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The Music of Celtic Iberia


(Asturias and Galicia)


 


The Atlantic regions of northern Spain saw the first Celtic migrants arrive around 600 BC. They settled in this mountainous area and put down roots near the rugged seacoast. In 1 AD the Roman Legions began their long march through the Iberian Peninsula, establishing forts and settlements in what would become known as Asturias and Galicia, referring to the people they met as the Gallaecia. While the Legions would remain until 500 AD their only lasting influence on the indigenous culture was the supplanting of the native Celtic tongue with Latin. When the Romans began their withdrawal Celtic tribes from the British Isles began moving down from Brittany and intermingled with their Celtic cousins. Soon, other tribes from the Continent moved in as well. Like the Romans, their influence on the native Celtic culture was minimal. For three hundred more years the Celtic people of this area flourished and even checked the spread of the Moors who began their tenure in Spain, but never conquered the northern areas. In fact, Asturias served as the launching pad for the eventual counter-attack that drove the Moors off the peninsula. 





This history of semi-isolation led to the development of a fascinating blend of musical styles. While other areas of the Iberian Peninsula were heavily influenced by Roman, Visigothic, and Moorish culture the northern regions continued to trade more heavily with - and be influenced by - Celtic people in Brittany, Cornwall, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. The bagpipe - called the gaita by the Galicians - enjoys pride of place as one of the most popular musical instruments. Traditionally the gaita has been paired with a variety of percussion instruments and even the harp, which also enjoys a long popular history in the region. But all the instruments used in these Celtic regions must compete in popularity with the lovely lilt of the local voice. Galicians and Asturians both revere their home-grown singing talent - and with good reason.





The fortunes of local traditional music have waxed and waned throughout the generations. But in the 1970's a revival swept through the area which proved to be an incubator for some amazing talent that came into full bloom during the last ten years. Following are some suggestions for artists and albums which will hopefully serve as a starting place for your own exploration of the Celtic sound of Spain.





Jose Angel Hevia Velasco, better known as Hevia, is one of the first international stars to come out of Celtic Iberia. His traditional Asturian piping has served as an inspiration to numerous traditional music fans. Two albums to look for are "Tierra de Nadie" (No Man's Land) and "Al Otru Llau" (The Other Side) from 1998 and 2000. Both albums were released by EMI Odeon.





Xose Manuel Budino is another popular piper; this time from Galicia. His 1997 album "Paralia" from Resistencia Records won numerous international awards and also features the beautiful voice of Mercedes Peon. Peon is a shining light in the field of Galician music - combining a voice powerful enough to compete with the whirling gaitas, a dancer's grace on stage, and a genuine passion for her musical heritage. Thanks to the internet, her difficult to find work can be found at: http://www.cdroots.com/res-peon.html.


 


One of the hottest acts to come out of Galicia in recent years is the vibrant piping of Susana Seivane. Green Linnet (http://www.greenlinnet.com/) is currently featuring many of her albums. Seivane comes from a family of noted traditional musicians and is serving as an energetic ambassador of local music.





It can be difficult for traditional music fans in the US to find unusual Celtic music coming out of Spain. One easy introduction is the Chieftains's award-winning album "Santiago". This production focuses on the Galician music tradition and features a terrific line-up of guest artists. Perhaps one of the most exciting is Carlos Nunes, an extremely popular Galician piper who is certainly worth checking out.
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Check out the Thistle and Shamrock website for more information on Celtic music. http://www.npr.org/programs/thistle/ 
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