
Jen Scouler
Originally published on Empire Online - October 2014

Q & A with Song Of The Sea director Tomm Moore and producer Paul Young

Tomm Moore’s beautifully animated Song Of The Sea is a film that quietly incorporates ideas of 
family ties with a backdrop of Irish mythology. It follows the story of a young boy called Ben 
(voiced by David Rawle) and his little sister Saoirse, who live by the sea with their widowed 
father Conor (Brendan Gleeson). When Saoirse finds her mother’s old shell-flute, she becomes 
tied to the Irish legend of the Selkie folk and soon the whole family begin to understand their 
personal connection to the ancient myth. 

Song Of The Sea director Tomm Moore and producer Paul Young have worked together for many 
years, including on their previous feature, the critically acclaimed The Secret Of Kells. On their 
visit to London to present the European premiere of Song Of The Sea, Moore and Young took 
time to discuss their newest work with Empire. 

How long has it taken to make Song Of The Sea?

Tomm Moore (director): The first idea goes back to 2007. That was when we first had the idea 
and started to develop the story. We started writing it in about 2008, so it was a long, long 
process. When the The Secret Of Kells came out and the Oscar nomination happened, we got busy 
with that but writing the film all the time while we were following that trip. It finally got into 
production about 2011 so it was a full-on process from then on.

When you got the Oscar nomination for The Secret Of Kells in 2010, did it come as a 
surprise?

Moore: Oh yeah, it was the last thing we expected. We were actually in the middle of a meeting 
with our co-producers in Belgium about how we were going to put the finances together for Song 
Of The Sea when they announced the nomination, because of the time difference. So one of the 
girls in the office was watching it- we weren’t expecting anything- and she started screaming. We 
thought she had seen a mouse or something, which wouldn’t be unusual in our studio! So we 
were kind of shocked by that and caught up in that world, but it was fantastic for us.

Did you both find that the nomination changed how the marketing and funding has been 
achieved for this new film?

Paul Young (producer): Well, we did a nice tour around during the Oscars because, as a 
business, we thought that we had to really capitalise on this. We went to LA, and we met an agent 
there and got to see all the studios for Pixar, and Dreamworks, and Disney – it was a really great 
trip. Then, we thought that maybe we could get money from the US, that it would just be from 
one big funder and it would be plain-sailing, but those things take a lot of time. As well, you’re 
kind of at the beck-and-call of somebody to make up their own minds which leaves it totally out 
of our own control.

Moore: You go into a development process with the studio, so you have to accept that they’re 



going to make it be something that they know they can make their money back on, whereas the 
independent crew- plan A, as I always say- was the European production that we’d been talking 
about the day that the call came in. So after about a year of options, we decided to go back to the 
way that we’d done it. I guess it was easier in a difficult climate though, because it was very 
difficult to secure the finances back then in 2010. Having had the nomination meant that all the 
funders in the regions where we were raising the money knew who we were, and we had a proven 
track record. 

Young: And it gives you the option to keep your voice creatively, and keep control over what the 
film is. Also, from a business side, you can also keep control over what happens to the film after 
you make it.

Moore: It’s great as well for gathering talent. I mean, the actors took us seriously, they all took 
our calls and we got our first choice for all the voice artists.

Tomm, where do you think your influences for your artistic style have come from?

Moore: Well, Song Of The Sea is definitely an evolution from The Secret Of Kells, which was a 
story that we created to try to do something that could only be done in 2D animation. That was 
really a statement about 2D animation in one way and it was influenced by Celtic manuscripts. 
For this, Adrian Merigeau was one of the background painters on the last film and I asked him to 
be art director this time because he has a wonderful way with watercolours. We wanted to really 
capture the light and the moody skies in Ireland: a kind of a damp atmosphere. We also thought 
about people like Paul Henry, and other landscape painters. 

On the animation side, we looked more at Guillermo Del Toro and Japanese animation for the 
character design and for the approach of the animation. We wanted something that was quite 
simple character design with a lush background. I think that works really well with Japanese 
animation where you really relate to the characters and there’s this really amazing world too.

Mythology is quite an important part of this film. Did you feel like it was an important to 
bring to screen?

Moore: I think the funny thing is that, in a weird way, it’s everywhere because all good stories 
have the same structure. If you look at Joseph Campbell [American mythologist] and the way he 
talks about the hero’s journey, there’s a commonality between good storytelling no matter where 
it comes from. The thing that I was thinking about with this is that folklore can be lost or kind of 
trapped in amber for tourists, and there is some wisdom in the folklore besides the kind of twee 
interpretation that was getting lost. 

There’s also this storyteller called Eddie Lennon in Ireland who used to be on TV when I was a 
kid doing these ten-minute tales, and he was really fun. He was following the oral tradition- 
where it’s not written down to become gospel, but people make up the story again so the same 
story can be told by different storytellers with their own versions of it. He’d mix up figures like St 
Patrick and Finn MacCoul from two completely eras to make the story more fun, and his attitude 
was that these are our stories to re-tell each generation. The truth and the resonance in centre of 
the story stays there, but the details can change to make the story for that year’s audience, or that 



generation.

You’ve worked together for quite a while now, what first brought you together?

Moore: A job, and a party at my house. (both laugh) No, we were in college together. 

Young: I had done illustration before, and went back to the school to do animation and Tomm 
was there.

Moore: I was there studying animation as well, and I remember I did an animation of a cow 
skipping with its udders going up and down. It was up in the animation room on the screen and 
Paul said ‘I like your style’. 

Young: I had a fancy illustrator portfolio. 

Moore: Yeah, Paul had this fancy book.

Young: Then we kind of teamed up in the 90s doing CD-roms and early internet stuff- when 
people paid for content on the web! Did that first, and then the bubble burst, so we did like e-
cards-

Moore: But even then I’d been thinking about trying to make a feature film with another guy that 
I was in college with at the time, who ended up actually developing our tv show Skunk Fu!. At 
the time we were thinking about what would become The Secret Of Kells, so even back then we 
had these grand ambitions that we were going to make films- even though we were setting up a 
company out of our student flat. 

Do you find any particular expectations or pressure in making films for children? 

Moore: People always ask me ‘Wouldn’t you like to make real films?’, and they mean like live-
action films for adults, but for me kids films are really important. I remember the films I saw as a 
kid in huge detail, they made a massive impact on me, whereas when I watch a film as an adult 
I’ll kind of forget it again, going ‘Did I see that?’. You don’t even remember because you watch 
so many movies, but movies you watch as a kid make a big impact, so I think then there’s a 
certain pressure. You’re aware that this movie could be the first film that this kid has ever seen 
and you want to make something that says something worth knowing. You don’t want to just 
make a movie that’s a commercial for toys, or something cheap and throwaway, you want it to 
have the same impact as the movies that you saw as a kid. 

Grief is quite a common theme in children’s’ films, and it’s in Song Of The Sea as well. Why 
do you think it’s so often used in the genre?

Moore: I think it’s the biggest theme that kids’ stories can deal with in general. Fairy tales and a 
lot of folklore have become popular for telling kids about but I think that’s a real primal thing, to 
lose a parent. There’s all kind of loss and experience that you can have as a child but that’s the 
big dramatic one. Any the other loss can be taken into consideration in the context in that big one 
so I think that’s why it comes up a lot and there’s a lot of orphans in them. 



Two movies that really influenced this one were Into The West- that was about two kids and their 
dad, and they were looking for their mum- and then My Neighbour Totoro, where the mum is 
absent and she’s sick in a sanatorium. So I think that it’s a real primal drama for children. You 
find a lot of adult stories are about saving the world or getting the girl or whatever, and I think for 
kids there’s something about being out in the world on your own. It’s exciting, going on an 
adventure without your parents- that’s a fantasy but it’s also your biggest fear. 

Young: We’ve found too that it’s the parents in the room at the end of this film that are more 
emotionally punched, especially when you’re dealing with a parental relationship and a sibling 
rivalry.

Moore: Yeah, I think what the kids responded to mostly, even though there’s the theme of grief -
which is just inherent in Selkie legends anyway- the young audience really connected with the 
sibling rivalry, even in test screenings and storyboarding. 

Paul, you did some voice acting in The Secret Of Kells as Brother Square. Were you tempted 
to do some in this film?

Young: I’m in there actually in the background, but I’m mumbling outside the pub. I also do 
some of the stone guys telling the kids to watch out. And yeah, in The Secret Of Kells I was 
Brother Square. 

Moore: But Paul’s a great actor! Paul did such a great job of recording, you know the scratch 
voices that you record before you get the final voices? So when we’re trying to figure out the 
story you can’t afford to have someone like Brendan Gleeson doing loads of different takes, but 
Paul did a great version of Conor, and we’d all gotten really used to it. Luckily Brendan Gleeson 
is such a powerful presence he kind of overshadows Paul! But at the time it was a bit like ‘Oh, I 
hope he’s as good as Paul’, because we’d gotten really used to his interpretation. 

In involving the folk tales of Ireland, did you ever think about making a connection to the 
Irish national identity in the film?

Young: There was actually someone from Ireland working in the festival who spoke to usafter 
seeing the film and he had said that a lot of people had been waiting for this type of thing, but I 
don’t think we were making the film with this intention of doing this really big essay on Irish 
mythology. He reckoned that we’d done it, that by us bringing in a modern fairy tale – even 
though it’s in the 1980s- we were reimagining all this old mythology. In that case though, I think 
we did it pretty well because it’s dressed up in a family drama.

Moore: There was a really interesting reading, I can’t remember who said it first- [to Paul] 
maybe it was you, but they said that Bronagh [Ben and Saoirse’s mother, voiced by Lisa 
Harrison] is Ireland, and at the end she’s saying goodbye and ‘remember me in your stories and 
your songs’. I was like ‘Oh god, I didn’t mean it but it’s quite nice really.’

Young: That’s sounds a bit poetic for me!

Moore: Yeah, maybe it wasn’t you.



Young: No, it probably wasn’t. (laughs) No, but it’s good because the guy from the film festival 
said that back in the day, when William Butler Yeats and others were trying to write these poems, 
they were trying to lift old mythology themselves in the Celtic revival. I think, despite not really 
thinking about it, that I hope Irish people will look on the film quite favourably as a pretty good 
revival of mythology- without just doing it in a very clichéd way. 

Moore: As well, Irish people are always so embarrassed by seeing themselves on screen. It’s so 
hard to get Irish people to see Irish movies because, I know the feeling, they cringe and they go 
‘Oh not riverdance, oh no, not leprechauns!’. I don’t know why, maybe because it’s a small 
country and everyone’s kind of conscious of how we’re seen from the outside in. But hopefully, I 
think this actually brings in all that stuff quite nicely because it’s the backdrop- the film is really 
only about Ben and Saoirse and their relation to their mother.

How was working with the voice cast?

Moore: It was really a breeze, especially with Brendan Gleeson and Fionnula Flanagan [who 
voices Granny] because we’d sort written parts for them. With Lisa, it was a bit of an unknown 
quantity because we’d known that she’s a fantastic singer but she hadn’t done much acting. She 
turned out to be just brilliant. It took a while to find the kids- we first thought of the kids who’d 
done The Secret Of Kells but of course they’re adults now. So then we were doing the animation 
for the TV series Moone Boy and that’s how we realised that David Rawle was perfect for the 
role. At the time, he was probably the most experienced and talented 11-year old actor in Ireland 
so he raised the film really. He’s got so much screen time and he has to play his part against a 
silent sister, who was played by Lucy O’Connell, and she only sings at the end. 

You brought back the same soundtrack artists from the last film, French musician Bruno 
Coulais and Irish folk group Kila. What was it about their work that inspired you to have 
them do the music for Song Of The Sea?

Moore: The thing for me was that they had to be musical and we needed to have the music 
integral. We brought Bruno Coulais and Kila in again after having a brief collaboration in The 
Secret Of Kells, where Bruno had written the score then worked with Kila over a week or so to 
arrange it. This time they met up while we were writing the script and were developing the music 
from there, so the music was being thought about and planned hand-in-hand with the visuals. It 
was much more tied to the film. I think Bruno and Kila were very keen to work together again too 
as they’d all enjoyed it.

There have been rumours that you’re working on a new project. Can you tell us anything 
about it?

Moore: It’s just such early days, there’s not much point talking about it, but it’ll be probably the 
third and last in a series that are based on Irish folklore and mythology. 


