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Our Approach to The Development of An Old Song, Half Forgotten,
Accessibility as Artistic Practice: The Development of An Old Song,
Half Forgotten

Aims & Objectives

The central aim of An Old Song, Half Forgotten was to explore how a professional theatre production
could be developed with accessibility not as an addition to the process, but as its central artistic and
ethical principle. The project asked a practical and profound question: how can a play be made with, and
for, an actor living with Alzheimer’s disease, without compromising artistic ambition or the integrity of
the work?

From the outset, the process was as important as the final production. Rather than asking the actor to
adapt to inherited theatrical systems, SoFFt Productions and its partners allowed those systems to be
reconsidered around the artist. The rehearsal room, script, backstage environment, working hours,
communication methods and performance supports all became part of a wider act of artistic
reimagining.

The project aimed to demonstrate that accessibility can be a generative creative force. In making space
for Bryan Murray’s needs, presence and agency, the team discovered new ways of working that were not
only practically necessary, but artistically rich. The work challenged assumptions around memory,
performance, authorship and care, and opened up a model of practice that may be valuable to other
artists working with older people, disabled artists and people living with dementia.

Project Outline

An Old Song, Half Forgotten began with actor Bryan Murray and playwright Deirdre Kinahan. Bryan had
been working on Halcyon Days when he began to experience difficulty remembering lines. His wife, Una,
recognised the early signs of cognitive change before Bryan himself was able to fully understand what
was happening. Because memory is so central to the craft of acting, the signs of Alzheimer’s were
identified earlier than they might have been in another context.

The diagnosis was devastating for Bryan. Acting had been his life, and the diagnosis seemed to suggest
that this part of his life might be over. Deirdre’s response was direct and generous: she would write a
play specifically for him, about his life, a play he could do, and a play that would meet him in the reality
of where he was.

The first ambition was modest. The idea began as a small piece, written about and for Bryan, perhaps
presented in a simple staged-reading context. At these first small development sessions, the scale and
ambition grew as we knew this room and what was being created was ground breaking, new and
profoundly special. SoFFt Productions came on board to produce, production manage and design the
work, and the company quickly recognised that if the project was to be realised responsibly, it needed
meaningful support around every part of the process.



The Abbey Theatre initially commissioned the writing and later became a co-producing partner with
SoFFt Productions. The production ran on the Peacock stage from 14 April to 6 May 2023, written by
Deirdre Kinahan and directed by Louise Lowe. What began as a small idea became a fully realised
professional production, supported by Alzheimer’s Ireland, dementia and access consultants, Bryan’s
own care network, academic and creative ageing networks, and the production infrastructure of the
Abbey Theatre.

Artistic Outputs

An Old Song, Half Forgotten opens a window into the life and soul of an older actor living in care with
Alzheimer’s disease. When a visiting string quartet plays, music summons characters, memories and
moments from his life, allowing him to encounter love, loss, humour, feeling and the image of his
younger self.

The most significant artistic output was not only the finished production. It was the development of a
new working methodology. Theatre has many inherited rules: how a script is formatted, how a rehearsal
room functions, how creative teams prepare for a production, how actors learn lines, how cues are
given, how backstage spaces are organised, and how a technical process unfolds. In this project, almost
none of those rules could be taken for granted.

Pre-production wasn't just about onboarding creatives - it involved building a support and educational
network of partners to co-create the working environment, and to advise on best practice. We began
working with The Alzheimers Society and specifically the Advocacy department on both an educational
and local level. We worked with Bairbre Ann Harkin from The Azure Network at IMMA as well as
Academics and Fellows at The Global Health Brain Institute at Trinity College Dublin. The approach was
multi faceted; educational, academic and most importantly practical.

The Alzheimer’s Society provided Information sessions for the production team, front of house staff at
The Abbey and creative team. Sessions were held with Bryan there as well as another member of the
Alzheimer's Society who could share her story of living with dementia and the floor was open for people
to ask questions to both practitioners in the field as well as people living first hand. There was also a
session for more personal and nuanced questions if people didn't feel comfortable asking in this
environment. This was insightful and beneficial to all to ensure everyone had some knowledge and
understanding of the language to use around the disease, communication and general changes from a
usual theatrical working environment. The sessions with Alzheimer’s Ireland took place before the usual
model-box and rehearsal processes began, so the company entered the work with greater
understanding.

The script was adapted in its layout, colour, clarity and usability. Rehearsal hours were adjusted to
support Bryan’s energy patterns and to respond to the impact of sundowning later in the day. Tara
Furlong, Stage Manager, prepared the rehearsal room with photographs of relevant personnel, colour
coded signage and clear orientation points so as they stood out from other imagery around the theatre
and each member of the production team wore name tags. Counselling was made available, and
consultants remained part of the wider support structure.

One of the most innovative elements was the use of an in-ear monitor system. The significance lay not
simply in the technology, but in the way it was embedded into the artistic process. This was a system
Bryan had previously used whilst working on set at Fair City. During this rehearsal process, as
relationships developed and the play evolved, the understudy of the character of “Younger James
O’Brien”, Darragh Feehely who was originally brought on as an actor became an integral part of the



process and took on an additional role of relaying Bryan’s lines to him via an in ear monitor. Darragh
learned and studied Bryan’s rhythms, phrasing, impulses and emotional responses in direct response to
Matthew Malone’s performance as Younger James O’Brien on stage. This meant the voice appearing to
Bryan was familiar to him. When it came to performance, rather than feeding lines mechanically, he
could return the work to Bryan in a way that was alive to Bryan’s own interpretation.

This became something more layered than a support mechanism. It was almost an avatar process, grown
out of rehearsal, trust and close observation. It allowed the production to hold both care and
theatricality at once, and revealed an area of practice where access, performance and dramaturgy
became inseparable.

Evaluation Methods

Evaluation was qualitative, responsive and ongoing. Because the process was breaking new ground,
evaluation could not be separated from the daily practice of listening, adapting and checking in. The
team relied on regular conversations with Bryan, the creative team, production team, carers,
consultants, partners and those supporting the wider process.

Methods included informal verbal feedback from participants, artists, staff, audience members and
partners; regular rehearsal-room and production meetings; written correspondence across the project;
and reflection from those directly involved in supporting Bryan’s participation. The documentary process
also became a form of evaluation and documentation, capturing the practical, emotional and artistic
realities of making the work.

A key principle throughout was informed consent. The team had to keep asking whether Bryan was
happy, willing and artistically engaged, while also ensuring that fear did not become a barrier to his
participation. This balance was central. The project was informed by a disability-led approach, with
Bryan’s needs, agency and lived experience shaping the structures around him.

Documentation / Dissemination

The production was documented through photography, written materials, production records,
correspondence and a documentary film being developed by SoFFt Productions. The documentary
follows Bryan’s journey back to the stage, capturing both the rehearsal process and the innovative ways
the production supported his needs.

This documentation is important because the project offers learning beyond its original production
context. It speaks to artists, producers, venues, carers, healthcare partners and funders who are
interested in how ambitious creative work can be made with people living with dementia, without
reducing either the artist’s agency or the quality of the work.

Commissioner & Funder

The Abbey Theatre commissioned the writing of the play and later became a co-producing partner with
SoFFt Productions.

Partners

SoFFt Productions
The Abbey Theatre
Alzheimer’s Ireland



Azure Network

Global Brain Health Institute

Creative Aging International

Dementia, access and care consultants connected to the process
Creative Ireland, through the documentary and dissemination strand

The One Thing | Wish I'd Known Before | Started the Project

Do not allow fear to make your decisions for you.

When working in new territory, particularly with an artist living with Alzheimer’s disease, fear can easily
become the loudest voice in the room. It can tell you that the work is too complicated, too risky, too
fragile or too difficult. If fear had led the decision-making on An Old Song, Half Forgotten, the play would
not have happened. The documentary would not have happened either. Both have since become
valuable, not only for SoFFt and the artists involved, but for the wider arts, ageing and Alzheimer’s
communities.

The advice to other artists is to trust the process, not only the product. Take the next step, but make sure
the right scaffolding is in place around that step. Bring in people who know more than you. Work with
consultants, carers, partners, artists and institutions who can support the process from different angles.
Keep checking consent. Stay flexible. Accept that no one person will have all the answers.

When breaking new ground, you do not know what is underneath. That uncertainty is part of the work.
In this project, what was underneath was rich soil: a new artistic process, a powerful production and a
reminder that accessibility can lead not away from artistic excellence, but directly towards it.

Source Links
Abbey Theatre: https://www.abbeytheatre.ie/whats-on/an-old-song-half-forgotten/

SoFFt Productions: https://www.sofftproductions.com/projects/an-old-song-half-forgotten-swczc-www6l
Creative Ireland: https://www.creativeireland.gov.ie/en/event/an-old-song-half-forgotten/

An Old Song Half Forgotten, Abbey theatre 2023, Freesheet,
https://www.abbeytheatre.ie/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/ABBEY AOSHF Freesheet high AW3.pdf
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