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The River as a Human Lifeline:  

The Case of Werner Bergengruen’s “Der Strom.” 

Medieval Literary Reflections and Modern Responses 

 

By Albrecht Classen 

 
By means of ecocritical perspectives, we can build meaningful and relevant 

connections between the STEM fields and the Humanities. Literary works, above 

all, whether from the Middle Ages or the modern world, read through that lens, 

can yield important new perspectives about the relationship between humans 

and nature. In this study, the focus rests on rivers as reflected in fictional works. 

After highlighting the symbolic significance of rivers in some of the major 

medieval German, Italian, and English poems, the article, leaping to the twentieth 

century, investigates the role of the river in two novellas by the Baltic-German 

author Werner Bergengruen (d. 1964) and identifies them as indirect but 

powerful contributions to the new movement of ‘magic realism’ that had not yet 

reached the German audiences at that time. While Bergengruen is mostly 

disregarded today for political and ideological reasons, the ecocritical message 

contained in his texts promises to uncover the true literary quality of his 

narratives and their relevance for ecocritical awareness regarding rivers as a 

protagonist’s lifeline. In many ways, we can recognize in his work a direct 

reflection of medieval thought, yet he transcended those and cast them in his own 

concept and value system. 

 

 

Introduction 

 
The history of humankind is closely associated with water, specifically with 

rivers. Entire cultures emerged along major rivers, such as the Nile, the Rhine, the 

Danube, the Mississippi, the Saigon River, the Yellow River, the Congo River, the 

Niger River, or the Amazon River. Cities and economies grew up along rivers, 

nations were formed, myths were created, and culture emerged, all associated with 

water. In ancient times, the civilizations of Mesopotamia, Babylon, Assyria, and 

others arose in the lands through which the fabled rivers Euphrates and Tigris flow 

until today. Universally, the river inherently carries deep symbolism because it 

originates in a well, far away from its estuary. Most rivers form because a multitude 

of smaller rivers, creeks, streams, and rivulets flow into them. In the course of time, 

the river makes its way through vast landmasses and then reaches its delta, 

merging its water with that of the ocean. Thus, we face the intriguing situation of 

the river providing a powerful symbolism connected with birth, life, and death.  

 
University Distinguished Professor, University of Arizona, USA. 
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Rivers in desert zones dry up many times, and then they overflow during the 

monsoon season, leading to destruction, death, and yet also rebirth because the 

sediments (sand, silt, and clay) left behind on the floodplains can provide crucial 

fertilization – especially in the case of the Nile (Egypt), the Yellow River (Sichuan, 

China), or the Zambezi River (from Angola to Mozambique).1 This also entails that 

many rivers change their course over time, which has had a tremendous impact on 

human civilization. Entire cities or harbors had to be moved as a consequence of 

those developments, or all building stopped because a river valley had proved to 

be too dangerous, too unpredictable, and constantly subject to new floodings.2 In 

short, rivers and human society have regularly interacted with each other quite 

closely, with people always trying their best to utilize the river to their advantage, 

whether this is then done with respect or not. Disregarding a river’s power and 

naively settling in the river valley has had, even most recently, deadly 

consequences (see the flooding of the Ahr River in western Germany in July of 

2021).3 Not surprisingly, throughout times, both artists and poets, composers and 

philosophers have responded intimately with rivers which mirror, influence, or 

threaten human life. Studying rivers makes it possible to build meaningful bridges 

between the Humanities and the STEM fields. 

With just a little effort, we can easily unearth relevant poems, images, or 

musical compositions responding to the profound significance of a river, such as in 

modern-day Vietnamese poetry.4 Most famous would be the six-piece symphony 

Má vlast (My Fatherland) by Czech composer Bedřich Smetana from between 1874 

and 1879, especially his Vltava (The Moldau) from late 1874.5  Ecocriticism and 

ecopoetry have gained tremendously in significance, or rather, we have now 

realized that such ecocritical perspectives have been with us for a long time, though 

often undetected by modern scholars. The current global climate crisis has been a 

 
1. For an informative survey, geared more for the general readership, see https:// 

education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/flood-plain/ (last accessed on May 15, 2024). 

2. Ekaterina V. Lebedeva, “Volcanic Regions: Geomorphologist’s Point of View,” Updates 

in Volcanology – Linking Active Volcanism and the Geological Record, ed. Károly Németh. 

IntechOpen, 2023, 10.5772/intechopen.108141 (last accessed on May 15, 2024). 
3. Andy Neumann, Es war doch nur Regen!?: Protokoll einer Katastrophe. 9th ed. Meßkirch: 

Gmeiner, 2022; see also the contributions to Spuren der Flut im Ahrtal 2021: Dokumentation - 

Analyse – Perspektiven, ed. Wolfgang Büchs, Jürgen Haffke, Thomas Roggenkamp, Winfried 

Sander, Andreas Schmickler. 2nd expanded ed. Odenthal: Landschaft und Geschichte e.V., 

2023. 

4. See the powerful formulation by Huỳnh Sanh Thông for the title of his article. “Live by 

Water, Die for Water,” In Watermark: Vietnamese American Poetry and Prose, edited by Barbara 

Tran, Monique T. D. Truong, and Luu Truong Khoi. New York: Asian American Writers’ 

Workshop, 1998; originally in: The Vietnam Review 1.133 (1996): 121–53. 

5. Linda Maria Koldau, Die Moldau: Smetanas Zyklus “Mein Vaterland”. Cologne, Weimar, 

and Vienna: Böhlau, 2007. See also the excellent survey article online at: https://en.wikipe 

dia.org/wiki/M%C3%A1_vlast (last accessed on May 15, 2024). 
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big wake-up call, both to scientists and also to scholars in the Humanities and the 

Arts. We are hence strongly invited to consider anew the close relationship between 

the natural environment and human culture, literature and our material conditions, 

and between the physical world and our spiritual identity.6 Ecocritically, we can 

now turn to many texts previously disregarded or discussed only superficially and 

realize that they offer potent messages about the critical interaction between natural 

environment and human society.7  

Whereas older scholarship tended to identify references to natural objects or 

creatures primarily as typological and actually far removed from natural reality,8 a 

more sensitive reading of many different texts both from the Middle Ages and the 

modern time has shed significant new light on the writers’, poets’, artists’, or 

composers’ minds regarding nature.9 Studying the relationship between a river and 

people, above all, allows us to comprehend deeply the enormous impact of that 

body of water on the cultural development and the formation of individuality and 

a collective sense of belonging to a landscape or region.10 A river profoundly 

impacts and shapes human culture as it develops in its valley. 

For obviously good reasons, people have always settled near a river, and they 

have mostly profited from some form of symbiosis with the river.11 Beginning with 

 
6. Cheryll Glotfelty. “Introduction. Literary Studies in an Age of Environmental Crisis. In: 

The Ecocriticism Reader. Landmarks in Literary Ecology, ed. eadem and Harold Fromm. Athen, 

GA: The University of Georgia Press, 1996, 15–36. Greg Garrard, Ecocriticism. 3rd edition. New 

York: Routledge, 2023. See also the various contributors to Ecocriticism: The Essential Reader, 

edited by Ken Hiltner. New York: Routledge, 2015. Also consult The Oxford Handbook of 

Ecocriticism, ed. Greg Garrard. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014, which takes us from late 

antiquity and the Middle Ages to the present in practical and theoretical terms. None of the 

literary material to be discussed here is covered in this major reference work and others. 
7. Ecocriticism was basically launched by Joseph Meeker who talked about “literary 

ecology” in his The Comedy of Survival: Studies in Literary Ecology. Studies in Literary Ecology. 

New York: Scribner, 1972. See esp. the contributions to The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in 

Literary Ecology, ed. Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm (see note 6). 

8. See, for instance, Derek Pearsall and Elizabeth Salter, Landscapes and Seasons of the 

Medieval World. London: Elek Books, 1973. 

9. Albrecht Classen, Water in Medieval Literature: An Ecocritical Reading. Ecocritical Theory 

and Practice. Lanham, Boulder, et al.: Lexington Books, 2018. 

10. Rivers Lost, Rivers Regained: Rethinking City-River Relations, ed. Martin Knoll, Uwe 

Lübken, and Dieter Schott. History of the Urban Environment. Pittsburgh, PA: University of 

Pittsburgh Press, 2017; for rivers in modern-day American history, see James F. Barnett, Jr., 

Beyond Control: The Mississippi River’s New Channel to the Gulf of Mexico. Jackson, MS: University 

Press of Mississippi, 2017; for the situation in South-East Asia, see Paul Hanasz, Transboundary 

Water Governance and International Actors in South Asia: The Ganges-Brahmaputra- Meghna Basin. 

Earthscan Studies in Water Resource Management. London: Taylor and Francis, 2017. 

11. See, for instance, Gillian Mary Hanson, Riverbank and Seashore in Nineteenth and 

Twentieth Century British Literature. Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2006; Shoshana Ronen, Polin – A 

Land of Forests and Rivers: Images of Poland and Poles in Contemporary Hebrew Literature in Israel. 
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the Gilgamesh (ca. 1800 B.C.E.) and followed by the Old and New Testament, rivers 

and people have always interacted, as the history of literature at large confirms. The 

river might take individuals on a long series of adventures and can thus reflect both 

personal freedom and also the culture of an entire society (e.g., Mark Twain, The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, 1885). Within our context, we might want to pay 

particular attention to the German gay author Hans Henny Jahn who is well 

known for his unfinished trilology, Fluß ohne Ufer. Roman in drei Teilen (1949–1961; 

Shoreless River or River Without Banks: Novel in Three Parts), which he conceived 

as a kind of narrative symphony.12 From here, we could easily widen our 

perspective, since the river really appears in world literature and assumes one of 

the central motifs throughout time.13 

  

 

Preliminary Reflections 

Rivers in Medieval and Early Modern Literature 
 

Rivers constitute mighty powers with the ability to create life and to kill all life. 

They are, as the title of this study indicates, the lifeline of a people, a culture, if not 

of the entire world. Already medieval poets demonstrated a strong sense of this 

phenomenon, especially because crossing a river could mean a decision over life 

and death. The anonymous poet of the Middle High German heroic epic 

Nibelungenlied (ca. 1200) illustrated this dramatically with the Burgundians crossing 

the Danube to visit the Hunnish King Attila and his Burgundian wife, Kriemhild. 

Hagen brutally tests the prophecy of water nixies and realizes that none of them 

would return home alive, so he destroys the ferryboat, which symbolizes that they 

are all marching toward their death.  

 
Warsaw: Wydawnictwa Uniw. Warszawskiego, 2007; T. S. McMillin, The Meaning of Rivers: 

Flow and Reflection in American Literature. Iowa City, IO: University of Iowa Press, 2011. For a 

very useful anthology of relevant texts, see Panta rhei: der Fluß und seine Bilder, ein 

kulturgeschichtliches Lesebuch, ed. Ute Seiderer. Leipzig: Philipp Reclam jun., 1999, or Eine 

Donau-Anthologie der anderen Art, ed. Edit Király. Salzburg and Vienna: Jung und Jung, 2018. 
12. Birgit Schillinger, Das kreative Chaos bei Thomas Mann und Hans Henny Jahnn: ein 

Vergleich von “Doktor Faustus” und “Fluss ohne Ufer”. Mannheimer Studien zur Literatur- und 

Kulturwissenschaft, 1. St. Ingbert: Röhrig, 1993; see also the good introduction online at: 

https:// de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Henny_Jahnn#Literarisches_Werk (last accessed on May 

15, 2024). 
13. See, for instance, the list at: https://www.rowadventures.com/blog/essential-river-reads 

(last accessed on May 15, 2024). For individual studies, see Prudence J. Jones, Reading Rivers in 

Roman Literature and Culture. Roman Studies. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2005; Carmen 

Escobeda de Tapia and Ángela Mena González, “The Poetics of the River in Indian Literature 

in English,” Journal of English Studies 14 (2016): 111–24; Margaret Ziolkowski, Rivers in Russian 

Literature. Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 2020. 
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In Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Grail romance Parzival (ca. 1205), the young 

protagonist does not dare, for a long time, to cross a creek that separates his 

childhood forest from his imminent adulthood in the outside world, and once he 

has found a passage, he quickly enters the world of King Arthur where violence 

and chaos rule, resulting in many deaths.14 Similarly, at the end of the romance, 

Gawain has to cross a river and would have almost failed, but he ultimately 

succeeds and can thus create new harmony and order in his world.  

Most importantly, Dante the pilgrim in the Divina Commedia (completed in ca. 

1320), discovers that all souls condemned to Hell have to cross the river Styx, a 

direct borrowing from Greek mythology. In the anonymous Middle English Pearl 

poem (ca. 1390), the dreamer, who has lost his daughter, enters a paradise-like 

garden and then espies a delightful maiden, but a deep river separates them, which 

forces the two to exchange their dialogue across the water, which amounts to 

Christian teachings about the bliss of the afterlife that can only be comprehended 

through a vision. The parallels to Dante’s experience with his beloved Beatrice in 

Paradiso are not to be overlooked. Certainly, the entire setting in nature and the 

body of running water provides yet another profound symbolism of the river 

standing in for the demarcation between life and death, and hence heaven.15  

Moreover, a bit later, the narrative framework of Marguerite de Navarre’s 

Heptaméron (1558/1559) is determined by enormous rainfall that makes all rivers 

flood so much that any crossing becomes impossible. A group of storytellers, 

however, finds refuge in a monastery and turns to a narrative entertainment, very 

much in the vein of Boccaccio’s Decameron (ca. 1350), though there the Black Death 

has forced the young protagonists to flee the city and to pass their time telling each 

 
14. For examples in the history of medieval German literature, see Eva Locher and 

Thomas Poser. “Fluss, Quelle, Brunnen.” In Literarische Orte in deutschsprachigen Erzählungen des 

Mittelalters: Ein Handbuch, ed. Tilo Renz, Monika Hanauska, and Mathias Herweg. Berlin and 

Boston: Walter de Gruyter, 2018, 146–62. 
15. Pearl: An Edition with Verse Translation, trans. William Vantuono. Notre Dame, IN, and 

London: University of Notre Dame Press, 1995. Critics have lamented the fairly free translation 

that does not render the original Middle English close enough. For a contrast, see now Pearl: A 

Middle English Edition and Modern English Translation, ed. and trans. Jane Beal. Peterborough, 

Ont.: Broadview Press, 2020. The verses 125–28 deserve to be quoted here, from Beal’s 

translation: “Down by a stream that continually flows / I bowed in bliss, my brains brimful! / 

The farther I followed those stream-filled vales, / the more the strength of joy strained my 

heart.” Cf. the contributions to Becoming the Pearl-Poet: Perceptions, Connections, Receptions, ed. 

Jane Beal. Lanham, MD, Boulder, CO, New York, NY, and London: Lexington Books, 2022. 

For the latest research on the poet and the dating of the four texts contained in the one 

manuscript, see now Andrew Breeze, The Historical Arthur and the Gawain Poet: Studies on 

Arthurian and Other Traditions. Studies in Medieval Literature. Lanham, Boulder, et al.: 

Lexington Books, 2023, 81–95. 
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other stories. We can easily widen this perspective and incorporate similar literary 

cases, for instance, in the Arabic tradition.16  

We would not need to emphasize particularly the great relevance and value of 

rivers as pathways for communication and trade already during the pre-modern 

age,17 or their continued significance until today for commerce, politics, military 

operations, and cultural developments – see, for instance, the famous Rhine-Main-

Danube Canal connecting the North Sea and Atlantic with the Black Sea far in the 

east, completed in 1992.18 But we do need to identify the river as a symbol of 

human and natural life, in its combination of transitoriness and continuity, 

ephemerality and stability, fluidity and constancy. This finds its most poignant 

expression in the work of a mostly forgotten but yet still powerful twentieth-

century German author, Werner Bergengruen, the topic of this paper. Since he 

drew so much from medieval sources, and was deeply inspired by rivers, we face 

here a great opportunity in literary terms to catapult us from the fourteenth to the 

twentieth century and gain in that process profound insight into the catalytic 

significance of the river in human life. As has become clear so far, we could 

certainly claim that the river has commonly represented a major catalyst for the 

protagonist throughout world literature, and this alo in the modern and 

postmodern period.  

  

 

Werner Bergengruen and the River 

 

For quite some time, we have realized the economic and especially mythical 

dimension of rivers for many human societies.19 They own an ominous agency and 

 
16. Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom, “Introduction,” Rivers of Paradise: Water in Islamic Art 

and Culture, ed. id. New Haven, CT, and London: Yale University Press, 2009.  

17. Flüsse als Kommunikations- und Handelswege: Marschenratskolloquium 2009; 5.–7. 

November 2009, Deutsches Schiffahrtsmuseum, Bremerhaven = Rivers as Communication and Trade 

Routes, ed. Felix Bittermann, Hauke Jens, Peter Schmid, and Matthias D. Schön. Siedlungs- und 

Küstenforschung im südlichen Nordseegebiet, 34. Rahden, Westfalen: Leidorf, 2011; for the 

early Middle Ages, see now Ellen Fenzel Arnold. Medieval Riverscapes: Environment and Memory 

in Northwest Europe, c. 300–1100. Studies in Environment and History. Cambridge and New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2024. See also the contributions to Flusslandschaften: in 

Mittelalter und Moderne, ed. Andrea von Hülsen-Esch. Düsseldorf: düsseldorf university press 

dup, 2023. 
18. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhine%E2%80%93Main%E2%80%93Danube_Canal 

(last accessed on May 15, 2025). For critical perspectives, see the contributions to 

“Jahrhundertwerk” oder “dümmstes Bauwerk seit dem Turmbau zu Babel”?: die Großschifffahrtsstraße 

Rhein-Main-Donau, ed. Dirk Götschmann. Regensburg: Verlag Friedrich Pustet, 2020. 

19. Brigitte Englisch, “Weltflüsse,” Burgen, Länder, Orte, ed. Ulrich Müller and Werner 

Wunderlich. Mittelalter Mythen 5. 981–96. Constance: UVK Verlagsgesellschaft, 2008; Albrecht 

Classen, “Der Mythos vom Rhein: Geschichte, Kultur, Literatur und Ideologie. Die Rolle eines 
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lend a character to the respective hinterland and its people, as many poets and 

artists have already demonstrated in their works.20 For the purpose of this paper, 

the focus will move away from medieval literature and jump to a twentieth-century 

Baltic-German writer, Werner Bergengruen (1892–1964),21 who enjoyed enormous 

popularity well into the 1970s but whose fame has dramatically faded since then, 

probably because of the changes in the political culture of his time. Bergengruen 

carefully and deliberately drew from numerous medieval sources and adapted 

them for his own purposes to investigate symbolism and magic, fortune and faith, 

which thus explains the combination of the previous medieval textual examples 

with the modern novellas by this Baltic-German writer. In many of his works, and 

so in one of the novellas to be discussed here, the author focuses deeply on his 

home country, today Latvia, but he transcends those limitations and offers mythical 

perspectives on rivers as human lifelines. 

However, the new student generation since the 1970s tended to reject religion 

and mysticism, refused to listen to historical aspects undergirding their own 

culture, and demanded radical reforms in the entire education system to gain more 

freedom and democracy. Thus, rather quickly and unfairly, Bergengruen lost his 

status as a canonical author in advanced schools (Gymnasium) or at universities, 

especially because he was suddenly criticized post factum for his allegedly dubious 

stance during the Third Reich, having removed himself from the political sphere by 

way of an ‘internal exile.’22  

 
europäischen Flusses vom Mittelalter bis zur Gegenwart,” Mittelalter-Mythen, vol. V. Ed. Ulrich 

Müller and Werner Wunderlich. 711–25. Constance: UVK, 2008. See also Peter Coates, A Story 

of Six Rivers: History, Culture and Ecology. London: Reaktion Books, 2013; Dorothy Zeisler-

Vralsted, Rivers, Memory, and Nation-Building: A History of the Volga and Mississippi Rivers. 

Environment in History: International Perspectives, 4. New York: Berghahn Books, 2014. 

20. Albrecht Classen, “Waterways as Landmarks, Challenges, and Barriers for Medieval 

Protagonists: Crossing Rivers as Epistemological Hurdles in Medieval Literature,” 

Amsterdamer Beiträge zur älteren Germanistik 78 (2018): 441–67; id., “Rivers as Critical Boundaries 

in Wolfram von Eschenbach’s Parzival and Titurel: Ecocritical Perspectives in Medieval 

German Literature,” Reading the Natural World in the Middle Ages and Renaissance: Perceptions of 

the Environment and Ecology, ed. Thomas Willard. Arizona Studies in the Middle Ages and 

Renaissance, 46. Turnhout: Brepols, 2020, 21–34; see now the contributions to Nature in the 

Middle Ages and the Early Modern Times: Exploration of a Critical Relationship, ed. Albrecht 

Classen. Fundamentals of Medieval and Early Modern Culture, 29. Berlin and Boston: Walter 

de Gruyter, 2024. 

21. For his own reflections, see the anthology Werner Bergengruen, Schriftstellerexistenz in 

der Diktatur. Aufzeichnungen und Reflexionen zu Politik, Geschichte und Kultur 1940 bis 1963, ed. 

Luise Hackelsberger, Frank-Lothar Kroll, and Sylvia Taschka. Biographische Quellen zur 

Zeitgeschichte, 22. Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2005. For a recent biography, see 

Albrecht Classen, “Werner Bergengruen,” Literary Encyclopedia, online, first published on Jan. 

25, 2021; online at:  https://www.litencyc.com/php/speople.php?rec=true&UID=14708.  

22. Schriftsteller und Widerstand: Facetten und Probleme der „Inneren Emigration“, ed. Frank- 

Lothar Kroll. Göttingen: Wallstein-Verlag, 2012. See now also Miriam Kaluza, Zwischen Geist 
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“Der Strom” 

 

His short story, “Der Strom” (The River), first published in 1955 in his 

collection of novellas, Die Flamme im Säulenholz, has virtually been ignored by the 

public and research alike in the last few decades, although it had experienced at 

first quite some popularity, as documented by the repeated reprints of this 

anthology (1956, 1959, 1960, 1961, 1965; 1968; 1986; 1987). I would argue, however, 

that in light of modern ecocriticism, it is high time to turn our attention to this 

extraordinary narrative once again in which the protagonist’s life is intimately 

connected with a river, which at first seems to separate him from society. Most 

significantly, in the course of the story’s development, the river turns into the 

crucial catalyst for him to grow up, to become a man, to establish his agency, and to 

enter adult life.23 Only by embracing the river, by gaining the strength to cross it, 

and by expressing his love for this mighty waterway and its people, does new life 

emerge and can happiness be achieved.  

As is often the case with Bergengruen’s texts (novels, novellas, and short 

stories, at times also lyric poetry), we can trace some medieval sources hidden 

behind the modern version, but this cannot be the focus of the present study.24 

Instead, here the ecocritical concentration on the river as a determinant factor in the 

protagonist’s life matters centrally, as much as this motif proves to be mythical, if 

not magical. This very element might have also doomed this story in the German 

book market during those revolutionary years, although magical realism, as 

 
und Macht: Orientierungssuche und Standortbestimmungen konservativ-bildungsbürgerlicher Autoren 

in Deutschland (1930–1950). Baden-Baden: Ergon Verlag, 2020. 

23. I have translated the text into English, Short Stories by Werner Bergengruen: A Selection 

of His Novellas. Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2021; paperback 2023, 

203–21. For a preliminary approach to this noteworthy novella, see Albrecht Classen, “Ein 

vergessenes literarisches Juwel: Werner Bergengruens ‘Der Strom’ als Schlüsselwerk eines zu 

Unrecht vernachlässigten Schriftstellers: Modern-metaphorisches Erzählen im mittelalterlichen 

Gewand,” Orbis Litterarum 78.1 (July 11, 2022): 1–17; online at: https://doi.org/10.1111/oli. 12362. 

The emphasis there rests on the medieval sources utilized by Bergengruen. Here I attempt to 

uncover more universal topics relevant in all human life associated with the river. 

24. Albrecht Classen, “From the Gesta Romanorum to Werner Bergengruen: Literary 

Mirrors for Princes from the Late Middle Ages to the Twentieth Century,” Amsterdamer Beiträge 

zur älteren Germanistik 81 (2021): 1–27; id., “Engagement with Death Through Literature: 

Johannes von Tepl’s Plowman (ca. 1400) and Werner Bergengruen’s Death in Reval (1941). Or: 

The Relevance of the Humanities, once again!,” Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 5.1 

(2021): 125–36. DOI: 10.26855/jhass; id., “Freedom, Love, Nobility: The Falkenmotiv in Medieval 

and Modern German Literature, with an Emphasis on Werner Bergengruen’s ‘Die drei 

Falken’,” International Journal of Culture and History 8.2 (2021): 11–18; DOI: https:// 

doi.org/10.5296/ijch.v8i2.18897; id. “Werner Bergengruen (d. 1964) in Conversation with the 

Middle Ages: Significant Contributions to Twentieth-Century Medievalism,” Humanities and 

Social Sciences Research (HSSR) 4.3 (2021): 42–56; online at: https://j.ideasspread.org/in 

dex.php/hssr/issue/view/88; https://doi.org/10.30560/hssr.v4n3p42. 
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pursued by such famous Latin American authors as Gabriel García Márquez, Isabel 

Allende, Jorge Luis Borges, Juan Rulfo, Miguel Ángel Asturias, or Alejo Carpentier 

emerged concomitantly on the literary stage globally.25 Bergengruen certainly 

flirted, even if only indirectly, with this magical realism, but he never received any 

acknowledgment for this innovative poetic strategy because he lived in post-war 

Germany and at the end of his life faced severe criticism for his ‘flight’ into 

medieval literature, mysticism, and magical realism during and even after the Nazi 

era (internal exile). 

The protagonist of Bergengruen’s story, the young man Christoph 

Hochgereuth, has inherited from his father a small but valuable library of medieval 

and early modern necromantic and magical texts which he himself cannot read 

because they are written in exotic languages. He suffers from impoverishment and 

isolation, living away from the Latvian city of Riga on the other side of the river 

Düna (today: Daugava), not really knowing what to do with his life.  

These mysterious books attract the attention of a highly learned young 

woman, Christine, who appears one day and tries to purchase them all, but despite 

her repeated efforts at upping the price, without success. For Christoph, holding 

back and rejecting her offers, guarantees that she comes back to haggle with him. 

Finally, rallying all his courage, he makes a rather dubious counteroffer, suggesting 

that she could have possession of the entire library kept in a special box in return 

for her permission to let him sleep with her for three nights (208). To his great 

surprise, she actually agrees to this deal, but with the help of some magic she 

manages to make him fall asleep two times after he has come to her bedroom at 

night before she joins him under the sheets, thus preserving her virginity, which, in 

a way, constitutes the break of their contract. She never says ‘no’ to him and his 

sexual requests; instead, she simply deceives him with her magical charm.  

Christoph is desperate and does not know how to help himself, facing the 

dour possibility that she would overcome his willpower also during the third night, 

after which he would have lost her altogether, and this along with his books. In that 

case, his entire life would come to an end, not being loved by anyone and being 

alone, on the other side of the river, clearly excluded from the Riga society. It seems 

difficult to determine whether he truly loves her, whether he has simply sexual 

desires for her, or whether he enjoys his suddenly acquired little power over her. At 

that point, however, his entire being is driven by his passion to gain her love and 

hence her hand in marriage, especially because she seems to be the first person who 

actually wants something from him.  

Morosely, if not despondently, on the third day he walks along the river, 

uncertain what to do, when he observes a group of Strusen Russians, who tend to 

arrive in Riga once a year to sell their goods and then even their boats that look 

 
25. See, for instance, Maggie A. Bowers, Magic(al) Realism. New York: Routledge, 2004; 

Magical Realism and Literature, ed. Christopher Warnes and Kim Anderson Sasser. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2020. 
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more like rafts. Additionally, he notices the sculpture of Saint Christopher who 

traditionally helps and protects travelers and especially voyagers, that is, those who 

entrust their lives to a river – today he is no longer accepted as an officially 

recognized saint even by the Catholic Church, and this since 1970 since his account 

is now considered as apocryphal and hence not trustworthy.26  

This saint assumes a central importance in this story because he is said to have 

carried the Christ child across a river, which symbolizes the transformation of the 

world from evil to good and thus the absolution of human sinfulness. He appears 

in countless medieval and early modern paintings, frescoes, and sculptures and can 

be identified as the saint of rivers.27 Bergengruen never voices any criticism of this 

saint and casts his protagonist as a fervent admirer who even defends the sculpture 

against the representatives of the Church (218).  

Christoph feels attracted to Christopher not only because of the similarities of 

their names, but especially because he senses that his life is stuck on the one side of 

the river and that he needs help to be carried across where another existence might 

be beckoning to him, that is, happiness and love: “And should not he who had 

carried God Himself across the river, so Christoph thought, be able to free his life, 

which was stuck like a boat stranded in sand?” (212).  

The next scene proves to be pivotal because an old Strusen woman approaches 

the wooden sculpture and is about to donate some small coins to the saint. 

Christoph feels pity for her, believing that she is poor and does not have enough 

money to make this sacrifice. So, he pours all the money in his wallet onto her 

palm, which shocks her, but also alerts her to his suffering, obviously written into 

his face. Suddenly, the protagonist tells her his entire story, and she quickly decides 

to come to his rescue because she can read in a scoop of brackish water from a 

nearby pond what his problem is, a magical object hidden underneath the pillow 

that would make him fall asleep every night before he could have any time to enjoy 

his beloved maid.  

The narrator indicates that she represents a mischievous, magical, or maybe 

prophetic person who is deeply associated with water: “‘There is something 

 
26. See, for instance, Esther Meier, Handbuch der Heiligen. Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 

Buchgesellschaft, 2010, 155–56; cf. also the useful online article at https://en.wikipedia.org/ 

wiki/Saint_Christopher (last accessed on May 14, 2024). For the latest research on this deeply 

venerated figure, especially in the southern Alps, see Michal Ozeri, “The Gigantic as the Late 

Medieval Sublime: St. Christopher in the Alps,” in Assaf Pinkus, Giants in the Medieval City. 

Studies in the Visual Culture of the Middle Ages, 20. Turnhout: Brepols, 2023, 210–37. He 

emphasizes, especially, that Saint Christopher bridges heaven and earth, paganism and 

Christianity, that he represents liminality, and that he is equal in importance to the Virgin 

Mary as a medium for Christ (224). 
27. Michael Schneider, Die Christophorus-Legende in Ost und West. Das Leben aus dem 

Glauben und seine bildhafte Darstellung in der frühchristlichen und abendländischen Tradition. 

Koinonia-Oriens. Cologne: Koinonia-Oriens e.V., 2005; Peter Dyckhoff, Christophorus. Weg der 

Wandlung. Kissleg: fe-medienverlag, 2023. 
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underneath the pillow that must be removed. It is located underneath the pillow or 

the bedsheet at the place where the head comes to rest. As soon as the light has 

been extinguished, grab there, say in your thoughts: ‘In the power of St. 

Christopher’ and throw what you will find as far away from you as you can’” (213–

14). She herself would later provide him with a counter-magic. This Strusen 

Russian arrives by way of the river, and metaphorically she then helps Christoph to 

cross the river, the metaphorical barrier in his head and in his physical 

circumstances, gaining love and happiness in marriage. 

Mysteriously, she does not demand any reward for her service, at least not at 

that moment, yet assures him that she will return sometime and then ask for her 

payment. Later, she brings a strange ball of cloth which he subsequently replaces 

with the magical bundle under the pillow. Indeed, now he does not fall asleep, and 

when Christine arrives and lies down next to him assuming that he has fallen 

asleep once again, he is awake and embraces her, insisting on making love with 

him (214). In a way, but not fully explainable, he rapes her: “She resisted; she began 

to beg in a whispering voice to be spared” (215). He knows, however, that his entire 

life is at stake, so he forces her to accept him in a sexual union. The author 

superficially explains this act of violence away by commenting: “in that one 

moment her heart was changed and inflamed with love with her” (215).  

It is understandable that in light of the current gender debates, the Me-Too 

movement, and the fight over women’s freedom and independence, this episode is 

hard to swallow. Bergengruen adapted this scene from his medieval source – the 

Gesta Romanorum – and developed it further because he needed an explanation for 

why and how these two young people can eventually get together and unite in 

marriage. The night scene in her bed is determined by his violence, but she had 

agreed to him sleeping with her entrusting herself to the magical recipe she had 

found in the book of charms, hence had offered a deceptive contract assuming that 

he would always fall asleep before he could try to make love with her. Both persons 

thus could be blamed for their shortcomings and wrongdoing, he for his sexual 

violence, and she for her pretense to agree ‘truthfully’ to the ‘contract’ between 

them. 

The two then spend the night and the next two days in bed together and share 

all their secrets with each other. Christine admits that she had felt a strong dislike of 

men and had found the magical recipe to make him fall asleep while she had leafed 

through his books. He, in turn, reveals his experience with the Strusen Russian. 

Neither one can fully understand the secrets that kept them apart and then brought 

them together, but the outcome is satisfying. Both suddenly form a happy couple, 

subsequently marry, and spend decades together until their death. In that long first 

night, they “also talked about the fact that both their lives [had] been separated and 

that they now had merged through the natural river” (216).  
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The Magic of the River 

 

The story then comes to a fairly quick closure, summarizing the shared 

existence of this couple. While she continues reading the necromantic texts, but 

with less interest than before, not having any need for magical help, he rises to the 

level of a councilman in charge of the river. In fact, he loves the river and its people; 

he welcomes the Russian raft men, spends time with them in the evenings, listens 

to their melancholy songs, and he takes good care of the sculpture of Saint 

Christopher. In other words, he knows how much he owes his entire life to the 

divine intervention, and of course to the old woman, a most mysterious figure.  

After his wife’s death, he soon also succumbs to mortal illness, when, in the 

last moment, the Strusen woman suddenly reappears. That would be the ultimate 

chance for Christoph to demonstrate his gratitude, but she does not want any 

material reward. At first, she explains her late return with a reference to a different 

time system she and her people live by (218). This and other circumstances (magic, 

prophetic reading, etc.) suggests that this old Russian woman belongs to a different 

world and operates in almost spiritual terms. For Christoph, it seemed “that she 

had meant something else, in the sense, for instance, she would come when the task 

was again to cross a river because that would be her usual habit, and only he had 

not known then how to understand it” (218–19).  

Crossing the river thus emerges as the critical metaphor marking the entire 

narrative. The two young people had lived far apart from each other, each on the 

other side of the river. Both were encapsulated in their loneliness and isolation, but 

the necromantic books bring her to Christoph, and his desire to sleep with her takes 

him across to the city into her house and bedroom. The old woman had read in the 

water of the pond what the secret was with which Christine defended herself 

against the suitor, and she, so to speak as the spirit of the river, knew how to 

produce a counter magic that kept Christoph awake and made it possible for him 

to force her to stand by her promise and to let him sleep with her.  

Her return to the protagonist just before the moment of his death represents 

the last puzzle which he cannot solve for a while. Even the reader faces a riddle 

when the Strusen woman explains her own existence: “‘The carrier probably stands 

for what is being carried, and the servant stands in for the lord . . . . The lord will 

give us a sign when he wants us to approach him to kiss his sleeve, to listen to his 

words, or to talk to him personally’” (219). The dying man finds it surprising that 

the Strusen women still looks the same irrespective of the decades that have passed 

since their first encounter. More curious, he now finally fully understands her 

language, whereas before she had used a difficult mix of Russian, Polish, Latvian, 

and German. But really stunning proves to be that she confirms having received 

her reward already. In her words: “‘Is not the gardener’s reward the blooming of 

the plants? And do you always have to think about good deeds and rewards as the 

people in the market do? I had wanted to show you that here in this world there is 

yet another mercy than that one of which is taught amongst you . . .’” (219).  



Athens Journal of Humanities & Arts July 2025 

 

265 

Her reward consisted, as she outlines in almost mystical language, of his 

thankfulness, his happiness in leading a good life, in creating children, in accepting 

bitterness and joy, in his ability to embrace all existence in its complexities and 

contradictions. In fact, she reminds him of what he had once said to his daughter, 

although he cannot remember it: “your life appears to you as black bread, 

containing no other spice but salt, simple, bitter, nourishing, and rich” (219–20). 

Upon his inquiry why he had not been granted this understanding of the meaning 

of life much earlier, she points out: “Is it not the case that a person can grasp the 

entirety of the world more intensively during the last moments than during the 

seven or eight decades before?” (220).  

While reflecting upon her deep words, he realizes “that he no longer had to 

understand everything, and in this happy tiredness which had overcome him all 

the sweetness of growth squeezed out of his entire life seemed to be contained, the 

sweetness of bitterness, of pain, worries, and desperation, the sweetness of passion 

and excitement, of love, memories and present life” (220). After she has departed 

from his bedroom, Christoph dies happily and in harmony with the universe, so 

the story comes to an end. Symbolically speaking, we might claim that the 

protagonist finally sinks into the welcoming water of the river which had for a long 

time separated him from real life, hence love and happiness. By working closely 

with the Strusen woman, he had been finally able to overcome the magic and thus 

to gain his future wife’s love. The river constitutes the challenge, but it is not a 

hostile enemy. Christoph obviously gained the necessary help from Saint 

Christopher, that is, from the mysterious Russian woman 

  

 

Literary Success, Literary Failure, and New Ecocritical Meaning 

 

With “Der Strom” Bergengruen composed a most intriguing novella certainly 

in the vein of South American magical realism. His contemporary German readers 

appreciated that at first, but subsequently withdrew their support for him 

altogether, obviously for ideological and political reasons, although it remains 

entirely unclear what the responses to “Der Strom” might have been specifically. In 

light of our ecocritical understanding, however, we face here a fascinating 

opportunity to study the treatment of a river as the mysterious lifeline of the 

protagonist. This body of water both separates and brings together future lovers. 

Christoph, above all, demonstrates a deep love for the river and its people, 

especially the Strusen Russians who travel from their homelands to present-day 

Latvia for trade.  

The old woman only seemingly operates as an ordinary person, but she has 

prophetic abilities, understands and commands some magic, and demonstrates 

deep sympathy for the protagonist who faces the severe danger of losing his entire 

existence if he cannot establish the desired love relationship with Christine. In a 



Vol. 12, No. 3 Classen: The River as a Human Lifeline: The Case of Werner Bergengruen’s… 

 

266 

way, we could identify this old woman as the river fairy – not a dangerous water 

nixie, for instance – who arrives in time of need and offers her help to the 

protagonist especially because he has a good heart, demonstrates sympathies for 

her own people, and later takes good care of the river once he has been appointed 

as the city official in charge of the river. All she expects from Christoph is to live a 

good life, to accept the bitterness and the sweetness as they come, and to express 

his thankfulness. That’s the essential mercy the river itself grants to him.  

  

 

“The Emperor in Misery” 

 

We encounter another fascinating example of a river that transforms the 

protagonist’s life in the story “Der Kaiser im Elend” (The Emperor in Misery). First 

published in the collection Die Sultansrose und andere Erzählungen (118), it 

experienced numerous reprints and enjoyed a wide readership. Again, 

Bergengruen drew inspiration from the medieval Gesta Romanorum, and perhaps 

also from the collection of El Conde Lucanor by Don Juan Manuel.28 Or, the latter 

simply used the same source, so Bergengruen can be identified as a modern 

respondent to this famous fourteenth-century collection of didactic tales in indirect 

conversation with his Spanish forerunner. 

In this case, an emperor, Justinian, rides to a river to take a bath during the 

summer heat, but once he has come out of the water, everyone has disappeared, 

and no one recognizes him any longer. An angel has taken on his appearance, 

which forces the emperor to go through a long period of humiliation and suffering. 

Only once he has learned his lesson, does God allow him to regain his previous 

position, with the angel disappearing from their view.  

The narrator offers detailed comments on Justinian enjoying the cool water, 

swimming back and forth. The loneliness and tranquility of the river setting allows 

him to reflect upon his life: “With a relaxed feeling of surprise, he thought about the 

fact that he had felt so much bitterness not having a son who could inherit the 

empire. Then he got up and slowly walked to the pointed end of the island which 

was directed against the river’s current” (118–19). All the happiness of this quiet 

moment then is suddenly gone because everyone has left and subsequently no one 

recognizes him. After having dipped into the water of the river enjoying the 

soothing quality of the aquatic medium, the emperor has to accept that he has 

basically lost his identity and must then go through a long series of trials and 

tribulations to regain his previous self. For a long time, he does not understand 

what has happened to him, and only after he has accepted his painful destiny (124), 

that is, has learned his lessons regarding his obligations and responsibilities as 

emperor, does the angel allow him to regain his original function: “I have 

represented him while he was doing his penance” (126), and: “because he is the 

 
28. Bergengruen, trans. Classen, 118, n. 83. 
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highest here on earth and the one most noble-minded, therefore God had selected 

him to do such a penance for which He regarded you all as too weak. And now he 

has completed his penance for the shortcomings of his empire. Obey him, and I will 

recommend you to God” (127). 

Jovinian had felt bitter over the fact that he had no son to whom he could 

bequeath the empire. After his swim in the river, however, a deep transformation 

takes place, triggered by the water itself that embraces him and soothes his 

wounded soul. It is worth to quite the crucial passage at length: 

 
Here he waited for some time in the thicket at the shore, feeling the reddish sweetness 

of the light behind his closed eyelids and delighted in the two graceful experiences of 

creation, which made themselves felt in the flowing coolness of the water and in the 

resting host sun shining during the noon hour. With a relaxed feeling of surprise, he 

thought about the fact that he had felt so much bitterness nt having a son who could 

inherit the empire (118). 

 

The river thus offers itself as a new medium that reminds him of the essence of 

life and encourages him to let go of the mundane concerns of politics and power. 

There are much larger issues to deal with, such as the entire populace, and their 

guilt, as the angel emphasizes at the end. Swimming in the river triggers the 

dissolution of the emperor’s old self and eventually the emergence of a new self. 

Although the situation after the swim proves to be catastrophic for Jovinian, the 

soothing of the water and its healing quality stays with him for a while: “In all of 

that, he was without impatience and irritation because he still had the full sense of 

refreshment from his rest on the island and of his bathing by himself” (119).  

In a way, the emperor has to undergo the same Passion as Christ did for 

humankind, as the angel explains in a mysterious way, but he would never have 

accepted this role himself if he had not been shriven of all of his exterior identity 

markers and had to suffer badly as penance for his people. He went to the river 

during the heat of the day, accompanied only by a servant. He had left behind all 

the courtiers behind because “he knew that their fear of the summer heat was 

stronger than their desire for refreshment in the river” (118).  

  

 

Final Comments 
 

In other words, Bergengruen identified the river, both in this and in the 

previous story, as a religious medium for the individual to transform, to shed the 

old self and to regain a new, a better one. Sadness, sorrow, and even bitterness 

dominate the respective individual at the beginning, happiness and love enter the 

protagonist at the end, that is, after the immersion into the river, both physically 

and metaphorically. Human life begins when the water bag breaks, and in the 
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course of our lives we swim through many currents. Death finally occurs when the 

crossing of the river is completed.  

If this reading can be sustained, we would have available two most 

remarkable literary reflections on the universal significance of the river as the 

cathartic medium for the human being. In other contexts, of course, we hear of 

baptism in a font, of the purification of the soul through the sprinkling of water, or 

the consumption of wine as the Eucharist.  

In Bergengruen’s stories, by contrast, it is the river as a tranquil but mighty 

agent that interacts with the desperate, forlorn individual and brings about a 

profound transformation, returning life to a near-dead protagonist and providing 

meaning for human existence. Long ignored, we can thus identify this Baltic-

German author as a major spokesperson of ecocritical thinking, and this long before 

the emergence of the theoretical models determining contemporary ecopoetics, for 

instance. Bergengruen apparently experimented here also with literary elements 

characteristic of magical realism, which was about to gain significant popularity in 

western Europe as well, but his prose narratives were not appreciated in that light 

and so mostly disappeared from the public attention. Today, however, deeply 

influenced by the concepts of environmental humanities, we can finally give much 

more credit to Bergengruen’s approach determined by the deep respect for the 

forces of nature that appear to be empowered by magical forces influencing human 

existence. 

As a consequence of this ecocritical reading, we could take the next step to 

combine a scientific approach to rivers as natural entities by themselves with the 

literary-historical analysis. After all, rivers carry symbolism and meaning, they 

have a deep impact on the surrounding environment and human society. Focusing 

on rivers allows us to pursue interdisciplinary perspectives combining, for instance, 

hydrology, climate research, agriculture, religious studies, literary analysis, art 

history, and even music. As Bergengruen’s narratives signal, a river has a character, 

it possesses agency, and it quietly but powerfully interacts with people living along 

its shores and in the hinterland. Disrespecting a river can have deadly consequences. 

Paying respect to a river promises to reveal ancient secrets and universal 

meanings.29  

 

 

 
  

 
29. See, for instance, Abba A. Abba and Nkiru D. Onyemachi, “Weeping in the Face of 

Fortune: Eco-Alienation in the Niger-Delta Ecopoetics,” Humanities 9.3.54 (2020); online at: https:// 

doi.org/10.3390/h9030054; Ned Schaumberg, “The Grammar of an Engineered River: Brenda 

Hillman’s Situational Ecopoetics,” ISLE: Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment 

29.4 (Winter 2022): 1076–96; online at: https://doi-org.ezproxy2.library.arizona. edu/10.1093/ 

isle/isab095 (both last accessed on Sept. 6, 2024). 
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The Failed (?) Rhetoric of Socrates –  

Identification, Non-conformity, and Subtle Criticism of the 

Court in Plato’s Apology of Socrates 
 

By Vasileios Adamidis1 

 
This paper examines the rhetoric used by Socrates in Plato's Apology through the lens of 

Social Identity Theory and Burke’s concept of identification. Considering rhetoric as the 

art of persuasion through the orator’s invocation of shared group identity with the 

audience, the analysis explores the extent to which Socrates aligned himself with widely 

accepted conventional norms, values, and beliefs to establish rapport with the dicasts. 

Remaining steadfast to truth, his principles, and his divine mission, Socrates emerged as a 

nonconformist to the majority of the contemporary audience. Nonetheless, he managed to 

establish himself as the prototype philosopher, advocating for an elevated identification 

based on virtue with his followers and successors across all generations. 

 

 
In 399 BC, one of the most famous trials in human history took place in 

Athens. Socrates, the unconventional Athenian citizen and distinctive philosopher, 

faced charges of impiety and underwent trial before a jury of 500 dicasts.2 The 

account of the trial is narrated in Plato’s Apology of Socrates and in Xenophon’s 

Apology of Socrates to the Jury where, despite some noteworthy variations in style 

and content, both authors present Socrates’ defence speech before the Athenian 

(and, probably, universal) audience.3 Although there is no unanimous consensus 

on the date of composition and historicity of these works, it is likely that they were 

written at some point during roughly the first decade following Socrates’ trial.4 

The actual indictment initiated by Meletus (with Anytus and Lycon acting as 

supporting speakers) provided that “Socrates does wrong because he corrupts the   

 
Associate Professor - International Manager, Nottingham Law School, UK. 

1. This work was facilitated by the sponsorship of The Society of Legal Scholars. 

2. The term dicast (judge/juror) refers to the male Athenian citizen over the age of 30 who 

was selected by lot as a member of a panel empowered to decide legal cases in the popular 

courts. In a system without professional judges to regulate what the jury can hear, the vote of 

dicasts was based upon all questions of fact and law, thus combining the functions of modern 

judges and jurors. 

3. Plato, unlike Xenophon, personally witnessed the trial. The historical accuracy, the 

rationale behind the composition as well as the intended audience of the Apologies of Socrates 

form part of the scholarly debate. See, for example, Gabriel Danzig, “Apologizing for Socrates: 

Plato and Xenophon on Socrates’ Behavior in Court”, Transactions of the American Philological 

Association no. 133 (2003): 281-321; Douglas Blyth, “Socrates’ Trial and Conviction of the Jurors 

in Plato’s Apology”, Philosophy and Rhetoric no. 33:1 (2000): 1-22. 

4. Thomas C. Brickhouse and Nicholas D. Smith, Socrates on Trial (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1990), 1. 



Vol. 12, No. 3 Adamidis: The Failed (?) Rhetoric of Socrates… 

 

274 

found it necessary to address a range of explicit and implicit allegations. These 

allegations were not only prompted by the current indictment but also by past 

'accusers' who, for several years, fuelled prejudice and animosity against him in the 

public eye. Socrates claimed that these past ‘accusers’, more dangerous than the 

current plaintiffs, created a false impression to the Athenians about “a certain 

Socrates, a wise man, a ponderer over the things in the air and one who has 

investigated the things beneath the earth and who makes the weaker argument the 

stronger” (Pl. Apol. 18b).5 Because of this, according to the Platonic version, Socrates 

delivered an apology aimed at providing a comprehensive narrative of his life, 

tackling both the interconnected sets of charges mentioned above. 

The aim of this paper is to analyse Socrates’ rhetoric as depicted in Plato’s 

Apology. Instead of delving into the historical accuracy of the Platonic version, the 

focus is on evaluating its persuasive impact on the Athenian dicasts and other, 

wider, audiences. Based on the psychological theory of social identity6 and the 

concept of identification as developed by Kenneth Burke, the interpretive method to 

be used will be grounded in an audience-centric approach which seeks to examine 

the artful creation of shared identity between the speaker and the audience through 

the use of rhetoric.7 In that respect, while perceiving the mass Athenian jury as a 

distinct group marked by a salient social identity, the extent that Socrates 

rhetorically employed the group's prototypes, norms, and interests to establish his 

identification - and underscore the opponents’ division - with the audience will be 

analysed. 

 

 

Social Identity Theory and Burke’s Identification 

 

In a tripartite dialogue between a speaker, his adversary, and the audience, 

rhetoric can be defined as the art of identification and division, in an attempt to 

“discover the means of persuasion available in a given case”.8 Kenneth Burke, in 

his seminal study A Rhetoric of Motives, approached rhetoric as the enterprise of 

 
5. Translations are from Plato. Plato in Twelve Volumes, Vol. 1 translated by Harold North 

Fowler; Introduction by W.R.M. Lamb (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press; London: 

William Heinemann Ltd., 1966). 

6. Vasileios Adamidis, “Mind the audience: forensic rhetoric, persuasion, and identification 

by reference to the social identity of Athenian dikastai”, Rhetorica no. 42:1 (2024), 1-30. 

7. This can be analysed by reference to the psychological theory of social identity, 

developed in the 1970s by Henri Tajfel and John Turner, “An Integrative Theory of Intergroup 

Conflict”, in The Social Psychology of Intergroup Relations, edited by W. Austin and S. Worchel 

(Pacific Grove, Ca: Brooks/Cole Publishing Co., 1979). Readers who are interested in learning 

more about the theory of identification would be well advised to consult Kenneth Burke, A 

Rhetoric of motives (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall Inc., 1950), because Burke’s theory of 

identification was a significant contribution to modern rhetoric. 

8. Aristotle, Rhet. 1.2.1. 
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establishing rapport between the speaker and the audience.9 Once ‘identification’ 

takes place, usually by reference to real or imagined shared values, norms, and 

beliefs, human beings act together, have common sensations, concepts, images, ideas, 

and attitudes that make them ‘consubstantial’ and, therefore, receptive to persuasion.10  

Rhetoric, thus defined, belongs in the psychological realm of Social Identity 

Theory, which acknowledges and analyses the “individual’s knowledge that he 

belongs to certain social groups together with some emotional and value 

significance to him of this group’s membership”.11 Within this psychological 

framework, individuals categorize themselves and others into separate social 

groups, fostering a sense of belonging and self-esteem based on this group 

membership. As a result, they often align their actions with and show a preference 

for the values, beliefs, and norms of their own group, while simultaneously 

showing prejudice against other groups. The psychological construction of an in-

group / out-group domain leads individuals to show preference toward members 

of their group, with whom they share a purportedly common identity, while 

exhibiting bias against outsiders perceived as not conforming to the group's values. 

To persuade, then, a skilful rhetorician aims to artfully construct a shared identity 

with the audience, while underscoring the opponent’s division and non-adherence 

to the norms of the group. 

 

 

 

Socrates’ Division with the Audience: The Trial of an Ethical Outsider 

 

Socrates’ preexisting division with the audience, primarily attributed to the 

deep-seated prejudice fostered by previous accusers (Pl. Apol. 18c; 19c) and the 

animosity provoked by his questioning of prominent individuals regarding their 

understanding of ethical matters (Pl. Apol. 21c-23a), was recognized throughout the 

Apology and triggered a subtle criticism of the way Athenian courts operated. 

 
9. This was already acknowledged by Aristotle. One of his apparently favourite passages, 

as he uses it twice in the Rhetoric (at 1.9.30 and 3.14.11), comes from Plato’s Menexenus (235d) 

which has Socrates saying that it is not difficult to praise the Athenians before an Athenian 

audience, but to praise the Athenians before the Spartans. For a detailed treatment of ancient 

sources on the importance of gaining the good will of the audience, see Vasileios Adamidis, 

Character Evidence in the Courts of Classical Athens: Rhetoric, Relevance and the Rule of Law 

(London, GB & New York, NY: Routledge, 2017), 208-212. For the importance of considering 

ancient Greek psychology and ideas of the self in the study of the Attic Orators, see Vasileios 

Adamidis, “The Rhetorical Use of Torture in Attic Forensic Oratory”, Rhetorica no. 37:1 (2019), 

16-34. 

10. Burke, Rhetoric of Motives, 21. 

11. Henry Tajfel, “Social Categorization”, English manuscript of “La catégorisation 

sociale,” in Introduction a la Psychologie Sociale, Vol. 1, edited by Serge Moscovici (Paris, FR: 

Larousse, 1972), 272-302, 292. 
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Socrates recognised that numerous Athenian dicasts were inclined to vote against 

him, not because of the current legal charges but due to longstanding bias formed 

against a fabricated version of ‘Socrates’ as ethical outsider, constructed through 

the falsehoods propagated by his old accusers. This distorted image bore no 

resemblance to the genuine Socrates, who bore no responsibility for these 

misrepresentations (Pl. Apol. 19c), but was enough to condemn him. Thus, being 

aware of the effect of the established division with the audience, Socrates was 

doubtful that he would be able to remove this prejudice in the very short time of a 

trial when it has grown so great for so long a time (Pl. Apol. 19a; 24a; 37a-b). 

Yet, Socrates’ division with – at least – part of the audience stemmed from 

deeper underlying reasons.12 While acknowledging the significant impact of the 

caricature created by comedians, particularly Aristophanes in The Clouds (Pl. Apol. 

18d; 19c), on the perceptions of Athenian dicasts, it is evident that Socrates did little 

to hide his opposition to the democracy and the damaging rule of the masses, 

although this did not automatically make him a supporter of oligarchy (Pl. Apol. 

31e; 32e).13 The general amnesty of 403 BC aimed to prohibit ‘recalling evils’ 

(mnesikakein) from the past and, thus, prevent political trials for the sake of 

reconciliation and social cohesion; however, it is likely that Socrates’ opposition to 

democracy was - at least - indirectly raised by the accusers. Undoubtedly, hardly 

any member of the court could have overlooked the fact that Socrates had 

mentored oligarchic figures like Critias and Charmides who held influential 

positions during the rule of the Thirty Tyrants, as well as the charismatic yet self-

serving Alcibiades whose actions were instrumental in the decline of Athens in the 

final years of the Peloponnesian War.14The charge of the corruption of the youth, 

therefore, could readily be linked to recent events, particularly the evolution of 

certain individuals within Socrates' circle into nonconformist figures, particularly 

detrimental for the democracy. This narrative underscored in the public 

consciousness the secret, elitist, and antisocial nature attributed to Socrates’ inner 

circle, as well as the perceived subversive character of his teachings against 

conventional morality and polity.15The division between Socrates and Athens 

seemed unbridgeable.  

 
12. On those reasons, see I.F. Stone, The Trial of Socrates (Boston: Little, Brown & Company, 

1988) with the response from T.H. Irwin, Review: “Socrates and Athenian Democracy. The Trial 

of Socrates by I.F. Stone”, Philosophy and Public Affairs no.18:2 (1989): 184 – 205. 

13. See Richard Kraut, Socrates and the State (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

1984), 194-203; Thomas Brickhouse and Nicholas Smith, Plato’s Socrates, (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1994), 157-160. 

14. See, for example, Aeschines, Against Timarchus, 173 who 55 years after the trial of 

Socrates (i.e. in 345 BC) confirms this view, despite the biased and calculated nature of the 

argument.  

15. On the political motives of the prosecution, see Barry Strauss, Athens after the 

Peloponnesian War (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987). 
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The second leg of the charge which referred to Socrates’ heterodoxy was 

equally problematic. The idea that Socrates strayed from traditional religious 

practices had been deeply rooted in Athenian society since he was first targeted by 

the ‘old’ accusers (Pl. Apol. 18c). While Socrates successfully demonstrated during 

his interrogation of Meletus (Pl. Apol. 24ff.) that he is not an atheist, this did not 

directly address the accusation of deviating from the city's religious norms and 

introducing new divinities.16 Concerning this aspect, Socrates offers little, if any, 

rebuttal throughout the Apology.17 To compound matters, Socrates failed to exhibit 

any attempt to reconcile this divide with the audience. This omission could be 

attributed either to a shortage of convincing arguments (constrained by Socrates' 

commitment to the truth, as expressed in Pl. Apol. 17d and 20d) or, even worse, to 

an arrogant disregard for the beliefs held by the dicasts. On the contrary, Socrates 

insisted on his divine mission that set him apart from his fellow citizens, 

underscoring that his philosophical activity was dictated by the god (Pl. Apol. 23b-c; 

28d-30a; 33c; 37e) and, therefore, he would not change his conduct even if he was 

found guilty and he was to die many times over (Pl. Apol. 30c). Considering the 

above, it is hardly surprising that the dicasts often interrupted Socrates’ apology 

with an uproar (Pl. Apol. 17d; 20e; 27b; 30c) highlighting the deep division between 

them.18 

 

 

Failed Rhetoric: Socrates’ Personal versus Dicasts’ Group Identity 
 

The question then becomes whether Socrates employed a specific rhetorical 

strategy in his speech to overcome this division and establish rapport with the 

audience. The evidence from Plato’s Apology implies that Socrates made a 

conscious decision to persuade the judges without deviating from the truth, in 

contrast with his opponents (Pl. Apol. 17a-b);19 that would be the benchmark for his 

 
16. Thanassis Samaras, “Who believes in Socrates’ Innocence? The Religious Charges 

against Socrates and the intended audience of Plato’s Apology”, Polis no. 24:1 (2007), 1-11. 

17. M. F. Burnyeat, “The Impiety of Socrates”, Ancient Philosophy no. 17 (1997), 1-12. 

18. Thorubos (uproar) could be the result of the division between a speaker and the 

audience (Dem. 45.6). On thorubos in Athenian courts, see Victor Bers, “Dikastic Thorubos,” in 

Crux: Essays in Greek History Presented to G. E. M. de Ste. Croix, edited by Paul A. Cartledge and 

F. D. Harvey (London, GB: Cambridge University Press, 1985). Thorubos was often the way in 

which mass audiences exercised their authority and imposed conformity on the speakers; see 

Vasileios Adamidis, “Populist Rhetorical Strategies in the Courts of Classical Athens”, Athens 

Journal of History no. 7:1 (2021), 21-40, 17; and Vasileios Adamidis, “Populism in Power? A 

Reconsideration of the Athenian Democracy of the Late 5th Century BC”, Journal of Ancient 

Civilizations no. 37:1 (2022), 33-64, especially at 40, 53. 

19. Indeed, this is how Socrates begins his apology: “How you, men of Athens, have been 

affected by my accusers, I do not know; but I, for my part, almost forgot my own identity, so 

persuasively did they talk; and yet there is hardly a word of truth in what they have said. But I 
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success rather than the persuasive effect of his rhetoric. To prove this, Socrates 

begins his speech urging the judges to focus solely on whether his words “are just 

or not; for that is the virtue of a judge, and an orator’s virtue is to speak the truth” 

(Pl. Apol. 18a).  

Socrates chose to remain steadfast in his commitment to truth and to uphold 

his personal identity, values, and beliefs throughout the trial. Downgrading the 

importance of a primary goal of persuasive rhetoric, which involves establishing a 

connection with the intended audience, Socrates remained unmoved and emphasised 

his own principles to which the real dicasts should adhere. Rather than seeking 

common ground with the dicasts by reference to a shared identity grounded in 

conventional beliefs, he urged the audience to align themselves with his principles 

from which he did not intend to deviate. After all, this approach was consistent 

with his behaviour in previous instances where his life was threatened, whether 

under democratic governance or the rule of the Thirty.20 For, as Socrates asserts to 

the audience, in any public or private activity he engaged he has “always been the 

same as now and have never yielded to any one wrongly” (Pl. Apol. 33a). Rather 

than feeling ashamed of engaging in pursuits that led him to the brink of death, 

Socrates countered that: 

 
“a man in whom there is even a little merit ought not to consider danger of life or 

death, and rather regard this only, when he does things, whether the things he does 

are right or wrong and the acts of a good or a bad man” (Pl. Apol. 28b).21 

 

In any case, Socrates, distrusting the wisdom of the masses in decision-making 

and although knowing the risk of opposing them, deliberately refrained from 

flattering the audience or feigning conformity with their norms and ideas.22 

 
was most amazed by one of the many lies that they told—when they said that you must be on 

your guard not to be deceived by me, [17b] because I was a clever speaker. For I thought it the 

most shameless part of their conduct that they are not ashamed because they will immediately 

be convicted by me of falsehood by the evidence of fact, when I show myself to be not in the 

least a clever speaker, unless indeed they call him a clever speaker who speaks the truth”. 

20. Pl. Apol. 32b-3. Socrates, remaining true to his principles, ran a great risk by opposing 

measures that were profoundly illegal but were supported by those in power. Under the 

democracy, he happened to be one of the prytaneis during the euphemistically called ‘Trial of 

the generals’ in the aftermath of the naval battle of the Arginusae in 406 BC, opposing the 

illegal decision of the Athenian Assembly to execute the winning generals. For an interpretation 

of these events, see Vasileios Adamidis, “Manifestations of Populism in Late 5th Century 

Athens,” in: New Studies in Law and History, edited by David Frenkel and Norbert Varga 

(Athens, GR: ATINER, 2021), 11-12. Under the rule of the Thirty, Socrates disobeyed the order 

of the tyrants to bring Leon the Salaminian from Salamis to be put to death. 

21. To prove this, Socrates refers to Achilles as the prototype he identifies with, who 

disregarded the warning of his mother about his imminent death if he decided to avenge the 

death of Patroclus (Pl. Apol. 28c). 

22. See, for example, 19d; 25b; 28a; 32c; 32e. 
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Consequently, he was not willing to sacrifice his personal identity just to align with 

their values in the hope of persuading them. In that respect, Socrates’ rhetoric was 

destined to fail, or, in other words, Socrates employed a failed rhetoric. 

The Apology frequently emphasised the contrasting hierarchy of principles and 

beliefs, showcasing the Athenians' pursuit of material wealth and other petty things 

against Socrates' commitment to intellectual and philosophical ideals.23 Socrates 

contended that throughout his life remained loyal to his mission to the god, as 

assigned by the oracle of Delphi (Pl. Apol. 21a-23d), which proclaimed that there 

was no one wiser than him. This dedication to divine service, he argued, stirred 

prejudice and animosity toward him, as it compelled him to persist in examining 

individuals whom the majority deemed wise but whom he ultimately discovered 

to be ignorant. Yet, although perceiving that he was “hated, and grieving and 

fearing” (Pl. Apol. 21e), Socrates nevertheless considered the god's business of the 

highest importance, “going about and searching and investigating at the god's 

behest anyone, whether citizen or foreigner, whom I [he] think is wise; and when 

he does not seem so to me, I give aid to the god and show that he is not wise” (Pl. 

Apol. 23b; cf. 28e, 33c, 37e). This commitment to his divine mission represented true 

piety for Socrates, and he had no plan to stray from it, disregarding the power and 

authority of the majority which wrongly interpreted his conduct as eccentric, if not 

impious.24His firm adherence to his personal identity and the unconditional 

execution of his divine mission posed challenges for his identification with the 

audience, especially within the confines of conventional morality and practices. 

 

 

‘Elevated’ Identification, Subtle Criticism, and the Vision of a  

New Social Identity 

 

Socrates was not prepared to employ conventional rhetoric to identify with 

the audience, though this does not mean that he refrained from employing 

persuasive techniques aimed at establishing a deeper connection with the dicasts. 

Despite his assertion to the contrary (Pl. Apol. 17c-d), Socrates appears to be familiar 

with the rhetorical topoi employed by litigants in the Athenian courts.25 Even 

 
23. For example, see 30a-c (to which the dicasts responded with thorubos), 36b-d, 38a-b, 

41e, and 29d7-e2, where wealth, reputation, and honour are contrasted to wisdom, truth, and 

perfection of the soul. See Blyth, Socrates’ Trial, 10.  

24. See, Pl. Apol. 29c-d and 30b-c, where Socrates says that even if the Athenians decided 

to release him on the condition that he no longer spends his time on this investigation or in 

philosophy, he would obey the god rather than the court and not change his conduct even if 

he was to die many times over. 

25. See, for example, the prooimion of Pl. Apol., especially 17c-d on Socrates’ inexperience 

in legal matters and old age (34e). Whether this employment of rhetorical topoi by Socrates, a 

well-known critic of rhetoricians, should be seen as a parody is discussed in Brickhouse and 

Smith, Socrates on Trial, 49-59. 
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though he did not aim to conform to the majority’s norms, Socrates’ didactic tone 

and his insistence on the truth and his principles, indicated his intention to achieve 

identification at an elevated level with – at least – part of the (contemporary and 

future) audience.  

His good will towards Athens was genuine and selfless, to the point where he 

neglected his personal affairs and willingly risked being despised by the masses, all 

in a lasting commitment to serving the god and benefiting his fellow citizens (Pl. 

Apol. 31b; cf. 30a).26 Drawing from a rhetorical commonplace often employed by 

the Attic Orators, Socrates emphasised his valuable contributions to the city, 

specifically referring to his positive influence on the souls of the Athenians (though, 

stopping short from asking the dicasts to show gratitude (charis) to him in return).  

In challenging the conventional idea of public service understood solely in 

terms of material benefits, he emerged as the prototype of a new, altruistic social 

figure, introducing a new, elevated social identity.27 It's easy to imagine the surprise 

felt by Athenian dicasts upon hearing his words: “[A]nd so, men of Athens, I am 

now making my defence not for my own sake, as one might imagine, but far more 

for yours, that you may not by condemning me err in your treatment of the gift the 

God gave you” (Pl. Apol. 30d). While initially this might seem arrogant, Socrates 

actually advocated a new, elevated set of values. He strived to benefit and improve 

the Athenians even in his final moments (Pl. Apol. 34e), disregarding his own 

interest, aiming for a new form of identification grounded in virtue rather than 

uncritical submission to the expectations of the majority of dicasts and conformity 

with their values. 

Certainly, Socrates, who never treated anyone unjustly, including himself, and 

preferred to be wronged rather than harm another, provoked the audience even 

after being condemned as guilty by proposing a ‘penalty’ suitable for a benefactor 

of the city: to receive honorary meals in the prytaneum. He deemed this outcome 

more fitting for him than even for someone winning a race at the Olympic games, 

as the latter merely made the Athenians appear happy, whereas Socrates aimed to 

 
26. For the importance of showing good will towards (and securing the good will of) the 

audience in Athenian courts, see Adamidis, Character Evidence, 209. 

27. See, for example, Socrates’ argument in 30a-b: “know that the god commands me to 

do this, and I believe that no greater good ever came to pass in the city than my service to the 

god. For I go about doing nothing else than urging you, young and old, not to care for your 

persons or your property [30b] more than for the perfection of your souls, or even so much; 

and I tell you that virtue does not come from money, but from virtue comes money and all 

other good things to man, both to the individual and to the state.” and 36c: “For I tried to 

persuade each of you to care for himself and his own perfection in goodness and wisdom 

rather than for any of his belongings, and for the state itself rather than for its interests, and to 

follow the same method in his care for other things”. Reference to public services (liturgies) 

was also an evidently effective tactic to secure the good will of the audience. See Vasileios 

Adamidis, “The Relevance of Liturgies in the Courts of Classical Athens”, Athens Journal of 

History no. 3:2 (2017), 85-96. 
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genuinely contribute to their happiness (Pl. Apol. 36d). Naturally, the dicasts were 

unable to grasp his progressive and advanced reasoning; despite Socrates’ friends 

persuading him to propose a reasonable financial penalty, they ultimately voted for 

his execution.  

Remaining true to his understanding of the role of a judge, Socrates reserved 

this title solely for those who voted for his acquittal (Pl. Apol. 40a), referring to the 

others simply as “men of Athens”.28In a direct criticism of the Athenian 

administration of justice, Socrates implies – by reference to those who condemned 

him – that dicasts could be easily swayed by rhetorical and performative tricks 

aimed at contrived, superficial identification, eliciting compassion and pity from 

the jurors. The fact that he decided not to adopt the tactics that the dicasts would 

normally expect (or desire) from defendants, reveals his commitment to making an 

apology befitting his character and principles. As Socrates says, criticising the 

approach of rhetoricians and the decision-making process in the Athenian popular 

courts, he could have:  

 
“begged and besought the judges with many tears, and brought forward his children 

to arouse compassion, and many other friends and relatives; whereas I will do none of 

these things, though I am, apparently, in the very greatest danger. Perhaps someone 

with these thoughts in mind may be harshly disposed toward me and may cast his 

vote in anger… And why shall I not do so? Not because I am stubborn, Athenians, or 

lack respect for you. Whether I fear death or not is another matter, but for the sake of 

my good name and yours and that of the whole state, I think it is not right for me to do 

any of these things in view of my age and my reputation… For the judge is not here to 

grant favours in matters of justice, but to give judgement; and his oath binds him not to 

do favours according to his pleasure, but to judge according to the laws; therefore, we 

ought not to get you into the habit of breaking your oaths, nor ought you to fall into 

that habit; for neither of us would be acting piously. Do not, therefore, men of Athens, 

demand of me that I act before you in a way which I consider neither honourable nor 

right nor pious, especially when impiety is the very thing for which Meletus here has 

brought me to trial. For it is plain that if by persuasion and supplication I forced you to 

break your oaths I should teach you to disbelieve in the existence of the gods and in 

making my defence should accuse myself of not believing in them…Such acts, men of 

Athens, we who have any reputation at all ought not to commit, and if we commit 

them you ought not to allow it, but you should make it clear that you will be much 

more ready to condemn a man who puts before you such pitiable scenes and makes 

the city ridiculous than one who keeps quiet.” (Pl. Apol. 34c-35c; cf. 38c-e).29 

 
28. On the rhetorical importance of the forms of address in Athenian courts from a social 

identity perspective, see Adamidis, Mind the Audience. 

29. Similarly, in Pl. Apol. 36d-37a, during the timesis (sentencing) phase of the trial, 

Socrates could have proposed a more modest and reasonable sentence instead of proposing to 

be honoured with maintenance in the prytaneum as a public benefactor (a role he evidently 

believed he deserved), thereby improving his chances of avoiding the death sentence 

proposed by his accusers. 
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Ironically – yet not untypically for Socrates – his condemnation to death on 

charges of impiety elevated him to the status of a martyr and the archetype 

philosopher for future generations; and, indeed, in Plato’s Apology Socrates emerged 

as the accuser of his dicasts, denouncing the authoritarian and censorial tendencies of 

social conformity as employed by the Athenian popular courts which, in his case, 

suppressed freedom of thought, conscience and expression. Despite respecting the 

verdict and famously drinking the hemlock, Socrates’ stance delegitimised the 

decision-making authority of his fellow citizens (who did not deserve to be named 

‘dicasts’) and the conformity-imposing power of the many. Establishing a new 

prototype for nobler values and beliefs, Socrates warned the Athenians: 

 
“For if you think that by putting men to death you will prevent anyone from 

reproaching you because you do not act as you should, you are mistaken. That mode 

of escape is neither possible at all nor honourable, but the easiest and most honourable 

escape is not by suppressing others, but by making yourselves as good as possible. (Pl. 

Apol. 39d)” 

 

Socrates, remaining true to his principles, may have failed to achieve his 

identification with the majority of his contemporaries in the famous trial of 399 BC, 

yet he succeeded in his alignment with virtue, adherence to the law, and 

identification with the future generations of intellectuals. In this regard, Socrates’ 

seemingly failed rhetoric in the court became a triumph for his legacy and 

enduring influence across all generations. 
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Defining the Irish Choral Nationalists: 

The Composers and their Music 
 

By Stacie Rossow 

 
This is the study of four nationalist composers and their contributions to the nationalist 

music of Ireland, which this author proposes are the continuation of the native music of 

Ireland, namely Fleischmann, Ó Riada, Bodley, and McGlynn. While other regions saw 

the rise in nationalist music in the 19th and early 20th centuries, the long British rule and 

subversion of Irish culture delayed this musical evolution until much more recently, 

especially in the choral repertoire. These composers used the Irish language in a manner 

that honored and sought to promote it as a living entity, and they used literature and 

folklore as primary sources of material. In addition to creating arrangements of traditional 

or folk songs, they used or quoted them in their original compositions, thus creating a 

unique, individual voice through an ancient medium. And, rather than succumbing to the 

experimental or serial ideas that were most prevalent on the European continent through 

much of the Twentieth century, all of these composers forged a harmonic language that, 

while modern, atonal, or tonal, was also rooted in the modality found in the ancient music 

of Ireland. 

 

 

In the musical world, it is known that Ireland was the land of great musicians 

in ancient times; however, contemporary musicians would find it difficult to define 

what happened to that music and if it translates into modern compositions. By 

defining what the music was long ago before outside influence, we can determine 

the composers who sought to create uniquely Irish music. While other regions saw 

the rise in nationalist music in the 19th and early 20th centuries, the long British rule 

and subversion of Irish culture delayed this musical evolution until much more 

recently, especially in the choral repertoire.  

 

 

Nationalism 

 

Musical nationalism has never been about borders or political ideas. Rather, it 

is a similarity of traits a group of composers shares with those of similar cultural 

and linguistic heritage. These tendencies often occur outside or even despite the 

ruling class and are handed down through an oral tradition with no finite or 

discernable beginning. It is only from a bird’s eye view, and often, by those looking 

in from the outside, common traits are recognized. Often, composers are not 

conscious of the commonalities with others around them. Over the past century, 

non-native musicians noticed commonalities in compositional output within areas 

like Hungary or Estonia. This article asserts the same of Ireland, but far more recently.  

 
Associate Professor, Florida Atlantic University, USA. 
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Ralph Vaughan Williams spoke about the idea of nationalism in an essay, “A 

composer consciously tries to express himself as his surroundings… if your art is 

firmly planted in your own soil, you may still gain the whole world and not lose 

your soul.”1 While a composer may attempt to express their surroundings, they 

may not always be aware of specific elements, which to them are as ingrained as 

the language they speak. For many, it is something that they unconsciously know 

or feel. In Musical Constructions of Nationalism, Jeremy Dibble authored the essay “A 

National Document” and illustrated the concept of foreign influence on the music 

of a nation with a quote by Cecil Forsyth:  

 
How long will it be before we realise the fact that where the foreign musician is there is 

the enemy? He may come to this island in shoals, but he comes for one purpose only – 

the money he can take back across the water, and he well knows that the surest way to 

make his position firm here is to denationalise our music2 

 

 

Richard Taruskin expanded the idea further:  

 
Just as there were nations before there was nationalism, music has always exhibited 

local or national traits (often more apparent to outsiders than to those exhibiting them). 

Nor is musical nationalism invariably a matter of exhibiting or valuing stylistic 

peculiarities. Nationality is a condition; nationalism is an attitude.3 

 

To better determine if a clear nationalist tradition exists in the region, 

nationalism must first be defined, and the traits must be identified. In the Oxford 

Companion to Music article “Nationalism,” Nicholas Temperly discussed what he 

deemed as the three-step process necessary to consider music as nationalistic. First, 

there must be a native product that is as good as those that are foreign. Second, the 

compositions must incorporate folk elements, songs, dance music, or subjects of 

national or cultural significance. These elements need to become part of a 

mainstream style or a form. And third, there should be a change in forms, harmonies, 

or techniques inspired by the folk material. He further stated that nationalism is 

likely to arise when leaders are able “…to resist an alien culture that has been 

imposed on their own.”4  

 

 
1. Ralph Vaughan Williams, National Music and other Essays. London: Oxford University 

Press, 1963. 

2. Jeremy Dibble, “Grove’s Musical Dictionary: A National Document,” Musical 

Constructions of Nationalism. Cork: Cork University Press, 2001: 33 

3. Richard Taruskin, "Nationalism." Grove Music Online. 2001 

4. Nicholas Temperley, "Nationalism." The Oxford Companion to Music. Oxford Music 

Online. Oxford University Press, accessed September 9, 2024. http://www.oxfordmusiconli 

ne.com/subscriber/article/opr/t114/e4676. 
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Historical Background 

 

In Ireland, the ability to resist outside influence did not take place until nearly 

two decades into the Twentieth Century. Though entirely an oral tradition, Irish 

music was well established before the Norman invasion in 1169. It continued to 

flourish until King Henry VIII and the English Reformation- when to convert the 

faithful- Irish Catholics were prohibited from participation in public life. 

Essentially, the music of the Irish people was subverted from around 1200 CE until 

1922 under British rule. In 1603, the suspicious Queen Elizabeth I sent forth a 

proclamation to “Hang the harpers where found and destroy their instruments.”5 

She was fearful that any communication in the Irish language would be used to 

communicate her overthrow. Irish language, music, dance, and storytelling, which 

had existed since the time of the Celts (500 BCE), essentially went underground.  

It was not until 1922, when the Irish Free State was established, and the British 

government no longer ruled Ireland, that the native culture and language of the 

people experienced a renaissance. The 1922 Constitution established Irish and 

English as co-national languages to demonstrate the new government’s commitment 

to the people's heritage.6 

Noted musicologist Brian Boydell wrote, “...Ireland has a reputation for 

inheriting a great musical tradition extending back to the earliest of times.”7 What 

elements of the native music then are identifiably nationalistic?  Bards were the oral 

keepers of the laws; they recounted stories of war and genealogy. A harper would 

often accompany the bard as the stories were recounted; thus, a solo musical 

tradition began. This led to a multi-century commingling of ideas, mythology, 

Gaelic traditions, and the old-style (sean-nós) singing unique to Ireland’s musical 

heritage. Three primary elements should be considered key features of nationalistic 

music in Ireland and will be explored further. First, a return by composers to the 

use of the Irish language or English-language poetry by Irish poets is an essential 

component of a nationalistic idiom. Second, musical elements of the folk tradition, 

including dance rhythms or modal harmonies like those in use pre-occupation, are 

used. Third, the use of traditional melodies or tunes in a way that moves beyond 

simple quotations or arrangements in creating new music is vital in creating 

national music.  

 

 
5. Séan O'Boyle, The Irish Song Tradition. Toronto: Macmilian of Canada, 1976, 10. 

6. J.C. Beckett, Eighteenth Century Ireland, 1691-1800, Vol. 4, in A New History of Ireland, ed. 

T.W. Moody and W.E. Vaughan. Oxford: Claredon Press, 1986, xil-xli. 

7. Brian Boydell, Music Before 1700, Vol. IV, in A New History of Ireland, ed. T.W. Moody 

and W.E. Vaughan. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986, 544. 
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Language 

 

Irish or Irish-Gaelic belongs to the Celtic group of languages and, while similar 

to other Celtic languages, including Welsh, Manx, Breton, and Scots Gaelic, 

additions to the language came through missionaries, early settlements of the 

Viking peoples on the east coast, and the use of a language that was required by the 

British rule respectfully.8 The Irish Gaelic literary tradition had a great influence on 

the songs of Ireland and, in turn, influenced the flow and structure of the choral 

and vocal music. The ancient bards used very complex forms of poetic meter in an 

oral, non-written tradition of storytelling. George Petrie first stated the importance 

of the interrelationship of the Irish language and song in his Collection of the Ancient 

Music of Ireland in 1855: 

 
For those airs are not, like so many modern melodies, mere ad libitum arrangements 

of a pleasing succession of tones unshackled by a rigid obedience of the sentiments of 

the songs for which they were composed, but always strictly coincident with, and 

subservient to, the laws of rhythm and metre which govern the construction of those 

songs, and to which they consequently owe their peculiarities of structure. And hence 

it obviously follows that entire body of our vocal melodies may be easily divided into, 

and arranged under, as many classes as there are metrical forms of construction in our 

native lyrics– but no further; and that any melody that will not naturally fall into some 

one or other of those classes must either be corrupt or altogether fictitious.9 

 

Significant changes in the repertoire of Irish music came when the language 

was outlawed. Many songs became bi-lingual, and the traditional tune was 

translated and changed a bit into what became a well-known English version. 

Other tunes were sung partially in each language but sectionalized, typically with 

English verses and a shorter Irish refrain. One example of this modification is Siúil a 

Rúin (Table 1).  

 

 
8. James Cowdery. The Melodic Tradition of Ireland. Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 

1990: 7. 

9. George Petrie. The Petrie Collection of the Ancient Music of Ireland, ed. David Cooper. 

Cork: Cork University Press, 2005: 36. 
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Table 1. Siúil, a Rúin, mixed English text and translation10 

Verses Chorus (cúrfa) 

I wish I were on yonder hill 

'Tis there I'd sit and cry my fill 

And every tear would turn a mill 

 

I wish I sat on my true love's knee 

Many a fond story he told to me 

He told me things that ne'er shall be 

Siúil, siúil, siúil a rúin 

Siúil go sochair agus siúil go ciúin 

Siúil go doras agus éalaigh liom. 

 

     (Go, go, go my love 

     Go quietly and go peacefully 

     Go to the door and fly with me) 

 

As the national language of Ireland, English-language poets who shaped the 

literary tradition cannot be excluded. Among those, Thomas Moore (1779-1852), 

W.B. Yeats (1865-1939), Jonathon Swift (1667-1745), and James Joyce (1882-1941), 

are quite well known the world over. Several other poets, including Antoine Ó 

Raifteirí [Anthony Raferty] (c. 1784-1834), Francis Ledwidge (1887-1917), Seán Ó 

Ríordáin (1916-1977), and Brendan Kennelly (1936-2021) have often been set to 

music. Many of their texts deal with Irish myths, old stories, poems, or internal 

struggles of the Irish people. As people have always shared an affinity with the 

land they inhabit, a depiction of Ireland's landscape or natural surroundings is also 

often visible in the poetry selections. 

 

Modal and Musical Elements 

 

In 1792, when Edward Bunting transcribed songs of the harpers at the Belfast 

Harp Festival, he noted: “It would appear that the old Musicians, in transmitting 

Music to us through so many centuries, treated it with the utmost reverence, as 

they seem to never have ventured to make the slightest innovation in it during its 

descent.” While musicologists now consider Bunting’s assertion that there was no 

innovation to be generally false, the observation is significant in its reference to the 

tuning systems employed, which form a foundation of the melodic and harmonic 

elements employed in all Irish traditional music. 

Since the Irish harp was a fixed-pitch instrument, it is widely agreed that the 

scales employed were modal. From various writings and later transcriptions of 

tunes, it is believed the harp had one of its G strings tuned down to F# to facilitate 

a greater variety of modal scales. Thus, the Do, Re, and Mi modes were played 

through the C Do using the F natural while the Fa, Sol, and La modes were played 

through the G Do with the F#.11  The division and distribution of notes within each 

scale and their relation to the traditional church modes is easily viewed in two sets 

of three modes (Table 2).  

 

 
10. Celtic Lyrics Corner, Siuil a Ruin. (November 27, 2008) under http://www.celticlyric 

scorner.net/anuna/siuil.htm (accessed October 29, 2009). 

11. Séan O'Boyle, The Irish Song Tradition, 30-31. For clarity, solfege syllables will be used. 
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Table 2. Modes Found in Irish Traditional Music12 

First scale degree Scale Scale name 

Do 

Re 

Mi 

C  D  E  F  G  A  B  C 

D  E  F  G  A  B  C  D 

E  F  G  A  B  C  D  E 

Ionian 

Dorian 

Phrygian 

Fa 

Sol 

La 

C  D  E  F# G  A  B  C 

D  E  F# G  A  B  C  D 

E  F# G  A  B  C  D  E 

Lydian 

Mixolydian 

Aeolian 

 

Two other scales, also accessible in fixed tuning, the pentatonic and hexatonic 

(Figures 1 and 2), hold important places in Irish music. Both scales correspond to 

the Do scale or Ionian mode. The pentatonic scale most often used generally lacks 

the fourth and seventh scale degrees, while the hexatonic scale lacks only the 

seventh. In contrast, these scales are only employed in a few tunes in the 

traditional Irish music repertoire. Many songs have components or phrases set 

entirely in one of these two scales. Frequently, it is a secondary phrase or the 

refrain that completes the normal eight-tone scale by adding the missing scale 

degrees from the pentatonic or hexatonic phrase.  

 

Figure 1. Pentatonic Scale 

 
 

Figure 2. Hexatonic Scale 

 
 

Dance Rhythms  

 

Dance tunes are the most common and abundant music in traditional Irish 

repertoire. The most popular dances used in the song repertoire are jigs, reels, and 

hornpipes. Most of the dances are in a standard AABB form correlating to 

traditional Irish dance, where each step is repeated on the alternate foot. Tunes, 

which frequently began as dances, later had words added, and the song often 

became more popular than the original dance. Several variables identify the dances, 

the most easily identifiable of which are tempo, time signature, and rhythmic 

pattern (Table 3).   

 

 
12. Séan O'Boyle, The Irish Song Tradition, 30. 
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Table 3. Dance Forms and Structure13 

Dance Type Tempo 
Time 

Signature 

Characteristic 

Rhythm 

Single Jig 

(also known as slide) 
Fast 

6/8 

(or 12/8) 
| ♩  ♪  ♩  ♪  | 

Double Jig Moderately fast 6/8 |♪♪♪  ♪♪♪| 

Hop or Slip Jig Fast 9/8 |♩  ♪  ♩ ♪   ♩  ♪| 

Reel 
Fast, 

with a 2 feel 
2/4 or 4/4 | ♪♪  ♪♪| 

Hornpipe Steady, 4 feel 4/4 | ♩   ♪♪  ♩  ♪♪ | 

 

Folk Tunes and Traditional Melodies 

 

The first exclusively Irish tune collection, Neal’s A Collection of the Most 

Celebrated Irish Tunes, was published in Dublin in 1726, should be viewed as an 

important milestone in the history of Irish music. 14 The serious and scholarly 

collection of Irish tunes began with Bunting at the 1792 Belfast Harp Festival. He 

produced his first volume of collected music, Ancient Irish Music (1796), from 

performances of the ten harpers, considered the last generation in a line that 

extended back several hundred years. Bunting was the first collector to note the 

importance of the Irish texts accompanying the tunes and employed Patrick Lynch 

to collect the texts separately. Bunting and Lynch encountered problems because of 

numerous interpretations of the same song. Bunting continued his work and 

collected over two hundred fifty songs, many of them with multiple variations 

from the Harp festival and from travels throughout the countryside. In the preface 

of the third volume, Bunting stated:  

 
Whatever differences of opinion may exist as to the high degree of early civilization 

and national glory laid claim to by the Irish people, it has never been questioned that, 

in the most remote times, they had at least a national music peculiar to themselves, and 

that their bards and harpers were eminently skillful in its performance.15 

 

Bunting also attempted to provide an approximate origin for the composition 

of most tunes. He placed them into three categories: the very ancient, the ancient, 

 
13. Andrew Purcell, "Irish Traditional Music," Music: Revision for Leaving Certification. 

Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 2006, 13. 

14. Tomás Ó Canainn, Traditional Music in Ireland,10. 

15. Edward Bunting, The Ancient Music of Ireland: The Bunting Collections (a facsimile edition 

of Edward Bunting's songs and airs in piano arrangements), ed. Harry Long. Dublin: Walton 

Manufacturing Ltd., 2002, 1. 



Vol. 12, No. 3 Rossow: Defining the Irish Choral Nationalists: The Composers and their Music 

 

292 

and those composed from around the time of Carolan the harper.16 Further, he 

stated that while the words associated with each tune may change slightly, the tune 

remains the same if studied within the region of origin.  

 
A strain of music, once impressed on the popular ear, never varies. It may be made the 

vehicle of many different sets of words, but they are adapted to it, not it to them, and it 

will no more alter its character on their account than a ship will change the number of 

its masts on account of an alternation in the nature of its lading. … that when a melody 

has once been divulged in any district, a criterion is immediately established in almost 

every ear... It is thus that changes in the actual frame and structure of our melodies 

have never been attempted, unless on the introduction of the altered tunes for the first 

time amongst those who have never heard them in their original state.17  

 

After the Bunting collections, several antiquarians began their compilations. 

Many collectors and noteworthy musicians contributed greatly to Irish musicology; 

several used a similar methodology to acquire the tunes. They traveled the 

countryside and asked traditional musicians to perform given pieces, which they 

then transcribed into modern (at their time) musical notation. Herein lies a distinct 

problem: all the collectors listened to the tunes through the prism of their modern 

musical ears relative to their knowledge of Western musical traditions. Many failed 

to realize that the tunes did not fit exactly into the modern tuning and harmonic 

systems they used for transcription. Unfortunately, many of the transcriptions 

forced the melodies into contemporary key signatures or scales, removing the 

ancient sound of the tune. To give metric value to notes, the free-flowing nature of 

many ballads were constrained to a determined note value and meter. Thus, 

despite their efforts to preserve the ancient music, they changed it forever.  

 

 

Composition in Ireland 

 

Music and musical evolution exist in a horizontal progression through time; 

each generation adds and builds upon or rejects what the previous set forth. 

Ireland is no different. Anecdotal writings speak to the great musical heritage, epic-

length poetry set to music, and the harp was seen as a symbol of the country from 

early times. The Norman Invasion essentially created a time capsule for the ancient 

music of Ireland. It sent the transmission of music, language, and cultural customs 

“underground,” passed only in small, closed communities, retaining the qualities, 

untouched by time, until the ‘vault’ was opened. Ancient folk music was not 

exposed to learned musicians to be consumed, evolved, or transformed normally. 

 
16. Turlough O’Carolan (Toirdhealbhach Ó Cearbhalláin) was an Irish harper who lived 

near County Meath from 1670 to 1738. He is noted as an eminently skilled harper and the 

composer of many of the tunes in the modern repertoire. 

17. Edward Bunting, The Ancient Music of Ireland: The Bunting Collections, 1-2. 
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Ireland was dominated by Great Britain and European hegemonic musical influence, 

and the music enjoyed by the elite or ruling British class was the only music 

deemed presentable for public consumption. Additionally, when you consider the 

music publication monopoly of a few composers selected by the reigning monarch 

throughout the occupation, only music that fit the age-old concepts of the 

countenance anglsaise would be considered. Even one of Ireland’s best-known 

composers, Charles Villers Stanford, left Ireland for England to further his 

education and compositional career. While he did use folk tunes as source material 

at times, as Seamus de Barra noted, even though Stanford “composed works that 

were consciously ‘Irish’ [he] never advanced beyond the superficial incorporation 

of folk-song-like mannerisms.”18  

It is important to note that from the 1950s to the modern day, composers 

including John Larchet, Declan Townsend, Frank Corcoran, and others used both 

traditional material and modern compositional techniques in a Neo-Expressionistic, 

Post-Modern or Avant-Garde manner. Several of these composers also created 

arrangements in a nationalistic manner, but a great majority of their work is 

considered European Twentieth-century art music or experimental music. Greatly 

influenced by the Viennese and Darmstadt schools of thought, there was no 

deliberate attempt to advance the musical identity of Ireland. Their arrangements 

were simply that—arrangements that did not use the material in any transformative 

manner. Many works exist as annexes to their body of composition and do not 

form a compositional style that embodies the construct of nationalism in the 

defined manner. Several Irish composers have recently used various components 

of Irish folk music but to the same end. Much of this new music might use the Irish 

language or even quote a song. Still, it is done through a sound that is more 

identifiable with the German or French Twentieth-century compositional construct 

and, by definition, is not Irish nationalistic music. One such composer, John 

Larchet, expressed the attributes of the composer who would achieve that synthesis 

uniquely and recognizably: 

 
Possess a thorough knowledge and keen appreciation of the folk-music and the literature 

of Ireland, Gaelic and English… knowledge of great music and unusual technical skill… 

he will speak his own voice and from the depths of his Irish soul will be born the music 

that to us, Irish people, will seem evocative of the spirit of our country.19 

 

In the middle of the last century, the Irish government took seriously the task 

of publishing and promoting choral music in the Irish language. For several 

decades, the Oifig an tSoláthair (now An Gúm) was charged with publishing and 

distributing scores in Irish. Of the hundreds of published works and arrangements 

dated from 1950 through 1970, many were printed in old Irish, and nearly all are 

 
18. Séamas de Barra, Aloys Fleischmann. Dublin: Field Day Publications, 2006.  

19. Garreth Cox, Seóirse Bodley. Dublin, Field Day Music, 2010, p. 72 



Vol. 12, No. 3 Rossow: Defining the Irish Choral Nationalists: The Composers and their Music 

 

294 

currently out of publication. The scores vary from two-part treble to four-part 

mixed ensembles (with divisi).  

 

The Nationalists 

 

After researching nearly a hundred Irish composers from 1920 to the modern 

day, only a handful appear to use the outlined elements with regularity or in a 

manner that created unique, potentially nationalistic compositions. Of those 

composers, four appear to have encompassed the spirit of Nationalist music: Aloys 

Fleischmann, Seán Ó Riada, Seóirse Bodley, and Michael McGlynn. These four 

composers form a linear tradition, though not necessarily a conscious one, from the 

early 1930s to today. They each used the language, harmonic structures, and 

traditional music of Ireland and transformed those elements into a unique 

compositional voice that, while distinctly their own, is also unmistakably Irish. This 

is not to say they are the only Irish composers who considered components of Irish 

traditional music; however, they appear to have embraced the components to 

create something new in the greater body of their work rather than as outlier 

compositions. Additionally, each of these composers forged a language in their 

choral works that, while modern, was rooted in the musical traditions found in the 

ancient music of Ireland rather than succumbing to the experimental or serial ideas 

prevalent throughout Europe through much of the Twentieth century.  

 

Table 4. The Nationalists, Stylistic Component Inclusion 

Fleischmann Ó Riada Bodley McGlynn 

Conscious effort Conscious effort Conscious effort Conscious effort 

Irish Language or 

Irish Poet 

Irish Language or 

Irish Poet 

Irish Language or 

Irish Poet 

Irish Language or 

Irish Poet 

Modal Harmonic and 

Melodic ideas 

Modal Harmonic and 

Melodic ideas 

Modal Harmonic and 

Melodic ideas 

Modal Harmonic and 

Melodic ideas 

Dance rhythms/forms 
Dance 

rhythms/forms 

Dance 

rhythms/forms 

Dance 

rhythms/forms 

Traditional Tunes Traditional Tunes Traditional Tunes Traditional Tunes 

 Evocation of 

Landscape 

Evocation of 

Landscape 

Evocation of 

Landscape 

 

The four composers used multiple components in their original compositions 

(Table 4). Moreover, each of these composers stated a desire to create something 

uniquely Irish, or that carried on an age-old tradition. The Irish composers previously 

mentioned touched upon one or two of the components. Still, they followed 

traditional European influences into the Avant-garde or Post-Modern ideals with 

little or no regard for the heritage evolution of Irish music in their compositional 



Athens Journal of Humanities & Arts July 2025 

 

295 

language. The consideration lies in the treatment of the material to create a new 

body of work that places the Irish heritage and musical language at the center of 

compositional creation.  

 

Aloys Fleischman 

 

Aloys Fleischmann (1910-1992) was the child of Irish-based, German parents- 

Aloys and Tilly- during a time when being German was a difficult thing in Ireland. 

After the outbreak of the war in 1914, his father, Aloys (senior) was regarded as an 

immigrant from an enemy state and was under suspicion. On two separate 

occasions, he was sent to internment camps, once for sending a letter to Germany (it 

happened to be a Christmas greeting to his mother.) The result was nearly two 

years of separation for the family.20 

Young Aloys was both precocious and intelligent. After completing his 

primary education with the highest examination scores in Ireland in three subjects, 

he entered University College Cork (UCC), where he completed the Bachelor of 

Arts and Bachelor of Music degrees in 1927 at seventeen. While at UCC, he studied 

harmony with Frederick St John Lacy and Annie Patterson, the latter influential in 

his approach to folk inclusion and collection. His early song settings from just after 

the completion of his degrees to poetry by Millington Synge sought to capture the 

Irish landscape depicted with a “vocal line that is obviously indebted to the contours 

of Irish folk song.”21 From the very beginning, his compositions were infused with 

his desire to express what he felt was uniquely Irish. He stated this desire eloquently 

in his 1931 founding document article for the University Art Society: 

 
…an artist draws his vitality from the men and women, the rocks, stones and rivers of 

this own country. … out of these he will build his art. … the art of a nation must flow 

out of itself as naturally as a river flowed out of its own source.22 

 

With this statement, he defined the mission of his compositional life and 

declared his future path.  

In 1932 Fleischmann left Ireland for Germany to begin advanced studies in 

composition and conducting at the State Academy of Munich. During his second 

year of study there, it became clear he was focused on his homeland, and “he was 

clearly motivated by a need to evolve a personal style that would be recognizably 

Irish.”23 For example, he chose texts in the Irish language for assignments for his 

composition class. He recalled much later in life, “When I was in Munich, I was 

 
20. Séamus de Barra, Aloys Fleischmann, 7-10. 

21. Séamus de Barra, Aloys Fleischmann, 17. 

22. Séamus de Barra, Aloys Fleischmann, 19. 

23. Séamus de Barra, Aloys Fleischmann, 31 
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very homesick and had an enormous appreciation of everything Irish, much more 

that I had before I went there.”24 

Upon his return to Cork, he succeeded his composition teacher Lacy at 

University College as Acting Professor of Music there in 1934, a post he would hold 

for forty-six years. Fleischmann soon realized the state of music and music 

education in Ireland could not support his high hopes for revitalizing the musical 

identity of the culture and used his position to set forth changes. In 1934, he 

published three articles in which he sought to formulate and explain his position of 

the Irish musical language.  

 
What is needed is a Gaelic art-music which will embody all the technique that 

contemporary music can boast and at the same time will be rooted in the folk-music 

spirit, and will be as individual and genuine as that folk-music is individual and 

genuine.25 

 

Fleischmann further clarified his statements in 1936:  

 
… what was necessary for composers to be able to knead and mould [Irish folk music] 

as the raw material of their music, so that it became indistinguishable from the fabric 

into which it was wrought…if this proved possible, a new school might first achieve 

definite results, producing an early crop of works in which the folk song, its body and 

spirit, would be the all pervading sap.26 

 

He advocated for the development of Irish Art music through the blending of 

contemporary techniques with what he identified as the “essence of Irish folk song.” 

He also strongly criticized those who felt that essence was simply the inclusion of 

Irish folk song. To aid his argument, he began to publish under a pseudonym, 

‘Muiris Ó Rónáin, to counter any arguments of his not being an Irishman and also in 

the hope his works might be assessed upon their merits rather than by who he was.27  

In 1943 Fleischmann revived the Cork University Choral Society, an 

organization that had been defunct for some time. Perhaps his most enduring 

contribution to choral music in Ireland came with the founding of the Cork 

International Choral and Folk-Dance Festival in 1954 and the subsequent initiation of 

the Seminars on Contemporary Choral Music in 1962. After more than forty years as 

a professor, Fleischmann retired and devoted himself to his most monumental task, 

his scholarly magnum Sources of Irish Traditional Music 1600-1855. This opus was a 

 
24. Séamus de Barra, Aloys Fleischmann, 32 

25. Séamus de Barra, “Aloys Fleischmann and the idea of an Irish Composer,” Journal of 

Music. (September 1, 2005) under http://journalofmusic.com/focus/aloys-fleischmann-an d-

idea-irish-composer (accessed February 9, 2024). 

26. Séamus de Barra, “Aloys Fleischmann and the idea of an Irish Composer,” Journal of 

Music. 

27. Séamus de Barra, “Aloys Fleischmann and the idea of an Irish Composer,” Journal of 

Music. 
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complete thematic index of nearly 7,000 Irish traditional melodies with all known 

variants, a work which today is considered the most complete source of Irish tunes.  

Fleischmann’s musical output, specifically his choral works and his very 

outspoken and conscious decision to create and promote a native music, reveal 

adherence to the identified components of a national music. He declared his intent 

was “to delve into the hidden Ireland, and to create an idiom which would express 

in music some of the essence of this rich untapped literary tradition.”28  Much of his 

work was achieved through symphonic and solo voice works and achieved at a 

high level of success, but his works for chorus are notable.  

Among those works to consider is Clare’s Dragoons (1945) which is scored for 

SATB choir, War Pipes, and orchestra. The text depicts the Wild Geese brigade of 

the Williamite War and their exploits. The inclusion of the pipes as an essential 

component of the work provided a unique and intrinsically Irish color to the 

standard orchestral timbre, and he chose to include the traditional popular tune as 

melodic material. His use and varied treatment of the tune as motivic material, 

demonstrated the variety of use for folk melodies. Additionally, as de Barra notes, 

Fleischmann took a great many risks with this composition,  

 
…a principal one being that music attempting to express nationalistic sentiment of this 

kind can all too easily degenerate into empty bombast… there are a great number of 

reasons why Clare’s Dragoons succeed in avoiding this pitfall… Fleischmann was able 

to find the appropriate musical embodiment for such feeling… [it] is superbly 

accomplished from a technical point of view.29 

  

Fleischmann’s arrangements from this time, including the treble setting of Cill 

Chais, show an evolution in the making. While he essentially maintains the tune in 

the upper voice, the lower voices act as an instrumental accompaniment (Figure 3) 

before transitioning to either harmonic or canonic treatment of the melody (Figure 

4) and finally returning to how it began. 

 

 
28. Séamus de Barra, Aloys Fleischmann, 74. 

29. Séamus de Barra, Aloys Fleischmann, 84-89. 
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Figure 3. Cill Chais, Fleischmann. m 5-7, Vocal accompaniment Treatment30 

 
 

Figure 4. Cill Chais, Fleischmann. m 29-32, Vocal accompaniment Treatment 

 
 

A later work, Na Trí Captaení Loinge (The Three Sea Captains) from 

Fleischmann’s Choral Dance Suite, demonstrates the evolution of his treatment of a 

traditional tune, which, while retaining the overall idea of the traditional song, is far 

more than an arrangement. The opening depicts the motion of the sea before it 

shifts into the playful treble jig rhythm in which the traditional dance is set. Once 

the dance tune is established, the alto voice continues to carry it more or less in its 

original form. In contrast, the other voices accompany modern-sounding, tinged 

chords in imitation of traditional instruments before each takes on portions of the 

tune themselves (Figure 5).  

 
30. Aloys Fleischmann, Cill Chais. Dublin: Contemporary Music Center, 1952. 
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Figure 5. Na Trí Captaení Loinge, Fleischmann. m 74-7731 

 
 

He later evolves the tune and tempo to a hornpipe, which creates the feeling of 

a paired set, though the outline of the tune is still intact (Figure 6). In traditional 

music sessions, groups often use two separate but related tunes as a paired group. 

Fleischmann’s invocation of this natural tendency in a single work with a single 

tune further demonstrates his innovation at work.  

 

Figure 6. Na Trí Captaení Loinge, Fleischmann. m 162-16432 

 
 

In the 1960s, despite critical acclaim and audience appreciation, Fleischmann 

expressed personal discontent with his compositional style. Throughout the 

decade, he apologized for his music, saying, “The style is, I fear, very conservative 

 
31. Aloys Fleischmann, Na Trí Captaení Loinge. Dublin: Contemporary Music Center, 1956.  

32. Aloys Fleischmann, Na Trí Captaení Loinge. Dublin: Contemporary Music Center, 1956. 
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and intended for a popular occasion.”33 It is plausible that he desired to be 

considered a serious composer like his contemporaries, who lived exclusively in 

the realm of serialism and avant-garde but in a manner that was truer to himself. 

Then, in the 1970s, there was a revolt against anything that appeared nationalistic 

in Ireland. The IRA activities in Northern Ireland had everyone questioning what it 

meant to be a nationalist.   

Fleischmann’s Poet in the Suburbs was born in this political climate. The 

Thomas Kinsella text from 1973 seemed an inspiration for him to find his new 

voice. Charles Acton said of the piece that it was “hard of outline, unusually 

unromantic.”34 Critical reviews of the time sought to determine if a new work was 

contemporary enough to merit its worth. Fleischmann seemed to have met this 

challenge in Poet. The choir is set in a bi-rhythmic 12/16 under 2/4, simultaneously 

eliciting dance and ballad. The harmonic language here is anything but traditional, 

with unusual and unexcepted harmonic progressions and chordal language 

(Figure 7).  

 

Figure 7. Poet in the Suburbs, Fleischmann m 3-635 

 
 

The setting is incredibly progressive, but the choice of text and poet and the 

overall feel assured his work kept an Irishness about it. Many of his choral works 

from this time pushed the boundaries of choral repertoire while maintaining a 

quieter nationalistic voice. Through his evolution, Fleischmann demonstrated how 

a composer could speak in a modern language and retain elements that identify the 

music as nationalistic.  

 

 
33. Séamus de Barra, Aloys Fleischmann 127. 

34. Séamus de Barra, Aloys Fleischmann, 131. 

35. Aloys Fleischmann, Na Trí Captaení Loinge. Dublin: Contemporary Music Center, 1956. 
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Seán Ó Riada  

 

Seán Ó Riada (1931-1971) was a contemporary of Fleischmann’s who was also 

fascinated with the traditional music of his homeland and is considered a co-

founder of modern Irish Nationalism. Ó Riada began piano and organ lessons at a 

relatively young age at his mother's insistence. Ó Riada advanced quickly in his 

musical studies and eventually attended University College Cork, where he 

studied with John Larchet, an outspoken advocate for an Irish approach, and had 

an occasional lecture by burgeoning composer Aloys Fleischmann. In 1953, he was 

appointed Assistant Director of Music at Radio Éireann, but he resigned in 1955 to 

explore music on the European continent. After returning to Ireland, Ó Riada 

began what would become the most prolific period of his life, completing 

numerous original orchestral and vocal scores and arrangements for the Radio 

Éireann Singers. He experimented in combining ideas and tunes of traditional 

music in the context of his flowering classical European expression. The most 

popular result was the film music for Mise Eire in 1959, which had a dramatic and 

national impact on the people and culture of Ireland. He then undertook a very in-

depth study of Irish traditional music and began the radio series “Our Musical 

Heritage”.  

Ó Riada began experimentations with various combinations of musicians with 

a group called Ceoltoiri Chualann. Many of these musicians later became the 

founding members of the well-known traditional ensemble the Chieftains. Not 

long before his death in 1971, Ó Riada gave a series of interviews to Danish 

television and described his views on Irish traditional music.  

There is not a European Classical music tradition [in Ireland]. There is, on the 

other hand, a highly developed traditional music, which because it is orally 

transmitted must not be considered essentially as folk music. For example in the 

Orient, you have music, which is orally transmitted but is still highly developed. 

Here we also have highly developed traditional music, very complex, very 

sophisticated.36 

In his Our Musical Heritage, Ó Riada discussed how traditional Irish music, 

meaning that which had been orally-transmitted and passed through the ages is 

not, by nature, European. Rather, it existed long before and in spite of external 

influence. His metaphor beautifully exemplified how the Irish language survived:  

 
You might compare the progress of tradition in Ireland to the flow of a river. Foreign 

bodies may fall in, or be dropped in, but they do not divert the course of the river, nor 

do they stop it flowing; it absorbs them, carrying them with it as it flows onwards. Our 

innate conservatism is responsible for this… it has kept Irish music alive for us, its basic 

characteristics unchanged, with very little outside influence.37  

 
36. Seán Ó Riada. Interview for Danish Television (1970) [transcribed by author] under 

http://youtu.be/bSn07vfWwKM, (accessed October 10, 2014). 

37 Sean Ó Riada, Our Musical Heritage. An Riadiagh: The Dolmen Press, 1982, 19-20. 
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Generally regarded as one of the most important Irish composers during his 

lifetime, Ó Riada’s promise was only partially realized due to his short life and 

small body of compositions. He visualized and advocated for a kind of music that 

would combine all the elements of the native Irish music into something inherently 

new but simultaneously expanded upon centuries of music to which he was heir. 

His music from 1972 onward represented a bridge connecting what Fleischmann 

began to what was expanded upon by Bodley. Ó Riada’s music, vocally rooted in 

arrangements of songs and instrumentally progressive, raised awareness of what 

would become a true synthesis of traditional and classical music in a uniquely Irish 

manner. His impact was monumental. 

Both Fleischman and Ó Riada greatly influenced the national sound of Irish 

music. That influence is still visible in events like the Cork Choral Festival, where 

the composition award is named after Ó Riada and the performance award after 

Fleischmann. Together they were responsible for inspiring the next generation of 

Irish composers.  

 

Seóirse Bodley 

 

Seóirse Bodley (1933-2023) strongly identified with his Irish heritage even from 

a young age. He changed his given name, George, to the Irish name Seóirse in his 

late teens. He felt he would have more credibility as a voice of Irish music if his 

name reflected his heritage instead of the patron saint of England. Even his early 

music demonstrated a deep engagement with the Irish language and folk music, 

which was unusual then. Over a period of twenty-five years, Bodley sought to 

achieve a “synthesis of Irish folk music and European modernism in a style 

uniquely and very recognizably his own.”38 

With degrees from the Royal Irish Academy of Music and University College 

Dublin, Bodley’s music ranges from European Avant-garde to Irish traditional 

music.39 In 1956, only one year after completion of his Bachelor of Music degree, 

Bodley was cited by Fleischmann in Music in Ireland: A Symposium as the “future of 

Irish Music.” The following year, Charles Action wrote in the Irish Times that 

Bodley was expected to become “Ireland’s equivalent of Sibelius or Bartók.” 

However, it was generally agreed that he needed time to develop.40 

In a 1970 interview, Bodley stated he began “to explore the possibility of 

evolving a compositional idiom influenced by Irish folk music” and expressed his 

desire to see a “national composer writing in a national idiom.”41 It was near this 

time Bodley also began his in-depth study of Irish music, particularly the sean-nós 

 
38. Garreth Cox, Seóirse Bodley, 12. 

39. Lorraine Byrne Bodley. “Seóirse Bodley,” Contemporary Music Center.  https://www. 

cmc.ie/composers/seoirse-bodley (accessed 25 March 2024). 

40. Garreth Cox, Seóirse Bodley, 72. 

41. Garreth Cox, Seóirse Bodley, 73. 
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style of singing. He concerned himself with notating this highly ornamented music, 

believed to be some of the oldest Irish traditional music solo songs, and addressed 

the tone color and vowel utterance characteristics.  

Nearly a decade after Ó Riada died in 1981, Bodley published an article 

assessing Ó Riada’s original compositions. He concluded that Ó Riada’s work raised 

“at least the possibility of a style which would [constitute] a synthesis of folk music 

and art music.”42 It is suggested that Bodley’s compositions from 1982 onward 

represent that combination of the two forms. While it is possible Bodley might have 

composed in the same manner had he not been exposed to Ó Riada’s music, it is not 

unreasonable to believe Ó Riada was a source of inspiration or at least influence. 

Bodley’s works for chorus represent a combination of styles and influences that 

served as a model for the next and most recent generation of composers.  

Early choral writings consist of a number of settings and arrangements of 

traditional texts including Cúl and Tí (1654) and Cuach mo Londubh Buí (1955) for 

mixed voices, and Cuirfimid Deaindí Deaindí (1960), and Caoineadh na dTrí Muire 

(1660) for treble voices. Most of these arrangements are in a homophonic or semi-

homophonic setting using triadic, diatonic harmonies with the occasional pedal 

tone or suspension, not unlike the harmonies found in part songs throughout the 

ages. Cúl and Tí (Figure 8) uses poetry by Seán Ó Ríordáin and has been often listed 

among the top 100 Irish poems. The poem, which speaks about feeling at home in 

the land of youth, retains the well-known tune as well as the lilt and the heavy 

dotted melodic line.  

 

Figure 8. Seóirse Bodley, Cúl and Tí, Treatment of the Tune, m 1-443 

 

 

During the late 1960s, Bodley struggled to rectify self-perceived technical 

issues in his compositional style. It was then he came across the poetry of fluent 

Irish speaker and Co. Kerry native Brendan Kennelly, from whose poetry came A 

 
42. Garreth Cox, Seóirse Bodley, 76. 

43. Seóirse Bodley, Cúl and Tí. Dublin: Contemporary Music Center, 1954.  
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Chill Wind for Mixed Chorus (1970), a work that would be a very successful 

combination of two different types of musical material- modernism and folk 

tradition- in which he was able to demonstrate his stylistic and nationalistic goals. 

Throughout the movements in this work, he touched upon multiple characteristics 

deemed authentically Irish. The opening movement, On the Murder of David 

Gleeson, Bailiff, tells the story of the demise of a not-so-beloved figure. The 

treatment of the text and delivery of the story proves an incredibly successful 

opening to the work (Figure 9). 

 

Figure 9. Seóirse Bodley, On the Murder of David Gleeson, m 21-2444 

 
 

The second movement, Etain, evokes an Irish mythological story of a 

legendary heroine of great beauty and asks for it to be sung in the style of a reel. 

The fourth movement, Knockmealdown attempts to depict the highest peak in the 

mountain range as well as the desolate winter landscape. The final movement, The 

Old Women of Beare is a translation of an Old Irish poem from the tenth century. 

Depending on the interpretation, it is either an old lament over loss of youth or the 

story of an ancient winter mythological being. These settings are each achieved 

through a new and innovative musical language which does in fact seem to merge 

the old and the new.45  

Bodley’s Symphony No. 3, titled Ceol46 (1980) bears mention as it used large 

choral forces including both an SATB choir, semi-chorus, and children’s choir. 

Throughout the work and again to new poetry written by Kennelly, Bodley 

employed Irish vocal ornamentation, dance rhythms, and the Irish language. 

Additionally, the ending of the first movement, of which the section bears the title 

“An Ceol agus an Náire” [Music and Shame], is a depiction of “the terrible fate that 

awaits those ashamed of their own internal music, condemned as they are to a 

 
44. Seóirse Bodley, A Chill Wind. Dublin: Contemporary Music Center, 1970. 

45. Garreth Cox, Seóirse Bodley, 86-92. 

46. Irish word for music 
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‘very respectable corner of hell’”.47 After the premiere, reporter MacGoris said it is 

“a finely-wrought work which without being calculatedly ‘Irish’ gently reveals its 

native inspiration.”48  

Though Bodley still sought to incorporate Irish folk and avant-garde in a 

meaningful way, others felt the entire concept (if folk music was simply 

incompatible with those modern, avant-garde techniques and were vocal as to how 

several of Bodley’s later choral compositions) became trite or cliché in their 

attempts. It appears he struggled in a similar manner as did Fleischmann. The need 

to be accepted as an accomplished composer changed his voice and the manner of 

his compositional output. Eventually in the 1990s it seems Bodley changed 

direction and ended his infatuation with an Irish sound, but in his earlier years, the 

musical material he created did set the stage for the next generation to once again 

move the initiative forward.   

 

Michael McGlynn 

 

Dublin-born composer Michael McGlynn (b. 1964), is considered by many 

choral scholars outside of Ireland as the current representative sound of Irish choral 

music. His compositions are widely known through the many recordings and 

international tours of the three ensembles he founded, Anúna, M’aman, and Systir. It 

is safe to assert, outside of Ireland his original choral works and arrangements are 

the most performed works by an Irish composer. Although his compositional style 

elicits the traditional music or Ireland, traditional folk music did and does not serve 

as his primary source of inspiration.  

McGlynn’s parents, Clare and Andrew, worked in the hotel industry though 

his father later turned to photography. Michael, his twin brother John, and their 

younger brother Tom were all musically inclined and enjoyed singing in three-part 

harmonies at a young age. Though not musically inclined themselves, McGlynn’s 

parents saw the value of music in their family’s life. Clare and Andrew did seek to 

instill within their children a sense of pride in their heritage. Though the family 

were not native Irish speakers, at the ages of nine and ten, the boys lived for a year 

as boarders at the Irish speaking school of Coláiste na Rinne in Dún Garbhán 

(Dungarvan, Co. Waterford). This Gaeltacht (Irish-speaking community) is where 

McGlynn gained fluency in the Irish language and, more importantly, provided his 

first exposure to traditional Irish song.49 

McGlynn’s first formal musical training was though piano lessons, but much 

of his early musical influence was from rock musicians such as the Beatles and 

David Bowie. He was introduced to large-scale orchestral and choral classical 

music in secondary school and was particularly attracted to the music of Debussy, 

 
47. Garreth Cox, Seóirse Bodley, 105. 

48. Garreth Cox, Seóirse Bodley, 105. 

49. Michael McGlynn, interview by author, Ft. Lauderdale, FL, February 2010. 
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Britten, and Ligeti.50 When the time came to enter college in 1982, McGlynn elected 

to study music and English literature at University College, Dublin (UCD). It was at 

UCD he first received an introduction to early Western Medieval music. He began 

studies in both English and music and, after receiving his Bachelor of Arts degree 

in English (1985), continued and completed his Bachelor of Music degree (1986). It 

was during his studies at UCD he first sang in a choir. Though Seóirse Bodley was 

one of his professors and his music was inspirational to him, McGlynn never 

studied composition formally. He was most intrigued by musical forms and the 

structure of music.  He entered the field of music from a non-classical perspective, 

and the UCD choral ensemble introduced him to the choral music of the great 

master composers. McGlynn stated in a 2010 interview: 

 
One of the things that has put me in a unique position among professional choral 

directors is that I took up choral music quite late. I had never sung in a choir before the 

age of nineteen. I first sang in college in a chamber choir, the UCD Chamber Choir, which 

I went on to conduct. I later went on to conduct the Trinity College Singers as well. This 

has allowed me to look at choral music as a completely fresh and new form.51  

 

Soon after graduation he composed his earliest substantial work, a setting of 

four Rimbaud poems for soprano and piano. It was upon completion of this 

composition, McGlynn became compelled to make his living as a composer.52 

Upon completion of his collegiate studies, McGlynn was wholly captivated by 

the choral medium. In 1987 he founded the small Irish choral ensemble An Uaithne 

in order to more fully explore choral music. An Uaithne, is the collective term in the 

Irish language that describes the three ancient kinds of Irish music: Suantraí 

(lullaby), Geantraí (happy song), and Goltraí (lament). The ensemble name was 

changed to Anúna in 1991, a transliteration of the original Irish that was easier for 

non-Irish speakers to pronounce and recognize. When asked about the reason for 

creating an ensemble of this kind McGlynn stated, “Anúna developed from that 

idea [of bringing choral music to more people]. It developed from the need to 

reinterpret the choral canvas.”53  

Anúna has become one of the world’s leading professional choral ensembles. 

The ensemble now in its thirty-fifth year, is recognized for its interpretations of 

traditional Irish songs, reconstructions of medieval Irish music, McGlynn’s original 

music, and for its unique staging. Additionally, Anúna has produced over 

seventeen recordings, recorded for film, TV, and video games, and most recently 

performed for the 20th anniversary of the iconic video game Xenogears. When 

McGlynn was asked why he chose to form a new ensemble instead of work within 

 
50. Michael McGlynn, interview by author, Dublin, Ireland, October 2009. 

51. Michael McGlynn, interview by author, Ft. Lauderdale, FL, February 2010. 

52. Michael McGlynn, interview by author, Dublin, Ireland, October 2009. 

53. Stacie Lee Rossow. The Choral Music of Irish Composer Michael McGlynn. Coral Gables: 

The University of Miami, 2010: 7.   
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the framework of the existing choral infrastructure of Ireland, he stated that he 

created Anúna because he felt that there was a “need to find a choral voice that was 

distinctly Irish”54   

In the over three decades that McGlynn has been the director of Anúna, he has 

become an advocate for change within the choral organization of Ireland. In 2006, 

McGlynn wrote for The Irish Times: “Choral music transmits the poetry and the 

language of a nation through song in a unique manner, something that should be 

of particular interest and importance in a country that prides itself in its literary 

heroes.”55 Through Anúna, he has succeeded in bringing the literary heritage of 

Ireland, the culture, the Irish language, and a sense of Irish choral music to the rest 

of the world. His compositional style combines the sounds and forms of Irish 

traditional and medieval music into a modern, individual idiom. While sources 

influence his harmonic language as varied as Gesualdo and Debussy, his 

compositional output is individual and reflects his culture and history. McGlynn 

has moved beyond the mere creation of choral arrangements from existing solo 

songs and has combined the musical elements of his heritage to create a choral 

compositional voice that assimilated traditions into a new style worthy of Ireland’s 

musical heritage. In this way, he has done what Fleischmann, Ó Riada, and Bodley 

did before him: forge the past into a modern expression.  

McGlynn began his compositional output with both arrangements of Irish 

tunes and reinventions of chant. The interesting thing is how he arranged the tunes. 

Many of these early works retain the solo aspect of the song by setting the tune in a 

solo voice over a chordal accompaniment by the chorus. In many ways, he 

returned the tune to what might have been the first possible evolution into 

accompaniment. The most natural progression of a solo line when monophonic 

singing was the norm would have been adding a pedal point or duplicating the 

melody at a fixed pitch level. In his approach, McGlynn appears to have done this 

and simultaneously imitated instrumental sounds that might have been prevalent 

in the homes when the tune was created. These “drone” chords often begin with 

the same intervallic structure as the uilleann pipes. His manipulation of ancient 

chants into original compositions follows the same path and progression; however, 

he admittedly does not attempt to preserve the song's original melody. Rather, he 

strives to reinterpret the song's impression by retaining something familiar. Many 

of his Irish traditional song settings come from his memory of his time at the 

Gaeltacht rather than from a specific source, which from the beginning means they 

are part of the living tradition.  

 

 
54. Michael McGlynn, interview with author, Ft. Lauderdale, FL, February 2010. 

55. Michael McGlynn, “A Way to Find Different Voices in this Multi-Ethnic Age,” The 

Irish Times. June 5, 2006, https://www.irishtimes.com/culture/a-way-to-find-different-voice s-

in-this-multi-ethnic-age-1.1012408 (accessed 23 April 2018). 
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One of the misapprehensions about my music is that I am not actually concerned with 

saving Irish traditional music; I am not a traditionalist. The only exposure I had [to 

traditional Irish song] was during my year at Coláiste na Rinne in Dún Garbhán. The 

songs that I set are not from a specific collection; they are more impressions of the 

songs I remembered.56 

 

As a composer, McGlynn was and is still highly influenced by Western 

European medieval music, reflected in his use of parallel motion, modality, and 

chant. The use of modal structures demonstrated one manner in which McGlynn 

has captured something that is “uniquely Irish” in his compositions; they are the 

elements through which his music takes on nationalist characteristics.57 Examples 

of this treatment are evident in works such as ̍Sí do Mhaimeo Í and Siúil, a Rúin, from 

the traditional repertoire, and Cormacus Scripsit, from chant.  

McGlynn did not purposefully use early Medieval compositional techniques 

to recreate these sounds; it was simply the music with which he most identified 

and felt the most natural for him to create. He began adding drones and chordal 

accompaniments to single melodic lines and harmonic ideas from his other 

influences to achieve a texture that is simultaneously full of motion yet serene. This 

compositional texture evokes picturesque images of the landscape of Ireland, 

which is full of traditions and myths and a natural world for which he has a great 

love. In this way, his compositions have taken on an Irish existence without his 

consciously borrowing from any one medium.  

In other cases, McGlynn completely disregarded both the tune and rhythmic 

structure of the traditional Irish songs and used the language and story of the text 

to create something completely new. Dúlamán is just such a composition. Dúlamán 

is a well-known song in the traditional Irish repertoire; however, McGlynn’s setting 

bears no resemblance to the original tune aside from the words. The Amhrain 

Chuige Uladh, as compiled by Méith,58 includes a version of the tune (Figure 10) that 

several contemporary, traditional Irish music groups, including Altan, Clannad, 

and the Kingston Céilí Band, have recorded. In these versions, the tune is a reel in a 

moderate lilting tempo, a far cry from McGlynn’s setting in this same text. 

 

 
56. Michael McGlynn, interview with author, Ft. Lauderdale, FL, February 2010. 

57. Michael McGlynn, interview by author, Ft. Lauderdale, FL, February 2010. 

58. Muireadhach Méith compiled traditional Irish songs in the 1970s and 1980s. 
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Figure 10. Dúlamán, tune from Amhráin Chúige Uladh59 

 
 

McGlynn was first drawn to this text because of the inflection of the Irish 

language. When he set this text in 1995 for a male ensemble, it was the rhythm of 

the language that most intrigued him. The Irish is intricately placed in the fast-

changing meter to accentuate the natural syllabic stresses (Figure 11). In his version, 

the tenor solo sings the bulk of the text, while the chorus refrain is rhythmically 

energized with a limited amount of Irish (Figure 12). 

 

Figure 11. Dúlamán, solo entrance, mm. 1-560 

 
 

Figure 12. Dúlamán, chorus refrain, mm.  6-9 

 
  

The overall structure of McGlynn’s Dúlamán is still very much in keeping with 

the traditional verse and refrain (or curfá) song form. Here, the soloist has a great 

deal of rapidly moving text in the verse set in a rapid and near virtuosic manner.  

The chorus provides vitality and energy in an asymmetrical rhythm refrain.  

McGlynn always favored ancient texts found in Ireland or the surrounding 

areas, works of Irish poets, and his original words that often depict various facets or 

ideas of Irish life or landscape. His attention and treatment of the language bring 

ancient musical ideas into a fresh and modern setting, breathing new life into them 

through his other influences of jazz, rock, and impressionism. It furthers the 

evolution of choral music in Ireland.  

 
59. Muireadhach Méith. “Dúlamán,” Amhráin Chúige Uladh. Baile Átha Cliath: Gilbert 

Dalton, 1977. 

60. Michael McGlynn. Dúlamán. Dublin: Michael McGlynn and Warner Chappell, 1995. 
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Poetry by Francis Ledwidge (1887-1917), an Irish wartime poet and soldier 

from County Meath, has greatly inspired McGlynn.61 He has returned to Ledwidge’s 

poems several times over the last thirty years. As they demonstrate different times in 

his compositional career, these signature melodic and harmonic settings demonstrate 

McGlynn’s unique and ever-developing compositional language. Included are 

modal structures, chromatic melodic passages and sequences, and possibly the most 

distinguishable feature found in McGlynn’s repertoire, the extensive use of 

augmented chords with the major seventh and other extensions. Though these 

techniques are prominent throughout all McGlynn’s compositions, the development 

of the deliberate and unique compositional voice and his ability to meld a uniquely 

Irish idea into a new language find full fruition.  

Here, McGlynn’s compositions elicit a feel of old-world origin, possibly 

because his music appears to have been composed in a more horizontal or melodic 

construct rather than with a vertical or harmonic orientation. Though harmonically 

complex, the ear is still drawn to tonality through diatonic and modal scales, 

though they often have little or no relevance to the stated key signature.  It is for 

this reason that while complex harmonies are certainly in play, the melodic centers 

are far more difficult to identify and name according to standard theoretical 

principles, and often, several options are simultaneously apparent. It is important 

to remember that Irish traditional music was a modal art form due largely to the 

stringing of the ancient harps. The intentionality of this similarity aside, it is one of 

the reasons McGlynn’s music is so strongly associated with Ireland's traditional 

and sean-nós music.  As delineated in Table 5, the modal structures and notated 

keys provide an overview of tonalities used in each of the works set to the poetry of 

Francis Ledwidge. A look at the chart vertically shows the highly complex and 

varied modes used in each work (Table 5). 

 

Table 5. Modal and Scale use in Ledwidge settings with notated Key Signatures 

Midnight August 
Where all 

Roses Go 

When the 

War is Over 

My Songs 

Shall Rise 
May 

C Major 

Key 
D Major Key D major Key 

A♭ Major 

Key 

C Major 

Key 
D major Key 

E♭ natural 

minor 

G1 pentatonic 

(melody) 

B minor 

(melodic and 

harmonic) 

F minor G minor 

A minor/ a 

mixolydian 

♭6 

C♭ Lydian 
G2 pentatonic 

(melody) 
E Dorian F pentatonic 

C melodic 

minor 
C major 

E♭ Lydian E♭ minor B Pentatonic 
C locrian/  

C pentatonic 
G Locrian  

 D♭ mixolydian     

 

 
61. “Francis Ledwidge Museum.” http://www.francisledwidge.com (accessed 6 May 2018). 
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Take, for instance, the opening passage of Midnight. The melody carried by the 

soprano solo (Figure 13) is set in E♭ natural minor (aeolian mode). At the same 

time, the other voices begin on E♭ and ascend and descend chromatically with the 

use of controlled dissonance. While the E♭ is certainly perceived as the tonal center, 

all voices settle a mere five measures later into C♭ Lydian.  

 

Figure 13. Mode use, Midnight, mm 1-562   

 
 

As the next phrase progresses, the repetition of the D♭, E♭, F, G♭ sequence 

(Figure 2) alludes to D♭ as a tonal center. Still, the C♭ Lydian is sustained by the 

bass voice, which acts as the ground and leads to an extended dominant chord to 

complete the opening phrase. The juxtaposition of these two modes creates fluidity, 

instability, and a sense of modernity over what can be called an older-sounding, 

simple melody. 

Another example of McGlynn’s unique use of scales and modes is in When the 

War is Over. Though the opening section is tonally ambiguous, McGlynn settles in 

measure 21 into the rarely used C Locrian mode (Figure 14). Interestingly, the 

melody in the solo line exists as a variation of the same mode, omitting a specific 

tone of the scale. In this example, the D is notably absent from the solo melody but 

acts as an important harmonic tone in the accompaniment. The complete structure 

is only visible when the accompaniment, present in the other voices, is analyzed.  

 

 
62. Michael McGlynn, Midnight. Dublin: Michael McGlynn and Warner Chappell, 1997. 
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Figure 14. Mode use, When the War is Over, mm. 21-2463 

 
 

McGlynn also strongly identifies with the natural Irish landscape around him 

and has said that Ireland’s language and folk songs are part of the essence of his 

ancestry and heritage. It is through the transmission of that heritage where his 

nationalistic voice becomes apparent and through his music that he wants others to 

learn the “history and ethos of Ireland so they can have respect for the music and 

understand it.” McGlynn also feels that some of the commercialism of “Celticism” 

is polluting the tradition, and it is that which he tries to avoid with his ensemble, 

Anúna.64 

Michael McGlynn is a composer who actively and sometimes confrontationally 

seeks to bring choral music to a place of importance in Ireland. His goal has been to 

provide Irish choral music with a prominent and unique voice worldwide. 

Through his compositions, workshops, recordings, and concerts, he has gained a 

reputation not only as a composer and arranger of Irish traditional music but also 

as a viable contemporary classical composer who uses the native sounds of his 

country. The songs he knew as a child, the Irish language, the poets, the sounds of 

the ocean, the impressions of the landscape, and the ancient structures of Ireland 

have all aided in forming his compositional style. McGlynn is a product of a land 

that has been steeped in musical tradition since antiquity, and his objective is to 

bring choral music to a place of prominence in that vast musical heritage.   

Within McGlynn’s music lies a corpus of compositions in which nearly all of 

them body feature an intrinsic aspect of the elements of nationalist music. His 

passion for creating an authentic Irish sound was not rooted in the traditional songs 

and dances; rather, it reached back to the time before the British occupation. 

Throughout his over three decades of compositional activity, his use of the Irish 

 
63. McGlynn, Michael. When the War is Over, Dublin: Michael McGlynn and Warner 

Chappell, 1999. 

64. Michael McGlynn, interview by author, Dublin, February 2015. 
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language, modal inflection, traditional tunes or texts, and evocation of the landscape 

in which he lives is visible and why his choral works are identified as an 

authentically Irish sound by so many choral conductors. McGlynn’s contribution to 

the solidification of national music has been treated much like how Vaughn 

Williams’ music was belittled due to its accessibility to the masses, and his 

compositional contribution to British National music was downplayed. Simply put, 

McGlynn has achieved in this century what Fleishman began in the last. His 

compositional techniques are unifying features from across the ages and are the 

concepts that provide his unique voice that is very closely associated with the Irish 

ethos. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Though delayed by occupation and outside influence, the music of Ireland 

began to take on a nationalistic nature through the work of many; however, it was 

only recently achieved in choral music through the outspoken determination of a 

small lineage of composers. Aloys Fleischmann, Sean Ó Riada, Seóirse Bodley, and 

Michael McGlynn represent different generations and the progression of specific 

musical ideas found in the ancient music of Ireland. Each, in turn, added their 

modern musical language to a distinctively Irish compositional voice. Whether 

through the native language, retelling of age-old stories, or musical devices of 

harmony and rhythm, their music is deeply rooted in the soundtrack of Ireland. 

Further examination of each composer’s contributions will likely elicit further 

evidence and insight into where the next generation might voyage. 
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Sequenza XIII (Chanson) - The Accordion Transfiguration, 

from Popular Music to Erudite Recognition 
 

By Gonçalo Pescada 

 
Luciano Berio, one of the most prolific composers of the 20th century, contributed 

with an enormous compositional legacy for several instruments and formations, 

namely through his famous Sequenze. These works resulted in a set of virtuous 

compositions for solo instruments, including idiomatic writing and extended 

techniques, with the aim of exploring the maximum, mechanical and technical 

capacities of instruments and instrumentalists, in a period of time that extended 

from 1958 to 2002. Sequenza XIII (Chanson), for Accordion, appeared in 1995 and 

reflects the evolution of a multitimbric instrument, whose repertoire ranges from 

popular to erudite. 

 

 

Sequenza XIII (Chanson) (1995) – Luciano Berio (1925-2003) 

General Notions about the Composer and the Work 

 
The Sequenze, by Luciano Berio (fig. 1), is a series of works for solo instruments 

that explore new technical and sound possibilities of instruments. They explore the 

idiomatic potential of the instruments and exemplify Luciano Berio's approach to 

composition as a work in progress, an endless process of contributions and 

elaboration (Centro Studi Luciano Berio, 2009). Gartmann (2007) concludes that these 

are true works of musical research and, sometimes, portraits of their performers. 

 

Figure 1. Luciano Berio 

 
 

The Sequenze present as a starting point the fact that they are constructed 

through sequences of the harmonic and melodic fields. “The melodic line of this 

Chanson crosses masses of sound, sometimes dense, sometimes rarefied; describes 

 
Assistant Professor, Évora University, Portugal. 



Vol. 12, No. 3 Pescada: Sequenza XIII (Chanson) - The Accordion Transfiguration… 

 

318 

unexpected restlessness. This essential and remote motif returns to its physical places, 

to the instrument's memory, advances the polyphonic hypotheses in which it is first 

obscured and then re-emerges to clear the shadows, in an enigmatic rondo” (Delaney, 

2002). 

Written with and for the accordionist Teodoro Anzellotti, Sequenza XIII has an 

approximate duration of 9'30” and, in the 1996 edition of the Universal Edition, is 

developed in 39 systems (some sections divided into bars). Despite being a chanson, 

whose compositional root is found in the traditional aspect of the accordion, as the 

composer describes (Berio, 1996), the work sometimes takes moments of intense 

virtuosity with fast and sequenced motifs that appear in opposite movement in the 

field harmonic and with rhythmic delay between the voices. 

Sequenza XIII (Chanson) is close to a rondo with variations, as suggested by the 

author (Berio, 1996). It follows a spiral structure: halfway through the fourth system, 

it resumes the structure from the beginning following a different path (Bochmann, 

personal communication, 2010). 

It consists of 10 thematic entries. The melodic notes E-B-F# are at the base of the 

main motif and appear throughout the piece in the same descending order that the 

listener identifies and relates reminiscences from the beginning. The main motif 

consists of a set of 11 different notes, highlighting the absence of C#, which will only 

appear in the final exposition of the theme (Gartmann, 2007). 

Each thematic entry is never presented in the same way and is associated with a 

development that takes different directions and leads back to the previously exposed 

thematic motif. In this respect, Gartmann (2007) had already noticed that no note 

duration is repeated in the various thematic entries. In the spiral structure, the 

important impulse of the bass line also stands out, invariably in a chromatic descent 

from Gb/F# to F, in the appearance of 5 thematic entrances. 

The presentation of the initial material emerges through a melody that becomes 

increasingly dense (increasing notes, chords). In turn, there is an increase in 

amplitude, intensification of the rhythm, constant stops (rests) in the chords, 

sometimes culminating in vibratos, dynamics that grow and disappear and an 

increasingly wider range (3 octaves). 

 

 

Interpretative Analysis of the Work 
 

Below is a synoptic table (fig. 2) of the 10 thematic entries of Sequenza XIII 

(Chanson). All entries have the same tempo (quarter note = 66), register (medium – 

clarinet), ppp dynamics and legato articulation. In the structure of the work, it is also 

noteworthy that the 10 thematic entries can be divided into long variations 

(presentation of the entirety of the initial motif) and short variations, which are 

interspersed. 
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Figure 2. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (schematic table) 

A 

(theme) 

System 1: The theme appears in 2 voices, in 4th and 5th intervals, in a ppp sound. 

It is presented in a slow tempo of quarter note = 66, molto tranquilo, legato. The 

end of the theme is announced with a homophonic chord that concludes in 

vibrato. 

A1 

System 4: Preparation from F# to F in the bass line. Theme with variations in the 

bottom line (bass practically reduced to a C pedal note), in the top line (small 

rhythmic alteration and in the duration of some notes) and in the resting chord 

(denser and with greater tension caused by the midtones). 

A2 

(short 

variation) 

System 6: Passage from Gb to F in the lower voice. Theme with variations in the 

lower line (bass elaborated on the F-C interval), in the upper line (from the 4th 

note onwards there are rhythmic changes and in the order of the notes in 

comparison with the initial theme). There is no rest chord. 

A3 

System 13: In the bass line and in the top line, the opening notes of the theme are 

fleeting and the entrance of the theme is out of phase. The bass line features 

variations in tempo of the base notes. In the top row the notes have variations in 

duration and rhythm. The final resting chord is denser and with greater tension 

caused by the midtones. 

A4 

(short 

variation) 

System 21: Gb to F declension in the bass line. The theme begins in the bass line 

and presents variations in the rhythm and duration of the notes, with emphasis on 

a prolonged suspension on the C note. In a phased way, a tremolo starts the 

exposition of the theme in the upper line. In this line, there is a prolonged rest on 

the 2nd note (B) and variations in the final part of the theme through appoggiatura 

and use of bellow shake in the chord. 

A5 

(short 

variation) 

System 23: Presentation of the 3 initial notes of the theme (Mi-B-F#) on the top line, 

ending the last one in a vibrato. At the same time, the bass line deviates from the 

theme and presents a disturbing counterpoint. 

A6 

System 25: Preparing Gb for F in the bass line. Theme with variations in the 

bottom line, in particular the ending that is presented in a chromatic descent. In 

the top line, the variations concern a small ornamentation at the end. There is no 

rest chord. 

A7 (short 

variation) 

System 30: Passage from Gb to F in the lower voice. Very short presentation of the 

theme and displaced between the top and bottom lines. The bass line only takes 2 

notes and the top line the first 3 notes of the opening theme. 

A8 

System 32: Theme with variations in the top line, in terms of rhythmic changes 

and, from the 6th note onwards, in the position of the notes compared to the initial 

theme. At the same time, the bass line deviates from the theme and is elaborated 

on the D-F minor interval. There is no rest chord. 

A9 

System 38: The end of the work returns to the initial environment, that is, lontano, 

legato, ppp dynamics. It is an inconclusive and mysterious ending, ending on the 

2nd note (B) of the sequence of 3 initial notes (E-B-F#). It presents rhythmic 

variations and in the position of the notes. The ostinato bass is made up of a cell of 

5 pre-defined chords that are repeated. 

 

Regarding the duration of the thematic entries, it is observed that they are 

presented alternately between long and short variations and in a mirror-like fashion, 
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in such a way that A4 and A5 are short variations (c), A3 and A6 are long variations 

(l), and so on (fig. 3). 

 
system 

number: 
1 4 6 13 21 23 25 30 32 38 

theme entry: A A1(l) A2(c) A3(l) A4(c) A5(c) A6(l) A7(c) A8(l) A9 

 

Figure 3. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (thematic entries mirror presentation) 

 
 

Next, the structure of Sequenza XIII (chanson) is presented in more detail and 

the resources used with the accordion with converter system are highlighted. 

In Sequenza XIII (chanson), Luciano Berio presents an initial lyrical motif, in 

slow tempo, reminiscent of a song (fig. 4). Through the use of appropriate registers 

and in a legato articulation with a ppp sound, the performer achieves the lontano, 

slow and legato environment intended in the introduction. 

 

Figure 4. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (theme A– initial motive) 

 
 

The upper voice evolves around 4th intervals in a descending direction and in 

the opposite movement in relation to the lower voice. The initial E note that enters the 

downbeat will be a constant throughout the piece. The initial bass evolves by perfect 

5th intervals (F-C, G-D), completing the cycle (A-E, B) at the beginning of system 2. 

After a sustained A in the bass and a small half-tone inflection for Ab, the 

development begins. Here, a polyphonic structure (chords) is presented and all 

extended chords are concluded with vibratos (fig. 5). The dynamics are contrasting 

and follow the conclusion of the small sentences in a natural way, closing them in 

ppp. The presentation of theme A and its development lasts 3 and a half systems. 

Halfway through the second system, we approach an increasingly dense 

structure of the presented material. The bass line resumes intervals of 5th and, in 

turn, a narrowing of the rhythmic part appears in a kind of acceleration of the text. 
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Figure 5. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (excerpt from the development after 

theme A) 

 
 

In the third system, there is a sound intensification of the material, which 

continues up to F# in the bass line. In a kind of chromaticism, the inflection to natural 

F will give rise, in system 4, to the re-exposure of the initial theme with variations. 

The presentation of the A1 theme ends with a dense resting chord, which resembles a 

cluster (fig. 6). 

 

Figure 6. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (theme A1) 

 
 

Then, in the bass line, the rest on the Bb note with inflection for the A note makes 

the transition to an acceleration of the speech. The development after the A1 theme 

presents a more hectic pace and also great contrasts in dynamics and tempo, the 

latter often suddenly (fig. 7). Somehow, the composer takes up again the material 

already presented, now accelerating the rhythm (the rhythmic figures change from 

semibreves, half notes and quarter notes to eighth notes and sixteenth notes). The 

presentation of the A1 theme and its development lasts 2 and a half systems. 

 

Figure 7. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (excerpt from the development after 

the A1 theme) 
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The opening theme reappears in system 6, again prepared by an inflection from 

Gb to F in the bass line. In a short version, the A2 theme (fig. 8) makes the transition 

to the virtuosic part and also to the first use of the converter system (change from free 

basses to standard basses, indicated by the MII notation). 

 

Figure 8. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (theme A2) 

 
 

In the development after the A2 theme, the rhythm begins to narrow, a short 

crossing of voices appears, the use of pre-defined chords in the left hand and the 

bellow shake technique (in long resting notes) is required and recording if a feeling of 

acceleration caused by the spindles. The presentation of the A2 theme and its 

development lasts 7 and a half systems. 

In switching to standard basses, seventh chords are alternated with minor and 

sometimes major chords. In this part, several homorhythmic sequences of fuses 

appear in fast times, so the synchronization between the two keyboards and the 

rhythmic precision are fundamental for a greater clarity in the exposition (fig. 9). 

These motifs are interspersed with a prolonged A-G interval, which is performed in a 

bellow shake in an attempt to keep the pace fast (fig. 10).  

 

Figure 9. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (excerpt from the development after 

theme A2) 

 
 

Figure 10. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (bellow shake) 
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This structure advances to an acute tessitura. The arrival of the high Bb will raise 

the exposure to a three-dimensional environment, characterized by the simultaneity 

and melodic continuity of the high note, the sequential motif in the middle voice and 

the melodic motif realized in the pre-defined chords in the low voice (fig. 11). This 

plan will culminate in a bass ostinato. 

 

Figure 11. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (three dimensional environments) 

 
 

Then comes a moment of virtuosity that, in an accelerated tempo, puts the 

upper and lower lines in counterpoint and in opposite movement (fig. 12). The 

composer resorts here to changing the converter to free basses (MIII notation) in an 

attempt to achieve greater clarity in the speech but also to resolve issues related to the 

range. 

 

Figure 12. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (counterpoint between the voices 

using the converter system) 

 
 

In system 13, the theme is taken up again, although in a phased way between 

the two lines of music and with the initial notes hidden by the ornaments. The A3 

theme returns to Chanson's calm and tranquil ambience through a medium register 

(fig. 13). 
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Figure 13. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (theme A3) 

 
 

In the development, almost the entire bass line is presented in pre-defined 

chords in the left hand and also with prolonged repeated chord sequences. On the 

upper line, highlight the movements of thirds in ascending and descending scales. 

Several tremolos appear on both keyboards, ostinatos, rhythmic games (various 

motifs from a small group of notes), clusters with a defined interval, radical dynamics 

(pp, F, silence, fff). Time passes from quarter note = 66 to quarter note = 84. Almost the 

entire development is performed in a tessitura of reduced amplitude and in a very 

agitated rhythm, interspersed with unexpected and sudden moments of prolonged 

rest (fig. 14). The presentation of the A3 theme and its development lasts 8 and a half 

systems. 

 

Figure 14. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (excerpt from the development after 

theme A3) 

 
 

An ostinato bass will give rise to a kind of rhythmic game between the pre-

defined chords (Ab minor and Bb diminished), while the upper voice articulates its 

speech in accelerando and around cyclical movements that produce small scales. 

These scales will later be doubled by third intervals in frantic ascending and 

descending movements always in legato. Sometimes, there is a rest in voiced chords 

or in moments of silence, before resuming new scales in thirds (fig. 15). 

 

 



Athens Journal of Humanities & Arts July 2025 

 

325 

Figure 15. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (long rest) 

 
 

The change of the converter to free basses (MIII notation) brings a new virtuosic 

moment, through the execution of a fast-moving ostinato bass in counterpoint with 

the upper voice, which appears in chords and clusters with a defined interval (fig. 16). 

 

Figure 16. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (ostinato bass in counterpoint with 

chords and clusters in the upper voice) 

 
 

Afterwards, there is a resumption of the work's initial calm, albeit with certain 

hints of agitation. In system 21, there is a return to the initial motif, prepared by a 

chromatic descent from Solb to F in the bass line. The A4 theme is presented by the 

bottom line and, in an offset way, by the top line. It constitutes a short variation, 

where the tremolo in the top line and the prolonged rest of the voices in the B-C 

interval stand out (fig. 17). 

 

Figure 17. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (theme A4) 

 
 

The dynamic in crescendo at the end of the theme makes the passage to the 

development, which corresponds to the climax of the work. In an agitated speech 

(quarter note = 84), in fff sonority and fast notes (fusas), several figurations in the form 

of arpeggios present continuity information that is crossed by the two keyboards (fig. 

18). This accentuated dialogue between the voices is characterized by a strong 

complementarity. Presentation of the A4 theme and its development lasts 2 and a half 

systems. 
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Figure 18. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (excerpt from the development after 

theme A4 - climax of the work) 

 
 

In order to highlight the climax of the work and balance the sonority between 

the two keyboards, the composer opts for the master register in the bass line and the 

oboe register (he adds a higher 8th) in the high line. 

In system 23, the counterpoint presented in the bass line remains unchanged but 

the upper voice returns again to its origins, presenting the 3 initial notes of the theme. 

The A5 theme is a short variation (fig. 19). 

 

Figure 19. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (theme A5) 

 
 

After the presentation of the climax in the previous section, a short development 

alternates moments of silence with clusters and chords that are repeated sparsely in 

imitation. The sound play between the chords of the lower voice and the cluster of 

the upper voice, with accented notes or played in staccato, along with the alternation 

of strong dynamics and piano, reveals the intention of echo (fig. 20). The presentation 

of the A5 theme and its development lasts 2 systems. 

 

Figure 20. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (excerpt from the development after 

theme A5) 
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At the end of the development there is again an inflection from Gb to F in the 

bass line, with the consequent appearance of the A6 theme in system 25 (fig. 21). The 

chromatic and ornamental variations complete the exposition of this theme. 

 

Figure 21. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (theme A6) 

 
 

The development that follows is rhythmically disconcerted and in tighter, more 

continuous counterpoint without long periods of breathing. With great contrasts in 

tempo (66, 84, 92, 104) and dynamics (from ppp to fff), sometimes suddenly, the 

development makes use of tremolos on both keyboards and the use of pre-defined 

chords. The presentation of the A6 theme and its development lasts 5 and a half 

systems. 

There is a constant focus on previously exposed motifs (in the development after 

theme A2), which now appear in a kind of revival of the listener's memory for its 

existence. The lower voice sometimes takes precedence over the upper voice, which 

will focus its musical discourse on small motifs filled with tremulous ones. Fast-

moving sequential motifs also appear in the upper voice, in counterpoint with the 

lower voice (fig. 22). At this point, activating the converter for free bass contributes to a 

greater distinction between high and low ranges and also allows a greater perception of 

melodic speech. 

 

Figure 22. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (excerpt from the development after 

theme A6) 

 
 

Then, the speech speeds up, the roles between the voices are reversed and the 

bottom line with the standard basses activated presents a short period of accompaniment 

of the top line. 

The final development notes prepare the presentation of the theme again: the E-

B notes in the upper voice are accompanied by the Gb note in the lower voice, which 
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will decline to F. In a short version, out of step with the initial theme, in system 30 the 

theme A7 is now presented (fig. 23). 

 

Figure 23. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (theme A7) 

 
 

In the development, a polyphonic structure (chords) is presented and the 

resource alternating between pre-defined chords and free basses is required (fig. 24). 

The tempo accelerates to a quarter note = 112 and various rhythmic triplets are played 

between the two keyboards, combining different rhythms simultaneously. The bass 

line focuses on drawing pre-defined D minor and F minor chords. The presentation 

of the A7 theme and its development lasts 2 systems. 

 

Figure 24. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (excerpt from the development after 

theme A7) 

 
 

The composer again uses material exposed in previous sections (in the development 

after the A2 theme), but now in a denser form. The sequence of chords intensifies, 

sometimes appearing some clusters in the speech. 

In system 32, the rhythmic play in the lower voice with the pre-defined chords D 

minor and F minor is maintained and counterpoints the initial theme in the upper 

voice, presented in long notes (fig. 25). The A8 theme will rest in the interval of the 

ninth (G-Ab) supported by the note D in the bass. 

 

Figure 25. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (theme A8) 
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In the development, the alternation between free and standard basses is 

maintained, the material is presented with great amplitude in the tessitura (through 

the use of registers and the great extension of the keyboards), the rest is interspersed in 

prolonged notes and the rhythmic agitation disappears extinguishing progressively 

(fig. 26). The end of development is marked by a trill combined with an ostinato. The 

presentation of the A8 theme and its development lasts 6 and a half systems. 

 

Figure 26. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (excerpt from the development after 

theme A8) 

 
 

The rhythmic game in the lower voice is resumed, with the pre-defined chords 

D minor and F minor and also oscillating with F minor and A minor. Simultaneously, 

the upper voice unfolds in the initial motif, now presenting the first four notes (E, B, 

F#, Bb) in a kind of ending that is guessed by the dynamics in crescendo and by the 

opening of the medium register in the instrument. The beginning of the theme begins 

to appear more frequently, in a kind of stretto to a voice that takes us to the end of the 

work. 

The last two systems present a final return to the origins. A predefined 5-chord 

ostinato bass, recognizable from previous sections (in the development after the A2 

theme), is fed in a kind of Coda by small remnants of the initial theme in the upper 

voice (E, B). Theme A9 appears in system 38 (fig. 27). 

 

Figure 27. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (theme A9) 

 
 

The final motif, in pp and in a prolonged rest on the B note in the upper voice 

(2nd note of the E-B-F# motif), leaves us with an inconclusive and mysterious ending 

(fig. 28). It leaves open something that could remain in the listener's head in constant 

boiling, in a kind of uncertain destiny. 
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Figure 28. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (final exposition) 

 
 

Next, an analysis is presented of some aspects that stand out in Sequenza XIII 

(Chanson) in terms of the use of various resources available in the accordion with 

converter system. 

 

 

Conclusions - The Interpreter's Point of View 
 

From the point of view of the performer and the use of the accordion with a 

converter, the constant transition / alternation between the standard basses and the 

basses released by the action of the converter should be highlighted. For this purpose, 

the composer used the notation MII - standard basses (fig. 29) and MIII - free basses 

(fig. 30). Perhaps, of the composers studied in this chapter of the PhD programme, 

Luciano Berio is the composer who achieves the best symbiosis between these two 

systems. The pre-established combination of major, minor, dominant seventh and 

diminished chords provide moments of great sonic richness, creating a dense mass 

effect that at the intended speed is only possible with standard basses. In turn, the 

free bass system provides greater clarity in the speech, also allowing several octaves 

to be covered on the left-hand keyboard. The use of these two systems is associated, 

in the context of the work, with the passage of the accordion from traditional music to 

classical music. In fact, the musical text composed by the composer Luciano Berio 

transports us between traditional music environments, perhaps inspired by the 

French chanson, and the classical music environments inspired by Webern, 

Schonberg, Boulez and Stockhausen. This language that seeks modernity and new 

forms of expression transfigures the capabilities of the instrument (accordion) and the 

instrumentalist in reaching new interpretation challenges. 
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Figure 29. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (recourse to standard bass) 

 
 

Figure 30. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (recourse to Free Bass) 

 
 

With regard to the use of registers, Luciano Berio uses only the middle registers 

in the upper voice (clarinet, violin) in the hope of obtaining a clear language and 

conveying tranquillity in the exhibition. He occasionally resorts to the combination of 

the high register (oboe) in order to obtain some sparkle in his speech. The isolated use 

of the tremolo/musette register near the end of the work, together with the use of 

standard basses, seems intentional on the part of the composer, who intends to recall 

the popular roots of the instrument. Gartmann (2007) refers that, despite all the 

complexity, the rhythm present in the work is more reminiscent of the pulsations of 

light music and that the final systems of the piece create a synthesis of the two 

musical worlds of the accordion (light and classical). 

As for the bass line, it usually appears through a single voice recording, the 

master recording being used only at the height of the work (system 21), not only to 

give sound body to this section but also to make the speech perfectly perceptible and 

audible. in relation to the material exposed in the upper voice. 

Gartmann (2007) refers that the work presents harmonic intervals and chords 

that are only possible to play on the accordion, as on the right-hand keyboard it is 

possible to play up to three octaves (fig. 31). 

 

Figure 31. Luciano Berio, Sequenza XIII (two-octave range) 
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Finally, Luciano Berio's Sequenze XIII presents innovations and challenges for 

accordion technique and challenges the limits and capabilities of instrumentalists, 

currently being recognized as a reference work in current programs at Universities 

and Higher Education Institutions. 
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The Theoretical Intersection of Religion and Democracy: 

Analyzing Gandhi, Nehru and Ambedkar 

 

By Satyakam Borthakur & Ambalika Borthakur 
  

Religion plays vital role in the governing system of a country. Particularly in a Democratic 

country, it is an arguable issue that whether the religion should have a place in the 

governing system or not. Or it should have a neutral or private role which should be 

protected by the Government. In this regard, the constitutional philosophy of Indian 

democracy and the views of the founders of Indian Democracy like Gandhi, Ambedkar and 

Nehru are to be considered as a matter of discussion. In this paper attempt has been made 

to discuss about the relevance of Religion in Democracy in the mentioned context and it is 

examined here that a third means to maintain the relation between Religion and 

Democracy is feasible or not. 

 

Introduction 
 

The relationship between religion and democracy has long been a subject of 

debate, with some arguing that the two cannot coexist. However, this assertion is 

increasingly being questioned, as critics contend that the view is overly simplistic 

and fails to capture the complexity of the issue. In response, scholars and thinkers 

are now exploring the idea that religion might not only coexist with democracy but 

could also be understood as a form of democracy in itself. This perspective has led 

to a wide range of opinions, many of which are contradictory. Some argue that 

religion should not be marginalized or excluded from public life but caution that if 

the state endorses religion, it could introduce bias and potentially weaken the 

foundations of democracy. These thinkers suggest that religion should be kept 

within the private sphere to prevent interference with constitutional processes and 

to safeguard the secular nature of modern democratic states. But in the real world 

religion always has been attempting to play active role in the political governance. 

There have been notable shifts in global politics regarding the interrelation 

between governance and religion. From the East to the West, religion is once again 

assuming a pivotal role in public politics. In the United States, former President 

Donald Trump vocally supported conservative religious beliefs, using the slogan 

"Take back our country." Similarly, in Europe, Italian Prime Minister Giorgia 

Meloni has emphasized Christian democratic values, famously declaring, "I am 

Giorgia, I am a woman, I am a mother, I am a Christian"1. In South Asia, religion 

has been playing a pivotal role in destabilizing the governing system. There has 

been a significant rise in Hindu sentiment in the Indian political landscape. 
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Assistant Professor, Department of Education, Duliajan College, India. 
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Bangladesh continues to face religious tensions centered on Hindu-Muslim issues, 

while Pakistan has used radicalized Islam for political gain. China, meanwhile, has 

been oppressing Uyghur Muslims, and Myanmar has constructed a harmful 

narrative about the Rohingya Muslims to justify their displacement. Even in India, 

the birthplace of Mahatma Gandhi, secularism is under question to some extent. 

Historically, attempts were made to convert India into a Muslim-majority country 

during and after the freedom movement. Currently, the rise of Hindu nationalism 

is pushing Muslims to the margins of society. Thus, it is evident that across the 

globe, religion is increasingly influencing political systems. Religious stereotyping 

has become a tool for those seeking to entrench religion in governance. In this 

context, the perspectives of Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar hold significant 

relevance and warrant close examination. 

However, the modern sociological perspectives often support the idea of a 

strict separation between religion and the state, viewing it as essential for 

maintaining the secular character of democratic systems. According to this view, 

religion should be entirely separate from social and political systems to ensure that 

democracy remains unbiased and inclusive. However, not all scholars agree with 

this approach. Some argue for a rethinking of the relationship between religion and 

democracy, suggesting that religion could play a limited but defined role within 

democratic frameworks. They believe that rather than completely excluding 

religion from the public sphere, it should be given a space where it can contribute 

positively to the democratic process. This re-conceptualization of the relationship 

between religion and democracy is particularly relevant in the context of India, 

where the political system has been profoundly shaped by the ideas of influential 

leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru, and Dr. B.R. Ambedkar. 

Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar each had distinct views on the role of religion 

in society, and their ideas continue to influence discussions on democracy in India 

today. Gandhi, for instance, saw religion as an integral part of life and believed that 

it could guide individuals toward moral and ethical behavior, which in turn would 

support democratic values. Nehru, on the other hand, was more skeptical of 

religion's role in politics and advocated for a secular state where religion would be 

separate from the functions of government. Ambedkar, who was deeply concerned 

with issues of social justice and equality, viewed religion as both a potential source 

of oppression and a tool for liberation, depending on how it was interpreted and 

practiced. The interplay of these differing perspectives has had a lasting impact on 

the Indian political landscape, influencing both policy and public discourse. 

This study aims to examine the influence of religion on political philosophy by 

exploring how Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar incorporated religious perspectives 

into their political ideologies. The study will investigate the distinctions in their 

beliefs, particularly how religion shaped their visions for a democratic India. By 

analyzing the implications of this interplay, the study will provide insights into the 

ways in which religion has influenced the development of India's political system. 

Additionally, the study will explore the concept of secularism as understood by 
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Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar, critically evaluating their differing interpretations. 

The analysis will include an examination of how each thinker supported the 

separation of religion from the state and how their ideas have contributed to the 

development and sustainability of democracy in India. 

In addition to exploring secularism, the study will look into the approaches of 

Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar to social justice and equality within the framework 

of religion and democracy. This analysis will focus on how each thinker addressed 

issues of caste, class, and other forms of social inequality, and will assess the impact 

of their ideologies on the promotion or hindrance of inclusive democratic principles 

in the Indian context. The study will also evaluate the lasting impact of the religious 

and democratic ideologies proposed by Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar in 

contemporary Indian society. By analyzing how their visions have shaped India's 

political, social, and cultural landscape, the study will assess the relevance of their 

ideas in addressing current challenges and opportunities related to the intersection 

of religion and democracy in India. 

Furthermore, the study will consider the international relevance of the 

ideologies of Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar. It will explore how their principles 

might inform global discussions on the relationship between religion and 

democracy, particularly in diverse societies where multiple religious and cultural 

traditions coexist. The study will address several key research questions: How have 

the philosophies of Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar shaped the evolution and 

continuity of democracy in India, and what lessons can other democracies learn 

from these perspectives? What role does the middle class play in either perpetuating 

moral degradation or advocating for reform within democratic systems, and how can 

their influence be harnessed positively? What historical precedents exist for religion 

attempting to influence or control democratic processes, and how can Gandhi and 

Nehru's philosophies be applied to counteract biases and promote inclusivity? 

Another important question the study will explore is how the concept of a 

'third way' for democracy, which balances religious philosophy as a way of life 

while maintaining separation from institutional control, can foster harmonious 

coexistence and pluralism in diverse societies. This idea of a 'third way' suggests 

that it is possible to integrate religious values into the democratic process without 

allowing religion to dominate or undermine the secular nature of the state. The 

study will examine how this balance can be achieved and what lessons can be 

learned from the Indian context that might be applicable in other countries facing 

similar challenges. 

The methodology for this study involves the use of normative theory, which 

explores the ethical principles and values underlying political systems. Normative 

political philosophy addresses fundamental questions related to authority, justice, 

rights, and the role of the state in society. By examining these questions, the study 

aims to develop frameworks that can inform and guide individuals, policymakers, 

and societies toward the realization of morally justifiable political structures. 

Normative theories often address issues such as distributive justice, human rights, 
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democracy, and the nature of political obligation, providing a foundation for ethical 

deliberation and decision-making in the realm of political governance. 

In addition to normative theory, the study will employ the comparative 

method to elucidate the varying perspectives of Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar on 

the topic of religion. By juxtaposing their views, the study will discern both 

commonalities and divergences in their conceptualizations of religious phenomena. 

This approach involves a meticulous examination of the nuances within each 

thinker's writings, allowing for a nuanced understanding of their respective 

positions on the nature, role, and significance of religion. Through the comparative 

method, the study will draw connections between shared themes or identify 

contradictions, fostering a comprehensive analysis of the thinkers' perspectives. 

This method not only illuminates the richness of individual viewpoints but also 

provides a broader understanding of the multifaceted nature of religious thought, 

promoting a more holistic comprehension of the complexities inherent in the 

philosophical discourse on religion 

 

 

The Theoretical Intersection of Religion and Democracy 

 

Exploring the intersection of religion and democracy through the perspectives 

of Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar requires a careful comparison of key texts, each 

of which offers distinct insights into how these thinkers approached the role of 

religion in shaping Indian society and its governance. 

In Hind Swaraj (1909), Gandhi presents his vision for an independent India, 

emphasizing the importance of non-violence, self-governance, and a return to 

traditional Indian values. He critiques Western civilization and modernity, advocating 

for religion to serve as a moral guide for both personal and social life. Gandhi 

argues that true self-rule, or ‘Swaraj’, cannot be achieved without a strong spiritual 

and ethical foundation, which he believes religion provides. This view contrasts 

sharply with Ambedkar’s perspective in Annihilation of Caste (1936). Ambedkar 

critically examines the Hindu caste system and its deep roots in religious doctrines 

like the Manusmriti. He argues that caste is a social hierarchy enforced by religion, 

which perpetuates inequality and injustice. Ambedkar calls for a radical restructuring 

of Indian society, advocating for the complete annihilation of caste to establish a 

truly democratic and just society. This comparison highlights the tension between 

Gandhi’s belief in the positive moral role of religion and Ambedkar’s critique of 

religion as a source of oppression. 

Nehru’s The Discovery of India (1946) offers another perspective by focusing on 

India’s cultural and historical heritage. Unlike Gandhi, Nehru approaches religion 

from a secular standpoint, acknowledging its cultural significance but arguing for 

its separation from politics. He views religion as a cultural force that has shaped 

Indian civilization but insists that India’s progress should be guided by secularism, 

scientific temper, and democratic values rather than religious principles. Nehru’s 
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vision contrasts with Gandhi’s integration of religion into governance, illustrating 

differing views on how religion should interact with the state. While Gandhi sees 

religion as essential for moral governance, Nehru believes in maintaining a clear 

boundary between religion and politics to ensure a pluralistic and inclusive democracy. 

M.M. Thomas’s Gandhi and Religion (1964) provides further insight into 

Gandhi’s religious philosophy and its influence on his social and political actions. 

Thomas explores Gandhi’s interpretations of Hinduism and his efforts to promote 

interfaith harmony, which were central to his approach to social issues like 

untouchability and poverty. When compared with Ambedkar’s Annihilation of 

Caste, Thomas’s analysis shows the contrast between Gandhi’s use of religion to 

foster social change and Ambedkar’s view that religion, particularly Hinduism, 

perpetuates social inequalities and must be reformed or abandoned for true 

democracy to flourish. This discussion deepens our understanding of the debate on 

whether religion can be a force for positive social change or if it inherently maintains 

oppressive structures. 

B.N. Pande’s The Hindu Renaissance and Its Apologetic (1920-1940) (1975) and Sunil 

Khilnani’s The Idea of India (1997) offer broader historical and cultural contexts that 

frame the ideas of Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar. Pande examines the intellectual 

and cultural revival of Hinduism in the early 20th century, which influenced 

Gandhi’s use of Hindu traditions to inspire his vision for India. Khilnani, on the other 

hand, explores the idea of India as a pluralistic democracy, highlighting how the 

country’s historical and cultural diversity shapes its democratic ethos and presents 

challenges in balancing religious identity with democratic principles. Comparing 

these works reveals how the resurgence of Hinduism influenced political thought in 

India and underscores the ongoing struggle to reconcile religious traditions with the 

needs of a modern, secular democratic state. 

 

 

Discussion 
 

In the Indian constitutional framework, the term 'Religion' is prominently 

featured, appearing explicitly 28 times. Each reference to 'Religion' is carefully 

positioned to underscore a crucial principle: religion should not directly influence 

the functions of the state. Instead, the focus is on the state's role in safeguarding the 

citizens' rights to practice and choose their own religious beliefs. The frequent 

mentions of religion in the Constitution reflect the framers' deep concern about the 

potential for religious issues to disrupt the democratic system. Their approach 

demonstrates a profound respect for the philosophical underpinnings of various 

religious traditions while striving to prevent any religious bias from undermining 

democratic governance. It is to be noted that, the democracy was a foundational 

principle of the nation, inherently understood rather than needing extensive 

elaboration. The emphasis on religion, therefore, reflects a concern about how 
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religious issues might impact democratic processes, prompting the framers to 

carefully delineate the role of religion within the constitutional framework. 

This careful balance between religion and democracy is reflective of India's 

diverse religious landscape. The question of whether a complete separation of 

religion from the state's functions is feasible arises naturally. If such separation were 

entirely achievable, it would imply that religion is purely a private matter, subject to 

rejection or modification at will. However, this perspective raises fundamental 

questions about the essence and role of religion in human experience. Mahatma 

Gandhi’s reflections on religion offer valuable insights into this debate. Gandhi 

argued that religion is an inherent part of human life, asserting, “No man can live 

without religion. There are some who in the egotism of their reason declare that they 

have nothing to do with religion. But it is like a man saying that he breathes but that 

he has no nos2.” This statement underscores Gandhi's belief in the intrinsic role of 

religion in human existence, suggesting that even those who claim to reject religion 

are, in fact, engaged with its principles in some form. 

Gandhi further elaborated on this notion, emphasizing that all humans, 

regardless of their religious stance, establish some form of relationship with the 

divine. He observed,  

 
Whether by reason, or by instinct, or by superstition, man acknowledges some sort of 

relationship with the divine. The rankest agnostic or atheist does acknowledge the need 

of a moral principle, and associates something good with its observance and something 

bad with its non-observance. Bradlaugh, whose atheism is well known, always insisted 

on proclaiming his innermost conviction. He had to suffer a lot for thus speaking the 

truth, but he delighted in it and said that truth is its own reward. Not that he was quite 

insensible to the joy resulting from the observance of truth. This joy however is not at 

all worldly, but springs out of communion with the divine. That is why I have said that 

even a man who disowns religion cannot and does not live without religion.3  

 

Gandhi’s perspective highlights that religion, even when dismissed or minimized, 

remains a fundamental aspect of human life and social interaction. 

From a Gandhian perspective, the role of religion is critically examined within 

the framework of a true democracy. Gandhi viewed democracy as grounded in the 

principle of equal rights for all citizens, which necessitates the active promotion of 

equal co-existence among diverse religious beliefs. The contemporary global scenario 

illustrates the detrimental effects of biased interpretations of religion on democratic 

rights. The pervasive intolerance witnessed worldwide, often justified in the name 

of religion, creates significant barriers to the effective functioning of democratic 

systems. This underscores the need for promoting tolerance as an integral 

component of democratic governance. Gandhi’s view on tolerance was not merely 

 
2. Young India, 23-1-'30, p. 25 

3. Ibid 
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about passive acceptance but about actively engaging with and respecting diverse 

religious beliefs. 

The normative theory of political philosophy often relegates religion to the 

private sphere, advocating for tolerance and religious freedoms. While this 

approach emphasizes individual rights and freedoms, it may not fully address the 

complexities of managing religious diversity in practice. The absence of constitutional 

protections for religious minorities can lead to their marginalization and potential 

societal tensions. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar provided a pragmatic critique of this approach, 

highlighting the intersection of religion and power dynamics. Dr. Ambedkar 

observed that, 

 
…. religion is the source of power is illustrated by the history of India where the priest 

holds a sway over the common man often greater than the magistrate and where 

everything, even such things as strikes and elections, so easily take a religious turn and 

can so easily be given a religious twist.4 

 

Ambedkar’s observation that “Religion is the source of power” illustrates how 

religious identity can intersect with political authority, influencing societal structures5. 

His critique of Hinduism and the caste system reveals his concern about the use of 

religion to justify social inequalities. Ambedkar’s critical stance on Hinduism was 

perceived as a challenge to Indian nationalism, leading to tensions with 

contemporaries, including Gandhi. As Banerjee explains,  

 
...when Ambedkar criticized Hinduism, it offended many of his contemporaries, 

including Gandhi, because it appeared to be also a criticism of Indian nationalism. But 

this did not deter Ambedkar. He openly stated that a nationalism that excluded and 

persecuted a large section of the nation’s people – namely, the Untouchables – was 

hardly nationalism worth its name.6  

 

Ambedkar’s commitment to social justice and equality was evident, even at 

the cost of alienating key allies and challenging established norms. 

Ambedkar’s approach to religion was complex. Sampathkumar says, “B.R. 

Ambedkar claimed himself to be an atheist and found no need of religion. But he 

was ready to use it as a mode of political action to attain political gains7.” This 

statement reflects Ambedkar’s strategic use of religious discourse to challenge 

social injustices, even as he personally rejected religious belief. However, the term 

 
4. Selected Works of Dr BR Ambedkar, http://drambedkarbooks.wordpress.com p.92 

5. Prathama Banerjee, “Ambedkar’s Rethinking of Religion”, Ambedkar and Ambedkarism, 

Pramod Ranjan (Ed) BFC Publication, 2022, pp.38 

6. Ibid 

7. M.Sampathkumar Comparative Study B.R. Ambedkar and Mahatma Gandhi, Historical 

Research Letter, vol. 23, 2024, p. 8  
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‘political gain’ does not reflect any personal political gain; rather it is a matter of 

greater social interest in the case of Ambedkar. 

Nehru’s perspective on religion was shaped by his experiences and the 

philosophical influence of Gandhi. Nehru recognized the profound diversity of the 

Indian religious landscape and embraced what Bhargava describes as a faith in 

modern humanism and rationality. Bhargava notes,  

 
Nehru learnt from his own experience and from under the influence of Gandhi that this 

deep diversity was a major feature of the Indian religious landscape. Nehru himself 

embraced Religion—a faith in modern humanism and rationality. He held it and the 

values yielded by it, as the highest normative ideals, but he also realised that this 

Religion A was one among many others. He accepted that while each of these were 

sufficient, none were necessary for self-realisation.8  

 

Nehru’s acknowledgment of diverse religious perspectives underscores his 

commitment to secular pluralism and rational humanism. 

The Indian Constitution, inspired by the principles of Gandhi and Nehru, 

reflects a deep commitment to secularism. It abolished untouchability and 

maintains neutrality in religious matters. As Guha highlights, “Inspired by Gandhi, 

and guided by Nehru, the Indian Constitution both abolished untouchability and 

proclaimed the state neutral in matters of religion”.9 This framework ensures that 

the state does not interfere with personal religious beliefs or endorse any particular 

religion, striving to maintain a balanced and equitable approach to religion in 

public life. 

Gandhi’s concept of Swaraj is particularly relevant within this discussion. 

Swaraj, as conceived by Gandhi, integrates political and economic independence 

with moral and social dimensions. This holistic vision for a self-reliant and 

equitable society reflects Gandhi’s belief in a comprehensive approach to 

governance. He envisioned a nation where these elements formed a cohesive 

framework, asserting that the integrity of this framework depended on the 

truthfulness of each aspect. Gandhi’s rejection of a singular religious concept in 

favor of a broader, inclusive approach emphasizes the importance of respecting 

diverse beliefs. As Gandhi noted,  

 
In theory, since there is one God, there can be only one religion. But in practice, no two 

persons I have known have had the same identical conception of God. Therefore, there 

will, perhaps, always be different religions answering to different temperaments and 

climatic conditions.10 

 

 
8. Rajeev Bhargava, “Nehru against Nehruvians on Religion and Secularism”, Economic 

& Political Weekly, February 25, 2017, p. 34-40 

9. Ramchandra Guha, India After Gandhi, Pan Macmillan, 2017, p256 

10. Harijan, 2-2-'34, p. 8 
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Nehru’s concept of 'metaphysical democracy' also reflects his confidence in 

applying religious philosophies to foster equality and acceptance within society. He 

highlighted the strength of the Indo-Aryan culture in breaking down barriers of 

caste, class, and other internal and external differences. Nehru envisioned a society 

where individuals, perceiving a common spirit in everyone, would naturally treat 

each other with respect. While acknowledging that this was a theoretical concept, 

he believed it undeniably influenced life, creating an atmosphere of tolerance, 

reasonableness, and acceptance of free thought in matters of faith—a dominant 

feature of Indian culture. Nehru’s concept of 'Metaphysical Democracy' aligns with 

Gandhi’s philosophical foundations, both leaders advocating for a vision of society 

that transcends narrow religious boundaries. 

In contrast, Dr. Ambedkar’s approach was marked by a critical examination of 

religion’s role in perpetuating social inequalities. He openly criticized the caste 

system and questioned the role of religious scriptures in justifying social injustices. 

Ambedkar engaged in debates, including with Gandhi, regarding the practical role 

of 'Sastras' in everyday life. His critique was not merely a personal rejection of 

religion but a broader challenge to how religious doctrines could be used to justify 

and perpetuate societal injustices. 

The discussion of the views espoused by Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar 

remains highly relevant in the context of modern democracy. The persistence of 

intolerance and dishonesty within democratic systems raises concerns about the 

sustainability of democratic ideals. Modern literature attempts to address these 

issues, but the influence of contemporary forces often diminishes its effectiveness. 

The evolving structure of democracy in countries like India underscores the 

continued relevance of the philosophies of these great thinkers. 

Dr. Ambedkar’s predictions about the influence of religion on democratic 

systems have proven insightful. His observations about the intersection of religion 

and politics remain pertinent in addressing contemporary issues related to religious 

influence in governance. The complexities of managing religious diversity within a 

democratic framework highlight the ongoing relevance of Ambedkar’s critique. 

The challenge of balancing respect for religious beliefs with the need for a secular, 

inclusive governance structure continues to be a central issue in democratic 

societies, particularly in a diverse nation like India. 

Nehru’s emphasis on secularism and rational humanism, combined with 

Gandhi’s vision of a just and inclusive society, underscores the importance of 

integrating diverse religious perspectives while ensuring that the state remains 

neutral. Their combined philosophies offer a robust framework for navigating the 

delicate balance between respecting individual religious freedoms and maintaining 

a democratic governance structure. 

The current structure of democracy in countries like India has evolved 

continuously, underscoring the relevance of the philosophies of great thinkers. The 

ill forces within the system that have sought dominance lack the transformative 

potential required for a significant change. The middle class, both victimized by 
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and complicit in the degradation of moral and ethical values, plays a pivotal role. 

As predicted by Dr. Ambedkar, religion has often sought to influence the 

democratic system. Yet, by embracing the philosophies of Gandhi and the ideals of 

Nehru, which reject bigotry and bias, the democratic system can be reformed. The 

continued relevance of the thoughts of these great theorists becomes evident in the 

pursuit of a third path for the future of democracy. This third path involves neither 

offering a distinct position to religion within democracy nor completely ignoring it 

as a way of life for the common people. Instead, it envisions a democratic system 

where religion becomes a philosophy of life rather than a divisive tool. Striking a 

delicate balance, this approach aims to integrate the principles of Gandhi, Nehru, 

and Ambedkar into a transformative vision for a democratic future that embraces 

pluralism, equality, and social justice. 

 

 

Findings & Conclusion 
 

From the above discussion it is come to the light that, Mahatma Gandhi's 

philosophy continues to hold significant relevance in the context of modern 

democracy. His emphasis on understanding the philosophical foundations of 

religion, promoting tolerance through 'Ahimsa' (non-violence), and rejecting the 

idea of a single dominant religion remains impactful. Jawaharlal Nehru's concept of 

'Metaphysical Democracy' is notable for its focus on applying religious 

philosophies to promote equality and acceptance, with a vision to dismantle 

barriers of caste and class by drawing strength from Indo-Aryan culture. 

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar's critical stance on religion's role in sustaining the caste 

system is evident in his advocacy for questioning the sanctity of religious Sastras 

and debating their practical relevance in daily life. Concerns are raised about the 

challenges facing modern democracies, such as racism, intolerance, and the decline 

of ethical values, which threaten citizen accountability and have deeply penetrated 

democratic systems. Despite these challenges, there is an affirmation of the continuity 

of the democratic legacy, highlighting the importance of the philosophies of Gandhi, 

Nehru, and Ambedkar in the ongoing evolution of democracy in countries like 

India. 

The middle class is recognized as both a victim and a contributor to the erosion 

of moral values, holding significant power to either perpetuate this decline or 

actively engage in reforming the democratic system. Historical attempts by religion 

to control democratic systems, as observed by Ambedkar, are acknowledged, with 

a call for using the philosophies of Gandhi and Nehru to combat bigotry and bias, 

advocating for a reformative approach to religion's role in democracy. 

Finally, a 'third way' is proposed for the future of democracy, seeking a balance 

where religion serves as a philosophy of life, avoiding both full integration into the 

democratic system and complete exclusion, thereby promoting a harmonious 
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coexistence of diverse beliefs. This may be helpful in eradicating the religious 

interference. 

In summary, the discussion underscores the enduring relevance of Mahatma 

Gandhi's philosophy in modern democracy, focusing on understanding the 

philosophical base of religion, promoting tolerance through 'Ahimsa,' and rejecting 

the existence of one particular religion. Jawaharlal Nehru's concept of 'Metaphysical 

Democracy' is explored, emphasizing the application of religious philosophies for 

equality and acceptance. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar's critique of religion's role in 

perpetuating the caste system is discussed, advocating for the destruction of beliefs 

in religious Sastras. Concerns are raised about challenges in modern democracies, 

including racism, intolerance, and ethical erosion, posing a threat to citizen 

accountability. Despite challenges, the discussion affirms the continuity of the 

democratic legacy, with Gandhi, Nehru, and Ambedkar integral to its ongoing 

evolution. The role of the middle class is highlighted as a powerful force that can 

contribute to degradation or reform in the democratic system. Historical attempts 

of religion to control democracies are recognized, with a call to use Gandhi and 

Nehru's philosophies to combat bigotry and bias. The proposal of a 'third way' for 

democracy suggests finding a balance where religion becomes a philosophy of life, 

avoiding complete integration or exclusion, fostering harmonious coexistence of 

diverse beliefs. 

 

References 

 
Ambedkar, Bhimrao R. "Communal Deadlock and a Way to Solve it." All India Scheduled 

Castes Federation, 6 May 1945, Mumbai. Lecture. 

Ambedkar, Bhimrao R. Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar: Writings and Speeches. 1992.  

Ambedkar’s Rethinking of Religion. Ambedkar and Ambedkarism, edited by Pramod Ranjan, BFC 

Publication, 2022, p. 38, hal.science/hal-03700564v1/file/Ambedkar%20and%20Ambedkari 

sm%20_Book_Pramod%20Ranjan_%20Assam%20Univesity.pdf. Accessed 23 July 2024.  

Bader, Veit-Michael. Secularism Or Democracy?: Associational Governance of Religious Diversity. 

Amsterdam UP, 2007.  

Bandyopādhyāẏa, Śekhara, and Aloka Parasher-Sen. Religion and Modernity in India. Oxford 

UP, USA, 2017.  

Bhargava, Rajeev. Secularism and its critics. Oxford University Press, USA, 1998.  

Bhargava, Rajeev. "Nehru against Nehruvians on Religion and Secularism." Economic & 

Political Weekly, vol. 3, no. 8, 25 Feb. 2017, pp. 34-40. Accessed 25 July 2024.  

Chandra, Bipan. Communalism in Modern India. Har Anand Publications, 2008.  

Gandhi, Mahatma K. India of My Dreams. 2014.  

Gandhi, Mahatma K. Discourses on the Gita. 1960.  

---. Ethical Religion: Nîthi Dharma. 1922.  

---. Gandhi and Communal Problem. 2021.  

---. Hind Swaraj: Indian Home Rule. Sarva Seva Sangh Prakashan, 2014.  

---. India of My Dreams. 1970.  

---. MY GOD: M. K. Gandhi's Spiritual Journey and Philosophy of Nonviolence. Prabhat 

Prakashan, 2021.  



Vol. 12, No. 3 Borthakur & Borthakur: The Theoretical Intersection of Religion and Democracy… 

 

344 

---. My Religion. 1955.  

Goyder, George. Trusteeship: A Possible Solution to Problems of Power, Exploitation, Conflict, and 

Alienation. 1980.  

Guha, Ramachandra. India after Gandhi: The history of the world's largest democracy. Pan 

Macmillan, 2017.  

Guha, Ramachandra. India After Gandhi: A History. Pan Macmillan, 2023.  

Khilnani, Sunil. The idea of India. Penguin Books India, 2004.  

Kripalani, Krishna. All Men are Brothers: Life and Thoughts of Mahatma Gandhi as Told in His 

Own Words. 1979.  

Kumar, Narender. Politics and religion in India. Taylor & Francis, 2019.  

Losonczi, Peter, and Walter V. Herck. Secularism, Religion, and Politics: India and Europe. 

Routledge, 2017.  

Nehru, Jawaharlal. Discovery of India. Penguin UK, 2008.  

Sabhlok, Sanjeev. Breaking Free of Nehru: Let's Unleash India! Breaking Free of Nehru, 2008.  

Sampathkumar, M. "Comparative Study B.R. Ambedkar and Mahatma Gandhi." Historical 

Research Letter, vol. 23, 2024, p. 8, core.ac.uk/download/pdf/234668651.pdf. Accessed 

24 July 2024.  

Selected Works of Dr BR Ambedkar, http://drambedkarbooks.wordpress.com Accessed 

24 July 2024 

Sen, Amartya. The argumentative Indian: Writings on Indian history, culture and identity. 

Penguin Books India, 2012.  

Tomlinson, B. R. The Indian National Congress and the Raj, 1929-1942. 1st ed., Macmillan. 

Varghese, Alexander P. India: History, religion, vision and contribution to the world. Atlantic 

Publishers & Dist, 2008.  

Venugopal, C. N. Religion and Indian society: A sociological perspective. Gyan Publishing 

House, 1998.  

 

 

 
 


