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—An interview with St. Patrick's Festival—

DOMINIC CAMPBELL was Artistic Director of St 
Patrick’s Festival from 2000–2004. During this time, he 

transformed the event by aligning its events cultural tourism 
ambition with social cohesion strategies and education 
initiatives. In 2004, at the request of the Irish government, he 
designed and produced the national celebrations marking 
the expansion of European Union, which featured the work 
of 2500 artists from 32 countries and was delivered from 
conception in six months. As Director of Ireland’s of Bealtaine 
Festival (2006–2013), Ireland’s groundbreaking celebration 
of “creativity as we age”, he steered the festival’s growth 

to engage 20% of the population aged 65 and over, connecting 700 partner organisations 
crossing culture, health and social sectors. In 2012 he established the first global conference 
on Creativity In Older Age opened by Irish President Michael D Higgins, before mentoring 
similar festivals in Wales, Scotland, England, Australia and the US. Dominic was an 
inaugural Atlantic Fellow for Equity and Brain Health at the Global Brain Health Institute 
between Trinity College Dublin and University College San Francisco California. He is 
currently the Director of Creative Aging International.  
https://www.creativeageinginternational.com

DAVID TEEVAN is a co-founder of the Irish Arts Festival 
Archive, part of the UCD Heritage Collections, held in UCD 
Library. He was awarded a PhD in 2020 by University 
College Dublin for his dissertation (En)acting Democracy: 
practice and policy in contemporary Irish collaborative art. His 
ongoing academic research is focused on community arts and 
arts festivals from an arts management and cultural policy 
perspective. For over 25 years David worked as a creative 
producer and festival maker. He was co-founder of 
Galloglass Theatre Company, which he managed from 
1991–2001; leaving to set up Clonmel Junction Festival where 

he fulfilled the role of Artistic Director and CEO from 2001–2015. In his role as Festival 
Advisor for the Arts Council of Ireland (2016–2022) David co-authored Festival and Events 
Scheme Review 2004–2017 and co-curated and produced the Change Makers conference 
which was held in University of Limerick (13th & 14th Feb 2020). David is a member of 
Brokering International Exchange and co-founder of the monthly BIE CO-Learning Lab.
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ST. PATRICK’S FESTIVAL is a multi-day celebration which takes place annually on and 
around 17 March, St. Patrick's Day—the national holiday of Ireland. Established in 1995, 
the first St Patrick's Festival was held on 17 March 1996. In 1997, it became a three-day 
event, and by 2006 it had expanded to five days. By 2009 the parade, which forms the 
centrepiece of the festival, was attracting over half a million spectators. In addition to its 
cultural importance the event is a major tourist attraction, inviting Ireland and the world 
to reconnect in Dublin in a global celebration of Irish Arts, Culture and Heritage. 

DAVID TEEVAN: It is Friday 17th of December 2021, and I’m here with Dominic 
Campbell who was the Artistic Director of St. Patrick’s Festival for a number of years 

in the early noughties. I have invited him to share with me his memories of this time at the 
helm of Ireland’s most iconic festival. Good morning Dominic.

DOMINIC CAMPBELL: Good morning. Very nice to be talking to you. And yes, I joined 
St. Patrick’s Festival in December 1999, and I was there until 2004, the late autumn of 2004. 
These were very busy and very transformative years for me, and I think for the festival as 
well. 

DAVID TEEVAN: I am looking forward to hearing all about it, perhaps we could start 
with how you ended up in this position?

DOMINIC CAMPBELL: I’d been living in Ireland at that point for about 10 years. I lived 
in Sligo, where I worked on [government funded] unemployment schemes attached to 
festivals, which at the time is how all the festivals ran. I’d led a couple of those and I’d 
started a street theatre company called ‘Bacchanal’. We mostly did street theatre and 
community arts projects in the West, up and around Sligo. I moved with my partner back 
to London at some point around 1996, and was then bouncing back and forth between the 
West of Ireland and London—still making street theatre and community artwork that was 
getting bigger and more complicated. Bacchanal was employed by St Patrick’s Festival 
to do a couple of processional pieces in 1998 and 1999. That was before the job of artistic 
director came up. 

My understanding of the history of St. Patrick’s Festival was that it had been set up 
roundabout 1996. Up until that point, there had just been the parade in Dublin on St. 
Patrick’s Day—and what organising there had been had been done (since I think sometime 
in the 1970s) by local government and by Dublin Tourism, which was a private company 
(at the time) which looked after travel and mass market tourism. At some point in the 
1990s, Yvonne Farrell, who is part of Grafton Architects, the amazing Grafton Architects… 
and also at that time I believe head of the Architectural Association of Ireland. So she’d 
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been teaching trainee architects in Ireland, and she had been living abroad and had 
come back to Dublin and was going to the parade, because she had two young kids, and 
she found it incredibly frustrating and annoying as a professional Irish woman of her 
generation. And rather than go and just be irritated, because she’s Yvonne Farrell she set 
her students a project, which was to reimagine the procession, just the parade. And they 
went off, and did a sort of architectural type analysis. They looked at the use of city space, 
at height and sightlines. They took photographs and analysed it from that perspective. 
And they came up with some sort of dreamy, idealistic, aspirational suggestions. And that 
was about as far as it went, except being Yvonne Farrell. That’s never as far as it went. 

So, she then sat around with this extraordinary collection of stuff from her students, not 
about why it wasn’t really working, but what could it be? And she told me, because I 
went and asked her about how it all happened. She said, I then had a dinner party, and 
I brought around some friends. And after I’d plied them with a couple of bottles of wine 
and some good food, I presented them with the students’ findings, and said, “What do 
we do about this?” The thing that was frustrating for her was that it didn’t represent her 
generation. She just didn’t think it was as good as it could be. She’d been abroad, and 
was looking at it from the perspective of how it represented the country. So she and her 
friends sat around and talked about what was known as, “The Green Book”. It was one of 
those old-school architects books, a plan of development, a plan… Xerox pages with like, 
transfer sheets in between. It was such a lovely thing. And somehow, that book found its 
way to a supporter inside of government… inside the civil service. 

DAVID TEEVAN: If I am correct this would have been during the time when Michael D. 
Higgins was Minister for Arts…

DOMINIC CAMPBELL: Yes, but interestingly I’m not sure actually arts had an awful 
lot to do with it. It was tourism that drove it. As I understand, it was the Minister with 
responsibility for tourism at the time, and I don’t know the background, so I don’t know 
how Michael D fits in. What I do know is that it was recognised that the idea had potential, 
although there was a structural issue. So, the procession, which is what it was at the 
time, was made up of ABLE Alarms vans and other commercial companies that had been 
doing this since the 70s. The big driver was really Irish Americans coming home. It was 
almost like a homecoming procession. You could walk down the street if you were from 
the Emerald Association or wherever, or if your kids were part of a marching band. And 
there were a lot of marching bands in the Midwest that were run by Irish expats or their 
sons and daughters. They would fundraise and 100 or so people would get on the plane 
and come over. And that was an awful lot of bed nights. And really massively important, 
and there wasn’t that much tourism in those times. So, its economic value for the city was 
huge, or had been in the 70s. But by the 90s? I don’t know how much it still was, definitely 
not what it became. 
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So, then there was this structural shift, which created the St. Patrick’s Festival company, 
which gave it the mandate to organise the event. And at that point, they advertised the 
job, which Mary Claire Sweeney and Rupert Murray took on. It was meant to be one job, it 
was meant to be like a CEO's job. But legend has it that the two of them met in the waiting 
room for the interview, and they got chatting and they said… well you’re much better at 
the art bit… and you’re much better at organising, coordinating and the executive bit… so 
why don’t we go in together, and take it on as a shared role. And so, it was a part time job 
for part of the year, that two people did.

They started by trying to organise a bigger kind of celebration, or a different kind of 
celebration. They focused on the parade, obviously. And they did a couple of things. They 
tried to control the content… who could march in the parade… who could walk in the 
parade… who that could be? And that wasn’t an easy conversation to have. Because there 
were a lot of people who had been doing the parade for a long time, and why would they 
stop? Plus, some people made money from the process by which the event was made, 
and why would they stop? And it was… it was a difficult thing to evolve, I think. Rupert 
did some fantastic things. He did some amazing things, dressing the city with enormous 
amounts of green bunting. And it looked completely fabulous and meant you began to 
see this event. He was a big fan of Spanish street theatre companies, their joie de vivre and 
slightly anarchic kind of ways of being. And so, he brought a couple of those over, and 
he paired them with Macnas in particular. They also wanted to do a fireworks display. 
So, they did. Those were the two or three initial changes: the way the parade worked 
(including changing the route), dressing the city, and the fireworks. 

But a lot of time was spent firefighting and trying to develop positive relationships 
with organisations that were feeling a bit pushed out, whether that was city traders, or 
whether that was Dublin City Council. For instance, there was a whole issue about who 
was responsible for insurance in the city. And if you want to put up barriers… there was 
no precedent for this, there was no precedent for what became very large gatherings of 
people. Before, people would just kind of rock up—there was very little infrastructure—
they assembled, the procession came down the street, and that’d be about it. And then 
there were other sets of relationships, with the likes of RTÉ and the broadcasting of this 
event. So, changes of relationships and negotiation of the public space were a big part of 
the work in those early days. 

And then in 1999, the Eurovision Song Contest happened in Dublin. Riverdance happened 
as part of the interlude piece, and the Riverdance phenomenon began. And Rupert’s other 
job as a lighting designer was with Riverdence. And so, Riverdance was due to go to New 
York to go to Radio City in March 2000. And Rupert decided that as a lighting designer 
and part of the Riverdance team, he had to do that. And so that was him leaving. And 
so that job of artistic director, part-time, part-of-the-year job came up. Friends of mine 
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in Dublin said I should really apply, and I did, and to my surprise and shock I ended up 
getting the job. So that brings me into the picture. So far, so good. 

DAVID TEEVAN: Well that brings you to your arrival into the St Patrick’s Festival 
company and gives us a lovely context. You arrived into this organisation, which had been 
up and running for four years, and, as you outlined, Rupert and Marie Claire had spent a 
lot of time renegotiating the ways things were done in relation to large scale street events. 
And you brought with you your experience of parades and community art, which was not 
only from Sligo, but also from working, in that context, in the UK. In the end you had five 
festivals to leave your indelible mark? 

DOMINIC CAMPBELL: One would think it worked like that, but actually it actually only 
worked like that in retrospect. At the time, what happened was you had the one [festival] 
in front of you, the one that was immediately in front of you. In fact, there was no sense 
that it would actually continue… so it was just a part-time job. There was no guarantee 
that after the six-months you’d been employed for, that it would continue any further. So, 
in 1999, I was employed until May or June of 2000 for a millennium event with Macnas 
and RTÉ in Merrion Square for part of a global television event, and then I started straight 
into St Patrick’s Festival. So, I kind of didn’t really get started until December/January, for 
a festival in March. And it pretty much worked like that all the way through. There was 
no guarantee of how much money we actually had to spend until January—for an event 
in March. And the event just got bigger and bigger. So, the first year I worked with Marie 
Claire Sweeney and the production team I inherited. And we did the Parade, a Céilí Mór, 
a fireworks display, an Els Comediants show, and that might have been about it, I think 
for the first year. And I don’t know whether I left the office until May—it was a kind of a 
vertical learning curve. And then after that, for a whole heap of reasons, Marie Claire left, 
we got a new CEO, Maria Moynahan, and the team changed and evolved. And so, I don’t 
know whether we actually planned more than a year… I think we went from thinking six 
months ahead to thinking about a year ahead at best. 

But there were a lot of contextual things happening. So, one of the things that was 
happening was the audiences for the millennium. There had been a firework display for 
the millennium… and there was some lighting of the bridges. And… and two things kind 
of coincided. One was a huge disappointment at the paucity of those events. They didn’t 
really set people’s hearts on fire. And the other one was a crowd management issue. 

So, there were questions about audience management around the firework events at 
the Patrick’s Day the year before. Although the questions only came out a couple of 
months later in the Dáil. And so, there was a need to reorganise the management of these 
events, which really kind of hadn’t happened. So, one of the things I inherited was, “can 
you draft a white paper about how to do large scale management for events in Dublin 
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city?” And can you also figure out how to make this thing work? So, after the first event 
I worked on, I started to get my head around it a bit better. I think the first time it was 
just like… deliver it. There was also (in the first year) a community piece that was built 
around City Arts Centre, that had floats and things that community groups built. And I’d 
been given the job based on a couple of things that I talked about at the interview, which 
were of interest to people that were interviewing me. The Board at that time included 
Fergal Quinn of Superquinn fame, serial entrepreneur, Senator, and diplomat and Tony 
Ó Dálaigh, legendary Irish Theatre Festival impresario and also civil servant… and a 
man with amazing style as much as anything else. He was really eloquent in cultural 
development, though he might not have thought about it like that, and in the politics of 
cultural development, and why it was important, and they [the Board] in their own way 
were really understanding of the importance of symbols, and value of symbols of quality, 
whatever that might be. 

The board recognised that there was potential in this event. But they needed to figure out 
how to explain it. So, everywhere in the country had St Patrick’s Day… everywhere had a 
parade. If you wanted to parade, you made your own parade. Why was the one in Dublin 
any different? Why was money going into Dublin that wasn’t going into Galway, or Cork 
or Letterkenny. This was a big conversation that first couple of years. And one of the ways 
that we were addressing that was, we would invest money in commissioning work for 
the parade from companies that were spread all around the country. To try encourage and 
support people to make bigger and more complicated street theatre pieces than they might 
ordinarily be able to do, that they could present in Dublin and then re-use in their home 
towns. 

So, we commissioned the pieces… and the companies or individuals kept the pieces 
and they could reuse them. And that was partly about… can you make a living by using 
those pieces again, but it was also about can you lift the quality of this? I don’t think 
street theatre or spectacle was part of the Arts Council’s remit at the time. So, all of those 
festivals had been supported by [government unemployment] schemes. Around this time 
I came up with this phrase (which was you know… the arrogance of youth) where I said, 
okay, there is Jerusalem at Christmas, there’s Mecca during the Hajj, and there’s Dublin on 
the 17th of March—it is the geographic centre of a global celebration. And it was to try and 
find a way of… of building on what Yvonne [Farrell] had been doing, which was how do 
you build momentum for an event around a sense of national pride, without it being... I 
don’t know… xenophobic, or exclusive. 

At that time the focus of any Aer Lingus marketing around the 17th of March was “Fly to 
New York!”. It was about let’s go to Washington… It was let’s leave the country. And our 
ambition was to bring people into Dublin… and bring people into celebration. So how did 
you do that? Well, firstly, we had to support organisations around the country that may 
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come to Dublin for the 17th to show off whatever it is they do in terms of procession and 
work. Secondly, we had to tell that story to the world. Why is Dublin so fantastic? So, that 
became a kind of useful framing. Then the next piece was about what happens within the 
city. 

At the time… 1999, 2000, there’d been a whole conversation about what is now the 
Docklands, becoming a new state. The idea was from the Haughey government… that 
there would be a customs area by Butt Bridge, and anything from Butt Bridge to the 
sea… out to the docks… would be legally a new country, and therefore you could have a 
different set of economic rules. And that would be to generate economy. So, the city was 
split in the way it thought about the landscape of the city. And the story I inherited... and I 
was kind of lucky in that I didn’t come from Dublin… was that if anything was more than 
five minutes from O’Connell Street Bridge people just wouldn’t go… they wouldn’t travel 
that far… and yet there was this huge area—the docklands from Butt Bridge out to the 
sea—that was you know… interested in transformation and all the dirty industries were 
being cleaned out. 

So, the procession, the parade had been thought about… how it connected north and 
south, and it still went from St Stephens Green to Parnell Square. And the focus for the 
parade was...could you improve the ambition of the companies that were in it? And what 
could we do to get them to think about height and viewing, and all of that. 

But a lot of the time was really spent thinking about crowd management… And the 
better the parade got... the better the filming needed to be. We spent a lot of time having 
debates with RTÉ about the fact that they were legally obliged to film it, so how could 
we make that a better broadcast, and eventually, we got them to go to tender. So, they 
had a tendering process for independent companies to film it, which meant that we then 
got to influence how it was filmed. Which meant we then got to tell the story, not just 
live on the ground, but also mediated. So, we were thinking quite a lot about how the 
parade was mediated. This is really pre-internet. So, our tools were broadcast tools. What 
we managed to do was improve the quality of the way it was filmed, and this was then 
distributed through the European Broadcast Network and broadcast networks in Canada. 
And in that way, it got a bigger audience. In fact, it developed a broadcast audience of 23 
million, which meant a [production] company working in Wexford, that would have been 
supported by a [government unemployment] scheme, struggling along, got some money 
to make better costumes, and then they were filmed. And then that film went around the 
world. So that, plus an uprising in the economy, started to tell the story of the event in a 
much better way and it developed its own momentum. So, more people wanted to come to 
Ireland, the hotels started to get full and the audiences got bigger. And the thing started to 
develop momentum. So 2000, 2001, 2002, 2003, 2004… they just flew past.
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So that’s one way of telling the story. And then packed into there were all the other things 
that I’m interested in. So, a big part of it for me was a kind of pride… with small p maybe. 
So, the community arts companies that we’d worked with like The World Famous, or some 
of the work Macnas did, or the [community] projects that had been ongoing for 20 years 
in inner city areas, like Fatima, some of which were very challenged, ravaged, and had 
big drug problems, we were able to do was to commission artists to work in those areas. 
And the way I tell it, in simple language is that they could make costumes where kids, or 
adults actually, could dress as kings and queens and walk down the street going ‘this is 
my city and I belong’. So, it was about a sense of pride. But it was also about inclusion and 
acceptance. 

So, when I was thinking about the parade… a lot of what I was thinking about was 
representation. Rather than being Maeve and Cú Chulain, what else could a costume tell 
about the people that were wearing it? And that might be abstract, you know, it is bright, 
it is colourful, and it is bold. Or it might be a bit more subtle. So, I spent a lot of time trying 
to encourage diversity in all sorts of ways. We had some interesting grand marshals.

I also spent a lot of time with Panti [Bliss] trying to develop a project called Wigstock 
at one point. And that didn’t quite work. I was a bit early on that. So, there was the 
representation side of it, but there was also who got to make it, you’ve got to make it 
and you’ve got to be in it. And so out of that came a project called Brighter Futures… a 
transition year project, which was… could we think slightly differently about who was in 
the parade? Could we set up an education and training project focused on transition year 
students? And could that be about educating people through looking at global forms of 
celebration? You know, why do people make those costumes in Trinidad in the Caribbean? 
And I had all of that as part of my toolkit, because I’d made carnival costumes for Notting 
Hill, and I worked in the Caribbean. And I was really fascinated, and I still am, by carnival 
traditions.

DAVID TEEVAN: Can I just interject? That’s really fascinating. The focus on who was 
making and who was parading… connecting to the ideology of cultural democracy, which 
is connected to your roots in community arts in the UK? So how did you navigate that 
within an organisation that was very clearly defined and focused on the agenda of filling 
the city and selling bed nights? And was this done while you were still on a six-month 
rolling contract, or how did it evolve into a more full-time position?

DOMINIC CAMPBELL: I think it was when Maria Moynahan came in… I think she 
changed the contractual element. I’m a tad obsessive, so, once I got the job, I just kept my 
head down and worked. Maria was much better at the structural politics, she’d come from 
Macra na Feirme, and she had a pretty good sense of how to push back on those battles. 
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I was much more like… if there’s a budget, I’ll figure out how to spend it, try and make it a 
bit bigger if we can and figure out how to distribute it. So that was one part of it. The other 
part of it was, we got so much better at how we explained how the event could happen in 
the city. So, one of the initiatives that Rupert had introduced to make an event happen in 
the city was getting multiple organisations sitting around a table. You needed the guards, 
and emergency services, and the transport reps, and eight departments of the city council. 
And so, they had these meetings, where basically, you’d go in and people would tell you 
why you couldn’t do things. And what I learned to do over a couple of years, with Eamon 
Fox, who was my production manager, and all credits to Eamon for being able to do this, 
we learned to go in with 12 projects when we wanted to do eight, and negotiate. And 
we got so good at it, that the event plans that we handed out became the briefing for the 
guards. So that was the statutory side of it. Okay, like those big thick event management 
documents literally became briefings, we managed to figure out how to inform the chain 
of management all the way down. 

So that was one side, that was the management of the event side. The other side was if 
you make money for the city businesses, then they were happy that you continue. So, 
one of my battles constantly was with the shops in the couple of hours that the parade 
sets up… because we were limiting their trading, despite the fact that we were bringing 
in eventually 1.25 million people over four days of events, we were limiting the potential 
for people to spend money. So, we commissioned an economic audit about 2001, which 
indicated that we brought in 80 million [euro] for the city in four days based on attendance 
numbers, and I think that was a spend of about 67 euros [per person], this was externally 
done by I can’t remember… DCU, I think. And so that gave us an argument for the kind 
of economic side of it. This is what this event does. So, we must be doing something right, 
because here’s the economic numbers. That didn’t stop the argument, it just meant we had 
a tool for the response. 

Then the other part of this was we didn’t get any money at all from the Arts Council. 
I think we got 15 grand, the majority of the money for this activity came from the 
[government] Department directly, or we raised it, or we sold grandstand seats. So, then 
within that pot of money we had to spend it in ways where we delivered for certain kinds 
of supporters, but we had enough play within it to deliver for different kinds of people 
and contexts. In my way of thinking, you can partly do the cultural democracy bit because 
you couldn’t put an event into Dublin, or you can’t put an event into anywhere that is then 
rejected by the city… it’s stupid. But if you can put an event into the city, which is owned 
by all the different groups that make up the city, whether that’s community development 
or business, or whether it’s a corporate agenda or a social agenda (and they’re not 
necessarily polarised), then that’s fantastic. Because actually, what you’re then doing is… 
the event is the thing that brings all of those interests together, connects them, into one 
place. 
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I was thinking about this initially, in terms of placemaking. How do you put an event 
into Docklands, like we eventually did, with a fireworks display, which brings people 
into a different area of the city. How do you start to tell a story about the different areas 
of the city by putting in an event? And I got more sophisticated about it…quite rapidly… 
but also, over what seemed like an awful lot of time. So, to make the fireworks display, 
to bring people into a different part of the city, you were doing deals with a radio 
broadcaster, who would pay for it, and with the TV station who would broadcast it, 
commissioning a music soundtrack from artists quite often, or DJs occasionally, bringing 
in a company to do the display. And providing something where hundreds of thousands 
of people spent time looking at colours changing, which is a beautiful thing. And it’s 
free, like, you weren’t charged to go there. And that scale of ambition, that scale of event, 
because that was a huge event, with its level of ambition and the delivery of that ambition, 
reflected the city back to people. My favourite stories about all of that was hearing about 
people who used to drive up to Wicklow, to the car parks in the Wicklow Mountains 
looking over the city… and made it their own event, didn’t come near the city. They had 
a picnic, a couple of bottles of wine (with a designated driver allegedly), they drove to 
somewhere like the Blue Light, parked up, sat there, turned on the radio, listened to the 
music and watched the display, as well as all the people that came into the city, so that 
kind of ownership works. 

And then what else was working? We had the parade, we had the fireworks display, and 
the Céilí Mór. We played around with the content of the Céilí Mór quite a lot; what kind 
of trad?; what do we mean by trad?; whose trad?... and from which part of the country? 
as well as, you know, as well as the polkas. And then there was the Big Day Out, which 
we moved around the city until it found a home in Merrion Square. And we could start to 
build that quite nicely. 

But we were also looking at the company. So, the company, which eventually was, I 
think, eight people employed for 12 months. And the focus of the year was still January 
to March. So, we could build whatever we liked, or develop whatever relationships 
we liked—up until December—but we still couldn’t sign off on anything until January 
because of the way that the budget was signed off from the Department. So, that meant 
we had a very small core team, which would then expand ginormously. We went from 
like nine people to 791, if we included all the stewards, and then we shrunk down to nine 
people. And we were running out of an office in Earlsfort Terrace. That was incredibly, 
incredibly challenging. Luckily, we had a young team, and everybody was very committed 
to what they were doing and became a bit obsessed with it. But we also had to think about 
what happened to those people in between. For example, there were organisations that 
were subcontractors who were able to grow their business because we were growing... and 
they were getting money from us, and the industry was growing, and the economy was 
going fairly well. 
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One of the things that really helped, though it didn’t feel like it helped at the time, was 
Foot and Mouth.1 So, is that 2001 or 2002, I can’t remember… whatever year that was, 
we had to postpone the festival in an emergency on the first of March. So, at that time 
we were an expanding festival… growing over a number of years, diversifying the kinds 
of events. We had started a conference program, a really baby one; we were looking at 
commissioning literature; we were trying to commission artists, so that there wasn’t just 
the pageantry and the celebration stuff, we were trying to see what else we could do with 
the program. And a new CEO. And yeah, a dynamic settling team—people getting really 
good at what they were doing … and then Foot and Mouth. And we had to pull the plug 
on the first of March, or on the third of March… sometime like that, without knowing 
when we could redo it. And then we… between the jigs and reels... ended up being the 
first event out of the traps when Foot and Mouth [epidemic] was over. So, we became, in 
essence, the celebration of the end of lockdown… on the first of May.

DAVID TEEVAN: So that was only your second festival. Yeah. And it was the first year 
you were working with Marie Moynahan?

DOMINIC CAMPBELL: Yeah, so Marie had just started and had to postpone her first 
festival. But what happened was… because we postponed it, we managed to keep almost 
everybody paid. We managed to keep almost everybody contracted. And we managed to 
do it six weeks later, just about. And that really transformed the understanding of what the 
festival was. So, it was no longer glued on to the 17th of March, it was this different kind of 
thing. And we kind of picked up on that over the next couple of years.

DAVID TEEVAN: So, if I understand you correctly, that six-weeks was like a gestation 
period for the team, because you had an extra six weeks when things slowed down?

DOMINIC CAMPBELL: …no completely the opposite. What happened was… so the 
process was…. that we brought in consultants to tell us what was going to happen with 
Foot and Mouth. And they basically said… if you don’t pull it, the government’s going 
to tell you it’s pulled. And if the government tells you it’s pulled, your insurance is gone. 
As it happened there was no event insurance anyway. So, we knew it would be very 
difficult, and we were worried, but we always worried… every year we worried that the 
next year wouldn’t happen… we wouldn’t get the money to support the next year. There 
was no consistency of funding at all, up until I left there was no consistency of funding. 

1 Following confirmation of an outbreak of Foot and Mouth disease in the UK on 19 February2001, social and cultural 
events across Ireland that encouraged travel and congregation were cancelled to restrict the spread of the disease. Hav-
ing limited the outbreak of the disease in Ireland to a single case at a farm in Co. Louth (reported 22 March), the gov-
ernment announced on 19 April that trade restrictions would be lifted. (O’Toole et al., 2002, Impact of the 2001 Foot 
and Mouth Outbreak on the Irish Economy. Downloaded from website: https://www.tcd.ie/Economics/TEP/2002_pa-
pers/TEPNo8RT22.pdf)
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So, the process of the Foot and Mouth year was that we postponed, put out press releases, 
managed the story, talked to all the suppliers, phoned everybody. It was like getting to 
the last 10 metres in the 100 metre race… you’ve got momentum, and then it stopped. So, 
then the next day, I sat down with the Production Manager, and, and went, okay, how do 
we bring this back to life? When is it possible to do it? And we went… well, the furthest 
is probably the August bank holiday... when’s the next likely date? We did all the scenario 
planning stuff, and decided probably the first of May was the most likely. Then we just 
had to wait, we had to wait for about a month until we could press 'go'… and then wait a 
bit longer. Actually, we pressed go about two weeks before… so, we were phoning people, 
keeping everybody informed. Crisis management, extreme crisis management. But it was, 
kind of, the making of us in a funny way, because we did extreme crisis management. 
There was a bit in there, where my partner put me on a plane to Portugal for a weekend. 
And I just woke up in a cold sweat every night and came back and got on with it. But it 
did kind of knit everybody together in a funny way. More importantly, I think May was 
a little bit warmer. People had been worried about all this bad news, and so it became 
a genuine celebration of the city and the chance to go and be in public and mix. I think 
that changed the understanding of the festival quite significantly. Plus, we had economic 
growth, which was no bad thing. Dublin was a party town. 

DAVID TEEVAN: … you were there at a good time in that sense. So, then you had two… 
no three further years, which obviously happened one year at a time, as you said. What 
do you remember of those years in terms of… well you’ve done your first one—which is a 
bit of a shock to the system because you only have three months to prepare it. The second 
one, you get Foot and Mouth. So, what do you recall from the others?

DOMINIC CAMPBELL: To be honest the third one I can barely remember at all, I can’t 
remember what happened, I think we had to drop stages because of wind. There is a 
part of me that thinks doing an event in March, outdoors in Ireland is a ridiculous idea. 
But it’s also what makes it so amazing. When it works, it works fantastically. In 2003, I’d 
started to travel and look at international work, to see what could we bring in… what was 
happening in Fira Terage and Barcelona… in France. What could come into Dublin and fit 
in with Dublin. What different kinds of stories could we tell? 

The change in the economy was making a big difference to the way that people’s lives 
worked. They had more money in their pockets, but less time. And economic migration 
was changing. So, between 2000 through 2004, you got the end of the Cold War, the 
expansion of Europe and we began to get migration into Ireland for the first time in 
forever. I think 2004 was the first year that there was net migration, more immigration than 
emigration. So different stories are bubbling up. There was a kind of liberal agenda, Mary 
Robinson and Mary McAleese as presidents, bringing a different sense of what the [Irish] 
state is. 
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Around this time, we were also making a case that St. Patrick’s Festival Inc was really 
good at delivering state events. And from the end of 2003 to the end of 2004, when I left 
[the organisation], is a complete blur, because we took on the centenary of James Joyce and 
the expansion of the EU celebrations, which was called 'The Day of Welcome'. 

So, we did March 17th, St Patrick’s Festival, five days of gloriousness. We did the EU 
celebrations, which was on May the first, and then we did the Joycean Centenary [July 
4th]. During this time, we shut the city centre three times… in March, May, and June. So, 
closing O’Connell Street three times, which meant we developed extraordinarily good 
relationships with the guards, and we learned how to do it well. We’d also developed 
great relationships with the companies… and with the creatives. And we were able to offer 
individual artists and companies different kinds of roles. 

What we’d also done from 2001 or 2002 was think about the commissions, for the 
parade in particular, as a series of steps. So, we made a series of small, medium and 
larger grants, because what was happening was those companies, you know, they were 
becoming operatic with their budgets, which is completely understandable. So, from the 
company side of the fence, I got it, but what it meant was we were kind of building a 
bottleneck… So, we needed to create a development process for artists. We were making 
small grants that younger or emerging artists could get to make their first costume or 
their first small parade. We were looking at ways of trying to change that… make that 
a development process. In the Arts Council the same thing was happening. So, the 
movement towards making spectacle and street theatre an art form strand was happening. 
Create [the National Development Agency for Collaborative Arts] had taken on the social 
development part of the Arts Council role. So, all of that was moving around.

DAVID TEEVAN: So, while St Patrick’s Festival was not a direct beneficiary of Arts 
Council funding, there were parallel supports being provided to the artists that the festival 
was working with… the organisations in the street art and spectacle ecosystem, St Patrick's 
Festival was working in, were being better supported?

DOMINIC CAMPBELL: Yes, there was now an ecosystem… an emergent ecosystem. 
So, it was a very different place by the end of that five years than the beginning… it was 
a very different kind of environment… the fact that there were three large, significant 
outdoor events, professionally developed, professionally run over such a short space of 
time. The Joyce Centenary, included, a community event called “Parable of the Plums”… 
it included literary events, and it also included a breakfast for two and a half thousand 
people on O’Connell Street. So, the fact that there was more work for people to do, and 
that they were better at it, meant that an ecosystem was really growing out of the festival. 
And that was all around the country, because there were companies that had been in a 
regular relationship [with St Patrick’s Festival] all the way through. You know, and some 
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of those companies were doing events separate from the parade. So, your Macnases might 
be trying to do something that wasn’t just the parade. And all the way through what we’d 
been doing with those companies was trying to say that there is the parade, but there were 
these other things that we can grow throughout the three or four days. How can we make 
the maximum use of costumes and creative practice… and the kind of development part 
of it… the performance side of it. And it sounds like, in retrospect, that I’m talking about a 
lot of the structural parts of it, more than maybe, individual shows within it. And I guess 
that’s what the artistic direction role is. In terms of time, the artistic direction is something 
like 10% of the work, the rest is really production, leadership or artistic leadership, and 
navigating the event through the legislation.

DAVID TEEVAN: So, 90% negotiation and logistics to make the 10% happen. That is a 
fascinating insight to that time in this festival. And you left after your fifth festival in 2004.

DOMINIC CAMPBELL: I left after 2004. We had done Patrick’s Festival, The Day of 
Welcomes which was actually 11 simultaneous festivals around the country on the same 
day—a mega complicated event—and then the “Parable of the Plums” for the Joyce 
Centenary. And by the end of that I was like, I don’t want to go back to fighting about why 
the Parade goes up O’Connell Street again. I just I couldn’t do it. I was kind of exhausted, 
I think, in retrospect. I remember sitting in a meeting with all the security people and the 
guards, and they were trying to put the parade on Capel Street and then down the quays. 
And year, after year, after year, we had the same argument about crowd sizing, crowd 
flow, nothing to do with camera lines and the look and all the rest of it. They don’t care 
about that. But we were making the argument about that again, and I kind of thought, you 
know, there’s a time when you have to step out and this might be it. 

I wanted to go back to making things with people rather than being at that organisational 
level. I was talking with a lot of festival directors, like yourself. I was starting to get festival 
directors to sit around the table and talk to each other, because I thought they had a lot to 
learn from each other. And it turned out the main thing that they learned was that they 
were all kind of mavericks really, and they were all quite different. That developmental 
thing was now possible, but I think when I started, it wasn’t. Nobody had a sense that you 
could plan three years ahead and put something in place that would develop, at least not 
in the world of street arts and spectacle and community work that I was coming from... it 
just hadn’t existed. So yeah, time to leave.

DAVID TEEVAN: So to conclude… I’ve got two little questions. The first one would be  
a regret.

DOMINIC CAMPBELL: Regret. I did an event that didn’t work. And I burned a lot of 
people out through it. And I’m going to regret that one till I die. Growing up in public is 
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really tough. It was a fine event, and nobody knows the back end of it, other than me and 
a couple of people. But actually, that was the bit where I and also the team… the core team 
of people I worked with, sat down and went, we can’t do that again. That’s just taking too 
big a risk. So, that was the regret. 

DAVID TEEVAN: And the other one is… to end on a brighter note, your favourite 
moment. You have mentioned the people watching the fireworks up on the hills. I think 
that was a lovely image, but maybe there’s something else that you’d like to share.

DOMINIC CAMPBELL: Yeah, we did…. we invented this thing. We called it The 
Glimmering, which was like an opening evening event, a schools-based event which 
morphed partly into Brighter Futures. So, it was a series of processions that met on the 
river. It was always really hard, but the first year we did it, it was lovely, because we put a 
new event into the life of the city. People were really surprised by the fact we could do it. It 
was fantastic. Using different areas of the city in different ways, the amount of people we 
got down into the Docklands… and the buzz in celebration of that gianormous fireworks 
display… getting away with it... And how do you know this is a success. Because the day 
after the festival no one’s really talking about it. Because working in the public realm you 
just end up with the pig. Literally, we ended up with court cases or people suing us …. it’s 
the most litigious thing in the world, really. 

And so, my world was just full of that for four years, with little moments of great surprise. 
And I think that with those kinds of jobs, you know, it’s perceived that you’ve got all 
the budget, and it’s all fantastic. But, you know, you’ve also got an equal amount of poo 
that comes with it, where you are literally battling to stake out a place for celebration. 
And then everybody goes off and mutters about you. So, you just, you know, I think the 
best thing from that time was that I developed some really, really powerful friendships. 
We went through shit ugly, and we’re still mates and still have cups of tea and pints. I 
love my production team. Like we wouldn’t have got through any of it if we hadn’t got 
each other’s back. So that bit was great. And then the other thing is, Brighter Futures is 
still going or was last time I checked… 20 years later. So, the foundations that we put 
into place were lasting, because the city owned them, because people love them way 
more than the you know. It’s not that they’re sustained, it’s that they’re resilient, and 
they’re resilient because of pride with a small p... they become part of what people want, 
people’s expectations. And then all these other things started to happen, like the Festival 
of World Cultures in  Dún Laoghaire, you know, with people that came through [St 
Patrick’s Festival] as volunteers. They now have their own thing, like THISISPOPBABY, or 
their own projects. They went through that small five years, and they were in some way 
inspired and went on to do their own things. And I think that’s great.

DAVID TEEVAN: Good place to leave it there. Thank you so much Dominic.


