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“GEOGRAPHIES OF MOVEMENT” i 

 
J’aime Morrison-Petronio 

 
 

What is your body now if not a famine road? 
Eavan Boland 
 

Roads have always held a particular fascination for me.  Perhaps it is because 
they hold the promise of movement, travel and escape. Certain roads remain 
embedded in my memory: the roads off the bluffs of Santa Cruz where I was 
inspired to choreograph my first dance; Tioga Road in the Sierra Mountains of 
California where I drove as a 20 year old and watched shooting stars from my 
VW; and the Wicklow mountain roads I explored as a student hoping to 
commune with the literary spirits of Samuel Beckett, J. M. Synge and James 
Joyce.  Roads run deep - they inscribe themselves in us. Roads are invested 
with historic, economic, political and spiritual significance. They can suggest 
motion or enact a boundary, provide a connection between distant places, 
beckon a journey without end or disguise a secret route. This essay considers 
roads as vital cultural spaces that give rise to scenes of performance and 
which at times might be seen as performances themselves.  Roads direct and 
redirect our movements and sometimes play with our perceptions of reality 
and illusion, shifting our perspective as they change direction. Like the ‘perils 
of Dublin pavements’ that confronted Bloom as he headed through the city’s 
streets, roads are gestures, intersecting with our bodies and our thoughts as 
we negotiate the uncertainties of the ground (Gilbert 1955, 237). Rather than 
view Irish roads as inert or static cultural tracts, I see them as conduits for 
movement and memory operating within the larger spatial history of Ireland 
and in conjunction with a repertoire of cultural practices. 
   
Pictures of Irish roads register traces of embodiment (or disembodiment), and 
so offer alternate routes for accessing those areas of cultural experience that 
may seem recalcitrant to historical inquiry. When we study bodily or spatial 
histories, subjects that can elude traditional methods of historical analysis, we 
must look for traces of the past in images, in words, and in the broader 
repertoire of embodied cultural practices. Performance theorist Joseph Roach 
suggests that such a project must attend to ‘counter memories’ or ‘the 
disparities between history as it is discursively transmitted and memory as it 
is publicly enacted by the bodies that bear its consequences’ (Roach 1996, 26). 
Roads run at the intersection between history and memory because they offer 
material evidence of movement: cracked concrete, pot holes, signage, mile 
markers, lane dividers, landmarks - while they also reference a wide range of 
embodied practices and behaviors: road bowling, road racing, cycling, 
dancing, walking, marching, praying, hitchhiking, smuggling. What do 
images of roads tell us about cultural, social and political conceptualizations 
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of space: about how space is ordered, controlled, measured and moved 
through. What do images reveal or conceal about the politics of movement? 
Perhaps roads make legible what and who has past by and passed on, 
referencing bodies that no longer exist.  In this sense roads are haunted spaces 
of kinetic memory that bear the traces of many forms of movement – those of 
exile and homecoming, invasion and insurrection, pilgrimage and 
performance. 

 

 
Road Bowler Murphy Brown, Blarney, Co, Cork 1936.  

Fox Photos-Fulton Archive-Getty Images 
 

Tim Robinson, mapmaker and geographer of the west of Ireland, begins his 
study of Inis Mór by describing his own ‘circuits’ around the island. For 
Robinson the Irish landscape is saturated with ‘geologies, biologies, myths, 
histories and politics,’ and his steps, which retrace those early pilgrimage 
circuits, embody a momentary congruence ‘between the culture we bear and 
the ground that bears us” (Robinson 1986, 277). Robinson lets this movement 
guide his writing: his narrative wanders between cartographic observation 
and poetic reverie, imaginative recreation and oral history in order to evoke 
the contours of the land. Irish topography has long been associated with 
historical accretions, the sediment of a culture dispossessed of its land and 
language. As soil, ground, territory and landscape Irish land represents what 
Australian geographer Paul Carter refers to as a ‘folded ground.’ Carter 
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invokes the image of fieldwork - the literal unfolding and folding of the earth 
- and metaphorically refers to the ground of convergences, departures and 
coincidences that shape our movements (Carter 1996, 4). For Robinson and 
Carter the ground is not static, but active, producing a resonance between foot 
and earth that animates the bodies in the landscape.  
 
In The Lie of the Land Carter posits a theory of movement within the landscape 
of colonized territory. He counters Paul Valéry’s remark that, ‘[t]he state of 
mind of a man dancing is not that of a man advancing through difficult 
country of which he is making a topographical survey’ by asserting that 
because of his leveling and clearing gestures, ‘the explorer precedes the 
pirouetting dancer’ (ibid, 291). In this statement the dancer occupies the firm 
ground, a landscape from which the obstacles have been removed. Viewed as 
‘difficult country’ by colonial cartographers and would-be invaders, the 
topography of Ireland did not yield easily to such leveling operations. As 
noted by Irish map historiographer J.A. Andrews, [t]he roughly articulated 
terrain of Ireland presented numerous obstacles for surveyors as did Ireland’s 
acts of rebellion’ (quoted in Boogaart II 1999, 162). Ireland’s porous, soggy 
and often un-chartable terrain invites the challenge of moving (or pirouetting) 
on an uneven ground. 

  
In ‘That the Science of Cartography is Limited’ poet Eavan Boland aligns the 
colonial map with authority and with the flattening lines and imposing grid 
of empire, but the poem also alludes to the palpable unseen presence of those 
who disrupted the colonial plot.  
 

1847, when the crop had failed twice, 
 Relief Committees gave 
 The starving Irish such roads to build. 
 
 Where they died, there the road ended.  

(Boland 1994, 7) 
  
Boland interrogates the map to unfix it so she can view it choreographically as 
a space for movement’s trace. By challenging the authority of the official map 
she makes visible the lost movements of those who built the roads. In 1831 the 
Irish Board of Works (established by the British Government) sought to 
promote the economic development of Ireland by providing paid relief work 
for famine victims through the construction of new roads. Yet these roads 
often went nowhere. As described in the poem, they end where the bodies of 
the starving gave out. Her poem refigures Ireland as a wooded grove, a space 
of contours and curvilinear forms that has been disciplined to fit a 
topographical grid. Yet the linear, flattening outlines of the official map 
cannot be read because these roads disappear. Unfinished and often without a 
fixed destination, famine roads function as fragmentary geographies of 
resistance. 
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During excavation for a new M3 motorway from Dublin to surrounding 
communities, workers for the Irish Roads Authority discovered what is 
believed to be a prehistoric ceremonial site at Lismullen, County Meath, 
between the ancient hills of Tara and Skryne. In a reversal of Boland’s image, 
in which the straight line of the surveyor obfuscates the contours of the earth, 
this new highway cannot bury the power of the submerged ritual landscape – 
the proposed Tara Road will offer residents of the area a more direct and 
quicker route into the city center - indicating that buried histories do 
resurface, reminding us of their presence and their continuing influence.  
Digging is an important motif in Irish cultural narratives. Seamus Heaney 
recognizes the significance of digging as an embodied cultural practice akin to 
writing.  In his work he unearths mythic, political, and personal histories, ‘by 
striking inwards and downwards’ (Heaney 1998, 42). When the past rises up, 
or as in the case of the Tara road is inadvertently dug up, or accidentally on 
purpose dug up, the absent past becomes present. Roads literally bring to the 
surface the complexities of Irish identity. Building roads requires digging, 
does it not?  In this sense roads function as double gestures: on the one hand, 
they are essential to modern life, to commerce, productivity, and transport; 
yet in order to build a road one must dig, thereby exposing the past, which 
must be confronted. The multi-layered archeology and intricate genealogy of 
Irish roads advance a critical imperative for movement that cannot be 
repressed. 

  
Almost 20 years ago American scholar Cheryl Herr wrote ‘The Erotics of 
Irishness,’ a provocative essay in which she considered what she saw as an 
inherited distrust of the body and physical expression in Ireland. Herr 
concludes her analysis of various forms of bodily censorship with a reference 
to Irish topography – the mounds, cairns, tumuli, and massive circular field 
monuments which she sees as bodily disruptions in the landscape which 
upset traditional notions of geographical fixity, cultural paralysis and 
stillness. She writes, ‘the cairns might operate as mediators to a register of 
meaning that accommodates concepts of other symbolic orders, an 
alternativity, a visual semiotic that could foster new ways of looking and 
moving’ (Herr 1990, 32).  Representations of Irish land as a body, particularly 
a female body, persist in both colonial and nationalist discourse. Ireland has 
been identified visually as mysterious territory or as virgin land in need of 
protection. In the Victorian journal Punch, Ireland was frequently allegorized 
as a young woman, Hibernia, in need of protection from Irish anarchists, or as 
a demure young girl who is being seduced by Britain (Pery Curtis Jr. 1997, 41 
& 68). The image of women in need of rescue from colonial oppressors served 
as a popular nationalist motif in songs and poems. Cultural geographer 
Catherine Nash has identified the feminization and eroticization of Ireland as 
an important cultural trope, which served to uphold oppressive gender 
identifications that aligned Irish women with passivity, obedience and 
stillness (Nash 1997, 108-27). But Herr re-conceives the ancient (feminine) 
geographical forms embodied in the landscape as sites of movement and 
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cultural agency. This feminine or feminist geography asserts a vision of the 
land-as -body as a powerful force that can reroute roads and thus reveal the 
past or revivify ancient systems of movement that have been buried. As part 
of this kinetic geography, roads offer new pathways for thinking about 
manifold systems of cultural mobility.  

 
‘I was off. I was going down the road of my dreams…I wanted as quickly as 
possible to get on the strange roads where Romance wearing gold earrings 
was waiting for me’ (Kavanagh 2001, 223). In his series of autobiographical 
essays, published as The Green Fool, Patrick Kavanagh quite literally sets out 
on the road to becoming a poet. In ‘A Visit to Dublin’, he informs his bemused 
mother, ‘I’m walking to Dublin.’ He poet acknowledges his inheritance of 
‘road-hunger’ from his grandfather, who set out on ‘the road Queen Maeve 
took.’  Kavanagh’s own steps echo with the reverberations of history and 
myth. His long walk to the door of the poet George Russell becomes a literary 
pilgrimage to the works of admired writers, but his steps also take him on a 
journey into himself. When we walk along a road that is dense with personal, 
mythic, or national memory we join our steps with those that have gone 
before. Maybe this is what Kavanagh meant when he wrote that when we 
walk our feet are ‘tapping secrecies of stone’.  

 
Half-past eight and there is not a spot 
Upon a mile of road, no shadow thrown   
That might turn out a man or woman, not 
A footfall tapping secrecies of stone. 
(from ‘Iniskeen Road, July Evening’, Kavanagh 1972, 18)  

 
Whether divining the secrets of the road or weaving an idea in to a larger 
fabric of story, writers have invoked roads to chronicle the movement of 
thought. Declan Kiberd ascribes the original impulse for the twinning of 
words and movements to medieval Irish culture, a time when ‘the rhythms of 
poetry were linked to the delight which people took in the act of walking or 
riding, as their bodies moved through the world’ (Kiberd, quoted in 
Mulrooney 2006, xi). John Millington Synge was an Irish writer who knew 
intimately the ‘secrecies of stone’ and in his work paid tribute to the 
knowledge that could only come from physical movement through space: 
‘Man is naturally a nomad…and all wanderers have finer intellectual and 
physical perceptions than men who are condemned to local habitations. But 
the vagrant, I think, along with perhaps the sailor, has preserved the dignity 
of motion’ (Synge 1982, 195-6). Roads beckon us onwards with the promise of 
companionship – they bear witness to our innermost thoughts and dreams 
and offer solace or distraction from what we have left behind. Synge was an 
avid walker himself and most likely recognized the ‘dignity of motion’ that a 
tramp might come to know. Another devoted walker, Samuel Beckett, set his 
play Waiting for Godot – in which two tramps divert themselves while waiting- 
on a country road that could be anywhere and nowhere: ‘A country road. A 
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tree. Evening.’ This might be a famine road, a traveler road, or an imaginary 
road, but it is primarily a space that is enlivened by the tramps’ performances 
of everyday existence.  
 
For these writers the act of walking a road- or the movements of the road 
itself – suggest that a kinetic consciousness rewards those who move. To 
acknowledge this form of embodied knowledge is not to disregard the 
importance of language and orality in Irish culture, rather, it allows us to 
attend to what the body writes. Poems, plays, and stories do register 
movement, but movement also articulates what Michel de Certeau called 
‘spatial stories,’ in which act of walking becomes as eloquent as a spoken or 
written narrative (de Certeau 1984, 115). ‘Every story is a travel story,’ de 
Certeau observes, referring to the enunciation of physical and spatial stories 
through narrative structures: ‘…whether everyday or literary, [stories] serve 
us as a means of mass transportation’ (ibid, 115). 
  
In his account of walking the border that divides Northern Ireland from the 

Republic of Ireland, Colm Tóibín observes many rituals and ceremonies of the 

body that define this contested region. In addition to his own ruminations on 

the legacy of the Troubles made visible on his walk, Tóibín reports on the 

marches, parades, funerals and protests that take place along the border 

roads. With a surveyor’s sense of geographical perception he encounters a 

diverse landscape of historical trauma and geopolitical division, which he 

registers in his body. At the outset Tóibín acknowledges his strategy: 
 

I went out and stood on the road. I had made certain arrangements 

with myself about walking. I had made rules. All progress along the 

border must be on foot, I had agreed…every move toward my 

destination, Newry, must be on foot, except if there was danger, and 

then I would do anything. (Tóibín 1994, 4) 
 

During his journey, Tóibín encounters dangerous roads, smuggling roads, 
prayer roads, abandoned roads, and roads that have become graves. He tries 
to adhere to the official border, but at times does not know if he is actually in 
the North or the South – his map does not register the intricacies of the divide 
as accurately as his own stride. At other times his location is clearly marked 
by checkpoints, flags, or emblems painted directly on the roads. In the North 
it is not uncommon for inhabitants of a town to paint the roads in sectarian 
colors as a way of laying claim to certain streets and neighborhoods. When 
Tóibín stumbles across the word ‘Paisley’ painted on a road in a 
predominantly Protestant area, he becomes acutely aware of the unspoken 
laws of place that govern the roads of the North. To transgress these spatial 
codes would be to invite suspicion and perhaps violence.  
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The rhetoric of the road has offered the public, media and politicians spatial 
metaphors for political engagement and retreat. In May 2007 Reverend Ian 
Paisley invoked the metaphor of the road to signal political progress: ‘We’re 
on a road, and we’re not turning back’ (Millar 207). Known for his ideological 
intransigence, Paisley’s comment registers a perceptible shift from his usual 
tactic of non-engagement with Republican government officials. His words 
spatialize a historic moment by referencing opposing factions who occupy the 
same road, and he brings history into a new spatial dimension by 
acknowledging the possibility of a shared political space.  In making such 
comments perhaps Paisley was acknowledging that even opponents must 
share the same battleground. Referring to the concept of a “rift’ such as a 
stream or a river, Martin Heidegger reminds us that even a divided space 
‘does not let opponents break apart; it brings the opposition of measure and 
boundary into their common outline’ (Heidegger 1971, 63). Geographic 
fissures are recognized as both a separating boundary and a conjoined space 
that gestures beyond the vicissitudes of nature to refer to the potential for 
shared economic, political, and social aspirations. The space between 
contested sites becomes a place for engagement, negotiation, and exchange. 
Crossroads, a familiar image in Irish culture, also serve as spaces of 
intersection that demand our acknowledgment of choice and forward an 
imperative for movement.  
 
Dancing, worshiping, or meeting at the crossroads were popular activities 
that brought people from neighboring villages or parishes together. If, as Paul 
Carter alleges, ‘straight lines that form crossroads offer emblems of hope,’ the 
movements of dance performed at the crossing of two roads promise a 
collective celebration that transfigures the multifaceted metaphor of the road 
into a figure of embodied joy(Carter 1988, 222). No longer imagined as a route 
for escape, exile or confrontation, Irish roads that cross mark places of 
connection, continuity and celebration. In popular memory Éamon de Valera 
is reputed to have invoked the image of dancing at the crossroads to express 
his vision of the new Irish Free State as a stable national entity, and indeed it 
would be through bodily and spatial codes that Irish culture would declare its 
presence and define its cultural and political trajectory: meet, retreat; 
encounter, engage, depart, circle, reverse.  Our bodies are our very own roads 
and we can take them anywhere.  
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Dancing at the Crossroads, Connemara, 1955 

Photo: G.A. Duncan 
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End Notes 
                                                 
i
 This essay is an excerpt from a longer work. To view the full text please refer 
to Crossroads: Performance Studies and Irish Culture, eds. Sara Brady and Fintan 
Walsh (London: Palgrave, 2009). 
 


