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My first intimation of
Pat McCabe comes
several hours before
our interview, when
Zoom tells me he is in
the “meeting room”. I
wonder does he have

the time wrong, but no. It turns out he is
simply checking everything is in order.

“I’ve had problems with these electron-
ic things before, and you end up losing
a lot of time. There’s an unnaturalness
about it, and if it’s doubly complicated…”

Indeed. But it’s a hint of what I later

discover — that McCabe is far from the
kind of wild, chaotic character who ap-
pears in his books. Whether it’s Francie
Brady inTheButcher Boy, Patrick Braden
inBreakfast onPluto, or indeed Dan
Fogarty in his latest,Poguemahone, his
characters have an anarchy and an un-
predictability that veers between
fascinating and alarming.

Pat himself, for all that he renders
them so well, is not like that. When I say
this to him, he immediately gets it.

“When I was younger, certainly in the
‘70s, the Bohemian ethic was very much

a part of cultural life — ‘We’ll not do any-
thing, we’ll just put on a little play over
a pub in Notting Hill and somehow we’ll
get by...’

“Well, you’ll get by until you’re 21 or
22 — and then you started to realise that
all your friends that aren’t doing that are
lawyers now or on their way to being
CEO and you’re living in some dingy den
talking about Gabriel Garcia Marquez.”

But back to Dan Fogarty andPoguema-
hone. The book — a hefty 600 pages — is
written in verse form. And for those of
you put off by the very idea, don’t be.

It is by turns energetic, hilarious, tragic
and terrifying, and easy to follow once
you fall into the beat of it — “the beat of a
bodhran, which is the beat of Irish histo-
ry,” says McCabe.

Set among the London-Irish of the
explosive 1970s and a contemporary
“now”, it has elements of Irish language
and mythology, Catholicism, psyche-
delia, music, the supernatural — what
McCabe calls “the kind of kaleidoscopic
tornado of the ‘70s”. Fogarty himself, our
guide, changes as the book progresses,
becoming first alarming, then unreliable,
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it became, on that level, someattempt to
dealwith this.
“Sometimes I don’t knowmyselfwhat

thesebooks are about,” he says. “So it’s
nice tobe able to get a chance to sort of
standback from it and see, nowthat I’m
just a bit distant from it. It’s an examina-
tionof the sort of elasticity and colour
and theBaroquekindof playfulness, of
IrishCatholic language and thinking, and
the equally interesting but different, ra-
tional sturdy grammatical Englishview
of theworld.”
That said, hedoesn’t for a second sub-

scribe to the simplistic view that the Ire-
landof the timewas ahopeless place.
“Everybodyhas this idea that itwas

backward and repressive. But that’s not
what I’m suggestinghere. Remember,
wehadahuge storytelling tradition. A
sort of a rebel spirit. A very strong, anti-
imperialistmusical tradition. Andall of
thatwas equally important.”

Howdid thebookcome tobewritten
in verse form?
“I’ve a lot of friendswhoarepoets, but

I’veneverwritten a lineof poetry inmy
life,”McCabe says. “And themain reason
for that is that I’venever felt Iwas any
goodat it. I’ve always felt poetry is about
compression andbrevity— andbasical-
ly, frommyearliest days as an aspirant
writer, I couldn’t shut up. Iwas always
drawn todialogue andpeople’s voices
andbehaviour, rather than spiritual in-
vestigations of thenaturalworld...”
He laughs. “I’monlybeing flippant. But

the last thing onmymindwhen I started
writing thiswaspoetry andverse.”
Andyet, verse is how it endedup.
“Ifwriting isworth anything,” he says,

“if there’s something suggesting toyou,
it always comes from the subconscious,
andyoueither follow it or youdon’t, and
that’s a decision everywritermakes.”
ThedecisionMcCabehasmade is that

hewill follow it,wherever it leads.Writ-
ing, for him, “is verymuchakindof an
emotional and a linguistic journey”.
“I camemore fromagenerationwhich

really viewedwriting as a sort of a call-
ing, like anunor apriest; a spiritual invo-
cationof somekind, because it certainly
madeno sense financially.”
Really, I ask?
“None,” he says firmly.
And later, again onwriting. “Itwould

beeasier not to, if you couldmanage
it. It’s a veryneurotic business. There
were timeswhenmychildren—mychil-
dren are grownnowand I’ve a couple of
grandchildren and I’mnotmaking the
samemistake—but therewere times
when Iwasworking on someaccursed
novel and they’d beout playing in the
garden and I’d be sitting up in the study,
agonising over someaccursed comma.
“I lookback and I say, youknow... not

that I neglectedmychildren, I didn’t, but
itwouldhavebeen farmore fun tobe
splashing around in apool rather than
stuck in adark room.”
This ishis 15thbookandhe feels

he’s gettingcloser towhathewants to
achieve.
“Someof themwere successful — in

my terms.Not in the termsof reception,
but in termsofwhat Iwas trying to find,
and I think I’monly finding it now.
“I think theothers are interesting in

various differentways, but in terms... let
me say, use thewordpurity... in the
purity of language and thepurity of
intention. If youwant to talk about the
tribeyoucome from, all the experience
you’vehad— the truthof it, as you see it,
and amoral truth aswell — Iwould say
theotherswere just kindof preparatory
attempts at finding this.”
This assessment includesTheButcher

Boy andBreakfast onPluto, both shortlist-
ed for theBooker Prize, aswell asmore
recent and less laudedworks.
“TheButcher Boy is a bookwrittenby

ayoungman,” he says. “This is a book

“Insteadhe got back tome in three
days. He saidhe’d read it fromcover to
cover and sodidhiswife,whoendedup
being the editor. And it’s not that they
liked it or didn’t like it, theyunderstood
it. Anything I do is always going todivide
people. It’s just thenature of it. But it
didn’t divide them.”
Mitchinson said: ‘The readers are out

there.We’ll find them.’ And theydid. The
book receivedover 500pledges, ranging
from to€15 to€1,400. Thephysical copy
is handsome,with impressiveproduc-
tionvalues. The experience,McCabe
says, has been “glorious, because first of
all, youdiscovered a lot of peoplewere
interested inyouandwanted tohelp
you.Andknewyouweredoing this for
the right reasons.”
These ‘right reasons’ include, very

much, saying to the “major corpora-
tions, ‘Youno longer have thepower
overmy imagination. I’mnot at logger-
headswithyou, but youdon’t ownme
andyou’re not going to.’”
Is there a surgeof energy that comes

with that, I ask?
“Evenbetter than the surgeof ener-

gy is a quiet calm,” he sayswith a laugh.
Doesheever think about a kindof

parallel universe inwhichhehad con-
tinued towrite fiction targeted towards
a specific audience, captitalising on the
success ofTheButcher Boy?
“Long, longbeforeyouwereborn,

thereused tobe in Irishdiscourse some-
thing called a spoiledpriest,” he says.
“Didyouever hear of that?”
When I say I didn’t, he explains.
“A spoiledpriest is the apple of his

mother’s eyewhogoes off toMaynooth
and is expected at the endofhis seven
years of study to comebackhome in
triumph.Occasionally, theprospec-
tive clergymanwouldhave a crisis of
conscience. He’s no longer sure, for one
reasonor another, that hewants tobe a
priest. Andhehas to go to thebishop and
say, ‘I haven’t got the faith anymore.’
“Sohe leaves. But thenhehas to come

home toMammy.AndMammy is heart-
broken.He is a spoiledpriest.
“If I haddecided towrite, say, the ‘Cur-

rabawnConundrum’— ‘smashbang, girl
goesmissing...’ — andmademillions out
of it, Iwould’ve felt like a spoiledwriter. I
would’ve committed a sin. Bymy lights.
“Imight havebeen rich, but I always

believed in thepurity of thevocation.”
In any case, he adds: “TheButcher Boy

was a complete fluke. It just happened to
comeat the right time. It said things and
in fact,was successful for reasons that I
hadn’t anticipated andwasn’t even that
interested in.
“Itwasperceived in somequarters,

to suit a particular journalistic narra-
tive, that herewas someoneattacking
the church, smashing all these old icons.
And if you actually look at it again,may-
be investigate a little bitmore closely,
there’s very little of that is going on.
“There’s an awful lot of perplexity

at theuniverse, of sadness at theway
things havehappened, and at howfrail
humanbeings are.
“But this ideaof it being akindof punk

demolition… I’mnot like that bynature
— and Iwasn’t like that then and I never
want tobe like that, because I don’t like
that youthful kindof arrogant energy. I
was 37when Iwrote that book, and I had
two small children.”
In any case, hehad, he says, “made a

decision a long, long timebefore that,
that anything that interferedwithwhat
itwas that Iwanted todowasn’t going to
be entertained. And if that happened to
be success,which I suppose after a fash-
ion itwas— Iwasn’t interested in it.”
And soweget this:Poguemahone—

original, ambitious, occasionally tricky,
utterly rewarding.

‘Poguemahone’ by PatMcCabe, published
byUnbound,€17.99, is out now

and finally sinister.
Thebook is, “amystical kindof thing.

It couldbe a complete andutter disas-
ter,” he says.
“I’vehadmanyof thosedisasters —

and I don’tmean in termsof reception, I
mean in termsof execution. That reach
adeadend. Except that creativelyyou
never reach adeadendandyounever
throwanything away. There are little
snippets in this book, little phrases— I
don’tmeanchapters, Imean little locu-
tions and combinations ofwords— that I
maybewrote 40years ago.”
Andyet, for all that, it ismystical.
“I don’twant tobeobscure. That’s the

last thing Iwant.”
So, someclues.
“Therewas someonevery close to

me suffering fromAlzheimer’s. And I’ve
never experienced that before. I’ve ex-
perienced illness at close rangebut I’ve
never ever experienced anything like
this. And Iwon’t go into thedetails of it
because it’s almost disrespectful. But I
got to take it in over this longperiod.
“And in spite of thedigital toys that

wehavenow, in spite of current society
placingmanorwomanat the centre of
things andnot needingGodornot need-
ing ritual —or thinking theydon’t —we
knownomorenowabout either death
orwherepeople go, about the truena-
ture of themind, thanprimitivemanor
womanor the ancientGreeksdid.
“So it came fromthat kindof thing,

wherebyyoumight aswell apprehend
something as horrendous asAlzheimer’s
as awicked spell, as the ancients did. So

Frommyearliest
days as anaspirant
writer, I couldn’t shut
up. Iwas always
drawn todialogue
andpeople’s voices
andbehaviour
writtenby someonewhohasmaybe ac-
quired some small soupconofwisdom,
through suffering or throughexperience.
TheButcher Boy is a bouncy, guerrilla,
sparkly, happy-go-luckybookwritten
by someonewho is stunted in some
ways, but brilliantly imaginative inother
ways—but ultimately, it’s a teenagever-
sionor a childishversion.
“This is not. He [thewriter ofThe

Butcher Boy, as hewas then]wouldn’t
havehad thehumility, I think, or faith
maybe, to finish something like this.”

Andyetwhenhedid finish it,McCabe’s
first thoughtwas “well, that’s the endof
it. I thought nobodywould get it.”
Hedidn’t thinkhewouldbe able to get

thebookpublished?
“In the current climate, youknow,

we’re surroundedbyoverworkedpub-
lisherswhoare looking for a particular
thing. And if you send themanything
that is remotelywhat theywouldhave
called ‘experimental’ in the 1970s, they
just almostweep—because they say,
‘Now Ihave to read this.’ And then they
tell you, ‘I can’t do anythingwith it.’ They
don’t knowhowto find the audience.”
And so, believing this, hedidn’t send it

out by anyof the traditional routes.
“I’m tooold tobe sitting therewaiting,

bitingmy fingernails, to be toldwhat I
knew itwas gonnabe...”
Instead, hewent to JohnMitchinson,

co-founder ofUnbound, a crowdfunded
publishing company.
Thismodel, he says, “is like putting

on aplay inyour backyard. It’s got that
kindof guerrilla cheek about it. The
differencebetweenUnboundand John
Mitchinson, andputting on aplay inyour
backyardwithyour friends, is that he’s
amarketing genius. Heused tobe amar-
ketingmanager forWaterstones, so it’s a
perfect allianceof art and commerce.”
“I sent himanote saying, ‘Look, I know

this is probably going tobeof no interest
to you...’ Andexpecting that he’d send
me, in about sixmonths, a note saying, ‘I
finally got around to readingyournov-
el...’ because that is theusual experience
forwriters now. If you talk to evenexpe-
riencedpeople, theywill tell you that a
lot of the time they get ghosted.

PatrickMcCabe’s
‘TheButcher
Boy’(1992),
‘BreakfastOn
Pluto’(1998)and
‘Poguemahone’
(2022)
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Kitchen-table drama – Enda Walsh 
at home i n Kilburn, London. 

Picture by Jonathan Goldberg 

Enda Walsh’s plays – Disco Pigs, 
The Walworth Farce, The New 
Electric Ballroom and many 
more – are choc-a-block. 
They’re full of pain, tragedy, 
hilarity, macabre wit, truth, 
and detail. There is what the 

characters say, and there is everything they 
mean. There are also Jammy Dodgers, pink 
wafers, other highly specific biscuits for 
particular moments. 

He seems, I say, like someone with a very 
busy mind?

“I’m not really anxious as a person,” he 
begins, then pauses, acknowledges with a 
laugh, “well I am, a little bit – but my char-
acters are a lot. 

“The plays happen in real time. Usually 
the drama has happened just before we be-
gin the play, so they’re already fuelled with 
a question or an anxiety or an itchiness, 
and then it starts. 

“I never really have a direction of where 
it’s going to go, or how it’s going to be 
formed. It means that the characters, in 
the second, don’t know where it’s going to 
go themselves. I throw everything into the 
moment and allow them to pass through 
an experience in real time. 

Enda Walsh, author of Disco Pigs and 
The Walworth Farce, talks to Emily 
Hourican about his childhood anxiety, 
loving the potential for failure in theatre  
– and why our secret history makes him 
wonder why all Irish people don’t write

‘There’s 
been stuff 
of mine 
that’s been 
successful, 
but I really  
hated it’

“That’s always been what I’ve done and 
it’s become sort of a rule of mine. 

“I realise that if I don’t know and they 
don’t know and the audience doesn’t 
know, it makes the moment feel very dan-
gerous. It could all collapse at any moment, 
or else the anxiety mounts and it needs to 
explode in some way.”

“Theatre to me, isn’t a literal thing – ‘this 
happens, then this happens’ – they’re very 
live things... 

“This sounds really pretentious,  
but I think of them in abstracted terms. 
I think of them as feelings. Then I need 
to just bang out these literal words, 
to disguise what that the feeling is, or 
exaggerate it.”

He’s talking to me from London, where he 
has lived since 2005 with his wife Jo Elli-
son (editor of ‘How to Spend It’ magazine 
in the Financial Times). 

They met “when Disco Pigs was playing 
in the Traverse Theatre in Edinburgh. Jo 
had just finished college and she was work-
ing in the box office, and we met there.” 
They have a daughter, Ada.

Continued on next page
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Last year was 
weird, coming 
back after the 
pandemic. I did 
two shows. I was 
happy with both 
the plays – a lot – 
but I fell in a ter-
rible hole. I had  
real ‘is that it?’  
You know that 
way?

So was it always theatre with him, I won-
der? After all, at the time he began writing 
– Disco Pigs, his first play, came out in 1996 
– theatre was a slightly moribund artform, 
still under the heavy, deadening hand of 
the Irish Greats. 

“Always, yes. When I was younger I was 
nervous, and I was aware that when I got 
nervous, I had a bit of a stammer... When 
I’m really, really tired, still, I find myself 
stammering, or a little bit stressed. 

“So I was aware back then of the pow-
er of the voice and the pressure on it and 
what it was to throw a word out. Perfor-
mance and live performance seemed really 
incredibly exciting. 

“I got involved with the Dublin Youth 
Theatre and that seemed... it felt comforta-
ble. I felt less shy and more ‘Oh, I think  
I understand this medium.’

“Also I used to look at my dad, and at oth-
er people. I guess all writers do, but to try 
and eke out silences and details of people 
and what they’re not saying and subtext 
and all that carry-on. Play-writing is all 
about charging the silence.

“I’ve always thought of it in those terms 
– it’s sort of visual and oral and aural. It’s 
the liveness of it that I’ve adored. I love the 
potential for failure within it. You’re relying 
on an audience – because it’s live – on their 
patience and their imagination.”

I confess to him then that I half-hate 
going to the theatre – because of this very 
thing: The potential for failure. I am weird-
ly obsessed with actors forgetting lines, 
things going wrong. 

“Yeah, a lot of people are I think,” he says. 
“There’s that thing when you are in front of 
an audience, that the audience goes: ‘This 
is going to be shit. I had to skip dinner, the 
Dart was late, I’ve arrived here and this is 
going to be shit...’” he laughs. 

“I’ve sat in so many audiences over the 
years for my plays, and you can feel it. Now 
that’s an extraordinary thing. And it’s terri-
fying, but also it’s exciting. You’re trusting 
yourself – your skill as a theatre-maker 
– that you’re able to grab them, then hold 
them, surprise them, then move them. 
But that’s a lot to do. No wonder it fails so 
f**king much!”

No wonder indeed! So, has he had his 
own experience of that? 

“I’ve had some hilarious experiences 
– and some terrible experiences, where I 
know it hasn’t worked, and there’s nothing 
I can do about it. Times where I’ve failed, 
and that’s hard. 

“And there are times where it’s really 
worked, and it’s always a surprise to me, 
how it’s worked: ‘I know I wrote and direct-
ed that, but did I have a say in it?’ It’s a com-
bination of many, many heads around it, 
and I’m the one asking questions and mak-
ing sure everyone’s ok, keeping everyone 
up and focused and energised.”

If something doesn’t work, how much 
of that does he take on himself? After all, 
theatre is a collaborative artform. If there’s 
‘fault’ it could lie in many places. 

“Oh I do take it on. There’s been stuff  
of mine that’s been successful – from a 
reviews point of view – but I’ve hated it. 
Really hated it.”

Will he give specifics? 
“I can’t really, because it’s horrible to the 

producers and the actors,” which is fair.  
“I don’t read reviews, but I hear from peo-
ple that the reviews are great – and yet  
I feel really, really down. I know that there’s 
nothing I can do about it, I’ve just got to  
live with it. 

“Sometimes that disappointment goes in 
a week, and sometimes,” he starts to laugh, 
“it can stay around for two years. I’ve had 
that, where it’s hard. I know there’s some-
thing in the back of my head. I feel a bit hu-
miliated and embarrassed that I was part 
of something and it’s out there. And I feel 
as if I failed.”

To hear someone so successful – Walsh 
has worked with Steve McQueen (on Hun-
ger), with David Bowie (on Lazarus), with 

Max Porter (adapting Grief is the Thing  
with Feathers) – is fascinating. And unusual. 
I get the sense of someone pushing him-
self constantly, so that ‘success’ – what-
ever that means to him – is never terribly 
interesting. Certainly not something to 
linger with. It’s all about what’s next, about 
finding new ways to tell stories and create 
emotions.

He talks candidly about life post-Covid. 
“Last year was weird, coming back after 

the pandemic. I did two shows last year,  
I did Medicine and The First Child and I was 
a bit like... I was f**ked afterwards. I was  
really really tired. But also I had this per-
spective on the work, having not done it  
for two years, and then having done it. 

“I was happy with both the plays – a lot – 
but I fell in a terrible hole. I had real ‘is that 
it?’ I had terrible ‘I’ve just wasted my whole 
life being a writer’ You know that way? 

“I was like, ‘f**k me, who needs another 
writer in the world?’ We came out of this 
pandemic and all these incredible scien-
tists dragged us out – why the f**k couldn’t 
I do something of some worth?”

He’s laughing, but I can see it was no less 
serious for that. 

“My wife reminded me this happens 
every January. But it spread into late 
March. And then I sort of came out of it.” 

The point though is that “the work really, 
really matters to me. It’s personal, and you 
are putting yourself out there. 

“And it does take a lot out of you. It’s not 
just the physical thing of having to drag 
everyone with you and get everyone excit-
ed and keep everyone focused. 

“It’s the putting it in front of an audience 
and then... this sounds so awful,” he laughs, 
“this terrible artist would turn around 
and say this shit when everyone’s going 
through... But I did feel a bit like, ‘f**k, I’m 

knackered.’ I think I’ve had a really busy  
12 years...”

It’s ok to feel knackered, I say. The  
pandemic was really hard. Did he find 
work dried up really suddenly? 

“No,” is the unexpected answer. “I took 
on this film for Netflix called The House – 
this crazy stop-animation that did really 
well for us and was really fun to do. I took 
on this other big TV project which I won’t 
go into yet. 

“Also I felt really great. I really missed 
people. I missed socialising and all that 
type of carry-on but I was writing really 
well. It’s been a good two years for that.  
I think I’ve worked out a load of things in 
my head. But actually the theatre-making 
which is my first real love, I really missed 
it, and coming back to it – and the shock of 
‘oh my god this is what I do with my life’  
really shook me.” 

It was, he says, “a tricky beginning of the 
year, but I feel like I’m positive again. But 
it was really important for me to acknowl-
edge the fact that I was really tired.” 

More laughter. “It’s ok to say that. Yes, I’m 
a f**king middle-aged man.”

We talk then about the pull between tell-
ing too much and too little, when creating 
work; about how much ‘not knowing’ audi-
ences are willing to put up with.

 “It’s that classic thing,” he says. “With 
music, we don’t need to understand it, we 
just feel it. Visual art – unless it’s a land-
scape or a bowl of fruit – we sit with it and 
think about it. It communicates in a differ-
ent way. 

“But words are literal things, and they 
mean something – so when you throw 
them on stage, the audience goes, ‘I know 
what this means.’ 

“So it begins this conversation with them 
where we’re dealing with a literal thing. 

Words can mislead you and confuse you 
and put you in an abstracted place where 
you have room to think and dream it out. 

“I’m completely fine with that,” he adds. 
“Most Irish audiences are ok with that. 
They’re not annoyed by it.

“I had this hilarious moment – years ago, 
I can’t remember what play it was, but two 
women ran after me, on Shop Street in 
Galway: ‘Enda Walsh, we saw your play last 
night, will you unriddle it for us?’ 

“I said: ‘Unriddle it? You bought the tick-
ets. You unriddle it.’ But there was also joy, 
and they were still thinking about it.

“Some people are like: ‘F**k you, tell me 
a story. Let me know what I’m thinking. Let 
me know what I saw. That’s your job.’ As 
a playwright I’ve never thought that’s my 
job. But I do want to connect with people.  
I do want them to feel moved without 
them knowing why they’re moved – that’s 
a big thing.”

In pursuit of this, he is constantly evolv-
ing the ways in which he communicates, or 
as he says “ways to tell something visually 
and disrupt it with music or motion”. 

Recently, this has meant opera – a trilogy 
created with composer Donnacha Denne-
hy that began with The Last Hotel, followed 
by The Second Violinist, and culminates 
with The First Child. Why opera, I ask?

“When I did Misterman and Ballyturk –  
I felt that the most interesting thing in both 
those pieces, for me, was when there was 
no text. Whether it’s Cillian Murphy look-
ing at this vast space, and this huge music 
around him... 

“I found that I was more and more going 
to the opera here in London. I found that all 
my favourite productions happened to be 
opera or dance. 

“I thought I needed to investigate how to 

tell a story in that form. Before Donnacha 
asked me to do it, I thought that was a  
direction to go. And then he asked me. 

“And I wasn’t ready to do it at the time. 
But then I was really ready.

“I think, if anything,” he continues, 
“I’m running away from any plot-driven, 
narrative-heavy work, and just allowing 
plays to operate not as talking machines. 
Instead creating rhythm atmospheres and 
patterns. 

“We’re creating these weather patterns 
that we’re throwing at people. It’s the 
things that are not spoken, that are under-
neath, the subtext of that. Which in Ireland 
we have so much. 

“I know when I’m in America, people 
are like: ‘Oh my god, you Irish, what is it 
with all the writers?’ And I go: ‘Have you 
lived there?’ What our history is, what 
we’ve kept secret, what we’ve lied about – 
within families as well as society – I’m just 
surprised that not everyone is a f**king 
writer!”

Does he miss Ireland? 
“I really miss Irish people. As soon as  

I talk to them, I feel, ‘here I am, at home.’ 
That shorthand, that we all know, when  
we start talking. 

“But I‘ve been so long out of it. I think I’m 
20 years away, I sort of fantasise about go-
ing back and living there as an old man, and 
I probably will. But it suits me as a writer to 
always feel a bit that I’m not part of things. 

“I want to feel like I don’t belong. I do be-
long, in that I’m here [in London] with Jo 
and Ada and the dog and my friends and all 
that, but I know that I’m an Irishman living 
abroad and that suits me. That perspective 
on yourself and who the hell you are...

“I don’t know what sort or writer I’d be if 
I lived in Ireland. I wouldn’t get to miss it so 
much. And there are things I can recall eas-

ier living here – the past, all the nostalgic 
shit, I can remember it clearer over here.”

Finally, what is he working on now? 
“I actually cannot tell you,” he says with 

a laugh, “which is so annoying. I’m doing a 
film which I can’t talk about, and a big TV 
thing that I can’t talk about.”

 One thing he can talk about is the  
musical Sing Street, adapted from John 
Kearney’s film. 

“Just before the pandemic, Sing Street 
was about to open on Broadway, and now 
it’s going back – but with a whole new 
cast. Because, god love them, all these kids 
who were going to be in the show grew up.” 

This, we agree, is “f**king heart-breaking. 
In America, Broadway means a lot – but 
they’re all super talented and I’m sure 
they’ll all have good careers. 

“So that’s happening, but I can’t real-
ly talk about the others. It’s like I’m doing 
nothing,” he says then, with another laugh. 
“It’s great.”

“I’m writing something at the moment 
and I’m really enjoying it, although to-
day was a disaster. Our washing machine 
broke, and when the new one arrived,  
I was going to plumb it, but realised it 
didn’t fit, and had to recall them. Then I sat 
in the laundrette all morning, reading back 
over my work, watching clothes go round, 
and trying to figure out whether anything 
I was writing was any good...” 

What an image, I say. 
“I know. So much anxiety. All I need-

ed was Donnacha Dennehy there, 
sound-tracking all of this angst.”

‘The First Child’ is presented by Landmark 
Productions in association with Irish National 
Opera as part of Galway International Arts 
Festival and runs from July 18-24 at Bailey 
Allen Hall, NUI Galway. giaf.ie

Casting calls – above, Enda with, from left, Mikel Murfi, Cillian Murphy and Stephen Rea at 
rehearsals for ‘Ballyturk’ in 2014. Below, producer Laura Hastings-Smith, Enda, and actors 
Aaron Johnson, Matthew Beard, Hannah Murray and Imogen Poots at the ‘Chatroom’ photocall 
during the Cannes Festival in 2010. 
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MARINA CARR
Author of 30 or 

so plays, Carr 
is the daugh-
ter of a play-
wright, Hugh 

Carr, and as 
a child built 

a theatre in the 
family’s garden shed. 

She won the Dublin Theatre 
Festival’s Best New Irish Play 
award in 1994 for The Mai, and 
has since received the Susan 
Smith Blackburn prize, the 
EM Forster award and the 
Windham-Campbell Litera-
ture award. On Raftery’s Hill 
is widely acclaimed as a mod-
ern classic.

MARTIN McDONAGH
Born to Irish parents and 
brought up in London, Mc-
Donagh has always been 
drawn to Irish themes and 
settings, particularly Galway, 
where he spent summers as 
a child, and most notably in 
the award-winning trilogy 
that started with The Beau-
ty Queen of Leenane in 1996. 
Recipient of four Tony Award 
nominations, five Laurence 
Olivier Award nominations 
(and three wins), as well as  
an Oscar for the short film  
Six Shooter.

CONOR  
McPHERSON
A contem-
porary of 
McDonagh, 
McPherson 
started out writ-
ing plays for UCD 
Dramsoc. He found-
ed the Fly by Night Theatre 
Company, which produced 
his own work, including This 
Lime Tree Bower and Rum and 
Vodka. The Weir won the Lau-
rence Olivier Award for Best 
New Play in 1996. Recently 
he created Girl from the North 
Country, featuring the music 
of Bob Dylan.
 
SONYA KELLY
Kelly’s debut, The Wheelchair 
on My Face, won a Scotsman 
Fringe First Award for new 

writing at the Edinburgh 
Fringe in 2012, and re-

ceived a Critics’ Pick 
in the New York Times. 
How to Keep an Alien 
won the Best Pro-

duction Award at the 
Tiger Dublin Fringe 

Festival in 2014. Her 
work for Druid 

Theatre Com-
pany includes 

Furniture, Once 
Upon a Bridge 
and The Last 
Return, which 

premieres at the 
Galway Interna-
tional Arts Fes-
tival this July 8 
until 23.

DRAMATIC 
LICENCE: 
FOUR IRISH 
PLAYWRIGHTS

Good box office – Enda 
and his wife Jo Ellison. 
The couple met when she 
was working at a theatre 
in Scotland where ‘Disco 
Pigs’ was playing. 
Picture by Andrew Downes
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