
IRISH SLOW AIRS 

In contrast to the many thousands of lively traditional Irish tunes which have roots in instrumental dance music, the 
Slow Air comes largely from the vocal tradition of songs in Irish. Many Slow Airs are rhythmically complex or 
eccentric, perhaps modulating between two modes in an unpredictable way.

Slow Airs are performed with many virtuosic embellishments whether sung or played, and mostly as unaccompanied 
solos. The virtuosic embellishments, left as they are to the taste and skill of the performer, can have the effect of 
creating a new version of an existing tune or perhaps even rendering it almost unrecognisable. This, in turn, compels 
the rapt attention of the listener towards the performance in which listener/performer divisions fall away and for a few 
moments, both inhabit the same space, creating a kind of “musical communion”. 

In recent years solo unaccompanied and unharmonized performance is generally regarded as the most acceptable 
way to render a traditional tune, freeing it from the distractions of piano or guitar accompaniment, distancing it from 
earlier sentimental approaches or settings that attempt to europeanise, modernise or popularise the pure melody.  It 
is true that much fault can be found in notated or recorded performances harmonized in an awkward or clumsy way. 
On the other hand, it can be pointed out that all Western musical traditions are rooted in tonal frameworks and out of 
the perception of shifting tonality within a melody, harmony arises. This conscious or unconscious tendency toward 
harmony, is so universal in Western music and amongst Western peoples, that schools of musical composition arose 
in the early twentieth century which attempted to break free from tonal frameworks. To imagine that an Irish singer is 
somehow set apart from other Western peoples and does not have an awareness of shifting tonalities within a 
melody, borders on racism, especially when one considers the richness and complexity of Irish music.  The harmonic 
possibilities of both harp and uilleann pipes, twin pinnacles of Irish music, underpin the argument for simple 
harmonic accompaniment of these melodies.

Some Irish Slow Airs are very well known and are often performed by musicians working not only within traditional 
music but also classical, jazz and popular. Most of these dozen or so well-known tunes have been, at some point in 
their history, harmonically rendered in a recording or printed setting by a great artist or arranger so successfully that 
the harmonic framework may be playing itself out unconsciously in the head of the performer even when there is no 
accompaniment. It might be argued that the dozen or so tunes are so popular because they are the best, the most 
beautiful, and that most other Slow Airs pale by comparison. It is the opinion of this writer that this is not the case, 
and that many of the less well-known Airs are as beautiful, but have not yet received an appropriate harmonic 
setting. This harmonic gestalt can become a cup into which the wine of melody is poured.

The Slow Airs contained here are drawn from a variety of printed sources, many still published and available at the 
time of writing (see list on the last page) or accessible to view online at the Irish Traditional Music Archive’s website 
(www.itma.ie). In this edition, each Air is given in three forms. Firstly the melodyis presented more or less as found in 
its printed source, though sometimes transposed, and with obvious textual errors corrected. Secondly, they are 
carefully harmonized with simple major or minor guitar chords as well as the same chords notated in the most 
convenient inversion under the melodic note. Thirdly, the melody is given with possible embellishments. These 
ornamentations have been arranged with the modern Lyre in mind so that they lie easily under the fingers and I have 
tried to vary which note is decorated when part of the tune is repeated. In this way I hope to encourage 
instrumentalists to find their own way to embelish and decorate. It is a matter of course that players of other 
instruments can adjust them to suit their particular instrument.

Each of the three versions could stand alone in performance. When there is more than one performer, the different 
versions can be combined.  Players of melody instruments could start with the first version and later graduate to the 
third. Players of plucked strings or keyboard could play any of the three versions. Players of bass instruments could 
join others in providing the roots of the chords and so on. Harmonies could be added gradually starting with open 
octaves or fifths and only later filling in with thirds as the tune is repeated again and again. Repitition signs should be 
obeyed and where there is a simple double barline the tune can be repeated. If there is more than one player, the 
notes of the basic tune should always fall on the same beat when playing the decorations in the third version, so that 
first and third versions remain synchronised among players of different ability. Decorations should always be played 
lightly so that one hardly notices them. 

,                                                                                                                                    J. S. Clark
                                                                                                                                     Ballytobin
                                                                                                                                     Ireland 2018
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1.       A Chuisle Geal mo Chroí Bright beat of my Heart                                                     

2.       AIR from the Pigot Collection                                                                                        

3.       AIR                                                                                                                                

4.       Airdí Cuan Antrim                                                                                                          

5.       Air from Mr. Flattely of Co. Mayo from the Pigot Collection                                          

6.       Amhrán na Trá Báine The Song of the White Strand                                                  

7.       Anach Cuan Annaghdown                                                                                            

8.       An Bhruinneall Mheidhreach The Happy Maiden                                                         

9.       An Brianach Óg Young O'Brien                                                                                   

10.     An Cailin Ruadh The Red-Haired Girl from the Forde Collection                                

11.     An Buachaillín Bán The Fair-Haired Boy

12.     An Caisideach Bán Fair-Haired Cassidy

13.     An Ciarraíoch Mallaithe The Accursed Kerryman

14.     An Clár Bog Déil The Soft Deal Board

15.     An Clár Bog Déil The Soft Deal Board (another version)

16.     An Draighneán Donn The Blackthorn Tree

17.     An Droighneán Donn The Blackthorn Tree (another version)

18.     An Goirtín Eornan The Little Field of Barley

19.     An Londubh is an Chéirseach The Blackbird and the Thrush

20.     An Mhaighdean Mhara The Sea-Maiden

21.     An Raibh Tú ar an gCarraig? Were You At Carrick?

22.     An Saol Meallta This Perverse World

23.     Banks of Sullane Bainc an tSullain

24.     Bean Dubh an Ghleanna The Dark Maid of the Glen

25.     Black-Eyed Susan Susan le Súile Dorcha

26.     Bó na Leath Adhairce The Cow With One Horn

27.     Bóithrín Buí The Yellow Road 

28.     Bridín Bhéasach Well-Mannered Bridie

29.     Buachaill ó'n Éirne The Boy From The Erne

30.     Bunnán Buí Yellow Bittern 
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19. An Londubh is an Chéirseach The Blackbird and the Thrush
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20. An Mhaighdean Mhara The Sea-Maiden
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21. An Raibh Tú ar an gCarraig? Were You At Carrick?
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22. An Saol Meallta This Perverse World
e = 108
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23. Banks of Sullane Bainc an tSullain
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