Music and me

Since my childhood, music has been an integral part of my life and one of the advantages of getting older is being able to see and appreciate the importance of various influences on my life.  In twelve months’ time I will be forty and by now I can see some sort of musical and cultural map that leads to where I am today.

It’s important to combine both musical and cultural aspects in my experience, because I’m not a conventional musician. People, society and various arts, along with music, mould what I’m trying to create. Not that this is a model for anyone else. On the contrary! My advice to m y children is to have a firm foundation in music and art and use that foundation to build whatever it is you want to create. Every time I think about chords, I think about the piano because that’s the first instrument I learnt to play. This is a foundation laid by my parents by sending me to piano lessons when I was young!

But what about this map?

I can divide my musical and cultural map into three parts:

1. Chapel music.

2. Folk music.

3. Contemporary music.

These are the tectonic plates of my existence and somewhere in the middle where they meet is the Teifi volcano!

Chapel music and singing of that type is an integral part of the life of a Welshman like me.  It can be heard in the chapel itself, on the rugby field and indeed in the pub. You can’t escape from it!  I remember seeing my grandmother cry once on hearing my father singing a hymn long ago, without understanding why at the time. Some years later I remember hearing my father singing the same hymn and feeling the same build-up of emotion and tears myself.  And the reason? I think our hymns are naturally very emotional in their melody and words, but the important thing is that they are a means of expression between people, and that expression has been passed on from one generation to the next. Hymns have influenced some of my songs such as ‘Lili’r Nos’ and ‘Bachgen yn y Dyn’, but not in an overly intentional way. My interest lies in the way these elements shape me today and in the future.

Therefore hymns are by now similar to our folk culture where the songs belong to the people. However, there are differences. I was raised surrounded by folk singing and folk music. My parents, Garmon and Linda were actively involved in ‘Gŵyl y Cnapan’ from beginning to end, the late Elfed Lewis taught me to sing folk songs and I was given extensive lessons on the mandolin by Deri Smith. Later on, I married Roisin, one of the Clancy family in Ireland and therefore this type of music and culture was undoubtedly a great influence on me.

However, it was a trip to Ireland in the summer of 1990 that made me appreciate folk culture in a different way. During that summer, I went to Ireland’s biggest folk festival, Fleadh Ceol in Sligo, and was completely enthralled. Along with four Welsh friends, I spent four days and four nights in the midst of a boiling cauldron of singing and music that proved to be a definite awakening or me! There I realised that this culture belonged to the people.  It was a live, young, passionate, emotional and high quality culture, but more than that, it represented something that I’d heard about from people like Bob Dylan. It represented some sort of counter-culture. Here was a movement that wasn’t controlled by any establishment, and that’s what lies at the root of the importance of the folk culture. The lyrics and melodies of our folk songs paint a very different picture to the historian. This is where the words of the farmer starving to death as he cultivates the land or the voice of the oppressed miner can be heard; “... mae’r esgid fach yn gwasgu mewn man nas gwyddoch chi.”

This was my rock & roll. Despite this, I have been strongly influenced by contemporary artists of all kinds and that is what completes the map. The fundamental folk/hymn culture lead me to listen to a particular type of contemporary artist, and although these are of a very varied musical genre, there is a strong link between them that belongs to the old storytelling custom in Wales (‘Y Cyfarwydd’) or the ‘Seanachai’ in Ireland. In other words, these are the people’s storytellers. These are the contemporary folk singers:

Meic Stephens, The Clancys, The Fureys, The Dubliners, Shane Mc Gowan, Johnny Cash, George Jones, Joni Mitchell, The McGarrigle Sisters, Tom Waits, Bob Dylan, Tracy Chapman, Neil Young, Huw Chiswell, Randy Newman, Morrissey, Woody Guthrie, Leonard Cohen, Rufus Wainright...to name but a few!
Along the way I have tried (and hope to continue trying) to discover some of life’s truths by creating music and songs. I don’t consider myself to be a composer, but rather that I hold a mirror to my past to create an interesting future. I have been extremely privileged in the foundations laid for me by my parents and the generous people that surround me.  It is a privilege to try and create something new from the vast and unique store available to me as a Welshman. Every day is an education. Nothing must, as Bob Dylan says... “Get in the way of my education.”

