Working at an American
Theme Park
An Irish Harpist’s Adventure

By Dearbhail Finnegan
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ver the past 18 years I have played to vast numbers of people
at Silver Dollar City’s Worldfest, in Branson, Missouri, and at
Dollywood’s Festival of Nations, in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee.
Both annual events occur in the spring and feature live music
by performers from around the world. This past spring I was
honoured to play the harp as a featured performer at Dollywood.
During transit between Ireland and America, my greatest dread
is always whether my harp will arrive at the destination on time.
Of equal concern, is if the delicate instrument will still be in one
piece upon arrival. With a missing or damaged harp, I would be
unable to perform. Unlike other musicians who have the option
of going to the neighbourhood music store and picking up a
banjo, guitar, or fiddle, an Irish harp is not as easily replaced!
I’ve always wondered, “What will I do if something happens
to my harp?” This year, I only had two days of rehearsal time
before my performances began. A two-day margin of error
would be pretty slim if you were desperately trying to resolve
the catastrophe of a missing or damaged Irish harp!

A previous incident had scared me into being concerned.
Coming from Europe, at each airline terminal, my bags and
encased harp passed through customs before being reclaimed to
catch the next flight. Any timing glitches in the process would
have meant I ran the risk of missing my next plane. Changing
planes at Knoxville, Tennessee, my harp was actually misplaced.
Now, you might ask, “How does an enormous harp and carrying
case suddenly disappear?” I frantically wondered the same
thing! After a lengthy period, the agent rechecked and found
my harp sitting in a clearly visible location. However, airline
policy prevented me from simply walking to the instrument and
reclaiming my harp. Eventually, before the terminal closed, I was
able to gather all my things and proceed to the next destination.
I used to worry, but now I think, “What can you do?”

Formerly, changes in humidity and temperature had often
caused my harp strings to break without warning. However,
with my new Salvi “Una” 38 string harp, this problem has been
averted because of the new technology in Silkgut and Silkgut
copper strings. Amazingly, not one string broke this year
during my entire residency in Dollywood. Quite a feat! In the
past, broken strings would really take a toll on my patience as a
harpist. Now, since strings rarely break, the performance flows
nicely without my husband, Robin Slater, “filling in” as much
with his corny jokes. Oh, thank goodness! Be that as it may,
I very much enjoy performing with Robin. He makes himself
quite useful, carrying my harp between venues. Needless to say,
I always graciously offer to carry his flute!
At each park, entertaining before an American audience is
an immense responsibility. Although guests don’t realize, my
day at the theme park usually begins at 9:30 in the morning
and ends at 6:30 in the evening. I play three shows every
day, six days a week. Between scheduled shows, I market my
CDs, quickly take necessary breaks, change stage apparel, and
hastily eat meals. Although I enjoy visiting casually with my
guests, the restrictive schedule does not allow much time for
socializing with my audience. Occasionally I perform as many
as 76 appearances in a three-week period with Robin on silver
flute and bodhran. Two of my “free days,” are given to the

employer for interviews and televised events promoting
the theme park. Time constraints and repetition can be
arduous. Although we emphatically want our guests to
enjoy themselves, each performance is serious business to
me. I feel compelled to give my very best to each and
every guest!
The American audience always responds with courtesy
and respect. They never hesitate to personally connect by
asking questions about my music or requesting songs they
have heard me play before. One local resident even brought
his musical instrument and quickly jammed with me
between two of my performances. Although the schedule
was restrictive, I still made the effort of honouring his
interest in my musical talent. My association with the
theme park guests is friendly and relaxed. The people of
the Heartland did not merely come to hear my music;
they have also become my friends!
I have grown to appreciate America as my second home,
but in spite of that familiarity… it is always good to see
the emerald shores of Ireland again.

Festival of Nations
Dearbhail stands in front of a festival
sign at Dollywood and warming up in
her dressing room (above right).

Upon arrival at Dollywood this year, as usual the dedicated
support staff and technicians provided everything I needed
to make my stay a success. My co-workers excel, and give a
performer the impression of their love of service at their jobs. A
kind word, a thoughtful gesture, a simple cup of morning coffee…
made my musical presentations at the park a real pleasure.
Unlike the dedicated support staff and friendly technicians, over
the years the weather in these Midwest and Midsouth locations
has not always been cooperative or kind. On one occasion, I
was scheduled to perform in a semi-open outdoor theatre
for the duration of the festival. This alone had its own set of
challenges. One day might be sunny and eighty degrees, but on
the morrow the weather could change wildly to thunderstorms
and tornadoes! The severe weather would play havoc with my
harp and me. The temperature might drop 40 degrees. On
one occasion it even snowed! What’s that all about? With rain
thundering down on a tin roof, I could barely hear myself play
the harp... I’m sure the audience couldn’t hear me either.
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Dearbhail Finnegan (with her husband, Robin Slater) was brought up in a wonderful family steeped in traditional

Irish music, near the village of Nobber, Co. Meath, the birthplace of Turlough O’Carolan. She studied the harp with Aibhlin
McCrann and Aibhlin gave her the great love she has for the history and music of the Irish harp. Since 1996 she has
combined a busy solo performance career as well as being director of the Meath Harp Academy and founder of the
Meath Harp Ensemble. Dearbhail has released five recordings and was delighted to record a track for Masters of the Irish
Harp CD, released by Lyric FM and Cairde Na Cruite. She has also published two books of Irish Harp arrangements, which
are on the harp syllabus of the Royal Irish Academy of Music. Dearbhail’s music was featured in the animated movie Nim’s
Winter Tale by Ola Schubert and was nominated as a finalist in the “Best Original Sound” category at the Flash Forward
Conference in Seattle, USA. In 2014, Dearbhail was made a Distinguished Honorary Member of Sigma Alpha Iota. The
honour was in recognition of international distinction in the music profession. Dearbhail has performed in Silver Dollar
City, Missouri, for the past 18 years and just this year at Dollywood, in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee. Most recently she has
released a recording of her harp ensemble, entitled The Chronicles of Meath. DearbhailFinnegan.com.
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