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Programme 1 The Song Tradition

Broadcast Dates

Programmes are broadcast on BBC 2 in Northern Ireland on Thursday mornings from 10.50-
11.20am.

Programme Title Broadcast Date

1 The Song Tradition 11th September

2 The South Donegal Fiddle 18th September

3 The Lambeg Drum 2nd October

4 The Flute 16th  October

Programme 1 – The Song Tradition

by Brian Mullen

Learning Objectives

At the end of the programme pupils will have:

• Developed an awareness of the range and richness of the Ulster song tradition.

• Learned about the community and social aspects of the traditional singing.

• Gained an understanding of the infl uence and interaction of Irish, English and Scottish 
sources in traditional songs. 

About the programme

The programme highlights the singing tradition in the historic nine county province of Ulster and 
north Louth - which is culturally, linguistically and musically part of ancient Ulster. It focuses on a 
group of northern singers, who are part of a singing community and also happen to be friends and 
it explores the roots of the singing tradition in this part of the world which has a rich mixture, drawn 
from Irish, Scottish and English sources – which is also called “Shamrock, Rose and Thistle”. The 
programme features singers such as Len Graham, Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin, Rosie Stewart, Róisín 
White and Brian Mullen and the soundtrack features the voices of some noted singers who are no 
longer with us, such as Sarah Makem, Joe Holmes and Paddy Tunney.

Background

Ulster has a very strong and varied singing tradition which has been affected by its history and 
geography. Ulster was the most Gaelic of the Provinces until the 17th Century Plantation, and the 
Irish language was spoken in areas of Tyrone, Derry, Antrim and Armagh up until the 20th Century. 
Donegal still has some areas where Irish is the fi rst language of the people. This is generally 
known as the Gaeltacht (a word which, incidentally, is borrowed from Scottish Gaelic). A number 
of songs in Irish are still sung in Ulster (like “Úrchill an Chreagáin” which Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin 
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sings on the programme), and the subject matter, structure and singing style developed in a Gaelic 
speaking environment still permeate the current repertoire in Ulster.

After the plantation the lowland Scottish and English infl uence on the song tradition became more 
pronounced with the infl ux of English and Scottish settlers who brought their own language and 
songs. Songs like “The Fieldmouse’s Birthday Ball” (sung by Brian Mullen) may have come to 
us from Scotland. The tune, “I Have A Bonnet Trimmed With Blue”, is certainly Scottish. Though 
it can be hard, at times, to separate songs of Scottish or English origin, it’s possible that “Adam 
in Paradise” (sung by Len Graham and Pádraigín Ní Uallacháin) is English. Seasonal migration 
from here to Scotland and England, where people went across the water at various times to pick 
potatoes or help with the harvest, has meant that many songs were imported to Ulster from these 
forays. This was not just one-way traffi c, however, as many songs were taken from here and 
introduced to singers in England and Scotland where they became very popular.

Although the origins of the songs sung on the programme are varied, no matter where they may 
have come from in the beginning, they are now Ulster songs. They have been naturalised by 
being set to Irish melodies or by inserting local place-names to set them here. Also elements from 
English or Scottish songs have been introduced into Irish compositions 

The singing tradition in Ulster, and in Ireland generally, is unaccompanied and, as a rule, solo. 
When two people do sing together, they sing in unison, not in harmony. When looked at in 
the context of singing in Ireland, in general, the Ulster singing style is seen as plainer, less 
ornamented and more direct than, say, the heavily embellished, “sean-nós” (literally ‘old style’), 
style of Connemara. This is sometimes explained as coming from the fl atter, Scottish infl uenced 
accent of our spoken English with our musical accent refl ecting our speaking voices. However, 
singing styles seem to be more a matter of personal choice than strict adherence to a perceived 
local style. If a singer is attracted to embellishment as a technique in presenting songs then he 
or she will incorporate it into their style. For example, see how differently, in terms of style, the 
singers in the programme approach their songs, some more “fl owery” or embellished than others.

One of the most notable elements of song in Ulster is the constant reference to locality. 
Placenames occur much more frequently in the Ulster song tradition than in other English 
language song traditions. In Ulster songs which recount the beauty of a particular area are 
very common. This might be a remnant of praise poetry in the Irish language and was certainly 
reinforced by the various waves of emigration that have occurred in Ireland over the centuries. 
In the programme, Davy Hammond makes the interesting observation that most of the songs 
of emigration were not written by the people who emigrated but by those who stayed at home. 
Perhaps when they had written all those verses praising the beauty of their home place they could 
not bear to leave it!

Many traditional songs have survived because of their strong sense of place and are still sung 
because the singers and listeners feel a bond with the songs and the places mentioned in 
them. Rosie Stewart says in the programme that she has been to every place mentioned in her 
song “Adieu to Lovely Garrison.” Unaccompanied singing can attract because, on some level, 
everybody can sing. All you have to do is fi nd the song which you like and which suits your ability. 
Different people are attracted to different types of song, some like comics, some are attracted to 
emigration songs and some to love songs. 
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Remember that these songs come from a time when there was no television or movies, no radio 
or CDs and so people had to make their own entertainment and they sang of war and battles, 
unhappy love affairs, emigration, drowning tragedies, work, murder, highwaymen, sea voyages, 
hiring fairs, drinking, topical events, local characters; in fact, any subject you might see covered on 
TV or in the press nowadays.

Songs can be learnt from a number of sources. In times gone by, you could learn from your father, 
mother, grandmother, grandfather, other members of your extended family or from neighbours and 
friends. Some songs would be learnt from printed ballad sheets which you might hear sung at a 
fair or gathering by a professional ballad singer. If you had the ability to pick up a tune after one or 
two hearings (and some of the old singers had) you could memorise the tune he sang or else you 
might substitute your own tune later when you had bought the ballad and taken it home to digest 
it. Nowadays, if you have your own portable recording equipment you can, very easily, take home 
songs from far-fl ung sessions to learn in the privacy of your own home on long winter’s nights. 
There are many programmes of traditional music on the radio which feature songs and these can 
be taped and learned. Over the years, many books of popular and obscure ballads and songs 
have been printed and for the musically literate (or for those with musically literate friends) these 
can be a useful source of singing material. There are also commercial recording of singers whom 
you may never meet which can provide you with a rich and varied repertoire of songs. 

Some parts of the singing tradition overlap with the instrumental tradition, for example in lilting, 
when verses may be set to a dance tune such as a reel or a jig. In the programme Len Graham 
and John Campbell sing a few verses of “The Little Bag of Tailors” to the tune of the reel “The 
Wind that Shakes the Barley.” Good singers will be aware of the instrumental tradition and many 
will be able to lilt some dance tunes. This is very useful if some people want to dance and there 
are no musicians about, when a singer can lilt a few reels, jigs, polkas or whatever is needed. 
Some singers are also accomplished musicians; Gabriel McArdle plays the concertina and tin 
whistle among other instruments. Many people who are seen primarily as instrumentalists can 
also be fi ne singers; for example Cathal McConnell who plays fl ute and whistle with the traditional 
group The Boys of the Lough is also a fi ne singer. 

But, once you have learnt your songs the question is “Where are you going to sing them?” 
Before the days of the mass media people visited each others houses more often and told 
stories and sang songs to amuse each other and pass the time. Nowadays, music is much more 
of a commodity and has its allotted place on the concert stage or in the pub session. During 
the summer months Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann run fl eadhanna or festivals of music in every 
county in Ireland and as part of these weekends there are competitions for singers of all ages and 
informal sessions which give people an opportunity to hear and to practise singing. Some festivals 
exist now to cater especially for singing but even some singers feel that this hothouse featuring of 
one particular aspect of tradition is not healthy or, indeed, very enjoyable. They feel that singing 
should be practised as part of a complete traditional experience with music, dancing, storytelling 
and even spaces for idle conversation, tea and other refreshment. 

Singing continues but its form and function is changing. More and more songs are sung to 
instrumental backing either by solo singer/guitarists or in a group context. The unaccompanied 
voice is not as audible as it once was but it is still the basis and the mainspring for the singing 
tradition of Ulster. 
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Classroom Activities:

Find a number of different versions of the same song and compare them.

Listen to the same song sung by a number of different singers and identify the 
similarities and differences.

Find a song of your locality from family, friend or neighbour and learn it.

Questions For Discussion After the Programme:

Unaccompanied singing; how boring is that? 

Which of the songs or singers in the programme did you enjoy most and why?

What makes a song traditional? 

Would these songs be better sung with instrumental accompaniment? Why?

How do you think you would recognise an Ulster song?

How would you recognise an Ulster singer or someone singing in an Ulster style?

What would be the best place to sing these kinds of song? 
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