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Programme 4 The Flute

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 4 – The Flute

by Gary Hastings

Learning Objectives:

At the end of the programme pupils will have:

• Developed awareness of peoples’ reasons for playing this kind of music. 

• Experienced conversations with musicians as people, rather than as performers. 

• Become aware of the complexity of a musical tradition, its composition and development. 

• Gained knowledge about making fl utes 

• Developed knowledge about playing music in a social context and for social reasons rather 

than in formal performance situations 

 

About the Programme 

This programme provides an 'up close and personal' introduction to the world of traditional fl ute 

playing in Belfast. It traces the roots of that development from the revival of the early 70’s up to 

the present day. It looks at the formative regional style of Co. Fermanagh and the other infl uences 

on the tradition, personal and geographical, and also explores the infl uence of the fi fi ng tradition 

usually associated with the Orange Order. 

Fluteplayers give their own feelings on the music, how it affects them, what they see in it, what 

it means for them. The soul of the tradition is brought out here, not just the surface details. This 

programme is not just descriptive, but gives a rare chance to actually meet people talking about 

their fascination with the music, the instrument, and the social and community signifi cances of 

what they do. There is also a short illustrative section on fl ute making, and the design of each 

instrument for each player and the context they will be playing in. 
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Background 

The fl ute played in Irish Traditional music nowadays comes from the ‘simple system’ fl utes [with 

open holes covered by the fi ngers] commonly played in orchestras during the 19th Century. These 

developed from the fi fe, which were the fi rst form of ‘transverse fl utes’, coming from quite early 

times. Transverse means that the instrument is played sideways, the breath being blown across a 

hole at the top, the sharp edge of which provides the sound. [Try blowing over the top of a bottle 

or a pen top]. There are also end blown fl utes. Tin whistles have the edge, or fi pple, in line with the 

instrument built into the mouthpiece. 

There are a couple of facets to the fl ute tradition in Ireland. On the one hand fl utes were part of 

the dance tradition, and this is explored below. On the other, they were part of the marching band 

tradition, usually associated with the Orange Order, but also found in the context of the Ancient 

Order of Hibernians, and with other political movements, the Land League for example. These 

small fl utes or fi fes, also played with the Lambeg drum, became common in the fl ute band of the 

19th Century. From bands with a number of ‘First’ Flutes [hence the name First Flute band] all 

in the same key, Bb, side and snare drums and a bass drum, developed the Part Band, where a 

number of different sized fl utes were played in arrangements with a small complement of drums. 

The repertoires played by these bands varies immensely from classical to traditional, popular to 

political. 

When new designs of fl ute were invented [esp by Boehm, usually fully keyed] in the 1800’s, older 

varieties were discarded and were available cheaply. They found their way to Ireland through 

returning emigrants or being sent home by those living elsewhere. Makers’ names of the 1800’s 

include Rudall and Rose, Rudall and Carte, Willis, Boosey and Hawkes, etc. Simple system fl utes 

continue to be made right up to modern times for use in fl ute bands. The tone of wooden fl utes 

is distinctively different from modern metal orchestral instruments, and the fi ngering and blowing 

style suits traditional music. There are some very accomplished metal fl ute players who do play 

traditional music, but in general the older form of instrument suits best. 

In Ireland, there were local fashions in some instruments. Flutes were particularly popular in an 

area covering Leitrim, Roscommon, Sligo, and Fermanagh, though they were played elsewhere as 

well. They were strangely scarce in Ulster in the dance tradition, though massively common in the 

band tradition (there were only 5 or 6 fl ute players in the whole of Ulster in the traditional dance 

tradition in the early 70’s) until reproductions came to be made in the late 1970’s by the likes of 

Sam Murray and Hammy Hamilton. Now Belfast is dramatically a fl ute playing area. 

There are regional styles of fl ute playing, just as there are regional styles of speech and dialect 

in language. When your ear becomes attuned to a language you can distinguish these; so too 

in traditional music. The styles are delineated by use of phrasing and breath, ornamentation and 

tone, speed and rhythm. In recent years, due to the accessibility of recordings from all areas, most 

players would have a personal rather than regional style due to the mixture of infl uences on them 

from all over Ireland, though some would have tended to emphasise one geographical style of 

playing. The style played in Belfast has some common elements to it, due to players infl uencing 

each other, and drawing from common sources. 

The most common context of playing is the session, where a number of musicians come together 
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on a regular basis to play together. These are free for anyone to join in, neither class, religion or 

musical capabilities being a bar, though there are a number of rules of etiquette which help avoid 

friction. Playing with others in a session means the musician must be sensitive to what is going on 

around them. It is very different from solo playing and it is not a free-for-all, but a complex thing 

where the aim is to make the whole greater than the sum of the parts. One person’s playing will lift 

another’s to greater heights, with no-one drowning out another or taking over. Needless to say, this 

is the ideal rather than the usual reality. While in many areas sessions take place quietly during the 

week and aren’t usually publicised, a Fleadh Cheoil (music festival] is a good place to hear music 

in sessions. They take place in each county during the summer in a variety of places, culminating 

in the All Ireland Fleadh Cheoil at the end of August. There are also a variety of music festivals, 

concerts and so forth as well. 

The ornamentation on the fl ute in the dance tradition is based ultimately on the pipes, with whom it 

shares many common elements. Cuts, or grace notes, rolls, cranns, slides, etc. all come from the 

pipes. The pipes are the ultimate base of all the instrumental forms of ornamentation. Ornament 

is not a melodic device as such, but a rhythmic one, to accentuate the beat and drive of the tune. 

The degree to which it is used depends on the taste of the player, and the styles which have 

infl uenced him or her. More specifi c to the fl ute is the use of breathing, separation of notes, and 

variations of tone and volume again as rhythmical and textural devices in playing. While hard to 

describe verbally, fl ute playing styles divide roughly into two. Firstly, a smooth, fl owing and more 

melodic style, where the rhythm is strong but secondary to the melody of the tune, with long 

phrases and a sweeter tone. The style of Co. Fermanagh eg Cathal McConnell shows this well, 

though it is found elsewhere. The second style is much more rhythmical and punchy, with notes 

being given percussive diaphragmatic emphasis [the ‘grunt and groan’ style of playing], and great 

lift. The tone is breathy and rougher. Desi Wilkinson, though from Belfast, is a great exponent of 

this Roscommon/Leitrim style. Harry Bradley illustrates the differences in the programme. One 

other technique is melodic variation, where musicians ‘improvise’ snatches of the tune. Of course 

as in many other walks of life and music, most of their best improvisations take a long time to 

practise. 

In actual fact, most fl ute players have a personal mixture of styles, using different techniques at 

different times, depending on the mood, the specifi c tune, the other people playing, and what 

they have been listening to recently. The availability of good fl utes in recent times has enabled a 

mixture of styles to develop more easily, where, for example, good tone can also be achieved in 

a grunt and groan breathy style without long term physical damage to the musician. Older fl utes 

were frequently leaky and in bad repair and brute force and ignorance may have been the only 

option open to their players. A heightened sense of ‘quality’ due to the exposure to a very high 

standard of playing through recordings has also had a great infl uence on players’ judgement of 

what good fl ute playing is. All this has had infl uence on what is being seen as a Belfast style of 

playing. 

The variety of tunes played include reels, jigs [double, single, slip], slides, hornpipes, waltzes, 

mazurkas, barn dances, germans, highlands and marches. The width of the repertoire has 

increased in the last 20 years due to the relaxing of the idea of what traditional music essentially 

is. All these tunes or dance types represent different fashions which have come into the country 

in the last three centuries or more, and have been adopted and adapted to suit the style of 

music here. A similar adoption/ adaptation is more recently visible in Country and Western music 

becoming Country and Irish, where a distinctive Irish variety of a music genre is still developing. 
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Most other countries have these tune rhythms as well. Polkas and waltzes came from eastern 

Europe, reels from Scotland, jigs are common all over Europe. Indeed this is the Irish variety of a 

common European dance repertoire. 

Some tunes are more suitable to the fl ute, due to the nature of the instrument; more satisfying and 

easier to play. While technically capable of playing in any key, anywhere beyond D, E minor, G, 

A minor and a couple of others is largely uncharted territory for fl ute players. The amount of work 

and technique involved is rarely repaid in the effect achieved. 

       

Classroom Activities: 

Listen to two or more performances of the same tune by traditional players and 

identify similarities and differences. 

Listen carefully to a number of different types of dance tunes and identify the types of 

dance being played. 

Listen to a traditional music session and identify the instruments playing. 

Questions For Discussion After the Programme: 

Someone in the programme said that playing traditional music on the fl ute is like 

‘telling your own story through music’.  What do you think he means?

Are there any differences in its performance when a dance tune is played for dancing 

to and when it is played, for example, in a session?

How would you recognise a performance as being by a Belfast fl ute player?

Who enjoys a session most, the players or the audience?

Is music for dancing to as important an element for social interaction as it was in 

earlier times – has the session replaced the ceilidh? 

When you perform your music, what do you bring to it of yourself?  What is your 

interpretation of what you play – how do you want it to sound – what musical effect/

message do you want to communicate?  Is this ‘telling your own story’ through your 

music? 

When you play with other musicians, how much do you play your own thing, or 

attempt to blend in and add to a greater communal sound, yet still have a degree of 

freedom? 
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