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What People Are Saying About


Draíocht Ceoil


Draíocht Ceoil is a fascinating deep dive into the power of speech and song, exploring historic and modern uses within Irish folk magic. A must-read book on a subject that can be foundational to magic – and life – yet is too often ignored. I recommend this for anyone who is interested in Irish magical practices or anyone who wants to learn more about the power within our voice and how to harness that intentionally.


Morgan Daimler, author of The Morrigan


Draíocht Ceoil: The Sound of Magic in Irish Traditions is more than just a book. It is a condensed expression of a legacy which Geraldine Byrne, through her exquisite writing, passes on to us – those passionate about Irish cultural heritage and magical traditions.


Daniela Simina, author of Where Fairies Meet


As both an Irish musician and practitioner of magic, I found Byrne’s Draíocht Ceoil to be an essential read. This seminal work explores the interwoven tapestry of Ireland’s music, tradition, landscape, language and culture, with comprehensive exercises to assist inexperienced and professional readers both in deepening their understanding of and connection to Ireland’s culture, and indeed her very soul. Throughout many years of walking the land, living in both urban and rural areas, I was keenly aware of the concepts of ‘Brí’ and ‘Bua’, but was unaware that they had specific names which were known to my ancestors. These concepts and many more are explored in depth in Byrne’s book. Draíocht Ceoil is an engaging and important book for the process of reclaiming and reconnecting with authentic Irish culture at a time when it is difficult to discern facts from misinformation. Byrne is ‘singing over the bones’ – the recognisable remnants – of a rich and complex heritage, which comes to life before us, chapter by chapter and page by page.


Tara Tine, Diary of a Ditch Witch (YouTube), Performance Artist


Draíocht Ceoil is a wonderful symphony of sound and language, beating to the rhythm of the Irish bodhrán for connection to the self, to each other and to the land. Through research, personal experience and a palpable grá for her subject, Moorkens Byrne presents the magical power of sound that is within each of us and all around us. A fascinating and practical read for protection and magical workings, steeped in Irish folklore, Irish tradition, Irish language and of course Irish Ceoil.


Pauline Breen, author of This Is Brigit
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Foreword


Through Draíocht Ceoil: The Sound of Magic in Irish Traditions, Geraldine Moorkens Byrne introduces the reader to Draíocht Ceoil, the practice of sung magic, a component that features prominently in the Irish magico-spiritual landscape. Draíocht Ceoil is a system in which poetry and music are catalysts for manifesting magically expressed intent. The practice draws its power from the sheer beauty of the Irish language combined with the artistry of Fílidecht, the craft of the ancient Irish poets unmatched in their skill with words. And no one is better qualified for the task of examining and explaining Draíocht Ceoil than historian, musician, teacher and author, Geraldine Moorkens Byrne. As the readers will have the pleasure of discovering, Geraldine is rooted in Dublin’s history and music tradition, not only through her passion and profession but also as part of her family’s living legacy.


One may be surprised to find out that not long ago, the practice of music magic in Ireland did not have a specific name. There was no unifying term to circulate across the Island for this particular aspect of an otherwise omnipresent practice. Ordinary people and ritual specialists alike have been singing their magic just as they saw their own parents and grandparents doing, who, in turn, had learned from their predecessors. The name Draíocht Ceoil was coined relatively recently, when the practice began to draw attention as a precious part of the Irish cultural heritage.


Draíocht Ceoil: The Sound of Magic in Irish Traditions opens up a window for readers to see into a past when magic was part of everyday life. Music and magic pervade many if not all Irish spiritual traditions. The power of music is undeniable: a song can take listeners down memory lane, make them laugh, cry, or give wings to their dreams even if only for a moment. Such power is by itself magical, and Geraldine herself is a firm believer in the magical power of sound. In the practice of Draíocht Ceoil, Irish sung magic, sound is used to tap into the vast reservoir of magical energy which is then shaped through the usage of words.


Through song, magic has been intentionally embedded into activities such as wool spinning, knitting, even kneading dough. We learn that music magic, or sung magic, Draíocht Ceoil, was performed not only by ordinary people when carrying out mundane tasks but it was also the purview of ritual specialists. Mná Feasa, Women of Knowledge or Wise Women, had the role of both assisting members of their communities and also perpetuating the tradition of sung magic.


Draíocht Ceoil has been transmitted intergenerationally and as the precious heritage that it is, this practice needs to be protected and preserved for future generations. To give the reader a sense of how weighty this responsibility is, Geraldine introduces the social and historical context that led to the near-obliteration of Irish language and culture. While today the Republic of Ireland is no longer subject to colonial oppression, both the Irish language and folk traditions are still in danger. Protecting these is as important as it is urgent. It is inherently human to want to protect things that we hold dear and deem as important to us. To this avail, the author invites the readers to both intellectually understand and practically participate in Draíocht Ceoil.


But the author of Draíocht Ceoil doesn’t stop at explaining the meaning, history and importance of preserving this practice. Geraldine Moorkens Byrne introduces readers to the nuts and bolts of Draíocht Ceoil inviting them to explore it. Geraldine presents the practice in ways that make it approachable even for people from outside Ireland. However, the word ‘accessibility’ should not mislead anyone into believing that the practicum section in Draíocht Ceoil is just a collection of quick fixes, pick-and-choose Irish sung charms to be done by rote. Involvement with the practice of Draíocht Ceoil must begin with connecting to Irish culture, both old and new, which is the foundation for learning any kind of native Irish spiritual practice. Throughout the book, Geraldine goes to great lengths to provide guidelines toward practicing Irish sung magic in ways that are respectful toward Irish culture and non-appropriative.


The importance of connecting with Irish spiritual culture cannot be underestimated. Since Draíocht Ceoil is magic that originates in the heart, without feeling the beating heart of Ireland, one cannot feel its magic streaming straight out from their heart. Irish sung magic is not a fossilized item preserved behind glass in a museum, nor is it a relic associated with times long gone. Draíocht Ceoil has grown from ancient roots and its growth is intertwined with the ever-evolving Irish cultural landscape. Geraldine provides readers with all the necessary resources to connect organically with Draíocht Ceoil in its authentic form.


On a mission to keep alive the flame of Irish spiritual traditions, Geraldine Moorkens Byrne wrote this book to draw awareness to the ever-ancient yet ever-new practice of Draíocht Ceoil. Music speaks to the soul and music as a language knows no frontiers. Sung magic is life-affirming. Draíocht Ceoil is bursting with zest for life, an expression of the ultimate determination to break through obstacles that cannot be cleared otherwise.


From Draíocht Ceoil: The Sound of Magic in Irish Traditions, we learn that song and words are both things of beauty and power-weapons. In writing this book, Geraldine Moorkens Byrne teaches us how, through words woven into melody, we can magic our way onward, stay undeterred on our paths, rekindle the flame of hope and find power within our own hearts.


Daniela Simina, author of Where Fairies Meet: Parallels between Irish and Romanian Fairy Traditions, A Fairy Path: The Memoir of a Young Fairy Seer in Training, and “Fairy Herbs for Fairy Magic: A Practical Guide to Fairy Herbal Magic”.




Preface


This book is a long time in the writing, inspired by both a lifetime working with musical instruments and musicians, and a life dedicated to understanding and preserving Irish Folk Magic traditions. The tradition dearest to my heart is that of Draíocht Ceoil, the use of music and sound to create magic. How I came to this path was both through family heritage and personal interest.


My family tradition of music started with my great grandfather, David Byrne, who was a piano tuner, and expert in restoring pianos, harps and harpsichords (already an endangered species by his day). He worked in the mid nineteenth century, in Dublin’s Northside. My grandfather, Charles David Byrne, continued the family business, taking over in the 1920s. He was a Master of restoration (pianos and harps) a skill he taught my father, who in turn expanded into stringed orchestral instruments. Dad’s love for the violin in particular earned him a place in the memories – and hearts – of several generations of Irish music lovers. With the help of my mother, a businesswoman in her own right, he took the music shop to a new generation and cemented its reputation for excellence. I was the fourth generation in my family to work in the family music shop and did so for almost thirty years starting in 1992. I took over in the early noughties until I retired in 2021.


The shop may have started life on the Northside, but its final move to the Southside in the 1920s made it a part of the fabric of Dublin city. The building it occupied in Lower Stephen Street had been in my dad’s maternal family for many years prior to the music shop. My great grandfather, James Monahan, lived and worked there and his daughter, Christina, married my grandfather Charlie Byrne. Under James, the premises was a barber shop before the newlyweds took over. Between both businesses, my family was at the centre of Dublin life – and history – for almost two hundred years.


The music shop in particular witnessed the Rising, War of Independence and Civil War, with both the Monahans and Byrnes playing their part. Over time, Charles Byrne Music became a part of the cultural landscape from the world of classical music to the folk revival of the sixties.


As children my siblings and I had a privileged childhood in many ways, although money was almost universally tight in the seventies and eighties in Ireland. But we had music, loving parents, holidays around Ireland. My parents sacrificed and saved so that we could go on school trips abroad and have a solid education. My sisters and I went to third level education, which would have seemed far beyond the wildest dreams of my ancestors. Music, and musical instruments, were the reason we had all these things, through the hard work and talent of both my parents.


My father was a collector of stories and having spent large amounts of his childhood in Wicklow, as well as in Dublin, he was a font of ghost stories, superstitions, tall tales, piseógs and more. A love of music was in his DNA, and music played a role in many of the stories he told us. These ranged from tales of the haunting music of the Sí luring the unwary from their paths, to the story of Piper Nash, a famous Irish Traveller musician, who rescued my great uncle Peter when he was a wanted man (long story short, Peter tried to shoot a landlord during the land wars in the late nineteenth century. If you knew the landlord, you would side with Peter).


As a child I listened avidly, as a teenager I rolled my eyes and finally, thankfully, as an adult I knew enough to ask him to repeat the tales and write them down.


Dad’s mother was held to have “the sight,” although that sounds more dramatic than the reality. She was by all accounts an unassuming woman, industrious and devoted to her husband. She died in childbirth, and my father’s knowledge of her came second hand from those who knew her, but he was proud of the many stories told around Dublin about her. Even in the 1990s, there were people who still remembered her – I was working in the shop one day when two women called in, explaining that they were over from the UK, and had come to see the street their parents had lived on. Most of the landmarks they had been told about were gone, except Charlie Byrne’s Music Shop on Lower Stephen Street.


“Tell me,” one of them said, “would you know about the family here?”


When I explained I was a Byrne, they excitedly told me how Christina Byrne, nee Monahan, had predicted that their parents would meet and how. Their mother had been “disappointed” in love, and in no mood to entertain another suitor, until Christina told her she would “turn a corner and meet the love of her life.” Their mother rolled her eyes, stomped off in high dudgeon, turned the corner into Aungier Street, and knocked down a nice man carrying parcels. He took one look at her, and that was it for him. They were married soon after.


Christina’s mother Elisabeth Hayes had as long-lasting a reputation but for very different reasons. She was held to have the evil eye, and few wanted to cross her. Whether she really was bad or whether she was a strong and opinionated woman in an unforgiving era, I have often wondered, but the stories about her were consistent. If you had something she wanted, you either gave it up willingly or risked it being spoiled. My grandfather, whom my mother says never spoke ill of anyone, was adamant that she had the “hard word,” i.e. a tendency to curse, and ill-wish.


There was a magic too, in the way all three generations of Byrne men could manipulate wood, coax sound from the most battered, neglected instruments and bring them back to life. My father collected beautiful volumes on violin repair, on early instruments and their varnishes, and on tools for instrument making, yet without reference to any of them he could place a soundpost within a fraction of an inch of perfect sound conductivity and pare a bridge into perfect dimensions. I once saw him restore an old violin that was handed in a shoe box-Hurricane Charley in 1986 hit the owner’s house and flooded it, the man’s precious heirloom violin floating around in its case for a week. When he opened it, every piece of it had separated from the rest. It was a heap of ribs, belly, back, neck and assorted fittings. My dad sighed, shook his head, and wandered off, carrying the box like it housed a puppy. He was talking to it. I wrote a docket, put “ring for updates,” where the collection date should have been, and the owner left, begging Dad to “at least try,” to save it. A month later, my father handed me a handsome violin, the wood gleaming.


“Tune it up,” he said, “and we’ll see how it holds.”


The owner cried when he saw it – it was in better shape than before the flood. The bottom of that man’s house was destroyed, his furniture rotten, photographs ruined and paperwork a sodden mess. But his violin survived to play on, and there was magic in that too.


When we talk of Draíocht Ceoil, we talk not only of sound but of our attachment to it, to music, to familiar voices, to the instruments we play and to the memories it carries. Draíocht Ceoil is not only a traditional folk practice, but an intrinsic part of Irish heritage, culture and society. In a wider context it is a universal practice, consciously or unconsciously uniting us with every era and culture whose own music conjured up dreams and aspirations. There ways in which Draíocht Ceoil affects our lives are myriad and complex, and they enrich us.


My personal journey brought me to a fascination with the way we Irish place such emphasis on the magical properties of sound. I am a poet, and I operate in the spiritual tradition of the Filí. My practice has always been rooted in the understanding of the power of words, of sound, and in the ability of sound to create change in our physical reality. In short, like the poets of old, I believe that sound is magic.


Among the fun and madness of dealing with musicians all day long and the equally rewarding chaos that is life among poets, there has always been that constant melody – the sweet, wild strains that come on a moonlit night, or whisper their song on the wind. The music of the Sí, the echoes of songs that are even older. I was delighted to teach a class for the Irish Pagan School on Rosc poetry, which led to a class on Draíocht Ceoil. The deep interest and connection students of both classes displayed led to this book – an attempt to share a practice that is as old as Ireland itself, and an intrinsic part of our culture.


And a note of warning – if you are reading this hoping for a quick fix, easy guide to becoming an expert in Draíocht Ceoil, please close the book and walk away quietly. There is a lifetime of work and exploration to do in every discipline in the Irish traditions and even then, there is always more to learn. No one authority is the be all and end all. Folk magic in particular is an intuitive and individual practice, albeit bounded by culture and tradition. One person will be highly technical, another will operate instinctively. The first lesson in any discipline of learning is to accept that we can never know it all.


There’s a lot of background information in the first few chapters that will help you understand the cultural context and history of this practice. However, I have included practical exercises, explanations and suggestions for you to try throughout the book as well as some outlines and exercises at the end. The more you incorporate an awareness of sound and its energy into your daily life, the more you will get out of the tradition of Draíocht Ceoil. It is also important to have some fun with it. At its heart, it is a joyful practice and one that encourages self-expression. So, lift your voice, bang a pot lid and make some noise.


It’s magic.




Chapter 1


An Overview


“Tír gan teanga, tír gan anam. A country without a language is a country without a soul.”


Pádraig Pearse 1879-1916


We Irish are famous for our music, our poetry, and our skill with the written and spoken word. Even in a language not our own, imposed on us by brutal conquest and colonialism, we excel in creating our own rhythms and coining our own phrases. We created Hiberno-English from the rhythms and structure of Irish, mixed with Elizabethan English. They took our language from us, and we revenged ourselves by being better at theirs than they were.


But there is nothing, no sound on earth, sweeter than the song of your own people. Ireland in common with many indigenous, post-colonial nations, struggles now with our native language. Our teanga náisiúnta (national language) is constantly in danger, from our own education system as well as external forces. It is not alone in needing protection. Our folk traditions and folk magic, our heritage from Old Irish society, Brehon law, Druidic legacies of language and File traditions all need nurturing. The influence of modern imports like Wicca, Neo-Druidism, eclectic new age fads, and cultural appropriation as well as a domestic problem of internalized colonialism, have all contributed to the danger.


At the end of the book (in the Valuable Resources section) I have listed books, websites and groups that are reliable educational sources for authentic Irish tradition. Priority is given to indigenous sources. Failing to centre Irish voices is in itself a form of colonialism. There are definitely some excellent non-Irish resources e.g. Morgan Daimler and some absolute hokum written by Irish people but a rule of thumb, look first for well-researched, indigenous sources. Read the primary source material where possible (much of it is available online now).


Draíocht Ceoil is a system of knowledge, made up of poetry and music. We can identify Draíocht Ceoil in various practices throughout Irish history, a thread woven throughout our culture. The ability to play music was especially valued in Irish society. Music could change how you felt, music could lead to liminal spaces. People knew it, like they knew that milk soured in hot weather or the best way to cook potatoes. It is important to remember that when a living tradition is recorded and codified, it’s really just a snapshot of a moment in time. The practices about which I write were a normal part of everyday life for centuries. It is the same with all Irish folk magic. People went to mass, placated the Sidhe, lit candles to Holy Mary, sang while they spun and tried to tell the future by the fireside. None of this exists in a vacuum.


But to preserve and pass on these traditions, to enable those outside the practice to explore it, we need to codify it to some extent and present it in an orderly fashion. This includes understanding where it stands in a cultural context – Irish traditions are living traditions and should not be divorced from their roots. To this end, let’s explore some of the cultural background to the tradition.


In every community there were those whose role it was to facilitate magical practices and beliefs. Echoes of them are embedded in the National Folklore collection with stories of men and women held to have “the cure,” or stories of musicians of local renown whose abilities were otherworldly. One enduring character is that of the Bean Feasa (a woman of knowledge or wise woman) who stood between the community and the Otherworld – women like P na Lí, or Biddie Early. They knew the remedy for both mundane ills and supernatural misfortunes.


Often problems were attributed to some interaction with the Sidhe, the Good Neighbours, or some infringement of the taboos surrounding liminal spaces. In one example, The Girl from Sherkin Island, the local Bean Feasa cured a child of loss of speech by diagnosing that her house was built in the wrong place, and her father had had an interaction with “a red haired woman of the Harnedys” (presumably supernatural) who hit him with her stick.


In Arklow, we see the Bean Feasa pitted against the local priest who condemned her and told the people not to believe in her.


“One day the priest was going down the street and his horse fell and no matter what the priest or anyone else done they could not get it up. The wise woman happened to be going down the street and she came upon the scene, and she shook her apron and the horse jumped up. The priest never said anything bad about her again.”1


The powers of the Bean Feasa were sometimes described in terms of trances and fits, for example, a story of Joan Grogan, a wise woman from Clare, who was “in her fits” at the bedside of a sick man when his nephew arrived. Without letting the boy speak she admonished him for kicking a piece of turf along the road, saying that if he found anything on the road, to “pass it by and leave it behind you.”2


The power and status of a wise woman in the community is easily seen by the many references to them in folk stories. Parts of the country still cherish memories of the women who held their communities together, and while we tend to associate them with rural areas, urban communities had their own. In the tenements of Dublin, Limerick or Cork, or among the Claddagh area of Galway the powers of clairvoyance, cures, piseógs and magic were all attributed to those considered to be wise women. While the terminology may vary, the role remained the same.


But even here we do not see some homogeneous tradition or secret cult – this was just a part and parcel of community life in Ireland. This was not a role with initiations, and rituals, but a skill-based job, which was valued because it was of service.


On the flip side of the Bean Feasa, we find stories of women considered “outside” the norms of society. They are held responsible for minor mischief such as interfering with the churning of butter, or stealing milk from cows, sometimes in the guise of a hare.3 Widows, even those popular in their community, were feared for their ability to curse, something that was seen a lot in folk stories in the nineteenth century, during the ravages of The Great Hunger, and later during the land wars, in an era when the death of the husband routinely meant eviction for the widow and children. Widows were associated with several forms of magic, from the Widows Curse to the significance of widow’s keys in divination.4


These stories reflect the precarious situation of a Bean Feasa, how easily one might slip from valued to feared, depending on the narrative. In addition to this role, those with creative talents were given special and magical status in their communities. When an individual or family was associated with music, they were accorded an elevated status. If combined with a reputation for supernatural abilities, they were even more valued.


This has its roots in the Old Irish traditions of Harpists and Filí being among the elite of society, which we will explore in more detail in later chapters. In the folklore and folk magic of the last few centuries, the ability to create entertainment is not only an important part of social and communal life, but it also becomes a vehicle for political expression and a way to preserve cultural identity and knowledge. Likewise, in a population denied access to legal or medical systems, magic becomes even more important, a way of achieving some level of justice or protection and a way of navigating the traditional belief in the Otherworld.


The Christianization of Ireland was a long and syncretic process that not only incorporated indigenous beliefs into a Christian framework but also in turn, recorded and preserved these older beliefs. The Irish were both devout Catholics, in the teeth of widespread persecution of that religion, and at the same time harboured firmly held and complex beliefs in the Sidhe, the Otherworld, old Gods turned saints, beasties, ghosts and more. As part of this cultural tapestry, Draíocht Ceoil exists in one form or another throughout this history, not always called by any formal name or codified in a system, but as an integral part of everyday life.


Among musicians, and those who create or maintain instruments, we see a special relationship with folk magic, and the community. There existed a belief in the power of music and in its association with the Otherworld, as well as pride in their ability to use music for the communal good. The longer the association within a family, the more apparent and overt this becomes. In my own family, I can trace the beliefs and practices of the older generations in Wicklow, in the early 1800s, through the migration of my particular branch of the Byrnes to Dublin, in the mid nineteenth century, mainly through the ability of my father to pass on these traditions. My Dad spent summers in Wicklow, in a rural community, and the rest of the year in the urban environment, and carried with him the stories of both, passing them on to the next generation. He had endless tales of ghosts, of hungry grass, of strange visitors and of the fairy tree that stood on his family’s land. He carried superstitions and nuggets of wisdom – sometimes practical and sometimes esoteric – and he had a knack for weaving them into a narrative. His talent in making and repairing instruments placed him at the top of his art, and I do not exaggerate when I say his ability to restore a broken instrument was nothing short of magical.


Across Ireland, we see an abundance of talent in making instruments and composing and playing music. I will discuss in depth the special position of music in Irish culture, but for now, it is worth noting that in few other nations is music so intrinsic a part of life as in Ireland.


Where to Start?


So, with that all said, here we are, staring at the past and hoping to bring out enough of its secrets to be able to practice a living, vibrant tradition of music, sound and magic. On our side is the fact that it is a living tradition; one that adapted and survived despite the destruction of the society in which it flourished. There are several reasons why it clung to life. Firstly, the fact that many aspects of the old society in which it is rooted survived until its decline in the Elizabethan period and further destruction in Cromwell’s era. Secondly, the existence of books of legal and societal tracts as well as mythological and spiritual texts from medieval Ireland. These contain precious insights into poetic forms such as the Rosc, into the association of music and magic, and the culture that created our rich magical heritage.


The strength of Irish culture played a part as well, the ability as a people to absorb and adapt our heritage and convert it to folk practice. While the British castigated us as “superstitious,” our ancestors kept nuggets of belief and practice alive, embedding them in everyday life. This is not to pretend an unbroken, secret tradition – what survived were echoes, which require scholarship and research to link to their Old Irish roots – but it is something to admire in our largely “illiterate”,5 poor and oppressed ancestors.


Draíocht Ceoil is literally, “Music Magic” but a better definition of the practice itself would be, “the inherent magic or power in sound, including words and music.” We are going to look at the origins of Draíocht Ceoil, including the status of music in Old Irish society, the magic and power associated with it and its links with both deity and magic. We will also learn about the File, the Old Irish order of poets, their use of language and their understanding of the power in sound. We will trace and explore the associations of music and magic in the folk traditions of Ireland, and the ways in which music and sound, including words, were used in Folk Magic. Music has always been used to express spirituality and is a powerful tool for journeying and prayer and we will explore this. There will be a special section on practical applications but there are also exercises given throughout the book that you can work with.


Why Choose Draíocht Ceoil?


Time and again, we remind people that when they talk about Irish magical or spiritual practices that they are accessing a living tradition. We don’t just reconstruct our heritage, out of dry, arid history. Nor do we construct it from Unsupported Personal Gnosis (UPG). UPG has a role in any individual practice, but anything that is UPG should be clearly labeled as such. This is the approach I will take in this book.


As a nation, we live our traditions. Many Irish people will recognize practices in this book as things that have always been done. For others, there is a sense of homecoming and that is very bittersweet. We have a legacy of colonial brutality to thank for the fact that many people have been denied their own language, history and tradition. If you are reading this from outside Ireland, you too may recognize some of the practices, without realizing that you had felt that connection. Indeed, many who have no obvious connection to Ireland but are drawn to its culture and heritage find that the practice of Draíocht Ceoil speaks to their soul. Music and sound are universal languages.


The practice of Draíocht Ceoil is above all, a joyous one. Not that every situation is easily resolved by a bit of positive thinking – we’re not Disney characters bursting into song before a happy ending – but it is a life affirming path and encourages us to be heard. It makes us aware of the song of the universe, and the music in everyday life. It roots us in the present, by making us conscious and aware, but it also connects us to the past and helps us shape the future.


And it can be a lot of fun. Nothing like singing out loud or banging a pot or pretending to be a rock star guitarist to raise the spirits. Sometimes all the magic we need is to laugh. You do not need to be a musician, although a love of music is essential. If you can sing or play an instrument, you will find that skill very useful, but it is not a requirement. Nor is a background in music theory, or formal education in music in any way. We are all capable of making sound.


Who Can Practice Draíocht Ceoil?


Music is a powerful tool and a universal one. When it comes to cultural appropriation, it can be difficult to know where common human experience ends and indigenous, protected culture starts. Sometimes the line is clear e.g. when a community steals from another community whom they historically oppress. But if you love Irish music and history and just want to join in – is that flattery or theft? If you have some Irish heritage, are you more entitled to access Irish heritage? When musicians from diverse cultures play together, it is an act of community and shared human culture; but does that confer ongoing permission to outsiders to use indigenous folk songs?


The same questions apply to Irish magical and spiritual traditions. There is no easy answer but as a rule, Draíocht Ceoil is open to those who learn and respect it. But that means cultivating a deep connection, not a cursory or eclectic one. You cannot divorce Irish traditions from their roots. You cannot understand one tiny part of them and claim to be authentic. You cannot read a book (even one as fabulous as this) and then claim to be an expert.


If you are willing to understand, learn, and practice – welcome aboard. If you want a quick fix, once again I beg you, close the book and step away quietly.


And as an aside, please remember that no matter how many Irish ancestors you have, nationality is not a matter of DNA. People who emigrate into Ireland, live here, and choose this country as their home, are Irish, regardless of the colour of their skin or where they and their families hail from originally. Irish traditions are not to be used as a basis for biological racism.


In a way, Irish indigenous traditions can be said to be semi-closed. Because we acknowledge the ties many have to the country and culture due to emigration, we expect outside interest. But we are protective of the culture we are fighting so hard to preserve and the magical traditions we are recording for future generations. We spend a lot of time and energy seeking out the authentic, only to see it stolen and repackaged into a new age, social media friendly, mishmash of appropriation.


I hope that readers will be inspired not only to incorporate Draíocht Ceoil into their lives but to respect the tradition that created it, and to dig deeper into the history and practices.


Irish or English?


Our national language is Irish and there can be no question that the beauty and power of the older literary forms, especially the Rosc, are best expressed and experienced in Irish. But the brutal reality is that many Irish people, including myself, speak English as our first language. This is not a new development. The use of Irish declined sharply across the country in the mid nineteenth century as the Penal Laws confirmed English as the language of economics, politics and law. Ireland does business with the world, and English is one of the most widely used languages. Even if we could revert to being a majority of Irish speakers, we would still have to use English daily. It’s just reality.


Still, learning even a little Irish is highly recommended. We do the best we can with the tools we have. Even in English, the beauty of Irish forms and poetic structure shine through. Hiberno-English is a recognized language, and as many of the tools of Draíocht Ceoil rely on sound, rather than words, once you understand how to use sound, it can be effective in any language.


At the back of this work, you’ll find a glossary of Irish terms. There are words that really cannot be translated into English, like “Brí” “Bua” and “Rosc” but where possible I’ve provided at least an explanation and a pronunciation guide.


Practical Application


There will be practical examples and exercises all the way through this book, and a section devoted to the practical use of Draíocht Ceoil. I heavily encourage you to do the exercises that are given in the body of the work, to build up a solid foundation before moving on to the examples and outlines given in the last chapters. Draíocht Ceoil is a skill that should be integrated into your life rather than a sterile exercise to be done once a week.
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