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Since the late 1990s the Arts Council/An
Comhairle Ealaíon has advocated the value
of the arts within healthcare and arts officers
have been including aspects of the arts and
health, including mental health, in their
programmes.
The Creative Ireland programme is guided by the
vision that every person in the country will have an
opportunity to realise their full creative potential. One
of the three priorty areas pinpointed in the scheme is
individual and collective wellbeing.
The role that the arts can play in our mental health
surfaces in a number of articles in this issue. The
recent ‘Photovoice’ exhibition hosted at Westmeath
County Buildings is an output of a research project
commissioned by See Change, Ireland’s organisation
dedicated to ending mental heatlh stigma.
As Westmeath-based actress, Mary McEvoy observed,
we have learned to talk the talk on mental health and
now we need to walk the walk.
In Clara, Co. Offaly, the subject of how we approached
mental health in the past versus the present, was explored
by participants in the ‘Return to Sender’ initiative.
Staying in Offaly, Shona Ellen Connolly, a photographer
from Edenderry, did a photo essay depicting the burden
that can be lifted by opening up to someone.
In Laois, Stephen James Smith, recalling his stint as Laois
Spoken Word poet-in-residency, outlined how the
subject came up in his interaction with students.
Longford songwriter, Charles James Walker, spoke
of his personal experience of hitting rock bottom and
building himself back up to release his debut EP.
Various studies have shown that the arts can help keep
us well, aid recovery and support longer lives While
much has been achieved in improving access to the arts,
additional funding would make a signficant difference.
First Fortnight will host the European Mental Health
Arts Festival in Ireland next January. It will be interesting
to see the issues that arise.

Caroline Allen
Guest Editor
Main cover image from ‘Townscape’ by Mary Burke, supplied by
Laois Arts Office. Other images supplied by Longford Arts Office:
Shelley Corcoran; Westmeath Arts Office; and Offaly Arts Office.

YOUR LOCAL ARTS OFFICERS

County Offaly
WHO: Mary Brady
(Temporary Arts Officer)
WHERE: Offaly County Council,
Charleville Road, Tullamore
CONTACT: Telephone 057 9357400
arts@offalycoco.ie.
www.offaly.ie/arts
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County Westmeath
WHO: Miriam Mulrennan
WHERE: Westmeath County Council
County Buildings, Mullingar
CONTACT: Telephone 044 93 32016
arts@westmeathcoco.ie
www.westmeathcoco.ie

County Laois
WHO: Muireann Ní Chonaill
WHERE: Laois County Council,
Portlaoise, Co Laois
CONTACT: Tel: 057 8664109
mnichonaill@laoiscoco.ie
www.laois.ie/arts

County Longford
WHO: Fergus Kennedy
WHERE: Longford County Council,
Great Water St. Longford.
CONTACT: Tel: 086 8517595
fkennedy@longfordcoco.ie
www.longfordcoco.ie/arts_office.html
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Alan Meredith (Image: Alf Harvey Photography).

Free Market Pavilion (Image: Matthew Thompson).

SMALL WONDER

Mountmellick is under
the spotlight in the
Venice Biennale 2018

Mountmellick, Co. Laois, is one of ten Irish towns featured in the Irish national pavilion at the Venice architecture
Biennale 2018 - La Biennale di Venezia. The Venice Biennale is the foremost global architecture exhibition, expected
to attract over 260,000 visitors over the six month period between May 26 and November 25, 2018.
The Biennale alternates every second year between
art and architecture exhibitions, with 63 countries
hosting national pavilions. 2018 represents a
remarkable year for Irish architecture, as, for the
first time, the overall curators of the Biennale are
Irish: Yvonne Farrell and Shelley McNamara of
Grafton Architects.

Mayo; Ballyshannon, Co. Donegal; Bunclody,
Co. Wexford; Castleblayney, Co. Monaghan;
Kilmallock, Co. Limerick; Kilrush, Co. Clare;
Macroom, Co. Cork; and Templemore, Co.
Tipperary

They set an overall theme of ‘FreeSpace’, which
was articulated in their curatorial statement. Every
national pavilion is asked to respond to this theme
in an exploration relevant to the architecture and
social issues in their country.

In the Mountmellick study, members of the
group interviewed residents and business people
living and working around O’Connell Square
in Mountmellick and proposed strategies to
encourage new houses and businesses in the town
centre. They also looked at ways to improve the
public realm of the town.

Following an open call from Culture Ireland last
autumn, a group comprising six architects and
designers entitled ‘Free Market’ - Jo Anne Butler,
Jeffrey Bolhuis, Miriam Delaney, Tara Kennedy,
Laurence Lord, and Orla Murphy - was selected to
represent Ireland in its national pavilion.

At the launch in Venice on May 24, there was
great interest in the studies of the Irish towns.
German, Austrian, Croatian and Icelandic media
all identified similar issues they had with small
towns in their counties, and the pavilion received
very positive national and international reviews.

The ‘Free Market’ curators highlight the
importance and the potential of the market places
in small Irish towns, and identify these places of
social and commercial exchange as a ‘FreeSpace’
under threat. While the focus was on market
places in particular, the exhibition also took on
broader issues on the future of the small towns.

This is the first time that small towns and their
market places has been the subject of the Irish
pavilion, and it is also the first time the exhibition
will return to tour small towns of Ireland. ‘Free
Market’ will return to Ireland in Summer 2019
and will be exhibited in Mountmellick.

The other towns selected for the exhibition
are: Athenry, Co. Galway; Ballinrobe, Co.

The tour will close with a major symposium in
late 2019, which will gather architects, historians,
representatives, policy makers, and stakeholders

involved in towns. It is hoped that this exhibition
and subsequent tour and symposium will become
a catalyst in the way policy decisions regarding
small towns are made and implemented.
The Irish National Pavilion at the Venice
Architecture Biennale is an initiative of Culture
Ireland in partnership with the Arts Council. The
Free Market team is grateful for the support of
Laois County Council and Creative Ireland Laois.
For more information: www.free-market.ie;
Free Market on Instagram; Doorand Free Market
on Twitter.

DESIGNS ON A CLOSE ENCOUNTER
Mountmellick architect and designer Alan
Meredith has also featured in the Venice Biennale
through detail design and the making of two
submissions for a special section titled ‘Close
Encounter, Meetings with Remarkable Projects’
which presents works that originate in a reflection
on well known buildings of the past.
Alan worked with participants A2 architects who
devised a reflection ‘Odyssey’ based on an architect
and a sculptor, Oiza and Oteiza respectively.
He also collaborated with Boyd Cody architects
on a reflection of the work of Irish-born architect
and designer, Eileen Gray, and two houses by her:
E10:27 and tempe à pailla.

Cronin seal the deal

In an extraordinary year in which The Academic support the Rolling Stones in
Croke Park and Niall Horan performs with the National Concert Orchestra,
Westmeath continues to ride high, producing exciting and talented musicians.
Mullingar brothers Johnny and Mick Cronin moved to Leeds as children. Several years ago they
returned to Ireland and formed The Aftermath, named after their favourite Rolling Stones album.
The Aftermath scooped three top 20 singles and toured throughout Ireland and Europe.
They have reincarnated as indie group ‘Cronin’ and their critically acclaimed debut album ‘The First
Kiss of Love” is now available to stream and download.
3
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Isabelle Clarke of Our
Lady’s Bower School,
Athlone, wears a dress
designed by herself and
fellow student Mary
Brody which won the
overall Bank of Ireland
Junk Kouture trophy

ATHLONE STUDENTS LEAD
THE NATIONAL FASH-PACK

Athlone students were dressed for success at Junk Kouture, with Isabelle Clarke and Mary Brody of Our Lady’s
Bower taking the overall Bank of Ireland Junk Kouture trophy for their creation ‘Moo.’
Junk Kouture, now in its eighth year, hosts
secondary school students from around the
country who compete for the prize of the most
creative sustainable fashion designs.
The students were crowned overall winners
for 2018 at Dublin’s 3Arena, beating 85 other
contestants to scoop the top prize - €2,500
for their school and a trip to the Cannes Film
Festival.
Three hundred milk cartons were cut into shapes
and connected by over 30,000 rings for ‘Moo.’
The students received €500 cash and an iPad mini.
Prizes awarded on the night included: the Bank of
Ireland glamour prize, awarded to Ellen Kearney
and Katie Shortall with ‘She’s No Egg, But

She’s Some Yolk’, also from Our Lady’s Bower,
and ‘What Lies Beneath’ by Tina Geoghegan,
Arthur Finlay and Rebecca Flynn from Moate
Community School. The Bank of Ireland Style
winners will have the opportunity to model their
outfits on the red carpet at the glamorous royal
premiere in London.
‘Moo’ surpassed all expectations and blew the
star-studded judging panel away. It was made
up of X Factor and ‘Ireland’s Got Talent’ judge
Louis Walsh; style guru Pippa O’Connor;
fashion educators and experts Tracey Fahey and
Jane Leavey; alongside previous winner and
LSAD graduate Stephen McLaughlin.
The young budding designers have been working
tirelessly on their extraordinary designs since the

Countdown to Castlepalooza 2018
By Helena Burns

Now in its 13th year, Castlepalooza returns to the majestic Charleville
Castle in Tullamore this August bank holiday, August 3, 4 and 5.
Castlepalooza is renowned for putting on a
unique boutique festival, bringing together an
eclectic mix of homegrown and international
music acts, top comedians, energising workshops
and above all unrivalled festival fun in the magical
woods surrounding Charleville Castle.
Castlepalooza 2018 promises headline acts on the
centrestage and big top such as All Tvvins, an Irish
festival exclusive; Detroit Swindle; New Jackson;
PINS; and Space Dimension Controller. Across
the weekend expect an array of talented musicians
to take the stage to entertain, including Choice
Music Prize Album of The Year 2018 winners,
Ships; Irish DJs Boots and Kats and Mix and
Fairbanks; the 50-piece Dublin Ukulele Collective,
a highlight of Castlepalooza 2017; and Dublinbased bands, Draw Slow and Fontaines DC.
4

Welcomed back this year will be the Laughter
Lab, bringing the Rubberbandits to headline the
comedy tent. Sharing the stage will be Karl Spain,
Eric Lalor, Colin Murphy and Gearoid Farrelly.
Ticket holders are invited to have daily access
inside the castle where Homebeat will curate a
stage with surprise performances. Festival revellers
are also welcome to take part in workshops all
weekend long including yoga, arts and crafts,
dance and drama. This looks set to be a weekend
not to be missed.
For full line up and tickets, see: www.
castlepalooza.com. For further details, updates and
competitions, find Castlepalooza on Facebook,
Instagram and Twitter with the handle #CP18

start of the school year. They were tasked with
creating haute couture outfits from recycled
materials and junk. All of the 86 finalists strutted
the catwalk to thundering applause from a
capacity audience.
The crowd was treated to a performance by pop
sensation and winner of ‘Dancing with the Stars
2018’ Jake Carter, four-piece indie/pop outfit
from Mullingar Fallen Lights and dance troupe
XOD.
Laura Lynch, head of customer propositions
at Bank of Ireland said that it was no surprise
that Junk Kouture had become a launch pad for
a number of successful careers in architecture,
fashion design, fine arts, teaching and
entertainment.
Comedian
Karl Spain.
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State Lights
release new
single
By Jessica Thompson

Longford musician Joe Regan is no stranger to the music scene, with his band State Lights making waves across
the country. The band has gone from strength to strength since 2015 when members Joe, Shane ‘Shobsy’ O’Brien,
Paul Ridgeway and Noel Perry got together at music college, BIMM Dublin.
They’ve recently shot into the national spotlight
following the spectacular performance of their
single, ‘Peace Will Come’ on the Late Late Show
in May. The single is redolent of some of the top
‘80s bands and sends out a positive message.
“We wrote ‘Peace Will Come’ about a year-anda-half ago, off the back of an old song idea from
our first few months as a band,” Joe explained.
“We thought musically it was quite powerful, and
the natural lyric that flowed out of Shobsy was
one that dealt with the political and social climate
of that time.”
The song was written during the US presidential
election. “Hearing what Trump and Clinton
were saying to each other and how the whole
thing turned super nasty was just such a bizarre
thing. We were asking each other: ‘How is this
happening?
“So the song was inspired by that dark time, and
ultimately is about spreading a positive message of

faith and hope that we will see better times than
ever before, once we emerge from the current era
of politics.”
The band has also released a video to accompany
the new single.“The video features some famous
faces and friends of ours who got behind our
message and the song, such as Liam Cunningham,
actor; Patrick Bergin, actor; Garry Ringrose,
rugby player; Guggi, artist; Craig Fitzgerald,The
Academic; and Kevin Thornton, celebrity chef,”
Joe said.
The song itself was produced in Joe’s studio in
Granard, Studio CHR, and mixed by Mark
Needham, who has worked with such artists as:
The Killers, Imagine Dragons, P!nk and Kodaline.
From there, the band got Ted Jensen, who has
worked with the likes of Green Day, Kings of
Leon, Muse and Florence + The Machine, to
master the track. So it’s no wonder the result was
a fantastic single that appealed to the masses who

tuned in to the Late Late Show in early May.
“We felt such pride in getting an opportunity such
as this,” said Joe. “To get to perform on national
TV, on a legendary show like the Late Late; it was
truly special and an experience we didn’t take for
granted.”
The only way is up from here and State Lights are
showing no signs of slowing down yet, with a new
single on the horizon.
“We’re releasing our next single at the end of this
month; it’s called ‘Freedom’. This summer, we
have a couple of festivals lined up, with Groove
Festival in Bray on July 7.
“We hope to add a couple more festivals and
gigs to our schedule, but the priority is to keep
writing, recording and releasing quality material
throughout the year,” Joe said.
To keep up to date with the band, see @
StateLightsMusic on Facebook.

LEAP AND THE NET WILL APPEAR

As dance artist Catherine Donnelly undertakes a summer residency in the Irish Manufacturing
Research Centre in Mullingar, Midlands Arts and Culture Magazine checks in with Arts Officer
Miriam Mulrennan to ask: ‘What’s it all about really?’
“Each dance starts with a first step, each painting with a
single brush stroke, each book with a sentence,” Miriam
said when asked about the rationale behind facilitating a
dance artist in a building full of future-tech wizards, all
busily creating products to serve the Irish and the global
manufacturing sector.
“I know, I know,” she conceded. “The guys in IMR are
working on widget and gadget development at a level of
technology and futurology that would make your eyes
water. Think Star Wars on steroids, and then multiply it
by a squillion,” Miriam mused.
She continued: “Dance artistry is something that perhaps
we needed to explore further in Westmeath, but where to
start. We are lucky to have some wonderful groups and
organisations such as Dionysus, Elevate, Emerald Lakes, all
doing incredible work, and all of our municipal venues
from the Arts Centre in Mullingar to the Dean Crowe
in Athlone give crucial supports to performances, shows,
productions and companies.
“My thinking was whether there might be a need to look
more closely at the practitioner, the professional artist in this
realm, outside of an educational context, and examine if

we are supporting practice beyond the traditional locations
and modes where practice is normally understood to occur.
And this is us, taking a look.”
With a launch by the Westmeath County Council
cathaoirleach John Shaw in early summer, the - at
first glance - unorthodox pairing of dance artist and
manufacturing research centre is described as the ‘first step’
in a partnership that Miriam hopes will grow.
She maintained that it is possible for industry and art to
find ways, means and spaces that they each can occupy,
and that are supportive of each others’ creative processes.
The launch included a screening of Channel 4’s droidthemed documentary ‘Can We Live with Robots?’ starring
English/Bangladeshi dancer Akram Khan.
Also showing was a short film created by Donnelly with
support from Dance Ireland, a movement and music
piece of her ‘live’ on site at IMR. Certainly conventions
are being challenged in this pilot residency, and there is a
refreshing lack of mention of ‘outputs and measurement.’
Equally, all involved seem to be respectfully trusting to - as
Miriam put it – ‘let the leaping happen ... and the net will
appear.’ All this and not a tutu or a swan in sight.
5
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A view through the lens
Longford has a thriving photography scene, with numerous exhibitions
taking place both indoors and outdoors over the past year alone. One
such exhibition was ‘Portraiture’, earlier this year, by well-known portrait
photographer, Brian McCann. Jessica Thompson puts us in the picture.
JT: How would you summarise your
photography career to date?
BMcC: My photography has only really taken
off over the past two years. It has really taken
flight ever since the work I did with singer/
songwriter Seán Rooney. I was approached
by his manager and good friend of mine
Rachel Masterson, to shoot some promotional
material for Seán, which of course I jumped at
was extremely grateful for the opportunity and
for being considered for it.
A little further down the road, I went along
to the Longford festival to take some photos
of Seán performing. While I was there, I shot
all the other acts, which I then posted online.
They were picked up by the lads of Brave
Giant, who asked me to shoot some gigs for
them, which I did, and was then asked to do
some promo stuff for them.
That then led to me being asked to shoot the
cover art for their number one iTunes hit
‘Way to Love’. All this gave me a great list of
contacts, which I used to help me shoot all my
portraits that lead to my exhibition.

I must say, doing the exhibition was a really
great choice. It has opened so many doors, and
things are really looking good for the future
JT: What is ‘Portraiture’ all about?
BMcC: To me, ‘Portraiture’ is about creating
an image, which sparks emotion with the
viewer and holds their attention,
and to also tell a story. As people
say: “A picture is worth a thousand
words.”
JT: What was your inspiration
for the exhibition?
BMcC: There wasn’t so much an
inspiration for the exhibit. It was
more a way of me proving to myself
that, I am a good photographer
and to also show others what I am
capable of with my craft. That I am
serious about it. That It’s not just a
hobby that I do on the side; it’s an
actual passion, and something I am
proud to be involved in.
For more information on Brian, go
to: www.brianmccannphotography.
wordpress.com.

HARPISTS PERFORM IN SCOTLAND
The Music Generation Laois Senior Harp Ensemble members did their county proud last April when they played support
to the virtuosic Scottish trad duo Chris Stout and Catriona McKay at the 2018 Edinburgh International Harp Festival.

The Music Generation Laois Senior Harp
Ensemble is part of the Music Generation Laois
Harp Programme, which provides tuition and
ensemble playing to over 100 children and
young people in Co. Laois under the guidance of
Siobhán Buckley.
The Music Generation Laois Senior Harp
Ensemble previously collaborated with Catriona
McKay in 2016 to create a new suite of music
entitled ‘Rising of the Harps.’ It was recorded on
the much-anticipated ‘New Works Series’ album,
launched in April at ‘Music at the Malt House’,
in Stradbally.

a place that’s absolutely glowing with music.
There’s a special programme there called Music
Generation. The programme that’s run in
Portlaoise is extra-special with lots of young
musicians playing various musical instruments.
“I was lucky enough to work with their harp
group a few years ago when they were really
young and just making their way. Now, they’re
seasoned professionals. With them being over at
the Harp Festival, it was a great chance for you all
to hear them— they’re extraordinarily talented.”

Music Generation Laois is part of Music
Generation, Ireland’s national music education
programme, initiated by Music Network, cofunded by U2, The Ireland Funds and the
Department of Education and Skills. Locally,
Music Generation Laois is managed by Laois
Music Education Partnership, led by Laois
County Council in partnership with Laois
and Offaly Education and Training Board
and Laois Partnership Company. www.
musicgenerationlaois.ie

The Edinburgh International Harp Festival is
an annual celebration and gathering of musical
talents which began in 1982 and has steadily
grown in numbers and reputation ever since. The
festival draws hundreds of international musicians
annually, including some of the harping world’s
greatest and most innovative players. Among
them were Catriona and Chris, long-time
collaborators who picked up the BBC Radio 2
folk award for best duo.
Introducing the young musicians before their
support performance, Catriona said: “Laois is
6

Young harpists with Rosa Flannery, Music Generation Laois co-ordinator; harp tutor,
Siobhan Buckley; and Scottish musicians Chris Stout and harpist Catriona McKay.
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Inaugural Broderick writer residency awarded
Following the announcement of the John Broderick writer’s residency by Westmeath County
Council in partnership with the Arts Council early in 2018, poet Annemarie Ní Churreáin has been
announced as the inaugural recipient.
A poet from north-west Donegal, Ní Churreáin has
received much acclaim recently from her debut publication
‘Bloodroot’ described by Doireann Ní Ghríofa as ‘truly
exceptional’ and ‘among the strongest debut collections
of the decade.’
Ní Churreáin will take up residency in Athlone next
autumn and will draw from themes within Broderick’s
works, particularly around the subject of ‘outsider’. Ni
Churreáin plans to work with emerging writers and youth
groups in the local community. She will also use the time
to work on her new collection ‘Earthworks’, drawing on
local folklore and history such as the Hill of Uisneach and
other heritage and archaeological records.
At the announcement of the residency, chair of the Arts
Council, Sheila Pratschke said: “We are very much of a
mind in the Arts Council to emphasise and to give our
support to, not just the making of great art but to opening
as many avenues as may be possible to enable the artist to
find community, and to enable communities to enjoy and
benefit from the made work.
“There is something marvellous and heartening about
this bequest, this reaching out from one artist to others
whom of course he will never know. It seems to me a
very generous as well as imaginative gesture, a sign of
large-heartedness, of kindness, made in the name of art
and directed towards an unknown stranger. And, more, it
is a gesture of generosity towards a town and a place that
was always dear to his heart.”
In 2016, Ní Churreáin was the recipient of a  Next
Generation Artist’s Award, presented by President
Michael D. Higgins on behalf of the Arts Council. In
2017, Ní Churreáin was appointed to the writer In prisons
Image: Shelley Corcoran.

panel co-funded by the Arts Council and the Department
of Justice and Equality. Ní Churreáin has previously
been awarded literary fellowships from Akademie Schloss
Solitude, Germany; Jack Kerouac House, Orlando; and
Hawthornden Castle, Scotland. She is currently writer-inresidence for Kerry County Council.
Athlone-born John Broderick (1924-1989) was an Irish
novelist of international renown who on his death in 1989
left monies to the Arts Council for the ‘benefit, assistance
and advancement of the arts in Athlone.’
Broderick had twelve novels published in London, the
best known being ‘The Pilgrimage’ (1961) which was
banned by the Censorship of Publications Board until
1975 because it featured extra-marital sex. His bestseller
was ‘An Apology for Roses’ which sold 30,000 copies in
the first week of its publication in 1973. Both these novels,
along with ‘The Fugitives’ and ‘The Flood” are all set
in Athlone and its environs. They illustrate the unique
understanding and perspective Broderick had of the area,
the midlands landscape and its inhabitants.
Speaking of the residency, Westmeath Arts Officer,
Miriam Mulrennan, said: “There is palpable excitement
around the residency, not least because it honours John
Broderick, one of our perhaps lesser sung literary figures.”
Queries, she said, have been received through the arts
office from schools, writers groups and festival organisers,
all anxious to find ways to engage meaningfully with
Annemarie Ní Churreáin. “I have no doubt this residency
will create strong foundations for literature and indeed
other art forms as the series continues over the coming
years. Anyone interested in finding out more, should
contact our office on arts@westmeathcoco.ie “

LONGFORD SONGWRITER ADDRESSES
SOCIAL STIGMA THROUGH MUSIC

His debut single, ‘Get In’ received a
huge response when it was released
before Christmas. Since then, local
musician Charles James Walker has
been working hard to release his
debut EP ‘Would You Like To Be?’
which features three other equally
powerful singles, along with two
bonus tracks.
Jessica Thompson reports.

“I started doing yoga in the mornings and eating
healthy food because food is the fuel for your body.
I cut out alcohol and, with the exception of coffee,
all mind-altering drugs. I was focusing on happier,
more positive things; setting a goal in place of
something I wanted to go off and achieve, and just
working on these things kept me busy.

‘Get in’ was an honest, hard-hitting song that
detailed Charles’ own attempt at taking his own
life before he picked himself up off the floor and
decided to make something of himself.

Over the last ten years, Charles has steered his
music career from the open mic stages to band front
man and now solo folk rock artist. The Longford
native has delivered this inspired and personal
collection of tracks from his life experiences and
foreign travels. His showmanship as a performer
and craftsmanship as a songwriter bear resemblance
to an early Springsteen and a pre-electric Dylan.

And life is going good for him so far: “I had
learned little things when I was travelling; getting
into daily routines; getting up in the morning and
watching law of attraction videos on YouTube.
It really does work. It’s positive thinking; positive
actions,” he said.

Annemarie Ní Churreáin, Westmeath’s
first writer-in-residence is recipient of
the inaugural John Broderick 2018
writer residency

“In doing those things, I started getting feelings of
accomplishment again; of self-worth. I didn’t have
the negative opinion inside my head.”
Now he’s released his debut EP, which has been
highly anticipated since the success of ‘Get In’.

Charles would be best described as an advocate,
a socially driven writer who is passionate about

the subject matters in his songs. His voice is his
secret weapon and he’s not afraid to use it, thus
emphasising his range and dynamic as a live
performer.
“When I was travelling and playing at bars and
hostels, the ongoing question was: ‘Where can I
find you online?’ I’d been meaning for years to
release something of my own,” said Charles.
“When I got back from Cambodia last year, I went
to the studio with around 20 tracks and then settled
on four for the EP. I wanted it to be naked - raw
songs from the bottom of my heart. ‘Get In’ was
a difficult choice at the start. It really strips me to
my core.
“When we got down to song selection I was
nervous about my closest friends and family
knowing about my darker moments. I guess once
we decided on ‘Get In’ everything else fell into
place.”
‘Would You Like To Be?’ is available now via
Spotify, iTunes and other music platforms.
7
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‘The Lea-Green Down’
facilitates contemporary
response to Kavanagh’s
poetry By Eileen Casey
When the first canal bank seat to commemorate Patrick Kavanagh
was unveiled, the poet’s wishes were being faithfully followed. In ‘Lines
Written on a Seat on the Grand Canal Dublin’, Kavanagh expressed this
desire to his sibling Peter, a man who dedicated himself to caretaking
his brother’s considerable legacy.
‘O commemorate me where there is water./
Canal water, preferably, so stilly/Greeny at
the heart of summer.’ For a poet whose work
contains luminous and powerful spiritual
energies, it seemed fitting that …’just a canalbank seat for the passer-by,’ should come into
existence.
Co. Monaghan-born Patrick Kavanagh wasn’t
interested in ‘hero-courageous’ tombs or
anything ostentatious. He found miracles of
wonder in the simple but elegant appearance of
swans gliding by and the sound of lock waters.
His wish was granted on March 17, 1968, a few
months after his death in November 1967. A
noble tree - 100 years old - felled in Co. Meath,
was commissioned for the seat; the stone that
forms the two uprights is of granite from the
Dublin Mountains. The paving surrounding
the seat is of Liscarra slabs from the Burren in
Co. Clare, an inter-county collaboration that
resulted in a lasting memorial to the poet,
where ‘Fantastic light looks through the eyes
of bridges.’/
Since his death, many publications and awards
in his name have been published. Now, for the
first time, contemporary poets are given the
opportunity to respond directly to the works.
‘The Lea-Green Down’ (Fiery Arrow Press) is a
line taken from one of Patrick Kavanagh’s early
poems, ‘Ploughman.’
Patrick Kavanagh used his plough to ‘paint’
the landscape, thereby making something
artistically beautiful from the functional plough.
Poets included in the publication are taking
something already beautiful and responding
to it, creating new works of art, in their own
voice. Bringing such a publication together is a
rewarding experience. The generosity of poets
willing to contribute is overwhelming. Such is
the esteem in which Patrick Kavanagh is held
that poets feel privileged to do so. His work
offers a range of themes from the spiritual, social
and cultural to the political.
As Patrick Kavanagh’s commemorative
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Grand Canal seat brought together so many
collaborations, it’s fitting that the poets
included in ‘The Lea-Green Down’ come from
every corner of the country. The midlands
is represented by Derek Fanning, Connie
Roberts who is currently living in New York,
and myself. ‘House Party to Celebrate the
Destruction of the Roman Catholic Church in
Ireland’, ‘My People’, and ‘Come Dance with
Kitty Stobling’, are the three poems chosen
respectively.
An interesting footnote regarding Patrick
Kavanagh is that his paternal grandfather Patrick
Kevany lived in Tullamore, Co, Offaly, working
as a teacher in Tullamore Workhouse, a story
documented online at: www.irishtimes.com
*

Eileen Casey, originally from the
midlands, is a writer and publisher. In
2018, Fiery Arrow, with Offaly County
Council support, will publish ‘The LeaGreen Down.’

CREATIVE

IRELAND
The County Laois Culture and Creativity
Strategy 2018 to 2022 was recently passed
by the members of Laois County Council.
Creative Ireland Laois provides an
opportunity for everyone in the county to
become involved in creativity and culture.
‘A Sense of Place’ is the theme chosen for
the Creative Ireland Laois plan for 2018
to 2022. The vision for Creative Ireland
in Laois is a county where culture and
creativity are recognised as integral to life.
The plan can be viewed on laois.ie

Midlands Arts and Culture Magazine | SPRING/SUMMER 2018

Home thoughts: Members of the
audience viewing the exhibition at
the Irish Architectural Archive.

‘TOWNSCAPE’ EXHIBITION
takes us behind closed doors

‘Townscape’, an exhibition of 18 paintings in oil pastel on canvas by Mary Burke, centred on the homes of Stradbally,
Co. Laois, is attracting lots of interest at the Irish Architectural Archive. A critically acclaimed Irish artist whose
previous work involved painting suburban surroundings, Mary spread her wings for this exhibition.
On the invitation of Laois Arts Officer and
curator Muireann Ní Chonaill, Mary visited Laois
Arthouse to see if Stradbally,would be a suitable
and appealing subject matter. Over a twelve
month period she visited twelve homes selected
and ‘Townscape’ was born.
“The built environment has always been central
to my work. Most of my work has been Dublin
situated. ‘Townscape’ provided me with the
opportunity to explore homes in the rural
midland town of Stradbally,” said Mary.
Being a rural planted town, there were a great
variety of homes to choose from as subject
matter. Mary included paintings of Stradbally
Hall, ancestral home of Tom, Gesa and the Cosby
family, which is central to the story of the town.
These days it is best known for hosting the annual
Electric Picnic festival.
The exhibition which provides a fascinating
insight into the living spaces of a whole variety
of people in Stradbally, includes one of the estate

cottages in Court Square, built by the Cosby
family for their workers in the early 1880s and
now home to Mary Hegarty and Brian Flanagan.

and Seán Delaney and the homes of Dick and
Katie Dillon in Woodview, to the rear of Laois
Arthouse which are also featured.

Also on Court Square is the home of Christine
and James Hewitt. On Main Street, the homes of
undertakers John and Anne Lynch to the rear of
their business and of Christine Mulhall and David
Kennedy are included. The Parochial House,
residence of Rev Jim O’Connell, the then parish
priest is featured.

The involvement of sociologist, Professor Mary
Corcoran, enriched the project immeasurably.
She documented what living in Stradbally
means to the home owners. ‘Townscape’ brings
sociology, the community and the arts into
collaborative practice.

Featured too in ‘Townscape ‘ is John and Irene
Delaney’s house in Brockley Park, a development
designed by renowned architect Frank Gibney for
Laois County Council in the 1950s and indicative
of Gibney’s careful consideration of site, aspect
and orientation.

The exhibition which opened in May, will run at
the Irish Architectural Archive until August 31. It
will move to Maynooth University Library from
November 12 to 30, and can be seen at Laois
Arthouse, Stradbally, from December 7 to 21.

Houses within the recently built estates of Cillbeg
Manor belonging to Rita and Pat Scully and
Siobhan and Sean Kane’s home in The Glebe are
included. Further examples of modern abodes are
those of John and Rachel Conway and Geraldine

A companion book ‘Townscape’ documenting
the project with essays by Mary Corcoran,
Jenny Haughton and the paintings is available
to purchase for €10 from the Irish Architectural
Archive. Details from: artsoff@laoiscoco.ie

On the town: (L to R): CEO Laois County Council, John Mulholland; Cathoirleach of Laois County
Council, Padraig Fleming; artist Mary Burke; Laois Arts Officer Muireann Ni Chonaill; and
Minister for Justice, Charles Flanagan at the Irish Architectural Archive in Merrion Square

Open door: Some of those who travelled from Stradbally for
the opening of ‘Townscape’ at the Irish Architectural Archive.
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“

Scaling
the heights

My films are all about
connections and relationships
and I thought there might be
something to explore in the
relationships between piano
teachers and their students.
A lot of people end up studying
piano for ten years and a
one-to-one bond develops
between student and teacher

”

By Caroline Allen

Portarlington born film-maker Ken Wardrop who recently released ‘Making the Grade’ which explores the
world of the piano lesson, remembers turning the pages for his grandmother Violet Wardrop who played the
organ in church at Frenchchurch in Portarlington.

“I wasn’t musical at all, granny was the only person in the family really
interested although both houses had pianos in the ‘good rooms’. My sister
had the opportunity to learn but failed miserably so my parents weren’t going
to waste money on making me play,” he laughed.
Inspiration for the film dawned during a spot of renovation in the house he
shares wih his partner, Will, a pianist.After fitting insulation which brought
the wall out a tiny bit, the piano no longer fitted in the alcove, leading to a
real sense of trauma.
“People get very attached to their pianos. I was of the view that we could get
another piano but then started to think about the situation where someone is
passionate about something that is alien to you,” Ken said.
The idea of exploring the various paths to piano exams and the special bond
that can develop between teachers and their pupils proved to be the perfect
pitch for the Arts Council’s Reel Art Scheme.
“My films are all about connections and relationships and I thought there
might be something to explore in the relationships between piano teachers
and their students. A lot of people end up studying piano for ten years and a
one-to-one bond develops between student and teacher,” Ken said.
“I thought there would be an opportunity for me to put my stamp on the
project. I realised a lot of teachers are great characters – there is a spark about
them when talking about their their pupils. Their first student could be a six
yer old beginning exams and their second could be a Leaving Cert girl who
has problems with their boyfriend. You come across an array of characters; a
great mix,” said Ken.
Locals featured in ‘Making the Grade’ are Eric Wisniewska and teacher
Martina Burgoyne from The Academy of Music, Tullamore. “I set out to
have a good geographical spread with a lot of different accents,” said Ken who
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did a question and answer session in the Dunamaise Theatre, Portlaoise, as part
of a screening there recently.
Ken maintains contact with Laois, visiting his mum in Oakdale nursing home
weekly, as well as his two brothers, Trevor and Clive, who took over the
family farm. His memories of home are good ones, where he felt loved and
part of the fold after coming out as gay when he was 20.
Filmmaking wasn’t to the forefront of his mind while attending Wilson’s
Hospital boarding school. “I never considered myself a creative kid. I didn’t
do art in school and I wasn’t musical, so I never put myself in that bracket,”
said Ken.
After moving on to Trinity College Dublin and onto London, he found
himself in a role managing an architect’s firm. “It was only when I was there
that I thought there might be something in me that was creative as I saw
people there being energised by and loving their work. It got me thinking
whether there was something I needed to do for fulfillment in life.”
After helping out a film student on a project, he began a degree at the National
Film School at the Dun Laoghaire Institute. The response to his graduation
film ‘Undressing My Mother’ was encouraging and it proved to be a great
springboard.
It won an Ifta, a European film award, a mention at Sundance and other
accolades. His debut film ‘His and Hers’ which featured numerous midlands
women, won best Irish film prize at the Jameson Dublin International Festival.
“I came back home to find a new way in life, having discovered filmmaking by
chance,” Ken reflected. “It’s been an amazing journey. It feels like yesterday
but it’s been 14 years. I’m not prolific; I do things at my own pace but I enjoy
it – the only difficulty is financial.” Having felt a bit of an outsider in the past,
the Portarlington man has found his niche.
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Spectacular dance at the
Backstage Theatre
By Jessica
Thompson

The Backstage Theatre and its artist-in-residence,
choreographer Catherine Young have been the talk of the
county on two occasions over the past six months or so.
It’s all thanks to the spectacular dance performances,
‘Welcoming the Stranger’ and ‘State of Exception’, which
were staged at the popular Longford venue.
Inspired by the experience of
making work with refugees, asylum
seekers and a recent journey to
the Middle East, Catherine’s most
recent work ‘State of Exception’
gets right to the heart of the
necessity to reach across, connect
and challenge the divides created
by the ‘State of Exception’, to act,
to make and to find home in the
common that binds us all.
Featuring a cast of outstanding Irish
and international performers and
musicians, the work of art delves
into the world of ‘the other’ to try
understand and tear down the walls
and borders that divide, continuing
in Catherine’s highly physical style

from previous critically-acclaimed
works ‘Woman Stood Regardless’
(2014) and ‘Ultima Thule’ (2016).
Supported by the Arts Council,
Project Arts Centre, Dublin City
Council, Backstage Theatre,
Shawbrook, Longford County
Council, Kerry County Council,
Dance Limerick, Dance Ireland, and
Firkin Crane, ‘State of Exception’
followed the hugely successful
‘Welcoming the Stranger’, which
was staged in December.
In this community dance project,
Catherine brought together a group
of people, comprising locals to the
Longford area and people from

overseas who have come to call
Longford their home.
Catherine brought these Irish and
migrant communities together
through a series of workshops
and rehearsals, gently guiding the
group towards the re-development
of ‘Welcoming the Stranger’, a
moving and compelling dance piece
inspired by the stories of migrants
and refugees from Gaza, Iraq, Syria
and Africa.
Originally commissioned as part
of the 1916 Casement Project,
this critically acclaimed piece has
also performed at the Ramallah
Contemporary Dance Festival

in Palestine. Thirty-four people
interacted with the project in
Longford, including twelve young
men from the Direct Provision
Centre, five children of African
heritage, two Eastern European
women and 15 people from the
local area.
The participants rehearsed
together two to three times
weekly throughout October and
November, children alongside
adults, refugees from the direct
provision centre alongside
people from Longford in a multigenerational, multi-ethnic work
where rhythm was the common
language.
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Laois actor strikes out
By Thomas McNally

Laois native Emmet Byrne is establishing himself as one of the best young actors working in Ireland today, following
a celebrated lead-role in RTE’s ‘Striking Out’ opposite Amy Huberman and Neil Morrissey.
Having grown up in Ballyroan, he began acting
while studying at NUI Galway. At the time,
there was no drama department in Galway and so
his first experience of acting was through drama
society productions.

of work. In the three years I was there, I had
20-something projects of different sorts under my
belt, which is a large amount but they couldn’t
connect to that. So it was like starting again when
I moved to Dublin.”

It has since become much more common for
people to get into acting through formal training
in places like the Lir Academy - part of Trinity
College Dublin - or the Gaiety School of Acting.
Emmet belongs to that rare breed of actor who
has developed his natural talent primarily through
extensive stage work.

However, Emmet eventually found that his stage
experience paid off and he began getting parts.
Over the years he has had notable roles in TV3’s
‘Red Rock’, Tom Ryan’s movie ‘Twice Shy’,
and on the Gaiety stage in Garry Hynes’ Druid
production of John B. Keane’s ‘Big Maggie.’

His particular route into acting, he reflects, can
present challenges. “The Lir and the Gaiety
graduates are really flooding the scene at the
moment. Beforehand, it might have been a bit
more varied. I think now there’s a direct feed,”
he says.
“You’d see that 70 or 80 per cent of an audition
group would be coming from there. If an actor
has this formal training it can be an advantage
because if you have something to attach to, it’s
easier to get in the door. It’s easier for them to
say to somebody else: ‘Oh this person’s from the
Gaiety’ or: ‘This person’s from the Lir’. And now
they have you in context.
“And even coming in from Galway to Dublin,
I would have said that comparatively to other
young actors I would have had a large body
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The Laois native has become most recognisable
for the role of Ray Lamont in RTE’s ‘Striking
Out.’ His portrayal has been one of the highlights
of the show and Hot Press magazine has called
him ‘an utter scene-stealer.’
Although it took a bit of time to make the
transition to television, he says he quickly
learned by observing the more established actors.
“Coming from theatre, I was putting loads of
energy out all the time and I was exhausted after
two weeks. But what I found out from looking
around was that for everybody it’s a marathon.
Everybody’s quite meditative. So if you look
at the veterans like Neil Morrissey or Amy
Huberman, they all have their own way of doing
it. But they’re a little meditative on set.”
Emmet’s pride in taking on one of the lead roles
in ‘Striking Out’ is that it has allowed him to

explore an interesting character in-depth across
a few seasons. There are many strong qualities
to his portrayal of Ray, among them the mature
depiction of the character’s homosexuality. “I
was happiest about how the sexuality thing isn’t
played up. I think that’s one of the successes
of Ray and I was really happy that Lisa James
Larsson, the director, wanted that. When I went
in and I knew he was gay, I didn’t make it a
forefront thing.”
Emmet contends that the midlands is underrepresented, which is why he strove to make his
own midlands background a feature of his portrayal
of Ray and to allow it to inform his character. A
big part of this was keeping his own accent.
“I tried to lean on my own accent a bit. It’s a rare
accent to hear on television and I could explain to
Lisa who is from Sweden, what the connotations
were. So sometimes she wanted to make Ray
from the flats and I had to explain my accent
doesn’t allow for that. They allowed me to build
the backstory a bit that he’s from outside Dublin.”
In between working on ‘Striking Out,’ Emmet
has continued doing stage-work, most recently
as one of the leads in a major revival of Simon
Gray’s ‘Cell Mates’ in London’s Hampstead
Theatre. This performance too has garnered high
praise, further underlining his status as a rising star
and as among the exceptional young acting talent
emerging from this country.
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The Valley of the
Squinting Windows
- 100 years on

‘Mrs Brennan took her seat again by the sewing machine by the window’
With these innocuous words, Brinsley
MacNamara opened his first novel, ‘The Valley of
the Squinting Windows’. Set in the fictional village
of Garradrimna, it weaves a tale which portrayed
small village life with none of the romanticism
which would have been expected from portrayals
of Ireland in 1918. A claustrophobic atmosphere
pervades the book with ignorance, narrowmindedness and grudges underpinning the
relationships within the village.
The book caused furore on publication in his
native homeplace of Delvin. His obituary in The
Irish Times described it as ‘an over-true story
which cut so close to the bone that it provoked
his neighbours in Westmeath to an unjustified
boycott of his father’s school…[and] one of the
big literary libel actions of the first decades of
the century.’ With the publicity, ‘The Valley of
the Squinting Windows’ gained a notoriety which
saw it enter the language as a colloquialism which
describes a place where judgemental gossip is rife.
Brinsley MacNamara went on to have a successful
career in literary and dramatic circles. He wrote
several novels and plays and was, for a period, co-

opted a director of the Abbey Theatre. For some
years he was theatre critic for the Irish Times,
registrar for the National Gallery of Ireland and
was also a broadcaster on Radio Eireann and
B.B.C. However, it is ‘The Valley of the Squinting
Windows’ which will remain his legacy.
Today, a century after it first appeared in print,
the name of Garradrimna is kept alive by the
community of Delvin. The annual Garradrimna
Book Fair was established in 2010 and year-onyear has built on success in becoming a draw
for book lovers of all ages as well as creating
programmes which encourage writers and
creativity. They have engaged with the Westmeath
Examiner to hold short story competitions. During
the 2018 fair, Frank Shouldice’s play ‘The Mean
Streets of Garradrimna’ was performed in Delvin, an
adaptation followed by a discussion on the social
and artistic legacy of the play and its relevance to
rural Ireland today.
The book itself can be seen as a window into the
past, into a world which may have disappeared,
but the author maintained he had taken an artistic
approach in depicting realism in rural Ireland.

However, the heart of the book focuses on the
hardship faced by the two main female characters,
the judgements and the double standards applied
by society of the time.
Today we may feel that our society has moved
beyond that but take a moment to pause - how
many media stories show women still having
to challenge double standards? Ironically, the
worldwide web and social media encourages ‘The
Valley of the Squinting Windows’ mindset on a
global scale with trolls and the anonymity of the
keyboard creating a feeding frenzy of judgement
on all aspects of life. One hundred years on, ‘The
Valley of the Squinting Windows’ can still offer
relevant lessons.
* Brinsley MacNamara (1890-1963), was
born John Weldon , one of seven children of
schoolmaster James Weldon. He is buried in
Deansgrange Cemetery, Dublin.

Mountmellick Comhaltas
plays on after 30 years
If music is the food of love and Mountmellick is a small town with a big
heart, it’s not surprising that our small group is forever woven in the
fabric of Mountmellick.
An idea 30 years ago by founder and president Mary B Culliton, it was formed to give children
in the area the chance to learn Irish music and culture. If you ask a person about Comhaltas, tin
whistle is what they will reference. It is much more.
A small child who plays ‘Maggie in the Wood’ may one day be the lead in the band as the
‘Lonesome Boatman’ echoes through the hall or the haunting melodies of ‘Inis Oirr’ on a piano
may calm their mind after a busy day.
Music is ageless, timeless, and has no boundaries. Comhaltas encourages present and future
generations to continue to enjoy and pass on this rich tapestry of Irish life and traditions.
When you think of an Irish person at home or abroad, our music is never far behind. It is simply
a reflection of ourselves, the strand woven from our past and beaming brightly into our future.
Mountmellick Comhaltas is an integral part of that.
13
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Birr immerses itself in the arts
By Janine Wilson

Think festival spectacle and there are few places that have as much to offer as Birr. The town offers an
action-packed programme throughout the year.
Following the disbandment of town councils
nationwide in 2015, it was hoped that some of
the councillors who formerly made up the Town
Council might form a group to carry on with
the work of promoting the needs of the town, to
the County Council, which might work to that
end. In the event, it was a group of interested
parties who got together with this in mind, calling
themselves Birr 20:20, explaining the five year
plan up until 2020.
Among the potential projects was the need
to find uses for disused buildings, both to
fulfill unanswered needs, and to prevent them
falling into disrepair. Because of the large
numbers of people involved in the arts locally,
a venue providing spaces for artists to work was
considered.
Birr is different; different because of its past history.
The castle, for example, has been occupied by the
same family for hundreds of years. It stands out
too for the quality of its Georgian architecture.
Check out the doorways with their fanlights
lining the tree-lined malls still. It is also unusual
among most other midland towns in having a
high proportion of arts-related ventures. See how
the old Victorian Music Hall was returned to its
former use. Local people worked tirelessly for
years to raise the funds to renovate the building
into the now successful Birr Theatre and Arts
Centre. Meanwhile, the Masonic Hall has been
14

opened up for use during the annual Birr Vintage
Week and Arts Festival, now in its 50th year.
The festivals are part of what makes Birr special.
In their quality and scope, they are indeed an
element of the Birr calendar of which we can
be proud. The year starts off with the Festival of
Music and Voice in May. Then it’s time for Scripts
with its emphasis on drama and playwriting.
Hullabaloo, the children’s festival, is a big draw.
The highlight of the year, Birr Vintage Week
and Arts Festival, is a week-long extravaganza
of arts exhibitions, musical events covering
many styles, from busking to light classical and
drama and dance in the theatre. It incorporates
an air show; a market for crafts; a fair day; and
of course the vintage Sunday parade, led by the
horses, steam engines, vintage cars and floats from
local societies and community groups. All this is
expanded to include marching bands and circus
skills practitioners to entertain the crowds.
Next up is the more recent addition of the Offline
Festival, which is fast becoming an international
event. It shows works from many talented
amateur and professional animators.
All this festival fun is aided and abetted by
activities from the Birr Castle Demesne and
Science Centre. It runs a ‘Hunt the Snake’ event
for St. Patrick’s Day; an Easter egg hunt; ‘Puka’
during Hallowe’en, and of course a visit by Santa
at Christmas.

When it came to the creative centre, Jenny
Haughton who had set out to revitalise the
Temple Bar area in Dublin was asked to assist,
and a small group formed. A number of venues
were explored, with the courthouse chosen as the
most suitable. Many more meetings followed and
plans are now taking shape. Caroline Conway has
shown how imaginative thinking can transform a
space, while opening up so many possibilities for
artists’ studio spaces; a gallery; presentation and
discussion areas; public meeting spaces; and sound
labs that can double as rehearsal spaces for our
young musicians.
Birr Boxing Club has been included in the plan
from the start and its activities will add another
layer to the project. Through its existing contact
with young people, it is hoped it will inspire more
interaction with the arts. Its space, when not in
use, can double up as rehearsal space for dancers
and performance artists. This will run alongside
activities in the Birr Theatre and Arts Centre, as a
companion and supporting venue.
Applications are being considered for a scoping
plan to examine all possible uses. Offaly County
Council and the Local Development Company
are working with the group. It is hoped the
project will begin to take more concrete shape in
the coming months.
Janine Wilson is co-chair and PRO Birr Vintage Week
and Arts Festival.
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Birr Vintage Week and
Arts Festival celebrates

50 ANNIVERSARY
th

Birr, Co. Offaly, is a town synonymous with Georgian
architecture and astronomy. It is also equally known for
its annual festival, the vibrant and exciting Birr Vintage
Week and Arts Festival, which this year runs from
Friday, August 3 to 12. 2018 is an especially significant
year as this much-loved event is celebrating its 50th
anniversary, no small achievement when one considers
the societal changes it has been witness to, and part of,
over this period.
The festival’s origins can be traced back to the Birr Agricultural Show of the
1960s after which a group of locals came together and decided that an annual
festival would be a great addition to the town’s attractions. Given the heritage
and history of the town, the idea of a vintage festival was mooted and so, Birr
Vintage Week was born.
Initially it was a celebration of all things vintage, and it was a common sight in
those early days to see people in the town going about their everyday business
dressed in costumes of yesteryear. As the years passed, the festival evolved
into a complete historical, cultural and community focused celebration of
the town, and the breadth and depth of events programmed annually ensures
something for all ages and interests.
On average approximately 200 events are scheduled annually, entertaining
audiences with a dynamic range of vintage and modern experiences in the
town’s Georgian heritage surroundings.
Since the festival began in 1968, the arts have played a central role, so much
so that in the 1990s the title was changed to reflect this, and so, the present
day ‘Birr Vintage Week and Arts Festival’ was introduced. This proved to
be a great success and, year-on-year, the number of artists taking part has
increased, providing them with the opportunity to showcase an extravaganza
of work in all media.
Exciting exhibitions and pop-up studios transform vacant spaces into creative
hubs throughout the town and they, along with master classes, arts and crafts
workshops and demonstrations ensure all participants and visitors agree that

the standard and range of work on show is second to none. It is widely
acknowledged that the future of the arts in Birr is certainly assured.
This year, the festival is delighted to welcome Vera Klute as curator of the
Open Submission Show. Graduating from IADT in 2006, the recipient of
residencies and awards, her work is held in public and private collections,
and seen in many solo and group exhibitions and recently in a retrospective
at the RHA.
The festival’s remit to bring art to the midlands is further enhanced by the
annual masterclass, also delivered yearly by the chosen curator. Another
highlight of this year’s Visual Arts Trail will be a showing by Vivienne
Roche, Aosdana, RHA, founder member of NSC, NGI, in Birr Castle
Demesne & Science Centre.
Primarily known for her large sculptural bronze - and indeed, glass sculptures, Vivienne will show new small works at this venue. Her latest
series of ‘Climate Bells’, taken by President Michael D. Higgins on a recent
trip to South America, will feature a series of watercolour drawings inspired
by a flight home from Stockholm, entitled ‘Seat 25a.’ A work comprising
20 photographic images of trees taken while on a residency in Paris will
also be showcased. Vivienne, like Vera Klute, constantly expands her artistic
vocabulary.
The buildings in Georgian Birr will play a significant part in the animation
offering. Caroline Conway and Tina Claffey have worked with Gary
Hoctor, Hello Camera/Offline Film Festival, and the resulting multimedia
work ‘Mary Ward’s Amazing World of Wonder’ will be screened at various
locations around the town.
With annual favourites and new events, vintage flavour and modern
entertainment throughout, the 50th Annual Birr Vintage Week and Arts
Festival promises to be memorable, inspiring participation and enjoyment in
all who come out and sample the events in this wonderful setting, proudly
part of Ireland’s Ancient East and recently voted one of TravelMag.com’s 20
most charming towns in Ireland.
Further information is available from the festival information line:
087-9226961, www.birrvintageweek.com or on Facebook.
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NANO NAGLE MUSICAL
SET FOR GLOBAL TOUR
A new musical ‘Woman of Welcoming Heart’, based on the life of Presentation Sisters founder, Nano Nagle, is
brimful of Laois connections. In 2014, Sr Roisin Gannon, PBVM, who spent twelve years in Mount St. Anne’s,
Killenard, Laois, and who is now based in Newfoundland, gave Portarlington composer and musician Tom
Conroy a book of poetry ‘Songs of the Journey’ by Sr. Raphael Considine PBVM.
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On reading the poetry, Tom or ‘Piano Man
Tom’ as he is known, felt inspired. He set
some of the words to music and a collection
of songs soon built up. As more songs were
composed, the idea of creating a script
around the songs formed.

The musical was completed in August 2017
and was launched in Mount St. Anne’s the
following November. 2018 is a fitting year
to stage the musical as it marks the 100th
anniversary of Nano Nagle’s birth and is a
year of celebration for Presentation sisters
and pupils around the world.

Tom’s friend Dan E. Hyland stepped into
the frame. An English playwright, actor and
director living in Clonaslee, Co. Laois, he
stepped on board to shape the script safter
hearing the courageous story of Nano Nagle.

‘Woman of Welcoming Heart’ is currently
in planning stages to be performed in this
country and a number of locations around
the world, later this year. They include:
Newfoundland; Chennai, India; Zambia;

New Zealand; Massachusetts, US; and
Mountmellick, Co. Laois, as well as possibly
other Irish locations.
‘Piano Man Tom’ recently released his new
’40 Piano Solos’ album featuring well known
songs performed on a Steinway grand piano.
They are his favourite pieces performed
as part of his role as resident pianist in the
luxury Ballyfin Demesne, Co. Laois. The
album can be purchased on Tom’s website,
www.pianomantom.com or in SuperValu,
Portarlington.
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Swan Lake story set
in Longford tours midlands
Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s mesmerising ballet ‘Swan Lake’ has been around for close to 150 years, adapted and
readapted countless times over the decades.
One adaptation you won’t want to miss, though,
is Michael Keegan-Dolan’s ‘Loch na hÉala’,
which is set in Longford, written by a Longford
man, and even features a mention of the local
paper, the Longford Leader, if only for a minute.
Haunting, disturbing and utterly beautiful, this
performance willa stay in your mind days after
you’ve left your assigned seat. Filing into the
theatre, there is an eery and unusual silence in
place of the chatter you would expect from the
gathered theatre-goers.
The silence is broken by bleating noises, the
source of which is revealed when the stage comes
into view. As the audience members take their
seats, the stage is completely empty, that is, except
for a middle-aged man tethered to a heavy block
by a rope around his neck.
Oh... and he’s completely naked, aside from a pair
of white underpants.
Bleating like a goat, he holds the attention of the
hushed audience, as he half-heartedly tries to free
himself from his tether. The goat man is popular
actor, Mikel Murfi, who sets the tone for the rest
of the performance.
He is soon accosted by four men in black who
grab him and perform a strange type of ritual,
while he struggles in their grip.
Slowly but surely, the goat is dressed and starts
to act more like a man, until he’s sitting on a
chair, scoffing biscuits, drinking tea and smoking
cigarettes.
One cup of tea later, he’s ready to break into
the tale of Jimmy, a shabbily-dressed man in his
thirties, who suffers from clinical depression since
the death of his father.
What follows is a hauntingly beautiful infusion of

dance and music as Murfi, through the characters
of a crooked policeman, a corrupt councillor
and an abusive parish priest, leads the audience
through the performance.
Jimmy’s wheelchair bound mother, Nancy, has
decided to replace the family home with a Council
house - a decision that plummets her unemployed
son further into the depths of depression.

Michael Keegan-Dolan has
created something spectacular
out of Swan Lake, breathing
new life into an old ballet by
adding in Irish folklore and a
Longford setting.
When she gifts him his father’s shotgun for his
birthday, Jimmy decides to head down to Swan
Lake - not to hunt swans, but to kill himself
with the gun. While at the lake, he encounters
a beautiful flock of swans, one of which is
Fionnuala, a girl who has been missing for some
time following abusive treatment by the parish
priest. She and her three sisters live their lives
as swans, cursed by the priest after they tried to
reveal his darkest secret.
This Children of Lir aspect brings a whole new
meaning to the story as Fionnuala and Jimmy
engage in a beautiful piece of dance, filled with
fearful touches and a shared sense of pain and
grief.
This exquisitely raw dance performance is harshly
contrasted during the birthday party that Jimmy’s
mother Nancy throws him in the hope of finding
him a nice girl with whom to settle down. The

theatre is filled with screeches of laughter from the
‘eligible’ ladies of Longford - three of which are
men in dresses and lipstick - as they overindulge
on alcohol and cigarettes. They parade themselves
in front of Jimmy in a disturbing and grotesque
manner that leaves the audience - and Jimmy uncomfortable, but unable to tear their eyes away.
Much like the original story of Swan Lake, this
one ends in the death of our protagonist. The
sadness and grief of everything leading up to
Jimmy’s death is replaced with scenes of pure,
visceral joy as the cast performs a mesmerising
dance around the stage, spewing feathers around
with a sort of heavenly beauty.
The lights, combined with the white of the
feathers and the joyful groove of the musicians and
dancers as they bound around the floor brighten
the stage, building up to a climactic euphoria,
ending the performance on a high, and earning
the cast a standing ovation from the audience.
Michael Keegan-Dolan has created something
spectacular out of Swan Lake, breathing new life
into an old ballet by adding in Irish folklore and a
Longford setting.
The characters portrayed by Mikel Murfi, the
clever inclusion of Irish folklore, combined
with the ominous and exhilarating Irish-Nordic
folk music makes Loch na hÉala one of the
most astounding and breathtakingly beautiful
adaptations of Swan Lake to date
One of the most incredible shows to come
to the Backstage Theatre this season, this is a
performance that will sell out fast. The production
has been shown at a number of midlands venues.
The next Irish performance will take place in Dun
Laoighaire in November. See: www.teacdamsa.
com for more information.
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Singfest hits a
high note in Athlone

In 2015, Music Generation Offaly Westmeath (MGOW) partnered with the Association of Irish Choirs to create
Singfest under the Music Generation/Arts Council Partnership.
Initially envisaged as a once-off event, it brought
together primary school aged singers from
MGOW partner schools for a ‘Big Sing’ while
establishing regional choirs for singers aged
eight to 18. The essence of the project was to
provide young singers with the opportunity to
work with professional musicians drawn from
the MGOW and Irish Youth Choir vocal teams
right here in the midlands. Such was the success
of the subsequent three-day event held June
2016, that we found ourselves quickly planning
for Singfest 2017.
Now in 2018, Singfest is once again underway
and a three-day, primary school focused event
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has grown into five days of music making for
singers of all ages. Based in Athlone IT, there
now exists day-long occasions for adult singers,
secondary school students and MGOW partner
primary schools to connect with their choral
communities and experience the joy of singing
together. The Singfest festival of singing closes
with a celebration of singing in the gala concert,
featuring the regional festival choirs that meet
each month for full days of learning and singing
guided by the Singfest team.
Singfest is a festival of participative singing,
famous for days filled with energy and fun. It
combines educational workshops with the ‘Big

Sing’ which is accompanied by a live band. All of
this happens under the baton of artistic director,
the conductor Greg Beardsell, Irish Youth Choir,
Cross Border Orchestra of Ireland.
‘Singfest’ 2018 received funding from Creative
Ireland Westmeath and Offaly.
Music Generation Offaly/Westmeath (MGOW)
is a County Council-led regional performance
music education service which is part of Music
Generation, Ireland’s national music education
programme initiated by Music Network and
co-funded by U2; The Ireland Funds; the
Department of Education and Skills; and Local
Music Education Partnerships.
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JUDGEMENT DAY
Being a selector, whether its on a sports team or at a talent show, is never easy. So what about the literary world?
Malcolm Ross McDonald shares his experiences from the writers’ residency, Birr.
It’s impossible, of course. Yet, like the millipede’s
ability to synchronise its legs, it somehow
works. It does so because, following a great
Irish tradition, we have never been too precise
about the selection criteria. Is A’s work so damn
good that it would almost be a sin to deny her a
place? Is it clear that B is so beset with domestic
distractions that - he pleads - a week free of all
such worries would turn a good promise into a
much better performance? And here’s C, a well
established writer who wants set her next novel
in the midlands but all she knows is the usual
collection of clichés. She’s quite open about it:
she’ll actually do very little creative writing in
Birr but she’ll take copious notes on landscape,
buildings, communities, connections … by day
and by night.
These would all be legitimate reasons for writers
to seek and the arts office to grant the residency
and they are only a fraction of all that are
possible. And against this background the four
adjudicators have the impossible task – indeed,
duty – of balancing all of up to 30 claims for just
four places. Rosalind Fanning and I have been
selectors from the beginning, along with the
current Arts Officer for the year that’s in it. Last
year we were joined by Geraldine O’Neill, the
only active writer among the four of us.
Anyone eavesdropping on us as we argue – and
finally agree – our joint selection would think
it disgracefully haphazard but in fact most of
the work has been done before that moment
of judgement arrives. Well in advance of that
meeting, each of us is given a copy of every
would-be resident’s application – a CV, samples
of poetry or prose, and a statement of what the
residency would mean to their work. Many send
paperbacks of already published books which we
can see and skim before casting our votes at the

“Perversely – perhaps – I often
look for some small degree
of clumsiness, awkwardness
in writing that is otherwise
more than merely competent,
anything that suggests the
writer might benefit from a few
days free of all excuses to skip
the spit and polish.”
final meeting.
Yes, the final meeting; how does that work?
We all arrive with a fair idea of our preferred
finalists and the word ‘fair’ here does not just
mean ‘approximate’; it also suggests an openmindedness to the idea that we may have missed
something in X’s work or underestimated Y’s
desperate need to escape all quotidian pressures
for just one week.
Frankly, I don’t know the exact criteria my three
fellow selectors apply, nor, indeed, do I think
I should. And vice-versa. My feeling is that if
three of us all plump for X, and we each have
a completely different reason for reaching our
decision, that actually strengthens the argument
for giving X one of the residencies. But I will add
that I have never chosen any aspirant whose use
of language was clumsy, banal, or plain dull and
I’m sure the others make that an essential starting
criterion too.
So what are my criteria? First, I try to lay aside
my own prejudices, the ones I apply to my own
work. For instance, I dislike the historic-present
tense in fiction: “Mary darts a glance at John, who

immediately looks away. Guilty she thinks.” It’s like
reading endless stage directions with God as the
author. But I have to allow that it’s a popular
narrative form nowadays, so I take a deep breath
and concentrate instead on the revelations of
character … the ingenuity of plot … the apercus
the writer manages to convey.
Perversely - perhaps - I often look for some small
degree of clumsiness, awkwardness in writing
that is otherwise more than merely competent,
anything that suggests the writer might benefit
from a few days free of all excuses to skip the spit
and polish. If he or she still doesn’t notice the
imperfections in that time, it wouldn’t invalidate
our grant of the opportunity. We can open a
door but we can’t push anyone through it.
Variety is another positive feature. Two dozen
poems all on the same theme or set in the
same milieu will suggest that the muse has not
simply arrived but has already built a substantial
mansion in wherever this poet’s genius is parked.
A competing submission with a variety of
themes, verse forms, and meters, one of them
underwhelming, another so good it takes the
breath away, and the others in between … that
would be a much stronger candidate in my rush
to judgement.
If my prejudices were all that decided the
outcome, it would be a most unfair award. I’m
only willing to advance my choices because
I know they’ll be modified, and sometimes
completely overridden, by the choices of the
other three. Looking back over half a decade,
during which we have awarded a dozen-anda-half residencies, I can say that we have been
unanimous in more than half our choices and
have never selected anyone who wasn’t in every
adjudicator’s top ten. In the arts world, that
approach to unanimity is quite remarkable.
19

Midlands Arts and Culture Magazine | SUMMER 2018

Have you ever pondered the story behind
all those items that get lost in the post?
Portlaoise-born author, Helen Cullen, has
gone behind the scenes.

By Caroline Allen

Address
unknown
A Portlaoise-born author who is now based in
London will see her debut novel ‘Lost Letters of
William Woolf’ released by Penguin in early July.
Helen Cullen grew up on Harpers Lane,
Portlaoise, the youngest of six in the family of
Frank and Margaret Cullen. She has three sisters,
Patricia, Mary and Lynda and twin brothers,
Frank and Ger and is a regular visitor home.
“I was always more interested in arts and literature
than sports in school and my parents really
encouraged me in those interests. I loved doing
speech and drama classes with Miss Eimear Forde
in Scoil Bhride primary school when I was little,”
said Helen who will read at the Leaves Literary
Festival in Laois in November.
She joined Laois Youth Theatre as a teenager.
“We had such a wonderful teacher who gave us
incredible theatre training and really developed
our confidence.
“I think it’s a wonderful thing for all teenagers to
do and really stands to you later in life regardless
of what profession you choose. Cabrini really
instilled a love in theatre in me that never left. I
later earned an MA in theatre studies at UCD and
still regularly attend the theatre in London now,”
said Helen.
She studied for a BA in communications at
DCU, later completing an MA in theatre studies
at UCD. “I am also studying to obtain an MA in
English literature at Brunel University in London
with the plan to hopefully follow with my PhD.”
She worked in RTE for seven years,
predominantly for RTE 2fm across a range of
programmes including with the late Gerry Ryan,
Dave Fanning and Larry Gogan. “My time was
also devoted to the live music department where
20

I worked on festival broadcasts and developed
live events such as the RTE 2fm 2moro 2our that
brought emerging Irish bands on tour and the
RTE 2fm school of rock, a music competition
for secondary school students. I remember it all as
a very happy time in my life.”
Then it was a case of London calling. “I took a
career break from RTE to spend a year in London
gaining different work experiences but fell in love
with the city and one Irishman in particular over
there and it became pretty much a permanent
thing.

“I don’t know any writer who
believes their first draft is
perfect so don’t get it right,
get it written.”
“I freelanced in the beginning for companies such
as the BBC and The Times newspaper before
working for a number of years in-house at Freud’s
Communications on experiential events including
Arthur’s Day back home in Ireland. My most
recent job was working in marketing for Google
as an events producer before I left last summer to
write full-time.”
Helen is currently working on her second book
which tells the tale of a potter who lives off the
west coast of Ireland, and doing publicity for the
first book. “I just got back from a wonderful trip
to NYC where I attended a book exhibition with
my American publisher and breakfast at the Irish
Consulate among other lovely experiences.
‘The Lost Letters of William Woolf’ is set
inside the Dead Letters Depot in East London.

William Woolf is one of 30 letter detectives who
spend their days solving mysteries from missing
postcodes to torn packages.
When William discovers letters addressed simply
to ‘My Great Love’, his work takes on new
meaning. Written by a woman to the soulmate
she hasn’t met yet, the missives capture William’s
heart in ways he didn’t know possible.
This novel meditates on the lost art and power of
letter writing. It explores the juxtaposition that
often exists between the portrayal of romantic
love in the media and the arts and the pragmatic
reality of sustaining a committed relationship over
time.
Inspiration comes from observing the world
around her and by other art forms. “It’s seldom
I go to a concert, exhibition or the theatre and
not have it trigger an idea to explore in my work,
sometimes just from watching the other people in
attendance and how they interact with the art as
much as the art itself.”
Her favourite authors include: Jane Austen;
Donna Tartt; Liz Strout; Niall Williams; Anne
Enright; Colm Toibin; Michael Chabon; Joanne
Harri; Kazuo Ishiguro; and Ian McEwan.
So what advice would Helen give to aspiring
authors? “Just keep going. I don’t know any
writer who believes their first draft is perfect so
don’t get it right, get it written. It is so much
easier to finesse later when you’ve something solid
to work on. Also read as much and as widely as
you can.”
‘The Lost Letters of William Woolf’ will be
launched in Dubray Books, Grafton Street,
Dublin, on Monday, July 9 at 6:30pm. All are
welcome.
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Ballymahon woman

drives her musical career
By Jessica Thompson

There’s something incredibly refreshing about
Ballymahon musician, Katie Gallagher, from the
very down to earth attitude to the cheery way in
which she expresses herself.
“I’m not allowed an ego - I wouldn’t want one anyway,”
she said with a laugh when the subject was broached. “There’s no point in
having an ego, especially with music, because you could be the flavour of the
month one month and then the next month you could never sing again.”
She’s certainly a flavour that’s lasting a while in Longford, drawing more and
more attention to herself with every passing week. It’s been an extremely
successful year for Katie, who has released a number of singles and an EP,
not to mention the countless other achievements peppered throughout the
past twelve months.
The main focus at the moment, though, is the release of her new single,
‘Yesterday’, which is raising funds for the Dementia Research Project in
DCU.
“Dementia is the same as any illness,” Katie explained. “Everyone is affected
by it, so I think the story was good for everyone. Everyone knows someone
going through it, so it resonated.”
Her own family has been touched by dementia. “My granny had dementia in
her last five years and I always wanted to write a song about granny anyway,
so it was nice that we could write about her story and it was going for a good
cause as well,” she said.
With college exams behind her, Katie is currently looking towards a busy
summer of gigging and festivals. Last summer was an east and west tour, she
explained, so this summer she’s going for north and south. And, she added,
she’s working hard this year because she’s been nominated for a prestigious
Pure M Award.
“I’ve been longlisted for that, so the committee will be watching me and
whoever else has been longlisted. Then in September, the shortlist will be
announced and I could be up for an award - I hope,” she said.

“So I have to make sure this summer is busy. I’m not getting my hopes up
because I’m excited to be longlisted. Imelda May is on it. Gavin James, Niall
Horan. It’s nice to be in the same list as them. So that’s why I’m making sure
I have to be busy this summer, doing loads of big gigs hopefully.”
June and July are completely filled up with gigs, so things are looking good
so far, she added. She has no intention of stopping. Her degree is almost
in the bag, with only one more year of college to go. After that, she’ll be
pursuing music full time.
“The plan is straight after to take a year out and go hell for leather with
the music. And hopefully that’ll go well and if it doesn’t, I’ll go back to
teaching,” she explained.
At the rate Katie is churning out songs, it’ll be a surprise to everyone if it
doesn’t go well. The young musician regularly posts live videos of new
songs on her Facebook page, @KatieGallagherMusic, with a great response
from her fans - and great pride from her home county.
“I think in Longford in general, everyone is so supportive. But they’re not
gonna let you away with too much either. You have to remember where
you were two years back. Two years back I wasn’t singing at all, so I’m
very lucky,” said Katie.
“I’d hate if someone turned around and said: ‘Oh my God, she’s so cocky’.
That would be my worst fear. I know I’m only starting off properly now.
I’ve a long way to go yet before I’ve reached the goal in my head.”
The goal in her head isn’t worldly riches and global fame, though surely
she wouldn’t turn that away. “I’ve loads of yearly goals and then I have one
big goal,” she explained.
“And the one big goal I suppose would be… I know this is gonna sound
really cheesy, but… if I can make enough money to buy my mother a
Range Rover, that’s all I want really. That for me is ‘made it’.”
To order a hardcopy of ‘Yesterday’ or to keep up to date with new music
and gigs, see @KatieGallagherMusic on Facebook.

21

Midlands Arts and Culture Magazine | SUMMER 2018

Emerald Lakes world winners

Westmeath dancers
awash with medals
Dancers from Emerald Lakes Academy recently returned victoriously from the World Championships in the Arena, Maastricht
in The Netherlands. Dancers of the academy finished at the top of the medals leader board in the WIDA World Championships,
bringing home twelve world globes and the world champions.
Covering everything from
competition solo dancing, Irish
dance drama and show dance to
freestyle choreography, the show
team cast ranged in ages from six to

42, with the oldest dancer a sprightly
66 years. The Rochfortbridge
academy offers free theatrical Irish
dance drama and teams classes with
an emphasis on Irish cultural and

expression of Irish culture through
music and dance.
Emerald Lakes Academy is run by
Kevin Lyster who works tirelessly
to bring Irish dance and culture to

a wider audience. Much of his time
is given on a voluntary basis, and
so it is fitting that the achievements
of his academy are rewarded at the
highest level.

Arthouse lines up
diverse programme
Illustrating Joyce’s Finnegans Wake’ by Thomas Mc Nally, was officially opened
by actor Emmet Byrne recently at the Laois Arthouse. The Laois artist has been
working on interpreting ‘Finnegans Wake’ for the last seven years and has
published two books of his illustrations with The Lilliput Press. Both books are
illustrated editions of the two fables that appear in ‘Finnegans Wake.’

Mary Dillon

The first is ‘The Ondt and the Gracehoper’, Joyce’s retelling of Aesop’s ‘The Ant and the
Grasshopper’; and the second is The Mookse and the Gripes, Joyce’s version of Aesop’s ‘The Fox
and the Grapes’.
The drawings and paintings offered a unique perspective on the often bizarre – but always hilarious
– world of Joyce’s later writing. The illustrations strive to capture the humour that is at the heart of
‘Finnegans Wake’, and the child-like and colourful illustrations make Joyce’s literary achievement
accessible to a wide audience. The exhibition ran until June 29.
A tour of ‘Invincible Spirit’, a large equine sculpture by Simon Carman at McKeon Stoneyard,
Stradbally, took place on on June 9. Sculptor Simon Carman stayed in the Arthouse during his
time working on this monumental sculpture which is carved from one piece of limestone taken
from Three Castles Quarry, Kilkenny. The sculpture was commissioned by the National Stud.

Padraig Ó Flannabhra
describes some of
his work

‘At the Heart – Botanical’, by Mary Dillon comes to the Arthouse in July. In this exhibition,
Mary Dillon breathes life, movement, heart and soul into her intricate plant portraits. Mary is a
contemporary artist who pushes the boundaries of botanical art in new and exciting ways.
An award-winning botanical artist, she exhibits her work internationally, most recently in Madrid
where her work features on the cover of ‘Tulipa Tulipae’, a publication by Real Botanico Jardin,
Madrid. She recently received the Anne Marie Carney Award and the Jean Emmons People’s
Choice award at the American Society of Botanical Artists’ exhibition in San Francisco.
She has been awarded gold medals and best-in-show in botanical and floral art at the Bloom
festival, Dublin. The exhibition will also include works by participants in a week-long botanical art
workshop for adults that Mary Dillon will take place as part of the summer arts programme. The
exhibition will run from July 6 to 28, with the official launch on Friday, July 6 at 4pm.
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Thomas Mc Nally, Trisha Ó Rourke,
Paula Byrne and Emmet Byrne
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‘We must learn to walk
the walk on mental health’

‘Look Beyond,’ Westmeath arts and libraries participated in the conversation on mental health, partnering with See
Change and guest speaker, actress, Mary McEvoy.
The recent photovoice exhibition ‘Look Beyond’ hosted in Westmeath’s
County Buildings is an output of a research project commissioned by
See Change, Ireland’s organisation dedicated to ending mental health
stigma. Photovoice is a research and advocacy methodology which uses
photography as a way of giving a voice to people who often feel unheard
and unseen in society. It has been used internationally to both explore and
raise awareness of the stigma associated with experiencing mental health
problems.
All of the photos on display were taken by a group of 16 people who have
experienced what it is like to live with mental health difficulties. Speakers
on the evening included : Westmeath native Mary McEvoy; See Change’s

Celine Moran; Shine’s midlands regional development officer Karen
Boylan; Westmeath arts officer Miriam Mulrennan; and ‘Look Beyond’
participant photographer Neil Kelders.
Speaking at the launch, Mary McEvoy said that in terms of mental health
issues, we have learned to talk the talk. “That’s wonderful but now we
must walk the walk. This will be a challenge but an exciting one,” she said.
Mullingar Library is also involved with See Change, and is
hosting a discussion ‘Hearing Voices’ as part of Shine’s s national green
ribbon campaign to encourage people in Ireland to end mental health
stigma in 2018.

Letting in the light at The Atrium exhibition space

EXHIBITING ARTISTS

The Atrium is a large light-filled purpose-built
contemporary public exhibition space located
within the offices of Áras an Chontae, Tullamore.
The Atrium’s annual exhibition programme offers
local professional artists, community groups,
schools and art organisations an opportunity to
showcase their creations.

The Atrium is a conduit for helping launch local
artists’ careers, and recognising the benefits of
showing art work in the county hall. The Atrium
exhibition programme is co-ordinated by Offaly
County Council Arts Office.

time during opening hours to walk around the
exhibition. For all up to date information on the
arts in Offaly, see our Facebook site OffalyArts or
visit www.offaly.ie/arts.

All exhibitions are open to the public. Come
and join us for our launch events or visit any

If you wish to exhibit in The Atrium, contact the
Arts Office on: 057-93 57400.

Title: ‘From a distance’
Artist: Annaharvey Art Group
On show: June 11 to July 13
With this exhibition, the Annaharvey Art Group
honours the memory of their friend and past group
member, Ruth Colton, who died in 2017.
Title: ‘Stripes and Strokes’
Artist: Deirdre Dunne and Regina Bracken
On show: July 16 to August 17
Animal portraiture, two styles, two starting points,
two perspectives is presented by local artists Regina
Bracken and Deirdre Dunne.
Title: ‘Prague’
Artist: Tullamore Camera Club
On show: August 20 to September 21
Exhibition showcasing the work of 12 members of
the Tullamore Camera Club’s trip to Prague in 2017.
Title:’ Gratitude’
Artist: Offaly Crafty
On show: September 24 to October 26
Info: Members of Offaly Crafty present a group
display crossing a wide spectrum of crafts.

Title: ‘Got It??’
Artist: Anam Beo
On show: October 29
to November 2
‘Got it??’ showcases the creative
outcomes of a visual information
leaflet by Anam Beo artists.

Devotee: Portrait of Mick Flannery
by Claire Guinan

Title: ‘Heart and Soul: Portraits of
Irish Musicians’
Artist: Claire Guinan
On show: November 5
to December 7.
Tullamore artist Claire Guinan
presents a collection of largescale oil
paintings of prominent figures from
the Irish music scene.
Title: ‘The Magic in Landscapes’
Artist: Ann Morris
On show: January 14
to February 15, 2019
A mixed media show in which the
Edenderry-based artist shows us how
landscapes influence and shape us.
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“

It was fascinating growing up with a sculptor mother, to be shown at an early age that you
have choices on how you live your life and what you do with your life. The environment
was amazing, to be surrounded by creative people in ‘70s and ‘80s Dublin was a gift.

”

Barry Kavanagh, Yvonne Mc Keon,
Cathaoirleach Padraig Fleming, Simon Carman
and Muireann Ní Chonaill

A spirited response
By Thomas McNally
Simon Carman is one of Ireland’s most gifted sculptors, and in recent months he has been working on a major new
sculpture at McKeon’s stone yard in Stradbally, Co. Laois.
The Irish National Stud commissioned Simon’s
new sculpture ‘Invincible Spirit’. While working
on it, he stayed at one of the apartments at the
Laois Arthouse in Stradbally, close to McKeon’s.

had trimmed it down to 19 tonnes in the quarry.
The completed piece is approximately 16 tonnes.
The sculpture stands at 2m tall by 2.7m long and
approximately 1.3m deep.

Simon was drawn to the commission because he
had recently completed a separate commission
for the Tyrone Guthrie Centre, for a memorial
for equine artist Debi O’Hehir. ‘While carving
that piece and also spending a lot of time working
around horses - my wife, artist Dr Helen Sharp,
breeds show-jumping horses - I began to think
about the correlation between the incredible
Irish limestone pasture on which our horses
graze,” he said.

He generally carves with pneumatics - compressed
air hammers - and a lot of the work is finished
by hand which is very time consuming. “A lot of
my recent work has been highly polished which
means a lot of man-hours in hand-finishing. For
commissioned work such as ‘Invincible Spirit’,
I employ very traditional techniques of creating
a perfectly to scale maquette from life and then
scaling that up to the desired size.”

“The Irish National Stud is located where it
is precisely because of the limestone ground
which is so good for the equines. Inspired by
this connection between the ground and the
limestone, I proposed to carve a life-size portrait
of their champion racehorse and sire ‘Invincible
Spirit.’ I was lucky enough to be awarded
the commission. The sculpture is an attempt
to tell the story of the connection between
the Irish limestone and our incredible Irish
thoroughbreds.”
The enormity of Simon’s project becomes clearer
when we consider the medium in which he works
and the methods he needs to employ. The stone
he has been sculpting, taken from McKeon’s
quarry in Kilkenny, was originally 32 tonnes. He
24

Although Simon studied sculpture at NCAD
and Glasgow School of Art, his earliest and most
decisive influence was his sculptor mother, the
renowned Cathy Carman who is originally from
Laois. Simon grew up in Dublin, but spent a lot
of time with family in Mountmellick, and he
fondly remembers his very early exposure to the
art world.
“It was fascinating growing up with a sculptor
mother, to be shown at an early age that you
have choices on how you live your life and what
you do with your life. The environment was
amazing, to be surrounded by creative people in
‘70s and ‘80s Dublin was a gift – my babysitter
was a male ballet dancer.
“I learned mould-making at a very young age;

my first sculpture was of a labrador’s head,”
he said. “My mother Cathy was one of the
founders of Temple Bar Studios in Dublin and
I spent many happy hours in the studio playing
and experimenting with different materials and
listening to artists discussing their work. It was
a blessing.”
Simon’s passion for sculpture took hold early in
his life and it is what has allowed him to develop
the courage and skill required to work with
stone. “Stone engages me on a holistic level; it
engages the technical, the physical and the artistic
parts of my brain. It’s conceptual, physical and
meditative. I also find it the most challenging.
I find clay very easy and in a sense that’s why I
don’t do it as much,” he said.
“It’s the very nature of the material of stone, the
challenge of it, that engages me. There’s also
something fantastic to be a part of the ancient
lineage of the stone carver. It is in some ways
outside the contemporary; it’s from a bigger
picture of thousands of years.”
It is appropriate that Simon’s most recent work is
named ‘Invincible Spirit’, given his appreciation
for the ancient tradition that he is conscious of
working within. Viewing the sculpture, one
gets the sense that his original vision of telling
‘the story of the connection between the Irish
limestone and our incredible Irish thoroughbreds’
has been beautifully realised.
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Cruthú: art in the heart of Ireland
The buzz of excitement that comes with festival season abounds. One of the standout events in Longford town is
the colourful and creative Cruthú Arts Festival.
Last year’s festival saw artists from all over
the county team up to give Longford town a
literal ‘lick of paint’ - in the most beautiful way
imaginable. Take a walk through the streets and
you’ll be met by an onslaught of colour as you
pass mural after mural, adding character to the
streets.
Cruthú Arts Festival celebrates the wealth of
artistic talent in the midlands region by creating
a positive, meaningful and fun engagement with
the wider community. By enriching the town
with exciting cultural events, exhibitions and

installations, the programme helps to improve
how Longford is perceived by its residents and
further afield.
The legacy of Love Longford Festival in 2013,
Cruthú has grown to include pop-up galleries,
street art, film, circus, traditional arts, theatre,
community public arts projects, as well as live
music performances.
The programme showcases the work of local,
national and international artists of all genres and
provides opportunities to engage with the public
in a variety of new and alternative performances.

Cruthú is run by a voluntary group, which
includes experienced local artists and creative
producers whose aim is to foster a vibrant and
sustainable arts profile in Longford. The artistic
mission of the Cruthú team is to promote the
arts through positive public engagement, inspire
freedom of expression and awaken passion and
curiosity for the arts.
This year’s festival takes place from July 26
to 29. Updates will be posted on www.
cruthuartsfestival.com.
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RETURN TO SENDER PROJECT
‘better than therapy’
By Rowena Keaveny

In recent years there has been a technologically driven trend towards age segregation and more defined expectations of what
it means to be either young or old. The labelling of generations in relation to where they fall in the genesis of the digital age;
‘digital natives’, ‘digital immigrants’, ‘generation Alpha’ has also culminated in a seismic societal change that has ironically
disconnected the generations.
Economic changes and the way in which families
no longer live inter-generationally have further
decreased opportunities for intergenerational
exchange, learning and support.
The ‘Return to Sender’ project developed from
a discussion between myself and those who
attend Clara Day Care Centre about the gap in
understanding of, and knowledge between, the
generations regarding each others experiences
and interests.
Using a multidisciplinary approach, the project
has engaged participants and students from across
the country in exploring these disconnections.
Through conversation and creative engagement,
re-connections in perception and understanding
between both ends of the age spectrum have
taken place.
As teacher Clara Donnelly from ETNS in
Ashbourne explained: “They relate mostly to
the theme of change and continuity. Based on
discussion about when their grandparents were
young, they wanted to find out more about the
similarities and differences in children’s day-today life, past and present.”
With support from Creative Ireland to date
‘Return to Sender’ has engaged 83 participants;
older people and students from schools across
the country in addressing issues predominantly
around play, education, travel, food, family life
and loss.
Students have written, emailed and illustrated
questions that were then answered by the Clara
participants through illustration or text. With
99 questions having being asked so far, the
amount of material generated has been immense.
There is potential for the many hours of sound
recordings, images and text to be developed into
an intergenerational social archive but this will
depend on the direction of the project this year.
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The questions themselves have been inventive:
‘What did you think when you first saw

but also how they will imagine they will look as
older people.

“As the demographic of older
people increases, I think that
the inter-generational learning
that comes from engaging
in projects like ‘Return
to Sender’ will have an
increasingly important role to
play within communities.”

They demonstrated, at times very poignantly,
the messages younger people receive about what
older age will look like. They also highlighted
the refreshingly humorous and occasionally brutal
perceptions that only six year-olds can possess.

electronics?’; funny: ‘Was there slime?’;
profound: ‘Do you get lonely sometimes?’ and
moving: ‘Was suicide as common in your time?’
They have come in from St Mary’s Catholic
Primary School, Exuton, UK; Kidzart Club,
Birr; Youthreach, Clara; North Dublin National
School Project; Ashbourne Educate Together
NS; and Carlow Educate Together NS. The
answers have been honest, emotional, life
affirming and insightful.
There have also been moments we never
expected. After contacting the primary school
that one of the participants, John Beesley,
attended in the UK, we were stunned when a
parcel arrived from it including a copy of the
school register for John’s first day at school, May
27, 1929.
The illustrated questions and ‘future portraits’
that came from the first class pupils from the
North Dublin National School project were a
visual treat. Their teacher, Ms Evelyn Cushen,
originally from Clara, engaged her first class
students from the North Dublin School Project
NS in creating self portraits at their current age

As the demographic of older people increases,
I think that the inter-generational learning that
comes from engaging in projects like ‘Return
to Sender’ will have an increasingly important
role to play within communities. Youthreach
Clara’s engagement in ‘Return to Sender’ was a
testament to both the benefit and power of intergenerational communication and during their
interactions, there were intense and powerful
conversations about suicide, drug use, remaining
true to yourself, falling in love and what might
determine a long life.
The ‘Return to Sender’ project is focused
on older people and their experiences as a
valuable resource to a community, promoting a
mutual and productive exchange and also as an
opportunity for learning between the generations.
As demonstrated by 94 year-old participant John
Beesley when he said: ‘You’d notice that I’m
more alive now and it’s only because of the
introduction of those questions. I’ve something
in my mind the whole time. I told Tina, my
niece, and she said: ‘That’s wonderful for you.’
I said: ‘Well it is, it’s like therapy; no, it’s better
than therapy.”
*

Rowena Keaveny is an artist and art
psychotherapist. For more information or to send
questions, contact Rowena at paintpolitik@live.ie
or post to: Return to Sender Project,
C/O Clara Day Care Centre,
The Green, Clara.
www.return2senderproject.wordpress.com
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ICA celebrates women
of Collinstown and Fore

Artist Ursula Meehan and
heritage officer, Melanie
McQuade, at the launch
of ‘Camaraderie’ in
Castlepollard Library.

In the bright sunlit filled Chambers of Castlepollard’s Council Offices an exhibition celebrating the women of
Collinstown/Fore ICA is now open to the public.
Launched by the Council’s heritage officer
Melanie McQuade, the exhibition incorporates
a set of 19 portraits of the members of
Collinstown/Fore ICA guild.
They are monochrome, black ink on bright
white paper and are at once regal and familiar
and they were commissioned to celebrate the
guild’s 30th year since its foundation.
Among the portraits are Eithne Healy, who
was once in photoshoot with the Beatles and
Ann Marie Nash who has just completed
a new community development diploma
specially designed by the emerging force
in local government, the Westmeath Public
Participation Network (PPN).
Lil Hannon is there, a lady who knows all about
the area and is custodian of many stories and
family histories. Teresa Doyle the chairperson
Image: Shelley Corcoran.

of Collinstown Action Group is there and so
too is Eileen Cassels, whose work in her local
community included securing Fore, a national
heritage award; a national pride of place award
and a global reunion for Glenidan school. Liz
Fitzpatrick is up there, a woman known for her
work in Community Games and the parents’
association as well as being one of the small
number of people to have completed the 50
mile JFK challenge held in June.
The portraits include local members: Marie
McCormack, Eilis Coyle, Ann Marie Nash,
Marian Potter and Marie Halpin, Eilish Walsh
and Betty Wyatt, Noeleen Dobson, Anne
Gavigan, Mary Mortimor, Maura Fitzsimons,
Carmel Barry, Chrissy Murtagh and Annette
Duffy. The exhibition is titled ‘Camaraderie’,
celebrating the trust and the friendship shared
between the members of the guild.

“I was surprised and delighted to be asked to
launch this exhibition,” said Melanie. “The
ICA is an important part of our intangible
cultural heritage and it is guilds like the one in
Collinstown/Fore that are custodians of many
important customs and traditions as well as
wonderfully vibrant places for women to meet
and learn new skills as well as keeping traditional
ones alive.”
The guild members only saw their own portrait
for the first time at the launch and while keen
to celebrate 30 years since their foundation,
they also want to send out a strong message to
women in the area that they arre always looking
for new members.
Describing them as ‘the very backbone of their
community,’ artist Ursula Meehan thanked the
guild for entrusting this part of their celebration
to her.

Longford student in Poetry Aloud final
The annual Poetry Aloud competition, organised by the National Library
of Ireland, was a big event for Longford student, Christine Gaynor who
made it to the final of the competition last December.
The event saw 31 students from across the country compete in the junior, intermediate
and senior categories for the Seamus Heaney Poetry Aloud Award.
“It was a great opportunity and I’m so grateful to have been a part of it,” said Christine.
“I’m also very grateful to my teacher, Miss Keogh, who worked tirelessly with me day
after day to perfect the poems.”
Poetry Aloud is an annual poetry speaking competition for post-primary school students
across Ireland and was launched in 2006 as Yeats Aloud, becoming Poetry Aloud in 2007.
Since then, it has grown greatly from just a few hundred entries to 1,800 entries in 2017.
The late Seamus Heaney was a significant supporter of Poetry Aloud. In 2009, he was
presented by the British Library with the David Cohen Prize for Literature. In addition
to the main award, the winner each year nominates the recipient of a subsidiary prize,
and he chose Poetry Aloud.
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Singing from the same hymn sheet

Tara Hanneffy chats to Katherine Canty, a writer-director and editor-sound designer from Laois about her projects
and her take on the filmmaking industry.
Katherine’s work is very performance-driven
and she identifies as an auteur and an actor’s
director. In 2015, ‘January Hymn’, a short film
that she wrote, directed and edited, was funded
by the Irish Film Board’s coveted ‘Signatures’
scheme. Shot on location in Katherine’s native
county, the film was made with an all-female
led crew and cast.
TH: Looking back, how do you feel the last
year was in terms of your career?
KC: It was a great year for my work. ‘January
Hymn’ continued to screen at international
festivals in Europe and North America, and
was taken on by the American distributor
Seed&Spark. I also completed photography
on ‘Venus in Retrograde’ in Manchester, with
an all-female cast, so it was a productive and
interesting year for my filmmaking practice.
TH: You have described ‘January Hymn’
as a ref lection on grief. How important
was it to you to ensure that the film was
relative to a wide variety of experiences
rather than just your own?
KC: ‘January Hymn’ is a very personal piece of
work, which I feel lends it a lot of its strength. My
approach to the film, from script development
through to the edit and sound design, was to
focus on evoking my own experience of grief,
which is the only one I can hope to represent
in an honest way. I couldn’t possibly represent
anyone else’s grief, just as they couldn’t represent
mine. I believe the personal is universal.
TH: First came ‘January Hymn’, now
you are following it up with ‘Venus in
Retrograde.’ Can you tell us why you
decided to make your next film a sequel?
Also, will you continue to make f ilms
that feature the character of Clara and her
journey or will you begin something new?
KC: ‘Venus in Retrograde’ is more of a sister

A scene from ‘January Hymn’
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piece to ‘January Hymn’ rather than a sequel. It
is an examination of another aspect of the same
story. I feel like my work will probably always
tell the same story, just in a different form or
looking at a particular element. The characters
of Clara in ‘January Hymn’ and Carla in ‘Venus
in Retrograde’ will most likely be present in
my future work too. The more work I make,
the more I recognise the recurring threads that
run through it. Having said that, you can never
tell where your path will lead you, or how your
work will evolve.
TH: Your roots are in the midlands of
Ireland - was it particularly important
to you that your hometown featured in
‘January Hymn’?
KC: Yes, it really was. I wrote ‘January Hymn’
while in I was in Manchester, completing my
MA graduate film and in London, doing unpaid
production work, so being able to return to
Ireland and make the film in Laois was very
special. Featuring the Slieve Bloom Mountains
in the film was really important to me. I’m very
interested in making future films in Laois. I feel
like it’s a county that has some very interesting
things to offer.
TH: You have often stated that you disagree
with the culture of unpaid work that exists
in f ilm, or indeed, the arts as a whole.
What do you believe to be an effective
alternative for aspiring filmmakers?
KC: The question of unpaid work in film can
be a tricky one. My personal experience is that
it really didn’t help me at all, I learned far more
during my MA year when I could focus my time
on my own practice, rather than exhausting
myself working as a runner on music videos or
ads. Some people may find ‘work experience’
useful, but that really wasn’t the case for me.
I feel like if you want to gain experience as a
director, then start making your own films, no

matter how small scale or rudimentary. You’ll
learn far more on your own set than you’re likely
to on a music video shoot where you’re just a
dogsbody, and you’ll have something to show
for it other than further unpaid work. But then,
that’s just my response.
TH: You once said: ‘My gender has a lot
to do with how I make work.’ In your
opinion, how does your gender inf luence
your work?
KC: Yes, I really think my gender has a lot to
do with my work as a writer-director. A big
motivation for me as a filmmaker is that I’m very
often alienated by a lot of the films I encounter.
I want to make work that I would want to see.
I’m interested in portraying female characters
in the whole of their humanity, rather than as
ornamentation or in tired gender roles. The
manner in which ‘January Hymn’s’ cast were
represented was a very important consideration
for me. Clara isn’t presented as ‘feminine’,
but rather as female. I feel like a lot of female
representation in film just doesn’t have anything
to do with me.
TH: What are the main challenges for you
as a filmmaker?
KC: Perhaps establishing a work-life balance. I
become very absorbed by my work, and focus a
lot of energy and time on it, but I think that’s just
part of the deal with something like filmmaking.
TH: Looking back, 2017 was a great year
for your work. How is 2018 shaping up so
far?
KC: So far, 2018 is shaping up to be a period
of writing and development. I completed postproduction on ‘Venus in Retrograde’ earlier this
year, and I’m now taking some time to develop
some very engaging longer form projects.
* @katherine_canty

Katherine Canty, Director.
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Voices literary series
starts the conversation

Backstage Theatre writer-in-residence, Dani Gill, has certainly been
leaving her mark on Longford with the launch of her poetry book, ‘After
Love’, her series of workshops for young people and her Voices Literary
Series, which has delighted book-lovers all over the county.
So far, the series has featured the likes of Pat
McCabe, Alan McMonagle, Lisa McNerney and
Elain Feeney, all of whom spoke about their own
books and writing. The third and final part of
the series promises to be just as exciting as the
theatre prepares to welcome Leanne O’Sullivan
and Ruth Fitzmaurice.
In 2013, Leanne O’Sullivan’s husband Andrew
suffered a severe brain infection, leaving him in
a coma for three weeks. When he finally woke,
it immediately became clear that his memory

had been nearly completely erased. Together
they travelled the road of recovery, following
spirit animals and the wildness of nature, in time
returning to their life sharply cast through a new
lens. Ruth recounts the story in her book, ‘A
Quarter of the Hour.’
Ruth Fitzmaurice’s husband Simon was
diagnosed with motor neuron disease in 2008.
Defying all odds, Simon outlived his three-year
life expectancy and fathered twins in 2012, before
passing away in November 2017. The story is

beautifully told in ‘I Found My Tribe.’
These are two brave books by two amazing
women who found unknown strength in the
vulnerability of life-changing situations. Both
writers will read from their books and will be in
conversation with journalist and researcher Edel
Coffey.
The event will take place in the Backstage Theatre
on June 28 at 8pm. Tickets and information are
available via: www.backstage.ie or by calling:
043-33 47888.

Together in
electric dreams
By Ian Keaveny

I make Glitch art, a process of forcing software and hardware into error or halt states to rend images, video,
sound or 3D models into a mangled and sometimes unrecognisable form. This incorporates hex-editing which
involves manipulating the code of a file; circuit-bending, rewiring a camera or device to distort sound or picture in
unpredictable ways; datamoshing, removing or adding frames in video to make images bleed and blend into each
other; and processing scripts.
Glitch art, Vaporwave, and New Aesthetic
are everywhere but maybe you don’t know
it. Adverts from Adidas; films like ‘Ghost in
the Shell’; the music video for Kanye West’s
‘Welcome to Heartbreak’; the music of Autechre
or Aphex Twin and genres such as Chiptune
Vaporwave and Seapunk; the textile designs of
Philip Stearns and the crashed 3D models of
Mark klink all attest to a thriving and largely
underground paradigm shift that is gradually
subverting the art world.
Where Glitch art interrogates technology to force
error, Vaporwave values nostalgia, ‘80s-style
synth and chillout music, classical sculpture,
dolphins, the iconography of ‘80s computer
adverts and graphics, the promise of a retro future
that never quite happened.
New aesthetic reflects a broader view of the intermingling of computing and everyday life, think
the aesthetics of drone photography, Google

map errors, crowd-sourcing, retro-computing,
and the knowledge of living under constant self
mediated electronic surveillance.
For the most part these movements sidestep
gallery, curation and traditional art criticism in
the same way that Uber and Airbnb sidestep taxi
companies and traditional hotels. Their existence
relies on and is propagated through the gallery of
the screen, the ubiquity of easy Internet access
and the low cost of devices. Taking many of their
tools and philosophy from the open source and
free software movements, valuing participation
over consumption, they redefine entrance cost
and criteria to making art and what it means to
be an artist.
They are not ‘new media’, that vague phrase used
by the art establishment to co-opt technology and
new forms, rather they are, as Jon Cates of School
of the Art Institute of Chicago, puts it ‘dirty new
media’, to express ‘a contrast with the kind of

cleanliness that I associate with more commercial
or corporate styles of digital art and design.’
They leave curation behind through the
mechanism of their transmission, through
Instagram, Tumblr, Facebook, Youtube and
Flickr, and online art festivals such as ‘The
Wrong.’ They are to a large degree self-curating
through likes, reputation and sharing.
They are problematic to older ideas of authenticity
and authorship, much of their source being found
material, often than not under copyright, if it can
be found on the Internet or storage media it will
be used.
When old paradigms of art and making crash a
new kind of language is called for, that language
is found in Glitch art.

Ian Keaveny is a Tullamore-based artist who
exhibits locally, nationally and internationally.
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Celebrating Longford’s poets, past and present
By Jessica Thompson

There’s something about poetry that never really goes out of style and that rings true in Co. Longford where all
literature - both new and historical - is celebrated on a regular basis.
So far in 2017, several local poets have launched
books of poetry, including Edward Denniston,
Mary Melvin Geoghegan and Noel Monahan,
who all released their books with Salmon Poetry.

Festival took place over the June Bank holiday
weekend and was well-received by Goldsmith
fans from around the county of Longford and
beyond.

Similarly, there are three popular literary festivals
to the fore of Longford’s calendar this year: The
Maria Edgeworth Festival, the Oliver Goldsmith
Festival, and the Pauric Colum Cruinniú.

The festival is the third longest running festival of
its type in Ireland. Founded in 1984 to celebrate
the literary genius of Oliver Goldsmith and
to promote beautiful Goldsmith country as a
tourist attraction, it has explored many aspects
of Goldsmith’s life and work. A huge variety of
renowned critics, politicians, poets, journalists
and academics have stimulated informed and
amused audiences in that time.

PAST
Maria Edgeworth:
The Maria Edgeworth Literary Festival received
a huge response in May. The Edgeworth Society
wanted to do something extra special this year,
which is the 250th anniversary of the birth of
internationally acclaimed novelist and social
reformer, Maria Edgeworth.
What an inspired decision it made when it
commissioned Johnny Hanrahan, the wellknown writer and director, to write a theatrical
piece based on the life of Maria Edgeworth ‘Maria in Mind.’
Johnny conceived the idea of a one-woman show
- a piece, which drew on the life, letters, family
and friends of Maria Edgeworth - and chose
experienced actress, Carmel O’Leary, to take on
the role.
With a spectacular performance, Carmel held the
large audience of over 250 people in awe as she
brought Maria to life in the wonderful setting of
the Manor Church.

Oliver Goldsmith:
The 34th Goldsmith International Literary
30

This year’s theme was ‘Where wealth and
freedom reign contentment fails and honour sinks
where commerce long prevails’, lines taken from
Goldsmith’s great poem, ‘The Traveller’ (1764).

Padraic Colum:
A native of Co. Longford, Padraic Colum is one
of Ireland’s most accomplished writers and the
author of such works as: ‘The King of Ireland’s
Son’ and ‘She Moves Through the Fair’.
Last September, to celebrate his life and work,
Creative Ireland Longford and Longford County
Council were proud to present the first annual
gathering to celebrate the life and work of
Padraic Colum.
The weekend was called the Padraic Colum
Cruinniú, because members of the Colum family
from different parts of the world gathered in
Longford for the celebrations.
This year, the festival will once again take place
in Co. Longford.

For more information on all the happenings in
the county, see www.longford.ie.

PRESENT
Edward Denniston:
Longford town native, Edward Denniston,
launched ‘For Crying Out Loud’ with Salmon
Poetry earlier this year. A retired teacher of
English and drama, this is his fifth book of poetry.
His current collection of poems, ‘For Crying Out
Loud’, had its Longford launch on February 22,
2017, at the Backstage Theatre and was launched
by musician and theatre director, Gus Hanley.

Mary Melvin Geoghegan:
In May of this year, local poet, Mary Melvin
Geoghegan was delighted to launch her fifth
book of poetry at the Backstage Theatre. The
book, ‘As Moon and Mother Collide’ is a
collection of her latest poems, with the beautiful
artwork of Bernard Canavan on the front cover.
The book was launched by well-known poet, PJ
Kennedy.

Noel Monahan:
While Edward and Mary have each got five
books of poetry under their belts, Granard poet,
Noel Monahan, recently launched his eighth
collection. ‘Chalk Dust’ was officially launched
in Cavan Courthouse in early May, with a great
response from the local community. Many of the
poems in his new collection have been published
in literary magazines and journals worldwide and
Noel has read his poetry in many universities
throughout Europe and North America. A
number of his poems have even been translated
into Italian, French, Romanian and Russian.
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‘Unravelling Laois’ fosters a sense of place
A Portlaoise-based family learning project set out to capture some of the hidden gems of the county by ‘Unravelling
Laois.’ The initative started when a group of parents in Scoil Bhride enabled their family learning project to take on
a different dimension when they developed an interest in history.
The DEIS funded programme, in collaboration with the HSCL in Scoil
Bhride and the Adult Literacy Service in Laois Offaly ETB supported the
parents in visiting historical sites in Laois during autumn 2017.

The initiative developed further and it was decided that the group publish a
‘passport’ at the end of their travels, for parents to use when bringing their
children to the sites during the summer.

Laois Offaly Local Link ensured that the group arrived at the destinations
safely and returned everybody to the school full of imagination. After every
trip, the parents reflected on their adventures through artwork and creative
writing. With the encouragement of their tutors they created art that
illustrates their new understanding of the history of the county along with
a book - through their own Book Club - that captures their experiences.

This inspirational project is family learning in its true sense- supporting
parents to help their children learn and providing them with an opportunity
to develop their own learning skills. The parents worked together
throughout the ventures and awakened a set of skills that can only develop
more along their own learning journeys. Their work was exhbiited in the
Dunamaise Arts Centre in May.
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Putting
mental
health in
the frame
Shona Ellen Connolly, an amateur photographer from Edenderry, Co. Offaly, is vocal about breaking the stigma
around mental health issues. She recently did a short photo essay depicting the burden that can be lifted by
opening up to someone. She wanted to create a dialogue, especially in small town Ireland about the issues and
encourage people to seek help without fear of judgment. Here, she tells us the story behind the photo essay.
Photography has always been a passion of mine ever since I was young
but over the years I had let it slip from my life and it took me many years
to get the courage to pick it back up again. To be honest, I think it was a
confidence thing. I never felt good enough even though the people around
me were telling me this was something I should peruse. It is funny isn’t
it, how others can often see us totally different to how we see ourselves?
This year I decided I was finally going to get creative again and use my
storytelling abilities to start conversations and take photographs that mean
something to others and me.

focus on, so I created a photo essay called ‘It’s okay to ask for help,’ depicting
the inner struggle of dealing with poor mental health and how by opening
up to someone, we can lift some of that heavy burden and move towards a
healthier conversation about these things and in turn, get help.

Mental health is something I have always been passionate speaking about.
I even started a YouTube channel this year named ‘Shona Speaks’ to talk
about my struggles with anxiety and how I am overcoming it. I think it is
important to share our stories and talk. That is how we break the stigma
attached to mental health. I think this is really important, especially in
Ireland where I feel the stigma is high. I wanted to start a conversation at a
local level at the very least and decided this is something I really wanted to

In a recent Irish mental health survey it was revealed that the two main
reasons people decided to keep quiet about their mental health were feelings
of embarrassment and fear of admitting something was wrong. But it was
also a consensus that support from a loved one was the main prompt for
encouraging them to open up and have a conversation. And that is what
my project is all about. ‘Sometimes the only answer people are looking for when
they ask for help is that they won’t have to face the problem alone’– Mark Amend.

As you can see I shot mostly in black and white to depict the hopelessness
a person feels when in a trapped state of mind. I shot the final image in
colour to show hope and express the relief you feel when you finally open
up to someone.

Brought to book
Artists’ Books workshop, perhaps the lesser known
aspect of visual practice, is explained by Westmeathbased artists including Celine Sheridan who organised
Westmeath’s recent workshop.
Read That Image’ (RTI) book making workshop
was held in Abbey Road Studios in Athlone
with nine visual artists from the area. RTI host a
variety of workshops nationwide from ‘show and
tell’ events to dummy bookmaking workshops,
covering all aspects from concept to design, to
stitching sessions and construction. Their ultimate
goal is to encourage open conversations, critical
thinking and active engagement in the discourse
of bookmaking. Supported by Westmeath Arts
Office, this year saw the first ‘Read That Image’
photobook making session, hosted in Athlone’s
municipal artists’ studios.
Celine said: “I instigated the workshop day as
‘Read That Image’ are working with me on ‘If
We Were Pheasants” and I thought it would be
wonderful and beneficial to other artists from
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Westmeath to attend and learn about the genre of
bookmaking and to practically include bookmaking
into their studio practice.
“The day was intense. It consisted of an informal
introduction to all participants, their practice and
what they hoped to make and achieve on the day.
The participants were able to browse through other
artists’ bookworks for inspiration before making
their own books. The participants curated a series
of their own selected images, which had been pre
printed by the team. The RTI team individually
and collectively advised and discussed with each
artist the direction their book might take. The
workshop subsequently led me to strategise my
book making practice more intensely than I had
been doing. I wouldn’t hesitate to attend another
workshop in the future.”

Artist Dave Newton describes the workshop
and the process as “.....technical – the important
cutting, gluing and binding processes ..... the artists
in the group and the facilitators were kind troubleshooters on the aesthetical challenges of making
personal artist books..... All participants left with a
real bound book.”
If your interest is piqued to find out more about
this aspect of visual practice, some useful resources
include:
n readthatimage.org
n nival.ie (national irish visual arts library)
n Temple bar galleries hold an artists’ book fair
every year.
n printedmatter.org (Printed Matter NYC)
n www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk (Book Works
Bristol UK)
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“

That was something I was
interested in - the idea of
who are you by yourself?
Who are you without the
key relationships that often
define people? And I think
that’s true of everyone we’re defined often by our
friendships, our familial
bonds, everything.

”

Edgeworthstown poet ponders
‘life after love’ in first book
By Jessica Thompson

There’s a common misconception in Irish cities and bigger towns that the midlands and more rural areas like
Longford lack creativity. In fact, the opposite is true, according to Longford writer, curator and creative writing tutor
Dani Gill, who launched her book of poetry, ‘After Love’ in the Longford County Library earlier this year.
“Sometimes people think that there’s an absence of creativity in the midlands
and there really isn’t. That’s definitely a myth I always dispel because I was
always encouraged to write,” she said.
The Edgeworthstown native has been reading and writing since she was a
child. She even won a prize in the Maria Edgeworth Literary Festival when
she was a pupil in St Elizabeth’s NS.
The natural flair for writing and the arts didn’t fade away as she grew up.
Involvement in the arts was important for Dani while she was in college and
after she left college and took up the very senior role of director for Cúirt
International Arts Festival.
It was in 2015 that Dani started to write her book of poetry, and her plan
was to work on it at Listowel Writers’ Week. It was around that time that
she had decided to end a long-term relationship. She’d been seeing someone
for ten years and the break-up was a huge change in her life.
“So I wound up writing poems about that, along with other poems,” she
said. “I still started the book when I intended to. And I went to workshop
with two other poets in September and I brought these poems that I was
referring to as my ‘break up poems’ and I said: ‘I don’t think they’ll see the
light of day, but I just need to show them to someone’.
“And they read all the stuff and they said: ‘This is brilliant, you have to
go with this’. So that became the collection, ‘After Love’, and I suppose
it’s really not a book I intended to write. It is very personal; it’s not very

cloaked. I didn’t really hide from it. I got to a point with it where you either
need to keep going or stop. So I kept going.”
The collection includes a lot of love poems and poems about heartbreak, but
there’s a strong theme of identity running through it too.
“That was something I was interested in - the idea of who are you by
yourself? Who are you without the key relationships that often define
people? And I think that’s true of everyone - we’re defined often by our
friendships, our familial bonds, everything,” Dani said.
“I wanted to write about that, so there are poems in the book - a series of
poems - about the sea and being in the sea, and this idea of coming back to
yourself and having a think about where you are in the world.”
Dani’s gran features strongly in the collection too, as she was diagnosed with
a very rare degenerative brain disorder the same year.
“She was experiencing a lot of changes in her own identity, so there was
a kind of mirroring in the book between a younger woman and an older
woman who are both going through a lot of change, and a lot of change in
who they are for different reasons.
“There’s a lot of vulnerability in the book and it’s hard to publish
something like that. But then when I did release it, I realised people always
find themselves in the poems. And it’s also a theme that is so human that
everyone has experienced. So it kind of became a very accessible book. I
think a lot of people would read it and identify with it. And that’s lovely.”
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Poetry
workshops
find students
well versed
By Stephen James Smith

When I think of my time as the Laois Spoken Word poet-in-residency the seanfhocal as Gaelige ‘Mol an óige agus
tiocfaidh sí’ - ‘praise the youth and they will flourish’ - springs to mind.
While I wouldn’t be someone to dish out false
platitudes, thankfully I haven’t had to. The students
I’ve had the pleasure of working with across the
county have been some of the most receptive with
whom I’ve ever worked. Sure, there is that initial
‘Who cares?’ attitude and ‘Poetry is crap’, that
some might associate with teens. I’ve also been
told that Laois folk can be nonchalant at the best
of times, but that quickly erodes. I really feel the
stories we’ve shared and poems we created in the
classes are brilliant.
I’ve always had affection for Laois. My first love
was from here, some of my closest friends are
from here and the Electric Picnic is an annual
pilgrimage for me. So this residency has been a
great opportunity to embed myself in Laois all
the more. I’ve had the chance to meet some great
characters and I try to bring all this back into the
workshops I do. The main aim of my focus has
been on ‘people and place’ with a view to elevate
the ordinary and see our hometowns anew.
One of the weeks I took an hour-long stroll by
myself around Mountmellick after I gave my

workshop that day. I jotted down about 50 things
I noticed and thought could spark a poem. I was
delighted to find the great American poet Maya
Angelou’s words ‘Be the rainbow in someone
else’s cloud’ painted onto a building. This gave
me the chance to tell the students about her. We
looked at her poem ‘Still I Rise’ and some of the
students used it as inspiration for what they wrote
that day. It also highlighted that there is poetry
everywhere and even the words of far off poets
have travelled to their town. This was just one of
the many examples I found on that stroll.

‘Mid-Term Break’ spontaneously one day. That
was really special.

When the students joined me on the walk the
following week I was regaled with loads of stories
about local characters and adventures they had. It
really gave us an energy to bring into the classroom
that day, and the poems were full of all the joys
and frustrations of country living and teenage life.

As the old Irish saying goes, I’ve been praising
the youth and doing so with all my heart. I feel
we have made an important connection and I’m
excited to see what unfolds during the rest of my
residency in this fine county.

Aside from this fun group walk, I’d say two of
the other highlights have been a student reciting
- from memory - the notoriously difficult but
fun poem ‘Jabberwocky’ by Lewis Carroll! and
two of the boys from CBS reciting Heaney’s

On a more sober note, some of the students have
wanted to write about some issues to do with
mental health. While we make sure they have the
support needed, I know from my own personal
experience what a benefit finding poetry and
being creative has been for my own wellbeing. I
only hope they can use what I’m trying to teach
as a means to express themselves in a cathartic,
helpful way.

Stephen James Smith was awarded the inaugural
Laois Spoken Word residency in November 2017,
commissioned by the Arts Office, Laois County Council,
funded by Creative Ireland and the Arts Council of
Ireland and co-ordinated by Dunamaise Arts Centre.
www.stephenjamessmith.com

Stephen James Smith
with students from Scoil
Chriost Ri in Portlaoise.
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‘HOMELESSNESS IS
ON OUR DOORSTEP’
By Jessica Thompson

Ballymahon was buzzing on the last weekend of April as one of its own, Valerie
Masters, realised a lifelong dream and staged her first play in the Bog Lane Theatre.
‘Cardboard Coffin’ is a deep, dark and thoughtprovoking play that tells the story of a sad and
lonely man called Johnny, expertly portrayed by
actor Jude McLynn. He ends up alone on the
streets, reflecting on a life of love and loss and
bemoaning the outcome of his existence. The
play is extremely powerful and forces the audience
to think about homelessness a little more deeply.
“Homelessness is real. It’s on our doorstep and
there is no way to escape it,” said Valerie. “It
scares me that one day you’re part of society and
the next it’s like you’ve been picked up and placed
on the sidewalk and told: ‘Ok, you can watch us
continue our lives but you can’t take part anymore
because you have no money or address anymore.”
Valerie is well-known in Ballymahon and beyond
for her powerful poetry. Last year, she released
her second book of poetry, ‘Obsession’. However,
‘Cardboard Coffin’ is something completely
different.
“Writing this play was the most difficult thing
I ever did in my life. The emotions were
overwhelming, the highs amazing and the lows
were incredibly lonely.”
But this was a lifelong dream for Valerie and,
to see it come to life in the Bog Lane Theatre
recently was everything to her.
“Emotional doesn’t cover it. To stand in a theatre
you love, in front of people you know and who
are there to support you and realise that they’re

about to watch your dream unfold... I was never
far away from a tear or a panicked moment,” she
said of the opening night.
There’s a great story behind Valerie’s dream to
become a playwright - a story that goes back to
when she was six years old and saw a very famous
playwright on television.
“I was allowed to stay up a little late on a Saturday
night and one night I was desperately trying to tell
my father something random and he kept telling
me to whisht as he was trying to hear the man on
the telly,” Valerie recalled.
“I listened for a minute and heard the man say he
was a playwright. I was dead jealous because the
teachers in school used to tell me why couldn’t I
learn to ‘play right’ so I told mam and dad I’d be
a playwright when I grew up.
“They laughed and sent me to bed and I was
around ten before I discovered what playwright
actually meant and the man on the telly was John
B Keane. By that time I was writing so it seems to
have been fate.”
She didn’t do too badly for a first play either.
Cardboard Coffins’ was completely sold out for all
three nights in Ballymahon. It doesn’t stop there.
In fact, Valerie is getting ready to go to the Smock
Alley Theatre in July, where Jude McLynn will
again perform as Johnny.
“Imagine having a play in Dublin city. ‘Wow’
comes to mind but, on reflection of the weekend

in the Bog Lane Theatre, nothing will ever
compare to standing three nights watching a full
audience stand for Jude and then for me,” said
Valerie.
“Nothing can ever compare to that and we go
to Dublin with the people of Ballymahon in our
pockets rooting for us.”
While ‘Cardboard Coffin’ raised awareness of
the issue of homelessness in Ireland, Valerie was
thrilled to report that it also raised funds for a local
homeless charity. Raffles held at the interval raised
a total of €750 for Midlands Simon Community,
ensuring this play left an even bigger mark on
society.
Now that Valerie has realised her dream of
becoming a playwright, there’s no certainty that
she’ll continue to write for the stage.
“I did say I’d never write another play but a
certain guy sitting on cardboard, struggling to
live, is constantly whispering: ‘Never say never’.
Thank you Jude McLynn for being that guy.”

It’s all an act
in Athlone
As one of Ireland’s longest running festivals,
Midlands Arts and Culture magazine explores
the extraordinary success story that is behind
the RTE All-Ireland Drama Festival.
Many commentators of the arts and culture
describe the amateur drama festival movement as
one of the arts’ most accessible platforms. Indeed
the movement would be seen as crucial in bringing
the work of writers such as John B Keane, Seamus
O’Rourke and Deirdre Kinehan to the general
public while at the same time providing muchneeded income. Many communities, especially in
rural areas, rely on the amateur drama movement
to keep the fabric of community life intact whether
as drama participants or festival theatregoers.

function is to run the All-Ireland Drama Festival
(Open) Finals, an annual competition in which the
top nine amateur drama groups in Ireland compete
to become All-Ireland champions.

Established in 1953, Athlone Drama Festival was
set up with the object of fostering, developing,
promoting and encouraging amateur drama in
Athlone and throughout Ireland. Its primary

Local arts and craft groups involved in fringe
activities are afforded a valuable opportunity to
share their work with the public. Events involve:
exhibitions, readings, recitals, street theatre,

The festival is complemented by a fringe
programme which includes drama workshops, art
exhibitions, theatrical performances and musical
recitals embracing a broad range of activities across
many art forms involving the student, artistic and
business communities.

craft displays and historic walking tours. Public
venues such as the Luan Gallery, Athlone library
and shopping centres all provide ideal platforms
allowing ease of access for participants and
spectators.
The Athlone Festival accounts for up to €500,000
per annum in spending, both in terms of staging the
festival and in the value of business generated by
visitors and locals alike. Accommodation providers
are generally operating at full capacity during the
festival with rooms booked out well in advance.
Prosperous Dramatic Society won the 2018 RTE
All-Ireland Drama Festival in May, with ‘Sylvia’.
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Step into the surreal at
‘A Painted Otherworld’
A collective exhibition of contemporary surrealist works titled ‘A Painted Otherworld’, curated by artist
Rebecca Deegan will be presented at Dunamaise Arts Centre, Portlaoise, in September.
This exhibition will bring together nine artists from Laois and
across Ireland. They will work within the medium of paint,
focusing on the surreal and the fantastical, the gothic and the
macabre. It is a collection of artists who allow dreams, the
subconscious, and their own surreal experiences to act as a
source of inspiration.
“The aim was to create a collective exhibition of art that
celebrates magic within the mundane, explores imagined realities
and highlights the relevance of darkness within surrealism and its
sub-genres,” says artist Rebecca Deegan on curating the show.
“Also to showcase the practice of realism, representational and
figurative painting in a surrealist context.”
‘A Painted Otherworld’ will feature artists at various stages of
their careers, some who are self-taught as well as those with
a formal art education. Exhibiting artists are: Donna Kearns,
Eoin Meehan, Gemma Lalor, Ian Keaveny, Kevin McCann,

Pat Byrne, Rebecca Deegan, Sarah Keenan and Tracy Sexton.
Says Rebecca:“I feel lucky to have studied, worked and
developed my own arts practice alongside a lot of the artists in
this show. As we all work with similar themes, there is so much
mutual admiration, respect and understanding of each other’s
work. It’s amazing to have such a strong support network.
“To have an outlet such as Dunamaise Arts Centre to display
alternative genres of contemporary painting is so important and
beneficial to allow for further growth as artists,” she says.
The collective’s common ground is their interest and passion for
surreal, dark, and mythical subject matter, and it is this passion
that they wish to portray through ‘A Painted Otherworld’.
The exhibition will run throughout September, with a reception
event planned for Culture Night on Friday, September 21. See:
www.dunamaise.ie for full details.
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