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MUSIC AN ANCIENT 
LEGACY OF THE IRISH 

By GERTRUDE MARION BARKER 

OF all the musical histories of the. mi­
tions, that of the Irish is the most 

full of charm. From the earliest times 
musical expression has been so a part 
of· the people that one cannot think of an 
Irishman without his harp or his song. 
Music and poetry were the means by 
which the ancient inhabitants of Ireland 
reached out to higher things, and together 
they form a tradition which links the 
old harpers who played on the hill of 
Tara, and the bards and minstrels of that 
day, with the advent of St. Patrick and 
the Christian era. 

It is said the followers of Comac Mac 
Art, high-king of Erin, knelt dowil be­
fore St. Patrick and said, "Never, never 
again shall my harp sing the praises ·of 
any God save Patrick's God," and from 
that time on they joined the saint in 
his missionary journeys. 

But the life of that remote period 
could not be effaced from the hearts and 
memories of the people--'So behind every 
tree a fairy, goblin, spirit or banshee 
lurked-and are quite as vital in Ireland 
to-day as they were at the dawn of the 
Christian civilization. 

Who does not love the tales of fairy 
and goblin; the Blarney Stone, the pic­
tures of the "Low-back car?" Who has 
not been charmed by the tales in song 
and rhyme of the beautiful Lakes of Kil­
larney; the rustic scenes of Ireland, and 
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the home scenes of the plain folk of the 
Emerald Isle? 

The folk-songs of Ireland are battle­
cries of freedom; of wrongs done by 
Tudor kings and Cromwell's hosts; they 
deal with martyrdom of priests ; they 
cheer the patriots to holier service; they 
soothe the tired mother; they croon over 
the sleeping children, · and they give vent 
to the pent-up feelings of the love-lorn 
youths and maidens. Every phase of 
history, every-day life, sadness, joy, love 
and heaven is written in the hearts of 
all true Irishmen by the songs that are 
woven about them. 

In peace or in war the Irishman is in 
the fore-front. England's battles have 
been fought and won to Irish music. The 
United States won her freedom to the 
strains of "All the Way to Galaway," 
known all over the world as "Yankee 
Doodle," and as the Eng lish marched out 
of Yorktown the pipes ·sauealed the tune 
of "The World Turned Upside Down." 

In the world war the British army has 
marched to "It's a Long Way to Tip­
perary" and "Dear Old Dublin Bay," for 
the Irish songs touch the hearts of the 
singers, and inspire them to valorous 
deeds. 

The Irish people are their own his­
torians. Their songs are free from guile 

·and pretense; and ·tell of · the · loves and 
hates, the longings, as·pirations and ideals 
that are in the singer's heart. In the 
time of Queen Elizabeth, Shakespeare 
honored 'the Irish melodies by weaving 
them into his immortal dramas, and 
Spencer, the historian, who hated the 
Irish, upon his visit to the Emerald I sle 
in 1581 and 1584, wrote various ·inter­
esting facts about the native music. espe­
cially the . customary ornamentation of 
simple melodies, and declared an Irish­
man dared not displease his neighbor for 
fear of being made infamous by the 
mouths of men in song. 

Folk Tunes Are Gems 

If musical composition meant nothing 
more than tunes sixteen bars long, Ire­
land co1,1ld claim some of the very. great­
est co-mposers that have ever lived. for in 
their miniature form the best Irish folk 
tunes are gems of flawles s luster. 

The bards and minst:Fel s had. their day 
and made their impression on the folk­
songs of the ·period; songs of pagan chi v­
alry clash with Christian heroism; Gael 
and Gall rival the curse of Cromwell; 
and the Jacobite illusion vies with the 
dawn of a more modern day; but, from 
whatever angle the folk songs are 
studied, they cannot be separated from 
the atmosphere ·that gave them being. 

If vocal expression . is an Irishman's 
birthright, he cannot be perfectly drawn 
without giving due pr ominence ·to his 
harp as well. 

The earliest allusions to music in Irish 
sbory refer to the harp, or the ancient 
Celtic name-the cruit. The harp fi~ures 
in most of the ancient legends. 

O'Curry; who has given us our ~rst 
scientific accounts of · Celtic music, gJVes 
an old story that tells how the first harp 
came to be made . · 

It is a tale of a man and his wife. 
Cull is the man and Canoclach Mhflr the 
woman. Canoclach hated her husband 
and fled from him. H e persistently fol­
lowed her. Through forest and wilder ­
ness she still flew before him, and finally 
in her wanderings reached the seashore 
of Camas. As she walked over th e 
sands she came upon the skeleton of the 
whale, and the wind, passing through the 
sinews of the dead monster, made a mur­
muring. Listening to this strange 
music, the woman fell asleep, and her 
husband, who was hard on her trail, 
eame up. He greatly marveled how it 
was his wife had fallen asleep; casting 
about him for a reason, he decided i.t 
must be the sound made by the wind in 
t.he tightly strung sinews of the whale. 
Then the latent artist in Cu:U asserted 
itself. What nature had effected by 
chance he did by design. He went into 
the wood, and taking a limb of a tree, 
he made it into the framework of a harp. 
He put strings upon it, made from the 
sinews of the wha:le-and that is how the 
first harp came to be made. · 

The har p was of two kinds, a small 
in strument used chiefly for religious pur­
poses, first by the old Druids, in their 
rites, and later by the Christian bishops 
and abbots. The other harp was large 
and used in public assemblies and in 
battles. · 

AMERICA 

The bag-pipes were introduced into 
Ireland from Caledonia, it is said. They 
had the same use in the Irish armies 
they now have in the Highland regiment. 
But the Irish made, in the course of time, 
an improvement; using bellows to fill the 
chanter, instead of the mouth, and con­
tinued to improve the instrument until 
the delightful union-pipes are the result. 

As to their musicians, we know very 
little of the music of the medieval harp­
ers, but at Elizabeth's court Irish tunes 
were popular. 

O'Carolan, a famous itinerant harper 
(1670-1738), wrote many of the best­
known Irish melodies, including the 
"Princess Royal" dance tune, and 
"Bumper Squire Jones." 

Of late huge books of melodies have 
been collected and arranged. Petrie has 
attracted special attention to this fi.eld 
by his thorough investigation of Irish 
folk music. 

Thomas M-oore had a wonderful genius 
for writing around the essential elements 
in an older tune. He wrote "She Is Far 
From the Land," to commemorate the 
feelings of Sarah Curran, daughter of 
the celebrated barrister, and her lover, 
Robert Emmett. 

St. Patrick form s the theme for many 
s·ongs, as do the shamrock and the 
glorious Isle itself. 

One of the dearest of all the Irish 
songs is "The Last Rose of Summer," a 
song that belongs to the time of Queen 

.Anne, but made famous by Flotow in his 
opera, "Martha." Thomas Moore came 
upon the melody in a roundabout man­
ner, for it was originally written by a 
man named Milliken, who was a wander­
ing singer, and it was familiar over 
Ireland in a coar ser dress centuries be-
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fore Moore gave it its more polished 
words and setting. 

"The Bells of Shannon," once a great 
favorite, was written by Francis Syl· "C 
vester Mahony, and immortalized those 
old bells on the - ·steeple of St. Anne. 
"The Exile of _ Erin," by a Scotchman, 
Thomas Campbell, shows a surprising 
affection for the Irish, and a sympathy 
with the sentiment of their songs . CaroB 
O'Daly gave us "Robin Adair," and Ar­
thur O'Neill has preserved to mankind 
the old Hibernian song, "The Girl I Left 
Behind Me." 

Perhaps two of the best-knowrt Irish 
composers are John Field and M. W. 
Balfe. Field was a composer and pian­
ist of no littl~ merit. His friends 
thought him far greater than Chopin, 
and' Chopin, himself, often played Field's 
Concerto in A Flat Major. Robert Schu­
mann also praised Field's compositions 
warmly. 

Michal William Balfe is best known 
to us for his opera, the "Bohemian Girl." 

What the Irish may accomplish in the 
musical world is yet to be determined. 
For the time being the strange wails of 
the revolution may be heard among the 
ghosts of Tara's Hall. But after thJ 
cleansing by fire there will rise, again; 
a better Ireland ; and the art of music 
so beautifully expressed by the Irish soul 
will come again into its own interpreta­
tion of the pipes of Pan. Be their tri­
umphs in the future what they may­
it is sure the glory of their past cannot 
be forgotten when the song of the heart 
is placed above the outward demonstra­
tion of individual talent, for in Ireland 
the thoughts and aspirations of the 
masses speak through the medium of 
their folk-songs. 
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