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‘The hope is that we don’t go back to normal. The
hope is that we use this pause as a catalyst for

change.’

Phillip McMahon, Addressing the Nations



INTRODUCTION

2020 has been the year of the televised address of the nation, with
diligent speech-writers working in over-drive, constructing emotive
speeches which have both reinforced our awareness of the fragility of
human existence and inspired altruistic acts of humanity. New
language has been developed to describe new circumstances.
Unfamiliar words have become common currency. We now talk
effortlessly of ‘flattening the curve’, of ‘social distancing’ and ‘contact
tracing’, and of ‘cocooning’ and ‘support bubbles’.

Now is the time for our artists and creative thinkers, our cultural
augurs, to have their say and set their roadmap for the future. To close
2020 and mark the beginning of a New Year, a new decade and
hopefully a new Post-COVID-19 era, the CClI has commissioned 40
artists to address the world with their reflections on the times in which
we live. We offer the CCI online platforms as a stage from which these
invigorating voices from the Irish arts sector can be heard and shared.
The invited artists, choreographers, theatre makers, writers, musicians,
visual artists, filmmakers, will convey their values, their
preoccupations, their frustrations and messages of courage, joy,
gratitude, anger, despair, desire and aspiration in January.

With artists so often spearheading societal, political and cultural
change, these impassioned speeches from Irish contemporary voices
come at an important time. We launch Addressing the Nations on
Inauguration Day in the US, offering Irish artists the chance to address
the burning issues of our time; the impact of Covid-19, inequality,
populism, Brexit and mental health.



Our third evening of addresses hones in on the artistic process with
the addressees using the tools of their disciplines to question their
responses to and coping mechanism in the face of the Covid-19
pandemic. lan Carson asks if we can genuinely empathise with
another, if we can truly put ourselves in another person’s shoes.
Screen-writer Audrey O’Reilly describes our future as an ongoing TV
series, as opposed to a film with a quick and happy resolution. Artists
Fearghus O’Conchuir, Caroline Byrne and Kelly Riviere give an open
and honest account of the experience of loss and grief. We must winter
out this difficult time, but with the hope of brighter times to come.

Thank you for being part of Addressing the Nations.

Nora Hickey M’Sichili

Director, Centre Culturel Irlandais



ADDRESSES TO BE MADE BY:

Aideen Barry, visual artist
Caroline Byrne, theatre director
Feidlim Cannon & Gary Keegan, theatre makers
dan Carson, writer
Cathal Cleary, theatre director
dohn Connors, actor, writer, director
Amanda Coogan, performance artist
Mark Clare, visual artist
Tom Creed, theatre and opera director
Kit de Waal, novelist and screenwriter
Mary Dorcey, poet, author
Rita Duffy, visual artist
Chiamaka Enyi-Amadi, writer, performer
Mia Gallagher, writer
Joy Gerrard, visual artist
Fionnuala Gygax, theatre maker
Wayne Jordan, theatre artist
Dragana Jurisic, visual artist

Deirdre Kinahan, playwright



do Mangan, artistic director
Alice McCullough, performance poet
Gail McConnell, poet
Alison McKenna, actress, producer
Philip McMahon, theatre artist
Siobhan McSweeney, actor
danet Moran, actress, writer, theatre director
Gina Moxley, writer, actor, theatre director
Annemarie Ni Chuirreain, poet
Zoe Ni Riordain, theatre, film and music maker
Eimear Noone, composer, conductor
Fearghus O Conchuir, choreographer and dance artist
Audrey O'Reilly, screen writer and director
Dylan Quinn, dancer, choreographer
Kelly Riviére, actress, translator
Paul Rowley, film maker
dohn Scott, choreographer, dancer
Clara Simpson, actor
Stephen James Smith, poet
Dylan Tighe, actor, director, writer and musician

Jennifer Walshe, composer, performer



ADDRESSING THE NATIONS

prolific and acclaimed career as a
theatre director and a writer and
adapter of work in Irish theatre,
most notably at The Abbey
(Ireland's National Theatre). He has
recently graduated from an MA
form the department of Alternative
and Puppet theatre at The
University of Performing Arts in
Prague (DAMU).



| wanted to write a text that was so beautiful and inspiring that everyone who
heard it would levitate and beams of light would shoot out of their eyes and
fingers like when the beast transforms back into a prince at the end of the fairy
tale. Butterflies swarming out of armpits. And rainbows. And everyone would feel
cleansed and rebalanced and ready to do things again. | wanted to conjure words
that would split open our screens and build magic highways between here and
there, so we could all dance together, bumper to bumper, in the in-between -
snogging three at a time and flicking sweat across each other’s faces.

| wanted to write a path to guide, a spell to recover, a text that would raise the
dead.

But the words don’t come.

| spend my year reading Tarot cards and star charts. The hanging man. The
twelfth house. Wishes and disappointments.

| realise during the second lockdown as | make an arrangement to facetime my
therapist that what | really want isn’t counselling but fortune telling. Someone to
stare into the black mirror for me and read my future. To sift the tea leaves and
see adventures there, on the high seas, or tall dark strangers, or a lady with a
message riding on a dappled horse. Someone to say that as long as | take a
herbal tea in the afternoon and sleep with a crystal under my pillow then
everything is gonna be alright.

Things will begin again. The wheel will turn.

But those words don’t come. Those comforts -
Something happens but the signs are cloudy.
We are in the middle of things.

Still.

Transforming despite ourselves
Noticing the seasons change. Growing fatter.
In September a ladybird lands on my desk.
In luly moths come in the night with wings that thump against the glass.
In December we walk in the snow at Letna and sit side by side under the
Metronome.

In October we pick mushrooms and eat them in a sauce.

We talk and listen a day and a night through. And some old mess fixes itself or a
knot unwinds inside and there is a fresh feeling between us by morning.

And that was something | hadn’t asked for.
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There’s graffiti etched deep underground on the wall of a Hong Kong
subway station. It translates as “We can’t return to normal because the
normal we had was precisely the problem”. Across the globe in Santiago,
Chile, activists project their mantra onto the side of a skyscraper. It reads
“We won't return to normality because normality was the problem”. Closer
to home, in Amsterdam, hastily pasted posters line the iconic canals. The
bold black text screams “We can’t go back to normal, because normal was
exactly the problem”.

Three disparate cities with their own distinct cultures sharing one message:
Things need to change.

Before we rush to delete 2020 from memory, to erase the year of iliness,
lockdowns, isolation and despair; let’s instead seize the opportunity to
learn from the pandemic, to learn from this global disruption, to reflect on
and take stock of the world we’ve created for ourselves and each other.

One thing is certain: Things need to change. The old systems are broken.
There’s no going back.

2021 offers a year of unprecedented hope. The hope is that we don’'t go
back to normal. The hope is that we use this pause as a catalyst for change
— to recognise the injustices in our society and tackle them head on; to
keep pushing for social equity, fairness and equality. To even out the
playing field for all citizens. Hope for the most meaningful coming together
of our lifetime. Coming together to talk to each other, care for each other, to
build community and use our communal force for good.

2021 offers hope of healing, it offers hope of a cultural, social and societal
renaissance, it offers hope of a fresh start — but it’s up to us to make hope
happen.

There’s graffiti scrawled in neon on a laneway wall in Dublin City Centre.
Quoting Heraclitus, it reads “Change is the only constant in life.”

Things need to change, that’s certain - and that change starts with us.

So, let us change - constantly, defiantly, and fabulously, together.
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These are unusual times.

| think it is safe to say that the impact of Covid-19 globally has highlighted
the fragility and vulnerability of globalisation as a sustainable model at
numerous levels.

The issue around PPE clothing throughout the pandemic highlighted the
fragility of supply lines and shone a light on the necessity to have the ability
to manufacture and produce goods at a local level for a sustainable future.
Surely it is time to re-asses globalization as a viable model moving forward.
Covid has also highlighted the ability for our ecosystems to rebound when
given an opportunity.

Personally | believe that the environmental, political and economic
implications of climate collapse are the most important issues we are
facing today.

These are complex issues and must be treated as such.

As we slowly move out of this pandemic the experience of sitting in front of
each other, engaging in conversation and physically participating in
creative output will be more important than ever.

Scientific data points to the overwhelming need for all of us to engage
collectively to ensure a positive outcome for future generations.

Evolutionary thinking informs us that humans intrinsically function best as
small, highly co-operative social groups. Co-operation at this scale
highlights our capacity to change.

We must urgently engage in co-operative actions at various scales, in
essence to highlight the power-of-one to have a positive impact and to
ensure a sustainable future.
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In 2020 our calendars and diaries became blacked out spaces, full of
cancellations, interruptions and absences. Because of these voids, I've thought a
great deal about time and creativity, and, how we are invited or permitted as
artists to show our work to the world- and how this public exposure leads to
creative breakthroughs. I'll start with a very short quote:

‘Through all the world there goes one long cry from the heart of the artist:
Give me leave to do my utmost.’

This is a line at the very end of the film, Babette’s Feast, written by Karen Blixen.
The late, great lanet Mullarney uses it to thank the team at the Highlanes Gallery
for enabling a powerful exhibition there in 2015.

It feels miraculous now, to have spent early 2020 in residence at the Irish Cultural
Centre in Paris. This was a period of intense creativity for me; the first time | had
an extended work phase without children for twelve years. It was fascinating to

grasp how differently | functioned with un-rationed studio time. | realised what all

artist parents intrinsically know, how productive we can be, even within a
constrained time frame. What was transformative in Paris, was a kind of
expanded mental space; | had time to develop multiple new ideas. Some to work
on straight away, others preserved for the future.

| then spent lockdown in Belfast with my husband and three children and during
that time my working hours were restricted. My art making was slotted in
between home schooling, household schedules and juggling of tasks.

| thought often of Phyllida Barlow, who brought up five children with her artist
husband. She talks of being unable to work productively for any longer than four
hours. This was the length of time that she and her husband swapped between
them, as they taught, looked after their family and made artwork. Decades later,

in her seventies she still works in four hourly blocks.

The UK-based Freelands Foundation has recently published research showing
how severely artist mothers found their work affected during lockdown; and |
wonder how we can constructively work to fix institutionalised sexism in the
commercial art world. Shining a sharp light on this helps- as the Waking the

Feminist and Me Too movements did, but often, after a period of focus and
change the numbers slip back. Female representation in London galleries has
dropped in percentage statistics since 2017.

| have taken inspiration, this year from Black Lives Matter, as subject material of
my work, but also as evidence of a wider movement for equality which
foregrounds the structural reproduction of privilege and access to resources. The
essential message of the Black Lives Matter movement in 2020 has been to make
us aware of persistent and lethal racism, within our society and institutions. As an
artist who researches and documents protest movements, | know it can take
decades to affect actual change. | hope we now become more attuned to who is
missing from short lists and exhibition rosters. Counting is of course essential,
but not enough. We need to address the conditions that limit the quantity and
quality of work that gets an artist to the point where they are eligible to be
counted.



