
Could a Manifesto for Traditional Music in Ireland be Developed?1

Traditional music tends to be thought of as occurring naturally. It is music that is transmitted aurally, 
generally listened to outside of institutions and seldom composed. We think of a body of traditional 
music as representative of the place from where it comes, somehow embodying the history and 
culture of the place. For example, musicians of the griot tradition in Mali also have the role of 
genealogists, historians and public speakers. The issue of protecting these things is an important 
one in any culture, and the question 'could a manifesto for traditional music in Ireland be 
developed?' – asked in this publication on foot of remarks by a Welsh MP – prompts the vastly 
more important question: ought a manifesto for traditional music in Ireland be developed?

Surely once we steer something considered 'traditional', it is no longer traditional in the sense that I  
have described above. And it is this naturalness that is important to Irish people: that the music, 
with its deep and fascinating history, is a reflection of one's country and culture. So if that must 
adhere to set rules and predetermined directions then it will rapidly become something that it's not.  
I don't refer to performance practices here, but the administrative thinking that is brought up in the 
said  article.  Traditional  music is something that should function in  the economic version of an 
entirely unregulated free market, rather than a planned economy.

If this is controlled, albeit with the best intentions, it can only be so with previous information as a  
point of departure. That may sound obvious, but it's worth making the point that a manifesto would 
be nothing more than an attempt at a strict continuation of what's already known of traditional 
music. There would be no expansion, no experimentation, no change. It would cease to be an 
organic musical idiom, and be replaced by something more ideological and wholly contrived.

We may feel that it's worthwhile to preserve something from times past especially when the rate of 
cultural change is increasing. We'd like to protect things that we find precious from oblivion. But is it 
possible that there was a moment where the rate of cultural change was zero? And if that was the  
case, that's what we're preserving. Of course it's not the case because deep down we all know that 
all aspects of existence are transient. And transient by nature. We can rephrase this ubiquitous 
truth and say that  to exist  is to be transient. What I mean in this context is that there was no 
continuous way of performing Irish music in the past,  and no 'tradition' as such. It was always 
under a rate of change. The idea that people used to do a cultural activity a certain, frozen way for 
infinite years is a myth. The only instances of traditions suspended in time that are known are 
those under culturally oppressive regimes, and then only superficially. 

Thinking about it very simply, if tradition was unchanging, we would be using very ancient and non-
standardised  instrumental  designs  and  playing  techniques.  We  would  not  employ  equal  
temperament in tuning Irish traditional instruments. We would have resisted innovations such as 
scored notation which were used in the collections of Edward Bunting, Francis O'Neill,  George 
Petrie and Thomas Moore. The canon would not include relatively new compositions by the likes of 
Tommy Potts. In short, we wouldn't be playing bouzoukis in this part of the world.

Further myths to do with traditionalism include the level of ancientness with which we associate 
certain practices. The older something is, the higher its value. There is something primal about our 
nationalism that we desperately try to grab hold of. But at the end of the day it's no better or more  
profound  than  the  period  instrument  movement.  This  idea  was  to  perform  musical  works  on 
instruments which were contemporaneous with the scores, but it quickly morphed into a business 
of candlelit concerts with performers wearing wigs. Again this overlooked time in its performance 
practices by ignoring dates in the calendar for which pieces were written specifically.

This is all  well  and good, but once there are commonly held myths there immediately rises a 
danger of dogma. It can easily be the case that one's work serves a dogma, whether intentional or 
not.  Because  composers  in  the  past  have  written  reams  of  scores  of  a  nationalistic  nature 

1 This article has been written in response to a short article published in the Journal of Music (September 19th, 2012) 
in which this question is asked.



voluntarily, it doesn't mean that their skills weren't being abused. The nationalistic composers of 
the 19th Century did have their work serving an ideology that was existing environmentally and that 
all ended in a grotesque disaster. We can see from modern history how a manifesto of Irish music 
would be an expression of Irishness. The Irish ownership of a canon to the exclusion of others – 
when in fact one needs 'the other' in order to receive it – is already an archaic idea, perhaps itself  
even a 'traditional' one. What the political world – something which is inherently paralleled with 
music – does not need is further differences between groups of people.

We see now, almost a century after the nationalistic movements in politics and music, the effect of 
transience in both of these areas. Political nationalism has waned since the end of the war, and its 
musical counterpart since 1957 at the death of Jean Sibelius. Politically it's rising again in Europe, 
not  as nationalism being pride  in  one's  country  but  something more akin  to  jingoism.  Recent 
election results in  France,  Finland and Ireland have seen a dramatic  increase in popularity of 
nationalist parties in the face of the economic disaster. A manifesto, seen in this context, is hugely 
dangerous. 

Another issue is the canon of Irish music. Endless glorification and repetition of a culturally ideal 
body of music stifles the space where new music would otherwise be exposed. What it does is 
none other than to divinise it rather than use it for ourselves. I'm not suggesting that a manifesto 
would exist for these ends, but this is very likely what would happen. It would result in the wider  
cultural audience serving the music rather than the other way round. A canon is a double-edged 
sword in that it is as much exclusive as inclusive. A manifesto for tradition would only serve the  
canon and employ the exclusive aspect towards new musical directions. Once a canon is seen and 
defined as such, it tends to be closed to additions, due to its inherently inflexible quality.

Issues of canon arise in the time domain too. A canon can only exist now. It is not a body of work 
that has been performed in the traditional 'era', but one that has been built up over that period up to 
now.  So  the  canon,  when  being  performed  as  such,  is  not  'as  it  was'.  It's  a  contemporary 
phenomenon only. So the argument of preservation of a canon for its own sake is a circular one. 
And from a more philosophical viewpoint, listening to canonical works one is made less aware of 
their transience. I find that I listen harder to music when I know I'll never get the name of it. Full  
awareness of transience makes the experience more enjoyable, not less. Preservation denies this 
experience of listening because the strong possibility of hearing it  again makes the music less 
valuable over time – ironically, given that its inclusion in a canon is because it's valued. Arresting a 
moment within a tradition is  constructing a falsity because one is denying it  the one common 
feature which  everything that  exists  has  by  nature.  So  the result  is  that  whatever  it  is  being 
preserved will innately be inaccurate.

I am not in favour of cutting funding to the traditional arts by any means, and there are worthwhile 
attempts  at  funding  innovative  projects  (such  as  the  Deis  award  last  year  which  went  to 
establishing the Dublin Laptop Orchestra) and rewarding those who have dedicated their lives to 
traditional  music (such as the recent  election  of  Tommy Peoples to Aosdána).  As arts council  
awards are normally given to those who have a demonstrable track record, this as an issue would 
not arise. Finally, the question of 'could a manifesto be developed': it  most certainly could. But 
having it or not rests on a tipping point between two things: an anachronistic institutionalisation of 
an  otherwise  free  and  natural  cultural  expression;  and  an  open,  healthy  traditional  musical 
discourse.
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