IRiIsH PoLkAs oN HARMONICA

I ’ve devoted past columns to playing various kinds of fiddle
tunes on harmonica, including the reel, jig, hornpipe and
waltz, but never the Irish polka. If you play Celtic music,
it’s good to know at least a handful of them, as they are played
at Irish sessions where they serve as a changeup from the
usual jigs and reels. For this teach-in, then, let’s take a pair
of famous polkas and learn them on the mouth harp.

The polka originated in Bohemia and debuted in the ball-
rooms of England and France in 1843. According to a con-
temporary report in The Times of London, the dance offered
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“the intimacy of the waltz combined with vivacity of the
Irish jig.” The name “polka” comes from the Bohemian
“pulka,” meaning half, and refers to the short steps that char-
acterize the dance.

British military bands brought the dance and its ac-
companying music to Ireland, and many early Irish pol-
kas were adaptations of tunes from other parts of Europe.
For many years the polka was the black sheep of Irish tune
types, being widely viewed as foreign and therefore
tainted. Consequently it was ignored in the collections of
Francis O’Neill and the first three books of Brendan
Breathnach’s five-volume work, Ceol Rince na hEireann
(19 and 24 polkas are included in Breathnact’s last two
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volumes respectively, indicating the tunes’ belated accep-
tance).

Over the years, the Irish polka developed into a dance
and tune form bearing little resemblance to its ancestor on
the Continent. Polkas are the fastest of all Celtic tunes, and
can clock at up to 80 bars a minute. Today, the polka is most
often heard in County Kerry in the southwest of Ireland, and
in the Sliabh Luachra district where it is the preeminent dance
tune. Unlike the jig and reel, which dominate the Irish musi-
cal landscape everywhere else, and also the original ball-
room polka, the Kerry polka doesn’t begin with a one-beat
anacrusis, or a pickup measure.

On harmonica, I play polkas in pucker position, but they
can also be done with tongue blocking. The biggest chal-
lenge with these tunes is working up to the prestissimo tem-
pos they require. Here, as with all fast music, you’re best off
learning the pieces at a moderate pace, and increasing the
speed gradually.
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The two polkas here, “Denis Murphy’s Polka” and “John
Ryan’s Polka,” are both well-known tunes. Denis Murphy (1910-
1974) was a fiddler from Sliabh Luachra who, along with his
sister, Julia Clifford (1914-1997), was a student of Munster
fiddle master Padraig O’Keefe (1887-1963) and came to ex-
emplify the Kerry fiddling style. A few traditional tunes, in-
cluding the first polka, were renamed after Murphy because of
the authoritative way in which he played them: Planxty recorded
“John Ryan’s Polka” along with “Denis Murphy’s Polka” and a
third tune, “The Forty-Two Pound Cheque,” in a polka set on
their 1974 album, Cold Blow the Rainy Night. “John Ryan’s
Polka” can also be heard in the 1997 movie Titanic during the
scene showing the Irish party on the third-class deck.

Although they’re not tabbed out for harmonica, I have the
music notation and guitar chords to 10 other Irish polkas in my
new online collection of about 500 Celtic and North American
fiddle tunes at <www.celticguitarmusic.com/tb_main.htm>.

Enjoy! ‘
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Glenn Weiser, author of several books on harmonica and Celtic guitar playing, performs solo acoustic blues, Celtic and old-time stringband music.
You can write him c/o Sing Out!, P.O. Box 5460, Bethlehem, PA 18015-0460; or send e-mail to harmonicati@singout.org.
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