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Mission, Objectives and Strategy

The Irish Traditional Music Archive (ITMA) was established 

as part of an Arts Council/ An Chomhairle Ealaíon 

policy initiative in 1987. A pilot project, proposed by 

Nicholas Carolan and Harry Bradshaw was funded and 

supported, and has grown into what we now know as 

ITMA. The impetus of the policy initiative was to support 

the development of Irish traditional music by focusing 

on the centrality of the process of transmission in the 

living tradition. We collect, preserve, organise and make 

available the materials of Irish traditional music in both 

the Irish and English languages. Our role is to be an agent 

of transmission, closely linked to contemporary practice, 

and in constant interaction with artists and audiences.
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ITMA’s Vision
Our vision is of ITMA as 
a progressive, established, 
national archive and 
resource centre for Irish 
traditional music, playing a 
key role in the development 
of a vibrant traditional arts 
and heritage sector that is 
positioned at the heart of 
Ireland’s cultural, social  
and economic life. 

 

ITMA’s Mission
ITMA’s mission is to be the national 
public archive and resource centre for 
Irish traditional music, song and dance, 
and the globally-recognised specialist 
advisory agency to advance appreciation, 
knowledge, and the practice of Irish 
traditional music.  

We will do this by continuing to:
• Collect and preserve the historical 

and contemporary materials of Irish 
traditional music, particularly those 
that are at risk

• Organise and describe these materials 
according to international standards of 
archival and library practice to create 
collections that are discoverable by all

• Present and publish content from 
our collections in ways that enhance 
the living tradition; contribute to the 
knowledge base of traditional music, 
and engage with our diverse audiences 
worldwide.

ITMA’s Values
• Respect for all music, song and dance 

collections in our care and for those 
who create and donate the materials

• Commitment to free and open access to 
collections while respecting privacy and 
legal obligations

• Act with dignity, fairness and kindness 
in all engagement with users

• Embrace diversity and inclusiveness

• Commitment to creativity, curiosity, 
openness, and collaboration

• Honesty, transparency, integrity, and 
adherence to legal and best practice 
guidelines.
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ITMA’S STRATEGY 2019 – 2023

Content 
What we acquire and hold. 

Care 
How we manage the content we 
hold; our standards and practices; 
our nurturing of professional 
expertise; our relationships with 
artists, donors, collectors and 
rights owners. 

 

Access 
How we encourage use of our 
collections; how we ensure they 
are easily discoverable and 
searchable; how we present and 
curate collections; how we extend 
our reach within and beyond the 
traditional music community 
worldwide. 
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Content Care Access

• Identify, locate and preserve at risk 
materials

• Undertake a survey of the materials of 
traditional music in Ireland

• Fill knowledge gaps in our collections to 
reflect the rich diversity of the practice 
of Irish traditional music including the 
representation of gender, language, and 
ethnicity

• Continue and extend collaboration and 
cooperation with broadcast media.

• Review our long-term property 
requirements to meet increased storage 
demands; improve visitor experience, 
and minimise risk to our collections by 
providing the best possible security and 
safety for the materials that we hold

• Strengthen our professional capacity 
in archival practice and share this 
knowledge at local and community 
level, including Local Authorities, to 
support best practice in archiving Irish 
traditional music

• Increase investment in digitisation for 
preservation and access, and prioritise 
the long-term preservation of our digital 
assets

• Invest in our staffs expertise and 
capability, and in recruitment, to ensure 
we deliver the highest standards of 
digital, information and preservation 
management.

• Animate the collections through in-
house and collaborative creative and 
digital initiatives

• Make collections more easily 
discoverable and searchable by 
improving ITMA’s information  
architecture and move towards the 
principles of Universal Access

• Improve public and research access 
to our collections through increased 
outreach and collaboration.

• Expand our footprint and presence 
within Ireland and internationally and 
ensure diverse communities are aware 
of ITMA’s services and resources
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Review of Activities, Achievements and Performance
The services of ITMA are available to all equally: no qualification, academic or other is needed for 
access and there is no charge for access either at its premises or online.  
In 2020 there were:

Total Direct Users  
 
2,303 -3,220 (-58%)

Total Online 
Platform Visitors 
 
145,193 -3608  (-2%)

Total Social Media 
Followers/Subscribers  
 
34,147 +7,051 (+26%)

Total Video Views 

 947,291 +514,339 (+119%)

Multimedia Items 
Catalogued  
 
17,134 +14,304 (+505%)

Field Recording Activities 
 
83 -67 (-45%)
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A significant portion of our plans needed to 
be adjusted in light of Covid-19. However, 
this presented opportunities for ITMA 
to make an impact on a national and 
international level in new ways. Tangible 
progress towards delivering on the mission 
outlined in ITMA’s Strategy 2019-23 have 
been achieved in 2020.  
 
On a global level, we are entering into 
an era of exponential digital growth in 
which new technologies such as artificial 
intelligence (Ai) and linked open data (LOD) 
present new possibilities as we undertake 
the task of archiving Irish traditional 
music, song and dance. In keeping with 
broader societal trends, we are witnessing 
our users gravitate increasingly towards 
remote digital access and becoming less 
reliant on physical  
 

access at 73 Merrion Square. With over one 
million meaningful online engagements 
during 2020, the archive has witnessed 
phenomenal growth in the numbers of 
our users who access our digital content 
throughout the world.  
 
ITMA holds both physical and born digital 
material, including large volumes of digital 
surrogates created as a result of years 
of digitisation work carried out on our 
analogue audio/audio-visual collections, 
as well as our photographic and print 
collections. Our digital collections have 
grown to a size of just over 97+ terabytes, 
which equates to hundreds of thousands of 
files. The long-term digital preservation of 
these files is a huge challenge for ITMA and 
creating the infrastructure to preserve a 
growing digital collection is one of our key 
priorities.  

The investment made by our funders in 
digitisation programmes over the years 
has enabled ITMA’s digital door to remain 
open through-out the pandemic in 2020. 
I believe the current ITMA team will be 
judged by future generations in terms of 
how successfully we advance the move of 
the largest physical collection of its type in 
the world into a fully searchable universally 
accessible digital resource. 2020 has seen 
significant progress towards this goal. 
As Minister for Tourism, Culture, Arts, 
Gaeltacht, Sport and Media, Catherine 
Martin acknowledged in October 2020: 
“ITMA’s strategic move to transforming 
into a digital open access resource is well 
underway.” 

2020 was an extraordinarily successful year for ITMA in 
terms of serving the general public and those interested in 
the practice of traditional Irish music, song and dance. 
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Q1



9Annual Report 2020

From an artistic perspective, the 
philosophy of connecting people with 
archival material to inspire new 
interpretations of the tradition, 
underpinned our programming in 2020.  
In January, 1,153 tunes from the Stephen 
Grier Collection, melodies transcribed 
mainly in the 1880s, were made freely 
available as interactive digital scores. It is 
the largest manuscript project of its kind 
ever completed by ITMA.  There are ten 
books in the original manuscripts and each 
page of each book is now available through 
an IIIF viewer which provides excellent 
high-resolution detailed digital images. 
Within each digital version of the books, 
the tunes are indexed and available at 
a click. Every tune is available as an 
interactive music score in the Notated 
Music Collections area of the website and 
as a downloadable PDF. It was particularly 
pleasing to see young people accessing 
this music, which was originally collected 
during the 19th century, as 21st century 

ITMA’s strategic move to 
transforming into a digital 
open access resource is well 
underway. 

“
”

digital resources. For example, Eimear 
Ní Scolaí, one of Ireland’s leading young 
harpers, learnt several tunes from the 
digital scores and recorded a selection 
for ITMA’s social media platforms. Eimear 
was one of several transition year students 
who availed of work experience during Q1. 
Others included Conor Gaffney, Naoise 
Griffiths, Aoileann O’Connor, Róisín Ní 
Chasaide and Niamh McGrattan.

Stephen Grier Manuscript
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Another highlight of the first quarter was a 
Pop-up Archive visit to the Irish Academy 
of World Music and Dance, University of 
Limerick, in January 2020. As well as staff 
presenting to students on the archive’s 
services and collections, a new format was 
adopted for the Pop-Up Archive. Invited 
guest researcher, UL scholar Kara O’Brien, 
spent time researching in 73 Merrion 

Square prior to presenting her insights to 
her peers.  
While on campus, an interview was 
conducted with uilleann piper and 
fiddle player, Mickey Dunne who shared 
wonderful recollections of the rich heritage 
he inherited from travelling pipers, fiddle 
players and singers. Dr Sandra Joyce of the 
Irish World Academy, UL, commented that:

It was hugely valuable for 
Irish World Academy students 
to have the opportunity to 
interact with the richness and 
depth of the archive on ‘home 
turf’. It is a true example of 
accessibility and community 
engagement.  
Dr Sandra Joyce, Irish World Academy, UL

“It was hugely valuable for Irish World 
Academy students to have the opportunity 
to interact with the richness and depth 
of the archive on ‘home turf’. It is a true 
example of accessibility and community 
engagement. Already, its effects are being 
felt throughout the student body, from BA 
to PhD levels and we hope that we can 
continue this initiative in the future.”  

Click to watch ITMA Pop-Up Archive, Irish World Academy of Music and Dance, Univ. of Limerick, January 2020

https://youtu.be/YcWWOo2R4Oo
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ITMA continues to develop and foster its 
links with 3rd level institutions. In Q1, 
Catriona Gribben of Queen’s University, 
Belfast, used her work experience 
placement to complete a supervised 
pilot study of the Brían Ó Domhnaill Song 
Collection. Brían has collated a paper-
based collection of source material for 
Donegal Irish language songs. Sophie 
Cahalane, Maynooth University, published 
“Earliest Origins of the Piano Accordion 
in Irish Traditional Music” through ITMA’s 
website. Colombian harper Emmanuel 
Rivera Angel, researched and presented 
“The Wire Strung Harp and the Pedal Harp” 
as a blog for ITMA while studying for an 
MA in Musicology and Performance in 
Maynooth University. 

 Gems of Irish Songs with Words, Tonic Sol-Fa and Ukulele with Parts for Piano Accordion, 1934
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In February, Clíodhna Ní Bheaglaoich and Seán Hughes presented material relating to 
Corca Dhuibhne, Co. Ciarraí, that they sourced in ITMA as part of an ITMA Pop-up Archive. 
Their presentation in Baile an Fheirtéaraigh during Scoil Cheoil an Earraigh, was a huge 
success in terms of engaging in new ways with local audiences. This new format enabled 
the attendees to get a better sense of what awaits them in the national collection in 
Merrion Square while also getting an opportunity to enjoy recordings and videos relating to 
their locality. The audience engagement with the archival material led to discussions and 
additional metadata was collected for inclusion in our catalogue records. 
 

Small selection of Corca Dhuibhne CDs from the ITMA Collection Niall Hanna, a singer and song writer from Derrytresk, Co. Tyrone 

Niall Hanna, a singer and song writer from 
Derrytresk, Co. Tyrone received an Arts 
Council of Northern Ireland Bursary to 
research song material in ITMA for a new 
album. Staff provided research support 
to Niall and a dedicated space in the 
recording studio was arranged. This has 
highlighted procedural opportunities to 
make the premises in 73 Merrion Square 
more practical for Musicians-in-Residence. 
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ITMA curated three events that celebrated the rich and diverse 
music traditions in the city and its environs. Lauren O’Neill shared 
her research into Irish harp accompaniments to Gaelic bardic 
poetry. Nigel Boullier and Geordie McAdam gave a fascinating 
presentation and performance in the Linenhall Library on “Country 
Fiddling and Dancing in East and Central Down” in which they 
highlighted repertoire drawn from both unionist and nationalist 
communities. A tribute to the legacy of former ITMA Board Member, 
Ciarán Carson, was curated and presented by Harry Bradley in “It 
goes as Follies – an evening inspired by the late poet’s book Last 
Night’s Fun” featuring Catherine McEvoy, Davey Maguire, Brendan 
O’Hare. 

ITMA were awarded entry into the Arts Council’s RAISE Tier 2 
programme which is focused on growing private investment to the 
arts in Ireland by embedding a culture of sustainable philanthropy 
and private investment across participating organisations. The 
programme was launched to develop the fundraising capability 
for arts organisations by delivering the skills and resources to 
build robust, sustainable organisations. We would like to thank 
O’Kennedy Consultants for their advice, mentorship and support 
throughout 2020. 
 

ITMA worked with our archival partners in TG4 to 
programme the Fringe Festival preceding the TG4  
Gradam Ceoil 2020 in Belfast in February. 
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ITMA successfully digitised over 2,400 
carriers resulting in over 24,000 media 
files and approximately 24 terabytes of 
data. This means we will soon have over 
2,050 searchable digital items listed 
and described to international archival 
standards (ISAD(G)) available through our 
new AtoM interface, which we look forward 
to sharing with you in the future. Looking at 
these final figures really brings home the 
scale of this mass-digitisation project and 
we would once again like to acknowledge 
that it was made possible with generous 
funding from the Department of Culture, 
Heritage and the Gaeltacht as part of 

From an archival, digital 
preservation and access 
perspective, the completion 
of ITMA’s “The Digital Audio/
visual Preservation Project” 
(DAP) was a major milestone 
for digital preservation of 
Irish traditional music. 

A selection of the carriers being prepared for digital transfer as part of the DAP Project

the Department’s ‘national digitisation 
investment programme.’ A large-scale 
investment of this nature kick-started 
ITMA’s digital preservation strategy, 
and prompted us to make key decisions 
regarding digitisation, digital acquisition, 
and future cataloguing and collection 
arrangement. All these decisions will 
eventually be consolidated into various 

institutional policies, which will further 
support and strengthen our digital 
preservation strategy. In early February 
2020, nobody could have foreseen how 
quickly this new body of digital material 
would be so desperately needed as remote 
digital access to archival material would 
become so important due to the pandemic.
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ITMA’s field-recording programme was very active in early Q1 but due to the impact of 
Covid-19 restrictions, the focus turned towards making existing recordings from the 
archive’s collections available to the public. Individuals such as Seán Gilrane, Owen Wynne 
and Steve Roud were interviewed. Various presentations at festivals, concerts and lectures 
such as Scoil Gheimhridh Ghaoth Dobhair, Féile na Tána, Jenny Put the Kettle On (Leitrim), 
and ITMA’s events at the TG4 Gradam Ceoil were all recorded in the early part of the year. 
On the Road with ITMA was curated to showcase the work of ITMA’s field-recording and 
circulated in ITMA’s monthly newsletter. 

On 8 March, we celebrated International 
Women’s Day 2020 by shining a light on 
inspirational women in the tradition in a 
special multi-media blog post. 

Click to Watch Sean Gilrane, flute, & Owen Wynne, flute, and in conversation at the Cobblestone Bar, Dublin

Striking the IWD2020 pose at ITMA are Maeve Gebruers,  
Róisín Conlon, Grace Toland and Alan Woods

https://youtu.be/78xe1elzBk4
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In early 2020, in association with the 
National Concert Hall and supported by the 
Arts Council, ITMA announced details of a 
series of three concerts to celebrate the 
launch of ITMA’s Liam O’Flynn Collection. 
Featured artists were to include: Seán 
Keane, Paddy Glackin, Mary Bergin, Noel 
Hill, Sorcha Ní Scolaí, Noel O’Grady, Tony 
Linnane and Mick Conneelly. Uilleann 
pipers who now play sets previously owned 
by O’Flynn, namely Louise Mulcahy, Colm 
Broderick and Pádraic Mac Mathúna, 
were scheduled to perform. Actor Stephen 
Rea was due to read correspondence and 
memoirs written by O’Flynn, and poems by 
Seamus Heaney sourced from the O’Flynn 
Collection. RTÉ Radio One and the Irish 
Times helped promote the series and 
tickets for the first two concerts were sold 
out well in advance. 

One of the features of the series was 
that Liam O’Flynn’s hitherto little-known 
compositions such as “The Piper’s Stone” 
and “The Return of the Pedalboard” would 
be taken from archival boxes to be learnt 
by the artists and performed in the NCH. 
A group of four transition year students 
recorded these rare compositions in ITMA’s 
studio which we then sent to the artists 
involved. Aoife Nic Chormaic presented a 
Rolling Wave special on the Liam O’Flynn 
Concert Series on which the TY students’ 
performance was broadcast.  
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Covid-19 - Disruption of Plans 
On March 12, when the Government of Ireland announced the introduction of restrictions 
due to the spread of Covid-19, ITMA were busy preparing for the milestone series of 
concerts in the NCH. Following the cancellations, as an organisation, we reacted very 
quickly to identify new strategic priorities considering the unfolding emergency:  
 
1. Provide increased remote digital access to users 
2. Increase social media output for the public 
3. Support artists by commissioning new works 
4. Foster Synergies with like-minded partners 
 
Following the Government instructions, ITMA closed its doors to the public from 6pm on 
the 12 March. The staff were thoroughly prepared to work remotely. A contingency plan 
was already in place two weeks prior to the announcement. We have had the ability to 
log-on to the ITMA network remotely for a number of years now, so accessing our digital 
and born-digital collections was not a major issue. Every member of staff confirmed that 
they could access soft copies of files needed and could work effectively through Citrix 
and Microsoft Teams. Some individual members of staff accessed the building when 
essential needs arose. The health and well-being of our users and staff continued to be of 
paramount importance to ITMA as an evolving Covid-19 health and safety procedures policy 
was continually reviewed and implemented. No cases arose among staff or for users who 
accessed the building at various points during the year. 
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The communities of musicians, researchers, singers and dancers we serve had festivals, 
concerts, tours, conferences, and musical gatherings abruptly cancelled or deferred in 
2020 as a result of the Covid-19 crisis. Being very conscious of the fact that professional 
artists would be disproportionately affected by Covid-19, we adjusted our programming to 
create meaningful work for them where possible. Some artists sought to reinvigorate their 
repertoire through accessing archival material.
 
Supporting the further development of artists’ creative practice in practical ways was 
imperative. Ensuring staff were facilitating remote access, as well as commissioning new 
work, were key priorities. Speaking at the launch of ITMA’s Drawing from the Well series, 
Maureen Kennelly, Arts Council of Ireland said: “I have been really struck by how the Irish 
Traditional Music Archive has adapted to the Covid-19. They have brought forth remarkable 
work in the last few months and I think this initiative where they draw from their own deep 
well of archival material is absolutely brilliant. I know that in doing so that they are making 
really value opportunities available for contemporary musicians and that is very dear to the 
hearts of all at the Arts Council of course with our Pay the Artists Policy.” 

I have been really struck 
by how the Irish Traditional 
Music Archive has adapted 
to the Covid-19. They have 
brought forth remarkable 
work in the last few months 
and I think this initiative 
where they draw from their 
own deep well of archival 
material is absolutely 
brilliant. I know that in doing 
so that they are making really 
value opportunities available 
for contemporary musicians 
and that is very dear to 
the hearts of all at the Arts 
Council of course with our 
Pay the Artists Policy.
Maureen Kennelly, Arts Council of Ireland
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Reacting quickly to the unexpected 
cancellation of the St. Patrick’s Day 
Festival, ITMA produced a blog on the 
history of the famous tune St. Patrick’s 
Day on 17 March. Supporting other 
organisations in the traditional arts sector, 
such as Cairdeas na bhFidiléirí, Cruit 
Éireann and Na Píobairí Uilleann (NPU) 
by providing digital access to audio-video 
material recorded at their events over 
the years was undertaken as a matter 
of urgency. Providing festivals such as 
Cruinniú na bhFliúit, with access to 
derivative copies of audio-visual material 
was undertaken by staff during the early 
stages of the lockdown so that festivals 
could have some online presence despite 
the pandemic.  The Ancient Music of Ireland, Arranged for the Piano Forte, To which is prefixed a Dissertation on the Irish Harp and Harpers, Including an 

Account of the Old Melodies of Ireland, 1840
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Q2
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ITMA was delighted to 
partner with RTÉ Culture to 
celebrate World Fiddle Day 
2020 on 16 May by sharing 
a video of renowned fiddle 
player, James Kelly in ITMA 
finding artistic inspiration 
from Raidió Éireann 
recordings of his father, the 
legendary fiddle player John 
Kelly Senior (1912-89). 
 

Click to Watch interview with James Kelly about his life and music

https://youtu.be/_uogC1lMYFE
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A planned ITMA Pop-Up Archive 
presentation by Paudie O’Connor for 
World Fiddle Day in Scartaglin, Co. Kerry, 
took a different turn in light of Covid-19. 
Paudie had already spent time researching 
in ITMA in Q1. He presented an online 
concert with his wife Aoife Ní Chaoimh 
and daughter Róisín O’Connor using ITMA’s 
remote recording equipment as a way 
of compensating for the cancelled Pop-
up Archive. Reflecting on his research in 
Merrion Square in a blog, Paudie wrote:

What I found during my 
research and review of the 
Sliabh Luachra material, was 
a wide range of artefacts that 
will be of immense interest 
to the people of Sliabh 
Luachra. 

When celebrating Poetry Day Ireland 2020, 
we shared a video of a performance by 
poet Mary O’Malley and uilleann piper 
Tommy Keane of ‘Ixion Stopped Tony Mc 
Mahon Plays Raglan Road’ and the playing 
of “Fáinne Geal an Lae”. 
 

In terms of organisational development, 
ITMA further strengthened its team’s 
skill set when Iarfhlaith Ó Domhnaill was 
appointed as Finance Manager in June 
2020. A Donegal fiddle player and audio-
visual documentary maker, Iarfhlaith is a 
chartered accountant and an experienced 
auditor. Also, we would like to acknowledge 
former ITMA Secretary, Róisín Ní Bhriain for 
her long service in the company and wish 
her every success in her new career. 

Iarfhlaith Ó Domhnaill, Finance Manager, ITMA



Q3
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In June, ITMA and Music Network appointed the exceptional 
visual artist Aideen Barry to create a new artwork inspired by 
the Bunting Harp Collection. 
Oblivion / Seachmalltacht / will be premiered at the Limerick City Gallery of Art from 
December 2021 - February 2022. 

Johnny Óg Connolly, Clíodhna 
Costello, and Pádraig Ó Dubhghaill,  
in partnership with Traidphicnic, 
An Spidéal, Co. na Gaillimhe, were 
scheduled to be musicians-in-
residence in ITMA with a view to 
unearthing rare repertoire from the 
archive that could be showcased 
in Connemara during the festival. 
Accessing interactive digital scores 
made from P.W. Joyce’s Old Irish Folk 
Music and Songs (1909), the trio 
learnt tunes collected during the 19th 
century which they performed during 
an online concert when the physical 
event was cancelled. As part of the 
virtual festival in early July, learners 
were introduced to PORT, ITMA’s free 
online interactive music scores. 

A multi-media work by Aideen Barry in collaboration with Inuit throat singer and electronic musician RIIT, with Irish harper Elaine Hogan 
and artist Margaret O'Connor.
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One of the most valuable 
collections we possess are 
field recordings made at the 
annual Scoil Samhraidh 
Willie Clancy (SSWC) in 
Miltown Malbay, Co. Clare. 

In light of Covid-19, the 48th annual school 
2020 could not go ahead in a physical 
sense but ITMA was honoured to partner 
with SSWC to help fill this void with three 
impactful online projects which reached 
over 300,000 people this summer.  Firstly, 
we presented a series of 11 programmes 
of selected highlights from recordings 
made at the instrumental, song and 

Click to Watch Scoil Samhraidh Willie Clancy — A Reflection

dance recitals over the years. Secondly, 
we provided online streaming of the 24 
official events recorded by ITMA at SSWC 
in 2019. These events were scheduled 
daily to mirror the actual Summer School 
programme as it happened the previous 
year. Thirdly, ITMA curated an online tribute 
documentary reflecting on the Summer 
School’s history, ethos, development 
and hopes for the future. In addition to 
highlighted audio-visual material from 
the past summer schools, it featured the 
work of photographers who have been 
documenting events at SSWC. Our aim 
was to capture a variety of perspectives 
from the traditional arts community, 
and to reflect on and articulate what 
makes Scoil Samhraidh Willie Clancy 
so special to so many people. In making 
the documentary, we sourced unique 
contributions from Irish musicians involved 
in the school, from Clare to Japan, Russia 
to Waterford and showcased the beautiful 
scenery of Miltown Malbay and Spanish 
Point with spectacular drone footage. 

https://youtu.be/Rc0ibn_zKEY
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Image: Mick O’Brien, Scoil Samhraidh Willie Clancy, 1990s. Photograph: Peter Laban

We drew upon unique archival content 
in the documentary and wove this with 
modern day performances of young and old 
musicians from all corners of Ireland and 
throughout the world. The 1 hour 20-minute 
documentary was universally accessible, 
free of charge, through ITMA’s and SSWC’s 
online platforms and social media 
platforms from the 18th July. It was the first 
documentary style film that ITMA filmed 
and produced. These videos (from 24 June - 
2 September 2020) had over 300,000 views 
across ITMA’s Facebook, Instagram and 
YouTube (the exact figure is 302,978) from 
approximately 45 different countries. 61% 
of viewers were from outside of Ireland. 
The projects also received international, 
national and local media attention on RTÉ’s 
website, Nuacht TG4, and on popular radio 
programmes such as the “Sarah McInerney 
Show”. 

It can be difficult to quantify the impact 
of artistic and cultural undertakings at 
the best of times but the overwhelmingly 
positive spontaneous feedback received 
from the public through social media is 
indicative of the success of the online 
projects: 

“Thanks so much for the effort and 
inspiration that has gone into assembling 
this series of ‘virtual concerts’: they are 
truly wonderful, and an enormous gift to 
those of us who remain in varying degrees 
of lockdown and isolation. Blessings be with 
you all.” 
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Producing projects from home such as 
the Highlights from Scoil Samhraidh Willie 
Clancy was made possible because of 
digital preservation projects such as The 
Digital Audio/visual Preservation Project 
(DAP) funded by the Department of Culture, 
Heritage and the Gaeltacht as part of 
their national digitisation investment 
programme. This saw the digitisation of 
over 2,500 carriers. These were all media 
formats that were no longer widely used 
and were in danger of degrading to the 
point where the information on them may 
have been lost.  

Thank you for everything 
you have broadcast these 
past two weeks. We can 
savour each and every one 
of them over and over until 
we can safely return to the 
next Willie Clancy Summer 
School

“Ard chlár aríst anocht although I’m turning 
into a nostalgic & emotional wreck with 
each highlights programme!!! Gorgeous 
music, pipers.”

“Wonderful watching this on Sunday 
morning. So nostalgic to see so many old 
friends who are no longer with us. Tommy 
McCarthy, Tony and Junior Crehan, Gerdy 
Commane, Marty O’Keefe, and Kitty Hayes. 
And it’s uplifting to know that the young 
people are keeping our fantastic tradition 
alive and well. Roll on SSWC 2021!” 

Recording the Willie Clancy Summer School / photograph 
courtesy Tony Kearns
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ITMA reopened at the earliest opportunities once 
Government guidelines permitted during 2020. 
I would like to acknowledge the extraordinary 
effort and diligence shown by staff in preparing 
the building and adapting services to provide a 
safe environment for visitors and staff in line with 
Government recommendations. 
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Ireland’s Edge -Through the 
Looking Glass, was a unique 
digital event live-streamed 
from ITMA on Monday 20 
July. 
Mick O’Brien, Emer Mayock and Aoife 
Ní Bhriain performed music from the 
Goodman Collection published by ITMA 
in association with Trinity College. ITMA 
filming staff also benefitted from engaging 
with production teams involved with Other 
Voices and Tiny Ark during this event. We 
are grateful for the knowledge shared 
in subsequent follow-up sessions. ITMA 
Board Member, Nuala O’Connor, was 
instrumental in arranging this.  

Click to Watch Video Ireland’s Edge presents Through The Looking Glass - The Post Pandemic World | Live Stream

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rbK8_wNjZW8
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National Heritage Week ran from 15-23 
August 2020, and this year ITMA teamed 
up with Heritage Maps from the Heritage 
Council to launch a new collaborative 
digital project called “The Humours of…” 
The map charts a selection of traditional 
music tunes whose title begins with “The 
Humours of” followed by a placename. 
 

To celebrate Culture Night on 18 
September, ITMA and the Clare Arts Office 
hosted the online premiere of Duala 
by Jack Talty and Maurice Gunning, a 
25-minute film examining the sense of 
place and identity through the lens of 
Irish traditional music and song. Duala 
was commissioned by ITMA and Clare Arts 
Office in 2018. 

To mark the 50th anniversary of the death 
of Leo Rowsome on 20 September, ITMA in 
collaboration with the Rowsome Family and 
Waltons Music, made the tutor that was first 
published in 1936 freely available online.  
A blog was also published with sound 
recordings, images and a contribution from 
Helena Rowsome Grimes. 

Also in September, the 15th Frank Harte 
Festival took place over the weekend of the 
25-27 September 2020. ITMA, who have a 
long-standing relationship with the festival, 
supported the Club by filming an online 
virtual walking tour, and assisted in preparing 
their collaborative session with Poetry Ireland 
on Friday afternoon, and the Saturday night 
Grand Concert. 

The Humours of Purteen

Rí na bPíobairí Album Cover (Claddagh, 1959)
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Q4
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On 14 October 2020, ITMA launched a new 
monthly series called Drawing from the Well 
which aims to connect artists with archival 
material to inspire new art.
Leading instrumentalists, singers and dancers will be 
commissioned to spend time engaging with collections of their 
choice in ITMA with a view to producing new works that can be 
shared with the public.  
 
Catherine Martin TD, Minister for Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, 
Sport and Media stated that “Before I officially launch this new 
series, I would like to acknowledge that it is set against the 
backdrop of the Covid-19 pandemic which has brought about an 
unprecedented catastrophe for so many artistic projects. ITMA’s 
Drawing from the Well series is an example of innovative thinking 
in a time of crisis.” Maureen Kennelly, Director of the Arts Council 
of Ireland, stated that the Drawing from the Well series is “making 
really valuable opportunities available for contemporary musicians 
and that’s very much dear to the heart of all at the Arts Council.” 
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Uilleann piper, flute player and 
researcher Louise Mulcahy was the 
first artist to feature. In a personally 
curated 30-minute video and blog, Louise 
presented her favourite aspects of the 
Liam O’Flynn Collection at ITMA. “Liam 
O’Flynn’s meticulous nature is reflected 
in every aspect of this collection. It is 
incredibly inspiring on so many levels. 
Having the collection housed at the Irish 
Traditional Music Archive ensures his 
legacy is preserved for present and future 
generations. I am very grateful to Liam 
O’Flynn, Jane O’Flynn, ITMA Director Liam 
O’Connor, and all the team at ITMA, to have 
had this incredible opportunity to Draw 
from the Well. D’fhág Liam O’Flynn tobar 
saibhir ceoil dúinn agus beidh daoine ag 
tarraingt ón tobair sin go deo.” 

Liam O'Flynn from the Liam O'Flynn Collection at ITMA

Liam O’Flynn’s meticulous 
nature is reflected in every 
aspect of this collection. It 
is incredibly inspiring on 
so many levels. Having the 
collection housed at the 
Irish Traditional Music 
Archive ensures his legacy 
is preserved for present and 
future generations. 

© Port na bPucaí, jig / composed by Liam O'Flynn. Manuscript 
from The Liam O'Flynn Collection at ITMA
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In a specially recorded video The Hidden 
Beauty in Our Archives, and during a live 
interactive forum, Martin Hayes distilled 
and shared his thoughts on the value of 
archives and the rich musical insight to 
be gained from listening and engaging 
thoughtfully with archival recordings. “I 
consider the idea of an archive, a very 
important one, when it comes to this 
music.” Drawing on his own experience of 
collecting and tape recording at parties 
and gatherings in his own home, Martin 
vividly explained how this became his ‘go 
to thing’ to learn local tunes with variances 
and playing interpretation that were not 
common. Martin is delighted that similar 
recording of these musicians from other 
sources are freely available through ITMA: 
“which means that the same well that I 
was going to when I was learning to play, 
and when I was getting my sense of this 
music is now freely available to everybody, 
which is great… Eventually you’ll find that 
you can work your way back through like 

a chain link ... to various influences that 
would have driven this ... all the way back 
to old 78 recordings of different flute 
players, fiddle players. So, the Archive is 
very important from that point of view.” 

I consider the idea of an 
archive, a very important 
one, when it comes to this 
music.

Inishowen Harp Ensemble 2018

Martin Hayes

National Harp Day 2020 was celebrated 
at ITMA with a selection of seven harp 
performances from its Field Recording 
Collection to celebrate Lá na Cruite on 
17 and 18 October 2020. 
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A broadcast on 8 November 2020 featuring 
these new compositions was coordinated 
to coincide with the publication of the 
tunes on the ITMA website as interactive 
scores.  Each tune also has recordings, 
some played slowly by the artists to aid the 
learning process, and PDF downloads of 
the staff notation.  The full suite of learning 
resources can be found at the link below:
https://www.itma.ie/blog/faoiseamh  
By clicking on an artist’s name it will bring 
you directly to their compositions.  
The featured composers were: Mairéad Ní 
Mhaonaigh, Johnny Óg Connolly, Josephine 
Marsh, Eoin Dillon, Edel Fox, Charlie 
Lennon, Emer Mayock, Bryan O’Leary, Liz 
Carrol and Tommy Fitzharris. 

During the pandemic, the Rolling Wave radio programme on 
RTÉ Radio 1, presented and produced by Aoife Nic Cormaic, 
commissioned ten composers to write new tunes in a project 
called Faoiseamh in association with ITMA. 

The ten composers involved in Faoiseamh

https://www.itma.ie/blog/faoiseamh
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the Forde manuscripts is currently being 
typeset by Jackie Small and substantive 
research and contextual text have already 
been prepared by its editors Nicholas 
Carolan and Caitlín Ní Éigeartaigh. Other 
collaborative plans between ITMA and John 
Blake are now in place to highlight some of 
this music in 2021 through an Arts Council 
Deis funded album that will feature Mary 
Bergin, Tony Linnane, Caoimhín Ó Fearghaíl 
and Conor Connolly. 
 

December’s Drawing from the Well 
featured artists, Mary Bergin and Tony 
Linnane, with contributions from John 
Blake and Nicholas Carolan, opened a 
door to the extraordinary William Forde 
Music Collection owned by the Royal 
Irish Academy (RIA) which contain 1,900 
melodies compiled in Ireland in the 1840s. 
ITMA plans to publish an edited volume 
of tunes from the 19th century Forde 
music in partnership with the RIA. The 
project has similarities to the publishing 
of two volumes from the Goodman 
Collection delivered in partnership with 
Trinity College Dublin. A large selection 
of previously unpublished tunes from 

In November’s episode of Drawing from 
the Well, Leitrim dancer Edwina Guckian, 
with music from Donegal fiddler Cathal 
Ó Curráin, literally followed in the dance 
steps of the infamous 18th century dancer 
and musician, ‘from Morristown to Castle 
Browne’. The video includes a newly 
choreographed dance by Edwina in honour 
of Jack Lattin. Edwina wrote: “Drawing 
from the Well was the highlight of my work 
in 2020. It was wonderful to be given the 
time to dive into the ITMA resources and 
the freedom to pick anything that caught 
our eye and follow it. Most of all it has 
encouraged me to do this type of project 
more often. It was truly rewarding.”  

Drawing from the Well 4 Mary Bergin, Tony Linnane & John Blake The Sprightly Widow RIA MS 24 O 19Dancer Edwina Guckian & Fiddler Cathal Ó Curráin 
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Brían Mac Gloinn’s edition 
of Drawing from the Well, 
‘Songs from Arranmore’ was 
presented as a Christmas 
Special podcast that took  
us on an intimate and 
inspiring journey in sound  
to meet the singers and  
songs of Arranmore Island,  
Co. Donegal. 
Reflecting on his experience engaging 
in this commission, Brían wrote: “My 
relationship with the Irish Traditional Music 
Archive has always been a special one, ever 
since I found recordings of my family there 
as a teenager, and I’ve been on a personal 
journey through the songs and music to be 
found in the archive ever since. I’m hugely 
grateful to have been able to continue 
my way along this journey during the 
pandemic. Over a period of a few months, 
while living on Árainn Mhór Island, I 

investigated and researched the repertoire 
of my family’s community on the island. The 
journey through archival sources of songs 
is often a meandering and winding path 
full of surprises and unexpected turns, and 
my Drawing from the Well research was no 
different. With the guidance, knowledge 
and help of ITMA’s expert staff, I was able 
to uncover some of the story of the songs of 

Athphort, Arranmore

Árainn Mhór - the characters, singers and 
roots of the songs there. Drawing from the 
Well gave me a chance to see just how deep 
and rich this well is.” 
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The greatest number of Irish songs 
ever published, over 1,000 in all, were 
collected, edited and set to music by An 
tAthair Pádruig Breathnach (1848–1930), 
a Vincentian Catholic priest and cultural 
nationalist. Former ITMA Director, 
Nicholas Carolan committed to making 
them all digitally accessible through 
ITMA’s website on a periodical basis. 

In December 2020, ITMA was delighted to announce that 
uilleann piper and photographer Peter Laban will be its first 
Photographer-in-Residence. 

Martin Rochford, fiddle, & Junior Crehan, fiddle, Central Hotel, Miltown Malbay, Co. Clare. Photograph: © Peter Laban Collection at ITMA

An tAthair Pádruig Breathnach
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Perhaps the most fragile and ‘at-risk’ 
physical carriers in our collections, consist 
of over 400 acetate discs. A large batch of 
rare private and some commercial studio 
recordings on acetate discs were sent out 
for specialist cleaning and digitisation 
before the end of 2020. Among the most 
exciting prospects were two discs featuring 
Michael Coleman which have never been 
publicly available and were donated to 

ITMA by Joe Burke. The plan for creating 
barcodes and excel sheets, arranging for 
labelling, packaging, and the safe transport 
of the fragile acetate discs to a specialist in 
the UK, was further complicated by travel 
restrictions and Brexit. RTÉ Archives kindly 
offered to lend ITMA several custom-made 
protective cases that they commissioned 
when transporting their entire acetate 
collection to Sirensound in the UK in recent 

years. We are extremely grateful to Bríd 
Dooley, Brian Rice and Miroslav Culjat of 
RTÉ Archives for their generous practical 
help. We are also very grateful that RTÉ 
Archives shared digital copies of their 
acetate collections with ITMA in 2020. 
 
During Q4, we began DAP2 which aimed to 
develop workflows to support the ingest 
of ITMA’s born-digital field recordings 
into ‘ITMA’s digital repository’ Perpetua 
under the OAIS model to ensure long-term 
preservation and access. RTÉ Acetate transport cases used by ITMA

Label: The Tarbolton reel ; The Longford Collector ; The Sailor’s 
Bonnet / Michael Coleman, fiddle
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Celebrating diversity, gender 
balance and the contribution 
of under-represented groups 
is important for our inclusive 
vision.  

For example, ITMA supported Thomas 
McCarthy in advancing his ambition to bring 
archival collections made from members of 
the travelling community during the 20th 
century to the descendants. While Covid-19 
was accelerating our relationship with 
the digital world, ITMA’s Inishowen Song 
Project has had a profound impact on the 
life of singer Andreas Schulz. He wrote a 
blog documenting his journey which began 

at a keyboard in Berlin that led to lifelong 
friendships on the most northerly outpost 
of the island of Ireland, the Inishowen 
Peninsula, in Co. Donegal.  

ITMA, through generous support from the 
Arts Council of Ireland, commissioned the 
creation of a digital exhibition called “A 
Portrait of an Artist: Tommy Peoples” that 
will be led by Siobhán Peoples with Ciarán 
Ó Maonaigh and Conor Caldwell.  
 

Armagh singer and story teller Micil Quinn at the Rusty Nail Bar, Inishowen / John Baker, photographer
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ITMA tried, in a small way, to mark the 
contributions where possible through in 
memorandum blogs or videos. For example, 
special tributes to musicians Ben Lennon 
and John Dwyer were curated to honour 
their legacy and made available through 
ITMA’s online platforms at a time when the 
community could not physically gather. 
 

We lost great tradition 
bearers during the year. The 
traditional arts community 
did not get the chance to pay 
our respects in the manner 
we are accustomed. 

Ben Lennon (courtesy of Nutan Jacques Piraprez) John Dwyer, Fleadh Cheoil na hÉireann, Gorey, 1962. Courtesy 
Fáilte Ireland

https://www.itma.ie/blog/ben-lennon-1928-2020
https://www.itma.ie/latest/news/john-dwyer-a-video-tribute
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Continual professional development 
remains a constant element of ITMA’s 
internal culture. We would like to 
congratulate Treasa Harkin on exceptional 
results on the MLIS programme in UCD. 
 

Facilitating TV and radio 
production teams with 
access to the archive and 
its collections is a vital part 
of our contribution to the 
broader traditional arts.
This was particularly important during 
difficult periods for film-makers during 
Covid-19 lockdowns. In 2020, various 
companies preparing documentaries for 
RTÉ, TG4 and BBC were able to access 
and use ITMA’s library for recording. For 
example, “Liam O’Flynn – Píobaire” made by 
Double Band Films made great use of the 
master piper’s archive housed in ITMA which 
added to the impact of their feature length 
documentary screened on TG4 in 2020. 

Partnerships with other stakeholders 
continue to develop through various projects 
with RTÉ, TG4, the Heritage Council, Music 
Network, National Concert Hall, the National 
Print Museum, the Royal Irish Academy, 
UCD, NUI Maynooth, Irish World Academy of 
Music and Dance, DKIT, Queen's University, 
Scoil Samhraidh Willie Clancy, Cruit Éireann, 
Clare Arts Office,  Holy Cross School, 
Dundrum, Double Band Films, Cairdeas na 
bhFidiléirí and Na Píobairí Uilleann. 

In addition to the above, ITMA featured 
on various media broadcasts and reports 
during 2020 such as Clare FM, Seán 
O’Rourke, RTÉ Business Show, Derry Journal, 
RTÉ Radio, Sunday Business Post, The 
Rolling Wave (RTÉ), Irish Central, RTÉ News, 
Highland Radio, RTÉ.ie, Clare Herald, Irish 
Times, The Journal of Music, Irish News, RTÉ 
Culture, Irish Echo and the Irish Examiner. 
In addition, ITMA provided content that was 
used in TG4’s Sé Mo Laoch series. These 
engagement figures are not included in the 
above. 

ITMA’s global 
reach is reflected 
in the fact that 
users from 
145 countries 
accessed its 
website in 2020.
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Gabhaimid ár mbuíochas daoibh 
go léir a d’úsáid suíomh idirlíon 
ITMA i mbliana agus dóibh siúd a 
leanann agus a thugann tacaíocht 
don Taisce go rialta.  
 
Many thanks to all of you who 
have interacted with, or used, 
ITMA’s digital offerings this year 
and also to those who regularly 
follow and support our work.  

A special thanks to donors of collections and to “Friends of ITMA” 
whose financial support enables us to do more. It has been an 
extraordinary year on many fronts. We aimed to help fill the void 
created in people’s lives due to Covid-19 restrictions by increasing 
our digital content for users and we are delighted to report over 
1,000,000 meaningful engagements took place in 2020. 
  
We would like to thank our funders the Arts Council of Ireland 
and its Director Maureen Kennelly, Head of the Traditional Arts 
Paul Flynn, Emer Mayock, Catherine Boothman and Caroline 
Magnani for the extraordinary measures they took to support the 
arts in 2020. We would like to thank the Arts Council of Northern 
Ireland and its Traditional Arts officer Maria McAlister, the
Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media 
the OPW and the Heritage Council for their financial support and for 
being so accommodating during the Covid-19 crisis. Also, we would 
like to thank our many partners, guest artists and researchers who 
have worked with us on a huge volume of projects this year.

https://www.itma.ie/contact/support
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As Director, I would like to give special praise to 
the staff at ITMA who have worked tirelessly this 
year adapting to unforeseen changes with a level 
of professionalism, passion and commitment 
which was truly inspiring to witness. I would like 
to acknowledge the exceptional support given by 
ITMA Chair, Brian Montague, and to the Board of 
ITMA this year. 

Ní neart go cur le chéile. 


