
It is a great joy to welcome 

Karen Marshalsay as our News-

letter Editor, and also as our 

Membership Chair.  Aside from 

being a terrific player, Karen is 

an experienced lecturer and 

administrator, and she has   

appeared at the right moment 

to return the spark into the 

Wire Branch that we originally 

intended at its conception. 

As Karen enters, we bid fare-

well to Simon Chadwick, who 

has resigned from serving as the 

website editor.  For many years 

Simon developed our wonderful 

website www.clarsach.net, and 

kept it moving forward with 

new ideas and articles.  He was 

responsible for the layout of the 

site, and for stocking it full of 

information about wire-strung 

harps, makers and players.   

I am especially proud of his 

pioneering pages explaining the 

Graces from Edward Bunting’s 

Ancient Music of Ireland, and 

linking  the descriptions with 

video clips of the patterns being 

executed.  Best of luck to Simon 

in his new move to Scotland, 

and to his future endeavours. 

Bill Taylor (pictured) has dedi-

cated himself to the ancient 

harp music of   Ireland, Scotland 

and Wales. He is one of very 

few players investigating these 

repertoires and the foremost 

interpreter of the Robert ap 

Huw manuscript, which contain-

ing the earliest harp music from 

anywhere in Europe. Among his 

many discoveries is the      

proximity of the fingernail-

damping technique  specified in 

this Welsh tablature - undeci-

pherable to scholars for 350 

years - to the Gaelic harp tech-

nique described by Edward 

Bunting in 1840. 

As a teacher of early, medieval 

and Gaelic harps, he regularly 

leads workshops in Europe and 

the USA.  He is a teacher-in-

residence for Ardival Harps 

in Scotland and has taught and 

performed at music festivals in 

the UK and abroad.  

As well as giving solo recitals he 

works with Cappella Nova and 

Canty, and plays  medieval and 

Renaissance music with Belgian 

recorder player Geert Van 

Gele. 

Bill is the founder of the Wire 

Branch and an active member of 

the Clarsach Society’s          

executive. 
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Spanglefish gives you an easy-to-

use web site, where you can 

post pictures, edit text, share 

documents, and get feedback, all 

for free.  There’s no catch and 

no hassle. I use spanglefish for 

my site, registered under my 

own domain 

www.karenmarshalsay.com. It 

only took me 2 days to set up 

and the real beauty is that you 

can edit your site from any-

where via a web browser—no 

special software (or 

knowledge!) needed. 

There’s no catch. Plexus Media, 

who operate spanglefish, earn 

some revenue from google ads 

which run in a bar down the 

right hand side of the site, but 

the ads generally tie in to each 

page’s content and are not dis-

tracting. 
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“It would be good 

to be  as 

representative as 

possible of all 

aspects of wire 

harping, and that 

means 

contributions 

from all of our 

members!” 

Karen Marshalsay, live 

at Celtic Connections 

(sorry I don’t have a decent 

picture with my wire harp!) 

It’s your newsletter . . . 

Meet the new editor 
Karen Marshalsay’s music 

draws on a wealth of differing 

musical experiences, from 

work within the Gaelic and 

Scottish traditions to studies 

with Paraguayan harp master 

Rito Pederson. Playing both 

gut and wire-strung clàrsachs 

as well as bray and Paraguayan 

harps, Karen’s playing has 

developed through the folk 

world of feisean, festivals and 

lessons with such leading 

players as Alison Kinnaird and 

Bill Taylor. 

Karen’s wire credits include 

the Edinburgh International     

Festival Scottish Harps series in 

1998, and the 2004 pibroch 

series From Battle Lines to Bar 

Lines, with renowned piper 

Allan MacDonald. She also 

taught the beginners wire 

class at Edinburgh this year.  

Other  appearances include 

the Edinburgh International 

Harp Festival, commissioned 

pieces for Celtic Connections 

and  others, and work as 

musical director for ALP’s 

Scots  Music Group Big Band. 

Karen has also taught and 

performed at festivals in the 

USA, Australia, France,    

Germany, Switzerland and her 

home country, Scotland. 

Karen is currently clàrsach 

tutor at Sgoil Chiùil na    

Gàidhealtachd (The National   

Centre of Excellence in Tradi-

tional Music) at Plockton High 

School, and teaches wire and 

bray harp at the RSAMD as 

well as lecturing in Scottish 

music for the BA (Scottish 

Music) and BEd courses. She 

teaches an annual summer 

course on playing Highland 

music in traditional style at 

Sabhal Mòr Ostaig on Skye, 

and has taught Scottish, Latin 

American and beginners wire 

classes at the Edinburgh   

International Harp Festival. 

Her latest composition, based 

on the story of Thomas the 

Rhymer will be premiered as 

part of the Distil Showcase at 

the Tolbooth, Stirling, on 21 

October. 

Karen plays an Ardival Rose 

wire harp, as well as their 

Urquhart bray harp, and a 

lightly-strung Raven clàrsach 

(gut) by Jack Yule. And yes, 

you can use nails on all of 

these... 

Like many of us, she has a 

‘previous life’. BC, or before 

clàrsach, she did her PhD at 

Glasgow University on the 

attempts to found a Scottish 

National Theatre and free-

lanced as an arts researcher and 

writer, publishing a Study Guide 

to Sunset Song, and The Waggle 

o’ the Kilt, which accompanied 

her exhibition of the work of 

Harry Lauder and popular   

entertainment in Scotland. 

Karen was also the Field Officer 

for the Gaelic Books Council in 

the early 90s and spent a year 

traveling in Australia and New 

Zealand. She took her 19 string 

wire harp with her, and of 

course it came back with a hand 

made sheepskin harp bag. 

Which caused no end of fun at 

customs. On returning to   

Scotland she worked at the 

Scottish Music Information 

Centre as editor of the Scottish 

Music Handbook, experience 

which will no doubt help with 

the current task!  

For more info visit: 

www.karenmarshalsay.com 

 

The next issue is due out in 

September (then December 

and March). Copy deadline 

for the September issue is 

1st August. 

It would be good to be as 

representative as possible of 

all aspects of wire harping, 

and that means contributions 

from all of our members! 

Otherwise you’ll get a news-

letter that mainly reflects my 

own interests and experience, 

that might tide us over for a  

couple of issues but it won’t 

be very satisfactory for us all 

in the long run. 

So — get in touch with ideas, 

suggestions, contributions, 

comments, letters, diary 

dates, classifieds, whatever 

you’d like to see in these 

pages. Contact details for 

Karen are on the back page. 

The newsletter will be sent 

out quarterly to members. 

W I R E  S T R I N G S  
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One of the most exciting areas in 

America in which to be a harper is 

near the Great Lakes. There, right 

in the middle of this large country, 

one finds the Great Lakes Harp-

ers. As I look through their news-

letter, the volume of opportunities 

they present always impresses me. 

For example, they list nine ‘Harp 

Circles’ in the area. I don't know 

how many clàrsairs take advantage 

of these opportunities, nor how 

welcome metal strings are at these 

gatherings, but the potential is 

there for support and comrade-

ship. 

The Great Lakes 

Harpers also    

announce that the 

American Historical 

Harp Society will 

have a presence at 

the Madison Early 

Music Festival. One 

thing I cherish 

about the clàrsach is that it fits 

just as rightfully in a Harp Circle, 

playing what many label ‘trad’ 

music, as it does in a meeting of 

early musicians studying ‘authentic 

repertoire.’ The harpers near the 

Great Lakes encourage both! 

Many of our readers know that I 

make my home just outside the 

city limits of Washington, DC. 

Living ‘inside the beltway’ is a very 

vibrant place to be! However, it is 

still only one place. So, my fellow 

Americans, if you are wondering 

why I'm missing some piece of 

news you think is important, it’s 

probably because no one has told 

me about it! Please, send an email 

or write a note, let me know 

what’s going on that you think 

everyone needs to know about. I'll 

happily pass it on.  

 

Cynthia Cathcart 

Cynthia@clarsach.net  

by Alison Kinnaird.  We would 

like to take this opportunity to 

thank these players for their     

research and ideas. 

Damping is indicated with a stem-

less notehead with a diagonal line 

through it, and appears slightly to 

the right of the note that is played 

as those notes are damped.  

Fingering in brackets indicates 

which fingers are used to damp, 

numbers on their own state which 

finger you should play the note 

with. Numbers appearing above 

The tunes on the previous pages, 

arranged by Bill Taylor, have been 

specially typeset for Wire Strings.   

Our approach has been greatly 

influenced by the work of Ann 

Heymann in her tutor books Se-

crets of the Gaelic Harp and A Gaelic 

Harper’s First Tunes, in particular 

her efforts to discover a clear and 

concise method of notating damp-

ing.  

We also use the convention of 

stems up for treble hand and 

stems down for bass hand, as used 

the staff are for the treble or top 

hand, and those below the staff 

are for the bass or lower hand. 

Other instructions, such as adding 

optional bass notes, may be given, 

hopefully always with clear and 

easy to follow instructions!  Please 

send in any feedback or sugges-

tions to improve out typesetting. 

Ann’s books are available from 

www.harpcenter.com  

See also www.clairseach.com Ann& 

Charlie Heymann’s own website. 

in water before playing. 

• Use rubber gloves for the 

dishes or other nasty do-

mestic stuff. 

• Don’t use your nails to 

open shrink-wrapped plas-

tic, cans or anything else. 

You use them, you lose 

them! 

Remember that nails do strength-

en with use, but if you’re having 

problems try using a strengthening 

varnish like Sally Hansen’s Hard as 

Nails. 

A good diet is essential, and if your 

nails are weak then supplements of 

calcium, magnesium and boron 

[Solgar do a good combination] can 

help. 

Make these your habits! 

• Never cut your nails!  Use 

a fine emery board and file 

in one direction only, from 

edge to centre. 

• Oil regularly, massaging 

into both cuticle and nail. 

• Always let your nails dry 

thoroughly if they’ve been 

US Corre-

spondent 

Cynthia 

Cathcart 

BASIC NAILCARE  To remind us all ... 

Typsetting Wire Arrangements 

“Never cut 

your nails! Use 

emery boards 

and file from 

edge to centre 

only.” 
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Cynthia Cathcart’s 

tutor book, Pathway 

From My Music Stand Cynthia Cathcart 

Pathway A Primer for the Wire Strung Harp 

Cynthia Cathcart   

Highland Circle Publishing 

2005  (with CD) 

This tutor is divided into 20 

lessons with introductory 

material on reading music, 

tuning and hand position. The 

tunes are mainly from the 

Angus Fraser and Bunting 

Collections, with fingerings 

and damping notated. Fixed 

hand postions are used with 

unprepared strikes and some 

grace notes introduced about 

half way through the work. 

Most pieces are in G or D 

tuning, and can be played on 

lap harps with G below     

middle C as their lowest note. 

Clear explanations of musical 

features such as time        

signatures and dynamics make 

this book particularly suitable 

for those students with little 

or no previous musical    

experience who will benefit 

from the author’s methodical 

and comprehensive approach 

to learning and practising. The 

accompanying CD includes a 

tuning track and a recording 

of all 34 tunes in the book. 

[The newsletter does not publish 

reviews of anyone’s recordings or 

publications but will carry short 

descriptive articles on these, with 

information on how to obtain 

them.  If you have anything you 

would like mentioned then 

please send in a copy to the 

Editor, along with any accompa-

nying  information, including 

distribution. Photos should be 

mailed as jpgs or bmps.—and 

not too large a file please! Ed] 

Cynthia began her harp career 

when she inherited a wire-strung 

harp. After dusting off years of 

neglect that had gathered on the 

harp, she began to teach herself 

how to play.  

As well as performing, teaching 

and publishing, Cynthia is the US 

representative for Ardival Harps. 

She has recorded a CD,   Alchemy 

of a Rose, on her own label. 

Professional harper, two time U.S. 

National Scottish Harp Master 

Champion, 2002 Oberlin Ohio 

master Harp     Champion, 1998 

North American Senior Amateur 

Scottish Harp    Champion, three 

time winner of the Clan   Lamont 

Trophy and holder of the Jan Pen-

nington-Grey Award, Cynthia also 

holds a BA in Piano Performance 

from Hood College.   

Based near Washington, DC,    

used. Some pieces have two 

versions, one for lap harps 

and the other for larger   

instruments. 

For more information and 

availability of both these 

books see: 

www.CynthiaCathcart.net 

Cynthia has given permission 

for us to publish an arrange-

ment from each of these 

books. 

Arrangements for the 

Wire Strung Harp 

Cynthia Cathcart   

Highland Circle Publishing  

2001 

Arrangements of 19 tunes, 

mostly Scottish, which the 

author states “span the spec-

trum from late beginner to 

advanced”. Fingerings and 

dampings are given, with clear 

explanations of the notation 

W I R E  S T R I N G S  

“Hempson was the only one of the harpers at the Belfast meeting in 1792, who literally played the harp with 

long crooked nails, as described by the old writers. In playing, he caught the string between the flesh and the 

nail; not like the other harpers of his day, who pulled it with the fleshy part alone. He had an admirable meth-

od of playing Staccato and Legato in which he could run through rapid divisions in an astonishing style. His fin-

gers lay over the strings in such a manner, that when he struck them with one finger, the other was instantly 

ready to stop the vibration, so that the Staccato passages were heard in full perfection. When asked the    

reason of his playing certain parts of the tune or lesson in that style, his reply was, ‘That is the way I learned 

it,’ or ‘I cannot play it in any other’. The intricacy and peculiarity of his playing often amazed the Editor, who 

could not avoid perceiving in it vestiges of a noble system of practice, that had existed for many centuries; 

strengthening the opinion that the Irish were, at a very early period, superior to the other nations in Europe, 

both in the compositon and performance of music. In fact, Hempson’s Staccato and Legato passages, double 

slurs, shakes, turns, graces &c. &c., comprised as great a range of execution as has ever been devised by the 

most modern improvers.” 

Edward Bunting, A Collection of the Ancient Music of Ireland, Dublin 1840, p73. 

Edward Bunting on Dennis Hempson 
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THE MUSIC THAT WAS ORIGINALLY ON 

THIS PAGE IS PUBLISHED IN CYNTHIA 

CATHCART’S BOOK ‘PATHWAY’ AND HAS 

NOT BEEN REPRODUCED IN THIS ONLINE 

ARCHIVE VERSION. 



P A G E  6  Off She Goes,  From My Music Stand (p17) 

W I R E  S T R I N G S  

THE MUSIC THAT WAS ORIGINALLY ON 

THIS PAGE IS PUBLISHED IN CYNTHIA 

CATHCART’S BOOK ‘FROM MY MUSIC 

STAND’ AND HAS NOT BEEN REPRODUCED 

IN THIS ONLINE ARCHIVE VERSION. 



This tune comes from The Skye Collection, 

published by Keith Norman MacDonald in 

1887, and republished by Cranford Publi-

cations. 

In From My Music Stand Cynthia makes 

the following notes: 

 

“The first measure can be a bit tricky. A 

cross damp is used here, where the 4th 

finger damps a note recently played by 

the 3rd finger. In so doing, the hand 

gracefully moves to prepare for the sec-

ond part of the phrase. It is an example of 

the musician’s trick of ‘preparing ahead’. 

The cross damp aids in moving the hand 

in a flowing motion. 

 

Notes on Off She Goes 
The second time the pattern appears, in the 

third and fourth measures of the first stave, 

the 3rd finger returns to damp the F sharp. 

There is no cross damp indicated here, be-

cause there is no need for the hand to move. 

The thumb easily reaches to play the B, set-

ting up the entire hand to play the down-

ward chord of A—F# -D in the fourth meas-

ure.” 

This tune works well in a set with The 

Bedding of the Bride, which has also 

been arranged by Cynthia in From My 

Music Stand. 

Songs of Gaelic Scotland 

Songs of Gaelic Scotland,  Anne Lorne 

Gillies.  Birlinn, Edinburgh 2005 (558 p) 

£30 

Players of the wire-strung harp will be 

interested in examining this beautiful 

new anthology of Gaelic songs.  Song     

accompaniment is the vast “lost” reper-

toire of  harp players; so much of harp 

playing in earlier times must surely have 

been not just dance tunes and “concert” 

pieces, but accompanying the voice -- for 

sacred liturgy, poetry, story-telling, and 

of course songs. 

Anne Lorne Gillies gives us a marvellous 

introduction to the variety of Gaelic 

songs in a book with lengthy notes -- in 

English.  In the past, too often non-Gaelic 

-speaking players were only able to find 

publications of songs completely in Gael-

ic.  The notes throughout this book pro-

vide in-depth comments about the dates, 

historical context and performance prac-

tice of many different songs spanning 

hundreds of years.  In short, the book is 

entirely geared towards making these 

songs accessible.   

V O L U M E  1 ,  I S S U E  1  

The Skye Collection see 

www.cranfordpub.com 
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She groups the songs into several cate-

gories:  songs of the sea, songs of clan 

and conflict, songs of land and exile, 

songs of love and songs of courtship and 

conviviality.  Additional references lead 

the reader to      alternative sources and 

to recordings.  It is the bibiliography and 

the discography which are particularly 

welcome, to allow the reader to explore 

not just the historical sources but also 

the contemporary singers and musicians 

who have continued the tradition into 

the 21st century. 

Report by Bill Taylor 

This will take place during Bill Taylor’s 

wire course on the Brahan Estate (near 

Strathpeffer) in October. Obviously it is 

open to all members of the Wire 

Branch, not just those actually partici-

pating in the course, and it would be 

good to see as many folk there as possi-

ble. As a branch, our members are 

widely scattered round the world so if 

you can’t make it and would like some-

thing said at the meeting,  make sure 

that you get in touch beforehand. and 

get your views represented. The agenda 

for the meeting will be   published in the 

next issue of Wire Strings, out in     

September. 

Monday 9 October, 7.30pm    Brahan 

Estate near  Strathpeffer 

W IRE  BRA N C H AG M  

9 T H  OC TO BER  2 0 0 6  

There are two competitions for wire-strung clàrsach at the mod, which is being held in 

Dunoon  this year from 13th  –21st October. The classes are Elementary (B334) and 

Advanced(B335), both of which ask for the player’s own choice of two contrasting 

pieces.  

Next year the mod will be in Fort William from 12-20 October (2007). 

A M MO D NA IS EAN TA  

R IOG HA I L  



Carolan’s Harp 
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Online books 

include 

Alexander 

Smith’s A 

Summer in Skye,   

J F Campbell’s 

Popular Tales of 

the West 

Highlands and vols 

1-111 of Scots 

Minstrelsie. 

Web Watch 

A Chlàrsaich Cheòlmhòr   
Marie-Louise Napier   November 2005 

 

Tha thu air ais a-rithist nar 

measg 

Bha thu air chall tro linn 

Fuirich leinn gu siorraidh 

bràth 

A chlàrsaich cheòlmhor 

bhinn. 

 

Seinn, seinn le òran ùr 

Seinn air feadh an t-

saoghal e. 

A chlàrsaich bhrèagha, 

seinn gu h-àrd, 

‘S eistidh sinn le spèis e. 

 

Dhèanadh tu brosnachadh 

catha gu tric, 

Mholadh tu ceann-cinnidh 

‘s clan, 

Bheireadh tu furtachd gu 

daoine bha ‘caoidh, 

Do cheòl siubhal thar nan 

glean. 

 

Chan e aois-dàna dìreach a

-mhàin 

A chuireas tu ann an gleus, 

Tha cinnt a-nis gu mair thu 

gu bràth, 

Tha ‘n òigridh a’ seirm nan 

teud. 

 

 

 

 

You are back in our midst 

again 

You were lost for a centu-

ry. 

Stay with us for ever 

O sweet musical harp! 

 

 

Sing, sing a new song 

Sing it all over the world 

Beautiful harp, sing it 

loudly 

And we will listen with 

respect. 

 

Often you encouraged 

them in battle 

Often you praised the 

chiefs and the clans 

Often you comforted those 

who mourned, 

Your music sounding 

through the glens. 

 

It isn’t only the old bards 

Who put you in tune, 

We know for certain that 

you will survive – 

The young people are mak-

ing your strings ring! 

 

 

 

 

 

This new Gaelic song was 

performed by Marie-

Louise Napier at the 75th 

Birthday Celebrations of 

the Clàrsach Society, at the 

Edinburgh International 

Harp Festival 9 April 2006. 

 

Marie-Louise studied   

music and singing at    

Glasgow University and 

sang with Scottish Opera. 

She has just completed a 

BA degree at Sabhal Mòr 

Ostaig, the Gaelic college 

on Skye. 

 

Thanks to Marie-Louise 

both for such an eloquent 

praising of the clàrsach, 

and for allowing us to print 

her words and music. 

spoken word, dialect, bird 

song and so on. You can then 

plan your trip to London for 

some intensive listening or 

order a copy of the recording 

(for a price and if copyright 

allows!). 

 

Electric Scotland 

www.electricscotland.com     

is packed with information 

about Scotland's history and 

culture. It claims to contain 

over 8,000 pages, including 

full texts of history books and 

a large number of sound files 

of both music and speech.  

Particularly recommended is 

the  Scottish History Menu 

which contains the full texts 

of out-of-copyright books as 

well as some newer material. 

The structure of the site is 

reasonably easy to follow but 

it's amazing what you find just 

by browsing around! 

National Sound Archive 

Although you can't yet use it 

to actually listen to record-

ings, the website for the Brit-

ish Library's National Sound 

Archive   

www.bl.uk/collections/sound-

archive/cat.html 

allows you to search the cata-

logue of almost 2.5 million 

recordings held there, cover-

ing all musical genres and the 

W I R E  S T R I N G S  
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THE MUSIC THAT WAS ORIGINALLY ON 

THIS PAGE IS ATTACHED AT THE END OF 

THE PDF. 
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THE MUSIC THAT WAS ORIGINALLY ON 

THIS PAGE IS ATTACHED AT THE END OF 

THE PDF. 
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THE MUSIC THAT WAS ORIGINALLY ON 

THIS PAGE IS ATTACHED AT THE END OF 

THE PDF. 



Copyright © Marie-Louise Napier 2005

$
Marie-Louise Napier 2005

A Chlàrsaich Cheòlmhor Bhinn!

 

5

 

9

 

13

 

17 D.S. 

 

6
8

9
8

6
8

Tha thu air ais a rithist nar measg. Bha thu air chall tro linn.

Fuirich leinn gu siorraidh bràth, A Chlàrsaich cheòlmhor bhinn.

Seinn,

Sèist

seinn le òran ùr! Seinn air feach an t–saoghail e A

Dhèanadh tu brosnachadh catha gu tric,
Mholadh tu ceann-cinnidh 's clann,
Bheireadh tu furtachd gu daoine bha 'caoidh,
Do chèol siubhal thar nan gleann.

Sèist

Chan e aois-dàna dìreach a-mhain
A chuireas tu ann an gleus,
Tha cinnt a-nis gu mair thu gu bràth,
Tha 'n oigridh a' seirm nan teud. 

Sèist

chlàrsaich brèagha , seinn gu h ard 's èistidh sinn le spèis e
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