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On Saturday 22nd Sep-
tember 2007 at 3 p.m. 
the harpers of Ireland 
gathered at Dáil Éireann 
to demonstrate publicly 
the strength of their  
opposition to the        
destruction of historic 
cultural sites at the 
Tara/Skryne Valley as a 
result of the current 
route of the M3 motor-
way. The harpers assem-
bled with their harps 
along Kildare Street, 
and submitted a petition 
to Minister John Gorm-
ley insisting he imple-
ment alternatives to the 
continued destruction 
which is taking place. 

The harpers’ publicity 
material described their 
anger and horror at the 
government’s plans: 

Ireland is unique in hav-
ing a musical instru-
ment, the harp, as its 
national emblem. This 
indicates the primacy of 
the harp in Irish culture. 
The sites currently    
under threat are inextri-
cably linked with the 
harping and bardic    
traditions for more than 
2,500 years. 

Tara was the gathering 
place for thousands of 
harpers to 142 kings, 
and the harp was an  
integral part of the    
ancient Irish parliament 
at Tara. The harp has 
been used in the coat of 

arms of Ireland since 
1270 and is the symbol 
of the Irish State today. 
It is found in the seals of 
the President, Taoiseach, 
Tánaiste, Government 
Ministers, on State cur-
rency and is the insignia 
of the Irish Law Courts. 
It is an outrage that the 
Irish people should be 
forced to choose between 
infrastructure and herit-
age. As a country we are 
embarrassed interna-
tionally by profit-driven, 
shortsighted planning as 
exemplified by the fact 
that World Monument 
Fund has placed Tara on 
its list of 100 most en-
dangered sites world-
wide.  

Many can rightly point 
out that it would be an 
archaeological loss, and 
a historical one. It is also 
a spiritual loss, since 
even before the conver-
sion by St Patrick of  
Ireland’s High Kings it 
was a place where the 
Irish sought to express 
their spirituality. And 
significantly for us as a 
nation, it was the place 
of birth of Christianity in 
Ireland. The gathering of 
harpers says that it is 
also a musical and cul-
tural loss and asserts 
that the sound of Tara’s 
harp will not be drowned 
by traffic jams and the 
cash registers of toll pla-
zas. 

The protest movement is 
being led by players of 
the calibre of  Anne Ma-
rie O’Farrell and Laoise 
Kelly who has recorded 
wire harp on a down-
loadable protest song 
Tara’s Eye, written by 
Steve Cooney and sung 
by Liam O Maonlai. It is 
a rallying song for the 
protest and explains all 
the issues so powerfully. 
You can hear it at  

www.myspace.com/
taraharpers 

The myspace site also 
has links to other tara 
protest groups 
www.tarawatch.org 
gives information and 
details about the situa-
tion and the petitions. 

You can read the Tara 

Harpers’ Petition on p 5. 

Tara Harpers protest against planned 
destruction of  Tara for  the M3. 

Edited by Karen Marshalsay 



a musical pitch.   
 
To make wire, the metal ore 
needed to be heated and poured 
into a mould to create an ingot or 
lump of raw metal.  Then, this 
lump has to be hammered into a 
flat strip.  The hammering 
makes the metal hard and brit-
tle, a process known as "work 
hardening".  Then, the metal 

must be softened 
by heating the 
strip (annealing) 
and allowing it to 
cool slowly.  It is 
next folded length-
wise back on itself, 
much like knead-
ing bread dough or 
clay, and twist-

ed.  As it is twisted it is once 
again work hardened and an-
nealed -- a process which is re-
peated many times over until the 
desired diameter is achieved.   

 
Between 3,000 BC to 400 AD this 
"slit and hammer" method re-
mained the dominant way to 
make wire.  But during the  end 
of this period some experimenta-
tion in wire drawing was made 
using stone, and then metal, 
draw plates.  These had small 
holes in varying sizes, through 
which rough rods of metal were 
pulled by hand.  The only    re-
quirement is that the draw plate 
needs to be of a material strong-
er than the wire.  The draw plate 
is first held in a secure 
brace.  The ingot or lump or ore 
is filed to point and pulled tho-
rugh the smallest hole in which 
it fits.  Then it is pulled or drawn 
through successively smaller 
holes.  After several pulls, this 
drawing tends to work harden 
the wire, and it needs to be an-
nealed once again before continu-
ing.   

In time, various devices were 
invented to pull the wire, includ-
ing winches, swings, ratchets 
and the use of gravity.  The illus-
tration below, by Norman Nea-
som,  shows an 17th-century 
technician winding freshly-
drawn wire around a spool.  The 
rough stock, on the left of the 
table, is fed into the draw plate, 
held firmly in place by a brack-
et.  You can see the different 
holes to choose from.  
  
Wikipedia (http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wire) tells 
us that the first wire mill in 
Great Britain was established at 
Tintern in about 1568 by the 
founders of the Company of Min-
eral and Battery Works, who had 
a monopoly on this.  Apart from 
their second wiremill at nearby 
Whitebrook, there were no other 
wire mills before the second half 
of the 17th century. Despite the 
existence of mills, the drawing of 
wire down to fine sizes continued 
to be done manually.  
 
According to the website for the 
Barb Wire Museum 
(www.barbwiremuseum.com), in 
1632 needle makers "accidentally 
discovered that human urination 
applied to the wire left a coating 
that lubricated the wire and 
helped smooth the surface.  It 
also helped prevent rusting.  The 
use of this lubricant in wire 
drawing lasted well into the 19th 
century when a hot lime bath 
took its place."  So it's not just in 
making tweed that it's handy to 
have a chamber pot near-
by!  More modern methods of 
lubrication involved placing the 
wire in oil, or in a copper  sul-
phate solution.   
 
 
 
 

Recently, after teaching a harp 
workshop near Birmingham, I 
visited Forge Mill in Redditch, 
which houses a museum of   
needles.  There were displays of 
all kinds of needles, including 
needles for harness making, 
sail making, bookbinding,    
carpet making, butchery,     
surgery, upholstery and of 
course for sewing 
clothes.  There 
was also a dis-
play on how 
needles were 
made:  begin-
ning with sim-
ple lengths of 
wire, one end 
is   hammered 
and a hole 
drilled for an eye, and the other 
is sharpened.  It was interest-
ing to see an unexpected, but     
perfectly obvious, application 
for wire, not just for making 
harp strings!  It started me 
wondering how exactly wire 
was made.  I had a few general 
ideas, but I wasn't sure of all 
the details, so I thought it 
might make an interesting   
article to research how it 
works.  
 
Who would have thought that 
the Old Testament contains 
one of the earliest references to 
wire?  In Exodus 39:3 we find 
"and they did beat the gold into 
thin plates, and cut it into 
wires, to work it in the ... fine 
linen, with cunning work."  You 
can imagine the delight in slic-
ing through beautiful gold 
plates and hammering them 
into rounded wires, so smooth 
that they could be woven into 
fabric.  That's skill!  Of course 
it's a big leap from making hair
-fine wire for clothing to pro-
ducing thick wire strong 
enough to be tightened to give 

MAKING WIRE  by Bill Taylor 
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“Who would have thought that 

the Old Testament contains 

one of the earliest references 

to wire?” 



By the 17th century, water-
wheels were used to help draw 
wire.  The draw-bench, such as 
that shown in the illustration, 
was fitted with crankshafts, tap-
pets, hind spring bars and bell  
crank levers.  The      
actual drawing of the 
wire was becoming easi-
er but marks left by the 
tongs and in splicing 
needed to be filed and 
sanded to assure a con-
sistent, smooth length 
of wire.  Breakage was a 
constant problem.  It was very 

important to keep the mixture of 
ingredients even, and to control 
the heat and air.  Otherwise, the 
wire would be of poor quality and 
a lot of extra work would be   
necessary to splice shorter 

lengths 
together 
and to 
smooth 
out de-
fects.  
 
Unless 
you work 

with a harp maker, you tend to 

forget that your harp started out 
as a block of wood with bark on 
it.  Likewise, our wire strings 
were once rough bits of minerals 
in the ground, which needed to 
be heated, mixed, poured, cooled, 
filed, drawn, annealed 
and  joined -- a production we 
simply take for granted when we 
receive nice, clean coils of brass 
in the post.   
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“despite the existence of mills, 

the drawing of wire down to 

fine sizes continued to be done 

manually.” 

Edinburgh International Harp Festival   
28 March—2 April 2008 Wire Events / Players 

Concerts:   
Javier Sainz & Linnaea --     
Mon 31st March, 3- 4.00 pm  
Wire-strung clarsach music from 
17th c. Highlands and Lowlands. 
Tzalool & Fitkinwall -- Tues 1st 
April 7.30-10.00pm 
Ruth Wall plays 3 different harps -
- lever harp, bray harp and wire-
strung clarsach, along with hus-
band Graham Fitkin's electronics 
and keyboards.   

Courses: 
CREATIVE HARPING: COM-
POSING NEW MUSIC – Inter-
mediate / RUTH WALL (1 pm) 
An opportunity to explore the vast 
timbral possibilities of the harp 
and unleash your personal creativi-
ty. A chance to explore new 
rhythms and sounds, work with 
other harpists and compose and 
play exciting new music. All harps 
welcome. 
 
THE CALEDONIAN WIRE-
STRUNG HARP - / mixed / 

JAVIER SAINZ (4.30 class)  
Concentrating on the techniques, 
ornamentation and musical expres-
sion of the wire-strung harp, this 
course will be taught largely with 
tunes and short études related to 
the technical aspects of the music. 
He will demonstrate the need for 

musical expression in order to 
bring the music alive.  It is es-
sential that pupils are able to 
read music.  
 
COME AND TRY: WIRE 
STRUNG CLĄRSACH -  SI-
MON CHADWICK 
Sunday at 1.00pm and/or Mon-
day at 9.15am 
Come along and have a g. 
Harps provided. Suitable for 
everyone. 

Workshops: 
SUNDAY 30th MARCH 
The Queen Mary Harp – Si-

mon Chadwick 11.15 – 
12.15pm 
Simon will demonstrate a repli-
ca by Davy Patton of the Queen 
Mary harp and talk about the 
original in the National Muse-
um of Scotland, as well as how 
the new replica was made. 

 
MONDAY 31st MARCH 
Explorations into new 
sound worlds - Ruth Wall / 
Graham Fitkin 11.15 – 
12.15pm 
In this workshop, Ruth and 
Graham will explore some ways 
of combining electronics with 
acoustic harp and broadening 

the sound possibilities of the 
harp.  
 
TUESDAY 1st APRIL 
 The Caledonian Harp: 
early playing techniques 
and its historical reper-
toire. Javier Sainz 
11.15 – 12.15pm 
A presentation of the main 
features of the instrument, 
their musical consequences 
on the playing techniques - 
such as hand and finger posi-
tion, damping and ornamen-
tation - and its repertoire 
from 16th to 18th centuries 
Scottish sources. 

 
 
ALSO-- please come to the 
Saturday evening launch 

of the Wire Branch Tutori-
al DVD and launch of 
Javier Sainz's new CD 
6.30-7.15 in the library.  
Free! 

More info on the festival and 

the other classes and events 

on offer from 

www.harpfestival.co.uk 

 



which I do not play myself.” This is 

the third edition of the book and in-

cludes a CD of the tunes. It is available 

from Footstompin at £29.99 

www.footstompin.com/books/

bagpipemusic/moidart_collection 

Allan has also recorded two CDs with 

Gaelic singer Margaret Stewart, on the 

Greentrax label:  Fhuair mi Pog (1998) 

and Colla mo Rùn, (2001). 

These CDs make the link between Gael-

ic song and piping very clear indeed, 

and are highly recommended to mem-

bers if they don’t already have them. 

The Moidart Collection is a collec-
tion of tunes from Allan’s own rep-
ertoire, as he explains,“The Collec-
tion contains 51 traditional tunes 
from Scotland, Ireland and Shet-
land and 48 twentieth century 
compositions, 31 of which are my 
own. It is very much a personal 
collection so does not include tunes 

This CD is a must for anyone in-
terested in Gaelic music, and pi-
broch in particular. Indeed any 
wire player who is simply unfamil-
iar with the sound and character-
istic nature of the Highland pipes 
should buy this now, and listen, 
listen, listen. 

The 12 tracks include The La-
ment for Alasdair Dearg (c1630), 
The Red Speckled Bull , Lament 

for Donald of Laggan (1645), I 
am Proud to Play a Pipe, A La-

ment for Red Hector (1651), The 
End of the Little Bridge, Lament 

for the Young Laird of Dungal-

lan (1739) and several 
cainntearachd (chanting) tracks.  

There is also a wire track , Port 
Jean Lindsay played by Javier 
Sainz. As the sleeve notes ex-
plain, “It has often been con-
cluded that pibroch is indebted 
to the older harp tradition, and 
this track illustrates one partic-
ular way pipers may have emu-
lated the music of their respect-
ed colleagues. When Allan heard 
the wire-strung harp for the 
first time, he was immediately 
convinced of the likelihood of 
musical crossover. The ringing 
brass strings create a rich, 
drone-like effect, and the sound 
of each chord—a falling arpeg-
gio—made sense of one of the 
thorniest debates in pibroch per-
formance practice: the interpreta-
tion of introductory runs.” 

The sleeve notes are in fact, very 
interesting material in themselves, 
with articles by Barnaby Brown 
and Hugh Cheape as well as a 

foreword by John Wallace, Princi-
pal of the RSAMD. The staff nota-
tion excerpts help the listener to 
follow and understand the perfor-
mance. 

Allan is a highly respected piper, 
who is also known as a singer, 
composer, tutor, musical director 

and authority on Gaelic music. 
From a family of 3 brothers from 
Glenuig, who are all well known 
pipers, Allan won the Clasp in 
1989 and 1990, before going on to 
follow his interest in a playing 
style more in tune with Gaelic cul-
ture in the 16-18th centuries. The 

CD notes  that: 

“His approach is infused with an 
insider’s ear for the fragile traces 
of historical continuity that sur-
vive within Gaelic-speaking com-
munities, and he attempts to re-
verse the effects of post-Industrial 
sanitization and cultural colonial-
ism. 

This freer, more varied, and histor-
ically-informed approach to ceol 
mor may be too novel for some 
judges, but to many minds it 
makes ‘the great music’ more ap-
pealing.” 

Allan spoke about his CD in Piping 
Today, ““I hope this CD gives peo-
ple a proper taste of what it’s 
about. It includes a range of types 
of piobaireachd… a keening la-
ment, a bardic lament, gathering 
type tunes, a melodious piece with 
variations which do not keep close-
ly to the theme; we have a descrip-
tive piece in The Red Speckled 
Bull and nameless pieces.” 

 

 

Dastirum is available from  

www.earlygaelicharp.info/
emporium/ 

Cost £13 & p+p 

Other CDs / books by Allan MacDonald 

Dastirum  Allan MacDonald  
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To Mr John Gormley, Minister for 
the Environment, Heritage and 
Local Government, Ireland  
5th September 2007  
 

Dear Minister,  

We, the undersigned HARPERS 
OF IRELAND, strongly object to 
the continued destruction of his-
toric cultural sites at the Tara/
Skryne valley as a result of the 
current route of the M3 motor-
way. If these sites are destroyed 
it will also have been an inten-
tional and willful destruction of 
the home of the national symbol 
of Ireland.  

 
Ireland is unique in having a musi-
cal instrument, the harp, as its 
national emblem. This indicates 
the primacy of the harp in Irish 
culture. The sites currently under 
threat are inextricably linked with 
the harping and bardic traditions 
for more than 2,500 years.  
 
Tara was the gathering place for 
thousands of harpers to 142 kings, 
and the harp was an integral part 
of the ancient Irish parliament at 
Tara. The harp has been used in 
the coat of arms of Ireland since 
1270 and is the symbol of the Irish 
State today. It is found in the seals 

of the President, Taoiseach, 
Tánaiste, Government Minis-
ters, on State currency and is 
the insignia of the Irish Law 
Courts.  
 
Many of the undersigned harp-
ers have represented Ireland all 
over the world. We wish to con-
tinue to do so with pride in a 
country, which provides neces-
sary transport infrastructure 
without destroying its valuable 
and irreplaceable cultural herit-
age.  

Hello Everyone, 
Here are the dates for the spring 
wire-strung clarsach workshops in 
Edinbrugh:   

9 March 
11 May 
15 June 

As usual, we'll meet at the home of 
Tony & Miriam Dilworth. We're so 

A new site dedicated to research-
ing the use of silver strings has 
been launched recently,  

www.silverharpstrings.com  

by Cynthia Cathcart and Benja-
min Zastrow, who has been 
working with metal in various 
capacities for over 20 years. 

grateful for their continued hospi-
tality! Sessions run from  2-5 pm.  
Please do try to arrive in good 
time to be in tune for a 2.00 start.  
Prices, unchanged, are as follows:   
 
Wire Branch members individual 
session £18/session 
Non-branch members individual 
session £20/session                       
Bill 

Thumb nail repairs. 

TARA HARPERS’ PETITION 

Webwatch 

and size from the plastic of a fizzy 
drink bottle, as bit as the whole 
nail before the breakage 
and file off with a nail file 
any rough edges. When 
you have to play, tape this over the 
real nail with narrow adhesive silk 
wrap or the papery tape for hold-
ing bandages [micropore tap ed.] 
This makes a removable plectrum 
which I find works quite well. In 
fact I keep a few of these nails of 
various sizes and a roll of tape in 
my harp bag for emergencies. The 
tape may need adjusting to stop it 
cutting off the blood circulation 
after a bit. 

To repair a rip across the nail: 

Long nails sometimes get caught 
on things and rip horizontally 

across the finger. To stop the rip 
increasing while it grows out to 

the end of the nail, 
trim the nail care-
fully to the shortest 

lenghth with which you can still 
use it to play. Then stick a piece of 
silkwrap or adhesive bandage tape 
over the rip and as much of nail as 
possible and trim any surplus with 
clippers. Cover the whole nail with 
at least two layers of clear nail 
varnish. I find that this allows you 
to still use that finger while hold-
ing the rip together. The repair 
does get tatty and dirty, but can be 
easily peeled off and redone when 
needed (with me that tends to be 
once a day). It’s a good excuse for 
not doing the washing up! 

If like me you do a lot of manual 
work as well as harping (chopping 
wood, moving large stones, mend-
ing the roof etc) sooner or later, 
however careful you are, you are 
likely to damage a nail. Probably 
that beautifully shaped long 
thumb nail which is so indispensa-
ble to fingernail technique. I have 
come up with a couple of ways of 
quick repairs which, while not be-
ing as good as, say Siobhan Arm-
strong’s pingpong ball method, can 
be useful. 

To replace a broken nail on thumb 
or any finger: 

Cut a false nail of required shape 
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www.myspace.com.taraharpers 

by Shahnaz Mosam 

Edinburgh Wire Workshops 
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PLEASE NOTE THE MUSIC HAS BEEN 
ATTACHED AT THE END OF THE 
ORIGINAL JOURNAL PAGES FOR THIS 
WEB VERSION. 



Well, since the last newsletter no-
one has as yet requested infor-
mation on tunes, nor have I have 
been inundated with offers 
of translations. Is this shy-
ness, or lack of curiousity? 
Are you all so fluent in Gaelic, 
Manx, Breton etc that this service 
is not needed or are these tongues 
even more obscure than I thought? 
Forgive me if, as I write, there are 
a pile of emails waiting to be read; 
I don’t get to a computer very of-
ten. However I would like to thank 
Anthony Dilworth for translating 
two of the titles I mentioned in the 
last article.  

Bruach na Carraige Baine = The 
Bank of the White Headland (Irish 
or Scottish Gaelic). In fact, you can 
hear the sea in this tune, which I 
have yet to arrange for wire 
strings. 

Cailin O Chois t-Siuire Me = I am a 
girl from beside the Suir (Irish Gael-
ic). The Suir is a river in County 

Waterford. This is 
obviously a very old 
tune as by the late 

16th/early 17th century it was al-
ready widely known. Anthony Dil-
worth states that it is mentioned in 
one of Shakespeare’s plays, where a 
soldier sings it during the Hundred 
Years War; which would indicate 
that it had words and also date it to 
the 1400s or earlier. I first came 
across it in an anthology of early 
music, as a keyboard piece by Wil-
liam Byrd, with quite florid varia-
tions, and the Latinized title of 
Callino Casturame, in the key of C. I 
later found a transcription for guitar 
of the original melody in D, and am 
still trying to decide the tuning for 
the wire strung arrangement. 

The other tune I mentioned is in 
fact from Galicia in north west 
Spain, A Son do Ar. Again, you 
can hear the sea, but the only 
word I am sure of id ‘do’ which 
means ‘of’. The dilemma is how 
much Latin versus Celtic influ-
ence there is in Gallego. Going 
for the latter, it could mean ‘In 
the shade’ (Anns an dobhar). I 
lean towards the former, and at 
a guess it might mean ‘By (or 
with) the Sound of Gold (or Sil-
ver)’. I am thinking of harp 
strings, not coins! 

If anyone has any requests for 
translations, or background to a 
tune that they’d like to share, 
drop me an email and I’ll write it 
up the next issue, or send it di-
rectly to Karen to add via the 
website feedback form. 

shahnaz.celticharp@katamail.co

m 

CORRECTION 

There was a small error in      
Lanquan Li Jorn, published in 
the last edition. 

 In the last phrase the group of 4 
semiquavers should read GFGA 
(rather than GEGA).  

Apologies for the inconvenience, 
the correct  version has been re-
printed here on page 11. 

Tuning …  a lyre        Shahnaz Mosam’s plea for help! 

THE TALES BEHIND THE TUNES  

not know how it should be tuned. 
It has twelve strings and the label 
inside seems to indicate in ‘D’, 
which seems about the right ten-
sion for the lowest note. At the 
moment I tune it diatonically 
which me one and half octaves, but 
is that correct? Perhaps it should 
be one chromatic octave, or more 
probably two pentatonic octaves? 
Can anyone shed light on this? I 
have looked  at the tunings for  
various lyres in Anthony Baines’ 

book Musical Instruments Through 
the Ages but there is nothing given 
that seems appropriate. When I 
tinker with it it seems to me that 
it responds well to finger nails and 
damping, but I wonder if it should 
be  plucked or strummed, or both 
at the same time? Any tips on 
playing this instrument would be 
very welcome. 

shahnaz.celticharp@katamail.com 

Years ago, when I began harping, 
someone gave me a lyre which she 
had found in her cellar. It is a well 
made instrument of the kind often 
seen in medieval iconography, 
with a rounded top and tuning 
pegs. It has metal strings, at the 
moment steel, though I may well 
put in brass harp wire instead. I 
think this kind of lyre may be used 
in Steiner schools. 

I would like to use it for some of 
the medieval pieces I play, but I do 
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By Shahnaz Mosam 

Lessons and classes in Ireland 

The Historical Harp Society of Ireland is offering individual lessons in 
early Irish, Renaissance and baroque harps, with Siobhán Armstrong,  
every three to four weeks in both Dublin and Galway. The Dublin venue 
is 24 Finn St, Dublin 7 and the Galway venue is Western Writers' Centre, 
34 Nun's Island, Galway. www.hhsicalendar.blogspot.com/ 

Javier Sainz is giving a masterclass on 17th May and a concert the previ-
ous evening. Bookings are via the Galway Early Music Festival. 

The summer school is set for 20-26 August, tutors to be announced. 
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PLEASE NOTE THE MUSIC THAT 
ORIGINALLY APPEARED HERE IS 
PUBLISHED IN CYNTHIA CATHCART’S 
BOOK ‘CAROLS OF CHRISTMAS’ AND 
IS NOT REPRODUCED AT THE END OF 
THIS WEB VERSION. 



The melody for this tune is old, 
probably from the 14th century. It 
was a lively dance, from France, 
and may only lately have come to 
be connected with Christmas, pos-
sibly as late as 1901. The word 
carol itself comes from an old word 
that meant to dance in a circle. 
Thus, even if it were proven not to 
have been a Christmas tune in the 
14th century, it makes good sense 
that it has become a favorite 
Christmas carol today. 

In the year 1223, St. Francis of 
Assisi was inspired to create the 
Christmas Crib. A stable was 
built, with a manger in which a 
wooden doll representing the baby 
Jesus was laid. Animals were 
gathered in the manger, presuma-
bly to give realistic effect. The peo-
ple of the village made a proces-
sion to the stable. Once they 
reached this first Christmas Crib, 
in one of his last public appearanc-
es, St. Francis said mass. One wor-
shipper present saw the doll that 
represented the infant Jesus open 
its eyes! 

 

As the tradition of recreating the 
scene of Jesus’ birth spread, the 
processions became more elaborate 
and included the carrying of torch-
es, and quite possibly included 
songs like this one exhorting the 
people to, “bring a torch, to the 
cradle run!” to see the mother and 
baby. 

In  this arrangement observe that 
the bass hand plays some of the 
notes in the treble clef. These 
notes are indicated by long, down-
ward stems. The first four bars are 
exactly repeated in the second four 
bars by the bass hand; it is the 
treble hand that gives the melody 
its changing shape. In fact, the 
bass hand fingers 2, 3 and 4 need 
not move off their respective 
strings (B, A and G) until near the 
very end of the piece. Use the time 
given by the rests to make your 
move! 

Speaking of rests, do observe them 
in this tune, at least occasionally. 
The words there for most verses 
are “Hush, Hush,” so by damping 
the notes at those rests you will be 
emphasizing the quiet the song 
requests. The first and, in some 
versions, the last verse uses the 
words “Ah, Ah” at that same place, 
so you might want to let the notes 
ring there, creating a nice varia-
tion without changing a note. 

I hope you like this little arrange-
ment. It was actually one of my 
first, prepared for the first Christ-
mas eve mass I had the honour to 
play for. It was quite early in my 
harping career, and yet I still play 
it to this very day. Hopefully, 
therefore, your enjoyment of this 
piece matters not whether you are 
a seasoned player of great skill or 
just beginning to reach beyond the 
very earliest beginner tunes. 

Sources: 

Hugh Keyte and Andrew Parrott, 
The New Oxford Book of Carols. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1991. 

Nancy J. Skarmeas, ed., The 
Carols of Christmas. New York: 
Harrington Park Press, 1995. 

House, Adreian, Francis of Assi-
si. Great Britain: Chatto & Win-
dus, 20  

 

 

 

 

 

The cover of Cynthia’s book, Car-
ol’s for Christmas, , from which 
this tune is taken, so you have 
plenty of time to add these to your 
repertoire for next year! 

It's available in the UK from 
Creighton's Collection and Ardival 
Harps, price £16. 

In the US it is available from Mel-
ody's Traditional Music, Sylvia 
Woods Harp Center, and 
www.cynthiacathcart.net, price in 
the US is $35.00. 

Neither price includes p&p. 

Historical and Performance Notes for Bring a 
Torch Jeannette, Isabella by Cynthia Cathcart 
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Early clarsach with Simon Chadwick every Saturday, 2-3.30pm in the Wighton Centre, Dundee Central Li-
brary, Wellgate, Dundee DD1 1DB, cost £4 (£2.50 for concessions) 

For more info see www.friendsofwighton.com or tel 07792 336804 The classes are aimed at beginners but all 
levels can be accommodated, and harps are available for rental 

Simon is also doing a demonstration and ‘hands—on’ at the National Museum of Scotland,12.45pm, 1.45, 2.45, 
Sunday 13 April, and a recital in St Andrews Cathedral on Tuesday 11 March at 1245. Both of these events are 
free. 

Weekly classes in Dundee with Simon Chadwick 



For the last few years in the small 
city of Orvieto in central Italy, a 
Festival de Arte e Fede has been 
held as part of the celebrations of 
Corpus Domini (the medieval Eu-
charistic miracle which took place 
in nearby Bolsena and inspired the 
building of Orvieto’s magnificent 
Gothic cathedral.) 

This year the festival included a 
theatre performance by the actor 
Andrea Brugnera 
and his wife Natsu-
ko Tomi, entitled, 
Miriam, nel nome 

della madre, 
adapted by Andrea 
from a text by Erri 
di Luca about the 
Immaculate Concep-
tion and the female 
experience of pregnancy and child-
birth as a miracle in itself. 

I was invited to provide music for 
this, not just as background but as 
an integral part, a third compo-
nent on stage. I have worked with 
Andrea in the past using my lever 
Clarsach in his version of Tristano 
e Isotta, but when I read the script 
of Miriam, just three weeks before 
the first performance, it was clear 
to me that the setting in ancient 
Palestine, the references to the 
wind of the desert, early Judaic 
practices and yet a pagan tone, 
demanded the elemental and ar-
chaic qualities of wire strings. 
Thus I plunged in where angels 
fear to tread … Ideally given more 
time, I would have liked to com-
pose entirely new music for this, 
but at such short notice the main 
themes had to come from my per-
manent repertoire. I chose a tune 
for each of the three interludes, 
but for the sottofondo to weave 
around parts of the dialogue I was 
anxious not to fall into the trap of 
using the harp for simple sound 
effects. Instead I improvised on 
fragments of chosen tunes, work-
ing as a third voice and creating a 

distinct atmosphere for each part 
of the play. Happily this led to the 
creation of new motifs and a little 
dance tune. 

The tunes I chose were, in this 
order, Silent Song (mine) harp in 
F /  Palestinalied   harp in C/ Sil-
ver Moon (mine) harp in G / Gentle 
Maiden harp in G.  This however 
posed the problem of retuning a 
totally diatonic harp in a continu-

ous theatre piece 
without destroy-
ing the dramatic 
atmosphere. 
Could I retune 
very quietly so as 
not to disturb the 
peace? No, it 
would be noticed 
and spoil the 

play. Could I transpose everything 
into the same tuning? No, because 
it would be too confusing, and also 
because I feel very strongly that 
the tonality of  a piece contributes 
much to its particular feel. 

However, divine aid came in the 
form of the comet, which appears 
at tow points in the play as a phe-
nomenon which frightens ordinary 
mortals but delights Miriam. I had 
the idea of retuning loudly, playing 
very much on the 4ths, 5ths and 
octaves, for the fear, and finishing 
in tune for Miriam’s pleasure. We 
tried this in rehearsals and it 
seemed possible, if a bit risky. I 
explained to the actors that we all 
needed to listen to each other very 
carefully during these parts, and 
by the time of the performances it 
worked quite well. 

With the addition of a tambourine 
and percussion on the harp’s 
soundbox, the music was complete, 
and we gave two performances on 
consecutive nights in the Palazzo 
dei Sette in Orvieto. Both went 
well though I suspect that the au-
dience was not very critical. With 
all the retuning necessary for the 

rehearsals, I feared that a stressed 
wire might break on stage (I did 
change one that sounded dodgy the 
morning before, and was glad the 
wire came up to pitch so quickly.) 
Luckily they all held out. The at-
mosphere was heightened by the 
fact that Natsuko in the role of 
Miriam was heavily pregnant with 
her first child, something that can-
not be repeated in the future. 

This was the first time I had used 
the wire harp for theatre, and I 
found  it well suited to this work, 
but the retuning experience has 
made me reconsider the possible 
uses of tuning preludes in the past 
as a way of not only checking a 
new tuning, but of beautifying the 
tuning process during a perfor-
mance. Obviously in a  straight 
concert one can explain to the au-
dience what one is doing and it is 
part of the interest of old instru-
ments, but there may be other sit-
uations where such a break in the 
flow of things is not desirable. 

I wonder if it might be possible to 
redevelop such preludes as a 
bridge between tunings, maybe in 
parts playing with one hand only, 
while retuning with the other? It is 
something that I have been want-
ing to experiment on for a while. 

I often play Feachain Gleis as a 
first piece after putting the harp in 
G, and find it really does ring in a 
way that shows up any vibrations 
not in tune. Who knows what the 
forgotten second part would have 
done? And exactly how tuning 
preludes were used by harpers in 
the past? 

Nel Nome Della Madre   
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“reconsider the possible uses of 

tuning preludes in the past as a 

way of not only checking a new 

tuning, but of beautifying the 

tuning process during a 

performance. “ 

Shahnaz Mosam uses wire harp for Italian theatre production and muses on 
the role of the tuning prelude 
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PLEASE NOTE THE MUSIC HAS BEEN 
ATTACHED AT THE END OF THE 
ORIGINAL JOURNAL PAGES FOR THIS 
WEB VERSION. 



Balnain Farmhouse, Seaforth 
Highland Estate, near Dingwall  
Monday 8th October 2007 
 
Attended by:   
Suzanne Allen, Scotland 
Paula Biddlestone, England 
Rob Brown, England 
Anne Cairns, Scotland 
Eike Gardlo, Germany 
Lynda Grier, England  
Bill Taylor, Scotland 
 
1.  Apologies for absence. 
Barnaby Brown, secretary; Rob-
ert Evans, vice-convener; Martyn 
Wheeler, treasurer; and Karen 
Marshalsay, newsletter editor 
and membership secretary. 
2. Approval of the Minutes 
from the Annual General Meet-
ing held on 9th October 
2006.  Anne Cairns, proposed; 
Suzanne Allen 2nd; unanimous 
vote.   
 
3.  Matters arising. 
How can members find other lo-
cal members or teachers?  
The Wire Branch aims to connect 
learners with teachers, wherever 
they are.  Certainly there are not 
as many options as with gut-
strung harps.  We do need to be 
aware of working within the Da-
ta Protection Act, as we aren't 
automatically able to freely dis-
tribute names and addresses of 
members.  Perhaps a future 
membership form might request 
permission to distribute names 
and email addresses to other 
members.  However, new devel-
opments in the Branch are help-
ing to connect members, such as 
the members-only section of our 
website www.clarsach.net.  This 
allows members to discuss vari-
ous concerns amongst them-
selves, and to provide a quick 
means of notifying members 
about recent developments.   
 
 

4.  Convener's remarks.  

The Branch has a healthy bank balance and a strong membership 
world-wide.  More and more we are seeing a growing interest in play-
ing wire-strung harps, and we very much hope to continue offering 
support to members, by providing information about harps, history, 
music, techniques, tuition, and the chance to communicate with other 
interested wire-strung players.    
 
5.  Treasurer's report. 
Comunn na Clarsaich/Meur nan Teud Cruaidh 
Wire Branch of the Clarsach Society 
Income and Expenditure Account 1 July 2006 to 30 June 2007 
INCOME 
Workshops          £708 
Book Sales            £12 
Membership        £357  
Interest                 £37 
TOTAL INCOME          £1,114  

 
Less 
EXPENDITURE 
Postage & Stat           £132 
Membership Levy      £184 
Workshops                  £545  
Worldpay Charges       £60 
Computer Equipment  £10 
Internet Expenses       £50  
Software Costs             £47 
Printing                      £227 
Typesetting                £120  
Sundry                        £274 
 
TOTAL EXPENDITURE  £1,649 
 
NET DEFECIT        £ 535 
=====  
Comunn na Clarsaich/Meur nan Teud Cruaidh 
Wire Branch of the Clarsach Society 
Bank Reconciliation as at 30 June 2007 
 
Bank Balance as at 30 June 2006                    £3,186  
 
Less: 
Unpresented Cheque           £190 
 
BALANCE as per Bank Statement 1st July 2006    £2,996 
Add: 
Income                               £ 1,114 
Less: 
Expenditure                        £1,649  
 
                                                (535) 

ADJUSTED TOTAL NET BALANCE at 30 June 2007       £     2,461 
                                                                                                     =====   
 

Wire Branch AGM  Minutes by Bill Taylor 
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6.  Future developments of 
the Wire Branch.  
 
Our tutorial DVD planned sever-
al years ago is on schedule to be 
produced in time for the 2008 
Edinburgh International Harp 
Festival.  We will hold a launch 
on the Saturday evening, 29th 
March, alongside the launch of 
Javier Sainz's new solo CD.   
 
It was discussed that it would 
also be helpful to have a video 
available showing how to replace 
broken strings, how to tune, and 
how to play accompaniments for 
session tunes.   
 
The Branch looks forward to 
sponsoring workshops in loca-
tions throughout the UK in the 
future.  Once the DVD is pro-
duced and all expenses are paid, 
we will have a clearer sense of 
what money can be used towards 
offering workshops.   
 
It is a happy development that 
there are an increasing number 
of bray harp players, many of 
whom use fingernails on gut 
strings in a similar way to that 
of wire-strung players.  We look 

forward to expanding our mem-
bership audience, so that we 
might also invite bray players 
into our Branch.  Should we ad-
just our name to encompass all 
fingernail players, and not just 
those using wire strings?   
 
7.  Election of officers. 
 
Bill Taylor, Convener 
Robert Evans, Vice-convener 
Karen Marshalsay, Secretary 
Lynda Grier proposed; 2nd Eike 
Gardlo; unanimous vote. 
 
8.  Any other competent busi-
ness.  
 
A discussion of double branch 
memberships examined various 
options to avoid having to pay for 
two (or more) annual member-
ship fees.  This situation is un-
fortunate for us, as Wire Branch 
members who wish to participate 
in other local branches must join 
the Society twice.  [Convener's 
note:  at the AGM of the Clar-
sach Society on 10th November 
2007 the Executive Council voted 
to dismiss the proposal to allow a 
one-membership fee scheme.] 

 
At the November 2006 and the 
May 2007 meetings, the Execu-
tive Council  encouraged all 
branches to join in promoting the 
Society by using badges, posters, 
membership cards, etc.  The dis-
cussion at our Wire Branch AGM 
resolved that our members would 
rather play harp than cut mem-
bership cards and have enam-
elled lapel badges.  Badges are 
useless for our international 
members, as they can't come to 
show them at meetings.  
 
The members present would like 
to thank Karen Marshalsay for 
her excellence and outstanding 
quality in producing the newslet-
ter and the printed music.   
 
9.  Date of the next meeting. 
 
Date to be Monday evening 13th 
October 2008, on Bill Taylor's 
annual wire-strung players' 
course.  There was discussion to 
consider joining onto the Clar-
sach Society AGM in November, 
but it was unresolved as to 
whether it might attract more 
members.   

world premiere of a setting of St 
Patrick's Breastplate by Michael 
McGlynn. 
 
With the participation of The Scot-
tish Plainsong Choir (Perth, Edin-
burgh & Glasgow), The Cathedral 
Voices (Aberdeen), The Balliol 
Consort (Dumfries) and a specially 
formed community choir (Armagh). 
 
All concert dates & venues: 
Friday 14 March, 2008, at 7.30pm 
in St Patrick's Episcopal Cathe-
dral, Armagh 
Wednesday 26 March, 2008, at 
7.30pm in St Andrew's Episcopal 
Cathedral, Aberdeen 
Thursday 27 March, 2008, at 
7.30pm in St Mary's Kinnoull, 
Perth 
Friday 28 March, 2008, at 7.30pm 
in St John's Episcopal Church, 

Branch members might be inter-
ested to attend a concert of medie-
val Irish sacred music at Canon-
gate Kirk in Edinburgh on Satur-
day night 29th March at 7.30 
pm.  St Patrick, patron saint of 
Ireland, was kidnapped from Scot-
land by Irish pirates, and from 
that unpromising beginning grew 
a saint and teacher whose influ-
ence resonates across the world 
today. Canty sings a beautiful col-
lection of 15th century Irish plain-
chant for the Feast Day of St Pat-
rick (17th March), accompanied by 
the virtuoso improvising medieval 
clarsach player William Taylor, 
opening a window onto the sound-
world of the Celtic lands in the 
middle-ages. There'll also be the 

Dumfries 
Saturday 29 March, 2008, at 7.30pm 
in Canongate Kirk, Edinburgh 
Sunday 30 March, 2008, at 7.30pm 
in St Andrews in the Square, Glas-
gow 
 
TICKETS: £10.00 (concessions 
£7.00) 
 
ARMAGH - Information from Cap-
pella Nova - 0141 552 0634 
ABERDEEN - Aberdeen Box Office - 
01224 641122 
PERTH - Perth Theatre/Concert 
Hall - 0845 6126320 
DUMFRIES - Dumfries & Galloway 
Arts Association - 01387 253383 
EDINBURGH - Queen's Hall Box 
Office - 0131 668 2019 
GLASGOW - Glasgow Royal Concert 
Hall - 0141 353 8000 
 

Canty concerts 
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A recent development of the branch website is the addition of  
a forum, enabling members to carry on online discussions, 
ask questions, let everyone know what’s happening, an-
nounce things for sale, and so on.  

Everyone needs to register on the forum before they can post 
anything. Once you have registered then send a request to 
join the Members group. It’s not disastrous if you don’t do 
this but generally means I see it quicker! In order to make it 
members’ only I, as administrator of the site, have to grant 
individual access. There is a public area which anyone can 
view and post to as well. 

There aren’t many registered members yet, so go and have a 
look! One request though, please let me know who you are so 
that I can verify and activate your full membership. Some 
folks are choosing user names—which is fine—but they’re 
hard for me to guess who they are! 

Also please remember that I am often away and have no in-
ternet access so can’t always act immediately. 

Been to a great event you could 
write up? 

Got a burning issue you want to 
raise? 

Then please get in touch, or just 
write it and send it to me. You can 

Then please do!  The newsletter 
really depends on contributions 
from members to make it interest-
ing and viable. 

Know of a good book or CD that 
you think others would like to 
know about? 

always contact me via the branch 
website. 

Even if you don’t feel you wish to 
contribute but have ideas about 
what you would like to see in the 
newsletter then pass them on to me. 
I have been struggling to get news-
letters out on time (as you know) 
which is partly my work schedule 
and recent ill-health, but it would be 
so much easier if people were willing 
to help out with an article now and 
again. 

New Glasgow Branch of the 
Clarsach Society 

The branch forum—members’ only part of 
the website. 

Want to contribute something?  
Your branch needs you! 

We would like to welcome the new-
est branch of the Clarsach society, 
the Glasgow branch, which was 
started at the end of last year. The 
branch convener, Cheyenne 
Brown, was the driving force be-
hind the new branch, which has 
regular  workshops with two tu-
tors, finishing with a harp circle.  

 

There is a branch website at 

www.harpsglasgow.com.  

So far wire harps have not made a 
big appearance but Jochen Vogel 
taught a workshop in January 
with Laoise Kelly when they were 
over for Celtic Connections. 
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Prettie Weill Begann Man Skene MS (c1615-25) 
Arr. Bill Taylor 2006
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Patrick McDonald Collection, 1784
Arr. Bill Taylor 2006

U-gu-vi-u, U-gu-vi-u, 
Port na maighdinn Chuain
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The repeat sign in bars 3-4 tells you to repeat the first two bars twice more.
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Olaf's Reel
© Karen Marshalsay 2006
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Reel

Traditional (Patrick McDonald Collection)

Wire arrangement by Karen Marshalsay

Tha fonn gun bhi trom
(I am disposed to mirth)

10
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C

C

Fixed hand position - note that the lower

hand 4 and 3 are placed on as anchors,

they do not play any notes.

LH fingering

RH fingering

4 3 2 1

4 3 2 1

(2)

(2)
(4)

1

3 1 3

1

3

1

3 1 3

1 1

3 1 3

1

3

You could either play the tune using legato damping, or play with  selective damping, damping only those notes indicated.

(1)(1)

(1)
(3)

This tune was written for my beginners' class at the Edinburgh International Harp Festival in April 2006. I often write little teaching tunes 

for my gut harp students so decided to give it a go for wire too. It's an effective early exercise, but works as a tune too. More 

experienced players could modify the fingering given to add in octaves on the first of the bar using coupled hands technique.

Olaf is a very inquisitive elk who came home with me from Norway one year, and now has a tendency to sit on the back of the sofa

when I'm working on the computer. He also vociferously demands that he is not stuffed, he's real. Hence the title.

It should be noted that it is a reel, which should be played with two strong beats in the bar, even though you often see them written in 

4/4. Reels are not always well suited to the harp, especially at the kind of speeds that fiddlers and others can do, but remember that you

don't actually need to play them fast!

2

4 2 4

2

Damp these notes

when you repeat the 

part.

The top hand position needs to change for the B part of the tune, although the bottom hand
remains in the same fixed position. The top hand needs to move to C E A with 3 2 1 for the 
first three bars and then back to the original position for the last bar.

1

1 1 2
3 2 (3)

1

1 1 2 1

1

1 1
2

3 2 (3)

(1)

(1)
(2)

2

4 2 4

2

SP
4 (3) 2

SP SP SP
4 (3) 2 (1) FC HS

This tune, number 40 in the collection, is marked as being 'Brisk', which would certainly suit the title! Not many Gaelic 

titles are quite so happy! It is originally printed an octave lower than here and I have also changed the timing in the last 

beat of the 2nd bar of each part (which was originally crotchet quaver quaver). The collection also has an extra pick up 

quaver (an A) before the start of the second bar. I haven't included this, but you could add it in if you like. I prefer to

play it as a reel and keep it regular.

Published in Wire Strings V February 2008. Olaf's Reel is also published in First Steps a tutor for wire harp by Karen Marshalsay
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