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Oh, what a beautiful morning

Gwendolyn adds yet another string to her bow

of fella who has a banana on
his muesli.’ He meant it as an
insult but he was right. I did,”
he says. “I always imagined
myself to be very healthy. I
did a lot of running, I didn’t
smoke and I certainly never
drank to excess.”
“It was shocking. Some of

the treatment was very tough
but other times I was able to
work through it. It was very
serious and I’m very lucky to
be here. I don’t know if it was
denial, stupidity, ignorance or
adrenalin but I don’t remem-
ber being face to face with
mortality. Instead I was very
focussed on getting better.
That was something that had
to be done. Some of the treat-
ment was very debilitating
but at other times I didn’t feel
too bad.
“I don’t feel this now but at

the time I remember thinking
that I didn’t want to be part of
the cancer club. Some people
who get cancer become fasci-
nated by it and read books
about it but I didn’t. I sup-
pose I should have thought
through my mortality more,
but in reality I didn’t.”
“I remember reading some-

body talking about cancer, I
think it was LanceArmstrong.
He said— ‘You’re lying in bed
and you’re on chemo and
you’re at death’s door. You say
if I get through this, I’ll be
perfect and I’ ll never eat
another chocolate biscuit and

I’ll never drink. And of course
the first thing you want to do
is to go back to being normal
anddoing normal things.’ That
certainly rang true.”
He got back to normal life

and now is in rude good
health.
Gilsenan comes up with

the topics for his documen-
taries, and often in making
those films, they take their
toll on him and his crew. I
had expected him to be a dour
individual, an Eeyore-type
who lives on a diet of gloom.
While he is serious about his
work, he is lively company,
humane andwell able to laugh
at himself and the daily vicis-
situdes of life. When he talks
he is unguarded and answers
questions as directly as he can
— Iwould expect nothing less
of a documentary maker —
but sometimes he is a little
hesitant to talk about himself.
This has nothing to do with
self-censoring; rather it is a
direct result of his working
life. He is more at home talk-
ing about other peoples’ lives.
“With documentary, the

more I do of them, themore I
realise that it’s less about me
and more about them,” he
says.
What of his life?Gilsenan is

the younger of two siblings.
For the first four years of his
life, he and his sister and par-
ents lived near Crossakiel, Co
Meath, where they had a dairy

farm. His father, Matt, was
mad about horses and when
an opportunity arose for him
toworkwith the Turf Club, the
familymoved to Dublin. They
lived onRaglanRoad in Balls-
bridge. Alan tellsme that even
though theywere living in the
city, he always felt it was a
country upbringing.
First thing in the morning

his father would light a fire.
While some of his friends had
trendy homes, with white
walls and modern art, his
house had pictures of horses.
His father would often go to
the races and Alan would
accompany him. His mother,
Isabel, had trained as a nurse
but she stayed at home to
mind the children. It was a
home where reading was
encouraged.
Going to St Conleth’s, a

small private school in Balls-
bridge, he was encouraged to
develop his own individual
desires. He never saw himself
as one of the pack, as some of
his friends were in Blackrock
College, andwhen hewent on
to study Arts at Trinity, he rel-
ished reading literature. The
lecturers nourished his indi-
vidual spirit.
On graduating, there was

no grand plan to set theworld
on fire. It was the Eighties, a
time when many graduates
emigrated to flee unemploy-
ment. Gilsenan had an idea
that he wanted tomake a film

ofBeckett’sEh, Joe.Hewrote to
themanhimself andhadactors
Tom Hickey and Siobhan
McKenna in mind. The Paris-
based Irish writer replied and
gave his blessing. When the
filmwasmade,AlanmetBeck-
ett in Paris before a screening
in the Pompidou Centre.
“Hewas absolutely charm-

ing and very gracious. Hewas
very warm; he had a strong
sense of humour and a great
twinkle in his eye.Hewasn’t at
all this forlorn figure as people
sometimes portray him. Itwas
the day of an Ireland-France
rugby match and we talked
mainly about rugby.”
These days, Gilsenan lives

in Enniskerry with his wife,
Catherine Nunes (they got
married in 2003), a former
dancer whowent on to set up
dance festivals — and their
two girls — Miai who is 14
and five-year-old Isabel. “I’m
a happily married middle-
agedman living in the hills in
Wicklow,” he says. With this
country living he feels that he
has come back to his roots.
Fatherhood was something
that was always on the radar
for him and becoming a father
changed him.
“It definitely focuses you

because you have to make a
living and all those things are
very real but also itmakes you
focus on time. You want to
spend more time with the
kids. You try to manage your

time better. I’mnot particular-
ly good at it but I try. Your
motivation is to be at home.
“Nobody knows how to

bring up kids and Catherine
certainly knows more than I
do but you just do your best. I
wouldn’t be overly strict but I
believe in a certain disciple
and I bang on aboutmanners.
My father was quite an old-
fashioned man and he would
talk about things like com-
mon decency and good man-
ners. I think all those things
have become a debased cur-
rency nowadays and they’re
very important for kids.
“It’s funny, your private life

— with your wife and family,
your dog and cat— that is the
centre of life. That is the
important thing. Of course, I
hold a certain importance to
the work but I think family is
the stuff of life. Actually it’s
hard to talk about it because
there’s something slightly
mysterious about it.”
Maybe he’ll make a film

about it instead. After Okla-
homa, that is.

Landmark Productions
presents Knives in Hens by
David Harrower, November
4 to 29 at Smock Alley
Theatre, Exchange St Lower,
Essex Quay at 8pm,
matinees Saturday at 3pm,
Sunday 4pm. Price ¤15-30
Tel: 01-8819613/4
www.knivesinhens.com

‘I
KNOWpeople asso-
ciate me with
melancholy stuff but
I would love to do a
production ofOkla-

homa,” says Alan Gilsenan.
Listening to this, it is hard

to hide my surprise. After all,
this is themanwho hasmade
documentaries on such
sombre subjects as the hos-
pice, a psychiatric hospital
and suicide. He is about to
direct David Harrower’s play
Knives inHens—apoetic folk
tale with a love triangle. You
just don’t expect him to pull
back his curtains every day
and start singing, “Oh, what a
beautiful morning.” But then
expectations are often
matched with a different
reality, and such is the case
with Gilsenan.
Over the years Alan’s life

has fuelledhiswork.His desire
to direct theAmericanmusical
stems from his childhood
when his beloved father Matt
brought him to light operas
such as The Desert Song. The
idea of making the documen-
tary on the hospicemovement
took root in personal experi-
ence. His late mother Isabel
died in Our Lady’s Hospice
Harold’s Cross and when his
father was nearing the end,
he had hospice care at home.
“One of the things l liked

about being inHarold’s Cross
withmymother,” he says, “and
then latermaking the series in
St Francis, was that I found
them hugely life-affirming
places. I know it sounds
strange. I think it’s because
death is so present, there’s
such an appreciation of life.
We go through life moaning
about this and that but actu-
ally in the face of death, there’s
a heightened acknowledg-
ment of life. Even though
there is huge tragedy and sad-
ness, there’s intensity about
life which is central to the
hospice movement.”
When a first cousin’s son

committed suicide — a hand-
some young college student
who had everything going for

him — Alan was urged to
shine a light on this tragedy.
“I remember at the funer-

al hismother said tome, in her
mind-blowing grief, ‘You
should do something about
this. We need to talk about
this.’ That became the seed of
the idea. We live in a society
that seems to erase human
feeling and emotion. When
somebody asks how you are
doing, you might tell them
that everything is going fan-
tastically well when actually
it’s the opposite.”
And so, Gilsenan made a

documentary on suicide. He
believes that the unvarnished

truth is extremely potent, so
his documentaries are not sen-
sationalised films which set
up fancy camera angles and
elaborate lighting, then blind
us with statistics. Instead he
simply wants to take some-
one’s hand and show how life
is in certain worlds, to reveal
those conversations which
people have around their
kitchen tables.
He has also made feature

films and documentaries on
writers like Paul Durcan and
Tom Murphy and his film on
musician Liam Clancy — The

YellowBittern—has just been
in our cinemas but it is for
his documentaries on dark
subjects that he is best known.
When he bounds through

the Gresham Hotel to meet
me, the fresh faced 47-year-old
looks like a rugby player.With
his broad shoulders and thick
muscular neck, he wouldn’t
be out of place in a scrum.
His briskwalk is almost a run.
(I later learn that running is
part of his life and that he
used to play rugby, too.) His
clothes are the sort which hill-
walkers wear — combat-type
trousers and a comfortable
shirt. He exudes good health
and energy. He certainly does-
n’t look like someonewho has
been through the cancermill.
In 1999, Alan was diag-

nosedwith cancer of the colon.
With irregular bowel habits,
he felt unwell. He went to
several doctors who told him
that there was nothingwrong
with him.Many told him that
he was just run down and
working too hard. Over the
years he had been travelling a
lot for work. He had been all
over the States, filming a series
about American writers talk-
ing about their cities. It was
called God Bless America. He
had filmed the actress and
writer Marsha Hunt in
Philadelphia. They fell in love
and she came back to Ireland
to live with him. The relation-
ship was coming to an end
just as Alan became ill.
“Marsha is wonderful, a

force of nature. She is one of
life’s great characters. I’m
enormously fond of her and
still in touch with her. She
was here for quite a while.
Towards the end of that rela-
tionship, I got cancer.”
Finally, the doctors detect-

ed the colon cancer. Alan had
surgery, chemotherapy and
radiotherapy.
I ask him if he was healthy

and ate brown bread before
the illness.
“I remember the play-

wrightMichael Harding once
said tome, ‘I bet you’re the sort

While he works on profoundly
sombre subjects such as suicide,
psychiatric institutions and
hospices, Alan Gilsenan describes
himself as a happily married
middle-aged man living in the
Wicklow hills. He’s known trauma
though: as a long relationship
with actress and writer Marsha
Hunt was ending, he got cancer.
This talented documentary maker
now wants to turn his hand to
musicals, he tells Ciara Dwyer

THE LIVES OF OTHERS: ‘With documentary, the more I do, the more I realise it’s less about me and more about them,’ says Alan Gilsenan. Photo: Tony Gavin

‘AMBITION is nothing
without dedication,”
musician Gwendolyn

Masin says firmly. Thankfully
for her, she has both character
attributes in abundance. Vio-
linist, artistic director, pro-
ducer, teacher and, most
recently, author, Masin has
many strings to her bow, if
you’ll pardon the pun.
She began playing the

piano aged three and the
violin aged five. Aged 11, she
played a recital in the
National Concert Hall and
later that year appeared on
The Late Late Show. Since
then, she has won countless
prizes and awards and
has gained degrees with
high honours from the
Royal Schools of Music in
London, the Hochschule der
Kunste in Berne and the
Musikhochschule in Lubeck,
Germany.
Currently, she’s in the home

straight of a PhD in Music in
Trinity. And even though she’s
studying and performing all
over the world, she has some-
howmanaged to find the time

to publish a book too, enti-
tledMichaela’sMusicHouse—
an endearing and visually-
appealing book which teach-
es children how to play the
violinwith step-by-step guides
and colourful cartoon-like
illustrations (which were
drawn byMasin’s close friend
ColmMac Athlaoich).
“I wanted to create an edu-

cational book aboutmusic that
wasmore than just a manual.
The book is geared towards
people with very little knowl-
edge of music,” she says. “I
grewupobserving other teach-
ers. I was very conscious of
how they were teaching, how
theywere getting information
across to me. I also started
teaching very young, which I
suppose has helpedmake this
book happen.”

She wrote the “skeleton”
of the book when she was
21 but had to put it on hold
due to a hectic schedule.
“Playing took over, travelling
took over and the impressions
that go along with both,”
she explains.
Masin went back to the

book a fewyears later, taking a
six-monthbreak fromall other
commitments to concentrate
on it fully. Blindly,without any
experience or any contacts in
the industry, she approached a
publisher who was instantly
impressed by her idea and
unique approach. (She claims
there’s nothing of its kind on
the market.)
“I was about 25 at the time,

an age when you are still sort
of reckless enough to risk it
and not consider the conse-

quences. Surewhat’s theworst
that would have happened?
Nobody would pick it up,”
she laughs.
Effervescent, engaging and

an enthusiastic talker, 31-year-
old Masin has all the hall-
marks of a good teacher. It’s
not off the trees she gets it
though — both her parents
had internationally-renowned
music careers and now run a
music school from their
Templeogue home. Motiva-
tional in the way she speaks,
she’s keen to dispel common
perceptions of classicalmusic.
“I want to attract a younger

crowd to classical music and
to appeal to a broader public.
Classical music can be fun.
It’s not necessarily about
polarising it; it’s not so much
that I want somebody to go,
‘I hated it’ or ‘I loved it’ — as
long as they weren’t bored,
that’s fine.”
Born in Amsterdam to a

Hungarianmother andDutch
father, she and her older
brother, Patrick, were raised in
Cape Town, before coming to
live in Ireland when Gwen-

dolyn was 10. And, while she
may refer to Ireland as “home”,
with wild, thick, wavy brown
hair, naturally olive skin and
dark-chocolate eyes she cer-
tainly doesn’t look like she

hails from here, nor indeed
does she sounds like she does.
She speaks with a diverse
accent: part-Irish, part-Swiss,
part-South African.
Asked if she’s currently

attached,Masin smiles, coyly.
“It kind of draws into the idea
of the entertainer or per-
former or sportsperson. They
seem so busy, do they have a
personal life?” she prefaces

before divulging, “I have been
in long-term relationships in
the past, and to a certain
extent they have suffered
because I amon the road. Def-
initely, there are things hap-
pening in my life at the
moment, but I suppose I am
not really in a position or in a
place in my head, where I am
fully into a relationship.”
That said, Masin is quick

to extol the virtues of the
nomadic nature life as a
performer affords. “I gain
an awful lot of strength
from it. And there is a certain
aspect of being lucky. There
are people who spend inordi-
nate amounts of money
to experience what I am
experiencing”.
Before she departs, I asked

enviously where’s next on her
itinerary? Nonchalantly, she
replies, “Paris.”

Michaela's Music House is
available from Eason in
Dublin, Cork and Galway
and from Irish branches of
Opus 11, RRP €42. www.
michaelasmusichouse.com

‘Marsha is
wonderful, a
force of nature.
She is one of
life’s great
characters’

Violinist Gwendolyn
Masin wants to show
children that classical
music can be fun, she
tellsAndrea Byrne

TUNED IN: ‘I want to attract a younger crowd to classical music and to appeal to a broader
public. As long as they weren’t bored, that’s fine,’ says Dutch-born musician Gwendolyn Masin
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Oh, what a beautiful morning

Gwendolyn adds yet another string to her bow

of fella who has a banana on
his muesli.’ He meant it as an
insult but he was right. I did,”
he says. “I always imagined
myself to be very healthy. I
did a lot of running, I didn’t
smoke and I certainly never
drank to excess.”
“It was shocking. Some of

the treatment was very tough
but other times I was able to
work through it. It was very
serious and I’m very lucky to
be here. I don’t know if it was
denial, stupidity, ignorance or
adrenalin but I don’t remem-
ber being face to face with
mortality. Instead I was very
focussed on getting better.
That was something that had
to be done. Some of the treat-
ment was very debilitating
but at other times I didn’t feel
too bad.
“I don’t feel this now but at

the time I remember thinking
that I didn’t want to be part of
the cancer club. Some people
who get cancer become fasci-
nated by it and read books
about it but I didn’t. I sup-
pose I should have thought
through my mortality more,
but in reality I didn’t.”
“I remember reading some-

body talking about cancer, I
think it was LanceArmstrong.
He said— ‘You’re lying in bed
and you’re on chemo and
you’re at death’s door. You say
if I get through this, I’ll be
perfect and I’ ll never eat
another chocolate biscuit and

I’ll never drink. And of course
the first thing you want to do
is to go back to being normal
anddoing normal things.’ That
certainly rang true.”
He got back to normal life

and now is in rude good
health.
Gilsenan comes up with

the topics for his documen-
taries, and often in making
those films, they take their
toll on him and his crew. I
had expected him to be a dour
individual, an Eeyore-type
who lives on a diet of gloom.
While he is serious about his
work, he is lively company,
humane andwell able to laugh
at himself and the daily vicis-
situdes of life. When he talks
he is unguarded and answers
questions as directly as he can
— Iwould expect nothing less
of a documentary maker —
but sometimes he is a little
hesitant to talk about himself.
This has nothing to do with
self-censoring; rather it is a
direct result of his working
life. He is more at home talk-
ing about other peoples’ lives.
“With documentary, the

more I do of them, themore I
realise that it’s less about me
and more about them,” he
says.
What of his life?Gilsenan is

the younger of two siblings.
For the first four years of his
life, he and his sister and par-
ents lived near Crossakiel, Co
Meath, where they had a dairy

farm. His father, Matt, was
mad about horses and when
an opportunity arose for him
toworkwith the Turf Club, the
familymoved to Dublin. They
lived onRaglanRoad in Balls-
bridge. Alan tellsme that even
though theywere living in the
city, he always felt it was a
country upbringing.
First thing in the morning

his father would light a fire.
While some of his friends had
trendy homes, with white
walls and modern art, his
house had pictures of horses.
His father would often go to
the races and Alan would
accompany him. His mother,
Isabel, had trained as a nurse
but she stayed at home to
mind the children. It was a
home where reading was
encouraged.
Going to St Conleth’s, a

small private school in Balls-
bridge, he was encouraged to
develop his own individual
desires. He never saw himself
as one of the pack, as some of
his friends were in Blackrock
College, andwhen hewent on
to study Arts at Trinity, he rel-
ished reading literature. The
lecturers nourished his indi-
vidual spirit.
On graduating, there was

no grand plan to set theworld
on fire. It was the Eighties, a
time when many graduates
emigrated to flee unemploy-
ment. Gilsenan had an idea
that he wanted tomake a film

ofBeckett’sEh, Joe.Hewrote to
themanhimself andhadactors
Tom Hickey and Siobhan
McKenna in mind. The Paris-
based Irish writer replied and
gave his blessing. When the
filmwasmade,AlanmetBeck-
ett in Paris before a screening
in the Pompidou Centre.
“Hewas absolutely charm-

ing and very gracious. Hewas
very warm; he had a strong
sense of humour and a great
twinkle in his eye.Hewasn’t at
all this forlorn figure as people
sometimes portray him. Itwas
the day of an Ireland-France
rugby match and we talked
mainly about rugby.”
These days, Gilsenan lives

in Enniskerry with his wife,
Catherine Nunes (they got
married in 2003), a former
dancer whowent on to set up
dance festivals — and their
two girls — Miai who is 14
and five-year-old Isabel. “I’m
a happily married middle-
agedman living in the hills in
Wicklow,” he says. With this
country living he feels that he
has come back to his roots.
Fatherhood was something
that was always on the radar
for him and becoming a father
changed him.
“It definitely focuses you

because you have to make a
living and all those things are
very real but also itmakes you
focus on time. You want to
spend more time with the
kids. You try to manage your

time better. I’mnot particular-
ly good at it but I try. Your
motivation is to be at home.
“Nobody knows how to

bring up kids and Catherine
certainly knows more than I
do but you just do your best. I
wouldn’t be overly strict but I
believe in a certain disciple
and I bang on aboutmanners.
My father was quite an old-
fashioned man and he would
talk about things like com-
mon decency and good man-
ners. I think all those things
have become a debased cur-
rency nowadays and they’re
very important for kids.
“It’s funny, your private life

— with your wife and family,
your dog and cat— that is the
centre of life. That is the
important thing. Of course, I
hold a certain importance to
the work but I think family is
the stuff of life. Actually it’s
hard to talk about it because
there’s something slightly
mysterious about it.”
Maybe he’ll make a film

about it instead. After Okla-
homa, that is.

Landmark Productions
presents Knives in Hens by
David Harrower, November
4 to 29 at Smock Alley
Theatre, Exchange St Lower,
Essex Quay at 8pm,
matinees Saturday at 3pm,
Sunday 4pm. Price ¤15-30
Tel: 01-8819613/4
www.knivesinhens.com

‘I
KNOWpeople asso-
ciate me with
melancholy stuff but
I would love to do a
production ofOkla-

homa,” says Alan Gilsenan.
Listening to this, it is hard

to hide my surprise. After all,
this is themanwho hasmade
documentaries on such
sombre subjects as the hos-
pice, a psychiatric hospital
and suicide. He is about to
direct David Harrower’s play
Knives inHens—apoetic folk
tale with a love triangle. You
just don’t expect him to pull
back his curtains every day
and start singing, “Oh, what a
beautiful morning.” But then
expectations are often
matched with a different
reality, and such is the case
with Gilsenan.
Over the years Alan’s life

has fuelledhiswork.His desire
to direct theAmericanmusical
stems from his childhood
when his beloved father Matt
brought him to light operas
such as The Desert Song. The
idea of making the documen-
tary on the hospicemovement
took root in personal experi-
ence. His late mother Isabel
died in Our Lady’s Hospice
Harold’s Cross and when his
father was nearing the end,
he had hospice care at home.
“One of the things l liked

about being inHarold’s Cross
withmymother,” he says, “and
then latermaking the series in
St Francis, was that I found
them hugely life-affirming
places. I know it sounds
strange. I think it’s because
death is so present, there’s
such an appreciation of life.
We go through life moaning
about this and that but actu-
ally in the face of death, there’s
a heightened acknowledg-
ment of life. Even though
there is huge tragedy and sad-
ness, there’s intensity about
life which is central to the
hospice movement.”
When a first cousin’s son

committed suicide — a hand-
some young college student
who had everything going for

him — Alan was urged to
shine a light on this tragedy.
“I remember at the funer-

al hismother said tome, in her
mind-blowing grief, ‘You
should do something about
this. We need to talk about
this.’ That became the seed of
the idea. We live in a society
that seems to erase human
feeling and emotion. When
somebody asks how you are
doing, you might tell them
that everything is going fan-
tastically well when actually
it’s the opposite.”
And so, Gilsenan made a

documentary on suicide. He
believes that the unvarnished

truth is extremely potent, so
his documentaries are not sen-
sationalised films which set
up fancy camera angles and
elaborate lighting, then blind
us with statistics. Instead he
simply wants to take some-
one’s hand and show how life
is in certain worlds, to reveal
those conversations which
people have around their
kitchen tables.
He has also made feature

films and documentaries on
writers like Paul Durcan and
Tom Murphy and his film on
musician Liam Clancy — The

YellowBittern—has just been
in our cinemas but it is for
his documentaries on dark
subjects that he is best known.
When he bounds through

the Gresham Hotel to meet
me, the fresh faced 47-year-old
looks like a rugby player.With
his broad shoulders and thick
muscular neck, he wouldn’t
be out of place in a scrum.
His briskwalk is almost a run.
(I later learn that running is
part of his life and that he
used to play rugby, too.) His
clothes are the sort which hill-
walkers wear — combat-type
trousers and a comfortable
shirt. He exudes good health
and energy. He certainly does-
n’t look like someonewho has
been through the cancermill.
In 1999, Alan was diag-

nosedwith cancer of the colon.
With irregular bowel habits,
he felt unwell. He went to
several doctors who told him
that there was nothingwrong
with him.Many told him that
he was just run down and
working too hard. Over the
years he had been travelling a
lot for work. He had been all
over the States, filming a series
about American writers talk-
ing about their cities. It was
called God Bless America. He
had filmed the actress and
writer Marsha Hunt in
Philadelphia. They fell in love
and she came back to Ireland
to live with him. The relation-
ship was coming to an end
just as Alan became ill.
“Marsha is wonderful, a

force of nature. She is one of
life’s great characters. I’m
enormously fond of her and
still in touch with her. She
was here for quite a while.
Towards the end of that rela-
tionship, I got cancer.”
Finally, the doctors detect-

ed the colon cancer. Alan had
surgery, chemotherapy and
radiotherapy.
I ask him if he was healthy

and ate brown bread before
the illness.
“I remember the play-

wrightMichael Harding once
said tome, ‘I bet you’re the sort

While he works on profoundly
sombre subjects such as suicide,
psychiatric institutions and
hospices, Alan Gilsenan describes
himself as a happily married
middle-aged man living in the
Wicklow hills. He’s known trauma
though: as a long relationship
with actress and writer Marsha
Hunt was ending, he got cancer.
This talented documentary maker
now wants to turn his hand to
musicals, he tells Ciara Dwyer

THE LIVES OF OTHERS: ‘With documentary, the more I do, the more I realise it’s less about me and more about them,’ says Alan Gilsenan. Photo: Tony Gavin

‘AMBITION is nothing
without dedication,”
musician Gwendolyn

Masin says firmly. Thankfully
for her, she has both character
attributes in abundance. Vio-
linist, artistic director, pro-
ducer, teacher and, most
recently, author, Masin has
many strings to her bow, if
you’ll pardon the pun.
She began playing the

piano aged three and the
violin aged five. Aged 11, she
played a recital in the
National Concert Hall and
later that year appeared on
The Late Late Show. Since
then, she has won countless
prizes and awards and
has gained degrees with
high honours from the
Royal Schools of Music in
London, the Hochschule der
Kunste in Berne and the
Musikhochschule in Lubeck,
Germany.
Currently, she’s in the home

straight of a PhD in Music in
Trinity. And even though she’s
studying and performing all
over the world, she has some-
howmanaged to find the time

to publish a book too, enti-
tledMichaela’sMusicHouse—
an endearing and visually-
appealing book which teach-
es children how to play the
violinwith step-by-step guides
and colourful cartoon-like
illustrations (which were
drawn byMasin’s close friend
ColmMac Athlaoich).
“I wanted to create an edu-

cational book aboutmusic that
wasmore than just a manual.
The book is geared towards
people with very little knowl-
edge of music,” she says. “I
grewupobserving other teach-
ers. I was very conscious of
how they were teaching, how
theywere getting information
across to me. I also started
teaching very young, which I
suppose has helpedmake this
book happen.”

She wrote the “skeleton”
of the book when she was
21 but had to put it on hold
due to a hectic schedule.
“Playing took over, travelling
took over and the impressions
that go along with both,”
she explains.
Masin went back to the

book a fewyears later, taking a
six-monthbreak fromall other
commitments to concentrate
on it fully. Blindly,without any
experience or any contacts in
the industry, she approached a
publisher who was instantly
impressed by her idea and
unique approach. (She claims
there’s nothing of its kind on
the market.)
“I was about 25 at the time,

an age when you are still sort
of reckless enough to risk it
and not consider the conse-

quences. Surewhat’s theworst
that would have happened?
Nobody would pick it up,”
she laughs.
Effervescent, engaging and

an enthusiastic talker, 31-year-
old Masin has all the hall-
marks of a good teacher. It’s
not off the trees she gets it
though — both her parents
had internationally-renowned
music careers and now run a
music school from their
Templeogue home. Motiva-
tional in the way she speaks,
she’s keen to dispel common
perceptions of classicalmusic.
“I want to attract a younger

crowd to classical music and
to appeal to a broader public.
Classical music can be fun.
It’s not necessarily about
polarising it; it’s not so much
that I want somebody to go,
‘I hated it’ or ‘I loved it’ — as
long as they weren’t bored,
that’s fine.”
Born in Amsterdam to a

Hungarianmother andDutch
father, she and her older
brother, Patrick, were raised in
Cape Town, before coming to
live in Ireland when Gwen-

dolyn was 10. And, while she
may refer to Ireland as “home”,
with wild, thick, wavy brown
hair, naturally olive skin and
dark-chocolate eyes she cer-
tainly doesn’t look like she

hails from here, nor indeed
does she sounds like she does.
She speaks with a diverse
accent: part-Irish, part-Swiss,
part-South African.
Asked if she’s currently

attached,Masin smiles, coyly.
“It kind of draws into the idea
of the entertainer or per-
former or sportsperson. They
seem so busy, do they have a
personal life?” she prefaces

before divulging, “I have been
in long-term relationships in
the past, and to a certain
extent they have suffered
because I amon the road. Def-
initely, there are things hap-
pening in my life at the
moment, but I suppose I am
not really in a position or in a
place in my head, where I am
fully into a relationship.”
That said, Masin is quick

to extol the virtues of the
nomadic nature life as a
performer affords. “I gain
an awful lot of strength
from it. And there is a certain
aspect of being lucky. There
are people who spend inordi-
nate amounts of money
to experience what I am
experiencing”.
Before she departs, I asked

enviously where’s next on her
itinerary? Nonchalantly, she
replies, “Paris.”

Michaela's Music House is
available from Eason in
Dublin, Cork and Galway
and from Irish branches of
Opus 11, RRP €42. www.
michaelasmusichouse.com

‘Marsha is
wonderful, a
force of nature.
She is one of
life’s great
characters’

Violinist Gwendolyn
Masin wants to show
children that classical
music can be fun, she
tellsAndrea Byrne

TUNED IN: ‘I want to attract a younger crowd to classical music and to appeal to a broader
public. As long as they weren’t bored, that’s fine,’ says Dutch-born musician Gwendolyn Masin
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Oh, what a beautiful morning

Gwendolyn adds yet another string to her bow

of fella who has a banana on
his muesli.’ He meant it as an
insult but he was right. I did,”
he says. “I always imagined
myself to be very healthy. I
did a lot of running, I didn’t
smoke and I certainly never
drank to excess.”
“It was shocking. Some of

the treatment was very tough
but other times I was able to
work through it. It was very
serious and I’m very lucky to
be here. I don’t know if it was
denial, stupidity, ignorance or
adrenalin but I don’t remem-
ber being face to face with
mortality. Instead I was very
focussed on getting better.
That was something that had
to be done. Some of the treat-
ment was very debilitating
but at other times I didn’t feel
too bad.
“I don’t feel this now but at

the time I remember thinking
that I didn’t want to be part of
the cancer club. Some people
who get cancer become fasci-
nated by it and read books
about it but I didn’t. I sup-
pose I should have thought
through my mortality more,
but in reality I didn’t.”
“I remember reading some-

body talking about cancer, I
think it was LanceArmstrong.
He said— ‘You’re lying in bed
and you’re on chemo and
you’re at death’s door. You say
if I get through this, I’ll be
perfect and I’ ll never eat
another chocolate biscuit and

I’ll never drink. And of course
the first thing you want to do
is to go back to being normal
anddoing normal things.’ That
certainly rang true.”
He got back to normal life

and now is in rude good
health.
Gilsenan comes up with

the topics for his documen-
taries, and often in making
those films, they take their
toll on him and his crew. I
had expected him to be a dour
individual, an Eeyore-type
who lives on a diet of gloom.
While he is serious about his
work, he is lively company,
humane andwell able to laugh
at himself and the daily vicis-
situdes of life. When he talks
he is unguarded and answers
questions as directly as he can
— Iwould expect nothing less
of a documentary maker —
but sometimes he is a little
hesitant to talk about himself.
This has nothing to do with
self-censoring; rather it is a
direct result of his working
life. He is more at home talk-
ing about other peoples’ lives.
“With documentary, the

more I do of them, themore I
realise that it’s less about me
and more about them,” he
says.
What of his life?Gilsenan is

the younger of two siblings.
For the first four years of his
life, he and his sister and par-
ents lived near Crossakiel, Co
Meath, where they had a dairy

farm. His father, Matt, was
mad about horses and when
an opportunity arose for him
toworkwith the Turf Club, the
familymoved to Dublin. They
lived onRaglanRoad in Balls-
bridge. Alan tellsme that even
though theywere living in the
city, he always felt it was a
country upbringing.
First thing in the morning

his father would light a fire.
While some of his friends had
trendy homes, with white
walls and modern art, his
house had pictures of horses.
His father would often go to
the races and Alan would
accompany him. His mother,
Isabel, had trained as a nurse
but she stayed at home to
mind the children. It was a
home where reading was
encouraged.
Going to St Conleth’s, a

small private school in Balls-
bridge, he was encouraged to
develop his own individual
desires. He never saw himself
as one of the pack, as some of
his friends were in Blackrock
College, andwhen hewent on
to study Arts at Trinity, he rel-
ished reading literature. The
lecturers nourished his indi-
vidual spirit.
On graduating, there was

no grand plan to set theworld
on fire. It was the Eighties, a
time when many graduates
emigrated to flee unemploy-
ment. Gilsenan had an idea
that he wanted tomake a film

ofBeckett’sEh, Joe.Hewrote to
themanhimself andhadactors
Tom Hickey and Siobhan
McKenna in mind. The Paris-
based Irish writer replied and
gave his blessing. When the
filmwasmade,AlanmetBeck-
ett in Paris before a screening
in the Pompidou Centre.
“Hewas absolutely charm-

ing and very gracious. Hewas
very warm; he had a strong
sense of humour and a great
twinkle in his eye.Hewasn’t at
all this forlorn figure as people
sometimes portray him. Itwas
the day of an Ireland-France
rugby match and we talked
mainly about rugby.”
These days, Gilsenan lives

in Enniskerry with his wife,
Catherine Nunes (they got
married in 2003), a former
dancer whowent on to set up
dance festivals — and their
two girls — Miai who is 14
and five-year-old Isabel. “I’m
a happily married middle-
agedman living in the hills in
Wicklow,” he says. With this
country living he feels that he
has come back to his roots.
Fatherhood was something
that was always on the radar
for him and becoming a father
changed him.
“It definitely focuses you

because you have to make a
living and all those things are
very real but also itmakes you
focus on time. You want to
spend more time with the
kids. You try to manage your

time better. I’mnot particular-
ly good at it but I try. Your
motivation is to be at home.
“Nobody knows how to

bring up kids and Catherine
certainly knows more than I
do but you just do your best. I
wouldn’t be overly strict but I
believe in a certain disciple
and I bang on aboutmanners.
My father was quite an old-
fashioned man and he would
talk about things like com-
mon decency and good man-
ners. I think all those things
have become a debased cur-
rency nowadays and they’re
very important for kids.
“It’s funny, your private life

— with your wife and family,
your dog and cat— that is the
centre of life. That is the
important thing. Of course, I
hold a certain importance to
the work but I think family is
the stuff of life. Actually it’s
hard to talk about it because
there’s something slightly
mysterious about it.”
Maybe he’ll make a film

about it instead. After Okla-
homa, that is.

Landmark Productions
presents Knives in Hens by
David Harrower, November
4 to 29 at Smock Alley
Theatre, Exchange St Lower,
Essex Quay at 8pm,
matinees Saturday at 3pm,
Sunday 4pm. Price ¤15-30
Tel: 01-8819613/4
www.knivesinhens.com

‘I
KNOWpeople asso-
ciate me with
melancholy stuff but
I would love to do a
production ofOkla-

homa,” says Alan Gilsenan.
Listening to this, it is hard

to hide my surprise. After all,
this is themanwho hasmade
documentaries on such
sombre subjects as the hos-
pice, a psychiatric hospital
and suicide. He is about to
direct David Harrower’s play
Knives inHens—apoetic folk
tale with a love triangle. You
just don’t expect him to pull
back his curtains every day
and start singing, “Oh, what a
beautiful morning.” But then
expectations are often
matched with a different
reality, and such is the case
with Gilsenan.
Over the years Alan’s life

has fuelledhiswork.His desire
to direct theAmericanmusical
stems from his childhood
when his beloved father Matt
brought him to light operas
such as The Desert Song. The
idea of making the documen-
tary on the hospicemovement
took root in personal experi-
ence. His late mother Isabel
died in Our Lady’s Hospice
Harold’s Cross and when his
father was nearing the end,
he had hospice care at home.
“One of the things l liked

about being inHarold’s Cross
withmymother,” he says, “and
then latermaking the series in
St Francis, was that I found
them hugely life-affirming
places. I know it sounds
strange. I think it’s because
death is so present, there’s
such an appreciation of life.
We go through life moaning
about this and that but actu-
ally in the face of death, there’s
a heightened acknowledg-
ment of life. Even though
there is huge tragedy and sad-
ness, there’s intensity about
life which is central to the
hospice movement.”
When a first cousin’s son

committed suicide — a hand-
some young college student
who had everything going for

him — Alan was urged to
shine a light on this tragedy.
“I remember at the funer-

al hismother said tome, in her
mind-blowing grief, ‘You
should do something about
this. We need to talk about
this.’ That became the seed of
the idea. We live in a society
that seems to erase human
feeling and emotion. When
somebody asks how you are
doing, you might tell them
that everything is going fan-
tastically well when actually
it’s the opposite.”
And so, Gilsenan made a

documentary on suicide. He
believes that the unvarnished

truth is extremely potent, so
his documentaries are not sen-
sationalised films which set
up fancy camera angles and
elaborate lighting, then blind
us with statistics. Instead he
simply wants to take some-
one’s hand and show how life
is in certain worlds, to reveal
those conversations which
people have around their
kitchen tables.
He has also made feature

films and documentaries on
writers like Paul Durcan and
Tom Murphy and his film on
musician Liam Clancy — The

YellowBittern—has just been
in our cinemas but it is for
his documentaries on dark
subjects that he is best known.
When he bounds through

the Gresham Hotel to meet
me, the fresh faced 47-year-old
looks like a rugby player.With
his broad shoulders and thick
muscular neck, he wouldn’t
be out of place in a scrum.
His briskwalk is almost a run.
(I later learn that running is
part of his life and that he
used to play rugby, too.) His
clothes are the sort which hill-
walkers wear — combat-type
trousers and a comfortable
shirt. He exudes good health
and energy. He certainly does-
n’t look like someonewho has
been through the cancermill.
In 1999, Alan was diag-

nosedwith cancer of the colon.
With irregular bowel habits,
he felt unwell. He went to
several doctors who told him
that there was nothingwrong
with him.Many told him that
he was just run down and
working too hard. Over the
years he had been travelling a
lot for work. He had been all
over the States, filming a series
about American writers talk-
ing about their cities. It was
called God Bless America. He
had filmed the actress and
writer Marsha Hunt in
Philadelphia. They fell in love
and she came back to Ireland
to live with him. The relation-
ship was coming to an end
just as Alan became ill.
“Marsha is wonderful, a

force of nature. She is one of
life’s great characters. I’m
enormously fond of her and
still in touch with her. She
was here for quite a while.
Towards the end of that rela-
tionship, I got cancer.”
Finally, the doctors detect-

ed the colon cancer. Alan had
surgery, chemotherapy and
radiotherapy.
I ask him if he was healthy

and ate brown bread before
the illness.
“I remember the play-

wrightMichael Harding once
said tome, ‘I bet you’re the sort

While he works on profoundly
sombre subjects such as suicide,
psychiatric institutions and
hospices, Alan Gilsenan describes
himself as a happily married
middle-aged man living in the
Wicklow hills. He’s known trauma
though: as a long relationship
with actress and writer Marsha
Hunt was ending, he got cancer.
This talented documentary maker
now wants to turn his hand to
musicals, he tells Ciara Dwyer

THE LIVES OF OTHERS: ‘With documentary, the more I do, the more I realise it’s less about me and more about them,’ says Alan Gilsenan. Photo: Tony Gavin

‘AMBITION is nothing
without dedication,”
musician Gwendolyn

Masin says firmly. Thankfully
for her, she has both character
attributes in abundance. Vio-
linist, artistic director, pro-
ducer, teacher and, most
recently, author, Masin has
many strings to her bow, if
you’ll pardon the pun.
She began playing the

piano aged three and the
violin aged five. Aged 11, she
played a recital in the
National Concert Hall and
later that year appeared on
The Late Late Show. Since
then, she has won countless
prizes and awards and
has gained degrees with
high honours from the
Royal Schools of Music in
London, the Hochschule der
Kunste in Berne and the
Musikhochschule in Lubeck,
Germany.
Currently, she’s in the home

straight of a PhD in Music in
Trinity. And even though she’s
studying and performing all
over the world, she has some-
howmanaged to find the time

to publish a book too, enti-
tledMichaela’sMusicHouse—
an endearing and visually-
appealing book which teach-
es children how to play the
violinwith step-by-step guides
and colourful cartoon-like
illustrations (which were
drawn byMasin’s close friend
ColmMac Athlaoich).
“I wanted to create an edu-

cational book aboutmusic that
wasmore than just a manual.
The book is geared towards
people with very little knowl-
edge of music,” she says. “I
grewupobserving other teach-
ers. I was very conscious of
how they were teaching, how
theywere getting information
across to me. I also started
teaching very young, which I
suppose has helpedmake this
book happen.”

She wrote the “skeleton”
of the book when she was
21 but had to put it on hold
due to a hectic schedule.
“Playing took over, travelling
took over and the impressions
that go along with both,”
she explains.
Masin went back to the

book a fewyears later, taking a
six-monthbreak fromall other
commitments to concentrate
on it fully. Blindly,without any
experience or any contacts in
the industry, she approached a
publisher who was instantly
impressed by her idea and
unique approach. (She claims
there’s nothing of its kind on
the market.)
“I was about 25 at the time,

an age when you are still sort
of reckless enough to risk it
and not consider the conse-

quences. Surewhat’s theworst
that would have happened?
Nobody would pick it up,”
she laughs.
Effervescent, engaging and

an enthusiastic talker, 31-year-
old Masin has all the hall-
marks of a good teacher. It’s
not off the trees she gets it
though — both her parents
had internationally-renowned
music careers and now run a
music school from their
Templeogue home. Motiva-
tional in the way she speaks,
she’s keen to dispel common
perceptions of classicalmusic.
“I want to attract a younger

crowd to classical music and
to appeal to a broader public.
Classical music can be fun.
It’s not necessarily about
polarising it; it’s not so much
that I want somebody to go,
‘I hated it’ or ‘I loved it’ — as
long as they weren’t bored,
that’s fine.”
Born in Amsterdam to a

Hungarianmother andDutch
father, she and her older
brother, Patrick, were raised in
Cape Town, before coming to
live in Ireland when Gwen-

dolyn was 10. And, while she
may refer to Ireland as “home”,
with wild, thick, wavy brown
hair, naturally olive skin and
dark-chocolate eyes she cer-
tainly doesn’t look like she

hails from here, nor indeed
does she sounds like she does.
She speaks with a diverse
accent: part-Irish, part-Swiss,
part-South African.
Asked if she’s currently

attached,Masin smiles, coyly.
“It kind of draws into the idea
of the entertainer or per-
former or sportsperson. They
seem so busy, do they have a
personal life?” she prefaces

before divulging, “I have been
in long-term relationships in
the past, and to a certain
extent they have suffered
because I amon the road. Def-
initely, there are things hap-
pening in my life at the
moment, but I suppose I am
not really in a position or in a
place in my head, where I am
fully into a relationship.”
That said, Masin is quick

to extol the virtues of the
nomadic nature life as a
performer affords. “I gain
an awful lot of strength
from it. And there is a certain
aspect of being lucky. There
are people who spend inordi-
nate amounts of money
to experience what I am
experiencing”.
Before she departs, I asked

enviously where’s next on her
itinerary? Nonchalantly, she
replies, “Paris.”

Michaela's Music House is
available from Eason in
Dublin, Cork and Galway
and from Irish branches of
Opus 11, RRP €42. www.
michaelasmusichouse.com

‘Marsha is
wonderful, a
force of nature.
She is one of
life’s great
characters’

Violinist Gwendolyn
Masin wants to show
children that classical
music can be fun, she
tellsAndrea Byrne
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Oh, what a beautiful morning

Gwendolyn adds yet another string to her bow

of fella who has a banana on
his muesli.’ He meant it as an
insult but he was right. I did,”
he says. “I always imagined
myself to be very healthy. I
did a lot of running, I didn’t
smoke and I certainly never
drank to excess.”
“It was shocking. Some of

the treatment was very tough
but other times I was able to
work through it. It was very
serious and I’m very lucky to
be here. I don’t know if it was
denial, stupidity, ignorance or
adrenalin but I don’t remem-
ber being face to face with
mortality. Instead I was very
focussed on getting better.
That was something that had
to be done. Some of the treat-
ment was very debilitating
but at other times I didn’t feel
too bad.
“I don’t feel this now but at

the time I remember thinking
that I didn’t want to be part of
the cancer club. Some people
who get cancer become fasci-
nated by it and read books
about it but I didn’t. I sup-
pose I should have thought
through my mortality more,
but in reality I didn’t.”
“I remember reading some-

body talking about cancer, I
think it was LanceArmstrong.
He said— ‘You’re lying in bed
and you’re on chemo and
you’re at death’s door. You say
if I get through this, I’ll be
perfect and I’ ll never eat
another chocolate biscuit and

I’ll never drink. And of course
the first thing you want to do
is to go back to being normal
anddoing normal things.’ That
certainly rang true.”
He got back to normal life

and now is in rude good
health.
Gilsenan comes up with

the topics for his documen-
taries, and often in making
those films, they take their
toll on him and his crew. I
had expected him to be a dour
individual, an Eeyore-type
who lives on a diet of gloom.
While he is serious about his
work, he is lively company,
humane andwell able to laugh
at himself and the daily vicis-
situdes of life. When he talks
he is unguarded and answers
questions as directly as he can
— Iwould expect nothing less
of a documentary maker —
but sometimes he is a little
hesitant to talk about himself.
This has nothing to do with
self-censoring; rather it is a
direct result of his working
life. He is more at home talk-
ing about other peoples’ lives.
“With documentary, the

more I do of them, themore I
realise that it’s less about me
and more about them,” he
says.
What of his life?Gilsenan is

the younger of two siblings.
For the first four years of his
life, he and his sister and par-
ents lived near Crossakiel, Co
Meath, where they had a dairy

farm. His father, Matt, was
mad about horses and when
an opportunity arose for him
toworkwith the Turf Club, the
familymoved to Dublin. They
lived onRaglanRoad in Balls-
bridge. Alan tellsme that even
though theywere living in the
city, he always felt it was a
country upbringing.
First thing in the morning

his father would light a fire.
While some of his friends had
trendy homes, with white
walls and modern art, his
house had pictures of horses.
His father would often go to
the races and Alan would
accompany him. His mother,
Isabel, had trained as a nurse
but she stayed at home to
mind the children. It was a
home where reading was
encouraged.
Going to St Conleth’s, a

small private school in Balls-
bridge, he was encouraged to
develop his own individual
desires. He never saw himself
as one of the pack, as some of
his friends were in Blackrock
College, andwhen hewent on
to study Arts at Trinity, he rel-
ished reading literature. The
lecturers nourished his indi-
vidual spirit.
On graduating, there was

no grand plan to set theworld
on fire. It was the Eighties, a
time when many graduates
emigrated to flee unemploy-
ment. Gilsenan had an idea
that he wanted tomake a film

ofBeckett’sEh, Joe.Hewrote to
themanhimself andhadactors
Tom Hickey and Siobhan
McKenna in mind. The Paris-
based Irish writer replied and
gave his blessing. When the
filmwasmade,AlanmetBeck-
ett in Paris before a screening
in the Pompidou Centre.
“Hewas absolutely charm-

ing and very gracious. Hewas
very warm; he had a strong
sense of humour and a great
twinkle in his eye.Hewasn’t at
all this forlorn figure as people
sometimes portray him. Itwas
the day of an Ireland-France
rugby match and we talked
mainly about rugby.”
These days, Gilsenan lives

in Enniskerry with his wife,
Catherine Nunes (they got
married in 2003), a former
dancer whowent on to set up
dance festivals — and their
two girls — Miai who is 14
and five-year-old Isabel. “I’m
a happily married middle-
agedman living in the hills in
Wicklow,” he says. With this
country living he feels that he
has come back to his roots.
Fatherhood was something
that was always on the radar
for him and becoming a father
changed him.
“It definitely focuses you

because you have to make a
living and all those things are
very real but also itmakes you
focus on time. You want to
spend more time with the
kids. You try to manage your

time better. I’mnot particular-
ly good at it but I try. Your
motivation is to be at home.
“Nobody knows how to

bring up kids and Catherine
certainly knows more than I
do but you just do your best. I
wouldn’t be overly strict but I
believe in a certain disciple
and I bang on aboutmanners.
My father was quite an old-
fashioned man and he would
talk about things like com-
mon decency and good man-
ners. I think all those things
have become a debased cur-
rency nowadays and they’re
very important for kids.
“It’s funny, your private life

— with your wife and family,
your dog and cat— that is the
centre of life. That is the
important thing. Of course, I
hold a certain importance to
the work but I think family is
the stuff of life. Actually it’s
hard to talk about it because
there’s something slightly
mysterious about it.”
Maybe he’ll make a film

about it instead. After Okla-
homa, that is.

Landmark Productions
presents Knives in Hens by
David Harrower, November
4 to 29 at Smock Alley
Theatre, Exchange St Lower,
Essex Quay at 8pm,
matinees Saturday at 3pm,
Sunday 4pm. Price ¤15-30
Tel: 01-8819613/4
www.knivesinhens.com

‘I
KNOWpeople asso-
ciate me with
melancholy stuff but
I would love to do a
production ofOkla-

homa,” says Alan Gilsenan.
Listening to this, it is hard

to hide my surprise. After all,
this is themanwho hasmade
documentaries on such
sombre subjects as the hos-
pice, a psychiatric hospital
and suicide. He is about to
direct David Harrower’s play
Knives inHens—apoetic folk
tale with a love triangle. You
just don’t expect him to pull
back his curtains every day
and start singing, “Oh, what a
beautiful morning.” But then
expectations are often
matched with a different
reality, and such is the case
with Gilsenan.
Over the years Alan’s life

has fuelledhiswork.His desire
to direct theAmericanmusical
stems from his childhood
when his beloved father Matt
brought him to light operas
such as The Desert Song. The
idea of making the documen-
tary on the hospicemovement
took root in personal experi-
ence. His late mother Isabel
died in Our Lady’s Hospice
Harold’s Cross and when his
father was nearing the end,
he had hospice care at home.
“One of the things l liked

about being inHarold’s Cross
withmymother,” he says, “and
then latermaking the series in
St Francis, was that I found
them hugely life-affirming
places. I know it sounds
strange. I think it’s because
death is so present, there’s
such an appreciation of life.
We go through life moaning
about this and that but actu-
ally in the face of death, there’s
a heightened acknowledg-
ment of life. Even though
there is huge tragedy and sad-
ness, there’s intensity about
life which is central to the
hospice movement.”
When a first cousin’s son

committed suicide — a hand-
some young college student
who had everything going for

him — Alan was urged to
shine a light on this tragedy.
“I remember at the funer-

al hismother said tome, in her
mind-blowing grief, ‘You
should do something about
this. We need to talk about
this.’ That became the seed of
the idea. We live in a society
that seems to erase human
feeling and emotion. When
somebody asks how you are
doing, you might tell them
that everything is going fan-
tastically well when actually
it’s the opposite.”
And so, Gilsenan made a

documentary on suicide. He
believes that the unvarnished

truth is extremely potent, so
his documentaries are not sen-
sationalised films which set
up fancy camera angles and
elaborate lighting, then blind
us with statistics. Instead he
simply wants to take some-
one’s hand and show how life
is in certain worlds, to reveal
those conversations which
people have around their
kitchen tables.
He has also made feature

films and documentaries on
writers like Paul Durcan and
Tom Murphy and his film on
musician Liam Clancy — The

YellowBittern—has just been
in our cinemas but it is for
his documentaries on dark
subjects that he is best known.
When he bounds through

the Gresham Hotel to meet
me, the fresh faced 47-year-old
looks like a rugby player.With
his broad shoulders and thick
muscular neck, he wouldn’t
be out of place in a scrum.
His briskwalk is almost a run.
(I later learn that running is
part of his life and that he
used to play rugby, too.) His
clothes are the sort which hill-
walkers wear — combat-type
trousers and a comfortable
shirt. He exudes good health
and energy. He certainly does-
n’t look like someonewho has
been through the cancermill.
In 1999, Alan was diag-

nosedwith cancer of the colon.
With irregular bowel habits,
he felt unwell. He went to
several doctors who told him
that there was nothingwrong
with him.Many told him that
he was just run down and
working too hard. Over the
years he had been travelling a
lot for work. He had been all
over the States, filming a series
about American writers talk-
ing about their cities. It was
called God Bless America. He
had filmed the actress and
writer Marsha Hunt in
Philadelphia. They fell in love
and she came back to Ireland
to live with him. The relation-
ship was coming to an end
just as Alan became ill.
“Marsha is wonderful, a

force of nature. She is one of
life’s great characters. I’m
enormously fond of her and
still in touch with her. She
was here for quite a while.
Towards the end of that rela-
tionship, I got cancer.”
Finally, the doctors detect-

ed the colon cancer. Alan had
surgery, chemotherapy and
radiotherapy.
I ask him if he was healthy

and ate brown bread before
the illness.
“I remember the play-

wrightMichael Harding once
said tome, ‘I bet you’re the sort

While he works on profoundly
sombre subjects such as suicide,
psychiatric institutions and
hospices, Alan Gilsenan describes
himself as a happily married
middle-aged man living in the
Wicklow hills. He’s known trauma
though: as a long relationship
with actress and writer Marsha
Hunt was ending, he got cancer.
This talented documentary maker
now wants to turn his hand to
musicals, he tells Ciara Dwyer

THE LIVES OF OTHERS: ‘With documentary, the more I do, the more I realise it’s less about me and more about them,’ says Alan Gilsenan. Photo: Tony Gavin

‘AMBITION is nothing
without dedication,”
musician Gwendolyn

Masin says firmly. Thankfully
for her, she has both character
attributes in abundance. Vio-
linist, artistic director, pro-
ducer, teacher and, most
recently, author, Masin has
many strings to her bow, if
you’ll pardon the pun.
She began playing the

piano aged three and the
violin aged five. Aged 11, she
played a recital in the
National Concert Hall and
later that year appeared on
The Late Late Show. Since
then, she has won countless
prizes and awards and
has gained degrees with
high honours from the
Royal Schools of Music in
London, the Hochschule der
Kunste in Berne and the
Musikhochschule in Lubeck,
Germany.
Currently, she’s in the home

straight of a PhD in Music in
Trinity. And even though she’s
studying and performing all
over the world, she has some-
howmanaged to find the time

to publish a book too, enti-
tledMichaela’sMusicHouse—
an endearing and visually-
appealing book which teach-
es children how to play the
violinwith step-by-step guides
and colourful cartoon-like
illustrations (which were
drawn byMasin’s close friend
ColmMac Athlaoich).
“I wanted to create an edu-

cational book aboutmusic that
wasmore than just a manual.
The book is geared towards
people with very little knowl-
edge of music,” she says. “I
grewupobserving other teach-
ers. I was very conscious of
how they were teaching, how
theywere getting information
across to me. I also started
teaching very young, which I
suppose has helpedmake this
book happen.”

She wrote the “skeleton”
of the book when she was
21 but had to put it on hold
due to a hectic schedule.
“Playing took over, travelling
took over and the impressions
that go along with both,”
she explains.
Masin went back to the

book a fewyears later, taking a
six-monthbreak fromall other
commitments to concentrate
on it fully. Blindly,without any
experience or any contacts in
the industry, she approached a
publisher who was instantly
impressed by her idea and
unique approach. (She claims
there’s nothing of its kind on
the market.)
“I was about 25 at the time,

an age when you are still sort
of reckless enough to risk it
and not consider the conse-

quences. Surewhat’s theworst
that would have happened?
Nobody would pick it up,”
she laughs.
Effervescent, engaging and

an enthusiastic talker, 31-year-
old Masin has all the hall-
marks of a good teacher. It’s
not off the trees she gets it
though — both her parents
had internationally-renowned
music careers and now run a
music school from their
Templeogue home. Motiva-
tional in the way she speaks,
she’s keen to dispel common
perceptions of classicalmusic.
“I want to attract a younger

crowd to classical music and
to appeal to a broader public.
Classical music can be fun.
It’s not necessarily about
polarising it; it’s not so much
that I want somebody to go,
‘I hated it’ or ‘I loved it’ — as
long as they weren’t bored,
that’s fine.”
Born in Amsterdam to a

Hungarianmother andDutch
father, she and her older
brother, Patrick, were raised in
Cape Town, before coming to
live in Ireland when Gwen-

dolyn was 10. And, while she
may refer to Ireland as “home”,
with wild, thick, wavy brown
hair, naturally olive skin and
dark-chocolate eyes she cer-
tainly doesn’t look like she

hails from here, nor indeed
does she sounds like she does.
She speaks with a diverse
accent: part-Irish, part-Swiss,
part-South African.
Asked if she’s currently

attached,Masin smiles, coyly.
“It kind of draws into the idea
of the entertainer or per-
former or sportsperson. They
seem so busy, do they have a
personal life?” she prefaces

before divulging, “I have been
in long-term relationships in
the past, and to a certain
extent they have suffered
because I amon the road. Def-
initely, there are things hap-
pening in my life at the
moment, but I suppose I am
not really in a position or in a
place in my head, where I am
fully into a relationship.”
That said, Masin is quick

to extol the virtues of the
nomadic nature life as a
performer affords. “I gain
an awful lot of strength
from it. And there is a certain
aspect of being lucky. There
are people who spend inordi-
nate amounts of money
to experience what I am
experiencing”.
Before she departs, I asked

enviously where’s next on her
itinerary? Nonchalantly, she
replies, “Paris.”

Michaela's Music House is
available from Eason in
Dublin, Cork and Galway
and from Irish branches of
Opus 11, RRP €42. www.
michaelasmusichouse.com

‘Marsha is
wonderful, a
force of nature.
She is one of
life’s great
characters’

Violinist Gwendolyn
Masin wants to show
children that classical
music can be fun, she
tellsAndrea Byrne

TUNED IN: ‘I want to attract a younger crowd to classical music and to appeal to a broader
public. As long as they weren’t bored, that’s fine,’ says Dutch-born musician Gwendolyn Masin

too, entitled Michaela’s Music 
House — an endearing and 
visually-appealing book which 
teaches children how to play the 
violin with step-by-step guides 
and colourful cartoon-like illus-
trations (which were drawn by 
Masin’s close friend Colm Mac 
Athlaoich). 
	 “I wanted to create an ed-
ucational book about music that 
was more than just a manual. 
The book is geared towards 
people with very little knowl-
edge of music,” she says. “I 
grew up observing other teach-
ers. I was very conscious of how 
they were teaching, how they 
were getting information across 
to me. I also started teaching 
very young, which I suppose has 
helped make this book happen.” 

She wrote the “skeleton” of the 
book when she was 21 but had 
to put it on hold due to a hectic 
schedule. “Playing took over, 
travelling took over and the 
impressions that go along with 
both,” she explains. 
	 Masin went back to the 
book a few years later, taking a 
six-month break from all other 
commitments to concentrate 
on it fully. Blindly, without any 
experience or any contacts in 
the industry, she approached a 
publisher who was instantly im-
pressed by her idea and unique 
approach.  
	 “I was about 25 at the 
time, an age when you are still 
sort of reckless enough to risk it 
and not consider the conse-
quences. Sure what’s the worst 

that would have happened? 
Nobody would pick it up,” she 
laughs.
	 Effervescent, engag-
ing and an enthusiastic talker, 
31-year-old Masin has all the 
hallmarks of a good teacher. 
It’s not off the trees she gets it 
though — both her parents had 
internationally-renowned music 
careers and now run a music 
school from their Templeogue 
home. Motivational in the  
way she speaks, she’s keen to 
dispel common perceptions of 
classical music. 
	 “I want to attract a 
younger crowd to classical mu-
sic and to appeal to a broader 
public. Classical music can be 
fun. It’s not necessarily about 
polarising it; it’s not so much 
that I want somebody to go,  
‘I hated it’ or ‘I loved it’ — as 
long as they weren’t bored, 
that’s fine.” 
	 Born in Amsterdam 
to a Hungarian mother and 
Dutch father, she and her older 
brother, Patrick, were raised in 
Cape Town, before coming to 

live in Ireland when Gwendolyn 
was 10. And, while she may 
refer to Ireland as “home”, with 
wild, thick, wavy brown hair, 
naturally olive skin and dark-
chocolate eyes she certainly 

doesn’t look like she hails from 
here, nor indeed does she sound 
like she does. She speaks with a 
diverse accent: part-Irish, part-
Swiss, part-South African.  
	 Asked if she’s currently 

attached, Masin smiles, coyly. 
“It kind of draws into the idea 
of the entertainer or per-
former or sportsperson. They 
seem so busy, do they have a 
personal life?” she prefaces 

before divulging, “I have been 
in long-term relationships in 
the past, and to a certain extent 
they have suffered because I am 
on the road. Definitely, there 
are things happening in my life 
at the moment, but I suppose I 
am not really in a position or in 
a place in my head, where I am 
fully into a relationship.”
	 That said, Masin is quick 
to extol the virtues of the no-
madic nature life as a performer 
affords. “I gain an awful lot of 
strength from it. And there is 
a certain aspect of being lucky. 
There are people who spend 
inordinate amounts of money  
to experience what I am experi-
encing”. 
	 Before she departs, I ask 
enviously where’s next on her 
itinerary? Nonchalantly, she 
replies, “Paris.” 

Michaela’s Music House is 
available from Eason in Dublin, 
Cork and Galway and from Irish 
branches of Opus 11, RRP o42. 
www.michaelasmusichouse.com 
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