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The  Wire  Branch  

Hello and welcome to the second issue 

of the new look Wire Strings—and yet 

another look. After printing the last 

issue, the grayscale areas didn’t look 

too great so here’s another attempt. 

Thanks for the response to the last is-

sue, quite a few folk got in touch and let 

me know that they liked the new for-

mat, and more importantly 

renewed subscriptions.  

I’ve been busy as usual since 

the last newsletter, with the 

end of year tour for Sgoil 
Chiùil na Gaidhealtachd, 

and teaching a short course 

at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, the Gaelic Col-

lege on Skye. One of the highlights was 

accompanying Anne Lorne Gillies in 

concert and then hearing her illustrated 

talk on her book Songs of Gaelic Scot-
land. Bill Taylor wrote a report on the 

book for the last issue, and now that 

I’ve heard Anne’s talk and spent some 

time perusing my own new copy I can 

definitely second Bill’s views! 

You will all have noticed the absence of 

the newsletter for some months now, 

and I can only apologize for this. Many 

of you know about my accident last 

summer and subsequent health prob-

lems which made it impossible for me to 

keep up with the newsletters and in-

deed with various membership enquir-

ies etc. However, I am pretty  much 

back to full strength, and am perform-

ing and teaching again as well, which is 

good.  

This issue is a double issue containing 

tunes and material which would have 

formed the second and third newslet-

ters of the year, although any dates and 

information which is now out of date 

has been removed, and the fourth one 

will go out in June. To make up for lost 

time, and to get back in line with the 

rest of the society we have extended the 

membership year to the end of June 

instead of the end of April, so subscrip-

tions are not due until 1st July. 

We are also including a printing of an 

important but hard to get a hold of arti-

cle, John Gunn’s An Historical Enquiry 
Respecting the Performance of the Harp 

in the Highlands of Scotland 
from the Earliest Times, un-
til it was discontinued, about 
the year 1734.  This article 

was published by Constable 

and Company in Edinburgh 

in 1807, and I am sure will 

be of great interest to our 

members. 

We are also reprinting Bill Taylor’s ex-

cellent Guide to Fingernail Technique, 

which is available to all branch mem-

bers (a copy was sent to all members 

some years ago). If you joined before 

2006 but did not receive a copy please 

let me know. Members who joined since 

2006 will need to wait till the reprint 

comes out, but I have it on my list to 

send you one! 

And lastly, my accident made it all too 

clear to me that the newsletter desper-

ately needs more people to contribute 

articles and information. Thanks to 

Shahnaz Mosam for the article on page 

14, but please, for the newsletter to sur-

vive and keep regular and interesting, I 

need your help too! 

Best wishes 

Karen 

Please use the feedback form on 
www.clarsach.net to get in touch regard-
ing any articles or comments about the 
newsletter. I’m afraid I have had to stop 
publishing my email address due to 
huge amounts of spam.  Thanks. 
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Still needing to get photos  with my 
wire harp … maybe next time! 



in a sealed enve-

lope written by a 

sponsor, being a 

recognised music 

teacher, who 

need not be a clarsach teacher but 

should be a teacher of music or 

performing musician able to com-

ment on the applicant’s general 

musical ability. 

Applicants must be members of 

the Clarsach Society, either Adult 

or Junior (all Wire Branch mem-

bers are therefore eligible to ap-

ply). 

The value of the award will be 

fixed by the Society's Music Com-

mittee but is likely to be 12 x 

£22.50 (the current monthly harp 

rental). 

Applications will be 

given consideration 

by the Society’s Mu-

sic Committee and 

the scholarship awarded to the 

candidate(s) considered most de-

serving. The Committee’s decision 

will be final. The successful appli-

cant will be required to give a writ-

ten account of how they used the 

award and this may be published 

in the Society’s Annual Report. 

Wire and bray harper Caroline 

Pugh, a 4th year student on the 

Scottish Music course at the 

RSAMD is the current holder of 

the scholarship. 

The Clarsach Society offers an an-

nual scholarship award to encour-

age promising players at all levels 

and especially those with limited 

resources. The award is for use 

towards the cost of tuition by at-

tendance at an approved course (eg 

Edinburgh International Harp 

Festival ) or for private lessons.  

Application forms are available 

online at 

www.clarsachsociety.co.uk/

scholarship.htm. Also required is: 

a) A recording on audio cassette 

tape or CD, about 5-7 minutes 

long, of music played by the appli-

cant on clarsach. 

b) A confidential recommendation 

Following the revamp of the news-

letter Karen has also taken on the 

branch website 

www.clarsach.net and given it a 

make over.  

Simon Chadwick had done great 

work in starting the site but things 

were no longer being kept up to 

date and it was decided that it was 

important to have an easy to run 

and update site even if that meant 

losing some of the fancier features, 

such as music and video clips. All 

the articles are still there, in the 

Library page, and the Irish Terms 

facility is still operational thanks 

to some help in hosting from Si-

mon and his site 

www.earlygaelicharps.info. 

The site is part of the Spanglefish 

portal mentioned in the last news-

letter, an ideal solution for anyone 

thinking it would be a good idea to 

have their own site (especially as 

we are no longer hosting artists 

pages on the branch site.) 

Have a look and sign the 

guestbook before you go!  

One of the fun ways of improving 

your sight reading abilities is with 

this little game. The computer 

equivalent of flash cards, you can 

choose between treble, bass or both 

clefs, and in true computer game 

fashion can record the 20 highest 

scores. Weiser software’s Sight 

Reading Challenge costs £5.25 to 

download from  

http://www.wieser-

software.com/lmusic/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why not share any tips that you 

might have regarding this or any 

other aspect of music making? 

Other areas might be memorizing 

tunes, learning by ear, adapting 

pieces to suit the range of your 

instrument, etc. 

Clarsach Society Scholarship Award 1 November deadline 

New 
Branch Website 
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www.clarsachsociety.co.uk/

scholarship.htm 

Sight Reading—How do you learn? 



This time I’ve been surfing for 

metronomes, and found that those 

indispensable little black instru-

ments of torture have gone all 

computerised. So here are a few, 

mostly freeware, which do the job 

nicely if you’re the kind of person 

who always has the computer on. 

www.sheetmusicnow.com/docs/
static/freeSoftware.asp         
The Amazing Metronome for Win-
dows is a very useful digital tool 

for all musicians, featuring two 

separate tracks with main and sub

-beats sounding simultaneously in 

a wide range of time signatures 

and possible beat subdivisions 

along with adjustable tempo set-

tings and a selection of sampled 

percussion sounds. A free down-

load. 

www.metronomeonline.com    
A virtual metronome of the turn 

the dial type – very easy to use, no 

need to download, just go to the 

page, click ‘on’ and click the re-

quired tempo. Also gives an A440 

sound. 

www.hitsquad.com/smm/
programs/EchoView_Pro/         
A more sophisticated freeware pro-

gramme is available here with 

multiple time signatures and stop-

watch facilities. I haven’t tried it 

out on my own computer but it 

could be useful. 

www.metronome.vispa.com/
index/htm                                 
The Orange Metronome is said to 

be more than a digital pendulum, 

described as a complex rhythm 

generator and trainer with which 

you can learn new beat patterns 

and develop your sense of timing. 

It is also a simple percussive ac-

companiment device. It is compact 

yet fully featured. You can down-

load an evaluation pack which lets 

you use it 30 times before disa-

bling, but that should let you de-

cide it it’s worth $15 or not!   

www.ossmann.com/bigears/
index.html                             
Practice recognizing intervals 

online with Big Ears!  It took a 

little bit of time to load on my com-

puter (it warns you about that) 

and the sound isn't wonderful but 

it’s a great tool.  

Pressing the Big Ears button plays 

two consecutive notes which you 

then have to identify, and it tells 

you if you’re right or not.  You can 

start with common intervals and 

gradually expand the testing as 

you get more able. You can set it to 

only give ascending or descending 

intervals or to mix the two. 

Being able to recognize intervals 

and therefore play them back on 

the harp, is an important part of 

learning to play by ear. A bit of 

time with this website will in-

crease both your ability and your 

confidence. So give it a go! 

 

 

Webwatch—Metronomes and Big Ears! 

Have fun (or torture yourself) at  
www.ossmann.com/bigears/index.html 
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Brendan Ring is  an Irish tradi-

tional musician playing uilleann 

pipes, low whistle and wire strung 

harp whose roots are in County 

Cork where his grand-father Tim 

Ring, a box player, first awoke his 

interest in Irish music. He has 

since obtained a master's degree in 

traditional music, under the super-

vision of Michael O'Suilleabhain, 

with whom he also collaborated in 

Hiberno- Jazz and Lumen( Euro-

vision song  contest interval piece). 

A featured soloist in the   ac-

claimed RTE television series A 
River of Sound, the changing 
course of Irish traditional music 
and Brendan has also appeared on 

various other programs such as 

the Late Late Show and  recording 

credits include Across the Waters, 
Irish traditional music from Eng-
land ( solo and with flute player 

extraordinaire, Niall Keegan) and 

John Spillane’s The Wells of the 
World. 

Brendan enjoys composing and has 

had his tunes recorded and per-

formed by such notable artists as 

Flook, Sharon Shannon, Nomos, 

Laoise Kelly, Tabache, Sualtam 

and many others. He recently 

played at Saint-Chartier and the 

William Kennedy piping festival. 

Indeed I know many harpers who 

play his lovely jig Lis na Gun. 
Brendan’s solo CD Troublesome 
Things was released in 2001.  

Another claim to fame is the line 

in John Spillane's song " Magic 

Nights in the Lobby Bar". Recently 

recorded by Christy Moore, the 

song contains the lines " They 

were magic nights in the Lobby 

Bar when Brendan Ring played 

Madame Bonaparte and every note 

that the piper would play, would 

send me away.." Now you can lis-

ten to Brendan, both on pipes and 

wire harp, and see the harping 

video clip at www.myspace.com/

brendanring 

Brendan Ring—wire harpers on myspace! 

Uilleam piper and wire harper Brendan Ring 



The original title of this work, 

which was never published, was A 
Collection of Vocal Airs of the 
Highlands of Scotland,  communi-
cated as sung by the people and 
formerly played on the harp. Angus 

Fraser was the son of Captain Si-

mon Fraser, whose own collection, 

The airs and melodies peculiar to 
the Highlands of Scotland and the 
Isles, for the pianofor-
te, harp, organ or vio-
loncello, chiefly ac-
quired during the in-
teresting period from 
1715 to 1745, was 

first published in 

1816. 

Angus Fraser’s collec-

tion contains 245 airs, 

given as mostly dia-

tonic melodies with-

out any bass line. 

While it is unfortunate that there 

no words to these songs were in-

cluded, the absence of bass lines is 

a benefit to wire harpers today. 

Bass lines were often included in 

18th and 19th century collections 

of Scottish, Irish and Welsh music 

to ‘improve’ the tunes and make 

them more interesting to the sub-

scribers and purchasers of the col-

lections. Of course, what they real-

ly did was obscure the music with 

their own harmonies, derived from 

romantic, classical music. 

What we now have therefore, in 

the modern publication of Angus 

Fraser’s work [reset and published 

by Taigh na Teud] is a treasure 

chest of tunes suitable for the wire 

strung harp. Bill Taylor notes that 

“Harmonising the tunes should not 

present much difficulty as long 

as we keep things simple. Don’t 

fall into the old trap of trying to 

improve the music; try instead 

to support the melody as if it 

were being sung. Much of tradi-

tional music—seemingly from 

all over Europe, Africa and the 

Middle East as well—employs 

contrasting chords to establish 

a basis of ‘home’ and ‘away’ / 

‘resolution’ and ‘tension’. The 

skill in playing a melody on 

wire strings is to keep the har-

monies of the ‘home’ chord sepa-

rate from those of the ‘away’ 

chord.” 

The tune Beloved Maiden or Òigh 
mhùirneach ho ì, [also translated 

as The Darling Virgin] published  

in the last issue of Wire Strings, is 
from the Angus Fraser Collection. 

Cynthia Cathcart notes that “This 

is a very special tune, because the 

ornaments are written into the 

original manuscript. While the 

manuscript does not indicate     

precisely that this is a ringing  

ornament, ‘the strings in between’ 

welcome the ring.” 

The introduction to the Taigh na 

Teud edition states that the manu-

script was found in an Edinburgh 

second hand book shop in the 

1950s by Professor S T M New-

man, Dean of the Faculty of Music 

at Edinburgh University, who pre-

sented it to the University Library. 

All 245 tunes are in the edition, 

along with any marginal notes 

which are reprinted at the end. 

The order of the tunes is not  iden-

tical to the manuscript for reasons 

of spacing and Gaelic orthography 

has not been standardized apart 

from the changing of all accents to 

graves in line with modern usage. 

Taigh na Teud state that “the 

overall intention has been to pre-

sent the collection as Angus Fraser 

might have wished it.” 

The Angus Fraser Collection is 

available from 

www.scotlandsmusic.com Or Taigh 

na Teud Publishers                       

13 Upper Breakish                                      

Isle of Skye IV42 8PY                                 

01471 822528             Price £12. 

much sought after prizes for solo 

and choral competitions. Entry 

forms are available online at 

www.the 

mod.co.uk/entryforms/senior.htm   

with individual entries costing £5. 

However senior entrants must also 

be members of An Comunn           

Gàidhealach, the society which 

organises national and regional 

mods, and this costs £15 per an-

num. 

The Royal National Mod will be 

held in Fort William from 12-20 

October 2007. There are two wire 

strung harp competitions, Elemen-

tary (B334) and Advanced (B335), 

both of which require the competi-

tor to play two contrasting pieces 

of their own choice.  

Anyone wishing to take part (and 

we do need greater numbers!) 

should note that the closing date 

for applications is usually the end 

of May. 

The National Mod features five 

days of music competitions, with 

the main focus on singing with 

The Angus Fraser Collection 

Am Mòd Nàiseanta Rìoghail          

Cover of the Taigh na 
Teud publication. 
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CALL FOR ARRANGEMENTS 

AND ORIGINAL TUNES 

Is anyone willing to share some 

of their arrangements or com-

positions with the branch?  

If so get in touch with Karen, 

or send a copy to the address 

given above. Handwritten piec-

es will be accepted and typeset 

by the branch. 

It would be good for everyone to 

share their work, which could 

be of any standard, or genre, 

and helpful to learners to see 

what other members are work-

ing on or discovering. 



and fiddlers to even begin to real-

ize how traditional music should 

be played. And I’m not the only 

one to say this, I well remember 

being so advised by Alison Kin-

naird in lessons, quite a few years 

ago now. 

When Leaves Fall includes 

tunes by fiddle greats 

James Scott Skinner and 

Hector MacAndrew, Shet-

lander Gideon Stove, pip-

ing brothers Allan and Dr 

Angus MacDonald as well 

as traditional tunes, Gael-

ic airs, Lauren’s own tunes and 

one each from Addie Harper and 

young box player Nicky McMichan. 

Accompaniment is tastefully pro-

vided by Barry Reid on guitar and 

Not a harp recording, but a debut 

CD by a young Scottish fiddler 

whose maturity and  understand-

ing of Scottish music left a deep  

impression upon me. It’s been a 

long time since I’ve put on a CD of 

traditional music 

and thought ‘I must 

learn that tune!’, but 

Lauren has obviously 

thought deeply about 

what tunes to record 

and there are quite a 

few on here that I’d 

like to learn. 

Harpers often fall 

into the trap of only listening to 

other harp players, which is not, if 

I may say so on these pages, the 

way to learn about Scottish mu-

sic—we are a broken tradition and 

we have to listen to pipers, singes 

James Ross on piano, being joined 

on 3 tracks by button accordionist 

Luke Daniels, with renowned fiddler 

Chris Stout as producer. Lauren 

won the BBC Radio 2 Young Folk 

Award, is currently in her honours 

year of the Scottish music degree at 

the RSAMD and received funding 

from the Dewar Arts Award to make 

this album. 

CD (£12) available from: 

www.laurenmaccoll.co.uk 

Hear tracks from the album at: 

www.myspace.com/laurenmaccoll 

Lauren MacColl : Scottish fiddling  in young but mature hands 
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Canty, Felix Femina:  Scottish 
Medieval Polyphony.   

Four women singers with William 

Taylor, wire-strung clarsach and 

symphonie.  Features 13th C Scot-

tish polyphony from the St An-

drews Music Book, containing a 

musical reconstruction of a medie-

val Scottish Ladymass and several 

sequences, hymns and instrumen-

tals including:  

Hymns: Ave maris stella and Ave 

Maria gratia plena Sequences:  

Laudes Christo decantamus and 

Hodierne lux Clarsach instrumen-

tals include improvisations on the 

tenors of several hymns, and also 

transcriptions of some complete 

vocal pieces, such as Sanctus: De 

vertine nato, Agnus Dei: Mortis 

dira and Preter rerum. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gaudeamus CD GAU 360; 

www.sanctuaryclassics.com. 

 

Ann Heymann, Cruit go nÓr/
Harp of Gold.   

Solo music for wire-strung harp, 

with guests Charlie Heymann 

voice and percussion; Ronn McFar-

lane, lute; Julie Elhard, vielle and 

viola da gamba; and Laura Mac-

Kenzie, flute.  Contains music and 

song from 14th-18th C, including 

works from Ireland, Italy, Scotland 

and Wales.  

New CDs 

Track listing: Virgo Sancta 

BrigidaSchock.a.torum & 

Masque by Cormack McDer-

mott Woe Betyd Thy Wearie 

Bodie, Straloch MS Conchub-

har Mhac Coiréibhe Lamento 

di Tristan/La rotta Kaniad 

San Silin (extract), Robert ap 

Huw MS Port Robart/

Airrgeann Mór Port Bal-

langowne/Is eagal leam am 

bas/Jig Cailín ó Chois tSiúre 

mé Cumha Ioarla Wigton Ca-

naries, Straloch MS Cumha a' 

Chléirich Sith co nemh 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CMCD 0706; 

www.clairseach.com. 
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PLEASE NOTE THE MUSIC HAS BEEN 
ATTACHED AT THE END OF THE 
ORIGINAL JOURNAL PAGES FOR THIS 
WEB VERSION. 
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PLEASE NOTE THE MUSIC HAS BEEN 
ATTACHED AT THE END OF THE 
ORIGINAL JOURNAL PAGES FOR THIS 
WEB VERSION. 



Contains four white LED lights 

with a dimmer switch, and in-

cludes UK AC/DC adaptor.  Per-

haps a battery model exists, but I 

am very happy with the small size 

of this light and its power of 

brightness.  £22.99 + postage, Blue 

Aran Professional Sound & Light-

ing; 023 8023 5899;  

www.justaddmusic.net. 

I have just found a very useful and 

discreet stage light.  Made by J&R, 

the model is called "e-Ray 12", an 

LED gooseneck light with spring 

clip.  Easily clips to a folding music 

stand, and the 12" gooseneck can 

be twisted to shine on either print-

ed music or on harp strings.   

Thanks to branch member Alison 

for sharing her arrangement of the 

traditional jig in this issue. I’m 

sure Alison’s recorded work will be 

familiar to most of our members 

but it is worth remembering that 

Alison’s publications are also a 

great source of material and inspi-

ration for wire harpers. Obviously 

there is a wealth of information in 

Tree of Strings which was co-

written with Keith Sanger and 

traces the development of the harp 

in Scotland from its earliest ap-

pearance on the Pictish stones of 

the 8th century to the present day. 

Alison has also published a tutor 

book, The Small Harp A Step by 
Step Tutor, which while intended 

for a gut strung instrument, has  a 

very useful section on ornamenta-

tion which would be of interest to 

wire players. The article on ar-

ranging tunes is also especially 

relevant, and of course the tunes 

themselves have been well chosen. 

The Harp Key was first published 

in 1986 and contains 24 tunes with 

informative notes and sources for 

each. Once again, the introductory 

article covering ornamentation 

and arrangement is good reading 

for wire harpers as well as those 

who play the gut strung instru-

ment.  The tunes themselves come 

from the old harp repertoire, and 

have been found in various manu-

scripts and publications such as 

Bowie’s Collection (1789), Patrick 

McDonald’s Collection (1784), Dan-

iel Dow’s Collection (c1775), the 

Angus Fraser ms, James Oswald’s 

Caledonian Pocket Companion. 

The tradition of harpers composing 

material has also been continued 

with Alison’s The Braidwood 
Waits, and her husband Robin 

Morton’s beautiful harp 

tune Ellen’s Dreams. 

While the arrangements in 

The Harp Key are for a 

Scottish gut strung harp, 

there are many reasons 

why wire players should 

also refer to this book. It is 

informative to see how 

Alison has decorated and 

arranged the tunes, and to 

discover how much of this 

works on wire with little 

or no alteration. It is also 

a valuable exercise to see 

what doesn’t work so well, 

and to try out alternatives 

which may be better suited to the 

wire harp. The player will also 

have to think about damping re-

quirements, but I have found that 

playing with a combination of cou-

pled hands technique and the ges-

tures from the Robert Ap Huw and 

Bunting manuscripts takes care of 

much of this without additional 

return damping. 

Alison has published two other 

books of tunes associated with the 

great houses of the area, called 

respectively The Lothian Collec-
tion and The North East Collec-
tion. Once again these contain 

background notes and source ma-

terial, along with Alison’s own il-

lustrations. 

Alison’s most recent CD, The     
Silver String, is the first recording 

to feature all 3 Scottish harps (gut, 

wire and bray) and was released in 

2004. Indeed all 3 harps play on 

The Horseman’s Port, and Alison is 

joined on various other 

tracks by Mike Katz 

(whistles), Robin Mor-

ton (bodhran), Alasdair 

White (fiddle, whistle), 

Christine Primrose 

(vocals), Ann Heymann 

(wire strung clarsach) 

and Charlie Heymann 

(bones).   Alison also 

plays cello and glass. 

The latter somewhat 

unusual instrument 

features on Psalmsong, 
which was the result of 

a Creative Scotland 

Award Alison received 

in 2002, and used to 

create an installation with music, 

glass, optical fibre light, dichroic 

colour, digital photography and 

printed textiles. A complimentary 

DVD features 3 videos, one of 

which is about Psalmsong. This 

glass piece is now on display in the 

Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh, 

but photographs of it and other 

work by Alison can be seen at her 

website www.alisonkinnaird.com. 

Alison’s books and recordings are 

available from Temple Records at 

www.templerecords.co.uk 

tel 01875 830328  

fax 01875 830 392 

Email:  

catalogue@templerecords.co.uk 

Stage light by Bill Taylor 

Alison Kinnaird, our guest arranger this issue 

Alison Kinnaird, 
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ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING OF 

THE WIRE BRANCH OF THE 

CLARSACH SOCIETY. 

The branch AGM was held on 9 Oc-
tober 2006 at the Brahan Estate, 
near Strathpeffer, at 7.30pm. 

AGENDA 

1.Apologies 

2.Approval of the minutes of the 
previous AGM. 

3.Convener’s Remarks 

4.The new face of the branch – 
newsletter, website etc 

5.Future developments. 

6.Election of office bearers. 

7.Any other competent busi-
ness. 

8.Date of the next meeting. 

 

Minutes of this meeting will appear 
in the next issue of the newsletter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Minutes of the 2005 AGM held 
at the Edinburgh International 

Harp Festival on 

3rd April 2005 

Minutes taken by Bill Taylor, Con-

venor 

1.  Apologies - from Barnaby 

Brown, Bob Evans, Simon Chad-

wick 

2.  Treasurer’s account - from 

Martyn Wheeler. Propose change 

to financial year end to 30 June.  

Unanimous. 

3.  Future dates for AGM           
Discussion about whether the Ed-

inburgh International Harp Festi-

val is the best time & location for 

the AGM.  A proposal to hold the 

2006 AGM at Bill’s October Wire 

course was seconded.  It was felt 

that it was important to retain a 

Wire Branch meeting at the EIHF, 

perhaps more as a welcoming re-

ception than an AGM.  Karen Mar-

shalsay proposed holding a booka-

ble wire-strung taster session dur-

ing the EIHF to allow new stu-

dents to have a go in an informal 

setting. 

4.  Accounts                                    
With the upcoming new account-

ing system it was discussed that 

closer attention needs to be paid to 

identifying sources of income -- 

membership, book sales, etc. 

5.  Membership renewal                 
The Wire Branch operates a mem-

bership policy which dates from 

the point of purchase.  The news-

letter serves to alert members 

when to renew, but other means of 

communicating were discussed.  It 

would be helpful to determine only 

one way of responding to requests 

for membership.   We need to 

streamline how membership hap-

pens -- one way in and out; 1 per-

son should be membership manag-

er.  Propose that Simon be mem-

bership secretary -- he accepts  

either Worldpay or cheques and 

forwards money to Martyn. 

Wire Branch AGM Brahan Estate, Strathpeffer, Monday 9 October 2006 7.30pm 
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6.  DVD                                            
The final editing is taking longer 

than expected.  We are investigating 

the question of printing scores and 

incorporating them into the DVD.         

Questions are arising over the need 

to use printed scores if we’re trying 

to encourage a traditional aural 

learning environment.  We are also 

looking for distributors, and plan to 

launch soon.  Karen Marshalsay 

mentioned examining Trad-

music.com, an Irish company which 

issues DVDs for guitar, whistle, etc.  

We should see how models exist for 

other instruments. 

7.  Tuition                                        
The Edinburgh group receives regu-

lar tuition through the Branch.  

Much as we would like to see online 

lessons, etc., the live teacher re-

mains the best situation at the mo-

ment.  The workshops are currently 

attracting on average 5-7 regular 

students but as yet it is just below 

breaking even.  Bill’s tuition fee, as 

standard set by the Clarsach Socie-

ty, is £75 per 1/2 day and the Clar-

sach Society funds his transporta-

tion.  So that means if we charge 

£10-15 per lesson we need 7.5 regu-

lar students. 

Autumn 2005 term prices rise to: 

Term per session for members  £15 

each, payable at start of each term 

Member individual sessions £18 

Non-member individual sessions £20 

A genuine contact now exists with 

the Bristol & West of England 

Branch.   

There has been an interest in main-

taining workshops in Abbots Mor-

ton.   

One is planned for 20 Aug. 2005, 

and we hope to keep the door open 

for future events. 

8.  Highland Harp Festival            
Bill is putting together a pro-

gramme to hold a wire-strung harp 

festival in Strathpeffer in 2007. 

 



perhaps. They were of different 

sizes,  from large lap to freestand-

ing, but all with very squat, wide 

soundboxes with curved backs, and 

straight foreposts. Quite different 

from the modern paraguayan 

harp. Unfortunately they were not 

in good condi-

tion. 

The other two 

were “arpe vig-

gianese” ie. 

harps played in 

the deep south 

of Italy by 19th 

century 

strolling harp-

ists ( buskers like me!). 

Most of these players came from 

Viggiano where there was a well 

established local music tradition, 

which died out in the early 20th 

century when many of them emi-

grated.  These harps are quite slim 

(and maybe not too heavy) with 

rectangular boxes, about 4 feet 

high, range 35 diatonic gut strings. 

One had soundholes at the back. 

The other had them at the front 

and also had simple semitone lev-

ers, made of a u- shaped steel hook 

inserted into the neck and it 

seems , turned to press on the 

string. I wondered how effective 

these were , and also about  their 

technique and repertoire. 

As well as these harps, the muse-

um displays the world famous and 

very ornate Barberini 

triple harp, another 

massive early triple 

harp, and a large 

number of 18th and 

19th century pedal 

harps, these last 

(dotted about  the 

rooms rather than in 

cases) all lightly built 

and prettily decorated, range 

about five and a half octaves. 

I recommend a visit to this muse-

um to any musician passing 

through Rome, not only for the 

harps , but all the instruments . It 

is centrally placed, not expensive, 

and fascinating. 

 

 

Recently I visited the above muse-

um (not as mad as it sounds as I 

live in Italy). I knew  that one of 

the most famous exhibits is the 

Barberini  triple harp, but to my 

delight I found many other old 

harps on display, some of which 

may be of interest  to readers, even 

though none of them were clar-

sachs.  The museum houses instru-

ments from all over the world, but  

most are European, from the mid-

dle ages onwards. 

     The  harp I felt to be of most 

interest to wire strung players  

(and my personal favourite) is a 

small 16th century bray harp, la-

belled as “arpetta gotica”. It is a 

perfect example, with one piece 

oval section soundbox, curved arm 

and forepost, and 26 strings and 

brays. It has two small soundholes 

at the front, one high, one low, and 

is almost black and very shiny 

with age. It seems in good shape 

and I wondered when and by 

whom it was last played. 

      The other harps I found inter-

esting were all “folk” harps.  Three 

were from south or central Ameri-

ca,  dating from the 18th century 

Scoil na gCláirseach- Summer 
School of Early Irish Harp is a 
summer school devoted to the ear-
ly Irish wire-strung harp. Scoil na 
gCláirseach 2007 will take place 
22nd-28th August at Kilkenny 
School of Music, Ireland. 

Scoil na gCláirseach’s director and 
historical Irish harpist, Siobhan 
Armstrong will be joined on staff 
by Simon Chadwick, Ann Hey-
mann, Javier Sainz, Sean Donnelly 
and Keith Sanger  and the follow-
ing topics will be covered: 

old Gaelic harp repertoire from 
early manuscripts and printed 
sources, from both Ireland and the 
Scottish Highlands 

• historical playing 
and string-
damping tech-
niques 

• idiomatic Irish 
melodic orna-
mentation 

• historically in-
formed ap-
proaches to bass 

and treble 

• other historical repertoire ap-
propriate to the instrument 

• practical applications 
e.g. physical posture and 
nail care 
 

For more information see 

www.irishharpschool.com 

 

 

HISTORIC   HARPS   In the  MuseoNazionale degli 
Strumenti  Musicale of Rome by Shahnaz Mosam. 

Sgoil naClairseach summer school 

www.irishharpschool.com/more.htm 
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“It seemed to be in good 

shape and I wondered when 

and by whom it was last 

played.” 



The average citizen wandering 

slowly past an  Edwardian bay 

window in Edinburgh’s genteel 

Morningside on a Sunday after-

noon is surely unaware that he is 

passing a maelstrom of cultural 

activity as Bill Taylor’s regular 

Edinburgh work-

shop meets to inves-

tigate the mysteries, glories and 

challenges of the wire strung harp 

of antiquity.  Behind the lace cur-

tains the High Priest of Modes and 

Graces patiently initiates his small 

but faithful congregation in the 

rites of harping.   His willowy 

frame can be seen circulating the 

crouched and intense figures of the 

aspiring harpers, a group whose 

persistence is only matched by its 

maturity, gently insisting on each 

technical imperative essential to 

the production of a clean, con-

trolled, ringing and beautiful per-

formance. 

As a result of Bill’s persistence 

every group member can- or 

should be able-to demonstrate 

without hestitation the full range 

of graces as catalogued by Bunting 

and apply these appropriately to 

the bare melody line, at the same 

time fully understanding the six 

rhythmic modes and the modal 

scales which under-

lie the tunes.   In-

deed, all aspiring wire harpers 

must be fully conversant with 

these if they are to revive the true 

spirit of the music and instrument 

with which they are working. 

Bill brings to the meetings music 

he has arranged from a great vari-

ety of sources and periods.    The 

group explores tunes from Scottish 

lute manuscripts such as Skene, 

Straloch, and Wemyss, music from 

manuscripts and collections such 

as those of Edwards, Thomson, 

Gillespie, Angus Fraser, Dow and 

Athole and from Irish collections 

such as Petrie and the Ancient 

Music of Ireland.    Sprightly dance 

tunes, baleful coronachs, lute 

tunes which so aptly express the 

character of their period,  chants of 

mediaeval pilgrims,  the melodic 

gems of O’Carolan,  tunes from the 

Gaelic tradition telling of love and 

war, of  landscape and seascape,  

of homesickness and homecoming, 

of church and state, of sacred and 

profane, of longing and fulfilment.   

The pleasure of working on such 

music with a teacher of Bill’s 

knowledge and skill is what makes 

these workshops such a rich and 

pleasurable experience. 

Bill has been holding these Edin-

burgh workshops for around eight 

years now.  The workshops take 

place on Sundays throughout the 

year but with a summer break in 

July and August.     Anyone inter-

ested in attending can contact Bill 

on 01997 42 143 or email 

bill@clarsach.net. 

 

 

Edinburgh Workshop Dates  
with Bill Taylor 

Monthly wire workshops in Edinburgh 

Individual workshops £20 each 

We are a group of players at all 

levels, and we're always very hap-

py to welcome new players or 

lapsed players! 

Hope to see you there, 

Bill 

Bill Taylor 

Orchard House, Castle Leod 

Strathpeffer  IV14 9AA   

Tel. +44 (0)1997 421143            
Fax +44 (0)1997 421260 

 

 

 

Although we are known as the Wire 

Branch of the Clarsach Society, we’d 

also like to extend a warm welcome 

to any bray harp players who might 

be out there, whether they also play 

wire or not! Indeed, we would also be 

interested to hear from anyone using 

fingernail technique on non bray gut 

strung harps. 

I have had my bray harp for one year 

now and initially thought I’d need to 

keep all my repertoires very separate 

but have been struck recently by how 

well things transfer from wire to bray 

or vice versa, especially if the playing 

style utilises fingering patterns or 

gestures from the Robert Ap Huw 

ms. Check out Bill’s Fingernail Tech-

nique booklet if you need a quick re-

fresher! And let us know if you have 

had similar experience (or perhaps 

you disagree?). All feedback welcome. 

Hello everyone, 

I hope you've had a good summer.  

I'm writing to tell you the dates of 

our next workshops: 

13 May 

10 June 

As before, we meet on Sunday af-

ternoons from 2-5 pm at the home 

of Tony & Miriam Dilworth, 57 

Morningside Park.  We are so very 

grateful for their continued hospi-

tality! 

Prices as before: 

Wire Branch members --3 work-

shops for £15 each -- £45 total Indi-

vidual workshops, £18 each      Non

-Wire-Branch members -- 
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Report by Willie Wattie 

Bray players  
welcome! 



New Position for Wire Branch 
Treasurer 

With the retirement of long-

serving Hon. Treasurer Bill Gilles-

pie, our own Branch treasurer 

Martyn Wheeler has accepted a 

nomination to become new Hon. 

Treasurer for the Clarsach Society.  

Although he has been advising the 

board for several months, it was 

not until the recent AGM that 

Martyn was officially voted in.  

Martyn, an accountant and a 

farmer as well as harp player, con-

tinues to be the Branch treasurer, 

alongside his duties as treasurer 

for the Parent Body.  Martyn en-

ters at an interesting time, as the 

Society looks to comply with the 

new legislation for charities and 

for VAT. 

 

Scholarship Winner from the Wire 
Branch 

Congratulations to Wire Branch 

member Caroline Pugh, who has 

been given support from the schol-

arship fund of the Clarsach Society 

to take individual tuition from Bill 

Taylor in bray harp and wire-

strung clarsach.  Caroline is a first 

study Scots singer, currently stud-

ying wire and bray harp with Ka-

ren Marshalsay in her honours 

year of the BA in Scottish Music at 

the Royal Scottish Academy of Mu-

sic and Drama in Glasgow. 

 

New Gaelic Advisor Position in the 
Clarsach Society 

At the AGM of the Clarsach Socie-

ty, the membership approved a 

clause which allowed for the Socie-

ty to appoint a Gaelic Advisor, and 

John Macleod accepted the posi-

tion.  A draft was presented for 

discussion of a Gaelic Policy for the 

Society.  It presents the following 

aims already within the constitu-

tion of the Clarsach Society: 

a) to promote and encourage the 

playing of the clàrsach 

b) to preserve its place in the na-

tional life of Scotland, especially 

among Gaelic speaking people 

c) to uphold its title to be the true 

and most ancient instrument of 

Scotland 

d) by means of a Music Committee, 

to collect, produce and distribute 

music and songs for the clàrsach, 

to arrange competitions and 

demonstrations 

e) to encourage playing at local 

and national Mods. 

The Gaelic Policy proposes that 

the Society should support and 

encourage the use of the Gaelic 

language by putting the following 

into practice: 

1.  The Society will continue to be 

known as “Comunn na Clàrsaich 

(The Clarsach Society)”.  The Soci-

ety is affiliated to An Comunn 

Gaidhealach, and the President of 

An Comunn Gaidhealach is an ex-

officio Vice-President of Comunn 

na Clàrsaich. 

2.  The Society will respond in 

Gaelic to correspondence received 

in Gaelic. 

3.  The Society will aim to include 

a Gaelic-speaking representative 

on its Executive Council, who will 

be its Gaelic spokesperson. 

4.  The Society will aim to main-

tain its website in a substantially 

bilingual Gaelic/English format. 

5.  The Society will aim to have a 

proportion of any promotional ma-

terial, press releases, etc. pub-

lished in Gaelic. 

6.  The Society will encourage the 

development of Gaelic language 

and  

culture by supporting and contrib-

uting to Gaelic cultural events 

such as The Royal National Mod, 

the Pan-Celtic Festival etc and by 

publishing available Gaelic musi-

cal materials as part of regular 

Society publications. 

7.  The Society, through the Edin-

burgh International Harp Festival 

or other such Society events in 

Scotland, will encourage and pro-

mote the Gaelic language by en-

suring that Gaelic is included in 

the content of courses, workshops, 

exhibitions, concerts or other as-

pects of the Festival, consistent 

with levels of demand and the 

availability of suitable tutors and 

artistes. 

The Royal National Mod 

The Royal National Mod 2007 will 

be in Fort William from 12-20 Oc-

tober 2007.  For more information:  

tel. 01463 709705; info@the-

mod.co.uk; www.the-mod.co.uk.  

Aside from the two competitions 

devoted to wire-strung clarsach 

playing (B334 Solo playing, ele-

mentary and B335 Solo playing, 

advanced) wire-strung players are 

encouraged to enter the competi-

tion for solo playing with self-

accompaniment of a song (B327, 

Senior competition).  A set piece 

for 2007 has been arranged for 

wire-strung clarsach by Bill Tay-

lor, being an edition of Anne Mac-

dearmid’s arrangement for gut-

strung lever harp. 

Review of Rates 

The annual Review of Rates had a 

slight effect on the Wire Branch.  

Harp hire remains at £22.50 per 

month, unchanged since 2002.  

The recommended rates for teach-

ing has risen slightly, with the 

new  rates of £80 per half day (3 

hours) and £160 per full day (6 

hours) going into effect from 1st 

January 2007.  This is a slight in-

crease of only £5 on the previous 

half day rate, which pays for the 

monthly afternoon wire-strung 

workshops in Edinburgh. 

News from the Meetings of the Clarsach Society’s Music Committee 

and Executive Council,and AGM, 18 Nov. 2006 by Bill Taylor 
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Edinburgh International Harp 
Festival 

Branch visibility has already been 

discussed, to offer introductory 

sessions to wire-strung playing.  

These could be either free or with 

a slight charge, but bookable in 

advance.  There are difficulties 

with finding enough support to do 

this for the festival, but in the fu-

ture we should certainly consider 

offering these. 

The Edinburgh Branch had a very 

interesting idea of offering a £5 

voucher to its own branch mem-

bers attending the Festival.  

Vouchers could be applied towards 

classes, workshops or concerts.  At 

the end of the Festival, the admin-

istrator totalled up all the vouch-

ers and invoiced the Branch ac-

cordingly.  This is an interesting 

way to encourage Branch members 

to attend the Festival, who might 

not otherwise.  Should the Wire 

Branch offer this to our members? 

 

Lindsay Robertson invites all 

branch members to volunteer to be 

a steward for the Festival.  This 

involves helping at the concerts 

and workshops.  Stewards are able 

to receive a voucher towards a free 

workshop.  Please contact Lindsay 

for more information:   

administrator@harpfestival.co.uk 

 

SWOT Analysis 

At the May 2006 Branch Meeting 

Kate Gray, Convener of the Clar-

sach Society, encouraged all 

branches to examine their effec-

tiveness using this business model.  

A SWOT analysis (Strengths, 

Weaknesses, Opportunities and 

Threats) is a tool used to provide a 

general or detailed snapshot of a 

company’s health.  In any busi-

ness, it is imperative that the busi-

ness be its own worst critic.  A 

SWOT analysis forces an objective 

analysis of a company’s position 

vis-a-vis its competitors and the 

marketplace.  Simultaneously, an 

effective SWOT analysis will help 

determine in which areas a compa-

ny is succeeding, allowing it to al-

locate resources in such a way as 

to maintain any dominant posi-

tions it may have.  Kate recently 

presented a summary of responses 

to several points.  Please let us 

know what Wire Branch members 

feel about these ideas. 

1. Clarsach Society ID 

To include membership cards 

(shiny, glossy for junior members), 

brooches/badges, as for the 

Guides.Clarsach Society name to 

be first in all paperwork, pro-

grammes, etc., followed by the 

name of the Branch -- as much to 

instil in us who we are  

as to tell the world. 

Notice boards with a clear heading 

“Clarsach Society” at gatherings 

and concerts; these to carry a leaf-

let container with information 

about the Society 

The Society to have a music stand 

fall available to branches for con-

certs, to be well-designed with the 

logo and the Society name plus the 

branch name if there is room.  

Centrally designed and bought to 

minimise cost to the branches. 

Produce a Society and/or branch 

Christmas card.  Suggest this be 

done centrally first.  If popular 

expand to Branches.  Suggest 

greeting be “Seasons Greetings”.  

Gaelic greetings in cards also. 

Benefits package for Clarsach So-

ciety Members.  A good idea if it 

could be arranged and thought to 

be an incentive to join. 

 

2.  Promote the Clarsach Society 

At all branch events.  Offer incen-

tives to join, e.g. attendance at a 

branch weekend for a non-member 

could give free membership for the 

remainder of that membership 

year.  Differential charging for 

events  

(this may have the reverse effect!) 

 

In schools.  Make contact through 

the music teachers.  This can be 

limited because of the time and 

effort involved and number of peo-

ple willing to do it. 

Stretching out into other areas of 

the community.  All opportunities 

should be taken and will vary with 

the community.  A concert work-

shop with a “hands-on” experience 

can bring results. 

Website.  Revitalise the website.  

Have links from the Society web-

site to the Branch websites.  Up-

date regularly.  Reference the li-

brary. 

3.  Clarsach Society and its 

Branches UK divided up into re-

gions to include a branch within a 

region to encourage total UK cov-

erage.  Information packs and 

branch starter packs to be availa-

ble. Special interest branches are 

encouraged, as with the Wire 

Branch. 

4.  2007 -- Scottish Year of High-

land Culture.  Encourage events to 

support this with other Scottish 

organisations or have your own 

event. 

 

News from the Meetings of the Clarsach Society’s Music 

Committee and Executive Council, and AGM continued 
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Trad. Arr. Alison Kinnaird
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* Indicated by the carrot sign (inverted V). This technique, where the bass hand plays a melody note and the octave

below, has been developed by Ann Heymann. For more information see Ann's book Coupled Hands for Harpers.

This piece requires minimal damping as most is taken care of by 'Heymann Hands'! * 

Damp next door notes in RH where you feel it needs it.

Typeset by Karen Marshalsay for the Wire Branch of the Clarsach Society, 2007.
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A

Irish Port
Wemyss lute MS 1643-48

Arr © Bill Taylor,
 from transcription by Rob McKillop
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Patrick McDonald Collection, 1784

Arr © Bill Taylor 2005
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