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Inside this issue: 

Well, okay, I know it’s 

still November, but 

maybe I’m just that little 

bit crazy as I’ve got this 

issue actually out on 

time, but hey, there’s 

Christmas music in here, 

and it’s the last issue of 

2008 (next one in 

March), so why not. The 

shops are pretty full of 

Christmas stuff now, 

and it’s pretty dark at 

nights now too (here at 

least), so time to sit in-

side with some 

mulled wine 

and learn some 

Christmas 

tunes. 

And if you need 

help to relax 

then Jess Gillison’s Harp 

Yoga article is just the 

thing. Or if you’re mak-

ing plans for 2009 then 

have a look at Flora 

Bramwell’s piece on the 

October Harp course at 

Ardival. We also meet 

our new Vice Convenor 

Eike Gardlo, and have 

some branch updates. 

Now, where’s my mulled 

wine? 

KarenKarenKarenKaren    

Merry 
Christmas! 

Edited by Karen Marshalsay 

DVD update 

The following was sub-

mitted by Barnaby 

Brown to the branch 

AGM regarding the 

DVD: 

13 October 2008  

Dear Bill & members of 

the Wire Branch  

The continuing delay in 

manufacture of the DVD 

is a source of huge em-

barrassment and I 

deeply apologise to you 

all. The music books 

have been printed but 

not bound, awaiting de-

livery of the DVDs. The 

outstanding issue is the 

loss of a couple of sec-

onds from the end of 

every clip when I open 

iMovie 2 project files (in 

which the editing was 

done) in iMovie 6, the 

version now on my ma-

chine. This must be re-

solved before I can ex-

port over 200 clips for 

Gavin Rizza at the 

RSAMD. Gavin will then 

create a user-friendly 

DVD navigation system 

for us (this is the 

RSAMD sponsorship) 

and a master DVD-R for 

reproduction.  

The more general reason 

for falling so far behind 

schedule is a personal 

one, taking on a higher 

voluntary and entrepre-

neurial workload than I 

could sustain; for this 

only I am to blame. The 

reasons include over-

optimism, lack of experi-

ence estimating the 

hours each project needs 

(this is the first DVD 

project I have under-

taken), and reluctance to 

lower standards. The 

train of unforeseen com-

plications has been 

deeply depressing – such 

as major discrepancies 

between the artists' 

scores (not Bill's) and the 

videos. Hours on this 

project have spiraled 

beyond anything I imag-

ined, but have been 

clocked since last Octo-

ber so that lessons are 

learned.  

I now expect to deliver 

the product in early No-

vember.  

With genuine, deeply felt 

apologies. 

  

Barnaby 

 



members with a current email ad-

dress in our system. If you’ve not 

received it then get in touch and 

let me know. Anyone not using 

email but who might want access 

to the site library can write to me 

at the address at the back for the 

password. 

This has been in response to re-

quests from members to have an 

area of the site that is for members 

only. 

The website ‘library’ containing 

articles about harps, harpers and 

repertoire along with AGM reports 

and other branch documents has 

now been made members only. The 

password has been sent out to all 

Paula Biddlestone has made a cou-

ple of suggestions about names for 

our branch, following on from 

Shahnaz’s column in issue XXX 

"Special Branch." 

Snappy; might draw people in to 

find out what that means, where-

upon they discover the rich diver-

sity. 

"Old Ways" 

Paula says “I guess I was picturing 

a list of the Clarsach Society 

branches, in which our name 

would be followed by a short para-

graph (or a click for further infor-

mation) which would explain 

something like, This branch ex-

plores historical styles and reper-

toires, from ancient Gaelic tunes to 

early music,  on a variety of 

‘alternative’ harps (such as wire- 

strung and bray harps), along with 

appropriate fingernail techniques.” 

Does anyone else have any 

thoughts on this? 

At the recent AGM of the branch held during 

Bill Taylor’s October Wire Players’ Course, 

Eike Gardlo became the new Vice-Convenor, 

replacing Bob Evans who was involved in 

the formation of the branch. Our thanks to 

Bob for his help and service over the years, 

and our welcome to Eike. 

Eike started to play gut strung harp some 8 

years ago and changed to wire about 2 1/2 

years ago. She mainly plays Scottish tunes, 

both medieval and modern and is going to 

learn story telling. She lives in Wuppertal, 

Germany.  

We also have a new member from Norway 

who also attended Bill’s October course so 

we are definitely the most world-wide 

branch of the society! 

Clarsach.net library now for branch members only 

Branch name suggestions 

Meet the new Vice-Convenor—Eike Gardlo! 
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Eike having a quick practice in the car park at the German 

Centre for Gaelic Language and Culture (Bonn), where she 

attended a 2 day clarsach workshop with Karen Marshalsay in 

November. The editor is most impressed with her dedication! 



For every person that attends the 

annual Ardival Harps October 

Harp Course, the course itself 

represents something to them, 

whether it be a chance to improve 

playing technique, expand their 

repertoire, or simply to meet up 

with old aquaintances. For me, it 

is all these things, but it also 

represents the closing of the year 

as winter rapidly approaches. Yet, 

even as one door closes, another 

opens, revealing a season of oppor-

tunity. Many people leave the 

course with renewed confidence, 

fresh enthusiasm, and an appetite 

to learn more. And at the head of 

the flow of participants, year in, 

year out, is Bill Taylor, a calm, 

collected, yet vibrant presence, 

dispensing encouragement and 

wisdom in an unceasing flow. In-

deed, where would all we wire 

players be without him? So, before 

I go on, I would like to thank Bill 

for giving the course and being 

such an inspirational teacher, and 

also for having the Wire Branch 

AGM in the middle of the course 

yet again without too much com-

plaint. Thanks to that, we now 

have German and Norwegian 

members of the Society. 

Also giving an afternoon’s tuition 

to the group this year was the ac-

claimed fiddle player Alpha 

Munro, who gave a fascinating 

talk on styles of fiddle playing and 

their origins, even managing to 

accompany us in a shaky rendition 

of Ailean Dubh, an early tradi-

tional ballad, which was a highly 

commendable feat. Thank you Al-

pha! 

And how could any of us forget Zan 

and her awe-inspiring cooking, 

which was the perfect accompani-

ment to the music, the atmosphere 

of the course, and the group’s 

healthy appetite! 

Even the course participants were 

called upon to share some anec-

dotes of their playing careers, and 

despite some initial stage fright, 

the resulting tunes that everyone 

shared were truly wonderful to 

hear! On a less harp related side, 

but just as musical, was Anne 

Cairns’ Arabian dancing perform-

ance, which completely floored us 

all as it does every year without 

exception. 

So, as the year draws to a close, I 

look back with pleasure on the 

events that took place, and look 

forward with anticipation to the 

next October Harp Course. 

Ardival Harps October Course 2008 
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By Flora Bramwell 

Sketch of Arabic Dancer by Flora Bramwell 



HARP YOGA           by Jess Gillison 

 

I’m one of Bill Taylor’s harp students. He’s one of my yoga students. He asked me to work out some 

brief yoga/posture sessions for my fellow members of the recent harp course at Brahan estate, and 

they seemed to go quite well, so I thought I might share them with the rest of you. 

What I tried to do was to suggest some yoga-based exercises which could be done by folks with a wide 

range of flexibility, and which might be particularly relevant to harping. Once we’re playing, we’re 

likely to lose all sense of posture, as we focus on the harp. But if we can get into the habit of occasion-

ally changing the focus, and developing a sense of balance and relaxation in our posture, hopefully 

that will translate into improved posture while playing – maybe we’ll even play better! 

For the first ‘session’, you’ll need a chair, without arms, and maybe a blanket or cushion. 

• To begin with, just stand tall and relaxed, and fold your arms loosely behind your back, holding 

opposite forearms near the elbows, to get a sense of where your lower back naturally curves inwards. 

• Then change your grip, so that the other forearm is at the top. This will feel odd, and help you 

to realise how one-sided we all are, and tied to our habitual postures. 

• Sit on your chair, preferably one which allows your feet to rest firmly on the floor, whilst keep-

ing your thighs horizontal. If your chair seat is too high, either find another one, or put a flat cushion 

or folded blanket under your feet. 

• Sit with your feet parallel on the floor, feet and knees hip-width apart. Tuck your tail bone back 

towards the chair back, and fold your arms across your back again, to rediscover that curve in your 

lower back. Let your shoulders be loose and relaxed. Remember to change your grip. Hold for a few 

breaths on each side. 

• Take the back of your neck backwards, towards the chair back, so that your chin tucks in 

slightly. Feel that the crown of your head is lifting up, and your spine is lengthening. Lift the upper 

chest slightly. Keep breathing. 

• Then let your arms hang loose, straight down from the shoulders. Feel that the points of the 

shoulders are as far from the ears as they can be. The sides of the neck and tops of the shoulders are 

relaxing, softening, gently elongating. 

• Pull the middle fingers straight down towards the floor. Spread the fingers out and stretch the 

palms of the hands. Then stop, and let the hands relax. 

• Lift the shoulders straight up towards the ears, keeping the head and neck uninvolved, in the 

same position as before. Then gently pull the shoulders straight down, hold for a moment, let go, and 

relax. Repeat as often as you like. You might feel you want to breathe in as you lift the shoulders, and 

out as they lower. 

 

You could choose to try this regularly, either before or after your harp practice, or any other time 

when you’ve got 5 minutes. If you’ve got another 5 minutes, or as an alternative, you could try the 

following sequence to loosen up your neck: 

 

• Sit in your chair as before. Take the back of your neck towards the chair back, so that your chin 

tucks in slightly. Feel that the crown of your head is lifting up and your spine is lengthening. Lift the 

upper chest slightly. Keep breathing. 

• Try to feel that the fronts of your shoulders are rolling round and back, and the bottom points  

of your shoulder blades are sinking down towards your waist. Keep your shoulders broad and re-

laxed, not braced back, throughout the exercise. Either have your arms hanging loose, or rest the 

hands lightly on the front of your thighs. 



• Tuck your chin in, lengthen the back of the neck, and on an out breath, allow the weight of the 

head to bring it forwards and down towards your chest. On an in breath, bring the neck back to up-

right. If you’re comfortable taking your head back, do this on the next out breath, lifting the chin, let-

ting the head go straight back, and gently stretching the throat. Lift the back of the head on the next 

in breath, to bring the head and neck back to upright. Do 3 movements in each direction, slowly and 

gently in time with your breathing. 

• The next movement is a simple swivel. Check where your chin is, and aim to keep it level, 

slightly tucked in, and the same distance from the floor throughout the exercise. Working with the 

breath, swivel your head round to one side on an out breath, back to the centre on the next in breath, 

and round to the other side on the next out breath. Aim to keep your shoulders level, and relaxed 

down away from your ears, and try not to tilt your head at all. If you do it with your eyes closed it 

helps to keep the face relaxed. Repeat 3 times. 

• The final movement in this sequence is a tilting of the head. Keep the neck long, the chin 

slightly tucked in so that the throat stays soft, and work with the breath as before. On an out breath, 

tilt one ear down towards its shoulder, keeping the other shoulder down, so that the shoulders stay 

level and there’s a nice gentle stretch along the top side of the neck and into the muscles along the 

top of the shoulder. On the in breath, return the head to upright, and then tilt  to the opposite side on 

the next out breath. Repeat 3 times on each side. 

 

Always be careful with your neck, particularly if it’s stiff or painful. These exercises can help in re-

lieving stiffness, but should always be done gently and slowly, and discontinued if they hurt unduly. 

You are the best judge of what’s right for you, but learning to listen to your body may take some time. 

If you know for any reason that a particular movement is not good for you, don’t do it. 

WEBWATCH—miscellany 

From the yahoo wire list, Peter Wilson notes that this site has some lovely early tunes. 

http://maucamedus.net/transcriptions-e.html  

The site has transcriptions from the following works: Codex Calixtinus; Early polyphony; Montpellier Codex; 

Llibre Vermell de Montserrat; Guillaume de Machaut; Jacob de Senleches; Chantilly codex; Medieval English 

songs; The Selden Carol Book; Bodleian Canonici Misc. 213; Guillaume Dufay 

 

Archival Sound Recordings at the British Library has some wax cylinder recordings of Gaelic singers from 

early 1900s at http://sounds.bl.uk/Browse.aspx?collection=EthnographicWaxCylinders&button=Scotland 

 

www.raretunes.org, a site developed by Derek Hoy and Stuart Eydmann, has recordings of many performers 

including Patuffa Kennedy-Fraser playing clarsach and her mother Marjorie. 

The new CD by Cynthia Cathcart Joy to the World, features wire and gut 

strung harps on 17 tracks of Christmas music from various traditions in-

cluding classical, French,, German, English and Scottish. There is also a 

tune of her own composition. The CD is available from 

www.cynthiacathcart.net priced $16. Cynthia also has a book of arrange-

ments, one of which Bring a Torch Jeannette, Isabella was published in is-

sue no V of this newsletter. The book, Carols of Christmas is also available 

from her website priced $35. 

Members in the UK can purchase these from 

www.creightonscollection.co.uk. 

NEW CD 



 CHRISTMAS MUSIC! 

This tune is taken from the playing of Shetland fiddler Tom Anderson who says that it is one of the 

oldest tunes he knows, and was played to the Laird of Busta House on Yule morning. In his book 

Haand me doon da fiddle he says: 

I first heard aboot dis tün whin I wis aboot 14 an wis telt dat a Northmavin fiddler ösed to walk to 

Busta Hoose in Delting an play him ta da Laird on Yule moarnin. Some years later, whin I wis 

spaekin wi Peter Fraser, he played him ower ta me an said he wis a very auld tün. I fan oot later on 

at dere wis a version printed in Hibbert’s an anidder een ida Midbrake Papers (in the Museum of An-

tiquities, Edinburgh). Whin I visited da late John Irvine o’ Saltness, Whalsey (Auld Glybie), he 

played a version an caaed him “Da Day o Dawye”. He telt me dat ida aulden days da fiddler ösed  ta 

geng aroond da hooses playin him first thing Yule moarin. In Papa Stour, he wis ösed ta lead da 

sword dancers onta da floor fir da “Papa Stour Sword Dance”. Da version here is da wye I play him. It 

is of my opinion dat it is da auldest fiddle tün  we hae, an dat he is of Norse extraction.” 

The gracenotes and accents are as noted by Tom Anderson. Try it out for yourselves and have a go at 

making an arrangement to play on Christmas morning, though maybe a bit later than day break! 

I think Haand me doon da fiddle is out of print but there are two other books Gie’s An A and Ringing 

Strings from Tom Anderson available at www.footstompin.com 

Christmas is a-coming C major exercise (opposite page) - another little study for you to keep learning and 

practising those techniques. This features the bee’s plait and the short plait over a third. It also just keeps play-

ing round a C major chord, keeping your hands moving around the harp. It can work as a reel and if you’re all 

good boys and girls then maybe Santa will bring you the second part to give you a tune to add to your repertoire 

that doubles as a practice session! Merry Christmas   Karen. 



 

Shahnaz Mosam writes: In contrast to Deck the Halls with Boughs of Holly [see last issue] I have arranged Silent 

Night as treble hand melody and harmony all in the bass. It needs to be played very slowly and probably softly. The 

last line requires more moving and replacing of the melody hand; my fingering is not absolute and can be altered as 

needed. 

This one too can be played an octave lower for variation, or even with the melody as written and just the bass down 

an octave. It’s interesting to vary it for different verses. 



 

Sorry folks but deadlines are deadlines and I’m afraid that this arrived too late to be typeset for this issue. 

Anyway it’s great to see handwritten music now and again … KM 

Apologies to Rita Gow as there was a bar missing from her arrangement of Bean Mhic a’Mhaoir in issue VIII. 

This has been sorted and a new copy will be sent out to everyone with this newsletter. Sorry!  KM 



 

THIS PAGE COULD HAVE HAD YOUR CONTRIBUTION ON IT!   THE NEWSLETTER NEEDS 

PEOPLE TO SHARE THEIR THOUGHTS, TUNES, ARTICLES, PHOTOS, ARRANGEMENTS,  

DIARY DATES, EVENTS ETC.  

 

PLEASE HAVE A THINK ABOUT WHAT YOU COUL D CONTRIBUTE AND GET IN TOUCH 

FOR THE NEXT ISSUE. THE DEADLINE IS 16 FEBRUARY. 

 

CONTRIBUTIONS SHOULD IDEALLY BE SUBMITTED BY EMAIL TO KAREN MARSHALSAY, 

AND ANY PHOTOS OR OTHER ATTACHMENTS WOULD PREFERABLY BE IN JPEG FORM.  

DROP ME A LINE IF YOU HAVE ANY QUERIES. I DO HAVE TO STICK TO DEADLINES QUITE 

CLOSELY AS OTHERWISE I MAY BE AWAY AND IT CAN BE SEVERAL WEEKS BEFORE I 

CAN RETURN TO THE NEWSLETTER TO FINISH IT OFF. 

 

YOUR BRANCH NEEDS YOU! 

BRANCH 
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Wire Branch AGM 13 October 2008 

Dunglass Farmhouse, Brahan Estate, near Dingwall 

 

Present: 

Lynda Payne, England; Paula Biddlestone, England; Flora Bramwell, Scotland; Suzanne Allen, Scotland; 

Trish Steele, England; Graham Steele, England ; Eike Gardlo, Germany; Anne Cairns, Scotland; Stein Villa, 

Norway; Bill Taylor, Scotland 

 

1.   Apologies from Karen Marshalsay, Martyn Wheeler, Bob Evans, Barnaby Brown 

 

2.  Approval of the 2007 minutes 

Unanimous approval, however a proposed amendment corrected that the meeting actually took place at 

Dunglass Farmhouse, not Balnain Farmhouse, as was published.   

 

3.  Matters arising 

3A.  The Wire Branch Tutorial DVD  

The final editing and completion of the Wire Branch tutorial DVD has been a sticking point for some time.  

There had been a strong effort to have it ready for presentation and sale at the Edinburgh International 

Harp Festival in April of this year, but several delays meant that it could not be launched at that point.  Ef-

forts since then have also stalled, and Barnaby Brown submitted a written statement apologising for the 

delays.  We are in the final stages, and it is expected to be completed before the end of the 2008.   

 

When the DVDs are available to sale, Eike Gardlo volunteered to take some to harp festivals in Germany, 

such as the Harfentreffen in Lauterbach.  We welcome members in other countries to help coordinate distri-

bution as well.   

 

Barnaby's message to the AGM: 

 

13 October 2008 

 

Dear Bill & members of the Wire Branch 

The continuing delay in manufacture of the DVD is a source of huge embarrassment and I deeply apologise 

to you all. The music books have been printed but not bound, awaiting delivery of the DVDs. The out-

standing issue is the loss of a couple of seconds from the end of every clip when I open iMovie 2 project files 

(in which the editing was done) in iMovie 6, the version now on my machine. This must be resolved before I 

can export over 200 clips for Gavin Rizza at the RSAMD. Gavin will then create a user-friendly DVD naviga-

tion system for us (this is the RSAMD sponsorship) and a master DVD-R for reproduction. 

The more general reason for falling so far behind schedule is a personal one, taking on a higher voluntary 

and entrepreneurial workload than I could sustain; for this only I am to blame. The reasons include over-

optimism, lack of experience estimating the hours each project needs (this is the first DVD project I have 

undertaken), and reluctance to lower standards. The train of unforeseen complications has been deeply de-

pressing – such as major discrepancies between the artists' scores (not Bill's) and the videos. Hours on this 

project have spiraled beyond anything I imagined, but have been clocked since last October so that lessons 

are learned. 

I now expect to deliver the product in early November. 

With genuine, deeply felt apologies. 

 

Barnaby 

 

3B.  Changing the name of the Branch 

Shahnaz Mosam asked in the July 2008 newsletter if we might consider changing the name of our branch to 

include other related styles, including early music and bray harps.  Clearly many wire-strung players are 

sympathetic to ancient music and often play other instruments.  The membership completely agrees with 

her sentiment, but discussion landed in favour of Karen Marshalsay's editorial response.  We already have a 

clear statement of purpose, which embraces historical music and other harps which employ fingernail tech-

nique.  Given that the branch name has an unmistakable clarity, members felt that it would suffice.  There 

is no question that we welcome other players, and indeed we now make a special invitation to players of the 

wire-strung Norwegian harps and lyres to join us.   
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4.  Convener's remarks 

The Branch's bank balance has dwindled somewhat in the past year as bills were paid to support the pro-

duction of the DVD.  As members renew their membership and as sales of the DVD happen, the balance 

should grow to a comfortable level again.  We currently have about 60 current members world-wide, and 

we hope to grow to continue offering support members with information about harps, history music, tech-

niques, tuition and the chance to communicate with other interested wire-strung players.   

 

An important decision was made this year, to issue our newsletter to members as an email attachment.  

Members who are unable to receive the electronic version can still get a  printed copy by post with the 

payment of the postage supplement if applicable.  The electronic newsletter is undeniably a quick, inex-

pensive and environmentally-friendly option for us to serve our global members.       

 

Special thanks go to our secretary and web editor Karen Marshalsay, for all her help this past year in 

producing the newsletter, typesetting new music, and managing the operations for our website 

www.clarsach.net. 

 

6.  Future developments of the branch 

Asked whether members want the website members' forum to continue, thoughts were divided.  Some felt 

it awkward to ask questions into the void, others felt the newsletter was better used to ask questions and 

have a printed forum.  Younger members felt more comfortable asking questions, in the manner of other 

social networking websites.  Stein Villa mentioned how some forums can be very active and lively, such as 

one devoted to Anglo-Saxon lyres.  Eike Gardlo warned about online etiquette, for example stating the 

need to answer simple questions in a polite way, so that new users were not scared away from asking 

questions.  The final decision was that the forum was indeed potentially useful.  Members vowed to use it 

more in the future.     

 

7.  Election of Officers 

The following slate of officers was unanimously elected: 

 

Bill Taylor, convener 

Eike Gardlo, vice-convener 

Karen Marshalsay, secretary, web editor and newsletter editor 

Martyn Wheeler, treasurer 

 

5.  Treasurer's report 

Due to unforseen circumstances, the treasurer's report was not submitted.  Once the report has been re-

ceived members will be alerted and a special meeting will be held to present the report and to ask ques-

tions.   

 

8.  Any other competent business 

None.  

 

9.  Date and location of next meeting 

 

We expect the 2009 Wire Branch AGM to be held in Edinburgh in the autumn of 2009, exact time and 

location to be announced.  We will not continue holding the AGM as a part of Bill Taylor's wire-strung 

workshop.   

 

The meeting was adjourned pending adoption of the treasurer's report by the members.   

 

Bill Taylor, Convener 


