Music that'll grab you by the oxters
Caoimhin O Raghallaigh brings his wild Celtic music to the Alaska Folk Festival 
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Caoimhin O Raghallaigh grew up in Dublin, and began playing the fiddle - and subsequently the tin whistle, flute and uilleann pipes - when he turned 10. At that point, he was immersed in Celtic music and began to gravitate toward the style of the older players - guys like Padraig O'Keefe, Padraig Kelly and Denis Murphy.

"Something about their playing is very special - somehow they played for different reasons than people play today," O Raghallaigh said, from Ireland. "They didn't play to make money, or to become famous and they didn't play at people. Their music is somehow less defined, less constricted, and less self-conscious. There's a wildness, passion, energy and recklessness in it that grabs me by my oxters (armpits) and won't let go. Their music is also very rich and full - you could listen for years and still be discovering layer upon layer."

Just in his mid-20s, O Raghallaigh is recognized as one of the finest young traditional Irish players of the day. His 2003 album "Kitty Lie Over," a collaboration with Dublin piper Mick O'Brien, was named one of the top 10 traditional Irish albums of 2003 by the Irish Echo. And O Raghallaigh performs frequently on Irish radio and television.

This weekend, he's in town for a 3 p.m. Friday concert at the Silverbow, and no doubt, plenty of informal jamming around town. This will be O Raghallaigh's first trip to Alaska. He heard about the folk fest from Fairbanks fiddler and bodhran player Caitlin Warbelow, who's performed in various groups around the state and in Ireland. He's flying to Juneau from Dublin, then returning immediately after the festival.

"Sometimes when we play, it can be pure magic," he said. "I'd love to capture that. There can be such wonderful uplifting energy in it. I think the way to do it would be to get a room full of people who love the music, and for us to play all night long. None of this starting and stopping you get in a studio."

O Raghallaigh hopes to record solo soon. Lately, he's been interested in polyphonic folk music - the launeddas from Sardinia, the Indian classical tradition, Zulu singing and Hardanger fiddle music from Norway.

"I got my hands on a hardanger fiddle for myself a few weeks ago, and it's an amazing instrument with a high and beautiful sound," he said. "Playing it is a wonderful experience, and it has come at just the right time. I've been wanting to explore more dissonant chords and intervals, and the hardanger fiddle loves that. I had been trying to play tunes from old songs without much success until I got the hardanger. Suddenly I can play slow tunes, and the fiddle keeps ringing, instead of falling flat.

"I would also love to gain some sort of understanding of Bach's chords," he said. "There's some stunningly beautiful and wild sounds in his music. I'd like to get in to playing some old-timey music soon. There's a great fiddle player in Dublin called Dermy Diamond who had a great recording of two fiddlers playing together and it was really infectious music - wonderful stuff." 
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