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involvements in a further level of informal participatory music making. These
activities take place mostly in familial and social contexts, such as informal playing at
home with parents and siblings and playing with friends in various session contexts,
including: festivals; secondary school lunchtime sessions (Conal); CCE ‘slow’
sessions or the many community based sessions organised for younger members, such
as Reels on Wheels® (Conal, Sean), or Ag Seinm.* At the informal end of the spectrum,
a relatively new trend or development is the new-found respectability of street busking
at Fleadhs and on other occasions, an activity currently popular amongst Sean and his

musician school friends.

For this researcher, two findings emerge in particular. Given how the literature
generally emphasises the participatory nature of Irish traditional music, a surprising
amount of these learners’ weekly activities are in fact centred on formally organised,
expert-led activities. This may in part reflect the period of data collection (autumn
school term), as summer music activities are not documented as such. Another
significant finding is how group music making is very much part of the music worlds
of each of these young musicians. All seven participants seem to have established their
own particular niche in group music making, be it classical, Irish traditional, or indeed
other styles, such as rock, popular or liturgical, attesting perhaps to music making as

a vital aspect of their musical lives.

Fig. 4.3 presents a spectrum of the activities in which the students were involved at

time of data collection.

Fig. 4.3 Music activities spectrum
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4.9.1.3 Perceptions: individual and social aspects?
In these data, both individual and social dynamics of music making and learning are
emphasised and valued, albeit for different reasons. Many of the learners refer to their
individual involvement as being sometimes solitary, more ‘formal’ or academically
focused, and having a formative or ‘personal development’ dimension (Nora, Ellen).
While there is no causal relationship, several associate this side of their music
predominantly with their classical practice, whereas a social focus is generally
attributed to Irish traditional music (for most, though not all). Those who comment on
the individual and social dimensions of their practice value and emphasise the
importance of both aspects of their music making. For example, Ellen comments on
the work involved and the aloneness of learning classical repertoire in comparison
with traditional music, which is all about ‘playing with people’ (IntE2). Associating
Irish traditional music with knowing and playing with people is similarly echoed by
Brid and Sean. In reflecting on her music, Aine very much sees her classical practice
as predominantly a solo activity and as something associated with educational
attainment and her own personal development. There is an individual dimension to her
Irish traditional music also, but she views it differently: as less pressured, more social
and more associated with leisure and holidays, as she thoroughly enjoys ‘all the social
bits’ of her Irish traditional music making but also loves playing classical (IntA3).
Associating Irish traditional music with leisure, holidays, sociability is echoed by
Maebh, Ellen and Brid. What emerges in their descriptions of music learning and
making, is a sense of a perception of music as having relevance in their lives beyond
the lesson and their practice: a commitment to music and an expectation that music

will always be part of their lives in some way.

A recent study (Isbell and Stanley, 2016) commented on the ‘openness to other
perspectives’ among musicians who engage in different musics. While one of these
students regularly encounters considerable bias and negativity towards her classical
practice, it is refreshing to note how, similar to Isbell and Stanley’s (2016) findings,
these young musicians value, understand and engage with the differences in both
musics openly and positively. Such attitudes contrast with Finnegan’s (2007) findings,
where she encountered a jaundiced view of ‘other’ musics, among particular groups
of musicians who regarded their music as ‘self-evidently the form of music learning’

(p137). In contrast, these findings show an unmistakeable commitment to all the
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activities of music learning at individual and social levels, irrespective of the different
and goals and aspirations held for both.

Do these learners socially code-switch? Yes, they engage in the differing social mores
of each genre. What is interesting is that unlike the professional musicians described
by Cottrell (2007), it seems that at a social level, it is for the most part automatically

and unconsciously done.

4.9.2 Interpersonal dynamics
Another aspect of learning that emerges when examining the differing dynamics of
these activities is ownership: what Folkestad (2006) describes in terms of the ‘decision
making’ within activities (p. 142). Student activities in this research include self-
directed independent learning, such as independent instrumental practice, engaged in
by all, to varying degrees, in both genres. Students such as Conal, Maebh, and Ellen
are self-taught traditional musicians. In other activities, ‘decisions’ (Folkestad, 2006:
142) are teacher / mentor led, often in the style of teacher-learner master-apprentice
(Campbell, 1991; McCarthy, 1999) approaches. They also learn in peer-led
collaborative contexts in which they have ownership of the process and the decisions
made (Lamont et al., 2003; Green, 2002). When issues of ownership and decision
making in these students’ range of activities is considered, it brings to the fore the very
different interpersonal dynamics they experience in music learning. In this sense, the
ownership lens highlights how they and others are involved in their music learning
and making, for example, the important of the teacher in the ‘transactional’ nature of
classical teaching and learning (Lennon, 1997: 210), the rootedness of traditional
music making in family and community (O’Flynn, 2011) or the role of friends and
peers in collaborative projects and informal music making activities (Lamont and
Hargreaves, 2003; Green, 2002), all of which are underpinned by the family,

institutions or community of classical and Irish traditional musics.

The participant portraits and vignettes of learning presented earlier in this chapter
illustrate these varied interpersonal dynamics. In a collective sense, these vignettes
highlight the transactional and changing nature of ownership and how, irrespective of
the particular dynamic, decision making is at times led, but it is also shared, in ways

that involve collaboration and promote problem solving and shared decision making.
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In these various contexts, the student moves from (vacillate between) a peripheral to
a central position in regards to the decisions of their many activities. This bimusical
interpersonal dynamic is illustrated in figure 4.4 below.

TEACHER

PEERS

Group rehearsals INSTITUTIONS /
peer-led ORGANISATIONS
: Group rehearsals
i Indepe:}dent Community egv ertlod
PIaciIco performance i
Listening s Recordings & Competitions
B Tladmonal Broadcasts .
Busking sessions Instrumental tuition
) Individual, small group
Informal playing Gigs Performance
(at home, with fiiends) & I
s . . assessment, concert
Self-taught Bimusical learner

Tours

Fig. 4.4 Bimusical learning: Interpersonal dynamics

4.9.2.1 Valuing collaborative learning and music making
Many of the students’ multiple activities (particularly in the traditional scene)
encourage ownership and a central role in decision making. A particular activity that
several of the students talk about is Gael-linn’s Siansa group competition. Such
opportunities to collaborate, play with peers, and to be the central players in activities
are emphasised and appear to be highly motivational. Other group music making
examples include Sean’s informal busking activities, Brid’s twice weekly sessions
with friends to arrange and rehearse music for their impending group tour and Conal’s
description of how he and his sister organised, chose, composed and rehearsed their
music arrangement for their entry to the Siansa competition. For Aine, it is about
playing with friends in various social settings. She comments on the sense of gradually
gaining a more central role in, for example, sessions where she now suggests and
decides the next set of tunes for others to play (suggesting tunes at sessions was more
difficult at an earlier stage). The social dynamic of collaborative, shared, friendship
dimension of their traditional music making is further emphasised in the many further
summer time activities—festivals, Fleadhanna, summer schools—discussed by the

students.
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4.9.2.2 Independent instrumental practice
The ‘decisions of the activity’ reflect a very different dynamic in independent
instrumental practice. Most of the students adopt the lesson format when they practise
independently in both traditions. Many classical music teachers are conscious of
modelling best practice in lessons and give advice as to what and how to practise.
Thus, the student’s independent classical practice is, to some degree, ‘teacher
initiated’: whereas some students follow the advice closely, others make their own
decisions with varying outcomes. In this research, independent traditional music
practice seems to afford a greater element of ownership and decision making for a
number of reasons. Requirements for the next class lesson are quickly achieved, for
some ‘within a day or two’ (IntA2), which allows for other activities of their own
choice. Just as traditional lessons start and often finish with playing tunes, (an activity
which is teacher-led in the class context), in their home practice, playing tunes takes
many guises. Many depart from the formal practising structure, choosing what to play,
when and how, for example, as part of organised practice session, or randomly picking

up an instrument and playing tunes at will.

4.9.2.3 Changing Patterns of Ownership
What also emerges in this research is that irrespective of the dynamics of learning
activities, there is a natural shift towards ownership among older students as they take
on a more central role in the decisions of their learning and become more independent
learners in both genres. Decision making devolves to the student to a greater extent in
some traditional learning contexts at a much earlier point than in their classical
learning. This is due, at least in part, to the collaborative nature of some group projects
(Gael-linn Siansa competition) but also because many assume ownership at a much
earlier stage for their individual traditional music learning. These data show that these
changing patterns of ownership occur in tandem with changes in the musical ‘cycle of
development’ (Finnegan, 2007: 136) in both genres. At the time of data collection,
Maebh, Ellen and Brid had achieved the end of a classical instrumental grade
examination cycle, all three of them had chosen to continue classical studies at third
level. For learners who were eighteen years or older, involvement in CCE competition
and class structures was also changing, as it would seem that such activities in practice
cease for this older age group. What emerges in these students practices are continuing

activities alongside new activities and pathways. Several participants are now engaged
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in touring, gigging, recording, broadcasting and diversifying into music making in
other genres (rock, popular, liturgical). Thus it appears to be a time when many weigh
up current and future choices beyond the class lesson, in continuing on musical
pathways and engaging in music as a lifelong pursuit. The discussion will return to

this topic in the final chapter.

4.9.3 Musically involved families
While general research findings suggest that musicians come from all sorts of music
and non-music backgrounds (Hallam, 1998; Davidson, Howe, Moore & Sloboda,
1996; Creech, 2010; Lamont, 2011), one of the recurring themes in classical music
literature in particular is the role that musically involved families play in fostering and
developing a child’s music learning and playing. Earlier in this chapter, these young
musicians described the many ways in which family members—parents, siblings,
cousins, uncles aunts—were musically involved, through performing, playing in
sessions, playing in bands (various genres), or through learning or teaching music.
Such narratives resonate with Finnegan’s (2007) findings concerning hereditary
features and musical pathways adopted within families. Finnegan noted a hereditary
aspect, particularly evident among those in the classical music world® and less so in
folk and jazz musics in her research. In this research, it is the inherited aspects of
traditional music making that comes strongly to the fore among the students. The
hereditary classical element is less present, as five of the seven musicians are first-
generation classical music learners, thereby forging new musical pathways in this
genre. However, for six of these seven students (within the family, and at community
level for Brid and Ellen), there is a strong sense of traditional music being ‘passed on’
(McCarthy, 1999), and of these young musicians following in the pathways of
previous generations. Such is the strength of intergenerational musical involvement
in, for example, Conal’s family background, that within Irish traditional music he
would be regarded as coming from a ‘traditional music dynasty’®, a term coined by
MacAoidh (1994: 226). Interestingly, Nora could be similarly regarded in a bimusical

Sense.

4.9.3.1 Supporting music learning and making
In these musically involved families, active music learning and making emerges as

both a supported and ‘accepted part’ of family life (Finnegan, 2007). Extensive
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literature documents the types of supports that parents give in encouraging and
fostering music learning (Creech, 2010; Creech and Hallam, 2011; Finnegan, 2007,
McPherson and Davidson, 2006; Hallam, 1998; Davidson et al.,1996). Several of
these young musicians, particularly those still at second-level schooling, comment on
how their parents support music making and home practice in the form of reminders,
expectations, encouragement, discussions about music and, in some cases, listening to
their practising and playing. Others wistfully comment on the absence of the home
routine and structured support for their practice now that they are in college (IntB2).
Parents in this research identify the kinds of support needed for each genre. Examples
include having extensive access to audio recordings of traditional music, classical
musical scores, quiet designated space for practice equipped with a music stand
(classical music practice) and, in Aine’s case, a holder on the wall for the fiddle so that
‘at the drop of a hat, or even without thinking, Aine will just go over, “pick up’ her
fiddle and play (IntA4). Further examples of support include facilitating group
rehearsals (Conal, Sean, Maebh, Ellen), and in the case of Conal, Néra and Aine,
encouraging and enabling concert attendance in both genres. Funding and resourcing
instruments and multiple instrumental tuition is a factor for all of these parents’ Such
findings reflect Howe and Sloboda’s (1991) observations that ‘time, transport, money,
organisation, and motivation are vital elements which nearly all parents must provide’
throughout a child’s musical learning (1991: 51). In this researcher’s view, this
becomes particularly pertinent in the Irish context, given the privately-funded nature

of most instrumental learning.

4.9.3.2 Ways of learning
Reflective perhaps of the transmission traditions and practices in these genres is how
music making and learning is supported in ways that are conscious and deliberate, but
also incidental, and even accidental within these students’ families and music making
communities. The young musician’s narratives reflect these many ways of learning.
The students talk about learning incidents, such as being shown how to play something
by a parent or older sibling or receiving words of advice regarding some aspect of their
music making, as mentioned by Sean, Conal and Maebh. Learning though being
immersed in the sounds and ways of traditions is evident in how they informally swop
and learn tunes from other family members and in how they pick up tunes by ‘osmosis’

from hearing others play (IntM2; IntS2, IntC2). For those with parents who are ‘active
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musicians’, familial music making also involves informal playing and performing
together (Conal, Aine, Maebh). In several households, music making is part of leisure
patterns (sessions, family parties and events), and there is a sense of the younger
musicians being socialised in music, in some cases from a very early age, but
particularly into the Irish traditional music scene. This emerges in examples such as:
Brid’s memory of sitting playing in sessions with her uncles as a small child; Aine and
her mother’s, descriptions of informal sessions involving extended family and Aine’s
mother’s belief in ‘carry[ing] on the tradition, if at all possible’ (IntA4). Similarly,
Conal, Maebh and their parents all talk about traditional music always being part of
the family, and refer to the extended circle of traditional music friends and colleagues
dropping by. Maebh’s father sums up this immersion in traditional music as a ‘way of

life’ (IntM4).

In contrast, familial involvements in classical music appear to tell a different story.
The intergenerational dimension emerges for Conal and Nora, with classical music
listening, learning and to varying degrees music-making part of both homes. For the
other five learners, who are first-generation classical musicians, one gets the
impression that for the most part, classical music does not permeate the home
soundscape beyond the regular practice routine. Differing parental motivations are
revealed for familial involvements in classical music, such as: initiated in response to
a child’s giftedness; to nurture a child’s musical interest; to give the child the ‘benefits
of classical music’; to support their traditional music practice, or simply as part of
learning music. While for many of these young musicians, classical music may
demand the greater balance of time spent practising, in other respects, it impacts little

on the social dimensions of their home life.

410 Conclusion

The individual musical worlds of these students reflect diverse music learning and
making in a variety of settings: formal, social and familial. The various settings of
their music making highlight how the many musicians and others that surround
them—friends, peers, mentors, communities, but especially family—involve them in
a rich tapestry of practices, traditions, musical sounds, beliefs and understandings.

Family plays a prominent role in these young musicians’ music making in hereditary,
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supportive and participatory capacities and, as noted in previous studies, the home
continues to be a major setting for music learning. Each student’s narrative reflects
different senses of immersion and participation in the classical and Irish traditional
music traditions. References to socialising in music emerges in the conversations of
all participants: while there is a very strong familial dimension, all emphasise the
importance of music-making with friends and like-minded peers, with some
particularly emphasising the value of friendships made and kept through music. There
is an unmistakeable commitment to the activities of music learning at individual and
social levels, and both musics fulfil important, yet different purposes in the lives of

these young musicians.

1Summer schools and masterclasses mentioned by the students in this research include: Willie Clancy
Summer School, Joe Mooney Summer School; Blas International Summer School of Irish traditional
Music and Dance.

2]t is also interesting to note the points at which young musicians drop out—what Lamont (2011) refers
to as ‘risk points’. Based on these data, the Irish Leaving Certificate cycle poses a particular risk point
and a time when particular activities are prioritised or dropped. The transition to third-level education
can pose similar challenges. Hallam and Creech (2010) also contribute to this topic.

3Dublin based pop-up session for younger players which both Conal and Séan attend.
4Local community-organised monthly sessions for young people, attended regularly by Brid.

SFinnegan (1989) found that ‘These hereditary patterns were most prominent in classical music, where
the established learning system depended on parental support’ (p. 309). Familial involvement was
‘evidenced in published exam lists, concert programme notes, entrants for arts festival programmes.’
(p. 308).

& Cawley (2013) cites MacAoidh, (1994) when discussing prominent families in the uilleann piping
tradition, and how*within the literature and everyday discourse, influential families with a long tradition
of participation within Irish traditional music are occasionally referred to as ‘dynasties’ (p. 144).

"Maebh’s father explained how she gained a scholarship for her fees based on her exam results (IntM4).
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CHAPTER S

NEGOTIATING BIMUSICALITY

51 Introduction

Chapter 4 presented data through the individual voices of the seven participants in the
study. Chapter 5 builds on these individual profiles of each student by identifying a
more extensive and detailed picture of learning. What the students identify, in terms
of classical music, is a learning sequence that spans different phases and contexts (over
a considerable period of time) as the piece progresses from early learning to
performance readiness. In interviews, these discussions centred on what happens
during a) initial stages of learning, b) later stages of learning, c) lessons and d) practice.
These elements are considered in the discussion of learning that follows. Aspects of
the learning process considered in the individual cases include developing technique,
the aural dimension, practice, interpretation, memorisation, and performance

preparation.

When discussing their Irish traditional music learning, a more varied learning
landscape emerges as learning takes place in several contexts: as already noted, two
of the learners attend individual lessons, two learn in group lessons, and three are self-
taught. Also the nature and purpose of what is learned lends itself to very different
learning pathways. For example, building repertoire, learning many tunes speedily,
developing technique and revisiting previously learned tunes, along with differing
approaches to working on the detail of new and older repertoire. Many of these known
variants were considered in the interview process and therefore interviews were
structured accordingly. Thus these segments of the individual cases are structured
around how atune is a) learned, b) progressed, and c) how repertoire is developed and

maintained.

This chapter also demonstrates how the seven bimusical learners negotiate
their bimusicality. Being bimusical is generally seen as being positive by the seven
students. However, the interface between both traditions is generally perceived as

‘amusingly problematic’ by some classical music teachers, while perspectives from
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traditional music teachers are more varied, ranging from teachers who are bimusical
themselves to those who are perceived as ‘full trad’. There is no evidence of

bimusicality being regarded as problematic.

The students’ negotiation of their bimusicality generally does not result in the
emergence of a syncretic genre, a hybrid mix of classical and traditional Irish music.
All see the value in keeping both genres separate while acknowledging the positive

aspects of the differing approaches within the two traditions.

5.2 Noéra

5.2.1 Classical music learning
Learning a piece of music is a process involving different stages for Nora. iNotes,
rhythm, technical aspects, positions and fingering are established, following which
attention is given to the more expressive ‘musical’ elements. She explains the overall

process as.

Different stages of me learning something. It's like first trying to break it down
into the notes, and tempo, timing, everything like... getting the rhythm right and
everything, and then trying to put a bit of musicality into it afterwards, I suppose.

So it doesn't all come together, you know, for me, anyway. (IntN1).

In Nora’s opinion, both class lessons and home practice involve a lot of detailed study
and systematic sectional ‘phrase by phrase’” work (in comparison with Irish traditional
music). Time is spent initially with sight-reading and ‘figuring out notes’. A particular
strategy she uses at the early stages is ‘to play as much in the simplest positions that I
can first, just to get the actual notes into my head’ (IntN1). She finds that this helps to
‘get a picture of what it actually is supposed to sound like’ (IntN1).

Technique is also emphasised, for example:

Bow arm is a big thing; | remember when we started [lessons] first, | just
remember thinking about my bow arm so much, for ages like, [...] And then like
today, it was how much the way | was using my fingers; getting my elbow in
under the violin [...] so that my fingers can actually reach properly, [...] just so
that the fingers fall on the fingerboard properly and these kind of things. (IntN1)

Nora draws attention to how the learning process involves a ‘combination’ of readin
g

and listening. She views the aural dimension as:
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Quite important for me | feel, because if | say | was just learning a piece from
sight reading, | don't think I could do it properly. Like, I think eventually I would
get it all right. But, it would take a lot longer for me than the kind of combination
of having the notes and having someone like Michael play it for me as well, and
that helps me a lot (IntN1).

Quite apart from complementing the reading process, Nora extols the contribution that

listening to a more experienced musician makes to one’s understanding, because:

It's easy when you're playing yourself to think that you're doing it right. Then
when someone else plays it for you properly, you think... how did I think what |
was playing was right’. Or even if, say, the rhythm and the notes are actually
right—but say even just the tone—you’re like ‘how did I think my tone was
good’... It's great to hear someone who is better than you and just see what more
you can do to try to make it better as well. (IntN1).

5.2.1.1 ‘Getting the music out’
For Nora, after the initial emphasis on mastering notes and rhythmical elements, the
focus shifts to ‘the musicality and the emotion, the tension in the actual melody itself’
(IntN11). Néra describes this aspect of learning as ‘getting the music out, the ceol*’, or
‘getting the musicality’ of a piece of music (IntN3). Nora considers that ‘musicality’

is evident in the way in which players ‘express’ particular musical elements:

It comes through a lot in dynamics, this is one big thing, how you use the bow as
well and the tone you get out of it, | mean, bows speeds, and things like that
(IntN1).

Commenting on the challenge of balancing technical and musical issues, Néra finds
that:

It’s hard to focus on both at the same time; so, if I'm really trying to get the

dynamics, and all the components of the musicality, sometimes | get kind of a bit

sloppy with my technique. (IntN1)
Nora’s discussion of ‘musicality’ in performance intersects with her discourse on
interpretation and style. She defines interpretation as ‘how a player understands the
piece and what it means to whoever is playing it’, and makes links to the way people
‘express’ music differently. She discusses a number of factors that can influence an

individual interpretation, including the role of the written score, hearing different

interpretations and the importance of stylistic knowledge (IntN1).

In interpreting the written score, Néra comments on how various editions tend to be
pretty similar and observes how ‘you don’t go around changing it’ as ‘that’s what it

is’. (IntN1). She also draws attention to how a piece ‘won’t really be too different
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every time you play it’, as “you’re not really ... supposed to take liberty and vary it
yourself” (IntN1). Nonetheless, within such parameters there is room for personal
interpretation, such as individual performers’ interpretations of tempo indications in a
score, for ‘even though pieces have a given tempo and it’s given to you, people play
around with that a bit’ (IntN1). Noéra also draws attention to individual differences in
performers’ use of dynamics, in the tone a player achieves, and in the technical aspects
of playing. Commenting on her own experience of learning Elgar’s Chanson de Nuit,

Op15 No.1 and different performances of the piece:

[I7 listened to a few versions of that Elgar piece on the internet and they were
different. They were different again to the version that | got with the book but it's
not like the notes were different. It is the way people express them. (IntN1)

Nora distinguishes between a performer’s personal style and the style of compositions,
written by particular composers in particular eras. She compares performances of two
pieces, Elgar’s Chanson de Nuit, a Romantic piece, with Sonatina No.6 in F by
Telemann (a piece which she has previously performed) from the Baroque era,
humorously noting that if one were to play these two pieces ‘in the same way it would
sound very odd’ (IntN1). Nora considers that each work requires ‘a different way’,
and in explaining some of the ‘different things you need to do’ (IntN1), she contrasts
the pieces in terms of her treatment of tempo and dynamics and in relation to the

techniques employed, such as the way in which the bow is used:

They were really different from each other, ... the Elgar was kind of slower and
a lot more dynamic and you had to use big long notes, you had to put so much
into that note, and then... in the Baroque, there was a lot more notes [...] and then
that was a lot to do with the bow and how much bow you were using. (IntN1)

5.2.1.2 Memorisation
Nora suggests that she doesn’t really memorise classical repertoire. She performs with
the score, explaining that in performance it provides comfort and security and allows
her to check particular details, such as written dynamics. On reflection however, she

realises that:

I'm not really reading it from the sheet music—it's more that or just listening.
There's that kind of feeling of security when it is in front of you. If you did just
blank, it's there in front of you. It's kind of comforting and then, there’s the
dynamics, not that you'd forget it, but just to be able to play it the best I can, | feel
it's nice to have it in front of me; not to be worrying that am | going to forget
something’ all the time. (IntN1)
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When she speculates on how other performers probably memorise, she is reminded

that in her own case, music is in fact memorised to some extent:

I suppose, a lot of people would probably learn it by heart for the exam and for
performances and things, but I'm not prepared enough when the time comes. It's
like I can usually play them from memory but | wouldn't want to push my luck.
(IntN1)

In earlier years she memorised classical piano pieces, though her approach then differs

in some respects with how she now approaches her violin studies:

| used to play the piano [...] I remember learning it and it was a completely kind
of physical memory of where my fingers were supposed to go and | barely would
look at the notes at all at a certain point; but 1'd only be able to play the piece once
I learned like that, because when | was sight-reading it wouldn't sound like
anything. But then, with the violin I’m a bit more versatile, I'm more able to do a
bit of sight reading and also from memory and it’s more balanced. (IntN1)

One particular consequence of this earlier approach was:

When | was doing the piano, there was that physical memory in my fingers. | don't
know if that does make sense, but that's what I felt anyway. You know, it's kind
of like a pattern. If I made a mistake it would be really hard to get back into it
because it would be like a train falling off the tracks, trying to get back on. (IntN1)

Nora comments on what is involved in remembering or recalling classical repertoire

on the violin:

I do (not) know exactly how | remember. From my ear, from knowing the actual
tune and then from also having played it so many times, just knowing ... my
fingers know where to go. It's a mixture of the two, | suppose. (IntN1)

5.2.2 Nora’s Irish traditional music learning
For Nora, the typical sequence when learning a tune by ear (whether from her teacher
or an audio track) involves repeatedly listening to small sections or motifs, followed
by playing each, involving listening and echoing, and then gradually chunking the

various parts together. For example she says that:

If | were in a practice where it was the first time | learned a new tune...I'd break
it up very kind of similar to the way I'd learn it in the class; just listen to a little
bit a few times and just try and play it and piece it all together slowly (IntN2).

In developing a tune that she already knows, she describes how in one instance:

I just played through it a few times. And then, | sat down and | listened to each
part and slowed it down, so | played it slowly; tried to listen for things I hadn't
heard before in the recording., tried to play it slower [...] so | did that, and then |
did things separately and then everything kind of back together [...] Played
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through a few other tunes, but I didn't really learn any new tune in that practice.

(IntN2)
Nora talks about how learning a tune involves listening, looking and feeling. Thus
when learning a tune by ear from her teacher, she listens but also:

You are looking at his fingers as well. So that can be a bit of a clue as well. Like

I mean it's not blind altogether, but ah, it's kind of a mixture of both. (IntN2)
When reflecting on her way of learning, she talks about listening and trying ‘to get the
way, the feeling of how the bow should move, I think about the rhythm of'it’ (IntN2).
Sometimes in her fiddle lesson Néra and her teacher learn a tune off an old recordings
(see Nora, Vignette 2). She explains that in this way of learning by ear, she is both
listening to the recording, and to her teacher Liam as he gets it, and ‘then me getting

it from [Liam] and the recording at the same time’ (IntN3).

5.2.2.1 Learning by ear or by note?
While notation is very effective in preserving, maintaining and providing access to
tunes (IntN2), Nora does not consider it as good a learning tool as learning by ear for
Irish traditional music. In her view and from her experience, notation changes the way
in which one works with the detail of the tune. She has noted a tendency to ‘simplify’
the tune (IntN2) when learning is notation based. She describes the difference as

follows:

You could say that in the lessons, you learned all the ornamentation, because you
were still hearing it but you didn't, because it was so much easier to be lazy and
just read the notes and not really put anything extra in. Whereas when you learn
by ear, you do pick up all the little things, because that's all you have; the actual
tune that you’re listening to. So you're not going to simplify it down... you’re
going to learn what you are hearing. (IntN2)

Recounting her own earlier learning experience:

When | was in Comhaltas, | sometimes learned the tune... the bare bones of the
tune from the notes and then tried to add ornamentation. Whereas, when you're
doing it by ear, it's all [there] when you're learning it the first time, so it’s part of
the tune. Like, it's not a separate thing that you are adding really. It's part of the
tune itself. (INtN3)

Nora notes how ornamentation can be written into the score, but argues that what is
learned from the score is but part of the picture, as there are aspects of style in Irish

traditional music that can be acquired only through listening:
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I think you can't learn any kind of style from the notation really... Ornamentation
can be written in, but not to the same extent. There is so much more than just, just
the bare ornamentation itself. It's really subtle things that you wouldn't even know
you are doing, but you're doing them because you heard someone else doing it.
So some things you can't write into music... into notation. That's what you're
missing out on. (INtN2.5)

Commenting on the difference that listening to a lot of repertoire makes:

There is another level that, by listening to a lot, you... there is just so much to

learn from that; you can learn a very nice tune and you can learn a very nice way

of playing that tune, but if you're not listening you're missing something, you're

missing something in your playing, [...] you’re not going to have the same range.

(IntN3)

5.2.2.2 Memorising Tunes

Nora memorises her tunes, but a tune may not always be entirely memorised in a
particular lesson or practice session. Factors such as the levels of difficulty, technical

challenge, and a tune’s length can affect how much is memorised:

I don't always have it completely when | leave the lesson. You know I'd have to

listen to it a good bit, depending on just how much just sank in. It's always, | think

good for me, not saying that I do it, if | practice the day of the lesson, or at least

the next day, that would be good, because you know it's fresh in my mind. Because

if | leave it a few days | basically had to learn it again. (IntN1)
Learning by ear means remembering tunes in ways other than through notation, and it
sometimes proves challenging. Ndra finds that she remembers tunes from practising
them: ‘it depends on if it is a tune | have practised a lot, I'd just know it, kind of in my
fingers, I'd just know what it goes like’ (IntN2). Remembering older repertoire is ‘not
so easy’, it can be ‘kind of frustrating when you know there is a lovely tune and you

can't really remember how it goes, and you can't remember the name’. In this respect

she explains how:

It's funny, the way you need one little trigger and then you would know it all, but

then, before that, if you can’t just get the first few notes, you've got nothing.

(IntN2)
In fact, at this point in time, perhaps in part due to not having a particular system for
storing or remembering tunes (in part due to changing technology), Néra explains that,
unfortunately, there are many, many tunes that she has learned and completely

forgotten.

141



5.2.2.3 ‘Many ways of learning’
Nora explains that one learns lots of tunes in Irish traditional music, and this repertoire
is acquired through many avenues: from a teacher, a friend, another musician at a
session, or from recordings (IntN2). She views each source of learning as contributing
in different ways to developing her musical repertoire. She identifies learning tunes
from recordings and learning tunes in class as the two primary avenues through which

her repertoire expands:

The plan is to learn more tunes from recordings. Because | think that's how you

learn / you should be learning the bulk of your tunes. You should be coming to

your lessons to learn, the more technical, the more kind of style things, you know,

getting deep into, say, a tune. (IntN2)
However, Nora also describes how she also learning tunes through ‘playing with
people, and in sessions or anything like that” (IntN2). It influences what repertoire she

has and plays because ‘if you’re playing with a certain group of people, well then you

play the same kind of tunes and then you pick them up, you know’ (IntN2).

While people you play with can influence what you play, Néra suggests that her
current way of playing is largely influenced by her teacher’s style: ‘I play in the style
that Liam plays because he is teaching me’ (IntN2). As she reflects on style in Irish
traditional music she talks about it being ‘a mixture’ of regional and personal
elements’ (IntN2). She points out that while she is copying other players, it is a way
to developing her technique, and it is from such a ‘platform’ that her own style will

develop:

Your personality, your own person would come through, so it's not like you just
copy someone. But if you can try and learn from people, you really master your
craft just.... the personal thing will come through, eventually, once you get good
enough. (IntN2)

5.2.3 Learning musics: ‘just different modes’*
Nora describes learning and playing both musics on the same instrument as ‘different
ways’ or as being in ‘different modes’ (IntN2). She draws attention to particular
elements, such as the differences in (and perhaps interconnected) ways of listening,

looking and thinking in both genres.
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Nora believes that ‘connecting with the notes’ in each way of learning involves ‘a
different kind of thought process’ (IntN3). In Irish traditional music: ‘it's very much
from my head, I am thinking in my head where do my fingers [go] [...] I’m visualising
in my mind as to where my fingers go’ (IntN3). Learning classical music means: ‘I'm
not thinking that... where do my fingers go? my fingers are going because of what |
see in front of me really’ (IntN3). In describing this latter approach, she explains: ‘well
the phrasing and stuff is coming from my head, the notes are coming from the page

and I’m very much getting my notes from the page’ (IntN3).

Learning involves ‘trying to listen ... a lot’ (IntN3) when learning, but with these
genres, she listens in different ways, as trying ‘to break something down is different
from just listening’ (IntN3). In her classical practice, she observes: ‘when Michael
plays here (points to traditional video excerpt), I'm standing back, because it's all about
arpeggios and trying to get the phrasing’ (IntN3). Listening in respect of her own

classical playing involves:

Trying to listen to myself a lot [...] it’s just like, listen, listen to what I'm playing
and try to get the musicality into that, the emotion into that and also try to keep
the notes in tune. (INtN3)

Whereas when listening to her Irish traditional music teacher, Nora is:

Kind of trying to figure something out [...] from listening here, you try to get the
way, the feeling of how the bow should move, | don't know, but I think the rhythm
of it... do you know what I mean? (IntN3)
In her home practice, she explains that ‘I would listen to myself but at this stage, the

lesson where I’m learning the tune, I’m listening more to what I’'m hearing, you know’

(INtN3).

There is a visual component to learning in both musics, which in classical music
involves ‘very much looking at the notes because I’m probably still not always one
hundred percent sure’ (IntN3). In her traditional learning, she is looking at what her

teacher is doing, which for Nora is ‘a different visual altogether’. (IntN3)

Another observation of hers concerns the different focus and level of detail involved

in learning each music:
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You learn so many more tunes in trad | suppose, it's not as minute the detail you

go into over everything. Whereas with classical, the sound of every single note is

kind of gone into. (IntN3)
Nora explains how, typically, a new tune is learned in each Irish traditional music
lesson, the focus of which she describes as being on listening to her teacher (or audio
track) to ‘get’ the tune. In contrast, in any one classical lesson, the focus is on a section
of the piece in all its detail, on expressing the music, while also being concerned with

the notes. Thus in classical learning:

I’m thinking about what Michael said—about what he was saying, like, getting
the music out, the ceol getting the musicality of it; also to try to focus on the notes.
(IntN3)

5.2.3.1 “You have to change your style a bit’

For Nora, differences in content and focus between these ‘modes’ of learning and

playing include:

Technique: She regards technique as being important in both genres. She views it as
very much to the fore in classical learning, while a more relaxed, less ‘rigid’ attitude
is generally adopted in Irish traditional music which, in Noéra’s own playing can mean
an element of ‘slipping back’ (IntN3). She comments on this while reviewing video

excerpts of her learning:

Maybe because I'm so focused on my technique when I'm in the classical class;
I'm not doing that (in trad), because | am a bit more relaxed, I'm not so worried
about the technique in general here (Irish traditional). (IntN2)

Tone: In her approach to sound, she says ‘in both classical and trad, you would be

kind of focused on the sound of the quality of every single note’ (IntN2). However,

differences in technique in each genre result in differences in tone:
My tone wouldn't be exactly the same because my technique is slightly different.
It's not intentionally different. I'm not as strict on myself. I'm not thinking of
holding the violin up now, keep your arm in there, because | would be when | am
doing classical. But, | honestly probably don't achieve the exact same kind of

sound. But maybe that's not necessary either, as long as the technique is good
enough to be able to play. (IntN2)

However, Néra is aware that sometimes when playing classical and trad, that she does

‘bring some of the classical into the trad in the sense that, you know, the tonal thing’

(INtN2).
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Intonation: Nora also perceives differences in attitudes towards accurate intonation.
She comments on this in regard to her own playing when reviewing video excerpts:
‘my intonation iS a bit off there in that (classical excerpt); but I'm probably a bit off

here (referring to traditional) too, but you wouldn't notice it much’ (IntN3).

Bowing: Nora believes that while each tradition has different bowing techniques, in
general, classical technique gives a player greater ‘flexibility to do more things’
(IntN2). However, doing both presents challenges, as well as crossover benefits. In
Nora’s case, she comments on how her Irish traditional music teacher constantly
reminds her to ‘use less of the bow’ (unlike what she does in classical music). Nora
explains how at times the long classical bow stroke when playing a reel, for example
means that she ‘just can't play it fast really basically’ (IntN2). In dealing with the
challenge of differing bowing techniques, she believes that ‘some things complement
each other in the two styles, but then sometimes you have to say, okay, | am playing
this now, I have to play differently’ (IntN3?). However, she also observes that bowing
is dictated by the style and character of specific pieces or tunes irrespective of which

genre is in question:

Because we’ll say that, the Vivaldi piece, you’re not playing that Baroque bowing
in another kind of piece, so you have to change your style a bit, within even, each
type of music. So, you're always having to change things. And even in this tune,
you know, doing the up bows on the... that’s... you're not going to be doing that
in every trad piece, you know. So within classical and in trad, you are changing
your bowing and your styles anyway. (IntN3)

5.2.3.2 ‘It’s kind of natural to play tunes together’
When reviewing lesson excerpts as part of the third interview, Néra comments in
particular on how she and her Irish traditional music teacher play together, describing
it thus:

It’s kind of natural to play tunes together. When you’re going through it a few

times, like, you get it into your head and you then play along. It's the natural thing

to do, just him sitting there, obviously, he listens to me a few times, to see am |

getting it right, but | think the natural thing for trad musicians is to play along.

(IntN3)
She contrasts this approach with what typically happens in a classical lesson. While
she and her classical teacher play together on occasion, it seems to have a very
different meaning, and would not be in the sense of (informally) ‘joining in’, she

reflects as follows:
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Well | think sometimes Michael would play with me, but much less like; he
wouldn't just join in. Or the odd time we would actually play together and it's very
much, playing it together. (IntN3)

Nora further emphasises the embodied connections made in this way of learning and

in how one understands one’s instrument:

When I'm playing trad, you know what, just from playing any kind of music at
all, you know what the notes sound like; so when you hear it, you can guess where
to put your fingers from hearing it. So | suppose that's how you're learning it, in
that way. (IntN2)
She compares doing lots of listening in trad to the way in which technique contributes

to development in classical playing, saying:

Like with classical, say you’d have, if you are very good with your technique,
that's giving you a great range of what you are able to do like, you can do a lot.
And then with trad and in some ways, it (listening a lot) is maybe like that. (IntN3)

53  Aine

5.3.1 Classical music learning
For Aine, the first sense of a new piece comes through listening to audio tracks of
possible repertoire with her teacher. Once chosen, work begins with the teacher
marking in up-bows and ‘a few other directions’ in the score. Then Aine sight-reads

the written piece, playing alongside her teacher who is:

Playing it quietly with her and when I get stuck on a bit, she'd stop and say ‘okay,
let's go over that’ and then she would put in fingering and stuff. (IntA1)

Aine describes this initial phase of learning with phrases such as ‘I’m just reading it

through’ (IntAl), ‘I’'m looking at the notes’ (IntAl), but quickly finds that:

Within a couple of days I know what it’s supposed to sound like so | can look
ahead and see what else is coming up and remember ‘oh yeah, it is this way’.
(IntAl1)

Playing with stylistic accuracy underpins initial learning and practice, in Aine’s case

achieved by:
Well I’m kind of told what style to do. If it's a Baroque piece, you are supposed
to play this certain way, this is the way it's supposed to sound [...] if it's a

Romantic piece you are supposed to play legato and stuff but, then at the start |
do it like that. (IntA2)

146



5.3.1.1 As learning progresses
Aine attributes much of the progress to ‘practice’, ‘going through it’ (IntAl) and

‘listening to it’ (IntA3). She describes how learning changes:

When you know the notes a bit more, so you start to notice the [...] like cleaning

it up, putting loud here, forte and dynamics, phrasing, vibrato, more performance

like, getting more into it. (IntAl)
She is conscious of different ways of listening as she learns, such as listening to her
teacher’s playing, and listening to ‘what it sounds like when I play it’(IntAl). Also
hearing and listening to other performances is encouraged by her teacher to listen to

other performers because:

When you’re playing it, you can only hear what you’re playing so it’s good to get
new ideas off other people or something, and then you take out the bits that you’re
not doing that well on or like, my Vivaldi is really repetitive so I listened to a
couple of pieces from classical players. (IntA3)

Aine doesn’t explicitly use the term interpretation, though she articulates an individual
interpretative dimension to her own performances and those of others heard on
recorded tracks, YouTube, recitals or in exams. She describes it as something added
on, saying ‘when I get like into it more, I put my own bit on it’ (IntA2). Listening to

other recordings informs this process, as she says:

I compare them to how I'm playing it and then | see they are putting loads more

feeling into it. | see how fast they are playing it, so what speed I'm supposed to

get up to and the dynamics and stuff. | see if they are playing something and it

doesn't sound like mine, I go through it, to see if I'm doing something wrong.

(IntAl)
There is a point in the learning process when Aine becomes ‘focused” on how she will
perform the piece and she is very conscious of not wanting to ‘sound exactly the same’
as others in concerts, as well as wanting ‘to get into it and make it interesting not just

for the melody but the dynamics and style’ (IntAl).

In articulating the stylistic challenges of classical performance, she says:

I think it’s harder when you’re listening to someone to define their style if they’re
playing classical because they play a certain way. You are told to play harder,
softer and... you’re told what speed and how do these notes so it’s harder to put
your own style into it. (IntA3)
However while adhering to the way a piece of music is ‘supposed to sound’ and taking

other performances into account, ultimately Aine finds that ‘some bits I don't really
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want to play it like that; so I kind of change it... Eleanor likes when I do it so it’s not

like everybody else’ (IntAl).

Aine will perform Vivaldi’s Allegro Op6 | in the class Christmas concert. She has the
piece ‘off by heart... from playing it over and over’ (IntAl) and at this stage she does
not ‘really look at the notes’ unless Eleanor has marked something in’ (IntAl).

Nonetheless she will not perform it without the score, as she says:

You don't really play it off by heart or anything, some people do when they are
younger, but from playing it so much I know it in my head—if I'm sitting at home
I could play the piece without looking at the sheet, from playing it over and over
but [...] not all the up bows and fingering and stuff., it's too hard. (IntA1l)

5.3.2 Aine’s Irish traditional music learning

Aine says that when learning:

I would listen to it on the tape and | would finger along, like | don't play, I just

finger along and then I'd try and play the first half a couple of times. Then if |

can't get the second bit, | stop playing and listen to the whole thing full through

(IntA2).
Aine’s first engagement with a tune is ‘listening with her fingers’ (IntA2), an ear-
learning strategy she finds really helpful to ‘hear’ if she has the tune correctly or not.
While most tune parts are learned in a few repetitions, the more difficult sections get
need extra attention. To this end she re-listens to harder parts in the context of the
whole piece, and repeatedly goes over the section (IntA2). She quickly has a tune
memorised, out of ‘habit’ but also because, as she says ‘I listen to it a lot when I’'m
learning it” (IntA2). Then when the melody is secure, Aine focuses on other elements

of the recording, essentially listening out for ‘what things I can do... what particular

things I like’ (IntA2).

5.3.2.1 How you make the tune your own
How you make ‘the tune your own’, in Aine’s view is what distinguishes one player
from another, as is evident to her when listening to competitors at a fleadh or a

competition:

You could play a tune the same as anybody else... but what would make it
different is your ornamentation because it's showing how you make the tune your
own, so it's really what do you feel that you like in the tune. | like simple stuff,
whereas somebody else might like to put loads of stuff into it. (IntA2)
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Aine believes that ornamentation ‘shows your creativity, but she also links
ornamentation and what one does with a tune to technique. ‘If you have brilliant
technique, I think you can do anything’ (IntA2). In distinguishing between ‘fingering’
and ‘bowing technique’, she regards bowing as having a special role and focus in Irish
traditional music, as she says ‘I think bowing, because rhythm is really, really
important in traditional: bouncy for hornpipes, fast and lively for reels. So rhythm is
important and off beats’ (IntA2).

Good fingering technique, on the other hand, means that:

You can do any ornamentation you want and you can do impressive things, like
Frank has really intricate ornamentation and that's because he has such a brilliant
technique. (IntA2)

Aine comments on her own preference for adding melodic ornamentation and on the
advantages of her classical training which enable her to ‘have good fingering
technique: ‘I have a strong fourth finger, so I can do difficult things, difficult
ornamentation’. However she does at times find bowing more challenging such as

when bowing triplets (IntA2).

But it isn’t just what one does but how one approaches a tune that matters. For
example, in Aine’s opinion, while her current teacher views it as important for her to
play well technically, freedom and improvisatory approaches are also emphasised. As

Aine says:

I think he likes me to ‘just have fun with it. Don't get too bogged down in the
technical bits of it. Technique is important but once you have it, there is no point
in obsessing over it and trying to get it perfect. Just play it as you want, play it
carefree. That's what | like about him, he puts in random things and they sound
really good, not because he planned them, but just because he [clicks her fingers]
he spurred ... like on the spur of the moment. (IntA2)

Thus in making the tune her own, Aine consciously adopts a somewhat improvisatory

approach:

When I'm playing a tune I don't have a set way. Obviously I play the first part
first twice and second part twice, but | always play a different thing there and |
don't even really think about it. [...] but I don't plan what I am going to do unless
it was a Fleadh and I’ve practiced it that way, just to remember, but when I'm
playing a tune | play it differently every time. (IntA2)

149



Aine emphasises listening as ‘really important to get the feel of the tune’ in her
approach to playing. She quotes and agrees with her mum who always says ‘that it’s

eighty percent listening and twenty percent doing’ (IntA4):

Because you can look at a tune and you can read it, but if you can't listen you will
never get the feel of what is supposed to sound like [...] Whereas if you hear the
tune, you can hear when they’re going loud there and they’re going quiet there,
to give feeling in a tune. (IntA2)
She listens extensively to Irish traditional music and has developed preferences for

particular ways of playing, and dislikes also:

I don’t like when people play a tune too fast, or when people put in too many

variations and it sounds mushed up’ [...] I don’t like extremes like really, really

simple... really, really hard’. (IntA2)
She is particularly drawn to the uniqueness of individual playing styles of notable
players, such as Tommy Peoples, Michael Harrison and Tara Breen. She particularly
mentions the tonal and melodic focus of fiddle player Matt Cranitch as similar to her
own approach. ‘He doesn’t do crazy ornamentation’, which she describes as
‘mainstream’ with its focus on tone and melody, and her own simple but varied

ornamental style (IntA2).

5.3.2.2 Learning: changing approaches
The ways and opportunities though which Aine learns Irish traditional music have
changed over the years. Learning has always been a predominantly aural process,
though supported to some degree with notation in early year’s lessons or the occasion
workshop. She recollects using ABC? notation initially, but once she understood the
stave from her classical learning, she used both. She remembers the frustration of
trying to learn through notation, of seeing the notes but not being able to ‘remember
the rhythm’ (IntA2). Though she learned aurally in these lessons, notated copies of a

tune were given as a memory aid for home practice. For Aine this meant that:

I used to go home and I couldn’t remember the tune so I was just trying to play it

with the notes and it didn’t sound right. So I always prefer not having the notes

and listening to it and figuring it out myself. (IntA2)
This process changed as the years progressed, as they were encouraged to bring an
audio recorder to record the new tune at the end of class. Having both the audio

recording and the notation suited Aine, as she could now ‘listen to it as well’ when
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practising her new tune, (IntA2). How Aine learns has changed further over time. Now
she learns traditional music in many other ways in addition to the lesson, such as,
learning tunes from CDs, swapping tunes with her sisters at home, learning tunes heard
at concerts or workshops, while also learning additional repertoire for the grupai ceoil,
céili bands or to play with friends at sessions. For Aine, her established way of learning
is ‘by ear because we’re older now and we’ve played longer’ (Int A3). In Aine’s case
this process has become further nuanced. She describes this in the context of how she

learns in her group fiddle lesson:

I’m just listening to him. You don’t have to look at his fingers. Whenever | hear

a tune on a CD or something | can tell what the fingering is because I’ve played

so long. When he’s playing I find it easier to focus on what I’'m hearing and put

it together myself, than look at his fingers. (IntA3)
When asked whether she watches her teacher’s playing when learning, she explains
that she does not, adding that ‘I think that’s kind of cheating’ (IntA3). At this point
when learning a tune Aine says that I just listen and my fingers come into play’

(IntA3). What does she imagine as she plays? ‘I just imagine me playing it’ (IntA3).

5.3.3 Learning musics: ‘I think I’m mainly listening’

When reflecting on her learning experiences Aine uses words like structure and
relaxed (or indeed loose) to differentiate what for her are two approaches. These
words emerge in relation to several musical elements: technique, interpretation,
practice and general approaches to learning and playing. They are words she uses

to describe aspects of her own approach to learning and playing in both musics.

She describes very different approaches to bowing technique in both genres, for

example:

In trad your bow hold is supposed to be loose and carefree ... But [classical bow
hold] is very structured and there’s a certain way to have your thumb around it
and there is a certain job for each finger in classical’ yeah, for playing down at
the heel of the bow, you are supposed to lean on your thumb and index finger and
your baby finger should balance it out. There is none of that in trad. (IntAl)

How and where the bow is placed on the strings is also different. When she is playing

Irish traditional music, she says that:

I don’t really pay attention to where my bow is or anything, like where it’s on the
strings. Eleanor says ‘play nearer the bridge’ and stuff ... and so there is a lot
more to think about, | think, when you are playing classical. (IntA3)
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Changing between styles with such different technical approaches creates stresses,
particularly for her classical practice. It also creates a lot of extra work particularly at
the beginning of a new term, when after a summer of festivals, sessions and traditional
playing she has to revert to appropriate classical technique. At grade 7 level, this
means a lot of studies and technical work, as she says ‘now I have three [books] and
I’m doing a lot of studies trying to get the technique back up’ (IntAl). She feels that
other classical players of her age may have better technique, such as “positions, like
where your fingers are at, holding the [bow], your posture’ (IntAl) which she
attributes, in her case, perhaps to the way she concentrates ‘on more looking at my

fingering because I want it to sound right in my head rather than the bow’ (IntAl).

However changing between genres has benefits also. Referring to one of the comments
her classical violin teacher makes about her traditional music making, and how she

always says that:

I already have [the] musical bit gotten—because | have played music for so long

I have the trad and that | can listen out and have the ear for music. (IntAl)
Changing between the genres also benefits her Irish traditional playing. She
appreciates knowing how, or having the technical structure to do difficult
ornamentation or knowing, for example, where to place her fourth finger as opposed
to having to ‘guess and stretch up’ as she sees other doing. She also finds that her
understanding of theory and musical form, from her classical studies is similarly of

benefit:

Yeah | think so because, for the variations that he was doing today, he was (she
humms the variation ‘du.du.du.du’) ... doing the arpeggio bit—I feel like | know
what they are already. (IntAl)

As a result:

When I'm putting in variations and stuff, | am more melodic, because | know

scales and | know arpeggios and dominant sevenths, | know all the chords because

of classical. (IntAl)
Another benefit of crossing genres is her traditional fiddle tone. She says ‘I think I
have good tone, I think that’s from classical’ (IntA2). Curiously, and perhaps there is
an element of contradiction when she describes how her Irish traditional playing

helped her when she started classical lessons:
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In the early grades, obviously in grade one and two, it's just first position, it's very
simple and it’s mostly developing tone and stuff so that you are not scratchy and
that. When | started, | had already played trad first so | was fine. (IntA)

But apart from tone, starting with Irish traditional fiddle and later starting classical

lessons presents a number of difficulties for all concerned:

Yeah, I'm fine with tone because | had played before, so that wasn't too bad, but
the teacher was fixing everything that I didn't have ‘cause they don't teach you in
trad properly to hold your fiddle. You kind of look at other people and see what
you’re doing wrong. (IntA3)

5.3.3.1 Interpretative approaches

Aine contrasts the differing interpretative ways of classical and Irish traditional

music saying how in classical:

It’s like a certain way you’re playing and you’re told how long it’s for, and you’re
told all this whereas, trad you can kind of let loose and can do your own thing.
You can lean on long notes and put an emphasis on off beats and stuff, whereas
in classical you are told what to do and how to play it. (IntA3)

She believes that there is considerable freedom in interpreting an Irish traditional

melody on the fiddle. She explains how:

Trad is different because you can play it whatever way you want. | try to play a
tune different every time because then it gets boring if I’'m playing the same
variations all the time. (IntA2)

When she contrasts this with classical interpretative approaches, she believes
that:

In classical you were supposed to play it the same—the same bowing and the
same ornamentation—but trad you don’t have t[0], you don't need the sheet
because you don't have to see if you're doing an up bow there, be loud here, you
can play it whatever way you want (IntA2).

In matters of interpretation there are differences in Aine’s approach in both genres.

In Irish traditional music she feels that her approach might differ in that:

Other people might just be putting in traditional things, they wouldn't be putting

in melodic things, they’d be putting in rolls and stuff that they have learned in

traditional. Whereas | would be putting in rolls and traditional stuff as well as

classical things. (IntA2)
She feels that in classical playing, her slightly different approach ‘may show’ when
compared to others who only play classical, as she may seem ‘a bit more relaxed’.
This is perhaps also reflected in her approach to the score, which in contrast to others

who:
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Started with classical learning, then they’re probably more structured and stick to
the notes, whereas I’d put in my own slurs or something like that. (IntA3)
5.3.3.2 Approaches to learning and playing
When Aine makes a number of observations regarding aural and notation music
learning, she comments on the differing initial focus on notation and listening in the

two genres, such as how classical learning involves:

Focusing on looking because you have the notes in front of you so you can note

in big arrows like ‘play this up’ or ... So it’s all seeing where to go next and reading

ahead so that you’re ready for it, but for trad it is kind of just more ear’. (IntA3)
Aine emphasises the importance of listening as a key element in her learning approach
in both genres. For example, she describes how her aural skills support reading in

classical learning, and how:

Within a couple of days I know what it’s supposed to sound like so I can look
ahead and see what else is coming up and remember ‘oh yeah, this is this way’.
(IntA3)

Indeed Aine’s classical learning emphasis is on ‘sound’ and ‘listening’, as she

explains:

I'm mainly listening, like when Eleanor, plays something and I’'m playing it

wrong, [ don't really look at her fingers as much. I listen and I play it and I’m “ok’.

I listen more than others I’d say. (IntA1)
On the other hand, she attributes her skill in reading staff notation to her classical
learning, but feels that this skill is “‘useful’, it is ‘easy to have’ and she says that while
‘it’s not a really big advantage, I’m still the same average musician as [her peers] ...
but I think it's an advantage, it's handy’ (IntA2). She describes the skill of being able
to ‘translate’ staff into ABCs as particularly useful at workshops where only staff
notation might be available. She has found herself on occasion writing out the ABCs
for others who don’t read staff notation. As she says ‘if they get notes then I have to
write it down with them—the ABCs. It’s just easy to have’ (IntA2). Staff notation
would seem to be something that she doesn’t particularly associate with Irish
traditional music learning. Indeed, she describes one of her peers who ‘doesn't know
the stave or anything’ as ‘full trad’ (IntA2). She suggests that several of her peers have

probably only ever used ABC notation in their Irish traditional music learning.
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Reflecting on how one genre impacts on the other in her playing, she returns to the
idea of how people who initially learn classical have a more structured approach. This
she contrasts with her own playing: ‘I’m not very structured, I don’t go according to
the disciplined [way] or anything like that’ (IntA3). She believes that other classical
musicians ‘are a lot more technical in it. They are a lot more ‘get it perfect” whereas
I’'m ‘play it as best I can or ... free’ (IntA2). She attributes her approach to the effect
of also being an Irish traditional musician, but for Aine there is perhaps an element of
balancing different factors for:

I think if I didn’t play trad at all, I’d be much more structured and probably better
at technique, but I don’t think I’d be as musical. I don’t think I’d be as creative in
music, or anything like that. Yeah... I don’t know. (IntA3)

5.3.3.3 Innovations: ‘The best of both worlds’

Aine has recently started to teach younger fiddle players in her local Comhaltas
branch. Aine explains that her background in both musics and the particular challenges
of playing both musics on the same instrument influences how she teaches. She has
developed her own innovative approach to help younger players based on her learning

experiences. She notes how:

When they were starting off, it’s trad, so normally a trad teacher would just teach
them the notes, or give them a picture with the notes on it but I’'m doing scales
with them which is classical, so I’'m bringing in classical and traditional. So that’s
odd, most people wouldn’t really do that so ... but I think that it’s helping them
because | know that | got better because | had scales and because | had classical
training to do. So that has influenced all, whether I’m playing classical or trad,
that I’ve done both of them. So I want them to get the best of both worlds. (IntA3)

5.4 Maebh

5.4.1 Classical music learning

Reflecting on how she approaches a new piece, Maebh says:

I probably [...] look through it first and play it in my head if I haven’t heard the

piece, and try and get some sense of how it’s supposed to be (IntM1).
When describing learning in those initial days and weeks of working on a new piece,
Maebh describes how she sight-reads as much of the piece as possible in the lesson
while noting her teacher’s critique of such issues as, rhythmical inaccuracies,
articulation, difficult passages or whatever requires her focused attention. She

subsequently addresses these issues during her daily practice sessions:
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I would have the week to work on them myself—probably read ahead a bit more, and

then do that until we have got to the end or when the notes were secure. (IntM1)
Typically there is a lot of sectional work at the initial stages of learning a new piece.
In this respect Maebh works on the piece in its compositional sections. She gives the
example of Natra’s Prayer for harp, which she describes as being ‘very clearly
divided, each bit is different, different ideas in each bit, so | would take it section by
section’ (IntM1). Gradually, as the various elements of notes, rthythm, melody,
syncopation, and pedalling are secured, then the linking of the sections begins. Maebh
explains this as:

Kind of, putting it together, then making sure that all aspects were okay. If there

was any little bit that my technique wasn’t very good, I find that I would work on

that, take it out and do slow practice making an exercise of it. (IntM1)
Throughout the earlier stages of learning a piece, the focus is on learning accurately
from the score, or in Maebh’s words ‘to know from the score’ (IntM1) and attending
to technique and such foundation elements as posture, hand and finger position, as
well as articulation. Maebh consciously develops the technical aspects of her playing
during lessons and practice warm-ups, which at present include Salzedo’s
‘Conditioning Exercises’ and scales. She describes how scales are used as a vehicle

for much technical work:

Evenness, putting accents on different fingers each time and then playing it
evenly, and practising doing the rolled chords ... practice playing it almost as an
arpeggio and building up the speed. And then dynamics—to start playing pp and
build up gradually maintaining a good tone. (IntM1)

The technicalities of pedalling are also practised:

I would take [that particular pedal section] out separately and work on thata lot...
maybe even ... just practise playing in your head... just doing the pedals just to
get it totally secure. (IntM1)

5.4.1.1 Progressing learning: phrasing, interpretative elements

For Maebh, learning has a particular sequence:

At first there would be notes and rhythm and after that technique ... like pay just
more attention to that. Like you should all along, but you know, that's the way it
is, and [then] obviously bringing it towards performance after that. (IntM1)

Gradually as the notes are learned and she feel that she ‘understands the score well’

(IntM1), other elements assume primary focus, such as ‘thinking about giving it more
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