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   Affable Cork man Brian O’Donovan is host of the popular 
Celtic Sojourn radio show, heard Saturdays from 3-6pm on 
WGBH. He also stages two Celtic Sojourn concerts in March and 
December, and hosts the Burren Back Room Series.

   It’s great to see young musicians like Caitlín Nic Gabhann and 
Ciarán Ó Maonaigh in this year’s Celtic Sojourn concert. Do young 
musicians mostly adhere to regional traditions,  or are they more 
broadly influenced by the various cultures they encounter in their 
travels?    
   Caitlín and Ciarán are part of a new movement that specializes 
in what I call “pure drop” music: playing the dances and airs they 
grew up listening to, but with a new energy. Their music harkens 
back to an older, perhaps simpler time, but is squarely lodged in 
the new reality. It is a living, breathing thing, vital in its existence 
and in no way to be retrieved from a dusty shelf as an example 
of “mar a bhiodh fado” (as it was long ago.) This new vibrancy is 
audible in the playing, and visible in its live presentation, and also 
indicated by the fact that these musicians are writing new tunes 
constantly. It’s very exciting.

   The Burren Back Room Series is really taking off this season. Are 
there certain themes at play on any given season? For example, it’s 
interesting that Seán Keane, Sean Tyrrell and Andy Irvine - three 
seminal singers - are performing this season. Is that a coincidence?
   The Burren Backroom is a very special place for this music. 
The fact that musicians Tommy McCarthy and Louise Costello 
founded the Burren, and that Tommy’s father, the great piper, 
came and helped them build it, gave it the spirit of traditional 
musicians of past generations from both sides of the Atlantic. I 
am lucky to simply be the messenger as I am in many of my other 
endeavors. But the series has indeed now gotten a reputation, and 
we are getting calls every day from folks who want to be a part 
of it. It will continue to be a once or twice a month affair, and it 
has become traditional in itself for people to gather for dinner in 
advance, and to meet like-minded people. We’re delighted to have 
those three iconic singers, but their grouping in the one season, is 
yes, coincidental.

wgbh.org/celtic
burren.com

   Russell Gusetti is executive director and performance booker of 
the Blackstone River Theatre in Cumberland, RI. He created the 
annual Solstice Festival each June, and is a founding member of 
Pendragon, a popular Celtic band.

   Now in its 14th year, the Blackstone River Theatre has become an 
integral part of the Celtic music circuit for touring artists. What is 
the secret to your success in attracting so many well-known artists to 
return, year after year?
   It is definitely gratifying that we have become a primary spot for 
Celtic music, especially since our capacity is only 165 seats. From 
the outset, we brought our experience as musicians to the table: 
what it was like to be treated well and not so well. We vowed to 
build an amazing sounding room and make it a truly intimate 
listening experience. We have one of the best acoustic sound 
engineers I know, and we treat all the artists with respect and true 
enthusiasm to have them with us. In the end, it’s that simple: be 
nice, be helpful and love what you are doing. We consistently 
hear from our performers that our sound and our volunteers are 
among the nicest to be found anywhere. And when performers 
are treated well and know the sound will be great, it allows them 
to relax and put on the best show they can.

   Blackstone seems like an incubator for artists who go on to successful 
careers.  Do you feel like Blackstone has been instrumental in helping 
launch new artists?
   I humbly hope that is what we have done and will continue 
to do. In reality, we are a small, nonprofit venue with only one 
paid staff member, so we simply can’t afford some of the bigger, 
more famous acts. So I look for acts that excite me: regional acts 
that have never played in Rhode Island, or acts from Ireland or 
Scotland making their first or second tour of the states, trying to 
make a name for themselves. It sometimes amazes me the acts 
we have gotten to play here – from Karan Casey and Lunasa to 
Cherish the Ladies, Dougie MacLean and so many more. But it 
is equally as gratifying to bring a group that is good but unknown 
here. That’s where the trust comes in and if all goes well, we get 
to be part of building an audience for a group and they get a 
venue to return to, knowing it will always be a highlight on their 
tour. Nothing makes me happier than presenting an act for a 
second, third, fourth time... because that means the relationship is 
working for everyone.
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