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THE LITANY OF THE SAINTS 

MUSICAL QUOTATIONS AND INFLUENCES 
IN THE MUSIC OF TOMMIE POTTS 

 
                                              Mícheál Ó Súilleabháin 
 
In this essay I wish to turn the normal instance of a composer in a classical 
tradition borrowing ‘folk’ or ‘traditional’ music as material for symphonic 
development on its head. My case study here is that of an Irish traditional 
musician borrowing classical themes and motifs as an inspiration for the 
development of his revived traditional repertoire, and in the process stitching 
these borrowings so far into the fabric of the traditional material as to be 
unrecognisable – unless they are pointed out. Instead of the usual story of 
oral-traditional practise! What can this tell us about music and identity in 
general, and about music and identity in Ireland, in particular? If a classical 
composer might wish to make use of Irish traditional material in order to 
install an Irish identity into the compositional process, what might motivate a 
traditional musician to cross that action in the opposite direction? 
 
In attempting to answer that question, I will also contrast the traditional 
fiddler Tommie Potts’ search for a musical voice with the Irish composer Seán 
Ó Riada’s search for what he termed ‘a native Irish art music’ (Ó Súilleabháin 
2004 [a]). Both Potts (1912-1988) and Ó Riada (1930-1971) engaged in crossing 
the worlds of traditional and classical music at much the same time from the 
mid 1950s to the later 1960s. While neither has any direct influence on the 
other, their emergence during the same period raises questions concerning the 
evaluation of traditional music in Ireland since 1950. In order to fully 
appreciate the nature of Tommie Potts innovatory style, it is important to 
situate him historically firmly within his inherited community of traditional 
music. 
 
In Breandán Breathnach’s first volume published in 1963 of the now classic 
series entitled Ceol Rinnce na hÉireann, no less than 23 tunes are collected from 
the fiddler Tommie Potts. The volume itself is dedicated to Tommie’s father, 
John Potts, the piper, and a further 33 tunes are collected from him. In 
collecting tunes from Tommie it appears that Breathnach was not interested in 
an aspect of his music that the fiddler himself regarded as his most important 
contribution to the tradition of Irish music. While all of the tunes collected 
from Tommie in that volume are highly representative of his mainstream 
traditional playing, the nature of the task that Breathnach set himself could 
not include any examples of the innovative aspects of his musical style.  
 
I have written on related elements of this style both in my PhD dissertation on 
Potts (Ó Súilleabháin 1987) and in a more recent publication  (Ó Súilleabháin 
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1996). Some excellent examples of the music itself may be heard on the 
recording The Liffey Banks issued by Claddagh Records in 1972. 
 
My purpose in this present discussion is to show some of the influences that 
inspired Potts in the development of that style. While there is a frequent 
misconception among the Irish traditional music community that jazz was a 
primary influence in this, I will show that this is not the case, and that the 
main thrust came from the tradition of Western art music – in particular 
recordings of music form the Romantic era of the 19th Century. 
 
 
 
POTT’S MUSICAL IDEOLOGY 
 
Potts’ musical ideology emerged in the mid 20th century (probably settling 
into place in the 1950s) when the combined forces of modernisation and 
elitism created a low-status role for the traditional musician in Ireland. The 
‘revival’ of the music was only beginning, and nobody could have predicted 
the role which forces such as legitimation, urbanisation, institutionalisation, 
and the interaction with popular culture, were to play in the history of this 
music over the following century. In my opinion Tommie Potts is an 
important figure in this history, not so mush because of any direct influence 
he had but because – as is becoming increasingly clear – his drive towards 
breaking the traditional boundaries of the music were prophetic of a new 
stream of musicians who have shown a similar motivation towards the 
evolution of musical styles which contradict the communal nature of the 
tradition in favour of forms of musical individualism. In this regard, I have 
pointed out elsewhere (Ó Súilleabháin 1996) that while Potts is held up as the 
epitome of tradition, he is equally the epitome of innovation. This very 
duality makes an examination of his music of particular interest at a time 
when a heated debate on the identity of this musical tradition is underway.  
 
In my conversations with him, Tommie Potts spoke of a meeting he once had 
with Máirtín Ó Cadhain (one of the major Irish language prose writers of the 
20th century): 
 

POTTS:  And he [Máirtín Ó Cadhain] said “well a lot of the 
intellectuals I’ve spoken to consider the folk music primitive”. And 
not denigrating, like, but primitive in the sense – like you see, the 
ballad is for the people. They can understand the story, and 
musically its not difficult. All join in and so too as I see it with the 
folk music. Most of us, including myself, can’t understand Cesar 
Franck or Beethoven. But we can understand a good fiddle player 
playing ‘The Flogging Reel’ or something like that. A good air too – 
and cry and weep, you know, and there can be that, but it doesn’t 
reach very far down. 
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[Speech Transcriptions, p. 29 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 
 
 
The degree to which he leaned into this way of viewing the music is evident 
from the following letter: 
 

First of all folk music (with ballads) is just as it says the music of the 
‘people’ i.e. the peasantry, the masses or the common people – 
whichever you like – I do not say this in a derogatory sense, but it is 
a primitive form and at that, it is within the capacity of the ‘people’ 
to appreciate and understand. This because, generally speaking, the 
people have no training in the finer points and theory of music. 
[Potts MSS, p.V see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
However the contradictory nature of his thought reveals itself in his 
willingness on the one hand to accept the view that traditional music is 
‘primitive’ in his sense of underdeveloped, while on the other in his 
annoyance at the limitations of such a viewpoint: 
 
 

POTTS: And in that way, this is what matters about the intellectuals 
or the intellectual sphere – meaning, well, that there’s no hope, in 
other words, to do anything with our music towards development 
to symphony heights. 
[Speech Transcriptions, p. 29 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
 
Such comments reveal his motivation towards pushing the boundaries of the 
tradition to breaking point, and beyond. An excellent example of this 
emerged after he had performed his innovative setting of the reel ‘The Star of 
Munster’ in the course of a video recording I made of him in 1982: 
 

MOS: Do you find it hard to play the ordinary version now? You 
wouldn’t ever do it, would you? 

 
POTTS: No! 

 
MOS:  So, in fact if I asked you to play the ordinary ‘Star of 
Munster’ you’d find it hard to stop varying it? Would you be able to 
do it? 

 
POTTS: I’d play it in a different key – if I was in a group, we’ll say 
for maybe an occasion. [Plays]. No, that’s awful now. [Plays again]. 
And so on. No. I couldn’t. I couldn’t stay on it.  

 
MOS: I hope you didn’t mind me asking you that? 
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POTTS: No! No! Actually I wouldn’t play Irish music at all if it was 
just that. If I was the most proficient performer in the world, I just 
couldn’t keep at it. 

 
MOS: Talking about that – playing the music just as it is, as you find 
it in ‘the book’ [O’Neills]: would you find it boring to do that? 

 
POTTS: Yeah! Yeah! Well, in a manner of speaking – not to take 
from the ethnic thing or the culture at all – it’s just that one is 
entitled to one’s own opinion. Its just primitive in that sense. It’s 
good. We’re proud of it. But its still in its limitations in that sense, 
like, primitive.  
[Speech Transcriptions, p. 19 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
 
In his musical journey towards developing traditional music to “symphony 
heights”, we find a music coming through him that is a unique reflection of 
his own yearning to be other than what he finds himself musically. In this, the 
early radio broadcasts and 78 rpm recordings which he heard reflected the 
popularity of the romantic era of the 19th century – hence the borrowings as 
we shall later see, from Chopin, Liszt and others. It is possible that Potts’ 
music could be viewed as ‘the romanticisation of Irish traditional music’? His 
interest in the piano (where he can be heard on the ‘Domestic Tapes’ – see Ó 
Súilleabháin 1987 - trying chords of the 7th, 9th 11th and 13th), programmatic 
tune titles (sometimes referring to abstract emotional states such as 
‘Ambivalence’, ‘Gratitude’, ‘Contemplation’ and ‘Contentment’), as well as 
the general rhapsodic nature of his musical expression itself as revealed in the 
irregular musical forms employed by him, and, above all, in the emotive 
quality which his music has acquired, all of these serve to indicate a process 
of ‘romanticisation’. Just as the baroque style of 18th century Europe gave way 
to a 19th century expression which cracked open, so to speak, the emotion 
contained within the more formal baroque structures, so Potts’ musical style 
either allows an already existing emotive layer within the dance music 
tradition a more overt expression, or – depending on your point of view in 
this matter – it suffuses that same tradition with an overt layer of emotive 
meaning. 
 
One performer at the present time who continues to acquire increasing 
recognition is Martin Hayes, the fiddle player, who cites Potts as a prime 
influence in the evolution of his own musical style. Hayes is well known for 
the emotive flow within his musical style. For him it seems to be expressed 
through a focus upon the slow tempo and the ‘nea’ or emotive voice of his 
native East Clare especially as revealed in a telling upwards glissando at 
times (presumably the ‘nea’ itself) which evokes a kind of yearning somewhat 
akin to similar glissandi in a jazz or ‘blues’ style. But Hayes is content to lean 
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on this emotive voice already present within the tradition without disturbing 
its standard forms. On the contrary, he is a musician well know for an 
attention to detail within the strict confines of these same traditional forms. 
 
Potts, on the other hand, breaks the banks of tradition through the 
development of irregular structures that place his music outside the bounds 
of the shared communal session. Here for the first time in the history of Irish 
traditional music we see the emergence of what is quintessentially a solo 
voice. This present article looks at some specific examples of musical 
borrowings and influences that have shaped that voice. 
 
 
THE JAZZ INFLUENCE 
 
My initial enquiries of Potts were in the area of possible jazz influences. Like 
many others I had spoken with, I wondered whether the linear improvised 
aspects of his musical style were not in fact in some way derived from jazz. 
As my study of his music progressed, I was to discover that the answer was 
much more interesting, more radical, and more important as far as the history 
of this tradition is concerned. 
 

 
 
Examples of what in jazz are called ‘riffs’ are found occasionally in his 
innovative pieces. A riff may be defined as “the same melodic motif 
appearing in different consecutive accentual guises” (Ó Súilleabháin 1987). 
Illustration 1 shows three examples of ‘riffs’ (not a term used by Potts), one in 
his version of the reel, ‘Julia Delaney’ and two others in his version of the reel, 
‘My Love is in America’, Potts responded to a direct question regarding a 
possible jazz influence as follows: 
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MOS: There were things in it [‘My Love is in America’] which 
reminded me of things you’d sometimes hear a jazz musician 
playing [lilts examples 2 and 3 as in Illustration 1]. Is there anything 
in that? 
 
POTTS: There is a little influence, because when I was young, there 
was the ballroom - the ballroom was popular - they did those jazz 
dances like the Foxtrot, and Slow Foxtrot. But it wasn't the overall 
or deepest influence - no way! 
[Speech Transcriptions, p. 45 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 
 
MOS: Have you ever played jazz yourself on the fiddle? 
 
POTTS: No! No! I couldn't do that no more than I could play 
classical pieces. The note-making is different. Like I’m Irish and to a 
certain extent I know nothing else, you see. But there were certain 
jazz - a few things I heard a few years ago, and a few times I tried it 
on the fiddle. [Plays]. I couldn't go on with that. It’s not my 
psychology. If I were younger perhaps, and had been influenced, I 
possibly might have gone into it. But I’m glad not. 
[Speech Transcriptions, p. 8 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 
 

Interestingly, Eddie Potts, a brother of Tommie’s who Tommie described as a 
fine uilleann piper in his youth, turned from traditional music to jazz 
saxophone as a young adult and remained with jazz throughout his life. 
 

 
 
In my conversations with Tommie, I came upon an interesting example of the 
kind of ambiguity that can arise in ascribing jazz influences where there are 
none. A syncopation in bar three of a performance of ‘My Love is in America’ 
where the primary accent at the opening of the bar is omitted through the use 
of a rest, is shown in Illustration 2. Missing a main accent in this manner - so 
typical of jazz styles - is never found in mainstream fiddle tradition to the best 
of my knowledge. Although this point in the Potts Manuscripts (attempts at 
notating variation in his tunes by Potts himself using an idiosyncratic form of 
music notation) is marked as ‘Sp’ - which Potts himself identified for me as 
meaning ‘syncopation’ - far from regarding it as a jazz influence, Potts 
perceived it as something emanating from the tradition itself: 
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POTTS: Well, there’s nothing terribly radical or alarming about that 
because flute players do it. And when a flute player loses the breath 
you see them playing - and in the inhale there is the note; but they 
come back in, and that’s syncopation on the flute. 
[Speech Transcriptions, p. 36 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
Potts is here referring to the traditional flute technique of breaking the line to 
take a breath in such a way as to phrase the melody in an individual and 
interesting manner. Even here, however, missing the main accent is not 
common, and a typical example of a normal approach may also be seen in Ó 
Súilleabháin 1984, p5. 
 
As against this, I have written elsewhere (Ó Súilleabháin 1996) about a 
specific influence on Potts of a 1950’s pop song, ‘Mambo Italiano’ (which I 
will refer to again later in this essay) as performed by Rosemary Clooney. In 
this instance the central repeated motif of the chorus finds its way his setting 
of ‘My Love is in America’ where it serves to generates one of the variations 
he employs. The integration of the motif is so deep, however, that its position 
and nature only came to light following ‘fieldbacki

 

’ analysis (see Ó 
Súilleabháin 1987). Furthermore, this single instance turned out to be the 
exception that proved the rule in terms of the influence of ‘classical music’ 
motifs over those from ‘jazz’ or ‘pop’. In the end, Potts employed an eclectic 
approach to whatever he heard as far as potential influences were concerned. 

 
ECLECTICISM IN THE MUSIC OF TOMMIE POTTS 
 
Potts’ conversation was dotted with references to performers, composers, and 
to musical genres and pieces from the two music traditions other than his 
own with which he had come in contact throughout his life - namely, western 
art music and popular music (including pre-war jazz). Examples of 
performers referred to included John McCormick, Gigli, Caruso, Tito Skipa, 
Paganini, César Franck, Bach, Beethoven, and Vivaldi. Genres mentioned 
included Neapolitan love songs, Hungarian gypsy music, Moore’s Melodies, 
and Gregorian chant, while pieces specified included Toselli’s Serenade, 
Chopin’s Funeral March, Liszt’s Rhapsody No. 2, White Christmas, Black 
Eyes, Little Girl, and the ‘ora pro nobis’ response to the ‘Litany of the Saints’ 
in the ‘Forty Hours Adoration of the Most Holy Sacrament’ of the Roman 
Catholic Liturgy. Potts’ musically uncomplicated viewpoint is of a world of 
music within which he is a musical creator operating of necessity, if not by 
choice, within the general cultural confines of his inherited tradition. In this 
way he says of Chopin:   
 

I try to play his wondrous variation ‘running it’ into ‘The Pigeon 
on the Gate’ reel in G; and for me, it is in order! 
[Potts Correspondence, item 12: see Ó Súilleabháin 1987, 447] 
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I have selected eight examples of such influences on Potts’ music. The original 
discussion on these examples may be seen in Chapter 8 of Ó Súilleabháin 
1987. 
 
 
Liszt’s ‘Hungarian Rhapsody’ and ‘Rakish Paddy’ 
 
The first revelation that Potts made to me concerning motivic borrowing in 
his music occurred during our meeting in May 1982 at Glenstal Abbey, Co 
Limerick. During a video taping session, he expressed a willingness to 
demonstrate to camera some musically detailed points about his “variations”. 
While playing his five-part setting of the reel ‘Rakish Paddy’, he paused on a 
number of occasions and indicated at one point a borrowing from Liszt. 
 

POTTS: There’s a variation from the Liszt Rhapsody. [plays] 
 
MOS: That’s fascinating! What do you mean “from  Liszt's 
Rhapsody”? That’s a variation that you heard in one of Liszt’s 
Rhapsodises? 
 
POTTS:  Yeah! 
 
MOS: You don’t know which one? 
 
POTTS: I think its no. 2 or 11. It’s in this one [long pause as he tries 
to remember the opening theme of the Liszt Rhapsody in question]. 
That one [ plays the opening theme in a free semi-metrical style]. It’s 
from that particular Rhapsody of Liszt’s. Again, the purists would 
shoot me for that! 
[Speech Transcriptions, p.15 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
Potts was aware of my own experimentations with Irish traditional music, 
and it was plain from his reference to ‘the purists’ that as far as he was 
concerned I did not fit into that category. This may have been of significant 
advantage in his helping me to identify these ‘foreign’ elements in his music. 
 
The borrowing in question here is from Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody No. 2 in 
C Minor - perhaps the composer’s most famous piece, and one which has 
been subjected to countless arrangements (including some by Liszt himself). 
At any rate, it is the secondary ‘link’ motif on the Vivace section (see 
Illustration 3) which Potts uses in his setting of ‘Rakish Paddy’. Illustration 4 
shows the context in which the Liszt motif appears in the Potts setting. 
‘Rakish Paddy’ is widely known in the mainstream tradition as a two-part 
reel (see O’Neill 1907, tune no.749; and Michell 1976, tune no. 63). As I have 
already mentioned, Potts played a five-part version, with the additional three 
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parts all in the nature of ‘variations’ on the second part. It is significant that 
the first half of the ‘second part’ is used by Potts in all cases for the 
development of variations, with the music moving back into phase with ‘the 
model’ for the second half. I have noted elsewhere (Ó Súilleabháin 1996) this 
practice of Potts where he moves in and out of ‘phase’ with the received 
traditional version (‘the model’) of the tune. What is important here, however, 
is that the Liszt motif provides the inspiration for the fourth part of Potts’ 
‘Rakish Paddy’ in that it occupies the opening four bars of that part (bars 49 - 
52). Following those four bars, however, Potts does not move back into phase 
with the traditional model more or less immediately as he does in the other 
two additional parts (i.e. parts 3 and 5). Instead, he inserts an additional two-
bar motif (bars 53 - 54) that continues the style of the Liszt motif before 
linking with the model as usual (bars 55 - 58). The result is a ten-bar part 
instead of the usual eight-bar one. In stitching the Liszt motif into the 
traditional reel (note ‘rhapsody’ from the Greek rhapto: stitch), Potts creates 
an irregular part, echoing the dictionary definition of ‘rhapsody’ as ‘an 
emotional irregular piece of music’. This disposition of Potts towards the 
rhapsodic within 19th century romanticism is something that is discussed in 
Ó Súilleabháin 1987 (Chapter 9). At this point, however, it leads naturally to 
our next example of musical borrowing. 
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‘Black Eyes’ and ‘The Boys of Ballisodare’ 
 

 
 Illustration 5. The popular traditional Gypsy song-air 'Black Eyes' (as used by Potts in 'The Boys 
of Balisodare') 
 
‘Black Eyes’ is a popular traditional Hungarian gypsy piece which Potts heard 
on a 78 rpm recording at the age of nineteen (see Illustration 5). The 
Hungarian Rhapsodies mentioned in the previous example of musical 
borrowing are a direct result of Liszt’s interest in the music of the Hungarian 
gypsies, and Potts’ interest in this area also came up in early conversations 
which we had. On one of the several ‘fieldback’  tapes which I made in 1982 
while we viewed  a video tape recording of his music which I had made the 
previous day, the following information emerged: 
 

MOS: Were you happy with the speed there as you played it [‘The 
Boys of Balisodare’]? You mentioned that you bungled some notes 
earlier on. 
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POTTS: Well, It’s a bit too fast for all the things. In that there - and 
again the purists would shoot me – there’s a light classical piece 
called ‘Black Eyes’. You know that, don’t you? 
 
MOS: Play a bit there for me. 
 
POTTS:[Plays ‘Black Eyes’ in free rhythm]. You know that 
[continues ‘Black Eyes’]? Now, ‘The Boys of Balisodare’. 
 
MOS: Would you usually put in ‘Black Eyes’ before you’d go into 
‘Ballisodare’ there? 
 
POTTS: Oh no! I’d play the - so to speak - correct version, and then 
use that for a variation. Yeah, from ‘Black Eyes’. That’s going back 
fifty years or more. 
 
MOS: Was it a violin piece or a song? How did you hear it? 
 
POTTS: I think it was a light classical instrumental piece. 
 
MOS: And you don’t know who the composer was? 
 
POTTS: No, No. Its probably one of those Hungarian gypsy things, 
you see.  I’m attracted to that. See, with gypsy players, and I’ve 
heard them - again that’s going back over fifty years - on those 
recordings. We don’t hear them now.... You’d have to say that the 
fiddle was near the voice hearing some of these gypsy players, with 
this pulsating throbbing. 
 
MOS: And who owned these records? Did you have a record player 
in your house? 
 
POTTS: No. This was friend of mine - a lad I knocked around with 
at the time, and he had that interest, and it was the old 
gramophone. 
 
MOS: You were young now at this stage? 
 
POTTS: I was nineteen exactly when I heard it. That's fifty years 
ago. 
 
MOS: And was he into that kind of music? 
 
POTTS: No. He wasn't interested in Irish music at all. But his 
musical interest was good - in the light of what I’m telling you. 
[Speech Transcriptions, pp. 26-27 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 
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In the 1982 video recording, Potts plays the reel ‘The Boys of Ballisodare’ in 
the form A A A, B B A. It is in the first half of the third A (see Ó Súilleabháin  
1987: Illustration 61, p.285) that the ‘Black Eyes’ influence is to be found. As in 
the previous example (‘Rakish Paddy’), the piece moves back into phase with 
the traditional model in the second half of the part in precisely the same 
manner. 
 

 
 
Illustration 6 shows that the ‘Black Eyes’ influence is not so much one of 
direct borrowing as of melodic outline. This is shown most strikingly in Potts’ 
use of the E to B Flat augmented fourth which appears in inversion as well as 
in it original form in the reel (bars 18 - 19, Illustration 6). 
 
This deliberate use of outside material to provide both emotional inspiration 
and actual melodic material for further development of the traditional 
melodic line is again found in a striking way in out next example. 
 
 
Chopin and ‘The Pigeon on the Gate’  
 
In a letter written to me dated July 1985, Potts alerted me to a further example 
of musical borrowing: 
 

Another experience which deeply impressed me was when I first 
heard a Chopin record. I always ‘liked’ to play an air and finish 
with a dance tune. 
In one of his compositions (I don’t remember the title) which I 
understand, however, is written in G sharp major, I try to play his 
wondrous variations ‘running it’ into the ‘Pigeon on the Gate’ reel 
in G; and for me it is in order. [Potts’ Correspondence, item 12 see Ó 
Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
Potts was unable to be more specific about the Chopin piece, and a search did 
not reveal the original source. For that matter, his reference to the piece being 
in G sharp major is an error since his introduction to ‘The Pigeon on the Gate’ 
is in a ‘minor mode’, and, at any rate, Chopin does not use the key of G sharp 
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major for any of his piano pieces. The four piano pieces in G sharp minor (a 
Polonaise, an Etude, a Prelude, and a Mazurka) are not related to the Potts 
piece. The important thing here, however, is his reference to both pieces being 
‘in G’. This is his way of referring to the overall ‘modal feel’ of the music, and 
it is evident that by playing through that Chopin ‘variation’ which attracted 
him initially he is inspired musically to move into his own setting of ‘The 
Pigeon on the Gate’ which continues to explore the same mode. We will find 
further evidence of this approach in a later example of musical borrowing 
(again from Chopin) where we will be in a position to compare the original 
with the Potts development. As it stands, Illustration 7 show the introductory 
section in ‘free rhythm’ which precedes ‘The Pigeon on the Gate’ on the 
‘Domestic Tapes’ (tape 2, track 2, item 6). The extent to which such 
borrowings have influenced Potts’ music may be seen in the opening bar of 
his ‘Yellow Tinker’ reel which uses the same downward phrase before 
moving into a typical traditional motif with the characteristic triplet (or ‘bow 
treble’ as it is sometimes termed by traditional fiddlers). Illustration 8 show 
the relevant bars from both reels. 
 

 
 
Before leaving this example, I wish to point out one further connection that 
illustrates the degree to which different pieces are related in Potts’ mind. This 
is something that he mentions in the same letter quoted from earlier, and he is 
following on directly from his reference to ‘The Pigeon on the Gate’: 
 

Another tune to be somewhat involved in this way is - as I try to 
play it – ‘The Bunch of Keys’ reel. Albeit very remote, there is some 
link between the two ‘thinkings’. [Potts Correspondence, item 12 see 
Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
The ‘link between the two thinkings’ is indeed remote if Potts’ ‘Pigeon on the 
Gate’ is compared directly with his ‘Bunch of Keys’. This link is revealed to 
some extent, however, in ‘Domestic Tape’ 1, track 1, item 7 where he plays the 
air ‘An Raibh tú ag an gCarraig?’ and moves from that into the reel ‘The 
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Bunch of Keys’ without a break. The opening of Potts’ setting of the air is 
given in Illustration 9, and the same motif that opens his ‘Yellow Tinker’ and 
his ‘Pigeon on the Gate’ (see Illustration 8) reveals itself (see the bracketed 
motif in Illustration 9). Interestingly enough, this motif occurs in the 
mainstream traditional setting of the air and is not an insert by Potts. Whether 
this motif simply ‘followed on’ from his Chopin-influenced introduction to 
‘The Pigeon on the Gate’, or whether an actual motif in the Chopin original 
reminded him of a related motif within his own tradition, it is not possible to 
say without having the Chopin source. Nonetheless, a similar instance in 
another Chopin-inspired motif, which we deal with presently, indicates that 
the latter is more likely. At first glance, the equation of this motif in both reels 
and in the air may appear somewhat arbitrary, but bearing in mind the 
relationship noted by Potts himself between his settings of ‘The Pigeon on the 
Gate’ and ‘The Bunch of Keys’ along with the pairing by him of the air and 
the latter reel on the ‘Domestic Tapes’, the connection must appear justified. A 
final clue to the interconnection of such motifs with certain ‘modal feelings’ is 
given in his commentary on the initial draft of the ‘Catalogue of Audio-Visual 
Recordings’ (see Ó Súilleabháin 1987) that I gave him in July 1985. Having 
identified the reel as ‘The Bunch of Keys’, he remarks on the coupling of air 
and reel as follows: 
 

In the key of the air, the said reel followed harmoniously from it. 
[Potts Commentary, p.11 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
We will have further occasion to return to the repetition of motifs in Potts’ 
music and the bearing that outside influences has had in certain instances. 
 

 
Illustration 8. 'The Yellow Tinker' and 'The Pigeon on the Gate' - the opening bars of the Potts setting 
compared 
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John McCormick, Kreisler, and ‘Andy McGahan’s Reel’ 
Our next example follows on naturally from the previous one in that it is 
another instance of general ‘modal influence’ rather than of direct borrowing. 
It concerns a recording by the Irish tenor, John McCormick, of ‘Angels Guard 
Thee’ which has a violin obligato part played by Kreisler. Potts refers to it as 
follows: 

 
POTTS:  ...and now I don’t know, and I’ve no training in music, but 
it seems to me that Kreisler was playing [plays]. Then he goes down 
to whatever the note was and then McCormick is in [plays]. Now 
they’re all different notes. 
 
MOS: But how did you incorporate this into the dance tune? 
 
POTTS: It was just like [plays - see Illustration 10]. I didn't play that 
tune in a long time. 
 
MOS: What’s the name of it? 
 
POTTS: ‘Andy McGahan’s Reel’. 
 
MOS: By putting that introduction to it, does that set the mood for 
you Tommie? 
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POTTS: Yeah! And then, it also makes a piece of music out of it. The 
reel is limited, like not up above the first position, you know. It’s 
not that I have a chip on my shoulder, or inhibitions, but it’s a 
desire that’s in me, like -and what ‘ear hath not heard’! [Speech 
Transcriptions, p.24 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
Illustration 10. Introduction and opening bars of Potts' setting of 'Andy McGahon's reel' 

 

 
Illustration 11. Potts' version of the introductory violin obligato (as played by Kleisler) to 
'Angels Guard Thee' 
 
Potts’ memory of the vocal line of ‘Angels Guard Thee’ is accurate. His 
version of the introductory violin part played by Kreisler, however, is very 
different from the original (see Illustration 11). Nonetheless, his verbal 
description of the interplay of violin and voice in the above extract is exact, 
and there can be no doubt that his own version has developed over the years 
without him realising the extent to which the thematic material had changed. 
Illustration 9 shows the Kreisler inspired introduction in the context of the 
opening of ‘Andy McGahan’s Reel’ into which it leads. The repeated chordal 
motif which links into the reel by establishing the meter and tempo is  a ploy 
also used by Potts to link the Thomas Moore song, ‘Believe Me If All Those 
Endearing Young Charms’ with the slip-jig ‘The Rocky Road to Dublin’ (see Ó 
Súilleabháin 1987, 429). What is important here, important here, however, is 
that the introduction sets a particular mood for Potts which inspires him to 
move into his setting of ‘Andy McGahan’s Reel’. Whether this inspiration 
finds tangible form in motivic development is something that we cannot say. 
Certainly, Potts is not conscious of any, and it would serve little purpose to 
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point to incidental motivic overlapping since such overlapping would most 
likely be inevitable in two pieces operating around the same ‘modal 
structure’, or ‘key’ as Potts puts it. 
 
 
‘Mambo Italiano’ and ‘My Love is in America’ 
 
Our next example, however, is one of direct musical borrowing where a 
theme from a 1951 pop song is incorporated into his setting of ‘My Love is in 
America’. Again, this information emerged during the recording of ‘fieldback’ 
tapes while viewing the 1982 video preciously referred to. The following 
conversation took place immediately after viewing his performance of ‘My 
Love is in America’ that we had recorded the previous day: 

 
POTTS: Well now, if I only played it like that, it’d be nice. 
 
MOS: Now did we capture it there? 
 
POTTS: Yeah! It’s just a matter of pointing out the variation. 
 
MOS: You had put in some different ones from the recording there? 
[The Liffey Banks, 1972]. You have some more in stock? 
 
POTTS: There were one or two more there. But there’s one in it 
there - and I don’t know whether we should let Siobhan [a student 
observer] hear this or not! It’s from an old jazz song a few years ago. 
Maybe it’s before your time. There was some Italian motif in it, and 
I can’t remember the words of it, but it was [lilts]. That was the 
beginning of that jazz thing, so it fitted into ‘My Love is in America’ 
[plays - see Illustration 12]. That's the jazz bit! [plays] 
[Speech Transcription, p.33 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
Of the five available Potts recordings of ‘My Love is in America’ (see Ó 
Súilleabháin  1987: Chapter 6, and Ó Súilleabháin 1996), all but one makes use 
of this jazz motif. Potts referred to the songs as ‘Hey Mambo’ but could 
supply no further details. His reference to the ‘Italian Motif’, however, helped 
to locate the recording in question. Entitled ‘Mambo Italiano’, it was recorded 
by Rosemary Clooney in 1951. Illustration 13 shows the opening chorus that 
contains the ‘Hey Mambo’ motif used by Potts. 
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An interesting detail may be seen in the way in which Potts’ perception of the 
motif in question involves a move into a definite ‘swing’ which is not present 
in the original recording. This ‘swing’ comes through at the appropriate point 
in his ‘My Love is in America’, and Illustration 14 shows the context in which 
this occurs. There is, of course, the normal traditional ‘swing’ in all of Potts’ 
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rhythms that is not reflected in my transcription of his pieces. Nevertheless, 
there is a definite shift in the extent of this ‘swing’ in some performances - 
precisely at the point where the ‘Mambo Italiano’ motif is used. This is 
something which I had included in my transcription without the 
foreknowledge of the ‘Mambo Italiano’ connection (see Ó Súilleabháin 1982 
which was written six months before my first meeting with Potts and in 
which I notated the ‘swing’ as a dotted quaver, or eight note, followed by a 
semiquaver, or sixteenth note, rather than by the triplet I used in later 
transcriptions). This ‘variation’ therefore, has a particular rhythmic ‘feel’ that 
makes it stand out from the others and thus betray its origins in the ‘Mambo 
Italiano’ original motif, even through Potts himself was unaware of this. He 
was, however, aware of the ‘taboo’ aspect of mixing the ‘modern’ with the 
‘traditional’ as was shown in his brief comment which occurred immediately 
after the ‘fieldback’ revelation: 
 

POTTS: Well, I don’t think I should have said that really. I’ll be shot 
down altogether. [Speech Transcriptions, p.13 see Ó Súilleabháin 
1987] 

 
Potts’ enjoyment of playing the secret role of ‘enfant terrible’ is obvious here, 
and this reflects similar comments already quoted in this essay where he 
refers to ‘the purists’.  
 

 
 
A final point to note in this example is the connection between moving in and 
out of phase with the traditional model already noted in the first two 
instances of borrowing discussed in this chapter. In this instance, once again 
the borrowed ‘Mambo Italiano’ motif coincides with an ‘out-of-phase’ 
segment, and is followed immediately by the customary moving back into 
phase with the model. 
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Gigli’, Neapolitan Folksong, and ‘New’ Notes 
 
We have already seen how at least one recording by John McCormack 
influences Potts’ music, but there are further examples of similar influences as 
the following extract from our conversations demonstrates:  
 

POTTS: But I’ll give you an instance now of taste.  I heard James 
Galway playing this recently….. I forgot the name of it but it’s an 
Italian thing… and I heard Gigli sing this with a nice orchestral 
accompaniment.  It’s just to draw your attention to the ending in 
Gigli’s case and the ending in Galway’s.  I don’t play this thing very 
often – it’s like the jazz [plays].  Now you hear the ending to that.  
Now all Jim Galway does is [plays].  Wasn’t that a lovely end?  

 
MOS: Right.  But I can’t follow it completely because you 
understand that in a way that I don’t.  It’s a complex piece.   

 
POTTS: And I’ve also some of my own thing into it.   

 
MOS: It’s almost like an air then.  What is it? 

 
POTTS: Its like Toselli’s Serenade.  Its one of the Nocturnes or 
Italian things – and another one I heard then was sung by Gigli.  It’s 
a Neapolitan folksong and it appealed to me – like you could say 
there was a similarity between the two musics… I don’t play this 
every day of the week, but…. [plays: see Illustration 15] 

 
MOS: Now tell me.  Are there not pieces in those songs that you 
were able to work into the airs, because when you play those songs 
you bring in some of your own as well? 

 
POTTS: Well I think I’ve improved on the Italian composition, 
putting it modestly! [Speech Transcriptions, pp10-11, see Ó 
Súilleabháin 1987] 
 

What is important here is the extent to which the particular idiom displayed 
in Potts’ ‘Gigli-inspired’ performance (Illustration 15) permeates so much of 
his musical expression.  I have marked particular motifs in Illustration 15, 
which appear in several of Potts’ airs.  One of these, ‘The Dear Irish Boy’ 
appears on ‘The Liffey Banks’ recording (1972, side 2, track 8) and the sleeve 
note by Seamus Ennis is relevant here:  
 

‘The Dear Irish Boy’: In this well-loved old air the technique and 
mood-vagaries of Tommy Potts reach his peak in slow-air 
playing.  It will be noticed that where a phrase of the basic 
melody occurs plainly in its brevity it does not receive the 
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prominence of its value as a phrase and some would therefore 
maintain that his music could be fully appreciated only through 
an acquired taste.  To my mind his is away over some of our 
heads and has achieved something very worthwhile.  This item 
is the clearest indication of that. (Ennis 1972)   

 
 

 
Illustration 15. Potts' version of a 'Neapolitan Folksong' as sung by Gigli (with borrowed motifs 
bracketed) 
 
Ennis’ reference to the need for “an acquired taste” is a clear indication that he 
(as a traditional piper of great authority) experienced this air as being, at least to 
some extent, ‘outside’ of the tradition.  Certainly he would have been very 
familiar with the various traditional settings of this air, which was always a 
favourite among pipers, and he had obvious difficulty in relating the Potts 
setting to the traditional model.  Illustration 16 show the opening the ‘The Dear 
Irish Boy’ as Potts plays it on the ‘Domestic Tapes’, and Illustration 16 shows 
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some instances of motifs from Potts’ music which may have been influenced by 
motifs such as those marked in Illustration 17. While these suggested motivic 
relationships in Illustration 17 may appear to be somewhat arbitrary – particular 
since Potts is not aware of any direct connection between them – the relative 
location of some of the pieces in question on the ‘Domestic Tapes’ may give us a 
vital clue to the process of inter-connected borrowing which is going on.  Tape 1, 
track 1, contains a sequence of pieces which includes not only ‘The Dear Irish 
Boy’, ‘An Raibh tú ag an gCarraig?, and ‘Julia Delaney’ (all of which figure in the 
motivic displays in Illustration 17), but also the ‘Neapolitan Folksong’ which we 
are suggesting is seminal in introducing motifs of a ‘non-traditional’ nature into 
Potts’ music.  Apart from that, there are also further instances of similar motivic 
connections on the same track, which we have not included: for example, ‘The 
Blackbird’.  A further point to note is that the proportion of airs to dance tunes on 
this track is very much different from an other track on the ‘Domestic Tapes’: 
while the average track might contain two or three airs, the track in question 
contains no less than six, excluding the ‘Neapolitan Folksong’.  In addition to 
that, four of these airs occur in succession, thus showing that Potts’ mood during 
that particular recording session was one which found expression in air-playing 
rather than dance tunes.  That this preponderance of airs (not to mention 
emotionally evocative reels such as his ‘Julia Delaney’ which breaks a succession 
of five airs on this track) should occur on the same track as the only occurrence of 
the ‘Neapolitan Folksong’ on the ‘Domestic Tapes’ is sufficient evidence to back 
up the suggested motivic relationships in Illustration 17.   
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There is, however, a second motif in the ‘Neapolitan Folksong’ that bears 
examination, and Illustration 18 shows a selection of possibly related motifs in 
other pieces.  I have demonstrated elsewhere (Ó Súilleabháin 1987, Chapter 7) 
how aspects of the overt ‘emotive meaning’ in Potts’ music is directly linked 
to specific motifs and melodic contours of a ‘non-traditional’ kind, and that 
these are in turn traceable to pieces of music outside of the tradition.   
 
Before leaving this example, however, I wish to point out that it is not just the 
contour or intervallic structure of these motifs which mark them apart: the 
matter of context is most important.  For example, in the case of the first 
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‘Neapolitan’ motif as show in illustration 17, I have already pointed out that 
its occurrence in Potts’ ‘An Raibh tú ag an gCarraig?’ is generally in keeping 
with a similar motif in the mainstream tradition.  As against that, the type of 
motivic development shown in the case of the second ‘Neapolitan’ motif 
(Illustration 18) introduces interval combinations that are not found in the 
tradition In a sense, what we have here is a slowed-up version of the type of 
motivic usage found in his dance tunes.   
 

 
 
A slight digression may serve to clarify this point further.  In the 1982 video 
tape, Potts in talking about the ‘variations’ in his setting of the reel ‘Rakish 
Paddy’ referred to “those ‘new’ notes not so much in our music at all”.  
Illustration 19 shows the musical context within which this comment 
occurred, and Illustration 20 compares the first eight bars of Potts’ ‘Rakish 
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Paddy’ with the traditional model (as played by him).  Potts’ reference to 
‘new’ notes, however, must not be taken to refer to specific notes in the 
examples given.  Illustration 20 shows the complex manner in which Potts 

keeps contact with the model, and some of these contact points have been 
indicated in the illustration for the first six bars.  The synchronisation of Potts’ 
setting with the model in the final two bars is a further example of phasing 
process discussed in Ó Súilleabháin (1987, Chapter 6).  There are, however, 
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particular notes which Potts uses to open out the melodic line in such a 
manner as to create an untraditional sweep to the line, and these may be the 
‘new’ notes to which he refers.  An example of this would be note ‘F’ in Bar 1 
(Illustration 20: Potts’ setting) that occurs in the context of an F major triad 
shape.  A further example is the B flat in bar 2 which again occurs within a 
triadic pattern, this time B flat minor.  This may appear to be imposing 
harmonic concepts on the music, but a later discussion on ‘harmonic thought’ 
within Potts’ musical creativity will support the use of such terminology.   
 

 
 
 
The Litany of the Saints and ‘The Morning Dew’ 
 
With that digression into ‘new’ notes, we leave our ‘Neapolitan Folksong’ 
example with its evocative motifs and turn to the quieter work of Gregorian 
chant for further instance of outside influence at work within Potts’ music.    
 
There are several instances of references to “monks chanting” and 
“ecclesiastical music” in Potts’ speech (Ó Súilleabháin 1987, Chapter 7).  A 
further reference is found in the letter that forms part of the introduction to 
his manuscripts:  
 

It is having in some way a sense of infinity, utterly serene and 
humble of course and this is to be found in some of the greatest 
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music: in some of Bach and Cesar Franck, for example, or of 
Beethoven of the last quartets…. You find it in the music of the 
Mass, when the “alleluia” traces its’ pattern of sound on the last 
vowel saying nothing yet saying everything.  [Potts MSS, p.V see 
Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
This letter was written to the piper Paddy Maloney in 1972.  It was, however, 
in a letter to me dates July 1985, responding to several specific queries 
concerning his music that the following information emerged: 
 

As a young boy, my father (R.I.P) often brought me to church 
and I was always attentive to the various ceremonies performed 
there.  In those days, for instance, there was the Confraternity or 
Sodality (of the Sacred Heart) which took place monthly.  It was 
always well attended: some members wore ecclesiastical 
vestments and were most proficient in their chant – Latin 
responses as, for instance in the Litany of the Saints: this was 
always with organ and choir accompaniment.  I will never forget 
this experience.  In fact, Mícheál, a variation of mine in the 
‘Morning Dew’ reel is from the chanting: ora-pro-nobis and ora-
te-pro-nobis of the above.  [Potts Correspondence, item 12 see Ó 
Súilleabháin 1987].   

 
Having located the ‘Litany of the Saints’ in question (see Illustration 22) I 
asked him to mark that part of the reel as contained in his own manuscripts 
(page 51) which had been influenced by the chant.  His response indicated 
that the influence might be detected at the opening of the third part, and also 
that the additional responses, ‘parce nobis Domine’ and ‘te rogamus audi 
nos’, had interested him musically.  Illustration 21 show the part of the 
manuscript marked by Potts in response to my query, while Illustration 23 is 
a transcription of the appropriate section of the piece as performed by him on 
the ‘Domestic Tapes’.  The fascinating thing about this example is that what 
appears to be a coincidental synchronisation of motifs between his setting and 
the chant, is identified by him as something of seminal importance.  
Illustration 24 shows the only possible motivic relationship in question 
between the chant response and that segment marked by Potts in his 
manuscripts.  It should be noted from Illustration 22 that while he brackets a 
two-bar stretch he also places an X mark over the stave in such a way as to 
cover five notes.  These are also the notes that correspond with the –ora-pro-
nobis response.   
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Illustration 21. Pott’s ‘Morning Dew’ – the manuscript marking indicating the section influenced by 
‘The Litany of the Saints’ (Ó Suilleabhain 1987, p.318) 
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Illustration 22.  ‘The Litany of the Saints’ with the responses marked from The Holy Ghost Hymnal 
1926, pp134-156 (Ó Súilleabháin 1987, p.317) 
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Furthermore, this five-note segment is precisely the point in the two-bar 
stretch marked by Potts that deviated from the traditional model before 
moving back into phase with it in the manner noted in earlier examples.  The 
central role played by the ‘ora pro nobis’ motif in moving out phase with the 
model is also shown in Illustration 24.  The connection between this motif and 
‘The Morning Dew’ reel is made even more obscure by the fact that it appears 
in tonality other than that of the reel.  That is to say, if the notes of the motif 
had occurred in the reel as F sharp, E, F sharp, G, rather than B, A, B, C, then 
the connection would be more easily discernable – although only if this had 
been pointed out beforehand.  All of this information is a further indication 
that Potts, in reaching out for new motifs and ideas, is able to take his own 
meaning out of borrowed material in such a way as to integrate it into his 
settings at a deep level of musical consciousness.   
 

 
 
 
Chopin’s ‘Funeral March’ and ‘Toss the Feathers’ 
 
Our final example is an important one in that it brings together several modes 
of influence on Potts’ musical thought.  It concerns a connection between his 
setting of the reel ‘Toss the Feathers’ and the ‘March Funébre’ slow movement 
of Chopin’s Second Piano Sonata in B flat minor (opus 35).   
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POTTS: There’s another one there.  It’s from Chopin’s ‘Funeral 
March’ [plays slow introduction into reel – see Illustration 25] ‘Toss 
the Feathers’! It’s from Chopin’s ‘Funeral March’ – so God help me! 

 
MOS: But once you had finished with the slow beginning, did you 
make any use of the Chopin bits then?  

 
POTTS: No! But the only thing is – I ask myself the question like 
your one there [hesitates] I don’t think it’s conceited of me, but now 
it did strike me that there was some affinity between myself and 
Chopin.  Because you see… in the band, in the full military band, 
like where the silver trumpets – and there’s one part in it, the 
trumpets, just the trumpets, play [plays - see Illustration 26 for 
speech/music interplay].  
[Speech Transcriptions, p.13 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

  

 
Illustration 25. Potts' introduction (influenced by Chopin's Funeral March) to his setting of 'Toss 
the Feathers’ 
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Illustration 27. The opening of the Lento movement (Marche Funebre) from Chopin's Piano Concerto 
No 2 in B flat minor (op.35) (Ó Súilleabháin 1987, p.325) 
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There are two separate points here: the slow introduction to ‘Toss the 
Feathers’ (Illustration 25) and the motivic connection within the reel itself 
(Illustration 26).  I will deal with the latter first by pointing out that Example 1 
in Illustration 26 is an obvious reference by Potts to the Chopin motif in bars 7 
and 8 of the ‘Funeral March’ (see Illustration 27), while Example 2 (Illustration 
26), is Potts’ version of the main theme (see bars 3 and 4 of Illustration 27).  
The connection between the motif which he plays from the reel (Example 3, 
Illustration 26) and the main theme of Chopin’s piece is somewhat clearer 
when that motif is examined in its full context within the actual performance 
(see Ó Súilleabháin 1987, Music Transcriptions 6, 7, 8 and 9, pp. 398-407).  The 
motif occurs at the opening of the turn (or second part, for example, bars 22 
and 23 of ‘Toss the Feathers 2, Transcription 7, in Ó Súilleabháin 1987, 401) 
and in all cases it moves up to an F sharp or F natural in the second bar of the 
motif.  Illustration 28 shows the connection, therefore, between the Chopin 
motif and the equivalent motif in Potts’ ‘Toss the Feathers’ (bar 24).  The same 
illustration also shows the equivalent bar in five other setting of the reel as 
published by various collectors from O’Neill to Breathnach (see Illustration 
18-22 in Ó Súilleabháin 1987 for full versions).   

 
It is evident from Illustration 28, therefore, that Potts is referring here to a 
motivic overlap rather than a motivic borrowing or influence.  How can he 
justify such a connection if this particular motif is, in fact, an essential ‘marker 
motif’ii

 

 in all traditional settings of the reel examined? The answer to this 
question may be found in the other aspect of the Chopin motivic involvement 
mentioned above – the non-metrical introduction to the reel shown in 
Illustration 25, and it is to this that we now turn.   
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Apart from the introduction noted in Illustration 25 (which arose out of our 
conversations: see Speech Transcriptions, p.13) two of the occurrences of 
Potts’ ‘Toss the Feathers’ on the ‘Domestic Tapes’ use brief introductions or 
link passages.  The two non-metrical passages in question are shown in 
Illustration 29, and a comparison of these examples in Illustration 25 shows 

that the common link is to be found in the harmonic motif: .  At 
first hearing, the connection between the slow introduction in Illustration 25 
and Chopin’s piece (Illustration 27) seems somewhat obscure.  The harmonic 
link between the three introductions, however gives us a vital clue to the way 
Potts’ mind operates in this instance.  It was not so much the melodic or 
rhythmic dimensions of the Chopin piece, which impresses themselves on 
Potts, but the harmonic ingredients.  An examination of the harmonic 
structure of the ‘Funeral March’ shows that for the first fourteen bars (which 
cover the main theme, bars 3 to 6, and its subsidiary motif, bars 7 to 8 – both 
of which are mirrored by Potts: see Illustration 26, examples 1 and 2) the 
harmony oscillates between an open B flat chord (which rapidly acquires a B 
flat minor association with the introduction of D flat chord in the melody in 
bar 3, beat 4) and a chord on D flat giving the second inversion of G flat 
major.  The important pivotal movement of the F to G flat with every 
harmonic shift is reflected in Chopin’s chordal texture in that this is the only 
note doubled.  The morbid, hypnotic effect of this harmonic scheme is vital to 
the piece, and Illustration 30 shows how Potts has focussed on this harmonic 
element in his own music.  In order to demonstrate the connection more 
clearly, I have transposed the Chopin extract into D minor. 
 
Apart from the obvious influence in the non-metrical example 2 of Illustration 
30, there is an interesting carry-over of the motif – this time in melodic form – 
in the opening bar of the reel.  It is at this point that we can refer back to our 
earlier question – how can Potts justify the making of such a connection if the 
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motif in question is already strongly and consistently present in all the 
various traditional settings of the reel?  
 

 
 
Some vital clues point us to the answer.  Every time the melodic form of the 
harmonic motif occurs in the reel, Potts invariably moves into a non-metrical 
3/2 metrical format, and in at least one occurrence of the motivic overlap 
(Illustration 26) in every performance he also moves into 3/2 meter.  In Ó 
Súilleabháin 1987 (Chapter 4) I demonstrated how these 3/2 time bars play a 
vital role in the rhythmic alteration processiii

 

.  We have now discovered that 
these rhythmic alterations are directly linked to an indirect borrowing from 
Chopin, on the one hand, and to a perceived motivic overlap on the other.  
Indeed, we have seen earlier in this essay how in no less than four instances, 
Potts’ innovative melodic alteration could be directly linked to outside 
borrowing.  In the present case, the connection is obviously much deeper, and 
the indications must lead us to the conclusion that Potts’ mood as revealed in 
his use of the Chopin motif in his non-metrical introduction carries through 
into the reel itself in such a way as to effect the metrical structure at precisely 
those points where this influence manifests itself.  Potts himself is unaware of 
the surface details of this influence within the reel.  His openness to outside 
influences allows him to take his own meaning from what in this instance is a 
Chopin ‘Funeral March’ – but for him the important influence is one of mood 
rather that of motif. 
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When I pressed him further for a more detailed explanation of how the 
Chopin piece affected his own playing, his response was particularly 
revealing – not just because of his inability to pinpoint the precise musical 
manifestation of this influence, but because of his description of the ‘moment 
of translation’ in his works: “and then, in this desire I have for music, I make 
some music for myself”.  Here we feel that we have approached the point 
where the outside influences become ‘translated’ into his own musical system 
in the deepest possible manner.   
 

POTTS: Being untrained, I’m so limited.  And we talked about 
sound.  And I like monks chanting and sad things.  I like minor 
keys.  And as you were putting that personally to me like that, it 
wouldn’t be so much, like, Chopin or that.  But I loved Chopin’s 
‘Funeral March’ you see.  And….the only way I can play it – it may 
be in that key, on the piano, per Chopin’s composition in D minor – 
but if not it doesn’t matter, see.  But ‘Toss the Feathers’ for me is in 
D minor.  And then in this desire I have for music, I make some 
music for myself.  The thing I loved in that composition of Chopin’s 
‘Funeral March’, and then it blended into my own.  
[Speech Transcriptions, p.13 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 
 

 
HARMONIC THROUGH AND POTTS’ MUSICAL PROCESS 
 
It may well surprise us that a musician like Potts, operating as he did out of a 
monophonic non-harmonic tradition, should focus on harmony in the manner 
just described in the Chopin examples, but there are additional indications 
which must convince us of the importance of harmonic thought in his musical 
process.  One of these came through in a conversation in January 1986:  
 

POTTS: Like, in respect of ‘Julia Delaney’, it’s only in the last three 
of four months that I’ve been ending off the part which I think is in 
a D minor key… now I use two notes – I use F natural and E.  Now 
the reason I do that is, like – no, it’s D and E – it would be for – it 
could be for the harp or the piano, in the appropriate chord for the 
melody.  And in that chord, like, as you know, D and E is a discord 
– but in that lovely wondrous sense – it makes me cry.   
[Speech Transcriptions, p.45 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
In another part of the same conversation, he attempts a further explanation of 
how he perceives his music “chordwise”: 
 

POTTS: There were two instruments that I would have an interest in 
and that would be the piano and the harp.  Because even I tried to 
do that myself, like say, in ‘Julia Delaney’ [whistles softly]: 
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Now, these two notes are so near each other, the F and the E, like 
that in harmony in respects of the F, it’s be a D minor chord on the 
piano and then in the whole – in the context chordwise [hesitates] 
chordwise resultant tone, notes E and D can be made, you know.   
[Speech Transcriptions, p. 53 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
His confusion in the last two quotation from his speech as to whether he is 
dealing with an F/E or an E/D relationship would indicate that what he is 
attempting to describe is essentially a minor chord of the ninth as follows: 

.   It is the harmonic tension between the E and D on the one hand, 
and between the D and F in the other which characterised this chord.  In his 
case, however, what he perceives as a harmonic colour/mood/feeling (“I’m 
shrivelled”, Speech Transcriptions, p. 54) becomes translated into his 
perception of a melodic equivalent (“and then in this desire I have for music, I 
make some music for myself” – as quoted above).   
 
The importance of the piano as a creative aid in all of this emerges both in his 
conversation and in the ‘Domestic Tapes’.   
 

POTTS: And then that in turn, you see, I got quite a lot of what I’ve 
done or what I’m doing from going over to my piano 
[Speech Transcriptions, p.53 see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
 

On the ‘Domestic Tapes’, there are four instances of Potts experimenting at 
the piano (see Potts’ Catalogue 7/10, 8/13, 9/22,23 and 14/2).  His piano 
playing is very hesitant, but nonetheless certain themes and harmonic ideas 
emerge clearly.  Illustration 31 shows relevant extracts from three of these.  
Example 1 was clearly identified for me by Potts as being related to his setting 
of ‘Julia Delaney’, and in fact, the opening phrase of this example corresponds 
with the opening of the reel.  While the chords used do not include a tonic 
ninth, the harmonic colouring in bars 3 and 4 (a first inversion of the super 
tonic diminished, and dominant minor-ninth) includes the note E.  Examples 
2(a) and 2(b) are typical melodic motifs used by him, with the latter showing 
his interest in the major/minor harmonic dichotomy which finds such 
effective expression in his use of F sharp and F natural as melodic variable 
notes in such pieces as his setting of ‘My Love is in America’iv.  Example 2(c) 
has a similar harmonic scheme to Example 1, and Example 3 is identified by 
Potts himself in his annotations to my catalogue as “possibly towards a 
variation to the ‘Morning Dew’ reel”.   
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POTTS, Ó RIADA, AND THE SEARCH FOR AN IRISH MUSICAL 
IDENTITY 
 
Apart from what these examples tell us about the musical intelligence at work 
within Potts’ music, what else can we learn from this case study? Firstly, it 
can hardly be a coincidence that the Irish composer Seán Ó Riada (1930-1971) 
created his innovatory band, Ceoltóirí Chualainn, at more or less the same 
time that Tommie Potts was experimenting with his received tradition.   
 
Both Potts and Ó Riada were attempting to create what Ó Riada called ‘a 
native Irish arts music’ (Ó Súilleabháin  2004 [a]). This is not how Potts 
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described it, but we have already quoted him earlier in this essay where he 
rails against “the intellectuals” who are putting down any possibility of 
traditional music developing “ to symphony heights”.  The essential 
difference in the movement made by Potts and that made by Ó Riada was one 
of the starting point. Ó Riada was attempting to come into the arena from the 
standpoint of a composer who chose to bypass the symphonic tradition (at 
least in terms of this part of his musical output), while Potts was attempting 
to move towards the same arena from the standpoint of a performing 
traditional musician.  Perhaps Potts held the upper hand here in terms of 
creative process? Part of the frustration for Ó Riada (who is reported in Ó 
Mordha 1982 as saying that he had “taken the Ceoltóirí Chualainn ideas a far 
as it would go”) was that creative process within traditional music resided in 
the hand of the performer.  The concept of composer did not exist – outside of 
a small number of musicians known for creating new tunes in the traditional 
mould, musicians who might more accurately be termed tune smiths rather 
than composesr in the classical music sense.  Within the tradition, the highest 
status was reserved for those musicians who created new settings out of 
received tunes.  Potts was taking this a stage further by moving through the 
normal level of ‘variation’ onto another level of what I have termed 
‘alteration’.  Indeed, this essay has shown in some detail how much of that 
‘alteration’ process was directly inspired and affected by the musical 
borrowings we have unearthed.   
 
Ó Riada created a new concert format of the music through the organisation 
of extended ‘arrangements’ of traditional tunes.  The fact that he organised 
these in such a manner as to showcase the individual styles and voices of his 
musicians only serves to prove the point that the creative process lay in the 
hand of the performer.  Furthermore, because Ó Riada choose to work in 
ensemble, he was constrained in terms of the received agreed structural 
pattern of the ‘round’ and its eight bar ‘parts’.  Potts, on the other hand, was 
working as a solo musician.  In this, he was operating in at the heart of the 
tradition itself, without any constraint.  With no obligation to synchronise 
with anyone else, and embodying the creative essence of the tradition within 
his hands, it is in a sense not surprising that he would subvert the tradition in 
a manner not open to Ó Riada to accomplish.  On the contrary, part of Ó 
Riada’s mission was to honour tradition by holding it up to scrutiny before 
new audiences.  As against that, Potts was operating in private (hence his 
‘Domestic Tapes’ marked by him as “experimental” in the 1950s), with the 
innovatory aspects of his music known only to a relatively small number of 
aficionados, mainly in the Dublin circle of the traditional music community.  
The prime collector of traditional music of the time, Breandán Breathnach, 
was disinterested in that aspect of Potts’ creativity, and sought instead to 
highlight the mainstream repertoire that Potts had inherited from his father 
and from others.  While Ó Riada’s ensemble version of traditional music was 
warmly received by the traditional music community, Potts’ music has 
continued to perplex listeners even up to the time of this writing.  For 
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example, Tony McMahon in his shared Keynote Address to the Crossroads 
Conference in 1996 hailed Potts as the epitome of tradition, choosing to invest 
a greater weighting to that side of Potts’s music than to the innovation side:  
 

He was one of the great innovators, but to define his art in terms of 
the innovation he brought to a small part of his repertoire is to 
misunderstand the main message on [sic] his music… [Mac Mahon 
1996,112 – 120] 
 

Potts would undoubtedly have disagreed. For him, the extension of his 
received tradition into new forms was the essence of his artistic journey. 
 
Another interesting contrast between Ó Riada and Potts is to be found in Ó 
Riada’s disdain for some aspects of the classical music tradition as quoted in  
White (1998:125-150) from an interview with Ó Riada by Charles Acton about 
a year before the composer’s death: 
 

Ó Riada’s disdain for the European tradition of art music is 
particularly shrill:  
“Beethoven couldn't write a tune to save his life and most of the 
European composers likewise. And when they did they were but 
cheap vulgar tunes”. (Acton in ibid., p.199) 

 
Acton also remarks in this interview (published in Eire-Ireland in 1971, the 
year of Ó Riada’s death), as White points out, that: 
 

Nomos 2 can be considered a young composer’s farewell to the 
European tradition of his formal training via a pessimistic text from 
Sophocles.  

 
White furthermore remarks that this ‘farewell to classical tradition’ reading of 
Nomos 2 was “apparently authorised by Ó Riada himself”.  
 
Potts, on the other hand, was attempting to embrace aspects of the classical 
tradition. For him the ‘great composers’ were in a sense musical ‘saints’. In 
rehearsing a litany of them within his own musical borrowings and 
inspirations, Potts was aspiring to musical sainthood himself. However, in 
moving towards classical tradition, he felt obliged to position traditional 
music from what might be viewed as a post-colonial standpoint. We have 
already quoted from this letter written by Potts, but it bears repetition here: 
 

First of all folk music (with ballads) is just as it says the music of the 
‘people’ i.e. the peasantry, the masses or the common people - 
whichever you like - I do not say this in a derogatory sense, but it is 
a primitive form and at that, it is within the capacity of the ‘people’ 
to appreciate and understand. This because, generally speaking, the 
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‘people’ have no training in the finer points and theory of music. 
[Potts MSS, p.V see Ó Súilleabháin 1987] 

 
This dis-ease that Potts felt with the tradition is quite obviously one which he 
picked up from “the intellectual sphere” as he put it himself (see the earlier 
quotation). Whatever the reason, it met with a deep desire within him to 
‘develop’ his received tradition “to symphony heights” (earlier quotation). 
This desire was ignited and confirmed through his haphazard exposure to 
classical music in his late teens (through the 78 rpm recordings of a friend: see 
Ó Súilleabháin  1987) and throughout his life (marching band arrangements, 
radio, cinema, and liturgical settings among others). The effect upon Potts 
was not to cause him to leave down his inherited tradition and pick up on a 
classical repertoire. Instead, for a variety of complex musical, historical, and 
social reasons, he remained with his tradition and faced the cultural conflict 
within himself. The extraordinary result manifested itself in his innovative 
fiddle style and improvisatory process. 
 
There is an essential difference between Potts and Ó Riada: while Potts was 
journeying out from the ground of traditional music, Ó Riada was journeying 
into that same ground. I have suggested elsewhere that Ó Riada was also 
involved in another ‘criss-cross’ movement where I compare his movement in 
the 1960s towards the non-literate oral-tradition world of Irish indigenous 
tradition to the movement by the avant garde German composer Karlheinz 
Stockhausen towards a world of aleatoric composition with his orchestral 
musicians where he attempts to bypass musical literacy (Ó Súilleabháin  2004 
[a]).  
 
Within the world of Irish traditional music, however, while Potts embarked 
upon his journey alone with his fiddle in hand, Ó Riada formed a band of 
traditional musicians to complete his task. The essential success or failure of 
both of their efforts is still a matter of contention. Ó Riada felt he had taken 
his ensemble idea ‘as far as it would go’. Potts’ music was so idiosyncratic as 
to be unplayable in an ensemble context. Furthermore, he did not generate 
any immediate successors. 
 
What does this criss-crossing of cultural worlds tell us about music and 
identity in Ireland during the second half of the 20th century?  If Heaney 
speaks of a ‘redress of poetry’ within English language tradition (Heaney 
1995), can we view  Potts and Ó Riada as being involved in some way in ‘a 
redress of music’? What came up and out of music in Ireland during that 
period that made traditional music so central to a resurrection of an Irish 
psyche? Has some imbalance been redressed? Certainly, the ‘mainstreaming’ 
of traditional music in Ireland that has occurred since 1950 is significant - in 
media, in education, in cultural institutions. An international flowering of 
Irishness has been carried across the world on a stream of sound which at 
times seems like the very earth of Ireland singing. Because it has come out of 
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the ‘agriculture’ of Irishness, the ground is the sound. Furthermore, because 
of this local grounding, whatever redress of music has been in process has 
landed on the beat of the turning process of cultural globalisation (see Ó 
Súilleabháin  2004 [b] and Ó Súilleabháin  2004 [c]).  
 
In all of this it is important to realise that the redress of one imbalance may 
highlight yet another. This is central to an important growing debate in 
Ireland at this time concerning the musical voice of Ireland within a 
contemporary classical music context (White 1998, Cox and Klein 2003). Ó 
Riada has a pivotal role in that debate - perhaps as much to contextualise 
what he is not as much as what he is. Potts, on the other hand, because his 
creativity resides within the domain of oral-tradition, is seen – if indeed he is 
seen at all – as outside the debate. Until the idea of ‘contemporary music’ in 
Ireland is widened to include Irish traditional music – as it should be – any 
attempted understanding of music and contemporary identity in Ireland can 
only fly on one wing. 
 
Nonetheless, both Potts and O Riada, may yet be seen to have been prophetic 
of a process which released Irish traditional music into a new world on its 
own terms. Ó Riada’s awareness of global music traditions was indeed 
prophetic of the decades that followed his death. The seeds of his vision, 
while they may not have rested within his compositional activity within his 
own lifetime, may yet find a surprising fruitfulness carried by the wind of 
succeeding generations. With regard to his search for a ‘native Irish art 
music’, his awareness in the final years of his life of Potts’ music may have 
been an indication to him that the indigenous tradition was itself striving to 
generate out of its own organic dynamic a movement towards those very 
fields of intrinsic innovation which he envisioned.  
 
In the three decades since his death, the hidden world of Potts has become 
more apparent, and new generations of traditional players firmly grounded in 
tradition have continued the search for inventiveness beyond the boundaries 
of the received tradition itself - Máirtín O’Connor, Eileen Ivers, Mel Mercier, 
Martin Hayes, and Niall Keegan are just some of increasing number of names 
which spring to mind. Many traditional musicians on the innovative side of 
the spectrum cite Potts as a significant influence on their musical style - not 
least Martin Hayes.  
 
Again, we might note here that the release of the recording, Ó Riada’s Farewell 
in 1972 coincided with Potts’ one and only recording release, The Liffey Banks. 
Indeed, both were issued by Claddagh Records, and both were released at the 
same press event in Dublin. This synchronic intersection of Ó Riada’s and 
Potts’ music is indeed an interesting one. While the Ó Riada legacy within the 
traditional music community led directly to the encouragement of new 
ensemble forms of traditional music, the Potts legacy lay like a prophetic 
utterance of a desire within the traditional creative process itself to stretch the 
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limits of the received tradition. Ó Riada’s search for ‘a native Irish art music’ 
may not in the end have sufficiently satisfied his own hunger for personal 
artistic expression, but in combination with a similar desire as enshrined 
within Potts’ music, both Ó Riada and Potts contributed something essential 
to the release of that music into a renaissance of international dimensions.  
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End Notes: 
                                                 
 
i A fieldwork technique where a recording is made of the response of the musician to 
a previously made filed tape of his own playing. In this case, ‘fieldback’ consisted of 
an audio recording of Potts and I viewing a video tape I had made of his playing the 
previous day. I encouraged him to have his fiddle to hand, and on occasion I paused 
the video tape to allow him to comment (and play as a further means of elucidation) 
on some aspect of his music. ‘Fieldback’ was the key that allowed Potts to unlock the 
information concerning his musical borrowing. 
 
ii Defined in O Suilleabhain 1987:82 and 135 as: “Certain motifs which tend to remain 
unchanged, or to undergo little change, in the various settings of a piece in the 
tradition”. 
 
iii See O Suilleabhain 1996: 175 –199 for details of the concept of ‘alteration’ as 
distinct from ‘variation’ and ‘deviation’. 
 
iv See Ó Súilleabháin 1996:175 –199 for a detailed analysis of this piece 
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