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An Buachaillin Ban B

REFLECTIONS ON ONE QUEER'S PERFORMANCE
WITHIN TRADITIONAL IRISH MUSIC AND DANCE

Nicholas Gareiss

® “Lafferty’s”

® in conversation with Nicholas Gareiss

As the first sirains of the reel emerge from the pin-drop silence of the hall, I siep ot
Jrom thewing, crossing upstage behind the fiddler to stand next to him, Continuing
the momentum of that stride, [ graze the worn and swiftly-wearing soles of my shoes
against the siage floor, beginning my dance with a series of hushed halftime brushes
and skuffles to mark the tempo. I can feel the surface of the wooden floor through
the leather soles as 1 lightly push the balls of my feet forward, caressing the ground
bwice, then twice again, and finally once more before releasing the weight of my
Srame through o weight-bearing footfall on 6 downbeat. I can Jeel the sounds created
by my contact with the floor slip inside my collaborator’s already-established tempo.
I ean reside here,

1 begin lightly punciuating and aooenting the arcs and valleys of the melody.
Following the first part of the reel, about twenty seconds after I make my enirance,
T sculpt my steps to imitate the melody of the tune "Big Pat’s.” Assembling the
swmall one- or two-sound rudiments of trebles, hops, and tip-steps in the moment,
Iimitate the phrasing of the fiddler’s bow by anticipating, mirroring, and dueling
the back-and-forth motion of his arm with back-ard-forward gestures of my knee
and lower leg. Our sixteenth notes coalesce. We are now sounding together, my
collaborator and 1,
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! have long felt the presence of a nascent queerﬁess within traditional
Izisk music and dance. This queerness is and is no spoken aboug it exists in
ruraors and in whispers, tacitly undergivding the performance conventions of
the genre. Nothing could be more phantasmal, more Impossible, more queer.

My fifieen years of experience performing within: traditional irish music
and dance have zllowed me 2 rare glimpse into a part of Treland to which
rany Americans are not usually privy, | feel fortunate that y technical ex
pertise and acclaim have allowed me access o an upper echelon of profes-
sional performance in this realm, even as my national identity marks me as
an outsider. As both a queer-identified persen, and an American working in
the genre of Irish traditional music and dance, I believe my not-quite insider/
not-quite outsider status has revealed fascinating contradictions of this sub-
culture that would not otherwise become apparent. From this parallax, it is
possible to iliuminate heteronormative paradigms within this idiom and it
corresponding social scenes. Ttis my humble hope that through the position-
ality of a queer American working in traditional Irish music and dance, I can
bring to light ways of subverting these heteronormative paradigms using per-
formance, allowing nascent queer tendencies to susurrate.

Anthropologist Clifford Geertz writes, “You don't exactly penetrate another
culture, as the masculinist image would have it. You put yourself in its way
and it bodies forth and enmeshes you™ As both a dancer and an anthro-
pologist, the notion of a non-penetrative ethnographer, or indead one whe is
penetrated himself by the culture, resonates with me, envisioning powerful
riew implications for queer work in ethnology and performance. Geertz's cul
tural “enmeshing” proffers the potental for queerness that is culturally spe-
cific. His idea of 2 culture “bodying forth” and enmeshing the sthnographer,
revealing its secrets in its own time, on its own terms, offers Insight into the
ways cultural forms perform their nascent queerness. | have experienced this
in my very enmeshed relationship with Ireland and is music and dance tradi-
tions, as well as through the enmeshing of my ethnographic training with my
career as a dancer.

Traditional music scholar Helen Q'Shez asserts that “Irish” and “gueer”
are "mutually exclusive identifications” in the discourse of both Irish nation-
alisry and the [rish music scene.? In this essay, | wish to dismantle O'Shea's
assertion in twe ways: by revealing the “already-queemess” within the forms
of Irish traditional music and dance themselves, and subverting the “mutal
exclusiveness” of Irishness and queerness through my own performances in
[rish traditional music and dance, onstage and off. Here T depart from my
previous research as an anthropologist interviewer to explore the experience
of doing ethnography as a performer and queer subject.’ This project turns
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the ethnographic gaze upon my own experience and artistic practice, the ways
that I have worked corporeally in Jrish traditional music and dance, in the
nope of revealing both queer possibilities within these idioms and suggesting
queer aesthetic interventions,

Implicated in the question of nascent queerness in Irish dance is the
matier of the form's centrality 1o Irish culture, Michael Seaver, in “Counting
Capital: The Real Value of Dance in Irish Society,” writes, “It is clear that the
dancing body in ireland is firmly placed in the centre of our caltural land-
scape and that dancers contribute to social and culteral discourse through the
ability to theorise through the moving body.”* Even before the 1994 debut of
Riverdance and the subsequent deluge of similar Broadway-style Irish dance
shows, the long history of dance in Ireland had already created a collective psy-
chic precedent for this genre’s movement vocabulary, locomotive quality, and
canonical repertoire that continues today. Due in part 10 the fact that many
children are taught Irish dancing at clementary school in Ireland, often irish
people who do not consider themselves connected to the arts are intimately
acquainted with the modalities of this corporeal tradition. In My oW experi-
ence, Ireland is the only culture in which I can step inte a taxi cab, inform the
driver that I am a dancer, and have the driver's unseen assumptions about my
work rernotely resemble what I actually create. This includes the role of spe-
cific body parts (the feet, legs, ankles) in the dance, as well as the form's sym-
biotic relatienship to the jigs, reels, and hornipipes of Izish traditional music.

Perhaps because of the cultural ubiquity of dance in Treland, Irish music
and dance have long been held as more than simply indigenous cultural forms,
but somehow representational of Irish identity and seminal to s reification.
For Irish citizens and visiting tourists, these practices are often cast as last ves-
tiges of the “real Ireland,” re-enacting a romanticized version of the country
held a priori by Americans and, surprisingly, reified by many Irish people
thremselves, This romantic notion of freland was surnmarized by former Irish
president Eamon De Valera, “a land whose countryside would be bright with
cozy homesteads . . . with the romping of sturdy children, the contests of ath-
letic youths, the laughter of comely maidens . .. the home of people living
the life that God desires men should live.”s Despite recent developments in
Irish marriage equality, these heteronormative cultural associations of home,
family, and nation continue to manifest within current conventions of irish
dance performance. I argue that these poise the form for disruptive queer
petformance activism because of the cultural capital the dance genre carries
within Irish society.

Despite the strong psychic precedent for Irish step dancing in Ireland,
within the genre of traditional Irish music and dance performance, dance
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is simultaneously a point of focus and marginal. This simultaneity contrib-
utes to [rish dance’s queer possibilities. In traditional musigc concert settings,
professional Irish musicians often employ dancers for short segments of
choreography-—usually fast reels in 4/4 time—to punctuate the high points
of the performance. A convention has developed: “roll on the dancers,” the
steel-shod, unwieldy team of bodies as speciacle (stroke sex symbol, stroke
national icon) in the form of the red-haired colleen in the short black skirt or
velvet trimmed, Book of Kells-spattered dress. “Just come on for the last 32
bars of the last number of the frst half, the finale, and the encore,” P've heard
musicians say. This tokenistic use of bodies demonstrates dance in service
of the entertainment aspect of the performance of Irish traditional music,
and simultaneously, the performance of Irishness. During these short chore-
ographic segments, the long line of erect darcers step in precision, arms at
their sides, their upright comportment a perfect metaphor for the properness
of postcolonial dignity.

Experiencing these shapes and choreographies within my own body, I re-
alize that dancers can create tremendously effective and memorable moments
as our watched bodies interact with music and with each other® Further, due
10 both the corporeslity of our art and the interplay of marginality/centrality
of Irish dance in these contexts, step dancers can evoke strong statements of
gender representation.” Within the contemporary performance conventions
of Irish traditional music and dance, these statemenis are engineered to en-
force theatrical depictions of compulsory heterosexuality and binary notions
of gender, irrespective of the identities of the exponents.” Dancers are often
tacitly directed to offset the possibility of queerness when employed by the
Irish music industry’s fargely heterosexual roster of touring musicians. While
working with an established traditional Irish band, one bandleader once asked
me hopefully, “You don't do any dancing with a young girl, do you?" For him,
a heterosexual pas de deux was the pinnacle of Irish entertainment, projecting
the “correct” theatrical national sexual binary through the dance.

Compulsory heterosexuality and binary gender are also reinforced through
Irish dance pedagogy. Former lead dancer in Riverdance, Breandin de Gallaf,
related the story of an Irish dancing teacher telling their teenage male stu-
denits to “butch it up a bit” when onstage. Another Irish dance teacher, cho-
reographer, and producer ! worked with will not even allow two boys to lock
at each other if performing together. In his shows, male dancers must Jook at
the women onstage or at the audience. In his words, “boys have to be aggres-
sive and hit the floor hard, they have t¢ jump higher and wink at the ladies
in the third row.” Hearing such stories enforcing traditional gender roles
makes me wonder if perhaps queerness could function as 2 site of zesthetic

An Buachaillin Ban 189

destabilization of these conventions, reframing the limits of gender expres-
sion in Irish traditional dance performance.

By considering the aesthetc and morphological trappings of these tradi-
tions, I set out to create performance work in opposition to these precedents
of the genre, opening it queerly as a polysemic means of caitural and per
sonal expresgion.” To do this, I drew inspiration from the nascent queerness
I sensed in Irish traditional music. Similar to Irish dancing, Irish tradi-
tional music is sometimes characterized and valued by its masculine energy
in which good equals masculine. A fiute player once remarked to me on 2
younger fermale musician’s style, “She plays great, for a girl.” However, in
stark aesthetic contrast to commercial Irish dance theater, there exist qui-
eter subgenres within the musical tradition referred to as goliraf and suantraf
{sad and hushabye tunes}. In the performance of “slow airs,” for example,
musicians are permitted to exhibit moments of sensitivity, quietness, tender-
ness, or remorse. Within Irish-language sean-nds singing, there is a custom
of singers—particularly men-—engaging in a rare public display of same-sex
intimacy through the act of hand-holding (called “winding”).’® These conven-
tions critiquing traditional masculinity invite a queer reading of traditional
Irish music, highlighting what fiddler Martin Hayes identifies ag the genre’s
“subversiveness.”

The heightened sensitvity of slow airs and sean-nds singing seemed fertile
territory from which to garner inspiration for 2 queer response to Irish tradi-
ticnal dance. Could I physically embody these rare exhibitions of emotions
less typicaily construed as “masculine” in Irish dance movement? I wanted to
take a nod from Irish music performance practice, in which men can sing vul-
nerably, tenderly, or bring each other to tears with a slow quiet melody played
on the flute or accordion. In effect, to be queer erough to permit myself o
portray what these men might be feeling but might not have been allowed
express culturally, and to do so through movement. My synesthetic aspiration
of crossing Irish musical convention: into the world of Irish dance was con-
firmed for me when one reviewer so flatteringly put it after one of my perfor-
marnces: | had become an “eye-opener for the ears.”* The queer characteristics
I sensed within the musical tradition, confirmed through Hayes's admission
of the medium’s subversive charactey, inspired a queer spirit of departure for
re-imagining the conventions of Irish traditional dance.

With the strong cultural precedent of a hyper-masculinized, leatherclad,
male dance archetype within Irish show dancing, any suggestion of male
lightness, quietness, or possibility of simpatico response could prove strik-
ingly queer. I became curious as to the possibilities of invoking gueerness,
notonly in the sense that I am a queer-identified man but also by embadying
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a2 puckish suggestion utilizing the queer potentality of the form itself, Far
from a reactonary critique, 1 was interested in highlighting the attributes
of the tradition that I had witnessed in other Irish cultural practices: the
softness of traditional Irish song, the lightness of older dancers who were
trained prior to the advent of commercial Irish dancing shows, and the al-
most amorous intimacy 1 had seen traditional instrumentalists embody
when playing together.” These were aesthetic facets that | knew were pre-
sent in the tradition, but my growing sense was that they were elided from
conternporary Irish traditional dance performance due to heteronormative
anxiety. This made me wonder what exactly a collaborative, quiet, respon-
sive, intimate traditional Irish dance and music piece would lock, sound,
and feel like.

We begin trading varigtions on “Big Pat’s,” suggesting, referencing, sonically
articulating notions of what might be possible within the phrases of the 32-bar
tune. We repeat the form again, unfolding it further each fime around. We move
together downstage lock-eyed. The timbre of my sounds changes; both my skin and
my ears pique with the audible and tactile sensation as I step close to the micro-
phone downstage left. The sound causes the viewers to crane, sitting up in their
sents, hoping to elucidate from where exactly the soft, sometimes gritty, scrapings
are emerging. The melding sounds of the bowed strings and the leather shoes on
wooden floor evoke within me a physical sensation that is both lush and invigor-
ating. 1 can fecl my torso release as my ankles, knees and hips busy themselves
with the labor—and pleasure—of sounding out the ornaments and chassis of the
melody 1 am playing with my onstage partner; his articulated through bow, mine
with heels, toes, and the soles of my shoes. My focus remains fixed on my soliab-
orator standing beside me, gnze alternating from his right arm drawing the bow,
conjuring sinuous ghosts to underpin my scraichy irebles, drums, and ioe fences,
and, only a fow inches higher, the musician’s face, composed, and yet animated,
in focused conceniration,

To explore these queer aesthetic potentialities,  began experimenting with
different aspects of my dance practice, beginning with footwear. Forgoing the
use of fiberglass or steel taps, I began working in 2 pair of hard leathersoled
shoes, resembling those I had seen wom by older dancers who were trained
prior to the advent of standardized Irish dancing competitions and the later
commercial lrish dancing shows.® The lack of taps on the tces and heels
of the shoes expanded the palate of sonic textures I could achieve through
my percussive dance movement, allowing darker tones that could blend and
nearly disappear among the soundscape of fiddles, fiutes, and accordions,
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This facilitated a degree of audible dynamic potendal that | had never expe-
rienced withir Irish dance. Instead of being restricted to crisp, adroit, punc-
tuating footwork, the leather soles granted access to 2 new world of queer
timbres: sibilance, fricatives, shivers, scrapes, or silence. By sweeping the sole
of the shoe, maintaining contact with the dance surface, I found I could imi-
tate sustained instrumental resonance, allowing me to elongate the duration
of my sounds.” Through a brush of the ball of the foot, very close to ah on-
stage floor microphone, I could create barely perceptible, liminal murrmuzs,
These new sonic components could be interwoven in footwork sequences of
more conventional Irish dance choreography, or even more queerly, could
make the dance fade in and out of audibility, Performance studies scholar josé
Esteban Mufioz identifies this queer propensity for near-imperceptibility, stat-
ing that queer dance is “hard to catch.”® The change of footwear constituted a
queer departure from Irish dance’s current aneties of needing to be clearly
and unmistzkably heard—anxieties of masculine virility and “hitting the floor
hard’—allowing a cnce-prevalent, but now nascent, queer potentiality to lit-
erally susurrate,

in addition to reconsidering frish dance footwesr. [ also began to evalua
the queer potential of working with a singular musician, rather than an en-
semble. I found this changed the affective quality of my dance pieces dramat-
ically, presenting the opportunity to highlight the onstage exchange between
performers. With this simple shift came an adjustment in both positioning
and proximity. Irish dancers, both soloists and ensembies often perform
center stage, usually directly in front of the “accompanying” musician(s), With
the reduction of the ensemble to one musician and one dancer, this spatial
configuration no longer felt satisfying w0 me. Instead, 1 began to inhabit a
movement space directly alongside my collaberator, often in very close Prox-
imity. This allowed both the musician and me 1o explore the communicative
potential of gesture, mild changes in carriage, and eye contact.” Watching a
musician's hands as he played, reading his body movement to anticipate mu-
sical ornamentation and dynamics lent a new simpatico to the experience of
performing together. Rather than a hierarchical manifestation of soloist and
accompanist emphasizing the virtuosity of the dance, the pieces became a re-
sponsive, same-gender pas de deusx.

The spatial reconfiguration of dancing alongside my musician collabo-
rator imbued the performances with a sense of tegible rapport. One recur
ring comment from audiences was that the way we engaged visually was
strildng, even intimate. The notorious, “unspeakable” homosexual scandal
made manifest and a rumor began circulating that my collaborator (a widely
presumed heterosexual man) and I were sleeping together. | had no interest
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F1GURE 10.1 Nicholas Gareiss (step dance) and Cleek Schrey (fiddle}. Photo
credit; Sarah Nesbitt.

in verifying or denying this. The rumor itself demonstrated that the queer
potential of enacting a collaborative intimate music-dance performance had
been attained. Herein was the opportunity to present a sense of queer ambi-
guity and possibility within the recently homophobically stictured medium
of traditional Irish music and dance. A simple performative cheice to look at
my male collaborator, rather than “wink at the ladies in the third row,” had
both aroused homosexual anxiety and simultaneously released that tension
through an observable creative exchange between two performers.?

In my enmeshed relationship as both a performer and ethnographer,
I noted the feedback these subtle performance shifts elicited from zudiences
and collaborators. This often incorporated remarks about my personal iden-
tity as an openly homosexual man ® After collaborating onstage, a flute-player
friend stated, “You have the chops of an Irish dancer without the restrictions
of being a heterosexual male.” According to this comment, there was some-
thing aesthetically constraining about traditional masculinity in Irish dance
movement. In the eyes of this interlocutor, my queer performance {onstage
and cff) alleviated this normative restraint, thereby opening new aesthetic
possibilities. Further, his comment alluded that these possibilities were un-
available to the bodies of non-queer dancers. The contrasting aesthetic of my
queer movement practice allowed for a perceived expressivity, constituting a
slippage of the heteronormative masculine role typically performed by male
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frish dancers. A similar experience occurred during a pre-show sound check
when a male member of 2 well-known Irish band I wasg performing with nod-
ded o me and remarked, “an buachaillin bir.” The term translates in Gaelic
as the “fairhaired” or “light-haired boy” and, in addition to being the title of
several pieces of traditional Irish folk music, is also used colloguially in Irish-
speaking communities to refer to hormosexual men, Being “read” and ident-
fied as an buachaillin bin within this context confirmed hermeneutically the
power of these performance choices in excavating nascent queerness within
Irish cultural forms, a queerness that is and is not spoken, in whispers and
linguistic obfuscation.??

The experience of having my performance of queerness observed and
remarked upon brought Geertz's assertion into focus, collapsing my role as
ethriographer-outsider and performing-insider. 1 found that presenting my
moving body in performance allowed me to be penetrated by the gazes of audi-
ences and fellow collaborators, becoming further interwoven cutturally, as they
projected their own background upon what they witnessed. Though for a long
dme I considered anthropological work and performance practice as separate
modi, eventually [ realized that my ethnography did not cease when | stepped
onto the stage. Through performance, I was researching the meaning-making
surrounding Irish traditiona! music and dance, even as I was interrogating
rorms of gender and sexuality. A queer-identified American outsider looking
into the genre, { refused to become the penetrative ethnographer, eschewing
the narratives of masculinist power and heterosexual stricture found both in
the genre and in the binary anthropological history of ethnographer/subject,
colonizer/colonized. Rather, by placing myself in the gaze of those familiar
with the genres of Irish traditional music and dance, I found myself very cul-
turally enmeshed indeed.

Through this Geertzian enmeshing I found space for queer aesthetic depar-
ture. Via a process that involved allowing Irish corporeal practice to inhabit
my queer American body, I leoked to other Irish cultural forms for what 1 per-
ceived as a nascent queerness. Drawing inspiration from Irish radifional
music, song, and pre-standardized, pre-commercialized Irish dance forms,
1 delved into these queer potentialities, exploring the ways they could influ-
ence my choreographic work. This de-interlaced Irish dance from its recent
hypermasculinized, heteronormative model, excavaling a queer potentiality
that was always there, but not articulated in the form. The process allowed me,
as a performer within a roots genre, to maintain a connection to the cluster of
practices associated with the history and geography of traditional Irish forms,
while interrogating their tropes. It is my hope that this process can make space
for other creative explorations by queer-identified exponents of Irish traditional
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forms, overwriting O’'Shea’s assertion of queer and Irish mutual exclusivity,
and making the danced whispers of one buachaillin bin generative to this end.

The fuddler tumns the tune, slipping from “Big Par’s” into “Dan Breew's Reel,”
arousing new rhythmical motifs within my body. There is sensuality, o physically
rewarding coitus of melody, sound, and improvisational proposal. Though [ am the
only dancer onstage and he is the only fiddier, somehow I do not fesl like a soloist,
but rather his dance partner .. . and though we are playing phrases in the cadence
of duple meter, we are holding each other like waltzers: lifiing, bearing each cther's
weighi, initiniing sound and gesture through o reflexive, mutually-dependent pro-
cess of affectual suggestion.
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nearly balletic movement. While there exists repertoire within the light shoe
genre danced by both men and women, in traditional dance competitions, or
Jeiseanna, women zlone are allowed to compete in slip-jigs, a dance tune type
in /8 time considered graceful, light, and too effeminate for boys. The shoes
themselves also illusirate a fixed gender binary: “light” soft shoes wom by girls
resemble lace up slippers or ghillies. In contrast, light shoes worn by boys have
a fiberglass heel attached, which is utilized in a series of virtuosic stamps and
clicks in the male versicns of conternperary light shoe steps. Another genre of
Irish dance which historically utilized leather-soled shoes is sean-nds {“old-style”
in Gaelic) dancing, a regional style found in Irish-speaking gaeltacht area of
Connernara, West Galway. The style is known for its percussive articulation,
improvisation, and corporeal release into the floor. Sean-nés exists in stark con-
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- This aspect of sustaizied, foot-te-floor fricative sound-making facilitated exciting

new mimetic connections with instrumentalists. I could noew “held” my “notes”

the way a fiddler or piper would, lending a new queer intimacy to my working
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with musical collaboraters through the often in-the-moment decisions of how
long to sustain pitches,

- José Esteban Mufoz, Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity

{New York: New York University Press, 2c0g), 81.

Pragmatically, this provided a tremendous increase in the ability to make deci-
sions with a musician in an extemporaneous way in performance.

Thanks te [ill Delan, who, after attending z presentation of an ‘early draft of
this paper and observing a video of my perfdrmance, wrote that my fuming
toward my collaborator onstage resisted the stricturing enforced by the prohi-
bition of male Irish dancers never being allowed to ook at each other, Stmply
by locking at my same-gender musician co-performer cultivated a visual regard
of public intimacy, “rewriting the more frontal and heterosexual conventions of
the dance.” Jil Dolan, *Queer Dance at U of Michigan, * The Feminist Spectator
{blog), February 22, 2012, hitp:/ Heministspectator.princeton. edu/z012/02/22/
queer-dance-at-u-of-michigan/.

While Ireland is distinctly noted for its “scfi-pass,” in contrast to American cub-
tural hypermasculinity, there was nothing in my identity presentation that was
attempting to “pass” as hetercsexual.

In what Nancy Scheper-Hughes calls her “failed ethnography” of the rural west
of Ireland, Sainss, Scholars, and Schizophrenics, she identifies the Irish audltural
predilection for “skill with words, metaphor, veiled insult,” as “doublespeak,”
stating that she encountered conversations “laden with double-talk, obfizsca-
Hons, interruptions, and non sequiturs, which make it difficult for the uninis-
ated outsider to follow and participate.” Being “read” in this double-spoken way
was a striking confirmation of the queer tendencies of Irish traditional music
and dance, Nancy Scheper-Hughes, Sainss, Scholars, and Schizophrenics: Mental
filness in Rural Ireland (Oaldand: University of California Press, 1970}, 158.




