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Cork-born Kate O’Riordan has gone from working in travel 
agencies to being a high-flying co-executive producer on 
period drama Mr Selfridge. But the author, playwright and 
screenwriter’s latest work – the RTÉ hit drama Smother – is 
what’s really made her career soar, writes Niamh Donnelly

‘Unless you have 
a hit book or  
show straight 
away, there’s 
usually an awful 
lot of rejection. 
And then, at the 
very last minute, 
something 
happens’

‘I 
don’t know that I ever had a moment where I 
said, I’m going to be a writer,” says Kate O’Ri-
ordan. The author/playwright/screenwriter 
has had a year most writers would dream of. 
Her TV show, Smother, starring Dervla Kirwan 
and Séana Kerslake, came out in Ireland in 
March, and has just aired in Britain. Season 
two is currently filming in Clare.

“I didn’t flip over to full-time writing and actually making 
a living from it for a very, very long time. And I think [for] 
the few that do – people think there are a lot more of them 
than there are – it takes a long time. 

“Unless you have a hit book or a hit show straight away, 
there’s usually an awful lot of rejection, and things that you 
develop that nearly get made, or nearly get published. And 
then at the very last minute, something happens.”

Before “something happened”, O’Riordan had a series of 
day jobs. She worked for travel agencies in Ireland and LA, 
for airlines such as the now defunct Air Florida, and Virgin, 
and for a hotel chain, which went bust around the time her 
son was born. 

As is so often the case, this turned out to be fortuitous. With 
a little time before she had to get a new job, she wrote her 
first book, Involved, while her son had naps in the middle 
of the day, and at night.

O’Riordan has gone on to publish six novels and has writ-
ten for shows such as The Return, starring Julia Walters, The 
Kindness of Strangers, starring Neal Pearson and Hermione 
Norris, and The Bad Mother’s Handbook, starring Catherine 
Tate and Robert Pattinson. She was co-executive producer 
on hit period drama Mr Selfridge, which ran for four series.

“I don’t know, looking back now, what kept me motivat-
ed,” she says. “It was [just] something I had to do.” Joining 
writing groups and theatre groups was important. A bunch 
of “like-minded people” meeting once or twice a week gave 
her fuel to keep going.

“I lived for those nights because you got to listen to their 
work, and they got to listen to your work, and you got feed-
back. It just kept me really buzzed and excited with the 
whole process.”

O’Riordan hails from Bantry, but has lived for many years 
in Twickenham, England. 

When asked if she thinks it would have been harder to 
“make it” as a screenwriter had she stayed at home, she says 
“I couldn’t answer that.” She imagines she would have had 
to move to a city, in any case. “I suppose the short answer is 
that it made life easier.”

“I think the route really is getting an agent. It’s harder 
sometimes to get an agent than it is to get a book published or 
to get something on screen. If you get the right agent, they’ll 
open doors for you.”

O’Riordan’s book agent introduced her to a theatre agent, 
who introduced her to ITV. There, there were programmes 
to bring people who had some theatre work behind them to 
the world of screen. 

“We had big names like Lucy Gannon [and] Lynda la Plante 
and loads of others. They came in and gave us fantastic advice 
on how to open doors and how to keep sending samples of 
our work. 

“The advice I give to everybody is it’s not enough to have an 
idea. I think it’s the same with the novel nowadays. There was 
a time when you could submit an idea and three chapters as a 
sample of your work, but I don’t think that exists any more. If 
you’re a first timer, at some point you have to bite the bullet.”

Smother is set in the Burren, Co Clare. The Irish setting, I 
suggest, must feel like a homecoming of sorts.

“To be honest with you, it was kind of organic that it became 
Ireland. It was BBC Studios in collaboration with RTÉ. And 
that made it an Irish piece. And, of course, there’s so much 
talent in Ireland.”

The other important thing about the setting was “we needed 
cliffs”. The series opens with a suspicious death on these cliffs 
and unravels as a pacy whodunnit. 

A wealthy and very modern family (lots of divorces, step-
mothers, -sisters, -brothers, -grannies), is at the centre of the 

drama, and subjects like shady property deals, small-town 
curtain twitching, middle-class entitlement and more are 
explored to great effect.

“Originally I wanted to do something about stepmothers,” 
says O’Riordan. “And the title for stepmother in the States is 
s’mother.” She began developing a series called S’Mother in 
2009, but ultimately the broadcaster didn’t take it forward. 

“I kept the idea and those women in my head,” she says. 
“And then I was speaking to an exec producer for BBC Stu-
dios. And he said, well that’s something we could do, and 
just make it broader.” Instead of centring upon stepmothers, 
they decided to use smother as “a kind of a generic term. And 
that was how it all came about.”

One important thing for O’Riordan, as she wrote, 
was to avoid the clichés so often associated with 
Ireland. “I wanted to avoid any begorrah-ness . 
. . And to dispel the idea that a lot of people still 
have that we live in whitewashed cottages with 

thatched roofs. 
“I wanted to portray this modern, affluent, entitled, for 

want of another word, Ireland. Which I think would come 
as no surprise to us, obviously, but in some places I think it 
would dispel a few myths.”

When it came to writing the female characters, it was 
important to O’Riordan that they weren’t “perfect by virtue 
of the fact that they’re women. We wanted to show that they 
have serious flaws, and they have their own ruthless ambitions 
to some degree. Just to make them proper flesh and blood”.

The “we” voice O’Riordan uses here is telling. She thrives 
in the collaborative environment of writers’ rooms, though 
she says being at the helm, on a work of her own creation, 
was a different experience.

“It’s a lot more stress to a degree. And it’s a lot more respon-
sibility. If you’re in a room and somebody else is leading the 
show, they have all the pressure. But when it’s your own, you 
have to juggle all the episodes and make sure that they tie in 
across the board. And does this episode match that episode, 
because all the writers have different voices, and some will 
have different talents. 

“Sometimes you can see a script isn’t working, so you 
have to come out of your own script and help that writer if 
they need it. But I’ve been blessed with Smother,” she says. 
Writers Tom Farrelly, Daniel Cullen and Ursula Rani Sarma 
have “all been fantastic”.

The constraints of lockdown made filming season one of 
Smother a challenge. Scenes like the opening party scene 
had to be tweaked to include fewer characters. “There were a 
whole load of things that must have been an absolute night-
mare for the director [Daithí Keane] to deal with. And he did 
a fantastic job.”

O’Riordan is tight-lipped about what we can expect from 
season two. “Whatever I say, I’ll be killed,” she jokes. “All I’ll 
say is that somebody turns up out of the blue and sets the cat 
amongst the pigeons.” Not much of a giveaway, but we’ll take it.

We speak a little about emerging from lockdown – “it’s 
much nicer having a meeting in person, if it’s a creative 
meeting,” she says – about the manic pressure once filming 
begins – when asked whether it’s really as mad as everyone 
says it is, she replies emphatically, “yes, it is” – and about the 
TV scene in Ireland, which she thinks is going from strength 
to strength. 

“There are fantastic things happening, and I think it’s be-
cause of the RTÉ policy of partnering up. That way you can 
spread the costs.” 

Tax breaks for filming in Ireland also mean that there are lots 
of experienced film crews here, ready to operate at any time. 
“It’s a really exciting time to be in that business in Ireland,” 
she says. “Maybe I should come home.” n

Kate O’Riordan features as part of this year’s West Cork Literary 
Festival – her interview with author Liz Nugent will be broadcast 
from Bantry House on Sunday July 11 as part of this summer’s  
festival, which will run throughout July. See westcorkmusic.ie/ 
LFprogramme for details

Kate O’Riordan: ‘The advice I give 
to everybody is it’s not enough to 
have an idea. There was a time when 
you could submit an idea and three 
chapters as a sample of your work, but 
I don’t think that exists any more’
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