
constituted, this paper will show how participants enact and embody the country music 
scene. 

Country music as a genre is one that has long been a site of tension between its 
historical roots and its contemporary commercial imperatives. As a music that trades in 
expressions of a supposed authenticity, one that makes use of well-worn tropes of a 
rural idyll and an idealised past of community music making, country music is shaped 
by the simultaneous demands of industry. Positioned as a music of ‘the people’, it 
nonetheless is a genre that operates within, and partakes of, the conventions and 
trappings of commercial popular music. The country music of Ireland in question is 
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essentially a localised variant of American country music. Since the era of the 
showbands, whose popularity peaked during the 1960s, country music has been an 
essential and continuous presence in the Irish popular music world. By the time the 
showbands began their decline in the 1970s – driven by a variety of factors, from 
changes in media consumption and a concurrent shift in musical tastes, to a relaxation 
of licensing laws and improved offerings of other venues which bled audiences from 
the aging showband infrastructure – country music was established as one of the most 
popular modes of popular music on the island, reflected in both the continuing 
popularity of Irish artists as well as that of American purveyors of the genre. While 
there was a comparatively limited local industry, there was nonetheless a significant 
cohort of artists who established both recording and live performance careers. Central 
to the maintenance of the industry from that time until now has been the continued 
popularity of dances. As the music’s popularity waned in the urban east, it has 
maintained a more continuous presence in the west and north of the country. 

Though country music has long been popular in Ireland, documentation of it has 
often been undertaken in relation to the showband scene, or as one facet of emerging 
popular music practices of the twentieth century. Journalistic accounts of the 
showband era, such as Vincent Power’s Send ‘Em Home Sweatin’: The Showbands 
Story (Power 1990) and autobiographically informed accounts from performers of the 
time, such as Finbar O’Keeffe’s Goodnight, God Bless and Safe Home (O’Keeffe 
2002), have helped document the showband phenomenon, and in the process given 
accounts of the genesis of the contemporary country music scene. The scholarship of 
Rebecca S. Miller (Miller 2014, 2016) in turn provides invaluable context in 
understanding how those economic, cultural and infrastructural developments – from 
the engagement with Anglo-American popular music to the spread of dancehalls 
throughout the island – formed the ground from which the country music scene 
emerged. The doctoral dissertation of Paul Maguire (Maguire 2012), dealing with the 
development in the latter half of the twentieth century of the localised variant of country 
music known as ‘country and Irish’, has been especially informative in bridging the gap 
between those earlier aspects and the contemporary scene. In situating country music 
within larger currents of popular music and culture, studies of popular music in Ireland 
such as Noisy Island (Smyth 2005) are useful in contextualising the music’s relative 
visibility and social significance (though country music rarely makes much of an 
appearance in histories of popular music in Ireland, its absence is itself telling); while 
Ethnicity, Identity and Music: The Musical Construction of Place (Stokes 1997) and 
Music and Identity in Ireland and Beyond (O’Flynn, Fitzgerald 2014) have been useful 
in examining how questions of social and cultural identity affect the construction and 
experience of the scene, as has The Irishness of Irish Music (O’Flynn 2009).  

 
Geography of the Field 

Though country music is popular throughout the island, it is most prevalent in the 
northern and western parts of the country, with regular dances taking place weekly in a 
widely dispersed network of venues. This paper draws on fieldwork conducted 
primarily in three locales, in counties Roscommon, Mayo, and Donegal. County 
Roscommon is bounded to the east by the river Shannon, Ireland’s largest waterway, 
and one which effectively marks the division of east and west, with County Mayo 
spreading towards the ocean, its Atlantic coastline spreading from County Galway in 
the south to county Sligo in the north. Following a brief interposition by County Leitrim, 
County Donegal, in turn, stretches to Malin Head, the most northerly point of the island 
of Ireland. Traveling through this region, you pass from the verdant lake country of the 
midlands, typified by rolling pasture and wetlands with low hills to the wild, rugged 
wilds of the Atlantic coast, with the topography rising as you pass north into the 
mountains of Donegal. Making my way through this region in 2017, I met and spoke 
with performers, dancers and fans, and the people that run the venues in which the 
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music is encountered. It is these interactions on which this research is based. First I 
will briefly outline the nature of the musical worlds I encountered, the modes of 
participation and dance in their historical context. I follow this with a discussion of the 
scenes I have encountered, and how ideas of ‘scene’ itself shape both participation in 
and understandings of the genre and in how I have approached this research. Finally I 
will present three case studies, each representative of distinct yet related facets of 
country music practices in Ireland.  
 
Dancing in the Northwest 

The term ‘social dancing’ is one that is encountered with some regularity when 
you’re engaging with the country scene. It’s a term that gets at the sometimes 
complicated identity of the genre as it is encountered in Ireland. That it will be social is 
one of the most basic expectations we might have when we attend a dance – the use 
of the phrase here signifies something as much about the demographics and music as 
it does about the dance format itself. ‘Social Dancing’ is a phrase that is used to refer 
to weekly dance events, and one which crops up in many parts of the country. It is 
often used interchangeably to refer to country music dances, though not always. In 
some parts of the country it is generally taken to refer to a more specific variant; as 
Peter McIntyre of the Allingham Arms in Donegal explained the term and the country 
dance scene of County Donegal to me: 

…well this is jiving country. Country music down the south is social dancing, it’s a two 
piece band, a one piece band, but there are loads of them and its very popular, goes on 
from 8 to 10 at night; down here it’s a band, it’s a five, six piece band…social dancing, it’s 
a an older age group like, completely and utterly it’s an older age group, it’s getting 
people out of the house, its slower waltzes and here it’s all about jiving, so its two 
different parts of this. (McIntyre, 2017). 

For the most part however, the term is used colloquially in a less defined manner; the 
dances I will discuss in this paper range from those that would meet this strict 
definition, to larger scale dances that would be closer in both presentational mode and 
style to commercial popular music events. Though it is often spoken of colloquially as 
being a relatively homogenous scene, there are in fact several interconnected country 
music scenes, with commonalities in both artists and dance repertoire, as well as an 
often shared audience, together constituting what can be understood as the larger 
scale country music scene. 

The repertoire of dances that can be observed at contemporary dance events is one 
that has remained remarkably constant since the middle years of the 20th century. To 
walk into a dancehall now is to encounter scenes that would have been familiar forty 
years ago. As described by Paul Maguire (Maguire 2012, p . 169), in his doctoral 
dissertation on the rise of Irish country music, it has its roots in the ballroom dance 
repertoire of the early part of last century, with foxtrots, waltzes, and jives being the 
most persistently popular. The jive, a derivation of the American jitterbug introduced to 
Britain in 1943 (Baade 2006), is at this point almost shorthand for country dances more 
generally. That these dances have maintained this status and popularity can be 
attributed to several factors. Consisting of easily learned steps, with couple dances 
being the mainstay, these dances eschewed individualistic displays of technique, their 
formula allowing for participation even amongst those who might be considered 
‘dance-averse’. Even when he encountered this repertoire as a performer in the 1970s, 
Maguire found what he understood to be an outdated, outmoded set of dances. 
Throughout the rise of the showbands, and during their subsequent boom, a string of 
new dances had become briefly popularised, with novelty dances becoming 
fashionable for brief periods. These tended to be more exhibitionistic than was 
comfortable for some; as Maguire observed of the enduring popularity of the more 
traditional repertoire in the face of these shirt-lived fashions, “Many of the dancers in 
the audiences of rural Irish venues in the 60s had only the most basic grasp of that 
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repertoire but it was considered by many of them to be preferable to having to dance to 
solo dances such as ‘The Twist‘. I had therefore rather missed the point: it was not that 
the ballroom repertoire was particularly liked but that these new dances involved a 
level of exhibitionism which sat uneasily with the reserve inherent in the majority of 
rural Irish males at that time.” (Maguire 2012, p.169) The longer history of dance in 20th 
century Irish society is a fascinating one, in which can be seen tensions between 
modernity and tradition, nationalism and cosmopolitanism. As fruitfully explored by 
Barbara O’Connor (O’Connor 2003, 2006), developments in Irish dance halls of the 
first half of the century were freighted with meaning beyond simple social interaction. 
The practices and habits discussed in this paper can be read as being a continuation in 
this longer history of dance halls as sites of negotiated identities. The infrastructure 
and practices thus established were subject to competing claims to national and 
cultural identities. The centrality and importance of dance spaces, as discussed by Ní 
Fhuartháin (Ní Fhuartháin 2019), was such that in their history can be read the 
development of the social and cultural formations outlined here.  

The repertoire of dances has remained largely, though not completely, static; line-
dancing, for example, became established in the 1990s, a phenomenon that was 
described to me by several of the older artists. Though its popularity has waned 
somewhat, it is still regularly to be observed, while a modern variation, the ‘slosh’, has 
recently become popular. Jiving, however, is still the mainstay of the dance scene. The 
recent resurgence in country music popularity has in part been fuelled by the 
appearance of dance classes, as well as online and DVD tutorials. These include youth 
dance classes such as the ‘Jiving Juniors’, run by Sandra Ganley, who has been 
visible in RTE TV shows such as RTE Junior and ‘Stetsons and Stilettos’. Coupled with 
the prevalence of jiving contests, at both festivals and regular dance events, the 
standard is generally seen to be improving, a trend observed by the artists and 
dancers I spoke with; Louisiana-born singer Robert Mizzell, whom I interviewed in 
2018, commented that “…with the onset of all these…jiving classes, everyone’s pretty 
much getting onto the same page, because every night we see people who are 
fantastic dancers” (though he did also go on to observe that “…then you see some 
people who are just like young gazelles, who were just born thirty seconds ago, and 
they just can’t find their legs”). The increased popularity of dancing as a form of social 
activity is one that has benefitted the artists, bringing a new cohort of audience 
members to dance events; that dances have begun to be seen as alternative social 
spaces for that younger cohort is one factor driving attendances, as Lisa McHugh 
explained: 

…they began to get a taste of it, and they began the dancing lessons, and [when] they 
could actually dance, they became even more interested. And it’s much more of a social 
aspect of things for them than going to a nightclub and you can’t hear yourself talk… the 
younger ones, they’re drinking a pint of water, and they’re dancing, and enjoying the 
music. (McHugh, 2017). 
The dance scene then is more visible than it has been in previous years, with 

exposure on television programmes such as RTÉ’s Stetsons and Stilettos and BBCNI’s 
Keepin’ ‘er Country bringing an increased prominence and exposure to the scene. 
Coupled with the increased visibility of artists such as Derek Ryan and Lisa McHugh 
through social media such as Facebook, it is often assumed that the total numbers of 
participants has seen a commensurate increase, although this is a view that is 
disputed by some, with Mizzell telling me that: 

it’s actually gotten smaller, it’s more concentrated now than it was…look, I’ve always said 
that in Ireland there’s about fifteen or twenty thousand people who are dedicated to 
country music…On any given night, there’s 7 or 8 bands who are drawing big crowds. 
The rest of it is bits and pieces here, and bits and pieces there …now, the whole country 
might listen to country music, but there’s only a certain amount of people who travel out, 
and pay on the door to go into a dancehall. (Mizzell 2018). 
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This is a view that is supported by others I have encountered in my research, with 
many telling me that although there has been some increase in attention on the part of 
national broadcasters, there has been a historic indifference to the music, one that is 
shaped by what is seen as a generalised emphasis on cultural matters more prominent 
in Dublin and the east coast, with a corresponding inattention to the culture of the west 
and north. Though quantifying attendance is not a straightforward task, the more than 
twenty-year history of hotel dance weekends and the continuing prevalence of other 
weekly dances would support the view that the contemporary scene is not so changed 
in scale as is sometimes suggested. One explanation for the perceived increase in 
scale is the demographic shift that has undoubtedly occurred, with a younger audience 
now often visible than would have been encountered as recently as a decade ago; the 
contemporary ubiquity of social media has meant that new participants in the scene, 
both in terms of artists and audience, have the capability to broadcast that participation 
in ways that have sidestepped more traditional media outlets.  

Though there is some regional variation in the dance repertoire, it is generally 
manifested in the relative frequency of the dance types, with jiving being more 
prevalent in the more northern locales and waltzes and foxtrots being more common to 
the south, and in differentials in relative performance tempi. Rather than a distinct set 
of dances, it is a variation that follows a north/south divide, with those audiences 
further north demanding quicker sets, with a preponderance of jives, with 
performances further south in the country generally calling for more restrained sets 
incorporating more foxtrots and old-time waltzes. This is observed by with whom I have 
spoken, who tailor both their sets and their performance intensity to suit these regional 
variations, with Lisa McHugh observing that while  

…there’s dancing lessons all across the country, you would notice the people who are 
dancing in the north would be dancing totally different to the south…they’re still jiving, it’s 
just a different way of doing it, I suppose it’s like accents, you’re still speaking English, but 
you have a different twang. (McHugh 2017). 

That difference extends to the average skill levels of participants in particular regions; 
the prevalence of dance events in the north and west compared to other parts of the 
country, and the higher number of opportunities to dance that this creates, has meant 
that there has developed a relatively higher standard of dance in this region. These 
opportunities for regular participation, coupled with the regional clustering of venues 
and dance events, have in turn fostered the development of a regional scene. In the 
following section I turn to en examination of how these seemingly disparate events 
together constitute scenes.  
 
‘If it hadn’t been for dancing, this scene wouldn’t exist’ 

When we think of a music scene, we tend first to think of a geographically and 
culturally delimited thing, with the terms regular colloquial employ reinforcing that 
conception. When Will Straw defined a music scene as “that cultural space in which a 
range of musical practices coexist, interacting with each other within a variety of 
processes of differentiation, and according to widely varying trajectories of change and 
cross-fertilisation” (Straw 1991, p. 373), that conception was opened up to include not 
just a neatly delimited or bordered thing, but rather allowed for the explication of a 
cultural space which can exist in both a trans-, or multi-local state, and can account for 
a variety of perceptual and experiential engagement. Taken in this way, the term can 
account for the varied ways in which it is most often encountered, as a colloquial 
descriptor of socio-cultural engagement. As a descriptor that is employed by many of 
those I encountered and spoke with, it is one that is used in various ways, but is 
always understood to carry significance, tied to both locale and group identity.  
Expanding further on the nature of the physicality of music scenes, their constitution, 
and modes of participation, Andy Bennett and Christopher Driver emphasised the 
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significance of the body, describing the “…role of the body as the medium of affective 
exchange in the co-constitution of self and place.” (Driver, Bennett 2014, p. 112) The 
physicality of dance events is one which enacts the scene through a literal embodied 
engagement, the spring of the dancefloor and the interactions of the dancers as vital to 
the constitution of the scene as the musical contributions; as Barry Shank observed in 
Dissonant Identities of the “necessary conditions for the development of a scene: a 
situated swirling mass of transformative signs and sweating bodies, continually 
reconstructing the meaning of a communion of individuals in a  primary group.” (Shank 
1994, p. 128) Expression of group belonging is in this case made through the display 
of common codes of dance etiquette and repertoire. Through the negotiated use of 
space, the social codes of the scene as a whole are enacted. The physicality by which 
these scenes are manifested is also tracked in this article through the geography of 
locale. As Sara Cohen so well explored in Rock Culture in Liverpool: Popular Music in 
the Making, the physical and social geographies in which music-making take place are 
integral factors in shaping those musical practices.  

In thinking about how this music and its practice operates, there are several points 
of reference that have been useful in contextualising it fully. Christopher Small’s 
reconfiguring of music-making as musicking (Small 1998), allows for a fruitful 
understanding of not just the artist on stage, but a view that takes into account all the 
actors in the scene. Opening the field of observation to include the dancers, and all 
those that facilitate the dance, means that what could at first be seen as a one-sided 
engagement or transaction, can now be understood as a collaborative engagement 
with multiple poles. Moving beyond simply consuming the music, or even the act of 
dancing, there becomes visible a network of relationships, experiences, and 
expectations which shape the particulars of both genre and individual instantiations of 
the genre. 

The distinction between presentational and participatory music, as outlined by 
Thomas Turino, is useful in this context. Though it is most often understood as a 
presentational music – and the nature of performance certainly appears to follow the 
modes of popular music performance, with a stage, a set of professional musicians, 
and the other trappings of the commercial popular music industry – the twin focus on 
both dancer and stage performer means that the scene can be usefully understood as 
a participatory one. This is true also in how audience members understand their role. 
Rather than passive consumers of the music, participation through dance is 
understood as an essential aspect of engagement with the scene. In my own fieldwork, 
an initial unwillingness to dance was seen as limiting potential understanding – to the 
point that I was called out from several stages, and ultimately forced to participate 
(despite my natural reticence as a dancer). Though Turino positions participatory 
music as one in which “There are no artist-audience distinctions, only participants and 
potential participants performing different roles” (Turino 2008, p.26) 

It is that very nature of the scene, as being constituted of participatory events, that 
goes some way to explain the coherence of the scene as a whole, despite its relatively 
wide geographic extension. As the dance repertoire, modes of engagement, and sonic 
and musical attributes are shared, there is a commonality of experience. Country 
music in Ireland then is essentially a participatory music; though media representations 
often highlight the relative fame or ‘star’ status of performers, it is understood by both 
artists and fans as being a primarily dance oriented genre. While concert performances 
do take place, they would constitute a minority of events. The shifting fortunes of the 
industry as a whole reflects this status; the second part of this paper will look at the 
role that venues have had in shaping the development of the contemporary scene, 
drawing on accounts of three distinct venue types. 
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Three Scenes from the Country  
The fieldwork upon which this paper primarily draws was conducted in August, 

2017, with follow up interviews taking place on return visits in later months. During that 
time I undertook a three week trip to the north west of the country. That trip was part of 
longer series of trips, ones which were undertaken to get a more complete sense of 
country music as it exists in Ireland. The music is found in all parts of the island, 
though it is more prevalent in the region west of the river Shannon and in the northern 
half of the country. This wide geographic region means that there is no one single 
centre. Dances are held in hotel function rooms and bars, in community centres and 
parish halls, in regular bars and pubs, and at outdoor festivals throughout the summer 
months. Though these are widespread, there is a hierarchy in terms of significance, in 
terms of both audience participation and the concurrent value to the artists. For the 
artists, there is an established network or infrastructure; those working artists with a full 
band on the road make a regular circuit of this network. For the audience too, many 
travel to weekly dances, sometimes covering a good distance, or traveling and staying 
in hotels for weekend-long events. 

To cover so widespread a range of events meant approaching fieldwork with a 
certain degree of flexibility, so in August of 2017 I strapped a tent to my bike and set 
out from my home in Dublin city centre with the idea that if I took the roads west, 
following the warp and weft of the country, through successive parishes and 
townlands, I might get a little closer to understanding how country music is woven into 
cultural and social practices. For three weeks I cycled, stopping at dances and festivals 
wherever I encountered them, camping under bridges and on roadsides, behind pubs 
and in caravan parks and campgrounds. This mode of transport affords a great deal of 
flexibility, the opportunity to follow the recommendations of those I spoke with – and 
traveling in this manner means you are never short of people to speak with, to offer 
their advice and tips. Conversations started in this way shaped my itinerary; rather than 
following a plan designed in Dublin, I was allowed the freedom to let my encounters 
shape my trip, rather than the obverse. 

In making sense of the material gathered in this manner, there were several useful 
starting points. The thick description of Clifford Geertz provided a model for moving 
beyond bare observation, the accumulation of material bringing to light aspects that at 
first encounter hide their significance. Though not followed to the full extreme here as it 
might have been, the narrative structures of Bernard Lortat-Jacob are a reminder that it 
is in the people, the characters we speak with that the most illuminating insights may 
be found. His first encounter on that ferry is a reminder to look beyond the most 
obvious of musical experiences. Though this was fieldwork conducted at home, as it 
were, there remained nonetheless a process of entering the field; in this case, the 
literal process of movement from the urban east coast to the more rural west is 
reflected in the sequential  presentation of the case studies. Though taking place in 
venues dispersed throughout the northwest region, and in the more rural and exurban 
for the most part, the scene is situated within broader networks of musical practice and 
exchange; following those pathways, both figurative and literal, allows for a clearer 
image of the music-making worlds of which this scene is constituted. Ruth Finnegan 
observed of urban music practices that “…pathways of music-making are not ‘natural’ 
ones that cut their own way through the bush, but were opened up and kept trodden by 
those who worked them”, and that for those who do, they do so in order to “…bring 
them not just value and meaning but one framework for living in space and time.” 
(Finnegan 1989 p.325) 

Interviews were conducted both formally and informally. Formal interviews were 
conducted with artists and venue managers, as well as those in local media, while less 
formal interviews took place with both artists and audience alike. Music and 
performances were observed and documented in both video and audio recordings, 
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selections of which are included here in order to better illustrate the events under 
discussion. 

The following are three case studies drawn from the field trip described above, each 
one a stop on my progression west and north. Loughlynn lies to the northwest of the 
midpoint of the country, a land of lakes and rolling hills. The village sits at the edge of 
the lake from which it takes its name, though the main streets face away from it. It is a 
small and rural place, one of many similar to be found in the region, on the border 
between counties Roscommon and Galway. The summer festival I encountered there 
drew its patrons from surrounding towns and villages. 

 Westport, the second case study, is on the coast of County Mayo, further again to 
the west and a little to the north. A thriving tourist town, picturesque and vibrant in 
summer, it maintains its own character even throughout the high season. Bundoran, 
the final stop from this trip described here, is again a longstanding tourist destination, 
though one that has perhaps fallen on slightly harder times, its grandest moments 
passed. 
 
 
Loughlynn 

Several days into this particular trip, from my Dublin home in the East to the far 
northwest of the country, as I was cycling through Co. Roscommon, I stopped in 
Ballinlough to get out of the rain and saw this poster in a shop window – it was only 
10km away, and I was told I might find a spot to camp in the woods by the lake, so I 
went for a look. Creaton’s, one of the two pubs as well as the village shop, consists of 
three rooms. To the front left was the bar, to its right the shop, while the back has a 
second, larger bar area with a pool table. When I entered, the nine or ten people 
present pay me little attention – the quarter final replay of the GAA football 
championship, between Mayo and Roscommon. Sitting as it does near the border with 
Mayo, this was an event of some significance – all pints were two euro for the duration 
of the match. I got talking to the bargirl, Katie, about the music that night, and where I 
might camp. She was busy the whole time, serving drinks, but also periodically taking 
bets and relaying them by phone – her facility with numbers was impressive; never 
writing anything down, she passed on complicated bets involving what seemed to be 
most sporting events taking place that day on the island, from football to horseracing, 
and everything in between. After some time, and a discussion involving all the patrons 
present, it was decided that I was to camp in a field behind the pub – Katie, whose 
family owned the pub, told me that although it wasn’t their field, they knew whose it 
was, and it would surely be no problem. Directing me from the door, she pointed me to 
a gap between the next two houses, and told me to set it up where I liked, but out of 
sight of the road. I found a fine spot, set up my tent, and made myself something to 
eat. Roscommon had lost badly to Mayo, 4-19 to 0-06, but given that the split of 
patrons was about half from each county, it had not put too much of a dampener on 
things.  

After a rest and a change into my other clothes, I walked back through the long 
grass, through the gap in the houses, and back to Creatons, at about 8pm. The pub 
was still fairly quiet – the music was not scheduled to start until midnight, which 
seemed surprising on a Monday night – so I walked down to the community centre, 
where Derek Ryan’s truck and tour bus were parked, but there was no sign of activity. 
Back in Creatons, I got talking to Katie again, now finished work, and some of her 
friends. All were from the area, though many had lived abroad, and some were only 
visiting from the US and Canada. By 10pm the pub was starting to fill up, as people 
started to arrive from the surrounding towns. By 11, the place was packed – minibuses 
and large taxis arriving every few minutes and disgorging groups of people, many 
young, most already more than a few drinks in. At this point I moved on with a group of 
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others to the next pub, where a singer by the name of Stuart Moyles, had the packed 
house dancing to Irish country hits, with the aid of a guitar and a backing track. (I was 
to meet Moyles again in west Mayo), and from here we joined the move towards the 
community hall.  

Billed as the ‘Loughlynn Music Festival’, country music and dance make up the focal 
point of the weekend (alongside the annual crowning of the ‘Queen of the Woodlands’). 
In this example, the event in a sense takes precedence over the music or its genre, 
evidenced by the non-specific nature of the music festival’s title, but in this case we’re 
talking about a community in which country music is deeply embedded. The age profile 
reflects the fact that this is a community-wide event, with patrons ranging from their 
late teens right up to those in much more advanced years. The dance is central to 
proceedings here, but not the primary focus, nor was it a “country music” event as 
such; rather, they needed music and it didn’t feel like what genre might be hired was 
ever in question. When I had asked Katie if she’d be going to the dancing, her 
response amounted to ‘what else would I do?’; here country music is fully embedded in 
its rural setting. 

Reflecting the function of this event, the standard of dancing on display is variable, 
but continuous. The hall is a large, rectangular, rather cavernous space, with sports 
courts marked on the floor – such a space is not well suited to providing good sound. 
The band, set up on a stage on one end, with a bar fashioned from trestle tables at the 
other, reverberated around the hall. Although this was held on the Monday night of a 
bank holiday weekend, the main dance did not get underway until well after midnight – 
Paul Maguire noted in relation to these late start times how “…many visitors to Ireland 
find it difficult to understand why dances in Irish dancehalls should start at mid-night” 
adding that, “American musicologist Rebecca Miller was bemused at the idea that Irish 
country singer Philomena Begley would travel to start a performance at midnight” 
(Maguire 2012 p.178) This is often a source of surprise to those unfamiliar with local 
conventions, with many an unwitting visitor caught off-guard on discovering that their 
accommodation was to be the site of a late night (and loud) dance.  

As the hall filled up, the oldest cohort claiming the tables arrayed around the edge of 
the hall, dancers filed the floor; a mix of displays of technical ability and general 
enthusiasm characterised the dance. The community festival nature of the event also 
meant that there was more alcohol consumed than would usually be seen at a country 
dance, though as Stuart Moyles observed, “Well, rural like that, it’s a big night out.” 
(Moyles 2017) Although most of those present did participate, there were many who 
danced only for short periods, and of these there were many who were clearly not 
regular dancers – the smoking area to the rear of the building was as busy as the 
dancefloor, with conversation filling the warm evening air away from the volume of the 
music in the hall. The dancefloor was never empty however, as the band played on 
until well into the night.  
 
The Mill Times Hotel, Westport 

I was to meet Stuart two days after this, in the Mill Times Hotel, Westport.Co. Mayo, 
This was not as well attended a dance, for several reasons. Westport itself is not a 
particularly strong town for country to begin with, and this was the first of a new weekly 
dance; the same night Michael English was playing the Siamsa Sraide in Swinford – I’d 
been directed to Swinford the day before, but the heavy Garda presence meant that 
camping opportunities were non-existent – and this would have attracted many of the 
possible dancers from the surrounding areas. Stuart plays all around the country, at all 
kinds of events; as he told me: 

I’ve probably never been as busy…all throughout the year you do between four/five 
nights a week…now for August I have like thirteen gigs in eleven days, August is always 
a big month with the festivals and all that…but thankfully, mainly due to so much social 
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dancing being on…it’s really boosted it, you get nights now on a Monday, Tuesday, 
Wednesday, that probably wouldn’t have been there before. (Moyles 2017) 

Stuart operates for the most part as a one man band, though as he told me, he 
performs in multiple settings – often opening and closing bigger dances for more well-
known acts – and he has had some success in the Irish iTunes country charts. Social 
dances, such as the one held in the Mill Times Hotel last August, offer a source of 
income for those acts that would not necessarily have attained the top tier of 
performers. His backing tracks are purchased, which he augments with ‘little fills or 
whatever’, but essentially the strict rhythm is what’s valued here. When these dances 
are advertised in the local papers, it’s the dance itself – i.e., Wednesday night dances 
at the Mill Times – rather than the specific performer, that is given prominence. The 
audience here tends to be an over-50 crowd, who come for the social element more 
than anything else. As I sat with Stuart to talk before his show, the function room 
began to fill up, but the bar was generally untroubled. 

Stuart had started his career as drummer, telling me that he began playing with his 
brothers at “…weddings…all kinds of events, festivals, parties, but a lot of my work 
would be in the dance scene alright…you have to be able to cater for everything in this 
game.” (Moyles, 2018) The dance that night was typical of social dances common in 
this region; though this particular night was a new addition to the calendar, similar 
dances have a long history in hotel function rooms and parish and community halls.  
With regular attendees drawn from both long-term dance aficionados and more recent 
converts to country music, they offer a place where attendees can develop their dance 
skills and repertoire, while also offering a source of income to performers such as 
Stuart on midweek evenings. Although the larger weekend dance events are more 
prestigious, it is these smaller scale events that have allowed for the increase in full 
time musicians on the scene.  

That evening, the dance lasted over two hours; most of those present changed 
partners for at least the occasional dance, though they tended to stay with the same 
partner for the majority of the evening. The social aspect was as important, with 
dancers taking regular breaks to sit and talk at the tables arrayed at the back of the 
room. These were mostly practiced dancers, in general displaying both familiarity and 
comfort with the steps required of them. Though this particular dance night was of 
recent vintage, it was clear that those present were seasoned.  
 
The Allingham Arms, Bundoran 

Bundoran sits at the southern tip of the county Donegal coast, its long status as a 
holiday destination evidenced by the plethora of hotels that stretch the length of its 
coastal main street. Well-known in the showband years as the site of several large 
ballrooms, including the Astoria and Marine Hotel, it had entered a period of decline in 
the later years of the twentieth century. In more recent years it has become known as a 
destination for country music fans, with regular dances in the Bird’s Nest, the Holyrood 
Hotel, and the Allingham. 

The Allingham is perhaps the most recognisable of these three examples, both 
through its status as one of the more popular dance venues in the country and due to 
its history in helping to establish the shape of the contemporary scene, with other 
venues having followed suit in offering dance weekends. If there is a spiritual home to 
country music in Ireland, a good argument could be made that it is in Bundoran’s 
Allingham Arms. Its name is synonymous with country dances, with a longstanding 
association with the music, reinforced by both advertising and other media mentions. 
Manager Peter McIntyre started holding dance weekends here in the mid-90s, as a 
way to fill the hotel during the shoulder seasons; an innovation that he claims credit for 
introducing to the scene here. These dance weekends are a mainstay of the country 
circuit, with the upper echelon of acts performing a regular circuit that takes in the 
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Allingham, the MacWilliam in Claremorris, and other similar hotels. These draw a 
diverse crowd – Bundoran’s location means that it will bring people for the dance from 
most of the north west coast, from across in Tyrone and Fermanagh, and as far south 
as Galway. Heavily advertised in both Ireland and Scotland, the weekend packages 
also draw many from further afield. As McIntyre described the beginnings of the dance 
weekends: 

…it started off with 28 people at the first dance, so that was our base crowd, it was locals 
really, and in 1995/96 it started, I went to Belfast one day and I was chatting to a tourist 
promoter up there, and he says to me why don’t you do show break weekends for the 
shoulder seasons, January, February and march, so I decided I would try it…I didn’t really 
realise the demand for it…it was just pure luck that I started it…What I done, I done a 
package with a dance and that, with two B & B, dinner and dance, and I done it fairly 
competitive, and it really took off from there. (McIntyre 2017). 
The Allingham is a large, modern hotel, located on the main street, opposite the 

harbour, as close to a centre of Bundoran as there exists. Its public areas consist of a 
restaurant to the front, with a bar inside by the reception. It is here that dancers begin 
to congregate every Friday, Saturday, and Sunday night; on my first visit, some three 
hours before the ballroom opens at 10:30pm, the bar had already started to fill up. The 
dance hall is accessed from the main reception area; a cloakroom, a doorman 
providing security, and a folding table from which tickets are dispensed appear when 
the venue opens. The skill level on display is a step above what would be observed in 
the previous two examples; the further north, the better the general standard, as well 
as a generally younger demographic. This is a pattern easily observed in venues, and 
remarked upon by the artists themselves. A conversation with three of the acts on this 
first night turned to the expectations of, and challenges of catering to, the audience; 
Sean Cuddy described his set, saying, 

We’d come on and do four quick ones, to start a dance, then you’d go straight into an old 
time waltz, maybe a couple waltzes, then quick ones again...now it’s jive all night, there’s 
no slow songs at all, it’s jive all night, it’s really intense now. Oh my god, really intense , 
hard to keep up with it now… we’d be strict now on the few quick ones, and then a few 
slow ones, and then...giving dancers a chance, where you’re catering for everybody, you 
now that sort of way Ray? But not now, it’s all ‘quick, quick, quick’, the quicker the better. 
(Cuddy 2017) 

The organisation of the set is not the only thing shaped by the functional imperative of 
the dance setting; so too are other sonic and musical aspects. Tempi, audible sound 
characteristics including instrumental balance and rhythmic prominence are similarly 
affected. Common to the scene is a general imperative to maintain the ‘beat’, to 
manage and control the ebb and flow of dance intensity. Drums and bass are given 
prominence in the sound mix, alongside the vocal, with the rhythm generally played in 
straight time. 

The dance venue here is rectangular, bounded by a long bar to one side and a 
surround of tables along the opposite edge of the dancefloor – on those nights when 
demand calls for it, a further extension can be opened to the rear of the room, as it 
does on the second night of my first visit. That first evening the line-up included several 
of the more longstanding artists on the Irish country scene; the audience was a 
correspondingly older crowd. The second night saw Lisa McHugh, one of the newer 
generation of country stars, this time with an audience that tended to the younger end 
of the age range at these events. 

With the secondary dancefloor in the now extended ballroom now open, I stationed 
myself here at the back, the better to observe the event as a whole (and so that when I 
did have to dance, there would be less chance of my impeding those more skilled than 
I). McHugh and her band offer a polished form of country, with a mode of presentation 
that is as informed by pop music as it is country, though always in support of the dance 
function. The dancers themselves fill the floor from the start of the evening; though 
tables are spread around the periphery of the room, they are used mostly as temporary 
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resting spots. Reflecting the generally younger demographic she attracts, a relatively 
quick tempo is maintained throughout, with a generally high standard of dance skill on 
display.  

Dancing’s what’s kept country music alive in Ireland. If it hadn’t been for dancing, this 
scene wouldn’t exist…you go in there tonight, you’ll see they’re dancing in the front bar, in 
there in the venue, some of these people will be dancing tomorrow night, and the 
following night. But if they ever lose their love for dancing, Robert Mizzell is done, and so 
is all the other country stars, because it’s not just the music…It’s the experience, it’s the 
dance. (Mizzell 2018) 
The shows observed at the Allingham over that weekend represent the most visible 

side of the Irish country dance world, with polished showmanship, seasoned dancers, 
and a packed dancefloor demonstrating the commercial successes that continues to 
draw artists to the Irish country music world.  

 
Conclusion 

These three events are snapshots of just one summer, and not exhaustive accounts 
of the scale of the musical worlds depicted. Together though they offer a 
representative picture of those worlds, showing some of the ways in which 
communities are formed through physical engagement and practice.  

The country dance scene is one then that is not tangential to the broader country 
scene in Ireland. Though individual events and venues may seem at first to be 
somewhat isolated, in reality they form part of an infrastructural network, each in some 
ways supporting the others. That those involved speak so often of it as being a scene 
is more than just a colloquial shorthand, but rather a usage that points towards the very 
real sense of community, one that is “…an intentional interest group that forms around 
particular activities, a particular style complex, as well as a particular discourse about 
the style and activity.” (Turino 2008, 161). The complex network of infrastructure, both 
physical and social, in which this scene takes form is one shaped by histories local and 
national.  

Throughout its history on the island, country music has been inextricably tied to 
dance. The regular circuit of dance events, from weekends in hotels such as the 
Allingham to the smaller social dances that have expanded in number in recent years, 
the dancefloors and ballrooms of the north and west of the country are sites of 
embodied interaction which, in each iteration, constitutes and reconstitutes a scene, 
one which has its roots in a longstanding repertoire of dance and modes of social 
engagement. In each instance there are recognisable markers of the scene as it is 
understood in the broader regional context, while the individual communities of which 
each event type is composed constitute localised instantiations, each offering a subtly 
different inflection of the country dance scene as a whole. From the dance repertoire 
shared amongst locales to the communally experienced regional media landscape, 
these markers of commonality afford the production of locally grounded modes of 
participation and perception, simultaneously partaking of the broader scene while 
localising and individualising each exemplar.  
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