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Tom Byrne gave me my first flute. Years later, I passed it back to his youngest child, in better repair and in a case of
my own making. In the same spirit of humility and gratitude, I hope to pass on to you the insight and experience I
have gained over more than a quarter century—through playing the flute and tin whistle; through the hospitality and
generosity of scores of Irish people; through seeking out, listening to, and learning from the older and younger liv-
ing players; through visiting Irish communities in Ireland and elsewhere; through research and study of recordings
and written materials; through the probing questions of my students. I hope you will use this work in the same spir-
it, that it will spur you on to continually deepen your knowledge, to look to the older musicians as well as the cur-
rent state of Irish music, and to pass your own insights on to others.

I am still, and ever, a student of this music. Having grown up outside of the rich culture that gave it birth, I have
sometimes felt reluctant to claim the right to produce a work such as this. The sincere and enthusiastic encourage-
ment I have received from Irish musicians whom I hold in the highest regard, as well as the urging of many students
and other fellow musicians, gave me the confidence to articulate what I know of this art and to present my ideas on
how to better understand and notate the music.

Irish traditional music is a highly sophisticated art form, possessing much greater depth of possibility in personal
expression than is generally acknowledged. The American Heritage Dictionary defines “fine art” as “art produced or
intended primarily for beauty rather than utility,” and as “something requiring highly developed techniques and
skills.”i Central to Irish music are its functions as accompaniment for dance and as a vehicle for social interactions of
many kinds. However, this usefulness does not diminish it as a fine art. To fully pursue Irish music is to accept an
invitation to a lifelong journey of discovery and personal expression, one that brings you into a joyful community of
music makers and dancers and listeners, one that occurs within the context of a rich history and cultural heritage,
which has its heart in past and present Ireland and which branches out to the rest of Europe, North America,
Australia, and the other lands where Irish people have brought their music. 

As time and technology march on, geographical considerations no longer restrict or define the spread of Irish tradi-
tional music. There are people all over the globe who hear it and are deeply touched by it. As those who live farther
and farther away from Irish communities are moved to learn to play Irish music, it is more important than ever that
resources become available that will not only give them good information, but will also steer their inquiry toward a
deeper understanding of the cultural cradle of the music and the traditional modes of learning it, where so much of
the soul of the music lies. As someone who has come to the music from the “outside,” I feel I am in a particularly
good position to point the way for others like myself, few of whom, however, have had my good fortune of learning
directly from elders in the tradition.

It is also my hope that musicians who have grown up in the embrace of Irish culture will find useful insight and infor-
mation in this book. It can be the gift of the immigrant to shed new and different light upon the natives’ treasures.
As an immigrant to Irish music, I have learned mostly in the traditional manner of aural immersion, but also in a
more analytical fashion, mainly through reading, as a fledgling player, L. E. McCullough’s fine book The Complete
Tin Whistle Tutor.ii

Upon being invited to teach Irish flute and tin whistle for intensive music workshops in America, I began a process
of analyzing what I had learned to do. I had to find ways to convey the inner workings of the music to others who
had not had my opportunities of traditional learning. The analytical tools that I had gained through academic musi-
cal training served me well, and I began developing my understandings and techniques of notating ornamentation
quite early on. My intellectual examination of the music has continued for many years, fueled mainly by my teach-
ing, and more recently through the culminating process of writing this book. There are new ideas here, ones that I
hope will advance the understanding of traditional Irish music everywhere and motivate newcomers and veterans
alike to listen to the music closely and extensively, especially to the playing of the older masters of the art, whether
in person or on recordings.

You can learn a great deal by listening deeply to recordings. For many people outside of Ireland, this has been their
only contact with masterful players, and, for most of us, it has been our only contact with the great ones who have
passed on. In Ireland, too, players learn a great deal this way, and have ever since the early days when American-made
78-rpm recordings of Irish music made their way back to Ireland, and circulated as well throughout Irish communi-
ties in the United States. This, too, is learning by ear, by immersion, though the audio-only glimpse of the musical
experience is quite limited.

This book is an analytical tool and it is chock full of detail. Irish music is very intricate, and one must pay attention
to the details and gain competence with them. But take care not to get lost in them. In order to play the music with
understanding and maturity, you must stand back and take in the broader aspects of the music. While you are work-
ing with the nuts and bolts, continue to let the music wash over you and through you. 


