


CoisC6im!
Negotiat ion and Exchange

David Bol .ger  in  conversat ion wi th Deirdre Mutrooney.
" I feet really rooted in lreland," declares CoisC6im founder David
Botger ,  "  I  fee l  very l r ish."  That 's  prec isety why we f  ind h im here,
on Dodgems'  fabutous mut t i -cut turaI  fa i rground ptay ing wi th at t
the oermutat ions of  our  new-found l r ish wortd of  d i f ference.

The vast  cornucopia of  l r ish ident i ty  and exper ience has fuel ted
Botger 's  oeuvre s ince CoisC6im took i ts  f i rs t  s tep in  1995.  The
terr i tory was set  out  c tear [y  in  Ree{ Luck -  an invest igat ion of  l r ish
cut ture which took on everyth ing f rom De Valera,  moving statues,
and the Eurovis ion,  to  Northern l re land.  The zei tgeis t -y  subject
mat ter  was del ivered wi th what  has become his  character is t ic
t ight  but  nonethetess e ler  so st ight ty  subvers ive touch.

In the meant ime,  l re tand has exper ienced 13 years of  unimaginabte
socia l  change.  l r ish ident i ty  is  a fecund subject  for  a dance ar t is t .  Despi te
var ious nat ionat is t ic  at tempts to p in i t  down,  and cotonis ing at tempts to
douse i t  out ,  i t  is  something that  is ,  and atways has been,  in  mot ion.  This
is  par t l .y  due to what  Dectan Kiberd,  in  h is  book Invent ing l retand [auds as:

"the extraordinary capacity of lr ish society to assimilate new
elements through all i ts major phases... taking pleasure in
the fact that identity is seldom straightforward and given,
more often a matter of negotiation and exchange."

This negot iat ion and exchange -  "Who wants to l ive in  a monotone
society?"  muses Botger  -  f tows in severat  d i rect ions.  Today's
immig ra t i on  wou td  have  been  un imag inab te  i n  t he  70 ' s  and
80's.  Eteven years ago in Bal lads,  Botger 's  backwards g lanc
to the gr im topic  of  the forced emigrat ion associated wi th
Great  Famine was more customary.  However,  typ icat  for
show-man's enter ta iner-aesthet ic ,  even ser iously
topics are never  det ivered wi thout  some disarming

"l was thinking there is no humour in Ballads, can' t  be -  i t 's  about
the lrish f amine. But we managed to find
humour is probably the last thing to go -

where. People's
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as st i t l .  a  pasty,  homogenous ptace to t ive,
ck in  Town, inspi red by a rare cur ios i ty  in

r ish icon Phi t  Lynot t .  The backdrop was the
ep idemic  o f  l r i sh  t 8 -35  yea r -o tds  t o  London .

r ,  in  loupees and Snare Drums,  a hopeless search for  love
ter  Lent  fwhen dancing was forb idden by the ctergy) ,  wr i t ten by

tey pushed h is  humorous anthropologicaI  research even fur ther
the stage of  our  nat ionaI  theatre.  Set  in  t966,  dur ing the k i tschy
of  the showband era,  i t  to td the story of  a d isastrous n ight  at

zzy Dut ty 's  dancehat t ,  wi th the spectre of  mid 20th century l r ish sexuaI
repression embodied in  the racy mythotogical .  deviL in  the dancehal t .
As th is  body of  work emerged,  audiences began to reat ise that
deep wi th in our  somat ic  system, sociat  h is tory is  indeed wr i t ten
on the body -  aLbei t  det ivered up as a joke somet imes.  l t 's  that
body- journey that  companies [ ike CoisC6im ref tect  back at  us.

A decade later ,  l re tand has changed,  changed ut ter ty .  Rather  thr i t t ingty,
in  Dodgems we f ind oursetves in  the bet ty  of  a t iger  immersed in
a FetL in i -esque fa i rground wortd,  mixed up tard is- t ike wi th 1950's
l retand.  The t ide has turned f rom emigrat ion to immigrat ion [and
migh t  be  on  the  tu rn  aga in l . 0n  Bo tge r ' s  dodgem t rack  we  a re  i nv i t ed
to embrace the consequent  newfound l r ish p l .ura l . i ty  -  o f  Pol . ish,
N ige r i an ,  F i t i p i no ,  Ch inese .  Rwandan ,  E th iop ian ,  Greek ,  F rench ,
German ,  ab te -bod ied ,  d i sab l . e -bod ied ,  dea f ,  dumb ,  shy ,  a the i s t ,  Mus t im
in a burka,  Cathot ic  in  a habi t ,  Ci rcus fo l .k ,  Patar i -speakers,  ins iders,
outs iders,  everybody -  s t retching and re- invent ing what  i t  is  to
be l r ish.  Seiz ing the opportuni ty  to revel  in  th is  r ich parade,  Bolger
inv i tes us to s tep r ight  up in to h is  metaphor ica l  Dodgemswortd.  l t 's
a v ibrant  fa i rground to be par t  of  -  and one he has been researching
in depth for  (  years now, s ince h is  f i rs t  conversat ion wi th wr i ter
Cha rL ie  0 'Ne i t t ,  son  o f  a  f  un fa i r -owner  i n  K i t kee ,  Coun ty  C ta re .

Bo tge r  a t so  sees  h i s  Dodgem t rack  as :
' 'A 

metaphor for the madness that happens to people when they arrive
in a country they don't know - the borders that they have to cross,
the travell ing that they have to do, the human trafficking that goes
on. lt 's dealing with those issues in an elemental way - because
Dodgems are so elemental in themselves. They are actually a very
simple device - there s a motor, a driving wheel, and a current
of electricity that goes from the top of the pole into the car."
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if it is black humour."



A naturaI  s torytet ler ,  Botger  has absorbed theatr icat  craf t  f rom
theatre ar t is ts  wi th whom he has col taborated,  the t ikes of  Tony
award-winning d i rector  Garry Hynes [on the Synge Cycte and JB
Keane p lays l ,  Conat l ,  Morr ison and Cameron Macintosh.  His f i rs t
professionaI  per formance was in the vaudevi t te  wortd in  HMS Pinafore.
0ne of  h is  own ear t iest  choreographies,  Si lent  Scream, was based
on supreme enter ta iner  CharLie Chapt in.  In  keeping wi th th is  show-
biz background,  h is  physicat  s toryteLt ing has a lways had one end in
mind -  to  connect  wi th an audience,  to  enter ta in"  to  get  the message
across in  an unclut tered,  d i rect  way.  The esoter ic  and obtuse is  not
for him. "l want to tell human stories," he says, unequivocatty.

Fhe Dodgems wortd he has created "is an exotic and alluring dark
world. There is also soynething l ight. lt 's a real contrast. /t s a
real space of opposites really. No-one is who they say they are
at all. Which is quite nice. You believe it because you want to be
taken on a journey. You bought your ticket, you get immersed in a
world, and taken on a journey that will entertain you for a while."

I t 's  a carn ivatesque wortd in  which anyth ing can happen.  Even nuns
can become exotic 

'amazing, 
helping on the dodgems, or part of our

darker Magdalen Laundries history."Ambiguity altows taboos and
dream-[ ike associat ions to merge,  f toat ,  and d isperse again.  Just
as l r ish does not  tend i tset f  to  being p inned down, nei ther  does
the exact  meaning of  Botger 's  physicat ,  but  accessibte id iom.

"lt s not a l inear story. lt 's not l ike a play with a beginning, middle,
and end. lt 's a story that plays with your mind a l itt le bit. Which
the f airground does, because it turns you upside down."

0pen to in terpretat ion,  as i t  p tunges us back in to our  chi tdho
exper iences of  funfa i rs ,  dodging,  cot t id ing,  and teenage f t iq i ons
perhaps,  Dodgems inv i tes personaI  react ion.  Br ing your l iner
chi td out  to  ptay.  The ambigui ty  inherent  in  mul . t i -
dance theatre "plays with another part of your you
mightn't be used to using. There is a real intellect dance."

But  on th is  is tand of  verbose storytet lers,  how id Botger  arr ive at  th is
physicat  id iom? In a country whose dance -models were most ly
lost  to  h is tory,  Botger  drew his  inspi rat i everywhere -  the

to run away with the circus. When I was
with performance and the make-

kids have, which is a great play world. Luckily, I
troupes near me. I became fascinated by circus,

wns, and absolutely besotted by trapeze artists and
moved. I thought Wow - these people are flying!"

ic  reper to i re and l i fe-story of  h is  German next-door  neighbour
Bernet te,  war- t ime refugee cabaret  ar t is t  and actress,  opened

t t  k inds of  doors in to unknown wortds to the young ar t is t .  
'h l l

cabaret, the Kurt Weill songs made a huge impression on me as
a child. We weren't singing Puppet on a String, we were singing Mack
the Knife, and The Port of Amsterdam, That was a really rich world."

Unsurpr is ingty,  exc i ted by the salvage of  t94o's  modern dance
connect ions between l retand and Germany,  in  the form of  Er ina
Brady 's  Mary Wigman- inspi red l r ish School .  o f  Dance Art ,  and Dubt in
per formances of  ant i -war masterp iece The Green Table by the seminaI
Bal . te ts  Jooss,  CoisC6im presented a season of  events cetebrat ing th is
[ i t t le-known connect ion in  2006 ent i t l .ed Threads.  St i t t  today Botger  f inds:
"a connection with people coming to lreland from different countries
- what I can learn from them, and they can learn from me. lf
we block them out, we're not going to learn those lessons."

The ut t imate dest inat ion for  th is  negot iat ion and exchange,
invent ion,  and re invent ion is  of  course the spectator :
"We absolutely want it to connect ... l 've always wanted to
communicate with people in dance. I keep thinking of the Dodgem
blade connecting - no wonder I 'm doing a piece on a Dodgem
track - about 2 plates coming together to make something go."

No wonder we are here wi th CoisC6im in a mechanicat l .y-propet l .ed
fa i rground of  humani ty  in  aLt  i ts  det ic ious guises,  abi t i t ies,  d isabi t i t ies,
connect ing,  cot t id ing,  deat ing wi th the whiptash -  t iv ing.
Buckle up and enjoy the r ide.

Deirdre Mulrooney is the author of lr ish Moves, an
il lustrated history of dance and physical theatre in lreland,
published by the Liffey Press. www.theliffeypress.ie.
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