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B B C Northern Ireland Learning
musical traditions

teacher's notesKS4 music - television

Programme 4 The Uilleann Pipes �The river of gems.�

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 Pipe Band 9th November
2 The Harp 16th November
3 The Metrical Psalm 23th November
4 The Uilleann Pipes 30th November

Programme 2 � The Uilleann
By Eithne Vallely

Learning Objectives:

At the end of the programme pupils will have:

• Developed an awareness of the history and development of the uilleann pipes.
• Learned about the complexity and challenges that this instrument presents for the 

performer.
• Listened to performers, including top professional musicians as well as amateur musicians 

and learners.
• Learned about the history of the pipes and the contribution of the 18th century Co. Armagh 

pipemaker, William Kennedy.
• Learned about various aspects of traditional music performance, formal and informal.

About the Programme

This programme introduces us to uilleann piping through interviews with and performances by 
professional and amateur pipers.  The pipers discuss their feelings about the instrument, its 
attraction for them and the challenges it presents for the creative musician. Close-up Þ lming of 
classic pipe tunes enable viewers to see how the chanter is played and the way in which the 
melodies are ornamented and developed. The role of uilleann pipes over 200 years of music-
making is analysed. Its early function of accompanying social dancing is illustrated through the 
work of 18th and 19th century painters. The impact of the travelling pipers on the dissemination 
of the music is explained. Listening to the various pipers talking, we note that they place great 
emphasis on the sound of the pipes which they describe as �haunting�, �organic�, �expressive� 
and �human�. Pipers discuss the various inß uences on their playing e.g. Liam O Flynn mentions 
the Gaelic singing tradition known as �sean-nós� (=old style) as a source for his beautiful slow air 
playing illustrated in the programme by the air �Cois Abha na Séad� (=By the River of Gems). All 
the pipers emphasise their debt to the musicians of the past and the sense of being part of �a living 
tradition� which they want to pass on.  Robbie Hannon speaks of the bond between the instrument 
and the musician and this is also an element in the paintings of J.B. Vallely, piper and artist.



www.bbc.co.uk/ni/schools 2

B B C Northern Ireland Learning musical traditions The Uileann Pipes
teacher's notes

A section of the programme is devoted to the 18th Century Tandragee pipemaker, William Kennedy. 
Kennedy became blind as a child, but went on to learn to play and later to make uilleann pipes as 
well as clocks, and looms.
We are shown a set of uilleann pipes and a clock made by this amazing blind man.

The memory of William Kennedy is kept alive in the area by an annual Festival of Piping organised 
each November by Armagh Pipers Club which brings together pipers from a wide range of 
European traditions. Some of these are featured on the programme � the uilleann piping of Neil 
Mulligan, Breton biniou and bombarde of Stephane and Yann Kermabon, Scottish Highland Piping 
of the brothers Allan, Iain and Angus McDonald and local piping virtuoso, Robert Watt.

Belfast piper, Robbie Hannon, concludes by saying that he considers uilleann piping to be in a 
healthy state at the beginning of the 21st century with many young people playing to a very high 
standard. His opinion is conÞ rmed by an excerpt Þ lmed at Armagh Pipers Club�s music classes 
where teacher Eamonn Curran passes on the tradition to a younger generation.

Background

Uilleann pipes are a bellows-blown member of the pipe family, an Irish development of an 
instrument which is found throughout Europe, Africa and Asia. The instrument, in its present form, 
dates back to the 18th century. Mouth-blown pipes had been played in Ireland at least since the 9th 
century and pipes were played throughout Western Europe in the 11th century. Carvings on Irish 
high crosses at Monasterboice and Clonmacnoise show a mouth-blown triple pipe which bears a 
close resemblance to the Sardinian launeddas.

They were originally referred to as �Irish pipes� or �union pipes� and are now known as �uilleann 
pipes�, from the Irish word uilleann, meaning elbow. Their origins are uncertain, but evidence 
points to a possible development from Pastoral Pipes. 

Other bellows-blown pipes played on these islands include Scotland�s small pipes, the border 
pipes of Southern Scotland and Northern England, and the Northumbrian pipes of North Eastern 
England. 

Uilleann pipes consist of a chanter, bag, bellows, three drones and three regulators and are 
played in a seated position. The chanter has seven Þ nger holes in front and one at the back and 
is stopped on the player�s knee. The scale of the chanter is a �closed� scale i.e. usually no more 
than one or two Þ ngers are off the chanter at any time. Air is pumped into the pipes, by a bellows 
held under the right arm, into a bag which controls the pressure of air to the chanter, drones and 
regulators. The chanter has a range of two octaves, the higher octave being obtained by extra 
pressure on the bag.

Three drones � tenor, baritone and bass - each an octave apart are tuned to the bottom note of the 
chanter and are activated by a stop key on the stock. They provide a continuous accompaniment 
to the chanter. During the 18th century the regulators were added. These are additional keyed 
chanters set alongside the drones to provide harmonic accompaniment and are unique to uilleann 
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pipes. They are played with the edge of the right hand as long notes, chords, or as a rhythmic 
accompaniment to the tune. The instrument therefore has seven reeds, all of which must be kept 
in balance with each other.

Uilleann piping in the past was closely associated with social dancing. On the programme, Tom 
Clarke refers to its use by Protestant clergy as a substitute for the organ in church. Around 1800 
O�Farrell published the Þ rst known tutor for the pipes � Collection of National Irish Music for the 
Union Pipes.

The famine in the middle of the 19th century had a devastating effect on the life of the rural community 
in Ireland. Piping and pipe-making survived among the Irish immigrant community in America. The 
Taylor brothers, who had emigrated from Drogheda to Philadelphia, are credited with raising the 
pitch of the chanter to present-day concert pitch, earlier pipes generally being pitched at various 
levels from A through to C sharp (referred to nowadays as �ß at pipes�).

However, by the beginning of the 20th century it seemed likely that the uilleann pipes would follow the 
harp to extinction. Pipers Clubs were founded in Dublin and Cork at the beginning of the 20th century 
to try to revive piping. The Gaelic League organised pipe competitions at its annual Oireachtas as 
did the Dublin Feis Ceoil.  That uilleann piping survived at all through the Þ rst half of the 20th century 
was mainly due to the work of Leo Rowsome of Dublin, teacher and pipemaker; also the families of 
traveller pipers such as the Dorans, Fureys and Keenans whose music could be heard at fairs and 
gatherings, and recordings of great pipers like Willie Clancy and Séamus Ennis. 

Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann was set up in 1952 to promote traditional music throughout Ireland 
mainly through setting up teaching structures and annual competitions i.e. the ß eadh cheoil (=music 
festival). In 1968 an organisation to cater solely for uilleann pipers was formed, Na Píobairí Uilleann 
(=uilleann pipers). The Armagh Pipers Club was founded in 1966 to develop traditional music and in 
particular uilleann piping in the Armagh area.

In addition to these organisations a number of other factors inß uenced the growing popularity of 
pipes. Many of the bands which became popular during the post-sixties folk revival featured an 
uilleann piper. First of all came Seán Ó Riada�s ensemble, Ceoltóirí Chualann (with piper Paddy 
Moloney), followed by The Chieftains (also Paddy Moloney), Planxty (Liam O�Flynn), The Bothy 
Band (Paddy Keenan), Moving Hearts (Davy Spillane and Declan Masterson), and more recently 
Lúnasa (Cillian Vallely).

Liam O�Flynn (featured on the programme) played a major role in the piping revival. In 1980 he 
recorded The Brendan Voyage, a composition by Shaun Davey for uilleann pipes and orchestra. 
Other collaborations with Davey included Granuaille, The Relief of Derry Symphony and The Pilgrim. 
He has also recorded with such diverse musicians as John Cage, Mark Knopß er, Enya, and Kate 
Bush, and has recently performed with poet Seamus Heaney.

The sound of uilleann pipes is also familiar to many people through Þ lm soundtracks, such as 
Braveheart and Titanic and of course Riverdance featured a solo uilleann piper.
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The world of uilleann piping, like Irish Traditional Music in general, is no longer 
conÞ ned to Ireland. The instrument itself, still individually hand-made, is being 
produced by instrument makers throughout Europe as well as in America and Australia.

Resources:

• Publications

Vallely, Fintan (ed), The Companion to Irish Traditional Music (Cork University Press 1999 
- general).

Breathnach, Breandán, Folk Music and Dances of Ireland (Ossian, Cork reprinted 1996 - 
general).

Ó Canainn, Tomás, Traditional Music of Ireland, (Routledge and Kegan Paul London 1978). 
The chapter on uilleann pipes and case study of Paddy Keenan.

Vallely, Fintan, The Blooming Meadows. (Town House, Dublin 1998). Includes interviews 
with Tommy Keane, Paddy Keenan, Néillidh Mulligan and Brian Vallely.

O�Neill, Francis, Irish Minstrels and Musicians, (Mercier Press Cork, reprinted 1987, 
originally 1913). Pipers in America in 19th century.

• Recordings

The Drones and the Chanters 1 & 2. CC11 and CC61CD (uilleann pipe compilations)

Live recordings from the William Kennedy Piping Festival. WKPFCD001 (compilation of 
various European pipes)

The Given Note. Liam O�Flynn TARACD3034.
 
The Piper�s Call. Liam O�Flynn TARACD3037.

Traditional Irish Music. Robbie Hannan CC53

The Bunch of Keys. Johnny Doran CBÉ 001 (remastered 78s)

The Pipering of Willie Clancy 1 and 2. CC32 and CC39.

The Wandering Minstrel. Séamus Ennis 12 TS250, OSS CD12.

Port an Phíobaire. Paddy Keenan CEF 099.
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May Morning Dew. Mick O�Brien ACM 101.

Atlantic Bridge. Davy Spillane TACD 3019.    

Classroom Activities:

Identify different tune types

Listen to the various uilleann pipe performances on the programme and classify the tune types 
i.e. jigs, reels, airs etc.

Compare different pipes

Which performances are on �concert-pitch� pipes and which are played on �ß at-pipes�?

Compare and contrast different playing styles

There is a considerable difference between the playing styles of Liam O�Flynn and Robbie 
Hannan. Identify the similarities and differences, taking into consideration tempo, articulation, 
ornamentation and variation.

Compare different types of pipes

Compare the uilleann pipes with other kinds of pipes eg Highland pipes; Small pipes; Border 
pipes of Scotland; Northumbrian pipes of England; Bomberde & Biniou of Brittany; Gaita of 
Galicia.

Question For Discussion After the Programme:

Who uses regulator accompaniment?

Which performers use regulator accompaniment? How does it enhance the performance?
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