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Abstract

This study focuses on how the tradition of mumming in County Fermanagh is defined.
Several factors have contributed to the processes of redefinition mumming has been subjected
to. The violent conflict, which is agreed to have erupted in the province of Ulster in 1969,
played an integral role in the severe decline of mumming around this period. In the 1980s, it
was revived and mumming groups became a common sight around Christmas time, in local
towns and villages. This continued until the 2000s. However, at present there remains only
one mumming group practicing the tradition in Fermanagh: The Aughakillymaude (ACK-LA-
MAD) Mummers. This thesis explores how mumming has been redefined by both the

mummers and the audience.

Throughout the thesis, it is argued that while social practices are viewed as possessing
longevity and immutability both time and context act to change and define them. mumming
exists on the margins of Irish cultural activity. There are no academic departments established
to study it, no dedicated archives to store its history, nor are there rules or regulations to bind
its existence. Its continuation depends on those involved redefining the tradition. The
mummers eke out a space for it through touristic and non-touristic avenues, by framing the
tradition as unconventional and marginal. The study challenges notions of the audience, the
commodification of tradition, masking, the ability to speak about conflict, reviving a tradition,
and the musician. By doing this, it examines how a tradition which exists without any
formalities to govern it continues to be redefined and practiced on the margins of Irish cultural

activity.
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Prelude: Is this mumming?

The first time | saw the mumming play performed was in August 2012. Mumming is
a heavily masked form of folk drama. The Aughakillymaude Mummers from County
Fermanagh were performing at the All-Ireland Fleadh Cheoil in Cavan town. They were
performing on the ‘Gig Rig’, essentially the trailer of a lorry decorated with promotional
banners and bunting. | had begun my field work on mumming with this group in May 2012
and | was extremely excited to see them stage the mumming play (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Aughakillymaude Mummers following their performance at the All Ireland
Fleadh Cheoil in County Cavan. © Mummers' Foundation

Jim Ledwith, the coordinator of the Mummers’ Foundation, an organisation which is
also based in the town land of Aughakillymaude, had ‘landed’ this ‘gig’ for the
Aughakillymaude Mummers. “This is a big one now today, Finnegan,” said Jim to me as we
packed up the straw costumes for the performance. Jim always called me by my surname, a

practice he seemed to reserve for people he knew quite well, or spent a lot of time with.



“This is going to be seen by fellas from all over. I'm telling you, if they do this one
right, who knows how far they could go,” he said, hastily shoving a straw mask into a costume
box. Jim was excited about this performance, as the All-Ireland Fleadh Cheoil provided an
audience from all over Ireland and abroad. His excitement at the prospect of staging an
impressive performance for this audience was highly infectious.

The performance was scheduled to begin at 6.30pm. Jim and | travelled from the
Aughakillymaude Community Centre in County Fermanagh to the Egg Market in Cavan town,
and arrived at about 5pm. This was where the Gig Rig for the festival was set up. As popular
Irish traditional music acts and musicians such as Dervish, Lunasa and Sharon Shannon had

performed on this stage | was excited to be part of this mumming performance.

Having spoken to the stage director and watched a group of young musicians
performing on the stage, Jim and | began to unpack the costume trailer which was attached to
his car. “It’s a good job you’re here, Finnegan. Otherwise I’d be doing this all meself,” he said,
hoisting a White Horse costume out of the trailer. | smiled and continued to lift the heavy
boxes of costumes out and placed them next to the portable toilets, from which there was a
foul smell. There was a large crowd gathered in front of the stage. An audience of about 600

or 700 people were present; a light drizzle fell onto them from the grey sky above.

Once all the costumes were unloaded, it was about 5.50 pm. There was no sight of the
Aughakillymaude Mummers. At around 6 pm one by one, they began to arrive. From what |
gathered during my field work the Aughakillymaude Mummers group consists of two types of
members: core members and secondary members. The core members seem to be people who
have physical or familial attachments to the town land of Aughakillymaude. There appeared
to be nine members of this core group. This observation is limited to my direct encounters
with the mummers and there may be other core members whom | simply did not come in
contact with. Five of the core members of the group are male, and two are female. All are aged

between fifty and seventy-five.

The first of these core members is person, who performed as Captain Mummer during
my field work, was TP Owens. TP is a farmer whose family has been based in

Aughakillymaude for generations. As Captain Mummer, TP took the bookings from Jim and

2



called around the core and secondary members of the group to pull together some performers
for various events. His extended family, including his wife and two young children frequently
performed with the Aughakillymaude Mummers. Additionally, his children participated in the
junior Aughakillymaude Mummers during the revival period.

Brian McManus is another long serving member of the Aughakillymaude Mummers.
Living next door to the Aughakillymaude Community Centre and Mummers’ Museum,
mumming seems to be an important part of his life. Being the long standing chairperson of the
Aughakillymaude Community Association, he is actively involved in the running of the
museum and community centre and the development of the site. Additionally, he plays the
character of the Doctor in the Aughakillymaude mumming play. Brian’s sister, Trisha, is also
one of the core Aughakillymaude Mummers. While Trisha no longer lives in
Aughakillymaude her connection to the area has continued through her involvement with the
Mummers. Interestingly, both Brian and Trisha have their own specific characters, the Doctor
and the Irish Cailin. While other mummers may perform as different characters in the play,

Brian and Trisha always performed these two roles.

Dessie Reilly is another core member of the Aughakillymaude Mummers. An
electrician by trade, he also makes some of the group’s straw costumes. He also shares bag
piping duties with the Gunn twins, Sean and Brian. The Gunn family has a long connection
with the Aughakillymaude Mummers which is continued through the twin’s involvement in
the tradition.

Like Trisha and Dessie, Betty is another core member of the Aughakillymaude
Mummers who no longer lives in the town land of Aughakillymaude. While living in the local
village of Derrylin, Betty plays an extremely integral role in the endurance of mumming in the
locality. She has been involved with the Aughakillymaude Community Association and the
Mummers since the revival period and continues to perform and assist with the running of the

centre.

Two other members who form part of the core Aughakillymaude Mummers are
Michael McBarron and John Murphy. Michael was formerly Captain Mummer, but now holds

a place as a mummer and helped train the junior Aughakillymaude Mummers during the

3



revival period. John’s family also has a long, continued connection with Aughakillymaude
with himself and his own children being involved in both the Mummers and Community
Association. These people presently form the core of the Aughakillymaude Mummers’.
However, not all performances are made up of these core members. Other mummers, from
what | have termed the secondary members of Aughakillymaude, were equally important when

it came to putting together groups of mummers for performances.

At important occasions, such as the performance at the All-Ireland Fleadh in County
Cavan detailed earlier, the nine core members and many other mummers from the locality and
further afield were called upon. Usually, mumming performances contained between three and
six core mummers. To make up the numbers for the performances members of the secondary
mummers were called upon. Local musical families are included in this secondary group of
performers, such as the Fitzpatricks and the Cathcarts. Another accordion player, Gary Curley
is often called upon when additional mummers are required. The age range of these secondary
mummers is considerably younger than that of the core mummers, ranging from eighteen to
fifty years old. During my field work with the Aughakillymaude Mummers there were many
more locals who were called on from time to time to perform However, these people were
consistently present and involved in the mumming tradition and the Mummers’ Museum in

Aughakillymaude.

One thing which struck me was that not every performance of the Aughakillymaude
Mummers’ play was made up of the same performers. It was very rare for the same group of
people to repeatedly perform together. The performance was constantly changing which meant
there was little consistency from one staging of the mumming play to the next. Each
performance offered something different depending on the blend of performers present. The
constant fluctuation of performers meant that there were no play rehearsals and all

performances were ad-libbed.

Returning to the performance at the All Ireland Fleadh, the Aughakillymaude
Mummers were unimpressed with the lack of dressing room facilities. “We can’t change here.
We need to be inside. We need somewhere to change,” said one of the mummers abruptly. He
lifted one of the costume boxes and walked towards the stage. The other mummers who had

gathered at this point chatted amongst themselves. They seemed quite anxious and nervous.



“I’ve never performed in front of this many people. And I don’t know what part I’'m playing,”

exclaimed one of the ladies, to which the rest of the assembled mummers laughed.

Once the young musicians had finished playing on the Gig Rig, they took their
equipment from the small portable cabin which was set up behind the stage. Some of the
mummers carried boxes of costumes from outside the toilets to the back of the stage. “Now,
we can bring all the costumes behind the stage and get ready,” said Jim while lifting one of
the boxes. Some mummers walked to the cabin empty handed, whilst the more willing

volunteers carried the boxes.

As all the costume boxes were brought into the cabin behind the stage, | was beginning
to feel that this performance would not be as ‘magical’ as I had expected. Three mummers,
aged between 45 and 65 were engaged in a heated discussion over who would play the
character of Captain Mummer; essentially, who was going to be in charge of the whole
performance. | listened to the ‘debate’ unfold while | watched some of the other mummers try

and recite their lines for the performance.

“Aughakillymaude Mummers. Yes?” asked and answered the stage director, a tall and
slender man with a clipboard in his hand. “Yes, yes,” came the response of the man who had
won the battle to be Captain Mummer. “You’re on at 6.30. Are you nearly ready?” asked the
stage manager, looking at the group of sixteen or so people dressed in their everyday clothes.
“No. We had nowhere to change. We can’t be expected to be nearly ready when we had
nowhere to get ready now, can we?” snapped Captain Mummer. “Right, well the cabin is free
for you now. You’ve fifteen minutes until you go on,” said the stage manager, seemingly

unsurprised by ‘Captain’s’ short temper.

What ensued following this can only be described as absolute chaos. The drizzle-
soaked mummers crowded into the cabin and began to change into their costumes. The three
people who had argued over who would be Captain Mummer, shouted instructions across the
chatter of the people gathered in the room. They delegated characters at this point by simply
handing each mummer a costume, failing to ask if the recipient knew the rhyme which

accompanied it.



I stood at the door of the cabin for a little while and waited for a costume to be passed
in my direction. Someone passed costumes out for myself and the other musicians who were
changing outside the cabin in the drizzle; probably my least fond memory of doing field work
with the mummers. | felt like an outsider to the group, which | presumed was how an

anthropologist should feel when participating in something like this.

The chaos continued once the mummers were in their costumes. It was 6.30 pm and
the musicians had not decided on the tunes they would play at different parts of the
performance. As the Mummers did not have enough musicians for the event, Jim invited along
several musicians, including some of my family members. Aughakillymaude’s musicians were
trying to decide on tunes that all the musicians would be able to play together. This was to the
dissatisfaction of one of the dancers with the group. “Can you not just play the tunes you
always play? Sure it doesn’t matter if them others can’t play them,” said the dancer, looking
towards some of the musicians who had been brought into the performance.

One of the musicians brought in for the performance was my sister, Harriet. Aged
twelve at the time, she was quite nervous about going on stage and performing with a group
of people she was unfamiliar with. A few minutes before the performance, Jim shouted across
the sea of panicking mummers: “Can anyone séan nds dance?” Harriet hesitantly put up her
hand. “Good woman yourself. You’ll go on at some point,” said Jim, tapping a straw-clad

Harriet on the shoulder and smiling at her.

Harriet began to practice some steps for the dance. | played the flute for her as she
discretely tried to get ready to perform. Captain Mummer stopped her preparation mid step,
saying, “Are they the only shoes you have?” Harriet looked down at her sparkly purple and
silver trainers, looked back up at Captain Mummer, and nodded. “You can’t wear them on
stage. They’ll be seen a mile away. Have you not got a pair of brown brogues?” he snapped.
“She’s just here to play music for yous. She wasn’t meant to be dancing,” 1 said, a little
confused by his abruptness. “I’m just trying to make this professional,” he replied, before

turning and walking back into the cabin.

At about 6.40pm the stage director came running around the back of the stage to talk

to Captain Mummer. “Right, you will have to wait to go on for a while. We’ve got John Joe
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Nevin coming in, so you will have to wait,” he said, seeming slightly panicked by the prospect
of an additional performer being added to his running order. “This is a joke. An absolute joke,”
said Captain Mummer to the stage director. “Well, I’m sorry. But John Joe has to go to another
event this evening, and if he doesn’t go on stage now, we won’t be able to get him to come
back. Everyone’s looking forward to seeing him,” said the director, not waiting on Captain

Mummer’s response before he walked off.

John Joe Nevin, a Mullingar based boxer had won a silver medal in the 2012 Olympic
Games, and was duly welcomed on stage by the stage director. The audience gathered in front
of the stage cheered and clapped when John Joe walked on, his silver medal hanging around
his neck. The audience clung to his every word, as he explained his route to winning the medal.

As John Joe continued to talk and some of the audience made their way onto the stage
to get photographs with the Olympian, time ticked on. The mummers became increasingly
nervous. They waited anxiously and fidgeted behind the stage until the crowd erupted,
cheering when John Joe left the stage. | could hear the stage director on the microphone saying,
“And now, a little later than we had promised, please put your hands together for the

Aughakillymaude Mummers, all the way from County Fermanagh.”

One of the musicians suddenly began to play the bagpipes when leading the mummers
up the steps and onto the stage. Each note the piper played was more out of tune than the last.
Captain Mummer pushed his way to the front of the group of performers and walked up the

steps at the side of the stage. We all followed him on to begin the performance.

Jim, who was dressed as Prince George, shouted as we walked onto the stage. “Stamp
the feet,” he shouted. We all stamped our feet and the stage shook from side to side. The bag
piper continued to play and the mummers followed him as he marched around the stage seven
times. Once the bag piper finished playing, we stopped marching. We stood in the middle of

the stage, unsure what to do next.



“Go on, get back there,” said Captain Mummer, ushering the mummers to stand at the
back of the stage. He walked towards the microphone stand at the front of the stage, stumbling
as he tripped over a wire running across the ground. The audience of 800 people, who had all
gathered to see John Joe Nevin, laughed - presumably thinking this was a part of the

performance.

Captain Mummer lifted the microphone from the stand, and attempted to move it to
the right hand side of the stage. The wires tangled around its base made it impossible to do
this. He pushed the stand to one side and began to speak very loudly into the microphone,

saying:

Here comes I, Captain Mummer
And all me merry men and women.
Room, room gallant people,

Give us room to rhyme.

And we’ll show you some activity,
For this is celebration time.

Figure 2: Aughakillymaude Mummers' Captain



“We’ll act the young,” shouted Captain Mummer into the microphone, skipping
slightly. “We’ll act the old,” he said, hunching his back. “The like of which has never been
seen on any stage. And if you don’t believe in what I say, enter in Jenny Wren and she’ll clear
the way,” said Captain Mummer, turning to the group of performers gathered on the stage
behind him. “Come on, come on,” he shouted, beckoning a young girl who was dressed as

Jenny Wren to come forward (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Jenny Wren (Right) with a mummer bearing a torch

Jenny Wren moved forward slowly. While she was walking to the front of the stage,
I looked through the bars in my straw mask, to the sound booth, which was in the back of a
lorry opposite the main stage. The people inside were frantically waving their arms, trying to
catch Captain Mummer’s attention. Some were gesturing to move the microphone away from
his mouth, as it was not possible to hear what he was saying. Captain Mummer did not see
them and continued to talk extremely loudly into the microphone. “Right, come on now,” he

could be heard saying over the sound system. Jenny Wren began to speak:

Here comes I, Jenny Wren,

Queen of the birds.

I am little but my family is great,
Rise up landlord and give us a treat.
If you don’t believe what I say...



Jenny Wren looked towards Captain Mummer, who in turn looked to the group of
mummers. “The dancer,” he said abruptly. “Enter in the dancer and they’ll clear the way,” said
Jenny Wren. Two dancers walked forward and tried to push the wires, which were lying across
the stage, out of their way. “Music, come on,” said Captain Mummer pointing to the musicians.
| turned to look at the musician next to me, but realised | could not see their face. One of the
flute players began to play the Kerry Polka. | joined in as the dancers held hands and started
to dance. They moved around a small space on the stage, afraid they would trip over the wires

which were running across it (Figure 4).

Figure 4: The dancers. © Mummers' Foundation

As | held my head up to the play the flute, I looked out to the audience. Half of them
seemed to have disappeared. About 400 people remained standing in front of the stage, some
people clapping their hands along with the out-of-time dancing. Once the dancers finished, a
few people applauded their performance. “All right, the dancer there,” said Captain Mummer,
banging one hand off the microphone, which produced a deep booming noise. A small child
in the front of the audience began to cry loudly. Captain Mummer continued his performance.

“OK now, who’s next up,” he said over the microphone.

Prince Patrick stepped forward. He snatched the microphone from Captain Mummer

and began to speak his rhyme:

Here comes | Prince Patrick,
Dressed in armour bright.
Amn’t I a noble champion,
And a gallant knight.
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The audience remained relatively silent when Prince Patrick recited his lines. Jim, who
was dressed as Prince George stepped forward from the group of mummers. He walked up to
Prince Patrick, who handed him the microphone. Imitating an English accent, Jim said:

Here comes I, Prince George,

From England I have lately sprung.

For England’s right, and Ireland’s wrong.

Show me the man before me stands,

And I’ll cut him down with my courageous hand.

Captain Mummer took the microphone from Prince George and walked to the other
side of the stage. “Oh, what do you think’s going to happen now?” he said to the audience.
The audience remained relatively quiet. Prince Patrick and Prince George clattered swords and
shields and began to fight on the stage. When the fight began one of the musicians next to me
began to play The Congress. The two Princes fought for about a minute while moving in a
small circle around the stage. Captain Mummer continued shouting into the microphone. “Go
on. Go on,” he shouted, encouraging Prince Patrick. The audience was getting smaller and

smaller as people slowly walked away (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Prince George and Prince Patrick fight while Captain Mummer looks on. ©
Mummers' Foundation

Prince Patrick killed Prince George, who lay on the stage. He was laid on the ground,
breathing heavily after the fight. “Come on Ireland!” shouted Captain Mummer into the
microphone. He then walked over to Prince George and put his foot on his stomach. “He’s

dead,” said the Captain. “Is there a Doctor out there in the audience?” he asked, to which no
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one replied. “I’m the Doctor,” said one of the mummers. His exclamation was difficult to hear,
as he did not have a microphone. He walked, with a briefcase in hand, over to Captain

Mummer.

“Well, what can you cure, Doctor?” asked Captain Mummer. He then handed the

microphone to the Doctor who replied by saying:

I can cure many things.

The big plague, the wee plague,

The plague within, the plague without,

The pip, the poe, the palsy and the gout.

But for this man here | have something called Hocus Pocus Ally Campaign.

The Doctor reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small brown bottle. “Here
it is now,” he said showing it to the audience. “We’ll give him some of this,” said the Doctor
bending down to give the medicine to Prince George. “Hocus pocus, Ally Campaign. Rise up
dead man and fight again,” said the Doctor. Prince George’s legs began to shake as he was

revived by the medicine (Figure 6).

Figure 6: The Doctor administering Ally Campaign to Prince George. ©Mummers’
Foundation
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Prince George came to his feet and stumbled around the stage. Some of the audience
clapped when he was revived. Both the Doctor and Prince George walked back to the group
of mummers. “A big hand for the Doctor,” said Captain Mummer into the microphone. A few
of the audience clapped on his instruction. There were considerably less people in the audience
at this point, with about 200 standing and watching the play unfold.

“Now who’s next?” asked Captain Mummer. The mummers remained still and nobody
moved forward. “Em, who’s next. Ah, the Irish Cailin,” he said, pointing to the woman who
was playing the character. She stepped forward, and was handed the microphone by Captain

Mummer. Lifting it to her mouth, she said:

Here comes I, the Irish Cailin,

I’m the sweetest wee lass you’ve ever seen.
If you don’t believe what I say,

I’ll sing a song to please you all.

The Irish Cailin then began to sing a song which | did not recognise. It was sung quite
slowly and seemed to be extremely long. The singer held the microphone too close to her
mouth and there was some feedback from the speakers. | looked up to the people at the sound
desk again, who were shaking their heads and appeared to be shouting at one another. Some
audience members began to walk away. | realised the singer had been singing for about five

minutes.

Once the Irish Cailin finished singing some of the remaining 150 or so audience
members clapped. Captain Mummer took the microphone from her hands. “That’s the singer.
Wasn’t that good?” he asked the audience. Again, they remained silent. “Who’s next? What
about another dance? Where’s that séan nds dancer?” he asked, trying to find Harriet in the
crowd of mummers. Harriet stepped forward and stood in the middle of the stage. | began to
play The Tamlyn Reel and the other musicians joined in. Harriet danced as some of the

remaining audience members clapped along.

“Now, the last one now. Who’s up now? The, oh that’s right, Biddy Funny. Where is
she now?” he said, turning to face the mummers. “Come on then,” he said as the character of

Biddy Funny walked towards him. She was dressed in a straw outfit like the rest of the
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mummers. She carried a leather bag in one hand and a cane in the other. He handed her the
microphone and she began to speak her lines:

Ah here comes I, auld Biddy Funny,
I’m the one who holds the money.
All silver and no brass,

Bad ha’pennys won’t pass.

And if you don’t give us money,

I"11 steal your auld ass.

The audience laughed. She added life and personality to the Biddy Funny character,
which made her lines quite funny. “Right now,” said Captain Mummer, taking the microphone
from her. “I’1l tell you a wee story and then we’ll be on our way.” Captain Mummer began to
tell a lengthy story about a man who lived in Aughakillymaude. As the story continued, the

audience began to dwindle.

| looked over to the sound desk again. One man was standing frantically waving his
hands, trying to get the attention of the stage director, who was standing in the wings. The man
in the sounds desk ran his index finger horizontally across his neck, suggesting that the
performance had gone over time. Captain Mummer continued his story, which went on for
about eight minutes, speaking rapidly and loudly into the microphone. I noticed how cold |

had become standing still for such a long time.

Once Captain Mummer made it to the end of the story, he said, “Well that’s us. We’re
not the daily beggars that go from door to door, we’re the Aughakillymaude Community
Mummers and you’ve seen us all before.” He placed the microphone back in the stand. The
bag piper began to play the same tune as he did upon our entry. The mummers marched around
the stage three times and were led down the steps by the piper. Some of the audience members
applauded when we walked off the stage, but others stood silently. By the end of the
performance, there were about 100 people in the audience. | was extremely glad to get off the

stage, and even more relieved that | was wearing a mask and unrecognisable (Figure 7).
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Figure 7: Aughakillymaude Mummers parading off stage. ©Mummers' Foundation

While the mummers were changing out of their costumes, | asked Captain Mummer
how he thought the performance went. “It was good. I thought it was very good.
Aughakillymaude through and through,” he said, laughing. Asking some of the audience
members their opinions on the performance, one woman said, “They were OK. I wouldn’t go
and see them again though. They don’t practice. That was pretty obvious.” Another man said,
“Ah it was alright. I wouldn’t want to be a mummer after that. It didn’t look like they were
having much fun.” Another person described it, saying, “It was funny because it was SO

unorganised.”

I drove home that evening, freezing cold, with straw in my hair, replaying the
performance in my head. I thought about how the mummers interacted with each other, the
chaotic change into the costumes and how little enjoyment the audience seemed to get from
the performance. “Is this mumming?” T asked myself several times on that journey, trying to
make sense of what | had just taken part in. | concluded that much research would be required
before | could claim to have some understanding of the tradition let alone present a coherent

study on the practice.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Introduction

My decision to conduct research on the social practice of mumming as it currently
exists in County Fermanagh was motivated by my desire to understand how Irish traditional
music is weaved into other traditions. This interest in music and mumming began during the
second year of my undergraduate degree in Anthropology at Maynooth University. To
complete my undergraduate thesis, | was required to conduct a short stint of fieldwork and
write it up in a 3,000-word dissertation. After deciding on my field site, | began reading the
American folklorist, Henry Glassie’s book on mumming in County Fermanagh, titled All
Silver and No Brass: An Irish Christmas Mumming (1980). His eloguent description of the
people involved in the tradition and his ability to tell the stories of those involved quickly drew

me into the tradition.

Following this, 1 met Jim Ledwith and the Aughakillymaude Mummers at the
Mummers’ Museum in Aughakillymaude and became enthralled by the tradition and the
people who practiced it. I completed my undergraduate dissertation on mumming and music
in County Fermanagh, which ended up being 7,000 words longer than the prescribed word
limit. 1 remained in contact with Jim and the mummers, with the hope of conducting more

research on what | saw as a complex and fascinating tradition.

From this | knew there was much more which could be uncovered about the tradition.
As such | decided to apply for funding from the Irish Research Council to conduct research
for my PhD dissertation on mumming in the region. Attaining this funding meant | was able
to dedicate my time to developing relationships with the people in the area and trying to
understand the tradition. While | was aware of the fact that mumming groups existed
throughout Ireland, in counties such as Armagh, Wexford and Sligo, it became evident that
conducting research on mumming in one county in Ireland would be all-consuming. As such,
I became engrossed in collecting people’s understanding of the tradition and their experiences
with it. Indeed, it was not until | began analysing the data that | attempted to attain an

understanding of the complexities of the tradition as | observed it.
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Aim of thesis

The aim of this thesis is to understand mumming as it currently exists in County
Fermanagh, which will involve exploring how it has changed over time. Directly related to
this aim, the thesis will argue that time and context act upon social practices to change and
define them even though such practices are viewed as possessing both longevity and
immutability. It is my hope that the research presented in the following pages will contribute
towards a clearer understanding of how a social practice changes in order to endure through
time. Additionally, my ambition has been to document the mumming tradition as it currently

exists in Aughakillymaude and how it has come to exist in its current form.

Overview of chapters

As my first engagement with the mumming tradition was through literature on the
topic, it seems fitting that | begin this thesis with a review of literature on the topic. Chapter
two will present a discussion regarding the current literature which exists on mumming in
Ireland. It will examine how mumming has been previously studied and interpreted by various
scholars. It will also explain the interpretation of the concept of tradition which is used

throughout this thesis.

Chapter three will explain the various methodologies used to collect data for this
thesis. It will detail how | attained access to the research site and the types of research methods
used. It will also detail the data analysis methods | employed and the ethical considerations |

was faced with throughout this research project.

The thesis will then move to present the finding of my research. The format of the
subsequent chapters has been adapted from the layout of Glassie’s All Silver and No Brass.
Glassie dedicated the first half of the book to the unmediated memories of the mummers. The
second section of the book was formed by teasing apart the mumming tradition using various
academic theories. Drawing on Glassie’s work, each of the following chapters is divided into
two sections. The first section of each chapter presents the ethnographic details on topics such
as masking, public advertising of the mumming performance and the wearing of a mumming
costume. The second section of each chapter unpicks the ethnography and engages it in a

theoretical discussion.

17



The chapters are arranged to show how mumming has come to exist in its present-day
form. They will also reflect the constant debate between the mummers and the audience to
define the tradition. Chapter one will present a detailed analysis of how the Aughakillymaude
Mummers currently define mumming. This will be done by conducting a content analysis style
examination of the film they produced, which is titled, Mummers, Masks and Mischief. By
exploring the various symbols used to connect mumming with present-day Ireland and pre-
Christian Ireland, an understanding of how these mummers define the tradition will be

presented.

Chapter four will explore the notion that the mummers are not the only group who
influence the definition of the tradition. Focus will be given to the impact of the political and
religious conflict, which began in the 1960s, on the mumming tradition in County Fermanagh.
By exploring how people speak about the conflict, the intention is to show that a tradition
cannot be isolated from the society in which it is performed. It will examine the role of the
audience in defining mumming during this period, and the tradition’s eventual decline after

the conflict.

Chapter five will focus on the revival of mumming in County Fermanagh, which
began in the 1980s. Attention will be paid to Jim Ledwith, the coordinator of the Mummers’
Foundation, and his role in this revival. By exploring the form this revival took, it will become
evident that during this period of mumming activity, the mummers, not the audience, defined
the tradition. It will explore the informal and impromptu nature of this revival, and will suggest

the malleable nature of the liminal tradition of mumming.

Chapter six will present one of the challenges the Aughakillymaude Mummers and
the Mummers’ Foundation faced when the mumming revival was in decline: how to preserve
the memory of mumming in the past. It will explore their creation of the Mummers’ Museum,
and how visitors engage with it. In addition, the notion that museums do not signal the death
of a tradition will be presented. This will be done by exploring one of the new forms of
mumming performances which have emerged as a direct response to the presence of the
Mummers’ Museum. It will be argued that by creating the museum, the mummers defined

mumming as it existed in the past.
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Chapter seven begins the analysis of three elements of the mumming performance
which have always been at the centre of mumming, even when it underwent processes of
redefinition. It will focus on the mask, and the central role it plays in the tradition. Attention
will be paid to how the mask has been altered in line with both the events occurring in the
society surrounding the tradition, and the needs of the audience. It will be argued that masks
are not simply forms of disguise, but can both protect and represent a wearer’s identity. What
I will define as the slipperiness of the mask can be seen as symbolic of the indefinable nature

of mumming.

Chapter eight will focus on the second element of the tradition which has remained at
the centre of mumming, even when it was redefined: music. Firstly, previous musicians’
experiences of performing with a mumming group will be presented. | will then contrast these
accounts with my own performance experiences as a musician with the Aughakillymaude
Mummers. From this it will be suggested that while music has always been at the conceptual
centre of mumming, it is only in the post-revival period that it has come to the physical centre.
It will also be argued that while the musician and the mummer now occupy the same physical

space during the performance, they both have considerably different performance experiences.

Chapter nine will examine the role of the third element of the tradition which has been
consistently at the centre of mumming: the audience. It will present two performances which
represent the Aughakillymaude Mummers’ in the post-revival period. Particular attention will
be paid to how the audience react to the performance, taking into account their enjoyment and
contribution to it. I will argue that the audience do not simply watch a performance, but

actually change how it unfolds and, as a result, contribute to defining the mumming tradition.

Finally, chapter ten will present the conclusions arrived at from the research which
has been conducted. It will focus on providing a concise analysis of all the aforementioned
chapters and how they help us understand how social practices, such as mumming actually
change over time. It will analyse how mumming is presented and defined by various players
in the tradition, such as the mummers themselves, and the audience members. From this, it
will be possible to see how, even when a tradition is perceived to possess longevity and

immutability, both time and context do indeed act upon it to change and define it.
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Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter has been to introduce the research which will be presented
in the following pages. It has offered a synopsis of how | initially became involved in the
mumming tradition and as such, the influences on conducting research into this social practice.
The aim and argument of the thesis have been explained. Having introduced the thesis,

attention will now be paid to the literature which currently exists on mumming in Ireland.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

Introduction

This literature review will chronologically document and comment upon the current
writing published on the topic of Irish mumming. While there is a body of social commentary
on Irish mumming, the review will focus on academic publications on the topic. Through this
review it will become evident that to date, no researcher has conducted a study solely focusing
on the Irish mumming community and examining the experience of participating in the
tradition. Additionally, the review will show that a current documentation of the state of the
mumming tradition in County Fermanagh does not exit; let alone one which challenges the
notions of how time and context act on a social practice to change it. To begin, a brief overview
of how the review of literature was conducted will be presented.

Mapping the process

The process of reviewing and analysing the literature published on Irish mumming for
this thesis was undertaken in a semi-formal manner. No specific guidelines for reviewing the
literature published on the topic of mumming in Ireland were followed. Rather this literature
review has grown out of my own curiosity on the topic and my need to know more about the
tradition in order to understand the mumming performances | was exposed to in
Aughakillymaude during my field work. The process of ‘reviewing’ the literature began with
a thorough search through the Maynooth University’s library catalogue and revealed a couple
of the texts | came to rely upon when forming my own understanding of mumming. These
included such as Henry Glassie’s All Silver and No Brass: An Irish Christmas Mumming
(1983[1975]) and the book of conference paper contributions titled Border Crossing:

Mumming in Cross-Border and Cross Community Contexts (2007).

Having studied these texts thoroughly, | worked through the references used by the
authors in order to attain an in depth understanding of the tradition. This meant researching
backdated issues of local, national and international academic journals. In addition to this, |
spent eight weeks in the National Library of Ireland searching through their texts relating to
Irish mumming. This rather sporadic approach to creating my own knowledge of the mumming
tradition, meant that | was exposed to literature written on mumming and other folk customs
in various regions, mainly the United Kingdom, Eastern Europe and Canada. However, for the

purpose of this review | have chosen to limit the discussion of the literature to that published
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on Irish mumming. This is in order to present a sense of where the thesis fits into the discussion
on the topic. In order to create a clear understanding of the evolution of the discussion of
mumming in an academic context | have chosen to present the following literature review in
chronological order. As such, it will begin by detailing the first reference to Irish mumming
within academic scholarship.

Irish mumming in an academic context

Generally, it is agreed that Irish mumming does not have a clear point of origin in Irish
history. Its past is unclear and ambiguous. As a result, much speculation exists regarding its
origins or roots in the country. However, the following account is the earliest known written

record of a mumming performance in Ireland:

Last evening there was presented the drollest piece of mummery | ever saw in or out
of Ireland. There was St. George and St. Denis and St. Patrick in their buffe coats, and
the Turke was there likewise and Oliver Cromwell and a Doctor and an old woman
who made rare sport, till Belzibub came in with a frying pan upon his shoulder and a
great flail in his hand thrashing about him on friends and foes, and at last running away
with the bold usurper, Cromwell, whom he tweaked by his gilded nose — and there
came a little Devil with a broom to gather up the money that was thrown to the
Mummers for their sport. It is an ancient pastime, they tell me, of the Citizens. [Gailey
1969:8]

This description of a mumming performance in Cork city dates to 1685 (Gailey
1969:8). While mumming has been present in Ireland since at least the 17" century, it was not
until 1946 that the first academic study of Irish mumming was conducted by E.R.R. Green.
Green’s Christmas Rhymers and Mummers (1946) reports and analyses a number of Irish
mumming play texts. These texts were acquired from the Irish Folklore Commission. In line
with the scholarship produced on English mumming by E.K. Chambers (1903) and R.J.E.
Tiddy (1923), Green suggested that the mumming play originated in the Balkans and that,
“The death and revival [in the mumming play] symbolises the death of life in winter and its

resurrection in the spring” (Green 1946:3).

Green drew on the similarities between the Irish mumming play and other Balkan
performances with the theme of life, death and rebirth to suggest a connection between the
two. It was concluded that Irish mumming plays were a continuation of agricultural fertility
rituals (Green 1946:3). The speculative nature of this suggestion emphasises the main area of

contention within mumming scholarship: the history of mumming. The lack of evidence
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documenting the origins of the mumming play means it is difficult to prove or disprove any
origin theories.

Green attempted to place a date on the creation of the English mumming play by
linguistically analysing the text. Through the linguistic analysis of terms used in the play such
as “Room, room” and “activity,” Green traced its origins back to sixteenth century Elizabethan
England (Green 1946:6). Green’s linguistic analysis of English mumming play texts showed
that the mumming play did not originate in Ireland. Rather, it was formed in England and
brought to Ireland during the early 17" century. It was shown that the play originated in
England, by examining the links between mumming in specific regions of both Ireland and
England.

Green explored the similarities between the Irish and English mumming plays by
comparing the characters in each. For example, Green noted that Father Christmas was the
leader of a mumming group in an area of west County Tyrone. Green suggested that the
practice of having Father Christmas as the leader of the group connected mumming in County

Tyrone with the practice in the midlands of England (Green 1946:7).

By examining the unique characteristics of mumming plays in Ireland and comparing
these with English mumming plays, Green attempted to show the English regions Irish
mumming derived from. By comparing the linguistics and conventions of the mumming play
Green was able to explore the connections between Irish mumming and specific English
mumming play texts. This type of analysis relies heavily on examining written mumming plays
and exploring the similarities between them. However, as the academic study of Irish
mumming continued, it shifted away from solely examining the words of the mumming play
text. Folklorist, Sean O Suilleabhain emphasised understanding mumming by engaging with

the people who practiced it.

Originally published in 1963, O Stilleabhain’s A Handbook of Irish Folklore (1970
[1963]) is used to this day as a guide for collecting accounts of Irish culture. Included in this
book is a section on how to research and document local variations of mumming. In order to
document the mumming tradition for future generations, O Suilleabhain suggested posing

some of the following questions:
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Was mumming carried on locally at any time?... Of what did it consist (the recital of
pieces of prose or poetry by masked player to the accompaniment of suitable
actions)?... Where was the matter recited obtained? Was it transmitted orally, by
manuscripts, or through the medium of print?... By whom were the pieces [mumming
plays] written?... How was the play rehearsed? Where? Were the players “coached”
by some expert? [O Suilleabhain 1970:691]

These questions may reveal the information which O Suilleabhain valued in relation
to Irish mumming. They place an emphasis on mumming in the context of the community.
Posing questions which address issues such as the transmission of the play, the author of local
play texts and the rehearsal of the play, O Suilleabhain turned the focus from exclusively
considering the written mumming text, to also engaging with the mumming community.
Rather than simply reporting the text of local mumming plays, O Silleabhain suggested that
the network of people involved in the tradition of mumming should also be documented. This
emphasised the role of the community in the mumming tradition. Following from O
Stilleabhain’s suggestion to focus on the people who practice the mumming tradition, Alan

Gailey adopted this approach when researching Irish mumming play texts.

From 1967 to 2011, Gailey drew on the knowledge of the people who practiced Irish
mumming when analysing play texts from Ireland. As the director of the Ulster Folk and
Transport Museum, Gailey conducted a survey of the mumming tradition in communities
throughout the province of Ulster. This study took the form of an open-ended questionnaire

which was completed by residents of towns and villages where mumming was practiced.

The responses to these questionnaires fed into Gailey’s understanding of the regional
distribution of the mumming play. In addition, Gailey collected mumming play texts from all
regions of Ireland. Out of this research Gailey compiled Irish Folk Drama (1969). This book
has remained the most comprehensive text on the history of mumming and other forms of folk

performance in Ireland.

Gailey’s work was the first to directly state that mumming came from England to
Ireland during the plantations of the 17" and 18" centuries. While Green explored the
relationship between Irish and English mumming plays, it was not stated that the tradition of
mumming was brought to Ireland during the plantations. Explaining the introduction of

mumming into Ireland, Gailey stated:
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The general distribution of mumming within Ireland suggests influence from across
the Irish Sea. In the case of the northern examples [of the mumming play], this must
have been during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and even in the case of
Wexford it can have been little earlier. English scholars suggest a sixteenth, or even
seventeenth-century origin for the known mummers’ play texts in England; and since
the plays are very widely known in that country, and in a greater variety of forms than
in Ireland, they cannot have originated as texts in Ireland. [Gailey 1969:11-12]

This is an important statement regarding the origins of Irish mumming. It makes clear
Gailey’s view that mumming does not possess Irish origins. As the mumming play exists in
more numerous and varying forms in England, Gailey deduced that the play does not have its
origins in Ireland. Gailey’s attempt to decipher the history of mumming did not stop at
uncovering the link between the tradition and the plantations. He continued to suggest that

mumming was a pre-Christian fertility rite (Gailey 1969:7).

Up to this point it has been shown that both Green and Gailey focused on the
mumming play text to construct a history for the tradition in Ireland. However, this focus was
shifted when folklorist, Henry Glassie, conducted field work in Ballymenone, County
Fermanagh in the 1960s and 70s. Through Glassie’s work, the value of further engaging with

the people who remembered and practiced the tradition of mumming was revealed.

Glassie’s contribution to the study of Irish mumming comes in the form of All Silver
and No Brass: An Irish Christmas Mumming (1983 [1975]). In the small village of
Ballymenone in west County Fermanagh Glassie uncovered a world of mumming in the
memories of its residents. From the beginning of the book, Glassie established All Silver and

No Brass as different from previous work on mumming:

The older scholars [of mumming] had not asked the questions that interested me. They
had studied texts of the plays but had largely ignored the players. They had used texts
as prods to speculation about the early history of drama and ritual, but they had paid
little attention to the play as performance, as the embodiment of intention, the vehicle
for meaning. Their probing had been too shallow and narrow. They had not given the
play or its people their due. [Glassie 1983:xii]

Noting that previous work on mumming had explored the mumming play as an object
separate from its performers, Glassie conducted research for All Silver and No Brass in a

different manner. Glassie explained that his intention was to put the mummers and their
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experience of the tradition at the centre of the book. Unlike Gailey’s Irish Folk Drama, Glassie
did not report mumming plays in the form of a script.

It should be noted that mumming was not practiced in Ballymenone during Glassie’s
field work in the area. The cessation of mumming during this period was due to the conflict in
the region which began in the 1960s. As a result, Glassie did not report observed mumming
performances, but focused on the memories of those who practiced the tradition. These
memories are presented in the first section of All Silver and No Brass. Glassie’s interviews
and interactions with five residents of Ballymenone are documented in this section. There are
no academic theories weaved into the words of the interviewees. Rather, their voices and

memories are presented without interruption.

Glassie placed each of the interviews he conducted in a physical setting. For example,
Glassie set the scene for an interview conducted with Michael Boyle, a former mummer from
Ballymenone, in a local hospital (Glassie 1983:38). By explaining the context of the interview
Glassie showed the importance of mumming in this mummer’s life. Throughout the first
section of the book, Glassie depicted the practice of mumming in Ballymenone prior to the
eruption of the conflict in the 1960s. Following the presentation of each interview, Glassie

proceeded to interpret the mumming tradition from a theoretical perspective.

The second section of All Silver and No Brass focuses on building a theoretical
understanding of the function of Irish mumming. According to Glassie, previous work on the
tradition focused on the mumming play text in isolation from the people who practiced it. As
Glassie stated the mumming text became separated from the “peasant” actors (Glassie
1983:58). As a result, the true function of the mumming tradition remains unknown. Glassie
noted that in previous studies of mumming, the mummers were not consulted with relation to
the history of the tradition. The mumming play stood in place of the mummers and theorists

attempted to derive the function of the play from the text (Glassie 1983:58).

In addition, Glassie suggested that previous mumming scholars believed mumming
possessed a deeper meaning than solely being a form of entertainment. This notion, of
mumming as entertainment, was explored by Glassie when attempting to understand the

function it served within local communities (Glassie 1983:125). Glassie proposed a shift away
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from considering mumming as a pre-Christian fertility ritual, and suggested that the function
mumming holds is unique for each community who practice it. For the residents of
Ballymenone, Glassie concluded that, “mumming functioned to hold a fragmented community

together” (Glassie 1983:128).

All Silver and No Brass made an important contribution to the academic study of Irish
mumming. Glassie placed those who practiced the tradition and their experience of it at the
fore of the study. Their contribution to the book is unmediated and remains a dedication to
their memories of the mumming tradition. The second section of the book suggests that
mumming is not a form of fertility ritual, but that it is unique for each community who practice
it. Remaining to this day as the only field work based book dedicated to the tradition of Irish
mumming, Glassie’s work shows the importance of the researcher knowing and understanding
the community with whom they conduct field work. While Gailey and Green explored how
the mumming play text can be used to understand the distribution of mumming, Glassie
showed that it is not possible to rely on only the play text to comprehend the function of

mumming within a community.

Nine years after the publication of All Silver and No Brass, Témas Mac Anna
contributed to the academic study of Irish mumming in the form of the article Mummers and
Mumming (1984). Mac Anna began this article by attempting to unravel a connection between
the mumming tradition and pre-Christian Ireland, stating that, “the folk-drama of the mummers
has come down to us, crude and fragmentary... [from] ‘Na Drtithe Rioga’ or ‘Royal Jesters’”

(Mac Anna 1984:28).

In contrast with the work of both Gailey and Green, Mac Anna suggested that
mummers and the mumming play originated in pre-Christian Ireland. Though, Mac Anna also
asserted the possibility that mumming was influenced by the medieval miracle plays of Europe
(Mac Anna 1984:30-31). It is not possible to pin down the precise link between the mumming
play and European miracle plays. However, it is generally accepted within mumming
scholarship that there is a connection between these two types of performances (Millington
2002:37).

27



What we may draw from Mac Anna’s article is that it is very difficult to determine the
actual origin of the mumming tradition. There is such an abundance of speculation in regards
to the origin of the mumming play it is challenging to place mumming in a specific historical
context. Mac Anna’s article shows just how unclear the origins of the mumming tradition are
to this day. In doing so it contributes to the need to preserve current, accurate records of Irish
mumming so that future generations of mumming scholars will have access to a more complete

history of the tradition.

Following Mac Anna’s Mummers and Mumming there was a considerable break in the
scholarship produced on the tradition. During the conflict in the 1960s, 70s and 80s, the
practice of mumming declined throughout the province of Ulster. However, in the mid-1980s,
the tradition was revived, especially in County Fermanagh. During this revival mumming was
used as a means for gathering money to fund the development of community halls and
charitable causes. As a result of this revival, scholars began to take a new perspective on the

mumming tradition.

One scholar who examined the presence of mumming during this revival period was
Seamus O Cathain. O Cathain’s Mummers and Mumming (2003) examined how the English
mumming play was adapted into Irish communities where other forms of masked traditions
were already popular. This builds on the argument made by Gailey in Irish Folk Drama
(Gailey 1969:91). O Cathain stated that mumming is an example of how a tradition can be
adopted into another society (O Cathéin 2003:133).

In this work O Cathéin acknowledged that the mumming play originated in England
and aspects have been added to it by Irish communities. As O Cathéin explained, these Irish’
aspects have not been explored in an academic context. However, O Cathain spent little time

on this topic and instead focused on the future of Irish mumming.

Following the revival of the tradition in the 1980s, O Cathain noted that some
mumming groups shaped the mumming tradition to fit a more modern society. To do this, O
Cathéin presented the example of the Armagh Rhymers and how they have continued to
practice mumming in a changed environment. O Cathain explained how this group of

mummers successfully adapted mumming to fit into modern Irish society. This involved
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making the mumming performance interactive for all types of audiences (O Cathain
2003:133).

O Cathain suggested that it is only when mummers recognise the need to adapt the
tradition that mumming can continue to hold a place and meaning within society. Thus the
mummers are responsible for ensuring the continuity of mumming. As the first report written
on the condition of mumming following the revival of the tradition in the 1980s, Mummers
and Mumming presented some of the adaptations which were made to the Irish mumming
tradition. In addition, it was the first article to address the notion that mumming may not hold

relevance within modern Irish society. As such it is very important for this thesis.

O Cathain worked as part of a team of researchers at the National Folklore Collection
at University College Dublin. In 2001, they established the Room to Rhyme project (Mac
Carthaigh 2007:147). The aim of this project was:

to document contemporary performances of the Christmas mummers’ play and to
bring together all known printed and archival sources relating to mumming in the
selected area of study [which was]... the province of Ulster and adjoining parts of the
province of Connacht. [Mac Cérthaigh 2007:146]

The main researcher for the Room to Rhyme project was Criostéir Mac Céarthaigh.
The goal was to contribute the items collected through the project to the National Folklore
Collection and thus to preserve elements of the mumming tradition, as it was practiced in the
past. The project collected a wide breadth of interviews with mummers from Ulster and
Connacht, video recordings of mumming performances and mumming play scripts. In
addition, the Room to Rhyme project hosted a conference in 2003 titled, Mummers in Cross-
Border and Cross-Community Contexts. The conference brought together scholars from

around the world with an interest in the mumming tradition.

The proceedings of this conference were published as a book, titled Border Crossing:
Mumming in Cross-Border and Cross-Community Contexts (2007). Published in 2007, the
book entered the discipline of Irish mumming studies when the tradition was in severe decline,

especially in County Fermanagh. It is the last book-length work to be dedicated, in part, to the
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Irish mumming tradition. For the purpose of this thesis, the works of two scholars in Border
Crossings are of particular relevance: Ray Cashman and Criostéir Mac Carthaigh.

During the 1990s Cashman, a student of Glassie’s, conducted field work for his
doctoral dissertation in the Aghayarn region of west County Tyrone (Cashman 2007:40). Like
Glassie, it was not Cashman’s intention to study the mumming tradition in the area. In
Mumming on the Irish Border: social and political implications (2007) and Mumming with the
Neighbours in West Tyrone (2000) Cashman revealed that his field work focused on the role
of storytelling in communities divided by politics and religion. However, Cashman stated that
mumming can also be seen as a method for dissolving “political and religious” boundaries

between people (Cashman 2007:41).

Like Glassie, Cashman did not collect the mumming play texts from the region. As
the tradition was revived around the mid-1980s, mumming was active in County Tyrone
during Cashman’s field work. As such Cashman was able to engage in mumming with his
neighbours. According to Cashman, the context of the mumming performance helps to dilute

the religious identities people place upon one another (Cashman 2007:52).

The interaction between the Catholic mumming group Cashman performed with and
the Protestant audiences they sometimes performed in front of, led Cashman to conclude that
identity is not a rigid structure which is completely unchangeable. Rather, identity is constantly
changing and depends on the social contexts people find themselves in (Cashman 2007:54-

55). Cashman seemed to imply that mumming can lessen the intensity of religious identity.

The context of the mumming performance provides a space where people may bond
through the perceived differences in their identity; that the mumming performance could be a
solution to bridge the divide between people separated by religion or politics. However,

Cashman warned against arriving at this conclusion:

Community was an everyday reality of people attempting — if not always achieving —
hospitable, neighbourly relationships through both work and play...Mumming alone
is not the cure to society’s ills. At its best, however, mumming serves as nothing less
than the resurrection of a battered though resilient and crucial ideal. [Cashman
2007:55]

30



As Cashman stated the practice of mumming cannot unite communities which are
divided by religion or politics. By simply staging a mumming play, the memories and division
caused by the conflict cannot be erased. Rather, Cashman suggested mumming is seen as a
representation of older ideals, such as community involvement and cooperation. By adapting
these ideals into modern society Cashman believed that communities may become
increasingly united. Cashman’s work is evidence that engaging with the mumming
performance can offer an insight which cannot be attained by simply reading the mumming

play text.

The second essay in Border Crossings which is of relevance for this thesis is Mac
Carthaigh’s Room to Rhyme: Irish Christmas mumming in transition (2007). In this essay,
Mac Carthaigh focused on some of the changes which mumming has undergone over the past
thirty years. According to Mac Carthaigh factors such as, “growing urbanisation and rural
depopulation... improvements in transport... [and] growing economic prosperity” have all
impacted the relevance mumming holds in modern society, throughout the provinces of Ulster
and Connacht (Mac Cérthaigh 2007:157).

Mac Carthaigh’s understanding of the literature on Irish mumming and the
documentary sources relating to the tradition, have added to the historical timeline of
mumming activity during the 20" century. Mac Cérthaigh engaged with numerous sources to
compile a timeline of mumming activity and inactivity in the provinces of Ulster and
Connacht. As is evident through Mac Carthaigh’s analysis, there are three periods in the 20"
century where mumming declined significantly due to various social factors, namely: The
Second World War, emigration, and the conflict during the 1960s, 70s and 80s (Mac Carthaigh
2007:153). Mac Carthaigh was able to develop this timescale by tracing the social activities
which occurred during the 20" century thus emphasising the importance of the time and

context in which a tradition exists.

Impact of literature on the thesis: Methodology, perspective and the concept

of time
The style of writing in this thesis has been influenced heavily by Glassie. It adopts a
somewhat conversational tone, in order to reflect the experience of actually ‘being there’ and

doing ethnographic research with these people. It also possesses some similarities to the work
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of Rosemary Harris (1972) in that it closely reflects upon the interactions between various
members involved in the mumming tradition. Glassie and Cashman’s work greatly influenced
the methodological approach | took to researching mumming in County Fermanagh. While
this will be discussed in more detail in chapter three, it is necessary to discuss the reasoning
behind this here. Both Glassie and Cashman produced studies of mumming based on their
focus on individual communities. Through my focus on the mumming tradition | was able to
attain an insight into the role mumming played in the lives of those who practiced it. By
focusing on studying the tradition of mumming | was able to make connections with other
mummers from County Fermanagh, not solely residing in Aughakillymaude. This allowed me

to gain access to a county-wide body of mumming knowledge.

As was explored through O Cathain’s work, distinctly Irish elements have been added
to the mumming play. However, these elements have gone unexamined until now. During my
field work, | attained a unique view of the mumming performance; from the perspective of the
musician. This thesis will explore some of the unique ‘Irish’ elements of the mumming
tradition. Specifically, focus will be given to the inclusion of Irish traditional music in the
mumming performance. However, the impact of the literature on the thesis was not limited to
the methodology employed to conduct the ethnographic research. It has also motivated the
way time is structured with relation to the continuously changing state of mumming in County

Fermanagh.

With relation to mumming in County Fermanagh time has been divided according to
Mac Carthaigh’s understanding of the presence of the tradition in the region at different
periods during history. Throughout the thesis, three time periods will be referred to: pre-
revival, revival and post-revival. The following annotated diagram explains the use of these

labels throughout the thesis (Figure 8).
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Figure 8: Diagram explaining the use of the terms pre-revival, revival and post-revival

from 1965 to present

In relation to mumming in County Fermanagh, the term ‘pre-revival’ denotes the

practice of mumming prior to the mid-1980s. This period will be contextualised by referring

to it as a time when mumming was performed in the kitchens of rural houses. Following from

the pre-revival period is what will be termed the ‘revival’ period, which stretches from the

mid-1980s to the mid-2000s. This period will be contextualised by referring to the

performance venues of the time as the public house and the street. During this period, the

Mummers’ Museum in Aughakillymaude was formed. The creation of this museum is central
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to the manner through which mumming has been practiced in County Fermanagh since the
revival period. Its presence has influenced people’s perception of the tradition and their
understanding of the presence in County Fermanagh. While the museum might be seen to hold
little consequence at this point, it will become evident that the museum forms the very core of
mumming in County Fermanagh as it currently exists, with all other elements of the social

practice radiating from it.

Additionally, the use of the term revival in this context implies somewhat of a period
of stagnation prior to the revival. However, it should be clarified that revival does not
necessarily mean that the tradition has ever been in a state of complete death in County
Fermanagh. Nor does it imply that mumming throughout Ireland has been through the same
life cycle as mumming in County Fermanagh. As such, the term revival is very much specific
to the geographical, temporal and cultural context of County Fermanagh. The following
section will contextualise this revival and suggest how the Mummers’ Museum in
Aughakillymaude, which was developed in the late 1980s-early 1990s, is absolutely central to

the whole practice of mumming.

Following the end of the revival period in the mid-2000s, mumming has continued to
be practiced in a sporadic fashion, with groups such as the Aughakillymaude Mummers and
the Armagh Rhymers forming the mainstay of the tradition. This timeframe, from the mid-

2000s to present, will be termed the ‘post-revival’ period.

Conclusion

By examining the work of previous scholars of Irish mumming, it is evident that they
have focused on two aspects of the tradition: the origins, and the function of mumming. While
these approaches to studying the tradition are important for placing mumming in a social and
historical context, this thesis will change the course of Irish mumming studies. It will not
simply report the facts relating to how the mumming play unfolds. Nor will it try to uncover
the history or function of the mumming tradition within Irish society. It is the aim of this thesis
to change the direction of Irish mumming studies by examining how the liminal tradition of
mumming, practiced on the margins of Irish cultural activity, is defined. It will be argued that
while social practices are viewed as possessing longevity and immutability, both time and

context act to change and define them.

34



Up to this point, focus in mumming scholarship has been on why mumming exists.
While I will engage in this debate to a certain degree, it is the intention of this thesis to show
that mumming should not solely be studied to understand its presence within society. If we
take its existence as given, what can we learn from becoming part of the tradition, and from

those who practice it?

The thesis will shift the focus from understanding the function of the mumming
tradition, to exploring the impact of engaging in the mumming tradition on and in those who
practice it. It will present the views of past mummers, current mummers, and my own
experience as a researcher, to understand the dynamics of the mumming tradition in the
community setting. By straying away from relying on the mumming play text and becoming
immersed in the mumming community of County Fermanagh, this thesis will bring a new
perspective to the process of studying Irish mumming. In addition, it will provide a much
overdue account of how a tradition is adapted to suit a changing society and the attitudes
towards this adaption of the tradition. It will also offer an understanding of the contemporary

experience of being part of the mumming tradition in Ireland.
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Chapter Three: Methodology

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to explain the methodological approach taken to the
completion of this thesis. This will involve explaining the theoretical concepts which have
motivated the approach taken to the study. Following on from this discussion, it will then detail
the research methods employed to collect data for this thesis. The research site and data
analysis procedure will also be explained at this point. Finally, the ethical considerations faced
during the research and writing of this thesis will be explained. By detailing this
methodological approach, it will become evident that much consideration has been given to
all aspects of the project, from the data collection to the decision not to name participants at
certain points throughout the thesis. This has been done in order to present a reliable and
interesting interpretation of mumming as it currently exists in County Fermanagh. To begin,

the theoretical ideologies underpinning this thesis will be explained.

Theoretical perspective

It is necessary to explain the theoretical stance from which the research was
conducted. This will assist in understanding the interpretation of the mumming tradition
presented and research methods used for the collection of data. Throughout the research
process, and as a result in the thesis itself, value is placed on the interactions between various
players within the mumming community. Namely, it focuses on the interactions between the
mummers and their audiences, and the ongoing competition between these two parties to
define the tradition of mumming and the actual performance. As such, the thesis adopts an

interactionalist perspective to help understand what is occurring within the tradition.

As UIf Hannerz has explained, the interactionalist approach to society hinges on the
notion that “people shape social structure and meanings in their contacts with one another...
and societies and cultures emerge and cohere as results of the accumulation and aggregation
of these activities” (Hannerz 1992:15). This means that society is not constructed of arbitrary
actions and rules. Instead it is built from the interactions between people and as such is

constructed in a way that is meaningful to them.
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Additionally, Ulf Hannerz’ social categories of the centre and periphery are important
when attempting to understand how and why mumming has been passed through generations.
Hannerz explains that categories such as the centre and periphery are part of “cultural flow,”
where things move in and out of importance within society over time (Hannerz 2014: 11).
Hannerz also explains that social categories such as the centre and periphery are not simply
reflections of the politics and economics of any given society (Hannerz 1992: 219). There is
more to understanding a social practice such as a tradition, than just understanding the political
and economic influences upon it. It is vital to examine the human elements of the tradition.
Such human elements include the way it is passed on from one generation to the next, the
reason it is passed in a particular form and the preconceptions people possess of that tradition.
This notion of interactionalism feeds into the understanding of tradition presented in this thesis
and the idea that communication between people, both mummers and audience members, is
essential in order for a tradition to be attributed a place and a meaning within a particular

society at a given time.

It should be noted here that this section will not summarise the many theories of
tradition which have faded in and out of popularity in the discipline of Anthropology. Rather,
it will detail theories of tradition which have helped to inform the interactionalist
understanding of the mumming tradition presented in the following thesis. As the argument of
this thesis hinges largely on the notions of tradition, time and immutability, it is necessary to
look at theories of tradition which focus on time as an important aspect for the creation of a

tradition.

A basic understanding of the concept of a tradition can be drawn from the work of
A.L. Kroeber (1963). As Kroeber stated: “the culture of today is always largely received from
yesterday: that is what tradition or transmission means; it is a passing or sending along, a
“handing — through” from one generation from the next” (Kroeber 1963:64). Here, it seems
that Kroeber aligns the notion of ‘tradition’ with ‘transmission’ over time. From Kroeber’s
perspective this could mean that the very process of passing something from one generation
to the next makes it a ‘tradition’. Indeed, this notion of passing an activity between generations

continues to be seen as a common requirement if a social practice is to be seen as a tradition.
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As Edward Shils stated in ‘Tradition’ (1981) a “pattern... [should] last over at least
three generations - however long or short they are — to be a tradition” (Shils 1981: 15). If both
Kroeber and Shils’ notions of generational longevity are taken together it seems that time and
exposure of a ‘pattern’ of a social activity to a chain of people connected through time is
fundamental to that activity being dubbed a ‘tradition.” As Kroeber explained this transmission
of a tradition over time contributes to the sense of “real continuity [and] genuine value” being
associated with the society in which the tradition is maintained (Kroeber 1963:65). This notion
of the transmission of a tradition over time is an integral part of defining a social practice as a
tradition has endured into recent literature on the topic (Graburn 2001:6). Following on from
this notion that traditions are created through their passage and continuity over a period of
generations, they are also seen as a source of pride for those who continue to practice the

tradition.

Just as transmission is seen as an important element in the creation of a tradition, the
notion of time seems to be an equally vital aspect. According to Eugenia Shanklin (1981) “a
‘tradition’ in the anthropological literature often means a time honoured custom” (Shanklin
1981:71). Indeed, one scholar of Irish mumming, Henry Glassie, stated that tradition and time
are interrelated concepts: “tradition is a temporal concept, inherently tangled with the past, the
future, with history” (Glassie 1995:399). As is evident from Glassie’s perspective a tradition
is linked with all aspects of time. This can be taken to mean that the past plays a role in defining
how a tradition currently exists. The present is where the tradition actually does, or does not
exist. Additionally, the future is important as it is not possible to know whether a tradition will

continue to be practiced and the form it will take.

Like all social activities, traditions are not as easily categorised and understood as may
be hoped. The concept of the tradition is complex, with many differing perspectives
contributing towards any understanding of it. As theories of tradition have advanced they have
strayed away from the notion that it is simply something stagnant being passed from one
generation to the next. Theorists such as Richard Bauman (1992) have suggested a broader

understanding of the concept.

As Bauman stated: “Tradition... is coming to be seen... as a symbolic construction by
which people in the present establish connections with a meaningful past and endow particular

cultural forms with value and authority” (Bauman 1992:128). This means that tradition is not
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simply performed to ensure its continuity. Rather, people continue to engage in traditions to
feel connected to previous members of their own society. However, as Eric Hobsbawm and
Terence Ranger explain in The Invention of Tradition (1983), social practices which might
seem to have a distant past and be connected to previous members of their society may not be
as archaic as they may seem.

While there is a possibility that mumming does have a long, unrecorded and ancient
history, it can also be approached from the perspective of Hobsbawm and Ranger. As
Hobsbawm explained in the introduction to this text, traditions which may seem to have a long
and pre-historic past are sometimes more recent inventions which have quickly gained
popularity. These are what Hobsbawm and Ranger term “invented traditions” (Hobsbawm and
Ranger 1983:1). As Hobsbawm explained, an invented tradition “includes both ‘traditions’
actually invented, constructed and formally instituted and those emerging in a less easily
traceable manner within a brief and datable period — a matter of a few years perhaps — and
establishing themselves with great rapidity” (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983:1).

Additionally, as Charles Briggs (1996) has explained, traditions are invented to suit
the needs of the people who create them: “traditions are created in present, thus reflecting
contestations of interest mire than the cultural essence of a purportedly homogenous and
bounded “traditional” groups” (Briggs 1996:435). This means that a tradition is created by a
group of people to reflect their own society and desires. As such, a tradition can be seen to
represent the society and people who formed it. This understanding of the invented tradition
can help comprehend the evolution and popularity of mumming. It will also assist in
interpreting the perceived longevity which the mumming tradition is believed to possess.
However, it is not suggested that mumming is an ‘invented tradition.” Rather, it will help to
make sense of some elements which have been shaped into the mumming tradition,
particularly in Aughakillymaude, which may have given it a sense of immutability. While it is
not possible to definitely say that mumming is an invented tradition with a recent history and
rapid growth, it is necessary to understand how such concepts have influenced the

understanding of the mumming tradition presented in this thesis.
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