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Keeping the Delicate Beauties

A Conversation with Fingal's Daithi Sproule

By Seé'n Dwyer

RYDER: You're both a musician and a

writer of fiction. Could you tell us how
these two creative impulses got their
start in you.

The resurgence of traditional Irish mu-.
sic has taken two paths over the past fifty

years: the predictable tinkering with the
genre, and the current of structural purity

Diith{ Sproule: I suppose they seem
 pretty separate. I've always loved music,
‘and I've always loved reading. I've been

" . the re-emergence of traditional

that seeks to maintain the original flavor
of centuries-old tunes.

The new trio Fingal, making E
its first Lotus appearance, fol-
lows the purely traditional line
of Irish music. The individual 3
musicians bring long and distin-
guished pedigrees to their en-
semble. Accordion player James
Keane, brother of Se4n Keane of §
the Chieftains, has been at the
forefront of the Irish revival since
its beginning. Before joining
Fingal, he had briefly worked

"

dler Randal Bays, who in turn
had previously recorded with the
trio’s guitarist Ddith{ Sproule. -
Sproule played a strong role in

Irish music when he was part of
Skara Brae, with the late
Michedl O Domhnaill, who
went on to form the legendary Bothy

Band, and he has also been a member of
Altan for years. In addition to his success-

ful solo album Heart Made of Glass, he
has' contributed to numerous recording
projects.

Ddith{ Sproule is credited w1th making

the guitar a signifi-

cant factor in tadi- ~ Your aim, as a singer when you smg traditional songs

tional Irish music.

Daithi Sproule and his trio—Fin-
gal— perform on October 6 & 7 at _ . 4o
the Lotus World Music Festival.

reading books since I was a child, and I
always sang
»7 songs, so |
X

34 think the

joy, you want

to try to do

]

its impulse
! from imita-
| tion, really.
| You love this

s andithasa
| i nice effect on
| you, and you

pulse to try

produce the same effect on somebody
else. For many years I would only write
stories sporadically. It kind of comes in
waves, whereas the music, I'm always

playing music.

Ryder You have published a book of

stones

things you en-

them yourself.
++ | think a lot of
creativity takes

have this im-

something to

what somebody regards as the best shor
stories in Irish of the last thirty-five year
or 50, and it’s got one of my stories in it
So that was fun, because I haven't read
these stories for fifteen years, you know.
So that was nice.

Ryder: When you wrote in Irish
rather than in English, was that becaus
that’s how you felt it, or because you
wanted to give the Irish language some
thing else for people to read?

DS: It just happened like that. I was
writing in English, in fact, quite a lot of
the time, and I just happened to start tk
story in Irish, I think because I was read
ing a few books in Irish, and when I sat
down to write, I ended up writing it in
Irish. In retrospect, I think it was a reall
good exercise, because 'm not a native
Irish speaker; I can speak it fluently, bus

'm not a native Irish speaker, and I thir
writing in a language that isn’t your nati
tongue is actually a discipline. It’s far
more difficult to just ramble on. [Laugt

Ryder: You started as a musician ear
on. :

DS: Well, when I was growing up I :
ways sang songs, and I came from a mu
cal family; and I'm from the city of Der
in the North of Ireland, and it seemed =
if everybody I knew sang, or danced, or
whatever. And it wasn’t necessarily tradi
tional music that the people were intere

" ed in. But then, when I was a teenager,

there was a big folk revival in Ireland, o
traditional song, and also I was lucky
enough to spend my sur
mers in the Gaelic-lan-
guage-speaking areas of

Especially by adopt- with a guitar or with other accompamment, is to try Do the county ad;
ing the alternative and keep the delicate beauties that they had cent to my own, and the
DADGAD guitar

I learnt a lot of old song
that I thought were reall
beautiful. I started the guitar when I we
seventeen, and I immediately started tr)
ing to arrange these songs for guitar, by

runing that has be-  OFiginally, and yet bring them into the modern world.

come a standard in
Irish music, Sproule has helped Irish mu-

sic sound fresh without compromising its

" DS: Yeah, it’s been almost twenty years
ago now, and those were stories in the

Irish language. Coincidentally, I just got

roots.
We reached Sproule by telephone on an email a week or two ago from a pub- mysclf and with friends, and that really
the eve of Lotus 2006. lishing company in Ireland, and r.heyre got my career as a musician started off.

) producing a collection of, well, what they,
12 ‘ RYD



B .

RYDER: You're both a musician and a
writer of fiction. Could you tell us how
these two creative impulses got their
start in you.
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what somebody regards as the best short
stories in Irish of the last thirty-five years
or so, and it’s got one of my stories in it.
So that was fun, because I haven’t read
these stories for fifteen years, you know.
So that was nice. v

Ryder: When you wrote in Irish
rather than in English, was that because
that’s how you felt it, or because you
wanted to give the Irish language some-
thing else for people to read?

DS: It just happened like that. I was
writing in English, in fact, quite a lot of
the time, and I just happened to start that
story in Irish, I think because I was read-
inga few books in Irish, and when I sat
down to write, I ended up writing it in
Irish. In retrospect, I think it was a really
good exercise, because I'm not a native
Irish speaker; I can speak it fluently, but
I’'m not a native Irish mwn&aa and I think
writing in a language that isn’t your native
tongue is actually a discipline. It’s far
more difficult to just ramble on. [Laughs]

Ryder: You started as a musician early
on. :

DS: Well, when I was growing up I al-
ways sang songs, and I came from a musi-
cal family; and I'm from the city of Derry,
in the North of Ireland, and it seemed as
if everybody I knew sang, or danced, or
whatever. And it wasnt bonammﬁ% tradi-

beautiful. I started the guitar when I was
seventeen, and I immediately started try-
ing to arrange these songs for guitar, by

Y

mealf amd wrieh Liands and dhas canlles

g ally—for peo-
ple of my age,
and my gener-
ation—it was -
just incredibly
exciting. And
the nw_zm was,
§| the music was
7 just astonish-
4 ing, and it
hadn't really
anything to
do with being
ﬁg&w or the

Fingal's James Keane
has been at the fore-
front of the Irish revival .
since its beginning.

Hw@ “cool”
thing, or any of that stuff. When you
heard the stuff they were doing in.1962,

it was great, then you were following with
them, and year by year they were aston-

" ishing you, you know?

And I think that’s a great inspiration,
and it was an inspiration for me, definite-
ly, in arranging songs, because one of the
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readers wouldn't know that traditional
songs have no chords in them, no accom-
paniment. So, when you were putting a
chord to it, you were doing something
that hadn’t been done. And that was very
exciting. You had a choice of what colors
to put in this music. So that the business
of doing nice chords was always some-
thing—a. preoccupation of me and my

mﬂmb%

Ryder: We hav
Irish music in Blc
those in town wh
ing on with it, hc
the structure of I

DS: Well, you ¢
two elements in I
strumental music,
that is dance tune
so on. It’s mostly-
and there are vari
flutes, fiddle, accc
tent, and the pipe

Ryder: So, really, your :b&anmg&bm
of what the Beatles were doing con-
tributed a lot to your own compositions

and to your guitar playing. Irish pipes. Those
DS: Oh, : , : e

yeah, defi-  In the last ten years or so, I'v

nitely. And from listening to Glenn Goul

there were . . -

other people pianist, and Bill Evans, the

that you

* ments that have b
It does of course |
old-time music, v

would hear, you know; that was the era
when Dylan was starting ocnl..rn had a
big traditional element in his music—and

$55-

Lawn Servic
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 DAITHI SPROUL

of Irish music and no doubt had a lot to
do with the origins of old-time music and
some of the tunes.

And then there’s the singing, the songs,
and they are originally, as I said, unac-
companied songs. They were solo pieces,
very intimate and sort of introverted al-
most. The business of arranging them for
the modern world is a more delicate.
process than the dance tunes. The dance
tunes are kind of sturdy little characters.
[Laughs.] They can stand up for them—

selves. Songs are, most

“Well, that isnt really part of the music,”
I wouldn't really blame them, because I
still enjoy listening to tunes without

chords myself. I can listen to them either

way. I'think there’s a certain beauty with
the chordal accompaniment, and I think
there’s a definite, obviously, a great beauty

~without it as well.

Ryder: What music do you listen to
these days?
DS: I've listened to all sorts of smuff
over the years, just like

of them are love songs, !
, and alot of them are
very delicate pieces.

Your aim, asa
singer when you sing i

anybody else. I love blues.
I used to listen a lot to—
you know, I used to play
electric guitar as well, and
I loved Roy Buchanan, a.
great electric guitarist, and

with a guitar or with Eric Clapton of course,
other accompaniment, and Jeff Beck. In the last
is to try and keep the ten years or so, I've got
delicate beauties that = most pleasure from listen-
they had originally, ’ ing to Glenn Gould, the
and yet bring them Fingal's Randall Bays classical pianist, and Bill

into the modern world. The combination
of a trio, which is what we'll be doing, is
great, because it means you have a kind of

group sound, and yet each individual’s

personahty is to be heard. A duo ora trio

is really my ideal thing, even though I do
play in bands. For the question of just
hearing the personality of the music, you
can't really hear it in a better way.

Ryder: When you mentioned the tra-
ditional instruments, you didn’t mention
the guitar, and I've even seen people say -
that having a guitar is almost heresy.
‘What do you say to that?

DS: Well, you know, things change,
and things develop, and there’s no doubt
that where the music came from, and
where the center of the music still is, is in
~ the melody lines. It’s a kind of linear mu-
sic. Again, I'm talking about the singing
or the tune-playing. It’s a linear music;
the main thing is the note of the tune.
And that’s the way it has always existed.
Now, on the other hand, you can’t say
that the guitar isn't 7» traditional music,

because it has been there since the *60s, in

Irish music. And the bouzouki has been -
there in the *60s, so it’s #here, for sure, so
you have to say that in that sense it’s part
of the music. But if somebody says,

14

Evans, the jazz pianist. I've listened to

more hours of them than anythmg else.

Ryder: Have you thought about
branching out in your composition?

DS: In the way of compositions, I've
made up some melodies for songs, but
most of
my

ing to create traditional recordings for
the sake of preservation, or did you hope
to market it as a big next wave?

DS: We didn't have those plans at all.
We were just trying to play beautiful mu-
sic. The idea of preservation or anything
would never have occurred to us. We just
had these songs, we thought they were
beautiful, and we were trying to arrange
them in a nice way.

Ryder: You grew up in Derry and you

 were there for the Troubles. What did

that do to you musically?

DS: Well, I dont think there was any
connection to music for me. I know some
people would sing songs that had a politi-
cal content or a topical content, but I ‘
never have. Actually, the year I left Derry
was the year the Troubles started. It was .
1968. I was off to university in Dublin,
but I was at the Civil Rights march in
Derry that really started the Troubles, be-
cause it was a peaceful civil rights march,
and we were; the crowd was attacked by
the police, and friends of mine were beat-
en up by the police, and so on. Of course
I was back at Derry often through those
years and saw plenty of violence, riots and
so on. But I don't think it had anything

obvious to do with music for me, except

Maybe your readers wouldn’t know that traditional

compo-  songs have no chords in them, no accompamment

sitions

would be guitar instrumental pieces.
Some of those I've recorded, and some
other people have recorded. I don't think
they’re any particular style, and some may
find them a wee bit Irish, but they may
not, you know. They’re just melodies.
They just come out as they come out,
without any plan on my part.

posed.

DS: Thanks. One of my plans that 1

always have is to do a CD just of the gui- -

tar instrumentals. I kind of come back to
it periodically. I think I'm going to be
working on it in the next six months. I
hope so, anyhow.

Ryder: With Skara Brae, you helped
bring Irish traditional music back into
the public consciousness. Were you try-

Ryder: But they sound carefully com-

for the songs that talked about the sadness
of people going off and getting killed in .
wars, you know. But that was the only
time.

_ Say, nowadays, if I'm singing a song
like “The Bonny Light Horseman,”
which is one I love, it’s a very simple story
of the Napoleonic Wars, and the girl’s
boyfriend or husband goes off and is
killed, you know, and it’s this beautiful
song, and it doesnt have to preach. But
what it’s saying is just how incredibly sad
it is that these things happen. And I
would be a totally nonviolent person.

" And éven nowadays when I'm singing

that song, I'm not saying anything about
politics, but I'm obviously thinking about

all the people who are needlessly getting

killed in these wars all around the world.

I've never understood how anybody could

RYDER
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you know, I used to play
electric guitar as well, and
I loved Roy Buchanan, a
great electric guitarist, and
Eric Clapton of course,
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ten years or so, I've got
most pleasure from listen-
ing to Glenn Gould, the
classical pianist, and Bill

- Evans, the jazz pianist. I've listened to

more hours of them than .«Sviﬁbm else.

Ryder: Have you nrocmra about
branching out in your composition?

DS: In the way of compositions, I'v
made up some melodies for songs, v:n
most of
my

‘We were just trying to play beautful mu-
sic. The idea of preservation or anything
wouild never have occurred to us. We just
had these songs, we thought they were
beautiful, and we were trying to arrange
them in a nice way.

Ryder: You grew up in Derry and you
were there for the Troubles. What did
that do to you musically?

DS: Well, I don’t think there was any
connection to music for me. I know some
people would sing songs that had a politi-

cal content or a topical content, but I

never have. Actually, the year I left Derry

was the year the Troubles started. It was .
1968. 1 was off to university in Dublin,
but I was at the Civil Rights march in
Derry that really started the Troubles, be-
cause it was a peaceful civil rights march,
and we were; the crowd was attacked by
the police, and friends of mine were beat-
en up by the police, and so on. Of course
I was back at Derry often through those
years and saw plenty of violence, riots and
so on. But I don't think it had anything

obvious to do with music for me, except

3m<cm your readers wouldn't know that traditional
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sitions

would be guitar instrumental pieces.
Some of those I've recorded, and some
other people have recorded. I don't think
they’re any particular style, and some may
find them a wee bit Irish, but they may
not, you know. They’re just melodies.
They just come out as they come out,
without any plan on my part.

Ryder: But they sound carefully com-

posed.

DS: Thanks. One of my plans that I
always have is to do a CD just of the gui-
tar instrumentals. I kind of come back to
it periodically. I think I'm going to be
working on it in the next six months. I
hope so, anyhow.

Rvder: With Skara Brae, vou helped

for Hrn songs that talked about the sadness
of people going off and getting killed in .
wars, you know. wsﬁ that was the only
time. ,

. Say, nowadays, if I'm singing a song
like “The Bonny Light Horseman,™
which is one I love, it’s a very simple story
of the Napoleonic Wars, and the gil’s
boyfriend or husband goes off and is
killed, you know, and it’s this beautiful
song, and it doesn’t have to preach. But
what it’s saying is just how incredibly sad
it is that these things happen. And I
would be a totally nonviolent person.
And éven nowadays when I'm singing
that song, I'm not saying anything about
politics, but I'm obviously thinking about

.m= ﬁrn mncEn who are Dma&mm&% getting

dated to do that during the "70s?
DS: No, I don't think that was ever a

problem. It never even occurred to me.

That was one thing to be thankful for.

Ryder: But you probably weren’t
singing in Protestant pubs, either.

DS: Probably not. [Laughs.] The:only
way it came up was, and it only happened
once or twice, was that among the songs
that we used to sing were Orange songs,
you know, that were sung by Catholics in

Ireland with tongue in cheek, or whatever.

I was lucky enough to spend my summers in the Gaelic-
language-speaking areas of Donegal, and there I learnt a
lot of old songs that I thought were really beautiful.

And I remember one time singing this
beautiful and ridiculous Orange song in
Dublin, I was threatened. [Laughs.] I did-
o't sing it in Dublin any more. But it’s a
lovely song. You see, the first thing that

Ryder: Now, your current group. You
and fiddler Randal Bays have worked to-
gether, and you've recorded together.
Now you're adding an accordion, with
James Keane. we'll see how we'

DS: James is an old friend of mineand  moment; we'll ju
I played with him many years ago, in St.  time.

Louis, and I got to know him a wee bit

Ryder: Are yo
DS: We've no
to do is set up so
ter we've played a

then. And last year he and Randal started Hﬂ.v&mn You us
playing together and I'd occasionally join cordion maﬁ%.ra
in. So, myself and Randal have a particu- Ownnc.= and w& ]
lar thing we do, but then when you add &E_n.bm of reviv
that third element, it becomes something did with them? |

DS: Idont th

to be in my fate t
accordion players

with James Kelly

we recorded two

And then the Tri:
different, and we just thought we would E.N Carroll, and ]
set up a few gigs to enjoy the different think every comt

sound and enjoy playing with James, be- end up having

cause James is such a treasure trove of mu-

sic and has such a vast background in the Ryder: You ar
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traditional. Are you insisting among yourselves on not modernizing
the sound?

DS: It’s all a matter of your own taste, what you think sounds nice.
It’s one of those things you can't spell out, or put in objective terms what
your taste is, or what your aesthetic is. So there are just certain things I
would never do. They wouldn’t feel right to me. That dictates everything.

Sometimes what can happen, and what I've heard happening with
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other bands, take for example the idea of introducing
rock elements into traditional music. That is fine, as
long as it adds up in good music. Sometimes I hear these
experiments and it ends up being bad Irish music and
bad rock music. So, you can get combinations of differ-
ent styles, but it’s very difficult, really. There are very
very few people who have mastered two styles of music.
And then to stick them together in a way that is pleasing
or tasteful, it’s very rare.

The one thing I would say for definite is that some
people are afraid they’re going to spoil the music. I'm
not afraid of that because I think traditional Irish music
is so strong that if I form a band, if my next band is a
combination of reggae and punk and traditional Irish
music, traditional Irish music is going to survive. Its not
going to die because of this little project of mine.

Ryder: When you work with Altan, they’re in Ire-
land, and you're in St. Paul. Now, James Keane’s in
New York, and Randal is in Washington State. How do
you deal with the logistics of being so far apart so
much of the time?

DS: You know , that’s when things really come to-
gether, when you get up on the stage. So you have to
make some preparations, and if you're not in the same
city, usually what you do is exchange recordings or
something. I maybe put a few songs on a CD and send
them off, and they’ll send a CD of tunes to me; or
maybe they’ll pick some tunes off their own recordings,
like James may say, “Well, we'll do this selection or that
selection.” And Randal and myself might learn it off his
record. And then you get together and you consult, and
you run through stuff, but it will come together when
you start performing it. And that’s the way it works.

Sedn Dwyer teaches Spanish at St. John's Preparatory School
in Collegeville, Minnesota. An erstwhile twenty-year Bloomington
resident, be holds a handful of degrees from IU, during the pursuit
of which be spent much of his time writing and performing music
and poetry. He is now writing the authorized biography of leg-
endary songwriter Jeff Barry. B
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Art says hellol

Say hello with free electronic postcards
featuring drawings, sculptures, paintings,
and photography by these Bloomington
artists:

Allen Gurevitz Moe's Ache Studio
Bonnie Gordon-Lucas Ned Shaw

Gerry Girman Rich Reardin
Johnnie Belinda Sara Hatch

Juliet Frey Veda Stanfield
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