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The rhythmic dimension in fiddle-playing as the
music moves to newer performing and learning
contexts

MATT CRANITCH

Introduction'
It is almost certainly the case nowadays that many young Irish traditional fiddle-
players seldom if ever play for dancers, despite the fact that their primary repertoire
is predominantly dance music. The situation may well be the same in this regard
for their teachers and mentors. Therefore, as the music is being transmitted from
one generation to another, and into newer performance contexts, it must be asked
if the rhythmic dimension and related aspects of the music are being overlooked in
this process. From my own perspective, especially within the milieu of presenting
workshops and master-classes at home in Ireland as well as abroad, I sense an
increasing lack of awareness of such central features. The imperative for many seems
to concentrate on ‘learning more tunes’, with less emphasis being placed on ‘the
how’ of the playing. The notes of a tune, in terms of pitch considerations primarily,
are somehow seen as constituting the tune. Other factors relating to the playing,
many of them hidden from sight, at least overtly, are frequently ignored.

Dance tunes which are played for dancing have an obvious rhythmic aspect. I
suggest that, when such tunes are played for listening, they still should have a very
real rhythmic impetus, even if it is not the same. The true character of each tune-
type, be it reel, jig, hornpipe, polka, slide, or other, depends on its own particular
idiomatic dynamic enunciation. In the absence of such, the individual rhythmic
identities of the tunes tend to be submerged, something which often leads to the
situation, for example, where a hornpipe can sound like a reel. In this respect, for
example, well-known hornpipes like ‘Kitty’s Wedding’ and ‘“The Boys of Bluehill
are frequently played in this manner. Indeed I have even heard a hornpipe being
included in a set of reels, with no distinction being made between it and the actual
reels played before and after — it was as if there was no difference between these
individual dance metres. The way the tunes were played made them sound the same
in almost all respects except with regard to the notes of the melodies.

Bowing?
Central to imparting the characteristic rhythm and appropriate articulation to the
type of tune being played is the bowing, a point echoed by Toméas O Canainn,
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saying that ‘the whole character of the music depends on bowing more than on any
other single item’® and by Earl Spielman when he states that bowing ‘accounts for
a tremendous part of what we refer to as performance style’.* Bowing is taken in
the widest sense in this discussion, and includes such specific aspects as bowing
sequences and patterns, as well as thythmic articulation and accentuation. However,
detailed consideration of such fundamental features of fiddle-playing is often not
considered to be a high priority, and is often ignored in favour of the acquisition of
increased repertoire. The situation as to the suggested ‘rhythmic deficit” can even be
more acute in the case of what may be termed ‘minority” tunes, such a description
referring to their lower ‘rate of occurrence” within the wider general tradition.
Examples are the polkas and slides of the Sliabh Luachra tradition.® In relation to
the respective rhythmic characteristics of these particular tune-types, there may
not be in general circulation a great deal of information with which the performing
process might be informed.

The role of the bow is all the more remarkable when it is realised that the
actual contact area between the bow-hairs and the fiddle-string is so small. Yet all
the expressive qualities of the bowing-hand, in terms of its sensitivity and power,
are applied to the fiddle through the bow, by means of this tiny fragile link: at this
point of contact and intersection, so much depends on so little. This is not at all to say
that the left hand, the fingering hand, has little to contribute — far from it! However,
it may very well be said that the bowing contributes so much more than merely
‘playing the notes’, and thereby making the sound: indeed it plays an essential role
in giving the music its full meaning. It is with the bow that we get to the heart of the
music, or as Batt Scanlon said, “The bow may be termed the soul of the instrument
to which it is applied’.t

Rhythmic articulation

Among the many diverse facets of bowing are those which are more overtly obvious
and at times even visible, such as the very making of the sound, whether notes are
slurred or played separately, and in relation to bow direction. Less clearly noticeable
perhaps are the ways in which the various sequences and patterns of notes are
articulated by the bow, alternately up and down with appropriate accentuation
and timing, thereby generating the particular rhythms of the different tune-types.
In other words, the bow not only makes the notes, but also plays a central role in
imparting to each tune its identifiable rhythmic personality. As Tony DeMarco and
Miles Krassen point out, ‘Bow control is responsible not only for tone but also for
good timing and the distinctive rhythm that characterizes jigs, reels, and hornpipes’”
From a more general perspective, Hollis Taylor considers that ‘music is really dance’,
and goes on to talk about ‘everything the bow can do to impart rhythm and dance
and groove’? Furthermore, in an overall sense, the manner in which each individual
player expresses the music, especially its rthythmic dimension, by means of their
own way of bowing, contributes significantly to creating personal styles of playing.
With reference to the question of regional styles of playing, particular traits and
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identities that are manifest in this wider context are also very much associated with
bowing.

In addition to the process of bowing note sequences and patterns in different
particular ways, by means of slurring and/or individual bows, it is also the case that
certain notes in each bar are accentuated appropriately for the tune-type in question,
and the bow plays a crucial part. The manner in which the rhythmic identity of the
tune is expressed owes a great deal to the combination of the bowing sequences and
the way in which both the notes and bow-strokes are articulated, as well as how the
various different kinds of ornamentation are integrated into this process.

Even though the accentuation patterns for the individual tune-types vary
significantly, it may sometimes be implied that somehow they are ‘all the same’,
perhaps anecdotally, and through the usage in a general sense of the term ‘Irish
Style’ of fiddle-playing. This seems to suggest that there is a single way of playing
Irish fiddle tunes, as distinct from, say, Appalachian ones. However, this misses
the point that Irish style embraces an ‘Irish” way of playing reels, an ‘Irish” way
of playing jigs, and similarly of playing the various other kinds of tunes. Each of
these has certain articulatory features that are present in all tunes of that class, so
transcending the playing of the individual musician. At the same time, it is the case
that each player exhibits a particular way of playing all the tunes in their repertoire,
thereby constituting their personal playing style, perhaps what Sheila Randles means
when she says that ‘It is not unusual for fiddle-players to develop an idiosyncratic
style of phrasing and articulation and thus apply it to what they play’’

Looked at in another way, player A differs from player B in the way that they
play jigs, for example. However, there are certain features common to how both
play this kind of tune, but which at the same time are different from those found
in the playing of reels, for instance. Similarly, certain commonalities are evident
in how each of them plays across all the tune-types, despite the fact that there are
significant differences in the detail of how these are played. Perhaps the relationship
between these variables can be represented by a matrix, as is shown in Figure 1,
with the columns denoting the characteristics of the different tune-types, and the
rows corresponding to the individual’s style of playing. Throughout each column
and each row, respectively, certain features are common. The cell at the intersection
of a tune-type with a particular player corresponds to how that class of tune is
played by that player. For example, the highlighted cell refers to how a reel is played
by player C.
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Tune-type characteristics
Polka | Reel | Hornpipe |Jig | Slide
Style of player A
Style of player B
Style of player C -
Style of player N

Figure 1 Matrix representing tune-type characteristics versus individual style of playing

Polka rhythm

To elaborate on the point that each tune-type has its own unique characteristic
rhythmic features, the polka, as played within the Sliabh Luachra tradition, will
now be considered in detail. While it may be true that, in many cases, the ‘notes’ of
a polka can be sounded without too much difficulty, I suggest that it is an entirely
different matter to articulate them with the relevant rhythmic impulse. Indeed 1
often feel that, in a certain sense, the relative ease with which the notes themselves
can be played may somehow be inversely proportional to the difficulty involved in
creating the appropriate rhythm and ‘swing’. And, unless the tune is imbued with
these characteristics, then much of its real essence is missing, at least within the
context of the Sliabh Luachra tradition. In marked contrast, polkas take on their full
meaning in the hands of players who understand this music, people like ‘The Sliabh
Luachra Fiddle Master’, Padraig O’Keeffe (1887-1963), and his pupils such as Denis
Murphy (1910-1974), Julia Clifford (1914-1997), and Johnny O’Leary (1923-2004).
With particular regard to Johnny’s playing, Terry Moylan considers his polkas to be
as ‘complex and interesting’” as reels might be when played by another musician. He
also alludes to the gamut of rhythmic possibilities which can feature in the playing
of polkas, and, in so doing, is surely underscoring the importance of the rhythmic
dimension with regard to articulating and expressing the music:

A bar typically consists of two quaver doublets. Each quaver may be divided
into two or more sub-units, or two or more quavers may be combined to make
a longer note. The choice of which of the four to divide or combine, along
with the range of possible sub-divisions and the effects of juxtaposition with
similarly varied bars within the musical phrase, makes available a large range
of rhythmic devices. Johnny uses these judiciously in his polkas, to such effect
that polkas in his hands can sound as complex and interesting as reels in the
hands of somebody else. For someone used to the pedestrian way that polkas
are treated by so many players, Johnny’s playing of them always comes as
quite a surprise.!’

In my personal experience of teaching people to play the various different
tune-types on the fiddle, I have found that, even though the polka’s melodic features
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may often be considered uncomplicated, its rhythmic articulation is very often what
those from outside the Sliabh Luachra tradition find most difficult to realise in their
playing, and also to retain. This particular rhythmic identity can be so elusive for
those who do not have the apposite performance contexts relating to both the music
and dance of the area. Johnny McCarthy, who finds that the polka’s ‘simplicity is an
attraction’'! also notes, ‘It is in the performance that the subtle complexity which lies
within the polka is portrayed’.'? He goes on to refer to the significant insight that
the musicians of the area have of their own music, something which is evident in
how they play, particularly when compared to those from outside the tradition. He
suggests further that the very features which are most strongly identified with this
particular tune-type are also those which may be thought of by some as being the
less important:

Due to deep understanding of the form, the local musicians can capture the
nuances and swing of the tunes, a feature often missed or misinterpreted by
musicians from outside the area. However it is exactly these features that some
musicians regard as being inferior — simplicity, rhythm, phrasing, for example
- on which the strength of the form can be established.'®

While the melodic aspects of a polka, as well as various other features, all
contribute to creating the ‘whole’ tune in its entirety, there is no doubt that it is
the way in which it is played that truly makes it what it is. Fundamental to this
is the characteristic thythm, in which ‘the second and fourth quaver in each bar
are emphasised slightly’* Because there are four quavers in each bar, with the
beat occurring on quavers one and three, the stress is placed on the ‘off beat’, as
illustrated in part I of the well-known polka ‘The Top of Maol, shown in Figure 2.5
However, the kind of emphasis which is idiomatic to this music is not the kind of
accent which may be encountered in other musics, where it may sometimes be quite
abrupt, but is rather like a swelling effect on the notes in question, and, ‘is achieved
by pressing slightly on the bow with the first finger, and at the same time moving
it a little faster’!® It is often more noticeable on a crotchet, where it occurs on the
second half of the note, and therefore on the second half of the bow-stroke: the same
may be true if two quavers are slurred together in one bow, as frequently happens
in this style of music. I suggest that this may well be what Sean O Riada had in
mind when he spoke of the ‘West Limerick-North Kerry’ style of bowing as being
‘cross-single-bowing. That is, the accent frequently falls on the second of a couple of
slurred notes’” With regard to his designation of this composite region as a stylistic
area, perhaps he intended it to incorporate Sliabh Luachra, particularly given his
great admiration for, and friendship with Denis Murphy, from whom, presumably,
he acquired a great deal of knowledge about this music.
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Figure 2 Part 1 of the polka ‘The Top of Maol, illustrating the ‘off-beat’ accent.’®

At times, the off-beat emphasis is accompanied very effectively by a form of
double-stopping or droning which involves playing the ‘drone note’, not continuously,
but rather in a somewhat pulsed manner to coincide with the melody notes of
rhythmic importance. This has the effect of imparting additional emphasis to these
accented notes, thereby underlining and perhaps reinforcing the characteristic off-
beat articulation. The drone is usually on an adjacent open string, generally below
but possibly above, and at times may be fingered. This form of droning can often
sound as if it is occurring almost incidentally rather than being played intentionally.
Also, there may appear to be a certain randomness and unpredictability about it,
almost as if the drone string is being played accidentally. However this is not at
all the case, although it may often appear to be so. These stylistic features are also
described by Johnny McCarthy, when in relation to accentuation, he says, ‘In the
fiddle technique, this is very often achieved by leaning on the down-bow which
frequently results in striking the adjoining string thus giving the impression of
double stopping’.”’

A further insight may be gained by considering in more detail the actual
bowing process involved. When the bow is positioned in order to play on a particular
string, the ‘clearance’ between the bow-hairs and the adjacent strings is very little.
By adjusting the horizontal orientation of the bow very slightly, it is possible to
continue playing on that one string, but simultaneously to have the bow almost
touching the neighbouring string, but not quite. With the bow thus positioned, any
downward increase in pressure, applied in order to accentuate a particular note,
also results in the bow touching the adjacent string, and thereby causing it to sound.
If such action continues over the duration of a number of accented notes, then the
pulse-like droning effect becomes apparent. The overall result is to enhance the way
in which the inherent rhythmic dynamic is expressed.

The degree to which the particular kind of off-beat stress under consideration
is used can vary noticeably throughout a tune — it is not at all uniform with regard to
both extent and intensity. In effect, it is being modulated continuously by the player
to create the appropriate rthythmic drive, and at the same time maintain musical
interest. The fact that it is not predictable adds greatly to the vitality of the music,
especially in the hands of the great players. Furthermore its use varies from one
musician to the next: in the case of some players, it can be quite obvious and overt,
while in the playing of others it is more subtle and understated, perhaps almost to
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the point of seeming to be not present, but not quite. Either way, it is an integral part
of how a polka is played: without such rhythmic expression, the tune would sound
‘flat” and lifeless. However, this is not something which Sliabh Luachra musicians
themselves think about consciously, or indeed talk about, but rather is it a part of the
way in which they play.

This kind of rhythmic enunciation is clearly to be heard in Padraig O’Keeffe’s
music, with the off-beat emphasis being very much variable in extent and intensity,
but nonetheless a key feature. This effect is audible throughout his playing, for
example in his performance of ‘O’Sullivan’s Polka’? Specifically, it can be heard
that, in bars 3 and 4 for instance, two quavers or their equivalent are slurred in each
bow, with the idiomatic accentuation occurring on quavers two and four, in the
second half of the bow-stroke. The characteristic slurring sequence of two quavers
per bow, with two bows per bar, which may perhaps be referred to as a ‘2-2" bowing
pattern, is to be seen in many of his manuscripts. However, the extent of the usage
of this kind of bowing varies, as the slurred note patterns are, at times, interspersed
with single-note bows. Such may be seen in the untitled ‘Polka’ shown in Figure 3
(a), which is written in his own notation method, with a transcription in standard
notation given in Figure 3 (b).?'
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Figure 3 Untitled ‘Polka’:** (a) Padraig’s notation® (b) Transcription in standard notation®
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The over-riding feeling produced by the kind of rhythmic articulation being
discussed here is one of on-going rhythmic pulsation, perhaps as described by
Dorothea E. Hast and Stanley Scott when they state: ‘Sliabh Luachra players tend to
use distinctive ostinato® rhythms in their bowing’.? The effect is to give a continuous
impetus and flow to the music, as it moves forward with respect to time. Such was
also observed by Breandan Breathnach when he said, with specific reference to the
accordion playing of Johnny O’Leary, that ‘the sustained pulse and forward thrust
which are noticeable in his dance music makes dancing compulsive for his listeners’.”
The characteristic rhythmic ‘swing’, that becomes an intrinsic part of the polka as a
result of how it is played, ‘simultaneously provides the beat required by the dancers,
while weaving a trance-like dimension into the texture of the music’.?® This mantra-
like attribute of the music, arising from the way it is played, is also alluded to by
Johnny McCarthy in saying, ‘The effect is one of pulsive [pulsing] monotony. The
recurrent stress on the off-beat produces this pulse, which continues throughout
the entire piece. This, together with melodic simplicity, often creates a performance
of hypnotic effect.” Such qualities of the rhythmic drive are also implied by Fintan
Vallely when he talks of ‘pulsing, mantric [sic] polkas’,* albeit in reference to the
playing by Maire O’Keeffe, Johnny McCarthy and myself of ‘Din Tarrant’s Polka /
John Keane’s Polka / John McGovern’s Polka’.!

Dynamic accentuation

The concept of dynamics is one that is not generally thought of in the context of
traditional music, probably because of the perception that overall volume levels
remain relatively constant, such as may be considered, for example, as applying to
‘Baroque music [...] [where] level planes of volume are often implied”.*> However,
if the term ‘dynamics’ is taken as referring to ‘the aspect of musical expression
resulting from variation in the volume of the sound’,* then it is surely also applicable
to traditional music, but in a particular way. While it may be largely the case that, in
this music, volume per se does not change dramatically, as happens in other genres,
nonetheless there is an ongoing variation in this parameter, but on a different time
scale. The issue relates not so much to the idea of volume as in ‘loud’ and ‘soft’, but
rather to its temporal (that is ‘time”) aspects. Any changes that are manifest in this
variable quantity correspond to the rate of rhythmic articulation being expressed in
the tune itself.

I would now like briefly to consider the question of accentuation from the
alternative perspective of audio-frequency signal analysis, in the realm of which,
a time-domain waveform is a plot of signal amplitude versus time — that is a graph
of the ongoing level or magnitude of the sound with respect to time. Normally, the
horizontal axis represents time, with the vertical axis indicating signal amplitude,
in relation to which, the greater the displacement of the signal from the centre line,
the louder it sounds. The waveform for Padraig O’Keeffe’s playing of bars 1 to 4 of
‘O’Sullivan’s Polka’,* to which reference has already been made, on the repeat of the
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tune at about 31 sec on the track, is shown in Figure 4 (a), with the five vertical lines
delineating the four bars. The corresponding notation is given in Figure 4 (b).
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Figure 4 Bars 1 to 4 of ‘O’Sullivan’s Polka’, as played by Padraig O'Keeffe:
(a) Time-domain waveform (b) Standard notation®

As may be seen, the amplitude® is not constant throughout, but rather is
changing continually with time, the fluctuations providing a visual representation
of the articulation of the tune. To a certain extent, these relate to the parameters of
loud f and soft p, but more so to the accentuation and emphasis of individual notes,
particularly those adjacent to each other. It is in the latter sense that an increase in
amplitude, that is a swelling effect, is discernable on the waveform plot. However,
it is not so noticeable in the bar which features the semiquaver note grouping.
Nonetheless, the points of relative emphasis on the waveform coincide with the off-
beat quavers, thereby manifesting the polka’s characteristic accentuation.

Furthermore, another ‘hidden’ phenomenon is taking place simultaneously
which contributes to the effect created by the kind of bowing that is idiomatic of the
style. When a fiddle-string is bowed, the extent to which harmonics (partials or over-
tones) are generated, and, hence the resulting timbre, depends on the bow pressure
and on the actual position of the bow on the string. By playing louder, that is leaning
on the bow and perhaps moving it faster, the amplitude of the waveform increases,
as has been seen, but also the higher harmonics are ‘excited’ to a greater degree, or
perhaps, as may be expressed in lay terms, the more apparent and significant do the
higher harmonics become, and hence the more intense the sound. In other words,
the action of playing louder, not only increases the signal level in itself, but also it
alters the timbre, or sound quality, in such a way as to contribute to an increased
perception of loudness. These various matters are addressed in an un-credited
website essay dealing with many aspects of the violin, including bowing technique
and the physics of the instrument:

The violin produces louder notes when the player either moves the bow faster
or pushes down harder on the string. The two methods are not equivalent,
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because they produce different timbres; pressing down on the string tends to
produce a harsher, more intense sound. The location where the bow intersects
the string also influences timbre. Playing close to the bridge (sul ponticello)
gives a more intense sound than usual, emphasizing the higher harmonics;
and playing with the bow over the end of the fingerboard (sul tasto) makes for
a delicate, ethereal sound, emphasizing the fundamental frequency.”

While the presence of the appropriate accentuation is a pre-requisite for
creating the rhythmic identities of the various different tune-types, it is equally
the case, as stated earlier, that continuous variability of this effect, as well as a
certain unpredictability in how it is enunciated, is very much an overall part of the
music, particularly in the hands of the better players. Metronomic uniformity and
regularity are an anathema to such musical expression. In addition to the idea of
on-going modulation of the rhythmic impulse, the accent may, at times, appear to be
shifted in time because of particular bowing sequences and consequent phrasing.
Also, in specific instances, this may intentionally be done by actually placing the
stress on the ‘wrong’ note. These features can add greatly to the overall vitality and
beauty of the music.

Rhythmic imperative

An examination of the various other tune-types, along parallel lines to that
undertaken here in the case of the polka, would yield a corresponding set of findings.
Each tune has its own distinctive idiomatic personality in terms of rhythmic
enunciation, and, in the case of fiddle-playing, bowing plays a major part in this.
The notes of the tune are only a part of the complete picture, and therefore need
to be interpreted and expressed in the manner appropriate to the particular type
of tune involved. Without such, the tune can scarcely be considered that which it
purports to be — surely, the rhythmic imperative is a sine qua non.

In former times, for example from about 1920 to 1963 when Padraig O'Keeffe
was teaching music throughout the Sliabh Luachra area, the situation with regard
to gaining the relevant knowledge was different from today. Because people lived in
a society and within a context where traditional music was perhaps the dominant
form of music, and where little other music was heard, compared to the present
day, a great deal of information about the music, and about how it should sound,
was acquired subconsciously by those who were learning to play. Such latent ‘folk
knowledge’ guided them in creating their own music, and in knowing when their
efforts sounded ‘right’. As Paddy Jones has observed:

In Padraig’s generation, I mean, this was the pop music. This was the music that
they heard when they went to a party at night, a wedding, a dance, whatever.
These were the tunes that were being played. So they were a living thing. But
now it’s not the case.*®

The position which pertained at that time contrasts greatly with that of today,
in that many of those learning music live in an environment where little or none of
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the particular genre of music being studied, including traditional music, is heard
or played, and where the dominant aural input to their lives is “pop” music. In such
circumstances, a milieu for playing their chosen music is unlikely to be present,
and so it is difficult for them to gain an appreciation and understanding of the
contexts and aesthetics of that which they are trying to perform, and in particular
the rhythmic dimension. It almost goes without saying that most never have the
opportunity to play for dancers, or even to witness such events. In certain respects,
it may not be too much to say that they are endeavouring to learn this music ‘outside
the tradition”".”

The situation regarding the lack of rhythmic expression can be exacerbated,
in my opinion, by the almost ever-present guitar and/or bouzouki accompaniment.
The use of such accompanying instruments has by now become much more
prevalent and indeed integral. Paradoxically, rhythmically-based accompaniment
not only often clashes with the rhythmic impetus inherent in the tune being played,
but frequently can lead to having its subtleties in this respect diminished. There is
no doubt that these instruments have now found a niche in Irish traditional music.
Since this has happened in a relatively short period of time, there is little history
of how they should integrate musically, and across the repertoire range found in
this music. Both the guitar and bouzouki are wonderful instruments when played
well, and especially with stylistic accommodation to what is being accompanied.
However, the playing, at times, reflects the aesthetics and ‘codes of practice’ of other
musical genres. It is also the case that these instruments are relatively easy to play
at the basic level of three chords. When this degree of achievement is coupled to a
less than satisfactory knowledge or perhaps no knowledge at all, about that which
is being accompanied, then the result is surely likely to do a great disservice to the
music.

Furthermore, and with direct reference to the suggested lack of rhythmic
articulation frequently found in the music of inexperienced players, if the
accompanying instruments are played such as to try to provide all the rhythmic
impetus, then the result is far from a good performance. Both sets of instruments,
namely ‘melody’ and accompaniment, miss the point completely, with neither being
played to its potential. Perhaps worse, to try to compensate for this lack in the music,
other instruments, such as bodhrédn, may be added. However, it seems to me that
the result is often somehow inversely proportional to the number of instruments
added.

Conclusion

The objective of this paper has been to highlight a perceived diminution of the
rhythmic dimension in the music as it moves to newer learning and performance
contexts. As has been stated, the immediacy of acquiring new tunes, or at least their
notes, frequently seems to take precedence over developing the more expressive
and ‘hidden’ aspects of the music. And of course, for many young people who are
learning to play this music, a stimulating and informative aural/oral environment
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does not exist in what, paradoxically and perhaps contradictorily, is termed the
‘information age’.

With regard to overcoming this problem, a more concerted effort, perhaps
with novel approaches, may be necessary on the part of those who teach this music,
in which respect I take the term ‘teaching’ to have a wider rather than a narrower
meaning. Regarding the education of future music teachers, I think that a case can
be made for topics such as I have addressed here being featured in the curricula of
courses in tertiary education. I think that those who are being educated and trained
to teach music, including the playing of traditional instruments, particularly the
fiddle, should be aware of the difficulties outlined herein. Even those courses which
deal primarily with traditional music performance should, I feel, also incorporate
such material. Whether or not it is generally realised, many of those who graduate
from these courses do teach, at least to some extent.
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