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The  AGM of the Wire Branch will take place on Sunday 1st November 

2009 at 5pm, the location is 57 Morningside Park, Edinburgh. 

 

AGENDA 
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2.  Approval of the 2008 minutes 

3.  Matters arising 

4.  Convener’s remarks 

5.  Tutorial DVD 

6.  Future projects 

7.  Election of Officers 

8.  Financial report 

9.  Any other competent business 

10. Date and location of next meeting     

I am resigning as Secretary to the 

branch and a new secretary will be 

elected at the meeting. Having un-

dertaken the role for 3 years and 

revised the membership procedures 

I feel it is time to hand it on to 

someone who can be more accessi-

ble to members on a daily basis. As  

a freelance musician I am often 

away from home (and in the High-

lands especially this means away 

from internet access!) and therefore 

unable to answer queries and reply 

to new subscriptions and renewals 

as promptly as either I or the mem-

bers would like. I would rather that 

these matters were handled by 

someone who can have computer 

access most days to reply to mem-

bers. The job mainly entails logging 

subscriptions, sending out member-

ship cards and booklets, general 

queries, and filling in of branch re-

turns to the main society one a year 

(end of June). It will not involve 

the maintenance of the website 

which I am happy to continue 

doing. 

Branch AGM 1st November—
New office bearers needed! 

Edited by Karen Marshalsay 

Future Newsletters? 

The other main problem I have 

at the minute is that the news-

letter is not working out the 

way I had hoped when it was 

first revamped 3 years ago. 

With a couple of exceptions 

members are not sending in 

contributions and I feel that I 

cannot continue with the pre-

sent set up. I either have to 

wait until I have some contribu-

tions (hence this issue which 

should have been out in 

June….) or make it all up my-

self, which I           cont on p 15 



Following it’s success last year, Javier Sáinz will once again be offering tuition and accomodation at his home in 
Suances, Northern Spain, from 1st October 2009 to 30th June 2010. This is an opportunity to increase knowl-
edge of repertoire and historical sources for the early Irish & Scottish wire-strung harp, Renaissance harp, and 
Spanish Baroque harp. Instruction and lodging are situated in front of Suances main beach and surrounded by 
the inspiring cliffs and mountains of the wild Biscay Bay. The house has a double and a single room for guests, 
the aim being to provide a calm and warm atmosphere, where students can receive their lessons and have 
practising time. The lodging is with all facilities, and fresh home made food. Students can enjoy their free time 
walking on the beaches, to the cliffs at the lighthouse cape, or visiting the beautiful mediaeval village of Santil-
lana del Mar, just 5 miles away from Suances. Within an hour’s drive, one can visit wild mountains and beech 
forest as well as prehistoric cave paintings. In the South Cantabrian region, also within an hour’s drive, one can 

see more than a hundred beautifully preserved Romanesque churches.  

The maximum number of guests staying at the house is three people. Any student can come alone or with a 
partner or with other students. The price for each person -including lodging with all facilities, food and wine- is 
€ 30 per day. The minimum stay is two days and the maximum is five. Each student will receive one or two 
private lessons a day at a cost of € 45 per lesson. Students will have welcome access to Javier’s collection of 
books and music sources. If you are a wire-strung harp student, Javier has available, free of charge, a wire-
strung harp, harp stand and music stand. For students who wish to stay longer or to have more autonomy a 

self-catering flat has become available.  For more information see www.javiersainz.org. 

A new book for those inter-

ested in wire-strung harp 

playing was launched at the 

Edinburgh International Fes-

tival in April. Called, First 

Steps, An Introduction to 

Playing the Wire-Strung Clar-

sach, it is aimed at those with 

little or no experience of wire, 

but would also be of interest 

to those who are not familiar 

with Scottish repertoire or 

damping. 

The book has been written by 

Karen Marshalsay, who 

taught wire-strung harp at 

the Royal Scottish Academy of 

Music and Drama, and also at 

the National Centre of Excel-

lence in Traditional Music 

based at Plockton High 

School. 

The 22 pages include a brief 

guide to reading music, infor-

mation on tuning, and a pro-

gressive series of exercises 

and tunes, which look at fixed 

position, staccato and legato 

damping, letting notes ring 

out to form harmony, modes, 

grace notes, rhythm and time 

signatures,  the 1s and 0s 

chordal system,  coupled 

hands method, and several of 

the ‘stopped style’ fingering 

gestures : thumb choke, half 

scratch, bee’s plait and break. 

There is information on the 

Robert ap Huw manuscript, 

Edward Bunting and sources 

of Scottish repertoire. 

The material is all Scottish 

and includes both Gaelic and 

Scots songs, traditional tunes 

and some of Karen’s own 

tunes. These include The 

Owls of Alnwick Castle, a IX 

part study or variation tune 

which uses all the techniques 

in the book. 

Harp lessons by the sea : study in Spain with Javier Sáinz 

New Wire Harp Book : First Steps 
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Copies of First Steps are avail-

able from Karen for £12 plus 

P+P via 

www.marsharpmusic.com 

Several retailers also stock the 

book including : 

www.earlygaelicharp.info 

www.telynauteifi.co.uk 



New Irish TV Documentary on the Wire-strung 

Harp 

The long saga of our Wire 

Branch tutorial DVD is about to 

conclude.  Barnaby Brown, who 

originally initiated the project 

and has served as the technical 

director, presented the DVD to 

branch members at the 21st 

June workshop in Edinburgh.   

 

The editing of the DVD has fi-

nally been completed, and mem-

bers were enthusiastic about see-

ing its structured approach, 

which takes players step by step 

through each tune.  They were 

delighted with the clarity of the 

close-up details of the teachers’ 

fingers, showing as many as 46 

individual video clips for each 

piece.  Students are able to select 

between alternative camera an-

gles, choosing to focus on either 

treble or bass hands.   

 

At the moment, one dilemma 

facing the editor is how to con-

dense all the material onto just 

one disc, which can be used on 

an ordinary TV-style DVD 

player.  That will be sorted out 

soon as we take professional ad-

vice and prepare for the packag-

ing and distribution of the DVD 

this summer.   

Bill TaylorBill TaylorBill TaylorBill Taylor    

    

 Alison Kinnaird, Ann Hey-

mann and Bill Taylor were 

recently involved in a TV 

documentary which features 

gut-strung harp player Nol-

laig Brolly from County 

Derry.  http://www.wren.ie/

index.php?

op-

tion=com_virtuemart&page=s

hop.manufacturer_page.php&

manufac-

turer_id=1&Itemid=46 

 

Nollaig, who is keen to ex-

plore the wire-strung harp 

tradition played by Derry’s 

famous son Denis Hempson/

O’Hampsey, has been working 

with a crew from Lugh Films 

http://www.lughfilm.com/ for 

a documentary titled  

“Cruit go n-or, seanghlor ag 

ceol athuair”, which is being 

co-produced with BBC,TG4, 

ILBF and BCI. 

 

The film is to be a musico-

archeological investigation 

which explores the ancient 

Irish airs of Co. Derry harpist 

Denis O'Hampsey as collected 

by Edward Bunting.  Led by a 

group of gifted musicians who 

are fascinated with the ori-

gins of their Irish musical tra-

dition and heritage, this 50 

minute film follows musical 

instrument maker Séamús 

O'Kane http://

www.tradcentre.com/seamus/

from Co. Derry and renowned 

harp builder Michael Billinge 

from Co. Cork who will build 

a replica of the Downhill harp 

along with Nollaig Brolly, 

who will turn her hand to 

learning the techniquess of 

playing this ancient instru-

ment from renowned Celtic/

European harpists.  This film 

culminates in a grand finale 

Harp concert in the style of 

The Belfast Harp Festival of 

1792.     

DVD Update 
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Nollaig Brolly with a copy 

of the Downhill harp 



In this issue we are looking at one my favourite decorations—the beat. Thumb chokes, short 

plaits and even a little finger plait get a work out too. Practise these are slowly as you need to, 

the aim is to hear each note cleanly, without any finger noise. The damping mostly takes care of 

itself because of the way the movements are fingered, but there are one or two x marked damp-

ings to watch out for. 

These exercises are part of my next book, due out later in the year but as yet untitled, which is a 

compendium of exercises and studies for wire-strung or ‘stopped style’ techniques and graces. 

The Practice Corner by Karen Marshalsay 
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And just in case you can’t quite remember which gesture is which ( in which case you really 

do need to go away and learn them!)  here is a list of what is used in this issue: 



Ardival October Players’ course 
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Ardival Harps announces their annual autumn residential Wire-strung Players' Course with Bill 

Taylor. The dates are from 8th-13th October 2009, and, as in the past, players of all levels and of 

all sizes of harps are most welcome.  

This year the course will be held at Moniack Mhor, a writers’ centre supported by the Arvon 

Foundation Close to Loch Ness, Moniack Mhor is surrounded by Strathfarrar’s heather and sil-

ver birches, and the table plateau of Ben Wyvis. Kiltarlity village is four miles away and Inver-

ness is fourteen miles away.  

Zan Dunn will again be the course chef, feeding everyone with delicious homemade soups and 

salads at lunch, and fish, chicken and vegetarian dishes at evening meal. 

Bill plans to teach a balanced mix of gently challenging music from the Scottish and Irish tradi-

tions, which is off-the-beaten track. Students will examine ways of arranging airs, dance tunes 

and courtly music from the time of the clans to suit a variety of different sized harps. 

Following breakfast, classes run from morning until mid-afternoon, with breaks for refreshment 

and for lunch. Classes finish at 3.00, and the late afternoon is available for walking the nearby 

woodland trails or for practicing. The venue has the feel of a retreat; there are no pubs, no traf-

fic, no distractions. You can play harp as much as you want, eat great food, get some healthy ex-

ercise and meet some friendly players. Evenings are for socialising, with informal playing and 

the occasional card and domino games.  

This year the course starts with an evening meal on the Thursday the 8th of October and con-

cludes at 3.00 pm on Tuesday the 13th of October. Inclusive price for tuition, food and accommo-

dation is £430. 

Wire Branch EGM 

 

The Wire Branch held an EGM in Edinburgh on 17th May.  This brief meeting was held to 

officially present the treasurer’s report to branch members, which was not available at the 

time of our last AGM in October 2008.  The report had been presented to the Clarsach Soci-

ety to comply with their requirements.   

For more information or to 

book contact 

Ardival Harps 

01997 421 460 or  

info@ardival.com 



Eike’s first instruments were 

typical of many of us—

recorder as a child and guitar 

as a teenager, but one day she 

saw an advert to ‘ come and 

try the harp’ at a local music 

school. She went along and 

tried it out. And she went fur-

ther, coming to Scotland and 

visiting Balnain House in In-

verness where she enquired 

about harpmakers, and ended 

up with an Ardival Dominie 

(gut-strung lever clarsach). 

Her interests have always in-

cluded Scottish and Irish mu-

sic and about two and a half 

years ago she decided to 

change to playing wire-strung 

harp, going to Bill Taylor’s 

course in October 2006. Eike 

now has an Ardival Kilcoy 

harp (pictured) and also has a 

Sirr harp on order from Frank 

Sievert. But that’s not 

enough—Eike is also plan-

ning to explore bray harps 

and has an Urquhart on order 

from Ardival, the new model 

with the 

clamshell 

soundbox. 

Eike is cur-

rently 

spending 4 

months in 

Scotland 

and has travelled  to South 

Uist, Stornoway and Kilmar-

tin among other places. This 

is “partly holiday and partly 

wanting to find out how it 

would be to live in this coun-

try” she says, but also realizes 

that it would be very different 

to live in Scotland full time 

and that there would be 

things about Germany that 

she would definitely 

miss. And of course she 

has a good job in Ger-

many working in a lab 

doing pharmaceutical 

research.  A career in 

music is not some-

thing ,she says, her 

parents would have 

been very happy about! 

Eike says that she is 

‘not really a stage per-

son’ but has an in-

creasing interest in us-

ing harps for healing, 

and is in fact going to 

start training in this 

with Uschi Laar next 

year. This is a formal 

course which explores 

repertoire, use of chords and 

so on to help sick people and 

is, she says, a big tradition in 

India. Uschi works in a hospi-

tal in Vienna, using improvi-

sation mainly rather than 

tunes. “Tunes are good to play 

in a hospice but healing is 

more about improvi-

sation”, Eike said. 

This method of work-

ing is more common 

in Britain and the 

USA but is, she says, 

less well-known in 

Germany. 

Eike has also been learning 

Gaelic, and finds that this 

definitely helps in playing 

Highland music, especially 

with the rhythm. It is difficult 

as Germany isn’t too full of 

Gaelic speakers but there are 

Gaelic language and song 

classes in Bonn which are run 

by Michael Klevenhaus. Eike 

has been attending these, de-

spite  having a 3-4 hour drive 

from her home in Wuppertal 

to Bonn. The centre occasion-

ally runs harp courses and 

Eike came along to one week-

end with Karen Marshalsay 

in 2008—the only wire harp 

in the group.  

Her favourite song is Canann 

nan Gaidheal and Bill Taylor 

has arranged it for the branch 

on the next page. Other fa-

vourites include the Hymn to 

St Magnus and The Tree 

Dance (which was featured in  

a previous newsletter). At the 

moment she says she would 

rather work on technique 

with a teacher (she is cur-

rently studying with Bill Tay-

lor), as she can learn tunes 

herself but needs to ‘fill the 

gaps’ in how to play them. 

And with two new harps on 

order it sounds like Eike is 

going to be kept busy! 

Karen Marshalsay 

Meet the members : Eike Gardlo 
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“Tunes are good to play in a 

hospice but healing is more 

about improvisation”,  
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A Bit of Etymology...................  By Shahnaz Mosam 

Leafing through my little book on the poetry of the troubadours, the word “brays” caught my eye. 

To what might it refer in Provencal? In a verse about winter, the 12th century count Raimbaut 

d’Aurenga wrote: 

Ar resplan la flors enversa                                                                                                                                                     

Pels  trencanas rancx e pels tertres,                                                                                                                                      

Cals flors ? Nues ,gels e conglapis                                                                                                                                            

Que cotz e destrenh e trenca ;                                                                                                                                                 

Don vey morzquils, critz, BRAYS , siscles                                                                                                                                              

En fuelhs, en rams e en giscles.                                                                                                                                             

Mas mi ten vert e jauzen Joys                                                                                                                                                 

Et quan vey secx los dolens croys.  

Which, translated into English via Italian, reads :  

 Now the inverse (winter?) flower splendours                                                                                                                         

Mid the sharp rocks and hills.                                                                                                                                                

Which flowers? Snow , ice and frost,                                                                                                                                                     

Which bite and wound and cut,                                                                                                                                                                

So that trills, shouts, echoes and whistles                                                                                                                                                        

Die on the  branches and buds.                                                                                                                                    

But Joy keeps me green and happy,                                                                                                                                             

Now that I see the vile villains withered.   

“Brays” spelt just like that, I found translated as “richiami” in Italian, recalls, or repeated echo-

ing calls,  which I think well describes the resounding vibrations of the strings on a bray harp.                               

When we tune our harps we 

tend to assume that apart 

from choosing a particular 

scale or mode, everything else, 

such as the notes themselves 

and the relationships between 

them, is cut and dried, fixed 

in both time and space. But 

this is not so. 

Recently I read a book which 

deals with the history of tun-

ing and the turmoil, not only 

scientific, but also religious, 

political and philosophical 

which this essential musical 

process has caused. Tuning, I 

have discovered, can be a 

moral dilemma! 

“Temperament. How Music 

became a Battleground for the 

Great Minds of Western Civi-

lisation” by Stuart Isacoff,  

TEMPERAMENTO  Book Review  

byShahnaz Mosam. 

by Vintage Books Edition, Ran-

dom House, and available in 

paperback, takes you on a fasci-

nating  and sometimes mind 

boggling journey through the 

history of Europe, the Middle 

East and China, and the search 

for the perfect tuning. Although 

dealing with a seemingly heavy 

subject, the book reads more 

like an historical thriller and is 

well illustrated with diagrams, 

period drawings and intriguing 

anecdotes. Intended for key-

board players (the author is a 

pianist), it is however relevant 

to all musicians, including sing-

ers, and highlights well the har-

monic differences between dia-

tonic and chromatic instru-

ments. It would be of particular 

interest to players of double or 

triple strung harps, as they  

have a full scale of 12 chro-

matic notes to tune. 

Obviously, if you tune up 

using an electronic device, 

and therefore equal tem-

perament, this may not be 

an issue, but for us old 

fashioned bods who are still 

using tuning forks and 

ears...............well, if our 

ears are well trained 

enough, we can choose to 

tune our clarsachs in Py-

thagorean tuning, or to use 

enharmonic tuning on a 

lever harp. Subtleties, you 

may think, but having 

heard the recorders in Py-

thagorean tuning on 

“Greensleeves” (Bill Tay-

lor’s new CD) I am con-

vinced that for certain rep-

ertoires, archaic tunings 

may be best. The sound 

really is different, and I 

find, strangely evocative.  
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ing calls,  which I think well describes the resounding vibrations of the strings on a bray harp.                                                                                       

Meet My Harp by Shahnaz Mosam. 

When I came to the Edin-

burgh Harp Festival in 2004 

I did not mean to buy an-

other harp. I had only come 

to look at the harps, and of 

course, to go to concerts and 

workshops and attend a cou-

ple of courses. I wanted to 

check out the makers of 

lever clarsachs in case one 

day mine, which has a con-

genital crack in the sound 

box, falls apart. I was also 

curious to lay hands on an 

authentic wire strung clar-

sach, for although I had read 

about this harp of the an-

cient bards and for years 

imagined the sound it might 

make, I had never seen one. 

I was not even sure if I had 

heard a recording of one. 

Owning such a rare and spe-

cialised instrument seemed 

an unattainable ideal.  In-

deed, having more than one 

harp seemed a luxury. 

I spent most of my free time 

in the harp makers’ exhibi-

tion, collecting their leaflets 

and trying out as many 

harps as possible. But after 

a couple of days of testing 

my favourite pieces on the 

lever clarsachs, I found my-

self more and more drawn 

towards the few stands with 

ancient instruments; the 

wire strung and medieval  

harps. I already played some 

medieval pieces, and it was 

a repertory which I wanted 

to explore further, but I felt 

increasingly uncomfortable, 

fraudulent, performing this 

music on a modern lever 

clarsach. I also began to be 

fascinated by the eerie 

sound of the wire harps, 

which was strangely similar to 

how I had heard it in my imagi-

nation. How would it feel to 

play those ancient tunes, both 

Celtic and from mainland 

Europe, on such a harp?  To 

compose on such an instru-

ment? It dawned on me that the 

early wire harps were also me-

dieval, that I could in good faith 

use such an instrument for sev-

eral kinds of music. My budget 

was tight but looking at the 

price lists I saw that I could af-

ford a little chruit.  

There were several makers in 

the exhibition but I quickly nar-

rowed the choice down to Ardi-

val Harps and George Stevens, 

the only two whose instruments 

rang well, even to my inexperi-

enced ears. I must have driven 

Bill and George potty as I spent 

hours going back and forth try-

ing out their 19 string models, 

ummimg amd ahhing and ask-

ing endless questions,  and 

making a horrible noise as I 

tried out quite unsuitable pieces 

on them ( I knew nothing then 

of fingernail technique and 

damping!).  

As I played them I found a curi-

ous process unfolding inside me, 

which was not so much to do 

with the harps themselves, and 

certainly nothing to do with the 

quality of the individual instru-

ments, as with my relationship 

with them, as one individual to 

another. It was not even so sim-

ple as the differences in sound 

due to different kinds of wood.  

It was made up of several 

things; where the harps came 

from and my own origins, what 

I felt they represented and 

where I might want to take 

them, both musically and 

physically, the kind of 

finish on the wood and 

how I felt holding them, 

how evocative they 

sounded to my ears. The 

chords they struck 

within me. I found my-

self drifting towards 

George Stevens’ stand 

and the two little wire 

harps on offer, one of 

poplar wood, the other of 

sycamore.  

And yet I still could not 

make up my mind; there 

was something niggling 

me. I knew that this 

would probably be the 

only wire harp I would 

ever buy, and I was not 

convinced that 19 strings 

would be enough in the 

long run. Even if I could 

have afforded a full scale 

replica of the Queen 

Mary or Lamont harp, I 

did not want another 

chunky instrument, as 

bulky and heavy to lug 

around as my existing 

lever clarsach in oak.  As 

I sat there tinkling away, 

I became aware of an-

other instrument on 

George’s stand. Propped 

up on the table to my 

right, simple yet elegant, 

essential and archaic, 

glowing golden in the 

sunlight from the win-

dow beyond, was another 

clarsach, surely a wire 

harp, slightly longer 

than the ones I’d been 

playing. The problem 

was, it was wireless, it 

had no strings. 



I asked G. why this was so, 

and he said that he had only 

decided late in the day to 

come to Edinburgh, and had 

brought that harp along just 

as an example. I asked if he 

knew what it would sound 

like, and he replied that he 

wasn’t sure, as he had not 

made very many of that 

model with 22 strings. Disap-

pointed, I went away. 

But during the night, and 

when I saw the harp again 

the next day, I became more 

and more convinced that 

THAT was the harp for me. I 

could just imagine, almost 

knew what it would feel like, 

to tuck it under my arm and 

carry it off. I was sure that it 

would be golden in sound as 

well as aspect, a true chruit 

go n’or.  I reckoned, perhaps 

wishful thinking, that if the 

19 string models had a sound 

and feel that I liked, that this 

could sound only better. I in-

terrogated G. further, asking 

about the wood, the finish, the 

range of the strings etc.  The 

price.  He said that if I was 

really interested he had some 

wire with him and could start 

stringing it up that day. I said 

I was. 

The next day the harp had a 

few bass strings, obviously 

slack, not up to tension, twangy. 
But I could hear it coming alive, 

and decided to take the risk and 

put down my deposit.  Now I 

know this is a very reckless 

thing to do, agreeing to buy a 

harp with no strings, which 

one has never heard, but in 

fact my lever clarsach was 

also acquired from its maker 

“empty”, so to speak, and has 

a beautiful and individual 

sound. Perhaps I am destined 

to buy stringless harps, and 

anyway, all wooden instru-

ments change and develop 

their voices as they mature, 

for better, or for worse. One 

needs luck in this as in any 

relationship. 

By the end of the festival the 

harp had all its strings, but as 

a novice on wire, I did not feel 

confident about bringing the 

harp up to pitch on my own, 

and so we agreed that G. 

would keep it for another 

month till the tuning stabi-

lised a little, which also gave 

me time to transfer the rest of 

the payment from Italy. And 

so at the beginning of summer 

my little harp, my cruit, ar-

rived by courier, swaddled in 

layers of cardboard and bub-

blewrap. That was five years 

ago, and I can honestly say (of 

both my harps) that I have 

never spent my money better 

in any other way.  

This clarsach, or cruit as I 

prefer to call it, is 

made of sycamore, 

with a hollowed out 

sound box and the 

correct narrow spac-

ing of the strings for 

fingernail playing. 

Based (I think) on 

the carving of a harp on a 

tomb at Jerpoint Abbey in Ire-

land, it has very simple lines 

without decoration, and a 

waxed matt “antique” finish. 

The 22 brass strings go from 

D below middle C, up three 

octaves, which I find  a very 

practical range, giving a full 

sound in the bass where 

wanted. It took about a year 

for the tuning to settle down 

and for the sound box to belly 

up, and has with time devel-

oped a ringing, golden voice 

while the wood has deepened 

in colour to warm honey. I 

have to admit that it has 

taken me considerably longer 

to get to grips with the damp-

ing! The range of three oc-

taves gives lots of possibilities 

for harmony and arranging, 

while still being small and 

light enough to carry up steep 

hills easily.  Many of the me-

dieval towns I play in are on 

such heights and I have made 

a case for it which I can sling 

on my back. 

Having  a  small bass range,  

this harp does not use na 

cumlaighe tuning, although I 

suppose one could, but re-

cently I realized that it has 

enough  for the tunings in the 

Robert ap huw MS. As the 

Welsh bards did not use a low 

E in the bass, if I tune down 

the bottom two strings (E and 

D)  to D and C, I can play all 

the bass hand harmony in 

that MS as written, and it 

rings, or 

growls, 

beautifully.  

In fact, read-

ing Bill’s 

booklet on 

fingernail 

technique, it 

seems that 

the older harps, those of the 

middle ages, sounded an oc-

tave higher than their renais-

sance counterparts, so the 

sound of this little harp may 

be authentic for medieval mu-

sic.  The three octaves from D 

to d are also exactly enough to 

play Feachain Gleis (as tran-

scribed by Bunting) without 

adaptations. 

In my innocence, at the  be-

ginning  I thought that I 

would play most of my reper-

toire, including my own com-

PAGE 10 WIRE STRINGS  VOLUME I  NUMBER  XI I   

“I became more and more 

concvinced that THAT was the 

harp for me…” 



positions, on both harps, but 

with time and experience I 

have found my repertoire di-

viding itself between them, 

according to suitability. Most 

of my pre-wire compositions 

(which have a very full har-

mony) I play on the lever harp 

for which they were com-

posed, apart from a few (oddly 

enough either very early or 

quite recent) which I find go 

better on wire. All the medie-

val music (of which I play 

more and more) I do on wire, 

and also most of the Celtic 

tunes, although some of those 

I play on either harp, in dif-

ferent arrangements. Which 

leaves baroue, renaissance 

and other chromatic stuff 

along with wedding music for 

lever harp.  I now have a few 

pieces composed on wire harp 

which I would not dream of 

playing on gut or nylon. I find 

that solo pieces composed di-

rectly on an instrument are 

very closely linked with the 

character of that particular 

kind of instrument, and do 

not always transfer effectively 

to others, even similar. I 

think this is due to the very 

different resonances between 

wire or brays, and other types 

of string. 

I find myself increasingly fas-

cinated by, and totally enam-

oured of this small yet power-

ful harp of mine. I have given 

two solo concerts with it, the 

first entitled “Chruit go n’Or” 

of traditional Celtic and new 

music; the second “Bardi e 

Trovatori” based around the 

music and poetry of the trou-

badours, and the repertoire of 

the medieval Welsh bards 

(which have more in common 

than one might think). It is 

also the harp on which I 

choose to play carols at 

Christmas and with which I 

relax in the evening. 
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Shahnaz Mosam in concert 
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I wrote the first part of this 

melody years ago as an exer-

cise when I was a student on 

an Access to Music course, the 

only tune I have ever written 

to order. After playing it for a 

couple of years on my lever 

clarsach I added the second 

part, and when I finally got 

my wire harp, reharmonised 

it for that. I found that it 

sounds so much better on wire 

strings that I only play it on 

that harp now. 

It’s in a diatonic G minor 

(without an F sharp), which is 

not as obscure a key as it 

sounds. If you have been ap 

Huw-ing, as I irreverently call 

playing music from that noble 

manuscript, you may well 

have your harp already tuned 

in Bragod Gywair, ie.  with E 

and B  flats. If you are a pur-

ist and like the ancient Welsh 

bards have no low E in the 

bass in that tuning, you can 

leave the harp like that too 

because this tune has no low 

E in the bass either. Useful 

for making up a set with 

pieces from the MS. 

It’s a melancholy air which 

should be played  very slowly, 

smoothly, a little rubato. 

The harmony and part of the 

melody  (bars 6,7, and 15) are 

in the bass hand. Notes with 

tails up top hand, tails down 

bass.  Split chords shown by  

an arrow are to be played 

downwards. 

Some of the damping is 

tricky, but possible if you are 

playing it slow enough. The 

fingering I’ve put in is not ab-

solute, change it if it works 

better for your hands like 

that. 

I have put in the repeats but 

really this is a simple two 

part tune. You can play it 

AABBA, or AABA, or what-

ever you like.  Although writ-

ten for clarsach,  I think it 

might go well together with 

flute or recorder, and perhaps 

fiddle. 

 

P.S. I am very happy for 

members to perform my com-

positions in public if they 

wish, but I would   appreciate 

an acknowledgement, and 

also to be informed (drop me 

an email, send me a pro-

gramme etc.), for my own re-

cords. Shahnaz. 

Notes on Melancholy Ballad. 
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The Edinburgh Wire Workshops 

Bill Taylor leads monthly workshops in 

Edinburgh on Sunday afternoons from 2-

5 pm.  The dates for sessions in the au-

tumn are:  6th September, 1st November 

and 6th December.  Workshops are open 

to wire-strung players at all levels, and 

are held at the home of Tony & Miriam 

Dilworth, 57 Morningside Park, Edin-

burgh.  For more information, please 

contact Bill:  bill.clarsach@gmail.com or 

01997 421143.   

Photo: 

Back row L to R:  Willie Wattie, Ionwen 

Roberts, Anne Cairns, Bill Taylor 

Front row L to R:  Suzanne Allen, 

Miriam Dilworth, Lynda Payne, Hilary 

Macleod 



 A recent discovery at Stirling 

Castle may represent ancient 

harp music.  Amongst 56 oak 

roundels displayed at the cas-

tle, dating from the mid-16th 

century, is a curious portrait 

of an anonymous woman.  On 

the frame is a 

sequence of sym-

bols, giving pat-

terns using I, II 

and O.  Wood 

carver John 

Donaldson, who 

has been making 

replicas of the 

heads for the past five years, 

made the original connection 

between the symbols and mu-

sic.      

If this is indeed a musical se-

quence, it is directly reminis-

cent of the notation found in 

the Robert ap Huw manu-

script, giving the 24 measures 

of string music used by medie-

val Welsh harp and crwth 

players.  Those 24 measures 

are combinations of alternat-

ing sonorities, which contrast 

moments of tension (O) with 

moments of resolution (I).    

 

They serve as foundations for 

composing music.  They are 

not tunes in themselves; 

rather, they provide combina-

tions of varying lengths, 

which were employed by 

Welsh harp and crwth stu-

dents to compose different 

generes of cerdd dant, or 

string music, in the late mid-

dle ages.  They do not give 

any specifics, other than indi-

cating points of harmonic 

change.  Nothing tells us 

which pitches are to be used, 

which metre to use, how 

quickly or how loudly to play 

the music.  

Crwth player Robert Evans 

has written an article on bi-

nary notation on his Bragod 

website.  Historical piper Ba-

rnaby Brown 

has articles on 

binary meas-

ures as a shared 

tradtion be-

tween string 

and pipe music 

on his Triple-

pipe website 

and also on his blog Demysti-

fying Pibroch.   

 

Barnaby and I, along with 

John Donaldson, were in-

volved in a media presenta-

tion at Stirling Castle on 

Wednesday 26th August, 

which was sponsored by His-

toric Scotland.  Reporters 

from 

radio, 

televi-

sion, 

maga-

zines 

and 

news-

papers 

were 

pre-

sent, 

whose 

articles 

and 

broad-

casts 

first 

ap-

peared from Thursday the 

27th August.  During the 

presentation, Barnaby, John 

and I each talked about our 

contributions towards under-

standing the sequence and its 

significance.  

Barnaby and I presented a 

realisation of the sequence -- 

only one such interpretation 

amongst an infinite number of 

possibilities -- for voice and 

clarsach and also for clarsach 

solo.  Barnaby sings vocables, 

used in the manner of teach-

ing pipe music, known as 

canntaireachd.   

To create a performable piece 

of music, we needed to make 

decisions, and we chose to use 

a G mixolydian scale, with the 

resolution (I) being G and the 

tension (O) being F.  We chose 

to interpret the II as a deco-

rated I.  Of course there are 

many possibilities for what 

this II may mean, including 

being an extended I, a sub-

dominant harmony, or a 

phrase separator. 

Historic Scotland issued an 

initial press release.  The 

BBC News gives the best cov-

erage, and also includes an 

audio clip of the voice and 

clarsach version.   A video  

The Stirling Heads  by Bill Taylor 
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“They serve as foundations for 

composing music.” 
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Transcription of the    nu-

merals around       Stirling 

Head No. 20 (c.1540) 

 

1st Quarter 

I O I I I O I II 

O I I O I O II I 

2nd Quarter 

O I O I I O I II 

I O I I I O I II 

3rd Quarter 

O I I I O I II O 

I O I I O I II O 

4th Quarter 

I O I I I O I II 

I O I I I O I II 

I O I II 

produced for the US daytime TV pro-

gramme Good Morning America for some 

reason likened it to the blockbuster novel 

and film “The Da Vinci Code”.  Newpa-

pers and magazines which carried arti-

cles include the Times, Scotsman, Tele-

graph, Daily Mail (depressingly titling it 

"Da Tinkey Code"), and BBC Music 

Magazine. 

did at the start to get the ball rolling, but don’t 

think it’s a good thing for the branch in general if 

the newsletter becomes the work of one person all 

the time. I am also finding that as things don’t 

run to the given deadlines, it no longer fits into 

my schedule which is very busy at times. So it can 

be another month or so before I have the time 

needed to put the newsletter together. 

It seems to me that the newsletter format is not 

working—so is there something else which would 

work better? I am happy to continue developing 

ideas and projects with the branch but am not 

able or willing to continue putting out the news-

letter in the current manner. 

I will be attending the AGM so if anyone wants to 

email me suggestions I am happy to put them for-

ward at the meeting. 

So what we need to know is: 

Do you read the newsletter?  

Which bits are of more interest to you? 

What don’t you like about it? 

If you haven’t contributed to the newsletter, can 

you tell us what stops you—is it that you don’t feel 

you have anything of interest to say, or too shy or 

what could we do to make it more appealing to 

you? 

Do you play and learn the music in the newsletter 

each month? If not, is this because it is the wrong 

level for you, or you don’t like the tune or you don’t 

have time or some other reason? 

Do you try out the exercises in the newsletter? If so, 

do you find them helpful, and do you continue us-

ing them? If not, why not? 

Is there anything else you can tell us or suggest to 

us? 

We really do  need your input and suggestions on 

this matter so please get in touch! 

Best wishes 

Karen Marshalsay 
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