Tips for learning tunes:

It is increasingly easy for those who were not brought up in the Irish tradition to learn the music. The way you approach tunes will depend on your musical learning preferences, though you should, at all times, be sure that you listen LOTS! Saskatoon Comhaltas has a few recordings of commonly-played session tunes for your learning convenience! Check out our Facebook page! http://on.fb.me/1M2DikT
If you read music or ABC notation:

1. If you can, get your hands on a recording. Many traditionalists suggest that learning tunes by ear alone is the best way of going about it, but this can be overwhelming to newcomers who appreciate the crutch of written notation. If so…

2. Once you know the name of the tune, go to one of the many online tune databases: 
• thesession.org

• http://www.norbeck.nu/abc/

• http://www.nigelgatherer.com/books/mfi.html

• http://music.gordfisch.net/oregans/music/oneills1001.php

• http://comhaltas.ie/music/

…to name a few! There are also a number of tune books that can be purchased. Saskatoon Comhaltas also has a PDF tune book that contains many commonly-played tunes. 
3. Learn the tune!

4. A few considerations…

a) Be aware that sometimes several different tunes have the same name—make sure you’re learning the right one! Most tune books will have the tune-type and key listed—that can help ensure you’ve got the right one (though it’s not a guarantee!).

b) Also be aware that some tunes can be played in several keys—you might learn in one key and find that the session players play it in another! It’s not a bad idea to ask if you’re unsure.
c) Irish music is originally an aural tradition, meaning that tunes were passed on through listening instead of through any written means. Thus, each time a tune is played, it will be slightly different: each musician will have slightly different way of playing it, accidentals will be added or omitted, sections may be repeated or not, melodies will be varied, and many Irish musicians will add ornamentation that is very difficult to notate accurately and efficiently. The notes that you see represent only a single version of the tune that rarely gives a full picture of the way it should be played.
d) BASICALLY: the written form is meant as a memory tool, a way of notating the most basic version of a tune. 

e) When learning from notes:

i. Try to memorize and get away from the written form as soon as possible.

ii. Supplement your learning with recordings of various players to aim for a more authentic sound, and don’t be afraid to deviate from your notes.

f) Here are some resources for “decoding” written music:

i. Standard notation: http://www.wikihow.com/Read-Music (for Irish music, don’t worry so much about bass clef or dynamics and expression)
ii. ABC notation: http://abcnotation.com/blog/2010/01/31/how-to-understand-abc-the-basics/ 
a. *note: the whistle’s bottom note is “D”. The fiddle’s bottom note is “G,”. Hopefully, if you have no idea which notes are what, this can get you oriented.
If you don’t read music, or if you prefer to learn music aurally (through listening only):

1. Find a recording. You can get recordings from resources such as CDs, iTunes, and YouTube. Most of the online tune databases (see above) have MIDI files that let you listen to a very simple version of the tune. Don’t forget about the recordings made by Saskatoon Comhaltas!
2.  Listen. And listen. And listen some more. Listen so much that you can “play” through the whole tune in your head. You can also practice singing the tune.

3. Find the starting note on your instrument.

4. Play as much of the tune as you can from that starting note. If you’re new to this, you might not get very far—don’t get discouraged! Each new tune you learn is easier!

5. Listen to the recording again and compare your version. Sometimes you will be wildly off—listen carefully for where you went wrong and whether your note is higher or lower than the recording’s. When you’re starting out, you might literally have to go one note at a time.

6. The recording will almost certainly have some ornamentation that can be distracting and confusing for beginners. When starting out, try to play just the main notes, adding the ornamentation—or your own ornamentation—later.

7. Try playing along with the recording, pausing and correcting where necessary.

8. Some tips:

a. Bring a recorder to a session and record some of your favourite tunes.

b. If the tunes go by too fast for you, there is software such as The Amazing Slow-Downer (http://www.ronimusic.com/) that lets you slow down tunes without affecting pitch. Transcribe and Anytune Pro+ are also good programs.
c. Sometimes the tune is played in a different key (or, sometimes, in the same key on a differently-pitched instrument). There is also software (the Amazing Slow-Downer works for this as well) to manipulate the pitch so that you can learn it in the appropriate key.

d. Make sure your instrument is in tune with the recording!

Some more starting suggestions:

1. Use the session musicians as resources! Ask us lots of questions! Some musicians even teach, so if you’re interested in more formal lessons, that’s an option. Many others are more than willing to meet with you individually and give you a few pointers to get you started.

2. Join online Irish music communities. Thesession.org is very good. As a flute/whistle player/piper, I found http://www.chiffandfipple.com/ very useful, especially the forums—and the forums are not exclusive to whistles! Most trad. instruments are represented. http://forums.chiffandfipple.com/ A quick Google search should point you in the direction of online communities more specific to your instrument.

3. If you have a smartphone, one really good resource for learning Irish tunes is an app called “Tune Pal.” This app lets you record a portion of the tune. It then searches the above-mentioned databases and tries to find a match for it. You have automatic access to notes, ABC files, MIDI sound files, links to youtube, and lists of different recordings of the tune. This works both for recordings and live performances (such as in the middle of a session!) It’s not always 100% accurate, but it’s a good starting point!
Session Etiquette:

The session is a really wonderful place to meet people, play some music, brush up on the

Gaeilge, and enjoy the craic. There are, however, a few guidelines to put you at ease when entering the session community as well as to ensure an enjoyable session for all.

1. Expect to have people try to strike up conversation with you. It’s no fun playing with a bunch of strangers—we want to get to know you!

2. Relax!! We are very friendly people and we know how difficult it is to get into Irish music in the middle of Saskatchewan. Bring your tunebook! Try playing along, even if you don’t hit all the right notes (see below)! Ask questions! You’ll often see even the most experienced musicians lean over to their neighbour and ask, “What was the name of that tune?”
3. Since this is an “Irish” music session, most of the music we play is going to be traditional Irish music. That’s not to say there is no Scottish, Maritime, Quebecois, Flogging Molly, movie score, etc. music allowed at all; in fact, it isn’t at all unusual to hear particularly Maritime or Quebecois tunes and songs pop up every once in a while. As long as the focus of the overall session stays more-or-less on traditional Irish music, deviations are acceptable!
4. If you are trying to play along to an unfamiliar tune, please be respectful of other musicians. Play quietly (if you can…this is easier said than done on some instruments!). If there are only a few people playing and your fumbling would be more noticeable, this might be a time to sit back and enjoy the music.

5. When (yes, it’s inevitable) you are asked to start a set of tunes or a song, don’t feel pressured to keep up to the racing standards set by those show-off-y fiddlers. Start at your own pace; we’ll follow you! Slow tunes and songs are just as welcome as fast ones.
6. Alternatively, if someone else begins a set, follow their lead. Don’t try to change the tempo on them; those poor whistlers can’t make themselves heard over everyone to assert themselves! Also listen carefully to what tune is about to be played next. A lot of us have been playing for long enough together that the same sets keep cropping up and we pretty well know what’s coming, but that isn’t always the case, especially with new people coming in. And some of the regulars like to spice things up with a new arrangement!

7. Percussionists: While we all like to bang on the drum as loud and as fast as we can, it isn’t always the most musically pleasing for those around us. At our session, it’s not uncommon to have three or four bodhrán or djembe players show up; but, typically, they only all play at the same time for the occasional tune. Usually there aren’t more than one or two drums playing at once. If you sense that more percussion will become overwhelming, or you see someone picking up a drum who hasn’t had a go at it for a while, consider sitting back and letting them have their moment of glory.

a. Here’s a good song to listen to, as a friendly reminder of the consequences of being an inconsiderate session percussionist: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_11JDYcZX44
7. In Saskatoon, we usually play each tune twice through. That way there’s more time for more tunes! However, in the heat of the moment, if people are really enjoying themselves, or if people are trying to figure a tune out and are finally starting to get the hang of it, the tune will sometimes continue a few more times. Usually someone will yell “again!” or something similar, but not always: you must listen to the person who began the set! It can also be helpful to the other musicians, especially if you’re new, to give a quick “hup!” before you go into a new tune to cue everyone to listen especially carefully.

