Biography

Paddy Keenan was born in Trim, Co. Meath, to John Keenan, Sr. of Westmeath and the former Mary Bravender of Co. Cavan. The Keenans were a Travelling family steeped in traditional music; both Paddy’s father and grandfather were uilleann pipers. Paddy himself took up the pipes at the age of ten, playing his first major concert at the Gaiety Theatre, Dublin when he was 14. He later played with the rest of his family in a group called The Pavees.

At 17, having fallen in love with the blues, Paddy left Ireland for England and Europe, where he played blues and rock. Returning to Ireland after a few years, he began playing around Dublin with singer/keyboardist Triona Ni Dhomhnaill and singer/guitarist Micheal O Dhomhnaill. Fiddler Paddy Glackin joined the three, and they asked flute player Matt Molloy to play with them shortly thereafter. Next accordion player Tony MacMahon joined the group, and then guitarist Donal Lunny was asked to listen to the six. Liking what he heard, he joined as well, and the loosely-knit band began calling itself Seachtar, the Irish word for seven.

Seachtar’s first major concert was in Dublin. They played a few more gigs around the country, but circumstances soon forced Tony MacMahon to drop out. When the rest of the band decided to turn professional, Paddy Glackin left as well; he was replaced by Donegal fiddler Tommy Peoples (who was later replaced by fiddler Kevin Burke). All the group needed now was a name.

Micheal had recently returned from Scotland, where he happened across a picture taken in the 1890s of a group of tattered musicians. “The Bothy Band”, it was titled, in reference to the migrant Irish laborers who worked in England and Scotland, where they were housed in stone huts known as “bothies”. Micheal suggested that the band take this name, and the others agreed. Thus was born one of the most influential bands of the 1970s, The Bothy Band.

The Bothy Band forever changed the face of Irish traditional music, merging a driving rhythm section with traditional Irish tunes in ways that had never been heard before. Those fortunate enough to have seen the band live have never forgotten the impression they made—one reviewer likened the experience to “being in a jet when it suddenly whipped into full throttle along the runway”. Paddy was one of the band’s founding members, and his virtuosity on the pipes combined with the ferocity of his playing made him, in the opinion of many, its driving force. Bothy Band-mate Donal Lunny once described Paddy as “the Jimi Hendrix of the pipes”; more recently, due to his genius for improvisation and counter-melody, he has been compared to jazz great John Coltrane.

Paddy’s flowing, open-fingered style of playing can be traced directly from the style of such great Travelling pipers as Johnny Doran; both Paddy’s father and grandfather played in the same style.  Although often compared to Doran, Paddy was 19 or 20 when he first heard a tape of Doran’s playing; his own style is a direct result of his father’s tutelage and influence.
Paddy’s style has continued to mature in the intervening years since the break-up of The Bothy Band as he has pursued a solo career. He tours the world, playing festivals and gigs in the US and Canada, Ireland, Europe, Israel, Australia and New Zealand, and the Far East. He appeared at the Telluride Bluegrass Festival and at Merlefest. At the Washington Irish Festival at Wolf Trap in 1995, Paddy performed in a concert with accordion player James Keane and guitarist John Doyle that was videotaped and has been broadcast worldwide. In 2000 he was a member of the Irish Pure Drops tour in Europe, along with accordion player Joe Derrane and guitarist Malachy Bourke. Paddy toured in 2003 with Eire Japan, a trio that featured fiddler Frankie Gavin and guitar and banjo player Junji Shirota. In 2006 Paddy played festivals as far afield as Israel and Thailand; he also spent time in Mali, working on a film project and attending the Festival in the Desert. 

Paddy has composed and arranged music for several film projects, including  Traveller, a major studio release starring Bill Paxton and Marky Mark (1997), as well as projects focusing on the history of the Navajo people, and on  pagan culture. He has recorded in recent years with many major artists in the world of Irish traditional music and beyond, including fiddler James Kelly, flute player Larry Nugent, Steve Morris of Deep Purple and the Dixie Dregs, Mary Chapin Carpenter, Bela Fleck and Tim O’Brien. 

On his own label, Hot Conya Records, Paddy produced Na Keen Affair in 1997, featuring Bothy Band-mate Tommy Peoples, Seamus Creagh, Niall Vallely and several Newfoundland musicians; and The Long Grazing Acre in 2001, with singer and guitarist Tommy O’Sullivan, former Bothy Band-mate Triona Ni Dhomhnaill, James Blennerhassett, Steve Housden, Greg Sheehan and others. Both albums were met with critical acclaim. 

In March 2000, Paddy’s elder brother Johnny lost his battle with lung cancer. In 2002 the first annual Johnny Keenan Banjo Festival was held in Longford, Ireland. That first festival coincided with Paddy’s being awarded the TG4 Traditional Music Award (Gradam Cheoil) as Traditional Musician of the Year. The ceremony was held at the Cork Opera House in November, where one of the high points was a surprise on-stage reunion of several members of The Bothy Band. Since receiving the award, Paddy has established The Long Grazing Acre Foundation, an educational trust fund for the Traveller community in Ireland; the fund provides student recipients with scholarship money to further their education.

Generally acknowledged as the most accomplished uilleann piper performing today, Paddy is certainly one of the most brilliant musicians of his generation. He can rightfully claim his place alongside such open-style legends as pipers John Cash and Johnny Doran.

Quotes
“Paddy Keenan has few peers in the world of traditional Irish music. For over thirty years he has focused on a simple but rarely attained goal: to present the music in its purest essence. Transcending the technical challenges of the uilleann pipes, flute and tin whistle, Paddy has consistently mined the rough ore of jigs, reels and airs, and worked and reworked their presentation until we, his audience, get to hear the real, pure, life-affirming beauty of them. If the end result is like water from a holy well, Paddy Keenan is surely one of the world’s best water witches!”—Tim O’Brien, 2001
“In a live situation, uilleann piper Paddy Keenan is probably the most exciting traditional musician in the world. His inventiveness and willingness to take risks most players wouldn’t even think of and pull them off makes his playing an endless source of fascination for traditional music lovers, and pipers in particular.”—Ken Ricketts and Marya Parker, 2001

“Paddy Keenan is the piper’s piper, the best of the best.”—Zina Lee, Celtic Café, 2001
“Paddy Keenan returned to Celtic Connections and presided over one of the most white-hot, most gloriously musical displays in, never mind the festival’s but, one suspects, the Royal Concert Hall itself’s, history.”—Rob Adams, Glasgow Herald, January 1998
“Keenan’s wild and free style of piping is at its unfettered best. With a front man like Keenan and a cast of musicians as distinguished as this, it’s not surprising that this disk rocks.”—Steve Winick, Dirty Linen, August/September 1997

“Paddy Keenan has consistently been one of the enigmas of Irish traditional music. Na Keen Affair is the first recorded evidence for 14 years that Keenan is still untouchable.”—Colin Harper, Q Magazine, March 1997

“Crucial to the vigorous vitality of the Bothy Band’s recordings was uilleann piper Paddy Keenan, who combined with fiddler Tommy Peoples and flutist Matt Molloy to create an aggressively raucous front line that constantly seemed on the verge of flying apart but never did.”—Geoffrey Himes, The Washington Post, 1997

“In Irish music there are legends and legends and then there’s Paddy Keenan. Paddy Keenan’s playing is now at its peak. Na Keen Affair is one hell of a comeback.”—John O’Regan, Rock ‘n’ Reel, 1997
“The genius of Paddy Keenan at the top of his art remains unassailable. There is no other uilleann piper alive who can reach the heights of performance that he can… a career…that has been distinguished by Olympian playing.”—Washington Irish Folk Festival, 1994

“I just couldn’t BELIEVE the ferocity with which Paddy Keenan attacked the uilleann pipes. A product of the wild style of Travelling pipers… Keenan was, for me, [The Bothy Band’s] most breathtaking component.”—Colin Irwin, Melody Maker

“A knowledge of the sum total of his technical achievements does not prepare one for the excitement of his playing. His fluid rolling style of piping is further heightened by his sure instinct for the right place to decorate the melody or even to interrupt its flow by a staccato passage of exceptional brilliance…The same approach to performance is evident… a willingness to risk everything for success, all the time reaching out for the difficult but rewarding turn or variation rather than taking the easy way around a musical problem.”—Tomas O Canainn, Traditional Music in Ireland (Routledge & Kegan Paul)

Discography

With The Bothy Band

Bothy Band 1975

Old Hag You Have Killed Me

Out of the Wind, Into the Sun

After Hours

Best of The Bothy Band

The Bothy Band Live in Concert

Solo Albums

Paddy Keenan (eponymous)

Poirt an Phiobaire

Na Keen Affair

The Long Grazing Acre

Other Recordings

Doublin’—Paddy Glackin and Paddy Keenan

Cry of the Mountain—Micheal O Suilleabhain

Maighread Ni Dhomhnaill (eponymous)
Triona-- Triona Ni Dhomhnaill

Folk Masters Ensemble—Danny Doyle

Celtic Soundscape—Paul Huellou

Dancin’ to the Ceili Band—The Bucks

A Celebration of Pipes in Europe

Music in the Meadow: Live from Wolf Trap, The Washington Irish Folk Festival

Forgotten Roots—Celtic Colours International Festival

Gaelic Roots Festival at Boston College

The Piping Concert—Celtic Connections Festival
Traditional Irish Music-- James Kelly

The Windy Gap-- Larry Nugent

Two Journeys-- Tim O’Brien

Famine Remembrance-- Patrick Cassidy

Aislinn- Celtic Jazz Collective

Os Amores Libres—Carlos Nunez

Live From the Katherine Cornell Theatre

Film Work

Traveller

Invisible People—The Genocide of the Traditional Navajos

