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As Caithaoirleach of Laois County Council I welcome The Laois 
Arts Plan, 2014–2017.

In these challenging times the arts prove increasingly relevant 
to the civic life of the county – to artists, communities, people 
and audiences – where culture and the arts are now being 

assets. We have come, as a society, to increasingly appreciate 
the valuable contributions the arts make to the vitality of 

as a local authority, to value the arts equally for their intrinsic 
qualities.

We have valuable new artistic initiatives created in our county 
since the implementation of the last Arts Plan.

 The Laois Arthouse in Stradbally is a very important beacon 
to artists and has hosted exciting programmes and events since 
it opened in 2011. It is also an important point of contact for the 
general public to engage with artists in workshops, exhibitions, 
performances and through residencies. The other major new 
cultural initiative in our county is the Music Generation Laois. 
This is an example of partnership working at its best as Laois 
County Council work closely with the Laois and Offaly Education 
and Training Board, Laois Partnership, Music Generation Laois 
and others to enrich the musical lives of our young people.

of planning for the arts. It will be interesting to see what 
developments will emerge in the next few years in our county. 

continue.

Cathaoirleach statement

– Mary Sweeney, Cathaoirleach, Laois County Council
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The Arts Plan 2014–2017 sets out our policy for supporting and 
developing the Arts in County Laois for the next three years. 
Laois County Council has a positive approach to the ongoing 
cultural development of the County through an integrated 
and responsive contemporary arts programme. The Arts Plan 

years and the positive effect this has had on the economic, 
social and cultural development of the county. The Arts Plan 
outlines initiatives to foster and consolidate key partnerships 

with stakeholders in an effort to sustain and maintain the high 
standards we have achieved to date. 

I wish to thank all those who have contributed to the Arts 

staff in the Arts Department. I also wish to acknowledge the 
support of the Council and the Arts Council over the years. I 
look forward to the implementation of the Arts Plan and the 
continued success and further development of the Arts in 
County Laois. 

Forward

– Peter Carey, County Manager. 05
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Laois Arts Plan, 2014–2017, is the fourth Arts Plan to be Laois Arts Plan, 2014–2017, is the fourth Arts Plan to be 
implemented by Laois County Council. It is devised and written implemented by Laois County Council. It is devised and written 
during economically challenging times, within a national and during economically challenging times, within a national and 
global recession, and with much uncertainty around the future. global recession, and with much uncertainty around the future. 
With the hope, (but without certainty) that things may start With the hope, (but without certainty) that things may start 
to improve, at least incrementally, over this time-span, this to improve, at least incrementally, over this time-span, this 
Arts Plan represents a positive consolidation and nurturing Arts Plan represents a positive consolidation and nurturing 
of programmes and strategies, many already established by of programmes and strategies, many already established by 

Arts Plan there is also scope for embracing new ideas for Arts Plan there is also scope for embracing new ideas for 
partnerships, and in further developing the work we do with partnerships, and in further developing the work we do with 
artists, people and creative communities.artists, people and creative communities.

We consider it important to sustain and build on these 
programmes, even in these challenging times, as the arts prove 
increasingly relevant to the civic life of the county (to artists, 
communities, people and audiences) where culture and the 
arts are now being greatly acknowledged, as amongst our most 

We have come, as a society, to increasingly appreciate We have come, as a society, to increasingly appreciate 
the valuable contributions the arts make to the vitality of the valuable contributions the arts make to the vitality of 

as a local authority, to value the arts equally for their intrinsic 
qualities – in the way, for example, an artwork might move us 
intellectually, emotionally and spiritually.

for the local economy and an emphasis on culture in the 
quality of people’s everyday lives, are themes embraced by 
Laois County Council as evident in consecutive Laois County 
Development Board Strategies. “Realising Our Potential” is 
the vision statement for Laois County Council’s current County 
Development Strategy (2012–2018), and the arts have a 

Recent initiatives, such as, the completion of the Laois 
Arthouse Studios and Library, Stradbally and our success in 
being awarded the Music Generation Programme in 2012, 
Ireland’s new National Music Education Programme, initiated 
by Music Network and funded by U2 and the Ireland Fund – 
clearly demonstrates our on-going commitment to strengthening clearly demonstrates our on-going commitment to strengthening 
and sustaining contemporary arts development in diverse and 
inclusive ways in County Laois.
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“At the forefront of local
arts development.”
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Honeycomb, Collaborative Arts Projects 
Electric Picnic, Stradbally, Co. Laois
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“ To any creative or 
interpretative expression 
(whether traditional 
or contemporary) in 
whatever form, and 
includes in particular, 
visual arts, theatre, 
music, dance, opera, 
film, circus and 
architecture, and 
includes any medium 
when used for these 
purposes.” 

Definition of the Arts
The 2003 Arts Act defines the arts as relating,
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Laois Landscape
(Map Courtesy of Laois Planning Department)
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Laois County Development Plans (2006–2012) and (2012–2018) recognises the role 
of arts and culture in maintaining and improving the quality of people’s everyday life. 
Within its overall aim, is the desire to achieve goals, which are designed first and 
fore mostly to improve the quality of everyday working, living and social life of the 
current and future population of County Laois. In order to achieve this it is necessary 
to develop and improve the social, physical, economic and cultural aspects without 
compromising the environmental health of the County. In Laois County Development 
Plan, (2012–2018), the growing significance of culture and tourism for the local 
economy is also made evident, with ‘the recognition of the ‘Dunamaise Arts Centre 
offering much potential in this regard’ and ‘the appointment of an Arts Officer and 
Tourism Officer to further develop this niche market’. 

Furthermore, The Library Service is recognised for its increasingly important 
educational, community, information and outreach role in the County, and also as an 
important venue for cultural activities.

The Arts Council in its Strategic Plan, 2011–2013 sees its partnership with local 
authorities across the country as key – ‘‘as access and participation are central to our 
mission, our partnership with local authorities across the country is key. Our strategic 
focus in 2011–2013 will include engagement with local authorities in relation to arts 
provision within their areas so as to maximise coherence of planning and provision.’’ 
The partnership will be based on a dialogue that respects the local remit and 
distinctive concerns of local authorities and the national remit and arts development 
concerns of the Arts Council. 

Context within County 
Development Plans and the 
Arts Council’s Strategy
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St. Colman’s National School at the Laois County Art Exhibition at 
the Laois Arthouse, viewing ‘Emo Court’ by Ray Murphy
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President Michael D. Higgins at the 
Laois Arthouse
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The Laois Arts Plan, 2014–2017 has been considered with reference to the above context – the demographics; geography and 
recent social and cultural history that are of relevance to our thinking; along with local and national strategic Arts Plans and County 
Development Plans; previous arts strategies and statutory obligations for arts planning. The Arts Plan is also informed through 
consultation with our local arts sector. Public meetings were held. Individuals and groups were consulted. Three public meetings were 
held over the Summer of 2012 and the public were encouraged to attend. See list of consultation groups and meetings in Appendix.  

Consultation
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The Laois Arthouse, Stradbally, Co. Laois
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Abbeyleix Library, Abbeyleix, Co. Laois
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Mountmellick Library, Mountmellick, Co. Laois
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Dunamaise Arts Centre, Portlaoise, Co. Laois

21



Part TWO
22

Selection of Midlands Arts 
and Culture Magazine

• Guiding Principles										          24	
• Strategic Properties				      						      26	
• Strategic Programmes										         27
 	 1. The Arts Services and Creative Partnerships						      28		
	 2. Young People and the Arts								        32
	 3. Venues, Spaces and Facilities								        36
	 4. Artists										          40
	 5. The Percent for Arts Scheme								        44
	 6. Creative Communities									         48
• People and Places										          52
• Laois Arts Office Milestones									         54

23



Service and Partnership 

Communication

Artistic Quality

the core of all of our decisions

John Davidson, Laois School of Music 
at St. Colmans, National School, Stradbally
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Inclusiveness and Diversity

Participation

Long-term Commitments

Dunamaise Arts Centre 
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Local Arts Plans set a framework for a pro-active response to a distinct context and the dynamic of societal, cultural and 
artistic nuances of a particular county and place. Key pillars of our arts programme include; music development, visual 
arts, the Laois Arthouse Stradbally, the Dunamaise Arts Centre and a focus on young people and the arts. This strategy 

ideas that might emerge through partnerships, and networking with artists and communities.

The ambitions for our work are realistically conceived under the following Strategic Priorities:

The Arts Service and Creative Partnerships 

Young People and the Arts

Venues, Spaces and Facilities

Artists

The Per Cent for Art Scheme

Creative Communities 
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“Working in such close co-operation with 
other cultural partners ensures greater 
potential and outcomes.”
				  
				    – Muireann Ní Chonaill
				      Laois Arts Officer

The Arts Service and 
Creative Partnerships1 
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Muireann Ní Chonaill ,  Arts Officer, Michelle de Forge, Manager of the Dunamaise 
Arts centre and Ann Mulrooney, CEO Visual Carlow, at the opening preview of 

‘Shine’ by Vera McEvoy at the Laois Arthouse, Stradbally
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Policy To provide 
and develop a quality 
arts service for the 
county, positioning 

important conduit 
for arts development 
through partnerships 
and more dynamic 
communication 
strategies

The Arts Plan is built around Six Strategic Priorities. At the fulcrum is the Arts Service, which will drive the 
implementation of the Arts Plan and its evaluation for future learning. As such, our role is multifarious – as developer, 
producer, networker, facilitator, communicator, funder, advisor, advocator, supporter and evaluator.

30

Actions
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Young People 
and the Arts2 

32

Portlaoise Youth Theatre, scene from 
‘The Musicians’ by Patrick Marber 

“Youth Theatre is a place to have 
fun, meet friends and learn about 
theatre. It is the best two hours of 
my week.”
				    			 
			   – Saoirse Anton
			      Youth Theatre Member
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Policy To provide 
and develop a 
quality youth arts 
programme that 
supports opportunities 
and experiences for 
learning, creativity and 
developing skills in a 
range of art forms

Establishing long-term opportunities for young people to develop their creativity, particularly in the areas of music and 
youth theatre, has been a major part of our work over the years. A critical part of developing these programmes has been 
in response to the wider community needs in relation to art forms, such as music, within the region. The commitment by 
partners and the role of artists and practitioners involved in their delivery has been fundamental to the success of 
these programmes.
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Priority 5) 

Actions
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 Venues, Spaces 
 and facilities3 

36

“Dunamaise is an arts space for the entire 
community of Laois. Captive audiences engage 
with artist’s creativity and the energy between the 
two entertains, enlightens and inspires performers 
and viewers alike. This encourages a deeper 
appreciation and value of all art forms and keeps the 
arts at the core of our community.”	

				    	 – Michelle de Forge
					       Manager, Dunamaise Arts Centre

Druid Theatre Company ‘Conversations on a Homecoming’ by 
Tom Murphy, at the Dunamaise Arts Centre, Portlaoise
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Policy To consolidate, 
facilitate, nurture and 

Residency Scheme at the Laois Arthouse 
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Mountrath Apartment and Studio 

Mountmellick and Abbeyleix Library and Art 
Galleries

Mountmellick Arts Centre

Actions

39



aRTISTS4 
40 “My residency at the Laois Arthouse has proven to be 

invaluable to me by offering me the space to create 
my work. Working with the community through the 
artists-in-schools scheme and workshops facilitated 
by the Laois Arts Office was the perfect antidote to the 
solitary nature of what I do. The professionalism of the 
full time artist is a precarious one and any support from 
the Laois Arts Office, be it studio space or bursary is 
absolutely vital to continue our artistic endeavours.”
			   							     
					     – Gemma Guihan										         				     	    Resident Artist at the Laois Arthouse

Closing of the Laois County Art Exhibition at 
the Laois Arthouse
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Policy To create 
opportunities in 
an environment 
that recognises the 
importance of artists, 
artistic ambition 
and the creative 
development of 
individual artists, artist 
collectives and groups
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Actions
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percent for Art5 
44

“The commissioning of my artwork ‘Growth’ at the Laois Arthouse 
allowed me to create an artwork that I had been contemplating for 
some years. Without these Per Cent for Art commissions artists 
such as myself would not have any opportunities to pursue creating 
medium and large scale artworks and have a specific site ready to 
receive them.”

									         – James Hayes
									             Sculptor

‘Growth’ by James Hayes, Percent for Art Sculpture 
at the Laois Arthouse, Stradbally 
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Policy To maximise 
the use of the Per 
Cent for Art Scheme 
across all art forms 
and to develop a vision 
for a programmatic 
approach to 
commissioning
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Actions
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Creative communities6
48

“It is a great privilege to explore the 
meaning of creativity in everyday life with 
others. I love to facilitate the awakening of 
dormant potential within.”	
	 				    – Vera McEvoy, 
					        Artist

Finding Portlaoise, Artists 
Symposium, 2008
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Policy To support 
and encourage the 
diverse range of 
creative communities 
and grassroots arts 
activity including 
festivals, clubs, 
amateur arts and 
hobbyists
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Actions
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Arts and Culture Subcommittee (SPC)

Consultation Groups and Meetings

Exhibition Spaces

Workshop Spaces, Drama and Dance 

Venues, concerts, plays, readings

Groups

52 53Laois School of Music
Laois Craft Group

Laois ICA Choir

Passion Play Group
Portarlington Art Group



1988 2014)

1988

1991

1993

1993
Anthology

1994

1994–2003

1996

1996

1996–1998

1999

1999

1999

2001–2003

2001

2001
County Council

2005

2005

2006–2011 

2006

2006

2006

2007
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2007

2007–To Present

2007

2007

2008

2008

2009–To Present

2010

2010–To Present 

2011

2011

2012

2013

2013

2013

2014

2014

for artists, young people, children and adults, bringing literature, music and 
the visual arts to the fore in the county. Also, a number of Public Art Projects 
commissioning sculptures have taken place.
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Laois County Council
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