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Abstract

This PhD examines women and their lived experience in Irish country music. Through the use
of case studies of Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell and Susan McCann, this thesis explores
how these women have negotiated identity, meaningfulness, and legacy in Irish country music.
By examining how these themes are evident in the lived experience of these three artists, this
thesis critically discusses gender roles, identity formations, and cultural reflections in Irish
country music. This thesis provides a comprehensive understanding of Irish country music from
the female perspective through a critical and in-depth investigation of gender roles, identity
formations and cultural expectations. Through an examination of how women in Irish country
music negotiate their gender identity, this thesis demonstrates how this music reflects Irish
culture and cultural expectations. It questions how women artists’ portrayal of gender reflect
cultural expectations and norms, while it also explores how their actions contributed to a
reimagination of gender norms in Irish country music. By engaging with scholarship on gender,
this dissertation examines how women artists create and negotiate their gender roles within
music, reinforcing cultural and community identity. It also provides a new discourse on how
meaningfulness is created through song lyrics and performance, and finally explores how

legacy is created in Irish country music.
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Chapter 1

Chapter 1: Introduction

The developing scholarship on women in music, particularly in an Irish context, has thus far
neglected Irish country music. My thesis considers how the themes of identity, meaningfulness,
and legacy are negotiated through the lived experience of women in Irish country music. These
themes are examined through three case studies engaging with Philomena Begley, Margo
O’Donnell, and Susan McCann. These three women have been artists in the Irish country music
scene since the 1960s and continue to perform in 2022. My dissertation will demonstrate that,
owing to their success and the admiration from both audiences and other artists, all three women

may be considered as icons of Irish country music.

Growing up in rural Ireland, Irish country music was part of my milieu and informed my
cultural and social identity. I have participated in and performed this genre of music since my
early childhood, and I have listened to the three women at the focus of this study throughout
my life. In contrast, my academic encounters with the genre throughout my education has been
limited. My research is the first to focus on women in Irish country music and highlights the
need for further examination of the genre. These three women are exemplary and provide
insights not only into the music scene but provide an opportunity to develop a greater

understanding of Irish society.

The longevity of their careers allows this thesis to examine their lived experience of Irish
country music in three distinct stages of their careers. This chapter details the main concepts
that aided in the development of this thesis. I provide a concise history of the genre of Irish

country music before discussing the key methods and theorists that informed this dissertation.
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Finally, I provide a detailed chapter layout to highlight the structural contents of both the overall

thesis and the chapters themselves.

1.1: Aims

The dissertation explores how three women artists, Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell and
Susan McCann, contributed to the development and popularity of Irish country music for over
sixty years. Through a critique of Irish society from the turn of the 20" century, I discuss how
these three women transgress cultural norms and traditional gender roles. I examine the roles
and positions women have held and continue to hold within the genre of Irish country music. I
examine how the themes of identity, meaningfulness and legacy are negotiated through the
lived experience, performances and recordings of these women. I address how these three
women developed and evolved their image and identity, speaking out or acknowledging issues
in society, and influenced other artists, thus creating their own space within the genre of Irish

country music. Through a semiotic and cultural analysis model, I discuss how song lyrics and

iconography reinforce communicate the lived experience of these three women, and reflect the
lives of their audiences. Finally, I address how the careers of Begley, O’Donnell and McCann
have impacted the contemporary Irish country music scene, identifying these three women as
icons of Irish country music.! This approach provides a holistic understanding of the lived
experience of women in Irish country music, informed by scholarship in ethnomusicology,
musicology and gender studies, that fills a significant gap in the understanding of women in

music.

1.2: Objectives

The objective of this research is to addresses the lack of academic engagement with Irish

country music at an academic level. This thesis highlights the validity of examining this

'] utilise icon as the term prescribed to artists who have been pioneers in a music genre, artists who have gained
respect from their peers within Irish country music, and are now recognised as role models by younger artists.

2
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particular cultural expression of Irishness through an academic lens. Furthermore, it documents

the lived experience of three women artists whose careers may have gone undocumented.
This thesis sets out to:

1. Explore and investigate the position and role of three key women in the development of

(a) Country music (scene) in Ireland.

2. Critically examines the performance styles and portrayals of identity in the Irish country
music scene, specifically identifying the expectations, challenges, and opportunities

which these women have experienced.

3. Analyse the image and identity portrayals of three key female figures and determine if

these markers change throughout their careers.

4. Document the contemporary Irish country music scene and the impact of technology on

notions of gender norms, image presentations and identity portrayals.

The research will demonstrate the iconic status of these three women within the
genre of Irish country music through their music, professional development, and influence on

other performers.

1.3: Thesis Findings

My research demonstrates how identity is constructed and performed through the career span
of these three women. I critically examined how Begley, O’Donnell and McCann challenged
cultural and social norms in the beginning of their careers. I reveal how meaningfulness is
created and maintained through image, iconography and song lyrics, drawing on the example
of these three women and extending this to include other performers, both men and women, in

the contemporary Irish country music scene. I establish the impact these women have had on
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the contemporary music scene and legacy they have within the genre. Finally, I assert the

validity of understanding Irish country music as a cultural expression of Irishness.

The findings of this thesis highlight how Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell and Susan
McCann have re-negotiated their identities through three distinct stages of their careers. At the
beginning of their careers each woman faced adversity. This is evident in relation to access to
performance spaces, and the challenges to attaining recognition as a performer. Societal norms
in 1960s Ireland did not cater for gender equality and access in all aspects of life. This was
especially true in the case of women’s participation in public musical performances. These three
women broke down social structures and made it possible for women to perform in similar
spaces to that of their male counter parts. Their persistence to continue this career path, and
their rejection of detractors along with the support of family, band members, and managers,
enabled them to transform their status as interval singer in céili bands to band leaders
(O’Donnell 2014; interview 2018; Begley 2017; interview 2020, McCann interview 2019). The
middle stage of their career saw all three women experience some form of familial or personal
change. Philomena Begley and Susan McCann became mothers, while O’Donnell experienced
ill health and addiction problems. However, encountering these changes did not mean that these
women stepped away from their musical careers. Each woman made a concerted commitment
to their musical career. Many previous women musicians, specifically women artists from the
showband era retired from performing once they began to bear children. Begley and McCann
did not subscribe to those same norms (Miller 2013; Gallagher 2016; 2017a; 2020¢; Lee 2019;
Martin 2018). Women musicians and performers resigning from their careers once they become
mothers is something that still affects artists in the music industry as a whole. This is something

that needs to be addressed both in writing and in practice.

In the later stages of their careers, Begley, O’Donnell, and McCann developed greater control
over their touring schedules. Their careers have come full circle. They are now sought-after

performers who are approached by various managers to perform rather than seeking a
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performance. They are seen as icons and legends in the Irish country music scene and are the
people new artists approach for the seal of approval. They fought for their positions within the
genre. They continued to perform in spite of the prescribed social and cultural norms of Irish
society, and have created a community of relatability and respect for those who continue to
follow their careers. This dissertation highlights women in Irish country music and addresses
an imbalance in the literature that has neglected country music, a popular music form, and the
role of women in this genre. It demonstrates how identity is constructed and performed through
a career cycle - early, middle, and late. It interrogates how lyrics create meaningfulness for the
audience. It assesses how visual imagery reflects the identity and social markers of an artist.
Finally, the thesis presents a critique of the contemporary Irish country music scene and the
impact of Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan McCann on the Irish country music

genre.

1.4: Irish Country Music

In chapter two I provide a discussion on the development of Irish country music. Significant
publications on Irish country music come from authors such as Margaret O’Donnell (2014),
Daniel O’Donnell (2005; 2017), Philomena Begley (2017), Kevin Martin (2018), Tom Gilmore
(2018), and Eddie Rowley (2018). These authors highlight the mobility of Irish country music
since the 1960s. However, at this juncture, I will define the specific type of music that I refer
to when discussing Irish country music. Influenced by American country music, Irish country
music - often referred to as ‘Country and Irish’, or ‘Country and Western’ - is the music most
notably associated with Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell, Susan McCann, Big Tom,
Brendan Shine, Larry Cunningham, Daniel O’Donnell, Gloria, Declan Nerney, and Mick Flavin
amongst others. This type of music is performed regularly in the West and North of Ireland, yet
in the past twenty years has expanded to the South and some Eastern regions of Ireland.
Originally performed in primarily rural areas, the main performance spaces for Irish country

music includes hotel function rooms, parochial halls, marquees, and local bar lounges. These
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spaces allow the music to fulfil its initial social function - dancing (Lynn, 2017). In the past ten
years, the performance spaces have also expanded to include concert hall, theatres, and music
festival tents. This is due to the growth in youth participation in Irish country music, prompting
an added visibility of the genre in urban centres. This is changing the context for performances
with less of an emphasis on the dance function of the music, and a move to a focused

engagement with the musical content and artist gaze.

Despite the changing nature and context of Irish country music, the audience’s primary method
of interaction with Irish country music is through dancing, and secondary to this is vocal
participation - singing. The lyrical content and musical structure of Irish country music have
stayed the same since its emergence in the late 1960s. Several younger artists are composing
country-pop songs that engage with contemporary issues or are arranging pop songs with a
‘country beat’, as discussed further in chapter two. However, these songs are supplemented
with “old classics” such as The Gambler, Thank God I'm a Country Boy, Back Home to
Donegal, The Boys from the County Mayo, and Will you go Lassie Go. The concepts of nostalgia
and place within the lyrics of Irish country music is discussed further in chapter four. The
combination of American classic hits with old Irish ballads and folk songs has been the formula
for Irish country music performers since the 1960s. The artists narrate songs that contain themes
of locality, life experiences, rural life, emigration, and love; themes that the audience can relate
to. The country beat function reinforces these themes and evokes both movement and emotion
from the audience. Whether the music is performed in a dance hall or concert setting, the beat
still allows the audience to tap, sway, dance, and sing. Irish country music allows the audience

to listen, interpret and embody the music.

1.5: Themes and Issues in American Country Music Research

Research on country music in the USA is a growing field of academic endeavour. In the past
thirty years there has been an influx of contributions from American academics documenting

one of the oldest forms of musical practice, which is still prominent and widely performed in
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America in the 21% century. Early writing on country music is mainly concerned with
highlighting the songs and sounds of the genre, particularly the work of Cecil Sharp (1916-
1918), Alan and John Lomax (1933), and their collection of songs and tunes from Appalachia
and the rural south.? Their work is followed in 1968 by Bill Malone’s Country Music USA.
Malone’s publication is widely recognised in the USA as the first major academic publication
on country music, considering Malone to be ‘rightly ... known as the dean of country music
historians’ (Cohen 2014, p.126). Writing on country music since the late 20" century has
expanded to include examinations of cultures within which this music is evident. In the late
1990s, Cecelia Tichi (1998) and Richard A. Peterson (1999) both published works on country
music. Tichi’s Reading Country Music: Steel Guitars, Opry Stars and Honky Tonk Bars

provides a comprehensive discussion of country music. Tichi asks:

Why so little attention thus far? Folklorists aside, the cultures of country
music and of the academy seem mutually exclusive. Country music is a
latecomer to the latter, arguably because of its association with a social sector
that the intelligentsia has been reluctant, even loath, to engage, namely, lower

class Southern whites (Tichi 1998, p.1).

This sets up the structure of the entire publication. The contributors to this publication come
from a multitude of fields of research including historical musicology, literature, and fine arts
scholars, and country music scholars. Essays contained within include critical biographies, faith
and country music, country music structures, gender and image embodiments, legacy in country
music, traditions and change, sexuality and subculture, definitions of what is country music, the
contemporary country music scene, race, and class. These topics continue to be prominent in

research on country music as the discussion around them evolves in contemporary society. This

2 Sharp, C. (1932) English Folk Songs from the Southern Appalachians. 1. Reprint, United States: Loomis House
Press.

Library of Congress (2020). John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax Papers | Digital Collections | Library of Congress
[online] Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 20540 USA. Available at: https://www.loc.gov/collections/john-
a-lomax-and-alan-lomax-papers/about-this-collection/ [Accessed 18 Apr. 2021].
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seminal text appears to be influenced by what Nettl (2015) described as ethnomusicology “at
home” (Nettl 2015, p.186). He suggests that an influx of ethnomusicological research appeared
after 1985 when ethnomusicologists began ‘looking literally in one’s own backyard,
investigating, as an ethnomusicologist, one’s own culture’ (ibid). Tichi’s publication in 1998
came ten years after what Nettl states was the onset of “at home” ethnomusicological research.
The essays contained within this book present one of the first collections of “backyard

ethnomusicology” in country music in America.

Mary A. Bufwack’s (1998) chapter Girls with Guitars — and Fringe and Sequin and
Rhinestones, Silk, Lace and Leather is particularly relevant to this study. In it, Bufwack
addresses the issue of female presentations and the changing role of women in the country
music scene in America. She assesses the images presented by women from the Carter Family
in the 1940s by critically contrasting them to Reba McEntire and Carlene Carter in 1991.
Spanning over five decades Bufwack investigates how the ‘choice’ an artist makes and how she
‘handles the dilemma of what to wear in her musical performance is greatly influenced by issues
of group and class identity as well as by the forces of commercial entertainment’ (Bufwack
1998, p.153). Bufwack suggests that image presentation cannot be merely attributed to good or
bad taste, rather, the assessment of the image must consider culture, mass media, and ‘women
dressing for the male gaze’(ibid). She argues that these performers also want to showcase their
own individuality ‘have pride in their performance, and to avoid the condemnation and ridicule
of groups outside country music’ (ibid). Bufwack provides a thorough discussion of how these
choices change throughout the decades and how women artists articulate their individualism
and cultural markers through their performances of country music. This chapter provides a
template for image analysis that considers both personal choice and cultural influences on a

performer’s identity portrayals.

Richard A. Petersons Creating Country Music: Fabricating Authenticity 2" edition

(1999) highlights the history and commercialization of country music from the late 1920s
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onwards. In it, he discusses the most important contributors and factors that aided in the
development of country music’s popularity. Petersons underscores the icons that also
contributed to this popularity and develops his discussion of authenticity from this standpoint.
Authenticity is a highly charged and debated topic in American country music, Peterson brings
this topic to the fore by engaging in a discussion of what authenticity means to certain people
at specific times. He also asks where authenticity is most evident in country music — in
instrumental music, in vocal music, in bluegrass music — and questions how authenticity
changes over a prolonged period. Peterson also initiates a discussion on who the authority on
authenticity is and how that is transferred from regions and generations. Joli Jensen also
contributes to the field of authenticity in country music with her publication of The Nashville
Sound: Authenticity, Commercialization, and Country Music (1998). Like Peterson, Jensen
discusses the authentic sound of country music, how it changed through the control of certain
features and factors, and how it became commercially valuable to stakeholders in the Nashville
area. Jensen’s book is a great precursor to Peterson, providing a complete discussion on
authenticity. Both authors create valid arguments for their theories and allow those who read

them to engage in a similar discussion of their area of interest.

Aaron Fox’s (2004) contribution to the field of country music research documents the culture
and practices of a small town in Texas, USA. Fox examines the concepts of local identities,
language practices, and the cross over between speech and song. In particular, he illustrates
how both speech and song are utilised by the locals in Lockhart, Texas in their cultural practices.
Fox utilises ethnographic practices to showcase how his positionality aided in gaining insider
knowledge of the music and culture of the locals in Lockhart, Texas. Fox’s positionality is
signified when he is ‘chewed out’ by one of the locals for not visiting in a couple of weeks, a
term that refers to verbal chastisement by others. Fox notes the importance of being ‘chewed
out’ by one of his interlockers as a sign of his acceptance into the community in Lockhart:

‘Getting “chewed out” by Hoppy was a rite of passage, a sign of belonging and an
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acknowledgement of hard-won local status’ (Fox 2004, p.2). He stipulates that establishing this
connection to the field allows him to both subjectively describe the musical culture and
practices, while also objectively analysing these practices through academic theory and method.
Fox also engages in a discussion on identity portrayals through music and the embodied
performance of these identities through song and speech. His analysis of song lyrics enables
him to detail the speech patterns of everyday life that are evident in the songs. Fox eloquently
discusses how working-class identity is displayed through song and singing styles: ‘for these
people I was coming to know, speech and song were inseparable expressive modalities’ (Fox
2004, p.37). Fox’s detailed ethnography of this local music culture allows the reader to
understand the complexity of how people use music in a multitude of ways. Especially their
expression of identity through language, how songs and speech allow them to depict a ‘realness’

in their music, and how it articulates their working-class culture (Fox 2004).

Developed from a panel discussion at the 2003 International Conference of Country Music
Diane Pecknold and Kristine McCusker’s 2004 anthology A Boy Named Sue is a significant
scholarly publication on country music that places gender as the core theme. In it, the authors
examine gender conventions, both masculine and feminine, and ask how these conventions have
structured and manipulated the advertising of Country Music. Contributors examine the
sentimental mothers from the 1930s barn dance poster to the hypersexualized image of Elvis.
The essays explore the ways that deep routed concepts of gender and gender roles have
institutionalized gender norms and the image associated with country music. This
interdisciplinary publication of essays includes contributions from the field of women and
gender studies, country music studies, ethnomusicology, musicology, and popular music
studies. The book provides an extensive examination of gender. All the essays included provide
individual insight into the idealised gender roles and images ingrained in country music from

both male and female perspectives. While this publication is almost twenty years old the
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contributions and discussions contained within are still valid in contemporary discussions of

gender norms and gender roles.

Nadine Hubbs (2014) furthers an understanding of country music in the USA by examining
how the concepts of gender, class, and identity unfold in one of America’s most culturally and
politically charged forms of popular music. In her publication Rednecks, Queers and Country
Music Hubbs questions how taste, sexuality, and class, are both negotiated and mediated
through country music. Specifically, Hubbs utilises historical cultural commentary and social
systems to examine how country music became a working-class music, associated with bigotry
and homophobia. Hubbs challenges this association by bringing together the redneck and the
queer, highlighting the ‘historical forgetting’ of American history (Hubbs 2014, p.4). Hubbs’
discussions on class and how it reinforces one’s identity is highlighted in her discussion of
Gretchen Wilson. She uses Wilson as a case study to highlight how this artist embodies her
working-class identity. Hubbs suggests that Wilson utilises this identity to highlight her
authenticity. She re-applies the derogatory term “redneck” to reinforce her working-class
identity, thus showcasing an affinity to her childhood and a relatability to her audience. Hubbs
also discusses how this reinforces her portrayal of working-class identity and alludes to
Wilson’s femininity and sexuality. She provides a detailed and lengthy analysis of the power
and control evident in class structures in America. Hubbs is particularly interested in how the
middle-class society created a dismissive, politically loaded discourse on country music, which
it devalues, and working-class culture in general (Hubbs 2014, pp.75-138). Throughout her
book, Hubbs utilises music analysis, cultural critique, and sociological analysis of
contemporary culture and its formation, to present an argument in favour of participation in
country music, listening to, and conducting an examination of its evolving culture. Situated in

popular music studies and musicology, Rednecks, Queers and Country Music also draws on
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ethnomusicological practices to provide a comprehensive examination of a particular American

country as a genre.

In 2016 Diane Pecknold and Kristine McCusker published a follow-up anthology of
essays asking questions not only of gender, but additionally questioning the construction of
identity, sexuality, nationalism, race, class, and social structures. In Country Boys and Redneck
Women: New Essays in Gender and Country Music the contributors ask questions of country
music performance in new locations and spaces. They examine performance contexts in prisons,
the conceptualized performance of gender in such performance spaces, and how “college
country” in present-day Brazil has become one way of negotiating masculinity in an age of
economic and social instability. These new essays that question sexuality, gender, and identity,
provide a comprehensive and timely contribution to the discourse on country music. This
anthology follows their previous edition with contemporary arguments, continuing to offer
perspectives of gender and identity expectations, and how these expectations are being
destabilized. This collection of essays highlights the global reach of country music and offers
the reader many positions from which to read country music, through critical musicology,
feminist studies, masculine studies, country music studies, ethnomusicology, and popular music
studies. It formally highlights how country music negotiates its own identity through
performances in many distinct locations and contexts, and advocates for this type of scholarship

in country music studies to continue.

Leigh Edwards’ case study examination of Dolly Parton in Dolly Parton, Gender, and
Country Music 2018 is also a critical contribution to country music studies. Complimenting the
anthologies discussed above, Edwards presents this examination of gender, identity, and
sexuality in a lengthy critique of Parton’s personal life and professional career. Edwards
examines the images of Parton from the beginning of her career to the present day and discusses
the cultural, social, and personal changes that are attributed to the changes in image

presentation. She explores Parton’s role as musician, actor, philanthropist, and entrepreneur to
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show how Parton’s gender subversion highlights the challenges found in the most seemingly
traditional form of American popular music. Edwards believes that Parton is critiquing gender
norms by ‘uplifting a negative image and linking it to a positive one, mixing the country music
trope of the innocent and virtuous “mountain girl” with her “hillbilly tramp” persona’ (Edwards
2018, p.30). Parton is real and fake simultaneously, offering new perspectives on authenticity

claims in country music:

In juxtaposing the two, she reveals both to be artificial images and uplifts the

demeaned, “fallen woman” image, in effect critiquing how the “hillbilly

tramp” stereotype has been used to reinforce gender and class hierarchies

(ibid).
Parton’s career offers the reader the opportunity to ask questions of embodied performances of
gender, identity, and sexuality, while also questioning the politics of cultural and social norms
in ‘traditional forms of music’ (ibid). Edwards’ critique of Parton’s career to date provides a
well-informed argument and a template from which to address concepts of gender, identity,

sexuality, class, and social norms, all of which change and evolve over time.

Reflecting greater scholarly engagement with and interest in the genre, Nadine Hubbs and
Francesca T. Royster edited the 2020 Journal of Popular Music Studies Special Issue:
Uncharted Country. This publication contains contributions focusing on gender, race, sexuality,
and LGBTQ+ themes. Some of the essays in this issue address the notions of country music’s
presumed natural whiteness and the partial erasure of blackness in country music (Hubbs and
Royster 2020, p.6). Other essays focus on the concepts of the cultural transfer of country music
from its ‘roots’ in southern America to more urban centres, the global shift of country music,
and how that represents the new culture and society that has appropriated this music. Several
essays analytically trace the musical features of country music and how those features represent
the historical colour line of country music. While other essays investigate how the music

industry and radio station structures have contributed to the lack of visibility of women country
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music artists. This publication further highlights the important and critical research undertaken
on country music. It illustrates how a form of music, often suggested as racist, homophobic,
rural, and redneck, provides a rich field of study that is scrutinising these concepts to provide a
comprehensive history of the genre. Specifically, the publication has recently received the Ruth
A. Solie Award from the American Musicology Society in November 2021. Hubbs and
Royster’s edition informs current debates on country music and more importantly contributes

to discourse and themes in popular music studies in general.

The International Country Music Journal 2021 contains a large body of essays
concerning country music.® This is the ninth edition of the journal with international
contributors from many different academic fields. The themes that are examined in this edition
concern identity, the social critique of country music in Japan, singing traditions and influence,
concepts of gender, critical biographies, cultural histories, cover versions and nostalgia, and the
memoirs of once a Grand Ole Opry Star. The contribution of essays from an array of authors
highlight the important research being conducted on country music worldwide, while also
highlighting the variety of topics covered. Additionally, the work of the Queer Country
committee highlights the topic of queerness, sexuality, and identity in country music. The
growth in research and discourse on LGBTQ+ and queer tropes in country music intersects with
the growing academic engagement with these themes particularly in popular, traditional musics,

and folk music research.

1.6: Research in Irish Country Music

Research on the topic of Irish country music is still in its infancy in Irish academia but in the
last two decades Paul Maguire, John Millar, and Rebecca Miller have contributed significantly
to scholarship in this area. Of particular importance is Maguire’s (2012) PhD thesis on Irish

country, Millar’s master’s thesis (2014) and PhD thesis (2020) on authenticity in Irish country

3 Lynn, C (2021) “Classifying Operations”: Constructing and Manufacturing Identities in
Irish and American Country Music International Country Music Journal. 9" ed, pp.127-150. Brackish Publishing:
USA.
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music, and Miller’s (2013) chapter concerning gender on the showband and country music stage

in Ireland

Paul Maguire’s PhD on Conditions of Possibility: Changes in Popular Music Culture and the
Development of Country & Irish Music (2012) contrasts the careers of two bands: ‘Big Tom
and The Mainliners’ (1963-2009) and ‘The Plattermen’ (1958-1974). By focusing on these two
bands, Maguire documents their contrasting experiences and highlights the social and economic
influence on both sets of performers during the 1960s and 1970s. Maguire details the
development of Irish country music and how it became a dominant musical form during that
period. He discusses the cultural climate of Ireland during this time and the social structures
that lead to the development of this genre out of the showband circuit in Ireland. His research
incorporates both personal narratives from his own experience as a musician in both the
showband era and the country music genre, and a cultural critique of the economic and social
climate of Ireland during the 1960s and 1970s that led to the popularity of country music.
Maguire utilises reflexive writing to consider why country and Irish music worked. He
examines the promotion and reception of both ‘The Plattermen’ and ‘Big Tom and The
Mainliners’ music, analysing both the musicians and the audience, and their perception of Irish
country music. He also engages in a critique of the management and business structures evident
at the beginning of Irish country development. Throughout the thesis, Maguire also discusses
the disdain and denigration that country music has received from the beginning of the genre’s
development. Often seen as a music that is ‘backwards’ and ‘rural’, country music did not “fit”
with the new social outlook of 1960s Ireland (Maguire 2012, pp.5-6, 44-47,231). Yet, the genre
continued to grow in popularity in Ireland and this created a bigger divide between musicians

and audiences of all genres (ibid).

Maguire’s overall argument illustrates how those who perform and participate in country music
were actively creating something of their own rather than in reaction to something. Irish country

music, according to Maguire developed organically, it created its own conditions from which
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to develop, it was and continues to be a highly profitable genre, and it is a form of embodied
identity for those who participated in it. While Maguire sets out that this thesis is a critique of
the conditions of possibility through a contrast of two bands, there is a gap in the literature on
the role or position of women in the initial stages of country music in Ireland. Maguire limits
his discourse on women to brief references of Philomena Begley, women audience members,
emigration and work in England, and women’s ability to dance with a view to ‘finding’ a

husband:

One young woman explained that she had no intention of returning to Ireland
because she had ‘a better life in Croydon’ where she could go to dances twice
a week, had a better paid job than she could get in Ireland and a better chance

of securing a husband (Maguire 2012, p.160).

Yet, Maguire’s research provides an especially important contribution to the study of country
music in Ireland. Maguire’s work represents the first comprehensive academic study to engage
with country music at this level. He presents a well-structured and well-informed analysis of
Irish country music and its development during the 1960s and creates a discourse on the reasons

for its popularity.

John Millar’s MA dissertation entitled (In)Authentic Country: Country Music in Dublin (2014)
considers the concept of authenticity in country music performance and practice in Dublin city.
This study provides a critical account of the perception of authenticity in American country
music and how this can be transferred to the Irish scene. Millar describes how ‘old-time or
honky-tonk’ country music as performed by Hank Williams, Ernst Tubb, and George Jones, is
appropriated by Dublin based country music performers. He provides a case study on two
Dublin-based groups, their performance, and their practices concerning country music, to

illustrate how authenticity is a conceptual process. Millar argues that authenticity is not an
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innate element of any given music, but a concept applied by those who participate within a

music, alluding to a type of value.

Millar further develops the concept of authenticity in his PhD dissertation Creating Authentic
Country: Country Music Dances and Old Time Sessions in Ireland (2020). He expands his
examination of country music from Dublin to the west of Ireland, developing a discussion on
authenticity and localization of a global music form (Millar 2020). Millar discusses both old-
time — as performed by George Jones, Hank Williams, Ernst Tubb — and Irish country music —
as performed by Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell, Susan McCann, Big Tom, Daniel
O’Donnell and many more Irish country artists. Millar examines the phenomena Irish country
music dance rather than the performers of this music; however, Philomena Begley and Susan
McCann are discussed prominently in interviews with Millar’s interlockers. Margo O’Donnell

does not feature.

Millar’s examination of old-time and Irish country music enables him to explore the concepts
of community, localisation, and identity through the lens of authenticity. Millar suggests the
authentic nature of country music is a meaningful music form that is enacted through localised

lived experiences and cultural practices of those who participate in it. To state that one form of
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music is more authentic than another is to miss the real authenticity of this now localised form

of country music:

Those individuals and the communities of practice of which they are part are
in turn authenticated not just according to canonical but according to locally

produced codes of music making (Millar 2020, p.174).

Utilising field work interviews and observations, as well as participation in both performance
and dance, Millar intricately weaves his argument through each chapter to showcase how the

concept of authenticity is part of all discussions on country music:

Country music is a mutable thing; on this island it has been enculturated to
the locales into which it has been transposed, given vibrant form by social and
cultural practices that together work to create living, authentically realised

music (2020, p.181).

Furthermore, Millar demonstrates how this musical form has been in continuous practice on the
island of Ireland for over sixty years, its presence verifying its authenticity processes and
structures within the country music communities in Ireland. Both dissertations completed by

Millar (2014; 2020) are important contributions to country music research in Ireland.

The chapter by American scholar Rebecca Miller entitled ‘We Were So Different!” Negotiating
Gender on the Showband Stage’ (2013) provides a critique of the showband years in Ireland
from the female perspective. Miller details the processes and practices that showband women
were subject to and to which they also adhered. Miller critiques the experiences of many
showband women - Mildred Bernie, Tina Tully, Sandy Kelly, Muriel Day, Eileen Kelly, Margo
O’Donnell, Philomena Begley — and examines how they were transgressing roles traditional
held by women. These women performed in bands and on stage during a time when
employment for women was slim or often non-existent in Ireland. The aforementioned women

did not have to emigrate to Britain or America for work however, they gained employment
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within the island that afford them, and their families, a stable and profitable occupation. While
not always seen as a job suitable for a woman - often regarded as simply ‘window dressing’ -
these women were pushing the boundaries of what was an ‘acceptable’ job for a woman secure
(Miller 2013, pp.24-25).* These women were no longer fulfilling a window dressing role, rather,
‘women showband singers later often became the central attraction of the band, and in some
instances, went on to lead their own groups’ (Miller 2013, p.25). Of the women named by
Miller, three of them went on to front their own bands which was a completely new role for
women in the music industry. These women set about changing the gendered role of women in
the music industry in Ireland, which, according to Miller, afforded all women who entered the
music industry thereafter a new respect and control over their own career path. This chapter
provides a pivotal background into the lives of women musicians in ‘popular music’ in Ireland
from the 1950s; it also offers an understanding of their perception of their own experience.
Miller clinically highlights the cultural and social intimacies of Ireland during these showband
years, indicating the revolutionary career paths these women attained. It also illuminates the
importance of the choices these women made during the 1950s, and how this has impacted on
future participation of women in music. Miller’s work contributes to writing on both popular

music forms in Ireland and the early stages of country music writing in Ireland.

1.7: Popular Music in Ireland

Popular music studies in Ireland has become a vibrant field of research over the past twenty
years. Of note for its relevance to this thesis are the works of Gerry Smyth’s Noisy Island: A
Short History of Irish Popular Music (2005), Martin McLoone and Noel McLaughlin’s Rock
and Popular Music in Ireland: Before and After U2 (2012), Noel McLaughlin’s Post-Punk
Industrial Cyber Opera? The Ambivalent and Disruptive Hybridity of Early 1990s’ U2 in Music

and Identity in Ireland and Beyond (2014), and Aine Mangaoang, John O’Flynn, Lonan O

4 See Dolphin, C. (2013). Reels, Heels and Glass Ceilings: Musicians in the professional sphere of Irish Traditional
Music [unpublished] BA Thesis, Irish World Academy of Irish Music and Dance, University of Limerick. BA
Thesis, Irish World Academy of Music and Dance, University of Limerick.
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Briain (eds) Made in Ireland: Studies in Popular Music (2020). Each of these publications has

examined a particular type of popular music evident in Ireland during its most recent past.

In 2005 Gerry Smyth’s publication examines the Irish rock music scene from the 1960s through
to 2004. In it, Smyth investigates the history of the genre, the places, the performances of the
music throughout Ireland, and the practices associated with rock in Ireland during this time.
Smyth argues that this type of music is a legitimate form of Irishness and Irish identity. He
insists that this form of popular music represents the changing economic and social structure of
contemporary Ireland, thus highlighting the importance and significance of examining this
music. Smyth instigates an examination in Irish musical culture, focused on contemporary
music forms as an expression of Irishness and Irish culture. This publication prompted greater
academic engagement with popular music that moved away from an established focus on

Western Art and traditional music in Ireland.

Noel McLaughlin and Martin McLoone’s (2012) publication provides a critical analysis of the
Irish rock music scene against the international popular music scene through case studies of
U2, Van Morrison, Sinead O’Connor, The Boomtown Rats, and Horslips (McLaughlin and
McLoone interview with Dave Fanning 2012). They address pivotal cultural moments such as
the Beat Scene, the Folk Revival, Northern Irish Punk scene, and Dance Music in Ireland.
Addressing both artists and cultural movements, this publication asks questions of national and
cultural identity markers, and how they are utilised or refuted by this form of music. The authors
innovatively approach debates previously discussed concerning Irish traditional music,
classical music, and literature. They challenge the reader to question previously held notions of
nationalism, Irishness, and identity, and reframe these concepts concerning popular music in
this book. They refute the notion that Irish music is a particular type or genre of music, rather

they suggest that Irish music is music played by Irish musicians regardless of the genre or
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specific type. McLoone and McLaughlin document the development of popular music in

Ireland, the grip of rock music, and the international presence of Irish popular music.

Noel McLaughlin’s (2014) chapter focuses on U2’s career between their sixth and seventh
albums released in 1988 and 1990. He examines the impact of the change in sound and image
of the band during this period and discusses the impact this had on popular music in Ireland and
on Irish identity. McLaughlin begins with a discussion of the concept of authenticity and the
impact of appropriation of cultural sounds on a band’s reputation. He then discusses dance
music and the impact it had on the proliferation of dance groups and bands in Ireland.
McLaughlin examines U2’s Zoo TV tour during this period and illustrates the impact that U2’s
music had in contesting notions of national identity and Irishness during this time. This
argument engages with social and cultural commentary, utilising media discussions and images
as a way of reinforcing his argument. McLaughlin suggests that U2 as a band changed the

notion of a specific type of authentic national identity and Irishness.

The recent edited collection by Aine Mangaoang, John O’Flynn, Londn O Briain (2020)
combines essays from scholars in musicology, popular music studies, feminist studies, cultural
studies, and ethnomusicology. This book contains three distinct sections with twenty essays in
total. The topics consider record labels, gender, Irish language songs, new forms of popular
music, underground music scenes, DIY scenes, media and technology, cultural appropriation,
and the modern popular music scene. This publication does an excellent job of bridging the gap
in the literature of popular music studies in Ireland. The editors stipulate that this is not an
Encyclopedia of Irish music, however it does provide a comprehensive discussion on popular

music culture, context, places, and activities in Ireland.

Three essays contained in this publication are considered here. Ann-Marie Hanlon’s essay
““Missing From the Record”: Zrazy and Women’s Music in Ireland’ provides an inciteful lens

on writing women back into the history of Irish music. Zrazy, a group of women musicians
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from Dublin, were (and continue to be) the visible figures of lesbian feminism in Ireland.
Hanlon provides an extensive discussion on being a lesbian feminist and what it meant (means)
in the context of Irish culture. She discusses how this group of women musicians stood in the
face of political and cultural inequality. She states that ‘lesbian feminist art is a site of activism
and protest, and these characteristics are epitomised by the members of Zrazy both in their
music and actions as cultural workers’ (Hanlon 2020, p.69). This chapter provides an insight

into writing women into the ‘record’ on popular music studies in Ireland.

Aileen Dillane’s essay on Sinead O’Connor is also a critical piece of writing from this
publication. Dillane considers how O’Connor utilised her body and voice in protest of minority
groups. This is discussed in more detail in the gender theory section below. Finally, Sile Denvir
provides an interesting analysis of the Irish language songs of Tom a’tSeoige and Ciaran O
Fatharta. Denvir provides a discussion on music in Connemara and the cross over and influence
of country and western and folk music on the sean nés singing repertoire most associated with
Connemara. Her analysis provides a glimpse into the changing context of musical style and
performance as evident in the musical community in Connemara, and how the songs composed
by both a’tSeoighe and O Fatharta provide that community with a new form of musical

expression.

The Encyclopedia of Music in Ireland in 2013 edited by Harry White and Barra Boydell is
significant in its contribution to writing on popular music in Ireland. This publication is an A-
Z of Irish musical life across recorded history. The book aims to identify the activities through
which music has become a persistent expression of Irish political, social, religious, and cultural
life. Contributions from over 240 scholars aid in creating this large body of work with research
documenting Irish music both on the island of Ireland and abroad. The topics comprise of Irish
musical experience: secular and religious music to 1600; art music, 1600-2010; Roman Catholic
Church music; Protestant church music; popular music; traditional music; organology and

iconography; historical musicology; ethnomusicology; the history of recorded sound; music
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and media; music printing and publishing; and music in Ireland as trade, industry, and
profession. This complete work, in two volumes, offers a glimpse into all musical activities in
Ireland from the Middle Ages to the present day (2013). However, as Fintan Vallely pointed
out in his 2014 review, the balance of content within the publication is unequal. It contains a
69% majority written on classical music, and 25% containing traditional music writing. Popular

music activities are considered in the final 6% of the books contents (Vallely, 2014).

The main consideration from the above synopsis of writing on music in Ireland is the lack and
near invisibility of Irish country music in a number of these publications. Irish country music
features briefly in the Encyclopaedia of Music in Ireland, however it is not a detailed discussion
but a well-structured overview of Country and Irish music by Paul Maguire. Furthermore, in
Music and Identity in Ireland and Beyond (2014) edited by John O’Flynn and Mark Fitzgerald
Country and Irish music receives a total of three mentions. There is no comprehensive
discussion or contribution on the Irish country music contained within. In the most recent
anthology edited by Mangaoang, O’Flynn, O Briain, again there are a number of mentions and
considerations of country and Irish music in relations to other genres, with Sile Denvir’s essay

on Irish language song the solitary contribution on Irish country music.

1.8: Gender Defined

Gender plays a significant role in the creation and formation of one’s identity. Gender theory is
prominent in the discussion of Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan McCann and
their identity. Gender is also evident in their stage personas and their image displays. Therefore,
it is pertinent to provide a comprehensive discussion on gender theory and align this thesis with
a specific field of thought. Specifically, in this section I discuss concepts of gender put forward

in relation to Irish traditional music and Irish popular music, and how they relate to this thesis
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on Irish country music. I critically engage with texts from Ireland and beyond, and consider

what questions these texts have posited about gender and music.

At the outset I must make clear what I consider gender to be and what that concept

encapsulates. Sociologist Harriet Bradley (2013) has defined gender as

a social construct. It is a category used by human beings as a way of dividing
up the world they perceive around them and making sense of it. Since the
distinction between women and men is very basic to all societies, this way of
categorizing social relations is one that has a very long history. However,
being a social construct, gender is not something fixed, but something that
varies according to time, place, and culture ... gender as a construct is
politically deployed ... the usage of the term has been persistently bound up

with power relations between women and men (Bradley 2013, p.3).

Previously sociologist Mary Holmes (2007) defined gender as

socially produced differences between being feminine and being masculine...
it is generally agreed that gender differences are to be understood as a central
feature of patriarchy, a social system in which men have come to be
dominant in relation to women. There are ... questions around to what extent
gender is imposed on individuals as a result of the material conditions and

social structures in which they live [original bolding] (Holmes 2007, p.2).

Both definitions by Bradley and Holmes are expanded in the work of Ellen Koskoff (1987;

2014) and Jane C. Sugarman’s (1989; 1997; 2019). Koskoff states that gender is:

primarily as a socially constructed and performed category of human
differentiation. 1 say primarily because I am somewhat convinced by
biological and brain studies showing that men and women are different in
some ways - but these ways seem to me to be largely irrelevant to individuals
as everyday social actors ... I applaud the efforts of gender-studies scholars

who have attempted to deconstruct and destabilize centuries-long notions of
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gender as a binary system solely based on biological sex; I see gender as they
do, as more or less and ever-changing continuum of intertwined socially
constructed and negotiated categories, as well as biological categories of

many varieties and performances (Koskoff 2014, pp.6-7).

Koskoff makes clear that her concept of gender is a socially constructed ideology that is
different from the biological sex of the human being. Sugarman further consolidates this

concept of gender seeing it as:

generative of other aspects of culture, or even as situated at the core of a
system’s logic ... specific beliefs and attitudes regarding gender form an
inextricable component of specific types of systems. For individuals living
within a system, the internal consistency and logic of the fundamental
relationships upon which it is based so pervasive that concepts regarding
gender appear to be utterly natural and unquestionable (Sugarman 1989,

p.192).

The need to question assumptions on gender and power structures is critical. More recently
Sugarman has reinforced Holmes and Bradley’s notions of gender as an integral part of power

structures within certain cultures. She states:

Gender equality, in particular, has at times been aligned with nation-building
efforts or national liberation movements. It is not only popular and mass
activism that has played a role in the politics of gender and sexuality:
throughout the twentieth century, policies regulating gender relations and
sexual behaviours have been an intrinsic part of most state legal systems

(Sugarman 2019, p.72).

Other studies also place a focus on the relationship between gender constructs and nation-

building (Slominski, 2020). Critically, Sugarman notes:

One of the basic assumptions of Western feminism has been that relations of

gender and sexuality are asymmetrical, with heteronormative males claiming
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a patriarchal dividend and females and members of non-heteronormative

groups occupying subordinate positions (Sugarman 2019, p.84).

Gender then is a social construct embedded with ideologies of power and norms. It has
previously been linked with heteronormativity and sexual orientation. However, in recent years
these notions of gender are being replaced with gender plus ideologies and a distancing of the
sexuality. Importantly it must be understood that gender and gender norms are bound up in the
culture within which ‘we’ live and form ‘our’ notion of self. Any examination of gender must
also be aware of the culturally constructed notions of gender within each specific society and
culture.

1.8.1: Gender and Women in Ireland 1900s to 2000s

The concepts of gender as discussed above are critical to an examination of Irish culture and
society in the period between 1900 to 2000. Focusing on this time frame provides a clear
indication of the gender structures and gender norms that were culturally assumed and inscribed
in the lives of Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan McCann. Placing the focus on

music, Sugarman states:

Each of us as individuals, whether we be cosmopolitan academics or perhaps
no-less-cosmopolitan members of the communities that we study, invariably
carry with us through life what are often "residual" notions of gender ...
notions that vie with the more explicit, verbal formulations that we have
developed for ourselves on an intellectual basis. Often it is highly symbolic
practices such as music-making that have helped to inscribe and maintain
those notions deep within our being, and their very beauty and power have
often distracted us from noticing the assumptions that they embody. From this

perspective, so long as we operate within gendered social worlds, gender is
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intrinsic to our musical performances, and any musical performances is thus

also a performance of gender (Sugarman 1997, p.32).

These ‘inscribed’ notions of gender norms are evident within Irish culture. Even before its
independence from Britain, Ireland was a patriarchal society governed by men (Earner-Byrne
and Urquhart, 2017). Tes Slominski’s 2020 book, Trad Nation provides an extended
exploration of women in Irish history, highlighting how women have been remembered: virgin,
maiden, and mother. These three categories were insighted by Irish poet Eavan Boland (1995)
in questioning the personifications of nation and Ireland in Irish written history. Slominski
further develops this concept of personification. At the turn of the twentieth-century Irish
women continued to be associated with the domestic sphere. This association with domesticity
is evident in many western cultures where women were associated with nature (domestic
sphere) and men were associated with culture (public sphere) (Koskoff 1987; 2014; Sugarman
1997; 2019; Dibben 2002). Yet it is a culturally conceived idea, it is not something that is
inherent in both sexes. There is a clear connection between this ideology and the place of a

women in Irish society at the beginning of the twentieth century. As Mary E. Daly (1995) notes:

women were by no means inactive in the campaign for Irish independence,
and the interaction between feminism and nationalism and, more specifically,
between the suffrage movement and the struggle for independence has been
the subject of considerable analysis. From the apparently dizzy heights of this
revolutionary period the women’s movement in Ireland appears to have
undergone a major decline in the independent Irish Free State (Daly 1995,

p-99).

Caitriona Beaumont (1997) reinforces these claims writing:

Women’s contribution to the nationalist cause and to the foundation of the
State was ... long forgotten. Legislation enacted during the 1920s and 1930s
was seen to limit the citizenship rights of women. In 1937 the introduction of

a new draft Constitution appeared to confirm these misgivings. Citizenship
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for women was now defined solely in terms of her function as wife and mother

(Beaumont 1997, p.563).

Beaumont also notes Hanna Sheehy Skeffington’s article in the Irish Independent newspaper in
1937 on the new Constitution stating that it was ‘based on a Fascist Model, in which women
would be relegated to permanent inferiority, their avocations and choice of callings limited
because of an implied invalidism as the weaker sex’ (Sheehy Skeffington in Beaumont 1997,
p.563). Skeffington’s argument was put forward concerning article 41.2.1 of the Constitution

of Ireland, enacted in 1937. This section of the constitution states that:

In particular, the State recognises that by her life within the home, woman
give the State a support without which the common good cannot be achieved.
The State shall, therefore, endeavour to ensure that mothers shall not be
obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour to the neglect of their

duties in the home. (Bunreacht na hEireann, Article 41.2.1).

Debates on this section of the Irish Constitution suggest that this article was enacted to protect
women’s rights, yet the article highlights once more the concept of a ‘woman’s place’ and

association with the domestic sphere. As Daly suggests:

Most descriptions of women’s lives in independent Ireland provide a dreary
litany of legislative and administrative restrictions on women’s rights:
legislation banning divorce and access to contraception, restrictions on
women’s jury service and on the employment of married women — a pattern
which is seen culminating in the 1937 Constitution with its emphasis on the

role of women in the home (Daly 1995, p.99).

The growing Catholic ideology and economic austerity in Ireland in the subsequent decades
saw the place of women become even more segregated in Irish society. As Catherine Rose
(1975) notes in a ‘country where Catholicism is all pervasive it is hardly surprising, that women

have been brain-washed into a reluctance to assert themselves’ (Rose 1975, p.11, also see
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Cusack, 2021). The Irish Catholic Church played a significant role in the creation and
preservation of gender roles and excepted behaviours of the Irish population (Beaumont 1997;
1999; Connolly 2003; Ferriter 2005; Earner-Byrne and Urquhart 2017; Cusack 2021). For
example, as Beaumont details in 1925, the ‘Catholic hierarchy issued a statement condemning
divorce, suggesting that it would be altogether unworthy of an Irish legislative body to sanction
the concession of such divorce, no matter who the petitioners may be’ (Beaumont 1997, p.565).>
This then prompted the first Irish government led by William Cosgrave - a devout Roman
Catholic - to accept this advice of the Church and inscribe legislation to ban divorce (Beaumont
1997; 1999; Connolly 2003). Beaumont highlights the gender norms expected of Irish women
from the late 1920s writing ‘it was the image of the ideal Irish woman, the wife and mother,
who predominated in Irish society. This image was fostered in the schools, through State
legislation and the pronouncements of the Catholic clergy’ (Beaumont 1997, p 566). This was
also evident in the emphasis placed on the need for ‘moral virtue amongst the young, especially
young women’ by the Catholic Church (Beaumont 1997, p.566). Inglis and MacKeogh also
point out ‘The Catholic Church’s governance of women’s sexuality lasted into the 1980s’

(Inglis and MacKeogh 2012, p.77). Inglis and MacKeogh state that:

In the heyday of the Church’s monopoly over morality and sexuality, the
deployment of sexuality, in Ireland as elsewhere, revolved around sexually
promiscuous women who were seen as a threat to family and community, a
silencing of sex particularly among children and adolescents, the promotion
of unrestricted fertility and the castigation of any form of sex that took place

outside of marriage as deviant (Inglis and MacKeogh 2012, p.74).

Later in the twentieth century, the Irish Constitution was amended to give women more rights

to work, for employment equality, and for the right to purchase contraceptives without

5 Divorce was legalized in Ireland in 1995, only passing with a small majority vote. This highlights the Church’s
sustained presence in Irish political life (Beaumont 1997; 1999; Connolly 2003; Ferriter 2005).
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prescription (see Beaumont 1997; 1999; Connolly 2003; Ferriter 2005).6 These acts included
the lifting of The Marriage bar in 1973, and the Employment Equality Act were written into the
constitution in 1977. The marriage bar applied to women who worked in public sector jobs
only, women who worked in the private sector were not under the same regulation to end
employment after marriage. The majority of women were employed as domestic servants in the
early part of the twentieth century, by the 1950s women were more visible in white-collar
positions such as doctors, solicitors, and secondary school teachers (Beaumont 1997; 1999;
Connolly 2003; Ferriter 2005).” Irrespective of this growing visibility in other careers, women’s
employment in the domestic service was seen as training for a young woman. Ferriter highlights
the report of a Commission on Youth Unemployment of 1951 ... that suggested ‘domestic
service helps to train a girl for her natural vocation — the care and management of home and
children’ (cited in Ferriter 2005, p.473-474). The establishment of the Pioneer Association of
Ireland (a group under the direction of the Catholic Church) suggested that women, specifically
wives, who drank alcohol from the 1950s were seen as ‘rudderless, miserable, reckless’ (Ferriter
2005, p.857). The Catholic Church had a strong hold over the ideology of what was ‘right’ and
‘wrong’, and ‘good’ or ‘bad’ behaviours for the citizens of Ireland. This power was maintained

by the church up until the 1990s when its first major scandal rocked Irish society.®

From the 1950s onwards women became more aware of European and American concepts of
femininity through their image presentations. Images of contemporary women were acquired
through newspaper and magazine publications. Additionally, magazines, clothing and fashion

accessories were sent by post to Ireland by those who had emigrated (Clear 2007; Inglis and

6 In 1975 the employment equality act was passed by the Constitution, and it was not until 1985 that the legalisation
of the sale of contraception without prescription was introduced (Connolly 2003; Ferriter 2005).

7 With the limited career opportunities available to unmarried women there was a high degree of emigration. There
was also a substantial amount of male emigration due to the economic circumstance in Ireland during the 1940s
and 1950s (Connolly 2003; Ferriter 2005).

8 The child abuse scandal broke in national media in 1990 (Ferriter 2005; Inglis and MacKeogh 2012).
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MacKeogh 2012).° Women were becoming more liberal and presented a more cosmopolitan
image akin to contemporary women in Britain and America. They attended more social events
such as dances or the cinema, and women were becoming more vocal and visible in political
spheres.!® Between the 1970s and 1990s women had become educated to a higher level and
made up 32.8% of the labour force in Ireland (Walsh 1993). Yet, even during this time of
liberalisation and the growth of the women’s movement in Ireland, women (rural women in
particular) continued to adhere to heteronormative lifestyles as inscribed by Church and State
(O’Connor 2000; Connolly 2003; Ferriter 2005; Inglis and MacKeogh 2012; Inglis 2017).!!
There existed a societal perception that a woman’s career was second-place in comparison to

her domestic, maternal and familial duties.'?

By the 1990s, Ireland had become more liberal and economically vibrant which meant there
was less emigration of Irish citizens, thus encouraging more employment for women both in
the public and private spheres. Additionally, women were more visible in politics and were in
judicial services (Connolly 2003; Ferriter 2005; Inglis 2017). Full gender equality is still a
distance away for Irish citizens, and women continue to fight against many issues of
inequality.!® However, this summation of the period between the beginning and the end of the
twentieth century highlights some of the gender norms that were intrinsic in Irish social and
cultural life. The gender roles and gender presentations that were inscribed into Irish society by

Church and State impinged on women’s gender roles, gender presentations, and cultural

® As Inglis (2005) and MacKeogh (2012) highlight, the Church has lost its power over censorship in the media,
allowing for an increase in the publication of contemporary writing Irish newspapers from the 1960s. See also
John Horgan 2001; Maryann Gialanella Valiulis 2011; Anthony Keating 2013.

10 The established Irish Country Women’s Association was becoming more influential in the political sphere. This
was occurring alongside the emergence of second-wave feminism in the 1970s (O’Connor 2000; Connolly 2003;
Ferriter 2005; Inglis and MacKeogh 2012).

! The Heteronormative lifestyle was reinforced as a cultural norm by Church and State in. Homosexuality (male
same sex activity) was illegal until the 1990s and was a sin according to the Catholic Church (McAuliffe and
Kennedy 2017).

12 Women who became pregnant outside of marriage were sent to mother and baby homes and other institutions
and were seen as outcasts of the communities (Luddy 2011; Graham 2012).

13 'Women are not the only minority groups fighting for equality rights however they made-up a significant
percentage of groups seeking equality (O’Connor 2000; Connolly 2003; Ferriter 2005; Luddy 2011; Graham 2012;
Inglis and MacKeogh 2012).
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participation. The social construction of what was ‘right’ for a woman to do, both privately and
publicly, impacted and in a certain way continues to impact Irish women’s lives. These gender

roles and norms were imbedded as part of being a ‘good’ Irish woman.

The scholarship cited provides a discussion of Irish social and cultural changes from 1900 to
the 2000s. Specifically, this period relates to the norms that were imposed on Philomena
Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan McCann. This discussion thus far concludes that the
gender construct of women and nature, and men and culture, were and continue to be quite
evident in Irish society. The androcentrism of the Irish Free State and the Catholic Church
combined to place women at the periphery of Irish life, enabling church and state to place
legitimacy on what gender presentation, roles, and norms Irish women should adhere to for the
benefit of Irish culture.

1.8.2: Influential Publications on Gender and Music

In this next section I appraise a number of important gender and music publications that have
informed this thesis. I critically consider the questions these texts have raised and how these
questions relate to this dissertation. The seminal text by Judith Tick and Jane Bowers entitled
Women Making Music: The Western Art Tradition (1987) sought to ‘rewrite women’ into the
history of western art music. The essays contained in this publication are presented in several
ways: including biographical accounts, musical analysis, and an assessment of women
musicians as a class. The women within these essays are seen as “outstanding” performers and

composers (Tick and Bowers 1987). The authors question:

Who were the women musicians? What was their historical traditions? What
has been their special contribution to music making? ... How has sex as a
historical variable affected the opportunities women as a class have had to
realize their musical creativity? What is the connection between socialization

and creative achievements? How have prejudice and discrimination -roughly
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parallel to belief and behaviour - shaped the history of women in music? (Tick

and Bowers 1987, pp.10-11)

These questions address the social and cultural considerations of women making music in the
western art tradition so that they may be re-written into the history of western art music. These
‘exceptional’ women were assessed in relation to class, position, access, gender, biological sex,
and the genre’s tradition of making music. These questions thus position these women as
exemplars of western art music between 1150-1950. While writers and critics have suggested
that more questions could have been asked, this book does ‘expand the scope and purview of
music history...[to] emphasise the process through which women’s contribution to music
history have been shaped’ (Tick and Bowers 1987, p.4). Although superseded by more recent
scholarship, this book is foundational in its questioning of women’s contribution to music and

musical activities in the western art tradition.

Ellen Koskoff’s anthology (1987) and her most recent publication (2014) also ask some highly
influential questions. Koskoff’s Women and Music in Cross-cultural Perspectives (1987)
brought together fifteen essays that go beyond descriptive essays on musical practices to present
a more nuanced argument around women’s role in music-making. Two central questions were
either explicitly or implicitly asked throughout each essay: ‘First to what degree does a society’s
gender ideology and resulting gender-related behaviours affect its musical thought and
practice? And second, how does music function in society to reflect or affect inter-gender
relations?’ (Koskoff 1987, p.1). The book also addresses the nature of ethnomusicology up to
this point, and the evident lack of women’s music practices that were published up to 1987 (See
also Nettl, 1983). Both Nettl and Koskoff suggest that up to this point women’s music had not
been sufficiently examined, as it was not as easily accessible to the ethnographer or researcher
as men’s music was. Nettl also suggests that women ethnographers were influenced by their
male teachers who had seemingly prioritized men’s music in their research. In 2014 Koskoff

published 4 Feminist Ethnomusicology: Writings on Music and Gender in which she critiques
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her work from the 1970s up to 2010, discussing changes and developments in her own thinking.
Koskoff considers the importance of field work for ethnomusicologists, and suggests that the
primary questions one should always ask in the field are questions of sameness and difference.
These questions are evident in all her writing however, her nuanced discussion of prestige,
value, control, and power are themes that relate to this thesis. She questions how prestige and
value reinforce control and power. These four concepts are at play through musical performance

and within specific musical environments:

One result of the conceptual linking between gender, music, and other
cultural domains is a separation between male and female performance
environments, genres, and performing styles ... Musical behaviour, then, not
only is enmeshed in social concepts of sexuality, but can also serve to

reinforce and define one’s gender (Koskoff 2014, pp.39-40).

As previously cited, Sugarman’s publications also provide fundamental reading for this thesis.
Sugarman’s contribution to Theory for Ethnomusicology: Histories, Conversations, Insights in
2019 provides a comprehensive discussion of gender and music in ethnomusicology that pre-
dates Koskoff’s anthology (1987), and brings the discussion up to present day publications.
Additionally, Sugarman’s book Engendering song: Singing and Subjectivity at Prespa
Albanian Weddings (1997) provides this thesis with its most informative arena of questioning.
Sugarman states that Albanians believe that women and men have different ‘natures’ and
therefore their singing styles are expected to be different (Sugarman 1997). Albanians also
believe that women and men have different roles within the family and community, therefore it
is believed that they should have different roles as singers and address different themes.
Sugarman details the different singing styles that men and women both produce, and how their
vocal displays and repertoires reinforce the gender norms of Prespa Albanian people. These

cultural practices are the same both in their homeland and in their immigrant communities.
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Throughout her book, Sugarman is essentially questioning the themes of agency and resistance

in the negotiation of gender norms.

The growing body of gender and music literature in Ireland has also impacted this
research. Notable is Slominski’s Trad Nation: Gender, Sexuality and Race in Irish Traditional
Music (2020). Slominski addresses the long-standing concepts and norms concerning gender
and Irishness. She addresses how race, sexuality, and gender are no longer be seen as barriers
or exclusion markers from Irish traditional music, rather these themes should be the lens
through which researchers analyse and develop Irish traditional music as a genre and inclusive
community. Slominski’s contribution to the special issue of Ethnomusicology Ireland (2021)
also addresses the issue of gender concerning tradition bearers and how the concept of gender
has hindered participation in Irish traditional music. The themes of the tradition bearer and

gender are prominent concepts that relate specifically to this thesis.

Meabh Ni Fhuartdin (2021) provides a succinct introduction to this special issue of
Ethnomusicology Ireland where she discusses the work currently conducted by Irish researchers
and details the establishment of groups including ‘Sounding the Feminists’, ‘Fairplé’, ‘Waking
the Feminist’, and ‘Mnéasome’. Ni Fhuartain details the reason for the publication of this special
issue, following the first “Women in Traditional/Folk Music Symposium’ which garnered
presentations that engaged with the ‘long-overdue chance to explore, challenge and react to the
experiences of women in traditional and folk music practice, production and performance’ (Ni
Fhuartdin 2021, p.3). In the articles that followed, of importance here are the contributions of
Slominski (above), Una Monaghan, Verena Commins, and Joanne Cusack. Monaghan’s
research ‘demonstrates that the mechanisms and structures of the Irish traditional music scene
continue to privilege the contribution of men’ (2021, p.17). It also highlights the prominent
amount of abuse and violence directed toward women in the Irish traditional music scene in

Ireland. This article discusses the attitudes of men within the genre towards women and how

35



Chapter 1

their gender is perceived as something that hinders their ability as Irish traditional musicians

and performers.

Commins’ article critically discusses how ‘Irish traditional music as a social practice has
normalised hegemonic power structures and relationships’ (2021, p.49). Commins suggests that
power and authority in music practices are intricately linked with cultural identity and status.
Therefore, the power structures and relationships in the Irish traditional music scene are central
to the reinforcement of gender roles and norms attributed to women in both music practice and
the cultural world they live in. She suggests both power and authority are seen as ‘significant
form[s] of cultural capital, revealing, amongst other things the complexity of relations between
gender symbolism, gendered social organisation and the diversity of gendered dispositions in
society’ (ibid). Thus, gender representation and performance environments are pivotal aspects
of examination to ‘document and trace the absence of women’s voices from the Irish traditional
dance music canon in order to demonstrate how that has served to construe and perpetuate

music-making arenas as men-dominated spaces’ (ibid).

Cusack’s article explores the experiences of women in the commercial Irish traditional music
scene during and after the 1990s. In this article Cusack addresses ‘how and in what way musical
acts differ according to a musician’s identified gender’ (Cusack 2021, p.94). By addressing
gender and reception concerning commercial musicians, Cusack questions image presentations
and the changing cultural ideas of an Irish woman. She is also questioning the concept of the

‘acceptable role’ for women to play within commercial music contexts, stating:

women were also often expected to pursue a role or occupation that was
deemed most “natural” for their gender in comparison to their men performer
equivalents—a fact that is particularly visible in the context of a band

consisting of a multiple number of men and one woman (Cusack 2021, p.104).

Cusack questions the ‘music industry’s expectations and standards of what they deemed as

appealing for their audiences’ in relation to image presentations of ‘Celtic women’ (Cusack
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2021, p.104). Cusack not only questions the cultural gender norms and presentations within

Irish society, but also questions the industry standard and expectations placed on women since

the 1990s.

Finally, Aileen Dillane’s contribution to Made in Ireland: Studies in Popular Music (2020) has
been essential reading for this thesis as it informs the discussion on gender, gender norms,
gender roles, and gender presentations. In ‘Raging Mother Ireland: Faith, Feminism, and Fury
in the Body and Voice of Sinead O’Connor’ Dillane questions O’Connor’s rejection of gender
norms and the cultural markers of an Irish pop star. Dillane suggests that O’Connor transgresses
these norms in place of a role as a ‘radical protester and social critic’(Dillane 2021, p.55).
Dillane sees O’Connor’s career as ‘lived feminism in her life experiences using her voice and
body in protest for women and minority groups’ (ibid). In the essay Dillane traces O’Connor’s
career utilising five songs as the text for understanding and interpreting her lived feminism.
This includes a detailed discussion of changes and challenges both publicly and privately that
occurred in O’Connor’s life. Noteworthy here is the criticism that O’Connor received for her
condemnation of the Catholic church and its abuse of women and children. Specifically noting
the commentary O’Connor received after her Saturday night live performance where Joe Pesci,
the host, threatened to ‘deliver a swift sharp slap to put O’Connor back in her place’ (Dillane
2021, p.62). Thus, giving rise to the question ‘where is O’Connor’s place if not on stage? Here
we are made aware of O’Connor’s gender as a result of her refusal to conform to gender norms,
roles, and behaviours. Through her personal relationship challenges, her public arguments with
fellow celebrities, and her chastising of the Irish Catholic church in her public performance

(which made O’Connor question her own faith and belief systems, changing her religion on
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several occasions), Dillane provides a comprehensive and thought-provoking argument as to
how O’Connor has and continues to be a radical protestor and social critic.

1.8.3: Situating these themes in Irish Country Music

The themes that emerge from the discourse on gender and music can also be applied to a study
of Irish country music. This dissertation interrogates the questions put forward by Koskoff
(1987; 2014), and further investigate how the concepts of power and control are evident in Irish
country music. This thesis questions if gender ideology in Irish society affects musical thought
and practice; and how does this music practice reflect and reinforce gender roles, norms, and
power structures. The gender disparity of the Irish country music scene is featured throughout
many chapters in this dissertation. Therefore, it must question the gender roles as assigned by
the music genre and how are they reflective of Irish society. Like Commins (2021), my thesis
highlights how gender has impacted women'’s participation within the genre. I address concepts
of identity, identity formation and how gender impacts the formation of image. Philomena
Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan McCann developed identities that were in part
constructed for them through cultural inscriptions of gender. They transgressed normative
gender roles through their career paths and constructed an identity that was informed by gender
norms and expectations. I also examine the embodied performances of gender in the careers of
these women. Specifically, as Sugarman (1997) has detailed, I discuss agency and resistance,
thus questioning if these women are reinforcing cultural gender norms. Reconceptualising the
gendered identity of the tradition bearer (Slominski 2020; 2021) in the context of legacy, I

critically examine their ongoing impact on the contemporary Irish country music scene.

1.9: Methodology
1.9.1: Ethnomusicological Approaches

Taking an ethnomusicological approach to the research, I conducted field work in the form of
interviews, performance observation, surveys, desk-based analysis, ethnography, journaling

and reflective writing. This was combined with utilising theories that informed my examination
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of the main themes of identity, meaningfulness, and legacy. During this research I had to adapt
some of my approaches due to the COVD-19 pandemic, specifically in relation to interviews

and survey dissemination.

Ethnomusicological theory and method provide the tools necessary to observe, document,
participate, discuss, and reflect on the themes set out by this thesis. As both a performer and a
researcher of Irish country music, ethnomusicology provides me with the methods necessary to
engage in both emic and etic writing, requiring a critical consideration of my positionality.
Ethnomusicology enables this thesis to examine the practices that are in place within the Irish
country music scene in order to answer how Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell and Susan
McCann negotiate the themes of identity, meaningfulness, and legacy through their lived
experience. The focus of the dissertation is on ‘the lived experience’, which is explored
primarily through interviews with the artists. The lived experience of the audience and wider
community is also examined through my ethnographic fieldwork, which was limited by
COVID-19 but augmented with surveys. The understanding of ‘the lived experience’ is
reinforced through other forms of analysis focusing on album covers and lyrics to further inform

an understanding of these three women’s lived experience in Irish society and culture.

Several ethnomusicologists have informed and influenced this dissertation. I must note the
influence of theorists such as Alan Merriam (1964), Anthony Seeger (1987), John Blacking
(1973), Bruno Nettl (1983; 2005; 2015), Ellen Koskoftf (1987; 2014), Kay Kauffman Shelemay
(2008), Timothy Rice (2008), and Jeff Todd Titon (2009). These are a number of the major
influential ethnomusicology theorists considered within this thesis. I discuss how they informed

my fieldwork before providing a synopsis of the theoretical frameworks that underpin each
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chapter. This will serve as a precursor to the theoretical framework set out at the beginning of

each chapter.

Ethnomusicology provides the necessary tools and methods to complete an examination of the
lived experience of three women musicians in Ireland. My methodology includes interviews,
fieldwork observations, and a survey of stakeholders in the Irish country music scene. As such
the work of Timothy Cooley, Gregory Barz, Timothy Rice, and Kay Kauffman Shelemay in the
seminal text Shadows in the Field (2008) have proven to be a sanctuary and sounding board for
my methodological concerns and implications. I conducted my fieldwork through interviews
and observations of musical performances over twelve months. As Rice (2008) suggests, one
of the primary methods of ethnomusicological research involves participation in fieldwork for
an extended period. As an insider in the genre of Irish country music I utilise my connections
in the genre and my cultural knowledge to establish a connection with artists, managers, and
recording studios for interview (Rice 2008, pp.42-61). This positionality required me to address
my own perspective as an insider and an outsider of Irish country music. I could not allow my
subjectivity to hinder or bias any research analysis that I conducted. However, I could allow it
to inform or aid in the creation of a hypothesis for research. My subjectivity as a practitioner
could not impinge on the culmination and examination of this musical practice and the lived
experience of these three women. The work of Rice (2008) in Shadows in the Field provides a
comprehensive discussion on how to engage with and mediate your positionality through

methodological thinking.

Rice provides a brief review of what theories underpin ethnomusicology before proceeding to

define the field. He states:

The field emerges as a place where data are collected to test theories. It is a
bounded place filled with insiders who share views about music, musical
practices, and a host of other things. It is a place where we outsiders must go

to encounter these insiders and their culture, and explain to other outsiders the
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relationship between music and culture posited by our theories. (Rice 2008,

p.46)

He then details the terms emic (insider) and etic (outsider) as used in cognitive anthropology

and how to mediate these positions in research. Rice states that:

“etic” (from phonetic) and “emic” (from phonemic) analyses seemed
particularly attractive to me and other ethnomusicologists, who feared that
Western-style (etic) analyses might ignore, misunderstand, or even violate
important (emic) principles operating within a culture...it seemed an
attractive way to discover how natives think and talk about music, and thus
gain insight into a supposed insider’s perspective on musical and other forms

of cultural practice’ (2008, p.50).

Through his own fieldwork experience and study of Bulgarian music, Rice argues that ‘emic
understandings are located in other people’s heads and [are] given to us in their language reports
... On the other hand ... etic understanding involves applying objective analytic methods to
sounds without regard for their cultural salience’ (2008, p.55). Emic perspectives provide the
insider understandings of the field, working in dialogue with the etic (outsider) researcher
(2008, p.51). He suggests that both perspectives provide a comprehensive understanding of any
‘field” of study. Rice states that a mediation and acknowledgement of both perspectives allow
for a newfound understanding in researching music as lived experience in culture. This
understanding of emic and etic perspectives has enabled this research to bring both perspectives
to light in researching Irish country music. From my position as insider in the genre to working
with other insiders in Irish country music, both the emic and etic positionality informs this

examination of the cultural practices and principles of Irish country music.

The use of surveys to glean information from audience members is considered through the
prism of fieldwork method, and qualitative analysis. My fieldwork concerning audience

engagement was due to take place from September to December 2020. My research proposal
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received approval using the DKIT ethics procedures and my approach included informed
consent for all participants. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic I was prevented from entering a
physical field to conduct this research. In response to this challenge, I restructured my approach
to this aspect of my research, creating an online survey that was disseminated on social media.
I engaged with email correspondence and telephone interviews to gather data from audiences,
performers, and radio presenters on the contemporary Irish country music scene. This section
draws on those responses to provide a comprehensive discussion on the reception of the

contemporary Irish country music scene.

The purpose of this survey is to garner feedback from audiences and performers on their
reception and perception of the contemporary Irish country music scene. Furthermore, the
survey aims to understand their view on the position and role of women within the
contemporary scene, while also garnering commentary on the impact of Philomena Begley,
Margo O’Donnell, and Susan McCann directly from audiences and fans of Irish country music.
This is the first survey of its kind conducted with Irish country music audiences. As stated in
earlier chapters, there is limited academic work completed on Irish country music, with even
less work completed concerning women within the genre. This survey adds to the writing on

women in Irish country music in the academic sphere.

Over a three-month period between December 2020 to February 2021 I conducted this online
survey asking country music enthusiasts all across Ireland to participate and give their feedback

on the contemporary Irish country music scene. I created a questionnaire with pertinent
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questions regarding the contemporary Irish country music scene. Specific questions aimed at

performers include:

When did you first get involved in performing Irish country music?

How has your experience of the music scene evolved over your career?

Do you think that Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell and Susan McCann have had

an impact on the contemporary Irish country music scene?

Do you think there is a gender balance within the Irish country music scene?

Do you think that the contemporary music scene is different to the Irish country music

scene of sixty years ago? Yes or no?

If yes how so?

Do you think that technology has made an impact on the Irish country music scene?

How has covid impacted your career?

Respondents who selected the option of audience member were directed to a different set of

questions. Those questions were:

What first made you engage with Irish country music?

Has Irish country music changed over the past number of years? Yes or no?

If yes explain?

Who are the artists you listen to the most?

Do you participate in Irish country music events? Yes or no?

If yes which events in particular?
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e In your opinion, have Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan McCann

impacted the Irish country music scene?

e Do you think that contemporary female artists have modernised Irish country music?

Yes or no?

e Ifyes how so?

e Do you think there is a gender balance in Irish country music?

e Has social media made it easier to connect with Irish country music artists?

e How has the emergence of covid impacted your participation in Irish country music?

By selecting these set questions, it allowed the respondents to answer in detail rather than in a
yes or no format. I utilised the Survey Monkey online survey application to host and share the
survey on multiple social media platforms at once. This application made it accessible for
participants to navigate easily. Setting questions as ‘required to answer’ encouraged the
respondents to provide commentary on their opinions. The survey design allowed this research
to create an anonymised survey for all who participated, which encouraged respondents to
freely give their opinion, with the knowledge that they would not be identified. All respondents

were asked to indicate their gender and to indicate that they were over the age of 18.

Over the three-month period I shared the survey link on social media, including with groups on
social media that contained country music fans. Additionally, I contacted radio stations
nationally to ask if they would share the survey on their websites and social media pages. I also
was interviewed by some radio stations to provide insight into what the survey was trying to
find out. I pushed notifications of the survey every month until the end of February 2021 when

the survey closed. Over that period there were 484 respondents. However, of that 484, only 170
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were completed in full. 160 of those respondents were audience members, leaving 10

respondents in the performers’ category.

The discussion in Shadows in the Field (2008) concerning methods of reflexive writing, and
objective and subjective analysis, aids in the development of an ethnography of three women
and their lived experience in Irish country music. By conducting recorded interviews with the
three case studies, along with other artists in the genre of Irish country music, I critically assess
the careers, experiences, and contributions of these three women artists. Additionally, by
engaging in performance analysis and reflexive writing I critique these women’s identity and
image portrayals, and assess how that reflects the social and cultural worlds at each given time.
Furthermore, I engage in both semiotic analysis and cultural analysis through song lyrics and
iconography which reinforces the lived experience oof Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell
and Susan McCann. Finally, I utilise survey responses from audience members of Irish country

music to inform my writing on the contemporary Irish country music scene.

Kay Kaufmann Shelemay’s (2008) essay on ‘The Ethnomusicologist, Ethnographic Method,
and the Transmission of Tradition” has been extremely influential on this research. As Shelemay
suggests, an ethnomusicologist’s primary role is to preserve a tradition. She proposes that
ethnomusicologists are memorialising traditions, preserving them, and mediating them to the
world at large. This has a lasting impact on ethnomusicology and the research of the musical
traditions. Shelemay’s theory prompts an ethnography on Irish country music. Shelemay states

that:

every time a scholar quotes or paraphrases an interview or conversation, he
mediates tradition ... Mediation can therefore entail not just translating for
those outside of the tradition, but also participating in raising awareness of

the tradition within the community itself (Shelemay 2008, p.151).

This research not only explores how these three women have negotiated identity,

meaningfulness, and legacy in Irish country music, it also validates Irish country music as

45



Chapter 1

worthy of study. It draws attention to tradition bearers that might otherwise remain on the verges
of an unwritten Irish musical history. By documenting and examining this musical culture,
through an academic lens, it provides a deeper understanding of the cultures and communities
that exist within our island. This type of engagement and preservation allows for a
comprehensive understanding of the structures and the norms that reinforce or transgress
cultural and social happenings through music. Furthermore, this research adds to the body of

work on country music studies worldwide.

The term icon is used extensively throughout this thesis in reference to these three women and
their legacy within the genre. In early Christian traditions icons were hollow visual
representations of religious concepts of worship, for example statues and/or paintings of Jesus,
Mary, or Saints (Till 2010). They were utilised as pointers of attention, directing the viewer to
these religious beings that were signified. This type of icon set the viewer apart from the greater
being. In contemporary secular society, this concept of icon is taken to represent a living person
that has ‘transcended stardom and have a level of adoration equivalent to such a religious figure’
(Till 2010, p. 143). Rupert Till suggests that in order for a star to be described as “““an icon” [it]
requires their achievement of a level of fame at which they are treated with the sort of respect
traditionally reserved for religious figures’ (Till 2014, p. 70). JUCU loan-Sebastian states that
‘as music permanently inhabits the geographic space ... in the same vein music legends are
iconic figures for different communities, with a spatio-temporal involvement from local to
global cultures influencing places and identities’ (2019, p.95). The globalisation of music
impacts consumers across boundaries, allowing for a connection to music in different places
and spaces, at varying times, influencing individuals identities and thus their views on a given
music culture. Furthering this, their knowledge of a given music culture expands allowing them
to contribute to the establishment of the concept of an icon. Referring gay icons and how a star
becomes one, Kristin Lieb states ‘they are often vocal in their support of gay rights, participate

in various forms of LGBTQ+ advocacy, and court gay audiences through theatricality, dramatic
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storytelling, and ownership of their whole selves’ (2018, pp. 165-166). She quotes music
director Holly Williamson who suggests that ‘they’re gay icons because they’re unapologetic
about being themselves. Begley, O’Donnell and McCann demonstrate similar markers as icons
in Irish country music. Ownership of the whole self, being unapologetically yourself, and not
caring what other say are attributes associated to icons within Irish country music. As their
careers progressed these women developed ownership of their identities. They are unapologetic
about who they are and where they come from, allowing their audiences to learn about their
lived experience. They stood against critics aligned with social norms, evident in their
untraditional roles as singers in all male bands, sometimes singing about issues in Irish society
that were taboo or uncomfortable. Furthermore, through their image and media presentations,

these women established a recognisable identity that contributes to their iconicness.

I engage with Thomas Turino (1999) and his conceptualisation of the theory of semiotics.
Turino develops the theory of semiotics as theorised by Charles Sanders Pierce (1860), to detail
how semiotics can be utilised in the study of music. Turino suggests that music is the ‘key
resource for realising personal and collective identities which in turn, are crucial for social,
political, and economic participation’ (Turino 1999, p.221). He suggests that Pierce’s semiotic
theory provides the platform to create a theory of music, emotion, and identity. For Turino
semiotics provides researchers with the tools necessary to assess all expressive practices. |
utilise Turino’s understanding of semiotics to address the theme of meaningfulness in the lives
of Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan McCann, and their audiences. I engage
with Turino’s (1999) trichotomy (detailed further in chapter four) as a way of analysing lyrics
and discussing the differed meaning of those lyrics in the creation of meaningfulness. The
concept of meaningfulness is developed out of a rejection of what Anthony Giddens has termed
“meaninglessness” (1990, p.102). Giddens states that meaninglessness or ‘personal
meaninglessness [is] deriv[ed] from the reflexivity of modernity as applied to the self’ (ibid).

He proposes that this concept is bound up in the modern world where the individual (the self)
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is constantly in a reflexive process entwined with trust and risk. He argues that, as the individual
becomes more aware of the world around them, they become caught in a reflexive network of
comparison where meaninglessness develops. This is a process that did not occur in the pre-
modern world total adherence to religious teachings and belief mitigates trust and risk. Giddens
states that ‘religious cosmology is supplanted by reflexively organised knowledge, governed
by empirical observation and logical thought, and focused upon material technology and
socially applied codes’ (1990, p.109). The change from oppressive religious belief to a modern
world seeking out one’s own information has culminated in what Giddens has termed
“meaninglessness” (1990, p.102). I utilise Turino’s semiotic model to illustrate how Philomena
Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan McCann are creating a type of meaningfulness in the
lives of their audience. I detail how their lyrics reinforce the experiences of the audience to
whom they sing, and how the songs performances are contributing to a point of positive

reflexivity by providing a comparison for their audiences.

Despite rejecting some of Giddens’ theories, I engage with his concept of identity and
identity formation. Giddens states that ‘the self’ is a reflexive entity that organises the world

around itself, writing:

The ‘identity’ of the self, in contrast to the self as a generic phenomenon,
presumes reflexive awareness. It is what the individual is conscious ‘of” in
the term ‘self-consciousness’. Self-identity, in other words, is not something
that is just given, as a result of the continuities of the individual’s action-
system, but something that has to be routinely created and sustained in the

reflexive activities of the individual (Giddens 1991, p.52).

In other words, Giddens suggests that the creation of ‘the self’ is not something that is
autonomous for all individuals, something that is just a given, rather it is created through a
reflexive awareness of the world around us, and thus something that everyone consciously

prescribes as part of their individual identity. Furthermore, Giddens suggests ‘the self” is ‘not a
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passive entity, determined by external influences; in forging self-identities, no matter how local
their specific context of action, individuals contribute to and directly promote social influences
that are global in consequences and implication’ (1991, p.2). Giddens also discusses the concept
of consciousness and how that plays an active part in the creation of identity through self-
reflexivity (this will be discussed further in chapter three). This research agrees with Giddens’
concept that identity is formed in relation to the narrative process of self-reflexivity. I apply this
concept of self-reflexive identity by examining how all three women describe and portray their
identities at three different career stages. Thus, highlighting how Philomena Begley, Margo
O’Donnell and Susan McCann’s identities evolve through a reflexive process in Irish culture,

a process that is constantly in dialogue with past selves.

I utilise David Machin’s (2010) social semiotic approach to analyse the visual imagery
of album covers of Begley, O’Donnell, and McCann. This approach enables the research to
examine the way these three women have embodied and negotiated their identity through their

individual career cycles. Machin’s model is:

concerned with the choices of signs available to communicators and the way
that the meaning of individual signs changes when used in combination with
others. In this approach it is important to first describe and document the

range of possible choices available to communicators (Machin 2010, p.7).

Machin suggests that we must first understand the multitude of potential choices available to
the communicator before we can understand a given meaning. Machin’s model is similar to that
put forward by Turino (1999) however is concerned primarily with iconography and image. Yet
differed and referential meanings are also evident in his model. Analysing album covers also
asks for the engagement with concepts such as the ‘gaze’, gender norms, cultural norms, and
social norms. I combine Machin’s model with an engagement of additional theories put forward
by Lucy Green (1997), Nadine Hubbs (2014), and Tes Slominski (2020) in chapter five. All

three authors have written extensively about women, representations and participation in music,
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gender presentations, and social norms relating to their specific research topic. Their concepts
will be discussed further at the beginning of each chapter however it is important to state their

contribution at this point.

Finally, I apply the work of Jeff Todd Titon (2009) and his Music Culture Performance
Model to critically assess the contemporary Irish country music scene and discuss the legacy of
these three women. Titon’s model allows this research to discuss aspects of music, the
community, and the culture in which this specific music is performed. It allows for an
assessment of the individual experience of music, the history of music, the economy and music
industry, and cultural views on human and social behaviour. Utilising this model enables a
reflexive examination of the Irish country music genre through critical discourse, audience
reception, artists perception, and academic analysis. It additionally encourages the research to
address the theme of legacy as it relates to Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan
McCann. Titon’s model offers this research a structure to analyse a unique form of Irish musical

expression.
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1.10: Biographical Vignettes

1.10.1: Philomena Begley

Image 1. 1: Philomena Begley on stage in the Royal Theatre Castlebar, December 2021 (Opry Le Daniel,
2021).

Born on 20 October 1942 in the village of Pomeroy, County Tyrone, Philomena Begley is the
fourth born of a family of eight. Pomeroy, is a rural village ‘where Gaelic football and céili
music were at the heart of the community’ (Begley 2017, p.15). From a farming family,
Begley’s father was also a bread delivery man while her mother was a housewife and stay at
home mother. In her biography, Begley (2017) recounts having a happy childhood: ‘things were
good despite the difficulties of the outside world ...I can happily say that not one of us ever
went without’ (ibid). Begley’s education was typical of many Irish citizens during the 1940s
and 1950s. Having received her primary school education, Begley finished her education at the
age of fifteen. She notes in her book that education wasn’t her forte; having failed her eleven-
plus exams, Begley got a job working 1.J Fisher & Co. Hat Factory in Cookstown, Country

Tyrone in 1957. Begley worked in Fisher’s Hat Factory and Woolworths in Dungannon, County
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Tyrone, until 1966. Following a guest performance with ‘The Old Cross C¢ili Band’ on a night
out,'* Begley was asked to commence performing with them on a regular basis. She made her
singing debut on the 11 May in 1962 in the Ardboe Hall in Pomeroy. Begley performed as a
type of support act, performing before the main act and as an interval act when the band were
taking their break. ‘The Old Cross Céili Band’ then transformed itself from a céili band to a
country band in the space of two years, becoming known as ‘Country Flavour’.!> They recorded
two songs in 1964 in a recording studio in Belfast that were later released in 1968 by Jim Aiken
on his Dolphin Records label.!® By 1966 the band had become so popular that Begley left her
daytime job to focus on touring and performing with the band. Between 1968 and 1972 the
bands popularity had grown, and Begley was no longer the interval or support act she was the

main singer and attraction of the band.

Begley and ‘Country Flavour’ recorded their first album Truck Drivin’ Woman in 1972 and it
was released by Mick Clerkin and his label Release Records.!” The band travelled to America
the same year touring in New York, Boston, Philadelphia, and Chicago as guest of ‘Irish-
American Bill Hardigan’, who was a venue owner in New Y ork at the time (Begley 2017, p.49).
Begley married Tom Quinn (the accordion player of the band) in 1974, and shortly after the
wedding ‘Country Flavour’ disbanded. Tony Loughman was quick to approach Begley to front

a ‘superband’ of country music (ibid).!® This group would come to be known as ‘Philomena

'4 The Old Cross Céili Band were popular locally and also broadcast on Radi6 Eireann for Céili House presented
by Sean O Murchu in the 1960s (Connolly and Martin, 2011).

15 See Johnson 1995; Bracefield, 1998; Foley, 2011; Maguire, 2012; Kearney, 2019; Scahill, 2020. Céili bands
were a staple part of Irish musical life from the turn of the twentieth century. As discussed further in chapter two,
C¢ili bands provided a platform for the formation of country bands in Ireland from the beginning of the 1960s.
Many Irish country stars began their careers as singers or musicians in Céili bands including Philomena Begley,
Margo O’Donnell, and Susan McCann.

16 Jim Aiken later went on to establish Aiken Promotions. (See McGreevy, 2007; Begley, 2012; Gallagher, 2020f;
Erraught, 2021).

17 Mick Clerkin (also known as Michael) was an established manager and record company owner in Ireland since
the emergence of the showband scene in Ireland. Clerkin established his own record company in Ireland Release
Records who recorded and distributed mainly country music acts. In 1981 Clerkin established a new record
company based in London UK, which was pivotal for a number of country artists gaining international success.
See also McDonagh 2017; McDonagh, 2021; Erraught, 2021; Rate Your Music, 2022.

1% Tony Loughman was a manager of country music artists and showbands artists from the 1960s. Loughman is
regarded as one of the original music moguls of Ireland having the leading names of country music artists signed
to his management company. Loughman established Top Rank Promotions alongside a record label Top Spin
Records (1974) where his artists record and release music on a regular basis. Top Rank also owned a number of
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Begley and her Ramblin Men’, who debuted on the 14" of April 1974. The band consisted of

some members from her previous band ‘Country Flavour’, Tom Quinn on keyboards, accordion
and banjo, and Dan ‘Dano’ O’Hara on lead guitar, along with Kevin Farley on brass and sax,
Kevin McGinty on trumpet and bass, Colm Keeley on drums, and Liam Gibson on rhythm

guitar.

MG % B o 00 I
IRISH-SHOWBANDS.COM / -‘t_ .

Striving to be the most compuehensios collection onywhere

y{l

_J A ?/'. .
1 mowm\ 13’»&)!\64&

Image 1. 2: Phllomena Begley and her Ramblm Men (Gallagher, 201 7c).

This ‘superband’ was a huge success from its first performance, and Begley’s star was
beginning to shine even brighter. Through Loughman’s ability to promote the new group and
with his connections to venues, the band were playing ‘8 nights a week’ ... “for a full year we
hardly got a night off at all’ (Begley 2020; Begley 2017, p.60). In 1975 Begley recorded her

first hit song that has become synonymous with her career to present day. Blanket on the

ballrooms and other venues across the country where top rank artists got priority on performing at these venues.
Loughman established a weekly and monthly magazine which was distributed nationally to inform audiences of
artists performing schedules and in-depth interviews. Loughman managed other country music artists and act
including Big Tom, Paddy Cole, Susan McCann, Margo, Hugo Duncan (Begley, 2017; Crowe 2018, Gilmore,
2018; irishrock.org, 2019; Duncan, 2019).
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Ground by Billy Jo Spears was reworked by Begley and the band to put the Irish twist to it.!

This song reached number five in the Irish charts, which beat the original version by six places.
This song propelled Begley’s career and ‘got people talking. More importantly, it got them
listening!” to Irish country music (Begley 2017, p.68). ‘Philomena Begley and her Rambin
Men’ proceeded to have more success with songs such as Once Around the Dance Floor (1976)
and Blue Jean Country Girl (1980). Begley continued to tour and perform while also having
three children during the 1970s and 1980s. During this time Begley was at the fore of Irish
country music, culminating in her being the only female country artist to represent Ireland at
the International Country Music Festival in Wembley in 1974.2° She was also the first ever Irish
female artists to perform at the Grand Ole Opry in 1978.2! Begley signed with K-Tel records?
in 1980 and won the European Gold Star Award for Ireland in 1983.2° At the end of 1984
‘Philomena Begley and her Ramblin Men’ left the management team of Top Rank
Entertainments. During their ten years together, ‘Begley and her Ramblin Men’ released
thirteen albums. Subsequently ‘the Ramblin Men’ disbanded after leaving Top Rank
Entertainments and the members went on to join other bands. Belgey re-joined Mick Clerkin’s
management team at his new label Ritz Records as a solo artist later in 1984, and in 1985 Begley

and her management team formed a band called ‘Shotgun’. In 1987, on the twenty-fifth

1 Billy Jo Spears (1938-2011) was an American country artist who had several of number one hits in the American
country charts. She also became an international country star touring Europe from the 1980s (Russell, 2011;
Friskics-Warren, 2011; Rolling Stone, 2011).

20 The International Country Music Festival was organised by promoter Mervyn Conn initially in 1969 and it lasted
for 23 years. This festival brought together country music stars from all over the world to perform in London in
front of an audience of 12,000 people (Laundon, 2002; Hope, 2012; Martin, 2018; Derek, 2021)

2! The Grand Ole Opry is the home of country music. The radio program started in 1925 and was broadcast from
the Ryman Auditorium. In 1974 The Grand Ole Opry moved to a custom build Grand Ole Opry House at Opryland,
Nashville. The Grand Ole Opry is the stage where all country musicians want to perform, a signature of their
musical accomplishments and acceptance into the country music family. Being the first ever Irish women artist to
grace the stage at the Grand Ole Opry indicates the reputation and prestige she has achieved both in Ireland and
America in the 1970s. (Tassin, 1975; Rockwood, 1977; Jensen, 1998; Kyriakoudes, 2004; Escott, 2006; Pecknold,
2016; Ryman, 2022).

22 K-Tel Records was an Irish record company and producer that launched its record label in 1972. It signed acts,
mainly Irish acts, and exported their music at an international level (Begley, 2017; irishrock.org, 2020; Discogs,
2022).

23 The European Gold Star award was a similar competition to that of the Eurovision today, yet it only incorporated
country music acts (Gallagher, 2017c; Martin, 2018; Rowley, 2021).
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anniversary of her performing career Begley was honoured with a special TV segment on the

BBC’s ‘Evening Extra’ news program (Begley 2017, p.128).

Philomena Begley | Queen Of Irish Country 1987

Image 1. 3: Philomena in her trophy room on her BBC Evening Extra segment (TopRankEntertainment,
2022).

By the end of the 1980s, ‘Shotgun’ had disbanded, and Begley had become more content to
reduce her touring schedule both nationally and internationally. ‘Shotgun’ had recorded and
released four albums with Begley in their six years together. She toured America again in May
1990 with two of America’s country super stars Glen Campbell** and Don Williams.?> This
tour highlighted the reputation and stature of Begley within both the American and Irish country

music scene. On her return Begley teamed up with Mick Flavin in 1991 to release an album, /n

24 Glen Campbell (1936-2017) was an American country singer, guitarist, actor, and television host. He is best
known for his number one hit songs in the US Country charts Gentle on My Mind (1967) and Rhinestone Cowboy
(1975). Campbell was an international star of the country stage and had received numerous awards for his songs
and music including Grammy Hall of Fame (2000, 2004, 2008) and Grammy Lifetime Achievement Awards
(2012). Campbell died in 2017 after a battle with Alzheimer’s. (Doyle, 2017; Bonner, 2022; Campbell, 2022).

25 Don Williams (1939-2017) was an American country singer and songwriter who rose to fame in 1971 after
beginning his solo career. Throughout his lifetime, Williams amassed 17 number one country hit singles including
1 Wouldn’t Want to Live if You Didn’t Love Me and I Believe in You. Williams a prolific career of hit singles with
only four of his 48 singles not reaching top ten status in the U.S. market. Williams also achieved international
success having number one hits in Australia, New Zealand and Europe. Williams reached chart success in the pop
charts in the UK and Ireland with his singles You re My Best Friend and I Recall a Gypsy Woman. Williams died
2017 from emphysema (Tichi, 1994, Betts et. al, 2017; Williams, 2022).
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Harmony, which she toured throughout Ireland and Scotland.?® 1992 saw a thirty-year
celebration of Begley’s career where she was presented with a crystal crown by Daniel
O’Donnell.?” She also received an award for her contribution to the development of country
music from the British Country Music Association in the same year.?® In 1995 Begley was
invited back to Nashville to attend the Nashville Fan Fair?® where country artists from all over
the world gather for a week to perform and meet fans from all over the world.? In 1996 Begley
and Margo O’Donnell record a duet album in Nashville, The way Old Friends Do. Begley
released a further seven albums between 1996 and 2011. 2012 culminated fifty years on tour
for Begley, which was marked by a celebration of music in the Ardboe Hall in Pomeroy, Co
Tyrone. She re-released a three-CD set of her greatest hits From Then to Now and toured Ireland
and the UK from May to August of that year. Begley has continued to release music and has
been a prominent figure of The Late Late Show Country Special since 2010.>! Begley has
continued to receive numerous accolades including ‘British Country Music Hall of Fame

inductee, 2013°, “1985: British Country Music Association Annual Awards’, ‘6 Grand Old

26 Mick Flavin (b.1950) from Longford who released his first album in 1986 influenced by American Country
Music and signed to Ritz Records in 1990.

27 Daniel O’Donnell (b.1961) an Irish country and folk singer who rose to fame in Ireland in 1983. Following in
the footsteps of his sister Margo, Daniel’s musical popularity grew after his first year performing in venues across
Ireland. Daniel was considered a ‘heart throb’ by Irish and British country music audiences and his fame has
continued to grow. He gained international success with his music and continues to perform regularly in Ireland,
Britain, Europe, Australia, and America. He has sold over 10 million albums to date (O’Donnell, 2005; O’Donnell,
2017; Ingle, 2021; O’Donnell, 2022).

28 The British Country Music Association, established in the 1960s, is an organization set up to support, promote
and recognise excellence in country music and its artists. The association holds an annual awards ceremony since
2006 to celebrate the achievements of both UK and international artists. Philomena Begley received her award
from the BCMA for her contribution to the development of country music in Britain and Ireland (britishcma.co.uk,
2022).

2 The Nashville Fan Fair is a four-day music festival now known as the CMA Music Festival. It is a festival that
is organised to raise money for charity and as a way for fans to meet their country music idols through performances
and autograph sessions. Over 400 country artists now perform over the four-day festival.

30 Nashville, Tennessee is synonymous with country music. it is known as the home of country music due to its
connection to the Grand Ole Opry and the Nashville sound that emerged in the 1950s. Nashville has launched the
biggest names in country music and is home to some of country music’s best known song writers. Nashville also
houses the Country Music Hall of Fame, The Johnny Cash Museum, The Blue Bird Café and the Grand Ole Opry
House (Jensen, 1998; Kosser, 2006; Malone, 2013; Hubbs, 2014; Hemphill, 2015; Cusic, 2018).

31 The Late Late Show is regarded as an Irish television institution since 1962 where the host, Ryan Tubridy, and
previous hosts by Pat Kenny And Gay Byrne, chat with guest, invites performances, and discusses topical issues.
Having a show dedicated to only Irish country music each year since 2010 illustrates the recognition this genre is
getting on a national level. Similar to the prestige of performing on the Grand Ole Opry, performing on The Late
Late Show is considered a recognition of your musical achievements. Others whose first televised performances
include U2 1980, Mary Coughlan in 1985, Boyzone in 1993, Westlife 1998. (Hegarty, 2021; RTE archive, 2022).
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Opry Appearances’, ‘9 No. 1 Singles’, ’12 Wembley Country Music Festivals’ and ‘The First
Woman Inducted into the Irish Country Music Hall of Fame 2020° (Begley 2017, p.201).*2
Begley has released a further six albums since 2012. See Appendix 1A for Begley’s album

discography.

1.10.2: Margo O’Donnell

Im}ige 1. 4: Margo and her brother Daniel at the Late Late Show studio’s, December 2021 (O’Donnell, 2021).

Margo O’Donnell was born into a family of five on 6 February 1951. Her family lived in
Burtonport, Co. Donegal. They emigrated to Scotland when O’Donnell was six months old and
returned to Burtonport when she was three years of age. The family moved again to
Kincasslagh, Co. Donegal where they lived until 1967. From 1951 until his death in 1968

O’Donnell’s father worked away from home, generally working in Scotland while her mother

32 The British Country Music Association awarded Philomena Begley as ‘Top Female Vocalist in 1985,
nominating her as the best female country vocalist that year. The same association inducted Begley into their Hall
of Fame in 2013 in recognition for her successful illustrious career (bcmhof.co.uk, 2022a). Begley was the first
Irish women to achieve this award. Begley has had nine number one hits singles in the Irish charts and in the UK.
She appeared 6 times on the Grand Ole Opry stage in Nashville, and twelve times at the International Country
Music Festival in Wembley. She was recognised by RTE and the Sunday World in 2020 by being the first women
to be inducted into the Irish Country Music Hall of Fame (Begley, 2017; RTE, 2020; Townsend, 2020).
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worked in the home. The O’Donnell family had a similar life experience to that of other families
in rural Co. Donegal at that time. Work was difficult to acquire, and many fathers worked away
from home sending money home fortnightly (McLaughlin 1993). O’Donnell remembers her

childhood fondly and suggests that the family ‘never wanted for anything’ (O’Donnell 2014,

p-4).

Image 1. 5: Margo and the Keynotes c.1964 (O’Donnell, 2014). .

O’Donnell’s musical career began in 1964 in a village called Ardara, Co. Donegal at the age of
thirteen. She had joined the local band call ‘The Keynotes’ and they toured around Co. Donegal
in the early part of 1964. Their name and reputation began to gain popularity and they began
travelling to other counties close to Donegal such as Mayo, Cavan, Sligo, and Galway. In 1965
‘Margo and The Keynotes’ staged their first headline tour of Glasgow beginning on St. Patrick’s
night. Following that performance, they sold out a number of other venues in Glasgow
(O’Donnell 2014). At the time they were managed by Tom Dolphin from Co. Galway, who
secured bookings for the band in ‘every corner of the country [Ireland]’ (ibid, p.25).%3 Their

popularity was growing both nationally and internationally with the band recording their first

33 Tom Dolphin was a Galway based manager who managed primarily showbands in Ireland during the 60s and
later in the 70s. He managed the Astronauts Showband and the Conquers from 1971 (Gallagher, 2020b).
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single in Dublin in 1968, published by Target Record Company.** O’Donnell left ‘The
Keynotes’ in 1969 after being offered a lucrative deal with promoter John McNally from
Dungannon.®> McNally offered her £100 a week, a driver, and a car. Having felt the pressure to
support her mother and siblings following her father’s death in 1968, O’Donnell moved to
Dublin the same year to pursue a solo career. This move meant that a band would be formed

around O’Donnell, creating their own signature sound. The band formed came to be known as

‘The Country Folk’ (ibid, p.30).

34 Target Records was a record company based in Dublin and established by The Tom Costello Organisation in
1967. Target products were distributed internationally by Pye Records a UK based company. Many Irish acts
including Johnny McEvoy, The Cotton Mill Boys, The Nevada Showband and others. See Irishrock.org for a full
list of recording artists (Kelly and McLoughlin, 2016).

35 John McNally was a promoter from Dungannon who ran an Airlines Dance at the Crystal Ballroom in Dublin.
While not much is written about McNally, he had many connections within the Irish country/showband scene in
the 1960s and 1970s where he managed and promoted a number of acts throughout Ireland with Johnny (Johnnie)
Kelly under Des Kelly Country & Western Promotions Ltd (Gallagher, 2020f).
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Image 1. 6: Margo and The Country Folk (Gallagher, 2015a).

The Country Folk launched in Roscommon on 26 of December 1969 and the following decade
was to bring O’Donnell huge success. ‘Margo and The Country Folk’ signed with ARA Records
— the Irish branch linked with EMI Records. She appeared on The Late Late Show on RTE in
the same year which propelled her popularity nationally. This appearance also offered her the
opportunity to host her own show on RTE, Margo & Co (ibid, p.43). The name of the band
changed following her television programme and, in 1970, ‘Margo & Co’. released their first
L.P containing the single I/l Forgive and I'll Try to Forget which went to number one in the
Irish charts (ibid). In 1972 ‘Margo & Co’. went on their first tour of America, where she
performed in New York, Boston, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Detroit. Following her return from
America, O’Donnell performed at the International Country Music Festival in Wembley with

stars such as Loretta Lynn, 3¢ Conway Twitty, >’ Dottie West*® and Tom T. Hall.*® Appearing

36 Loretta Lynn (b.1935) is an American singer-song writer whose career has spanned over six decades. Lynn had
a hit song I’'m a Honky Tonk Girl in 1960 and received her first appearance on the Grand Ole Opry in September
of that year. Lynn’s story is portrayed in the award-winning film The Coal Miner’s Daughter (1980) named after
her number one hit in the Billboard American Country charts in 1970. Lynn is accredited with paving the way for
other women country artists in Nashville, writing and performing her own songs. Her lyrics were very assertive
and ‘bold’ for a women singer from the Kentucky hills. Lorretta Lynn received the highest country music honour
when she was elected to the Country Music Hall of Fame in Nashville 1988 for her contribution to country music.
(Banes, 1985; Shipka, 2010; Lynn, 2010; Lorettalynn.com, 2021; Countrymusichalloffame,org, 2022¢; The
Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2022).

37 Conway Twitty (1933-1993) was an American country music singer and song writer who had achieved 55
number one country hits by 1990. Twitty’s most recognisable song is his 1970s hit Hello Darlin with its iconic
spoken introduction. Twitty was originally a 1950s Rock 'n’ Roll singer yet found most of his success once he
began singing country songs. He signed with DECCA records and is accredited with combining multiple genre
influences on his country style of singing. Twitty continued to have chart success in the USA and internationally
until his death in 1993. Conway was posthumously inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame (Cross and
Kosser, 1987; Lewis, 1989; Hevesi, 1993; Rogers, 2002; Twitty, 2020).

38 Dottie West (1932-1991) was an American country music singer-song writer. Alongside Loretta Lynn and Patsy
Cline, West is considered to be one of the most ground-breaking women artists of country music. West won a the
first ever Grammy by a female country artist for her song Here Comes My Baby in 1964. She was known as a
country pioneer for advertising jingles specifically for her work with the multinational corporation Coca Cola
where she penned 12 songs for their campaigns from the 1970s through to the 1980s. Many of these songs had
country chart success including a top 10 for the song Country Sunshine in 1973. West continued to write and record
yet through bad investments and a lull in her career in the late 1980s she became bankrupt in 1990. She was
involved in a serious car accident in Nashville in 1991 and died from her injuries the same year (Thanki, 2016;
Cackett, 2020; Thompson, 2021; Countrymusichalloffame.org, 2022b).

3 Tom T. Hall (1936-2021) also known as ‘the Storyteller’ was an American country music singer-song writer.
Hall penned 12 number one country hits and over twenty other songs reached the top ten in the country charts
USA. Hall also had crossover hits, with the songs Harper Valley PTA and I Love making into the Billboard hot
100. He is regarded by Rolling Stone as one of the 100 greatest song writers. Hall was regarded as the storyteller
through his use of speechlike singing, his ‘smooth wit and unaffected amiable style’ (Mazor, 2022). Hall was
inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 2008 and the Song Writers Hall of Fame in 2019. Hall continued
to write, release and perform music, as well as penning a number of novels up until his death in 2021 (Malone and
McCulloh, 1975; Brown, 2005; Batey, 2015; Mazor, n.d; Hudak, 2022).
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on the same stage as these American stars and performing in America helped further

O’Donnell’s reputation as a country singer at the time.

O’Donnell’s personal life then began to take a downward spiral and in 1974 she was involved
in a serious road accident that almost cost O’Donnell her life (ibid, p.47). She did not perform
for almost twelve months, during which time she began to suffer from prescription medication
and alcohol addiction. O’Donnell continued to battle with this addiction for twelve years
(O’Donnell 2014, p.48-49). After returning to touring in 1975 under the new management of
Mick Clerkin and Release Records, O’Donnell had a new band formed around her called
‘Country Pride’. Yet the return to touring had an adverse effect on her mentally (ibid). After an
in-depth discussion with her new management team, it was decided she would begin her return
to stage on a cabaret tour rather than the ballroom circuit.*® It was during this time that
O’Donnell collaborated with Larry Cunningham to record Mr. Peters which proved a huge
success.*! O’Donnell, Cunningham, and his band toured extensively after this album, however,
after a short time O’Donnell and the band left Cunningham and began touring as ‘Margo and

The Blue Ridge Boys’.

‘Margo and The Blue Ridge Boys’ recorded and toured on both the cabaret stage and on the
ballroom circuit filling venues in Ireland, England, and America throughout the end of the
1970s and into the 1980s. O’Donnell’s professional star continued to shine, while in her
personal life she was struggling. In the late 1980s O’Donnell sought help for her addiction to

alcohol and prescription medication which she discusses in her 2014 autobiography. She details

40 The Cabaret show consists of a meal for the guests, who then sit and enjoy the after-dinner entertainment. The
Ballroom circuit is where the audiences attend specifically for an evening of dancing to their chosen artists. the
Cabaret show usually consists of a number of entertainers performing throughout the evening. Therefore, the
demands of a two-hour performance are not expected of any given entertainer (Gallagher 2020d).

4! Larry Cunningham (1938-2012) was an Irish Country music singer. He began performing with showbands in
the 1960s and was the first Irish artist to have success in the British pop charts during that time. Cunningham was
renowned for his low vocal tones and his relaxed manner of performing. Cunningham is also accredited as being
one of the first to bring country music into the Irish music scene. Cunningham had national and international
success, and according to Kevin Martin (2018) was offered to move and record in Nashville after his chart success,
however he refused the offer as he didn’t want to move. Cunningham died in 2012 in St. James Hospital in Dublin
(MacConnell, 2022; McMahon, 2012; Sweeney, 2012; Martin, 2018; Erraught, 2021; LarryCunningham.ie, 2022).
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her struggle with addiction and her path to recovery when she attended one of the Aiséiri
Clinic’s (addiction treatment centres run by the Sisters of Mercy), taking a professional

sabbatical:

I was given a date for admission. I got in touch with my band and, to save
face, told them i was going to America for a while, and gave them holidays
for a few weeks ... Little did I know what lay ahead. The Aiséiri was hard
and it took a while for me to realise what the programme was about. We were
free to leave if we wanted too and although I had not had a drink for months
before going there, I knew when I had committed to this, I had to see it

through ... I learned a lot about myself (O’Donnell 2014, p.55).

O’Donnell returned to touring and performing in the early 1990s and had a hit song inspired by
the Donegal football team.*> Following this she toured Europe, the UK and Australia.
O’Donnell also performed in a number of prestigious venues highlighting the pinacol of her
success as a country music artist. She performed at Carnegie Hall New York, Albert Hall in
London and on the Grand Ole Opry Stage. O’Donnell recorded in Fireside Studio’s with Porter

Wagoner* and developed a lifelong friendship with Dolly Parton.** The performances at these

42 O’Donnell released Walk Tall in Donegal in September 1992 supporting the Donegal senior football team who
had reached the All-Ireland Football final (O’Donnell, 2014).

43 Porter Wagoner (1927-2007) was an American country music singer and television personality. He was the first
person to introduce Dolly Parton to the music industry and the pair worked together for seven years. During that
time, they had built a recording studio in Nashville that became synonymous with country music. Wagoner became
known as Mr. Grand Ole Opry due to his hosting of the Opry Backstage and becoming the unofficial spokesman
for the Grand Ole Opry in 1992 following Roy Acuff’s death. Wagoner had 81 charts hits in the USA and was also
well renowned for his arranging and production skills. Wagoner was elected to the Country Music Hall of Fame
in in 2002. Wagoner died in 2007 (Eng, 1992; Syracuse, 2014; Goeres, 2021; Countrymusichalloffame.com,
2022d; Thompson, 2022).

4 Dolly Parton (b.1946) is an American singer-song writer, actress and businesswomen known most specifically
for her work in country music. Having first emerged on Porter Wagoner’s syndicate television show in 1964,
Parton became a household name over her seven years working with Wagoner. During this time Parton wrote and
performed a number of her own songs with Wagoner. She soon gained interest from record labels and left Wagoner
to pursue a solo career (Edwards 2018). Parton was awarded Female Singer of the Year in 1975 and 1976 by the
Country Music Association and her continued to flourish. She wrote the hit song I will Always Love You as a
dedication to her partnership with Wagoner after she left his show in 1974. This song went on to reach number
one in the Country Music charts USA and has been re-recorded by a number of artists including Whitney Houston
for the film The Bodyguard 1992. Parton is known for her interface between country and pop music since the
1970s, receiving a Grammy Award for her song Here You Come Again in 1978. She went on to receive further
Grammy Awards for songs and albums throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Parton has also appeared in a number of
movies throughout her career including Nine to Five (1980) and The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas (1982). In
1986 she opened her own theme park Dollywood which is centred around Appalachian traditions and her
hometown. She was elected to the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1999. Parton established her own record
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venues and the invitation to record with Porter Wagoner and Dolly Parton illustrate a highpoint

in O’Donnell’s career. It also highlights an acceptance as a key figure in Irish country music.

O’Donnell was involved in another road traffic accident in 1992 where she and her assistant
received numerous injuries including rib, neck, and sternum injuries. Following this O’Donnell
became very unwell, and in 1996 discovered she had developed a blood disease called
Dyscrasia.*> This ultimately ended her full-time touring career; however, she did continue
perform on a limited number of dates throughout the year. In 2002 she was the first female artist
to take court action against a record company. Following a Horslips case relating to recording
rights against Outlet Records, O’Donnell discovered that her former manager John McNally
had sold her master tracks and recordings to the same company in Belfast in 1977. McNally
sold these recording for a profit of £37,500. As McNally had sold these recordings without
O’Donnell’s knowledge, she never received any royalties from these records. When she signed
her contract with McNally, O’Donnell was a young and ‘naive’ 17-year-old living in Dublin
(O’Donnell 2018, Interview). She had no guidance or support structures in place to help and
aid her in her professional capacity. O’Donnell was working with this management team on the
basis of trust in their judgement and guidance for her musical career. Yet when she did begin

to ask questions, she was told on many occasions to stop, or “she would be sorry”:

A percentage of our earnings from our shows was put away for recordings
and publicity, so essentially, I and the band made the money to pay for
everything ... Then there were the recordings, which I paid for, but never

received any royalty. I knew I deserved something from my records, though

company in 2007. Parton is one of an elite group of artists to hold an award from the four major annual American
entertainment awards organisations: Emmy, Grammy, Oscar and Tony. Parton was awarded the U.S Library of
Congress Living Legend Award in 2004 for her work with the imagination Library. In 2005 she was awarded the
National Medal of Arts from the United States Government — the highest honour given by the government for
excellence in art. Most recently Parton was nominated by the Rock Hall of Fame in 2022, which she has refused.
Parton has charted over twenty-five number one songs, forty-one top ten country albums and has sold over 100
million records world-wide to date (Parton, 1994; Wilson, 1998; Parton, 2012; Hall and Jones, 2016; Edwards,
2018; Dolly Parton Productions, 2022, Gorlinski, 2020).

45 In my interview with O’Donnell, she discussed the development of the blood disorder she has called Dyscrasia
which has impacted on her health and ability to tour on a full-time basis (O’Donnell 2018).
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I didn’t know what exactly, but I was afraid to rock the boat — it was easier
just to go along with everything. When I did pluck up the courage to start
asking questions, I was told that all the extra money went on publicity and
recording. I said I thought that the percentage put away from the shows should
take care of those things. I also said that it seemed like I was paying for
everything — and I was told to be quiet, or I’d be sorry, with those words the

matter was rested (O’Donnell 2014, p.40).

O’Donnell started court proceedings to reclaim ownership of her records which would
ultimately give her control of her own musical output. In December 2002 she won her case and
received her master tapes from Outlet Records (O’Donnell 2018, Interview). While this
highlights one of the challenges O’Donnell faced during her early performing career it also
showcases the changes in how she began to operate as an established artist later in her career.
O’Donnell challenged the corporate music industry to establish her own worth and to reclaim
what she had lost throughout the years. While she did win her case, a landmark case in Ireland,
O’Donnell stats that she still felt hurt and abused by an industry that has gained so much from

her:

And in 2002 I sat in the Lagan courts in Belfast and the Judge said, ‘these
recordings never belonged to anybody else’. I felt after that, that man and that
company raped me for twenty years, you know. And I was so so hurt, he’s
dead now, but if I met him, I wouldn’t know him [Outlet Records] but it left

a sour taste in my mouth, you know (ibid).

While not discussed in depth in her biography, O’Donnell has received numerous accolades
through her career and is celebrate widely in the Irish country music circles. Recently TG4
honoured her with a tribute to her career in 2019 celebrating her 55 years on the country music

circuit. Throughout her career to date O’Donnell has record over 40 albums and compilations.
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In her home she displays her golden, silver and platinum discs on the walls of her trophy room.*®

See Appendix 1B for O’Donnell’s album discography.

1.10.3: Susan McCann

Image 1. 7: Susan McCann on the Late Late Show April 2021 (McCann, 2022).

Susan McCann was born 26 February 1949 in Forkhill, Co. Armagh. McCann is the third of
eight children born to Eddie and Bridget McCann. McCann and her family moved to
Carrickasticken, Co Armagh shortly after she was born to live with her paternal grandmother
on the family farm. She recalls that times were hard when she was younger but ‘we never
wanted for anything’ (Bell 2015; Walsh 2022). McCann walked to school in Forkhill along
with her siblings, while her father worked on the family farm. Her mother worked within the

home helping her grandmother and caring for the children. From a young age music was part

46 While these plaques are displayed in her home there is no written account on which songs or albums, she received
these discs for.
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of McCann'’s life. She recalls her the family entertaining the local community at house parties

and dances:

when I was a youngster, we had no electricity. I lived up in Carrickasticken
outside Forkhill and we didn’t have electricity up our road so there was no
electricity in our house. So, we did sing songs and parties and you know, and
that’s how I became, that I got so involved. Da would sit with the accordion
and I had a brother that played the harmonica, sure we had the best of crack

(McCann 2019, Interview).

At the age of five her father taught her the words of the song 4 Mothers Love’s a Blessing which
enabled her to participate in entertaining the guests of the house parties. This connection to
music became even more apparent in her schoolwork where she excelled in music and singing
(Bell 2015). McCann credits her father as her musical influence while also adding that her

mother had ‘a beautiful singing voice that could be heard all around the house’ (McCann 2019).
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McCann’s performing musical career began at the age of sixteen when she joined the ‘John

Murphy Céili Band’ (McCann 2019).4

RPN . ONRSTW

Imag:e 1. 8: Susan McCann and the John Mur'phy Céili Band in 1966 (Irishworlf:'om, 2022).

She was employed as the singer who entertained the crowd during the band’s intervals.*® As
the group became more popular McCann'’s stage appearances became longer. McCann also met
her future husband Denis Heaney in the ‘John Murphy Céili Band’.** McCann and Denis
Heaney married in 1971. They left the céili band and began performing locally in a group called

‘The Farylanders’ (Bell 2015). McCann was then talent spotted in early 1976 by Tony

47 John Murphy was a well-known fiddle player in South Armagh. He took up the accordion and formed the band
in the mid-1950s. They played regularly locally and also broadcast for Céili House on Radi6 Eireann in the 1960s
(Ceol Camloch 2009).

“8 The singers in céili bands were utilised as interval entertainment so that the musicians could have a break from
playing during their performances. Audiences would take the opportunity to also take a break from the dance floor
and listen to the singer C¢ili band performances in the 1960s lasted up to four hours, therefore it was necessary to
afford these musicians time to recuperate between sets (Maguire, 2012; McCann, 2019).

4 Denis Heaney was the accordion player in the John. Murphy Céili Band. After they left the ‘John Murphy Band
McCann and Heaney formed their own band and played locally in Newry, Co. Down. Further to this, when
McCann began her professional career, Heaney became band leader, alongside playing Keyboard and accordion.
Denis has been Susan’s manager since she left Top Rank Entertainment in the late 1980s (Bell, 2015; McCann,
2019).
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Loughman of Top Rank Entertainment and was invited to signed Loughman’s label Top Spin

Records. At this point McCann and her husband had two young children, consequently the

family (including McCann’s parents) engaged in a discussion of what this path may mean:

I told daddy all that had happened in the meeting and all and he said, ‘that
sounds like a great idea, and mom and I will help yeah as much as we can
with the kids. But I want you to promise me one thing’. And I didn’t know
what he was going to say, he said, ‘if it ever interferes with your family get
out of it as quick as you went into it’. And I said, ‘what do you mean by that’,
and he said, ‘if it ever comes between you and Denis, or if I feel the children

are being neglected, I’ll say it to you” (McCann 2019, Interview).

McCann signed with Top Spin Records, and she released her first hit single in late 1976 with

Santa and the Kids. This song charted well for McCann and her name started to gather a

following all over Ireland as she received more radio play.>® This success meant that McCann

50 The song went into the top 20 Irish charts for an unspecified number of weeks; however, it was this recognition
that began to give McCann the Air Play on local and pirate radio stations (Gallagher, 2015c; H&H Music Ltd,

2022).
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needed a bigger band to support her. Loughman form the band called ‘The Storytellers’ around

her in 1977.

SUSAN McCANN & THE STORYTELLERS

-

Image 1. 9: Susan McCann and the Storytellers (McCann, 2022).

‘Susan McCann and The Storytellers’ released their first number one single hit Big Tom is Still
the King in 1977.5! The song was number one in the Irish charts and stayed in the top ten for
eleven weeks making McCann a household name. Following the success of Big Tom is Still the
King McCann made her first appearance on The Late Late Show on RTE with Gay Byrne and
became inundated with TV appearances and interviews. McCann travelled to Nashville to
perform on the Grand Ole Opry stage in 1979 and performed on The Porter Wagoner Show on
American television that same year. McCann went on to record in Porter Wagoner and Dolly

Parton’s Fireside recording studio in Nashville a number of times thereafter. Attracting this

5! Big Tom is Still the King is discussed and analysed in chapter four.
69




Chapter 1

recognition early in her career showcased how quickly McCann was gaining recognition as a

country music star both in Ireland and America.

In 1980 McCann made her debut appearance at the Wembley International Country Music
Festival where she shared the stage with Tammy Wynette, 3 Crystal Gayle, >* and Emmylou
Harris.>* She was invited back to perform in 1981, 1985, 1989 and 1991 emphasising her
reception and acceptance with UK country music fans and her contemporaries. McCann was
showcasing her ability as a country singer and her reputation as singer was noted by European
and American fans and associations. In 1982 she won the European Gold Star Award in
Holland>® and in 1983 she won the International Female Accolade from the International
Country & Western Music Association in Fort Worth, Texas.’® She repeated this feat in Fort

Worth in 1984. McCann’s star continued to rise with further number one hits including When

52 Tammy Wynette (1942-1998) was an American country music singer-song writer. Wynette was one of country
musics best known country artists during the 1960s and 1970s and was known as the First Lady of Country Music
in America. Wynette is best known for her hit song Stand By Your Man which she released in 1968 and it went to
number one in the American country music charts. The song also reached number one in the UK charts in 1975
when it was released there, and propelled Wynette to superstar status following her national and international
success. Wynette won many accolades throughout her career including a Grammy for Best Country Vocal
Performance, Female (1970) and she was inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1999. Posthumously,
in 2010 she was selected by the Library of Congress as an addition to the National Recording Registry — a registry
that selects recordings annually that are culturally, historically, and aesthetically significant (Morris, 1992; Tolley,
2001; Drake, 2017; Tammywynette.com, 2021).

53 Crystal Gayle (1951-) is an American country singer best known for her hit single Don’t It Make My Brown
Eyes Blue. This song was released by Gayle in 1977 and was a huge chart success for her. Gayle, sister of Loretta
Lynn, has been nominated and awarded Grammy’s for Best Country Vocal Performance, Female (1977) and has
been award numerous CMA awards including Best Song, Best Female Vocalists and Best Album. Gayle was the
first American country female to achieve Platinum sales of an album in 1977 with We Must Believe in Magic.
Gayle continues to perform and write her own music (Tracy, 2021; Crystalgayle.com, 2022).

5% Emmylou Harris (1947) is an American singer, songwriter, and musician. Noted for her collaboration with
Country singer Gram Parsons, Harris has written and released 30 albums. Her creative output can be heard in pop,
country and rock genres, most notably country rock. Harris was part of the creative team that composed the music
for the film O Brother, Where Art Thou? (2000). In 2008 Harris was inducted in the Country Music Hall of fame
and in 2018 she received the Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award (Moss, 2018; Emmylouharris.com, 2022).

55 This was considered the Eurovision for country music and was held in Holland in 1982 (Bell, 2015).

56 This award was a fan base vote from all around the world, held in Fort Worth, Texas (Byworth, 1983; Gallagher,
2015c¢).
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the Sun Says Goodbye to the Mountain (1983), Broken Speed at the sound of Loneliness (1989)

and The String of Diamonds (1991).%7

McCann toured extensively throughout the 1980s and 1990s. She performed for two serving
American presidents George Bush (snr) and George W. Bush at the Strawberry Festival,
Florida.’® McCann was the first Irish artists to perform on this stage, a stage she shared with
Garth Brooks.>® McCann also had sold out shows in Carnegie Hall, New York (Bell 2015;
McCann 2019). Her music tours also brought her to South Africa and Russia, the latter where
she performed at the White Nights Festival.®* McCann has been awarded a number of other
accolades including winning RTE’s Singer of the Year for five successive years
(susanmccann.com 2022).5! In 2017 McCann was inducted into the UK’s Country Music Hall
of Fame, the second Irish women to be inducted after Philomena Begley.®> McCann received
the Lifetime Achievement from Irish Post in Northern Ireland in 2018.% McCann has also

received numerous Silver, Gold and Platinum Disc’s for her number one success. She has

57 When the Sun Says Goodbye to the Mountain (1983; 2011): https://youtu.be/OpAQDuQtIZM, Broken Speed at
the Sound of Loneliness (1989; 2020): https://youtu.be/FNjk7zADqjw, String of Diamonds (1991; 2009):
https://youtu.be/GHImb6JB8Zo.

8 The Strawberry Festival is a weekend festival that combines agriculture, commerce, industry, livestock, fine
arts, horticulture, and crafts with music for fans from all over the world. ‘The Florida Strawberry Festival
represents a piece of Americana, a time in American history when fairs and festivals brought communities
together through celebrations of their harvests’ (Florida Strawberry Festival, 2022). The festival was set up to
promote Americana lifestyles, and appreciation of all aspects of their culture. Over the years many American
country music performers have taken to this stage including Garth Brooks, Willie Nelson, Randy Travis and
others (McCann, 2019; Florida Strawberry Festival, 2022; Concertarchives.org, 2022; Jenkins, 2022).

%9 American Country Music singer Garth Brooks (b.1962) is the highest selling solo artist in US history
(G.COM,LLC, 2022).

60 This is an annual summer festival of music, arts and culture held in Saint Petersburg, Russia celebrating its
near mid-night sunset. The festival ‘is an international arts festival that takes place during the season of the
midnight sun, when the Northern Light shines at both dawn and dusk, allowing the millions of festival-goers that
visit each year the opportunity to celebrate all day and all night long’ (Miller, 2022; travelhouse.com, 2016;
saint-petersburg.com, 2022).

6! The RTE singer of the year award was an accolade that was part of the Keep it Country Awards ceremony
presented by RTE radio 2. Pascal Mooney was the disc jockey for this show and presented the awards on the night
(RTE Archives, 1983).

62 BCMHOF.com, 2022b: https://bcmhof.co.uk/inductees/42-042-susan-mccann-2017.

63 See Lonergan, 2018.
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recorded over 600 singles with her known albums culminating in 27 releases. See Appendix 1C

for McCann’s album discography.

The biographies of Begley, O’Donnell, and McCann inform an understanding of
their childhood, career success and reception within the Irish country music. They reveal how
their lives were shaped by Irish culture and how they moved from positions of isolation to iconic
status in Ireland. All three woman refer to social and cultural norms and roles attributed to
women within their interviews and in their own biographical writing. The biographies
demonstrate how their engagement with music was shaped by attitudes towards women during
their early careers and how they transgressed these attitudes to form their own legacy’s in Irish
country music. This historical context informs the research of their lived experience and will
aid in the understanding of identity and identity portrayals. The section set the backdrop for the
creation and analysis of meaningfulness in the lives of the artists and the audiences of Irish
country music. My research is informed by interviews conducted with all three women artists
and supplemented with biographical information contained in the books published by
Philomena Begley (2017) and Margo O’Donnell (2014). I was invited to the homes of all three
women to conduct these interviews at various points during this research. In March 2018 1
interviewed Margo O’Donnell in her home in Castleblaney, Co. Monaghan. The interview
lasted four hours in which O’Donnell spoke frankly about her life and lived experience of Irish
country music. Susan McCann invited me into her home in Newry, Co. Down in May 2019.
This interview lasted almost two hours where McCann spoke openly about the music industry,
her family, and the country music ‘family’. Due to COVID-19 my interview with Philomena
Begley was postponed on a number of occasions, finally taking place in her home in Pomeroy,
Co. Tyrone in September 2020. Similar to O’Donnell and McCann, Begley spoke freely about
her experiences of the music industry both as a cé¢ili singer and as a country music star. These

interviews gave the research an informed understanding of their experiences that is not overtly
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evident in their own biographies. Additionally, this is the first interview documenting Susan

McCann’s biographical lived experience.

1.11: Chapter Structure

Chapter one has thus far provided the structural, theoretical, and methodological concerns of

this dissertation. This chapter will now conclude with a chapter structure for the entire thesis.

Chapter two provides the historical context and subsequent development of Irish country music.
The chapter begins with a discussion of Irish cultural and musical life from the 1920s which
highlights the prominence of céili bands. This is followed with a history of the Orchestra bands
and their impact of in Irish musical life, before providing an in-depth discussion of the Irish
showbands and the emergence of Irish country music. This historical discussion is accompanied
by an overview of the genre of Irish country music; thus, providing an element of musical
analysis that showcases the content and structure of Irish country music, highlighting the
rhythmic features of the Irish country music jive. Additionally, the vocal style of Irish country
music singers is discussed in this chapter. The chapter details the community aspect of Irish
country music and how the stakeholders create a connection to their audiences. It highlights the
musical pathways that Irish country musicians pursued before becoming known as Irish country
music artists. Additional themes such as the infrastructure of the genre, influence and change,
visibility, mass media, and the gender balance of the genre are analysed within the discourse of

this chapter.

Chapter three engages with a critical discussion on identity and how identity conveyance occurs
within the context of Irish country music performers. The chapter begins by describing the
theoretical frameworks that underpin this research concerning identity and identity formation.
Combining biographical information on Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan
McCann with theories on identity, this chapter showcases how these three women negotiated
and embodied specific identity markers at specific times in their careers. The chapter depicts

the cultural and societal norms of Ireland at each specific period in their career and assesses
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how these women create, maintain, and negotiate identity markers as inscribed by these norms.
These biographical accounts are the first time all three women have discussed in-depth the
cultural and social environments that they were exposed to during their careers. These accounts
are the result of my fieldwork interviews, generating an important contribution to research on
Irish country music. These interviews provide a critically comparison of their lived experiences

and those that they embodied for their audiences.

Chapter four provides an in-depth lyrical analysis of single song from Philomena Begley,
Margo O’Donnell and Susan McCann. These songs were selected as these artists are the only
artists to have recorded them in the Irish country music context. Additionally, these songs have
delivered each performer with considerable chart success. The chapter begins by providing a
discussion of the concepts of meaningfulness and semiotics prior to commencing the analysis.
The analysis combines semiotics, and cultural reflections to showcase how these women have
created meaningfulness in their music. By examining the lyrics, stories, and narratives of these
songs, it highlights the topics, tropes, and themes of rural Ireland — isolating the demographic
of the music — and discusses the impact and implications of Irish country music. This chapter
highlights how these songs reflect, embody, and reinforce social and cultural norms in Ireland.
It also highlights how these women were aware of the cultural world and their impact on the

audience to whom they sing.

Chapter five presents an analysis of the visual imagery of Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell,
and Susan McCann as presented on their album iconography from three distinct periods in their
careers. This highlights the identity markers, social and cultural norms, and gender markers,
evident as they progress through their careers. This chapter assesses how all three women
negotiate identity and varying identity markers over their extensive careers. The chapter
examines how these women were representative of a specific type of Irish audience and Irish

society. Furthermore, it showcases the impact and influence of contemporary fashion on women
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Irish country music stars. The chapter combines both analytical frameworks, and cultural

narratives to present a discussion on visual imagery and the portrayal of identity in iconography.

Utilizing Jeff Todd Titon’s ‘Music Performance Model’, I critically engage with the
contemporary Irish country music scene in chapter six. The chapter begins once more with a
discussion of the conceptual frameworks that underpin this specific argument before engaging
in the cultural analysis of the contemporary scene. The chapter examines themes of reception,
performance, community, impact, and legacy, in the context of Irish country music. This
chapter provides a comprehensive discussion of the responses to the survey conducted on Irish
country music, and it addresses issues such as image, gender, and engagement with Irish
country music. Ultimately, it engages with contemporary audiences and contemporary artists
to examine the contemporary scene, and to address the legacy of Philomena Begley, Margo

O’Donnell, and Susan McCann within the Irish country music scene.

Chapter seven provides the concluding comments on this critical examination of Irish country
music. It compiles the findings from the previous chapters and re-addresses how the primary
questions have been discussed through each chapter. It details the implications for this research
and provides details for future research on Irish country music. This chapter reinforces the

impact these women have had on the entire genre of Irish country music.
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Chapter 2: Irish Country Music - History and Development

2.1: Introduction

This chapter details the history and subsequent development of Irish country music from the
1960s to the present day. Aside from some biographical accounts on the showband era
(McCourt 1992; Gallagher 1997; O’Keefe 2002), recent studies focus on the relationship
between showbands and economic change, youth culture, and dancehall regulations (Maguire
2012; Miller 2014; 2020; Martin 2018; Holohan 2018; Ni Fhuarthain 2019). This chapter adds
to the limited body of academic work completed by Maguire (2012) and Millar (2014; 2020)
on Irish country music. Herein, I trace the development of Irish country music from céili bands,
dance orchestra bands and showbands, and thus document the history of Irish country music
from the 1960s to the present day. This chapter situates Irish country music within the context
of social and cultural changes from the beginning of the 20™ century. It discusses key figures
from the varying decades who influenced change and progression, while also discussing the
pivotal factors that aided in the creation of Irish country music. This chapter provides the
background information necessary to further investigate the role of women in Irish country

music.

2.2: The Lineage of Irish Country Music
2.2.0: Céili bands

At the beginning of the Irish free state, circa 1922, the Irish musical landscape was much less
diverse than it is today. The ‘wild years of the Roaring Twenties’ introduced modern dance and
music, which was consumed by a substantial portion of the Irish population (O hAllmhurain
2005, p.10). Music during this time was both a form of expression for people and was also a
way of gaining some extra income to enhance living: ‘There was, for instance, the practice of
poor families arranging dances with admission fees, not only as an entertainment, but primarily
as an addition to their earnings’ (Wulff 2007, p.60). Local musicians or bands generally
performed traditional Irish music and more contemporary “Jazz” music for dancing at these

events. Not only were there dances held in homes across Ireland, but they were also documented
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to have taken place at crossroads and other locations. However, these dance venues changed in
1935 with the introduction of the Public Dance Hall act in 1935 (Ni Fhuarthain 2019).%* This
act was introduced at the behest of several political parties along with the Catholic Church. All
of whom saw this commercial, contemporary music and dance as a form of social and moral

frailty. Alistair Cooke details this further:

the 1920s brought on a drastic revolt against the pre-war mores of gentility;
and though the revolutionary symbols now seem trivial, they were sufficiently
bizarre to alarm the middle-aged. Corsets were abandoned along with the
Viennese waltz. Long skirts were scandalously abbreviated, and long hair was
'bobbed'. Young women smoked, and in public, and danced into the dawn to
the sensual moan of the saxophone, an instrument forgotten for eighty years
but now revived and condemned, by city fathers and magistrates on both sides
of the Atlantic, as a siren sound, beckoning young girls to a losing battle with

fate worse than death (Cook 1973 in O hAllmhurain 2005, p.10).

Dances in homes and other unlicensed venues became illegal therefore changing the spaces in

which dances took place. Curran notes that:

Ensemble playing arose out of the need of the musicians to make themselves
heard in commercial halls, and was influenced by the interaction of other
kinds of popular music. The transition from a rural to an urban context of
performance, the impact of recorded music, the influence of other American
cultural traditions, all played a part in the transformation of Irish music

(Curran in Kearney 2012, p.3).

Group playing was conceptualised as a way of generating a larger sound to fill these now larger
performance spaces. While there may have been many musicians that played together at these

house dances their instrumentation may have needed much more support in the contemporary

4 Definition of the Public Dance Halls Act 1935: An Act to make provision for the licensing, control, and
supervision of places used for public dancing, and to make provision for other matters connected with the
matters aforesaid (http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/, 2020).
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dance spaces. C¢ili bands began to flourish after the introduction of the Public Dance Halls Act
with parish halls now the location for local dances. These bands usually consisted of fiddles,
flutes, accordion, concertina, and banjo. Drums, piano, saxophone, guitar, and double bass were
added later and contributed to the rhythmic and harmonic development of the bands. This also
helped achieve the volume required to fill larger venues (Wulff 2007; O Riada in Carson 2008;
Vallely 2011; Kearney 2019). Bands generally played traditional Irish music in unison,
regularly augmented with multiple songs throughout their performance. However, céili bands
mainly focused on instrumental music rather than vocal music. These types of céili bands
continued to be a prominent segment in the entertainment sector of popular music culture up
until the 1960s. From the 1960s onwards, céili bands were replaced by dancehall entertainers
and showbands, who were becoming more popular.®> However, it is noteworthy that céili bands
were not the only form of musical entertainment for the Irish public during this time; orchestra

bands were also very popular in Ireland from the 1940s.

2.2.1: Orchestra Bands

A typical 1940s Irish dance orchestra ranged from six to sixteen players who
sat while playing, and read from arranged parts placed on music stands. From
all reports, dance orchestra members rarely looked up from their music to
watch the audience. There was little improvisation and virtually no swing

(Miller 2014, p.78).

Orchestra bands or dance bands were also an immensely popular form of musical entertainment
in Ireland from the 1930s to the 1950s. At this time orchestra bands consisted of a large number
of male instrumentalists. Although women were participating in aspects of public musical life
during the early 20™ century, there remains a research gap concerning a written history of
women’s participation in Orchestra bands. The instrumental structure varied depending on the

number of members; however, the musical content remained the same. These groups played the

851t is important to state that céili bands are still present in Ireland however are mainly associated with the traditional
Irish music genre and are a prominent fixture of the Fleadh Cheol competitions.
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popular music of the day, which enabled their ballroom audiences to dance to the prominent
dance styles of the waltz and the foxtrot. The music was arranged for these groups and each
member required limited music literacy skills to play. Typically, the music of these groups was
usually bought in from England and referred to as “Jimmy Lally stuff” (Maguire 2012, p.60).
Many of the bands consisted of lay men who had regular jobs with this position supplementing
their income. Gallagher notes ‘many of these bands were actually resident bands in some of the
larger ballrooms. During the “off season” they would pack up and tour the country at the
weekends’ (Gallagher 2017¢). Maguire also states that audiences regularly noted the lack of

interaction from orchestra bands or dance bands with them:

The essentially functional aspect of the wide variety of musical combinations
that have come to be classified as dance bands was emphasized by the scant
attention paid by the dancers to the actual musicians who were performing

the music (2012, p.60).

These musicians were primarily focused on playing the music as printed, rather than engaging
with an audience. This was also encouraged by the audience who ‘preferred, or were more
accustomed to, purely instrumental accompaniment when dancing’ (ibid). Jimmy O’Neill, a
member of The Savoy Orchestra from 1939, remembered hearing dancers stating ‘there’s only

an ould singer on now’ when recalling his time with the band (O’Neill in Maguire 2012, p.59).
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It was not until after the radio ban of the 1940s in America that Irish audiences became

accustomed to singers being prominent figures in orchestra bands.

Image 2. 2: The Mick Cummins Orchestra of Dublin c.1950s (Gallagher 2017c, Mick Cummins).

Images 2.1 and 2. 2 show the style and structure of the orchestra bands. While both bands are
advertised under different band types, the structure of both bands is quite similar. The images
of ‘The Ace of Spades Dance Band’ from the 1930s compared with the image of the ‘Mick

Cummins Orchestra’ highlights the element of overlap between Dance Bands and Orchestra
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Bands. Both adhere to the same instrument structure; both bands play the same type of music,
both bands are situated in a seated position, behind their music stands and are dressed in tuxedos
of varying colours. This style of dress is continuously associated with the ballroom etiquette of
the 1930s and 1940s in Ireland and abroad.

2.2.2: Showbands

Following on from the introduction of the Public Dance Hall Act of 1935 and the anti-jazz
campaign, dancing and music was largely removed from the home and the private sphere and
was relocated into the control of those in charge of the public sphere (O hAllmhurain 2005;
Wulff 2007; Hogan 2014; Fogarty 2017; Porter 2018; Evans 2019; Ni Fhuartain 2019). With
the building of dancehalls, ballrooms and the use of parish halls, there was more opportunity
for those in control of these venues to profit from dances from the early 1940s. Jim Smyth stated
that ‘the act was draconian, making it practically impossible to hold dances without the sanction
of the trinity of clergy, police and judiciary’ (Smyth 1993, p.54). By the end of the 1950s, social
and economic change was developing in Ireland. Elected Taoiseach in 1959, Sean Lemass
brought economic growth by shifting his focus from an ideology and identity dominated by
Irish rurality, to embracing modernist European ideals. The landscape of Ireland changed with
the construction of almost ‘450 large ballrooms countrywide’ (Hogan 2014, p.263). The

construction of these ballrooms gave rise to the emergence and popularity of Showbands.

In the mid-1950s bands began to incorporate a show element into their set which created the
showband name. Miller describes showbands as ‘the Irish response to American and British
rock ‘n’ roll and pop music’ (2014, p.77). Their music was a combination of all the popular
music of the time coming out of America and Britain. According to Gallagher, ‘Irish showbands
actually started in the mid 1950s, but really didn’t catch fire and explode until the early 1960s’
(Gallagher 2017¢). The emergence of showbands is often traced to ‘The Clipper Carlton band’,
also known as ‘The Carlton Dance Band’ or ‘Dance Orchestra’, and referred to hereafter as

‘The Clippers’. In the 1950s there was an expectation that bands would play from 9pm to 2am
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therefore incorporating an additional cabaret-type-show to the act, that allowed musicians some
well needed rest during the evenings events (Maguire 2012; Miller 2013; Millar 2014;
Gallagher 2017c; Martin 2018). ‘The Clippers’ were the first band to perform music from
memory and began to engage directly with the audience. They created a setlist that incorporated
the popular music hits from America and Britain, and included traditional Irish music and
country and western music.®® This type of structure and sound was emulated by multiple other
groups around Ireland. By the early 1960s, showbands including ‘The Royal Showband’, ‘The
Miami Showband’, and ‘The Capitol Showband’ had become so popular they began to drop the
cabaret aspect of the show focusing primarily on the musical performance. These groups tried
to replicate the exact sounds they were listening to on records and on radio. Vincent Power

states that

Showbands were not seen as purveyors of originality. They were purveyors
of entertainment. In fact, the public didn’t like to hear original music. I believe
that every developing musical culture has to go through that phase ... you
have to find your own voice and identity. You can’t force it... it is a phase
that has to be gone through before a society finds its own voice. And then the

originality comes (cited in Hogan, 2014, p.264).

Tracking the popularity and success of showbands in the charts during the 1960s, reinforces
Power’s statement. Most showbands’ successes lay in their cover versions of already popular

songs, adding their own ‘twist’ to it. “Twist’ is the colloquial term used by bands and musicians

% Example of Clippers Setlist includes: ‘Be Our Guest, Ring of Fire, The Rock Island Line, The Keeper of Boothill,
Skits of the Clancy Brother, Little Old Wine Drinker Me, Bring Your Sweet Lips, Groucho Marx imitation, New
York, New York, You’re the only good thing, Calippso Music, Stranger on Shore, Rosie O Grady, See you later
alligator, Shake Rattle and Roll (The Clipper Carlton Show 2016, YouTube).
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who create their own version of an already existing song or piece of music.%” After they had

achieved their initial wave of popularity, bands began to introduce their original compositions.

A showband consisted of between seven and ten members. The instrumental structure had not
altered extensively from that of orchestra or dance bands. Generally, showbands consisted of a
rhythm section including guitar, bass, and drums, supplemented with organ, electric piano and
occasionally the piano accordion, and a brass section. The brass section was accepted to be any
combination of trumpet, trombone, and saxophone. Showbands adhered to the dress style of

tuxedos or suits with all band members wearing the same colour. Showbands also had a resident

man or woman singer who travelled with them.

67 See the Irish charts during the early 1960s. Additionally see Smyth (2005), Gallagher (2017a) and Miller (2014).
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Image 2. 4: The Miami Showband in 1964 (Gallagher 2017c, Miami showband images).

During the 1950s and 1960s there is estimated to have been between 600 and 800 showbands
touring Ireland, however, it is suggested that less than ten percent of these bands were
performing at a professional level (Kennedy 2010; Gallagher 2020e). Miller writes ‘the
showband industry itself also substantially contributed to kickstarting what had been a weak
and stagnant Irish economy’ (2014, p.78). This era was not a craze for just the youth of the
island as showbands audiences ‘were less age-delineated (not constituted primarily by
‘adolescent’/teenagers’) and tended to appeal to a broader age-range than that of the youth-
oriented rock ‘n’ roll US Market’ (Smyth in Hogan 2014, p.263). Therefore, it generated a high
turnover of clientele that in turn had a significant impact on the Irish economy (Maguire 2012;

Miller 2014; Hogan 2014). Power states:

The showband craze changed Irish courting habits forever. In rural areas, the
ballrooms created the opportunity to meet others away from the narrow
confines of the parochial hall. Youngsters cycled to local dances in the ‘50s,
and drove to ballrooms miles away in the ‘60s. Boys and girls could be more
anonymous at the dance fifty miles from home — away from prying eyes of

neighbours (1990, p.13).

Power’s statement reflects the social climate in which the showbands emerged. The showband
era, as stated previously, emerged at the same time Sean Lemass took office as Taoiseach. This
change in government meant a change politically, economically, and socially. There were more
jobs available in Ireland therefore there was less immigration. The people of Ireland began to
have more disposable income to use on things such as going to dances both in their local area
and in other counties. All these factors combined to produce one of the most revolutionary

periods, musically, in Ireland.

Showbands experienced a decline in popularity towards the end of the 1960s with many stating

that many showbands were no longer popular in the 1970s (Maguire 2012; O’Donnell 2018;
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McCann 2019; Gallagher 2020e; Begley 2020). With the depth of music available to audiences
and musicians, showbands were struggling to produce the enormous number of musical
demands of the audience. Following this many of the showbands reduced their size and
followed one specific musical route, while other showbands disbanded entirely. However, it is
at this point in Irish history that Irish country music bands begin to emerge and utilise the

showband circuit.®

2.3: Irish Country Music

2.3.1: The Musical Content and Structure

American country music had a major impact on musicians and audiences in Ireland. Music
records were posted to relatives in Ireland from America, Australia, and Europe, from the 1950s
onwards. The broadcast of American and European radio stations in Ireland commenced
through legitimate broadcasters and illegal pirate radio stations. While the trend of performing
this type of music did not take hold until the 1960s, radio stations such as Radio Luxembourg,
American Forces Network and the BBC were playing all the American country music hits in
the post-war period. RTE began playing country music later in the sixties on sponsored
programmes which aired at 11pm weekly.

2.3.2: Instrumentation and ‘The Beat’

In the formative days of country music in Ireland, Irish bands tried to replicate the sounds and
songs they heard from American radio stations and American performers. The foremost cited
music influences in the initial stages of Irish country music included George Jones, Roy Acuff,
and Hank Williams (O’Donnell 2018; Gilmore 2018; McCann 2019; Begley 2020). Irish artists

then began to incorporate the American style of country music into their sets by changing the

%8 The showbands circuit is referred to when speaking of the ballrooms that the showbands played throughout the
country. These ballrooms play a vital role in the success of Irish country music. (Maguire 2012; Miller 2014;
O’Donnell 2018; McCann 2019; Gallagher 2016; 2020e; Begley 2020).
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meter of the songs so that the music fit into a given dance type. Philomena Begley highlights

this in her interview as she states

all the songs we got into, I got into Kitty Wells, the first song was a Hank
Williams song My Son Calls Another Man Daddy, and we changed that into
a Waltz. But that’s what we did, we changed all the songs into either a waltz
or a barn dance, or that time it was called a quick step, and then into a jive.

And then we had the slow waltz as well (Begley Interview, 2020).

Here Begley is illuminating the function of the music which will be discussed later. At this

juncture, I focus on the audio production practices concerning instrumentation and voice.

The instrumental structure for Irish country music bands does not differ entirely from that which
was set out by the American pioneers. Building on the musical structure set out by the
showbands, country bands consisted of percussion, bass guitar, piano or keyboards, violin or
fiddle, steel guitar, rhythm guitar and vocals. Currently the number of band members vary from
group to group with some members playing more than one instrument, however nationally
recognized bands consist of a minimum of six instrumentalists plus the lead singer. Some
country bands extend to include twelve band members; however, the size of the group does not
alter the consistency of the musical content. The songs created by Irish artists contain the sounds
of the steel guitar and Nashville fiddle as depicted by Jensen (1998) and Malone (2013)
however there is a strong dance beat that accompanies them. While there are many groups that
do include some traditional Irish instrumentation into some of their arrangements, the most
recognizable feature of Irish country music is not the sound of Irish traditional instruments, but
the rhythmic pattern generated by the percussion and bass guitar. Where possible, Irish country
bands try to replicate some of the original sounds created by their American counterparts; the
most crucial difference is the change in rhythmic patterns. Irish country music is most often
arranged in 3/4 or 4/4 meter, thus giving the music a different ‘beat’ and feel. The drum section

interacts with the bass section to generate a typical ‘Irish beat’. For example, in a jive or a quick
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step, the drums stick closely to a straight 4/4 meter which can often include the train-like
pattern, and this can have a bpm of 90 up to 140. The following two examples showcase two
types of drum patterns used in Irish country music that highlight the dance ‘beat’ utilised by

Irish artists in jiving songs.
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Musical Example 2. 2: Standard beat with Hi-Hat drive in jiving songs notated from Louise Morrisey’s ‘A

Little Bit Longer’.

From the above examples, the two distinct beats that may be utilised to generate the same type
of rhythm necessary for the jive beat. In the first example, the snare drum incorporates the train-
like pattern with a strong consistency on the kick drum of straight crotchet beats to keep the
rhythm moving. This is played faster than the second example which allows the band and singer
to keep a high tempo and energy in the song throughout. Both examples encourage the audience
to engage with a physical reaction in both dancing and seated participation. In the second
example the Hi-Hat generates the drive of tempo while the snare drum accents the kick drum
and Hi-Hat movement. This is typical of the Irish country music jive beat that can be played at
a slower or faster pace depending on each performer. This beat pattern gives a clear indication

of the time and tempo of the song thus allowing for both quickstep and jiving to be performed
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by audiences in a dance setting. This is explored further in the work of Paul Maguire (2012) in

reference to the dance beat in Irish country music context.

The bass guitar line is the second prominent feature of the Irish country music dance beat. The
interaction of the bass guitar and percussion generate the specific ‘feel” that Irish country music

creates, which in turn encourages the audience to participate in some form of physical reaction.

‘Feel” refers both to typical dance-based rhythmic gestalts and their
associated moods (‘swing feel’, ‘shuffle feel’, ‘waltz’, ‘train beat’, ‘two-
step’) and to a musicians’ grasp of the subtleties of expression that such
gestalts demand in domains like timing, mood, and textural density (Fox

2004, p.171).

The bass guitar generates a tonic-dominant movement, highlighted in example 2.3 from the
same song by Louise Morrisey, that accentuates the rhythmic pattern generated by the drums.
This tonic-dominant movement on the strong beat of each bar also creates its own rhythmic

pattern distinct from the drum beat, in a walk-like movement, thus generating a ‘feel’ that can
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be replicated in the movement of the jive or quickstep. The creation of this rhythm and beat

encapsulates the jive beat in Irish country music.

Bass Guit %P | T 4 E‘ 4 { EP l . » i

ass Guitar f . H = f | ]

ERINEPIN I NI W NN N PN S PRI N PN

Drumset : '1 . ! '. |
4

B. Guit, [Pl e 19 = = I i

ut %—J I r_rfll{ o P I t 4 - |

SRIPP IR IV SR NN SRR S P .

D.Sct 11 XX T i]xxil Elxxl XX T | - KX 1 i[ xxil i
7

B. Guit. [ R . : d e J . |

o i f I
SEP BRI I I W S B E S  _ E  a—.
D. Set If i — il x"i' X iil K X J x "J' x ii

Musical Example 2. 3 Bass guitar movement over the drum pattern highlighting the tonic-dominant

movement.

The other musical instruments add musical colour and harmony to the performances. The

rhythm guitar adds strict consistency to the meter of a song, while the steel guitar, electric

guitar, piano and fiddle all work together to compliment the entire musical output. There is

typically musical dialogue between the fiddle and steel guitar, while the piano and electric

guitar interject occasionally with decorative contours and often solo interludes. This all
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culminates in the distinct ‘Irish’ dance ‘beat’ of a jive, waltz or foxtrot typically performed at
an Irish country music event.

2.3.3: Vocal Styles

There is a rich history of song on the island of Ireland. In the context of vocal styles in traditional
singing, particularly in the Irish language, scholars have noted the use of nasal tone,
ornamentation and variation and often utilise the term sean nés [old style] (see O Riada, 1962
(1982); O Canainn, 1978; Williams, 2020). In contrast with the rural sean nds singer, the Irish
tenor with influences of Western Art Music also gained international recognition through the
twentieth century, often amongst Irish-American audiences who valued the sentimental and
romanticised songs of their ‘homeland’ (O Laoire and Williams, 2011). Eamonn Costello
(2015, 2016, 2019) provides further interrogation of the term sean nds pointing to the influence
of cultural nationalism, competitions and regionalism with a particular focus on Gaeltacht areas.
Interestingly he notes the popularity of Irish language country and western style songs in
Conemara (p.12), a distinct subgenre that differs from Irish country music as examined in this
dissertation. Relatedly, McCann and O Laoire (2003) point to hierarchies of language, which
might impact on an understanding of Irish country music as an expression of Irishness, but
English language song traditions are integral to the musical traditions of the island. As with
other styles and genres of music, the focus of many studies of Irish traditional song is on men
rather than women (Shields and Shields, 2011; Graham, 2010; O Laoire and Williams, 201 1).
The influence of Irish traditional song styles on the development of American singing styles is
approached in Nuala O’Connor’s Bringing It All Back Home (1991), which also recognises the

transatlantic influence of American performers on their Irish contemporaries.

The development of transatlantic connections is evident in the music and the vocal style of Irish
country music as is does not differ drastically from that in the American idiom. There is

recognisable use of portamentos, glissandos, and scoops throughout the Irish country music
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genre. The vocal style can be categorised in two ways: 1. Storyteller singing style or 2. belting

vocal style. There is noticeable use of Americanised vocabulary and twang by some Irish artists.

Sandy Kelly, a singer, and performer from Co. Sligo, is a renowned artist on the Irish country
music scene. Kelly has released numerous singles of distinctive styles of country music and has
collaborated with many national and international artists. Kelly has found most success in her
Patsy Cline tribute show. In her cover of Crazy (1989), Kelly utilises her natural vocal vibrato
to emphasize the heartache of the text. The range of the song extends to a thirteenth, making
the range comfortable for her powerful voice. As she sings there is evidence of the American
‘twang’ in her performances, specifically utilising darker vowel sounds and almost replicating
speech rather than song in some parts. Using darker vowel sounds indicates that the singer is
intentionally using more vowels to make the words sound more like that of a southern American
accent, such as ‘haart’ and ‘luve’. This is an example of the American style of singing, the
storytelling singer who uses song as an extension of the voice (Fox 2004; Pecknold &

McCusker 2016; Edwards 2018).

Cliona Hagan is an example of the belting vocal style in Irish country music. Hagan, from Co.
Tyrone emerged on the Irish country music scene in 2015. Her vocal style is highly influenced
by the American idiom of country music. In her performance of Past the Point of Rescue on
The Late Late Show: Country Special (2019), there is clear and obvious use of darker vowel
sounds and glottal stops in the first three lines of the song. Additionally, you can hear Hagan’s
use of consonance to scoop up to notes while also invoking the twang of her American country
music counterparts. In other performances, Hagan employs an ‘sh’ on many words containing

a simple ‘s’, be that at the beginning, middle or end of a word. This potentially is due to her
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accent however it adds to the American accent with which she predominantly sings. Her dark,

husky voice lends itself well to the belting style in which she firmly sits.

Mary Duff, from Co. Meath is an alternative example of the storyteller style with fragments of
the Irish accent in Irish country music. Throughout all her performances, Duff utilises clear
diction and articulation of the lyrical content of each of her songs. Her vocal technique falls
more into the classical or ‘sacred’ music traditions (Martin 2018, p.245). Duff does not engage
with the use of slides, scoops, or twang in her performances. Duff engages with a type of ‘soft
romanticism’ in her vocal style akin to that of other female singers in genres such as folk and
ballad singing (McLaughlin and McLoone 2000).% Other singers who perform with a native
Irish accent include Patrick Feeney, Big Tom (RIP), Daniel O’Donnell, Margo O’Donnell,

Hugo Duncan, and Olivia Douglas.

Other notable performers throughout the genre often move between the storytelling style to the
belting style. Most singers usually perform with an American stylised accent. These artists
include Philomena Begley, Susan McCann, Mike Denver, Nathan Carter, Derek Ryan, Ray
Lynam, Louise Morrisey, Lisa McHugh, Jimmy Buckley, Claudia Buckley, and Robert Mizzell.
This could be for any number of reasons from the unconscious learning in an oral tradition or
replication of a song previously performed by an American accent. Alternatively, it could be
the way their speaking voice and accent lends itself to the song and twang associated with
country music.

2.3.4: The Community

In the sixty years since the emergence of a country music scene in Ireland, the landscape of the
genre has changed immensely. When the genre began to develop there were already a

considerable number of venues established in Ireland that made it easier for bands to secure

% When speaking of women singers in contrast to the performances of Sinead O’Connor, McLaughlin and
McLoone suggest that Mary Black, Dolores Keane and Eleanor McEvoy ‘rarely move out of a discourse about
femininity, offering lyrically, musically and in performance, a more traditional equation of the feminine with the
‘soft’, the romantic, the pastoral and the home’ (McLaughlin and Mcloone 2000, p.195).
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bookings. The substantial number of venues, including marquees, carnival, ballrooms and
hotels, meant that bands were in demand throughout the entire year. As noted by Begley,
O’Donnell, and McCann, nightly performances during the early days of Irish country music
garnered a crowd of between 1200 and 1500 people. Seasonal marquees and carnivals catered
for between 2000 to 2500 people. In the 1960s and 1970s Begley, O’Donnell and McCann were
booked for performances every night of the week, often booked for two shows on a Sunday
(O’Donnell. 2018; McCann 2019; Begley 2020). Every performance they gave was to full or
near full capacity, and this experience was similar for all Irish country performers at that time.
With the vast number of venues catering for musical events across the country, there was little
need for competition between bands who were continuously performing (McCann interview,
2019). There were enough venues and locations for all bands to make a comfortable living from
touring and performing at that time. However, as Ireland became more cosmopolitan and
diverse — economically and socially — ballrooms began to disappear from the performing circuit
in Irish country music. Youth culture began to move away from Irish country music, and urban
areas began to shift musical taste from country to rock ‘n’ roll, rock, folk, and disco music
(McLaughlin and McLoone 2000; Basegmez 2005; Ferriter 2005; Killeen 2012; Martin 2018).
Yet, the Irish country music artists succeeded in maintaining their position as performers during
these social and cultural changes. This, according to many of the artists, is due to the

unwavering support and dedication of their fan base.

Irish country music maintained its largest area of popularity in rural Ireland; particularly in the
west and north of the country where artists perform more regularly. Rural Ireland had developed
an affinity with the Irish country music artists and with the songs they were singing. There was
a relatability to the content of these songs and to the artists, who appeared to be ‘one of their
own’ (McCann interview, 2019). The audience made ‘real’ connections to the artists, not only
through the songs and music, additionally through the conversations they had with the artists

before and after their performances (Fox 2004). This connection and relatability turned to
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loyalty thus creating a community of sorts for the fans who attend these performances. That
sense of personal connection has changed even more over the past ten years with the advent of
social media. While there may be one or two artists who have stayed off social media, the advent
of the internet has changed the landscape of Irish country music immensely. A cursory search
across social media channels demonstrates the impact social media has had on Irish country
music. Most artists have Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and Twitter accounts. This allows the
public, particularly the younger audiences to have a more intense — albeit virtual — connection
with Irish country music artists. Many artists utilise social media as a way of creating a personal
connection with the audience member. They often upload videos of themselves talking directly
to the camera thus alluding to a one-on-one conversation with the viewer. While this is a trend
across all music genres, in the Irish country music context it is engaging with a younger fan
base making Irish country music ‘cool’ again — modernising the genre. It also enables those
with access to social media to listen, engage with, and share music videos and articles about
their favourite artist or artists via their own platforms. Thus, it is creating a virtual community
for Irish country music fans (Hughes and Lang 2003; Frick, Tsekoruas and Li2014; Lieb 2018).
Additionally, an audience member can join forums and pages specifically targeting fans of
particular artists: Susan McCann’s fan page on Facebook and Instagram, Philomena Begley’s

personal page on Facebook, and Margo O’Donnell’s Facebook and Instagram accounts.

One of the major reasons for Irish country music’s popularity is its social function — dancing.
Previous research by Lynn (2017) highlighted how the social function of Irish country music
was the most prominent and important part for many audience members in north Co. Mayo.
While that research focused on one region in one specific area, the trends are transferable. The
social dancing scene has become very popularised in the past decade, with both local bands and
national bands featuring regularly in all areas of Ireland. For example, after examining the
booking schedule of Philomena Begley, Susan McCann, and Margo O’Donnell for a twelve-

month period - 2018-2019 - most of their gigs are played in hotel venues with large dance floors,
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indicating the importance of dancing for audiences. Dancing allows both artists and audience
the opportunity to meet new people and meet old friends. This concept of meeting new people
and making new connections is highlighted by Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan
McCann, who note how a number of their fan base have first met their spouses at their gigs.
Another benefit for having a performance in a hotel function room is that audience and artists
can interact and converse on a personal level after a gig. The audiences are there to dance for
two hours and enjoy the performance of their favoured artists, they are also conscious of the
opportunity to interact with the artist on a personal level. This personal connection as stated
previously has an impact on the audience member and their sense of connection to a specific
artist and community (Maguire 2012; O’Donnell 2018; McCann 2019; Martin 2018; Begley

2020).

This sense of community is also evident within the artists circle in the Irish country music scene.
The artists, while all working as individuals, are highly supportive of each other’s efforts and
careers. Artists often collaborate with each other on both touring schedules and on record
releases. This collaboration can be seen in the touring dates of Mike Denver in 2019 prior to
the Covid-19 pandemic. Denver’s concert tour of Ireland was in collaboration with Philomena
Begley, Ray Lynam and Brendan Shine, all of whom established their careers in the early 1960s.
Similarly, emerging stars, specifically Cliona Hagan, Olivia Douglas and Claudia Buckley have
enjoyed guest slots with established stars as they begin their careers as Irish country music stars.
There is a clear two-way support system at play here. Denver is benefitting from the popularity
of the more established artists. By performing with him, the established artists validate his
credentials as an Irish country music artist. While Begley, Lynam and Shine are participating
in these shows they do not have the added pressure of organising venues, dates and band
members and they can engage with a younger audience. By utilising this type of partnership
both sets of performers are reaping the benefits. This type of performing schedule is not

exclusive to the Irish country music circuit. Yet the sense of community evident within Irish
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country music has become a pivotal feature of the industry in the past decade or so as more
music venues are closing their doors. The changing performance landscape of declining
numbers of venues makes it more difficult for new acts to gain bookings on their own. This
intergenerational networking creates a unified and supportive approach to sustaining an Irish
country music scene.

2.3.5: Learning the Trade

In line with all other forms of employment, artists in the Irish country music scene participate
in an apprenticeship or an internship of sorts before moving onto the professional stage. Many
of the early artists such as Philomena Begley, Susan McCann, and Margo O’Donnell, began
their ‘training’ in céili bands in their local areas. Begley commenced her performing career with
the ‘Old Cross C¢ili band’, McCann was the singer with the ‘John Murphy Céili band’ and
O’Donnell secured her place with ‘The Keynotes’. As the singers in each of these groups, they
performed several songs during a break in which the dancers rested as did the musicians. It was
from these roles that the three women found a passion for performing and soon they became
the reason for audiences attending dancehalls and ballrooms across the country. Other artists
such as Larry Cunningham, Big Tom and Brendan Shine all had similar experiences before
forming their own bands, in many ways serving an apprenticeship of sorts to more established
artists. Artists such as Declan Nerney, John Glenn, James Kilbane, TR Dallas, and Mike Denver
began as instrumentalists with local country music bands before developing a national profile
fronting their own bands. Irish traditional music provided a pathway to professional careers for
Nathan Carter, Olivia Douglas, and Patrick Feeney. All three competed as young traditional
Irish musicians in Fleadhanna Cheoil competitions. Other artists such as Sandy Kelly, Mary
Duff, Mick Flavin, and Louise Morrisey came to the Irish country music scene from their
experience of music in family folk bands and ballad groups. Finally, two specific artists came
to Irish country music from a vastly different route. Cliona Hagan and Michael English are two

artists who trained as classical musicians and have participated in both examinations and
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performance-based competitions in voice and pianoforte. Distinctly different in style, technique
and repertoire, this combination of classical music and country music has created a segue for

artists to manoeuvre from one genre to another with ease.

In the most recent past TG4 has been instrumental in facilitating new talent to gain experience
of the industry. The producers of the programme Glor Tire have collaborated with stars of the
Irish country music circuit, who in turn mentor young talented singers over a six to eight-week
period. The mentors help the acts each week by giving vocal lessons, promoting them on their
social networks, collaborating with them on the live shows and bringing them with them on a
number of performances. This allows the acts to gain experience and an understanding of the
industry and helps to establish a profile for them in the public domain (Martin 2018; O’Donnell
2018; McCann 2019; Begley 2020). This mirrors the apprenticeship style already alluded to.
2.3.6: Structures

As the country music scene developed out of the showband scene, some infrastructure and
industry structures were already in place. Venue owners were the major stakeholders in the
early days of Irish country music. These stakeholders had a monopoly over artists’ performance
schedules, thus impacting on the popularity of certain acts over others. O’Donnell (2018)

depicts how this had an impact on her early career:

when I was starting out with the Country Folk, and that would be the early
seventies, although it was few and far between there were halls that wouldn’t
play me, and one in particular, he became a fan and he would have played me
every Sunday in my life if I wanted in the end, but in the beginning, he

wouldn’t play me, I didn’t belong there. No (2018 interview).

The power of the venue owner is evident in this description by Margo, but the emergence of
management companies led to change. Specifically, Tony Loughman and his company Top
Rank Entertainment had a significant impact on the Irish country music scene. Loughman was

extremely interested in the Irish country music scene and was successful in recognising and
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nurturing talent. Loughman talent-spotted forty-nine bands in forty years and managed artists
such as Philomena Begley, Susan McCann, Margo, Brian Coll, and Big Tom. Once Loughman
had established a name for himself as a manager, he built a recording studio in Castleblaney.
He then launched an entertainment magazine specifically targeting Irish country music fans and
succeeded in buying many ballrooms across the country. Having ballrooms and a recording
studio at his disposal allowed him to keep his bands continuously performing, while also being
able to have them release records regularly. Other managers saw how well this type of
organisation had worked for Loughman and followed in his footsteps. John McNally founded
a record label through which he released records almost exclusively for O’Donnell once he
became her manager.”’ Many managers and artists now have recording studios of their own and
some artists have now set up their own entertainment companies. As the decades passed
ballrooms and dancehalls began to fade into the background, hotel function rooms and theatres
became the backbone of country music performances.

2.3.7: Influence and Change

Bill C. Malone posits that country songwriters ‘have been part of the audience for whom they
write’ (in Hubbs, 2014, p.12). In my interviews with Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell and
Susan McCann, all three suggested that the songs that they sang had a story in them that the
audience was able to relate to (O’Donnell 2018; McCann 2019; Begley 2020). Irish country

music has traditionally been most popular in rural Ireland and often evokes a connection to the

70 Gerry Gallagher of The Magic Showband and IrishShowbands.com, detailed further about how record labels
in Ireland during the 1970s: ‘The local companies that started like Hawk Records and Release Records were the
most like a real company, but in the early 1970's EVERYONE was forming record labels. All you did was
record something at a studio, design a label, have them printed, then send the tape to Dublin to be mastered, then
onto a manufacturing company to press the records (applying the labels) and finally to a company that would
distribute them for a percentage of the sales ... since all these companies were paid up front, there was no need
for the normal "artists development, advertising, etc." None of them cared about selling the record as they were
already paid. Most singles (unless it was a hit) in those days were printed five hundred at a time and rarely did
any of them sell any more than a few hundred of those copies at best. It was commonplace in the early days of
Irish country music for entertainment companies to set up record labels which would in turn be distributed by
major record "companies" like Polydor and EMI. These larger companies would not take the financial risk to
fund their recording as they did not sell that many copies’ (Gallagher email correspondence, 2020).
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land. In an American context, writing about changes in identity and country music, Hubbs

states:

Country is a music of working-class people ... country’s songs, videos,
artists, and publicity material traffic in themes, language and musical idioms
linking to identities characteristically working class... and it links to identities
southern, midwestern, southwestern, and provincial; white; Christian; and

heterosexual (2014, p.12).

There are similarities with Irish country music. The songs that the American artists were

producing were songs that had a story to tell.

As noted early the country music scene only began to develop in the 1960s and 1970s. There
were few Irish songwriters composing Irish country music songs at that time therefore, there
were modifications made to existing Irish folk songs and ballads to fit the dance rhythms
enabling these bands to provide country music for audience to engage with. These bands were
also incorporating and modifying as much American material as was possible into their sets.
Early influences from America included George Jones, Hank Williams, Patsy Cline, Billie Jo
Spears, Dolly Parton, Porter Wagnor, Loretta Lynn, Kitty Wells, Merle Haggard, Kenny
Rogers, Waylon Jennings, Tammy Wynette, Buck Owens, and Jim Reeves. Their songs
included themes of religion, drinking, placenames, patriotism, love, reflection, ‘redneck’
lifestyle, everyday life, and nostalgia. While themes are set to the ‘authentic Nashville sound’
(Jensen, 1998; Neal and Malone, 2002; Edwards, 2018), the story of the songs attracted Irish
artists who then created their cover versions of these songs. Examples include Philomena
Begley’s cover of Hank Williams song My Son Calls Another Man Daddy (1968), Susan
McCann’s cover of Dolly Parton’s Coat of Many Colours (1977) and Margo’s cover of Patsy

Cline’s If I Could See the World (through the eyes of a child) (1968).

As the Irish country music genre progressed many Irish songwriters began to

emerge. Henry McMahon, Michael Commins, and Johnny McCauley are renowned songwriters
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on the Irish circuit. Taking influence from the content produced in the American genre, these
artists began writing songs about nostalgia in the Irish context, religion, everyday life, and
geographic locations in Ireland. These songs became staples of the Irish country music scene,
most popular with diaspora communities were the songs of nostalgia and place names
(location). The connection to their homeland and memories of their youth, saw record sales of
all artists soar and their shows were sold out both in Ireland and in other countries, specifically
in the UK. While the themes remain mostly the same, in the contemporary Irish country music

scene the sound and texture of the music are changing.

Joli Jensen (1998), and Bill C. Malone (2002; 2013), and Joycelyn Neal (2002) have already
published work on the Nashville sound and the changes that have occurred through the decades
in country music in America. Their work is applicable to the Irish country music scene. The
sound of the sixties and seventies is no longer the only sound associated with Irish country
music. As detailed above the jive beat is the mainstay of most artists, yet the new wave of artists
who have emerged on the Irish country music scene are modifying the sound once more. The
younger and emerging artists are incorporating a country-pop sound into their music. The
country music scene in America has had many crossover artists in the past decade including
Toby Keith, Lady A., Carrie Underwood, and Taylor Swift, thus impacting on a large cohort of
artists and fans alike across genres. The Irish country music scene is impacted by both the sound
and the popularity of these artists. The music of Nathan Carter, Lisa McHugh, Cliona Hagan,
and Derek Ryan epitomise this country-pop crossover in the Irish context. Each of these artists,
while also consistently playing the hits of the past, are also branching out into this new sound.
Thus, attracting a new younger audience base. Considering the work by the authors on
American music and the evolution of that sound, we can trace the evolution of Irish country
music sound in the same way. The move from traditional covers of American songs to the

change in tempo and meter for the Irish dance beat, to the current climate of country-pop, Irish
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country music has evolved with its artists and audience to enable itself to stay relevant in

contemporary Irish society.

From examining the history of how the genre emerged, where and when musicians played their
music, ‘Christian’ and ‘heterosexual’ are also aspects evident in Irish country music (ibid). Irish
country music audiences were predominantly rural Irish dwellers. The ideologies of the Irish
Catholic Church influenced rural Ireland in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. Jean Farrell states
‘only those of us who were alive at that time understand how much power the clergy had’
(Farrell, 2019) while James (1997) points to the campaigning and outcome of the referendum
of 1986 as indicative of the power of the Catholic Church at that time. The Catholic Church had
a major impact on the Irish country music circuit, having been major stakeholders in the
initiation of the Dance Halls Act 1935 (Hogan, 2014; Slominski, 2020). There was a prohibition
of touring by Irish country music bands and showbands in Ireland during Lent up until the late
1960s.”! Thereafter the tradition of closing ballrooms ceased with ‘fast and abstinence [to] be
slashed from the whole of Lent to just two days’ (Meagher, Reynolds & Ryan, 2014). Miller’s
(2014) interviews with showband members who travelled to England during the six weeks of
Lent in Ireland so that they could earn a living, echoes references by Begley, McCann, and
O’Donnell to similar experiences in the early days of their musical careers. Although the
Catholic Church’s apparent dominance and control over the private and public behaviours of
the Irish population have dwindled since the late 1980s and early 1990s, a sizable percentage
of Irish country music audiences adhere to the Irish Catholic identity. This is especially true of
the older cohort of audience members. With this belief system dominating Irish country music

audiences it is also clear that the artists and audience members align with heterosexual identity.

"I Lent is a six week ‘penance’ for the catholic church and congregation in preparation for the Easter: when Jesus
rose from the dead. It begins on Ash Wednesday and ends on Easter Sunday. While it has changed substantially
in modern society, Lent was initially a time of fasting with no meat allowed to be consumed on Ash Wednesday
or any Friday during Lent. This six-week penance was set to remind the catholic following of how Jesus suffered
for forty days and forty nights in the desert battling the devil before his death. In contemporary society it is now
engaged with by giving up something for the duration rather than a complete fasting period. (Dues 2006, pp.70-
73).
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Catholic teachings dictate that homosexuality is against God and the Church. It was still illegal
to be homosexual in Ireland before 1993 (Knill and Prediel 2015). In 1993, before the
‘decriminalization of homosexuality’, Ireland was the only European country to still have such
restrictive approaches to homosexuality (ibid). Combining both the Church’s teachings, and the
governing laws within Ireland, Irish country music represented heteronormative Ireland during
the 60s, 70s and 80s. Examining the artists and audience members of Irish country music
displays of identity, it is also clear that Irish country music has not yet created a space for
homosexual identity performance. Irish country music artists and audiences alike display an
idealised conservative heterosexual identity that was instilled in rural areas by the Church and
government (James, 1997; Conrad, 2001).

2.3.8: Gender Balance and The Changing Image of Irish Country Music Artists

An overview of the evolution of Irish country music artists since the 1960s demands that we
question the gender balance of the genre. While several women had been part of the Irish
showband scene, for example Eileen Reid, Maise McDaniel and Bridie Gallagher, there were
only a small number of women who followed the Irish country music path on a professional
basis. Philomena Begley and Margo O’Donnell emerged during the 1960s as country singers.
During that decade Philomena Begley and Margo O’Donnell were outnumbered 4:1, by men
performers.” Reflecting on Irish country music artists who achieved a national profile, during
this period in Irish music history there were many genres emerging and developing including
pop, rock, Celtic rock, folk groups, and a revival in interest of Irish traditional music.”® These

genres too appear to be dominated by men performers, both as individuals and in group settings.

72 These ratios are created from research conducted by this PhD on performers active between the 1960 and 1970s.
73 Rock and pop music was beginning to develop in Ireland with influence from America, Britain, and Europe.
This was also during a time which is affectionately known as ‘the folk music revival’ in western parts of the world.
Bands and singers in Ireland from this time include but are not limited to Dana, Rory Gallagher, Taste, Skid Row,
Them, Van Morrison, Emmet Spiceland, Dr Strangely Strange, Thin Lizzy, Gary Moore, Horslips, Loudest
Whisper, The Dubliners, The Johstons, The Chieftains, Sweeney’s Men. Mellow Candle are an exception who
comprised of Clodagh Simonds, Alison Bools and Maria White, the band later expanded to include male
instrumentalists. While these are some examples of groups from the 1960s in genres outside of country music, the
trend is clear, women were not dominant participants in music groups during this period. See Bévant 2009,
McLaughlin and McLoone 2000, Smyth 2005.
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The 1970s picture gives a similar impression to that of the 1960s. Two more women performers
emerged on the national Irish country music circuit, Gloria Smith, and Susan McCann. The
1980s saw a spike in the emergence of new talent specifically concerning female performers
emerging on the scene. From 1985 to the end of the 1980s five more women performers had
made their way to the top of the Irish country music scene, Kathy Durkin, Mary Duff, Sandy
Kelly, Trudi Lalor, and Louise Morrisey. During the 1990s country music declined in
popularity, reflecting an ebb and flow pattern (Maguire, 2012; Martin, 2018, Millar, 2020).
During this period there were very few breakthrough artists of which, none of whom were
women. At the turn of the century Irish country music became more popular again and five
more artists, one woman Caitlin Murtagh and four males emerge on the country music scene.
Since 2010 the new faces of country music have emerged with four women, Lisa McHugh,
Cliona Hagan, Olivia Douglas and Claudia Buckley, emerging along with five men. The gender
representation of Irish country music has thus changed from its initial outings to its current

state.

O’Donnell depicts how she experienced peoples’ views on women’s place during the early days

of country music:

I don’t know, I think that a way back, that you know in years gone by the men
didn’t leave any gaps open for them [women], they [women] weren’t even
reckoned and the bands were all men, and it was harder for a woman... I mean
women as far as men were concerned didn’t belong in bands. And certainly,
if that was the attitude to a man not playing a band because there was a female
vocalist in it, what chance had a musician [in a] backing [profession], none.

(O’Donnell 2018, Interview).

This statement highlights the barriers that O’Donnell, Begley, and McCann faced in their early
careers, however these ideologies soon changed. All three women set the benchmark for other

females to follow. They were changing the gendered image of Irish country music artists. These
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women did not fall into the category of an angelic-romanticised figure, generally associated
with women performers who traditionally only sing ballads or songs ‘fit for a woman to sing’.
Pamela Fox argues that ‘fit for a woman’ is alluding to the idea of ‘social relations, identity
formation and cultural representations as interlocking structures or systems of oppression’ (Fox
2009, p.6). She identifies taverns and their musical culture as ‘a man’s world’ and that the
‘songs are usually sung by men, the majority of the customers are men, and the songs describe
life from a man’s point of view. Women appear in the honky-tonk world as fallen angels,
corrupt by city life’ (2009, p.5). Slominski (2013; 2020) also discusses the gendered ‘acceptable

femininity’ of women in Irish traditional music. Slominski states that there is:

an unspoken assumption that traditional music’s historical gaze still belongs
to male musicians. With rare exceptions, Irish traditional music’s texts have
all been written by men, and the brain trust of the tradition still rests with its
“gentlemen scholars”. Thus, nearly all the accounts and recordings we have
of pre-1970 women musicians come from male authors, interviewers, and
collectors. Although this imbalance is slowly shifting, this dearth of female
commentators and collectors reveals as much about the situation of women in
all areas in Irish life in the mid-twentieth century as it does about the

enduringly homosocial traditional music scene (Slominski 2013, p.3).

For Slominski, the Irish traditional music scene had very stern ideas about women, their place,
and their participation in the scene. American and Irish country music had similar ideologies in
the early days of their scene’s development, specifically concerning the playing of instruments.
However, Begley, O’Donnell and McCann changed these narratives. They sang songs written
for men, they performed in places and spaces that were ‘men only’ and they broke down barriers

for other women to follow the path of Irish country music performance.

With the change of gendered image in Irish country music also came a change in style and
costume. Costume in Irish country music initially was highly influenced by American country

music’s style. Band and performers wore suits with fringe in many assorted colours while the
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singer may often be witnessed wearing a Stetson cowboy hat, exemplified in images 2.5 to 2.7.
As the decades moved on, the affinity to the American style changed for the Irish artists. Both
men and women artists began to put their creative style of fashion into their performance.
Contemporary outfits were being utilised by men and women, and a move away from the suits

of the showband era occurred. While bands remained in a uniform colour and outfit, each lead
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singer had now invoked a unique and contemporary fashion style, evident in images 2.8 and

2.9.
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Image 2. 5: Big Tom McBride (Top Rank Entertainment 2020).
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Image 2. 6: Philomena Begley in 1980 at The Wembley Country Music Festival (Top Rank Entertainment

2020).

106



Chapter 2

Ima

Image 2. 8: Nathan Carter and Lisa McHugh in 2016 (RTE 2016).

107




Chapter 2

Image 2. 9: Susan McCann live in 2018 (Hot Country TV April 2018).

2.3.9: Irish Country Music, Visibility and Mass Media Culture

The popularity of Irish country music has ebbed and flowed in contemporary Irish society since
its inception in the 1960s. As with many other genres of music of the 60s, 70s and 80s, the
ability to increase publicity and generate advertisement was more limited than what is available
to artists today. Concerning Irish country music there were several magazines created to enable
for more advertising and discussion around what was happening in Irish country music. Top
Rank Entertainment created their magazine to advertise their acts. Another influential magazine
Spotlight, had a wide variety of entertainment between 1963 and 1979, including rock, pop,
showbands, and folk. Journalists such as Pascal Mooney of RTE, Michael Commins of The
Farmers Journal, and Tom Gilmore of The Tuam Herald wrote about Country music, including
documenting new singles or records, discussing who was performing where and when that week
(Begley 2017). In the 70s and 80s both Mooney and Commins presented radio shows and tv
broadcasts on Irish country music, they continue to do so today. Ireland’s Own highlights the
work of Irish country music artists and their upcoming performances since the mid-1960s to

present day. While The Sunday World and The Irish Mirror also provide commentary on Irish
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country artists’ upcoming performances. With the growth of the economy and mass media,
more and more broadcasting outlets have been including articles and programmes on Irish
country music. RTE now have dedicated country music specials on their Late Show programme,
TG4 has been instrumental for over twenty years in broadcasting both concerts and
competitions featuring Irish country music artists, while Sky TV are now also promoting
programming advocating Irish country music. National newspapers are also covering stories on
Irish country music more regularly. Although not all stories of country music are positive, it is
clear that country music is becoming more visible in urban areas. Radio stations all over the
country are including more country music on the airwaves. Within each Co. there is at least one
station that airs a dedicated country music programme. While there have always been several
stations across Ireland that promoted Irish country music it has only recently become a

nationwide programming theme.

The advent of iTunes, Spotify, and Soundcloud have made buying music and listening to
favoured country music artists remarkably simple. While there are current issues with Spotify
from the artists perspective (Marshall 2015), yet it allows consumers to listen to country music
artists for a minimal fee. iTunes works on sales only and has over the past six years began
compiling charts for artists’ popularity each week across different genres including Country

music.

2.4: Conclusion

Irish country music has grown and developed in many ways since its emergence in the 1960s.
The Showband and Céili band era of musical entertainment proved to be vital building blocks
for those who followed the country music path. The infrastructure of the Showband era
provided venues for country music to flourish, while the céili music scene was where many of
the Irish country music artists made their debuts. The traditional Irish music scene has continued
to have an impact on Irish country music, from the number of current artists who began as

traditional musicians, to the incorporation of the old ballads and folk songs into the repertoire.
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Additionally, the impact of the American genre of country music cannot be understated.
American country music artists and their songs had a major impact on the Irish country music
scene. The Irish artists began with an affinity to both the American songs and production values
evident in that genre. However, the Irish artists modified that music to fit the social
requirements of Irish country music. Changing the meter of these American songs soon
propelled these artists to national fame, a fame that never subsided. The dance function of Irish
country music thus created a large and mobile community, but the popularity and appeal of the
genre relied on other factors. The lyrical content and subject matter resonated with the audience.
Changes in Irish society are reflected in the musical culture. One aspect, the role of women, is
intricately connected to wider society. As documented in subsequent chapters, Philomena
Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan McCann were to the fore in making women more visible
on the Irish country music scene. Irish country music has grown with the developments in
technology and the digitisation of music and media have enabled all of these artists to spread
their music in new ways. Emerging Irish country music artists are contributing to making

country music fashionable, again.
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Chapter 3: The Self, Identity, and Irish Country Music
3.1: Introduction

you go out and you talk to them before, you’re out in the foyer before the gig
and after the gig and you know what I mean so they, they would count you as

one of their own (McCann Interview, 2019).

When the country music came along, if you listen to any of them songs no
matter what anybody says about it, I don’t think there’s anybody that can’t

identify with most of them songs in country music (Begley Interview, 2020).

While we have real people like that in music, in country music, I mean you
have to be real, I think there is a little bit of reality in everybody that sings a
country song, if they feel it. And then there is a lot of reality in some other

people (emphasis added) (O’Donnell interview, 2018).

Performers and audiences relate and identify with many aspects of country music including the
themes, contexts, and stories, as well as with other people in the Irish country music scene.
From narrative stories of love and loss to the invocation of nostalgia, from the dance beat of
Irish country music to the vocal quality of the singer, for those who relate to country music
these aspects aid in their creation of a sense of identity. The above quotations by Susan McCann,
Philomena Begley and Margo O’Donnell give an indication as to how these artists view
themselves and their relationship with others in the Irish country music scene. In this chapter, I
discuss how ‘the self’ (Giddens 1991) and identity are created by drawing on scholarship in and

beyond studies in music. I draw upon concepts and theories put forward by Richard Jenkins
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(2008), Simon Frith (1996), Jacques Derrida (1981) and Michel Foucault (1972).74 7> This

chapter examines the creation of identity in the lives of Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell,
and Susan McCann. Engaging with biographical and interview material, I frame this discussion
of identity and identity formation through case studies of these three female artists. I detail the
process of identity throughout the careers of these three women. This includes a discussion of
identity formation with consideration given to the performance of gender and gender norms
(Butler 1999). Gender theory and the concepts put forward by Judith Butler inform this writing
on the process of identity formation. I discuss the portrayal of identity in the embodied

performances of the performer. Finally, I engage with Philip Auslander (2004) in an

4 Social theory and many others have also been influential in broadening and informing the topic of identity with
authors such as Jacques Derrida (both Philosophy and social sciences) (1981), Michel Foucault (1972, 1978), G.H.
Mead (1967), Anthony Giddens (1990, 1991), Erik Erikson (1994), Steph Lawlor (2014).

Cultural studies have also added to the discussion of identity with authors such as Stuart Hall (1992, 1996), Paul
du Gay (1996, 2009), Douglas Kellner (1995), Lawrence Grossberg (1996), Homi K. Bhabha (2015), Linda Alcoff
(2006), Andy Bennett (2008) contributing to cultural studies large body of work.

Anthropology has made contributions to the discussion on identity through the works of some theorists such as of
Alan Merriam (1964), Clifford Geertz (1973;1999), Claude Levi-Strauss (1978), Pierre Bourdieu (1990) and
Anthony Cohen (1994).

Ethnomusicology has also some valuable contributions to the discussions on identity specifically since the 1950s
as noted by Timothy Rice (2007; 2008; 2014; 2019) since the 1950s. Contributions from authors such as Mantle
Hood (1971), John Blacking (1973; 1995), Matha Ellen Davis (1973), Dick Hebdige (1979; 1987), Steven Feld
(1982), Philip Bohlman (1988; 2004), Christopher Waterman (1982; 1990), Bruno Nettl (1983; 2005; 2015), James
Clifford (1986), Martin Stokes (1997; 2008; 2013), Sara Cohen (1993; 1995), Stuart Hall (1996), Keith Negus
(1997), Thomas Turino (1999; 2008; 2014), T.M. Lurhmann (2002), MacDonald, Hargreaves, and Miell (2002;
2017), Berger and Del Negro (2004), Kay Kaufman Shelemay (2008, 2011), Shelia Whiteley (2000), Aaron Fox
(2004), Beverley Skeggs (2004), Ruth Finnegan (2007), John O’Flynn (2009; 2014), Nadine Hubbs (2014) have
informed the body of work pertaining to identity theory.

75 Richard Jenkins work is evident in ethnomusicological and musicological writing. Particularly, Jenkinss” work
is referenced by Jane Oakland, Ray MacDonald, and Paul Flowers (2013), Mark Fitzgerald and John O’Flynn
(2014), Lauren Shuck, Katherine Salerno, Emil Atkinson, and Deborah L. Linebarger (2010), Jane Oakland
(2014), Liselotte Goessens (2014). Simon Frith’s work is cited in the works of Ruth Finnegan (2003), Keith Negus
(1997, 2010), Jane W. Davidson and James M. M. Good (2002) , David Hesmondhaigh (2008), Christine Coupland
(2015), Patrick Williams (2006), and Reza Gholmai (2016). Derrida’s work is cited by many philosophical thinkers
in the field of ethnomusicology and musicology, particularly noted in the work of Theodor Adorno (1976, 1997),
Christopher Morris (2018), and Pauline Mosley (2019).

While finally, the work of Foucault has influenced the works of Judith Butler (1990, 1999, 2007), Dick Hebdige
(1979), Thomas Solomon (2000), Deborah Cook (2013), Gregory Barz and Willian Cheng (2020), and Kathryn
Alexander (2016).
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examination of embodied performances thus allowing for a more informed understanding of
identity creation through stage performance.

3.1.2: The Self

Anthony Giddens theorises the creation of ‘the self” in modernity in his book Modernity and
self-identity in 1991. While this concept was first published over thirty years ago, the theory
continues to be highly influential. Giddens states that ‘the self’ is a reflexive entity that
organises the world around itself. Like other theorists (Hall 1996; Frith 1996; Grossberg 1996),
Giddens is clear in his summation that ‘the self” is not passive or unconscious to the individual.
‘The self” is actively created through local and global interactions. Local interactions include
learning how to speak, deciding if you like the taste of something, determining if you should
cross the road at a given time. While global interactions encompass the purchasing of any given
commodity within specific cultural norms: fashion, music, technology. Many of these
interactions may seem passive, however they require active engagement. We learn about social
and cultural norms in the context of active social influences. Giddens’ discusses the concept of
‘the self’ in relation to his theory of modernity; modernity for Giddens is a culture of risk and
uncertainty. The indication of the active, reflexive self is a focal point in the creation of one’s
identity. We, as individuals, cannot create an identity for ourselves until we understand
ourselves as reflexive beings: ‘it is the self as reflexively understood by the person in terms of
her or his biography’ (Giddens 1991, p.53). For Giddens, the self and self-consciousness are
actively engaged with, internally, daily by all beings. Human consciousness is an innate quality
that allows us to understand ourselves and the world around us. Yet, Giddens is also concerned
with the unconscious behaviours that are part of our daily lives in the creation of identity. He
suggests that unconscious factors of our identities were once something that we actively
engaged with. However, the regular repetition of these aspects become unconscious to us over
time. Individuals then, are continuously in a state of self-reflexivity about who we are, to

become who we want to be. Once we understand ‘the self” as a narrative self, we can thus
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reflexively begin to create an identity for ourselves. Thus, identity forms within the narrative
process of self-reflexivity.
3.1.3: Identity Formation
Questions of identity and identity formation have been prevalent in a wide variety of academic

research including social theory, cultural theory, anthropology, and ethnomusicology.

Richard Jenkins, in Social Theory 2008, theorises identity and its process. Jenkins states that
identity by language definition means ‘the same’ (Jenkins 2008, p.16). He continues by

discussing the Oxford English Dictionary definition which states that ‘the same’ has:

two basic meanings: the sameness of objects, as in Al is identical to A2 but
not to B1; the consistency or continuity over time that is the basis for
establishing and grasping the definiteness and distinctiveness of something
identity involves two criteria of comparison between persons or thing|[s]:
similarity and difference ... Exploring further, the verb ‘to identify’ is a
necessary accompaniment of identity. There is something active about
identity that cannot be ignored: it isn’t ‘just there’, it’s not a ‘thing’, it must
always be established. This adds two further items to our starter pack: to
classify things or persons, to associate oneself with, or attach oneself to,
something or someone else (such as a friend, a sports team or an ideology)

(Jenkins 2008, pp.16-17).

Jenkins is combining elements of Giddens ‘the self” with the idea of a process of identity. He
states that ‘identity can only be understood as a process of ‘being’ or ‘becoming’. One’s identity
— one’s identities, indeed, for who we are is always multi-dimensional, singular, and plural — is
never a final or settled matter’ (2008, p.17). According to Jenkins we, as individuals, form our
identities in a process of understanding and reflexive discussion of identifying with, or in the

rejection of, something. This complements Giddens’ theory of ‘the self” as a narrative reflexive
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self. We are not passive beings who move from one day to the next unconsciously. We are

active in our process of identity and identity formation, through ‘discourse’ and ‘différance’.

‘Discourse’ heretofore will refer to Michel Foucault’s theory on discourse and knowledge. In
his book The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972), Foucault suggests that identity is not
something fixed in time and space but instead, is a discourse mediated by our interactions with
others (Foucault 1972). For Foucault, discourse is the regulated production of knowledge
through language that gives meaning to material objects and social practices: ‘discourse
constructs, defines and produces the objects of knowledge in an intelligible way’ (Barker and
Jane 2015, p.18). Discourse then is how human beings discover knowledge and language to
determine their identity. Discourse, according to Foucault, generates our understanding of
social practices, that in turn allow the individual to accept a ‘regime of truth’ or to reject it
through the process of self-reflexivity (Foucault 1972, p.131). We learn about the world around
us through social conventions and cultural practices, which are in turn learned through
discourse. In this sense, according to Foucault’s theory, we are not free agents in the creation
of identity as these ‘regimes of truth’ already exist outside of us — femininity, manliness,
modesty, propriety, discipline, pleasure, harmony. Through discourse we discover which parts
of social and cultural practices we align with. We create our identities through discourse,
learning with others, thus allowing for human agency in the creation of individual identities.
Discourse allows us to understand what is outside of us, allowing the individual to attach to or
reject any given concept or practice. This form of discourse is what Jacques Derrida termed

‘différance’ and ‘deferral’.

For Derrida, the construction of identity occurs in the open-ended process of repetition. That is,
identity is never fixed but it is constantly renewed or created through the process of repetition

to become what and who we think we are. This type of repetition is what Derrida refers to in
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his term ‘différance’.”® Analogously, Derrida utilises the concept of ‘deferral’ as a means of
‘deconstruction’, thus suggesting that one can come to their understanding of any given
perceptions or knowledge through ‘deferral’. The repetition of ‘différance’ and ‘deferral” allows
individuals to question existing concepts of culture and society, enabling an individual to create
their identity with or in opposition to any given set of ideologies. This deconstruction of set
structures permits us, humanity, to generate our individual identities at the ‘limits’ of society
(Derrida 1981). This encapsulates the process of identity: it is not fixed, instead, it is a process
of questioning, in the repetition of our daily lives, to become who ‘we’ want to be in the future.
Derrida suggests that identity is representational, and it is created entirely from linguistics and
culture. Bringing together the work of Derrida and Foucault, we can understand the construction
identity and identities transpires within discourses that are produced in specific historical and
institutional sites. By incorporating Derrida’s concept of ‘différance’ and ‘deferral’, it can be
deduced that identity emerges within the already existing power structures (cultural and societal
structure, languages, gender norms), and are constructed through difference (Derrida 1981). We
constantly repeat patterns in our daily lives that reinstate our identities, yet we do this in deferral
as to what we are not, to become what we want to be. These concepts are bound in discourse,
culture, and language; however, these concepts are in constant ‘deconstruction’ so that the
individual can maintain their own identity.

3.1.4: Identity and Music

Informed by the philosophies outlined, Simon Frith focuses his theories on identity and music.

Like Foucault, Derrida and Jenkins, Frith suggests that identity is ‘mobile, a process not a thing,

76 The relation in which machine-like repeatability is internal to irreplaceable singularity and yet the two remain
heterogeneous to one another (Lawlor 2021, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy [online]).
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a becoming not a being’ (1996, p.110). Frith goes further incorporating the impact of music on

identity when he states that identity is:

an experiential process which is most vividly grasped as music. Music seems
to be a key to identity because it offers, so intensely, a sense of both the self

and others, of the subjective in the collective’ (1996, p.110).

Frith is clear in his depiction, that music has a major impact on both self-identity and group
identity. Music, according to Frith, allows the individual to understand themselves through
music, and thus gain an understanding of the world around them through performance and

listening to music. Frith reiterates this when stating that:

our experience of music — of music making and music listening — is best
understood as an experience of this self-in-process ... music constructs our
sense of identity through the direct experience it offers of the body, time and
sociability, experiences which enable us to place ourselves in imaginative

cultural narratives (Frith 1996, p.110).

Allowing us (the individual) to experience ourselves with or in rejection of something, enables
the ‘self’ to objectively accept or reject any given cultural experience. With this, the individual
can align themselves with, or against, a given cultural or social structure. I adopt Frith’s
summation of music’s impact on identity formation. As Frith has argued ‘music, like identity,
is both performance and story, describes the social in the individual and the individual in the
social, the mind in the body and the body in the mind; identity, like music, is a matter of both
ethics and aesthetics (Frith 1996, p.109). Music allows for a reflexive, embodied narrative about
who we want to be and how we want to become that person. Thus, music allows us to create

and continue to create new fragments of a continuous identity formation. Music allows for the
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‘self” narrative to become a reality through, as Jenkins, Derrida and Foucault have established,

discourse, deferral, language, and process.

An understanding of identity in the context of music requires critical consideration of
concepts of performance and embodiment. The concept of ‘gender performance’ was first
developed by Judith Butler (1990; 1999; 2006), and was influenced by Michel Foucault’s
writings in Discipline and Punishment (1975 translated in 1995) and The History of Sexuality
(1978 translated in 1990). The concept of gender performance remains critically influential in
contemporary academic work. Butler presents gender as a cultural construct that is separate
from sex. Butler states that while humans are born with male and female genitalia, gender is

not set or inherently given. The societies within which we live construct gender. Butler states:

Originally intended to dispute the biology-is-destiny formulation, the
distinction between sex and gender serves the argument that whatever
biological intractability sex appears to have, gender is culturally constructed:
hence, gender is neither the causal result of sex nor as seemingly fixed as sex.
The unity of the subject is thus already potentially contested by the distinction
that permits of gender as a multiple interpretation of sex. If gender is the
cultural meanings that the sexed body assumes, then a gender cannot be said
to follow from a sex in any one way. Taken to its logical limit, the sex/gender
distinction suggests a radical discontinuity between sexed bodies and

culturally constructed genders (Butler 2006, pp.80-81).

Butler argues that gender is constructed through culture and outside of the biological sexed
being. Pre-existing in culture, gender structures, norms, and expectations are imposed on all
individuals from birth. Following on from Foucault, Butler suggests that gender is a form of
prison in which the body exists, as ‘gender norms’ are prescribed for all sexes and thus all

individuals in all cultures (2006, pp.398-400). She argues:

In other words, acts, gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal core

or substance, but produce this on the surface of the body, through the play of
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signifying absences that suggest, but never reveal, the organizing principle of
identity as a cause. Such acts, gestures, enactments, generally construed, are
performative in the sense that the essence or identity that they otherwise
purport to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through

corporeal signs and other discursive means (Butler 2006, p.400).

This concept of performing gender is conducive to elements of identity creation and the
reflexive ‘self’. As discussed by the theorists above, we understand ourselves with, or in
rejection of given social and cultural structures. We identify with given groups and thus perform

certain aspects that we objectively perceive as reflecting who we want to be.

This concept of performance is further theorised by Philip Auslander in his article
Performance Analysis and Popular Music: A Manifesto (2004). Discussing embodiment in
performance, Auslander incorporates elements of Butler’s concept of gender performance. In
his analysis manifesto, Auslander suggests that there are three layers contained in any
performance: ‘the real person (the performer as a human being), the performance persona
(which corresponds to Frith’s star personality or image) and the characters (Frith’s song
personality)’ (2004, p.6). Auslander’s trichotomy allows researchers and audiences to analyse
the embodied identities of performers through performances, both live and recorded. Auslander
posits that these performances ‘take place within contexts of the socio-cultural conventions of
the societies in which they occur, conventions that popular music both reflects and contests’
(2004, p.10). Auslander, is invoking Butler’s ‘performativity’ concept, while additionally
making a concrete connection to Derrida, Foucault and Frith on discourse, deferral, and music’s

impact on identity creation. Auslander’s use of the words ‘conventions’ coupled with the idea
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of ‘socio-cultural contexts’ enables all these concepts to be present in his model for performance
analysis and identity creation in performance.

3.2: Creating Their Own Identity: Case Studies of Three Women
Performers in Irish Country Music

Identity then is something that we align ourselves with from the early ages of our existence,
and yet is something that continuously changes or modifies over time. Our childhood, how we
are raised, the geographic location of our upbringing, and many other elements of society and
culture have an impact on our identity. In chapter two, I detailed how country music situated
itself and garnered the attention of audiences in Ireland. This section demonstrates how the
community, experiences on tour, the music structures, and specific influences, have been clear

identity markers for Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell, and Susan McCann.

To gain more insight into their personal lives, I asked all three women about their
background, education, and early musical influences. Asking these questions did two things
subconsciously: 1) It allowed the interlocutor to relax into the interview and 2) It offered an
indication as to how they identified and continue to identify themselves. The places where they

grew up impacted their identity in their formative years and into their early career.

When writing about Natalie MacMaster and creating a Cape Breton identity, Kathryn
Alexander states that ‘articulating social place by linking individuals to community and
geography is central to Scottish ethnic identity on the island’ (2016, p.90). This is also true of
Irish country music. All three women make an important distinction of the geographic location
of their upbringing. Philomena Begley was born and raised in Pomeroy in Co. Tyrone, Margo
O’Donnell was born in Co. Donegal town and Susan McCann was born and raised in Forkhill,
Co. Armagh. All three women regionally identify with the north of Ireland. The north of Ireland
and Northern Ireland are two separate entities. The north of Ireland is in the Ulster region while
Northern Ireland is the area of six counties that is under British rule. By making this distinction

of regionality, Philomena Begley, Margo O’Donnell and Susan McCann are showcasing their
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identities as Irish citizens. Each of these women also implement clear cultural markers when
talking about the villages they grew up in, the homes they lived in and the cultural capital that
was available to them during their early lives. Their childhoods, as detailed by all three women,
are cultural markers experienced by many of their future audiences during the 1940s, 1950s,
and 1960s. Ireland was becoming but was not yet an industrialised, modernised, economic hub.
Many of its exports were produced from agrarian lifestyles. The childhoods that these women
describe are not unique to them alone but are the tales of many Irish homes during this period.
Ferriter (2010) Glassie (1982; 2016) and Estyn-Evans (1970) detail the experiences of the Irish
population during the 1940s, 1950s. Each of these communities had comparable stories and
written histories to that of the stories detailed by Begley, O’Donnell and McCann. Philomena
Begley’s autobiography details her birth and upbringing as being from rural Ireland: ‘I was
christened Kathleen Philomena Begley, and I came into the world on Tuesday, 20 October
1943, delivered at home in the hilltop rural village of Pomeroy, County Tyrone, by a lady
known as Nurse Loy’ (Begley 2017, p.17). From this description, Begley is invoking a rural
Irish identity. She continues with these markers throughout her book by utilising phrases such
as ‘wee girl from the hills of Pomeroy’ (Begley 2017, p.10) or ‘I certainly felt far from the tiny
Irish streets of Pomeroy where I had spent all of my life until then’ (Begley 2017, p.11). Begley
also introduces the concept of simplicity, modest or lower class living in her first chapter: ‘Life
in rural Ireland was simple and honest’ (Begley 2017, p.17). This concept is introduced as an
identity marker of rural Ireland. In the 1940s there was little economic prosperity and
employment was hard to secure or sustain (Ferriter 2010). Agriculture was an important source
of employment in rural Ireland and despite challenges including financial poverty, many
families could rely on their produce for survival. As Ferriter notes, ‘by the 1940s agriculture
still directly employed almost half of the active work population, unemployment stood at
120,000 in 1936’ (2010, p.630). Begley’s father owned his farming land. However, he also

supplemented this with a second job as a breadman to offer more financial stability to the
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family. The entire family were expected to contribute to the farm from day to day. The simple
and honest life that Begley refers to is that of surviving off what you had and working hard for
it. Begley also discusses the family unit and her position within it. Being one of eight children,
Begley was the fourth child to be born. She had an older brother and two older sisters, with two
younger brothers and two younger sisters. While Begley talks about her father working locally
and having a farm, she retains the theme of modest living when referring to the family home:
‘we had a scullery, a sitting room and three small bedrooms in our house ... all five of us girls
shared a good big bedroom with two double beds’ (2017, p.20). Additionally, like many Irish
families of that time, all members were expected to contribute to family life. Begley discusses
this when she details the chores that she completed around the family home from ‘gathering
spuds and turf or watching the wee ones’ (Begley 2017, p.23). These aspects of Begley’s life

were typical of many rural Irish dwellers during this period of Irish history.

Margo O’Donnell utilises the same geographic markers when she identifies herself as being
from rural Ireland. In her autobiography, O’Donnell reminisces on her childhood by calling t