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In his 1959 study of the Irish countryman, the Harvard anthropologist Conrad M. 
Arensberg cast an outsider’s eye upon rural Irish customs. He notes that:

a cleavage of the earth’s face agreed upon long ago between forgotten clans 
can still persist in memory and influence conduct. The boundary of a parish, 
along which just the other day the countrymen fought hard-contested hurley 
matches, may once have marked an ancient kingdom’s frontier. To under-
stand the local past, one must first know the local present.1

Luis Alberto Rodriguez understands this. His images show the local as epic and 
essential while revealing ancient traditions in a modern light. In lesser hands, 
photographic depictions of Irish dancers, the young men playing the ancient game 
of hurling and or modern farmworkers might appear clichéd and obvious. Many 
photographers have travelled to Ireland and attempted to grasp the essence of 
the country’s past and present, and all too often the results have been stereotypical  
depictions – of noble peasants and comely maidens. Bringing his dancer’s eye to 
photography, Rodriguez choreographs and arranges physical and sensual aspects 
of Irish life that are too often hidden or denied. The vulnerability of strong young 
men contrasts with the time-ravaged faces of their forbearers, while both are depict-
ed in conversation and communion with the local landscape. 

Rivers with evocative names like Owenduff, Pollmounty, Corrock, Urrin, Boro, 
Owenavorragh, Sow and Bann flow through Wexford. This small Irish county is 
nestled on the South-Eastern coast, where waves of migration, colonisation, and 
trade have left linguistic and physical marks on the landscape. When the Vikings 
arrived around 800 AD they named it Veisafjorðr, meaning ‘inlet of the mud flats’.  
Its present-day inhabitants are Rodriguez’s People of the Mud. Rodriguez, origi-
nally a New Yorker of Dominican heritage and now based in Berlin, created this 
body of work while on residency at Cow House Studios in Wexford. In a two-
month period of intense activity, Rodriguez integrated himself within tight-knit 
networks around dancing, sports, and farming in the village of Rathnure, at the 
foot of the Blackstairs mountains. 

Contemporary Irish dancing has its origins in the traditional dances which took 
place in homes and at rural crossroads. Over the last century it has become more 
codified, with highly stylised costumes and competitions, known as feiseanna, 
while shows such as Riverdance have increased visibility internationally and locally,  
with dancing retaining a strong popularity in Ireland. Contemporary Irish dancing 
has been popular subject matter for photographers, but with mixed results, often 
sneering at what they consider questionable sartorial taste (fake tan, large curly 
wigs, dramatically contoured make-up, and luridly embroidered costumes). Others  
have highlighted the theatrical costume, with resulting images that appear classist 
and snide. In contrast to this approach, Rodriguez, who also works in fashion, 
embraces and interacts with the embroidered fabrics in an innovative and novel 
manner. He positions these dancers against a backdrop of cloud-laden skies and 
railway tracks, away from the glitzy hotel ballrooms where competitive dancing  
often takes place. Stripped of the lurid colours and extravagant settings and 
framed in stark monochrome, we are able to see these dancers anew. The Celtic 
loops and swirls interlaced upon the costumes hark back to Gaelic medieval man-
uscripts or the stone high crosses which dotted the landscape. Nonetheless, these 
women, with their wigs and high-definition eyebrows, are decidedly modern. By 
placing the dancers in the landscape, these images re-connect the practice to the 
land and its essential nature. Most striking is the image of the solo dancer, draped 
in highly elaborate costume. With her face no longer visible, she resembles a 
mummer, or straw boy: an anonymous dancer who would conceal his identity to 
dance and sing at weddings or feast days to bring good luck. We think of dancing  



at the crossroads, of outdoor gatherings in summer evenings and the ad hoc, 
spontaneous nature of dance, before competition rules and regulations. We look 
at the shape and style of the costumes and dress and how they hang and cover 
these strong, athletic women, who are neither sylph-like nor ethereal.

In hurling too the present, past and future meld together. An ancient team sport 
that has been continuously played in some form in Ireland for the last three mil-
lenia, hurling is played with a wooden ash stick, a camán, and a sliotar, a small 
leather ball. Teams play for small local clubs or for their counties and it is regarded  
as one of the fastest field sports in the world, but yet it remains an amateur sport 
pursued for love of the game rather than financial gain. While watching videos of 
hurling, Rodriguez found himself pausing, slowing down and rewinding the action,  
uncovering a physical language of minute, second-by-second gestures played out 
on the field. Against a gritty backdrop of carparks, breezeblocks, and clubhouses, 
Rodriguez extracts these moves and choreographs players into delicate, dancerly 
compositions, taken from the most unlikely of sources. Layered one on top of 
each other, sometimes still and sometimes in motion, we find a peculiar tension 
between strength and fragility.

At times, Rodriguez literally fuses players to make a many-legged entity, grasping  
and pulling at each other, mimicking gestures from the field. Yet, within this 
scrum of bodies there is an intangible vulnerability to the masculinity on display. 
Rodriguez’s images show the interdependence of players between one another, 
and the private bonds of trust formed by these twenty-first-century Cúchulainns,2 

with modern haircuts and Adidas gear. Far from the tried-and-tested methods of 
the sports photographer, Rodriguez instead locates something that describes the 
centrality of the sport in these communities: the hope, respect, and camaraderie 
of these young men, local heroes in a battle played for love, not money.

Likewise, a visceral and elemental battle with the land is often present in Rodri-
guez’s images of Ireland. Farmyards, tilled fields and ancient stone outhouses are 
visible in the background, often struggling to keep form and rigidity as nature 
refuses to be stilled, contained. At the forefront, we often find figures contorted 
and stretched into startling poses, the topography of their bodies merging with 
the earth, like a landscape. For these images, Rodriguez utilised mundane objects  
that are typical flotsam of farm life: twine, sacks, rugs, wheel-barrows, saws and 
scythes. These found objects are repurposed and merge with the subjects’ silhouette  
to create a fusion of body and tool, suggestive of the mutual ways the landscape 
both shapes and is shaped by individual hands, bodies, and lives. A wellington- 
wearing figure’s back bends in a farmyard whilst holding a pick-axe. In another 
image, someone carries a metallic wheelbarrow, the silver shell threatening to over-
whelm their body. A headless female figure bends backwards into a ploughed field, 
almost as if she is emerging from the ground. Elsewhere, bodies bear the scars of 
this battle between man and the land. Each mark and wound is pointed to and high-
lighted, reminiscent of 19TH century medical photographs or criminal evidence. 
We cannot tell who is the perpetrator: the farm or on the playing field.

At the outset of the project, Rodriguez wanted to create a large family photograph,  
an idea that was quickly surpassed by other strands of enquiry. However, with a 
step backwards we can see People of the Mud as just that – a collective community 
portrait of all the different elements that construct modern, rural Irish identities.  
Just like any family portrait, it is at times dysfunctional and contradictory; it gath-
ers all the ruptures and continuities between the past and present in modern Ire-
land, while being held in a landscape and moment in time. This moment is both 
still, posed and paused, and in perptual motion, looking towards the future.

ORLA FITZPATRICK                 DUBLIN                 DECEMBER 2019

1. Conrad M. Arensberg,  
The Irish Countryman:  
An Anthropological Study, 
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2. Also known as Sétanta, this 
mythical Irish hero was known 
for his hurling prowess. 
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