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1. CONTEXT  

 

The indigenous music of the island of Ireland is termed Irish Traditional Music, and 

generally encompasses the art forms of traditional instrumental music, song and dance.  Irish 

Traditional Music has remained vibrant throughout the twentieth and early part of the twenty-

first centuries, in the face of globalisation and the development of a “World Music.”  Irish 

music has maintained many traditional aspects, while also permeating and influencing other 

genres of music within Ireland and internationally. Aspects of Irish traditional music and song 

can be heard in the work of Irish performers such as Clannad, Thin Lizzy, Riverdance, The 

Pogues, Van Morrison and U2. Furthermore, its influence can be heard in roots and blues 

music of the USA, which has in turn influenced genres such as country and rock and roll. 

The 1960s and 1970s witnessed an urban revival in folk music, evidenced by the 

popularity of folk groups such as Sweeney’s Men, Planxty and The Bothy Band.  The 

tradition which inspired this revival remained an important art form in Irish social fabric up to 

the late nineteen seventies, and was therefore more present and accessible to an interested 

party than is the case today.  Between 1971 and 2007, Tom Munnelly (1944-2007) through 

his collecting work with Irish Folklore
2
, recorded over 1,500 tapes (over 20,000 songs) of 

folksong and folklore.  It is the largest collection of traditional song compiled by a single 

individual in Ireland. 

The foundation stone for the collection was laid in the mid-nineteen sixties by 

Breandán Breathnach (1912-1985), who was employed as a civil servant at the Department of 

                                                 
1
 The UCD Irish Virtual Research Library and Archive (IVRLA) is a major digitisation project which was 

undertaken by University College Dublin from 2005 to 2009. Material selected from UCD’s extensive resources 

of archival and rare material was digitised and catalogued before being made available from a single virtual 

location (http://ivrla.ucd.ie). This digitised material covers a wide range of humanities and social science 

disciplines and is arranged in curated collections which can be browsed, searched, bookmarked, or downloaded. 

In addition to the digitisation of existing UCD collections, the IVRLA conducted a series of demonstrator 

projects. The remit of these projects was to develop additional digital research resources and to present these in 

the form of an exhibition collection. Some of these projects incorporated existing IVRLA material but many 

generated new content which was inspired by the potential of digital resources. Consequently, the IVRLA and its 

demonstrator projects show how digital repositories can provide access to diverse archival research materials as 

well as challenging the ways in which we consider digital content and generate research in a digital environment. 

The IVRLA is a component of the UCD Humanities Institute of Ireland and is funded under the Programme for 

Research in Third Level Institutions (PRTLI) Cycle 3, administered by the Higher Education Authority.  

 
2
 Tom Munnelly worked with the Department of Education as a collector from 1971 until 1974, when he began 

working for the Department of Irish Folklore, UCD. The National Folklore Collection, UCD was established in 

2006 and Tom Munnelly worked as collector for the NFC until his death in 2007. 



FOLK MUSIC 

 2 

Education.  He was particularly concerned with the precarious position of traditional singing 

in Irish and English, and sought to convince the Department of the importance of collecting 

traditional song.  Breathnach’s objective was similar to that of the Irish Folklore Commission 

which was established in 1935 and,recognising the wealth of folklore which still existed in 

Irish society, sought to record this folklore through the employment of full-time field-

collectors.   

 A pilot song-collecting scheme was launched following negotiations between the 

Department of Education and the Department of Finance.  The scheme was described by 

Breathnach as follows: 

Two collectors were employed during the last quarter of 1971.  Results exceeded all 

expectations; 600 songs were recorded from 113 informants.  The material was 

incredibly rich.  In one small area, fourteen classical Anglo-Irish ballads were 

recorded, five of these were quite rare, one constituted a major find.  But both of the 

collectors were struck by the urgency attaching to the work.  The average age of the 

singers was seventy (Smith 56-57).  

In March 1972, the establishment of an archive of Irish Folk music was authorised 

within the Department of Education. Subsequently, University College Dublin (UCD) offered 

office and working space to Breathnach, and he was seconded to the Department of Irish 

Folklore at UCD in 1974. The Irish Folklore Commission had already been transferred to 

UCD in April 1971.  

Tom Munnelly was one of the first collectors employed in the field in September 1971 

as part of the pilot scheme referred to above.  Tom’s official job title with the Department was 

Archivist/Collector, a position he held until his passing after a long illness in August 2007.  In 

1978, he relocated to west County Clare, an area that became the centre of much of his 

collecting activities.  He was revered among lovers of folk song and music in Ireland and 

beyond, and gained a reputation and respect as an expert on the Irish tradition of folk song in 

the English language. Tom was also aware of importance of traditional song in the wider 

context of Irish culture. In keeping with best practice for all collectors of Irish folklore 

employed by the Irish Folklore Commission and later by UCD’s Department of Irish Folklore, 

he followed the guidelines set out in Seán Ó Súilleabháin’s A Handbook of Irish Folklore.  

The wider aspect of his collecting is clearly demonstrated in his work on the singer Tom 

Lenihan and the fiddle player Junior Crehan, both of west Clare. 
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2. PROJECT OVERVIEW  

 
This project relates primarily to the field of Irish traditional song (with lyrics in the 

English language), and secondly to traditional instrumental music and lilting. Lilting is also 

known as “mouth music,” “humming” or “jigging.”  As an art form, it served an important 

function in the tradition, particularly up until the early twentieth century.  Throughout the 

twentieth century, traditional players turned their attention to musical instruments such as the 

fiddle, flute and melodeon which became widely available in the tradition. While the primary 

fucnction of lilting was to provide rhythm for dancing, the art possesses various melodic 

subtleties that are impossible to replicate on any musical instrument. Today, in the world of 

traditional Irish music, lilting is recognised as a rich art form, highlighting the significance of 

Tom Munnelly’s collecting work for the Department of Irish Folklore.  

As project time and resources were limited (there was one researcher and the work 

was carried out from August to December 2009), the material selected was limited to the first 

year of Tom Munnelly’s collection, from September 1971 to September 1972. However, the 

material collected during Tom’s first year is of particular value. He travelled through about 

half the counties in Ireland, from Cape Clear Island in Cork, north to County Fermanagh, as 

well as taking in many of the midland and southern counties such as Westmeath, Cavan and 

Wexford. The sense of urgency is highlighted by the age of the singers, with much of the 

material collected from tradition-bearers who were, at the time, seventy years old or over. 

Many of them were born in the late nineteenth century and their repertoires reflect their 

upbringing in an Ireland under colonial rule.   

The first year of Tom Munnelly’s collection is now almost forty years old.  While the 

original reel-to-reel tapes were copied to archival tape in the late 1980s, they had not been 

digitised. This particular project highlights the importance of the preservation aspect of the 

IVRLA; without digitisation and due to increasing difficulties in sourcing or repairing reel-to-

reel tape machines, this music risks becoming inaccessible. The need to preserve the 

recordings is an urgent one and the significance of Tom Munnelly’s work is highlighted by 

Thérèse Smith: 

Tom Munnelly’s collection offers a window on the recent past, featuring singers who 

sang for entertainment, education, and commemoration at a time before television and 

recorded music had succeeded in claiming their audience’s attention. Through their 

art, these singers painted a fascinating and poignant picture of a society where song 

was a natural medium of entertainment and storytelling (74).  
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3. DETAILED OUTPUT 

  

Digitised Output 

Over the course of the project, seventy-nine 5-inch reel-to-reel tapes were digitised 

and catalogued. On average, each reel-to-reel tape holds an hour of material, though this can 

vary depending on what recording speed was employed. Because of technical difficulties with 

the dedicated recording equipment, the process was somewhat slower than anticipated; hence, 

ten and a half months rather than twelve months of recordings were fully digitised and 

catalogued.  

The equipment that Tom Munnelly used to record the singers and musicians was an 

Uher portable five-inch reel-to-reel analog recording machine, made in Germany. These were 

the state-of-the-art machines for field recording in the early 1970s. The standard reel tape 

used by Tom was a BASF five-inch reel. His usual recording speed was 7.5 inches per 

second, but he sometimes switched to 3.75 inches per second.
3
 The five-inch reel-to-reel 

recordings were digitised using (1) a Revox reel-to-reel player/recorder (2) Quadriga 

software, specifically for the digitisation of analog to digital format and (3) a Dell Precision 

490 PC. The recordings were digitised in their original form, without re-mastering or sound 

enhancements and were transferred to WAV
4
 file format at a Sample Rate of 48000 hertz, and 

a 16 Bit resolution.  Prior to final transfer, necessary adjustments were carried out with regard 

to “gain levels.”
5
 The Revox reel-to-reel machines had to be reconditioned during the course 

of the project as their extensive use for this work was starting to cause distortion during 

playback. This delayed the work of the project, both in waiting for this repair to be done and 

in re-doing the digitisation of some of the poorer-quality tapes. This highlighted the need for 

this digitisation project; not only are the tapes themselves subject to deterioration but the reel-

to-reel machines necessary to listen to the tapes can no longer be sourced while the expertise 

required to repair or recondition them is becoming extremely scarce. 

                                                 
3
 The material being recorded and the recording context frequently dictated the recording speed. As is the norm 

for field collecting, each recording situation is unique and the interaction between the collector and informant is 

never constant.   

 
4
 WAV refers to Waveform Audio File Format, a high-quality digital format suitable for long-term preservation. 

All full recordings and soundbytes for the project are in this format. As WAV files are very large, material made 

available through the IVRLA website is in MP3 format in order to enhance accessibility and user response time. 

 
5
 Digital transfer of sound recordings requires appropriate level adjustment which varies according to each 

recording.  
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Cataloguing of the material was carried out during the transfer process  Information on 

the performers (name, address, age, occupation); the material collected (title of the 

song/instrumental piece, folk song classification); music type (song, lilting, instrumental, or a 

combination); and other recording details (original tape number, where the recording took 

place, details of where the song was learned from, recording speed) was all catalogued. This 

was recorded for each of the original tapes on Filemaker Pro software and later exported to 

Excel for further analysis.
6
 As the recordings were of a live music tradition and took place in 

varying circumstances, not all of this information was available for each recording. In this 

respect, age and occupation of performers are frequent omissions, being given in just over 

half of cases. For songs that could be linked to one of the accepted folk song classification 

systems, the appropriate reference to the Child or Laws
7
 system was noted.  

The digitisation and cataloguing provided an opportunity to listen closely to the 

performers and the overall content, allowing the researcher to gain an understanding of the 

profile of material collected between September 1971 and August 1972). In total there were 

929 songs and 185 instrumental pieces digitised.
8
 The songs, which include twenty-two 

examples of lilting, are primarily unaccompanied (only five have instrumental 

accompaniment). A third of the instrumental pieces (61) were flute solos and the next most 

recorded instruments were the uilleann pipes (37) and the tin whistle (25 solo and 4 group 

pieces). As well as the song and music pieces, a further 37 items were digitised which 

included recitation, folklore, background information about songs, and children’s games.  

There were a total of 258 performers recorded. These include household names such 

as Willie Clancy, Liam óg Ó Floinn, Matt Molloy and Tommy Peoples but the vast majority 

of them were the everyday bearers of the Irish folk tradition and were recorded by Tom 

                                                 
6
 In Filemaker Pro, each of the original tapes (on which there may be many performers) was treated as one 

individual database record. When it was exported to excel, these individual records were then separated out by 

performer to enable further analysis to be done and summary information to be obtained. 

 
7
 These two classification systems are named after their originators. Francis James Child (1825-96) is best 

known for his highly acclaimed publication The English and Scottish Popular Ballads between 1882 and 1898. 

This work categorised the traditional ballads of Scotland and England, where he designated a “Child” number to 

each category of ballad. An example from the online collection is “False Lankum” which is recognised as Child 

93. George Malcolm Laws (1919-) is an American scholar of traditional English and American folk song. He is 

best known for his publication American Balladry from British Broadsides (1957). Laws lends his name to a 

system of coding folk songs, e.g. Laws A01.  A loose pattern is discernable from the coding system, for example 

A relates to military songs, D to nautical songs and F to those relating to murder.  An example from the online 

collection is the song “Pat O’Brien” which is recognised as Laws P39. 

 
8
 Not all of the material could be digitised. Some recordings were made at a speed that is not available for the 

transfer of material to digital format. Four complete tapes were at speeds that could not be transferred (tapes 

TM0063, TM0068, TM0069 and TM0081) and six individual pieces on other tapes could not be transferred.  
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Munnelly throughout eighteen different counties.
9
 Age was recorded for only 133 of the 

performers; of these the average age was 51 years (57 when children are excluded)
10

 and the 

youngest performer was 8 years old while the oldest, Patsy Johnston, was 91. Occupations are 

primarily traditional ones: of the 135 performers for whom occupations were recorded or can 

be ascertained, 75 were Travellers or settled Travellers and 35 were involved in farming or 

fishing. Performers were generally male (74%) although the Travelling community tended to 

have a much higher representation of female performers (47% of performers from this 

grouping were female).  

 

Online Exhibition Collection 

In making this digitised material available online through the IVRLA, the research 

project and the National Folklore Collection needed to consider issues around the ethics of 

collection and usage of material. The majority of the singers featured in the early years of the 

collection (1971/72) learned and developed their repertoires in the period before widespread 

access to broadcasting technologies, at a time when the dissemination that can now be 

achieved through the internet could not be foreseen. Recorded in good faith by a song 

collector, is it appropriate to make the entire collection, or part of it, available to the wider 

world? Some of the material is of a sensitive nature and, furthermore, family members and 

friends of many of the singers and musicians are still alive and are very much part of the 

tradition. Elements of song and dialogue contained in the collection, could in various circles 

today, be deemed to be politically incorrect or distasteful. A second point relates to the 

performance of each singer or musician. It could be argued that song and music is, by nature, 

an inherently more intimate element of folklore than material culture, for instance. Indeed, it 

gives an insight into the personality of the tradition-bearer. Tom’s hands-on method of 

collecting provides us with a deeper view of this tradition. He was invited into private homes, 

various mechanised vehicles, respite homes and public houses and recorded in varied 

circumstances. It seems, therefore, unethical to place these recordings out of context from the 

natural setting in which they were made. This predicament poses the question: is it unethical 

to expose a tradition bearer from a previous generation to the values and ideals of the twenty-

first century by placing aspects of their repertoire in a public arena such as the internet? 

                                                 
9
 The counties included are Carlow, Cavan, Clare, Cork, Dublin, Fermanagh, Leitrim, Limerick, Longford, 

Louth, Monaghan, Offaly, Roscommon, Sligo, Waterford, Westmeath, Wexford and Wicklow. 

 
10

 For this purpose, children were regarded as being 17 years or younger; these were 12 of the 134 performers.  
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For these reasons, it was deemed necessary and appropriate to select various 

soundbites from Tom’s first year of collecting, rather than make the collection as a whole 

available.
11

 The collection as a whole was reviewed to select suitable sample pieces to be 

made available online through the IVRLA. The digitisation process had already required close 

listening to each individual piece of song or music in the collection and this intimacy with the 

collection was helpful in deciding which material should be considered. As this material was 

collected without the consent forms and procedures that would be required today, it was 

important to honour the generosity with which the material had been contributed by including 

items where it was felt that the singer or musician was comfortable with their own 

performance. This is often evident from the comments made by the performers before and 

after the piece itself which were an integral part of Tom Munnelly’s recording style. 

Furthermore, in choosing the forty-six sound-bites, it was also important to reflect various 

aspects of the whole collection.  Aspects considered in making a representative selection 

included the type of material performed, age of singer/musician and gender. 

 In all cases, the sound bites selected attempted to mirror the typical distribution of the 

full collection. A total of 46 sound bites by 41 different performers were selected. The 

majority (33) were unaccompanied songs, eleven were instrumental pieces, and the remaining 

two were either accompanied by an instrument or followed by an instrumental piece. Age was 

recorded for only 30 of the musicians; of these the average age was 54 years, the youngest 

performer was 10 years old, and the oldest performer in the full collection (aged 91) has been 

included. There was a significant geographic spread with thirteen counties
12

 throughout all 

four provinces represented in the sound bites. Also echoing the full collection, there was an 

emphasis on pieces performed by male singers or musicians with traditional occupations.  

Cataloguing information and metadata required
13

 by the IVRLA were then compiled 

in an excel file. Using the sound-editing software Soundtrack Pro, the sound bites were edited 

                                                 
11

 The full digitised collection can be consulted during public opening hours at the National Folklore Collection 

at UCD. For details, please consult <http://www.ucd.ie/irishfolklore/en/visitingthenationalfolklorecollection/>. 

To consult the undigitised material from the Munnelly collection, a specific appointment must be made with the 

sound archive staff (contact details are on the webpage listed above). 

 
12

 These counties are (by province) Cavan, Fermanagh, Roscommon, Leitrim, Sligo, Longford, Offaly, 

Westmeath, Dublin, Wexford, Carlow, Clare and Limerick. Material collected from these thirteen counties 

represents 89% of the material digitised by this project. 

 
13

 This information included, where available, was (1) original tape number e.g. TM0057 (2) side (of tape) i.e. A 

or B. (3) part (where the tape was divided into different parts) (4) time sequence relating to the specific sound-

bite e.g. 00.16-01.31 (5) name of performer (6) home address of performer (7) location at which the original 

recording was made (8) date of recording (9) age of performer (10) occupation of performer (11) type of material 

e.g. song/lilting/specific instrument played (12) song title (13) song classification and (14) tape speed..  

http://www.ucd.ie/irishfolklore/en/visitingthenationalfolklorecollection/
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out of the larger sound files and given to the IVRLA technical team for ingesting into the 

repository.  

 

 

4. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

 

As outlined above, Tom Munnelly recorded about 1,500 tapes in a career spanning 

almost forty years. As the digitisation and cataloguing of these tapes is a time-consuming 

operation, only one year of this collection has so far been digitised. It is hoped that future 

research or digitisation projects would continue with the systematic digitising of these tapes.  

For a researcher of traditional music and song, the fruits of such a project would be 

invaluable. Indeed, the value of Tom Munnelly’s collection extends beyond the boundaries of 

the music tradition, capturing aspects of social history and life in Ireland from the 1970s 

through to the early twenty-first century. The fact that this valuable collection is largely 

preserved on a medium which is subject to deterioration and is rapidly becoming obsolescent 

makes the need for further digitisation even more pressing.  
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