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 this specially curated evening of 
music, poetry and spoken word is to mark the immense 
contribution of the United States of America to the 1998 
Good Friday Agreement and to the continuing work of 
embedding peace and reconciliation  on our island.  This 
evening’s programme explores and celebrates the deep 
historical and cultural relationship between Ireland and 
America – and the interweaving strands of the stories of 
both countries.   

The artists invite us to embark on a journey that is both 
emotional and surprising, expressing a deep-seated 
friendship that is unusual, if not unique, in the world. 

America, like St Patrick, reminds us of the rich heritage we 
share across our island. The Irish diaspora in America is as 
much Ulster as it is Connacht.  So too our arts.

From our roots in traditional music, to the songs that 
travelled the globe, to the words of our poets past and 
present – this evening of music, poetry and spoken word 
traces the cultural odyssey of Ireland and America up to 
the present day, 25 years a� er the Good Friday Agreement, 
acknowledging past challenges, and now looking forward 
to the next 25 years with justi� ed hope.

—
Taoiseach Leo Varadkar td

introduc tion

2

—
The tragedies of the past have le�  a deep 
and profoundly regrettable legacy of 
su� ering. We must never forget those 
who have died or been injured, and their 
families. But we can best honour them 
through a fresh start, in which we � rmly 
dedicate ourselves to the achievement 
of reconciliation, tolerance, and 
mutual trust, and to the protection and 
vindication of the human rights of all.

from 
Declaration of Support,
Good Friday Agreement, 1998
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James Vincent McMorrow is a platinum 
awarded singer-songwriter from Dublin, 
Ireland. 

Jan Carson is a writer from Ballymena in 
Northern Ireland and winner of the EU Prize 
for Literature in 2019.

Tolü Makay is an Afro-Irish singer born 
in Nigeria and raised in Ireland. She is 
considered one of Ireland’s most exciting new 
musical talents. 

David C Clements is a songwriter from 
Belfast. 

Sam Amidon is an American folk artist, 
originally from Vermont in the United States.  
He grew up with the sounds of old Irish and 
Appalachian folk music. 

SOAK is a Mercury Prize nominated indie 
pop artist from Derry in Northern Ireland. 

Síle Denvir is a traditional singer and harpist 
from Connemara in the west of Ireland. 

Colin Dunne is a leading � gure in the 
world of traditional Irish dance. He is an 
independent performer, maker and teacher, 
known internationally for his performances 
and choreography in Riverdance.

st patrick’s  day
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The Ensemble 

Garret ‘Jacknife’ Lee, 
Guitars, keyboards, programming 

Kate Ellis, Cello

Sean Carpio, Drums, percussion

Garret ‘Jacknife’ Lee is an Irish music 
producer based in California who works with 
some of the most renowned and in� uential 
artists on both sides of the Atlantic.

Martin Hayes is a leading traditional 
musician. He is founder of the super-group 
The Gloaming and has headlined at venues 
such as Carnegie Hall and the Sydney Opera 
House. He performed for President Obama at 
the White House. 

Martin Sheen is one of America’s leading 
screen actors. 

Carrie Crowley is a broadcaster and actress.  
She plays a leading role in the 2023 Oscar 
nominated An Cailín Ciúin.

Paul Muldoon is an internationally acclaimed 
poet.  Born in Northern Ireland, he taught for 
35 years in the United States. He is the ninth 
Ireland Professor of Poetry.  

Rhiannon Giddens is a MacArthur Genius 
Grant recipient and Grammy award winner 
for Best Folk Album. She is Artistic Director 
of the Silkroad Ensemble. 

This special St Patrick’s 
Day Gala evening is 
presented by the Irish 
Government’s Department 
of Foreign A� airs, curated 
in partnership with the 
National Concert Hall of 
Ireland.

4

—
The Artists
and Makers
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That notion of being at one with nature surfaces in Ireland’s 
Christian liturgy too. It is echoed in the traditional St. Patrick’s 
Breastplate prayer, also known as ‘The Deer’s Cry’.

I arise today through the strength of heaven
Light of sun, radiance of moon
Splendour of � re, speed of lightning
Swi� ness of wind, depth of the sea
Stability of earth, � rmness of rock.
(The Deer’s Cry: From the Pilgrim lyrics © Bucks Music Group Ltd)

 Locale matters in Ireland. In the national imagination 
there is a map which has been coloured in by writers: Yeats’s Sligo, 
Kate O’Brien’s Limerick, Colm Tóibín’s Wexford, Moya Cannon’s 
Donegal, Frank O’Connor’s Cork, Antoine Ó Rai� eirí’s Mayo, Eavan 
Boland, Paula Meehan and James Joyce’s Dublin. Seamus Heaney 
and Michael Longley have made Bellaghy and Belfast part of that 
national imagination, e� ortlessly bypassing borders and passports. 
An island which encompasses two cultural identities, one Irish and 
one British, needs imaginative � exibility and Ireland is learning, 
as Heaney put it, ‘that there is nothing extraordinary about the 
challenge to be in two minds’. (The Redress of Poetry, Faber, page 202)
 Then there is the music. The great Irish folk singer, Frank 
Harte, said once: ‘Those in power write the history, those who 
su� er write the songs’. People who have nothing still have their 
songs, and the songs are the wealth they bring to other countries. 
 The greatest so�  power of the United States is its 
international domination of popular music and that music was fed 
by African, Latin American, Jewish and Irish rhythms and tunes. 
The Irish who emigrated to America before and since the Great 
Famine brought Irish traditional songs like ‘Siúil a Rún’ which 
emerged in Wisconsin as ‘I’ll sell my Rod, I’ll Sell my Reel’. The 

7

st patrick’s  day

—
We tell 
our story

olivia o’leary

in 1938, a 21 year old  Irishwoman arrived in Capetown, in 
South Africa. Proudly, she presented her green passport embossed 
with the Irish harp. It was refused. Many hours later the woman, 
my mother, was allowed to disembark. That incident, sixteen years 
a� er the Irish Free State came into existence, indicates what an 
uphill battle this new country had to establish itself in the eyes of 
the world. 
 However, while it lacked wealth and in� uence, it had 
something else going for it: an ability to tell its own story. In a 
country with an oral tradition, the storyteller or seanachai had an 
honoured position over the centuries, passing on the wealth of 
legends and literature. Ireland has told that story di� erently over 
the years, and in its two di� erent languages, but what its singers 
and writers have in common is an acute sense of place and of being 
at home with the natural world.

The poets will tell you that it all began with Amergin, the Milesian 
poet said to have founded Celtic Ireland. Setting foot on Irish soil, 
this is the song he sang:

Am wind on sea
Am wave swelling
Am ocean’s voice
(Paddy Bushe’s translation of Coiscéim Aimhirghin)

6
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 What’s more we didn’t just have cousins who sent us 
parcels. We had American friends who cared about us: friends who 
shared our music and our language and who because of centuries of 
emigration from all parts of this island, including from the north, 
had a particular understanding of the complexities involved in 
bringing peace to Ireland. History will be kind to all those whose 
e� orts resulted in the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement, among them 
the people and politicians of the United States whose generous 
attention and endless patience helped bring to an end three 
decades of violence.
 Ireland has come a long way. Now we are a country 
welcoming immigrants and seeing their music and culture 
enriching and expanding our own. The once isolated backward 
state has become a thriving member of the European Union. A new 
generation takes for granted a peaceful island. An older generation 
is grateful for it. Ireland’s actors, � lm-makers, writers, and 
musicians are recognised on an ever wider international stage. 
 Ireland is also a freer place in which to live. That a country 
known for its conservatism could have become such a liberal 
modern state may have come as a surprise. It owed much to the 
fact that we are a small country where family matters, and where 
we talk to one another. Grandchildren talk to their grandparents. 
We communicate across the generations.
 We tell our story. 

Olivia O’Leary
Writer & Broadcaster
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tune of the Irish ballad, ‘The Bard of Armagh’ became the Texas 
song, ‘The Streets of Laredo’. It also inspired the New Orleans jazz 
classic made famous by Louis Armstrong, ‘The St. James In� rmary’. 
The Everly Brothers recorded a song called ‘Down in the Willow 
Garden’ also known as ‘Rose Connolly’, believed to be the same 
song as listed in Edward Bunting’s ‘The Ancient Music of Ireland’ 
published in the nineteenth century and very like our popular song, 
‘The Sally Gardens’. There is even a theory that while a British 
drinking song was what the ‘The Star Spangled Banner’ was based 
on, the original tune is said to come from the 18th century Irish 
harpist Turlough O’Carolan’s ‘Bumper Squire Jones’.
 We in our turn fell in love with America’s country and 
western music. Farm hands on bicycles in the � � ies sang ‘Yippi-
iaay, Yippi-i-ooo’ as they brought cattle along the Irish country 
roads to the tune of ‘Ghost Riders in the Sky’. The thriving Irish 
country and western scene ensures that America’s great cowboy 
dream is kept alive in rural Ireland. But America enriched us 
in practical ways too. In tough times, the money sent back by 
emigrant Irish workers supported hearth and home for their 
families. And then there was The Parcel from America.
 My American cousins sent us beach clothes, sporting 
clothes, boating clothes- all designed for a country where it was 
sunny in summer and you didn’t have to swim in the rain and 
people could a� ord all these di� erent out� ts instead of having the 
same clothes for everything. And the colours! Yellows and reds 
and blues like something out of a child’s storybook, instead of our 
muted greens and browns and greys. We had a phrase for such 
bounty. When anyone had enjoyed an evening where there had been 
the best of food and drink in the most comfortable and up to date 
surroundings, we’d say: ‘It was like America at home!’

8

we tell our st ory
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From the Republic of Conscience

I
When I landed in the republic of conscience
it was so noiseless when the engines stopped
I could hear a curlew high above the runway.
 
At immigration, the clerk was an old man
who produced a wallet from his homespun 

coat
and showed me a photograph of my 

grandfather.
 
The woman in customs asked me to declare
the words of our traditional cures and charms
to heal dumbness and avert the evil eye.
 
No porters. No interpreter. No taxi.
You carried your own burden and very soon
your symptoms of creeping privilege 

disappeared.
 
II
Fog is a dreaded omen there but lightning
spells universal good and parents hang
swaddled infants in trees during 

thunderstorms.
 
Salt is their precious mineral. And seashells
are held to the ear during births and funerals.
The base of all inks and pigments is seawater.
 
Their sacred symbol is a stylized boat.
The sail is an ear, the mast a sloping pen,
the hull a mouth-shape, the keel an open eye.
 
At their inauguration, public leaders
must swear to uphold unwritten law and weep
to atone for their presumption to hold o  ce –
 
and to a  rm their faith that all life sprang
from salt in tears which the sky-god wept
a� er he dreamt his solitude was endless. 

III
I came back from that frugal republic
with my two arms the one length, the 
customs
woman having insisted my allowance 
was myself.
 
The old man rose and gazed into my face
and said that was o  cial recognition
that I was now a dual citizen.
 
He therefore desired me when I got 
home
to consider myself a representative
and to speak on their behalf in my own 
tongue.
 
Their embassies, he said, were 
everywhere
but operated independently
and no ambassador would ever be 
relieved.

—
‘From the Republic of Conscience’ from � e Haw 
Lantern(c) Estate of Seamus Heaney and reprinted by 
permission of Faber and Faber Ltd. � e Haw Lantern is 
published in the US by Farrar, Straus and Giroux

10
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 From the Republic of Conscience 
 by Seamus Heaney

 To mark its own 25th anniversary in 1985, Amnesty International, 
the international organisation which focuses on the abuse of human rights, 
asked Seamus Heaney to write a poem.  At � rst he said no, because he felt 
no poem of his could match what was crying out in the Amnesty dossiers. 
Very soon a� erwards, however, he sent Amnesty what he modestly 
described as ‘a good enough’ poem.  It’s called ‘From the Republic of 
Conscience’, and sees conscience as a country to which we all belong, and 
which imposes on us a duty to speak out for the oppressed, a duty of which 
we are never relieved.   
 It is from this poem that Amnesty took the title for its 
Ambassador of Conscience Award given to those who defend human rights 
around the world. Recipients include the singer, Harry Belafonte; the 
former President of Ireland and climate justice activist, Mary Robinson; the 
� rst President of post-apartheid South Africa, Nelson Mandela; and Malala 
Yousafzai, the Pakistani activist for girls’ education. 
 The poem re� ects Heaney’s own belief in what he called ‘art 
in the light of conscience’.  He was no ‘ivory tower’ poet.  He called out 
injustice when he saw it and believed that creative people could help 
prepare the public mind for necessary social and legislative change. 
 This ‘good enough’ poem, included in Heaney’s 1987 collection, 
‘The Haw Lantern’ published by Faber, is heard all around the world where 
people gather to defend human rights.  It is as relevant today as when it was 
written over three decades ago.

The words of three Ulster-born poets, Seamus 
Heaney, Michael Longley and Moya Cannon, 
have been chosen for their special resonance as 
we mark 25 years since the signing of the Good 
Friday Agreement. 
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Cease� re

I
Put in mind of his own father and moved to tears 
Achilles took him by the hand and pushed the old king 
Gently away, but Priam curled up at his feet and 
Wept with him until their sadness � lled the building.

II
Taking Hector’s corpse into his own hands Achilles 
Made sure it was washed and, for the old king’s sake, 
Laid out in uniform, ready for Priam to carry 
Wrapped like a present home to Troy at daybreak.

III
When they had eaten together, it pleased them both 
To stare at each other’s beauty as lovers might, 
Achilles built like a god, Priam good-looking still 
And full of conversation, who earlier had sighed:

IV
‘I get down on my knees and do what must be done 
And kiss Achilles’ hand, the killer of my son.’

—
Originally published by Jonathan Cape in 1995.
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 Cease� re
 by Michael Longley

 When the IRA announced its cease� re in August 1994, there was 
widespread relief that almost three decades of violence seemed to be over.  
But some were afraid of the price that might have to be paid to maintain 
the peace. Others had already paid the price of losing loved ones and in 
a few cases, had never had the bodies of those loved ones returned. Only 
days a� er the cease� re announcement, a poem appeared in the pages of 
the Irish Times. Its title was ‘Cease� re’. It was by the Belfast poet, Michael 
Longley, and it captured the mixed emotions which accompany the end of 
a con� ict. By giving it a classical context, the poet sent a powerful universal 
message of reconciliation and the need for compromise.  The poem recalls 
how at the end of the nine year Trojan Wars in Homer’s Iliad, Priam, King 
of the defeated Trojans, kneels and begs his enemy Achilles, the victorious 
Greek warrior, to return to him the body of Hector, his son. This Achilles 
does.
 Longley said he was working on the poem even before the 
cease� re was called in the hope that it might persuade some hard-line 
gunmen to compromise and give up their arms. He says he believes that 
poetry makes things happen.
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Carrying the Songs

for Tríona and Maighread Ní Dhomhnaill

Those in power write the history, 
those who su� er write the songs 
—Frank Harte

It was always those with little else to carry
who carried the songs
to Babylon, 
to the Mississippi –
some of these last possessed less than nothing
did not own their own bodies
yet, three centuries later, 
deep rhythms from Africa
stowed in their hearts, their bones,
carry the world’s songs.

For those who le�  my county,
girls from Downings and the Rosses
who followed herring boats north to Shetland
gutting the sea’s silver as they went
or boys from Ranafast who took the Derry boat,
who slept over a rope in a bothy,
songs were their souls’ currency
the pure metal of their hearts,

to be exchanged for other gold,
other songs which rang out true and bright
when � ung down 
upon the deal boards of their days.

—
Reprinted by kind permission of Carcanet Press

p oe try no te s

14

 Carrying the Songs
 by Moya Cannon

 So o� en, we in Ireland hear an American tune and recognise it as 
one of our own. Irish rhythms and tunes travelled across the Atlantic with 
waves of emigration – � rst with the Presbyterian Scots-Irish who le�  from 
Northern Ireland in the 18th century � eeing religious persecution. Then 
further south  in the 19th century, particularly a� er the Famine, millions 
le� . Most of them had nothing – nothing, that is, but their songs. But 
today, America’s international domination of popular music is enriched 
by the melodies and rhythms of those who arrived penniless on its shores.  
The poor bring their own bounty, one that Donegal-born poet, Moya 
Cannon describes in this poem. 
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