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Inside this issue: 

Well I hope you�re all 
having a good       
summer so far as the 
branch year of 2007-
08 ends and we roll 
on into 2008-09! So a 
timely reminder for 
subs please folks! 

Another plea is about 
the wire branch     
forum which is really 
not being used at the 
moment. Do we want 
it? Need it?  Is it too 
hard to use? Or has it 
just not worked out? 
If it�s not right then 
we need to rethink 
and not spend energy 
and time on some-
thing that isn�t really 
what we want. So 
some feedback on 
that would be good. 

We have two new 
contributors in this 
issue, Suzanne Allan 
has written about the 
Edinburgh Wire 
Workshops, and Rita 
Gow has sent in a 
duet arrangement for 
gut and wire strung 
harps. This is great 
to see and I�m defi-
nitely open to more 
offers. Shahnaz Mo-
sam, has sent in an 

Italian tune with 
some information on 
it as well.  

Cynthia 
Cathcart 
and Laurel 
Wright 
have an 
exercise for 
the 4th    
finger, and 
I�ve put in 
one of my 
wire exer-
cises too -  
let�s keep 
those forked 
chokes short 
folks! There�s also a 
strathspey�not an 
arrangement, just a 
good tune that I 
really like and 
thought I�d share. 

On the news front 
the issue is examin-
ing traditional      
music�the how and 
who and why of it. 
Any thoughts? A 
readers� letters      
section might be a 
good replacement for 
the forum. 

Webwatch has been 
browsing on youtube 
and has listed some 
good Scottish fiddle 

performances for 
you�go check them 
out. 

There�s 
not a lot in 
the diary 
section 
this 
month. I�m 
sure there 
are more 
events and 
courses 
and per-
formances 
happen-

ing, but if 
you don�t 

tell me about them 
then they won�t go in. 
That�s a hint by the 
way� 

Enjoy your summer, 
and if you do go to a 
course or some other 
harpy event drop me 
a line and let me 
know, and I promise 
not to keep it a       
secret. 

Karen 
 

Another year rolls on... 

Edited by Karen Marshalsay 

Rita Gow from Argyll 



In a recent newsletter, and I 
think also on the web forum 
there has been mention of 
changing the branch name to 
include bray harps in some 
way. A good move, but it    
occurs to me that there are 
other important things about 
the branch which it might be 
appropriate to bring more to 
the public eye. 

When I first joined the Clar-
sach Society, having finally 
decided that my 24 nylon 
string lever harp really was a 
clarsach and not some weird 
approximation, I joined the 
London branch, thinking that 
as an ex-Londoner it was the 
branch whose events I might 
possibly be able to combine 
with visiting family. But I 
quickly realized from their 
newsletters that it did not   
cater for my particular musi-
cal interests. With all due  
respect, I do not want to play 
arrangements of light clas-
sics, jazz or pop songs, in a 
style which reflects orchestral 
harping. 

A while later I changed to the 

wire branch, anticipating the 
arrival of my wire-strung 
harp. I�m so very glad I did, 
because even before the ad-
vent of the new newsletters, I 
found that it dealt with the 
kind of  music I was inter-
ested in, Gaelic tunes, ancient 
melodies, modes and finger-
nail technique, and all sorts of 
interesting ways of 
playing small harps. 
I think this is a very 
important aspect of 
our branch which 
from its current title 
is not apparent to 
outsiders. There are 
many people who for 
one reason or another con-
tinue to play smallish harps, 
levered or not. Lack of cash 
for a bigger harp, fondness for 
their original instrument, 
small dwellings, or even a 
small harp (like mine) with a 
wonderful sound. Often these 
very people are also keen on 
folk and medieval music, and 
want to increase their harp-
ing possibilities. After all, the 
excellence of a player has 
nothing to do with the range 

of the harp, something often 
not realized by the public, and 
even by other musicians. I for 
one love my two small harps 
and would not want to lug 
around anything larger. 

So I am wondering whether it 
might be a good idea to in-
clude the specialist interests 
of the branch in its name: 

Wire-strung 
and Early 
Music 
Branch? 

Wire, Bray 
and Ancient 
Music? 

Fingernail and Small Harps 
Branch? 

I think including these as-
pects in the name could bene-
fit both the branch by increas-
ing membership, and many 
harpers who as yet do not 
know that it reflects their in-
terests. 

My own thoughts are mixed.  

While a long and wordy name 
would be unwieldy to use and 
rather clumsy, as a bray harp 
player I would welcome some 
kind of recognition of the in-
strument. I also worry that as 
soon as you start naming 
types of music then it�s a slip-
pery slope to the musical 
ghetto.  

So, what are your thoughts on 
Shahnaz�s article on the 
branch name? Does the name 
exclude folk? Should we 
change? To what? 

Please�join in the debate!   

You can write to me via the 
branch website form or at my 
address on the back page. 
Readers� letters very welcome 
indeed! 

I also can�t think of a good 
snappy title. But maybe some-
one else can? 

Ed. 

Thoughts on the branch name... 

Answers on a postcard please ... 
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�a very important aspect of 

our branch which from its 

current title is not apparent to 

outsiders� 

By Shahnaz Mosam 



On Sunday 15th June, the Ed-
inburgh wire workshop en-
joyed a delightful ending to 
this year�s sequence of 
monthly meetings.  Miriam 
and Tony Dilworth provided a 
delicious end of year meal, 
and it was, for Scotland, a 
sunny and almost warm sum-
mer evening! 

What a pleasure and 
help this workshop has 
been throughout the 
year.  The combination 
of tutoring from Bill 
Taylor and the hospi-
tality of Miriam and 
Tony has made for a 
fun and relaxed envi-
ronment in which to 
keep  going on learning 
new skills and music.  
Some of this music 
finds its way into the 
Wire Strings newslet-
ter, such as  Tree Dance in 
May. 

There are generally between 6 

and 10 of us, all at different 
levels of harp experience, and 
coming from far and wide � 
two people actually come up 
regularly from the Midlands 
in England. 

We have worked on a wide 
range of styles of music this 
year � including some lovely 
plainsong and traditional 

Scottish and Irish tunes.  Bill 
has continued to work with us 
on building up our damping 
techniques.  I have found the 
help with decorations on wire 

and suggestions for variations 
particularly helpful. 

The afternoons have consisted 
of review of old material, in-
troduction of new music � as 
well as helping us to begin to 
build our skills in arranging 
and accompanying each other, 
and playing as an ensemble.  
There is scope for participa-

tion at every level of 
playing. 

All of this takes place 
at a very gentle pace 
midst much laughter 
and humour, and as 
always, fascinating 
anecdotes and teach-
ing from Bill about the 
traditions within 

which we are playing. 

 

 

This newsletter is the last of 
the year 2007-08 with 2008-
09 officially starting on 1st 
July 2008. So if you haven�t 
renewed your subscription for 
2008-09 please think about 
doing so as soon as possible. 
We really do need prompt re-
newals to be able to continue 
sending out these newsletters. 

If you haven�t yet renewed for 
the forthcoming year there 

On the 1st July the branch is 
obligated to provide a list of 
members to the parent body 
of the Clarsach Society and 
pay a levy for each member.  
In 2007-08 we had 53 mem-
bers from 12 different coun-
tries: Scotland, Wales, N Ire-
land, England, France, Italy, 
Germany, Sweden, Canada, 
USA, Japan and Australia. 

 

will be reminder in with this 
newsletter, and if you have 
then you should have received 
your new membership card in-
stead! Please let me know as 
soon as you can if you think 
you have received the wrong 
item� 

A branch membership card will 
now be issued each year which 
runs from 1st July. 

Another year of the Edinburgh Wire 
Workshop�s monthly meetings draws to a close  

Branch update  
2007-08 
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By Suzanne Allen 

Members of the wire 
workshops enjoy the 
June sun in the last 
meeting of the session 

2008-09 
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This is something of a current 
issue here in Scotland, as tra-
ditional music now exists to a 
high level within the educa-
tion system, notably at the 
National Centre of Excellence 
in Traditional Music, a secon-
dary specialist music school, 
and at conservatoire level at 
the RSAMD. While it can be 
argued that it�s easy enough 
to tell whether someone is 
any good, or has progressed 
any just by listening to them, 
it is harder to use this argu-
ment as the answer to quality 
assurance at institutional 
level. It is also important to 
provide parity of esteem for 
students of traditional music 
with those within the regular 
classical structure. 

This is something that Dougie 

Pincock, the Centre�s director 
stressed, �There's been some 
gentle but consistent probing 
from people wondering what 
it is that students actually get 
from their time here," he says. 
"And I understand that once 
you take traditional music 
into the formal education 
world, you have to play to the 
same rules." 

The Centre has been working 
with Trinity Guildhall and 
the first set of exams in April 
proved very successful, with 2 
passes, 5 merits and 6 distinc-
tions. These were a combina-
tion of post grade 8 solo re-
cital certificates in Highland 
pipes, fiddle and accordion, 
ensemble certificates for two 
bands at post grade 8 and 
grade 6 level, and for the first 

time a clarsach player gained 
a grade 8 in traditional play-
ing. Before this, traditional 
clarsach has only been exam-
ined up to grade 5 level by the 
RSAMD. 

The clarsach syllabus was de-
veloped by tutor Karen Mar-
shalsay, and features reper-
toire, technical work, sight-
reading and improvisation. 
The last two are part of the 
standard Trinity Guildhall 
syllabus. The technical work 
has been written to reflect 
traditional needs and taste. 
Trinity Guildhall was chosen 
for their open minded ap-
proach and they are happy to 
examine the actual perform-
ance and what the student 
does with it rather than stick-
ing closely to the notated mu-
sic, just as in all good tradi-
tional playing, variation and 
ornamentation are expected. 

It is planned to expand the 
programme to include song, 
cello and guitar and piano ac-
companiment next year. Wire 
harp is a possibility for the 
future too. 

Scots singer with a second 
study of both wire and bray 
harp. 

Karen is also the tutor at the 
National Centre in Plockton, 
teaching gut-strung clarsach 
as well as wire, groupwork 
and theory. Other tutors in-
clude Iain MacFadyen (pipes), 
Iain MacFarlane (fiddle), Jack 
Evans (guitar), Sandy Bre-
chin (accordion), Wendy 
Weatherby (cello), Andy Thor-
burn (piano) and Wilma Ken-
nedy (Gaelic song) with 
Dougie Pincock as the Cen-
tre�s Director. 

Both the Royal Scottish Acad-
emy of Music and Drama in-
Glasgow, and the National 
Centre of Excellence in Tradi-
tional Music (Sgoil Chiùil na 
Gaidhealtachd) have wire-
strung harp on their official 
list of studies available, with 
the RSAMD also offering bray 
harp. Both institutions have 
19 string instruments avail-
able for student use. Karen 
Marshalsay is the wire and 
bray harp tutor at the 
RSAMD which has so far seen 
one student, Caroline Pugh, 
graduate as a first study 

The National Centre accepts 
secondary school age children 
ordinarily resident in Scotland 
on audition. Students live in 
the school hostel and do an ex-
tra 10 hours a week of music 
activities on top of their normal 
schooling. Pipes, fiddle, piano, 
guitar, accordion, Scots and 
Gaelic song, cello and clarsach 
are popular studies, and all 
students participate in group-
work, perform live and partici-
pate in the annual CD. There is 
no cost to the students as the 
Centre is funded by the Scot-
tish Executive. Auditions take 
place in March. 

www.musicplockton.org 

Examining traditional music 

Wire harp in Scottish traditional music education 
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http://www.hi-arts.co.uk/july08-feature-national-centre-of-
excellence-in-traditional-music.htm 

http://www.theherald.co.uk/features/features/
display.var.2345382.0.Music_with_distinction.php 
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This is my arrangement of a 
balata for two voices by the 
Florentine composer Fran-
cesco Landino (or Landini), 
1325-1397. Despite being 
blinded by smallpox as a 
child, he was one of the most 
prolific and admired compos-
ers of the ars nova, the new 
and often polyphonic music in 
renaissance Florence. He 
played the organ, and other 
instruments, and also in-
vented new ones. 

I used to play this piece in a 
setting for lever Clarsach by 
Elena Polonska, which like 
the original, is very chromatic 
and so unsuitable for a dia-
tonic harp. It is known that 
Landino intended his music 
for instruments as well as 
voices and I often wondered 
how a harpist of his time 
would have coped. The arpa 
doppia had not yet been in-
vented. 

Some years ago I found out 
that most of Landino�s works 
(transcribed by an amanuen-
sis) are conserved in the 
Codice Squarcialupi, compiled 
in the 1400s by another Flor-
entine organist, Antonio 
Squarcialupi, which resides in 
the Biblioteca Medicea 
Laurenziana in Florence, next 
to the church where Landino 

was organist. I was able to 
visit this library and study 
the facsimile of this collection 
(medieval miniatures and 
gold leaf too) and copy some of 
the music, including Anglica 
Bilta. It is written in two 
voices, on staves of six lines, 
(see fragment of my handwrit-
ten copy below. 

In my settings for wirestrings, 
I have had to substitute the 
chromatic notes with others 
which I hope sound plausible 
to the ear, and this needs to 
be held in mind when playing 
it. Only in the first and last 
chords and one othe rhave I 
doubled the notes in both 
hands for a richer effect, as 
Landino�s music was re-
nowned for its delicacy. It 
does not divide easily into 
bars and so I have left the 
phrases as they are, indicated 
by a double bar line. I find 
with this very melismatic 
style it is enough to lean a bit 
on the longer notes. I have 
also written in the first line of 
words to show how this works 
(lots of notes for  a few 
words!)  

When I first heard this piece I 
thought it had an Eastern, 
perhaps Byzantine sound, 
even though I knew it was 

Italian.  

A few years ago I went to a 
concert of Ars Nova music 
given by the counter tenor 
Stefano Albarello, who accom-
panied himself on the lute. I 
was struck not only by the 
beauty of the music, but also 
by the execution, fluid yet 
passionate, not slow, and very 
middle eastern in sound. 

The first line, �Angelica bilta 
venuta I terra� means �the 
beautiful angel come to 
earth�, and I played this piece 
on my wire harp for the An-
nunciation  scene in the vil-
lage nativity play this year. 

Although Landino�s tomb was 
destroyed during the rebuild-
ing of the church of St 
Lorenzo, his tombstone is still 
there, standing up against the 
wall on the right,so that it 
seems as if he is watching you 
with his unseeing eyes. Nowa-
days you have to pay to visit 
this church, but I suspect if 
you attend a service, you can 
linger afterwards to pay him 
your respects. It�s quite close 
to Florence�s main station, 
and part of the library is open 
to the public as well. 

 

Notes for Angelica Bilta 
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These are some fiddle performances on youtube which are worth searching out. The links are 
rather long to retype into your brower�s address box but you should be able to find them using 
youtube�s search facilities. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DAtvY5-TPn8&feature=related  Alasdair Whyte, Battlefield 
Band�s fiddler plays in a west highland style and here plays two pipe tunes Calder�s Rant and The 
Prince of Wales. You can see playing with Battlefield Band on this clip from 2006, http://
uk.youtube.com/watch?v=TX5RbEXjdPI&feature=related 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zKS8bB-dVv4&feature=related    Lori Watson from the borders 
plays a slow march learned from Tom Hughes. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMC6ovIZa28 Shetland fiddler Jenna Reid plays JS Skinner�s 
The Hurricane 

http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=6_5hSUs11Jo&feature=related More Shetland tunes from Willie 
Hunter and Aly Bain.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=duvTcMIvKj0Anna Wendy Stevenson plays 3 session tunes, 
Snug in a Blanket, The Ale is Dear, Jenny Dang the Weaver. These are played at quite a slow 
speed so this would be a good place to learn them. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jt5NXbMtALcMairi Campbell in a  teaching video to learn the 
march Johnny and Dorothy Livingstone. 

This Aberdeen Univesrity site provides good information about J Scott Skinner   www.abdn.ac.uk/
scottskinner/biography.shtml 

Following on from Graham Steele�s  
article in the last issue I found a       
picture from the Edinburgh Harp Fes-
tival which shows off his music stand 
in all its glory. 

 

Anyone else made one yet? 

Webwatch: fiddling on youtube 

Graham�s music stand 
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a tune itself, and start mak-
ing your own decisions about 
how to finger, where to damp, 
what to do about decoration 
and so on. 

This could become a regular 
feature of the newsletter, and 
members could use the forum 
to discuss what they�ve done 
with the tune, or ask others 
how they�ve fingered it. 

So if anyone has any tune re-

One of the perks of working 
with the students at the Na-
tional Centre of Excellence in 
Traditional Music in Plockton 
is learning tunes from them! 
One of the fiddlers brought 
this traditional strathspey to 
a groupwork class one day 
and it�s been in my head ever 
since. 

As well as arrangements spe-
cifically made for wire-strung 
harps it is good to just look at 

quests they�d like to see fea-
tured let me know. This could 
become a way of developing a 
shared repertoire so that we all 
have at least some tunes in 
common if and when we meet 
up someday. 

Karen 

MacKinnon�s Brook (strathspey) 

Exercise for forked chokes (also using the thumb choke 
and short plait)      by Karen Marshalsay 
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This little exercise is designed to focus on the forked choke, played with fingers 2 and 4, with 
the thumb damping or choking off the note played by 2. 

Practise it slowly and carefully, keeping the first note of the choke short and snappy�it is writ-
ten here as a gracenote. If this gesture is new or unfamiliar to you then you can lengthen the 
first note a little until you have the feel of it. This would sound more like two quavers than a 
decorated crotchet. 

Remember to keep referring to your Fingernail Technique guide if you are unsure of these ges-
tures. 


