
M U S I C

Ireland has always produced a disproportionate 

amount of artists.  First it was writers, then actors, 

then rock stars, more actors and now it’s the 

turn of the classical boys.  Irish Connections met up

with two of Ireland’s greatest classical exports, 

renowned  tenor Ronan Tynan and rising star 

Gregory Harrington.
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Imagine for a second you’re a Hollywood
producer. A screenwriter pitches a story to
you. The hero is born with a deformity of

not one but both his legs. Undaunted he rides
motorcycles and horses almost as soon as he
can walk. At twenty he’s involved in an auto
accident and as a result has both legs amputat-
ed at the knee. The end? Hardly. Our hero
recovers and within a year he’s winning gold
medals in the Paralympics. In three years he
gets 18 gold medals and sets fourteen world
records. Is this the end of the story? Not yet.
With two prosthetic legs our hero goes to col-
lege and becomes a doctor. Surely this is where

the credits roll? No it’s just at the
beginning. At the relatively late
age of 33 our hero decides to
takes singing lessons and a year
later wins a talent competition. In
a short time he’s an international
star and singing at the
Presidential Inaugural. If you
were a Hollywood producer you
might well dismiss the writer say-
ing that so much in one life is
unbelievable, improbable and no audience
would ever buy it. 

Well the story isn’t a screenplay, it’s all true.
Our hero’s name is
Ronan Tynan and his
story is far from over.
The one thing that’s
missing to date is a
Hollywood bio-pic.
Well, that too could
have happened.
Hallmark wanted to do
it and Miramax were
interested but so far
Tynan is sitting tight.
Who would he cast to
play himself if and
indeed when his story
comes to the big
screen? “Well, that’s a
hard one,” Tynan
laughed. “I think
maybe Brendan
Gleeson, (Irish star of
The General, Troy and
the next Harry Potter
film) he has the same
robust look as me, but
he’s got a bit more
hair.” Tynan thinks
that either of his good
friends Henry Winker,
(TV’s Fonzie) or
Martin Sheen of The
West Wing would be
well cast as his father.
“Henry Winker is a

wonderful man; he’s the same size as my
father and has the same nature.” For his moth-
er he thinks Brenda Fricker, who won an Oscar
for her role in My Left Foot, would be
“absolutely perfect. She’s classic.” 

Despite not pursuing a musical career until
he was in his thirties Tynan did sing as a child
but “not majorly”. One of his primary school
teachers, Vincent Brennan, recognized his tal-
ent and picked him to perform his first solo
Mary’s Boy Child at a school concert at CBS in
Thurles. “I loved it,” Tynan recalled and con-
tinued jokingly, “I was marvelous, the darling
of the show.” However, like the movie of his
life, the time wasn’t right for him. “I always
dreamed,” he said. “I knew some day I’d be a
doctor. I knew I’d be a singer and an athlete. I
just knew it.” His faith in himself is something
he attributes to his mother, “she believed in
dreams.” 

Ronan Tynan

•I knew some day I•d be a 

doctor. I knew I•d be a singer

and an athlete. I just knew it.Ž

His faith in himself is something

he attributes to his mother,

•she believed in dreams.Ž 
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Are there any other dreams he has yet to
fulfill? “I have some things in the pipeline,”
Tynan replied, “but I don’t want to jinx them.”
It’s hard to do justice to Tynan in print. He is a
remarkably engaging person and one with an
enormous faith not just in himself but in God
and in humanity. “I believe the man above has
a direction for me,” he explained. Often people
with a deep faith come across as insincere or a
bit foolish but not Tynan. “I would describe
myself as trying to treat people properly and

treat people right.”  His attitude is refreshing
especially from someone who is incredibly tal-
ented, and more importantly so hugely suc-
cessful. His philosophy is remarkably simple,
“we can learn from life looking backward, but
we can only live life by moving forward.” And
that’s exactly what Tynan is doing.
After his amazing success as part of
The Irish Tenors Tynan has just
released his first solo venture, the
self-titled CD Ronan. The album,
released in March by Decca
Universal Classics records is a
departure from Tynan’s classical
background.  The album a mixture of
original material and some of his favorite
songs including Amazing Grace, a song he
“adores”; and From A Distance a song many of
his fans have requested him to sing. “You have
to give people what they want,” Tynan said.
The song Passing Through, about his mother’s
Alzheimer’s Disease, was written in collabora-
tion with his friend Margaret Byrne, “who did
a fabulous job putting my prose into lyrics.”
Tynan’s mother has been a huge influence on
him, “she always said, “I hope some day you
make a difference to somebody’s life.””

The White House

As if his singing didn’t make enough of a dif-
ference in 1999 Tynan began a second career as
a motivational speaker, a job he loves as much
as singing and one which takes him to as many
far flung places.  His own story is probably the
greatest example of what a person can do
when they put their mind to it.  Many people

given the handicaps Tynan faced
as a youngster would be tempted
to give in to their disabilities.
However, Tynan doesn’t see his
life in those terms.  “There is no
reverse gear in life,” he said, “you
have to accept what’s happening
and make the best out of it.”  He
certainly appears to be accepting
of whatever fate throws at him.
Does he get ruffled at all?  Does

anything annoy him?
“Oh God yes,” he
hooted.  “I hate air-
planes and I hate
delays, and whenever
I travel I’m constantly
getting delayed.  I’m
not a good flyer I don’t like it at all,

especially turbulence.”  
His dislike of flying is unfortunate given

that both of his occupations require a lot of
travel especially air travel.  On the day we
spoke he was leaving for a speaking engage-
ment in Washington D.C. and the following

weekend he had another New Orleans.
Tynan is no stranger to D.C.  He

sang Ave Maria and Amazing
Grace in the National Cathedral
at the funeral of former President
Ronald Reagan and at the begin-

ning of 2005 he sang at the inau-
guration of President George

W. Bush.  Several other singers
approached the White House
offering to perform but Laura
Bush personally asked Tynan to
do the honors after he sang at the
60th wedding anniversary of
George and Barbara Bush.  Tynan
also performed at the Gracie Mansion
wedding of former New York
Mayor Rudy Guiliani to Judith
Nathan.  Does this mean
he’s a Republican?
“I’m apolitical,” he
explained, “but I
will say this, the
Bush family are a
wonderful fami-
ly and they have
been very kind
to me.”

S i n c e
1999 Tynan

spends the majority of the year in his home in
New York.  “It’s a wonderful city,” he said, “a
fantastic place.  Why wouldn’t I want to live
here, it’s been wonderful to me.”  Tynan takes
his responsibilities as a New Yorker seriously;
he is a fervent fan of the New York Yankees
baseball team and often sings God Bless
America when the team are playing in the
Bronx.  In spring 2004 he performed the unof-
ficial anthem of his adopted town, New York
New York at the start of the Belmont Stakes
and he is the only singer to have performed in
the New York State Senate.  In the wake of

9/11 he became a hero to both the
FDNY and NYPD by performing at
memorials and benefits for the fall-
en firefighters and cops.  

In the coming year Tynan
won’t get to spend too much

time in his adopted home.
Between promoting the new

album, his upcoming tour and his
speaking engagements he’ll be

spending plenty of time
away from New

York and inside
airport termi-
n a l s .
Doubtless the
only turbu-
lence he’ll
experience will
be in the skies –
he wouldn’t
have it any
other way.  

Laura Bush personally asked Tynan to

do the honors after he sang at the 60th

wedding anniversary of George and

Barbara Bush.
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When Gregory Harrington was
four he pointed to a musical
instrument and said to his moth-

er, “I want that.” If the instrument had been an
electric guitar there is no doubt that Gregory’s
image would be adorning thousands of
teenage bedroom walls today. The instrument
that the young Harrington was so enamored
of wasn’t a guitar but a violin. “I was at the
RDS (Royal Dublin Society) Horseshow with
my mother,” Harrington said, “and there was
a string quartet playing.” Harrington was
immediately struck by the violin, “I just loved
the sound it made,” he said. The following day
Gregory and his mother went to McCullough
Pickets, a music shop in Dublin, where they
purchased a half-sized violin. 

Twenty-six years later and Harrington is
just as in-love with the violin as he was at the
age of four. For most people the image of a
concert violinist is one of the ‘maestro’, a
pompous tuxedo wearing aging gentleman
who lives in an ivory tower divorced from the
harsh realities of the world around him. How
could Harrington with his resume which
includes stints at Carnegie Hall, Avery Fisher
Hall, the South Bank in London and the
National Concert Hall in Dublin be any differ-
ent? Then there’s the reviews, “an array of
technical and lyrical splendor”; “spectacular
and moving,”; “layering passion, meditation
and mystery.” 

When I went to meet Harrington I expect-
ed him to greet me in full black tie, violin firm-
ly under chin and nose snootily in the air. Not
Harrington. Apart from his sincere love of
music he is about as far from the stereotypical
classical musician you can get. He is young,
handsome, down-to-earth, photogenic and
funny. Most of all he is serious about his 
chosen career and his wish to de-mystify the
classical genre. 

“In school I got away with playing the vio-
lin because I played a lot of rugby and tennis. I
was ‘above suspicion’” Harrington said. “If I
hadn’t played sports I would have been a com-
plete geek, because only geeks like classical
music, and I think life might have been a bit
more uncomfortable.” When Harrington
began playing the violin in 1979 there were no
music programs available in Irish schools so he
had to attend private lessons with Kevin Kiely
at the Royal Irish Academy of Music
(R.I.A.M.) in Dublin. Harrington is the first to
acknowledge his luck at growing up in a mid-
dle class family in Dublin, and hence being able
to afford private tuition. “Had I been born in
another part of the country, things might have
been different,” he said. 

Off to New York

After leaving high school Harrington spent
four years in University College Dublin (UCD)
studying for a B.Comm. in International
Commerce and Spanish. An unusual choice for
a career musician surely. “I needed money to
continue my education in the violin,”
Harrington explained. Even in an age of cheap
air fairs continued trips across the Irish Sea to
study with the best teachers don’t come cheap.
Luck was on Harrington’s side, as part of his
final year treasury exam he conducted a finan-
cial analysis on the I.A.W.S group (Irish
Agricultural and Wholesale Society). The
company was so impressed with his work that
they hired him straight out of college.

Gregory Harrington

When Harrington began play-

ing the violin in 1979 there

were no music programs avail-

able in Irish schools so he had

to attend private lessons.
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Harrington worked there for two years using
his earnings to finance trips to England where
he studied with Marat Bisengaliev, a distin-
guished Russian violinist. Ultimately,
Harrington wanted to move to New York. “It’s
the center of the classical music world and has
produced so many brilliant concert violinists in
the last decade,” Harrington said. When the
C.E.O. of I.A.W.S., Philip Lynch heard
Harrington perform at the Bank of Ireland
Arts Center in Dublin and found out about his
ambition to study in the United States, he
offered to pay half his three year tuition fees in
the U.S. “That was just huge,” Harrington said.
Lynch’s offer was complemented by Eddie
Shanahan from Arnott’s department store
who sponsored Harrington’s wardrobe. 

That was five years ago.  Last year,
Harrington got an unexpected call from
renowned Irish tenor, Ronan Tynan. It was a
Thursday and Tynan wanted to know if
Harrington was free the following Saturday.
“Of course I said yes,” Harrington recalls.
Tynan wanted Harrington to appear with him
in a concert in Atlantic City. “He asked me if I
was familiar with certain pieces of music and
again I said yes,” Harrington explained, “and as
soon as I hung up the phone I went to the near-
est music shop to get copies of the music.”
Harrington spend the two days learning the
pieces and performed them flawlessly on the
night. “Ronan’s great,” Harrington says, “we
have a ball, both on and off the stage.”  They
have been performing together for over a year
and their pairing has been so successful that
they embarked on a world tour which began in
Toronto in April. 

Many younger musicians would be intimi-
dated at the prospect of a world tour but not
Harrington. He doesn’t suffer from pre-per-
formance nerves. “I love performing because I
have something to share with the audience,”
he said. “It is all about telling the story behind
the music, unveiling the beauty and artistry of
the piece.  My job is to make a difference to
their listening experience and when I’m con-
centrating on that I don’t have time for
nerves.” Harrington is very focused on telling
the story behind the piece he is playing. Even
though the life of a classical soloist is a very
solitary one with the majority of ones time
devoted to practice, Harrington believes that
living life is as much a part of the job descrip-
tion as playing the music. “You can’t be a suc-
cessful classical musician if you haven’t experi-

enced life,” he explained. “It is not about “mak-
ing it” or having a “career” but about going
onstage and sharing what you have to give.
Too many musicians miss the point of why
they go onstage because they want “success”
The music you play is all about understanding
and conveying emotion and you have to feel
that emotion to impart it; it is not something

you can do that if you spend your time isolat-
ed in a practice room waiting for culture and
life’s experiences to come to you.” But practice
is a big part of it. “Classical music is all about
performing a piece as perfectly as possible,”
Harrington said. “And it’s difficult to achieve
because there really is no limit to perfection in
art.” 

Ultimately, Harrington wanted to move to New York. •It•s the cen-

ter of the classical music world and has produced so many bril-

liant concert violinists in the last decade.Ž
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Although it is an incredibly demanding profes-
sion classical music is not particularly well
paid. When I asked Harrington how he felt
about this he laughed. “Well,” he replied,
“there are a lot of professions that are very
highly paid that don’t require the same degree
of perfection as mine. For example, the aver-
age TV weatherman gets paid an inordinate
amount of money, but if I went on stage and
made as many mistakes as them, I expect I’d be
pelted with rotten fruit.” 

When Harrington isn’t practicing in the
rehearsal room he teaches music. He has a
couple of private students and teaches in four
different schools in New York. Three of the
schools are rather stony establishments where
one would expect classical music to be on the
curriculum, Concordia Conservatory, where
he’s a member of the faculty, Spence School,
(Gwyneth Paltrow is a past pupil) and
Nightingale-Bamford. The fourth school the
Rosedale Achievement Center is in the South
Bronx, where Harrington teaches under-privi-
leged kids aged 8-14 years of age. “Really the
program is about a lot more than violin les-
sons,” Harrington explained, “it’s really about
confidence building.” Harrington went on to

say that in a way it’s easier to teach the children
in the South Bronx. “The have no preconcep-
tions about the violin,” he said. “They’re not
subject to outside influences. Most of them
have never seen a violin being played.  If you
teach them what is technically difficult but tell
them it’s easy, their minds are more open to
just doing it.  After two years the majority of
them are playing really well.” 

Harrington approaches teaching the same
way he approaches performing. “Teaching is
about how well you connect with your stu-
dents,” he said. “If you develop a good con-
nection with them then they are open to sug-
gestion and more open to learning.” But how
easy was it for a white guy with a funny accent
to connect with black kids from the South
Bronx? “Actually being Irish worked in my
favor,” Harrington explained, “the stu-
dents were far more open to me because
I was from another country, the fact
that I was Irish I think cancelled out
that I was ‘white’.” 

For someone who likes to
connect to people, to feel and
to experience life,
Harrington initially

found working with under-privileged kids’
tough going. “In the beginning I found it very
hard not to take the kids problems home with
me. You’re dealing with children who’ve seen
terrible things, their parents die, abuse, neg-
lect, it’s very hard.” However, watching the
children’s confidence in their musical ability
and more importantly in themselves, grow has
helped Harrington cope with some of the
harsher realities that the pupils bring into the
classroom. 

As Gregory and I were winding
up our interview in the Sony

Atrium on Madison
Avenue, a large gentle-

man in a very ill fitting
tuxedo began to belt out a

selection of music on an electric
organ. It was atrocious. “Is this

what gives classical music a
bad name?” I asked

Harrington.
“This,” he said smiling, “is

definitely what gives tuxedos a bad
name.”

Ronan Tynan and Gregory Harrington perform on ABC’s “Good Morning America.”
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“Tynan, along with guests Vince Gill, violinist Gregory Harrington, and the

University of Notre Dame Glee Club, performed for nearly three hours in the St.

Patrick’s Day event that kicked off the big Irishman’s U.S. tour in support of

“Ronan,” his solo debut on the Decca/Universal label...The musical mix contin-

ued in the concert’s second half when Tynan introduced Harrington and pianist

William Lewis. Harrington, a Dublin-born violinist, performed the haunting

theme from “Schindler’s List” with a tender melancholy that raised the bar for the

show’s duration”. St Patricks Day in Notre Dame with Ronan and a 16 time

grammy winner Vince Gill.
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