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Art,
Language
& Migration
A conversation with
Francesca La Morgia of
Mother Tongues Festival

www.create-ireland.ie

Francesca La Morgia, originally from Italy, has been
involved in a range of community projects primarily with
migrant families in Ireland and in the UK for a number of
years. In 2017, she created Mother Tongues, a non-profit
organisation that aims to support migrant families in raising
children with two or more languages. Francesca is the
curator of the Mother Tongues Festival, the only festival
in Ireland that focuses on multilingualism. Francesca is an
alumna of the second Artist in the Community Scheme
Summer School on Cultural Diversity and Collaborative
Practice (2019), offered by Create in partnership with UKbased Counterpoints Arts. Following her time at the Summer
School, Francesca met with Create’s Cultural Diversity
Researcher Evgeny Shtorn as part of his work platforming
diverse voices. Their conversation encompassed Francesca’s
experience as a migrant, an academic, an artist, and her
motivation for establishing the Mother Tongues Festival.

Art,
Language
& Migration
EVGENY:
Francesca, can you, please, tell us in a few words about
your work?

FRANCESCA:
I am a linguist and I am interested in the role of community
languages as repositories of cultural heritage for migrant
families. I am fascinated by how languages are used,
how they evolve and die. I work part time in different
universities, but I spend most of my time working for
Mother Tongues.

EVGENY:
Do you consider yourself an Irish artist?

FRANCESCA:
First of all I’m not Irish. I’m based in Ireland. I spent
almost half of my life in Ireland and half in Italy. I want to
contribute to Ireland more than to any other country, so
Ireland is my home. It’s where I want to work, it’s where I
want to make a difference. But I’m not Irish. I live here and
I feel settled and part of the community, but I identify as
Italian, that’s an important part of my history and identity.
It is difficult now for me to belong fully in either place, as in
Ireland I am considered an immigrant, and I haven’t lived
any of my adult life in Italy, so I feel out of place sometimes.

EVGENY:
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Is your interest in languages based on your personal
background?
www.create-ireland.ie

FRANCESCA:
I suppose I’ve had an interest in languages from
when I was very young. I spent a lot of time with my
grandparents, who spoke a dialect, then we learned
Latin, English, French and Spanish in school, and I always
enjoyed trying out new languages and figuring out how
they work. In school I loved studying literature, reading
and also finding out about other countries. I always had
an interest in people who are different from me so maybe
that’s how the interest in languages came about. Recently
I have been interested in the links between language
and identity, and my personal experience as a speaker
of Italian in Ireland over the years has made me more
interested in understanding how different languages
we use affect how we socialise and how we embrace or
reject our identities.
The initial inspiration for creating Mother Tongues was my
work with bilingual children. Many of these children have
a mixed heritage, and often reject the language of the
home, or they go through phases where they don’t want
to be seen as being different. Usually families send their
children to Saturday schools, where they are surrounded
by other children who speak the same language, but this
experience is totally extraneous to the school context,
and all these schools are scattered around the country.
So I thought, why not bring all these people together
to do what they would normally do in their Saturday
school, but all in one building, learning about each other
through art? This was the starting point. When I realised
how important this was to children but also to the artists
involved, I realised the project was successful, because it
was impacting the lives of more people in ways I had not
envisaged. To me art is something that can allow people
to reflect on a concept that might be quite complex to
explain, like identity. For a child to experience something
like the Mother Tongues festival can have an impact
on how they experience their own language, culture or
identity.
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Francesca La Morgia pictured at the Artist in the
Community Scheme Summer School on Cultural
Diversity and Collaborative Practice, 2019.
Photo: Joseph Carr

To me art is something that can allow people to
reflect on a concept that might be quite complex
to explain, like identity
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They will see themselves in the bigger picture, and they
will see their language not in isolation, but as part of the
broader context they live in. The reason why I think art is
the way forward is that it does not impose definitions, and
it allows you to find your own answers through your own
experience.

EVGENY:
Do you think it’s the role of art to create awareness, to
politicise and empower communities?

FRANCESCA:

See x Sea with Chiamaka Enyi-Amadi
& Christie Kandiwa. Mother Tongues
Festival 2020, Tallaght, Dublin.
Photo: Victor Mora

Art can have many roles in a person’s life and in the life
of communities. If you’re involved in community arts
you’re doing it to have an impact on your local area,
on your neighbourhood, on the people you work with.
Artists interested in working with communities tend
to be sensitive to issues that concern their immediate
environment as well as more global issues, so it makes
sense that they act as catalysts for ideas that can inform
communities and empower them. I think art is powerful
when it has a message that we can learn from and we can
relate to and when it can inspire change.

EVGENY:

It’s not only the responsibility of the artist
to network and be seen, or the Arts Council
to fund more migrant artists, but we as an
audience have the power to drive change, too.
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After three years of organising festivals and events, what
would you identify as the most positive outcome of this
hard work?

FRANCESCA:
There are lots of very specific achievements that make me
very proud, but I think that the most important is that we
have created a community around the Mother Tongues
Festival. The event in itself is the culmination of months of
ideas and exchanges. The majority of the artists, teachers
and community leaders who have been involved in any
of the Mother Tongues events believe in our mission and
want to participate beyond the single event because
our values speak to them. It’s great to have this sense of
common purpose and feeling that I am not alone and
there are lots more people who share this vision, so the
festival will grow with or without me.
www.create-ireland.ie

EVGENY:
Do you think in general the Irish cultural context provides
you with enough opportunities to grow?

FRANCESCA:

In Ireland minorities have very little space in the
“mainstream” arts scene, and they are nowhere to be
seen in places where decisions are made

I think that to grow you need to learn constantly and
challenge yourself. The Irish cultural scene has the
potential to do that, and there are some fantastic projects
that have really opened my mind. I feel that if you are new
to the arts scene it is up to you to make connections, to
find out about initiatives, events and other opportunities
to network, and it can be hard to understand how the
system works. It goes without saying that the more you
see the more you learn, so I think to really grow and
develop an artist ideally would need to see a bit of the
world and collaborate with others outside of Ireland and
the UK.

EVGENY:
Do you think Create, or the Arts Council, or the state, need
special programmes for migrant artists?

FRANCESCA:
In Ireland minorities have very little space in the
“mainstream” arts scene, and they are nowhere to be
seen in places where decisions are made, but I still have
to understand the reasons. I collect festival programmes
and venue programmes from everywhere I go, and I study
them as part of the work I do for the Mother Tongues
Festival. Next time you pick up a festival programme or
the programme of a large theatre have a look and see
if you can spot any writers, actors, singers or workshop
facilitators that are Polish, Russian, Romanian, Brazilian or
Nigerian and live in Ireland. I have only seen small changes
since the Black Lives Matters movement became more
mainstream.
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In many large orchestras or music schools in Ireland you
have artists from a wide range of countries. Do they get
a special programme? No, they are valued on the basis
of how well they can play their instrument. They can be
conductors, producers and violin players. They can be
teachers.
Why does this not happen in other fields? I am not sure
about a special programme to support migrant artists,
because this once again puts a migrant in a place where
it is their role to fit in and adapt, where they need a special
“ring-fenced” fund, because they wouldn’t make the
mainstream fund. Many migrant and refugee artists are
fully qualified to participate in the Irish cultural scene from
day one.
www.create-ireland.ie

FRANCESCA:
It changes depending on what kind of art form you’re
into. If you are totally new here and starting your career
from zero, I would recommend attending events
where it is possible to network and get to know others.
Conversations are a good start to discuss possible
synergies and friendships, which are very much needed
when you are new in any country.

Clown Without Borders & Dublin Circus Project.
Mother Tongues Festival 2020, Tallaght, Dublin.
Photo: Victor Mora

While it is easy for migrants to have a network of migrants,
it is not easy to enter the networks and circles where
everyone is Irish. This is not an Irish problem, it is a
problem of many societies. So to me, this is the question:
does the state or state bodies want to truly see a more
diverse workforce? If this is the case, and this is their
only agenda, then their employees should dedicate
themselves to working out the reasons why artists from
migrant, refugee or minority ethnic background do not
make the headlines.

EVGENY:
Let’s discuss the current ecology of support. Imagine
you meet a young poet or artist or newcomer who is just
starting. Where should they go? How should they get in
contact with the art scene?
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I would also point the person towards the Arts Council,
Create and local authorities or initiatives that may have
opportunities not only for funding but also for training. I
would suggest to look at the funding opportunities and
see if the artist meets the criteria. I know that someone
who is new to the English language and also new to
Ireland might think that funding is not for them, or they
might think that their English is not good enough.
I also think that many applications get turned down
because people couldn’t put their thoughts together
properly into a foreign language, so I would recommend
to get someone to have a look and give feedback if
possible.
What I liked about Create is that you can go and talk
to them. And when I heard that you can get help with
your application, as in chatting through your ideas, I was
very surprised. I was even surprised that I could talk to
someone in the Arts Council. And this was totally my
prejudice, because coming from Italy I had learned that
you don’t get access to government buildings or organise
a meeting if you are “nobody”.
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EVGENY:
How can migrant artists become part of the cultural
scene?

FRANCESCA:
Migrant artists are already part of the cultural scene, but
they don’t tend to make the headlines. With the exception
of some rappers I can’t remember many front covers
of the Irish Times showcasing migrant artists and as far
as I can remember all these people had spent most of
their life here, or even have grown up here… so not quite
newcomers. But to me the change has to come at a wider
societal level. A migrant artist might bring a totally new
outlook to art, and if their perspective, their method or
their output is totally new, people who make decisions
on what to show might see it as something that won’t
appeal to a wide public. So the first thing I would address
is the education of audiences. Did you ever watch a
Bollywood or Nollywood movie? Why are they different
from Hollywood? Because they are made for an audience
who understands some of the stereotypes, the jokes, the
culture, etc. Can we still enjoy a Nollywood movie? Of
course, but we may not fully “get it” the first time.

I also think that for people to become interested in
something or someone new, this artist has to appear
prominently in an established venue or cultural
programme. I also would feel very strongly about the
representation of migrant and minority ethnic artists in
all fields and not just music or dance, which is where we
see the most diversity. I would like to hear more of these
voices in the Creative Schools initiative, since there are no
migrant teachers in primary schools, I would like to see
more diversity at literature festivals and also at festivals
that celebrate Irish arts all over the country.
This is a two-way street, artists from migrant backgrounds
want to succeed and they will probably have a few
additional barriers compared to an average white Irish
artist, and while they figure out their ways to integrate into
this new cultural scene, everyone else needs to play their
part in making this possible. This does not mean opening
up special courses, ring-fencing funding. This means
shifting mentality, removing prejudice, and probably
rethinking the way things have been done for a long time.

So, audiences are important in this too. Migrant artists
who bring a new perspective to the art scene can thrive
because audiences are keen to see what they will do next.
It’s not only the responsibility of the artist to network and be
seen, or the Arts Council to fund more migrant artists, but
we as an audience have the power to drive change, too.
The Mother Tongues Festival takes place over six days from
the 17th May 2021. Visit mothertonguesfestival.com for full
programme details.
Contatto is a project from Elena Cristofanon and Francesca
LaMorgia. Artists who have roots in Ireland and beyond are
the protagonists of this story, the story of Ireland’s creativity,
a story that is not complete without these voices. Each
Wednesday, Contatto shares a new video featuring an
artist from Ireland with a diverse background.
Visit contatto.elenacristofanon.com
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In Short WHAT WE’VE BEEN UP TO…
Create’s Networking Day 2020 (9th
and 10th December) sought to take
stock of collaborative and socially
engaged arts practice in a year unlike
any other. We were delighted to
partner with Heart of Glass, Creative
Places Tuam and Uillinn: West Cork
Arts Centre on the Networking Day.
On day one, close to two hundred
delegates came together in a
facilitated interactive session, entitled
“Connect” which offered a chance
to meet, talk, share, and strategise
together. We collectively built a
Collaborative Arts Resource Pack
for the sector; talks, books, projects
that have inspired, kept us going
and which encourage our work as
collaborative artists and cultural and/
or community practitioners. This
resource is available on our website.
Create is thrilled to have been chosen
to be part of the RAISE Academy for
2021 – 22. An Arts Council initiative
delivered by O’Kennedy Consulting
since 2018, RAISE focuses on building
capacity to generate significant
private and philanthropic investment
for the arts and cultural sectors. We
are very much looking forward to
learning more about how to optimise
our fundraising potential, and proud
to have been one of the 15 Irish arts
organisations chosen.
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In March, we welcomed renowned
US-based art historian and educator
Grant Kester to take part in an In
Conversation event with Gráinne
Coughlan, Independent Researcher
and PhD candidate TU Dublin, chaired
by Professor Kerstin Mey, President,
University of Limerick. Create, in
partnership with Fire Station Artists’
Studios, Age & Opportunity, University
of Limerick, Fingal Arts Office, and the
Engagement and Learning Dept of
IMMA, welcomed over 150 attendees
to this online event.
Landscapes of Daring Political
Dreams was a Masterclass series with
Jeanne van Heeswijk and Phoebe
Bachman, offered by Create and Fire
Station Artists’ Studios.
This Masterclass series focused on
community dream-scaping. In this
time, we need to bring forth new
ways of working across physical and
digital divides. Artists can work as
facilitators bridging knowledge and
experience to amplify community
resilience. Drawing on Training for
the Not Yet BAK (2018–2020) and
methodologies developed through
Philadelphia Assembled (2014 -2017),
Jeanne and Phoebe invited artists
who work with the community and
community activists to join them for
three modules that investigate and
embody different methodologies of
becoming collective.

COMING UP…

The Ory’Sta: Talking on Tuam Series is a space where
Tuam and Create can get to know one another, part of
the Creative Places Tuam programme. This is a space for
real conversation and listening to take place that can and
will directly impact and inform our programme of work.
We have already released two Ory’Sta conversations,
with Leo Moran, Tuam local and musician and Ailbhe
Murphy, artist and Director of Create, as well as David
Burke, editor of the Tuam Herald, and Tom Flanagan,
artist, filmmaker and educator based in Galway, in
conversation with Keelin Murray of Create. We look
forward to sharing further conversations in the coming
months, and to being able to meet in person when it
is safe to do so. Visit creativeplacestuam.ie for Ory’Sta
updates.

UPDATES TO THE ARTIST IN
THE COMMUNITY SCHEME, 2021
Increased award amounts for all Research and
Development Awards.
Increased fees for Artist mentors, to reflect their
contribution to the work.
Maximum available timeframe increased to 6 months
for Research and Development awards.
Additional supports offered to all applicants.
A more equitable application process with additional
support for those with disabilities or access needs.
Group and individual information/advisory sessions
offered throughout the year
Closing dates: April 26th and September 27th
Read more at our website
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Welcome to Create News
This is the thirtieth edition of Create News.
Create News is published twice yearly in spring and autumn.
It is sent free of charge, features a guest writer and offers the
latest information on Create events and services. If you do not
wish to receive further editions, please write or email us at
info@create-ireland.ie. If you would like to receive a personal
copy of Create News please email info@create-ireland.ie and
include details of name, address and postcode.
Create
2 Curved Street
Dublin 2
D02 PC43
01 473 6600
www.create-ireland.ie
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