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‘I love the feeling
ofbeingachancer

I feelmischief is
thebest thing’

Set to play host of one of the biggest TV franchises right now in
‘The Traitors Ireland’, Corkwoman SiobhánMcSweeney talks

aboutmaking the role her own, using her acting platform to take a
political stand, breaking glass ceilings, and her dream romance...
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LadySiobhán

U
ntil recently,
Siobhán
McSweeney’smain
associationwith
SlaneCastlewas,
like somanyother
Irishpeople, as a
hallowedconcert
venue. “R.E.M. 1995,”

she saysproudly. “Itwasoneof thevery
first gigs Iwent to. Iwasobsessedwith
R.E.M. I used todrawMichaelStipeonmy
walls, Iwasoneof those teenagers.When
theyall cameoutonstage, I remember
I excusedmyself fromallmyfriends to
haveaprivatemomentwatchingMichael
Stipe.”
As formativeas that gigundoubtedly

was,McSweeneymightnowhavean
evenstrongerconnectionwith theMeath
castle. She’s recently finished filming
the first ever seriesofTheTraitors Ireland
there forRTÉ, takingon thestarring role
ofhost. “I got toplayLadyof theManor
inSlaneCastle,” says the45-year-old
grinningagain–andwellmayshegrin
because it’s quite the job. Launched in
theNetherlands,TheTraitors formathas
nowbeenadapted toair inmore than
20countries. Incaseyou’vebeen living
undera stoneandsomehowmissed it,
theprogramme ispartmurdermystery,
part realityTVshow. It features some20
contestants, divided intoFaithful and
Traitors, pittedagainst eachother ina
battleof subterfugeanddeceit inpursuit
of acashprize. It’s becomean instant cult
hit,with theUK’s latest series, fronted
byClaudiaWinkleman, commanding
record-breakingaudiencesofmore than
sevenmillion.

So it’s surprising tohear that
McSweeney’s gut reactiononbeing
offered the roleofhost in the Irishversion
was to turn itdown. “Initially I saidno,
because Ididn’t think I’dbe the right
person for it, and Ididn’t think Iwould
doagood job,” she reveals. “Iwas like ‘Oh
no, theyneedapresenter for that,Claudia
Winklemandoes that forGod’s sake, I
can’t bedoing that!’ But then theycame
back, and theywereverynice tome, and I
thought ‘Erra, on theirownheadbe it.’
“As soonas I saidyes, I got really

excited,” shecontinues. “Butmainly
scaredactually, because it’s suchawell-
lovedshow,andsuchan immediately
well-lovedshow– it sortof feels likeabit
of abigpressuregig.”
Ah, surelynot? If theBaftaaward

winner, starofDerryGirls, doyenneof
stageand faceofTheGreatPotteryThrow
Downhas impostor syndrome,whathope
is there for the restofus?
“I doNOThave impostor syndrome

atall!” comesMcSweeney’s emphatic
response. “I despise thephrase. But I
alsodon’t think I’makangaroo.That’s
notbeingan impostor; I’maverygood
actor. I’m just a fanof the showand I
thought they’dget aproperpresenter, but
obviouslynot.”
Sheglancesmischievouslyoverher

shoulderat theRTÉteamsittingoff
camera inDonnybrookwhere she’s
takingmyvideocall, beforeadding
thatwhat swung thegig forherwas the
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prospectof someepicoutfits, echoing
thedramaticallycampwardrobesof
WinklemanandAlanCumming in theUS
version. “That’s immediatelywhat Iwent
to,” saysMcSweeney. “Trying toconsole
myselfwith lotsofwardrobestuff, and I
havemany,manystrongopinionswhen
it comes toclothingandwardrobeand
presentingoneself.”

Between thecastle settingand
themelodramaof the show’s set-up,
McSweeney felt theneed tobring the
theatrewithherTraitorsensembles,
makingvisits to theAbbey to run through
thearchives there, andengagingwith
designerswhohaveworked inoperatic
productions. “Iwantedsomething that
would speak towho Iamaswell,which
is anovertly loud, over-dramatic lady.
Onmymoodboard IhadCountess
MarkieviczandEnya.

“I alsogot reallyexcitedat the ideaof
showcasing Irishdesigners, thewaythat
Ihadencountered them,” shecontinues.
“Youngerdesigners anddesigners
whowork indifferentparadigms,with
differentkindsofbodies, stuff like that,
andshowthe ideaof Ireland that I relate
to.”

AntrimdesignerSaraO’Neill – the
womanbehind theÉadachbrand– isone
namethat comesup. “That senseofdark,
gothic,Celtic…Sara’s amazingat that and
I’veworna lotofherworkbefore. Butwe
havea lotofotherdesignerswhoreally
tap into that ideaofuniquely Irish things.”

Representationofnature felt significant
toMcSweeney,whowasbornandraised
in thevillageofAherla,CoCork. “That
feltvery important tome, especiallyas
a ruralwoman, sowehavea lotofeco
clothing, natural fibres, fibres thathave
beenrecycled,” she saysenthusiastically.
“A lotof stuff thatwas literallyborrowed
or taken frommyownwardrobeand
adaptedorembellished. Itwasabout
forcingmyown ideologyofclothingand
personal styleonto theparticular fit of the
show.”

Certainly, her style soundsmore than
amatch forWinkleman,whosecapes
andcountryattirehavebeenasmuch
a talkingpointover three seasonsof
theBBCversionas the fakeaccents and
Machiavellianmanoeuvresof the show’s
contestants. But there’s somethinga little
jarring in the fact that alreadysomeof
thedialogue in themedia seems intent in
comparing the twofemalepresenters, if
notoutrightpitting themincompetition.
McSweeney finds it lamentably
inevitable.

“Untilwedismantle thepatriarchy,
wecannotescape that.And Idespair,
because thebiggestproponentsof that
conversationquiteoftenarewomen
themselves.

“It’s interesting, becauseyoualsohave
the ‘Irishvs theUK’historical thinggoing
onand ‘Whodoes itbetter?’” sheadds.
“It’s a lotofb*****ksology reallyandhas
absolutelynothing todowith theactual
joyof sittingdownandwatchingagood
pieceof telly – so shutup.”

Whilst she’sona roll, it seemsagood
opportunity toaskwhat shemakesof
shows likeTheTraitorsbeingbranded
‘guiltypleasures’? “Somebodywas talking

tometodayabouthowsome influencer
saidher ‘guiltypleasure’waseatinga
whole punnet of blueberries. GodAlmighty,”
McSweeneygivesa sighandeye roll that
herDerryGirlscharacter, SisterMichael,
wouldbeproudof. “‘Guiltypleasure’,
thatphrasealonecertainlyexplainswhy
Ireland is theway it is, thatpleasure is
something that’snot forus.”

But sheconcedes that there is
something that feels sneakilyvoyeuristic
aboutwatchingTheTraitors. That
feelingofbeinga flyon thewall to the
duplicitousness, the scheming, the
pressurecookerofemotions that the
contestantsexperience, can feel illicit. “It’s
likeyou’reeavesdroppingonsomething
youshouldn’t be listening to,” reveals
McSweeney. “And there’snothingwe love
more thanseeing somebodybehaving
badly, becausewefeel seendon’twe?”

Being Ireland, rigorouscheckshadtobe
made toensurenocontestantskneweach
otherprior to filmingorwere inanyway
knowntoMcSweeney. “Justbyvirtueof
sample sizeandasmall population, it is a
uniquely Irishproblem,” explains thehost.
“‘Oh jeepers,we’ll have tomakesure it’s
notourcousinor someonegoing in.’”

Would sheherselfbeaTraitoror a
Faithful? “Iwouldnevergoon it,” she
replies instantly. “I have thebest job,
which isbeingable to lookandgiveout
andspyon theshenanigans, but I just
wouldn’tbe robustenough, I don’thave
thepsychology.”

It fascinatesherhowcontestants,who
couldbe fighting intensely to survive in
theprocessonesecond, could instantly
shelve thoseemotionsonexiting the
show. “Thepeoplewhodo thishavea
certainpsychology,which Idon’t identify
with, and I’mnotputtinga judgmenton
it, but they’reable todrop it immediately,
which is reallyquite robust andhealthy.
I’msomeonewhostill holds grudgesover
things thathappened topeoplewhoare
notme, andwhoare totally fineabout it.”

Thebluffing thatoften runscentral to
the showresonateswithher though, and
when I askwhatherbiggestbluffhas
been in life,McSweeney instantlyquips
that it’s “beingapresenter”. Thenshe
turns serious. “If I canbeabitpompous
andearnest, thebiggestbluff is that I can
dowhat Ido,” she says frankly. “I have
oneof those lovelyMargaretO’Connor
necklaces that says ‘Chancer’ and I love
the feelingofbeingachancer. I sortof feel
mischief is thebest thing.”

Has sheexperiencedbetrayal? “Yes,
I have.”Does shewant to talkabout it?
“Absolutelynot.” Shepre-emptsmynext
question. “Have Ibetrayedsomeone? I
haveaswell.And I’mcertainlynot talking
about that,” she smiles. “It’s human isn’t it?
Todo that.”

It’s rare forMcSweeneynot toelaborate
onananswer since she’softengloriously
forthrightonamultitudeof issuesboth
personal andpublic.Aquick lookat
her Instagrampage,where sheboasts
more than 170,000 followers, shows
her regularlyusingherplatformto raise
awarenessonatrocities inGaza.

There’softena tendency in the
entertainmentworld todistanceoneself

There’s nothing
we lovemore
than seeing
somebody
behaving badly,
becausewe feel
seen don’twe?

FASHION
Dress, Oran JAurelio
O’Reilly, Instagram
@oranaurelio.
Gloves, PaulaRowan,
paularowan.com.
Earrings, Delphi Antiques,
delphiantiques.com. Shoes,
Miista,miista.com. Socks,
Burlington, burlington.de »
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» frompotentiallycontentiouscauses,with
somanyof those inpositionsofpower
in thearts insistentonaneed forpolitical
impartiality –doesMcSweeneyever
worry that thecourageofherconvictions
couldcosther inhercareer?

“No, I’veneverworriedabout that,”
she says. “Because if something I’veever
saidordone–and I’venotalwaysdone it
successfully, but I’ve triedalways todo it
respectfully – if I losea jobbecauseof that,
then that’snot a job Iwant todo.”

She instantlyacknowledges the
privilege in that statement, tohave the
choice, butequally it’s anathematoher
howartists, including those inpopular
entertainment, candistance themselves
frompolitics. “I believe that art is a
political act.Howcanyoudoanything
that isvaguelycreative,whereyou’re
trying tocommunicate something toan
audienceand try tochange theirmind,
without it beingpolitical?Likehowcan
youcryoverpoetryandnotdoanything
to tryandmake theworldabetterplace?”

Growingup in Ireland in the 1980s,
her favouriteprogrammewasMurder,
SheWrote starringAngelaLansburyas
crimewriter andamateur sleuth Jessica
Fletcher. “Iwas that age living inacountry
wheremybodywasn’tmyown,where
mymamwasn’t allowed todivorcemy
da,wherehermawasn’t allowed toown
propertyorevenabankaccount, and
everyThursday I got to seeawoman,who
wasunmarried,hada fantastichaircut
and lovelyearrings,whosolvedcrime
andwent fishingat theweekend– that,
myfriend,wasa rolemodel and that is
political.”

Surely inmanywaysMcSweeney
nowherself is a rolemodel today?She
bats the label away. “No, I feel I exist and

allowpeoplewhoare likemetogo ‘Ah,
I’m likeher’ and that’swhat I feelproud
of, because I think thereare somany
women likeme,whohavehadsimilar
experiences,who look likeme,whothink
thesamewayaboutcertain thingsand
–apart fromJessicaFletchernaturally –
youdon’tnecessarily see it sooften,” she
says. “So, I feelproud that I canadd to the
lexicon, or thepalette, ofwomenwhoare
likeme.But Idon’t feel likea rolemodel.”

Thecontinued inequality in
representing strong female roleson
screen todaysawMcSweeneyrecently
take to socialmedia to lament thenews
ofSamMendes’ upcomingBeatles
biopics. “Whatabore,” she saysnowof the
plannedmovies. “Wetell the samestory
overandoveragain. Iwant to see the lives
ofwomenwhosestories Idon’t know.Not
necessarilyautobiographicalbut fictional
andcreative.”

Film, she reckonsanyway, isn’t the right
mediumforbiopics. “All biopicsbecome
‘Howmuchofagoodmimic is thisperson
doing?Or ‘Oh, is that a fakenose?’ rather
thanbeingblownawayby theart they
producedordiscovering something
factual about them.”

It’s the lesser-knownstories thathold
greater appeal forMcSweeney. She
recentlynarratedaneight-part-seriesof
theLivesLessOrdinarypodcast for theBBC
WorldServicewithHoldFast!, telling the
extraordinary storyofacargo ship locked
downat sea for 188daysduring theCovid-
19pandemic.

It’s difficult toconceivenow, given
itsphenomenal success, butDerry
Girlswasoncealsoanunlikely subject
matter for aTVhit, telling the storyofa
forgottendemographic inanoftenover-
looked regionduringconflict. Itwas
McSweeney’s stint as theever-sardonic

SisterMichael that securedher the2023
Bafta forBestFemalePerformance ina
ComedyProgramme, andbrought global
fandom. “It’s reallyquiteextraordinary,
Iwas in theStatesacoupleof times
thisyear and themost randompeople
recognisedme in themiddleofNewYork,
and Iwas like ‘Whathas thisprogramme
done?’” saysMcSweeney.

“I still can’t comprehend it.And Ido try
toevery sooften, just so I’mnotcaughtoff
guardwhensomeonecomesup tome. It’s
good tohave it in thebackofmyhead that
maybe Idon’t owethemmoney,maybe
theydo just recognisemefromthe telly.”

During thecoverageofGlastonbury,
shewasawareofa flag-bearingSister
Michael’s facebeingwaved in thecrowd
andusedasameetingpoint. “She’dhave
hatedall that,” she sayswithadistinctly
SisterMichael-esquepursingof the lips.

Of course, that instantly recognisable
associationwithabelovedTVcharacter
canbeadouble-edgedsword, and
McSweeneyoscillatesbetween
acknowledging theprosandcons. “I don’t
know, it canget a littlebit tiring, people
think that theyownyou,” shemuses.
“But I quite like itwhenpeople talkabout
SisterMichael, and I love theeffectof
the show. It’s a gorgeous thingandgives
peoplea lotof joyand,more importantly,
it’s givenmeanawful lotof joy, anda lot
ofopportunities that I justwouldnever
havegottenbefore.

“Iwasagrand theatre jobbingactor
beforeDerryGirls,” shecontinues. “I
orderedbreakfast inbed today!My life is
incomparable towhat itwas likebefore.”
There’s apause. “Notbetter,” shequalifies
witha smile. “Just incomparable.”

After graduating fromUniversity
CollegeCorkwithaBachelor inBiological
Science in2001,McSweeneymoved to
London to studyat theCentral Schoolof
SpeechandDrama, goingon to secure the
roleof Julia inKenLoach’s 2006 film,The
WindThatShakes theBarley. Throughout
heronscreencareer shehascontinued
tobea regularonstage, starring later this
year alongside fellowDerryGirlsalumnus
NicolaCoughlan inanall-starproduction
ofThePlayboy of theWesternWorldat
London’sNationalTheatre.

At thebeginningofhercareer,
McSweeneyreadilyadmits shebought
into the ideaofacertainhierarchy
inacting jobsacrossdifferentmedia.
“When I started, Iwasvery (sheaffects
a grandiosevoicebefittingof the
Shakespeareanstage) ‘Iwill nevahdo
anythingexcept the theatAH!TheatAH
ismy life!’” She shrugspragmatically.
“There’s roomtochange.”

The industryhaschanged too. “When I
startedoff acting, itwasverymuchseen
to stay inyour lanebetweendoing theatre
anddoing filmandTV,” shecontinues.
“There’s still, not a snobbery, but a
misunderstandingof the importanceof
comedyversusdrama.

“I think it’s gettingbetter, I think the
so-calledhardborderbetweendramaand
comedy isbecominga lotmoreporous
and Ihavebenefittedhugely fromthe
fact thatpeopleareallowed tobemany
thingsacrossdifferentmedia.” In thepast,

Above: Siobhán
McSweeney, right, as
SisterMichael in thehit
comedy seriesDerryGirls

Right:McSweeney is set to
star inThePlayboy of the
WesternWorld in London’s
National Theatre in
December

I believe that art
is a political act.
Like howcan
you cry over
poetry and not
do anything to
try andmake the
world a better
place?
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McSweeney wistfully. And Slane’s man of
the moment back in 1995, Michael Stipe,
is of course featured. “I remember saying
to myself, ‘One day I’ll meet you,’” she
laughs. “It hasn’t happened yet.” She gives
another mischievous look. “But it’s only a
matter of time.” ●

‘TheTraitors Ireland’ begins onRTÉOneand
RTÉPlayer onAugust 31

McSweeney has talked eloquently about
the failings in fashion for different body
types, her complicated relationship with
grief after the deaths of her two parents,
losing everything when a fire engulfed her
home in 2019 and the impact that had on
her mental health.

But she’s rarely quoted talking about
her personal life and I’m curious is that
because she’s drawn a line on that area

or because no one asks? “Both, I think,”
she says. “What personal life? I’ve spoken
about my dead family a lot.” No, I clarify,
I mean the ‘significant other’. “Ah, the
significant other. I am currently single,”
she replies with a wink.

There has long been, however, a list of
potential husbands, who could ideally
form a Mr McSweeney harem. “Gene
Wilder was my first fake husband,” says

THETEAM
Styling byAnneO’Shea
assisted byAoifeMcGuigan
andYaraAbdelrahman.
Hair andmake-up
byNickiMinshull.
Shot on location at
SlaneCastle, CoMeath
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