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ABSTRACT

The issue of Irish art music has been the subject of much discussion in this past decade 

and beyond. Since Sean 6 Riada's exploits into the usage of Irish traditional music in an 

art music medium, there is thought to have been a fundamental division in Irish art 

music. Between composers who work mainly in the European styles of the twentieth 

century with perhaps only a nodding glance to Irish traditional music and those 

composers who use Irish music with a retrospective eye to the techniques of the 

nineteenth century, eschewing the contemporaneous musical language, there has been 

no perfect marriage of the two.

In this work, the current dichotomy between traditional Irish music and 

contemporary music is studied through the context of twelve new compositions and 

accompanying commentaries, each addressing individual issues within this dichotomy. 

Drawing on recent summative work by Dave Flynn, the current problems in the 

incorporation of traditional Irish music in contemporary classical musical language are 

discussed and new approaches to this crossover considered. The innate expressive 

gestures of traditional performers are dissected and efficient means of communicating 

these to a contemporary musician developed. Fundamental aspects of traditional Irish 

music including melodic frameworks (modes), rhythm, ornamentation, aural 

transmission and improvisation are analysed and implemented systematically in a range 

of new compositions for varying forces.

One of the main areas which remains largely unexplored in traditional music 

is the possibility of microinterval modality. Old performances of traditional music 

contain many inflections in tuning, some but not all of which are slides. This work 

presents a preliminary empirical examination into precise and recurring pitch entities 

in old recordings and relatively modern performances of Irish traditional music which 

have been hitherto undocumented. The results of this are used in combination with 

other aspects of traditional language to create four new works comprising the Seamsur

series.
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INTRODUCTION

Contemporary music in Ireland

The past three decades have seen an explosion in the number of composers working in 

the contemporary music scene on the island of Ireland. The omission of the term 

'classical' here is deliberate because the current musical gamut, from concert music to 

electronica and the numerous styles and crossovers in between, is so diverse that 'art 

music' escapes such simple categorisation. Some composers writing contemporary 

classical music could equally be found at the mixing desk of a nightclub, presenting 

cutting-edge combinations of visual, choreographic and live-processed musical art. 

Recently formed groups such as the Irish Composers Collective1 help to foster this 

approach by offering varied performance opportunities for young composers in a range 

of venues from concert halls to underground Indie-style clubs with a similar range of 

professional performers. Of course, such diversity is not particular to Ireland; the 

increasing globalisation of Ireland in economic and social terms is reflected in its 

cultural trends, mirroring the development of contemporary art throughout Europe, 

America and beyond.

The Contemporary Music Centre2 in Dublin represents a body of over two 

hundred established Irish or Irish-based composers, a fact that reflects the vibrancy of 

Ireland's contemporary musical life. This increase in activity is also borne out in the 

growth of academic study devoted to the work of Irish composers. In particular, one 

aspect of study that has received significant attention is the issue of using traditional 

Irish music in the contemporary music medium. One of the early protagonists of using 

traditional music in this way was the Cork composer and performer, Sean 6 Riada (1931- 

1971). 6 Riada was an influential figure in the revival of traditional Irish music in the 

1960s, mainly through the establishment of the group Ceoltoin Chualann. This group 

revolutionised traditional music by laying the foundations for ensemble performance in 

a concert setting. Furthermore, their unique approach to the arrangement of traditional

1 See, for example, www.irishcomposerscollective.org or irishcomposerscollective.tumblr.com
2'Contemporary Music Centre, Ireland', accessed 3rd September, 2012. www.cmc.ie
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pieces for these performances in turn influenced many generations of musicians that 

followed them3. Although trained as a classicist, 6 Riada eventually undertook 

composition studies with Aloys Fleischmann (1910-1992), initially composing works in 

the serialist vein. On being commissioned to write the music for Mise Eire (1959)4, a 

documentary on the foundation of the Irish Republic, 6 Riada began to incorporate 

elements of traditional Irish music into his composition. One facet of the tradition that 

he concentrated on emulating was the art of sean-ndssinging (from the Irish, literally 

'old style'singing). This style of singing, which I will discuss in greater detail in Chapters 

I and II, plays a central role in defining traditional Irish music. In the words of the 

eminent Irish scholar and musician Prof.Tomas 6 Canainn, 'no aspect of Irish music can 

be fully understood without a deep appreciation of sean-nds singing.Jt is the key which 

opens every lock.'5 In short, sean-nds is unaccompanied, solo song in the Irish language 

(Gaelic/Gaeilge), characterised by long ametrical phrases and a high degree of 

ornamentation (although this varies between different regional styles).

In composing for film, 6 Riada aimed for a 'popular' symphonic style, the 

combination of which with traditional influences earned him considerable success. The 

use of traditional music in such a way at the time was very radical. Even though some 

composers had used traditional music previously6, it was very much in a 'cut and paste' 

manner, taking snippets of original tunes from collections of Irish music and using them 

verbatim. This generally led to unfaithful representations of the music; the early 

collections of traditional music omit important details such as swing, ornamentation 

and phrasing (amongst others) which, when interpreted by a classical performer, result 

in a distinctly non-traditional sound7.This, combined with the social status attributed to 

traditional Irish music atthe time, led to a gradual decline in its popularity and an overall 

decrease in respect for it from non-traditional musicians. Despite the populist 

approach he adopted, 6 Riada's greater understanding of traditional music and 

sympathetic use of the sean-nds created a new sound which revitalised traditional 

music and undoubtedly rekindled interest in its use in modern classical contexts by

3 Their most direct musical descendants are The Chieftains who in turn have shaped a great deal of the 
traditional music scene today.
4 Mise Eire, DVD, directed by George Morrison (1959; Dublin, Ireland: Gael-Linn Films, re-release 2006)
5 Tomas 0 Canainn, Traditional Music in Ireland (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1978), p. 49
6 Stretching back as far as the mid- to late nineteenth century through composers such as C.V. Stanford 
and M.W. Balfe.
7 See Chapter II for a longer discussion of the 'Collection Problem’.
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non-traditional practitioners. Indeed, since 6 Riada's exploits into the usage of Irish 

traditional music in an art music medium, there is thought to have been a fundamental 

division in Irish artmusic8.

THE TRADITIONAL-CONTEMPORARY DICHOTOMY

Art music in Ireland can be split into two main categories - music which acknowledges 

the concept of being Irish (e.g. Seoirse Bodley (b. 1933) and, subconsciously, Brian 

Boydell (1917-2000)) and music which turns its back on this identity and looks to Europe 

(e.g. Gerald Barry9 (b. 1952)). That music which accepts the Irish identity has found itself 

not completely reconciled with it. A further split within this branch has occurred 

between the use of traditional music in retrospective frameworks, from composers 

such as Norman Hay (1889-1943) and more recently Mfcheal 6 Suilleabhain (b. 1950)) to 

more popular traditional crossovers, for example, Bill Whelan (b.1950), Michael McGlynn 

(b. 1964) and Shaun Davey (b. 1948) amongst many others.

Norman Hay was one of the first composers to implement some aspects of 

Irish traditional music in his composition, using chromatic harmonies to 

decontextualise the traditional material10. As mentioned briefly above, Sean 6 Riada 

attempted a direct confluence of the two traditions but failed to see it through; his 

main success was in the realm of popular classicisation of traditional Irish music. More 

recently, Seoirse Bodley (b. 1933) has presented the most provoking use of traditional 

music in a contemporary context. His music does not try to fuse the two traditions but 

rather openly examines the conflict between traditional melodies and dissonant 

harmonies. Younger composers such as Caitnona Nf Dhubhghaill (b. 1975) and Rachel 

Holstead (b. 1978) amongst others have treaded a similar path. One composer of note 

who has spearheaded a structured attempt at incorporating traditional Irish music

8 Harry White, 'The divided imagination: music in Ireland after 6 Riada', Chapter 1 in Irish Music in the 
Twentieth Century, ed. Gareth Cox & Axel Klein, Irish Musical Studies, Vol. 7 (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 
2003), pp. 11-28
9 Although Barry has used traditional music sources in his composition, most notably the inverted use of 
the air SiBeag SiMdr in the opening of his Piano Quartet No. 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), he 
does so in a way that precludes direct association with the tradition. See also Dave Flynn, ‘Traditional Irish 
Music: A Path To New Music' (PhD thesis, DIT Conservatory of Music and Drama, 2010), pp. 48-49
10 Axel Klein, 'Roots and directions in twentieth-century Irish art music', Chapter 10 in Irish Music in the 
Twentieth Century, ed. Gareth Cox & Axel Klein, Irish Musical Studies, Volume 7 (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 
2003), pp. 168-182
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influence into contemporary composition is the Co. Clare composer Dave Flynn (b. 

1977). Some brief discussion of his workis appropriate here.

Flynn and 'Traditional Irish Music: A Path To New Music'

Dave Flynn's recent (2010) thesis Traditional Irish Music: A Path To New Music at the 

Dublin Institute of Technology Conservatory of Music and Drama presents the most 

thorough work thus far into the examination of traditional Irish music in the 

contemporary medium. Although a composition doctorate at its core, almost two-thirds 

of Flynn's five-hundred page thesis is devoted to a considerable analysis of the 

structure of traditional Irish music, discussing in detail aspects of notation, pitch, 

rhythm and characteristics of traditional instruments. One of the reasons for the 

inclusion of such a strong (ethno)musicological weighting is because, as Flynn puts it, 

'the dominance of aural learning in the dissemination of traditional music and 

conversely the visual aid of sheet music in classical music has meant that many of the 

essential characteristics of traditional Irish music have rarely, if ever, been analysed or 

notated in the detail that is expected for classical music.'11 Flynn's thesis also presents 

important research into the status quo of the use of traditional Irish music in 

contemporary musical literature, surveying many compositions, carrying out interviews 

with existing composers and discussing the details of how these and previous 

composers have used and manipulated material from the Irish tradition. Flynn's thesis 

charts new territory in this regard; previous discussions have only scratched the surface 

of this issue, concentrating on perhaps one composer or providing only cursory analysis 

of how traditional Irish music is used by contemporary composers12. At any rate, Flynn's 

work serves as a convenient literature review for current study in this area at the time 

of writing.

The remaining third of Flynn's thesis is given over to commentaries on how 

he uses the aspects of traditional music he discusses in his compositional work. While it 

is undoubted that the analytical work Flynn presents is robust and worthwhile, 

presenting many ideas on how traditional Irish music can be used in contemporary

11 Flynn, PhD thesis, Abstract
12 e.g. Irish Music in the Twentieth Century, ed. Gareth Cox & Axel Klein, Irish Musical Studies, Vol. 7 (Dublin: 
Four Courts Press, 2003)
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composition, I feel that his compositional output does not reflectfully the journey that 

contemporary music has taken throughout the past century. Although he clearly uses 

the musical tools that he outlines in the earlier part of his thesis, the result falls on the 

more traditional side of the fence, encasing the music in comparatively retrospective 

language. Full analytical or critical commentary of Flynn's compositional output is 

superfluous to the current discussion, however, one of the main reasons I believe 

Flynn's work does not effectively marry both the traditional and contemporary 

languages is in his straightforward approach to traditional rhythm and pitch material. 

The particular modes and dance-tune rhythms of traditional Irish music are stylistically 

very colourful and it is in close adherence to these that we find it hard to transcend the 

traditional influence. Some of Flynn's compositions rely heavily on these aspects of 

Irish music to the extent that they could be labelled almost entirely traditional rather 

than contemporary, a fact that Flynn would not refute. For example, The Longest Reel'13 

(2009), for solo fiddle, is what could be described as a newly composed traditional tune 

(extract be low).

Fig. i.i - Flynn: The Longest Reel, bb. 41-54

13 David Flynn, The Longest Reel (Ballyvaughan: Frisbee Publications, 2009)
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Le Cheile is in Aonar14 (2010), for three traditional instruments, is constructed simply from 

the juxtaposition of existing traditional tunes (Fig. 1.2 overleaf). Both these examples 

highlight another issue that presents a problem when combining traditional music and 

contemporary music: the use of traditional performers and instruments. This is not to 

say that traditional performers or instruments should not be used in a contemporary 

context but rather that the obvious colour that they bring to this context may detract 

from the contemporary language if not used carefully. In Aontacht (2008)15, a concerto 

for traditional soloist and orchestra, the emphasis is on exploring what the traditional 

performer is used to doing and allowing the performer to express him/herself in their 

natural musical vocabulary, while pushing their traditional technique to the limits (e.g. 

playing melodies in high registers, Fig. 1.3, overleaf).

37

Fl. (Harry)

Pipes (Mick)

to be varied)(Rough Regs part

Fid. (Siobhan)

The Abbey Reel (1 x)wer Octave)

|:*j. jWd.Fid. (Caoi'mhi'n)

Fig. i.2 - Flynn: Le Cheile is in Aonar, bb. 37-40

14 David Flynn, Le Cheile is in Aonar (Ballyvaughan: Frisbee Publications, 2010) and Flynn, PhD thesis, pp. 
441-455
15 David Flynn, /Aontacht (Ballyvaughan: Frisbee Publications, 2008)
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Fig. 1.3 - Flynn: Aontacht, bb. 41-43

The idea is a good one, but in the case of Aontacht, it has essentially led to the 

composition of new 'traditional' tunes with contemporary twists16, set on the backdrop 

of the orchestra acting as one giant accompaniment instrument (Flynn's own 

description of his orchestral writing confirms this17). However, one of Flynn's 

compositions does approach a more contemporary musical landscape. The first 

movement of String Quartet No. 3 - The Keening''8 incorporates a cello solo (Fig. 1.4, 

overleaf) that is inspired by the sound of 'keening'. Keening, from the Irish caoineadh ('a 

cry'), describes a style of singing that comes from the cries of people (usually women) 

mourning the dead and is frequently likened to the sound of various Eastern folk 

musics. The freeness of this passage, along with the microtonal inflections 

incorporated, make this work sound much 'newer' than any of Flynn's other 

compositions.

16 e.g. altered modality; bars 42-43 (Fig. 1.3) could be considered as a melody in El> Lydian, a rare mode in 
traditional Irish music.
17 Flynn, PhD thesis, p. 367
18 David Flynn, String Quartet No. 3 - 'The Keening' (Ballyvaughan: Frisbee Publications, 2007)
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Fig. 1.4 - Flynn: String Quartet No. 3 - The Keening, bb. 2-11

In short, there is little in Flynn's composition that could be considered contemporary in 

the 'classical' sense. In attempting to converse directly with the Irish tradition, Flynn 

has largely eschewed contemporary language. It is difficult to discern any influence in 

his music that could be considered a descendant of pre- or post-war modernism, for 

example. Of course, there cannot be considered anything wrong with this from a 

compositional standpoint; Flynn does not like this style of contemporary music19 and is 

free to compose as he wishes. Flowever, although Flynn's music goes some way to 

creating a sound which encompasses both traditional Irish and contemporary styles, the 

academic discrepancy between the ideology of Flynn's work and the position of 

contemporary music today forms in part my own motivation for examining this area.

Personal Motivation

At the age of seven, like many other primary school children in Ireland, I was given a 

gold-coloured Generation D tin whistle and conscripted to learn the simplest tunes 

from the Irish tradition. Mercifully, after a few weeks, l was bumped up to a small group 

of children who began lessons on the violin and thus began my traditional music 

training in earnest. I had the pleasure of being a pupil of one of the finest fiddlers in the 

country, Brfd Flarper (b. 1966), and spent ten years under her tutelage, learning all

19 Flynn, personal correspondence with author, June 2012.
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aspects of traditional repertoire. In my early teens, I also began classical lessons on the 

piano and followed the usual route through graded examinations. The exposure to 

classical repertoire and eventual study of this at school encouraged me to delve deeper 

into the music to the point that 1 began writing myself. At first writing largely juvenilia, 

it was not until after I took a break to read chemistry at university that I began a deeper 

engagement with modern music. Having being exposed to only a modest amount of 

contemporary music while at university, I arrived at my masters degree in music with 

very keen eyes and ears, but very little knowledge. To one extent this was refreshing as 

I immediately began to write music that came from the direct confluence of where I 

found myself at that time, i.e. directly between traditional music and contemporary 

music. As a performer of traditional music for over fifteen years (at the time), I was 

acutely aware of developments in it and, as I learnt more about contemporary music in 

Ireland, aware also of the ever-increasing distance between the traditional and 

contemporary media. I have always felt aligned to both 'traditions' and as such my 

natural response through composition was to combine the two. The result was one of 

the earliest compositions for my MA, Mise Eire for eight solo voices (SSAATTBB).

MiseEire

Mise Eire (2008)20 is a very useful starting point for this thesis as it was my first attempt 

to combine traditional Irish music and contemporary music and, in my opinion, 

highlighted the possibilities that the combination of the two languages gives rise to. 

The piece itself is at times naive, largely owing to my inchoate experience of 

contemporary language, but after its eventual performance, 1 felt there were aspects of 

the music that I wanted to explore further. I was also bolstered by the opinion of some 

visiting composers to Queen's during the course of my MA21, who felt that I had created 

something that had the potential to be the basis for a highly personal musical language.

Mise Eire took as its basis the short poem of the same name by the Irish 

scholar Patrick Pearse (1879-1916)22. My aims at the time of composition were to work 

with the common modes used in traditional music, particularly the mixolydian mode 

which has a strong personal resonance, and also to set the words of the poem in asean-

20 See Appendix I for the score of Mise Eire. A recording (on Disc 2) is also included with this submission.
21 Namely, Michael Finnissy and Judith Weir.
22 Further programmatical information on the piece is available in the score in Appendix I.
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nos fashion, incorporating some aspects of microtonal inflection in accordance with my 

experience of sean-nds performers in the tradition. The extent of this experience, as is 

with many traditional musicians, was knowing that something was going on in Irish music, 

in particular amongst older musicians, whereby certain notes were played with varied 

intonation, but not really knowing precisely what that something was. Indeed, the whole 

notion of intonation has become something of a taboo in traditional circles. Despite its 

prevalence, little research had been carried out into this grey area of traditional music 

and as such it was to become the initial basis for my doctoral research, that is the 

examination of microinterval modality in traditional Irish music, with a study of the 

compositional applications of this in a contemporary scenario. (This research and the 

'intonation problem' are expounded in Chapter II.) However, soon after the outset, I 

realised that my compositions were exploring not only microinterval modality but also 

many other facets of traditional Irish music which manifested themselves as a part of 

my natural musical language. As a result, I decided much more work needed to be done 

in the more general area of traditional Irish music in contemporary music and as such 

expanded my research to the current portfolio.

The Irish Bart6k

As mentioned earlier, an ongoing debate has been taking place regarding the position 

of traditional Irish music in contemporary music today. There are many differing 

opinions: some prominent composers maintain that Irish composers should have 

nothing to do with traditional music, whereas others think it is some kind of 

blasphemous injustice not to use this extensive resource. In the mid-2000s,the debate 

came to a head in a heated exchange of letters in The Journal of Music in Ireland (now 

simply called The Journal of Music), thanks to one article in particular by Dave Flynn: 

'Looking for the Irish Bartok'23. As the title suggests, the article discusses the place of 

traditional music in the contemporary classical scene and calls for composers not only 

to embrace traditional music but also to work towards the establishment of a 'definably 

'Irish' school of composition.'24 The rallying tone of Flynn's writing here proved to be a 

little too provocative for certain established Irish composers (and writers) such as

23 Dave Flynn, 'Looking for the Irish Bartok', The Journal of Music in Ireland (July/August 2005)
24 Ibid.

10



Fergus Johnston, Richard Pine and, most notably, Raymond Deane who responded 

vociferouslythus:

'A ghost haunts the JM/ - the ghost of the Irish Bartok. When last seen some years 
back, this fearsome spectre was safely tucked in his tomb, a sprig of garlic in his gob 
and a shamrock up each hairy nostril. Now David Flynn has disinterred him as a 
bogeyman to browbeat us into doing what Mr Flynn believes we 'should', nay 'must' 
do in order to earn the 'Guaranteed Irish' seal for our music.'25

In the same issue, Johnston points out that Flynn's question is as futile as asking why 

there hasn't been an Irish Beethoven or an Irish Bach.These composers wrote excellent 

music not because of where they came from but simply because they were gifted 

composers who wrote excellent music. In discussing Hungarian composers in his letter, 

Deane goes so far as to assert that'None of these composers [Bartok, Kodaly and Liszt], 

nor yet Dohnanyi nor Ligeti, can be said to embody some trans-historical essence of 

Hungarity, a racial if not indeed a racist concept'26 While an extreme point, it is equally 

true of the situation concerning the use of traditional Irish music in contemporary 

music. To say that there should be an 'Irish' school of composition is not the issue; the 

problem lies in how traditional Irish music has already been used by composers and the 

discrepancy that has resulted between the sound of traditional music and how that is 

represented in the contemporary medium. The reverse is currently also true; a 

discrepancy exists between how contemporary music is represented in works where 

Irish traditional influences are involved. As Harry White wrote a decade ago, 'the 6 

Riada crisis [has] produced an 'either/or'condition in Irish art music which has yet to be 

resolved.'27

The precedent for combining art music and folk music is not confined to the 

work of Irish composers; indeed, many of the great composers of the twentieth century 

have sought to access the 'spirit'of folk music, the most notable protagonist being Bela 

Bartok (1881-1945). There has also been a strong tradition in Polish composition from 

the latter half of the twentieth century to reflect on the folk music of the land, 

particularly from composers such as Szymanowski, Gorecki, and early Lutosfawski. Some 

of this influence indubitably stems from the ubiquitous presence of Chopin in the 

classical music of Poland and his own reference to traditional music. While much can be

25

26

27

Raymond Deane, 'Letters: Looking for the Irish Bartok', The Journal of Music in Ireland (Sep. 2005) 
Ibid.
White (2003), p. 28
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learned from Bartok's music and its inimitable sound, or indeed that of the Polish 

masters or other composers using the folk music of their country, it was more pertinent 

for me to examine composers who have directly engaged with the folk music of the 

British Isles. The obvious composers noted for such activity were Joseph Parry, Ralph 

Vaughan-Williams, Alexander Mackenzie and Charles Villiers Stanford. Their approach 

was largely melodic, whereby existing melodies would be quoted to varying degrees 

and their modal structures used to inform the harmonic basis of the composition 

(particularly in the case of Vaughan-Williams). The music of these composers was also 

largely conservative considering the contemporary developments of their day. 

However, one other figure stands out for his eschewal of traditional compositional 

techniques in an effort to be all the more accommodating to folk music: Percy Grainger. 

Sadly, only the most commercially popular of Grainger's works remain widely known 

today; however, he made early endeavours to explore some very new concepts at the 

time, including free/ametrical rhythm and microtonality (see Chapter II for more 

information). Grainger's arrangements of folksong were a great influence on the 

writing of Benjamin Britten28 also and therefore his work has a direct lineage in the 

gradual opening up of both classical and folk music to a more symbiotic relationship.

In the context of my own research, however, to claim that the body of work presented 

here attempts to create a kind of nationalism in Irish art music is missing the point; my 

music follows its course because of the bias29 of my musical language and of how this 

expresses itself to me and through me. Although I have begotten my music, like every 

other composer, it is as Edward Green puts it'aesthetically dishonest for [me] to claim it 

for one culture over another. It belongs to the entire world of music, and is freshly and 

proudlyjust itself.'30

28 John Bird, Percy Grainger (Oxford: OUP, 1999), p. 114 ft
29 bias is the Irish for flavour or accent; it has a particular connotation that does not translate well.
30 Edward Green, 'China and the West-The Birth of a New Music', Contemporary Music Review, Vol. 26, Nos. 
5/6 (Oct./Dec. 2007): p. 494
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The Traditional-Contemporary Dichotomy in Irish Art Music: A New

Compositional Approach

The compositions presented in this portfolio attempt to address some of the issues 

discussed above and suggest a new approach to the combination of traditional Irish 

music and contemporary music. They explicitly engage with contemporary musical 

literature and endeavour to add to our knowledge of it, allowing the traditional 

influences to be subsumed more naturally into contemporary language (by examining 

common traits such as complexity, microtonality and improvisation) rather than 

awkwardly accommodating them in a compromised fashion.

The portfolio is diverse, owing largely to the many possibilities that the 

marriage of traditional Irish and contemporary styles affords. Indeed, the further I 

delved into particular aspects of traditional Irish music, the more I uncovered other 

avenues that could be explored in the context of contemporary music. As such, the 

compositions presented here are sometimes individual studies in these particular 

areas but simultaneously contributing to the development of my musical language as a 

whole. Throughout the portfolio I have tried to avoid the trap of 'obsessive 

concentration on a single aspect of musical language at the expense of everything 

else'31 to the extent that a clear progression can be seen in my musical language as the 

portfolio develops.

To this end, this commentary charts a roughly chronological path through my 

portfolio, pausing to discuss particular aspects of traditional Irish music in my 

composition as they are encountered. I have broken the discussion up into four 

chapters that deal broadly with different aspects of traditional Irish music and their 

application in my composition. Fundamental aspects of traditional Irish music including 

melodic frameworks (modes), rhythm and ornamentation are analysed and 

implemented systematically in new works in Chapter I.

The existence of flexibility of intonation in traditional Irish music has been 

acknowledged for well over a century yet remains little understood or studied. This 

intonation is, in my opinion, one of the central characteristics of traditional Irish music, 

found particularly in older performances. As such, a preliminary study of this with a view

31 Julian Anderson, 'The Spectral Sounds of Magnus Lindberg. Julian Anderson Introduces One of 
Scandinavia's Leading Composers', The Musical Times, Vol. 133, No. 1797 (Nov. 1992), p. 565
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to quantifying the microintervals being has been carried out so that these could be 

incorporated compositionally. This approach to the incorporation of traditional Irish 

music in contemporary composition is hitherto unexplored and the results of my 

investigation are discussed in Chapter II. The combination of these microinterval 

modes and the gestures discussed in Chapter I are examined through new 

compositions, entitled the Seamsur series.

Chapter III examines other tangential aspects of traditional Irish music that 

have not yet been investigated in a compositional context. Concepts new to 

contemporary music, such as aural transmission, are discussed and implemented in a 

new work for piano, Sliabh Geat gCua. The notion of improvisation in traditional Irish 

music is also briefly looked at. Similar to the innate gestures in traditional performance 

discussed in Chapter I, improvisation in traditional music is essentially the result of the 

embodiment of the tradition. The assimilation of a sizeable corpus of traditional tunes 

influences a traditional performer's response to unknown material. This is pitted 

against the contemporary performer's response to quasi-traditional material in a form 

of open score in Between The Tunes. The instrumentation question which has plagued 

many attempts at bridging the divide between traditional Irish music and contemporary 

music is circumvented in this submission, avoiding the cliches of using traditional 

performers in the process. The remaining composition presented in Chapter III, The 

Jolly, Slender, and Black-Haired Beggarman from the Mossy Banks of Dinny O’Brien's Stoney 

Steps with a Peacock's Feather, examines the use of traditional instruments from an 

electroacoustic perspective, manipulating traditional recordings to create an 

acousmatic landscape infused with traditional gestures.

The final part of this commentary brings together the previous chapters in a 

more reflective look at the use of traditional Irish music in my composition. Just as the 

study and performance of traditional Irish music over time culminates in the 

assimilation of tradition, the last two compositions in this portfolio present the 

culmination of my compositional journey after three years of doctoral research.

14



CHAPTER I - Initial forays

An Seilgeoir

Arriving at doctoral study, I had many ideas and sketches already formed about the 

direction my research and the resulting portfolio would take. However, an amount of 

initial experimentation was required to 'test the water'. Conveniently, at the same time 

as commencing my doctorate, a call was issued for works for mezzo-soprano and piano 

as part of the 2010 Jerome Hynes Composition Competition in Dublin. Submissions had 

to be based on one of a selection of four short poems by Brendan Kennelly (b.1936) and 

be no longer than four minutes in length. This call proved to be a useful starting point 

for my experimentation; as I wanted to continue exploring the use of sean-nds elements 

in my music, writing for voice seemed an appropriate medium to begin with. 

Furthermore, the use of a given text also provided me with a ready-made structure from 

which the composition could grow. The result was An Seilgeoir (2009), which was 'Highly 

Commended' in the 2010 Jerome Hynes Composition Competition.

Bimodality

A large number of traditional Irish tunes are written in simple major scales, i.e. the 

ionian mode (although it is rarely referred to thus by traditional musicians or scholars). 

However, there are two other common modes in the Irish tradition, the mixolydian and 

dorian modes, which impart a very special colour to the tunes that use them, particularly 

because of their minor seventh degree. In the following paragraphs, I will examine how I 

use these modes in An Seilgeoir. As modes in traditional Irish music function linearly (the 

harmonic background being implicit rather than explicit), I will concentrate on this 

aspect, maintaining a connection to the melodic material of the tradition. My instinct was 

to in some way capture the essence of these modes without being too openly resident 

in either one. In An Seilgeoir, my approach initially combines this melodic and implied 

harmonic function through a non-linear presentation of the main modes at work in the 

piece: G# mixolydian and Gjf dorian, as can be seen in the piano at bar 8.
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G# mixolydian
.g. tt» ^11

Gd dorian
7^ ^

Fig. 1.5 - Bimodality in An Seilgeoir (piano, b. 8)

This bimodal 'wash' clearly retains the colour of both modes and the importance of G# 

as the prime, aided by its position at the top and bottom of the gesture. The intensity of 

this Gtt modality is tempered however by the use of a Ctt major pentatonic figure in the 

left hand, as can be seen above. This gesture is also the basis for the gifles at the 

opening of the work, albeit in a modally altered form, using hints of G mixolydian in the 

first (b.i) and an E dorian-mixolydian mixture in the second (b.3, albeit minus an Fit). The 

cascading figure of bar 8ff. forms the harmonic background for the entry of the vocalist 

in bar 10, whose Ftt serves to concentrate the minor seventh (Gtt->Ftt) present in both 

the modes discussed above. However, the vocal part continues by mimicking the modal 

direction of the opening, flitting briefly with E major in bars 12-13, then returning to the 

G# dorian-mixolydian mixture in bar 14 before presenting a tritone (F#->Gj) at the 

beginning of bar 15 - a signal of change and a new motif which is expounded upon in the 

following bars. The climax of this line (b. i6ff.) begins on a note hitherto unheard in the 

vocal part, a Gt|, the presence of which gives the climax much forward movement and 

tension. The piano also highlights these changes in several ways.The piano doubles the 

All in the voice at bar 13 and in the following bars each arpeggiated figure is preceded by 

an accented grace note that destabilises the harmonic flow and detracts from the 

repeated pentatonic scale in the left hand. This develops into a pentatonic motif of its 

own at bar 16, based on a kind of D lydian-mixodlydian mixture, which scurries off into a 

climax in the upper registers of the piano.

The vocal line completes the verse by exploiting the tritone interval 

introduced in bar 15 as mentioned above. I have tried to contrast the traditional
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associations with stepwise modal melody (as employed in, bb. 10-12, for example) with 

more disjunct melody leaps, as can be seen in Figure 1.6 below.

1— G mixolydian —

P r—

- D mixolydian------1

—3-------- 1

- Gs dorian -
rail.

......‘-V m
of_kill-a-ble

-&■

phe - nom-en - a
jnsr

un-der-ground.

Fig. 1.6 - Tritone movement in An Seilgeoir (voice, b. 18)

The interesting thing for me in this passage was the relationship between the 

'important' notes in the modes I was exploring. That is, the mixolydian and dorian modes 

share the same notes with the exception of the third degree and, as alluded to earlier, 

the colour of these modes is greatly influenced by the strength of the minor seventh. 

As such, when combining the two modes, the relationship between the minor or major 

third and the minor seventh is highlighted, producing intervals of a tritone and perfect 

fifth respectively. In bars 10-12 above, I have focused on this by presenting three similar 

phrases which make use of the tritone interval, firstly in G mixolydian, then D 

mixolydian and lastly in a tentative reference to the Gtt dorian mode used earlier in the 

piece, exploiting a different tritone relationship in the mode (between the minor third 

and major sixth, B^Ett/Fl]). The result is that the vocal writing here is related to 

traditional Irish music through the exploration of modes used in the tradition without 

having to resort to banal, linear representations of the modes. The connection is 

blended further through the use of bimodality, both in terms of the mixolydian-dorian 

linkas well as the use of one mode on different primes.

The combination of modal, stepwise movement and disjunct intervals continues in the 

second verse, pitted against a dissonant homophonic texture in the piano. As it did in 

the opening of the work, the piano makes much use of the interval of a second here in 

the lower voices of the chord, whereas the upper voices continue the tritone-perfect 

fifth idea (although in its inverted form as perfect fourth). The major second interval 

permeates this phrase not only in the chords but also in the harmonic development. As 

can be seen in the figure below, the second phrase is constructed from a rhythmically
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altered version of the first, the right hand being a tone higher and the left a tone lower 

than the original.

Transposed up a major second---------- 1
n r------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------—.........—i

Transposed down a major second

Fig. 1.7 - Use of interval of a second in An Seilgeoir (piano, bb. 22-27)

The third verse sees the return of material from earlier in the piano part; a direct 

quotation from bar 13 in bar 35 and, in bar 36 the original gesture from bar 8 has the 

order of the arpeggios reversed and is augmented to a nonuplet such that the Bii 

coincides with the vocal part The phrases sung in bars 30-35 were influenced by the 

theme that precedes many of Saint Francis's entries in Messiaen's opera Saint Frangois 

d'Assise32, a work which I 'discovered' around this time. This particular theme permeates 

the entire opera and contains a strong tritone element. An important theme in the 

opera is that of Truth and Light (especially approaching the end of the opera), a theme 

which is famously close to Messiaen's heart (not only in this work). The word 'light' in 

Kennelly's text instantly made me think of this connection and of the particular colours 

in Messiaen's writing as a whole. I feel the result is certainly evident not only in my own 

setting of the phrase 'Spontaneous as light, pure as flame,' but also in my harmony 

throughout An Seilgeoir.

Following the third verse, and in response to the line 'Such music came', the 

piano commences a rhapsodic cadenza in which the influence of Saint Frangois is again 

evident; the pianist is instructed to 'build to a blinding intensity by the end of the 'bar". 

This is not an attempt to recreate the astonishing end of Messiaen's opera, but rather 

an effort to communicate the desired effect! Following this, the opening piano gesture 

returns in a slightly modified form to herald the final verse, which moves to a B

32 Olivier Messiaen, Saint Frangois d'Assise (Scenes Franciscaines) - Opera en 3 actes et 8 tableaux (Paris: 
Alphonse Leduc, 1983): bb. 53-55, strings, Act I, Scene I - 'La Croix'
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mixolydian-dorian bimodality with some extraneous notes (such as the Q in the voice, 

bar 53, and the use of the major second Gtf^Att and the final in the piano) to

maintain an overall fragile feel to this closing section.

Ornamentation

My use of ornamental figures in this piece is fairly subtle, with the majority of 

ornaments being just as comfortably contextualised in much of contemporary musical 

literature as in traditional Irish music. For example, the use of single grace notes as in 

bars 18-19 (Fig. 1.6 above) cannot be individually cited as a direct reference to traditional 

music. Flowever, the use of more turn-like figures33 such as in bars 11 and 36 has at its 

core a common ornamental gesture in traditional music (the 'roll'), found especially in 

vocal music and in slower instrumental music. The development of this ornamentation 

in An Seilgeoir is also subtle. The first of these ornaments, in bar 11, forms a kind of Fit roll 

(using Ett); the second in bar 36 uses only half of this roll (it doesn't return to the Fit) and 

the third (bar 52) only uses the full roll again but falls to an Eti rather than Ett (this is 

illustrated in Figure 1.8 overleaf). These changes also reflect the gradual shift in the 

piece from Gtt modality to B modality. These particular ornaments and their placement 

in the phrase lend, in my opinion, a traditional Irish flavour to the music without 

detracting from the otherwise contemporary context - one of my aims from the outset.

(b. 11)

(b. 36)

(b. 52)

Half-roll to Et

Fig. 1.8 - Ornamentation patterns in An Seilgeoir

331 have used the classical terminology here. In traditional Irish music, a turn is more correctly referred to 
as a 'roll'. Although the basic principle is the same there are considerable differences in its execution, as 
Dave Flynn has discussed at length in his thesis, in particular the articulation and length of individual 
notes (e.g. p. 75)
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Fig. 1.9 - Emphasis of ornamentation in An Seilgeoir

As will be seen to greater effect in other parts of this portfolio, I frequently subvert the 

usual function of ornamentation in traditional Irish music. Ornaments, which are usually 

background material, are sometimes brought very much into the foreground in my 

compositions, either in an unchanged form (as can be seen here) or deconstructed such 

that individual pitches or rhythms in the ornament become important in the overall 

shape of the piece, motivically or formally. An Seilgeoir presents a very simple example of 

this background-foreground interaction in bar 40. The semiquaver triplet here (Fig. 1.9 

above) would ordinarily be a form of ornament, attached as grace notes to a main note 

(in this case the A# of b. 41) and, as such, the pitch material would not be in a place of 

importance. However, in moving this ornament to its current anacrustic position and 

lengthening the grace notes to a semiquaver triplet, the pitch material of the ornament 

becomes strengthened, highlighting the return to G# dorian after the destabilising 

tritone phrases. Although this is a simplistic example, it is a technique which I use 

frequently in other pieces, as will be seen later.

Aspects of text-setting

The text of Blackbird by Brendan Kennelly34 was followed without much alteration, 

allowing the quatrain stanza form of the poem dictate the course of the musical text. 

Instead of trying to force the music to obey the variable meter of Kennedy's text, I 

allowed the lines to be as long as I feltthey should be and on occasion even subverted 

the natural flow of the poem, in verse two for example (bb. 22-31). In using the poetic 

form, I was able to hang the music on this ready-made structure, simultaneously 

maintaining the clarity of the poem and the straightforwardness of the musical 

discourse. I have also more or less strayed away from the obvious musical connotation 

that a poem about a blackbird might bring, using only one subtle reference in bar 6.

34 Brendan Kennelly, 'Blackbird' from Familiar Strangers: New & Selected Poems 1960-2004 (Tarset, 
Northumberland: Bloodaxe Books, 2004)
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Third Epistle to Timothy

After experimenting with aspects of bimodality and ornamentation in An Seilgeoir, my 

next step was to explore a similar style for instrumental combinations. This was 

something of a natural progression as it related most directly to my own experience as a 

fiddle player. Combining my personal knowledge of fiddle playing and contemporary 

writing for strings, I felt I could incorporate aspects of my own playing in my 

composition. Two useful calls for works were issued at this time that provided the 

impetus for composition. Firstly, the Ulster Orchestra, in collaboration with the School 

of Music and Sonic Arts at Queen's University, were enlisted to workshop the 

compositions of doctoral students working in the School. Pieces had to be no longer 

than six minutes and scored for the forces of the Ulster Orchestra. Around the same 

time, I received a communication regarding a composition competition hosted by the 

West Cork Chamber Music Festival for new string quartets of between five to eight 

minutes in duration. Hence, I decided that I would write a string quartet that would also 

be a stepping-stone to the creation of an orchestral work.

In conjunction with my efforts to explore the expression of traditional Irish 

music through contemporary music I spent some time reading similar efforts in the 

literary medium. The great Irish authors such as Joyce, Wilde and Beckett were not of 

immediate interest to me as they have been widely studied and plundered for their 

links to Irish identity. Conversely, contemporary Irish poetry proved a wealthy resource; 

the close affinity of poetry with musical structure appealed to my compositional 

aspirations. Seamus Heaney, Ciaran Carson35, Cathal 6 Searcaigh and Mairtfn 6 Direain36 

are amongst some of the poets that I read in which a clear Irish identity could be 

discerned; the former two, writing largely in English, explored different aspects of Irish 

identity to the latter two Gaelic poets. I enjoyed very much the work of one particular 

poet, Paul Muldoon (b. 1951), whose frequent reference to places, customs, imagery and 

language that were familiar to me (our birthplaces are only some twenty miles apart) 

resonated strongly with my creative impulses.

35 Carson is also an accomplished traditional musician.
36 This list is clearly not exhaustive!
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Muldoon's Third Epistle to Timothy37 (1997) sees the author reminisce about his father 

and his father's recollections of working life in the 1920s. Rather than being a rose- 

spectacled tribute to people and their ways that are long gone, this long and curlicued 

poem makes use of very succinct and vivid imagery. The historical references in this 

work made me think of my experiences as a young traditional musician and the old 

musicians that 1 came in contact with, men and women who frequently recounted their 

stories of youth, work, emigration, music and dance. As such, my similarly titled 

composition, Third Epistle to Timothy, draws on Muldoon's imagery and the imagery it 

begat from my personal experience to create a musical fabric where characteristics 

such as ornamentation, instrumental timbre and harmonic language resonate 

sympathetically with Muldoon's language, structure and sentiment in the poem.

Structure

Each stanza of Third Epistle to Timothy flows loosely into the next via some tentative 

memory; however, my reading of the poem is as a series of five sections of two verses 

with each section having a more defined memory at work. The meandering 

reminiscence at work in the poem reminded me strongly of hypnagogic thought, those 

drifting cerebrations that manifest themselves just before sleep. These translate 

musically as a series of ideas which ebb and flow throughout the five brief sections of 

my work. The number five itself becomes important in the work, not only as the number 

of movements but also metrically (e.g. in movements III and IV) and rhythmically (there 

are many instances of quintuplet-based rhythms throughout). The five movements 

alternate between calm and busy - not necessarily slow and fast, respectively - 

imparting a simple symmetrical form to the work in which the opening material is 

gradually transformed, dissected and reassembled as I will now discuss. The music in 

the orchestral version is essentially the same; therefore, for ease of examination I will 

discuss the piece with reference to the string quartet version38. Aspects of the 

orchestration are discussed subsequently.

37 Paul Muldoon, Third Epistle to Timothy' from Hay: Poems (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1999). 
The text of this is reproduced in Appendix II.
38 The score of the string quartet is included in Appendix II and the recording included with this portfolio 
is of this version. Due to a last-minute decision by the orchestral players and union members therein, it 
was decided that recordings of the orchestral workshop would not be permitted.
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The MUSICAL DISCOURSE

The first section is built on a melody in the first violin, based on a traditional modal 

structure (a B mixolydian-dorian hybrid as used in An Seilgeoir). The addition of extra- 

modal pitch material, non-traditional cadences and use of leaps here (as seen also in An 

Seilgeoir) is a departure from the usually stepwise nature of traditional Irish melodies. 

Ornamentation shapes such as I would perform them on the fiddle are employed to 

decorate the line, only with subtle alterations in pitch, for example the Eb (as opposed to 

a Dii) in bar i and Gi (as opposed to Qt) in bar 2. The second bar also sees the use of a 

'quick-roll' decoration on the F#, very common in fiddle playing, that is important 

throughout the whole work. Ordinarily, roll figurations involve the note above and the 

note below the main note that is being decorated (as in the classical turn). However, 

here I frequently make use of a minor third above the note being decorated. This stems 

from my style of fiddle playing, influenced by my study with Brfd Harper who performs 

rolls in a similar fashion. It is worth mentioning here that ornamentation is rarely 

notated in traditional music and is added at the discretion of the performer. This causes 

problems when trying to communicate such innateness to a contemporary performer. 

David Flynn has discussed the notation of traditional ornamentation in contemporary 

scores in detail in his thesis39. However, I feel his treatment of this problem is over

complicated. Citing the peculiarities of articulation and intonation, he bemoans the lack 

of any decent protocol to communicate traditional ornamentation to contemporary 

performers and asserts that direct composer input is almost always necessary to 

explain how particular ornaments should be executed. While he is to some extent 

correct, the problem lies more in the contextualisation of these ornaments. The 

individuality of traditional ornamentation and the countless permutations that present 

themselves in different styles, instruments and tune types means that a standardised 

system of notation, while maintaining the essence of a traditional sound, is pointless if 

not impossible. If a composer requires a particular piece of music to sound like a 

traditional performer is playing it then there is simply no substitute for having an actual 

traditional performer play it. The fact remains that there are few musicians who have 

successfully mastered the demands of both contemporary music and traditional Irish 

music and as such the composer wishing to work with traditional music must decide

39 See, for example, Flynn (2010), pp. 65-87.



what body of performers he is writing for. While this plays into the 'either-or' condition 

that Harry White speaks of40, it need not necessarily be so black and white. It is possible 

to notate music in such a way that it can communicate a degree of the traditional Irish 

sound while remaining firmly in the contemporary canon. In the case of the Third Epistle, 

I was bolstered by the outcome of An Seilgeoir where my notation of traditional 

ornaments returned precisely the sound I had been aiming for without having any 

communication with the performers. In tackling the problem of notating quick rolls in 

the Third Epistle, I was content to stick to my best approximation of how these should be 

notated. In keeping with traditional practice, I did not wish to have an accented final 

note in the quick roll and decided that this should remain as part of the ornamental 

group with a tie between the lastgrace note and the ornamented note, e.g.:

Fig. 1.10 - Example of quick roll in Third Epistle (b.a)

The resulting ornament as performed by contemporary musicians is a good 

approximation of the traditional effect, as can be heard in the recording of this piece.

The air in the first violin is accompanied by an open-string drone in the viola 

and cello that is gradually detuned and re-tuned by a semitone. This drone was 

intended to be reminiscent of the drones of the uilleann pipes, the quintessential 

traditional Irish instrument performed similar to the bagpipes only with the airflow 

supplied by bellows (rather than breathing) and played in a seated position. There are 

two options for performing this drone. Firstly, and more ideally, I envisaged that violas 

and celli fitted with adjusters on the tailpiece would be able to use these to slowly alter 

the pitch of their lowest strings. In the eventual performance of the string quartet, and 

used also in the orchestral performance for reasons of simplicity, only the violins had 

adjusters and as such it was decided that the whole drone would be moved up one 

octave and a simple portamento used to alter the pitch as indicated. The effect is 

largely the same but sadly the bottom C of the cello is lacking. I ensured there were two 

points of repose, the final G# of bar 2 and Ad of bar 3, for the drone players to pitch their

40 White (2003)
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notes against and ensure especially that the C strings are retuned precisely in order to 

preclude any retuning between movements i and II.

The second movement takes the quick roll ornament from the first movement as its 

main motif, an example of the interplay between background and foreground material 

as mentioned earlier. Another decoration used in traditional Irish music is employed 

here also. The 'slide' (Fig. 1.11) is a kind of portamento used to decorate the movement 

between certain notes and is found particularly in slow airs. Some players also make use 

of this in dance tunes and such slides are said to be an indicator of regional style (for 

example, East Clare, Tyrone). I have indicated two types of slide in the performance 

notes for the Third Epistle as shown below, one of indeterminate pitch range (a) and the 

other a portamento in the usual sense (b).

Fig. 1.11 - Two types of slide in Third Epistle

The harmony in the opening of the second movement is anchored by the E major of the 

viola line while the second violin leads with a pentatonic phrase in A major, quickly 

moving on through another pentatonic shape in Gil to the climax of the phrase in E 

major. Meanwhile, the outer voices delineate phrases in E mixolydian. The use of slides 

here helps to literally smear the resulting harmonies into one another. In bar 8, as we 

saw in An Seilgeoir, particular importance is given to the interval of a minor seventh as 

one of the defining colours in the mixolydian-dorian modes, the first chord being 

constructed exclusively from this interval.

Two other facets of traditional Irish music influenced my writing in this 

section: the lack of vibrato and use of nasal tones in sean-nos singing. As such, the 

quartet are frequently requested to perform non vibrato in this work and use is made of 

varying bow positions along the string from sul tasto to sul ponticello (e.g. bar 10), 

reinforcing the different kinds of tone produced by a sean-nds singer. An interesting by

product of the non vibrato instruction was the instability of pitch. While I expected the 

thinner sound that non vibrato performance usually incurs, the microtonal shimmering
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effect of pitching double stops without any vibrato was serendipitous, relating to the 

variability in intonation found in older performances of Irish music (as examined further 

in Chapter II).

The calmness of the third movement is based around 'open' harmonies using 

suspended fourth chords, again in E major, and the interval of a seventh, which 

dominates the harmony in bar 15. The opening air of the work returns again in bar 17 and 

is extended, passing through the other voices of the quartet to a climax in bar 20. 

Instead of slides, rhythmic displacement (i.e. five against three, etc.) is used in this 

section to impart some intensity to the harmonic transitions. The ornamentation of the 

melody here also becomes more elaborate compared to the initial version presented in 

the first movement. For example:

Fig. 1.12 - Development of ornamentation in Third Epistle

The movement finishes quietly with two phrases redolent of the spiritual imagery 

Muldoon uses in verses five and six of the poem. The reference to 'the church 

malignant' manifests itself in my work as the first homophonic phrase, built on a 

pentatonic phrase in D major which could easily be drawn, albeit subconsciously, either 

from Gregorian chant or a traditional Irish tune41. This is shrouded in a close-knit

41 The second bar of Alice's Reel by Frankie Gavin (from Frankie Goes to Town, ©1989 by The Bee's Knees 
Recording Company, Limited, BKCDi, compact disc) is one such example. Examples are not illustrated 
here because they are numerous, there being many pentatonic tunes in traditional Irish music and of 
course throughout many folk traditions across the world.
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harmony which, when performed non vibrato as indicated, results in an ethereal sound. 

The closing phrase of the movement is related to the latter phrase by an irregular 

contraction of the pitch material and displaced rhythmically as above to provide the feel 

of shifting sonorities - in Muldoon's words, 'I see you casting your spells, your 

sorceries'.

Another type of ornament used regularly in traditional Irish music is the 'triplet' or 

'treble'. A treble is essentially a rapid triplet of repeated notes and the degree to which 

they are used, as with other ornamentation, varies between regional styles. In the Third 

Epistle, I have approximated the effect of this ornamentation through the common 

string technique of the tremolo. First appearing in the second movement, they are used 

there and in the fourth movement to provide intensity and forward direction in the 

phrases, mimicking the energy of motoric rhythms found in traditional Irish music.42 

This is reflected in my tempo marking ('gallivanting'), implying some kind of frolicking 

or, in the colloquial sense, travelling far and wide. The fourth movement relies on the 

repetition, transposition, development and instrumental transfer of the short motifs 

presented by each of the instruments in bar 26 to propel the music forward. The result 

is a continual increase in intensity until the climax in bar 36, the subsequent ebb paving 

the way for the final movement.

The last movement sees the return of the opening melody again although in a 

very varied form and notably moved to the second violin. This change of instrument 

reflects the changes that the melody has undergone throughout the work, returning as 

an essentially new melody at the end. This is communicated well in the recording 

where the difference in approach to the material by the first and second violins is 

apparent, not least in the tone of their respective instruments. Accompanied by high 

register chords, this melody slowly encourages busier movement in the other parts, 

coming to a brief climax at the end of bar 50. This chord breaks off suddenly and we 

return to stillness, the piece finishing with five chords that are constructed from re

voiced harmonies from earlier in the work.

42 This is examined further in Chapter II.
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Aspects of orchestration

On completing the string quartet, I was pleased with it as a self-contained work but also 

aware of the greater timbral possibilities an orchestral version would afford. In creating 

the string quartet as a stepping-stone to the orchestral version, I decided the latter 

would contain almost entirely the same music, the main differences being found in the 

expanded harmonies and timbres possible with the instrumental expansion. As such, I 

took a score of the string quartet and, in combination with notes I had made during its 

composition pertaining to instruments and harmonies, pencilled my orchestration of 

the work directly onto the score. This method proved very satisfactory and enabled me 

to keep a clear idea of the orchestral sound while working with the short score. When 

this was complete, I proceeded to create the orchestral score of Third Epistle to Timothy. 

It is superfluous to the current discussion to expound every detail of the orchestration 

but a few aspects of it are highlighted below to demonstrate some of the techniques 

particular to traditional Irish music and their implementation in an orchestral context.

'Cuts', as seen widely in An Seilgeoir and the string quartet version of the Third Epistle, are 

perhaps the easiest traditional Irish ornament to incorporate into the orchestral 

medium. Read simply as grace notes in the usual sense, their effect is readily 

understood and performance easily executed by all orchestral players. The only 

consideration to be taken account is the size of the leap involved between the grace 

note and the main note; this is especially in the case of woodwind and brass performers 

where issues of fingering need to be considered. In this work, where the creation of a 

traditional Irish sound is concerned, cuts are rarely larger than an octave; indeed, they 

are frequently of the orderof a major second.

The speed of execution required for a 'roll' implies that they are a little more 

cumbersome for certain instruments to perform, notably trombone, horn, 

contrabassoon and double bass. The pitch combinations are also more limited due to 

the speed required for rolls. Rolls of the usual type and pitch range such as seen in Fig. 

1.8, or quick rolls as illustrated in Fig. 1.10, are generally achieved successfully by most 

orchestral instruments other than those listed above. The treatment of rolls 

throughoutthe work has been largely confined to the woodwinds, trumpets and strings 

for their clarity of execution. Such is the case particularly with the opening of the
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second movement of the Third Epistle where most of the material is presented in the 

woodwind.

The orchestration of slides as used in the string quartet proved to be an 

interesting timbral study. The immediate instinct is to employ trombone and/or strings 

for whom portamenti is a usual technique. However, in bars 9 and 10431 opted to use 

trombone in conjunction with clarinet and bass clarinet to perform this slide. The 

unevenness of the slide in the clarinets (due to the action of sliding the fingers) was 

appealing as it closely mimicked a slide as might be performed on the uilleann pipes. 

The resulting combination of the regular glissando on a trombone and the uneven 

portamento in the clarinets - particularly with the bass clarinet performing in the same 

register to the trombone - created intensity in the overall transition between the 

pitches which was amplified by the non vibrato instruction.

The translation of 'trebles' as performed in traditional Irish music to tremolos 

in the context of the string quartet was left largely unchanged in the orchestral version. 

The result, however, was that the strongly articulated nature of the tremolo in a solo or 

quartet scenario became rather blurred when performed by an entire string section. 

This was not helped by the additional tremolo effects I employed in the woodwind such 

as fluttertongue, or 'growl' in the case of the cor anglais and contrabassoon for whom 

the fluttertongue is somewhat cumbersome. Although I was otherwise musically happy 

with the overall sound, I felt that 1 needed to examine other means by which I could 

more effectively use this type of traditional Irish ornamentation in a contemporary 

contextThis is dealtwith in several subsequent works in this portfolio and discussed in 

their respective chapters in this thesis.

As the musical discourse of the orchestral version of the Third Epistle is the same as that 

of the quartet, I did not wish to alter greatly the harmonic language of the latter yet 

wished to exploitthe possibilities for harmonic expansion in the former.The harmonic 

structure of the orchestral version was therefore left untouched in places, particularly 

those where there is considerable harmonic movement, but in others the harmony has 

been enriched, maintaining the underlying function. In the first movement, for example, 

the harmony has been left untouched, the addition of orchestral forces being purely 

timbral in this instance. Conversely, the last movement sees the original chords from

43 Please note that bar numbers in the orchestral version are slightly different to that of the quartet.
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the quartet expanded greatly by bowed vibraphone and upper string harmonics (bb. 48- 

52 and 55-59, e.g. Figure 1.13a) while the D major-based climax of the movement in bar 54 

has been expanded harmonically downwards with the addition of a B7 in first inversion 

(Figure 1.13b).

Fig. 1.13 - Harmonic expansion in the orchestration of Third Epistle

Other subtle expansions occur in various parts of the work, such as in bar 15 where the 

music of the quartet remains unchanged, presented in the string section, and at the 

final cadence the upper woodwind play a high register^pp chord, incorporating a form 

of eblouissement as widely discussed in the music of Messiaen44. This particular instance 

was influenced greatly by part of Act I of Saint Franpoisd'Assise45 where the full orchestra 

play aj?p chord of Ab major with an added sixth and the piccolos, clarinets and bells add 

beautiful colour in a high register with a quartal chord on Eli with an added Bb (see 

Figure 1.14 overleaf). While there is certainly no doubt that my attempt is only a shadow 

of Messiaen's use of eblouissement, the Fii and Di; in the piccolos in bar 15 of the Third 

Epistle are at once like electrons orbiting a nucleus - differently charged, harmonically 

speaking, but connected to the nucleus, in this case a chordal basis of F(j7, by the Bb/A# of 

the oboe.

44 See, for example, Sander van Maas, 'Forms of love: Messiaen's aesthetics of Eblouissement' in Messiaen 
Studies, ed. Robert Sholl (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 78-100.
45 ‘Saint! Saint! Saint!', Act 1 Scene 2 from Saint Frangois d'Assise, especially five bars after rehearsal mark 41.
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(a) Picc., Cl. 8m------ 1

Tutti pp

Picc., Ob.

Strings p

Fig. i.i4 - £blouissement in (a) Messiaen's Sa/nt Frangois d'Assise (Act I 
Scene 2, ‘Saint! Saint! Saint!' and (b) bar 15 of Third Epistle

In terms of using musical ideas which are inherently related to traditional Irish music 

and transforming them so that they can communicate with music in a contemporary 

context, harmonic expansion such as that discussed above becomes a useful device for 

'disguising'simple modal frameworks, as shall be seen in later works in this portfolio. In 

creating such a musical fabric, it becomes possible to use traditional 'markers' such as 

ornamentation, as illustrated above, in a fairly unadorned fashion without resulting in a 

banal regurgitation of the traditional sound. Even strongly traditional aspects of the 

music such as rhythm and instrumentation can be appreciated with contemporary ears 

if the context is correct. It is to the latter topic that I turn briefly now in the context of 

AislingAirtMhic Cumhaigh.
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Aisling Airt Mhic Cumhaigh

Following the success of Mise Eire from my MA portfolio, I felt that this format was 

evidently a working combination as far as my composition was concerned. Through Mise 

Eire, I was able to clearly communicate aspects of traditional Irish music while 

employing contemporary techniques in the harmony and rhythm. The use of a text in 

the Irish language not only provided the structure but also helped maintain this 

connection with the Irish tradition. As such, I decided that another approach at writing 

for multiple vocal soloists was of benefit to my current doctoral research. As with the 

two previous pieces, this decision coincided with a call for works by the Dublin-based 

female vocal ensemble 'Blue Bulb'. This call placed some parameters on the 

composition: eight voices (SS5SAAAA), with or without electronics and no longer than 

ten minutes. I was also aware that some members of this group also sung with 

established ensembles such as the National Chamber Choir of Ireland, whose 

repertoire contained a healthy dose of new scores. Furthermore, one or two members 

were also part of the vocal group Anuna, famous for their performance of material 

influenced heavily by traditional Irish music, in particular the compositions of their 

musical director, Michael McGlynn. This combination gave me an idea of the kind of 

singers 1 was writing for and encouraged me to experiment more with dissonant chords 

in the vocal writing as well as more highly ornamented vocal lines relating to the sean- 

nds singing tradition.

The voice as Irish instrument

As alluded to at the end of my discussion of Third Epistle to Timothy, traditional 

instrumentation is one of those topics that have to be carefully considered when 

translating to a contemporary context. The baggage that using traditional instruments 

brings to a contemporary composition can sometimes be more destructive than 

creative. Unless the material the traditional instrument is performing is in itself 

brought into a contemporary context, the result is an implantation rather than 

incorporation. While some composers have already tackled this, as discussed
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thoroughly in David Flynn's thesis46, constraining issues pertaining to instrumental 

capabilities (particularly in relation to the uilleann pipes) and on occasion the technical 

capabilities of traditional performers mean that the overall result frequently falls more 

on the traditional side of the fence than the contemporary. It is partly for this reason 

that I have largely avoided the use of traditional instruments in this portfolio, as is 

discussed in greater detail in Chapter III.

One way of circumventing this problem for me was in using voices. While 

there is arguably an equally large difference between traditional performance and 

contemporary performance in the voice as with any other traditional instrument (e.g. 

violin), I maintain that the incorporation of contemporary voices into a traditional 

context is more convincing than any other instrument, insofar as the basic instrument is 

the same.

As mentioned briefly in my introduction to this thesis, sean-nds singing is 

central to the understanding of traditional Irish music. In this capacity, it made sense to 

employ sean-nds in a contemporary context with a view to creating a sound that 

embraces both traditional and contemporary musics. Just as An Seilgeoir and Third Epistle 

to Timothy sought ways to combine traditional techniques (especially harmony and 

ornamentation) with contemporary language in a way that the traditional elements did 

not seem incongruent, my immediate task in composing for the Blue Bulb Vocal 

Ensemble was to use elements of sean-nds singing in an organic, contemporary fashion. 

As sean-nds is a predominantly solo tradition, one obvious way to modify this in my 

composition was in the use of multiple singers, performing sean-nds-influenced 

phrases in an ensemble context. Furthermore, sean-nds singing is largely in the Irish 

language and as such based on older texts. Without wishing to use existing songs, I 

decided to look for a suitable text on which I could construct my own approximation of a 

sean-nds song based on my experience of the tradition, therefore having a resource I 

could exploit without being concerned about the debasement of truly traditional 

material.

46 Flynn (2010), pp. 149-187
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The text

My search for a suitable text was confined to eighteenth-century poetry in Irish from 

Ulster as I feltthese parameters suited the sean-nds characteristics I soughtwhile also 

being in a dialect of Irish I felt most comfortable with.471 eventually settled on a text by 

the south Ulster poet Art Mac Cumhaigh (i738?-i773), entitled Aisl/ngAirtMhic Cumhaigh 

('Art Mac Cumhaigh's Dream')48. One of Mac Cumhaigh's best-known works, this Aisling 

(Irish for 'dream' but also a form of Gaelic poetry) is particularly long and considering 

the time restraints imposed by the call for works, I decided to work with only the first 

verse.49 This verse was sufficient for my purposes as it immediately presents a kind of 

dream-like imagery.

In an effort to preserve the hypnagogic tone of the first verse, I wanted to 

avoid the straightforward presentation of the poem's textTo achieve this, I fragmented 

the text, presenting several words simultaneously, as can be seen with the opening 

words ‘Ag cuan Bhinn Eadain...' (Figure 1.15 overleaf). These words are passed from one 

voice to another in a form of hocket (albeit without the rhythmic disjunction). This was 

appealing as not only did it mask the text to some degree but also emphasised the sonic 

properties of the Irish language, especially its more guttural nature compared to 

English, evident in sounds such as 'ach', 'luf and hard consonants. From this 'sea of 

syllables' connected to the dream-like state moments of clarity emerge, using longer 

lines from the poem to propel the narrative forward. An example of this is the line 

'Thainig aisling bhealbhinn gan fhios do m'fheachaint,' ('A sweet-mouthed vision would 

take me unawares,') which appears after the sudden swell in bar 12. The text continues 

to be played out in such a fashion, mixing fragmented words with extended phrases (the 

latter being another characteristic of sean-nds singing), and reaches a climax in unison 

(quite literally) with the strongest line in the verse: 'Is go raibh Sfol Neill in a mbeathaibh 

saora,' ('And the O'Neill's were once more alive and free,1). I shall now examine the 

construction of these extended phrases from traditional ideas.

47 There is a considerable difference in the various dialects of Irish. Having learned Ulster/Donegal Irish, I 
find it difficult to understand someone who speaks Munster Irish - despite the small geographical 
distance between the two!
48 Art Mac Cumhaigh, 'Aisling Airt Mhic Cumhaigh' in Ddnta, ed. By Tomas 0 Ffaich (Dublin: An Clochomhar, 
1973), HI-
49 In fact, most sean-nds songs are quite lengthy and have many verses. This is one facet of the tradition 
which does not appeal to me much.
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Fig. 1.15 - Word fragmentation in Aisling Airt Mhic Cumhaigh (bb. 1-5)

The influence of sean-n6s phrases

Characterised as being long, ametrical and sometimes highly ornamented (depending 

on the regional style), I have endeavoured to encapsulate some of the facets of sean-nds 

phrases into my vocal writing in Aisling Airt Mhic Cumhaigh. The melodic structure of 

sean-nds songs is predominantly stepwise and as such 1 have kept my setting of such 

phrases in the work as stepwise as possible. This also has the advantage of making the 

piece somewhat easier for performers to realise. The modal strength of such passages 

has been tempered by the surrounding harmonic context and although they are 

frequently grounded by a connection to B mixolydian/dorian (to varying degrees), 

subtle pitch alterations are employed to avoid significant stagnation in the harmony. An 

example is given in Figure 1.16 overleaf.
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The free, ametrical feel that sean-nos phrases frequently exhibit is approximated here 

by complex rhythms, e.g. Figure 1.17, creating a neat parallel between the notion of 

innate complexity in traditional music and complexity in the contemporary sense.50 In 

addition, some of this complexity arises from necessary alignment with the tape part 

(e.g. bars 35-38), more about which is discussed below. It was important that the rhythms 

should sound natural at all times, rather than sounding like the performer is grappling 

with the complexity.To aid this, despite the irregularity in some of these phrases, I have 

ensured that there is regularity at times to assistthe entries of parts.

As can be seen throughout the score and in the examples illustrated below, 

many of the vocal phrases are considerably ornamented. This is done in two ways. 

Firstly, ornamentation is included in the usual fashion through the use of grace notes. 

Fiowever, in addition, some instances of ornamentation have been 'written into' the 

score, i.e. notated in full without grace notes. Both forms have been used in this score 

so that the correct articulation of the ornaments is achieved. In other scores in this 

portfolio that are more metrical, some of this articulation is achieved simply by 

following the metre. In the overall ametrical feel of this work, it was necessary to 

communicate subtle accents through the 'regular'scoring of some passages.

Thai ... nig ais ling bheal bhinn gan__ fhios do m’fhea - chaint,—

Fig. 1.16 - 'm'fheachaint' (b. 15) - an example of modal alteration in 
Aisling Airt Mhic Cumhaigh (bb. 12-15)

Is an Feadh ag___ geill - eadh doibh in______  or is i maoin.

Fig. 1.17 - Example of complex rhythms in 
Aisling Airt Mhic Cumhaigh (bb. 39-41)

50 This is discussed further in Chapter II.
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Overall, these sean-nds phrases are passed from one voice to another such that the 

whole ensemble is like one sean-nds singer, hence simultaneously preserving the 

soloistic nature of the tradition but merging it with a contemporary ensemble approach. 

The vocal material, influenced heavily by the sean-nds tradition as demonstrated above, 

is pitted against the background of a fixed media part, contrasting the traditional and 

the contemporary. However, even in this I have endeavoured to infuse something of the 

sean-nds.The construction of the tape part is discussed briefly below.

Fixed media in Aisling AirtMhic Cumhaigh

The tape part in Aisling Airt Mhic Cumhaigh has an important role to play in the musical 

discourse of the vocal parts due to the very construction of the tape part itself. Before I 

put pen to paper, or mouse to screen, I knew I wanted to create an acousmatic 

accompaniment that would be inherently low-tech and very simply conceived. 

Considering my sean-nds approach to the vocal writing, I felt that the tape part should 

similarly have sean-nds at its core; a highly technical approach would almost seem at 

odds with the natural mode of expression in sean-nds singing. The answer was found 

rather serendipitously in my pre-compositional work for the piece. Once I had found the 

text for the work, I began to sing lines of it and play improvised passages in a sean-nds 

style on the piano. As was my method at the time, I recorded everything so that it could 

be harvested for ideas at a later stage. When I listened back to one particular 'play- 

through'of the first verse of the Aisling, I realised I had created a kind of sean-nds version 

of the song, based in an F# dorian modality. The range of this was mostly in the first 

octave and a half above middle C on the piano; since I wanted a tape part that would sit 

underneath the treble range of the vocal ensemble, underpinning their harmonies, I 

took this recording and stretched it down two and a half octaves using IRCAM's 

AudioSculpt software51, resulting in the B dorian basis which a lot of the vocal writing is 

based upon. The vocal material draws on some of the improvised material in the tape 

part to varying degrees, in some cases explicitly. A clear example of this is can be found 

in bars 35-38 where the whole ensemble perform in unison with tape part (Figure 1.18 

overleaf).

51 AudioSculpt, IRCAM, Paris. For more information, see 'AudioSculpt | IrcamAnasynth1, accessed 11th 
August, 2012. http.V/anasvnth.ircam.fr/home/english/software/audiosculpt
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All

mbeath-aibh sao

Fig. 1.18 - Unison presentation of improvised material from the tape 
part in Aisling Airt Mhic Cumhaigh (bb. 35-38)

In order to conceal the melodic nature of the tape part somewhat, I took the stretched 

version of my improvisation and splitthe stereo channels into two mono channels using 

ProTools. I then reversed and inverted the waveform of the old left channel. The result 

was a simple, symmetrical presentation of the improvised material that provides a 

coherent chiastic structure for the tape part Although the vocal music doesn't follow a 

similar form, it does develop according to triggers, gesturally or harmonically in the 

tape. An example of this occurs at the very end of the piece whereby two vocalists are 

asked to whistle a Gi;, mimicking a similar frequency present in the tape part. In a nod to 

my piece Mise Eire, which provided the initial impetus for composition, this whistle sees 

the vocalists emulate a sound that is electronically based, employing a non-standard 

technique for singers. This neatly brings full circle the influence of the tape part: what 

began its life as an emulation of traditional singers, providing the source for some of 

the vocal writing and in turn joining forces with it to 'sing' in unison eventually 

transforms the traditional voices into electronic sounds, fading into silence just as the 

original Aisling began.
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Reflections on my compositional journey - Part i

The first composition on my PhD pathway, An Seilgeoir, has been performed several 

times and although I am happy with the traditional Irish inflections present in the score, 

the overall musical language feels removed from the 'essence'of traditional Irish music. 

In Bartok's words, the 'spirit' of the music has not yet been tamed. This issue was 

examined further in Third Epistle to Timothy by concentrating on aspects of modal 

melody and ornamentation. The combination of stepwise melody as a characteristic of 

traditional music and more disjunct melody was useful in 'disguising'the provenance of 

melodic shapes in this work. Just as the melody reaches beyond the traditional idiom in 

this sense, it is inherently connected to it by the way it is ornamented. The ubiquity of 

cuts, rolls and slides throughout this work closer approximates the 'flavour' of the music 

that I sought to capture. While I feel the quasi-moment form of Third Epistle to Timothy 

works within this particular piece, on reflection I need to examine a more sustained 

musical narrative to support the new stylistic ideas that are present in my work.

The last work discussed in this first chapter, Aisling Airt Mhic Cumhaigh, 

continued my exploration of traditionally-inflected vocal writing begun in An Seilgeoir. 

Using the techniques of ornamentation I developed in Third Epistle to Timothy, I was able 

to combine vocal writing with highly ornate textures to mimic the sean-nds singing style 

- an understanding of which is crucial to understanding traditional music as a whole. 

This usually monophonic style was also developed in the context of Aisling Airt Mhic 

Cumhaigh by presenting polyphonic statements of sean-nds-like material. This piece 

also saw my first forays into the electroacoustic world. Even though it was quite simply 

conceived, I feel that the melodic nature of the fixed media here worked well with the 

polyphonic textures of the vocal writing and gave the overall piece a fuller sound, 

contrasting the treble voices. On reflection, this acousmatic realm requires further 

exploration, concentrating on techniques which I also apply to my instrumental writing 

such as polymodal harmony, ornamentation and a more refined examination of the use 

of melodic material in fixed media.The simplistic structure and lo-fi nature of the fixed 

media suits the nature of this piece and realises the ideas that I set out to explore at the 

pre-compositional stage; however, it is clear that I need to concentrate on a more 

integrated approach to working with acousmatic media in future works.
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CHAPTER II - Microinterval modality in traditional Irsh 
music: the Seamsur series

As alluded to in my introduction, the topic of intonation in traditional Irisi music has 

been something of a taboo in recent decades. As traditional practitioners an faced with 

the adoption of equally tempered instruments into Irish music there seem little room 

for manoeuvre in the expressive intonation of older performers. Some performers 

choose to avoid this fuzzy debate completely, while others attempt to enbrace the 

older ways - their audiences equally divided. Scholars of traditional Irishmusic have 

remained largely silent on the topic, highlighting both the delicate najre of the 

discussion and the intensely personal resonance that this intonation cormands. The 

only certainty is that this grey area exists, provoking questions of whatreally lurks 

beneath!

As a composer and traditional performer, I instantly felt a connection 

between what was happening beneath my fingers on the fiddle, the exotic iitonation of 

the old recordings 1 grew up with, and the possibilities for examining this irthe context 

of contemporary music. Aware of the developments in microtonality in modern 

composition, from spectralism to new tuning systems, the topic of intonaon in Irish 

music suggested to me a direct link between traditional and contemporry practice. 

However, before I could use this compositionally and since this area has leen largely 

eschewed by traditional music scholars, I conducted a preliminary studyto examine 

more precisely if and how intonation is variable intraditional Irish music.

In the following pages, I present a brief historical backgroind to the 

intonation question, suggesting possible reasons for the demise of variabh intonation. 

I also examine the writings of Rev. Richard Henebry, one of the early advoates for the 

re-examination of the intonation question and present preliminary results fom my own 

analysis of old recordings. Finally, I explore the compositional applicaticis of these 

results in a series of four compositions, Seamsur l-IV, based on a closer exsTiination of 

the recordings made by Patsy Touhey.
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Historical background

The rise and fall of the ancient Irish harping tradition in an aristocratic context from the 

seventeenth to nineteenth centuries has been well documented, as has the collection 

of the harpers'repertoire and subsequent arrangement into editions suitable for those 

familiar with the style of Western art music of the period.52 The collections of Edward 

Bunting53 and George Petrie54 are well known as important sources of Irish music from 

this period and without their extensive fieldwork a lot of this material would have been 

otherwise lost. Unfortunately, these collectors unconsciously imposed the limits of 

their own musical knowledge and experience on the material they collected and in the 

process inadvertently changed the course that Irish traditional music would take in the 

following century.

Bunting's lack of understanding of modal structures in traditional Irish music 

resulted in the transcription of tunes so that they matched the 'classical' scales that he 

was accustomed to. Similarly, Petrie's transcriptions were frequently flawed from a 

rhythmical point of view as he tried to grapple with the freer-flowing airs, placing them 

in metres that are simply incorrect. This lack of understanding of the intricacies of 

mode, phrasing and rhythm in traditional Irish music brings into question the veracity 

and reliability of the printed materials which these collectors left for subsequent 

generations and the preservation of Irish music.

One consequence of these collections which has been largely overlooked by 

studies of them, and of the direction of Irish music since their publication, is the gradual 

adoption of equal temperament (or closer approximations of it) by traditional musicians 

- or perhaps more correctly, musicians trying to embrace the tradition. The 

arrangement of melodies in such a way that they could be played on the piano or other 

keyboard instrument has been one of the most damaging actions taken in 'preserving' 

Irish music. These arrangements made their mark in aristocratic society, becoming 

popular initially for the upper classes, making their way into the middle classes and

52 For example, Music in Nineteenth-Century Ireland, Irish Musical Studies, Vol. 9 (eds.) Michael Murphy & Jan 
Smaczny (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2007).

53 Edward Bunting, A General Collection of the Ancient Irish Music, (Dublin: W. Power & Co., 1796) and later 
volumes.

54 George Petrie, e.g. The Complete Collection of Irish Music, ed. Charles Villiers Stanford (London: Boosey & 
Co., Volumes I and I11902, Volume III 1905; initially Dublin: M. H. Gill, 1855)
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eventually developing into the widely enjoyed parlour ballad style, aided considerably 

by the spread of the piano in the nineteenth century55. The emigration of Irish music to 

America in the Famine years (1845-1852) and later saw the mixing of the migrants'music 

with the indigenous music in various parts of America, namely bluegrass, jazz (swing), 

and Cajun genres. This saw the introduction of various instruments into the traditional 

Irish medium such as the banjo and accordion. Between the introduction of these 'new' 

instruments and the ever increasing English influence in cultural contexts in Ireland, 

particularly the spread of classical music and the 'modern' invention therein of equal 

temperament, Irish traditional music was gradually pigeonholed into this new 

temperament, blurring any nuances in intonation which were unique to this music.

However, how do we know that there was a non-tempered system before this in the 

first place? Fortunately, some recordings still exist of traditional Irish musicians made 

around the turn of the last century that exhibit clear and conscious usage of notes not 

part of either equal temperament nor a diatonic scale in just intonation. The same is 

also evident in some later recordings of old musicians reaching well into the 1970s. In 

each of these instances there is a clear difference between the widespread 

phenomenon in Irish music of 'slides' (as discussed in Chapter I) and outright and 

accurate production of microintervals that are not approached by slides. From personal 

experience, there is also widespread acknowledgement of the existence of these 

microintervals in 'older' music amongst traditional musicians today, although some 

would argue that these have little place in the Irish music of today.

While the prevalence of microintervals is undisputed in the context of many 

Eastern folk musics, within the British Isles the existence of such microintervals is also 

not confined to traditional Irish music. Scottish traditional bagpipe music makes 

systematic use of several microintervals due to the construction of the chanter. Many 

sets of bagpipes inherently occupy microtonal musical space due to their being tuned 

somewhere between 476-480 Hz, i.e. a concert B quarter flat. In addition, the just 

intonation system of the chanter in a mixolydian mode means that the third degree of 

the major scale is slightly flat and that the seventh is slightly sharper than the minor 

seventh. There is also some evidence to suggest that English folk music has not always 

been without inflection. Many printed sources from the time of the earliest collections

55 This is discussed further in Chapter IV.
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of English folk music indicate that collectors had to grapple with music that did not 

'follow the conventions of the major-minor system of Western theory and practice'56. 

Cecil Sharp made the important step of categorising tunes by their modal structure 

(from among dorian, phrygian, mixolydian, aeolian and Ionian modes) but it was Percy 

Grainger who noted that 'there was but "one single loosely-knit modal folk-song scale" 

with certain unstable points, notably the 3rd, the 6th, and the 7th.'57 This interesting 

insight has particular resonance for my own study as discussed later.

Another extremely important piece of evidence that aids the notion of non-tempered 

scales in older Irish music is found in the writings of Rev. Richard Henebry (1863-1916). 

His extensive book A Handbook of Irish Music58 and shorter pamphlet Irish Music59 

provide valuable insight into practices in Irish music around the turn of the nineteenth 

century. As far as I am aware, Henebry's work has been largely ignored by studies of Irish 

music. Considering the richness of his writings, a brief discussion of his work here is 

pertinent.

56 Ellen Koskoff (ed.), The Concise Garland Encyclopedia of World Music, Volume 1 (New York: Routledge, 
2008) p. 486
57 Ibid.
58 Richard Henebry, A Handbook of Irish Music (Dublin: Cork University Press, 1928)
59 Richard Henebry, Irish music: being an examination of the matter of scales, modes, and keys, with practical 

instructions and examples for players (Ath Cliath [Dublin]: An Clo-Chumann, 1903)
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Henebry

Rev. Richard Henebry was a cleric and academic from Mountbolton near Portlaw in Co. 

Waterford and an ardent devotee and scholar of both the Irish language and traditional 

Irish music. It is generally thought that Henebry is the first person to have made field 

recordings of Irish music. His approach to the study of Irish music was intensely 

personal and many of his ideas were highly novel for their time.60 At times, Henebry's 

oeuvre can be quite verbose and unwieldy. When this is combined with his original 

methodology, the results and theories therein are frequently waylaid as those of an 

'eccentric priest' and left largely unexplored.61 It is certain that had his conclusions been 

adhered to by activists and innovators in both Irish language and music circles, both 

mediums would be in a very different place today. The ignorance (and/or rejection) of 

Henebry's work can be in part attributed to the novelty of his ideas but perhaps also to 

the quasi-comedic zeal with which he discussed Irish music. For example, he spoke thus 

ofthe renowned piper PatsyTouhey:

'[Touhey's performance] has the life of a reel and the terrible pathos of a caoine. It 
represents to me human man climbing the empyrean heights, and when he had 
almost succeeded, then tumbling, tumbling down to hell, and expressing his sense 
of eternal failure on the way. The Homeric ballads and the new Brooklyn Bridge are 
great, but Patsy Touhey's rendering of 'The Shaskeen Reel' is a far bigger 
achievement.'62

Henebry's two main publications on Irish music were written in the midst of the Celtic 

revival. At this time, diligent attempts were being made to foster the growing interest 

in Irish literature, language and music. However, these efforts were hampered by 

division among the activists; a paradox soon emerged between the desire to preserve 

tradition and the need to embrace modernity. Henebry's outlook is apparent from the 

outset of both texts: traditional Irish music is an ancient mode of expression instilled in 

the older generations of rural Irish society. He frequently lashes out at the 'modern'

Goln fact, in the Editor's Preface to the Handbook (p. iii), Tadhg 6 Donnacha says "It is obvious that Dr. 
Henebry's views are highly original and controversial. Criticism and disagreement are inevitable; and 
were the Doctor alive, he would certainly give a good account of himself."

61 See, for example, Ciaran Carson, The Music Priest’, The Journal Of Music, Vol.i, No. 6 (February/March 
2010), pp.30-31, wherein a good synopsis of Henebry's life and achievements is given.

62 Pat Mitchell & Jackie Small, The Piping of Patsy Touhey (Dublin: Na Piobain Uilleann, 1987), p. 10
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influences on Irish music, in particular the influence of English settlers and 'Western' 

culture and the destructive power of these on the 'old sound'. For example:

'Occidental civilisation stalks triumphantly on, its hand heavy upon every town, and 
through its dreadful schools it is extending its sway over the little country that 
remains, defiling all things, trampling in the mire many a sweet flower of human 
tradition, but in all its havoc destroying never a fairer bloom than Irish music.'63

Henebry's very conservative and retrospective stance, such as displayed in this vitriol 

(only one of many instances to be found in the Handbook), may also have played a role in 

the denigration of his theories and ideas.

Once the prolixity and antipathy are peeled away, there is a considerable 

wealth of 'thought-provoking originality'64 in Henebry's work. In the Handbook, he 

discusses, amongst other things, the basis of folk music itself, its connection with 

language, the melodic and structural basis of Irish music and concludes with a 

'tonometric examination' of some of his field recordings. Henebry's arguments stem 

from the importance he places on 'stress' in 'human music' rather than the harmonic 

basis that has governed many other musical studies, including the necessity for 

inventions such as equal temperament.65 He recurrently discusses music in terms of 

stress registers66 and at the heart of book provides an astonishing analysis (of admittedly 

obscure necessity) of the five hundred tunes in Petrie's first volume of the Collection of 

Irish Music67 in the form of a series of surface records, a linear representation of the 

number and strength of notes in a particular tune, the prevalence of particular gaps in 

the scale and an indication of how the tune progresses. These form the bulk of the 

book, but some highlighting of a few of the most pertinent of Henebry's points is 

appropriate here, especially in relation to the problems of collections and of the 

possibility of microinterval modalityin Irish music.

63 Handbook, p. 42 
S4lbid., p. iii 
65 Ibid., p. 20 
66lbid., e.g. p. yoff. 
67 Petrie (1902)

45



The Collection Problem

As discussed above, it is clear that a lack of real or thorough understanding of Irish 

music has led to the essentially incorrect transcription of collections since the first 

editions appeared in the eighteenth century. Henebry agrees with this:

'...it must be remembered that collectors of savage music, and with some few 
exceptions of Irish music also, are persons who have been bred to the piano, whose 
ears are poisoned by the vulgar style, who are not at home in a system having a 
highly complex model ground-work, who have been estranged from the natural 
cadence of human tone-phrasing, who fail utterly to comprehend the intricate 
diversity and truly astonishing accuracy of the tonal laws of human music, and who 
completely misunderstand the subjective condition of singers.'68

This is reflected in his view on research at the time into the relatively new field of 

ethnomusicology. The emphasis placed on gapped scales and the view that these are 

primeval, incomplete versions of the 'modern' diatonic scale is, according to Henebry, 

simply incorrect. He asserts that such assumptions are applied so that 'music was 

made...to serve the theory of evolution'69 instead of appreciating that these scales are 

self-sufficient entities in their own right, with no need for the absent members. In the 

earlier publication, Irish Music, Henebry quite succinctly points the finger at various 

collectors as is evident from the following quotation from Irish Music; I have quoted at 

length to contextualise the extent of Henebry's discontent:

'Unfortunately the nescients could advertise, and so they subsidised the fetishes of 
print and fashion. Tom Moore's Melodies, bad and debased from every point of view, 
let loose a flood of false notions that can be curbed God knows when, if ever. Indeed 
before his time there was evidence of decay. Carolan [sic], now everywhere 
mistakenly lauded as the greatest Irish harper, composed only what must be 
regarded as debased music, for his style had been contaminated by contact with the 
vulgar system. And the music of Jackson is about on a parallel with the efforts made 
in 1840 to write poetry in debide rhyme. The rules of composition, like the rules of 
Irish prosody, must have been deleted by the savagery of Cromwell's conquest. [...] 
And all this virulent obscurantism is carried out in the names of civilisation, 
education and progress.

Over a hundred years ago we find the beginnings of an attempt to 
understand Irish music. Bunting was the first, and, as far as my recollection of his 
observations goes, the best of those who undertook to solve the puzzle. Moore 
wrote an essay on Irish music as he wrote a History of Ireland. The curious may

68 Handbook, p. 12 
69Ibid., p. 20
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consult it in his works for themselves. Petrie, with the devotion that marked 
everything he did for his country, collected a large body of Irish music and published 
as much of it as he could. Later Joyce issued two small collections, and numerous 
single tunes have appeared in various publications for the past twenty years. All 
those collectors used the modern staff notation unchanged, and subjected their 
tunes to the whole modern economy of playing. In reality what they did was to 
report the Irish interval accurately where it chanced to coincide with the modern, 
and where it did not to substitute the nearest modern interval. The result was a 
string of notes altogether out of tune with the rules of modern composition on the 
one hand and totally unknown to Irish music on the other. And the whole has been 
labelled Irish music, and in all seriousness and good faith played and sung and 
studied as such. For, as will be shown below, the great body of our music is 
constructed on a scale whereof four of the intervals differ from the modern scale 
and three coincide with it. And a numerous class of tunes, and they the most 
important, are composed on a scale having but two interval coincidences with the 
modern and five differences. There have not been wanting, however, evidences of a 
consciousness that somehow all was not going smoothly with Irish music reported in 
the modern staff notation. An effort at closer expression is often evidenced by the 
number of accidentals found in modern Irish music. And if the occurrences were 
collected it would be found that those accidentals actually are inserted most 
commonly where there is a difference in the two systems. But the accidentals 
proved no remedy, for they had only modern values, and hence were always out of 
tune with the Irish scale, at least a quarter of a tone.'70

Here, Henebry highlights the incorrect notation of intervals as the main problem with 

the collections. He also makes reference to other issues in a later part of the Handbook:

'...neither the exact phrasing, nor the minute accentuation, nor the tonality on which 
the original phrasing of the tune was constructed, nor its general carriage is there 
adequately represented.'71

It is clear that the notational systems employed have been one cause of confusion. 

However, Henebry doesn't acknowledge the original purpose of these collections and 

their intended audience; they would have certainly been produced for people who were 

accustomed to 'normal' classical notation. A publication based on some unwieldy and 

novel notation system (such as Henebry prescribes72) would certainly have not pleased 

the contemporaneous readers.

In the various collections, tunes are often seen written in 'the most fantastic 

piano keys'73, i.e. key signatures with several flats or sharps; a fact that Henebry

70Irish Music, pp. g-io
71 Handbook, p. 48
72 See, e.g., Irish Music, p. 32
73 Handbook, p. 67
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bemoans at length in the Handbook. He does not, however, give the collectors the 

benefit of the doubt here; they were undoubtedly only trying to reproduce what they 

heard. Tunes notated in the key of Ebare quite likely to have been performed on a fiddle 

in D, but with the four strings tuned up a semitone, in the following, he points out how 

microinterval nuances are smeared into the modern temperament:

'Petrie, as he often does, adopts the expedient of sharpening the F wherever it 
occurs. He changes the G also, making it sharp or natural according as it looks up or 
down. But, as has often been remarked, this is not at all the semitone change, but 
the usual advanced G, and so he confounds a real sharp with a slightly raised note, to 
the further blinding of modern musical investigation.'74

Tonometric EXAMINATION

After going to great pains to point out the errors in pitch notation in the 

aforementioned collections and having made much effort to stress the difference 

between the Irish scale and the modern scale, Henebry goes about trying to undo some 

of this imprecision by carrying out some tonometric analyses of his own. He submitted 

phonograph recordings of fourteen songs he collected in Co. Waterford to the 

renowned ethnomusicologist Erich von Hornbostel in Berlin University who carried out 

the intervallic analysis using the Appun tonometer.75 In the Handbook, Henebry presents 

a skeleton score of each song with some of the intervals marked (in cents), such as that 

reproduced in Figure 2.1 overleaf.

It is conceivable that cylinder revolution speed and otherwise unreliable 

recording methods may affect the accuracy of these results and as such some revisiting 

of the material is necessary. However, not yet having access to Henebry's original 

recordings, I cannot comment on this accuracy but have been compelled to investigate 

the matter further. Henebry himself admits that the source material chosen for this 

initial study is probably too complex and too ornamented76 and as such requires further 

study with different recordings. I will now discuss my own brief analyses and present 

preliminary results which appear to support some of Henebry's conclusions, now over a 

century old, as well as pointing outsome of the more suspect areas of Henebry's work.

74 Ibid., p. 167; he is referring to the 'key' of A.
75 See Ibid., p. zSjff. for Henebry's explanation of its workings.
76 Ibid., p. 314
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A fresh approach

Considering the extensive availability of recordings of Irish traditional music since the 

1900s, I had to make some initial decisions regarding my source material. Firstly, I 

wanted to avoid the fixity of Henebry's stance - his desire to 'press pause' on 'tradition', 

attempting to completely encapsulate it - and thus chose to examine a chronologically 

broad range of recordings. Secondly, I wanted to confirm the widespread presence of 

these non-tempered scales by looking at a varied selection of instrumentalists, singers, 

traditional genres and regions. From personal experience, I knew that recordings of 

older singers, especially in the Irish language, uilleann pipes and fiddle music would be

77 Ibid., p. 292

49



the most likely sources of microinterval usage. To this end, I chose three performers 

from my own collection:

• Patsy Touhey (1865-1923), b. Loughrea, Co. Galway, d. New York - one of the 

most celebrated players of the uilleann pipes [The Piping of Patsy Touhey (Na 

Piobain Uilleann - NPU CD 001 -2005)];

• Brigid Tunney (1886-1975) - mother of the famous singer Paddy Tunney and 

fine exponent of the last Donegal (English) sean-nds style [The Mountain Streams 

(Folktrax - FTX163 -1975)];

• Bobby Casey (1926-2000), b. Crosses of Annagh, Co. Clare, d. London - a well- 

known fiddler, with a notable Clare style of playing [Taking Flight (Mulligan - 

LUN 018-1979)].

The recordings that I have taken from each of these performers are by no means 

'special collections'; they are readily available commercially and are noted for their 

individual stylistic merits. In my preliminary investigation I chose to work with only a 

few tracks from each of these recordings, although those chosen can be said to 

represent a fair stylistic synopsis of the respective albums78.

The initial analysis was carried out aurally, using the freeware Sonic 

Visualiser79 to help identify pitches precisely. This was clearly a laborious process and 

not conducive to bulk analysis. Flowever, I subsequently came across a paper by David 

Cooper and Ian Sapiro80 on the potential of a program called Praat81 for pitch analysis in 

ethnomusicology. Praat is a program designed for the analysis and synthesis of speech. 

Cooper and Sapiro discuss Praat's usefulness in creating melographs (e.g. Figures 2.2- 

2.3 on p. 50), detailing frequency and intensity contours, and its limitations outside the 

realm of monophonic source material. Due to the more manipulable interfaces of other 

spreadsheet programs, I decided to extract pitch information using Praat's 'PitchTier' 

function (a time-stamped pitch contour) for display using Microsoft Excel. Before doing 

so, I used Praat to convert the frequency data into the deviation from a given pitch

781 have included some tracks from these albums on Disc 2 accompanying this portfolio to give some idea 
of the styles.
79 See, e.g., 'Sonic Visualiser', accessed 9th August, 2012. www.sonicvisualiser.org/index.html 
8oDavid Cooper & Ian Sapiro, Ethnomusicology in the Laboratory: From the Tonometer to the Digital 

Melograph', Ethnomusicology Forum, Vol. 15, No. 2, Nov. 2006, pp. 301-313 
81 See, e.g., Praat: doing Phonetics by Computer', accessed 9th August, 2012. www.fon.hum.uva.nl/praat
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centre in cents82, resulting in more meaningful pitch information which, when displayed 

in a 'pitch outline' graph (showing variation of pitch over time), can reveal non-equal 

temperament pitches at a glance (see, e.g. Figure 2.4).

In polyphonic sources, there was some loss of information in the pitch 

outlines caused by 'spiking' - the presence of two simultaneous notes causing Praat to 

interpret the pitches incorrectly (either as the sum of the two frequencies or odd 

octave leaps, etc.). Ordinarily, this should not have affected the recordings in my 

investigation, being largely monophonic; however, spiking would occur, for example, 

during the use of regulators on the uilleann pipes in the Touhey recordings or the 

occasional double stop (whether intentional or not) in the case of Casey's fiddling. I 

tried to clean up the pitch outlines as much as possible by removing extraneous 

'pitches' (outside the gamut of the melody) caused either through recorded noise or 

through this incorrect interpretation of multiple simultaneous pitches and this proved 

helpful to some extent in tidying up the overall picture.

Once I had compiled pitch outlines for each of the recordings being 

examined, I scoured these for instances of non-tempered pitches and found 

considerable variation in intonation, especially in the case of Brigid Tunney. This 

variation in pitch can be summarised through the use of 'pitch centre graphs' (e.g. 

Figure 2.5 on p. 56) wherein every instance of pitch around an equally tempered note is 

plotted as a point on a bar graph. Hence, the variation in pitch from equal temperament 

can be readily discerned from a basic visual inspection of the graph. Similarly, the 

number of occurrences of that pitch (and hence their importance in the scale of the 

piece) can be gleaned from the width of the overall bar.

While there is no rigorous numerical analysis here, this could prove a useful 

means of determining pitch deviations in advance of finer examination. It would be 

quite a simple matter, especially for those adept at writing simple computer programs, 

to compute the number and size of deviations from equal temperament; indeed Praat 

offers some basic statistical functions that would serve this purpose.

82 Pitch centres for the various pieces are readily identified in the cases of pipes and fiddle due to the 
fixity of certain notes; in the singer's case it can be much harder to pin down due to slight pitch drift but 
in the examination of the Tunney recording it was found that the pitch centre did not drift from a set 
value.
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Time (s)

Fig. 2.2 - Example of Praat's own melographic output for the first 
twenty seconds of The Mountain Streams by Brigid Tunney

Fig. 2.3 - Further example of Praat's melographic output (including 
spectrograph) for the first twenty seconds of 

The Mountain Streams by Brigid Tunney
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Fig. 2.4 - Pitch outline for the opening of Tuttle's by Bobby Casey, show
ing how non-equally tem

pered 
pitches can be quickly discerned and also the problem

s of slightly polyphonic sources

Pitch (In cents from D = 292 Hz)
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Fig. 2.5 - Pitch centre graph for the first round of Tuttle's by Bobby Casey, 
show

ing the deviation of pitch from equally tem
pered centres.

fror1 D

54



My own cursory examination reveals that in each of the tracks presented there is a 

prevalent variance in the intonation of fourths and sevenths in the scale, which were 

frequently found a quartertone away from their equally tempered equivalents. Other 

scale degrees showed smaller variation by comparison, although a quarter-flattened 

third is prevalent in Casey's performance. This observation ties in with Henebry's 

frequent reference to the 'advanced' fourths and sevenths83 and lends some weight to 

his classification of 'Irish scales'84. However, there is insufficient evidence here to 

proffer any agreement with Henebry's assertion that the position of these notes varies 

depending on the direction of the melody (ascent vs. descent)85. Also, while Henebry's 

rigorous defence of the accuracy of every interval produced by the native performers in 

the fourteen songs presented is commendable it has little grounding. Not only is it 

extreme to suggest that intervals can be performed with accuracy greater than that 

which we can aurally discern (between six and twelve cents), the data he presents, in 

combination with my preliminary results, show that there is a marked preference for 

the recurrence of microtonal fourths and sevenths, thereby rejecting his notion that 

each microinterval is of equal importance. This may of course be shown to be incorrect 

with further and more detailed examination.

The question remains asto why this variation is present at all. It would be very 

easy to proffer an answer along the lines of Henebry in saying that their very existence 

is reason enough in itself. I tentatively suggest, in agreement with the eminent Irish 

music scholar Breandan Breathnach86, that the answer lies in the question of 'gapped 

scales'. Two of the pieces examined here show a clear usage of a pentatonic scale, but 

not in the usual sense: (thinking in terms of G as prime) The Wee Weaver and The 

Munster Gimlet are based on the notes G-A-C-D-F, with C and F being variable between 

quarter-sharp and fully sharp87. The usual pentatonic scale, G-A-B-D-E, lacks these 

variable notes and it is interesting to note thatthe^quartertones fall precisely between 

the two 'gaps' in this scale. This may support the primordialism of the latter scale in 

Irish music, with the more recent addition of variable fourth and sevenths exploratively

83 Handbook, p. 24
84See, e.g., Irish Music, Chapter III, p. 31ft.
85 Handbook, p. 23, and p. 315: "The great tonal discrepancy generally observable between ascent and descent does 
not arise, therefore, from the fact that intervals were clipped or stretched at pleasure, according to necessity, but 
because different and standard intervals were selected for each."
86Breandan Breathnach, Folk Music and Dances of Ireland (London: Ossian Publications, 1996), p. 14 
87l appreciate this technically negates the designation pentatonic.
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creating new means of expression. Alternatively, there may be some other grounding 

for the preference of the G-A-C-D-F pentatonic scale over G-A-B-D-E in older Irish 

music. Further examination of this is beyond the scope of this discussion. One 

explanation for the variance of thirds and sevenths could lie in the possibility of'hybrid 

modes'. As discussed in Chapter I, many traditional Irish tunes are based on the Ionian, 

dorian and mixolydian modes. It is possible that the variance between the minor and 

major thirds and sevenths in these three modes could be an artefact of the 

modernisation of Irish music. For example, there may be an older hybrid mode whereby 

the thirds and sevenths are quartertones and the influence of fixed-tuning instruments 

on Irish music has necessitated the gradual modification of these notes to their equally 

tempered equivalents overtime (Figure 2.6).

$
4

comes from?

Fig. 2.6 - 'Hybrid' modality in traditional Irish music

It is interesting to note here that the slightly flat major third is a common interval in 

other folk musics where there has not been a gradual 'smearing over' of these 

microintervals due to equally tempered instruments. A particular example of this is 

found in Norwegian folk music where this flatter third is extremely prevalent. The 

'altered'third here is in imitation of the traditional Norwegian flute, the seljefleiyte. The 

willow flute, as it is known in English, is a form of overtone flute, i.e. the tones produced 

are based on the harmonic series, and as such it is not equally tempered. An important 

book by Eivind Groven88, published in the 1920s, discusses the way Norwegian folk 

music is 'bound' to the tonal constructions of the seljeflvyte. A recent publication on 

songs for the Celtic lyre also draws on this link and the discussion therein of the scales 

produced seems to agree with the results I present above.89

Eivind Groven, Naturskalaen: tonale lover i norsk folkemusikk bundne til seljefloyta [A Natural Scale: Tonal 
Laws in Norwegian Folk Music Linked to The Seljefleyte] (Skien: Norsk folkekulturs forlag, 1927)
89 Aindrias Hirt, The Celtic Lyre: A Collection of Gaelic Songs, ed. Trueman Matheson (St. Andrew's, Nova 
Scotia: Siol Cultural Enterprises, 2012)



Implications

Although these results are undoubtedly a preliminary foray into the affirmation of 

conscious, variable intonation and the outright use of microintervals in Irish music, they 

already suggest certain implications in the study and performance of Irish music. The 

usage of microintervals in such a manner as indicated above provides a clear reason for 

the long-standing tradition of monophony in Irish music. 'Normal'triadic harmony in the 

Western sense does not work in these scales and the absence of the third in the 

pentatonic gamut precludes the establishment of a major or minor tonality. Henebry 

briefly glosses over this in passing, mentioning that 'the Irish harmonised not the note 

but the musical phrase as a whole.'90

It is clear that we cannot write Henebry off just yet; some further notions 

remain in his Handbook that need to be properly examined, e.g. the recurrence of the 

interval of 189 cents which he maintains occurs throughout the octave. First and 

foremost, further study needs to be undertaken in reappraising all archival recordings 

for their microinterval content. A good starting point may be the re-transcription of the 

old collections (where recordings exist). My examination is not rigorous, but points the 

way to the use of more advanced techniques in wider surveys, such as the methods 

listed by Tzanetakis et al. in their 2007 paper 'Computational Ethnomusicology'.91 

Similarly, newer programs such as Melodyne92 may prove extremely useful in such 

investigations.

Undoubtedly, equal temperament and the introduction of fixed-pitch 

instruments (such as the accordion) have to a certain extent damaged the importance 

placed on nuances of pitch and all but ruled out the performance of microintervals as 

known a century ago. Indeed, even the staunch traditionalist Breandan Breathnach 

acknowledges the presence of these 'advanced' fourths and sevenths but, here in the 

mid-Sixties, there is already acknowledgement that they can be smeared into the 

nearest available note (something Henebry bemoaned greatly as one of the major 

problems of previous collections):

90 Irish Music, p. 23
91 George Tzanetakis et al., 'Computational Ethnomuscology', Journal of Interdisciplinary Music Studies, Fall 
2007, Vol. 1, Issue 2, art. # 071201, pp. 1-24.
92 For more information, see 'celemony:: News', accessed, 9th August, 2012. www.celemonv.com/cms
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The two notes C and F are also exceptional in another way: they are somewhat 
sharper than the corresponding notes on the piano. It's said that directly halfway 
between B and D on that instrument lies the C natural of traditional music, i.e., 
pipers and fiddlers would play C a quarter note higher than on the piano. This may be 
the reason why C# is so often played for by the box-player. In a slide up from E to 
Fti the traditional fiddler makes Fi(, so that this is not a fixed note. For this reason I 
didn't use the ordinary sign to indicate it but used instead an asterisk. Generally, it's 
better to play Ftt on the piano or box.'93

It is undeniable that traditional Irish music is in a very different place to that of a century 

ago but the preliminary results presented above suggest a new mode of re

preservation in Irish music. New pedagogical approaches could be developed with a 

view to reintroducing some of these important variations in intonation, enabling a 

modern interpretation of older tunes, or at least one in which the music must not 

accommodate itself to 'the whole modern economy of playing.'94 This does not 

represent an advance in the traditional music of today, which has long since moved on, 

but throws new light on the much-debated question of purity in traditional 

performance.

Most importantly from a personal perspective, my study of old recordings 

introduced me to a wealth of source material that would influence both my 

performance and my composition. The affirmation of variable intonation in my 

preliminary examination provided me with a new approach to microtonality in my 

composition that was at once contemporary yet intrinsically linked to traditional Irish 

music. Combined with some of the stylistic features discussed in Chapter I, these 

microtonally infused modes integrate an additional aspect of traditional performance in 

contemporary composition without resorting to a banal approximation of the traditional 

sound. In the following sections, 1 will look at a series of compositions that have been 

directly influenced by my research in this area, in particular my examination of the 

playing of uilleann piper PatsyTouhey.

93Breandan Breathnach, Preface to Ceol Rince na hEireann, Vol. i (Baile Atha Cliath (Dublin): Oifig an 
tSolathair, 1963), translation by Breandan Breathnach, as posted to 'IRTRAD-L' by Terry McGee, accessed 
9th August, 2012. https://listserv.heanet.ie/cgi-binAva?A2=indq8o8&L=IRTRAD- 
L&T=o&F=&S=&P=6o4Q4
94/rish Music, p. 9
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Seamsur I

The primary stimulus for Seamsur / is the 1919 recording of the traditional Irish tune The 

Munster Gimlet (Figure 2.7) by Patsy Touhey. Considerable transcription and analysis of 

Touhey's recordings has been undertaken by Pat Mitchell and Jackie Small95, revealing 

the complexity of his playing in the 'melodic and rhythmic variation, varieties of 

intonation, [...] the harmonic and rhythmic uses of the regulator [...and usage of] up to 

ten different ways of cutting a note and twenty-two different types of staccato triplets 

and quadruplets.'96 A further level of complexity exists in the non-tempered nature of 

the chanter (Irish: seamsur) played by Touhey (and indeed of other pipers of his 

generation). This underlying complexity intrigued me as one of the infrequently drawn 

parallels between traditional and contemporary music.

Fig. 2.7 - The Munster Gimlet, slip-jig

95 Mitchell & Small (1987)
96 Nicholas Carolan, 'Review: The Piping of Patsy Touhey', Bealoideas, Iml. 56 (1988), pp. 246-248
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One of the most noticeable differences in Touhey's performance compared to modern 

interpretations is his extended usage of the sharpened fourth; many of the C naturals in 

the 'modern' tune (Fig. 2.7) are converted to C sharps, similar to that which happens in 

bar 4 for example. Some of these changes can be attributed to instrumental 

convenience. The Munster Gimlet, as given above, is quite clearly in G major. Touhey's 

fourth alteration pushes the tune into a quasi-lydian mode, rarely encountered in 

'modern' Irish music. This modal alteration serves as a method for developing certain 

phrases in my composition, as we shall see later. However, the greatest indicator of 

conscious employment of 'extra-modal' pitches is the duality of the seventh degree of 

the mode in Touhey's rendition - there is lucid differentiation made between 'straight' 

F sharps (such as in bar 11) and 'bent' Fs as heard in bar 7. The pitch analysis of the 

recording reveal the following possible modal approximations:

EQUAL TEMPERAMENT APPROXIMATION
Pitch Normalised deviation V8 - AND V5-TONE y8- AND Vg-TONE V8-tone V4-TONE

(G4-G5) FROM ET. (CENTS)
G -7 #
A +1 k k
B -22 v8b v8b V8 b
C +90 It # # #
D +12 k k k
E +41 1/6# Vg# V4 # V4 #
F +85 Vs# 3/e# %# #
G +6 k

Fig. 2.8 - Approximations of the microinterval modes 
in Patsy Touhey's recording of The Munster Gimlet

In terms of practical application in contemporary composition, i.e. a preference for 

equally tempered quartertone scales, this does not yield much useful pitch material. 

However, if non-normalised data are used (i.e. data not corrected to a pitch-centre to 

avoid excessive averaging due to instrumental and/or recording artefacts, as discussed 

previously), and a resolution threshold of ten cents applied, the following results are 

obtained (overleaf):
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Pitch

(G4-G5)
Non-normalised deviation 

FROM E.T. (CENTS)
E.T.

EQUIVALENT
Practical

EQUIVALENT97
G -15 1/io ^ If
A 0 H l(
B -30 v6b 1/3b

C +80 2/5# 14 tl or #
D 0 i! n
E +30 Ve# V38
F +75 V4 tt or tl
G -10 t| H

Fig. 2.9 - Non-normalised and practical 
approximations of the modes in Fig. 2.8

Although these results are still unsatisfactory due to the technical issues in the source 

material, as discussed earlier, they provided me with the basic pitch material that was to 

become the basis for Seamsur I. My main aim in this piece was to incorporate elements 

of the complexity of Irish music in terms of its ornamentation systems, the 

aforementioned microinterval modality and its frenetic nature (a cursory listen to 

Touhey's playing would confirm this!). I also wanted to capture something of the 

essence of uilleann pipe playing, both in its performing style and the actual sound the 

instrument creates. A workshop had been planned at this time with bass clarinettist 

Sarah Watts and as such it seemed appropriate to tie these projects together. Although 

in a different register and timbrally different, the bass clarinet exhibits considerable 

versatility and its multiphonic and microtonal properties has been comprehensively 

documented, not least in the treatise by Henri Bok98, making the implementation of 

these 'traditional parallels'much more amenable.

The MELODIC DISCOURSE

In Seamsur /, as in earlier compositions, I have combined both stepwise and disjunct 

melody patterns to reflect both the connection to the traditional provenance of the 

work and the movement away from this, as in Figure 2.10 overleaf, for example.

97 These practical equivalents take into account the preservation of specific character of microintervals, 
e.g. third- and sixth-tones have a different character to quartertones and eigth-tones.
98 Henri Bok, Nouvelles Techniques de la Clarinette Basse (New Techniques for the Bass Clarinet), trans. by 
Derek Yeld (Paris: Editions Salabert, 1989)
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Fig. 2.10 - Example of stepwise and disjunct melody 
patterns in Seamsur I (b. 6)

As the piece progresses, an increase in forward momentum is effected by greater 

contrast between such stepwise and disjunct movement. Highly linear and modal 

phrases are offset by wide, leaping gestures (e.g., compare bar 24 to bars 29 and 39) that 

explore the extreme registers ofthe instrument.This stepwise vs. disjunct contrast can 

also be seenatworkinthe ornamentation. The usually proximal patterns of'cutting'and 

'rolling' are extended, at first resembling usual traditional configurations but 

developing into more elaborate ornamental gestures (Figure 2.11a below and 2.11b 

overleaf).

(b. 14)

1
(b. 17)

I
(b. 35)

▼
^ 1

• 4. ^.........i.,.,. hrt....
g** j

Fig. z.na - Extension of 'cutting' ornamentation 
patterns from stepwise to disjunct
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Fig. 2.11b - Example of 'altered' roll patterns in Seamsur I

The variation of ornamentation patterns either by extension or alteration of pitches has 

also been influenced by Touhey's lydian inflections and his Fli-F# duality. While a lot of 

Seamsur I is based on the inflected mode of Touhey's performance, my own pitch 

choices are extended by choosing different primes for the mode (or indeed application 

of 'ordinary' Irish modes such as dorian, mixolydian, etc. to these), along the lines of 

Bartok's polymodal chromaticism".Small modal fragments (such as in bar 6, Fig.2.10) are 

extended and developed by shaping them differently in other modal frameworks, aided 

initially by subtle alterations; e.g. another note from the same mode replaces a 'main' 

note, or a foreign note introduced into ornamental gestures. This allows for easy and 

natural progression between melodic fragments while simultaneously varying the 

harmonic landscape of the piece. The bursts of disjunct movement which frequently 

interrupt such progressions are often themselves part of this modal development.

Complexity vs. simplicity

The development of contemporary music in this past century has resulted in the 

exploration of extremities, from very simple aesthetics to the most complex scores and 

everything in between. One aspect of traditional Irish music that diverges from 

complexity in contemporary music is its rhythmic simplicity. Superficially, traditional 

Irish tunes are divided into classes of simple and compound time signatures with 

regular beats - hardly surprising considering its function is first and foremost as dance 

music. However, one need only look at the rhythmic pushes and pulls of both 

ornamentation in dance tunes and the highly ametrical style of the sean-nds tradition to 

realise that the underlying rhythms are quite complex. I have attempted in some small 

way to highlight several of these rhythms in my piece but have been more careful to 

stress the naturalness of these in performance.

99 See, for example, Bela Bartok, 'Harvard Lectures', Bela Bartdk Essays, ed. Benjamin Suchoff, (London: 
Faber & Faber, 1976) pp. 362-382
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A constant personal backlash in composing with such materials is the playoff between 

the complexity of the music at hand and the freedom and completely uncontrived 

manner with which it is performed by the traditional performer. In Seamsur I (and as 

examined more closely in Seamsur II as discussed later), this has translated into a 

mixture of 'straight' rhythms with more complex ones, with the emphasis on recreating 

'natural' complexity (cf. Fig. 2.10). The result, in my opinion, raises questions of 

naturalness in contemporary music. For example, can common ground be reached 

whereby 'straight' rhythms cohabit the same musical space as complexity without 

sounding incongruous? In relation to my own research, I feel the answer lies in the 

sean-nds singing tradition; the implementation of highly ornamented musical 

frameworks permits some stretching of regular metre, occasionally to the point of 

being ametrical. As Stravinsky pointed out in his Poetics of Music, only the isochronous 

beats of metre can illuminate rhythmic irregularity, division or invention; without 

meter, rhythmic irregularity does not make any sense100.

The USE OF MULTIPHONICS IN Seamsur I

The final facet of uilleann piping which I wanted to draw on in Seamsur I was the pipes' 

drones and its ability to play chords with the aid of the 'regulators'. This is paralleled 

nicely by the sizeable collection of possible multiphonics on the bass clarinet. Using 

Flenri Bok's encyclopaedia of extended techniques for the bass clarinet, I set about 

choosing various multiphonics based on the approximate relation of their pitch content 

to the particular modes I was working in at various points in the piece. I also was 

particularly intrigued by the instability of certain notes in these multiphonics, for 

example the upper partials in Figure 2.12 overleaf, which mirrored nicely for me the 

duality of Touhey's seventh degree in his quasi-Lydian mode.

100 Igor Stravinsky, 'The Phenomenon of Music', The Poetics of Music, trans. by Arthur Knodel and Ingolf 
Dahl, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1947) Chapter 2, p. 29
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(at sounding pitch (&“)}

Fig. 2.12 - Examples of multiphonics used in Seamsur I (b. 4)

After working closely with bass clarinettist Sarah Watts on this piece, it became 

apparent that a considerable number of Bok's multiphonics (or at least those that I had 

chosen) were highly instrument-specific, very inaccurate or simply impossible! As a 

result, we spent some time dissecting the particular multiphonics required and worked 

out fingerings for them.101 A similar problem occurred with the microtones whereby 

some of the pitches in the original score were very unstable or unattainable. 

Consequently, we developed more precise fingering for the pitches required102 or 

compromises in the case of certain pitches that are integral to both Touhey's mode and 

the harmonic construction of the work but not easily achievable on the bass clarinet.

Having examined the different levels of complexity in Touhey's playing, particularly his 

ornamentation and nuances of intonation, I became interested in the instrumental 

particularities of the uilleann pipes themselves. Just as the construction of the chanter 

lends certain microtonal colourings to the tones produced, other aspects of uilleann 

pipes performance such as the reed, the bellow and the drones all contribute to the 

peculiar sound of the instrument. These contribute to some of the physical and 

mechanical processes that make the uilleann pipes notoriously difficult to master. This 

new dimension of complexity - grappling with the instrument - was the inception of 

Seamsur III.

101 Sarah Watts is currently undertaking PhD research at Keele University into bass clarinet multiphonics. 
The multiphonic fingerings marked in the score are as suggested by her.
102 These fingerings are listed in a table prefacing the score.
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Seamsur III

The wealth of material provided by studying old recordings of traditional Irish music 

encouraged me to make sketches for several compositions. The second composition in 

this series, Seamsur II, was written initially in response to Christopher Redgate's 

development of a new microtonal oboe103. This work was completed quickly but, after 

some reflection, I felt it didn't adequately capture the traditional Irish element to merit 

inclusion in this series. As such, it was shelved, only to be subsequently scrapped 

altogether and a new Seamsur II written after the other pieces in the series had been 

finished. Hence, despite its incongruous numerical designation, Seamsur II is the 

culmination of the series and discussed at the end of this chapter. Conversely, Seamsur 

III is not only chronologically the next work in the series but follows on most directly 

from Seamsur I in this discussion.

Seamsur III is a work for violin and cello that expands on some of the ideas 

presented in Seamsur 1.1 continued to examine Touhey's performance of The Munster 

Gimlet and became fascinated in particular by one phrase. In bar 4 of the skeleton score 

as presented in Fig. 2.7 (0:10-0:11 in the recording included on Disc 2 accompanying the 

portfolio), Touhey ornaments the melody with a very rapid triplet, considerably bent in 

intonation, leading to the F quarter-sharp on the second beat of this bar. Hinted at in 

Seamsur I, the exotic sound of this phrase and exquisite clarity of Touhey's 

ornamentation become the basis forthe opening of Seamsur III (Figure 2.13 overleaf).

103 See, for example, '21st Century Oboe', accessed 11th August, 2012. www.21stcenturvoboe.com/The-New- 
Oboe.php
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(at sounding pitch (<^))

(as written) (|||)

Fig. 2.13 - Development of phrase from The Munster Gimlet (a) using 
Touhey's intonation in Seamsur I, b.6 (b) to Seamsur III, b. i (c)

This phrase has been made more complex compared to the skeleton score and I have 

tried to capture some of the intensity in Touhey's performance through the addition of 

ornamentation, the use of high positions on the fingerboard and energetic double

stopping. This intensity is continued throughout the following bars as the violin and 

cello overlap each other with rhythmically altered versions of the motif, imbued with 

microtonal variations in pitch. The complex scalic passages, for example in bar 6, are 

designed to sound seemingly random; however there is a numerical relationship 

between these pitches that connects them to the opening violin phrase in Fig. 2.13(c). 

Considering the quartertone as my smallest pitch unit, I counted the number of 

quartertones between successive pitches in the phrase (Figure 2.14(a) overleaf). I then 

took these intervals as the transposition factor which I applied to the phrase in Figure 

2.14(b), transposing four quartertones up, three quartertones down, and so on. In order 

to avoid a repetitive sound, this sequence of pitches was cycled through in the order 

indicated by the arrows. This is most apparent in the violin part. Conversely, the cello 

begins on the Ai; of the first transposition and cycles through the transpositions in the 

opposite direction to the violin. This contra-rotatory movement, when combined with 

the continual change of rhythm between the two parts (from eight against nine, to 

seven against nine and seven against eight, and so on), provides the 'random' feel in
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such passages. These wild scalic gestures are intended to be reminiscent of the 

frenetic yetfluid nature ofTouhey's uilleann piping.

(b) +4 quartertones

* 4*
<

(b) -3 quartertones

Fig. 2.14 - Use of microintervals in main motif (a) as transposition 
factors (b) in Siamsur III (e.g. b. 6ff.)

Instrumental effects ofthe uilleann pipes

As mentioned above, instrumental effects were also influential in my writing of this 

work. The drones of the pipes are evident throughout Seamsur III, from the double

stopping ofthe opening section to passages such as bars 23-41 where the players are 

instructed to perform the notated material while droning the lowest string on the 

instrument. Additionally, many uilleann pipes are fitted with keys known as 'regulators' 

that allow the performer to produce chords using the wrist. There are fixed number of 

keys and, as long as the two hands are being used on the chanter (i.e., the part of the 

pipes which produces the melody), only a limited number of chordal permutations. I 

have represented this in my score by indicating a number of fixed pitches (e.g. bar 34, 

Figure 2.15 overleaf) that the performer can use with their drone to accompany the 

other part. This is the first instance of 'open' notation in my scores; this topic is 

examined further in other works presented in Chapter III.
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(stop drone) III

p mol to rubato e espressivo

ooofatebctwc^Hhesenote^wndoff^en^fde^p^dwa^^

p non vib.
* note values not absolute, merely vague temporal guidelines!

Fig. 2.15 - Example of 'open' notation and slow-air-like 
melody in Seamsur III (bb. 34-35)

t bow on the body of the instrument

Fig. 2.16 - Instrumental effects mimicking the nature of sound 
production on the uilleann pipes in Seamsur III (bb. 46-47)

The nature of actual sound production on the uilleann pipes has affected how I 

composed in Seamsur III. The pipes are a very difficult instrument to master and are 

noted for the temperamental nature of getting the reed to 'speak'. Indeed, Seamus 

Ennis, one of the most celebrated uilleann pipers ofthe last century, maintained ittook 

twenty-one years to master the instrument - seven years learning, seven years 

practicing and seven years playing104. Even in performance, many mechanical noises can 

be heard: the gasp ofthe bellows, the occasional squeak or gurgling ofthe chanter and 

the click of keys. Some of these features are depicted musically in Seamsur III, 

particularly the air noises the pipes produce. As notated between the staves in Figure

104 This is common folklore amongst traditional musicians. This quote has been adapted from 'Seamus 
Ennis | Ramblinghouse', accessed 20th August 2012. www.ramblinghouse.0rg/200Q/07/seamus-ennis

69



2.i6 on the previous page, the performers are occasionally required to perform sharp, 

loud breaths. Similarly, more sustained air effects are obtained by the performers 

bowing on the body of the instrument, producing a hissing sound. To notate this, I used 

a three-line stave representing the different parts of the instrument (near, middle or 

far relative to the performer's head), each producing differently perceived pitches. The 

Near-Middle-Far clef is designed to reflect the performer's usual stopping position in 

relation to pitch, i.e. higher pitches are nearer the violinist's head but further away from 

the cellist's, hence the inversion of the clef in the cello part. Seamsur III remains to be 

performed so I am unsure of the success of these effects in performance, outside of my 

own efforts when composing. These instrumental effects are examined further in 

Seamsur IV, the fixed media of which is constructed from Touhey's recordings.

SCORDATURA IN SEAMSUR III

As well as the emulation of physical aspects of uilleann pipes performance, I wanted to 

infuse some of the temperamental nature of the instrument into my writing in Seamsur 

III. Considering the difficulty of tuning the pipes (and its many parts) and the interesting 

nature of the intonation in Touhey's performance, my instinct was to alter the tuning of 

the violin and cello in some way105.1 did so by lowering the lowest string of the violin by 

a semitone and the bottom string of the cello by a major third. In the case of the cello 

this gives a pleasing rasp to the lowest string when played with force. Also, the A 

strings of both instruments are detuned by a quartertone. Sharing this scordatura 

brings a certain unity to the detuned sound as our ears become used to hearing the A 

quarter-flat open-string and gradually become 'comfortable' with the 'new' sound. I was 

influenced here by a similar effect in Gerard Grisey's Les Espaces Acoustiques. In the 

fourth movement, Modulations, there is a passage106 so saturated with microtones that a 

relatively common chord played by the violins - E dominant 7th with an added second - 

sounds completely ethereal.

The scordatura allowed me to experiment with gestures that'look'traditional 

but, with the detuning, are removed somewhat from the traditional sound. An example 

of this can be found in Fig. 2.15 on the previous page wherein the violin is given an

105 The scoradatura for both instruments is given at the beginning of the score.
106 Two bars after rehearsal mark 14 in Gerard Grisey, 'Modulations' from Les Espaces Acoustiques (Milan: 
Ricordi, 1977), R. 2246. The D in this chord is flattened slightly.
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ordinary-looking traditional melody (of my own composition) reminiscent of a slow air. 

However, I have marked which strings the performers should use which, when coupled 

with the detuned A string, results in a much more colourful phrase. This passage in 

particular exemplifies the simultaneity of contemporary and traditional influence that 

these compositions seekto explore.

The score of Seamsur III is presented in its transposing form to encourage the 

performers to play the music as they feel it, without resorting to pitching based on what 

they hear. This is an unnatural process for a string performer but the result appeals to 

the instrumental difficulty that 1 was trying to capture in this work. Another upshot of 

this is that the piece as a whole is inherently difficult to perform, especially when 

coupled with my use of complex rhythm, ornamentation and extended techniques107. As 

such, I appreciate that a completely accurate performance of the piece is unlikely. As 

odd as it seems, this is precisely what I sought to create; I became more interested in 

the struggle to perform what's on the page than in perfection. After all, many would 

argue that the performance of folk music is not a precise art in itself.

The form of Seamsur III consists of a series of variations on the opening theme (cf. Fig. 

2.13) that are interspersed alternately with cadenza-like passages involving elaborate 

microtonal runs and air-like sections. The final extended cadenza in the violin (bb. 66- 

89) begins with a gesture typical of a slow air after which follows frenzied microtonal 

scales that for me emulate the fast and furious performances of Touhey and his 

associates. This frenzy begets a dance-like section (bb. 91-123) which sees the first 

extended use of simple traditional Irish dance rhythms in my composition. I knew I 

wanted a section that had a clear rhythmic drive to it and as such I was influenced by the 

motoric 6/8 rhythm of a jig. As jigs are not performed in straight quavers, I have 

indicated the 'swing'required in the score. The simple dance rhythms here (e.g. bars 99- 

100 in the cello) are frequently surrounded by more complex rhythms in the other part. 

This destabilises the pulse somewhat and keeps the passage in context with the rest of 

the work.

In future compositions in this portfolio, these simple rhythms are brought 

very much to the fore, as can be seen in Seamsur IV and to even greater effect in the last 

work in the series, Seamsur II. In my commentary on the latter, I will explore the effect of

107 Passages such as bb. 19-20 are almost impossible.
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these traditional dance rhythms on my composition. In Seamsur IV, my previous 

experiments into the use of acousmatic media in Aisling Airt Mhic Cumhaigh are 

expanded greatly; indeed some of the polyphonic textures in the vocal writing of that 

piece have influenced the kinds of textured explored in Seamsur /V. The discussion of 

this piece as follows traces the way in which my study of old recordings of traditional 

Irish musicians is developed into the use of the recordings themselves as the musical 

fabric of the composition, instrumentally speaking. Similarly, Seamsur IV also examines 

the use of archive recordings of traditional music as the source material for 

electroacoustic experimentation, as well as some issues of communicating a traditional 

'feel'to contemporary performers.
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Seamsur IV

The next work in the Seamsur series, Seamsur IV, was commissioned by saxophonist Dr 

FranziskaSchroeder from the Sonic Arts Research Centre at Queen's University Belfast 

for a concert of new works in March 2011. The commission was for a ten-minute work for 

saxophone (a choice of soprano, alto, tenor or baritone) with fixed media. There was 

scope for creating a multichannel workdue to the immense capabilities of SARC's Sonic 

Lab (it features a 48-channel sound diffusion system), but I chose to work with a basic 

stereo format. In doing so, I ensured that the piece was more portable and more easily 

reproduced by performers elsewhere108. Furthermore, working with stereo media still 

permits the option of manual diffusion during the concert, as well as diffusing the 

saxophone audio feed, depending on the local setup. As mentioned in the programme 

notes to this work, it is recommended that the saxophone be amplified a little so that 

instrumental effects are more clearly heard over the electronic media.

Aspects of the fixed media in Seamsur IV

In Seamsur IV, I elected to write for soprano saxophone, being the most closely related 

saxophone to the sound of the uilleann pipes. The fixed media requirement was an 

exciting prospect as I had already sketched ideas for using old recordings of traditional 

Irish music in an acousmatic scenario. This was a natural development; since my recent 

work focused on these recordings and their use as the impetus for instrumental 

composition, using the recordings themselves in my composition seemed a satisfactory 

way to incorporate the nuances (modally and instrumentally) of these performances, as 

well as providing an opportunity to develop the issues arising from my earlier foray into 

this medium in AislingAirt Mhic Cumhaigh.

The tape part for Seamsur IV was sketched before I began sketching the 

saxophone part. As these recordings are mostly wax cylinders or early phonographs, the 

tape partis inherently lo-fi', negating certain electronic treatments. Instead of trying to 

disguise some of the noise present in these recordings I have incorporated it as part of 

the work. Similarly, processes such as time-stretching of the original material have to

108 Thankfully, this has been the case and the portability of the work has been crucial in securing these 
performances.
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be carried out with meticulous attention to parameter control; the low quality of wax 

cylinder recordings can cause many artefacts when stretched to any degree. 

Consequently, many of the apparent stretches in the tape part, e.g. the opening drone, 

have been achieved by isolating the drone of the pipes and using the 'cleanest'sections 

to create one longer drone. This longer, cleaner drone can then be stretched with a 

reduced risk of artefacts. In the opening example, I have amplified the upper partials of 

this drone to create the effect of a spectral sweep. After the opening drone, a roll 

pattern slowly emerges. To create this I tookTouhey's recording of The Munster Gimlet 

and extracted the 1.1-1.6 KHz region, focusing on Touhey's use of Fj( and G rolls109, and 

stretched this fourfold to create an elaborate fabric of rolls which runs for the duration 

of the piece. This highlights not only Touhey's intonation but also his complex and 

varied ornamentation. This roll pattern varies between foreground and background 

positions in the tape part. Having this basic framework on which to base the rest of the 

tape part, I set about creating the dramatic points in the work that would give the piece 

its momentum.

The collaborative process

The composition process was helped greatly by being able to consult regularly with the 

performer of the work, Franziska Schroeder. Her input guided me to what precisely was 

possible on the soprano saxophone. I knew before starting that the piece would end 

with a large layering of transposed versions of the end of Touhey's Munster Gimlet. For 

this climax, I wanted to use a microtonal scale based on Touhey's intonation extending 

to the highest extremes of the saxophone; Dr Schroeder was able to work with me on 

issues of fingering and intonation in this run, as well as giving me her highest possible 

note - a written B quarter-sharp three octaves above middle C. This climax is pre

empted in the middle of the work with a smaller climax (bar 28), again based on a scalic 

passage to a high note (Dtl). The collaborative process also influenced many other 

aspects of Seamsur IV. For example, when I played the roll patterns as mentioned above 

to Franziska, she improvised along with the tape, producing similar shapes using 

harmonics. This was incorporated in my score and with Franziska's advice notated as 

follows (Figure 2.17 overleaf):

109 Or, more correctly, Touhey's particular Fit intonation.
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Fig. 2.17 - Example of multiphonics and collaboratively produced 
notation in Seamsur IV (bb. 4-5)

Similarly, I worked closely with Franziska on the feasibility of certain multiphonics, 

using the celebrated textbook on saxophone multiphonics by Daniel Kientzy110. We 

examined multiphonics whose pitch content I was interested in to establish the relative 

dynamics of the partials (which is not immediately clear from Kientzy's text). These 

multiphonics were sometimes chosen because of the pitch material of the tape part 

(e.g. bar 4, Fig. 2.17 above); conversely, some particularly strong multiphonics were used 

to guide my treatment of pitch in the tape part (e.g. bar 65).

Ornamentation and microtonal modes

In addition to the concentration onTouhey's use of Ftl rolls as discussed above, the tape 

part makes use of other aspects of Touhey's ornamentation. For example, just before 

bar 40 in the score (approximately 7:12 in the tape part) I have stretched one instance of 

Touhey's elaborate 'cuts'* * 111 to reveal the many pitches therein. Shortly after this we hear 

the first unaltered presentation of Touhey's recording, a short extract from the air Cai/ih 

Deas(ag) Cruite na mB6 ('Pretty Girl Milking Fler Cow'/'Pretty Milkmaid'). This particular 

air had a personal resonance, reminding me of the songs I learnt at the Gaeltacht”2 in my 

youth, the whip of the wax cylinder in this extract redolent of a bygone era.

Touhey's intonation permeates the tape part, a fact inherent in the use of his 

recordings. Additionally, I wanted to highlight some of the particular aspects of his 

intonation as discussed earlier (p. 57). I extracted some of the bent notes from Touhey's

110 Daniel Kientzy, Les Sons Multiples aux Saxophones (Paris: Salabert Editions, 2003). Some recordings of
these can be found at 'UAUAUA: Soprano Saxophone Extended Techniques', accessed 4th September, 
2012. http://www.uauaua.net/index resources.htm.
111 Cf. Mitchell & Small (1987), p. 10
112 The Gaeltacht is the Irish-speaking part of Ireland.
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recordings, stretched them and stacked them to create interesting microtonal chords. 

An example of this, shown in Figure 2.18 below, can be heard in bar 40 (7:18-7:50 in the 

tape part); one useful facet of these microtonal chords is that they can be built on 

seemingly banal chord shapes or common chords yet create iridescent colours.

Fig. 2.18 - Example of chords built from individual notes of 
Touhey's recordings in Seamsur IV (pitches approximate)

The pitch material of the saxophone part is also built largely on modes influenced by 

Touhey's intonation. As in earlier works, I have chosen to stick with equally tempered 

quartertones in Seamsur IV since these are the most amenable microtones for 

contemporary performers. Using the same pitch basis as shown in Figure 2.14(a), I 

created an extended mode, which I have dubbed the 'grand' mode113, built on this series 

of intervals. In a method similar to Bartok's polymodal chromaticism, as mentioned 

earlier, I have taken the last note of this series as the prime for the next ascending 

statement of the mode114. The cycle continues until the original mode is reproduced, in 

effect creating a kind of mode of limited transposition (only in microtonal terms). The 

result is shown in Figure 2.19 below:

3

Fig. 2.19 - The 'grand' mode in Seamsur IV

This 'grand'mode can be seen at work throughout the piece butis perhaps most clearly 

perceived in the final climax at bar 80. The pitches of the original mode are displaced in

1131 have labelled this mode as 'grand' not because of any illusion of grandeur(l), but in relation to the 
'grand staff which it spans.
114 There is an All before the start of the scale in Fig. 2.14(a) which is included here to complete the seven- 
note gamut.
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register here to accommodate the range of the soprano saxophone but the linear 

relationships are maintained. Although this mode has been based on Touhey's 

performance of The Munster Gimlet, the gestures in this piece are much less related to 

this tune than earlier works in the series. In Seamsur IV, I have used snippets of 

traditional Irish dance tune rhythms but placed my own pitch constructions on these. I 

found the combination of disjunct phrase shapes with traditional rhythms to be a 

potent one; it captures the essence of the traditional 'lilt' but while remaining firmly in 

a contemporary context. On occasion, I use traditional gestures such as a leap followed 

by two repeated notes, a feature commonly found in jigs. Bars 30-32 exemplify this 

combination, as shown Figure 2.20 below.

Reel (J. = J(= 104), /*=J J)

Fig. 2.20 - Example of traditional gestures in Seamsur IV (bb. 30-32)

Communicating the traditional 'feel'

One of the most interesting facets of the collaborative process in Seamsur IV was in 

overcoming the problems in communicating the feel of traditional Irish music to a 

contemporary performer. The performer, Franziska Schroeder, had very little 

experience of traditional music before performing this piece and when I initially 

presented some sketches to her, the feel of the dance-like sections wasn't coming 

across as I had hoped. Although the 'more contemporary' sections were good, in the 

'simpler' passages, even though I had marked the swing required, the feel wasn't right. It 

became clear to me just how much of this style is assimilated by the traditional 

performer to the extentthatitis innate. For the purposes of the premiere of Seamsur IV, 

I supplied Franziska with many recordings of traditional performance, from those of 

Touhey to more modern recordings of pipers such as Liam O'Flynn and Paddy Moloney. 

Interestingly, it was Touhey's own recording of The Munster Gimlet which helped 

Franziska the most in attaining the sound required, suggesting that it must have 

subconsciously affected my instrumental writing in Seamsur IV as well as being part of 

the acousmatic fabric of the work.
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The problem in communicating the traditional Irish feel to a contemporary performer 

does not lie exclusively in the swing of the dance rhythms. Although the correct 

execution of this is important, other aspects of the music such as the articulation of the 

ornamentation and the phrasing of the melodic line are equally pivotal to achieving the 

overall feel. It is in Seamsur II, the final work in this series, that I believe I have achieved a 

more unified approach to communicating this. In the following discussion of this piece, 

I examine how I have used a traditional tune to guide the rhythm, pitch, melodic shape, 

ornamentation and form of my composition.
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Seamsur II

'A mixture is not a molecule. Water may indeed have oxygen and hydrogen as its 

'elemental components', but it functions rather differently from either of them. Just try 

drinking hydrogen for your health; or putting out a fire with oxygen!'115 This quotation 

from Edward Green neatly sums up my approach to the final work in the Seamsur series. 

In Seamsur II I sought to combine the elements of traditional Irish music and 

contemporary music, but in a way that did not simply 'mix' them. I realised that the 

fusion of these 'elemental components' in my composition, to use Green's term, had to 

in some way transform their function such that the result was a molecule - a standalone 

structural unit - and not a mixture. To achieve this, I set myself some goals before 

commencing composition:

• The instrumentation of the work must reflect some aspect of both traditional 

and contemporary performance.

• The underlying form of the work must have its basis in traditional music, but be 

functionally different to its use in this music.

• The rhythm of this new work must make use of traditional rhythms yet 

negotiate some way of incorporating extended passages of these dance 

rhythms without sounding overtly traditional.

• The pitch material should be based on the microtonal modes developed in 

previous works, as I felt these created a successful bridge between traditional 

and contemporary media.

• The ornamentation of the melodic line must be in keeping with how a 

traditional performer might ornament a skeleton score of my work, but this 

ornamentation should be developed outside of the traditional remit.

Seamsur II was composed in response to a commission as part of the Second Athens 

Composer/Performer Conference (2011). One of the topics in the call for papers/works 

was microtonal music and how it should be approached by composers and performers 

alike. As well as presenting a paper on the preliminary findings from my study of old

115 Edward Green, 'China and the West-The Birth of a New Music', Contemporary Music Review, Vol. 26, Nos. 
5/6 (Oct/Dec. 2007): 494

79



Irish recordings and the application of these in my composition, I was asked to write a 

work for London-based flautist Carla Rees to accompany the paper presentation. The 

initial commission was for quartertone alto flute - a relatively rare instrument. 

Unfortunately, however, Carla's entire collection of specialist flutes was destroyed in a 

fire during the London riots during the summer of 2011 and the only instrument she 

could obtain at short notice was a C quartertone flute, the instrument for which Seamsur 

II is written. This commission tied in neatly with my aim to use an instrument that 

reflects both contemporary and traditional performance in some way.The wooden flute 

is one of the most common instruments in the Irish tradition and many of the modern 

versions are keyed to some extent. The traditional wooden flute and silver Boehm- 

system flute share similar origins and the same basis of sound production. Indeed, many 

'classical'flutes are beginning to be used by some performers for traditional Irish music 

(especially those that have had a classical training). The Kingma system of the 

quartertone flute represents a contemporary development of the Boehm system, 

employing a similar arrangement of the keys with the addition of CD trill key and holes 

within in the standard keys which permit the production of quartertones. As such, the 

quartertone flute makes the connection I sought between traditional and contemporary 

performance. Although I had never written for this instrument before, Carla provided 

me with a currently unpublished DVD116 she made, discussing the instrument and its 

capabilities in detail - a resource that was invaluable in composing for this instrument.

Traditional tunes as form in Seamsur II

Seamsur II takes inspiration from another of Patsy Touhey's recordings. In his rendition 

of the hornpipe The Poll Ha'penny1'17, included with the recordings accompanying this 

portfolio, Touhey makes considerable use of bent intonation as before. This hornpipe 

has two parts and Touhey's ornamentation and variation of the tune changes from part 

to part. As such, the form of his performance could be described as A1A2B1B2A3A4B3B4. At 

the end of the hornpipe Touhey tags on a swift performance of the Swallow's Tail reel, 

playing it once through, A1A2B1B2. The score of both these tunes is given overleaf.

116 Carla Rees, Composing for the Kingma System Alto Flute (2009 version), Centre for Music and Multimedia, 
Royal College of Music, London, unpublished DVD.
117 The Poll Ha'penny is a dance version of the air, 'Molly MacAlpin', composed by harper Laurence 
O'Connellan, (b. 1645, Cloonmahon, Co. Sligo), or by harper William Connellan. This recording is taken from 
The Piping of Patsy Touhey(N a Piobain Uilleann - NPU CD 001 - 2005).
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The Poll Ha'penny Hornpipe

Fig. 2.21 - Skeleton score of The Poll Ha'penny and Swallow's Tail
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Similar to Touhey's recording, Seamsur II consists mostly of material based on The Poll 

Ha'penny and finishes off with a brief reel section. In doing so I mirrored the overall 

form of the recording (Figure 2.22 below):

---------- Hornpipe------------1 |----- Reel-----

A1 A2 B1 B2 A3 A4 B3 B4 I A1 A2 B1 B2

Fig. 2.22 - Overall form of Touhey's recording of The Poll Ha'penny 
and Swallow's Tail, used also in Seamsur II.

The commission for Seamsur II required the work to be around six minutes. Using the 

form above, I explored options for correlating my A and B sections to the traditional 

hornpipe/reel form of equal (eight-bar) sections of 4/4.1 estimated that my hornpipe 

section should last approximately five minutes and the reel about one minute. Using 

the standard tempo for a hornpipe, J = 76 (considerably slower than Touhey's tempo of 

J = 96), this equated to each section of the hornpipe (A/B) lasting 26 bars. In the case of 

the reel (bb. 219-250), each section is eight bars long, in keeping with the traditional 

form. It should be noted here that these 26-bar sections are taken only as a guideline. 

There are instances where intuition prevails and deference is given to the subtleness 

of the composed material rather than obstinately sticking to a pre-determined 

structure. In the table overleaf I illustrate the connection between the parts of the 

traditional tune and the different sections of Seamsur II. Unlike the performance of 

traditional tunes, I frequently take time to pause between successive 'parts' during the 

hornpipe. Conversely, the momentum of the reel and my closer adherence to the dance 

rhythms here precludes anysuch breakinthis section.
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Bar Numbers Tune Part

1-27 A1
28-58 A2
59-86 B1

87-112 0 cQ- Q3 B2
113-138 (D Q. A3
139-165 A4
166-192 B3
193-218 B4
219-226 C/D A1
227-234 5

0 CO A2
235-242 03 I—

£ B1
243-250 co B2

Fig. 2.23 - Relationship of sections in Seamsur II to 
the tunes in Touhey's recording

In addition to the form of the work, Seamsur II draws heavily on the phrase shapes of 

both tunes in the Touhey recording to guide the melodic line. A close inspection of 

each of these sections with the skeleton score of the tune will reveal how aspects of 

the tune have been stretched or developed in Seamsur II. I have also drawn a lot from 

Touhey's individual ornamentation and variation to help develop my own interpretation 

of the tune in a contemporary context. This, combined with my exploration of Touhey's 

intonation as before, helps to strengthen the tie with traditional performance despite 

its decontextualisation. One clear example of this can be found in bar 6. Here, I use the 

first two bars of The Poll Ha'penny, ornamenting the crotchet A in the first bar of the 

traditional tune with a particular kind of 'cran'118 that Touhey uses, and modifying the 

pitches with some of Touhey's bent notes to create a gesture that feels quite 

contemporary but that has traditional music inexorably at its core. This is illustrated in 

Figure 2.24 overleaf. Other composers have also explored this process of 're- 

contextualisation' in depth. For example, Michael Finnissy (b. 1946) uses well-known 

pieces of music in works such as The Gershwin Arrangements (1990) and The History of 

Photography in Sound (2003), in essence re-composing the original material through his 

elaborate musical language.

118 A technical term for a type of piping ornamenation.

83



Fig. 2.24 - Example of tune development in Seamsur II (bb. 6-7) (i)

Each part of The Poll Ha'penny is built on two sections of four bars, like many traditional 

tunes. It is common in a lot of these tunes for the latter four bars of one part to recur in 

a similar position in another part, imparting some formal unity to the structure. The Poll 

Ha'penny is no different and it can be clearly seen in Fig. 2.21 that bars 5-8 and 13-16 are 

identical. I have highlighted this aspect of the tune in Seamsur II through the use of the 

sequential motif from bar 5 of the tune, using Touhey's bent intonation for the Fit, 

subtly altering and lengthening itthroughoutthe work (Figure 2.25 below).

4
flz.

ff (p)

Fig. 2.25 - Example of tune development in Seamsur II (bb. 20-23) (>i)

In following the form of the traditional tune like this, Seamsur II is essentially a set of 

elaborate variations on the traditional material, although sufficiently removed from its 

initial context through my compositional input.

Traditional rhythms in Seamsur II

A reel is a fast dance tune in 4/4, characterised by streams of quavers performed with a 

light swing. Flornpipes are notated similarly, although the tempo is notably slower and 

the swing more profound. For this reason, hornpipes are occasionally notated with 

dotted rhythms. I have chosen here to use the former convention as dotted notation is 

often interpreted too literally by classical performers and as such does not reflect the 

true nature of the swing of a traditional hornpipe. As mentioned earlier, the reel section
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at the end of Seamsur II (bb. 219-250) relates most closely to the traditional rhythm. My 

treatment of the hornpipe rhythm is more disjunct, by virtue of stretching the form of 

the traditional tune. While there are clear instances of the hornpipe rhythm (e.g. bb. 88- 

91), I have preferred to keep these as short extracts, constantly relating the composition 

to its source but with intermittent journeys (e.g. bb. 95-108) exploring the details in a 

more abstract manner. This reel section relates more closely to Touhey's performance 

than to the standard tune played by many performers today (i.e. that given in Fig. 2.21). 

The main difference in Touhey's version is the mode; the traditional version is 

unambiguously in A dorian whereas Touhey plays the tune in A mixolydian.This change 

is partly to do with the instrumental make-up of the uilleann pipes; it is easier to 

perform the C# than Q, especially at speed. However, closer inspection of Touhey's 

recording reveals that he frequently uses a flatter C#, approaching C quarter-sharp. This 

again gives weight to the notion of hybrid modes as discussed on page 53. I have 

followed T ouhey's version and used a mixture of C# and C quarter-sharp throughout the 

closing reel, the ambiguity highlighted by the high C quarter-sharp on which the piece 

finishes.

Through close examination of the intonation of performers in old recordings of 

traditional Irish music, in particular those of Patsy Touhey, I have developed techniques 

to incorporate traditional phrase shapes in my composition. These gestures, which 

would otherwise sound banal, if not plagiarised, can be rendered colourful by using the 

expressive intonation of these recordings. One area requiring further examination is 

the more precise pitch analysis of these recordings and the development of some 

method of communicating this compositionally. As contemporary performers become 

more adept at performing smaller intervals with greater accuracy, a more satisfying 

approximation of the 'traditional' pitch may be attainable. However, the discrepancy 

remains that the use of such intonation by traditional performers is a natural response 

to their music; such intrinsic expression may always be compositionally 

incommunicable.
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Reflections on my compositional journey - Part 2

Three out of the four Seamsur compositions (I, II and IV) have been performed publicly 

and the results have been very encouraging. For me, these compositions represent a 

development in fostering a traditional Irish sound in music that firmly occupies the 

contemporary Western classical canon. In terms of my development throughout the 

portfolio, the Seamsur series delineates a clear development in my compositional style; 

from the gesturally-based composition of Seamsur /, to a focus on the rhythmic aspects 

of traditional Irish music in Seamsur II, the last in the series. Seamsur IV saw the further 

exploration of acousmatic sources in my composition and a study of how traditional 

Irish music can inform the musical material of these, as well as the instrumental writing. 

I feel that the integration of the fixed media and saxophone writing in Seamsur IV was 

very successful; the exploration of extended techniques on the saxophone permitted 

the line between instrumental and electronic writing to be blurred, particularly in the 

use of multiphonics. However, I think my choice of source material for the fixed media 

limited the types of processing available to me and, as a result, the overall fixed media 

occupied a very narrow sound-world. This can also in part be attributed to by desire to 

move away from the melodic nature of the tape part in Aisling Airt Mhic Cumhaigh. In 

future compositions, the middle ground needs to be examined further and, just as 

aspects of traditional Irish rhythms were explored in the instrumental writing in the 

Seamsur series, the opportunity remains to explore these acousmatically.

The main success of the Seamsur series lies in its examination and 

incorporation of microinterval modality based on old recordings of traditional Irish 

music. The melodic and harmonic techniques developed therein have allowed me to 

explore phrase shapes or harmonies used in traditional music, obscuring their 

immediate provenance but, keeping the inflections subtle, simultaneously 

strengthening and developing the link with traditional Irish music.

Peculiarity of intonation is, as discussed earlier, only one aspect of traditional 

performance. Other areas of the tradition such as improvisation, the innate ability to 

vary material according to notions of style and the aural transmission of repertoire 

remain unexamined from a compositional standpoint. In the following chapter, I 

examine some of these issues in the context of three compositions.
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CHAPTER III - Other parameters: Instrumentation, aural 
transmission and improvisation

Throughout the previous chapters in this discussion 1 explored the compositional 

application of some of the basic gestures associated with traditional Irish music. 

Fundamental features of traditional music such as rhythm, melody, modal structure, 

ornamentation, intonation and form were analysed and integrated into new 

compositions. As I delved into the dichotomy between traditional Irish music and 

contemporary music, looking at the work of other Irish composers, recordings of 

traditional musicians and reconciling my practice as a traditional musician with that as a 

composer, it became apparent that there were many more aspects of traditional music 

that remained unexplored compositionally. In the course of this chapter, I bring 

together some of these disparate issues in the context of three contrasting 

compositions.

Traditional Irish music has been preserved from one generation to the next 

through aural dissemination. Even though many printed collections of traditional Irish 

tunes exist, some of which were discussed above, many traditional performers continue 

to learn the majority of their repertoire by ear, from recordings, concerts, sessions and 

in lessons. Interestingly, this is the case despite a general increase in the ability to read 

staff notation119 amongst traditional performers, thanks to a more structured approach 

to the teaching of traditional music at all levels in recent decades120. As far as I am aware, 

the aural transmission of material has never been used in contemporary composition; 

the implementation of this is examined in a work for piano, Sliabh Geal gCua, at the end 

of this chapter.

There are clear structures at work in traditional Irish music not only in the 

form of tunes but also in their rhythms and modes. However, the simplicity of the basic 

tune material affords the traditional performer considerable freedom to 'personalise' 

the performance through ornamentation and variation. Such processes are essentially a 

form of improvisation in traditional Irish music. A skilled traditional performer is noted

1191 make the distinction here between 5-line staff notation and other primitive forms of notation which 
are sometimes used in traditional Irish music, e.g. ABC notation, numerical notation.
120 'All levels' implied primary eduction through to tertiary-level study and also private instrumental 
tuition.

8?



for their ability to weave around the tune, making it their own through their individual 

style and, occasionally, even creating new tunes (or versions thereof) in the process. 

This is only possible when improvised responses to tunes are innate, attainable only 

through the assimilation of a large body of traditional material. Although this 

improvisation has been indirectly incorporated into some contemporary compositions 

through the use of traditional performers, the process of this improvisation itself and 

its use as the basis for composition has not been studied. I examine this briefly in my 

composition Between The Tunes.

Extending from this, as alluded to in the introduction to these commentaries, 

the use of traditional musicians in contemporary music brings its own compositional 

problems. The juxtaposition of two disparate aesthetic systems, when not treated with 

care, remains just that: a juxtaposition. Although traditional Irish musicians are, by and 

large, open to exploring new music and styles (for example, the collaboration of Paddy 

Glackin, Seamus Ennis and others with John Cage on Roaratorio (1983)), composers 

frequently turn to traditional musicians to impart something intangible to their 

composition, something which they could not create themselves. It is to this topic that I 

now turn, looking at my own response to the issue of traditional musicians in 

contemporary music in The Jolly, Slender, and Black-Haired Beggarman from the Mossy 

Banks of Dinny O'Brien's Stoney Steps with a Peacock's Feather.

Traditional musicians in contemporary music

In his doctoral thesis, Dave Flynn discusses at length the incorporation of traditional 

Irish instruments into contemporary compositions. Many of his own works, created in 

response to the dichotomy between traditional and contemporary music, employ 

traditional instruments and performers. His argument for doing so, although not 

explicitly discussed in the commentaries accompanying his compositions, appears to 

suggest that the use of these instruments imbues the composition with the bias of Irish 

music. While this is true to the extent that having a traditional musician perform in the 

composition will inherently bring elements of traditional style, the result, in my 

opinion, is more of an implantation than incorporation, as alluded to earlier.There is the 

continual risk that the use of traditional musicians and/or instruments will be 

interpreted as a token gesture rather than a considered musical amalgamation. This is
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true not only of traditional Irish music but of traditional music from across the world 

that has been fused with Western classical music in recent decades (e.g. Gamelan, 

Japanese folk music, etc.).121 The temptation is to encourage the traditional performer to 

do what they would do in a traditional scenario. In the case of Irish music, this inevitably 

involves the performance of tunes and, if used in this way, the result is generally an 

awkward superposition.

One example of this can be found in Oilean (1989) by Michael 6 Suilleabhain122, 

a concerto for traditional musician and string orchestra. In the programme notes for this 

work, 6 Suilleabhain writes 'In the first and third movements the strings and soloist 

avoid any intrusion on the other's tradition, while in the middle movement the two are 

allowed to overlap.023 In practice, the result sees the soloist and orchestra literally 

taking turns to play. The orchestra commences with a brief introduction; the soloist 

plays a traditional tune; the orchestra continues the development of their earlier 

material only to be interrupted after a short while by the soloist who plays the same 

tune again.This approach is typical of how traditional musicians and tunes are treated in 

the context of classical ensembles. In orchestral scenarios, the ensemble is relegated 

to the function of a large accompaniment instrument, as seen earlier in the case of 

Flynn's work Aontacht (Fig. 1.3). Although 6 Suilleabhain's composition is a particularly 

potent example of this style, we find it also in more contemporary works. For example, 

in Donnacha Dennehy's Aisling Gheal124 written for sean-nos singer larla 0 Lionaird and 

the Crash Ensemble125, the singer is permitted to sing the titled traditional song as they 

normally would, while the ensemble unobtrusively builds spectral chords based on the 

modal prime of the air. While the forward-looking approach of this accompaniment is a

121 This topic has been discussed at length in the literature. For example, Stephen Long, 'Japanese 
Composers of the Post-Takemitsu Generation',Tempo, Vol. 58, No. 228 (Apr., 2004), pp. 14-22. Minoru Miki 
and John Tedford have also written an interesting article on the use of tradtional Japanese instruments in 
contemporary composition in 'The Role of Traditional Japanese Intsruments in Three Recent Operas' 
(Perspectives of New Music, Vol. 27, No. 2 (Summer, 1989), pp. 164-174). An interesting summary of the 
aesthetics of using traditional material in contemporary composition with particular reference to African 
traditonal music can be found in J. H. Kwabena Nketia's paper 'Developing Contemporary Idioms out of 
Traditional Music', Studio Musicologia Academiae Scientarium Hungaricae, T. 24, Supplementum: Report of 
the Musicological Congress of the International Music Council (1982), pp. 81-97.
122 Micheal 6 Suilleabhain, Oilean, © 1989 by Venture/Virgin
123 Programme notes to Oilean, taken from 'Compositions by Micheal 0 Suilleabhain', accessed 17th August, 
2012. www.mosmusic.ie/composer.html.The second movement is essentially an air accompanied by the 
orchestra.
124 See, for example, 'Donnacha Dennehy: Works', accessed 17th August, 2012. 
www.donnachadennehv.com/page/works#Vocal
125 Consisting of voice, flute, clarinet, vibes, electric guitar, violin, viola, cello, bass + electronics (MSP 
patch)
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welcome change, the problems surrounding the utilisation of the traditional performer 

remain; namely, the presence of the traditional performer encourages deference to the 

traditional material, causing the contemporary material to bend, sometimes 

immalleably, creating the implantation referred to above rather than a convincing 

coalescence.

It is for these reasons that I have chosen to avoid the use of traditional 

instruments or performers in this portfolio, rather concentrating on how traditional 

gestures can be used to create musical synergy with contemporary language. In the 

following section, I discuss how I have circumvented the instrumentation issue through 

the electroacoustic use of a traditional instrumentin The Jolly, Slender, and Black-Haired 

Beggarman from the Mossy Banks of Dinny O'Brien's Stoney Steps with a Peacock's Feather.
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The Jolly, Slender, and Black-Haired Beggarman from the Mossy 
Banks of Dinny O'Brien's Stoney Steps with a Peacock's Feather

There is a certain sanctity attached to the traditional repertoire and its function outside 

of its usual context. The use of existing tunes carries considerable stylistic 'baggage' to 

the extentthat any small modification maybe deemed an insult to the spirit of the many 

generations of musicians who played this music and passed it down so that we might 

still have it today. This sacrosanct attitude could be partly responsible for the 

dichotomy between traditional and contemporary music which this portfolio attempts 

to address. My approach thus far has been to use traditional modes, rhythms and 

phrasing without encroaching on the actual structure of tunes themselves. Encouraged 

by the success of Seamsur IV and the incorporation of archival material in the tape part 

of this work, I decided to create a solely acousmatic work that was based on traditional 

recordings.

Technical aspects of the work

I already had certain tunes in mind when I made sketches for this acousmatic work and, 

as these developed, it became apparent that I was thinking of the composition in terms 

of my own playing and its manipulation; a kind of imaginary, impossible improvisation. 

Consequently, I decided to create my own source material for this work. I recorded my 

performance of seven traditional tunes on the fiddle: two hornpipes, The Jolly 

Beggarman and The Peacock's Feather; three reels, The Mossy Banks, Dinny O'Brien's and 

The Stoney Steps; one jig, The Rock on The Clyde and the slow air, An Buachaill Caol Dubh 

(The Slender, Black-Haired Soy). The title of the work is taken from an amalgam of these 

tune titles; due to its considerable length, I gave it a working title of Jolly Slender 

Beggarman and it will be referred to thus in the following paragraphs.

In contrast to the 'lo-fi' nature of my previous forays in the electroacoustic 

medium, I ensured that the fiddle was well recorded. With help from Christopher 

Corrigan, the technical manager at the Sonic Arts Research Laboratory at Queen's 

University Belfast, the recording was made using seven high-quality microphones126 in 

different positions around the fiddle. These microphones were positioned rather

126 The microphones are 3 x DPA 4006,2 x DPA 4011,1 x DPA 4099 and 1 x Neumann M147.
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counter-intuitively from a recording perspective in order to increase the amount of 

instrumental noise. I was interested in capturing the physical artefacts of performing 

rather than the tunes themselves. Aspects of bow noise and finger 'slap' (in 

ornamentation) provided musical material127 that was connected to the tunes being 

performed butwithout exploiting the tunes themselves.

The main sequencing, editing and mixing processes were carried out using 

Adobe Audition. The manipulation of individual clips was shared between Audition and 

Sound Loom, part of The Composers' Desktop Project128 created by Trevor Wishart. I 

used a relatively small selection of processes, applying them to various parts of my 

fiddle recordings initially in atrial-and-error method, afterwards auditioning my rapidly 

expanding collection of soundfiles for useful material. Once I had narrowed my set of 

soundfiles down to workable size, I variously applied Sound Loom tools such as 'stretch', 

'stack', 'scramble', 'shudder', 'zig-zag' iteration and ring-modulation processes to obtain 

the sounds I required. I also applied an FFT filter in Audition regularly to remove all 

frequencies above 11.5 kHz in order to prevent the accumulation of excessive amounts 

of high-frequency data during the processing stage.

The spectrographic interface of Adobe Audition makes it very easy to isolate 

particular artefacts of the recording, even from a basic visual inspection of the 

formants. For example, from 0:20-0:56 in the recording, a slow grinding sound can be 

heard gradually building to a climax; this sound was created by isolating the noise the 

bow produces in the very initial stages of contact with the string. This was then 

stretched to produce the long sound heard here. There are certain blips in the sound 

that may be conceived as artefacts of the stretching process but are actually the result 

of the uneven pressure of the bow in this initial contact. Similarly, the spectral sweep 

heard directly after this section, from 0:56-1:34, was created by a freehand selection of 

the spectrum.

Considerations of form

Jolly Slender Beggarman is divided into two main sections, influenced by the form of 

traditional tunes, loosely following the structure A1B1C1D1-A2B2C2D2-Coda. In the first of

127 In particular, rhythmic gestures.
128 For more information, see 'CDP Home Page', accessed 17th August, 2012. www.composersdesktop.com



these sections, each sub-section is demarcated by a short swell. This has been derived 

from a stretched 'bow rasp' and can be heard, for example, at 1:30-1:37. In the latter 

section, each sub-section is separated by a percussive motif that has been taken from a 

single roll figure, emphasising the highly articulated 'finger slap'. This has been 

achieved using a frequency filter to highlight the articulation of the roll; the result of 

this is then stretched and reverb added to create the effect heard, for example, at 8:29- 

8:31. An approximate breakdown of the overall piece is given in Figure 3.1 below.

Approximate time Part Description

Introduction with layering of chords from all the tunes, 
followed by a 'stack’ of the same. After this, there is

0:00-1:40 A1 exploration of bow noises, including bow attack and the 
isolation of bow rhythms, presented above an extensively 
layered spectral sweep of The Mossy Banks.

A G major chord from the start of A1 is stacked (using 32 
transpositions of 0.02 semitones) and a 'zig-zag' process

1:40-3:24 B1 used to extend this. This is followed by a scrambled version 
of The Mossy Banks, presented in original, stretched 
(transposed time-ratio of 0.63) and ring-modulated (at 202
Hz) form.

A spectral sweep of the bow stretch from A1. Surround
3:24-4:04 C1 reverb has been added and the repetitions panned 

alternately.

4:04-5:00 D1 The stack from A1 has been extended and allowed to reach 
its natural end.

A reversed version of the opening of A1. Tempo peaks (of 
width 0.25s at 189 bpm) have been extracted from The

5:00-6:02 A2 Peacock's Feather and stacked 17 times at a transposition 
of 3.4 semitones (reflecting the slightly flat major third of 
Bobby Casey’s playing, cf. pp. 50 & 52) and scrambled.

The air An Buachaill Caol Dubh has an iterative process
6:02-7:09 B2 applied to its first part and a ‘distant’ reverb applied. This is 

supported by the unscrambled form of the stack from A2.

Roll and slide ornamentation from Dinny O'Brien’s has been 
isolated through zig-zag iterations. This is subsequently

7:09-8:31 C2 layered with a time-varying transposition of the same. The 
section climaxes with the superposition of an equal time 
portion from The Jolly Beggarman, The Stoney Steps, Rock 
On The Clyde and The Peacock's Feather.

8:31-9:15 D2 Similar to D1, the stack from A2 has been used and allowed 
to reach its natural end.

A superposition of many transpositions of the end of An

9:15-10:32 Coda Buachaill Caol Dubh, delayed by 1,5s each to converge on 
the final phrase of the air itself played alone, with reversed 
reverb of the same added.

Fig. 3.1 - Descriptive summary of Jolly Slender Beggarman
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As the sections of Jolly Slender Beggarman develop, the source material of the 

composition is slowly brought to the foreground, the tunes becoming more discernible 

near the end of the work. The piece concludes with a coda based on the air An Buachaill 

Cool Dubh, presented as a large stack of transpositions that gradually distils into the 

final phrase of the air, clearly revealing the nature of the source material.

Electroacoustic treatment of traditional Irish tunes

The 'scramble' function in Sound Loom was very useful for disguising the provenance 

of the traditional tunes in the more 'instrumental' sections of Jolly Slender Beggarman. 

For example, the shifting textures of 2:13-3:23 are all taken from The Mossy Banks, but 

Sound Loom neatly rearranges and reiterates 'chunks'129 of audio (of given length) from 

the input soundfile to create a sound that would take much longer to create using 

ordinary sequencing methods. 'Stacking' is another useful tool in the Sound Loom 

software. This process takes a soundfile and creates a new sound based on multiple 

transpositions of the input, commencing in a staggered fashion in accordance with a 

time delay specified by the user.Thus, from relatively simple input audio, elaborate and 

structured soundfiles can be created. This can be heard at various points in Jolly Slender 

Beggarman, one clear example being 4:04-4:56. When using this stack function I have 

used transposition ratios related to the microintervals I found in old recordings as 

discussed in Chapter II. For example, I frequently use 0.4 semitones as the transposition 

factor, a recurring interval in the alteration of the seventh degree of the dorian and 

mixolydian modes. The intervals between the altered notes and the prime of the mode 

are also used, for example, 3.4 semitones in the case of a flat major third. Although the 

resulting sound is only tenuously linked to how this interval is employed in traditional 

Irish music, the colour of the acousmatic material has for me some resonance with the 

old intonation of traditional music.

As well as the artefacts of instrumental performance that this work explores, I 

have also concentrated on aspects of my ornamentation when using melodic material 

from the tunes I recorded. In one example, from 7:12-7:49 I have highlighted my use of a 

slide between E and F# at the beginning of my rendition of Dinny O'Brien's reel. The 

sound of the fiddle itself here has been left fairly unaltered, except for the application

129 'Chunk' is the term used in the software.
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of a scramble process, as discussed above, to the opening bars of this reel. The 

reiteration of the slide as a result of this process highlights the prominence of this 

ornament in the tune, a point that might not otherwise be discerned from hearing the 

tune in its unscrambled form.

Having spent time reflecting on my own performance of traditional tunes through the 

creation of Jolly Slender Beggarman, I began to ponder the extent to which 1 improvise 

around or vary the individual phrases of tunes. The process of this improvisation is 

interesting as it occurs within a defined social and musical context, similar to jazz and 

many other such 'traditions', and in some way mirrors the process of composition itself. 

The proliferation of old traditional tunes creates new 'traditional' tunes and the ability 

to create music in this way is an intrinsic characteristic of many traditional performers - 

their embodiment of the tradition in turn evolves so that they become the tradition. The 

study of this structured improvisation and the contextualisation of this in contemporary 

music became an interesting compositional problem. Can traditional performers learn 

to improvise within the context of contemporary music? Conversely, can the approach 

of traditional musicians to improvisation be used in contemporary composition? Some 

answers to these questions were found through my work on the next piece presented 

in this portfolio, Between The Tunes.
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Between The Tunes

Between The Tunes is an experiment in the creation of a composition that can be 

performed by traditional and contemporary musicians alike. The score is written for an 

'open' ensemble of at least eight musicians in SSAATTBB configuration. The precise 

instrumentation has been left open to accommodate all kinds of ensembles, both 

traditional and contemporary, but the impetus for composition came from a discussion 

with the conductor of Queen's University Brass Band, Dr Paul Wilson. I explored the 

initial possibilities for an open score with him and discussed the problems in 

coordinating improvised material in an ensemble context, in particular with a view to 

trying the score out on the Brass Band to whom the piece is dedicated.

A STRUCTURED IMPROVISATION

In improvisation terms, a contemporary (or classical) musician will respond to written 

material in a different manner to how a traditional musician might approach it, not least 

since traditional Irish music is predominantly an oral tradition and not all musicians can 

read usual staff notation. However, an interesting paradox is set up when contemporary 

musicians are asked to respond to material that is strongly inflected by traditional Irish 

music, or conversely when traditional musicians are asked to respond to traditional 

material but in the context of a contemporary composition. In Between The Tunes I have 

endeavoured not to constrain the musicians performing the work. Although the 

impetus for improvisation has been provided, the performers are permitted to 

extemporise as they see fit, the individual response to the material being paramount. 

The only stipulation I have given in the performance directions is that 'An ellipsis 

outside the box implies an improvisation on that pattern whereas an ellipsis inside 

implies an improvisation continuing the material as though it is the beginning of a 

phrase.'130

The material presented in Between The Tunes has been influenced by the 

snippets of tunes and other instrumental sounds (such as tuning up) created by the 

subconscious ramblings of traditional musicians between sets of tunes in a 'session'. A

130 Taken from the performance directions at the beginning of the score of Between The Tunes.
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session or seisiun is an informal gathering of traditional musicians, in houses, pubs or at 

other social events, wherein traditional tunes are played and shared. The make-up of 

these sessions, from the instrumentation to the repertoire played, is extremely variable 

depending on who happens to turn up. This flexibility was another motivation for the 

improvised and open approach of my score. Rather than using existing tunes, which 

might prove too suggestive for traditional musicians and thus affect their 

improvisation, I created one-bar segments which are evocative of traditional phrase 

shapes, harking back to the characteristics I discussed in Chapter I, although 

occasionally using extra-modal pitches or disjunct intervals to broaden the musical 

language. As in earlier works such as Seamsur II and IV, I have used traditional rhythms to 

demarcate these tune fragments and indicated the required swing on the score as well 

as in the performance directions. Examples of these fragments are presented in Figure 

3.2 below.

Fig. 3.2 - Section Bz from Between The Tunes showing 
the use of traditional phrase shapes.
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The musical framework

In open scores like this it is almost impossible to have any control over the harmonic 

development in the composition without intervening in the improvisation process. In 

Between The Tunes I have tried to keep my harmonic approach as simple as possible, 

combining traditional modes with non-traditional vertical harmonies in a way that 

allows the improvisation can develop in its own right before returning to relative order 

at the start of each section. B dorian is frequently hinted at in the work, particularly in 

the melodic shape of the tune fragments, but never explicitly used with the exception 

of the opening. As seen in An Seilgeoir and Third Epistle To Timothy, the interval of a minor 

seventh is prominent in the harmony, reflecting the importance of this interval in the 

dorian mode. As can be seen in Figure 3.2 (soprano and bass), some of the tune 

fragments are presented in parallel minor sevenths.

Similar to harmonic considerations, issues of form are troublesome in the 

context of improvised material. Although it is hoped that the provision of musical 

stimuli to respond to will impart some kind of musical coherence to the improvisation, 

it cannot of course be guaranteed. The structure of the overall work can be broken 

down into four contrasting sections. The first section (A) is a melting pot of traditional 

gestures, from slides to drones, eventually developing into more dance-like material on 

page two of the score. After a short pause, section B commences with a dense^jp chord 

that slowly builds in dynamic to the raucous jig of section C. The piece climaxes at the 

end of section C and concludes with a short coda. Although the score is open, I have 

recommended a minimum duration of three minutes in the performance directions so 

that each section is given enough time to develop; it is envisaged that an average 

performance of the work would be in the region of five or six minutes.

I have indicated some ornamentation in the work, mainly so that 

contemporary performers will closer approximate the traditional sound, but the 

majority of the ornamentation is left to the discretion of the performer. I have indicated 

in the performance directions that additional 'cuts' (grace notes) to those written may 

be used; I have not used any rolls or triplets in this piece as I felt this would complicate 

the improvised texture too much and in the case of contemporary performers, if not 

properly executed, wholly undermine the desired effect of the work. This condition 

could be eased in a performance involving traditional musicians.
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Improvisation, creativity and aural transmission

Unfortunately, time constraints have meant that the Queen's University Brass Band 

have not had the opportunity to perform Between The Tunes yet, although a 

performance is still in the pipeline. Working on Between The Tunes and pondering my 

own processes of improvisation in traditional Irish music prompted me to question how 

this creativity is linked to expression in traditional music and the notion of embodiment 

of the tradition. Performers of traditional music, especially those who are brought up 

with traditional Irish music as their only musical training, develop an innate ability to 

respond to music through the tradition. Aspects of style, rhythm, tone, and intonation 

influence the musical apparatus that governs the individual's response to the music. 

However, these are musical characteristics that are not learnt from written notation; 

these intrinsic qualities can only be assimilated through the aural transmission of the 

tradition.This process is practically absent from contemporary classical music, although 

there is a clear lineage between it and improvisation in early classical composition131. As 

such, I sought to implement some form of aural transmission in a new composition for 

piano, Sliabh Geal gCua, as discussed below.

131 For example, ornamentation in the Baroque era.
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Sliabh Geal gCua

Sliabh Geal gCua was written in response to a commission by Dr Simon Mawhinney of 

Queen's University Belfast for a ten-minute work for solo piano for performance as part 

of the Contemporary Music Centre's Salon Series at the National Concert Hall, Dublin, in 

March 2012. In contrast to Between The Tunes, which looked at improvised responses to 

written material, Sliabh Geal gCua examines the performer's response to aural stimuli, 

more accurately reflecting the transmission of material in the Irish tradition. Sliabh Geal 

gCua is based on the traditional Irish slow air and song of the same name132. Although I 

have never 'actively' learned this piece, I have gradually 'learned' it by osmosis through 

hearing it performed by traditional musicians and occasionally coming across 

recordings of it. Consequently, it felt a natural starting point for the compositional 

sketches of my new piano work.

The STRUCTURE OFTHE WORK

The slow air consists of four parts; the first and second of these are similar, differing 

only in their final phrases (the first rises and the second falls). As such these parts are 

designated as A1 and A2 respectively. The third part (B) is higher in register and 

contrasting in shape to the previous parts and is followed by A2 again to finish. I have 

taken the structure of this air as the basic formal unit of Sliabh Geal gCua.The aspect of 

aural learning in the composition draws on the musical material of the air and 

accordingly some reflection of the traditional structure in the musical discourse 

seemed a natural progression. Sliabh Geal gCua follows the air in an imaginary 'play- 

through', played twice as per a traditional performance and also reflecting the two- 

verse structure of the traditional song. This play-through gradually increases in 

complexity as the piece progresses, becoming more rhapsodic in imitation of an 

improvisation. The composition begins with a similar improvisatory passage, in some 

sense setting the scene, and motifs from this are used to demarcate sections of the air 

later in the piece. The relationship of my work to the traditional air is illustrated in 

Figure 3.3 overleaf.

132 A recording of this work is supplied on Disc 2 accompanying this portfolio. The flexibility of 
performance of traditional airs renders a written score impractical in this case.
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Bar Numbers Section Technique
1-5 Introduction 1 ’ Written
(6) A1 + A2 Aural

7-13 B Written
(14) A2 Aural

15-24 ‘Introduction 2’ Written
25-32 A1 Written improvisation
33-43 A2 11

44-46 A1 11

47-48 A2 11

49-51 A1 + A2 (mix) 11

52-54 Cadenza Written
55-74 Reel 11

75-87 Jig 11

88-97 B 11

(98) A2 Aural
[99] [A2] [Aural + improvisation]

Fig. 3.3 - Structural relationship of Sliabh Geal gCua 
to the traditional air

The reel and jig sections listed above function as both the culmination of ie written 

'improvisations' and a link to the main climax of the piece based on the secnd part of 

the air (bars 88-97 in the table above). As well as providing some metrical strngth after 

the relative freeness of the preceding sections, the use of dance rhythms an a defined 

metre here also reflects the frequent practice in traditional Irish music of apending a 

dance tune to a slow air. Just as the passage following the reel and jig serveas a climax 

to the work in energetic terms (both dynamically and harmonically), theseJance-like 

sections prepare the main climax by rhythmic tension and release (fa:, motoric 

rhythms to free, ametrical rhythms respectively). A similar symbiotic relatioship could 

be said to be at work between the aural and written improvisations in the cmposition. 

The construction of the former is discussed in the following paragraphs.

Aural transmission

The aural sections in this work are based on the A section of the traditionaair. These 

are marked in the score by blank boxes labelled with a track number correspnding to a
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track on a CD accompanying the score (for example, at bar 6)133. The tracks contain a 

melody that the performer is asked to learn by ear and then produce their own 

interpretation of the melody. The score also includes an appendix listing the pitches of 

these melodies; the ideal scenario would see the pianist learning the material entirely 

from ear but given the time constraints frequently imposed on the rehearsal of new 

works, I felt it appropriate to include this pitch information to assist the performer134. 

However, the rhythm, phrasing and ornamentation of these melodies have not been 

indicated135, these being perhaps the most important aspect of the music to 

communicate aurally. To create the melodies, I took the traditional air and left these 

features unchanged, merely changing the pitches to remove the air from its mixolydian 

origins. The pitch material used is largely intuitive although I have maintained the 

melodic direction of the original air. An example of this re-pitching is shown in Figure 

3.4 below.

(a-i)

Fig. 3.4 - Re-pitching of traditional air in Sliabh Geal gCua (Track 1)

133 These tracks are included on Disc 2 accompanying this portfolio.
134 A recent performance of the four-hand version of this work saw the performers learn entirely by ear.
135 The ornamentation has not been notated with the exception of Track 3; I wanted this melody to be 
decorated in a particular fashion due to the change in the phrase shape from Tracks 1 and 2.
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The latter two phrases of each of the aural tracks gradually converge on the original air, 

as can be seen in Fig. 34(b). However, the harmonisation of these lines masks the 

connection to the original. Additionally, each of these tracks is a subtle variation of each 

other, the pitches varying from one track to the next while maintaining the overall 

phrasing. For example, Track 2 begins as a transposition of Track 1 but eventually 

returns to Track 1 by the end of the second phrase. Similarly, the opening of the third 

phrase in Track 2 uses the pitches ofthe corresponding phrase inTracki in inversion. In 

the written parts of the air, particularly the B sections at bars 7-13 and 88-97, I have 

followed a similar procedure to the above to alter the pitches of the original air while 

following the same shape. I decided that the intercalation of these aural sections with 

written material of a similar provenance was important to ensure a robust musical 

discourse. Without these, the written-improvised sections that follow would seem 

somewhat incongruous, especially if the performer decides to employ only a basic, 

unornamented melody from the tracks.

Harmonic considerations

Each of these boxes of aural material are accompanied by a series of chords in the left- 

hand which can be used at the performer's discretion. If they are to be used, I have 

specified in the performance directions that they can be arpeggiated (or not), played in 

any order (or not at all) and have any note within the chord repeated in an echoic fashion. 

These chords, although chosen largely through my own improvisations on the aural 

material I had created, frequently employ the intervals of a fourth and a seventh. These 

intervals recur throughout the work, particularly in the 'introductory' sections (bb. 1-5 

and 15-24) as quartal chords.

The prevalence of these intervals stems from my initial sketches when I was 

working with the mode of the traditional air. The air is predominantly in G mixolydian, 

however there is a prominent Ff in the third phrase ofthe first part and near the end of 

the second part. Through polymodal chromaticism as mentioned earlier, I created the 

full chromatic gamut by juxtaposing this G mixolydian-major mix on the same scale in 

Ab. In doing so, I noticed that some pitches were common to both these modes, namely 

G, C, F and Fjt/Gb - the first, fourth and seventh in the scale. This is illustrated in Figure 

3.5 overleaf. The commonality of these pitches makes them stronger in the combined
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mode and therefore 1 made a conscious effort to exploit these intervals in my written 

sections. Even in the more intuitive aural sections, these intervals are at work in the 

accompanying chords.

G mixolydian-major

I 1 km ^ ~

t»-2± n =
Ab mixolydian-major

Fig. 3.5 - Combination of modes in Sliabh Geal gCua to create a 
polymodal chromatic gamut (common pitches shown in white)

This combined mode, the melodic material of the air and the chords that accompany it 

permeate the entire work; the harmonic and melodic structures therein are responsible 

for unifying the musical material of the aural 'improvised' sections and the fully notated 

parts of the piece. It is to this aspect of the composition that I now turn, discussing 

briefly how motifs in the aurally transmitted sections are developed in these written 

'improvisations'.

Combining aural and written 'improvisations'

In the previous work in this portfolio, Between The Tunes, the freedom in the 

composition is reflected in the freedom of performance. Despite the provision of 

musical stimuli, in this instance there is still relatively little control that the composer 

has over the resulting sound - a fact that is reconciled with the aesthetic of the piece 

from the outset. Although I remain content with the overall structure of the music in 

Between The Tunes, I felt that I wanted to have more control over the musical discourse 

in this new work. In Sliabh Geal gCua, the combination of aural transmission, which is in 

essence a more structured form of improvisation, and written material based on
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composed improvisations to the same stimuli provided this increased level of control 

while still affording the performer some amount of freedom with the material.

It has been requested in the performance directions that the pianist listen to 

the tracks provided and perform their interpretation of these at the appropriate points 

in the score. Although not strictly stipulated in the performance directions, I have found 

that pitch is one of the aspects in which performers are least likely to vary from the 

provided material136. This is partly responsible for the inclusion of the pitches in the 

appendix to the score. Nevertheless, I would be equally happy for a performer to alter 

the pitches on the condition that the melodic direction and phrase shapes are adhered 

to (as indicated in the performance directions). In the two performances this work has 

received at the time of writing, none of the performers have chosen to alter these 

pitches. This fact is interesting considering that the pitch material of the aural sections 

is the main driving force in the development of the written improvisations, as discussed 

below.

The individual phrase shapes of the aural material provided are initially 

fragmented to create the written improvisations but gradually become stretched as 

these improvisations become more complex and rhapsodic. In its simplest form, this 

can be seen in bars 25-49. As listed in the table in Fig. 3.3, this section corresponds to an 

improvisation on the entire first part of the air (A1 and A2). The first three bars of this 

passage use pitches from the first two phrases of Track 1, accompanied by the chords 

taken from the improvised accompaniment at bars 6 and 14. This phrase is rounded off 

with a closing motif linked to the same cadential pattern of the immediately preceding 

B section (bar 12). In bar 30, this motif has been rhythmically augmented and is inverted 

through the swapping of the RH and LH phrases; the first chord is also ornamented 

with a roll pattern (Figure 3.6 overleaf).

The second part of this section, bars 33-38, draws on the pitch material of 

Track 2, corresponding to its function as an improvisation on A2 (cf. Fig 3.3). In bars 33-34, 

the first four notes of the first phrase of Track 2 can be clearly seen in the RFI of the 

piano, simultaneously presented above the remainder of the phrase in the LFI.137This 

latter phrase is then repeated in a rhythmically altered form in a higher register in the

136 This is inferred as a result of informal discussions with performers at the pre-compositional stage.
137 This is true with the exception of one note, the lowest Fit; I was unhappy with the sound of the Dll in the 
LH at the end of bar 33.
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RH, accompanied as before with chords from the LH accompaniment of the aural tracks. 

In bar 37, the last four notes of the second phrase from Track 2 have been compressed 

into a chord in the RH. In the left, these pitches are also presented in a chord, although 

transposed up a semitone, pointing the way to similar transpositions in the sections 

which follow. This chord has been prefaced with a notated roll similar to that performed 

in the track, again transposed up a semitone in keeping with the overall transposition of 

the phrase.

Fig. 3.6 - Development of aural material in written improvisations and 
use of 'closing motif' from section B in Sliabh Geal gCua (bb. 25-30)

in bars 40-42, the closing motif of the second phrase draws again on the falling 

homophonic phrase in bar 12. In this instance, the LH of bar 12 is transposed an octave 

into the RH and the rhythm augmented by a factor of two. The LH in this passage is an 

inversion and two-octave transposition of the RH of bar 12, although some of the 

pitches have been slightly modified to maintain the subtleness of the harmonic 

relationships in the phrase. Such subtle modifications are evident throughout 

subsequent phrases in bars 44-54. Here, the musical discourse consists of rhythmic 

contractions of the material from the aural tracks, which is variously repeated and 

developed through transpositions and different rhythmic figurations, gradually 

increasi ng in energy and complexity to the quasi-cadenza at bars 52-54.
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While strict systems govern certain aspects of this work, it remains important that the 

overall musical language remains supple. Tweaks in the harmony, rhythm, form and 

timbral aspects of not only this composition but all the compositions discussed in this 

portfolio are necessary to maintain this suppleness. As mentioned in the introduction, I 

have tried to avoid falling into the trap of concentrating too much on one musical aspect 

of my composition by keeping an open mind when incorporating traditional Irish music 

influences. Although many aspects of mymusical language have been inflected to some 

degree with this traditional language, it has not completely invaded my compositional 

aesthetic. The discourse and development of the musical material in the composition 

remains paramount and the satisfactory achievement of this - of suppleness - implies 

that there must be similar flexibility in the musical language and technique. As can be 

seen throughout this portfolio, the systems and language developed are only a means 

to an end and not a musical zenith.
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Reflections on my compositional journey - Part 3

The three compositions presented in Chapter III constitute the most experimental 

works in this portfolio, each one addressing a clear research question in their own right. 

In Jolly Slender Beggarman, the work begun in Aisling Airt Mhic Cumhaigh and Seamsur IV 

culminates in an acousmatic exploration of both the melodic structure of tunes and the 

vertical layering of melodic material as refracted through my own performance practice 

on the fiddle. The electronic nature of this work permitted a more precise exploration 

of the musical applications of the microinterval modality discussed in Chapter II; the 

harmonic possibilities this offered proved to be one of the most satisfactory aspects of 

this composition. In a similar way, this work felt better 'articulated' than previous 

electroacoustic offerings. The fidelity of the source material allowed me to experiment 

with the attack and timbre of fiddle sounds more freely. The results here have certainly 

encouraged me to tackle more acousmatic work in future.

Between The Tunes reduces the stylistic identity of traditional Irish music to 

the bare minimum so that it forms the stimulus for a structured improvisation. 

Although this composition has never been realised in performance, I am convinced by 

the score itself that the idea is a workable one. The most interesting result of the 

composition for me is in its potential to work in the hands of both contemporary 

classical musicians and traditional Irish musicians. The openness of the improvised 

approach appealed to me but I found that I preferred to have more control over the 

musical discourse than is possible in this work. This led to my exploration of aural 

transmission as a form of quasi-improvisation in Sliabh Geal gCua.

The last work in this Chapter, Sliabh Geal gCua, draws on the aural 

transmission of material as usually understood in traditional Irish music. Although this 

evidently has an effect on the amount of work the performer has to do in preparing a 

piece, I maintain that the reward greatly outweighs the effort. This approach offers a 

new level of interpretation and creative input from the performer that was previously 

impossible, all while affording the composer greater control over his musical resources. 

The multiple performances that this work has received have confirmed the success of 

this technique. Another stylistic development in Sliabh Geal gCua for me is in the use of 

melodic material directly related to existing traditional Irish tunes but in a 're

composed' form. When combined with ornamental and harmonic techniques as
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developed earlier in the portfolio, the result is a musical language that manages to 

resonate equally with the Irish tradition and the Western contemporary classical canon.

In the last chapter in this thesis, I examine two compositions created at the end of my 

period of doctoral study. After having examined aspects of traditional Irish music 

closely and studied their compositional applications in specific works - a necessity due 

to the nature and paucity of existing research in this area - the final two compositions 

in the portfolio aim to implement some of these techniques from a more innate 

perspective rather than with any technical goal in mind. In essence, these compositions 

explore my personal synthesis of traditional Irish music and are amongst the most 

reflective works in this portfolio.
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CHAPTER IV - Towards a synthesis: parlour ballads and 
Pomeroy air

The artist's business is to express emotions; and the only emotions he can express are

THOSE WHICH HE FEELS, NAMELY, HIS OWN. NO ONE CAN JUDGE WHETHER HE HAS EXPRESSED 

THEM EXCEPT SOME ONE WHO FEELS THEM. IF THEY ARE HIS OWN AND NO ONE ELSE'S, THERE IS 

NO ONE EXCEPT HIMSELF WHO CAN JUDGE WHETHER HE HAS EXPRESSED THEM OR NOT.”138

-R.G. COLLINGWOOD

Gortnagarn

The initial impetus for composition was provided by a commission from the Czech 

ensemble Konvergence139 in conjunction with the 'Retrospection - Vision' project during 

the 2011 Wien Modern festival. Konvergence commissioned me to write a ten-minute 

work for quintet of clarinet, guitar, violin, cello and piano. Knowing that I wanted to 

write as freely as possible without undue preponderance of one particular aspect of 

traditional Irish technique, I concentrated on the personal, emotive forces behind the 

composition. My musical memories stem back to when I was a young child and some of 

my earliest musical encounters were with traditional Irish music. This inevitably 

happened near my home in Co. Tyrone and since then the notion of place and identity 

and the connection of this with music have had a strong personal resonance.

My grandparents live very near to the house in which I lived as a child. Our 

house was in the townland of Cavanakeeran (Cabhdn a' Chaorthainn, 'the hill of the 

rowan tree') and their house was across a small valley from ours in the townland of 

Gortnagarn [Gortna gCarn,'the field of cairns'or 'the field of rocky soil'); the farmland in 

between belonged to them also. Whenever there was fog or mist, this would descend 

into the valley and my grandparents' house would appear as some kind of island floating 

in the cloud. The beauty of the surroundings in which I was raised never escaped me 

and I always appreciated the closeness of nature - the extent of farmland in which one 

can hide as a boy is a bonus!

138 Robin George Collingwood, The Principles of Art (London: Oxford University Press, 1938), 314
139 For more information, see 'Konvergence - Home', accessed 28th August, 2012. 
www.konvergence.org/en/index.html
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My Catholic upbringing was another important aspect of my youth; both my parents and 

grandparents are devout Catholics and the relationship with the local Church and the 

Catholic faith was an important part of the community. One particularly powerful aspect 

of this faith for me was the music used during ceremonies.140 Latin chants and old 

hymns were used frequently and these still resonate with me today. A local favourite 

was the hymn Be Thou My Vision. This widely known hymn originates from Rop Tu Mo 

Saile141, a text attributed to the sixth-century Irish saint, poet and scholar, Dalian Forgaill 

(c. 530-598). This text was translated from the Old Irish into English by Mary Byrne in 

1905 and later versified by Eleanor Hull in 1912, the latter being included in the English 

Hymnal142 and eventually becoming one of the most popular hymns of the twentieth 

century. The beautiful melody of this hymn comes from an early medieval Irish air 

known as Siam, commemorating St Patrick's defiance of the pagan High King of Ireland 

on the Hill of Tara (Slane Hill) in 433 A.D.143The simple structure of the tune, combined 

with its largely pentatonic and stepwise melody has doubtless contributed to its 

popularity. My own connection with Be Thou My Vision prompted me to examine the text 

of Rop Tu Mo Baile as a possible framework for this new composition. Considering the 

personal influences at the heart of this new composition, from childhood memories to 

adolescent musical experiences and the place this occupies in the mind, informing 

personality and identity, the title Gortnagarn seemed appropriate.

Rop TO Mo Baile as emotional and structural framework

The tenth- or eleventh-century predecessor to Be Thou My Vision, Rop Tu Mo Baile, is 

sixteen stanzas in length, each stanza being a quatrain of metre 52525252. The final word 

of the second line always rhymes with that of the fourth and in verses 1,7,9 and 12, the 

last word of the first line rhymes with that of the third. The rhyming system of Irish

140 In fact, my mother has always said that as a child l used to cry at the music during Mass. I cannot be 
sure if this is a reflection on me or the performers!
14118. AnonymousAS. Be Thou My Vision in Early Irish Lyrics by Gerard Murphy, (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 
1998) pp. 42-45. Interestingly, in the notes to this poem (pp. 190-191 of the same publication) Murphy 
points out that the rhymes employed in the poem suggest that it was composed in the late tenth or early 
eleventh century, a fact that would refute the direct authorship or Dalian Forgaill; this however does not 
negate the possible attribution of the poem to him.
142 English Hymnal with Tunes, 2nd ed., ed. Ralph Vaughan Williams (London: Oxford University Press, 1933)
143 Despite the general connection to Christianity, this folk song has no prior link to the hymn. The words 
and text were first combined by David Evans in the 1927 edition of the Church Hymnary published by the 
Church of Scotland.
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poetry differs from that of poetry in the English language. While English rhymes 

concentrate on the phonetic similarity of words, whether syllabic, assonant or 

consonant etc., rhymes in the Irish language only occur when the last stressed vowel 

and any subsequent long vowels are identical. I found this conceptual difference in 

rhyming interesting from a musical perspective and it prompted me to explore 

different cohesive methods in this new composition. Rather than seeking structural 

unity through traditional formal or harmonic means, I decided at the pre-compositional 

stage that aspects of ornamentation (including the interplay between background and 

foreground material) and modal primes (i.e., pitch centres) would be used to cementthe 

structure of the work. In addition, I opted to use the general thematic discourse of Rop 

Tu MoBaile to guide the musical narrative of the composition. I tookthe sixteen stanzas 

of the poem and drew up a rough structure corresponding to words, phrases or 

emotions from the poem that resonated with me. It is superfluous to the current 

discussion to list all these themes and how they have been interpreted in the music; 

such precise analysis would defeat the purpose ofthe music and would only portray the 

work as some kind of tone poem which it does not set out to be. However, a few clear 

examples are discussed as follows:

• 'Be thou my speech, be thou my understanding; be thou for me; may I be for thee.' 

The word 'speech' stood out for me in this stanza. Through prayer the believer 

aims to connect with God, but here implores God to speak through him. This 

suggested to me a very simple line, redolent of chant, which gradually becomes 

more complex through ornamentation, passed through many voices to reflect 

the many ways God can communicate to man and through man. This can be seen 

at rehearsal mark A (bars 19-30) where the clarinet plays a long Fit, gradually 

increasing in ornamentation and passing to the other instruments.

• 'Be thou my battle-shield, be thou my sword; be thou my honour, be thou my delight' 

This stanza is laden with much imagery associated with confrontation and 

personal strength. This power is communicated through the motoric rhythms of 

bars 31-42. The piano gestures immediately following this are evocative of joy 

and 'delight'.
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• 'Be thou my shelter...' Protection, spiritual respite, the security of a parental 

embrace. The slow section of bars 76-104 reflects some of this serenity; the 

clarinet presents a simple melodic line here again to symbolise the open 

channel of communication with God, permeating this peacefulness.

• '...may / be in the kingdom of heaven in the brightness of the sun.'The climax at bar 

175 is redolent of some divine joy; the melody, taken from the above section, is 

filled with colourful harmonies, drawing on the idea of eblouissement as 

discussed in Chapter I.

The pentameter of Rop Tu Mo Baile is reflected in some of the metrical and rhythmic 

aspects of Gortnagarn. Time signatures based on the number five are used in the work, 

e.g. the 5/4 opening section, and rhythmic gestures frequently employ quintuplet- 

based structures (extending to other complex tuplets). An example of this is given in 

Fig.4.1 below.

ci.

Pno.

A. Gtr.

Vln.

Vc.

Fig. 4.1 - Example of pentametric influence in Gortnagarn (bb. 53-54)
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Harmonic language in Gortnagarn

Most of the harmonic language throughout this portfolio has been impacted upon in 

some way by common modes in traditional Irish music. This is no less evident in 

Gortnagarn but here I have been more interested in the primes of modes and how these 

function as pitch centres, with the rest of the mode providing tangential colour; my 

imagined analogy of this is a spiral galaxy, the bulge of which is the pitch centre and the 

many arms the different modal colours emanating from this centre. This was also 

influenced by the pitch symmetry of rolls in traditional Irish music, more about which is 

discussed in the section on ornamentation below. When I think of rolls in traditional 

music, the first thing thatspringsto mind is an Fit roll or a B roll, possibly because these 

are amongst the first rolls a player learns on the fiddle. For me, each of these has their 

own colour, related to their modal context (i.e. whether in a dorian, mixolydian or major 

tune etc.). The instinct to 'reach' for an F# roll when holding a fiddle thus becomes 

almost a natural expressive gesture. This proclivity permeates the first 75 bars of 

Gortnagarn. The static chords of the opening (bars 1-18) are based on an Fjt major chord 

in first inversion; this eventually distills into the F# which permeates bars 19-30, 

ornamented with cuts and roll figures.This is followed by a rhythmic section beginning 

with repeated Fits; the pitch field subsequently diverges from this but continues to 

remain anchored to F# through chords such as in bar 54 before. By bars 57-71, the Fti pitch 

centre is firmly re-established. As in earlier works in this portfolio, the interval of a 

minor seventh has a strong personal significance and it is used throughout Gortnagarn 

also. This is particularly evident at the end of this section in the piano (bars 61-75) where 

the left-hand of the piano exclusively uses this interval.

In the 'shelter' section, bars 76-104, the harmony moves away from Fit as pitch 

centre. Although this section is strongly polymodal, there is still a certain commonality 

amongst the modes used. The clarinet delineates a C# mixolydian/major modality, the 

major third of which is used as the prime for the F major harmony in the guitar line. As a 

brief aside, the guitar line here is intended to be reminiscent of the use of regulators 

on the uilleann pipes, using simple dyads based on major thirds, perfect fourths and 

fifths. The violin and cello chord which opens this section is deliberately ambiguous; 

this could be related to the C|t mixolydian of the clarinet but the absence of the prime 

precludes explicit designation. Similarly, the chord could be connected to the
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preceding F# section or to a mixolydian mode on Gd, the eventual emergence of the Q 

in the cello (bar 89) leaning towards the latter. The entry of the piano in bar 95 

complicates the harmonic field further, borrowing material from earlier in the work. 

The left hand of the piano here delineates a mode created from the combination of 

modes less common in traditional Irish music. Taking E harmonic minor (often an 

erroneously used scale by transcibers of traditional Irish music in the early nineteenth 

century) and superimposing E major (itself an uncommon key in traditional Irish music), 

we obtain the following mode:

Fig. 4.2a - Combined mode in Gortnagarn

This mode has then been arranged to create gestures such as that in the LH of the 

piano at bar 95:

Fig. 4.2b - Combined mode in Gortnagarn (b. 95)

A similar rearrangement can be seen in the piano at bar 53; transpositions of this mode 

and its use in this way are apparent throughout the work. Although the tune to Be Thou 

My Vision is never used (at least not consciously) in Gortnagarn, the strongly pentatonic 

nature of the melody has impacted on my treatment of melodic line in the composition. 

This can be seen in Fig. 4.2b above where the first four notes of both hands are built on 

a pentatonic figure.
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The central fast 'dance-like' section is constructed from the repetition, transposition 

and juxtaposition of small motifs all of which are presented in the first bar of this 

section, bar 105, e.g. the clarinet run, a quick repeated note figure in the cello, and a rapid 

dyad gesture in the piano. This opening bar is reproduced in Figure 4.3 below.

Dance-like (J = ca 96)

Fig. 4.3 - Presentation of motifs in the central 
dance section of Gortnagarn (b. 105)

As these motifs are cycled through, fragmented and developed, there is a core shift in 

the pitch centre throughout this section. This is roughly demarcated by the repeated 

note motif, which gradually rises in pitch, although this subtle shift is masked 

somewhat by the overlap of these transpositions. A summary of these changes is given 

in the table in Fig. 4.4 overleaf.



Pitch Bar number INSTRUMENT
c# 105 Cello
Dii 108 "
Dtt 112 Violin + Cello
EH 113 Cello
F# 113 Violin
G# 114 Whole ensemble
ah 116 Cello + Guitar
bh 118(7119) Guitar(/Cello)
bh 120 Clarinet

Fig. 4.4 - Movement of pitch centre in the 
central dance section of Gortnagarn

The modes that are presented tangentially to each of these pitch centres are explored 

within the context of the individual gestures repeated throughout this section. Subtle 

variations have been made throughout these passages to ensure the cohesion of the 

section as a whole. This section ends with a return of the 'shelter' melody on the 

clarinet, now in C mixolydian/major, accompanied by florid gestures in the piano that 

draw on material from the preceding section. This gradually ebbs to reveal a stark, 

sparse texture at rehearsal mark H. The tempo marking here includes the indication 

'sleep-like', the overall mood here being of empty stillness. This in some way reflects 

the ninth stanza of the poem: '...before going into thy hands, my sustenance, my sleep, 

through greatness of love for thee.'Accordingly the harmony here is bare, using wide 

intervals in the upper register of the piano articulated by guitar harmonics.

As alluded to earlier, the climax of Gortnagarn (bars 175-187) is based on a 

variation of the melodic theme in the 'shelter' section. This melody is altered modally 

and presented in a homophonic texture with expanded harmony. Similar to the ideas of 

eblouissement discussed in Chapter I, here I have endeavoured to create this effect 

through colouring within chords rather than using pitch masses above the chord as 

seen in Third Epistle to Timothy. The parallel movement within the harmony here is 

evident in the piano; the other instruments double these pitches, occasionally in a 

different register. To preclude any asynchrony in the performance of ornamentation 

throughout the ensemble, this has been notated in full here. It is to the ornamentation 

in the work that I now turn, discussing the interplay between background and 

foreground material.
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Ornamentation as Background-Foreground Interaction

Just as ornamentation is crucial to the realisation of traditional Irish music, it is similarly 

an important part of Gortnagarn. Traditional gestures of cuts and rolls are used 

throughout the work and developed alongside the main musical material of the 

composition, occasionally overlapping with it and influencing its development. I was 

interested here in how the usual background nature of ornamentation could impact on 

the main musical discourse in the foreground. In Gortnagarn, this has been tied in with 

the use of pitch centres in the harmony. When ornamenting a note, this principal note 

essentially acts as a pitch centre, the grace notes rushing towards this centre. I 

gradually extend the ornamentation, from cuts, to rolls, to virtuosic runs leading to a 

single pitch. This can be seen mostclearly in the clarinet at rehearsal mark A:

Fig- 4-5 - Extension of ornamentation in Gortnagarn (cl., bb. 19-21)

The development of this ornamentation is in keeping with the combined mode 

presented in Fig. 4.2a, with the exception of the ornament in bar 21 where I use a Fi] to 

avoid highlighting the perfect fifth/perfect fourth relationship (Ftt-B-Ftt). Taking the 

idea of pitch centres and combining it with the pitch symmetry of rolls (cf. Fig. 1.8 and 

1.10), I frequently use ornamental figures in the piano writing that begin on both sides of 

a pitch centre and converge towards it. This can be seen in bar 26, reproduced in Figure 

4.6 overleaf; the final F# is not included here as it presented in all the other instruments 

at the beginning of bar 27. The use of such gestures was influenced in this instance by 

the music of Pierre Boulez (b. 1925), in particular Sur Incises (1996/1998). It is interesting 

to note here that Boulez's own use of ornamental figures in Sur Incises (as well as in 

many other works) is suggested to have been influenced by Scottish pibroch. This highly 

ornate technique of bagpipe composition and performance is akin to classicism in 

Scottish folk music in the same way that Indian classical music draws on its folk music 

traditions. Pibroch uses complex but minute variations of note duration and tempo to
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vary a rhythmically flowing but ametrical melody. Interestingly, many modern scores of 

pibroch look as complex and as detailed as some of Boulez's notation! Boulez's use of 

pibroch in this way is not unique, however. Many other composers, particularly Scottish 

composers, have made use of this technique as a bridge between the contemporary 

classical music and folk music idioms, for example, Erik Chisholm, Ronald Stevenson or 

even non-Scottish composers such as Judith Weir.144 A clear example of pibroch use in 

contemporary composition can be found in Sally Beamish's Piobaireachd for violin, 'cello 

and piano.145

The extension of such ornaments in the decorative substance of Gortnagarn is 

frequently reflected in the foreground material. Notes that were previously present in 

cuts or extended roll figures are used in the main musical discourse. This becomes 

apparent as the work progresses, particularly in the lead-up to and during the filigree 

textures of the dance-like section. However, such use is also evident earlier in the work. 

Also in bar 26, for example, similar to the quasi-symmetrical 'extended roll' as shown in 

Fig. 4-6 below, the violin and cello part use the Ftl pitch centre which is approached by a 

rapid spiccato figure (Fig. 4.7) which draws on material previously found in ornaments. 

This can be clearly seen in the cello where the opening notes can be seen to be the 

same as that of the clarinet ornament in bar 21 (Fig. 4.5).

(other instruments)

Fig. 4.6 - Example of quasi-symmetrical 
ornamental figure in Gortnagarn (piano, b. 26)

144 See, for example, Joshua Dickson (ed.), The Highland Bagpipe: Music, History, Tradition, Vol. 1 (Farnham, 
Surrey: Ashgate, 2009) p. 332
145 Sally Beamish, Piobaireachd (1991), www.scottishmusiccentre.com/catalogue/wsqq. accessed 4th June, 

2013
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Fig. 4.7 - Example of quasi-symmetrical ornamental figure as 
foreground material in Gortnagarn (vln + vc., b. 26)

The performance of Gortnagarn during the 2011 Wien Modern Festival was well 

received and the work was subsequently performed in Prague shortly afterwards. I was 

satisfied with the realisation of the score and the performers' interpretation was close 

to my own intentions, all with little inputfrom me.

The last work presented in this portfolio was approached from a similar angle 

to Gortnagarn in terms of the personal impetus for composition, albeit a different 

aspect of this personality. Innisfail, for baritone and piano, reflects my individual style of 

performance with particular regard to piano accompaniment in traditional Irish music 

and is discussed in the following pages.
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Innisfail

Parlour ballads

The advent of equally tempered instruments in traditional Irish music around the 

middle of the nineteenth century was discussed briefly in Chapter II. The arrival of 

these instruments heralded the demise of expressive microtonal intonation as 

performed by uilleann pipers, fiddlers, flautists and singers. The loss of this colour in 

traditional Irish music was offset however by the introduction of instruments such as 

the piano, paving the way for accompaniment and quickly changing the direction of 

traditional Irish music for decades to come. As the piano increased in popularity 

throughout Western Europe in the nineteenth century, fuelled by the expansion of the 

middle classes who could afford to buy such instruments, demand similarly increased 

for the arrangement of traditional Irish tunes and songs for performance by amateurs 

throughout Ireland and America.

The 'parlour ballad' was a popular music form in middle class homes at this 

time and the jocular nature and jaunty rhythms of some Irish songs translated well into 

this medium. Such is evident in Thomas Moore's (1779-1852) renowned publication Irish 

Melodies146 wherein Moore created new lyrics to existing traditional airs. An extract from 

one of the Irish Melodies is reproduced overleaf (Figure 4.8). The style of piano 

accompaniment cultivated in such works was immensely influential on the eventual use 

of the piano in traditional music, especially in ensembles such as ce/lf bands (bands for 

traditional dances). These accompaniments placed emphasis on the basic rhythms of 

the music and frequently employed harmonic devices more typical of classical music 

than of traditional modes. This can be plainly seen in the example reproduced in Fig. 

4.8a. Flere, the voice delineates a clear aeolian mode on E while the accompaniment 

follows atypical harmonisation in E minor, frequently using the raised seventh of the 

harmonic minor scale - a rarity in traditional Irish music. The inadvertent combination 

of two modes in this instance is similar to my use of modal hybrids in earlier works in 

the portfolio. Indeed, the kind of modal trope seen in Fig. 4.8 indirectly influenced my 

use of modal modulation in the composition discussed shortly.

146 Thomas Moore, Irish Melodies (Dublin: J. Power, 1821), arranged by John Stevenson.
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In time, accompaniments gradually became more sophisticated and arrangers aware of 

the modal subtleties of traditional music (e.g. the Balfe arrangement in Fig. 4.8b, 

overleaf). However, the 'non-traditional' approach to harmony that such arrangements 

adopted set the scene for the development of instrumental accompaniment in 

traditional Irish music in the following century.

WAR SONG.

REMEM B MR THE GLORIES OF Bill EX THE BRAVE,

Hold. AIK—MOU.Y MACALFIV.

Itc-mem-bci* the glo-ries of

*—f-

Fig. 4.8a - Extract from Remember The Glories of Brien The Brave from 
Thomas Moore's Irish Melodies'147, arranged by John Stevenson

147 Thomas Moore, Irish Melodies (Dublin: J. Power, 1821), arranged by John Stevenson, p. 4
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WAR SONG.

REMEMBER THE GLORIES OF BRIEN THE BRAVE.
Am—“ Molly Macalpin.”

m iSrr
dim. e ralL mf a tempo.

533 25^
22:3-

Eri-f.n the bravc,*'rho’ Uie lays of tho ho-ro are o’er; Tho’.losttoMononia.t and cold in the gravetHe re • 
_________________ __ > r*3 . i r— . —- - —- ^

’Sis

S3(
mi'

f!-?: . /
:S-S-g^ l C»-'

/T\

Fig. 4.8b - Extract from Remember The Glories of Brien The Brave from 
Thomas Moore's Irish Melodies'148, arranged by M. W. Balfe

A PERSONAL ACCOMPANIMENT

The developments in accompaniment set in motion a century and a half ago have 

indirectly influenced my own style as an accompanist. Although initially a fiddler, most 

of my current performance work in traditional music is as a pianist. I have been 

influenced by many styles, particularly jazz and French Canadian folk music, and I am 

particularly interested in re-harmonisations of traditional Irish music, altering the 

context of tunes and in turn affecting how melody players approach their own 

performances of tunes. Just as the piano arrangements of parlour ballads were based on 

improvised accompaniments, the accompaniments to modern performances of 

traditional music are also entirely improvised.

I felt that it would be an interesting task to re-imagine the accompaniments 

of songs such as those in Irish Melodies through contemporary hands, exploring re-

148 Thomas Moore, Moore's Irish Melodies, ed. Michael William Balfe (London & New York: Novello, Ewer and 
Co., n.d. (-1859)), p. 7
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harmonisations and modal modulations that I employ in my traditional accompaniments. 

Conveniently, around the time 1 was working on this idea, a call for proposals was issued 

for the Bernadette Greevy Commission in conjunction with the National Concert Hall in 

Dublin. This call was for new songs of under four minutes' length to complement a 

programme of works for baritone and piano including pieces by Handel, Mozart, Mahler, 

Ravel and several traditional Irish works (including some Moore arrangements). This 

provided the perfect opportunity to revisit some of Moore's work with a view to 

incorporating aspects of contemporary accompaniment, simultaneously drawing from 

and expanding my own style of accompaniment through composition. Aspects of my 

own performance in the composition are discussed later in this chapter.

'Song of innisfail'and the structure of the work

At the pre-compositional stage, I researched a large portion of Moore's poetry to find a 

short poem full of Irish imagery suitable for this new composition. I sought these 

gushingly Gaelic sympathies as a tongue-in-cheek reference to the rose-spectacled 

nature of some Irish composition rather than through any personal connection! I 

eventually settled on the short work 'Song of Innisfail'149 which portrays the journey of 

the ancient Milesian people from A Coruna to Ireland around 1700 B.C. The poem is 

laden with imagery of Ireland as the 'Island of Destiny' ('Innisfail') and the rousing tone 

throughout suited my intended purpose perfectly. The text of the poem is included in 

the preface to the score.

The structure of Innisfail draws on both the tripartite form of the poem and 

the binary construction of traditional Irish tunes. The work is bookended by short 

passages for the piano in which the main motivic material for the composition is 

presented. Between these passages, the stanzas of the poem are presented without 

modification, set to a lilting jig-like melody. The global form of the work is A1BA2, the 

outer stanzas being fast and full-bodied and the middle stanza slower, sparser and more 

reflective. Each stanza is separated by a brief linking passage on the piano, presenting 

variations on the introductory material. Furthermore, a local structure guides the 

musical discourse within each of these stanzas. In the firstand third verse, the first four

149Thomas Moore, Thomas Moore's Complete Poetical Works (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell and Co., 189s), p. 
216
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lines constitute the 'A' part of a quasi-traditional tune (designated 'a' here to avoid 

confusion), composed of two similar phrases ('a') as per the traditional form. The 'P' part 

begins with a mo/to meno mosso, losing the jig rhythm briefly, and finishes with an 

altered version of the 'a'phrase from the 'a'part, again mirroring a similar process in the 

form of traditional tunes. The overall formal aspect of Innisfail is depicted in Figure 4.9 

below.

global

Fig. 4.9 - Global and local structure in Innisfail

Modal modulation

The local phrases that bind the composition undergo subtle changes in pitch, and 

therefore modal content, in subsequent presentations of the melodic line. This 

variation in pitch can be seen clearly in the first verse; the first halves of phrases a1, a2 

and a3 are illustrated in Figure 4.10 overleaf.The continual modal modulation here gives 

the vocal line a much wider colour palette; however, in keeping the overall melodic 

shape and modal prime the same the traditional context is maintained, thereby 

anchoring the musical discourse.
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9: y ^ ]> > ^ ^::j.
They came from a la - nd be - yond the sea.

2 y::W:TW.r. 5

Set sail, in their go - od ships, gal - lant - ly.

35f' l^f' ^ \
Thus sung they as, by the mor-ning's beams,

Fig. 4.10 - Modal alteration of 'a' phrases in Innisfail 
(bb. 13-14,17-18 & 29-30)

Such modification as shown above is pre-empted in the introductory section. It can be 

seen in bars 8-12 how the grace notes that ornament the downbeat rise and fall 

chromatically (E-F-Ftl-F-E). The development of ornamentation in this way occurs 

throughout the work, alongside larger pitch variations. The vocal line remains more or 

less fixed with D as modal prime, with the exception of the 'c' section of the second 

stanza and in bars 100-102 where the 'a' phrase is transposed up a semitone. Conversely, 

the piano accompaniment explores many modes through transposition and alteration of 

the main subject (bars 1-4). The first hint of this appears in the 9/8 extension of the 

motif of bar 4 in bar 16. Later, in bar 31, the roll motif in the treble voice of the RH is 

transposed up a semitone, signalling a departure from this D modal prime in the 

following bars (bb.ssff.J.The next statement of the 'a'phrase in the piano is far removed 

from D, with diverging transpositions between the LH and RH. Here, the RH is 

transposed up a major third and the LH up a semitone, the overall modulation to A as 

modal prime pre-empting the climax of the work in bar 85 where the original piano 

subject is now firmly in A dorian. A similar procedure is evident in the closing section 

with the transposition of each line changing every one or two bars until the original 

prime of D is once again established. As such, the entire composition is held together 

by the motivic structure as outlined in Fig. 4.9 but kept supple through the fluidity of 

the harmonic development.
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Ornamentation in Innisfail

In Innisfail I wanted to avoid the existing Moore accompaniments as much as possible so 

that the composition would greater reflect my personal accompaniment style. To this 

end, the ornamentation in Innisfail has been included in a largely intuitive fashion. After 

making sketches of the vocal line, based on ajig framework, I began to improvise around 

the melody to create the accompaniment. As mentioned with reference to the Fit roll on 

the fiddle in Gortnagarn, there are types of ornamentation which are particular to 

individual style and to innate expressive gestures in traditional Irish music. This 

manifests itself in Innisfail in the form a'half-roll', evident in the main motif of the piano 

accompaniment. Rolls are performed similarly on both the fiddle and the piano but in 

my own style on the piano I omit the lower note of the turn, resulting in a half-roll. The 

sound and articulation of a half-roll is, in my opinion, much clearer and lighter in touch 

compared to the rather clunky result of a full roll on the piano. I have notated this roll 

figuration in full in Innisfail using a combination of grace notes, the swing in the 6/8 jig 

rhythm and, most importantly, the articulation. This highly characteristic ornament, 

illustrated in Figure 4.11(a) below alongside the skeleton notation in a traditional 

context (b), is central to the main piano motif and as such permeates the entire 

composition.

Fig. 4.11 - (a) 'half-roll' ornament used in Innisfail; (b) equivalent 
skeleton notation used in traditional music

The ornamentation of the vocal line is simpler than that of the piano, in keeping with 

the style of the early Moore arrangements.150 This is limited to occasional grace notes 

or, for want of any existing technical terminology, 'twiddles' as explained in the 

performance directions prefacing the score (see bar 20, for example). I have also 

included an ornament not widely used in Irish music but which I associate with the style

150 At the time of these arrangements, classical singers would not have been versed in traditional Irish 
ornaments.
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of these early arrangements.151 In bar 15, I have used a 'scotch snap' (an inverse dotted 

rhythm), the character of which matches the rousing text it sets.

And now____  o'er the wes-tern main

Fig. 4.12 - 'Scotch snap' in Innisfail

A NEW DEPARTURE?

Innisfail, although a short and relatively simple composition, marks a new direction for 

my compositional style. The clarity of the musical discourse and the textures used 

represent something of a distillation of the techniques developed in previous works in 

this portfolio. The transparency of the combination of traditional Irish and 

contemporary classical musical languages in Innisfail suggests that the two can be 

married yet remain malleable; the provenance of both styles can be discerned 

throughout the work. It is interesting, if not ironic, to note that the arrival at this 

marriage was facilitated by the influence of Moore's Irish Melodies, a work that combined 

classical music and traditional Irish music two centuries ago. The quasi-comedic look 

that Innisfail takes at the classicised arrangements in this publication seems to bridge 

the gap between the awkward imposition of classical style on traditional music, the 

contemporary language providing the decontextualisation necessary for this to occur. It 

is also interesting that the stylistic departure of Innisfail arises out of its connection to 

my personal accompaniment style. It is clear that the success ofthe combination inthis 

case is due to the forward-looking nature of both my accompaniment and the goals of 

the composition. Rather than trying to emulate older traditional Irish music, the fusion 

of 'contemporary' traditional Irish music with 'contemporary' classical music seems to 

negate some ofthe awkwardness or implantation experienced in other such attempts.

151 This is possibly because these early arrangements were made by musicians who would have been more 
familiar with the scotch snap, this being more prevalent in classical music at the time than any traditional 
Irish ornamentation.
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The new direction in compositional style in Innisfail suggests new avenues that will 

allow me to forge an even deeper relationship between the two languages at the core 

of my musical expression. Future compositions will engage with my own performance 

of traditional Irish music more closely, approaching the issue of instrumentation and 

traditional performers in contemporary music from a different angle. The kind of 

polymodality at work in Innisfail also suggests a more satisfying amalgamation of 

'traditional' and 'contemporary' harmony. Similarly, the rhythmic simplicity of Innisfail 

cements the importance of motoric rhythms in conveying the traditional Irish style. In 

summary, while these compositions present an advance in the incorporation of 

traditional Irish music in contemporary composition, it is clear that the possibilities 

have not yet been exhausted. The following concluding section briefly summarises the 

status quo and suggests some ofthe roads thatmightlie ahead.

129



CONCLUSION

Research summary

This portfolio of compositions and accompanying commentaries has explored the 

development of my compositional language through the study and incorporation of 

gestures and techniques found in traditional Irish music. The current corpus of 

contemporary music that draws influence from traditional Irish music has shown that a 

dichotomy exists between the language of contemporary classical music and that of 

Irish music. This dichotomy has arisen from a tendency towards more traditional 

language when incorporating traditional gestures. The resulting music could not be 

said to reflect developments in contemporary classical music worldwide.

My approach to this problem as a composer and traditional performer has 

drawn on innate expressive gestures that are assimilated by the traditional performer 

and to develop efficient means of communicating these to a contemporary musician. 

This has resulted in new ways of notating ornamentation in traditional Irish music, as 

well as the development of methods for the aural transmission of compositional 

material. Similarly, new ways of combining modes used in traditional Irish music have 

been studied throughout the portfolio, influencing melodic line and harmonic 

structure. In addition, the use of traditional Irish rhythms in a contemporary context has 

been approached from a different angle in terms of ametrical rhythms (as used in slow 

airs), rhythmic swing, and the use of motoric rhythms concealed within more complex 

rhythmic passages.

In Chapter II, the notion of microinterval modality in traditional Irish music, as 

first studied by Richard Henebry, has been re-examined in the context of a wider range 

of recordings. The results of this investigation have been integrated into new modes 

that are used in the Seamsur compositions. The use of these modes as a link to older 

traditional Irish music is a new concept in contemporary Irish composition, infusing the 

music with melodic and harmonic colour related to older Irish music.
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Future directions

While the compositions presented in this portfolio present new ideas about the use of 

traditional Irish material in a contemporary setting, they do not advocate one particular 

way of using Irish music, nor indeed the establishment of a nationalist school of 

composition. The stylistic developments throughout this portfolio pertain to my own 

compositional language; however, it is hoped that other composers will find these 

developments useful in extending their own techniques, within the realm of Irish music 

or beyond, particularly with relevance to other traditional musics. Indeed, I plan to 

broaden my own experiments in this area to other folk music from the British Isles in 

the near future.

The preliminary empirical study into microinterval modality in traditional 

Irish music presented in Chapter II goes only a small way to introducing the formal 

study of this issue. However, the findings suggestthat a much wider survey needs to be 

undertaken, including a re-appraisal of the early printed collections of Irish music and 

re-transcription of old recordings. The results of this will, in turn, be of further interest 

to composers working with traditional Irish music. Similarly, my experiments with aural 

transmission in contemporary music and improvisation in traditional Irish music 

suggest avenues for further study.

Outside of the research put forward in this portfolio, there are other current 

developments in traditional Irish music that may have compositional applications. 

These are too numerous to list here in their entirety considering the rapid expansion of 

ethnomusicological and social study of traditional Irish music in recent years; a few 

important examples are outlined below.

The renowned traditional guitarist Steve Cooney is currently undertaking 

doctoral research at University College Dublin into the 'Intuitive Use of Geometric 

Visualisation Tools in Early Learning of Music"52. His research includes the 

development of a new notational system aimed at shortening the timeframe in which 

primary school children can achieve musical literacy and theoretical comprehension of

152 For more information, see 'Steve Cooney | SMARTlab', accessed 2nd September, 2012. http://smartlab- 
ie.com/the-team/catalvst-artists-in-residence/steve-coonev
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musical relationships. This system of notation, based on a clock-face, presents pitch and 

rhythmic material as circles of varying size occupying relative positions on this clock- 

face relative to a central red dot. The opening to Beethoven's Ode To Joy is illustrated 

using this notation in the diagram below. The use of these simple pictographical 

representations has already recorded significantly higher levels of rhythmic perception 

and capacity for harmonic calculation amongst primary school children in the study, the 

strong visual identity associated with the pictograms assisting memorisation and 

analysis. More notably, Cooney reports similar success with this notation in traditional 

Irish music tuition. While the notation seems rather primitive, it may have 

compositional applications in the context of bringing traditional and contemporary 

musicians together, particularly with regard to improvised material as in Between The 

Tunes.

Fig. 5.1 - The opening of Beethoven's Ode To Joy 
in geometric visualisation notation153

The piano-accordionist and composer Martin Tourish is currently undertaking doctoral 

study at the Dublin Institute of Technology in The development of complex stylistic 

identities by way of the musical catalyst theory as a basis for third level education in 

traditional music and creativity'.154 The crux of Tourish's work is the systematic mapping 

and generation of stylistic data within traditional Irish music. In his own words, '...[my

153 Taken from 'PhD Candidate Steve Cooney Wins Certificate of Merit', accessed 2nd September, 2012. 
http://smartlab-ie.c0m/2012/02/smartlab-Dhd-student-steve-c00nev-wins-certificate-0f-merit/
154 For more information, see 'Martin Tourish | Free Music, Tour Dates, Photos Videos', accessed 2nd 
September, 2012. www.mvspace.com/martintourish
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research acts] as a posterior method to the master apprentice model, primarily in 

bringing stylistic devices from the realm of tacit knowledge to conscious and 

controllable knowledge to reverse the results of stylistic conditioning and lead to a 

greater stylistic autonomy amongst practitioners'155. Tourish's work involves a sideways 

glance at intonation in traditional Irish music as one of such stylistic indicators; at the 

time of writing, some analysis of tunings and temperaments adopted by contemporary 

performers of traditional Irish music has already been undertaken. The results of his 

analysis may prove useful in adding to the preliminary results presented in Chapter II of 

this work, enhancing our knowledge of the microinterval modes and improving their 

compositional implementation.

As a performer, I continually try to reconcile my performance and compositional 

practices. One exciting development in which I am involved as a pianist proffers a 

possible route to combining my efforts in incorporating traditional Irish music in a 

compositional context. The Trad Noise Trio is an experimental improvised traditional 

ensemble comprising Dr Martin Dowling (fiddle), Una Monaghan (harp) and myself 

(piano), all based at Queen's University Belfast.There is a fourth member to the 'trio'in 

the guise of a central computer sending performance instructions (via MaxMSP and a 

wireless network) to individual laptops placed beside each performer. The MaxMSP 

patch for this was created by Dr Eric Lyon (QUB), originally designed for a free- 

improvisation ensemble at Queen's called The Noise Quartet. In its traditional 

counterpart, the performers decide on a traditional tune that is used as the basis for 

'improvisation'. The central computer sends customised instructions controlling 

musical characteristics such as tempi (e.g. 'play as fast as possible'), dynamics (e.g. 

'barely audible'), register (e.g. 'work with the highest sounds on your instrument'), style 

(e.g. 'wild glissandi'), harmony/key (e.g. 'use jazz replacement chords', or 'play in the key 

of X' (dependent on the tune chosen)) and rhythm (e.g. 'play disjunctly' or 'play as a 

hornpipe') etc. These instructions are fed to each performer over the wireless network 

in synchronised sections, the length of which is decided by the computer. The result is 

a kind of structured improvisation as hinted at in Between The Tunes, the use of a 

traditional tune here grounding the extemporisation. An example of a Trad Noise Trio 

improvisation is included on Disc 2 accompanying the portfolio.

155 Martin Tourish, e-mail message to author, April 19,2011.
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My input into this project thus far has been as a traditional performer; 

however, distinct compositional applications of this technology and its use with 

traditional music are evident. It should be possible to combine an improvised traditional 

ensemble with a fully notated score for contemporary classical musicians. Indeed, Dr 

Lyon has confirmed that it should be possible to include notated 'snippets' (such as 

used in Between The Tunes) as well as written performance instructions in the 

programme. The results of such a 'score' would prove interesting in the context of a 

mixed ensemble of extemporising contemporary and traditional musicians.

In summary, as traditional Irish music and its exponents continue to develop in 

response to the rapidly changing world of music, the characteristics that we define as 

being 'traditional' evolve, constantly blurring the borders between the traditional and 

the contemporary. Similarly, as contemporary music enters new and challenging times 

in the second decade of the twenty-first century, the possibilities for crossover 

between traditional Irish music and contemporary music will need frequent re

examination. At the heart of this examination is the human need for expression and 

exploration: such musical hybridisation occurs not because we must but simply because 

we can. The composer creates music that is hybridised before pen is put to paper. From 

the creation of music to our perception of it, our musical expression is the summation 

of personal experiences. The music I humbly present here reflects my path on this 

journey.
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ryan molloy

fn t 5 £ £ t r e
for eight solo voices (SSAATTBB)



instrumentation

2 solo sopranos (SI, 2) 

2 solo altos (Al, 2)

2 solo tenors (Tl, 2)

2 solo basses (Bl, 2)

duration

4,24'



Mise Eire:
Sine me na an Chailleach Bhearra

Mor mo ghloir:
Me do rug Cu Chulainn croga

Mor mo nair:
Mo chlann fein do dhiol a mathair 

Mise Eire:
Uaigni me na an Chailleach Bhearra

I am Eire:
I am older than the Old Woman of Beare

Great my glory:
I who bore brave Cu Chulainn

Great my shame:
My own family sold their mother

I am Eire:
I am lonelier than the Old Woman of Beare

by Padraig Mac Piarais (1912)



notes

1) approximate pause lengths have been given. These are only a guide and will 
vary depending on the acoustic environment.

2) the microtones used are not necessarily precise pitch entities but rather 
harmonic intensities between their respective macrotonal counterparts.

3) a guide to the Irish pronunication is given below. This is based roughly on 
English phonetics.

Misheh Aireh:
Shin-eh may noh an *Kyle-ya*k Veyr-rah

More mawh tghlore:
May daw rug Koo *Kullen crow-gah

More mawh nahr(/nyre):
Mo *klan hane daw yee-ol ah wah-her

Misheh Aireh:
Ooanyee may nah ant *Kyle-ya*k Veyr-rah

other words used: 

thu = hoo
ar ngloir = arn-lore°

* a hard, guttural "ch" sound; International Phonetic Alphabet: x (as in the German Bach) 
t a guttural "gh" sound; sounds like "ch" only softer and with a g 
t in this piece, sometimes 'nah' and 'an' are followed through to give 'naan'
° an initial 'n' sound (as in note) is to be slurred into the 'lore'



IV

programme note

Patrick Pearse (1879-1916) is known as an Irish patriot, scholar, teacher and poet. He is perhaps most noted 
for his role as leader of the Republican forces in the Easter Rising of 1916. Pearse's motives were initially 
more concerned with the impact of English occupation on Irish culture rather than Irish Politics. In 
particular, he was an active Irish language revivalist, eschewing the dialect spoken in Dublin (predominantly 
Munster Irish) in order to seek the 'real language' which he believed to be Connemara Irish. This developed 
into Pearse's vision of a 'free Gaelic Ireland', which soon evolved into the political extremism that brought 
about the rebellion.

Pearse wrote a number of papers and poems to express his intellectual and emotional feelings about the 
pursuit of Irish freedom. One of the finest examples of these is Mise Eire (1912), which typifies Pearse's 
style and passion. Despite Pearse's great respect for the sean-nos [old-style] singing and ancient Irish 
poetry which would have been cultivated during his many trips to the Connemara Gaeltacht, the style of 
Mise Eire is significantly short and to the point, contrary to more lengthy traditional offerings.

The poem draws on characters from Celtic mythology, a practice which was very much in vogue at the time. 
However, instead of portraying Ireland as a beautiful young woman, as for example in the play Cathleen Ni 
Houlihan (1902) by Lady Gregory and Yeats, Pearse opted to use the 'Old Hag of Beare'. The Hag is a 
legendarily old ancestral mother who outlived many of her husbands. While interpretations of the Hag's 
meaning throughout Celtic mythology are numerous and varied the general portrayal of the Hag is not a 
pretty one. Pearse's inclusion of her in Mise Eire brings with it a degree of bitterness, a theme which flowed 
freely through Pearse's literary output at the time. Pearse also uses the figure of Cu Chulainn, the 
archetypal Celtic war hero, as symbolic of the kind of figure that a faltering Irish culture needed to resist the 
occupying influences, to restore the traditional values of Irish life which Pearse would once again have 
experienced in Connemara. Interestingly, the figure of Cu Chulainn was eventually used to commemorate 
the Easter Rising both in a statute in the Dublin GPO and on the old Irish ten shilling coin (in 1966).

Mise Eire became the title of a 1959 documentary film directed by George Morrison documenting the 
foundations of the Irish Republic. The music for this film was composed by Sean 6 Riada (1931-1971), 
perhaps one of the most influential figures in the renaissance of Irish traditional music in the third quarter 
of the 20th century. This work, like a lot of 6 Riada's output, combines traditional Irish material with 
orchestral arrangements. 6 Riada, using modes from the tradition much in the same way Vaughan-Williams 
had done with English folk music at the turn of the century, produced works which were essentially Irish- 
sounding, most notably the main theme from Mise Eire which has become widely recognised and 
subsequently re-used in similar contexts.

In my composition, I have attempted to take the ideas of the sean-nos style further in three ways. Firstly, I 
have endeavoured to incorporate some ornamentation typical of the style. This ornamentation is very 
elaborate and free in nature, which is reflected in the overall rhythm of the genre which can range from 
very non-metrical flows to defined rhythmic pulses. Secondly, I have used extended phrases requiring 
considerable breath control which are also typical of sean-nos songs. And lastly, I have endeavoured to 
draw from two modes which are, to me, so fundamental in Irish music: the dorian and mixolydian modes. 
(The mixolydian mode is not very common in tune structure, but can be neatly superimposed on many 
traditional tunes normally considered dorian). Individual melodic strands within the piece shift between 
these modes beginning on various primes to produce a very dense harmonic texture. Tension between 
these modes is created using microtones, which are undoubtedly a feature of very old Irish music, in 
particular sean-nos singing. Indeed, microtones in old Irish music may create entirely new 'modes' which 
need to be explored.

—RM, 05.vii.2008
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Slowly (J = 60)

Soprano I

se__ Ei

Soprano II

Mi - se__Ei

Tenor I

Tenor II

se__ Ei

Bass II

A tad slower than the original tempo (J ~ 54)Faster, forced (J = 82)
mfmolto cresc.

me na anChail-leach Bhear-ra Si - ne_ me.

infmolto cresc.

me na anChail-leach Bhear-ra si-ne thu,__ si - ne thu

me na anChail-leach Bhear-ra si-ne thu,__ si - ne thu,___

mfmollo cresc.

me na an Chail-leach Bhear-ra si-ne thu,__ si - ne thu,__

n& anChail-leach Bhear-ra

Si - ne__me. na anChail-leach Bhear-ra

'molto cresc.

me na anChail-leach Bhear-ra

me na anChail-leach Bhear-ra
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Chail-leach Bhear

ne thu,.
si-ne thusi-ne thu,.

ne thu,.si-ne thusi-ne thu,.

si-ne thu

ghloir, mor.

M6r__ do

mor mo___

ghloir, m6r___ doMor____ do

jChu-lainndo rug

m6r____mo

ghloir,___ mor___ mo.

mor__

do rug

do___ghloir.



3
slower still

slower (J = 42)
VP

Tempo rubato

m6r mo nair:_M6r mo nair.

Mi - se_Ei

Mor mo nair, mor mo nair:_

mor mo niir:_Mor mo nair.

mor mo n&ir:_Mi - se Ei

Mor mo n&r. mor mo nair:_

VP PPP-

Mor mo nair. mor mo nair:_

3
4



4

Tempo prime (J = 60)
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67

S.I

S.II

A. I

f?P, r\

Ei

PP

re..

Ei
(become more breath than tone)

(become more breath than tone)

r\

T. I i 13»

Ei

PP^
'±

T. II

Ei re..

r\

ti

PP

re..

B. II

Ei



APPENDIX II - Third Epistle to Timothy (String Quartet)

Third Epistle to Timothy, by Paul Muldoon

You made some mistake when you intended to favor me with some of the new valuable
grass seed...for what you gave me...proves mere timothy.

A LETTER FROM BENJAMIN FRANKLIN, 1747

Midnight June, 1923. Not a stir except for the brough and brouhaha
surrounding the taper or link
in which alouse
flares up and a shadow, my da's,
clatters againstawall ofthe six-by-eight-by-six-foot room 
he sleeps in, eleven years old, a servant-boy at Hardys of Carnteel. 
There's a boot-polish lid filled with turps 
or paraffin oil
under each cast-iron bed-leg, a little barrier 
against bed-bugs under each bed-foot.

That knocking'sthe knocking against their stalls of a team
of six black Clydesdales mined in Coalisland
he's onlyjust helped to unhitch from the cumbersome
star of a hay-rake. Decently and in order
he brought each whitewashed nose
to its nosebag of corn, to its galvanised bucket.
One ofthe six black Clydesdale mares
he helped all day to hitch and unhitch
was showing, on the near hock, what might be a bud of farcy
picked up, no doubt, while on loan to Wesley Cummins.

'Decently and in order,'Cummins would proclaim,'let all Inniskillings 
be done.' A weekagomy da helped him limber up 
the team to a mowing-machine as if to a gun-carriage. 'For no Dragoon 
can function without his measure of char.'
He patted his belly-band.'A measure, that is, against dysentery.'
This was my da's signal to rush
into the deep shade ofthe hedge to fetch such little tea as mightremain 
in the tea-urn. 'Man does not live,' Cummins would snort, 'only by scraps
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of wheaten farls and tea-dregs.
You watch your step or I'll see you're shipped back to Killeter.'

IV
'Killeeshill,' my da says, Tm from Killeeshill.' Along the cast-iron 
rainbow of his bed-end 
comes a line
of chafers or cheeselips that have scaled the bed-legs 
despite the boot-polish lids. Eleven years of age. A servant-boy 
on the point of falling asleep. The reek of paraffin 
orthe pinewoods reek 
ofturpentine
good against roundworm in horses. That knocking against their stalls 
of six Clydesdales, each standing at sixteen hands.

V
Building hay even now, even now drawing level with the team's head-brass, 
buoyed up by nothing more than the ballast 
of hay-meadow cat's-tail, lucerne, the leaf upon trodden leaf 
of white clover and red-
drawing level now with the taper-blooms of a horse chestnut.
Already lightinthe head.
'Though you speak, young Muldoon...' Cummins calls up from trimming the skirt 
of the haycock, 'Though you speak with the tongue 
of an angel, I see you for whatyou are...Malevolent.
Not only a member of the church malignant but a malevolent spirit.'

VI
Even now borne aloft by bearing down on lap-cocks and shake-cocks
from under one of which a ruddy face
suddenly twists and turns upwards as if itself carried
on a pitchfork and, meeting its gaze,
he sees himself, a servant-boy still, still ten or eleven,
breathing upon a Clydesdale's near hock and finding a farcy-bud
like a tiny glow in a strut of charcoal.
'I see you' Cummins points at him with a pitchfork, 'you little byblow,
I see you casting your spells, your sorceries,
I see you coming as a thief in the nightto stab us in the back.'

VII
A year since they kidnapped Anketell Moutray from his home at Favour Royal,
dragging him, blindfolded, the length of his own gravel path,
eighty years old, the Orange county grand master. Four A Specials shot on a train
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in Cl ones. The Clogher valley
ablaze of flax-mills and haysheds. Memories of the Land League. Davittand Biggar. 
Breaking the boycott at Lough Mask.
The Land Leaguers beaten
at the second battle of Saintfield. Itshall be revealed...
A year since they cut out the clapper of a collabor...a col labor...
A collaborator from Maguiresbridge.

VIII
That knocking's the team's near-distant knocking on wood 
while my da breathes upon
the blue-yellow flame on a fetlock, on a deep-feathered pastern 
of one of six blackShires...'Because itshall be revealed by fire,'
Cummin's last pitchfork is laden
with thistles, 'as the sparks fly upward
man is born into trouble. For the tongue may yet be cut
from an angel.'The line ofcheeselips and chafers
along the bed-end.'Justwaittill you come back down and I getahold
of you,young Muldoon... We'll see whatspells you'll cast.'

IX
For an instant it seems no one else might scale
such a parapet of meadow cat's-tail, lucerne, red and white clovers,
not even the line of chafers and cheeselips
that overthrow as they undermine
when, light in the head, unsteady on his pegs as Anketell Moutray,
he squints through a blindfold of clegs
from his grass-capped, thistle-strewn vantage point,
the pointwhere two hay-ropes cross,
where Cummins and his crew have lefthim, in astraw hat with a fraying brim, 
while they've moved on to mark out the next haycock.

X
That next haycock already summoning itself from windrow after wind-weary windrow 
while yetanother brings itself to mind in the acrid stink 
of turpentine. There the image of Lizzie,
Hardy's last servant-girl, reaches out from her dais
of salt hay, stretches out an unsunburned arm
half in bestowal, half beseechingly, then turns away to appeal
to all that spirit-troop
of hay-treaders as far as the eye can see, the coil on coil 
of hay from which, in the taper's mild uproar,
they float out across the dark face of the earth, an earth without form, and void.
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Programme note

The main ideas in this work are informed by the extension of modal frameworks 
and ornamentation systems used in Irish traditional music. These weave in and 
out of static harmonic blocks and solo phrases via highly polyphonic sections and 
are recalled in hypnagogic fashion throughout. The strong emphasis behind all 
the emotive force in the piece is the recollection of old ways, both musically and 
culturally in Ireland. This piece empathises with the structure, language and 
sentiment in Paul Muldoon’s poem Third Epistle to Timothy, from which it also 
takes its name.

Notes

These indications are presented largely in the order in which they are 
encountered in the score.

• It is envisaged that the detuning to be performed at the beginning of the 
piece will be achieved using adjusters [fine-tuners) rather than the peg.

• 'n.v.' implies non vibrato with an 'ord'. indication implying a return to 
normal vibrato usage, 'incr. vib.' means that the depth of the vibrato 
should be slowly increased whereas 'deer, vib.' implies the opposite.

• Dashed barlines are included only as metrical divisions or phrase markers 
and should not induce any rhythmic stress.

• There are two kinds of 'grace note’ used in this piece:

o Semiquavers (ji) - these notes should be played as quickly as 
possible before the beat.

o Quavers (/) - these notes should be played before the beat, but not 
as fast as their semiquaver counterparts.

In both instances, no kind of metrical importance should be imparted to 
these grace notes.

T&

This implies a small 'scoop' or portamento slide into the note, 
normally no larger than a semitone.

The unfilled arrow implies a portamento in the usual
— sense.



• ‘c.l. trat' is an abbreviation of col legno tratto meaning 'drawn with the 
wood'.

• 's.p.' implies sul ponticello) 's.t.' sul tasto. The dashed line between these 
indication implies a gradual change between the two bow positions. A 
return to normal bowing position is indicated by 'nat.'.

• All tremolos are to be played as fast as possible and not necessarily 
metrically aligned with the other players. Tremolos marked in pizzicato 
sections are to be played as rapidly as possibly either with the fingers of 
the bow hand or non-stopping fingers on the left hand.

• The indication 'poco a poco s.t. al fine' in the last few bars implies that the 
bow should be gradually brought further up the fingerboard to induce 
different kinds of overtones.

• All harmonics are notated as they are to be produced.

• Open string usage is not necessarily to be avoided, particularly in difficult 
passages. Their precise adoption has been left to the performers' 
discretion.

Duration

ca SVz mins



Third Epistle to Timothy
[T| Slow, reflective (J = ca 52)
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.............................—
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Copyright © 2010 Ryan Molloy



2
arcosjx

s.t__arco s.p.

s.t.__arco s.p.

arco s.p.
s.p.

-.s.t.

A little slower (J = ca 44)

arco n.v. incr. vib.

incr. vib. __arco n,
— ord.



3

poco cresc.

poco cresc. 5

deer. vib.

IV Tempo primo (J — ca 52)
Gallivanting (J =call2)

Vln.I
Jl
5 5

pizz

m m
*

Vln. 11

mf

4

/ 4 #3
pizz.

W,9 Jn^ ^ 1 21

Via.

mf

I

pizz.

/
pizz.

i

§1

mf
arco, ord.

5

£

/
pizz. S—r

Vc. 5 a ^3§r ^mf /



4 arco

35

$ 0 . U0-Mf ¥=1 fr >► > >
Vln.I i

sub.ppp —= per
jjj

Vln. II I i==ii
^f.. pizz.

I
sub.ppp

§2

\\±y ^
ppp

JJJ

I "r % ter
Via. m

w ^
P

sub.ppp —=
' /'/*/■ 
JJJ

feS
^f- ^ P i,. ttflr It/l

Vc. I Ig .... i----- S
I---------Q---------- 1

sub.ppp ppp
JJJ



5

Vln.I

Vln. II

Via.

Vc.

Vln.I

Vln. II

Via.

Vc.

ppp con sord. alfine

iVln.I

Vln. II jtJ its

$ jg.
Via. •TT~

I inVc.



6

50
deer. vib.__________________________________________n.v.

Is M
re

t.r ^
c.l. trat.,
poco a poco s.t. al fine

Vln. I

mpmp Jf
..n.v. r\

c.l. trat., 
poco a poco s.t. al fine

Vln. II I

deer. vib. __ n.v.

mp

c.l. trat.,
poco a poco s.t. al fine

Via. TS-

mp jf

Vc.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------n.v.
» _ r—3--- 1 t -5 -i ____________

mp
c.l. trat.,
poco a poco s.t. al fine

Ifton -------

Jf
mp

BELFAST 
16.ii.2010



APPENDIX III - Sliabh Geal gCua (four-hands version)

139



or one piano, tour nan

c/j
53* o

r~r~
O

R
YAN M



o
tt>

3'
o
=:

3

wc
■O

CD
i
wo

3
0
Z3_
O
-n

=3
CL

0
0
CL



For the m
ost part, the score is notated am

etrically (w
ith tw

o exceptional sections: the reel and the jig, by definition being in 
4/4 (2/2) and 6/8 respectively). In am

etrical sections, barlines do not im
part any kind of stress or m

etrical division; they are 
m

erely phrase m
arkers. It is presum

ed that visual inspection of the score w
ill suffice in coordinating the parts; precise tim

e 
signatures in bars of 'irregular length

’ (e.g. 15.5 quavers) are not helpful!

>
3
CD

O
SD
ZJ
o
03
r—

5"
zi

TJ
CD

3
CD

O
CD

CD
O
r-+

5’
=3
C/3

i—h
O

»—t- —T 
0

o
o

t-
o or

o> ♦ 
or 
CD

Q.
r »

03
W $

o_ o'
03

Q.’
0

> ti—
0

3
0

3' 0_ —^ 
0 03 •o

05 TO cr CO 0'
X 0 0 1 t o
g^
f-f- o —^

0
0

3'
c_

0
or

or
CD

3 3 0
CO

•g
CD 0

03 cr(f) g; 0
o
CD

o
0
03

g^ S’ 0
03
t' ♦

1
05 3

0

3
■o

S1
0 0

03
cr —^ 7T

0
o
< 3

c
W
3.

CD^ ,_^ co' (S) ( t
or
0

0 r—t- o’
» ♦ 
0

0 o CL
0 CO

0 O! g 0
0 3 O" o c
O
CL 0

0.
g
5

$
CO

F!_

CQ
C/5
CDO
o'o

05K
CD

C/5Oc=3
Q.

CL
C/5

OO
3

■O
o
C/5

o
o
C/5
CD

CD

< Q)I ■§

Ô
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APPENDIX IV - Notes on the recordings

Disc i - Compositions in this portfolio

Track
no. Title PERFORMER(S) Duration

1 An Seilgeoir1 Elizabeth Hilliard (voice), David 
Bremner (pf.) 5:39

2 Third Epistle to 
Timothy2 Dublin String Quartet 6:16

3 Third Epistle to 
Timothy3 Ulster Orchestra 6:06

4 Aisling Airt Mhic 
Cumhaigh4 Blue Bulb Music Vocal Ensemble 5:40

5 Seamsur I5 Paul Roe (b. cl.) 6:00

6 Seamsur IV6 Franziska Schroeder (sop. sax.) 10:16

7 Seamsur II7 Carla Rees (1A-tone fl.) 8:01

8 Jolly, Slender 
Beggarman n/a 10:34

TOTAL DURATION: 58:32

Notes:

1) Premiere recording, National Concert Hall, Dublin, 22.06.2011. This performance 
is a tone higher than the score included with this portfolio. This modification 
was undertaken without my consultation and, as such, there are a few 
inaccuracies in pitch due to the transposition exceeding the range of the piano.

2) Workshop recording, string quartet version, St. Brendan's Hall, Bantry, 
02.07.2010. The recording quality is particularly bad in this track.

3) Premiere recording, Whitla Hall, QUB as part of the Sonorities Festival, 
26.04.2013. Broadcast on BBC Radio 3's Hear and Now programme on 11.05.2013.

4) Premiere recording, National Concert Hall, Dublin, 28.07.2010
5) Premiere recording, National Concert Hall, Dublin, 17.05.2013
6) Recording from Sounds New Festival, Canterbury, 09.05.2012. There is 

unfortunately some slight peaking on this recording.
7) Premiere recording, Shoreditch Church, London, 23.11.2011
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Disc 2 - Portfolio fcont.) and miscellaneous recordings

Track
no. Title PERFORMER(S) Duration

1 Sliabh Geal gCua1 Simon Mawhinney (pf.) 9:16

2-4 Aural tracks for
Sliabh Geal gCua Ryan Molloy 2:27

5 Gortnagarn2 Konvergence Ensemble 13:16

6 Mise Eire3 EXAUDI Vocal Ensemble 5:04

7 The Munster Gimlet4 Patsy Touhey (uilleann pipes) 2:47

8 The Poll Ha’penny4 Patsy Touhey (uilleann pipes) 2:40

9 The Wee Weaver5 Brigid Tunney (voice) 2:03

10 Tuttle's/The Ragged 
Hank of Yarn [Reels]6

Bobby Casey (fiddle) 3:49

11 Sliabh Geal gCua7 Kevin Crawford (flute) 3:19

12 Sliabh Geal gCua8 Trad Noise Trio 6:39

TOTAL DURATION: 51:20

Notes:

1) Premiere recording, National Concert Hall, Dublin, 28.03.2012. Unfortunately, 
due to a technical error, the first few seconds of the recording are missing.

2) Recorded at the Czech Museum of Music, Prague, 25.11.2011. Unfortunately, 
there is some spill from another concert at the venue on this recording.

3) Premiere recording, King's Place, London, 03.10.2011.
4) Taken from ITMA Busby/Carney Cylinder Collection, archive material at Irish 

Traditional Music Archive, Dublin.
5) Taken from The Mountain Streams,© 1975 Folktrax, FTX163. Cassette tape.
6) Taken from Taking Flight,© 1979 Mulligan Records, LUN 018. CD.
7) Taken from In Good Company,© 2001 Green Linnet, GL11211. CD
8) Unpublished recording.
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