Irish music with an Australian twist: celebrating a hidden tradition

A far cry from the tacky pretense of much of what has passes for ‘Celtic’ music in popular culture, Australia actually boasts a thriving and long standing, if largely hidden, grassroots culture of Irish traditional music, a living culture which stands amongst the music of the many distinctive cultural traditions transplanted into Australian soil.  On their newly released album, ‘Undertones: Irish music from Australia’, Adrian Barker and Ben Stephenson, two of Australia’s foremost exponents of traditional Irish music, have combined to shed some much needed light on a hidden musical history.

Barker and Stephenson are best known as the melodic spearheads of Melbourne-based trad-folk outfit Trouble in the Kitchen, a band which has been a fixture of Australian folk festivals for almost a decade and is widely regarded as Australia’s most exciting and innovative traditional Irish act.  Ado, on the fiddle, and Ben, on the flute, have earned formidable reputations as interpreters and performers of Irish music, both in Australia and, in recent years, in Ireland itself.  Living and playing music in Ireland, they were regularly struck by the surprise of the locals to find Australians playing Irish music.  There are many possible reasons why this might be so – sheer distance, presumably, being key among them - but it sparked an idea for the pair to explore more deeply the roots of their music closer to home. 

As winners of the 2005/2006 National Folk Fellowship at the National Library of Australia, Ado and Ben seized their opportunity to scour hundreds of hours of field recordings to uncover and learn a body of distinctive localized variations of Irish tunes collected from musicians in Australia.  This recording is the outcome of that research, and stands both as a demonstration of the depth of local traditions, and as a tribute from two young players to the musicians who have come before them.

All that said, the album is far more than a research piece, and belies the somewhat rarefied setting in which the tunes were uncovered!  From lively jigs and reels to the more contemplative territory of slow airs and waltzes, Barker and Stephenson’s playing is both strong and sensitive, and captures the essential life which gives Irish music, wherever it has taken root, its distinctive quality.  Among their most exciting discoveries were the tunes of New England fiddle player Mick McGarry, and those of Jack Canny, a fiddle player from Co. Clare in Ireland who was discovered in the 1970s living in, of all places, the Canberra suburb of Ainslie.  Adding further depth and colour to the recording, Ado and Ben are joined by their versatile band-mate Kate Burke, who adds her distinctive touch on Irish bouzouki, guitar, concertina and piano.

The album was launched to great acclaim at the 2006 National Folk Festival in Canberra, and will receive a Melbourne launch (date and venue tbc) following Trouble in the Kitchen’s June tour of New Zealand.  
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