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“To the memory of Carolan, the last of the Irish bards”



Note

In November 1941 Michael Bowles and the Radio Eireann Symphony Orchestra gave the first performance in a radio
broadcast of a new Fleischmann work, A Carolan Suite for string orchestra. The following month Fleischmann himself
gave the first concert performance in Cork with the Cork Symphony Orchestra. In a second broadcast performance the

following August the suite was referred to as The Humours of Carolan, the title by which it subsequently became known.

Based on tunes by the seventeenth-century Irish harper Turlough Carolan, Fleischmann’s suite is an attempt to pick up the

threads of the past and to link them with the newly emergent art-music.

It was after the Cromwellian Settlement in the middle of the seventeenth century that the old Gaelic civilisation, which had
been under assault for so long, finally began to collapse. But although the bardic schools ceased to exist as the court poets
found themselves without patrons, the harper-composers were able to adapt themselves to the changed circumstances and
survived for another century or so. Turlough Carolan was one of the last of these figures. Trained as a harper after smallpox
left him blind at the age of eighteen, he spent his life in travelling around Ireland as a welcome and honoured guest in the
houses of his various patrons, whose names are now remembered in the titles of so many of his tunes. He became a

celebrity in his own lifetime and a volume of his compositions was published in Dublin.

What has survived of Carolan’s work, however, is merely a corpus of melodies, although a rich one. The melodies
Fleischmann chooses are skilfully supplied with supplementary material, which enables him to evolve structures of
considerable length and complexity. The harmonic basis for the work is his own brand of dissonant diatonic modality, and

he shows great flair and considerable stylistic tact in grafting the tunes onto this.

There are many traditional Irish tunes whose titles begin with the words The Humours of — usually a place name.
Fleischmann is clearly alluding to these. But these titles themselves refer back to the four humours of early medicine, the
fluids of the body which, as Galen thought, give rise to the four temperaments: the phlegmatic, the sanguine, the
melancholic, and the choleric. In the suite, each movement is named after the principal tune on which it is based,
corresponding in ‘humour’ to one of the temperaments. Carolan’s Dowry is so called because Carolan, lacking the means
to present his daughter with a dowry on the occasion of her marriage, wrote this tune for her instead. It is a forthright
melody, which is given bluff straightforward treatment, and can be understood to correspond to the phlegmatic. The second
movement, Young Cusack, which is based on a bright and lively jig tune, corresponds to the sanguine. The young man to
whom the tune is dedicated was probably a Cusack of Aughrim in Co. Roscommon. The third, Elizabeth MacDermott Roe,
1s a melancholic lament written for Carolan’s revered patron, in whose house he was brought up, who gave him an
education, apprenticed him to a harpist after he had become blind, and equipped him with a harp, a horse and money for a
guide to accompany him on his travels around Ireland. The finale, Carolan’s Quarrel with the Landlady, corresponds to the
choleric temperament. But as the music is predominantly witty and high-spirited, it is clear that Fleischmann also intends

‘humours’ to be understood in its modern sense.

The elegy, Elizabeth MacDermott Roe, was the only part of the work to be published, and subsequently became one of
Fleischmann’s most frequently heard compositions. It was recorded by Fionnuala Hunt and the Irish Chamber Orchestra in

1997 (Black Box Music BBM 1103).

(Adapted from: Séamas de Barra, Aloys Fleischmann, Field Day Publications, Dublin 2006, pp. 70-72)
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I Carolan's Dowry p.1
II Young Cusack p.9
IIT Elizabeth MacDermott Roe (A Lament for Strings) p.21

IV Carolan's Quarrel with the Landlady p. 27
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III - Elizabeth MacDermott Roe (A Lament for Strings)
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