
 

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF 
TRAVELLERS IN IRISH THEATRE 

By Catherine Joyce 

This article is an overview of the representation of the Irish Traveller 
community in theatre and the arts in Ireland. It is not a comprehensive list 
as there are many more examples that could have been included. I have 
tried to focus on the milestones of the Traveller community in Ireland from 
a theatre and performance perspective.  

 

Traditional storytelling  
While the tradition of storytelling and professional storytelling among the Traveller 

and non-Traveller communities well acknowledged here in Ireland. It is only in 

recent years that Travellers are being funded to write and develop scripts for 

theatre. In the past there were very few Travellers engaging in mainstream theatre, 
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so it is important to acknowledge the early contribution of the nomadic story tellers 

among our community.  

Travellers travelled the roads of Ireland in search for food and work.  They quite often 

swapped their skills in return for food, money or lodgings at fairs, funerals and 

community gatherings and it is from this tradition that they were able to distribute 

songs and stories from around the country from one place to another.  

Travellers are credited among the traditional singing and music community in 

Ireland as protecting songs and stories from the real threat of dying out at the time 

of English rule in Ireland and are famous for selling ballad sheets and instruments 

that they made themselves to make a living while unwittingly sharing and 

preserving songs and stories from around the country and bringing them to parts 

of the country they might not have reached otherwise. Among those most famous 

in Ireland are Maggie Barry, Felix Doran, Pecker Dunne and John Jack O Reilly, piper 

Paddy Kennan and the Furey’s Irish folk band. Between them, these artists are said 

to have influenced some of Irelands best and highly regarded singers, song writers 

and musicians in the settled community or non-Traveller community. 

 

The first mention of the Traveller Community in theatre in Ireland 
The first play to mention Travellers was a play written by J. M. Synge the Tinker’s 

Wedding1 written in 1909. Tinker was the name that the Traveller and the non-

Traveller community used to describe the Traveller community in the early part of 

the 20th century because the main trade that the men had was mending pots and 

pans. The tinkers were welcome visitors for farmers and the settled community and 

along with this they did seasonal work which was also a contributing factor to the 

nomadic lifestyle Travellers lived. 

The Tinker's Wedding is a two-act play by the Irish playwright J. M. Synge, whose 

main characters as the title suggests are Irish Tinkers. It is set on a roadside near a 

chapel in rural Ireland and premiered 11 November 1909 

Michael Byrne, a Tinker and Sarah Casey, his lover, Mary Byrne was Michael's mother 

 
1 https://gutenberg.org/ebooks/1328, original edition: Synge, J. M., The Complete Plays (1st ed.), New 
York, Vintage Books, 1935. 
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and a Priest. 

Sarah Casey convinces the reluctant Michael Byrne to marry her by threatening to 

run off with another man. She accosts a local priest and convinces him to wed them 

for ten shillings and a tin can. Michael's mother shows up drunk and harasses the 

priest, then steals the can to exchange it for more drink. The next morning Sarah 

and Michael go to the chapel to be wed, but when the priest finds that the can is 

missing, he refuses to perform the ceremony. Sarah protests and a fight breaks out 

that ends with the priest tied up in a sack. The tinkers free him after he swears not 

to set the police after them and he curses them in God's name as they flee in mock 

terror. 

The play had its world premiere at His Majesty's Theatre in London on 11 November 

1909, after Synge's death earlier that year. This is the only mention till 1961 but it is 

worth nothing that Ireland had gone through a civil war during this time and fir the 

most like women the role of the Traveller community was very much written out of 

history. 

This is important from the point of view it was the first mention of Travellers but it 

was written by a non-Traveller and non-Catholic and reinforces many stereotypes 

of the community it was a controversial play at the time and remains so today. 

In 1961 we had a play called the Honey spike written by Brian Mc Mahon.  The play 

tells the story of Breda who is pregnant and wants to give birth to her child where 

she was born at the honey spike in Co. Kerry.  

It is a long journey from where she is living at the Giants Causeway some 300 miles 

away. The story follows them through the country roads and follows their 

encounters with settled people along the road home.  

This play was produced again in the early 90’s with members of the Traveller 

community in the cast as actors and extras. It was performed on the main stage in 

the national theatre, the Abbey Theatre for 6 weeks. It was the first time that a 

Traveller cast played at the National Theatre in Ireland in a professional acting 

capacity.  

There may very well have been other references about the Traveller community but 

from the outset Travellers were the subjects in theatre not the creators or authors 

of our stories.  
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This approach by some artists treats Traveller culture and experience as a spectacle 

something to be exploited not jointly explored; by not participating with and 

allowing Travellers to be active partners in the creative process they further 

alienated us from the wider cultural inclusion. Above everything else the creator 

process requires respect for the challenges of creating an fair society, a society of 

equals. 

We are also increasingly seeing incidents of cultural appropriation and exploitation 

of artifacts, symbols and language from the Traveller community in mainstream 

arts and theatre to a large extent goes unchallenged as Travellers are not typical 

mainstream attenders and participants non-Traveller rarely challenge this. 

Over the years there has been some change and today we have many new and 

emerging artists from the Traveller community who are starting to write their own 

stories and they are also informing the narrative that non-Travellers have when they 

are included with Traveller characters in the piece of work. Because of EU and 

domestic directives Theater institutions and looking at their equality and diversity 

policies. 

 

The use of drama in describing our situation  
In the early eighties when Travellers started to engage in community development 

and political lobbying for Traveller rights campaigns and groups the literacy levels 

among Travellers were quite low. On average an adult spent 6 years in school, only 

a few had experiences of the full school life in Ireland.  

A lot of the work in the early years was invested in developing the personal capacity 

of these representatives.  One of the tools used to communicate the issues that the 

Traveller community had to endure because of racism was role plays. These role 

plays were a way of describing the Traveller situation to non-Travellers at meetings, 

conferences, in schools and many other arenas. 

From this several individuals caught the acting bug and went on to work with 

mainstream theatre.  In the early eighties a group of young Travellers worked with 

Team Theatre to devise a script for schools in which one of the characters was a 

Traveller. Some members of the script writing group went on to audition for the 
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parts in the play that later toured Ireland in 1988 for 6 months.  The play was called 

“The Native ground” written by Anton O Flaherty.  

Not only did this play have one of the first Traveller community inputs at script 

development stage, it also had a Traveller play a non-Traveller role and the show 

was used to challenge stereotypes and perceptions of the Traveller community in 

schools and in community groups.     

 

Michael Collins on Getting Started in Acting 
 Michael Collins is the first known actor from the Traveller community to perform 

on a national stage and television in a professional compacity in Ireland. Michael 

has paved the way for many others that have come after him. He not only acts in 

plays, but he is also a writer and director in stage, television and in films. He has 

many shows under his belt. Michael’s shows were well received in the Dublin 

theatre and other festivals over the past 35 years among them a 5-star review in the 

Irish Times newspaper for his show it’s a cultural thing in the Dublin theatre festival. 

Michael went to school in a segregated school for the Traveller children and in 1985 

he did a course in Meath Street Dublin).  

There was this young writer at the time called Anton O’Flaherty who wrote in Gaelic 

and he wanted to write a play in English about Travellers.  

He contacted the Dublin Travellers Education Group and he got a group of young 

Travellers to improvise with a group of professional actors in order to get the sense 

of realism about the story. We did that for a couple of weeks and during that time 

Anton O’Flaherty saw something in me and said to me “look if I wrote a character 

would you play him, a young Teddy Boy character called Rocky”.  

Michael remembers his reaction:  

“I loved the idea of it, and I said yes without thinking about it or what it would 

mean. I honestly believe that because of the way Travellers are reared up 

and having to depend on begging and hawking (selling or trading) for food 

or work off settled people there was always a slight actor in you as a Traveller. 

I’d say the acting was in us all that time and when I’m doing stuff myself, I 

http://www.romaheroes.org/
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try to use Travellers as much as I can because I believe that Travellers are 

natural actors.” 

 Over the years Michael feels that he is type casted as a Traveller: 

“People forget that you’re a member of the Traveller community who’s an 

actor, which sometimes annoys me. I have no problem playing a Traveller 

character because as people will know from some of the plays and television 

shows that I have appeared in, the characters are quite different, and I put 

an effort into making the characters different and being able to play the 

characters differently that makes you a good actor. When auditioning for 

parts we as members of the Traveller community get called for parts where 

they need a Traveller or a rough man because people see you as a Traveller 

actor, that is where the problem lies. Travellers can play the Guard, the hard 

man, a countryman, a farmer, a junkie, the shopkeeper and so on but we 

don’t get called for these parts very often.” 

 

Travellers Are Natural Storytellers 
“I always believed that Travellers are natural story-tellers. One of the best 

ways of starting off your writing career is to write from your own experience. 

I wrote a play called ‘It’s a Cultural Thing, A Traveller in Progress’ which was 

my own story from the 1960s through the eyes of a child.” 

As Michael became more confident with that show, he looked at some of the 

internal issues within the Traveller community like feuding, drug taking and sexism. 

He wrote a play called ‘Mobile’ which was about two cousins who had two different 

family names. Even though they were first cousins they were matched up to fight 

against each other from an incident that happened before they were even born. 

Then he wrote a play called ‘Worlds Apart’ about the new communities in Ireland, 

about a young Traveller woman leaving her husband because of domestic violence. 

She’s pregnant so she leaves for the sake of the child, and she goes to England and 

trains as a nurse and falls in love with a black man and has two children for him.  
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Then ‘Magpies on the Pylon’ which deals with suicide but from the father’s 

perspective: 

“I always try and write from real situations but broadly so that the issues are 

not just based on the Traveller community but the story is. I love grounding 

myself in the Traveller community, people love that, but then ten minutes 

into the show they forget that it’s about Travellers and it could be about 

anyone and more importantly the settled audience can relate to it.” Michael 

Collins: In His Own Words, Voice magazine 

 

Ireland shed a tear play written by Michael Collins  

In the aftermath of the fire that claimed the lives of ten members of the Connors 

and Gilbert families, including a pregnant mother, Tom sees the introduction of a 

national fire safety audit of Traveller accommodation as an opportunity for a better 

life for his family. Living conditions, safety, and is-sues with his local council might 

finally be resolved. However, he soon discovers that the battle is far from over! 

The thought-provoking play looks at some of the issues of racism affecting the 

Traveller community as evident around the time of the funerals of the Carrickmines 

families in Bray and Wexford.  It depicts travelling life in contemporary Ireland as a 

series of injustices – asking some difficult questions and hoping to provoke the 

consciousness of the settled community and their attitude towards the Traveller 

community. 

 

It’s a Cultural Thing   
Michael Collins's first play written by Michael and directed By Mick Rafferty, It's a 

Cultural Thing. . . or is it? (A Traveller in Progress), in 2005, he set out to sketch a 

modern history of Irish Travellers, as seen through the eyes of a young boy moving 

with his family from a traditional nomadic life in the Midlands to a halting site in 

Finglas. It was very much Collins's own story, and he saw it as a means both of 

presenting Traveller history for a wider public, and of exploring tensions within 

Traveller culture for his own community. Narrated by Patricia McCarthy the show 

also outlines the progression of the Traveller human rights movement during the 
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timeline of the show. 

The play was well reviewed at Dublin's fringe festival receiving 5 stars in an Irish 

Times review and has toured widely since. And more recently Michael Collins 

performed scenes from it at a small charity gig in the Cobblestone pub in 

Smithfield, Dublin, to a mostly Traveller audience: it was intimate, in-your-face stuff, 

as much stand-up comedy or storytelling as theatre, and it was clear from the 

reactions of a group of teenage girls who happened to be in the front row that 

Collins's stories of growing up in fields in the Midlands were as foreign to their urban 

Traveller lives as life on a halting site would be to any settled teenager. 

Michael Collins joined a select group of Irish playwrights - Brian Friel, Tom Murphy 

and Conor McPherson amongst them - by having two plays on in the same week 

in Dublin theatre festivals, running for a total of four shows between them, the scale 

is somewhat more modest. His second play, “Mobile”, first per-formed in 2006, was 

briefly revived for lunchtime performance at the Axis in Ballymun, Dublin, his new 

play, “Worlds Apart, Same Difference” played at the Project Arts Centre in Dublin. 

Michael Collins received the lifetime achievement from the president of Ireland 

Michael D Higgins in one of his first engagements as president of Ireland awarded 

to him on behalf of the Traveller community in 2011. 

Michael Collins was the trail blazer in representing the Traveller community in 

mainstream theatre and TV shows. His early work was the first of its kind in ensuring 

that theatre makers look at the contribution of Travellers in plays from the 

perspective of Travellers themselves not just be about Travellers and he was the first 

to insist that Travellers should play the parts of Travellers. 

This intervention and interest by Michael have encouraged others to follow in his 

footsteps. Indeed, he has encouraged other Travellers to work in other fields such 

as stand-up comedy, writers, performers in plays, TV and film and behind the scenes 

as technicians and so on. This group of new and emerging artists continues to grow 

in talent and in size.   

 

Community groups getting involved.  
The development of the play The Trailer of Bridgie Dinnigan in conjunction with 
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Blanchardstown Traveller Development Group (BTDG) is an interesting example of 

collaboration between Travellers and established non-Traveller artist. The Trailer of 

Bridget Dinnigan began as an initiative conceived by Dylan Tighe in 2008, originally 

funded by Create. Tighe set out to produce a version of Federico García Lorca’s last 

play, The House of Bernarda Alba, in which the family matriarch forces her five 

daughters into an extended period of mourning upon the death of her husband. 

Tighe and Catherine Joyce, Manager of BTDG, adapted the Spanish play to an Irish 

Traveller context in a contemporary setting. 

In this version, Dinnigan’s husband has just died. She returns from the funeral 

demanding respect from her young daughters and extended family, who all seem 

to be preoccupied with men and the hope of getting married before they’re over 

the hill, which is 24 and after. When the eldest girl gets engaged to popular Paddy 

Boy (who never appears on stage, like his inspiration in Lorca’s drama), the younger 

girl to whom he has al-ready been linked is torn between an obligation to her family 

and her personal desires, with tragic consequences. 

In Cummins' cleverly crafted set, the main action takes place in Dinnigan’s trailer 

which is exposed on one side, and ex-tended across the stage. It’s a small, tidy 

space, proudly displaying a row of ornaments on a high shelf and softened by 

matching D&G rugs. A small television flashes silent images throughout most of the 

performance, and some scenes are inter-cut with mournful video projections on 

the small windows in-side. When the women disperse, they head for the trailers im-

plied to be just outside, which are surrounded again by those of other families who 

are always at risk of knowing too much about Dinnigan’s affairs. 

Keeping their own names, the non-professional actors take to the stage with 

confidence. Although the programme note carries a short glossary of Cant Traveller 

language, the language it-self doesn’t pose a barrier to understanding the play.  

Tighe maintains that the performance is “not intended as a documentary about 

Travellers” but it does “celebrate the Traveller voice and experience.” Nonetheless, 

in its focus on tensions surrounding social mores, tradition, gender conventions and 

especially female experience, the piece manages to illuminate real issues affecting 

Traveller culture, often through a range of interesting design and directorial 

choices. More importantly, perhaps, in being developed and staged with profes-

sional standards, the production legitimates Traveller culture as an important 

aspect of Irish society. 
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Rosaleen Mc Donagh  
Rosaleen McDonagh is a playwright and activist. Originally from Sligo, Rosaleen has 

a B.A. in Biblical & Theological Studies, an M.Phil in Race, Ethnicity and Conflict an 

M.Phil in Creative Writing, all from Trinity.  

In 2017 she was elected to Aosdána. Roseleen was nominated by poet, Michael 

O’Loughlin and writer, Colm McCann and is the first Irish Traveller to receive this 

honour. 

Where did Rosaleen get her inspiration for your latest play, Mainstream?  

“It was supposed to be a response to the culture of documentary, or as we 

like to call them “mockumentary”. There was something very cruel about, 

‘My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding’, ‘Knuckles’, ‘The Undateables’ and ‘Benefits 

Street’. These were prurient and they objectified poor people who often were 

exploited by the outside judgemental gaze. It was meant to be a parody of 

these documentary makers. My play, Mainstream, is a piece of fiction based 

on real and imagined lives. It’s a love story that endures pain and the 

pressure to assimilate. It attempts to honour and respect the Traveller and 

disability aesthetics with a limited and certain type of authenticity.” 

Rosaleen biggest inspiration for her writing is her reading, her family, the absence 

of Traveller narratives in popular literature, particularly fiction.  

“We are there as the rogue, the tinker, and the thief. All written by settled 

writers for a settled reader. It really is very difficult to enjoy literature where 

your identity or some outsider’s notion of your identity is being presented in 

a pejorative, exploitative, one-dimensional narrative. The disabled female 

aesthetic. The notion of how individuals struggle and often break cultural 

norms. I like subverting the aesthetic. Mixing or at least attempting to blend 

the fictional with the polemic.”  

Rosaleens play ‘Protégée’, with Fishamble Theatre Company, which is an 

adaptation of Colum McCann’s novel Zoli, which is the story of a Polish Roma Gypsy 

poet and writer. The piece went into production in 2019.  

Rosaleen writes for The Irish Times newspaper as well as having written several 

plays focusing typically on the feminist Traveller perspective. One of her plays, 
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Rings, was performed at VAS in Washington in June 2010. Another was shortlisted 

for the PJ O’ Connor radio play Awards in 2010. Colum McCann chose her to adapt 

his novel Zoli for stage. McDonagh has had work commissioned by RTE. McDonagh 

has worked with theatre groups like Fishamble and Graeae Theatre. She had a play 

directed by the Olivier award winner, Jim Culleton.  

The Baby Doll Project, She’s Not Mine a play for radio in Ireland is set in the week 

that falls between the Feast of the Annunciation and the floral bouquets of Mothers’ 

Day, Roslaeen McDonagh’s new play for radio explores the maternal bond (and the 

maternal bind) in the relationship between a single mother from the 1970s and the 

daughter she entrusted to the state. 

Roasleen is one of only a few Traveller writers who have had a role in influencing 

the theatre world to look at their portrayal of the Traveller community in a 

contemporary light and continues to write and perform today.  

 

John Connors  
Connors is an Irish actor, screenwriter, and documentary filmmaker and playwright 

best known for his role as Patrick Ward in the Irish crime drama series Love/Hate, 

for which he was nominated for best-supporting actor at the 2016 Irish film and 

television awards, and for Cardboard Gangsters, for which he won Best Actor at the 

2018 Irish film and television awards.  

Connors was born in 1990 in London, United Kingdom to an Irish Traveller family, 

but moved to Ireland with his family when he was 11 months old.  

Connors began boxing at a young age because he was experiencing bullying. He is 

a former three-time Irish boxing champion and four nations boxing gold medallist 

and was picked by the Herald newspaper for their ‘Future Star’ segment at fifteen 

years old. 

In 2017 he was named in the fifty incredible people who are shaping Ireland by the 

Irish Independent, and he was also named as one of the "twenty twenty-

somethings that could influence Ireland and the world" by The Irish Times.  

Connors won the 2018 IFTA for best actor for his performance in the film Cardboard 
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Gangsters, which Connors also wrote.  

For his documentary series for TV “John Connors: The Travellers”, won the 2018 IFTA 

for best documentary series. 

Connors's directorial feature documentary debut, Endless Sunshine on a Cloudy 

Day, won the audience award at the 2020 Dublin International Film Festival. 

John continues to influence many within both the Traveller and non-Traveller 

community through his work with the Gaiety School of Acting and on the many 

platforms he is involved in advocating for others. 

 

The future for acting and theatre in Ireland with a blended Traveller 

contribution  
Blended Traveller is a term I am using these days and for me it means the many 

facets that make up the contemporary culture of the Traveller community in 

Ireland. We are modern, we are single, married we are living houses, we are 

nomadic we are straight; we are gay, we are gender neutral; we are male, we are 

female and we are living with disabilities and different abilities and many other 

things.  Our past is what informs us as a people and who we are, and the unknown 

is what will direct us into the future and it is this blended make up of our 

community that will enrich our contribution to the arts and theatre here in Ireland.  

While there is a lot of work done here in Ireland in the theatre world, we are still new 

in comparison to some of the influence that Travellers and Gypsies have had across 

Europe. We as a community still have a long road travel before, we see true equality 

in the representation and portrayal Travellers in theatre in Ireland and maybe 

someday the people mentioned here in this paper will be considered the pioneers 

in this art form not just among our community but in Ireland and across the world. 

It was only in 2017 that Travellers were recognised as an ethnic minority group by 

the state. Up to this point and since 1960 state policy was to assimilate the Traveller 

community to the settled or non-traveller community to eliminate our way of life 

as a nomadic people Under these circumstances it is hard to nurture the creativities 

of our community so we have a lot to look forward to in the coming years in terms 
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of the mark that the Traveller community will make on the theatre world here in 

Ireland and across Europe.  

In this time of a global pandemic for theatre makers it is an opportune time for 

community and self-reflection and to ask ourselves are we creating a piece of work 

that will celebrate the richness of the Traveller community or will my work do more 

harm than good. 

Surely it is better to be remembered in history for the right reasons and not the 

wrong reason my massage to all is that equality in theatre is like most new things 

you have to make room for them up front or they get pushed to back and left 

behind play your part in this production one and all. 
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