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Welcome to our summer newsletter.  
I hope you enjoy the new format.  It’s 
certainly a step up from the last 
issue, and I hope we don’t start 
aiming for style over substance.  
Many thanks to everyone who 
contributed to this issue.  Please 
remember that our newsletter 
belongs to all members; don’t hesitate 
to send any news items to the editor:  
bill.clarsach@gmail.com  
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Shahnaz Mosam has written thoughtful 
article on the nature of tuning preludes 
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The Wire Branch exists to explore the possibilities 
of the wire-strung clàrsach, acknowledging its 
historical past and developing different styles of 
playing which encompass both ancient and modern 
approaches to technique, repertoire and the 
instrument itself. 

 

Note from the Convener 

With summer, we come to the end of our financial year, and we start a new one on the 1st of July.  That means that 
members are asked to please renew their subscriptions.  Members are welcome to either post a cheque to myself, or 
to renew online with PayPal.  Information can be found on the last page of the newsletter.   

The branch representatives met in Edinburgh in May to discuss developments and concerns.  We were encouraged 
by Kate Gray, Convener of the Clarsach Society, to look for ways of boosting attendance at Society events, and 
especially at the Edinburgh International Harp Festival.  2011 will be an important year, as it marks the 30th 
anniversary of the Festival and the  80th anniversary of our parent body, the Clarsach Society-Comunn na Clàrsaich.  
Ideas for events and projects are always welcome.   
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Eike Gardlo, Vice 
Chairman of our branch, 
recently attended a  
summer harp festival in 
Lauterbach, Germany.  
For many years the 
festival took place at a 
youth hostel in 
Mosenberg, with a large 
input from Rüdiger 
Oppermann.  Now in its 
new location, the festival 
is stronger than ever.   

Harfentreffen in Lauterbach 
by Eike Gardlo 

 
As I started thinking about what to write about the Harfentreffen in 
Lauterbach I wasn't sure what to write.  Those who have been there 
know what I'm talking about, and those who weren't may think I'm 
exaggerating.  It was - as always - brilliant, great, wonderful, and we are 
all looking forward to meet again next year. The weather was brilliant 
and there were around 200 harp people in the youth hostel with all 
different sorts of harps playing 24 hours a day.  The food was great too, 
so everybody was happy.  

We had a lot of different workshops.  I 
attended two, but I want to write - of 
course - about the wire workshop with 
Jochen Vogel. Some of you know him 
and his Sirr harp made by Frank Sievert.  
I was at first a little concerned because I 
brought my little Kilcoy from Ardival 
and I thought it might be difficult to join 
the course, but to my delight that wasn't 
so.   

There were between 10 and 15 students with all kinds of harps, even 
some gut-strung players and the workshop was great.  Sorry, I know I'm 
repeating but that's how it was.  It was a perfect mixture between 
technique, tunes and Jochen playing his wonderful harp.  The workshop 

was held in a circus tent and because of the 
weather it was wide open.  On the first day 
a couple of swallows came to join us.  
When Jochen was talking they were sitting 
under the roof on some ropes playing artist 
and when we were playing they were 
singing with the harps.  They knew how to 
get out but they didn't want to leave us.  

I could write a lot more about how great this harp meeting was but I 
don't want to bore you. If you want to find out more about the 
Harfentreffen and the workshops look at www.harfentreffen.de and if 
you want to see some pictures look at www.harfenforum.de . There's a 
part called "Harfentreffen, Baukurse” and so on.  There is a thread about 
"Harfentreffen 2010, Nachlese und Fotos".  And if you want to find out 
whether I'm exaggerating or not why not joining us next year?  It’s 
scheduled to start on 23rd of June 2011.   
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The Wire Harp Facebook page has been up and running for a few months now, and so far, so good! 
There are now 30 fans on the page, and it’s exciting to see the diversity of people 
who love and play the Wire Harp. 

It’s been a fun and interesting challenge keeping up and ahead of events 
happening in the world of Wire Harps, and I hope I’ve satisfied people’s 
appetites – the documentary ‘Banrion an Cheoil’ was a real gem, and many 
thanks to Karen Marshalsay for the info about her new book ‘First Steps’, an 
introduction to the Wire Harp. 

In light of this year’s upcoming Ardival Harps October Harp Course, I would love to put up some 
photos of last year’s course at Moniack Mhor – if anyone who was on that course is not comfortable 
with this, please let me know, either by email; flora777@btinternet.com, or by phone; 07833965432. 

Any feedback on the fan page would also be much appreciated, so please don’t hesitate to share any 
thoughts or ideas you may have for the improvement of the page.  I look forward to seeing more 
players join the Wire Harp page in the future! 

An Update on the Wire-strung Harp Facebook Page 
by Flora Bramwell 

Continued… 

Clarsachs Under the Microscope 
 

Karen Loomis is currently working on a research project looking at 
the construction of both the Queen Mary and Lamont clarsachs for 
her MMus in Musical Instrument Research at the University of 
Edinburgh.  As part of her investigation, the harps will be examined 
using highly specialised medical equipment, including CT scans.     

The project is a collaboration between the University of Edinburgh, 
the National Museums of Scotland (Dr. David Caldwell, Keeper of 
Scotland and Europe, and Dr. Jim Tate, Head of Conservation and 

Analytical Research), and the Edinburgh University Clinical Research Imaging Centre (Dr. Edwin van 
Beek, SINAPSE Chair of Clinical Radiology).  The CT scanning is being funded in part by the Clinical 
Research Imaging Centre (CRIC) with matching funds from the University.  Karen plans to talk about 
her findings at this year's Scoil na gClaírseach in Kilkenny, in August.  For more information please 
visit http://www.irishharpschool.com/ 

The Queen Mary is scheduled to be CT scanned in mid-June, and will also be examined at the NMS 
analytical lab in Granton.  The Lamont is scheduled for museum analysis and CT scanning in the first 
week of July.  The current plan is for each harp to spend a half-day at CRIC being CT scanned and a  
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day-and-a-half at the Granton lab undergoing additional analysis.  Karen plans to do a visual 
photographic survey (possibly with the backs off, if feasible), UV reflectance and fluorescence, XRF of 
specific areas of interest (e.g. anything metallic), possibly FTIR (to ID anything organic - like 
varnishes or hide glue).  Laser scanning will take place at a later date, and the plan is for wood 
microscopy (for ID) to take place in October.  

The Museum staff and the CRIC staff have been tremendously open and helpful all along.  The 
Museum's Head of Artifacts Conservation is a wood expert and has a person in her team who is a 
wood artifact construction expert.  They will be working with her at Granton and are keen to see the 
CT scans as well.  Karen looks forward to hearing what they have to say about the construction of the 
harps.  She has already found some very interesting material in the Museum's archives, including an 
examination report written by Tim Hobrough in the 1970s (with the backs off) and a stack of early 
photographs.  

 

 

 

Pellentesque: 

Consectetuer: 

 

The Wire Branch extends a warm thank-you to Tony and Miriam Dilworth, 
who have regularly hosted workshops in their Edinburgh home for the 
past 15 years.  Participants have come and gone during that time, but the 
group has continued to meet under Bill Taylor’s tuition. Tony & Miriam 
recently decided to move house, downsizing to a beautiful new flat 
elsewhere in Edinburgh, and they have generously offered to continue 
hosting the group.  We wish them all the best in their new home.   

 

Wire Branch members and guests.  Seated in front 
row (L-R):  Hilary Macleod, Talitha Mackenzie, 
Suzanne Allen, Dennis Kelly.  Standing in back row 
(L-R):  Miriam Dilworth, Willie Wattie, Signe 
Bastiensen, Bill Taylor, Anne Cairns, Paula 
Biddlestone, Lynda Payne.   

Wire Branch Workshops in Edinburgh  
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“A SA MANIERE E A SA GUISE”  
or  

Re-inventing the Tuning Prelude, an experimental work-in-progress 
by Shahnaz Mosam 

 
“Mesire Tristan prent sa harpe et le commence atemprer a sa maniere et a sa guise”1 

(“Monsieur Tristan took his harp and began to tune it in his manner and in his style”) 
 

Many are the allusions in the literature of the Middle Ages to the preludes with which the players 
of stringed instruments, the viella, the lute, and especially harps, began their performances.  
Preludes which were apparently often as beautiful as the pieces which followed them, and which 
may have served not only to warm up both the player’s hands and the instrument in readiness for 
the demands of the “real” music, but also and perhaps predominantly, to establish its tuning. For 
the thing which all stringed instruments have in common is a need to be tuned, both before one 
begins to play, and often during playing as the temperature of the surroundings changes, as the 
strings stretch or slip, or in the case of a diatonic instrument such as an early harp, when moving 
between pieces in different tonalities, or which use different or modified tunings.  

Given these requirements, it is probable that preludes were customary for all stringed instruments 
in Europe and the East, and indeed they have survived and are still used in the musical traditions 
of Arab and Oriental cultures.  For example in the performance of Moroccan classical music, 
descended from the music of the Moors in Andalusia, and in the “alaap”, the slow instrumental 
beginning of a performance of Indian classical music where the notes of the chosen “raga” ( mode, 
scale, and  musical genre) are introduced to the listener. To what extent these preludes were 
improvised rather than set pieces in ancient times, we can only guess.                                                                                                                                                             

Alas, as far as European harp music goes, tuning preludes, which were part of an aural tradition, 
where music was composed directly on the instrument and then held in the memory, not just 
mentally but also physically in the movement of the hands, have disappeared, almost without 
trace. Almost, because it is possible that some of the pieces in the Robert ap Huw MS of Welsh 
medieval harp music (British Library Additional MS 14905), the profiadiau or provings, may have 
tested not only the expertise of the harper, but also the tuning of his harp.2   It seems that the 
ancient Welsh musical genre “gosteg “ was also a prelude, though perhaps related more to setting 
the scene at the start of an event rather than to the preparation of an instrument.3 There may also 
be remnants of tuning preludes in the opening phrases of “port” type tunes contained in early 
Scottish collections of lute and harp music.4 

Most of the references to harp playing in medieval literature come from works where the narrative 
has a “celtic” link, may be a retelling for the courts of mainland Europe of an older tale from 
Scotland, Wales, Ireland or Brittany. Many of these focus as much on the harper’s preliminary 
preparation of the harp, which in this context may well originally have been a wire strung 
instrument, as on the actual music played, suggesting that this phase was of great and particular 
importance for the repertoire of early Celtic harpers. Whether the writers of these narratives, who 
may not have been harpers, understood this process and were able or interested in describing it 
accurately is debatable.   

Continued… 
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The only extant piece of music known to have been used to check the tuning of a harp is Feachain 
Gleis,5 or “See if it’s in tune”, a piece of music for the Irish wire-strung harp or clarsach, notated by 
Edward Bunting in 1792 from the playing of the very old blind harper Dennis a Hampsy, the only 
harper at the Belfast harpers’ meeting of that year to still play in the traditional manner of the 
bards, with long fingernails and using a complex finger damping technique. From the 
transcription, and Bunting’s description, Hampsy’s playing of it at that time did not seem to 
include improvisation. Bunting says in his “Ancient Music of Ireland” published in 1840,6 that 
Hampsy was born in 1695, and began to learn the harp at the age of twelve, i.e. in 1707. So we can 
perhaps date the existence of Feachain Gleis to at least 1700, if not earlier. How much earlier, or 
who composed it, we cannot say, nor if it was a piece used by all the old Irish harpers, or only by 
Hampsy’s first teacher Brigid O’ Cahan. It does not seem to have been Hampsy’s invention either. 
Unfortunately Bunting was able to notate only the first part of the music, as Hampsy said he had 
forgotten the rest. He also said that no-one understood it any more, not even the other, younger 
harpers present, which implies that there was (perhaps still is) something to be understood from 
this piece, that it had a quite specific but already forgotten function.   

Feachain Gleis, as given by Bunting, is for a harp tuned in G, or leath gleas as the harpers called 
this kind of tuning, and which according to Bunting was the basic or natural tuning in use at that 
time. But according to Hampsy, in his youth harpers had played different preludes with different 
pieces. Could this have been because these pieces were in tunings other than leath gleas and so 
after altering the tuning of the harp, it became necessary to check it with an appropriate prelude?   

But why bother with tuning preludes nowadays, when we have electronic tuners, more stably 
built harps (possibly) and climate-controlled concert halls? One answer is that the metal strings of 
wire strung harps are extremely sensitive to changes in air temperature, and many venues, old 
churches, cloisters, woodland glades at sunset, will always be subject to sudden draughts and 
gusts of wind, all of which may cause a harp to go out of tune. As can the spotlights on stage, or 
someone opening a door in the room while one is practising. Some people find that the strong 
overtones of wire strings can confuse an electronic tuner, and make using it impractical. If a few 
strings are retuned to change key, that too may alter the overall balance of a diatonic harp.                                                                                                                                                                                     

There is also the possibility that while most musicians across all occidental musical genres now 
tune in equal temperament (often without for a moment pausing to query this choice, perhaps not 
even realizing that there are other choices), for many kinds of music, such as medieval and early 
music, folk and ethnic music, another tuning system may be more authentic, or appropriate. In 
these situations it may be easier as well as more efficient to tune by ear, and check the tuning with 
a prelude. After all, music is about sound, and in the end it is the sound perceived by our ears that 
is important, rather than the values on a digital display.                                                                                                                                                                            

There may be also an aesthetic reason for using tuning preludes, that of beautifying the apparently 
tiresome process of tuning so as not to bore or offend the ears of listeners, and perhaps in some 
cases of letting them become accustomed to the sound of a particular, perhaps rarely heard 
instrument, so that they are fully able to appreciate the music which follows. (If one is asked on 
the spur of the moment to play a borrowed instrument, the ability to improvise some sort of 
pleasing prelude in order to give oneself a few minutes to get used to that instrument can also be 
very useful.)                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

Continued… 
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I myself, when playing a set of tunes with the harp tuned in G, often play Feachain Gleis first as I 
have found that it does indeed ring in a way which shows up any strings off key immediately. But 
much of the music I play is in flat keys, (which I suspect may have been the original (medieval) 
home tuning of the gaelic harp, as well as of medieval Welsh harps) and for which I have a 
predilection. Feachain Gleis is not much use here, and so I decided to experiment with composing 
my own tuning prelude “a ma maniere e a ma guise” on my small (22 string) wire-strung clarsach, 
for a tuning with one flat (Bb).                                                                                 

I chose this tuning, which corresponds to the modern classical key of F major, both because some 
of my own pieces for wire-strung clarsach are in this, though not necessarily with F as the tonic 
note, and because much of the medieval music I play uses it too. It also corresponds (with the two 
lowest strings tuned down a tone to D and C thus removing the bottom E) to the tuning used for 
many pieces in the Robert ap Huw MS of Welsh medieval music belonging to the ancient bardic 
tradition.7  Although I have been composing my own music for the clarsach for many years, I had 
never before composed anything with such a specific technical function.  Usually, a composer is 
driven by aesthetic considerations of some kind, whether the creation of a particular mood or 
emotion, the celebration of a particular event, or the inspiration to improvise around a motif or 
harmony come to him or her by chance, and so starts out with some kind of idea of how this piece 
of music might sound. This time I had no preconceived idea of the kind of music I was trying to re-
invent, only that it should test the tuning of the harp. 

I decided to begin by analysing Feachain Gleis to see what it tests and how.  As printed in 
Bunting’s “Ancient Music of Ireland”, it is made up of large broken chords, played by the bass 
hand in a downwards sweep, interspersed with short groups of notes in the treble hand (or 
sometimes shared between the two).  These notes seem to be not really tune or melody, rather than 
short, almost melismatic phrases linking the chords, perhaps using some of the intricate patterns of 
grace notes for which the gaelic harpers were renowned.                                                                                                                                                                                   

The first two sets of chords are tonic chords of G, i.e. the notes g, d, b, in different inversions, 
followed by  an inverted chord of A, the submediant. Next comes an open chord of E, the relative 
minor, and an open chord of D, the dominant. There follows a longer section of single notes, 
shared between the hands, centred around the notes g and e (these two perhaps being 
fundamentally important notes for the gaelic harpers), the first “phrase” of this ending in another 
open chord of E, the second in the original inversion of G. The only thirds tested are in this section, 
a minor third of E, and a third of B at the very end, although this last can also be seen as part of the 
final G tonic complex.                                                                                                                                                         

It is interesting to note that there is no f in any of the chords (the old Gaelic harp had no F string in 
the bass, as according to Bunting the harpers did not use that note in harmony), and that an f, or 
seventh note occurs only once in the piece, in the treble. Likewise there is only one c in the whole 
piece, in the chord of A near the beginning. This confirms what Bunting says at the opening of his 
first chapter, that Irish melodies may be distinguished by the omission or rare use of the fourth 
and seventh notes (in this case C and F/ F#) of the (apparent) scale.                                                                                                                                                              

 

Continued… 
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This transcription poses another question.  As printed it tests the full extension, though not every 
string, of a harp of 3 octaves D to d” (22 strings) such as mine.  Bunting states that the usual Irish 
harp of his time had 30 strings CC to d”, as do the three extant late medieval gaelic clarsachs,8 so 
this prelude would not have tested their full range. Could this be a clue to its antiquity, that it 
originally evolved on more ancient harps with fewer strings?  Alas, we shall never know this, nor 
what the second part sounded like and what it tested, although it is possible that it may have been 
based on what is classically known as the relative diatonic minor of E, which Bunting says the old 
harpers sometimes used. 

Without wanting to imitate Feachain Gleis, it seemed logical to me to use the same basic structure 
of resounding chords interspersed with runs of melody notes for my experimental tuning prelude 
and so I began with a broken open chord of F, split between the hands, repeated both as a 
statement of “tonality” and because I liked the sound. From this a repeated 3-note run in the treble 
led naturally to other smaller chords of F in various inversions, in a descending pattern before 
restating the original chord. I found that the consecutive damping necessary on a wire-strung 
clarsach to allow the harmonies to ring clearly fell easily under my hands here. At this point any 
strings already noticed to be out of tune can be retuned and then the whole phrase repeated, or 
one can go on to the next phrase, which goes back up the harp to test a series of thirds and fourths 
played both as plucked and broken chords. This second phrase is then repeated but with some of 
the harmonies in a lower octave.  

At this point it seemed to me that the basic tuning in a “major” tonality, i.e. with F as the tonic, is 
fairly well tested, and I tackled the problem of the second part. I say “problem” because it is not 
possible to know what the forgotten part of “Feachain Gleis” did, whether it moved into a 
different “mode”, or if it was a separate part, or linked to the first by a bridging passage. Guided 
partly by the instinct of my ear, and partly by theory, I decided that the second part of my prelude 
should test the tuning as a diatonic minor, or Aeolian mode, based around D. For my own musical 
language when composing this seems a natural move, and I found that the end of the first part 
flowed easily into the second with a short linking phrase, which changes and darkens the mood 
quite dramatically. It occurred to me that so far not all the range of my instrument had been 
examined (3 octaves D to d’’), and so in this second part I used a repeated short motif in the treble 
hand with alternate sequences of thirds, then open fifths in the bass, deliberately moving in three 
stages across the whole range of the harp. The prelude ends in a series of leaps in both hands of 
fourths and fifths to finish on the lowest D.                                                                                                                                   

As in the first part, each phrase is independent, yet naturally linked to the next, so that any strings 
heard to be out of tune can be adjusted at the end of a phrase, which can then be repeated before 
continuing, or the whole prelude can be played straight through if the harp is already perfectly 
tuned. This structure, which was unplanned and came as a surprise, to some extent solves one of 
the dilemmas regarding the practical use of tuning preludes, that of adjusting the discordant 
strings by providing points for a natural, albeit obvious pause during the playing of the piece. 
Again, one can only surmise as to whether the preludes played by the ancient bards worked in this 
way.                                                                                                                          

Continued… 
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Continued… 

As with all my compositions this prelude was composed by ear directly on the harp rather than 
on paper, without a preconceived timing or rhythm, and I found as I was working on it that as 
well as damping those notes which may cause conflicting harmonies with subsequent ones, that it 
is important to let the notes at the end of a phrase ring as long as the strings want, so that as the 
sound fades away naturally, the ear has time to become aware of all the harmonies, discords etc. 
This is something that has since influenced my playing of Feachain Gleis, and which I believe 
must have been important in the effective use of tuning preludes.                                                                                                                                                                   

Although my tuning prelude was invented on and to test the tuning of a wire-strung medieval 
harp, I see no reason why it could not also be used on a small harp strung with gut or horsehair as 
many harps were, or even on one strung with a modern material such as nylon. With these 
materials which do not have the prolonged resonance of metal strings, it would probably not be 
necessary to play it using a damping technique. 

What I have composed is already a set piece with a well-defined form, a piece of music which 
luckily is pleasing, even exciting, to my ears as well as one that fulfils its technical function, but it 
seems possible to me, indeed very likely, that the preludes played by medieval musicians may 
often have been improvised around a set of guiding rules, each experienced player knowing 
which principal chords and runs of single notes needed to be checked on the instrument in a 
given tuning for the piece of music to follow, and in what order.  Over time a musician may have 
found his preludes becoming less variable and more defined, predictable, and it is possible that 
some of these would have been taught to pupils or imitated by other players, to be passed down 
as authoritative (but perhaps fossilized) pieces of music. Is the half of Feaghan Gleis transcribed 
by Bunting a remnant of something which began as part of an unfixed, mutable custom?  I am 
tempted by these thoughts not to “compose” as such, a second prelude, but to experiment with 
improvising each time I tune the harp with 2 flats, around a few basic principals, and see where 
that takes me, and the harp.  

This last idea takes me back to my original analysis of Feaghan Gleis, where perhaps we can 
detect these basic rules, i.e. what it is necessary to check, in a tuning prelude. Certainly the main 
open chord of the tonic or fundamental note of the key or mode, (tonic, fifth, octave), and then 
other chords which may be used in the music one is to play, and this will vary from culture to 
culture, or even from piece to piece within a culture.9 The chords checked in Feaghan Gleis may 
not all be relevant for other musical genres.  Certainly one needs to check runs of melody notes, 
especially in the upper range of the harp, and then perhaps the principal chords of a related 
tonality towards which the music may move. 

It may be that for certain pieces one needs to modify a conventional tuning, perhaps sharpening 
or flattening a particular string, to give a chromatic note where needed, or to highlight a 
particularly eloquent motif or harmony.  It is possible that medieval harpers may have sometimes 
modified their tunings to pitch values which do not comply with either Pythagorean tuning, 
probably the most usual tuning system of the period across Europe, or equal temperament, in 
order to enhance the peculiar sound both in terms of melody and harmony, of certain pieces.10 
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This may explain the description of a harp being tuned and then apparently immediately retuned 
in the 12th century “Roman de Horn”.                                                                                                                                                                                                  

“Lors prent la harpe a sei, qu’il la veut atemprer                                                                                         
...............................................................                                                                                                                         
Quant ses notes ot fait si la prent a munter                                                                                                                          
E tut pars autres tuns les cordes fait soner”                                                                                                                          

(“Then he took the harp to him(self), for he wanted to tune it............When he had done his notes, 
he took it up higher (sharpened it?)  and made the strings give out quite other notes” 11 )                                                                                                                        

Is this what is meant too by tuning  “a sa maniere, e a sa guise”, in his manner and in his way, i.e. 
an individual or personalised tuning?  

There are other questions raised by this experiment, such as the exact practical playing of a 
prelude in relation to the act of tuning. Did harpers do basic tuning first, and then play the 
prelude to test it, already fairly sure that the instrument was in tune? I think probably they often 
did. Did they (as I have suggested) pause between phrases to adjust a string now and then? Could 
they have played a prelude with one hand only while holding a tuning key in the other, and tuned 
as they played? 12 This may be possible on a harp strung to low tension with a stretchy material 
such as gut, where one can get away (up to a point) with over- stretching a string by mistake, but 
in my experience could be a disaster for metal wire strings which are already near breaking point. 
From the account of Denis O Hampsey’s playing and the transcription for two hands by Bunting, 
this last idea does not seem to have been how Feachain Gleis was used.  

It is probable that in the near future I shall transcribe this experimental prelude, which as yet 
exists only in the interaction between my hands and harp as and when I play it. A question which 
comes to mind is that of a title. Were ancient tuning preludes sufficiently well defined as specific 
pieces, and sufficiently numerous and varied, as to be known by individual names, perhaps linked 
to that of their composer? What shall I call this experiment of mine? If I go on to invent a prelude 
for a tuning in Bb would I need a different name for that? Would Denis O Hampsey have referred 
to what I have created as a Feachain Gleis too, as one of a genre of preludes with a specific 
function? 

1 “Tristan en prose.” MS 2542  Nationalbibliothek, Vienna, early 13th century. 
2 According to Bill Taylor, in private correspondence. 
3 On page 13 of his “Musical and Poetical Relics of the Welsh Bards” printed in 1784 Edward Jones translates the term 
“gosteg” as a prelude or overture. One of the pieces in the Robert ap Huw MS is “Gosteg yr halen”, the gosteg of the salt, 
which may have been played during the ceremony of bringing the salt to the table in noble houses, i.e. at the start of the 
meal. 
4 Alison Kinnaird and Keith Sanger in “Tree of Strings” p.175 
5  Various spellings, such as Feach an Gleis, or Veaghan Gleis. 
6 The Ancient Music of Ireland  by Edward Bunting p.83 
7 I have also found that several of the more ancient tunes in the traditional Irish harp repertory are given in this tuning in 
older sources, eg. Get Up Early (with extra “chromatic” modifications), and Roisin Dubh in Bunting’s Ancient Music of 
Ireland, and sound very well this way. 
8 The Trinity Harp, or Harp of Brian Boru, now in Trinity College, Dublin, thought to be late 14th or early 15th century, and 
the Queen Mary and Lamont Harps in Scotland, both dated to the mid or late 15th century. 
 

Continued… 
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9The wire‐strung clarsach player Paul Dooley in Ireland has researched the possibility of this in relation to the music of the 
Welsh medieval bards contained in the Robert ap Huw MS and found that certain tunings appear to have been used with a 
well defined and limited selection of chords.  
10 Paul Dooley  has proposed a set of tunings with modified or as he says “optimised” intonations for the repertory in the 
Robert ap Huw MS. 
11 Christopher Page “Voices and Instruments of the Middle Ages” p. 4.  My re‐translation. 
12 A possible technique suggested to me by Maria Cleary. 

Karen Marshalsay has recently recorded a CD with harp 
accompaniments to Gaelic translations of several of Beatrix 
Potter’s stories:  “Peadar a’ Bruidhinn Gàidhlig”.  The project was 
produced by Gonzalo Mazzei of Grace Note Publications, who 
had the tales translated into Gaelic and used native speakers to 
record them. Beatrix Potter greatly enjoyed Perthshire, where she 
rented a house each summer for ten years.  Certainly she would 
have heard Gaelic spoken by servants as well as neighbours.  The 
original Mr MacGregor was most likely a Gaelic speaker!     

Five different tales are included on the CD:  Peter Rabbit, 
Benjamin Bunny, Jemima Puddleduck Squirrel Nutkin and Mr 
Jeremy Fisher. Karen was invited to provide the music, using 
several different harps.    She composed tunes for each of the tales, 

and used melodic fragments to improvise sounds and motifs within the stories.  She chose a 
wire-strung harp for Jeremy Fisher’s tale, because “it just seemed to fit”, giving him a slow 
strathspey as a theme.  As a Gaelic learner herself, she notes that the Gaelic is not altogether easy 
to follow.  But then, the English stories were not necessarily intended to be read by small 
children.  She feels “it’s important for Gaelic speaking kids to have access to the same level of 
material as there is in English”.  A second CD of tales is also planned.   

CD available from:  Grace Note Publications, Grange of Locherlour, Ochertyre PH7 4JS, 
books@gracenotereading.co.uk 

Bill Taylor has released his new solo harp CD of music from the 
Robert ap Huw Manuscript.  Titled “Musica” (the name of the 
manuscript), it contains 12 tracks, giving a variety of pieces ranging 
from delicate miniatures to grand-scale compositions.  He contrasts the 
music on two historical gut-strung harps, including a romanesque 
harp with 21 strings and a late-medieval bray harp with 26 strings.  
Although the harps are not strung with wire strings, Branch members 
will well know that this repertoire is highly relevant to our interest in 
playing with fingernails, using damping techniques.   

CD available from Bill Taylor, Orchard House, Castle Leod, Strathpeffer  IV14 9AA, 
bill.clarsach@gmail.com, www.billtaylor.eu   

   

New CDs  
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Diary Dates 

August 18-14  Scoil na gCláirseach/The Summer School of Early Irish Harp.  Kilkenny, 
Ireland.  http://www.irishharpschool.com/  

October 12-17 Wire-strung Players’ Course with Bill Taylor, Cromarty, Scotland.  
www.ardival.com   

November 12-14 Greenwich International Early Festival and Exhibition, London. 
http://www.earlymusicshop.com/More/Greenwich_International_Early_Mu
sic_Festival.aspx  

November 20 AGM Clarsach Society-Comunn na Clàrsaich, Edinburgh, 
www.clarsachsociety.co.uk  

November 21 AGM Wire Branch, Edinburgh.  Time and location TBA.     

Our long-awaited tutorial DVD is just about ready to be released.  
Several feedback copies were distributed amongst several 
members at the Edinburgh International Harp Festival, who 
provided helpful comments to correct inaccuracies.  The final 
editing is in process, with hopes that we will be able to begin 
distribution this summer.   We greatly look forward to finally 
having this DVD being commercially available.  Watch for news 
updates on our website www.wirestrungclarsach.org/  

DVD Update 

Subscriptions to the Wire Branch are payable annually on 1st July.  Rates are: £25 families and 
school groups, £20 adults, £10 concession (junior, senior, students, disabled).  If you cannot 
accept electronic pdf delivery of the newsletter then there is a postage supplement payable (£2 
Europe outwith the UK and £4 non-European).  Cheques should be made payable to the “Wire 
Branch of the Clarsach Society” and sent to Bill Taylor, Orchard House, Castle Leod, Strathpeffer  
IV14 9AA.  It is also possible to pay online using PayPal at www.wirestrungclarsach.org  


