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Inside this issue: 

Welcome to the sec-

ond edition of 2007-

08, a double issue of 

24 packed pages! And 

thanks to all of who 

you have responded 

to my plea to resub-

scribe for this year. 

We really do rely on 

folks’ membership 

fees to be able to put 

this newsletter out. 

The Edinburgh Inter-

national Harp Festi-

val was as popular as 

ever last month, with 

the wire harp being 

well represented. 

Thank to Javier, who 

taught a class, gave a 

workshop and a con-

cert, and kindly 

agreed to share some 

of his music with us 

in this issue. He has 

a forthcoming CD 

which we will cer-

tainly let you know 

about when it comes 

out. 

Another new contrib-

utor is Karen 

McAulay, the music 

librarian at the Royal 

Scottish Academy of 

Music and Drama 

and a PhD student at 

Glasgow University 

studying the work of 

song collectors such 

as Alexander Camp-

bell. You can read 

about him and get a 

real idea of just what 

such collecting meant 

in Karen’s article.  

Cynthia Cathcart has 

followed up her previ-

ous piece on exercises 

with an article on 

practicing which is 

full of practical ad-

vice. And this ties in 

neatly with one of 

Javier’s pieces, an 

exercise tune he 

wrote for his stu-

dents. 

Thanks also to Gra-

ham Steele for his 

thoughts on various 

issues, and to 

Shahnaz Mosam for 

her composition. It’s 

great to have contri-

butions from mem-

bers! I’ve kept one or 

two back for the next 

issue too, but please, 

send more! 

From the Editor 

Edited by Karen Marshalsay 

Javier Sáinz, whose music is fea-
tured in this issue. 

DVD launch apology by Bill Taylor 

I must apologise for 

the cancellation of 

the launch of the 

Wire Branch DVD, 

which was scheduled 

for the Saturday 

evening at the Edin-

burgh International 

Harp Festival.  I am 

very sorry for Branch 

members who made a 

special effort to join 

us that evening.  Due 

to the holiday rush, 

the printers were un-

able to  supply the 

DVD in time for the 

launch.  It is hoped 

that they will be 

made available quite 

soon.   

Please watch for the 

announcement on 

www.clarsach.net 



Ardival Harps sponsors an     

annual residen-

tial course for 

wire-strung 

harp players in 

early October, 

with tuition giv-

en by my-

self.  The dates 

this year are 

from 9th-14th 

October, and 

players of all 

levels and of all 

sizes of harps 

are most        

welcome.  Once again, we will 

meet in an old farmhouse on 

the  Brahan estate, near 

Dingwall, just north of Inver-

ness.  The farmhouse has 

many bedrooms and a large 

sitting room, where the clas-

ses take 

place.  Neighbouring 

cottages have been 

secured so there 

should be plenty of 

accommodation for 

students.  Ordinarily 

there are about a 

dozen students, 

some of which are 

day students and 

some residential, so 

the course is quite a comforta-

ble size, and the atmosphere 

is relaxed and friendly.    

 

Over the years, Zan Dunn has 

been our personal chef, feed-

ing us with delicious home-

made soups and salads at 

lunch, and spectacular fish, 

chicken and vegetarian dishes 

at evening meal.  I like to 

think students return year 

after year for the tuition, but 

I suspect the food is also a         

considerable attraction. 

I try to offer a balanced mix of 

gently-challenging 

music from the Scot-

tish and Irish tradi-

tions which is off-the

-beaten-trail.  We'll 

examine ways of  ar-

ranging airs, dance 

tunes and courtly 

music from the time 

of the clans. As stu-

dents bring different 

sizes of harps, we'll 

make sure that eve-

ryone is able to enjoy 

playing the music on 

whatever instrument they 

bring.   

 

Following breakfast, classes 

run from morning  until mid-

afternoon, with breaks for   

refreshment and for 

lunch.  The 

early after-

noon ses-

sion       

finishes at 

3.00, and 

the late 

afternoon 

is available 

for walking 

along the 

River Co-

non or in the woodland 

trails.  The course has the feel 

of a retreat; there are no 

pubs, no traffic, no distrac-

tions.  You can play harp as 

much as you want, eat great 

food and get some healthy ex-

ercise and meet some friendly        

players.  Evenings are socia-

ble, with informal playing, the 

occasional card and domino 

games.     

This year the course starts 

with an evening meal on the 

Thursday, the 9th of October 

and concludes at 3.00 pm on 

Tuesday the 14th of Octo-

ber.  We are delighted to an-

nounce that fiddler Sarah 

(Alpha) Munro will be joining 

us as a guest tutor, giving a 

special seminar on early and 

traditional fiddle traditions in 

Scotland.  Also, the AGM of 

the Wire Branch will take 

place during the course.  

 Inclusive price for tuition, 

food and accommodation is 

£430.  For more information, 

please contact me at 

bill@clarsach.net or ring 

01997 421260.   

 

Photos are from a previous 

course at Brahan Estate with 

Bill. 

Residential Course for Wire-strung Players 
by Bill Taylor 
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“ I like to think students return 

year after year for the tuition, 

but I suspect the food is a 

considerable attraction as 

well.”  



I have recently returned from 

touring both Ireland and Scot-

land with the women's vocal 

quartet Canty.  Last October 

we recorded a CD of music 

from the office of St Patrick, 

found in a 15th C manuscript 

in Trinity College Library, 

Dublin, and this tour was 

planned to coincide with St 

Patrick's Day.  

 

The music is comprised of  

single-line plainsongs, includ-

ing  antiphons, responsaries 

and hymns.  On the CD, and 

in concert I accompanied the 

singers on the wire-strung 

clarsach,  supporting the    

tonal centre of each piece, 

whilst improvising in sympa-

thy to the mood and shape of 

the melodic lines.   

 

Along with the quartet, each   

performance included a local 

choir, which sang several 

hymns.  I was a bit surprised 

to be informed that I would be    

accompanying the large choirs 

on these hymns.  It's all very 

well to accompany a solo sing-

er with a medieval lap harp, 

and even to accompany four 

singers.  But I had no idea 

what to expect, whether or 

not my instrument would car-

ry inside the historical 

churches used as venues for 

the concerts.   

I needn't have worried.  De-

spite different set-ups each 

concert, with the large choir 

either behind me in the choir 

stalls, or alongside the nave, 

the clarsach was able to be 

heard.  It's a nice validation 

to my own theories that such 

an instrument 

would have been 

capable of sup-

porting singing 

worshippers dur-

ing the Middle 

Ages, much like 

an organ does  

today, by provid-

ing interludes, 

accompanying 

plainsongs and also accompa-

nying the performance of de-

votional poetry.   

 

For the Irish concerts (but not 

the Scottish ones), we  nclud-

ed one of the lections - the 

chanted stories of the mira-

cles of the saint.  It's quite a 

demanding thing to ask of a 

solo singer, and Rebecca Tav-

ener, with whom I had record-

ed and performed   lections 

from the   office of St Brigit, 

certainly had a full work-out 

on those evenings.  They are a 

fascinating glimpse into the 

world of sacred storytelling, 

and the harper would have 

been well-equipped to accom-

pany these, having been 

schooled for centuries in secu-

lar bardic     practice. 

 

Rebecca commissioned Mi-

chael McGlynn to compose a 

new work for the concert    

series.  Michael, who is a well-

known Irish composer and 

director of the choral group 

Anúna, composed a piece 

based on St Patrick's prayer   

Lorica, known as "St Patrick's 

Breastplate".  The text was    

initially sung in Latin, befit-

ting its 4th C liturgical ori-

gins, and then 

it was sung in 

old Irish in the 

second 

half.  Michael 

composed a 

part for wire-

strung        

clarsach, and 

although he 

didn't include 

any indications for damping, 

it was very clear to me how it 

could be played.  The harp 

part  was constructed of re-

petitive patterns that evoked 

a mantra-like chant, ground-

ing the music in the original 

mode, despite the developing 

flights of adventurous      

chromaticism in the voices.   

Canty plans to record Lorica 

in the autumn on a CD devot-

ed to new commissions for the 

group.  Also to be recorded 

will be From the Song of Solo-

mon by James McCarthy, 

which also contains a part for 

wire-strung clarsach.    

St Patrick’s Praises:  
Bill Taylor on his experiences on tour with Canty 
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“It's a nice validation to my own 

theories that such an 

instrument would have been 

capable of supporting singing 

worshippers during the Middle 

Ages, much like an organ does 

today” 



Twelve hundred miles in pursuit of song: an early                   
 ethnomusicological log 

Karen E McAulay 
Browsing through Piping Today recently,  I came across a three-part article  by Decker Forrest and 

Joshua Dickson, about their trip to South Uist and Benbecula in November 2006. (1)   They had been 

on a tour to find out about making chanters and reeds; to meet local pipers; and to talk about          

different ways of playing the pipes.   

I myself am undertaking doctoral research into the activities of late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century Scottish song-collectors.  One of my subjects is Alexander Campbell, who made a three-

month tour of the Highlands and Islands in search of Scottish traditional songs, back in 1815.  He 

published Albyn’s Anthology  shortly after his return, in 1816 and 1818.  When I was asked to go and 

talk about him to the young traditional musicians at Sgoil Chiùil na Gàidhealtachd (The National 

Centre of Excellence in Traditional Music, based at Plockton High School), I couldn’t help reflecting 

that things have certainly changed in a little under two centuries!  

Think about transportation, for a start: Decker and Josh took the train from Glasgow to Oban; then 

the ferry to Loch Baghasdail, where they picked up a hire car and stayed in self-catering                 

accommodation for the week. Campbell, on the other hand, covered most of his journey on foot – 

apart, of course, from ferries and rowing-boats between the isles. 

When I was talking to the young Plockton musicians, I first got them talking about Decker and Josh’s 

trip, to get them thinking about just what’s involved in collecting and publishing a book of songs.  We 

talked about what was involved in planning Decker and Josh’s trip:  a flurry of emails; sorting out 

travel and accommodation; finding places to eat; working out who to meet, then phoning ahead to   

arrange to meet them. Their tools of the trade included  bagpipes and CDs, a laptop, a voice-recorder, 

manuscript paper and a digital camera.   

My son was telling me the other day about a ghost story that he was reading at school.  They got to a 

bit about the heroine walking in a cold fog, and, since it was cold outside, his teacher flung the       

windows open to help them get into the feel of the story.   

What I would like to have done, would have been to take these teenage traditional musicians out-

doors into  untamed countryside, with the rain pouring down, a rough footpath under their feet, prob-

ably no map, and certainly no mobile phone!   Forget the waterproof kagoul and the thermos, too.  No 

hire-car, no self-catering accommodation, no laptop, tape-recorder or camera.  In fact, only the va-

guest of plans and a list of people to track down, somehow.   

I would like to have done it – but this was Plockton under a gloriously sunny, cloudless blue sky, and 

I only had an hour or so before lunch on a Sunday morning!  The best I could do was to ask them to 

use their imaginations. 

 

Alexander Campbell, 1764-1824 

Alexander Campbell has been described as Scotland’s first ethnomusicologist. (2) This is not strictly 

accurate – there were other people who did the same kind of thing a good half-century earlier – but 

Alexander Campbell was the first on record to expend such physical effort on his collection. 

Campbell originally came from Tombea, north-west of Callander, and was proud to call himself a 

Highlander and a Gaelic speaker. By the time he reached adulthood he had moved to Edinburgh, and 

had singing lessons with Tenducci, the famous Italian singer. (3)  Campbell worked in Edinburgh as 

a music teacher and organist, but he also had other interests – he also wrote about Scottish poetry 

and places, studied medicine at the University of Edinburgh but never seems to have been a doctor, 

and once made what has been described as “a financially disastrous venture into farming”.  (4) He 

knew about the Highland Clearances and was concerned about them – in 1804 he published an       
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exceptionally long poem called The Grampians Desolate, complaining about the Clearances, as a fund

-raiser for a charity that he set up. (5) 

When Campbell embarked at the age of 51 upon a song-collecting tour of the Highlands and Western 

Isles, his friends must have thought he was mad.  He himself thought he was getting on a bit, though 

fifty-one doesn’t seem that old nowadays! 

Alexander Campbell spent three months travelling about twelve hundred miles in pursuit of        

Highland melodies.  Like Decker and Josh, he kept a diary of his trip, and he called it, “A Slight 

Sketch of a journey made through parts of the Highlands & Hebrides”.  It begins as follows:- 

“On the 23rd July 1815, I took my place as an out-side passenger on the mail-coach to Stirling.  On 

my arrival there, I armed, and apparelled myself in the ancient costume of my native mountains; and 

set forward for Lenrick Castle.” (6) 

In other words, he put on his plaid, and off he went! 

The incredible thing about his trip is just how far he went, considering how difficult it all must have 

been.  Sometimes he had someone with him, but just as often we find him tramping around in the 

mud, falling down hills, or slipping into turbulent streams, all by himself.  More than once, he hurt 

his leg quite badly, but – if you’ll pardon the pun – he took it all in his stride, rested for a day or so 

and then moved on.  Towards the end of his trip, you can tell from his journal that he was getting 

tired and fed up, but his spirits lifted as he realised he was on the homeward stretch.  It would have 

been quite an adventure.   

You might well ask – not just, how Alexander Campbell organised his trip in the first place, but why 

he did it! 

 

James Macpherson’s Ossian 

You’ve almost certainly heard of the poems of Ossian.  A Gaelic-speaking poet called James Macpher-

son published The Works of Ossian, the Son of Fingal, in 1765.  The poetry was in English, but Mac-

pherson claimed to have translated it from the Gaelic.  He said he had gathered together a lot of an-

cient Gaelic poems by the bard Ossian, all about Fingal and his heroic exploits.  Fingal was said to 

have roamed the Highlands in around the third century – and the poems were mainly handed down 

orally from generation to generation.  Macpherson’s book was apparently a reconstruction of all these 

old poems, which he said he had collected from Highlanders who told him them when he went on his 

poem-collecting tour. 

Highland society – indeed, people all over Scotland, England, and then Europe – went crazy about 

these poems.  They were translated into other languages.  They were even translated back into Gael-

ic.   It was stirring stuff about rugged mountains, misty glens, stormy weather and turbulent 

streams, with plenty of heroic exploits from our hero, Fingal, and his associates.   

Only seven years after The Works of Ossian was published, a famous explorer “discovered” the caves 

on Staffa, and was told they were “the caves of Fingal”.  Of course, the association of the caves with 

the great Ossianic hero was enough to spark even more interest in the Hebridean islands.  A steady 

stream of travel writers declared themselves enchanted with the romance, and grandeur of the caves, 

and in particular with the echo effect in Fingal’s Cave.  It is on record that travellers would take their 

own piper with them by boat, just so they could hear the sound they made.   

The trouble was, the literary experts weren’t entirely convinced that the poems were genuine.  After 

Macpherson’s death, the Highland Society of Scotland started an enquiry.  People started travelling 

to the Highlands and Islands to see if they could meet the people who had given Macpherson his orig-

inal Gaelic poems.  

The more they went on these Highland tours, the more the Highlands and Ossian were talked about.  

On a practical level, tourism as an industry can be said to have started about this time, and literally 

hundreds of tour guides were being written.  But there was also a growing interest in Scottish poetry 
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and songs in general.  Alexander Campbell was anxious to preserve his heritage; he wrote first a book 

about Scottish poetry, and then a travel guide, long before he started his song collection.  

His  Introduction to the History of Poetry in Scotland, appeared in 1798-99. (7)  Nowadays, people 

tend to think that Macpherson’s Ossian poems were based on genuine oral poetry, but that Macpher-

son had embroidered them into a creation of his own.  Campbell himself was convinced that the Ossi-

an poems were genuine, and he wrote a chapter defending them.  Indeed, he was arguably less harsh 

a judge than some of the experts in the Highland Society of Scotland. 

After writing his history of poetry, Alexander Campbell wrote a tour-guide called Journey from       

Edinburgh through parts of North Britain, in 1802. (8) But what he really wanted to do, was to     

compile a collection of Highland songs, and eventually someone suggested that he asked the         

Highland Society of Scotland to help finance his song-collecting trip.  He was fortunate in that an  

influential member of the nobility helped him plan his itinerary.  Sir John Macgregor Murray had 

already been instrumental in getting an early collection of Highland tunes published – the Patrick 

McDonald collection (Highland Vocal Airs, Country Dances or Reels of the North Highlands and   

Western Isles, 1874) – and, significantly, he had done his own trip to the Highlands and Western Isles 

in 1800, trying to trace the people who had given Macpherson his Ossian poems.   

Sir John Macgregor Murray lived in Lanrick Castle, north of Stirling.  Campbell started his journey 

by visiting Lanrick Castle, where Sir John Macgregor Murray wrote a whole series of letters for him, 

introducing him to knowledgeable people in Mull, Staffa, Benbecula, North and South Uist and Skye.  

Doors literally opened to Campbell, with Sir John’s assistance.  Without this help, Campbell would 

have had much more difficulty getting to meet the right people.   

Starting in Stirling, Campbell went westward to the Argyleshire coast, travelling from Connel (near 

Oban) to the isles of Lismore, Mull and Iona. Next, he went by boat from Tobermory at the northern 

tip of Mull, to North Uist.  He travelled to South Uist and the isles of Barra and Vatersay, before    

returning to North Uist. From here, he headed for the isle of Harris, going by the tiny isle of           

Killegray on his way to Skye. His island-hopping took in Raasay and Scalpay before he headed back 

for the mainland, arriving at Glenelg some 55 miles due north of Connel.   

Note that he didn’t go anywhere near Lewis.  I suspect this is because James Macpherson didn’t go 

near Lewis – and neither did the famous writers Johnson and Boswell, who were amongst the first to 

try to retrace Macpherson’s footsteps in an effort to prove him a fraud.  So, if they didn’t go to Lewis, 

Campbell’s advisor Sir John MacGregor Murray may not have gone either, and that explains why 

Campbell didn’t go.   

Glengarry, Inverlochy (near Fort William), Ballachulish and Inveruran marked his return to Stirling-

shire.   He stopped off again at Lanrick Castle, seat of Sir John MacGrigor Murray to show off his   

collection, walked to Stirling then took the mail coach home to Edinburgh.   

Sometimes Campbell stayed with the people that he met – other times he stayed at inns.  He wasn’t 

proud – there was one night when he was stuck for a bed, and ended up sleeping on a bundle of hay 

in a weaver’s cottage.  It goes without saying that, without modern communication methods, he 

couldn’t be sure that the people he was visiting would be at home when he got there.  On one          

occasion, he was visiting a clergyman who turned out to be out, but wrote in his journal that he was 

grateful to be given a stiff drink of cognac (well, “conniack”) when eventually the minister came 

home! 

When you think about it, Campbell lived in times when class distinction was much greater than any-

thing we’ve ever come across, so it says something for him that he was happy to mix with people of all 

ranks of society.  To be fair, he met a lot of people who were quite comfortably off, and he also met a 

lot of church ministers and a few priests.  After all, they were the kind of people that Sir John Mac-

gregor Murray would have met on his own trip, fifteen years earlier.   

The introductions that had been set up for Campbell resulted in prearranged gatherings where he 

could meet people who would perform for him, or individuals would be sent for in order for him to 
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take down tunes. Campbell went to dances, dinners, social evenings, and listened to all kinds of     

people singing songs and reciting poems.   His informants were from all social classes.  His diary 

mentions collecting songs from gentry and military men, servants and fieldworkers, boatmen, a 

weaver, and a cabinet-maker, besides amateur violinists and various pipers. He even met a man who 

was roofing his cottage, who came down off the roof and played his Jew’s harp to Campbell and his 

companion.  

Everywhere he went, he was busily networking – and getting people to promise that they’d send on 

any extra information that they were able to gather for him.  For example, he also enlisted “three 

young preceptors” (i.e. tutors) on the island of Mull, to act as correspondents 

In 1815, as now, traditional musicians set great store by the history of the tunes that they performed.  

Campbell was obviously interested in family history – he described an old man who was the 22nd 

male representative of the McMhuirich family.  They were formerly the hereditary bards to the     

family of Clanranald before they were dispossessed during the Clearances.   Another time, he          

collected songs from the grandson of McCodrum (“the celebrated bard of North Uist”).   

Campbell took down bagpipe music from Captain Niel MacLeod of Gesto.  The Captain had learned it 

from the MacCrimmons of Skye.  Campbell also heard brilliant piping by Lieut. Donald MacCrim-

mon, then aged over 70, whom Campbell records was “the eleventh in succession of the MacCrum-

mons of Skye”.   

He wasn’t just interested in songs and pipe music  - Campbell also took down harp music which came 

indirectly from Murdoch McDonald, the last Harper to the Laird of Coll, who had died 76 years      

previously.   These were transcribed by the Countess of Compton.  If the Coll Harper died so long   

previously, one might query where the Countess got these tunes from.   Campbell observed that harp 

music could still be heard in the Highlands and Western Isles – indeed, he had heard young ladies 

playing an “improved harp”, Campbell commented that he wished harp music could be revived and 

the ancient Order of Harpers re-established in Scotland.  “Why not”, he demanded, “encourage    

Harpers as well as Pipers?” 

As I‘ve explained, Campbell collected both instrumental and vocal music, and not surprisingly he 

grew more selective as time went by.   No dreamy-eyed romantic, he complained at one point that he 

spent an evening listening to a weaver singing “song after song, Luineag after Luineag, interspersed 

with many stories of considerable length, and various merit – Most of the pieces … I had heard      

repeatedly in Lochaber, and other Highland districts.”   

Dependent on his contacts, he gathered fiddle music, pipe tunes, harp airs, and tunes that he         

described as “pretty national melodies” – sometimes played on the piano.  In this regard, he wasn’t a 

purist!  It didn’t matter that the piano wasn’t a “traditional” instrument!   

Campbell loved the pipes and the harp.  As I mentioned earlier, he was certainly not the first to be 

treated to the “effect” of Staffa’s piper playing ‘The Lament for the Slain’ in Fingal’s Cave.  He knew 

that pipes were enjoying a revival at the time, and thought that harps deserved a revival of their 

own.  However, part of his enjoyment of the harp was purely aesthetic – he thought young ladies’    

figures were displayed to best advantage when playing the harp! 

The songs he collected included short songs, songs that he categorised as “ancient love songs”, rowing 

songs, and “mouth-music”, sung in place of instrumental music for dancing.   There was also Gaelic 

poetry, and Campbell was delighted to note down that some of this consisted of “Ossianic fragments”.  

Later on, when he published his song collection, Campbell wrote of tracing the steps of “our Celtic 

Homer”.  

Decker and Josh probably used some kind of recording equipment to back up any transcriptions they 

made.  Alexander Campbell didn’t have that luxury.  He took them down, then repeated them back to 

the performer – or the people he was staying with – to “authenticate” them. There is no mention of  
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his carrying an instrument.  Within a month of setting out, Campbell noted that in Mull he had 

gleaned “forty-seven original melodies, mostly vocal, with a stanza or two of the original words to 

each – the plan I uniformly followed – in order to identify the songs … to which they are chanted 

…” 

Campbell seems to have tried to write simple “classical” settings of his songs, but he sometimes 

breaks some of the most basic rules that classical musicians would follow today.   This also raises 

questions about his level of musicianship – regardless of the fact that he had trained with an emi-

nent singer, and worked as a professional musician.  Still, he knew what he was looking for, and 

reckons he could spot an authentic Highland melody when he heard it.  He also thought he could 

tell the difference between a Highland and a Lowland melody – though he didn’t specify what he 

thought those differences were!   

Twelve months after his return to Edinburgh, he was to make another music-collecting tour to 

the Scottish Borders in October 1816.  Again, he kept a diary.  However, this trip was cut short by 

illness, after three weeks.  However, in that short time, he had covered a circle roughly defined by 

the Borders towns of Peebles, Ettrick, Hawick, Jedburgh and Melrose – a diameter of approx. 30 

miles - and spent time with two famous literary men - James Hogg and Sir Walter Scott, besides 

taking detailed notes about famous Borders pipers, from Sir Walter Scott’s uncle, Mr Thomas 

Scott.  

Actually, the second volume of Albyn’s Anthology was not meant to be the final one.  He hoped to 

publish a third volume, but it never came about.  The two-volume Albyn’s Anthology met with a 

mixed reception, and did not achieve a great popularity - probably due to the fact that his ar-

rangements left much to be desired!   However, the good thing about the collection is the fact that 

he did preserve a lot of songs that might otherwise have been forgotten.  From a musical point of 

view, the tunes themselves are good source-material, and people nowadays are more likely to lift 

the tunes then make their own settings of them. 

Meanwhile, the books themselves – not to mention the travel logs – have a wider significance 

than you would initially think.  In telling us where he went, and how  he achieved his aims, 

Campbell has left an intriguing piece of social history, which goes beyond merely collecting tunes, 

to demonstrating the depth of this particular Highlander’s love for his homeland, its traditions 

and its heritage. 

 

(1) ‘Piping in South Uist and Benbecula: a research journal, 21-27 November 2006 (Part One)’, 

with J Decker Forrest.  Piping Today 28 ; ‘Piping in South Uist and Benbecula: a research jour-

nal, 21-27 November 2006 (Part Two)’, with J  Decker Forrest.  Piping Today 29; 

‘Piping in South Uist and Benbecula: a research journal, 21-27 November 2006’ (Part Three), with 

J Decker Forrest.  Piping Today 30. 

(2) Mary Ann Alburger, Making the Fiddle Sing: Captain Simon Fraser of Knockie and his ‘Airs 

and Melodies Peculiar to the Highlands of Scotland and the Isles’ [1816] Dissertation for the de-

gree of PhD, University of Aberdeen, 2001.  2 vols. 

(3) Giusto Ferdinando Tenducci, ca. 1735-1790. 

(4) Francis Watt, rev. John Purser, “Alexander Campbell”, Oxford Dictionary of National Biog-

raphy http://www.oxforddnb.com/ accessed 23 Jan 2006 

(5) Campbell, Alexander, The Grampians Desolate: a poem, Edinburgh: Manners & Miller, 1804 

raising funds for The Fund of Aid for Waste Land Cultivators.  (Reprinted Montana : Kessinger 

Publishing, [n.d.] 
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(6) “A Slight Sketch of a journey made through parts of the Highlands & Hebrides; undertaken to 

collect materials for Albyn’s Anthology by the Editor: in Autumn 1815.”Edinburgh University  

Library, MS La III 577 

(7) Campbell, Alexander, An introduction to the history of poetry in Scotland ... together with a 

conversation on Scotish song. To which are subjoined, Sangs of the Lowlands of Scotland ... with 

characteristic designs ... engraved by the late David Allan.  Edinburgh : A. Foulis, 1798-1799 

(8) Campbell, Alexander, A Journey from Edinburgh through parts of North Britain, London: 

printed by A. Strahan for T. N. Longman & O Rees, and Vernor and Hood, 1802, 2 vols.  Campbell 

informed his readers that he to visit the spots that he had chosen to describe and sketch, and fur-

thermore, he had had “frequent occasion to visit the extensive range through which the traveller 

is herein directed”, over a period of twenty years. 

Karen McAulay is the music librarian at the Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama, and a 

part-time PhD student at Glasgow University on the late 18th and 19th century Scottish song col-

lectors, as well as being a church organist and choir master. 

First Camac Harp Trophy competition 

The 1st Camac Harp Trophy will 

take place at the Lorient Inter-

celtique Festival (FIL) on August 

9th, in the Great Auditorium of 

the Palais de Congrès. 

Rules 

1. The competition is open to 

all and has no age limit. 

2. The closing date for applica-

tions is August 6th 2008. 

3. Application forms will be 

available from the festival 

office. 

4. Every applicant will receive 

a written invitation to par-

ticipate, with details of 

when and where they will 

play their first round. 

5. Eliminatory rounds (open to 

the public) will take place 

the day before the competi-

tion final. 

6. The competition is only 

opent o non-pedal harps. 

Required repertoire: 

All competitors must play a suite of tunes, which 

must run continuously with no breaks between them. 

The music chosen can be from the repertoire of differ-

ent Celtic countries. This suite must include at least 

one Breton theme. The music may be traditional, or 

composed in a traditional style. Complete playing 

time should not exceed ten minutes in total. 

Notes 

• Camac harps will be available for competitors to play. 

• 10 candidates will pass on to the final stage of the Trophy. 

• The draw for the order of play will take place after the harp master-

class, at about midday. 

• There will be five judges, including teachers and performers of tradition-

al music. The judges’ decision is final. 

• Results and prizes will be awarded on the same evening as the final. 

• Several prizes will be awarded: 

• 1st—Camac Trophy, 600 Euros 

• 2nd—300 Euros       

• 3rd   150 Euros 

 

Information/Administration: 

Festival-Interceltique, 8 rue Auguste Nayel, 56100 Lorient,  

Tel +33 297 21 24 29  email festival@festival-interceltique.com 



Practice with Purpose 
Cynthia Cathcart 

 

Why do musicians practise? Without knowing why, without having a plan, a musician might put in 

hours of time and, at the end, wonder what has been accomplished. 

Some people practise to the clock: 30 minutes a day, the goal being to fill the allotted time. And so a 

harp is tuned, a few pieces of music are played through 3 times each, the assignment from a teacher 

is completed (if one is lucky enough to have a teacher), the timer rings and the harp is laid aside. The 

purpose of filling 30 minutes is accomplished, but is anything else? 

The reason musicians practise is to make progress. But before practice can be truly effective, one 

needs to create a desire for progress. The best way to do this is to visualise where you will be some 

day. Visualisation can give you the encouragement to reach your vision, and will inspire your      

practice. You won’t need a timer anymore, unless it is to remind you to stop practising to make time 

for other activities. 

What follows here are my personal thoughts about practising, influenced no doubt by my teachers, 

colleagues, and students to all of whom I continually give thanks. Some of the steps here are inter-

changeable depending on what fits your goals and what works for you. 

STEP 1: Getting Ready 

At this stage, you are preparing your way. Here you identify the best time and place for you to      

practise. Are you happiest practising in the early morning, so that all day you know you have accom-

plished something important to you? Or is your best time in the evening, as a way to relax from a 

long day? You may want to consider dividing your practice into an early session and a later one. 

The location for your practice is very important. If you read music, you need room for a music stand. 

If you are an oral learner, a handy player system for recordings is important. If you can learn either 

way, you may want both. Check your seat and lighting for comfort. If you are going to spend a good 

amount of time in this place, you want to be sure it is an enjoyable place. 

Identify music that gives you excitement. You have picked the perfect instrument; now pick your    

perfect repertoire. Choose music you can relate to. The wire-strung harp lends itself to different kinds 

of music, you are not limited to what your teacher or your first book presents to you. You may well 

begin with Celtic music, but if you prefer to play something else you may eventually want to concen-

trate your attentions there. 

Love your instrument. Part of practising should be caring for your clarsach. If you don’t love it, you 

will likely not want to practise with it. If you have some problem with it, discover why. You may be 

able to fix what is wrong with it (does it need a simple repair?) If the problem is deeper than this, say 

it is a student instrument and you are ready for something more professional, you may want to     

consider making a change. If you don’t love your harp you probably won’t want to spend time prac-

tising with it. It might be more effective to put off the purchase of lessons, books and recordings and 

put those funds towards a new instrument. 

Keep a log or journal, and use it to compare yourself to your past personal best. Try not to compare 

yourself to anyone else (except in formal competitions.) Hopefully we are all doing something distinc-

tive and so the only person against whom you should be judging yourself is your vision of your future 

self. Set some deadlines to drive your progress. A log may help you do this. 

Always encourage yourself, use positive thoughts and language. Say to yourself, “today I’ll get better 

at this!” Track your progress in your log, marking when you start practising a new piece or skill, so 

you can look back and see your progress. Ask others to encourage you as well. If someone is discour-

aging you, avoid them. Thankfully, this is pretty rare. Most people are confident in what they are  
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doing, and appreciate someone else working to improve their playing. 

This initial practice step will eventually become as natural as breathing to you. Time will make it 

happen. Your instrument will call you, the practice space will inspire you, your music will fill your 

heart, and your progress will be established. 

 

STEP 2: Settling In 

Here begins the real work of practice. 

Each practice session should start with tuning and warming-up. As you tune your clarsach, listen 

and look carefully at it. This is the time to demonstrate your love for the physical instrument. Are the 

strings still true? Are there any strange buzzes? Has anything changed since you last held it? 

Once your clarsach is in tune, continue your settling in process by doing some exercises. These may 

be something you have learned from a teacher, in a workshop, or from a book. (See the July 2007    

issue of this newsletter for suggestions). Pay attention to yourself during your exercises. Are there 

any pains? Are there any nail problems that should be attended to? 

Now, promise yourself some fun! Play a “tuning tune” once your harp is in tune and you have warmed 

up yourself. Make this a tune you love and can play well. Relax and just enjoy the sound. (And if you 

don’t have a tuning tune yet, do make it the next piece you choose to learn.) 

 

STEP 3: Work on New Music 

Do a little sight-reading, or pick out a piece from a recording or from your memory. This may also be 

something from your teacher, or the next piece in your tutor book. In this step, you are looking for a 

new piece to learn. 

Once you have identified this new piece, study it before you begin to play it. Look and listen for     

patterns in the piece, for figures or phrases that repeat themselves. Identify the scale it is in. Can you 

identify the structure of the piece? Do you know who composed it? Is it traditional? What is the story 

or purpose behind the music? Study any lyrics or poetry that belong to the tune. This is all part of   

being a musician. 

Consider the technical playing of the piece, what will happen when you finally put fingers to strings? 

Explore the fingering. Which ornaments work? Which technique or figures will you use? Are there 

any choices, or is there only one approach that will work? If it is an arranged piece, whether newly 

made or from a historical source, can you identify the technique or techniques used? (For example, is 

it fixed finger? Or is the melody all in the treble hand with bass hand playing accompaniment?) 

If it is an assigned piece, by a teacher or tutor book, some of these decisions may be made for you. 

That is fine. Do take time to understand what they are. For example, if your teacher says the piece is 

to practise the bee’s plait then obviously that is the figure you will use, and you will either already 

know that figure or you will be learning it shortly. 

Work out the rhythm. Is it in triple or duple metre? Is it a jig, a strathspey, or an air? This is also 

part of the tune’s story, but here we are studying it from a technical perspective. For example, if it is 

a hornpipe, this means you will need to know the hornpipe rhythm. 

Play or sing the melody. Try to immerse yourself in the tune, find the emotion in the music. Remem-

ber, music is not the notes, music is the sound. What sound will you create? As you begin to climb in-

to the music, your function is that of a storyteller or image-creator. This is the point where you move 

from an attraction to a particular tune to falling in love with it. 
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STEP 4: Ongoing Work: 

Music that has emerged from Step Three is in this area of your practice session. This is the serious 

part of your practising, where problem areas are turned into beautiful music. 

Before problems can be solved, however, they must be recognized. Following is a four-step process for 

focusing your efforts. You may be tempted to skip a step here, but do follow each one. They will guide 

you to be certain that you are practising what is needed. 

Problem Solving Steps: 

1. Locate the mistake. Recognize that you even made a mistake, which sometimes requires some 

real work as we tend to be very forgiving of ourselves. You may want to ask someone else to  

listen and tell you where they hear a problem. 

2. Identify precisely what the mistake is. Define it. You know where you missed something, but 

exactly what did you miss? Was it a wrong note, or an incorrect rhythm? Is it a problem with 

timing? Your success at fixing the problem will be greater if you know what exactly needs to be 

fixed. 

3. Determine the fix. If you played a wrong note: what is the correct one? Before you can practise 

something to get it right, you have to know what right is. 

4. Identify a solution and practise it. Some problem solving suggestions are given below. Different 

problems will require different solutions. 

 

Problem Solving Routines: 

These are a few ideas for solving problems. You may find yourself inventing some of your own. A 

teacher or friend may also have a routine to share. 

1. Play only the one small section you are struggling with, starting just before the mistake and 

going on a short bit after. (Double check your initial fingering. Nothing is worse than getting a 

small section perfect only to find out that a particular finger will not be on that string because 

of what has come before.) 

2. Listen carefully to the music again, or look at the sheet music or tablature again. Hearing or 

seeing the music may help you play the correct notes. 

3. Memorize as you learn a piece. Releasing your dependence on the sheet music, tab, recording, or 

another’s playing gives you more power to concentrate on the sound production. (Memory       

actually begins when you first examine the music for patterns and structure.) 

4. Thoughtfully eliminate one challenge at a time. It may be one note of an interval, so that if you 

are to play two strings simultaneously, you may practise by playing only one string to gain skill, 

and add the other one later. Eliminate one hand and practise hands separately if it makes 

sense. (In a fixed finger melody, for example, this would not make sense.) Practise at a slower 

tempo, thus eliminating speed. 

5. Practise mentally. Set aside your harp and imagine yourself playing the passage. This          

technique also works at down times in your day, such as when you are waiting at a bus stop. 

Practise away from your harp. 

6. If the problem is jumping or moving to a new spot, try count-down practice. Play up to the point 

just before your jump, silently count three or four beats as you move and prepare the next 

notes—keep in tempo—and then play the new notes. When you are confident with the move, 

reduce your silent count by one beat. Once you are confident at each level, continue to reduce 

the silent count until you are playing the passage in time. 
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7. Try blocking practice. This is like a stage play, where the actors move around the stage with

 out actually saying their lines. You practise just the movements of your fingers and hands 

 around the strings, without being concerned about playing the actual strings. 

8. Use practice circles. Draw a circle around a troublesome passage and play it three times in a 

row correctly. During your next practice session, start by playing your practice circles before 

you do anything else with the piece. 

9. Practise from the end, which is especially effective at the end of sections. To do this, you begin 

by playing the notes of the last beat. Once this is absolutely firm, play the notes of the last two 

beats. When you have that done, play the notes of the last three beats. Continue doing this until 

you can play the last phrase with absolute confidence. 

10. Make an exercise from the problem passage. Say you are having difficulty playing a specific   

figure. Make up an exercise specifically to practise that figure, and either use this as one of your 

beginning exercises or stop and do the exercise before you play the piece in which you need the 

technique. 

 

STEP 5: Nearly There: work on security and confidence 

This step is for pieces that are nearly finished. Practise towards a confident performance, even if you 

are only playing for your pet cats! 

Of course, your cats are a forgiving audience. After all, they enjoy listening to you tune. Therefore, 

you may not ever need to use this step in your practice. Even for professional players, this may not 

necessarily be a step taken every day. 

This step is also a continuation of the previous one. It is difficult sometimes, maybe even impossible, 

to identify a point at which a tune leaves step four and enters this step. 

As in the final problem solving routine above, you want to be sure to have a strong ending. You must 

know where you are going in a piece of music. Then if all fails in performance, you can at least end 

gracefully. 

Also practise by starting from different places in the piece. Do remember to practise beginning at the 

easy sections. Think of these as practice points. This gives you landmarks to aim for. If memory or 

technique or concentration slips during a performance, you can aim to give yourself a new start at 

one of your practice points. 

Do a tempo check. Check your tempo with a metronome or, even better, a drummer or dancer. If you 

know another musician, ask them to play with you to help even out your tempo. 

Practise playing through your mistakes. Do not stop the music, even when you play something 

wrong. Keep the tempo going, and aim for a practice point. 

March the piece, sing it, clap the rhythms, practise it when you are away from your instrument. This 

makes dish-washing time into practice time. By doing this, you are teaching your ear and your body 

the music, which can be just as important as teaching your fingers to play. This also is practice, of 

your memory of the music. 

Imagine yourself performing the piece brilliantly. Imagine every bar and phrase being played         

correctly. If you stumble in your imagination, remember where you stumbled and take that passage 

back to step four. Also double-check your memory at that place. 
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Step 6: Final Preparation for Performance 

This is a step that need not be taken every day, nor even necessarily every week. And it is a step 

that can be passed over by many who are playing merely for the joy of it (or for their cats). If you 

are thinking to play for an audience, whether at a ceilidh or your church, for family or a small 

recital or a large concert hall, the advice offered at this step may help. 

Listen objectively to your playing, or ask someone to listen as you play through your perfor-

mance. Consider recording yourself, and listen to it as if it were someone else playing. Check for 

the tiny details. Not only dynamics and tempo, but also balance between your melody and any 

accompaniment or resonance. Are you satisfied with your damping and ringing decisions? Is 

there anything ringing that sounds sloppy? Listen to the shape of your phrases. 

Listen for the story of the piece. Are you telling the story you heard when you first began study-

ing the piece? Does it flow, does it have tension and resolution? How is the ending, does it sound 

like a neat finish to the piece? 

People will best remember the beginning of a performance, and the end of a performance. There-

fore, you want to make certain that these are perfect. Practise the end repeatedly, even to your 

finishing flourish and bow. Practise acknowledging your audience. Practise the beginning repeat-

edly, even the picking up of your harp and preparation before putting hands to strings. 

An audience changes everything. Play in front of people as you have the opportunity. If that 

chance is rare, play for your pets, or for a gathering of stuffed animals, or the collected pictures of 

family. Offer to play something for an organization you are active in, such as your school or club. 

Practise concentration. The hardest part of performing is not letting your mind wander. Give 

yourself a distraction, such as turning on a talk radio program, and play your pieces during the 

chatter. 

 

STEP 7: Ending Routine 

Here is the end of your practice session. How do you want to finish? You may want to play 

straight through a piece, knowing it is well done and finished and ready for performance. You 

may want to play through something that has been in your repertoire for a long time, for the 

pure and simple joy of making music. 

You may choose to simply be finished. You are tired. Lay your harp carefully in its place, perhaps 

give it a brief dusting. Cover it, or put it lovingly into its case if this is your habit. Make your   

final marks in your practice log, and close down your studio or practice space. 

Stretch gently, examine yourself for any small aches or discomfort and consider how this may 

change your routine tomorrow. Look over your nails, if you are a nail player, and smooth out any 

roughness that may have developed during your practice. 

You may want to take a moment to review your practice routine. Is it working for you? Whatever 

and however you find yourself practising, remember that you practise so you can play. The ulti-

mate goal is to have fun. Do you feel yourself moving forward? 

Love what you do. Then share it. Fall in love with your music, and you will be repaid many, 

many times with the joy of its creation. 
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MUSIC FROM JAVIER—ATTACHED TO END 

OF PDF DOCUMENT 



Nails are our contact with the 

harp and its music, as tyres 

are our contact through a car 

with the road. In this sense 

they represent a test of reali-

ty. 

I asked several eminent wire 

harp players and 

was told by two to  

repair nails with 

superglue, which 

says it is an acid, 

and which bonds 

skin    apparently 

by melting and 

hardening it.    An-

other said use a product more 

likely to be encountered with 

the three wise men than in 

Superdrug. A last player gave 

I think the best advice saying 

simply eat well. Not eat a lot 

but better. He has my vote. 

The best leaflet on nails is 

Know your nails produced by 

Stepwise and sponsored by   

Novartis. It recommends iron 

and zinc to prevent nails be-

coming brittle. A problem 

with all these hints is the 

time it takes the     bottom of 

your nail to reach the playing 

area. Only then can you see if 

the new idea works. 

I like the idea of preventative 

care. Nails are like hooves on 

cows and horses. They are not 

bone, but similar to gelatine. 

Eating wine gums may ingest 

hoof material. I have found 

cod liver oil capsules have 

made a big difference to the 

flexibility of my nails. 

I tried a horse product called, 

if I remember, Cornucresene. 

This thick black paste should 

have been left on all night. 

My wife suggested I sleep 

wearing rubber gloves, but I 

felt this lacked the intimate 

touch.  I was told several 

fashion models used it to 

speed the growth of their 

nails.  

If I break a 

nail, it needs 

little  re-

maining nail 

to pluck the 

strings. It is 

useful to use 

a jeweller’s 

eyeglass to 

inspect the nail before an am-

putation. A close   inspection 

often shows the break is at a 

slant, and enables more of the 

nail to be preserved. Nails can 

be too long or square. It can 

be useful to trim them before 

they break. I find that when 

polishing with a cloth, if I 

hold the cloth around bent 

fingers the nails face into my 

palm. This is better than us-

ing two fingers and thumb to 

hold the cloth. 

For washing up I use rubber 

gloves. Tesco sells tough rub-

ber gloves. They have a sink 

plunger on the wrapper. I see 

even their tough ones are for 

minimal risks only. I know of 

people who have developed 

fungal infections through 

wearing gloves. My wife, who 

wore rubber gloves for money, 

recommends hanging up the 

gloves open end up, using a 

sprung clothes peg which is 

fastened to the kitchen radia-

tor by a length of string. They 

can dry inside that way. 

Reflect how you have broken 

nails. Is it lifting bags or 

opening car doors? If you 

know when to take care this 

may help. Try a contempla-

tive approach to life. Perhaps 

a little zen? 

Identifying strings 

Wire is hard to mark, but put-

ting a dab of colour on strings 

can help an inexperienced 

player like me. A visit to 

Boots beauty department pro-

duced two nail colours: Max 

Factor Nailfinity 724 Blue en-

ergy, and 731 Redly night-

shade. A thick dab of this 

stuff dries in relief, so one’s 

fingers can feel the strings 

with colour on. This gives a 

one in 3.5 chance of being on 

an F or C. To apply more than 

a little colour can make the 

string sound muffled. Nail 

polish remover cleans the col-

our off the strings. 

There are two best places for 

the colour to be. One is just 

above where you place your 

fingers in normal playing. An 

indulgent friend can put bits 

of sticky tape where your fin-

gers go. You will find the bits 

of tape describe an arc. The 

less useful place is at the 

point on each string where 

the wire rings an octave 

above. That may help you to 

locate these points if you use 

them for special effects. 

My earlier attempt at string 

marking was to raid my moth-

er’s wool store for red, blue 

and g for green wool. I put a 

strand of wool into the hole on 

the soundboard of each rele-

vant string. This led to short 

sighted playing, as if  

Care for your nails and other eccentricities 
By Graham Steele 
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“my next project was to make a 

music stand that cost nothing, 

recycled scrap, was robust, 

could hold 3 sheets of A4 in a 

line, and fit into my harp case. “ 



forever looking for a dropped 

coin on the soundboard, and 

was replaced by the above. I 

still retain the wool around 

the tuning pins on the side 

away from the wires. This 

helps minimise breaking 

strings caused by turning the 

wrong pin to the wire I am 

attempting to tune. 

Harp cases and music stands 

I did make a harp case out of 

carpet. This looked fine, but 

was floppy. I added a plywood 

base and bamboo poles to 

keep the structure rigid. After 

a bad time with this structure 

on a visit to a harp course in 

Ireland, I gave it to a local 

farmer who uses it as a home 

and climbing frame for his 

cats. Now I use Glen 

Cronkite’s excellent cases. 

Undeterred by problems with 

harp cases, my next project 

was to make a music stand 

that cost nothing, recycled 

scrap, was robust, could hold 

3 sheets of A4 in a line, and 

fit into my harp case. Our lo-

cal supermarket had wine 

and whisky cases. A matched 

set of three was required. I 

cut off the folding tabs at one 

end and stood it on the floor, 

removed opposing tabs at the 

top end, and removed tabs on 

the box above it so the two 

boxes fitted onto each other, 

held by the intersecting tabs. 

They would fold flat. I cut an 

angled piece out of the top 

box, leaving a lip at the lower 

end to stop the music falling 

off. I removed the tabs from 

each end of the third box, and 

cut it vertically so it could be 

opened out to hold the three 

pieces of A4, after      placing 

it in the angle on the top box. 

I required another bit of box 

to make the lip to keep the 

music from sliding off. The 

whole folds flat and needed no 

glue. The     interior can be 

used to house a bottle to pre-

sent to your tutor at the end 

of a session. If it does fall over 

it is too light to damage any 

harps nearby. 

Tuning meters 

A tuning fork or two is all one 

needs. Meters appeal to our 

love of gadgets. For some time 

I have used a Korg ca-30. This 

has a grey dial and a socket 

for a pickup. At the last harp 

festival I acquired a Crafter 

tg-200h for £15. This fits onto 

a hole in the soundboard and 

can pick up vibrations to de-

tect a note. At 5 by 3cm it 

takes up little room, and 

when it finds a note the dis-

play changes from orange to 

green, which is exciting. It is 

confused by the overtones in 

long strings. As I am confused 

by these overtones we have 

something in common. Per-

haps someone could write an 

article to explain what these 

false readings mean. 

 

Any thoughts on the issues raised 

here by Graham? If so then 

please get in touch and share 

them in the next newsletter. Or 

perhaps this article has made you 

think of a few things you could 

write about?  We need to get more 

members contributing to each 

newsletter to keep it viable. 

Thanks to Graham for his first, 

but hopefully not his last, article 

for Wire Strings.  Ed. 

 

New CDs with wire-strung interest 

Simon Chad-

wick, Clàrsach 

na  Bànrighe 

 

This CD pre-

sents two              rogrammes, 

of medieval and 18th century 

repertoire, played on a newly 

commissioned replica of the 

medieval Scottish Queen 

Mary harp. He is joined by 

singer Mairead Murnion on 

Oran air Cath Sliabh an t-

Siorraimh. 

available from 

www.simonchadwick.net/harp/      

Goldfrapp’s latest CD     

Seventh Tree, featuring 

Ruth Wall on wire harp. 

Ruth also plays lever harp 

and keyboards on the    

Goldfrapp tour 2008. 

Canty, Apostle 

of Ireland           

Divine Art dda 

25065.   

 

Medieval Irish plainchant, 

including an office for St Pat-

rick.  With texts newly edited 

from the original sources, this 

is a programme of 15th centu-

ry plainchant, genuinely origi-

nating in Ireland, recorded 

here for the first time after 

extensive scholarly re-

search.  Accompanied by Bill 

Taylor, wire-strung clarsach. 
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Not forgetting …. 



Tree Dance is a composition 

by Bob Pegg, written for a 

project titled Between Two 

Worlds/Fairich fiodh eadar 

dà shaoghal.  This was an 

event sponsored by the For-

estry Commission, running 

from 2nd-18th November 

2007 at Glenmore Forest in 

the Cairngorms National 

Park.  It transformed a night-

time walk within the forest 

using art, music and 

light.  Bob was part of a team, 

which also included environ-

mental artist Diane Maclean 

and light artist Malcolm     

Innes.   

 

Visitors were gently led 

through the dark, and along 

the way special installations 

picked out certain aspects of 

the landscape: spotlights on 

trees, illuminated water dis-

plays, a river of light...  And 

throughout, one    often heard 

haunting music through the 

trees.  Inspired by local super-

natural stories, Bob composed 

several pieces which evoked 

the unsettled meeting point 

between the world of Men and 

the world of Faerie. 

 

The Faery Ring Tree involved 

a beautiful, isolated old tree, 

which had a circle of white 

lights placed around it on the 

ground. The lights appeared 

to move around the tree, like 

a toy train around a Christ-

mas tree.  And upon            

approaching the tree, one 

heard music coming from the 

woods nearby. Cleverly, the 

Tree Dance also tracked 

around the tree in sync with 

the   moving lights, as speak-

ers had been placed to give a 

360˚ sound space all around 

the visitors.   

 

The piece itself was originally 

recorded on a small gut-

strung Pictish harp by myself, 

along with Alistair Macleod 

playing a clay-pot drum.  It is 

essentially a 3-part slip jig in 

a minor mode.  But in the 

third section it slides into the 

lydian mode to produce a ra-

ther eerie effect.  It's great 

fun to play, and I thought it 

would make a terrific tune for 

wire-strung clarsach.  It's 

mostly melody, so enjoy the 

simple   clarity of the line, 

and let your fingers gradually 

speed up to a comfortable 

dance tempo.  Look around 

you every now and then as 

you practise; you might find 

that twenty years have gone 

by, instead of twenty 

minutes!   

 

The website for Between Two 

Worlds is still active:   

www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/

info-6ysczk 

You can also download an 

MP3 file of the tune from this 

site, and be sure to click the 

link to see at the images, in-

cluding one of the Tree itself:   

www.forestry.gov.uk/images/

faeryringtree1056855.jpg/

$FILE/

faeryringtree1056855.jpg 

Note to Tree Dance  by Bill Taylor 
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NOTE THAT THE MUSIC HAS NOT BEEN ATTACHED AT THE END OF THIS ONLINE PDF VERSION 

DUE TO FILE SIZE. It is a separate music pdf which can also be downloaded —APART FROM TREE 

DANCE WHICH IS AVAILABLE IN TAYLOR’S MISCELLANY BY BILL TAYLOR PUBLISHED BY MAR-

SHARP MUSIC, AND THE ST KILDA SONG FROM ALBYNN’S ANTHOLOGY. 


