
CASE STUDY: DANCE 

Project Name 

THE BIG REEL – Dance, Music, and Performance Project 

 

Aims & Objectives 

The aim of The BIG REEL project was to develop opportunities for older-age communities in healthcare 

and dance/arts settings to creatively engage in the artforms of dance, music and performance, with the 

objective to share cultural experiences that would inspire professional artists to realise a vibrant new 

performance that meshed artforms and responded to each site and community. A further aim sought to 

demonstrate the intrinsic value of the performing arts in this context – in terms of supporting creative 

agency and fostering a sense of well-being and belonging. 

Led by a team of five professional dance/music artists and connecting with these communities over an 

eight-month period, the intention was to develop a programme of participatory activities which began 

with dance/music workshops and culminated in performances of The BIG REEL. A mash up of trad, 

popular, classical and contemporary dance and music genres, The BIG REEL was designed to provoke 

lively audience interaction, to dispel barriers between observer and performer and connect people to 

their surroundings to offer new/surprising experiences. 

Furthermore, the aim was to galvanise interest and build relationships amongst experts within the 

healthcare, arts and culture sectors with a view to developing similar arts projects and replicating this 

model in other settings in the future. 

 

Outline 

"I was blown away by the performance – really was so professional. From the singing to the dancing, the 

costumes – it was perfect! Just great to see something as good as this coming into nursing homes." 

(Tanja Warkentin, Occupational Therapist - Waterford Residential Care Centre) 

The BIG REEL was a dance, music and performance project designed for/with older-age communities in 

residential care centres and those living independently. Led by choreographer Philippa Donnellan, it was 

developed in collaboration with professional performers musicians Sadbh O’Sullivan and Sharon Murphy 

from Embrace Music and dancers Sarah Ryan and Mia DiChiaro and other members of the production 

team as credited below. 

Funded by an Arts Council Dance Project Award 2022–2023 and developed in association with partners 

Dance Limerick, Waterford Healing Arts and Dance Ireland, The BIG REEL ran from February to September 

2023 and took place in four healthcare and two dance/arts centres in counties Waterford, Dublin and 

Limerick as outlined below. Involving a programme of artform workshops and concluding with a 

performance at each centre, The BIG REEL project invited communities on a journey of discovery to 

participate, savour and enjoy. 

 

Artistic Outputs 

Our artistic approach drew upon the core idea of The BIG REEL as an adventurous collective journey that 

weaves the past and present through dance, music, spoken word and song. This blended artform 

approach was anticipated to anchor the process – to ignite individual creativity and spark expressive 

embodied response and offer varied ways for people to engage and participate as wished. 



 

Artistic Outputs 1: Dance and Music Workshops 

Between February and April, introductory dance/music workshops took place with groups in selected 

centres. In Waterford Residential Care Centre, the workshop formed part of the annual WELL Festival of 

Arts and Wellbeing which champions and celebrates the way the arts help us feel good. And at 

DanceHouse in Dublin, a specially arranged workshop involved members of The Macushla Dance Club for 

ages 50+ facilitated by their director and Big Reel dancer Mia DiChiaro.  

Co-led by Philippa and musicians Sadhbh or Sharon and assisted by designated staff in the care centres, 

each workshop involved a gentle, physical warm-up to music, informal singsongs and guided 

dance/movement sequences. At times, it proved challenging for the artists to connect with care centre 

residents due to Covid restrictions (particularly singing with masks on!) however these interventions 

largely allowed an easy flow between artists and community and provoked much joyful singing and 

considerable impromptu dancing, laughter and conversation. They also aided collection of ideas and 

material to inspire creation of the new  piece, and provided opportunity for artists and staff to connect 

and clarify logistical and schedule details in advance of performances. 

 

Artistic Outputs 2: The BIG REEL Performances 

Between June and August, the artists devised The BIG REEL. Directed by Philippa, original choreography 

was created which drew upon varied dance styles, with colourful costumes crafted by a professional 

designer and a live soundtrack composed by the musicians. The concept of a journey or musical odyssey 

evolved with one of the performers becoming the lead narrator; this role was particularly effective in 

guiding dramatic action and audience participation. 

In September the artists returned to each community to present The BIG REEL. The tour included a total 

of six performances – four in residential centres, and two public/ticketed performances in the dance 

centres. Whilst there were challenges within the care homes with some communal spaces restricted and 

unable to accommodate all residents and schedules changing due to other demands, considerable effort 

was made by the staff at each centre to make the event a success – including decorating the spaces and 

providing refreshments which were greatly appreciated! 

In some care centres friends and family attended and other staff popped in – all of which generated a 

sense of excitement and general enjoyment. Each performance kicked off with a lively procession through 

the space with the narrative unfolding to bring performers and audience together to move, sing and 

celebrate. 

 

The One Thing I Wish I’d Known Before I Started the Project 

“I underestimated the practical support required. It's of value to fully consider the scale/logistics of your 

project to ensure you have the necessary expertise and support. 

Tips: 

• Know the community/setting you wish to engage with 

• Do your research 

• Think practically/creatively 

• Plan in detail 



• Be flexible and patient 

• Never lose your sense of humor.” 

 

Evaluation Methods 

Evaluation was qualitative in design and on-going in nature. Designed to facilitate response from all 

parties involved and to identify and assess any specific needs/issues, this acknowledged that ‘a range of 

approaches and methodologies will be needed to assess complex arts in health interventions.’ 

(Arts for Health and Wellbeing/An Evaluation Framework, Public Health England (PHE) and Aesop; Daykin 

and Joss 2016). 

Evaluation methods included: 

• Informal verbal feedback from participants, audience, artists and staff 

• Artists’ reflection written notes (post workshops/performances) 

• Healthcare staff/artists meetings (prior and post workshops/performances) 

• Healthcare staff written feedback 

• Arts Council Project Report 2023 

 

Promotion, Documentation and Dissemination 

To promote the project in the centres and aid wider dissemination via social media/website channels, 

colourful marketing material was developed including a poster and photographs by professional 

photographer Anthony Griffin. 

The BIG REEL was documented in photography by Anthony Griffin and via production of a short video by 

professional filmmaker Dominik Kosicki. Created as a lasting record and to support further dissemination 

of the work to stakeholders and other relevant organisations, the video captured the final performance at 

Dance Limerick to showcase the event and record participant/audience reaction. 

Due to Covid restrictions and issues surrounding consent, video documenting the older people in care 

centres proved difficult. Though understandably complex in these contexts, digital media can be of great 

value in recording responses particularly with respect to physical movement/action as an ephemeral form 

of expression. As Daykin and Joss note, this form of documentation is often ‘effective for uncovering 

hidden perspectives, adding empathic power and strengthening participants’ voices.’ 

The BIG REEL short film: 

https://youtu.be/U8L9T-DiGgM 

Links – Promotion and Dissemination: 

• https://waterfordcouncil.ie/well-festival-of-arts-and-wellbeing-2023/ 

• https://www.waterfordhealingarts.com/news/well-festival-2023/ 

• https://dancelimerick.ie/event/the-big-reel/ 

 

Summary 



As lead artist, I found this project to be a profoundly enriching and moving experience that allowed us, 

the artists, to connect with older people many of whom were vulnerable and some in the final stages of 

life. It was a privilege to hear their stories and songs and to acknowledge the depth and range of their life 

experiences – and to share our passion for dance and music. Often it was full of surprises – on one such 

occasion a lady burst into song, beautifully singing an aria from a well-known opera and expressing a rich 

knowledge of classical music. 

Collaborating with the dancers and musicians with their expertise of arts and health practice and 

empathy for working with these communities was a delight and an aspect I greatly valued. This also 

highlighted the vital role played by professional care staff in supporting the participant/artist dynamic 

and ensuring things ran smoothly. A distinctive venture that had its challenges, it raised exciting 

possibilities to develop other projects of this kind and continue artistic collaboration in the future. 

From participant/staff feedback it was evident the project offered a welcome respite to the everyday 

routine – helping to refresh cultural interests, connect with others and reaffirm relationships and more... 

 

Feedback Highlights 

Adare and District Nursing Home 

"You brought a real vibrancy to the place...some residents can get a bit depressed sitting all day in chairs 

and things – and you got everyone going, and bought things to life, which was just great to see." (Staff) 

"Bringing something like this into people’s lives – in perhaps the final weeks and months of their lives has 

been so special. Thank you all so much!" (Director of Nursing) 

"What kind of dancing do you call it? It was beautiful, I enjoyed it very much." (Participant/Audience) 

St Joseph’s Shankill 

"Great to see people dancing! I know they might have been only tapping the toes – but that means a lot 

here!" (Staff) 

"Super, super!" (Participant/Audience) 

"There was nothing I didn’t like – it just flowed along from one thing to the next. We’re all on a journey 

aren’t we?" (Participant/Audience) 

"Although you wouldn’t have heard them, people at the back were saying ‘lovely, lovely’ – you could tell 

they were enjoying it. Well done, amazing work!" (Staff) 

Waterford Residential Care Centre 

"Because of its originality it totally engaged our residents, and notably some of those that may just sit 

and listen became very animated. This was very rewarding to observe." (Staff) 

"I enjoyed that – it was different!" (Participant/Audience) 

"Very polished and professional. You could tell that a lot of work had gone into the whole thing." 

(Audience) 

"I’ve never seen anything like that before – it was brilliant. I really enjoyed seeing how you all worked 

together as a team – and then how it went from singing to the dancing, to everyone joining in." 

(Volunteer Assistant) 

 

Credits 

Funders: 

The Arts Council of Ireland | Dance Project Award 2022–2023 

Partners: 

Dance Limerick, Waterford Healing Arts, Dance Ireland 



Healthcare Centres and Dance/Arts Venues: 

• (The Macushla Group aged 50+) Dance Ireland/DanceHouse, Dublin 1 

• St Joseph’s Shankhill, Dementia Care Centre, Dublin 18 

• Waterford Residential Care Centre, Waterford city 

• Adare & District Nursing Home, Co. Limerick 

• St Camillus Residential Unit, Limerick city 

• Dance Limerick, Limerick city 

The BIG REEL Production Team: 

• Produced and directed by Choreographer Philippa Donnellan 

• Performers/musicians: Sadbh O’Sullivan and Sharon Murphy (Embrace Music) 

• Performers/dancers: Sarah Ryan and Mia Di Chiaro 

• Costume Design: Juliana Schmidt Tomasini 

• Original music composed by Sadbh O’Sullivan and Sharon Murphy 

• Technical production: Sound Technician Jack Hayes 

• Graphic Design: Emer Casey 

• Photography: Anthony Griffin 

• Video documentation: Dominik Kosicki 

 

Philippa Donnellan 
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