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The Museum of Fine Arts, Boson  presented its new reproduction of  the 
Bunworth harp  the wekend of  June 11-12. David Kortier, the harp 
maker, and maser harper, Ann Heymann, who performed on the new 
Galic harp, share their journey that began more than two years ago.
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Bunworth Harp Project 

Visit our web site at:  www.wirestrungclarsach.org

Reconstructing 
the Bunworth 
by David Kortier
The Bunworth Harp 
is one of the larg-
est early Irish wire 
strung harps, and 
one of the latest 
ones, having been 
built in 1734, as 
is incised on the 
front of the forepil-
lar. I saw the harp 
many years ago in 
the Museum of Fine 
Arts, Boston before 
I knew much about 
early Irish harps, so 
I knew that the harp 
was on the same con-
tinent where I live. It 
seemed irresponsible 
of me not to know 
more about this harp, 
if only because no 
international travel 
would be involved. I 
had occasion to be in 
Boston in February 
2009, and decided 
to make the effort. I made arrangements 
with Darcy Kuronen, the curator of 
musical instruments at the museum, to 
spend some time with the harp, to take 
some measurements and photographs. 
This meeting evolved into a commission 
to build a working model of the harp, to 
represent it as it probably looked when it 
was new.
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Gathering data in a museum setting can 
be likened to a performance —   you get 
one shot at it, you need to be prepared, 
and you need to keep your wits about 
you. As any performer will tell you,the 
better prepared you are, the more 
favorable the ultimate outcome will be. 
To this end, I have developed a system 
of gathering information about harps 
that helps me with the part about wits. 



   Convener’s  Message
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This will be my final address to members as Con-
vener of the Wire Branch, as I plan to step down 
at the AGM on 20th November.  I have been in 
this position since I founded the Wire Branch in 
2000, and I am very happy to see another person 
elected as Convener.  Many things are more differ-
ent now than they were ten years ago, and I have 
every assurance that wire players will continue to 
learn and perform at a faster pace.   Of course I will 
remain active in the branch, but in a different role, 
by collecting articles in the newsletter.

One mark of change that didn’t exist in 2000 is 
that there are now two trophies at the Royal Nationa Mod for wire-strung 
playing.  The Mod – Scotland’s great Gaelic festival – now has a way of ac-
knowledging excellence in the playing of the original Gaelic harp.  There have 
been several branch members over the years who have competed and won, 
and the lastest winner is Flora Bramwell, who recently won the Derek Bell 
trophy, at Stornoway  on 19th October.

Another indicator for change is that one of my local students, Rhona Millar, 
is preparing for her Standard Grade music assessment using her wire-strung 
harp.  This is the first time in Scotland that this instrument has been accepted 
as being appropriate to take the Standard Grade exam.  It reminds me of 
when, in the 1960s, the bagpipes were not accepted as appropriate; only 
orchestral instruments were approved.  Now, of course, the pipes are main-
stream, and it is cheering to note that our wire-strung clarsach has also been 
welcomed into that fold.

I am told by Barnaby Brown that our tutorial DVD is going to press quite soon, 
with copies expected for distribution by mid-November. Please see his note 
about the DVD in the “Bookshelf” column, and we will make a separate feature 
on the branch website <www.wirestrungclarsach.org>

I am amazed at the amount of activity documented in our most recent news-
letter.  Many thanks to Sam Tyler for compiling such a beautiful edition, and 
many thanks also to the authors and contributors.  I hope you enjoy it!

      Bill Taylor  

Bunworth continued from page 1.

The harp, even the simplest harp, is a 
complex three dimensional object and it 
is difficult to know where to start, what 
measurements will be meaningful later. It 
occurred to me that there are three points 
common to all harps. They are the points 
where the three main parts of the harp 
come together. I arbitrarily call them A, 
B, and C. All other points on the harp 
can be described by recording the dis-
tance to these three points. To make the 
system more accurate, I have added sev-
eral more reference points. By placing a 
telescoping wooden stick between points 
B and C, then striking a line perpen-
dicularly from this stick to the 15th string 
hole on the soundbox, I indicate point 
D. That 15th string hole becomes point 
E, and the 15th tuning peg becomes point 
G. My paper forms have columns where 
I can fill in all pertinent measurements, 
this keeps me focused.
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Once I am back in my shop, I take this data and recreate the 
image of the harp on paper. This drawing is pasted onto thin 
sheet aluminum which then becomes my working reference for 
producing the harp in reality. These templates are what I trace 
around to cut the pieces of wood to size, and they indicate the 
positions of all drilled holes, and other important features.

It is important to know the species of wood that the harp you 
are reproducing is made of. Different woods do, in fact, impart 
different sounds. The Museum, as part of this project, had 
wood samples taken from inside the instrument and, as it turns 
out, the Bunworth harp is made entirely of willow. Fortunately, 
white willow grows to large sizes in the upper midwest of the 

United States, and I was able to obtain several nice logs.
I am often asked how I manipulate these large pieces of wood. 
Here is a photo of what I refer to as my Volvo log tractor. Actu-
ally the Volvo is the stationary part —  the electric winch does all 
the pulling.

The first cut is done with a chainsaw guided by a special jig, a 
Logosol. In the background, under the metal shed you can see 
my Woodmizer, a small band mill. This machine cuts the quar-
tered log into the slabs of wood needed for the various parts of 
the harp.
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Once the slab of wood is cut to rough size, I immediately rough 
out the interior of the soundbox. I find that this not only dries 
the wood more quickly, but also without cracking, as the water 
can leave the wood through more avenues and there are fewer 
stresses built up in the piece.

The neck and pillar are also cut while the wood is relatively 
green. The pieces are cut somewhat oversized as they will de-
form slightly as they dry.

When the wood has stabilized the pieces are refined and care-
fully fitted together.

In the spirit of disclosure, I should say that things don’t always 
go according to plan. I discovered late in this process that the 
willow soundbox which I had prepared and set aside for the fi-
nal harp, the one that would go to the museum, was too narrow. 
I knew that I had other suitable willow logs waiting outdoors, I 
would simply cut another one. See if you can see the willow log 
in this photo... But eventually, winter recedes, and we get on 
with life.
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The carved head on the harp initially presented a dilemma for 
me. I considered it to be rather “rustic” in appearance, and my 
inclination was to make her appear more realistic. I discussed 
this with several people, including Ann Heymann. In the 
course of her research into connections between Rev. Bunworth 
and the Jacobite movement (see Ann’s article for details), she 
discovered an image of Mary of Modena, the second wife of 
James II (painted here by Antonio David in the 1690’s).  When 
I saw this image, I understood what the carver was trying to 
portray. Whether I have captured it or not is debatable, but it is 
interesting to note the symbolism intended here.

Another important aspect of the Bunworth harp is that it was 
originally painted very brightly. This was discovered when 
samples were taken of the surface layers by Museum staff. The 
entire harp was coated initially with red lead in an organic 
binder (hide glue). This served as a primer coat, to seal the 
wood and provide a good surface for painting. Then, various 
parts of the harp were painted with pigments in resins (another 
way of describing oil based paints). The harp at some point was 
overcoated with a brown varnish, which is the present appear-
ance, but there is reason to believe that this was done much 
later. To duplicate the original coatings the Museum purchased 
the specific pigments found in the analysis, and made up 
“paints” by mixing them into linseed oil varnish. These were 
sent to me when I reached the point of finishing the harp. 
To further assist in making the reproduced harp look like the 

original, Assistant Curator, Christine Schaette, made Mylar 
tracings of all the decorations on the harp. When they arrived at 
my shop in Minnesota, I held my breath and laid them over the 
harp parts that I had produced from my generated templates. 
The decorations fit, a reassuring sign that my data collection 
had succeeded. By reaching under the Mylar sheet and draw-
ing on the harp with a pencil, I transferred all the lines to the 
wood. I then lightly incised all these lines with a “V” carving 
tool, as had been done on the original.



First I needed to apply a red lead primer coat.

Since all the images had been incised, applying the final colors 
was a matter of painting within the lines. Here is the final re-
sult, the harp as it probably appeared when new.

Stringing a reproduction harp is part science, part art. We know 
the string lengths that are present on the harp and computer 
stringing programs can tell us what diameters of various metals 
are possible for a range of pitches. But this is only a starting 
point. A certain amount of judgment is required, analysing the 
sound that is produced, judging the resulting tension on the 
harp frame. Occasionally, we need to draw the wire down to 
a smaller diameter. This not only provides a custom diameter 
that may not be available “off the shelf,” but also changes the 
response of the string by hardening the metal.

Here is the finished replica harp on display in the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston next to the original Bunworth harp.
The harp will not only be a display item, to illustrate style and 
taste in the decorations of this time period, but will also be 
played on occasion for live music at the Museum. A recording 
is planned, hopefully of music specific to the harp’s active life 
span.
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David Kortier’s web site: http://www.kortier.com/
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Playing the Bunworth Harp
by Ann Heymann

BACKGROUND:
The Bunworth harp is the only surviving 
early Gaelic harp that resides outside of 
Ireland or Scotland.  Coincidently, it was 
the May 7, 1915 sinking of the Lusitania 
by a German torpedo that brought this 
harp to the Museum of Fine Arts, Bos-
ton. One of the tragedy’s victims was Les-
lie Hawthorne Lindsey, and her father, 
Boston businessman and MFA trustee 
William Lindsey, purchased the English 
musicologist Francis W. Galpin’s entire 
instrument collection, and donated it to 
the Museum, in his daughter’s memory.  
The harp’s previous history can be traced 
back through descendants of its original 
owner, the Reverend Charles Bun-
worth.  This includes a great grandson, 
the renowned antiquarian and folklorist 
Thomas Crofton Croker, and grand-
daughter, Mary Bunworth Dillon (not to 
be mistaken with Carolan’s patrons, the 
Dillons of Connaught).  The harp re-
mained in the family as an heirloom until 
it was sold to a museum collection in 
1854. In just one hundred twenty years 
it had become a curiosity. An inscription 
on the harp’s forepillar clearly establishes 
its beginnings:    

        MADE BY
JOHN KELLY

FOR
THE REVD
CHARLES

BUNWORTH
BALTDAN
            IEL

1734

 
 
In 2008 I was asked to provide an 
audio recording for the MFA website’s 
‘virtual tour’. I was, of course, casually 
familiar with Charles Bunworth, a man 
“greatly distinguished for his patronage 
and knowledge of Irish music” and “a 
remarkably good performer on the Irish 
harp.” Irish scholars know him best for 
having presided over the cúirt éigse or “po-
etry court” in Bruree, Co. Limerick, but 

harpers today are probably more aware of 
his reputation for kindness and hospital-
ity–and that numerous grateful harpers 
bequeathed their harps to him.  Follow-
ing Bunworth’s death, while the fam-
ily was away in Cork, a servant burned 
fifteen Irish harps that were being stored 
in the granary. No explanation is given, 
but had this been avoided it is likely that 
the number of surviving cláirseachs would 
have doubled.  Indeed it is fortunate that 
Bunworth’s own harp survived!
 
However, what apparently hasn’t stood 
the test of time is any record of Bun-
worth’s repertoire, musical style or 
details of the circumstances in 
which he played. Thus, 
for the purpose of 
this recording the 
music of Caro-
lan seemed a 
logical choice; 
Carolan was 
not only 
current but 
popular, 
and his death 
occurred just 
four years after 
the Bunworth harp 
was made. Of the 
many Carolan pieces, 
two longtime favorites 
seemed especially appro-
priate: Carolan’s Draught, be-
cause its only two sources are 
from Bunworth’s region and 
well outside Carolan’s circuit; 
and Loftus Jones, because it appears 
as an arrangement in the Bunting 
manuscripts with the attribution 
“from Charles Fanning.” This is 
more likely to mean that Fanning is 
the source for the piece, and not the 
specific arrangement; elsewhere in the 
manuscripts Bunting specifies “original 
harp bass” or “exactly as played by Denis 
Hempson,” etc.  The Belfast Northern Star 
reports that Fanning, who placed first at 
all three Granard Festivals and the 1792 
Belfast Meeting “had the advantage of 
sight, and having had opportunities of 
acquiring the knowledge of the taste and 
fashion of modern music, he had at-
tained a high degree of perfection in his 
playing... ” (from Robert Young, in Ulster 
Journal of Archeology, Vol. 1 1895). Like Fan-
ning, Bunworth had not the misfortune 

of being blind, and he also excelled as a 
harper.  

Not having a replica Bunworth 
(to the best of my knowledge 

no maker had attempted 
one), I decided to use an 
HHSI Student Downhill. 
Though smaller with 
only thirty strings (to the 
Bunworth’s thirty-seven) 
the original Downhill 
harp was made in 1702, 
just thirty-two years 
prior to the Bun-
worth. Furthermore, 
its maker, Cormac 
O’Kelly, quite pos-
sibly belongs to 
the same family of 
harpmakers as John 
Kelly, as the two 
harps share certain 
construction and 
design similarities. 
To acknowledge 
the Bunworth’s 
additional bass 
strings, I replaced 
the lowest (CC) 
with an experimen-
tal alloy and tuned it 
down to low GGG. 
In the subsequent 
recording the first 

piece, Carolan’s Draught 
is reflective of its tra-
ditional pipe source, 
but the second, Loftus 

Jones, follows Bunting’s 
manuscript version, 
albeit with some liber-
ties and direction from 

the setting in John Lee’s A 
Favorite Collection of the so much 

admired old Irish Tunes, 1780 (see 
the two original versions below). 

The following link is to the recording on 
the MFA website: <http://media.mfa.org/
audio/MIAudio88.mp3> You will need 
to copy and paste the address as creating a 
hyperlink did not access this file.
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Above is taken from Bunting MS 33, book 2, f. 18v. 
On the right is Bunting’s three bar continuation of 
the piece from the bottom of f. 19r. Below is taken 
from Bunting MS 33, book 3, f. 1r. It contains just 
the first part of the tune and is the only known 
version to have a first part of sixteen rather than 
seventeen measures. Bunting manuscript 33/books 
2 & 3 are rather small: 19x12 cm.  Both carry a likely 
completion date of October 1798, though book 2 is 
sequential to 3. 

     The Loftus Jones arrangement is given in the key 
of A, I play it in G—three sharps are outside the 
tradition and G major is supported by comhluighe 
G/g.  The final note of the Bunting arrangement is 
AA, it is an opportunity for me to use the conjec-
tural GGG. I do not mean to imply or deny a specific 
pitch standard.  I also wouldn’t argue against John 
Lee’s setting in C major.  

It is interesting to examine Bunting’s arrangement: 

• Find the one accidental. Is it an F or C string, and 
could it be pre-tuned (scordatura)?  

If not, this is outside standard practice, and indica-
tive of a keyboard arrangement. Not a surprise, as 
this was Bunting’s market.

• Look for the three types of ornamentation sym-
bols; a single grace note, a mordent and a trill.

• Look at the ending bars of the 3rd line; notice 
single bass notes made into octaves; notice 
crossed out notes.  Is this evidence of a living, 
changing arrangement or just a re-working?

• The large “X” in pencil across the page; this is 
Bunting’s reference meaning “already published.”

• Notice the heavily crossed stem in the treble, 
3rd line.  What do you think this means?  Then 
compare with the John Lee version.

Images used by permission of 
Queen’s University Belfast, Ed-
ward Bunting Collection,
MS 4/33



Carolan’s Loftus Jones from A Favorite Collection of the so much admired old Irish Tunes, the original and genuine compositions of Carolan, the celebrated Irish 
Bard. Set for the harpsichord, violin, and German-flute; published by John Lee (Dublin, 1780?) from the National Library in Ireland. There are 
two identical books at the National Library published by the Lee family in 1778 and 1780, one by John Lee and one by Edmund 
Lee (with different titles).
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PERSPECTIVE:
The study of surviving instruments is key 
to the rediscovery of early Gaelic harp 
performance practice.  Such study in-
cludes the construction of quality replicas 
that provide a framework for the practi-
cal exploration of performance practice, 
allowing experimentation with string-
ing and tuning and exploration with the 
parameters of response, resonance and 
range. Results of this exploration have 
significant impact on all elements of per-
formance practice: technique, ornamen-
tation, tempo, style and texture.
 
For any who think our modern percep-
tions are too altered from those of our 
ancestors, consider that in spite of today’s 
techno-culture, our natural world is 
much the same. For example, honey is 
sweet and the sound of buzzing bees im-
plies fine weather. Those of us who ride 
horses have internalized the tempos and 
rhythms of classic gaits and their transi-
tions.  Though usually associated with 
our modern world, tinnitus is not a new 
phenomenon. As humans we have an 
awareness of sound’s physical basis (the 
crash of metal, leaves, etc.) or emotional 
associations (a child’s laughter, a baby’s 
cry). Likewise, the rhythms and phras-
ing of speech and patterns in movement 
seem to be innately linked. Surely I am 
not alone in experiencing timelessness 
when hearing the sounds of the ocean, 
the honking of geese or the moans of a 
lover.
 
Though I play my share of jigs and reels 
and compose and arrange in a variety of 
styles, my main fascination has been with 
the Gaelic harp’s historical traditions. 
Therefore, I taught myself to play accord-
ing to documented standards, including 
resting the harp on the left shoulder for a 
right-handed bass, fingernail and damp-
ing technique, and comhluighe tuning.  
Also highly important has been a working 
knowledge of parallel traditions and 
geo-political history, along with a deep 
understanding of the nature of orality.    

Even when research and scholarship has 
been creatively combined with an artistic 
skillset, it is still difficult to gauge how 
closely an authentic standard may have 
been approached. This is equally true 
however, for the replication attempt of 
any historical performance practice, 

whether it be plain chant, a Bach organ 
prelude or a Shakespearean play. The dif-
ficulty in measuring authenticity does not 
lessen the value or relevance of the at-
tempt. A society that does not understand 
or remember its past is like a person with 
advanced Alzheimers.

THE BUNWORTH REPLICA
PROJECT & A VOICE FROM THE PAST:
Made possible with the generous sponsorship of Dr. 
Leo L. and Gabriella Beranek, in honor or Frederick 
Ilchman, and Mrs. Russell W Baker, Curator of 
Painting.
 
It was an honor to be asked to play the 
Bunworth replica in its 2011 debut con-
cert at the Museum of Fine Arts, Bos-
ton and I welcomed the opportunity to 
interpret early 18th century repertoire on 
an appropriate instrument. In over forty 
years of exploring Gaelic harp perfor-
mance practice, this was my first oppor-
tunity to play such a large cláirseach with 
its extended bass range. My challenge was 
to select representative repertoire and 
arrange it in a style appropriate to the 
period and locale. This is no easy task, 
as there are few definitive examples and 
the parameters are only now beginning 
to be established.  I also wanted to use 
the instrument to its full advantage–and I 
wanted the program to be both informa-
tive and engaging to a general audience.

At the risk of being simplistic, 17th cen-
tury Ireland was a time of massive social-
political upheaval; it began with a foreign 
invasion, the takeover of land and the 
destruction of the bardic schools–and it 
ended with the decimation of the Gaelic 
aristocracy and the loss of Irish autono-
my.  The composition and performance 
of syllabic poetry was an early victim, 
directly affecting its partner, the cláirseach.  
In order to survive, both poetry and 
harp, pinnacles of Gaelic art, underwent 
substantial changes; a metered poetic 
form flourished at the hands of non-
professional poets and cláirseoirs read-
ily embraced continental influences in 
order to maintain and attract patronage. 
18th century Ireland began like the calm 
after a storm; it was the beginning of two 
hundred years of political, religious and 
cultural dominance by a foreign minor-
ity.  To adequately represent the wide-
world of 18th century Irish harp I needed 
to show where it came from, its influ-

ences and where it was going.  
 
I tentatively considered opening the 
concert with what are, in my opinion, the 
most iconic pieces that survive more or 
less intact; taken directly from the play-
ing of Denis O’Hampsey (c. 1695-1807) 
by Edward Bunting. It didn’t take much 
for me to feel this was the right choice 
and from there I looked to another 
source; the earliest publication of Irish 
music in Ireland—John & William Neal’s 
A Collection of the most Celebrated Irish Tunes, 
Dublin (1724).  Predating the making of 
the Bunworth harp by just ten years, this 
book contained many pieces played and 
also composed by Irish harpers. After 
these first selections, it seemed only right 
to represent the classical influences with 
the two Carolan pieces discussed above 
and also a masque and almain composed 
by an Irish harper in the Elizabethan 
court. Beyond this, the sheer volume of 
potential material made choices much 
less obvious and a closer look at the life 
and times of Rev. Charles Bunworth was 
required. With a bit of luck, perhaps I 
could find some much needed direction.
  
Charles Bunworth (c. 1705-1772) was 
well educated, and in 1730 he both 
received his M.A. at Trinity College 
Dublin and was ordained a deacon at 
Cloyne. Being Protestant, it is unusual 
that Bunworth was chosen to preside 
over the Bruree cúirt éigse or “poetry 
court;” a Catholic priest would have 
been a more obvious choice, as proven 
at nearby Croom, where priest/poet 
Nioclás MacDomnnaill and host/poet 
Seán Ó Tuama were known to preside. 
An auction catalog of Crofton Croker’s 
library by Puttick and Simpson (London, 
1854) states that Bunworth was five times 
chosen to preside over the “meeting of 
the bards of Ireland, between the years 
1730 and 1750, which were generally 
held every three years at Bruree, County 
Limerick.” This fact shows that Bunworth 
was a highly competent poet because he 
would have been prepared to welcome 
distinguished guests to these gatherings 
in verse, be it Irish, English or Latin. In 
turn, the poets would be expected to ex-
temporize an appropriate response, and 
others present might spontaneously add 
their own verses; it is certainly plausible 
that Bunworth did so as well.
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As for the poetry itself, subjects ranged 
from the trivial to the serious.  Above all, 
the poets overwhelmingly supported a 
return of the Catholic House of Stuart to 
the British throne, and thus much of the 
era’s Gaelic poetry was Jacobite in nature. 
Such political views were treasonous, so 
an intricate system of Jacobean symbol-
ism was embedded into many poems 
and songs of the period, particularly in 
Munster. Bunworth’s very involvement 
with the Munster poets and his status 
at their cúirt éigse strongly imply that he 
maintained Jacobite sympathies.
 
Confirmation of this theory is found in 
the thematic decoration on his harp: the 
entire instrument is covered with thistles, 
roses and lilies, representing Scotland, 
England and France respectively, with the 
harp itself being the symbol of Ireland. 
 
Furthermore, I speculate that the figure-
head queen carved atop the forepillar is 
Mary of Modena, the 2nd wife of King 
James II of England (VII of Scotland), 
mother of James Francis Edward Stuart 
(“Old Pretender”) and grandmother of 
“Bonny Prince Charlie” Stuart (appar-
ently the Museum of Fine Arts agrees). 

Readers may wish to investigate her 
fascinating life story, including Prot-
estant claims that her son James was a 
changeling who was smuggled into the 
birthing chamber in a warming pan, 
despite the room being packed with over 
two hundred witnesses. This claim was, 
of course, an attempt to disqualify him as 
an heir to the throne. An official portrait 
of Mary of Modena shows a coiffure that 
corresponds to the distinctive shape of 
the Bunworth harp’s figurehead queen.

Below Mary on the front of the forepil-
lar are two plant symbols: a thistle flower 
and lily, representing her husband James 
II/VII’s Scottish (father) and French 
(mother) ancestry. On the stem below 
both flowers are two buds, James and 
Mary’s two sons, Charles and Henry, 
both legal heirs, with four leaves under 
each pair of buds. All of these are classic 
Jacobite symbols and usage. 

Along  the top edge of the neck there is a 
rough area indicating that something was 
broken off. My leading theory is that the 
missing section is a white rose, another 
primary Jacobite symbol. Was this simply 
an unfortunate mishap or could it have 
been purposefully broken off, either to 
save the harp from destruction (like the 
fifteen that were burned) or just to keep 
apace with socio-political change?  Was 
the later addition of brown varnish an 
attempt to neutralize the Jacobite sym-
bolism or was it mere fashion whimsy?  
Perhaps a little of both?

Returning to the topic of selecting con-
cert material: hymns, psalms and can-
ticles seem a natural fit for an Anglican 
minister and rector’s repertoire. That 

Irish harpers played their 
instruments at mass is con-
firmed in Arthur O’Neill’s 
memoirs and elsewhere. 
However, it is practically 
unimaginable that Bunworth 
would bring his flamboyant 
red and black harp, boldly 
decorated with Jacobite 
symbols, into an Anglican 
church—especially in south 
Munster, a region under 
the control of anti-Jacobite 
Whigs. Bunworth must have 
been quite selective in allow-
ing that harp to be seen.
 

In the end it was the Bunworth harp and 
Bunworth’s involvement with the cúirt 
éigse that gave us the direction we needed 
to complete our repertoire selection. 
Since Bunworth directly associated with 
the best Gaelic poets of his time, and 
since it was standard for Gaelic poetry 
to be performed with the Irish harp, 
his skills undoubtedly gave him added 
status within the community. He may 
well have known and fraternized with 
Seán Clárach MacDomhnaill (c. 1691-

1754), who lived in Charleville about 
9 miles north of Bunworth’s church in 
Buttevant and 13 miles north of his home 
in Baltydaniel. Seán Clárach, whom his 
contemporaries called “the Chief poet 
of Munster”, was educated somewhere 
(hedgeschools?) in Irish, English, Latin 
and Greek, but could not earn a living as 
a poet and so was forced to work as a farm 
laborer.
 
As presider of the poet gatherings at 
Bruree in Limerick, Bunworth would not 
only have heard Seán Clárach’s 
poems and those of others in 
the region such as Seán Ó Tua-
ma and Aindrias Mac Craith 
from a few miles further north 
in Croom, but he undoubtedly 
spoke and drank with the au-
thors as well. And as a harper 
he may well have accompanied 
the singing of their com-
positions. We selected Seán 
Clarach’s Mo Ghile Mear and 
Ó Tuama and Mac Craith’s 
Drinking Song because, not 
only do the poems survive in 
manuscripts, but those same 
manuscripts contain the 
titles of the airs to which the 
poems were sung.

Mo Ghile Mear is Seán 
Clárach’s best known com-
position. Crofton Croker 
translates the appellative 
Clárach as ‘Minstrel’, and a 
lament composed for the 
poet after his death uses 
several terms commonly 
found in harp-related 
poetry, such as cruit, ceol  
and coir. Could the name 
have carried a ‘harp’ 
(clár) association? The 
famous poem laments 
Bonny Prince Charlie 
Stuart’s departure to 
France in 1745, where 
he fled following the 
disastrous Scottish 
battle at Culloden. 
The manuscripts give 
the air as An Cnóta Bán 
(The White Cockade—per-
haps the most potent 
Jacobite symbol of the 

                 Bunworth figurehead and Mary of Modena
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era), but the air to which it is universally 
sung today is an offshoot of that used 
for The Spanish/Ettrick Lady, first attached by 
Seán Ó Riada in the 1960’s. We chose to 
use the original air.

We combined Seán Ó Tuama’s Drink-
ing Song with Aindrias Mac Craith’s Reply 
in part because they exemplified the 
“limerick” form of amhrain metre that has 
become associated with poets of this era 
who lived along the River Maigue. An-
other reason for choosing these songs was 
to balance the program with light-heart-
ed humor. We alternated verses from two 
separate poems, one boastful and the 
other showing witty satire, using metri-

cal English translations by James Clar-
ence Mangan in O’Daly’s Poets and Poetry of 
Munster (2nd edition 1850, pps. 64–70), 
where O’Daly paired them with the air 

Sean-bhean chríon an drantáin (The withered, 
growling old woman). Unfortunately O’Daly 
set the tune in 2/4 time so we chose the 
earliest documented 6/8 version of the 
tune, published by Bunting in 1796 as 
The Beardless Boy. Donal O’Sullivan says 
that Munster’s Sean-bhean song may be 
the earliest known example of the Gaelic 
limerick form.

THE BUNWORTH PROTOTYPE:
I was extremely grateful that David 
Kortier decided to make a prototype 
replica as an opportunity to work out 
problems before beginning the high-
quality MFA replica. It would also give 
me significant time to work up the music 
on a similar instrument and allow me to 
examine in a practical way such impor-
tant performance practice questions as: 
did Bunworth play with fingernail tech-
nique? It is almost certain that Bunworth 
used comluighe tuning, but what about tead 
leaguidh?  
 
When Charlie and I picked up the 
prototype copy, it was already strung 
in yellow brass—with the exception of 
three sub-bass strings which were left 
unstrung because I wanted to try vari-
ous options.  First however, I measured 
the string lengths, for this would later 
provide a basis to compare how much 
additional bellying up would be from 
string tension; the shaping of the sound 
box end is an indication that the origi-
nal Bunworth had been carved with a 
significant belly. In consideration of the 
entire harmonic curve and the sub-bass, 
I decided to forego tead leaguidh (literally 
“falling string,” one string that serves as 
FF with all naturals or EE when f strings 
are sharped), making CC the fourth 
string from the bottom and comhluighe G’s 
the eleventh and twelfth strings in the 
otherwise diatonic gamut.

Finally I turned my attention to the three 
extra strings in the bass, whose tun-
ing pins were located on the forepillar. 
Pitches of BB, AA & GGG made musical 
sense, but their progressively shorter 
string lengths suggested otherwise: some 
sort or re-entrant tuning or perhaps 
doubling an octave or providing an ac-
cidental? Having no direct evidence with 
which to work, I settled for the logical 
BB, AA and GGG. For their string mate-
rial I first tried hard drawn red brass, but 

later I decided to switch to silver. David 
Kortier suggested using over-wound 
strings, but musicologist John Talbot
(c. 1690) states the Irish harp was strung 
with brass wire drawn hard by hand, and 
later sources (Edward Bunting, John Bell 
and Patrick Byrne) make no mention 
of anything but brass wire). However, 
Philip O’Sullivan Beare (c. 1590-1660) 
attests that Irish harps were strung with 
brass and silver, so when red brass proved 
somewhat insufficient, I opted for silver, 
despite the late time period. You may 
have noticed I didn’t mention twisted 
wire strings; years ago I tested a 
wide sampling made by historical 
string maker Dan Larson, but the 
results were never as satisfying as 
plain brass. I also didn’t mention 
phosphor bronze because even 
though it is a great music wire it 
isn’t historical. I experimented 
with using the forepillar pins as 
bridge pins; the resulting tone was 
good and the closely-spaced but 
splayed strings were even playable–
once I got used to them. However I 
didn’t want the MFA replica to em-
ploy ideas for which there was no 
supporting evidence, so I ended up 
with the conservative BB, AA and 
GGG pitches strung tuning pin to 
stringband hole. Now I think it was 
the correct decision. 

The chart on the right shows the 
tuning I used on both the proto-
type copy and the MFA copy.  Inci-
dentally, at the time of this writing 
(approximately one year later), the 
female comhluighe g is .375 inches 
shorter, meaning that is how 
much the belly has raised. Obvi-
ously the amount of bellying up 
depends upon the string gauges, 
construction and wood material, 
but compared to past experiences, 
the raising of the Bunworth is 
modest. I rather anticipated this; 
that a carved arched shape would 
resist the tension more that a flat 
sounboard. I do not mean to imply 
“better,” just different.
 
PREPARING THE MUSIC
I have to admit to being very slow 
preparing music for concerts.  It is 
fortunate that in part I was able to draw 
upon music that had at one time been a 

I sell the best brandy and sherry
To make my good customers merry,
       But at times their finances
       Run short, as it chances,
And then I feel very sad, very.
 
O’Tuomey you boast yourself handy
At selling good ale and bright brandy
        But the fact is your liquor
        Makes everyone sicker
I tell you that, I, your friend Andy.

Chorus:
Sé mo laoch mo Ghile Mear
Sé mo shéasar Gile Mear
Suan ná séan ní bhfuaireas fhéin 
Ó chuaigh í gcéin mo Ghile Mear
 
Sample verse:
Seinntear stair ar chlairsigh cheoil
‘s líontair táinte cárt ar bord
Le hinntinn ard gan chaim, gan cheó
Chun saoghal is sláinte d’fhagháil
 domleómhan

He is my hero, my dashing darling
He is my Caesar, my gallant darling
I have had no rest from forebodings
Since he went far away my darling

Let a strain be played on musical harps
And let many quarts be filled
With high spirit without fault or mist
For life and health to toast my lion

 m
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part of my repertoire. Even so, much of 
it needed reworking, not only to fit the 
Bunworth, but because through time 
my playing and interpretations change, 
hopefully for the better. When I work 
with a piece from a manuscript, say 
Feaghan Ghleas or Scott’s Lamentation, that is 
what is in front of me. Initially I may 
keep the papers in front of me, but as I 
learn it by rote I work away from them. 
I’ve long since ceased to write anything 
down, and I have to admit that it has be-
come very difficult for me to make final 
determinations even on whether to play 
something in a minor or major mode. I 
also find it difficult to decide what ranges 
to use when. I must admit to enjoying 
playing the bass on the Bunworth; I even 
broke my own self-determined “rule” 
not to use the left treble hand below 
female comhluighe. I very much enjoyed 
playing with both hands in the bass, but 
the reach became physically tiring after 

awhile.  
 
With no evidence to suggest oth-

erwise, I decided that Bunworth 
probably used fingernail tech-
nique. This decision was not just 
because to make life easier for 
me, but because a fellow Jaco-
bite harper, Denis O’Hampsey 
(1695-1807) played with nails, 
as did Echlin O’Cahain (ac-
tive 1729-1790). I preferred 
the tone when playing with 
my fingers in a higher than 
normal position on the 
strings. This gave the clear-
est and strongest sound for 
this harp, and I have to say 
that when my hands fell to 
their normal position I was 
alerted by the nasal tone 
quality. I also found that 
I preferred a shorter than 
usual fingernail length, but 
this is partially a reflec-
tion on the choice of string 
gauges.

THE PROGRAM
Designing a concert program is not too 
dissimilar from planning a menu; one 
wants a continuity of style, yet each of-
fering should have its unique identity: 
lively, sweet, bold, sour, calm, spicy–the 
associations are seemingly endless. This 
concert’s theme was music of the Bun-
worth harp, and pieces were select
and presented in order to establish the 
broader parameters of genre and style 
before trying to narrow down to specific 
pieces that would most aptly represent 
the owner and his harp. Thus, the pro-

 THE MFA CONCERT; A VOICE FROM 
THE PAST
Much of the program played at the MFA 
was improvised. I did well even remem-
bering what key/tuning to use on each 
piece. It was fortunate that I had time 
with the practice copy, for I met the MFA 
replica Bunworth on a Friday afternoon, 
and I spent the entire rest of the after-
noon (until the museum closed) bringing 
the harp up to pitch. We had workshops 
all Saturday, a concert Saturday night, 
and a talk Sunday morning, so I wasn’t 
able to re-unite with the replica until 
just an hour before the pre-concert talk. 
In that time I continued tuning and 
replaced three high treble strings with 
historical iron while two cameramen set 
up for filming. While David Kortier and 
Darcy Kuronen, the MFA musical instru-
ment curator, did the pre-concert talk, 
Charlie and I were in the green room 
taking the opportunity to run through a 
few things. This was my only chance to 
run through some pieces on this won-
derful harp, but most of the time went 
towards more tuning. Before I knew it, 
it was stage time and there was not even 
time to change out of my street clothes. 
With no program in front of me, I was 
straining to remember the order of the 
program and the tunings. Considering 
the circumstances, I’m happy and grate-
ful that things worked out as well as they 
did. The audience was super and I’m 
happy we included the lighthearted Lim-
erick song in English, as it gave people a 
break from the serious. I have to say that 
my favorite part was the ending song Mo 
Ghile Mear; it seemed that everyone in the 
hall sang along on the chorus with much 
enthusiasm, and in response I played the 
harp with great abandon.

                             Ann and Charlie Heymann in concert

gram began with surveying types of harp 
music with which Bunworth might have 
been familiar, followed by pieces that 
were more specific to his involvement 
with poetry and politics. The selection of 
the pieces, their arrangement and order 
in the program attempted to find a bal-
ance between classical/traditional, old/
new, comforting/challenging, loud/soft, 
fast/slow, instrumental/vocal, sad/happy, 
keyed/modal, etc.

1. Feaghan Ghléas
medieval Irish harp tuning prelude
Cumha Caoine an Albanaigh
John Scott  (c. 1600)

These opening pieces were collected 
from the playing of Denis O’Hampsey (c. 
1695-1807) by Edward Bunting in 1792. 
Fortunately, Bunting recognized their 
importance and, instead of just focusing 
on the melody, he notated them as com-
plete arrangements. He says: “It was with 
great reluctance that the old harper was 
prevailed upon to play even the fragment 
of it here preserved, to gratify the Editor, 
to whom he acknowledged he was under 
obligation. He would rather, he asserted, 
have played any other air as this awakened 

recollections of the days of his youth of 
friends whom he had outlived, and of 
times long past, when the harpers were 
accustomed to play the ancient caoinans or 
lamentations, with their corresponding 
preludes. When pressed to play, notwith-
standing, his peevish answer uniformly, 
was “What is the use of doing so? No one 
can understand it now, not even any of 
the harpers now living.”
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2. Burns’s March
traditional Irish harp pedagogy
(c. 1700)

Also collected by Bunting from 
O’Hampsey, this was one of the first 
pieces taught student Irish harpers 
throughout the 18th century. That it is 
a pedagogical standard implies both age 
and popularity, as does its wide disper-
sion, appearing in different forms under 
the titles Thug Bonny Peggie dhamhsa – Bonny 
Peggie kiss’d me in Daniel Dow’s A Collection of 
Ancient Scots Music (1776); and as #141 (un-
titled) in Patrick MacDonald’s A Collection 
of Highland Vocal Airs (1786). O’Hampsey’s 
variant title Take care of the rogue coming thro 
the marsh in Bunting’s MS 29 may be in-
dicative of Jacobite sentiment. Bunting 
also recorded variant titles of Îm Bó agus 
Um Bó, Steal a Cow and Eat a Cow, Huggad de 
gadda freed a mony (Chugad a’ gadaidhe fríd a’ 
mónaidh?—Beware of the robber coming through the 
moor?); and Pretty Peggy.

3. King of the Blind 
Ruairí Dall Ó Catháin? (active 1560-
1620)
Ye Clarges Lamentation 
Toirdhealbhach Ó Cearbhalláin? 
(c.1670-1738)

These are the first two pieces in the ear-
liest published collection of Irish music, 
A Collection of the Most Celebrated Irish Tunes by 
John & William Neal (1724). Both lack 
any attribution, and only the first, King of 
the Blind, appears elsewhere (in the later 
Pádraig Ó Niall manuscript, c. 1780-
1800, where it is attributed to “Carelin” 
(Carolan). However, it is not uncom-
mon for Carolan to be falsely accredited 
and I maintain that King of the Blind is a 
probable composition of Ruairí Dall Ó 
Catháin (active 1560-1620). This guess 
is based mostly on stylistic grounds, but 
also because Ó Catháin was thought to 
be of noble lineage. In his book, Carolan 
(1958), Donal O’Sullivan attributes Ye 
Clarges Lamentation to Carolan on the basis 
of style only, but without more informa-
tion neither attribution is conclusive. 
Both pieces are strongly bi-modal, but 
King of the Blind exhibits a characteristic Ó 
Catháin motif. Later in this program I 
play music from the last page of the Neal 
collection, and I have chosen to ap-
proach them respectively as opening and 
closing an era. 

4. Róis nic an Bháird
words: Peadar Ó Doirnín (c. 1700-
1769)
music collected from Patrick Byrne 
(c. 1794-1863)

Ó Doirnín is an important Ulster poet of 
the period, so it is plausible that Bun-
worth heard this poem/song in Munster. 
The music survives only in the Bunting 
manuscripts, having been collected in 
1840 as Rose McWard from Patrick Byrne, 
the last of the professional Irish harpers. 
The sensitive subject of the song is the 
poet’s broken marriage and it has been 
especially gratifying to wed the poem 
with the music. 

5.Schock.a.torum and Masque 
Cormac McDermott (c. 1600)

Though perhaps too early in time for 
this program, nevertheless I included 
these two compositions of Cormac Mc-
Dermott, a Co. Roscommon harper who 
served in the Queen’s Music at the Eng-
lish Court. They survive in a German 
music book authored by a viola da gamba 
player who played in consort with an 
Irish harper, identified by Keith Sanger 
as Darby Scott.  I find it reasonable to 
think that McDermott both composed 
and played these pieces on solo Irish 
harp. It is plausible that this music might 
still have been played one hundred fifty 
years after its composition. It was also 
appropriate for Charlie to join me on 
his copy of an historical cittern—allow-
ing extra texture and a short reprieve for 
non-harp-nutters. Charlie’s cittern is 
based on a surviving Da Salo instrument 
at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, 
made for him by luthier Daniel Betsill of 
Stone Mountain, GA.

6. Carolan’s Draught
Toirdhealbhach Ó Cearbhalláin 
(c. 1670-1738)
Loftus Jones
Toirdhealbhach Ó Cearbhalláin
(c. 1670-1738)

I’ve already discussed this piece above, 
and offered the link to the museum’s 
sound file. However, the concert perfor-
mance was significantly different from 
the recording – a reminder of how the 
instrument can affect an arrangement. 
I think I performed it somewhat slower, 

and perhaps put in a C rather than G 
tuning;  I can’t quite remember...in fact 
Charlie may not have accompanied me 
because of this tuning. I do remember 
that I played a significant portion, even 
an entire time through each piece, in the 
lower register—sometimes with my treble 
hand below comhluighe. I am sure aural 
and muscle memory and suitable music 
choices would help me recover it. And 
the MFA filmed it, should I ever need to 
access it.

7. Cumha an Chléirich or Bard’s Lament
Mac Arthur-Mac Gregor MS

This piece is from a piobaireachd manu-
script; it is also found the Campbell 
Caintaireachd manuscript, where it is 
identified as “one of the Irish piobairich.”  
Gaelic harp tradition has several figures/
techniques with names that are synony-
mous with those found in piobaireachd.

It is widely accepted that bagpipes 
inherited at least some repertoire from 
the Gaelic harp. My playing of this 
piece reflects one of my attempts at 
reconstructing how ceol mor might have 
sounded on the Gaelic harp. In the 
concert I performed a variation and 
doubling based on the technique tafliad y 
bys (“finger throw”) found in the Welsh 
Robert ap Huw manuscript of c. 1613. 
It is one of the few places I’ve found in 
“Irish music” where this musical figure/
technique fits like it belongs.    

8.Conchubhar Mhac Coiréibhe
vars. Cornelius Lyons (c. 1680-1750)
collected from Denis O’Hampsey
(c. 1695-1807)

Denis O’Hampsey (discussed earlier) was 
a strong  Jacobite. This song contains 
only three rather obscure verses por-
traying a spent old woman ready to die, 
but references to “ace of diamonds” 
and “jack of clubs” are possible Jacobite 
symbolism. The tune was also used for 
a song A chailíní, a’ bhfaca sibh Seóirse? (Girls, 
Have you Seen George?) that Bunting also 
collected from O’Hampsey. Only one 
verse survives and in the album notes 
for this song on my Cruit go n’Ór record-
ing I have suggested it is a satire on King 
George I and/or II.  This piece is also 
given in John & William Neal, where it 
is identified by the second name. The 
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Neal variations are stylistically similar 
to O’Hampsey’s, which he attributes to 
Lord Antrim’s harper Cornelius Lyons 
(1670-1740). 

9. King James’ March to Dublin 
Atkinson MS (1694)
Planxty Kelly 
Toirdhealbhach Ó Cearbhalláin
(c. 1670-1738)
Athlone
Toirdhealbhach Ó Cearbhalláin
(c. 1670-1738)
March and Battle of Aughrim traditional
Limerick’s Lamentation
Myles O’Reilly (born c. 1635)
Gye Fiana (Wild Geese)
Thomas Connellan? (c. 1640-1720)
This suite portrays Jacobite events that 
took place in Ireland between March 
1689 to October 1691. These were 
turbulent and sad times and there are 
any number of pieces that might have 
been included; certainly it is a topic for 
a full double CD. Deposed King James 
II/VII received support from the French 
King Louis XIV and in March 1691, 
after landing in Ireland at Kinsale with 
6,000 French troops, triumphantly 
marched with them straight to Dublin. 
A number of Kellys in and around the 
barony of Athlone received musical gifts 
from Carolan. Numerous Kellys in that 
region gave their lives supporting the 
Jacobite cause at the Siege of Athlone in 
1691, just before the disastrous Battle of 
Aughrim. The following siege and defeat 
of the Jacobite forces at Limerick forced 
the signing of a treaty that exiled thou-
sands of Irishmen and eventually led to 
the infamous penal laws that discrimi-
nated so heavily against Catholics. This 
is the world that Bunworth was born 
into, and though his father was a Whig, 
Bunworth most definitely was not. Inter-
estingly, Athlone is a piece that Rev. Chris 
Warren found in Protestant hymnals, 
under titles of Athlone, “by Carolan”, 
and David’s Harp, but I’m speaking from 
memory now—I haven’t looked at this for 
15 years and the information is buried 
somewhere in our files. One of these 
days we’ll scan the lot.  Nonetheless, 
having Athlone as a Jacobite air that gained 
footing in Protestant repertoire fits my 
conjecture that Carolan had Jacobite 
sympathies (but this subject is beyond 
the scope of this article). 

10. Seán Ó Tuama’s Drinking Song and Reply
words by Seán Ó Tuama (1706-1775) and 
Aindrias MacCraith (1709?-1795)
metrical English translation by James 
Clarence Mangen (1803-1849)
traditional; a variant of Growling Old Woman
Information on our adaptation and usage 
of this song is given above.

11. Stary ghed ma Iousa Voem & Gigga Connellan
Ye Trugh 
traditional Irish harp & song air

These pieces comprise 
the last page of A Collection 
of the Most Celebrated Irish 
Tunes, John & William 
Neal (1724). The first 
piece is Stary ghed ma Iousa 
Voem (O rogue who stole my 
reputation from me) fol-
lowed by a jig, which 
is a traditional feature 
apparently practiced by 
both Ó Cáthhain and 
Carolan. There is a pos-
sible connection between 
this practice and ceol mor 
variations. The final 
melody, Ye Trugh, appears 
elsewhere as Old Trugh. 
The Seas are Deep is a vari-
ant, with a questionable 
attribution to Carolan. 
Though Old Trugh sits well 
in Aeolian mode, I like 
to think that the appel-
lative Ye Trugh and the 
tune’s placement at the 
end of the book might 
reflect a more developed 
approach to harmony. 
Coupled by their place-
ment together on the last 
page, I decided to link 
them similarly for this 
program.

  
12. Mo Ghile Mear
words: Seán Clárach MacDomhnaill (c. 
1671-1754)
music: An Cnota Ban (The White Cockade); 
traditional
Sean O’Riarda’s version of this popular 
song has reached a large audience, and is 
deservedly a favorite, reaching nearly the 
status of national anthem. Our deci-

Ed. note:
Selections #’s 5, 7, and 8 are on Ann’s CD 
Cruit go nÓr played on her Kortier Trinity 
harp and can be sampled online at:
http://www.harpofgold.net/downloads.htm  

Ann Heymann’s web site:   
http://www.annheymann.com/

   Ann with the Bunworth harp

sion to pair the words with its original/
traditional melody is in no way a criti-
cism, nor are we suggesting that people 
abandon the melody that has become 
so loved. For us it is merely part of the 
investigation of early music. An Cnota Ban/
White Cockade was an extremely popular 
Jacobite melody during the eighteenth 
century, being paired with many differ-
ent poems, largely political. If anything, 
by combining the words with the voice of 
the harp, I have a new appreciation for 
this well-worn march/dance melody.
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Early Gaelic Harp Conference 
Boston 2011
by Cindy Schnaufenbuel
Gatherings exclusively devoted to harps 
with wire strings are rare in the US, so 
the Boston Early Gaelic Harp Confer-
ence in June was a treat for players and 
enthusiasts of the Gaelic harp. Over 40 
attendees from all over the US and Ed-
inburgh, Scotland attended the two-day 
weekend conference, which was spon-
sored by the Historical Harp Society of 
Ireland.

Held at the Boston Conservatory, the 
conference was organized to coincide 
with events celebrating the completed 
commission of a new replica of the 
Bunworth harp, constructed in 1734 in 
Ireland, and now held by the Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston. 

For the Conference Ann and Charlie 
Heymann presented a concert on Sat-
urday night, partly on a reconstructed 
medieval-style Welsh telyn rawn made by 
Ken Bloom, with horsehair strings, 
and partly on Ann’s Kortier Trinity 
copy. Several pieces from the Robert ap 
Huw manuscript were included on the 
telyn rawn portion of the program. The 
clairsach portion included tunes 
from Daniel Dow, Bunting, 
the 17th-century Scottish lute 
manuscripts, and traditional 
Irish and Scottish dance tunes.
Cynthia Cathcart presented a 
delightful solo concert on Sat-
urday afternoon of 18th-cen-
tury Irish and Scottish music, 
played on wire-strung harps by 
Ardival Harps of Scotland. The 
program was carefully chosen 

to reflect the likely musical tastes of harp-
ers and audiences of the time and place 
that the Bunworth harp was originally 
made and played. My personal favorites 
of the concert were a set of “Miss Cruick-
shanks” pieces, a strathspey and a reel.

Cynthia offered a hands-on workshop 
introducing participants to her “crossed 
fingers” method for fingering mainly 
stepwise passages of more than five notes 
in the treble and bass hands. 

Cynthia also gave a talk in defense of 
non-historical harp design, specifically 
referencing the popular 19-string Ardival 
Kilcoy model, the design of which was 
inspired by 17th-century stone carv-
ings of harp-playing mermaids at Kilcoy 
Castle.

As a player who owns both a Kilcoy and 
a Kortier copy of the Queen Mary harp, 

I can appreciate that his-
torical copies and fine newly 
designed instruments should 
hold a respected place in the 
21st-century clairseach context. 
Not everyone who wishes to 
play a harp with wire strings 
has an interest in procuring a 
copy of one of the 18 histori-
cal models. There are matters 
of practicality and affordabil-
ity that favor a smaller harp: I 
took my Kilcoy to the con-
ference, because I knew for 

sure that it would fit in the overhead bin 
for my flights between Austin, TX and 
Boston, and wouldn’t have to be stowed 
with the luggage, for example! For many 
players, one harp is just never enough!

Other features of the conference in-
cluded lecture presentations by Dave 
Kortier, on various aspects of historical 
clairseach construction and stringing, and 

EGH Conference

Ann and Charlie Heymann in concert

Nancy Hurrell, on the revival and con-
tinued development of the instrument in 
the 19th century (Egan’s Belfast School 
harps).  Singer Kate Chadbourne also 
taught a lovely song in Irish with amazing 
efficiency, and discussed the Irish song 
tradition.

Ann Heymann opened the conference 
with a talk on the thousand-year tradition 
of Gaelic harps in Ireland and Scotland, 
and also gave hands-on workshops on 
Burns’s March (one of the “first tunes” 
taught to Irish harpers), and on histori-
cal playing techniques from Bunting and 
Robert ap Huw. 

 Throughout the conference, players 
were spontaneously invited to present 
a piece for the other attendees. Hana 

Karen Loomis and her audience (in 3D glasses)
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Halverson, myself, and Karen Loomis 
each gave a taste of our own efforts and 
repertoire.    

Loomis, a University of Edinburgh doc-
toral student, gave a fascinating presen-
tation of her research on the two medi-
eval harps held by the National Museum 
of Scotland: the Lamont and the Queen 
Mary. Karen has used sophisticated CT 
scan technology to take a new look at the 
interior and structure of the two harps. 
In the process, she has made some excit-
ing discoveries.

Some of this research has confirmed the 
veracity of the lore of the harps passed 
down in the Robertson family, previ-
ous owners of both of the harps. For 
example, the Queen Mary harp was said 
to have once featured medallions of the 
Arms of Scotland and a portrait of Mary, 
Queen of Scots attached to the frame. 
Karen’s images show nails in the neck 
and pillar joint that may once have an-
chored these medallions to the harp.

Unlike the Queen Mary, the Lamont has 
sustained significant structural damage 
and undergone extensive repairs in its 
500 or so years of history. The images 
show internal evidence of these repairs 
that was not previously available from 
external observation.

Perhaps the most intriguing finding is a 
fragment of wire that was found in one 
of the Lamont’s string holes. Since none 
of the three surviving medieval clairseachs 
has been preserved with its original 
strings, finding such a wire fragment 
is quite rare. The wire has not yet been 
scientifically evaluated, but analysis of its 
metal composition could reveal new and 
important information on medieval harp 
strings. 
   
Conference-goers were invited to try 
out a Kortier prototype of the Bunworth 
harp at the closing dinner, before bid-
ding farewell to Boston and new and old 
friends. Many thanks to the Historical 
Harp Society of Ireland and Nancy Hur-
rell and her associates for making this 
conference possible!

A Taste of the Conference Workshop
by Cynthia Cathcart
In 1720, Johann Sebastian Bach began 
writing a little book of music for his 
young son Wilhelm Friedemann Bach.i 
In it he included a table of figures for the 
clavier.ii It was not a complete list of all 
the possible figures, there are at least two 
which appear in the music of that little 
book which fail to appear in the table 
J.S.Bach prepared for his son.

As clarsairs we have two lists of figures 
to consider. There is the Table of 
Graces published in Bunting’s 1840 
publication,iii and another list of figures 
is presented on a single page of the 
manuscript of Robert ap Huw.iv

How likely is it that these two lists rep-
resent the entirety of the clarsair’s art? We 
know Bach did not list all the possible 
figures, his table was representative and, 
perhaps,meant as inspiration and
encouragement for his son to use those 
and similar ideas to perform his music. 
We also know Robert ap Huw left out at 
least one figure in his table.v

How can we explore techniques for which 
we do not have documentation? Do we 
try to study the hand shapes portrayed 
in stone carvings? Is that even possible? 
And even if it were, playing an instru-
ment is a process, a movement, very 
unlike a physical object which can be 
measured and weighed. Movement is not 
something one can easily divine from a 
painting. Where else can we look?

We make harps (the “hardware” of our 
art) based on more than the few artifacts 
that have survived. Harpmakers rely on 
other sources, as well as on their experi-
ence of discovering what works and what
does not. As players, we can build up our 
skills of playing (the “software” of our 
art) based on more than the contents of 
the few sources that have survived. We 
can recognize that those lists may be like 
Bach’s: a representative sampling of the 
figures in common use, upon which to 
base an approach to the various situations 
we encounter in our playing. We can also 
look beyond those two sources to widen 
our experience and enable discovery.

Crossing Fingers It was this keyboard work of Bach’s that 
inspired me to try “crossing fingers” on 
the harp, simply to see if it works. Bach 
put fingering in one full piece of music 
in his little book (it is one of only three 
pieces with Bach’s keyboard fingering that 
are known to exist). This piece of music 
was entitled Applicatio. It is an “applica-
tion” of some of the figures or ornaments 
that he was teaching his son.vi There are 
examples of  “paired crossings” in this 
piece of music, which while doable on 
the keyboard are decidedly awkward for 
the modern musician. Yet this style of 
fingering is quite easy to accomplish on 
the harp.

A subsequent fresh examination of the 
tables of figures published by Bunting in 
1840 shows three figures that employ a 
crossing finger to damp a string: the Leith 
leagadh, Barrluth beal an-airde, and Barrluth 
fosgailte.vii 

Over the past 5 years, as I have shared 
this technique with other players, many 
harpers have admitted to crossing their 
fingers, but say they have hidden it 
because they believe it to be “wrong” or 
“bad technique.” There is no longer any 
need to be secretive about this approach, 
for we have historical evidence of musi-
cians crossing their fingers! There are 
even examples of fingers 2, 3 and 4 being 
completely “reversed” in Renaissanceviii 
keyboard technique. If Renaissance and 
Baroqueix era keyboardists could rec-
ognize that fingers can cross each other, 
why would harpers not?

We may conclude that as crossing fingers 
had already crept into the wire-strung 
harp technique of several players before 
the idea was formally presented in any 
wire-strung books or articles (prior to
2006x), that it obviously fits the instru-
ment and thus might well have been 
practiced by other players who came 
before us.

STEP-BY-STEP
We’re going to learn the most basic and 
(in the opinion of your author) most 
useful crossing fingers technique, that of 
the ¾ descending cross. First, the “three 
P’s” of crossing fingers:
 1. Point
 2. Pivot
 3. Perambulate
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POINT: Sitting at your harp, in the play-
ing position, point with either hand at 
the pillar of your harp.

This is the rude “point” that people are 
referring to when they say, “don’t point!” 
Go ahead and do it now.

Notice that the tip of your index finger is 
closer to the lower strings on your harp 
than are your middle and ring fingers. 
The idea that “finger 2 is higher than 
finger 3” is now dis-proven.

PIVOT: The actual crossing itself is often 
achieved by pivoting on a temporarily 
fixed finger. We will be crossing 3 and 
4 (middle and ring fingers) in our little 
tune, so we will practice our pivot with 
those fingers.

1. Place your 4th finger, the ring fin-
ger, on an E string. For this exercise, 
it will be fixed on that string, it will be 
an anchor for you.

2. With your 3rd finger, strike the F 
string above your E string anchor.

3. Without moving your 4th finger, 
pivot your 3rd finger over the E string 
and strike the D.

4. Practice this going back and forth 
with your 3rd finger playing F and D.

5. Note that your 3rd finger, when it 
crosses over, is playing a lower string 
than your 4th finger is
anchored upon.

Now, try reversing this process. Place 
your 3rd finger on a string and allow it 
to be the pivot point for the 4th finger 
playing a string above and then a string 
below the pivot string. Note that the 4th 
finger is capable of playing a string above 
the 3rd finger’s anchor.

PERAMBULATE: Perambulate is just a 
fancy word for “walking” and it handily 
begins with a “p” so the three-p’s rule 
can be written. Have you ever just walked 
your fingers across a table, as if they were 
little legs and your finger-tips represent-
ed feet? This is what we will do on our 
harps, though of course with nice, curved 
fingers.

Notes:
i Bach, Johann S. “Explication Unter-
schiedlicher Zeichen.” The Little Clavier Book 
for Wilhelm Friedemann Bach. Yale
University Music Library: Manuscript, 
1720. (A facsimile of the original table 
and a reproduction in modern notation 
is available from Alfred Publishing Com-
pany, USA (1994) ed. Willard A. Palmer. 
J.S. Bach Selections from The Little Clavier Book for 
Wilhelm Friedmann Bach. See pages 2 and 8.)

ii A clavier in J.S. Bach’s time was any 
keyboard instrument.

iii Bunting, Edward. “Graces Performed 
by the Treble or Left Hand.” The Ancient 
Music of Ireland. Dublin: Hodges and
Smith, 1840. 20.

iv The Robert ap Huw manuscript (B.M. 
Addl. Ms 14905): Musica neu beroriaeth. 
British Museum Library, circa 1613.35. 
(available in facsimle on-line and 
through the Wire-Branch).

v On page two of the section “Harp 
patterns from the Robert ap Huw 
manuscript” is the statement, “beat – not 
found on p. 35, but used in the manu-
script.” William Taylor, ed. Sources for 
Fingernail Harp Technique from Wales and Ireland.
Wire Branch of the Clarsach Society, 
2003.

vi Bach. op cite., 9.

vii Bunting. op. cite., 24-25.

viiiLindley, Mark. “Renaissance Key-
board Fingering.” A Performer’s Guide to Re-
naissance Music. ed. Jeffrey T. Kite-Powell. 
New York: Schirmer Books, 1994. 193.

ix Ibid., 189-199. 
Lindley, Mark. “Fingering. I. Keyboard 
fingering: To 1750.” The New Grove Diction-
ary of Music and Musicians. 2nd Edition, Vol 
8. 2001. 832-838.

x Cathcart, Cynthia. “Two Advanced 
Techniques: Crossing Fingers.” Carols of 
Christmas Arranged for the Clarsach. Maryland, 
USA: Highland Circle Publishing, 2006. 
6-7.

1. Place fingers 4 and 3 on E and F, 
respectively (your 3rd finger will be on 
a higher string than 4.)

2. Strike F with 3

3. Pivot on 4’s anchor to move 3 over 
and place 3 on D

4. Strike E with 4

5. Pivot on 3 to bring 4 down and 
place 4 on C

6. Strike D with 3

7. Continue as desired

This exact passage occurs in the little 
tune which follows. La Galinette is a tradi-
tional French tune, and was chosen to be 
one of the selections in my concert at the 
conference in Boston to honor the lilies, 
the flower symbolizing France, that are 
painted on the Bunworth harp. I used a 
parallel-fifth pattern using paired-finger 
damping (where the fingers pair-off to 
strike and damp) in the bass hand to 
accompany the melody. Full notation 
for the fingering is given beneath the 
arrangement, as well as three alternate 
fingerings for the descending 6-note pas-
sage where I chose to use crossing fingers 
for sake of comparison.

Playing scale-like passages such as this 
can be tricky, and what can be more sat-
isfying than finding a satisfactory way to 
play music that presents a challenge? By 
crossing matched fingers, rather than
crossing the thumb with our fingers, we 
can perform a perfectly balanced and 
fluid series of neighboring strings. (You 
can also cross with skipping strings, but 
get good at steps first!)

Our brains and hands and minds enjoy 
novelty. This is probably the most com-
mon reason for those of us who play the 
wire-strung harp: it’s different! Crossing 
fingers breaks us out of our routine by 
giving us another way to perform a typical 
passage of music, which can bring a fresh 
perspective to our playing.

Cynthia Cathcart’s web site: 
http://www.cynthiacathcart.net/
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La Galinette
Traditional French Bourree

Crossing Fingers

Fingers “pair up”: odd and even 
working together.

Crossing again.

Instead of:

Full notation for 
crossing fingers 
passage:

Crossing finger here....

Fingers in parenthesis are damping.

With a “thumb over 2”
which is awkward.

Writing a large X like a railroad crossing sign
is a simple way to mark your music where you 
plan to cross. It may help to write the numbers for 
the fingers that are crossing above the X (see for 
example bar four of the tune).

1

1

11

3/4

1

1

2

1

(1)

(1)

2

2

22

2

2 22

2 (2)

2

3 33

333

3

3

3

3

3

33 3

(3)
(3)(3)

(3)

13 4 4

4

(4)

4

4

4

4

X

4(4) (4)

4
X

22 (2) 2

Full notation
for paired damping:

Use the easier “thumb over 3”, but that 
puts the thumb, a strong “finger”, to 
play an off-beat note.

Repeatedly play with the 4th finger, 
which sacrifices control and can cause 
fatigue that may be audible in the music.

1 1 422 2 2 2 21

arr. ©2011 C. Cathcart
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Somerset 2011
Somerset Harp Festival
14-17 July 2011 
By Bill Taylor

Wire strings were certainly in evidence at 
the Somerset Harp Festival <http://www.
somersetharpfest.com/> in Parsippany, 
NJ, USA this year, largely due to myself 
and Cynthia Cathcart.  It was fortunate 
that a close-up photo of Cynthia’s Rose 
clarsach (made by Ardival Harps) was cho-
sen for the front cover.  

I arrived in time to attend the annual 
conference of the Historical Harp So-
ciety <http://www.historicalharps.org/
Welcome.html>, which met on the 14th 
at the Hilton Parsippany, the venue for 
the Somerset festival. There was a day 
of activities, including a presentation by 
myself on playing music from the Robert 
ap Huw manuscript. I summarised ways 
in my approach to playing the music over 
twenty years, and cited areas where I had 
either changed my mind or was still in 
debate about conclusive interpretations. 
During the afternoon concert I per-
formed several profiadau, as well as Caniad 
tro tant, from the manuscript.  

Nancy Hurrell gave a presentation on the 
emergence of the lever harp in Ireland, 

tracing its development through political 
and poetical iconography, and through 
the instruments by John Egan.  Egan is 
well-known for his gut-strung harps us-
ing ring stops, ditals and pedals, but he 
also helped to revive wire-strung harps, 
although he used the profiles of “clas-
sical” harps, rather than using origi-
nal construction methods or original 
designs.  She played two Egan harps, in-
cluding one which she helped to restore 
herself,  choosing a selection of music 
from the Bunting collections.  

During the festival, I gave four work-
shops on Scottish and Welsh repertoire.  
Being a harp festival which attracts mostly 
lever players, I chose to 
teach historical music 
which could be adapted to 
be played on a variety of 
harps. I gave workshops 
in Scottish Lowland tunes 
from lute, fiddle and pipe 
sources; music from the 
Skene mandore manu-
script; and two in playing 
music from the Robert ap 
Huw manuscript.   

Cynthia gave a workshop 
on modes, introduc-
ing tunes which employ 
Ionian, Dorian, Phrygian, 
Lydian, Mixolydian and 
Aeolian modes.  Her work-
shop text stated “No levers 

required!  (in fact, if you have them it’s 
best that you pretend they’ve gone miss-
ing).”

On an evening concert, shared with 
Cheryl Ann Fulton and Kim Robertson,  
I performed a set of music on a bray harp 
(Ardival’s Rosslyn) and a wire-strung 
clarsach (Ardival’s Rose, kindly lent by 
Cynthia).  I played Caniad Cadwgan from 
the Robert ap Huw manuscript on the 
bray harp, and on the clarsach I played 
Port Ballangowne & Port Atholl by Ruari Dall 
O’Cathain and also a new piece, written 
for me by James McCarthy <http://www.
jamesmccarthy.co.uk/index.htm>, titled 
Ballindalloch.  

Cynthia, who with her husband Eric was 
tending a stand for Ardival Harp at the 
ehxhibition, also played a concert set on 
her clarsach and teamed up in a duo with 
Paraguayan harp player Nicolas Carter. 
Whilst Somerset attracted mainly gut/
nylon-strung lever players, there were 
certainly plenty of sessions appropriate 
for wire and historical players.  It’s high 
time more wire-strung players infiltrated 
such events, to remind everyone that 
we’re part of the picture too!

      Cynthia Cathcart with Ardival Kilcoy harp

      Cynthia Cathcart and Bill Taylor at the Ardival booth                  
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BookshelfSinging Along
In Defence of Singing with a Wire-
strung Harp
By Shahnaz Mosam

I was quite dismayed by Flora Bramwell’s 
account of her experiences during the 
course at the EIHF this spring on self-
accompanied singing with a harp. And 
how impertinent of anyone to suggest 
that she should get a lever harp to do 
this properly! Her report raises various 
issues, both about singing with a wire-
strung harp and the planning of classes. 

As regards the latter, I think it would be 
helpful to both students and teachers if 
all teachers say in the course description 
in the EIHF programme what key harps 
should be tuned in for the first lesson, 
instead of assuming that everyone will 
have a lever harp tuned in E flat. I realize 
that this means teachers having to decide 
this probably well before Christmas, 
before the programmes are printed, and 
then stick to it, but it would save time 
and help all students get off to a good 
start. It is not easy to retune to an unfa-
miliar key in a hurry in front of a group 
of people you have probably only just 
met! This would benefit not only wire 
harp players, but anyone who has a harp 
without levers, or with levers only on a 
few strings, as my first harp did.

Although I am not a singer (I am a 
growler), I do sometimes, on winter eve-
nings when I am alone with only the dog 
and cats to hear me, sing with my wire 
harp, and wish I could sing better. I am 
sure that if you have even a decent voice, 
instead of wobbling out of tune as I do, 
that the wire harp would be a wonderful 
instrument to sing with. But one does 
not necessarily need a separate accompa-
niment to do this. As I am a poor singer, 
I play songs as instrumental pieces, i.e. 
I play the tune with suitable bass harmo-
nies for the wire-strung harp and sing 
along to that. I suspect that for centuries 
this is what singers did if they wanted to 
accompany themselves, from the trou-
badours and bards, to folk singers, and 
even cultured musicians of the Renais-
sance, and it may be that the wire-strung 
harp was used in the past in this way 
with singing. When it was used to play 
hymns during the services in rural Irish 

Nicholas Carolan, the 
Director of the Irish Tradi-
tional Music Archive in Dublin, 
has edited this handsome 
hardcover volume of forty 
nine traditional Irish tunes 
and songs.  Carolan’s work re-
produces the “single surviving 
copy” of the Neals’ publication 
from Edward Bunting’s own 
library.  The book is divided 
into three sections.  In the first 
section, the editor provides a 
substantial introduction to the 
original publication, including 
information on the changing 
musical tastes of the period 
and the continental influences 
driving them.  He provides 
biographical information on 
the Neals, and in the process, 
offers a fascinating glimpse of 
the musical scene in Dublin in 
the early eighteenth century, 
and includes a good selection 
of illustrations.  The second 
section consists of high qual-
ity, large facsimiles of the 
tunes in a clear format with 
wide margins to permit easy 
use on the music stand.  Tunes 
include old favorites such as 
Ye Clarges  Lamentation and 
Da mihi manum, and also a 
number of tunes attributed 
to Turlough O’Carolan, the 

A Collection of the 
Most Celebrated Irish 
Tunes proper for the 
violin, German flute or 
hautboy
by John & William Neal
Facsimile edition of the 
Dublin 1724 edition, edited 
by Nicholas Carolan.  
ISBN 978-0-9532704-3-9

Cromarty Wire
Cromarty Course 10-15 October 2011  
By Bill Taylor

Ardival Harps held its annual wire-
strung players’ course once more in the 
Black Isle village of Cromarty this year, 
at the renovated Brewery, now known as 
the Cromarty Training Centre.  As usual, 
the course attracted a variety of students, 
ranging from new to intermediate play-
ers.  Somehow, despite the different 
playing levels, everyone finds a common 
musical meeting place.  I often introduce 
several different tunes from historical 
and traditional sources, and this year I 
also taught a couple of delightful new 
tunes. They were written by a local piper 
named Hilary de Vries, who recently 
bought an Ardival Kilcoy clarsach, and 
she was inspired to compose on it.  She’s 
written three tunes so far, and I look 
forward to her continued output!  

Aside from studying wire-strung reper-
toire and technique over the five teaching 
days, we also had an evening of tradi-
tional Scottish dancing and a special talk 
and performance by pipe player Dun-
can McGillvray. Duncan discussed the 
traditions of pipe construction and pipe 
music, and included a lengthy section on 
pibroch and its origins.  He then played 
his Lowland cauld-wind pipes for us 
indoors at the Brewary, and also invited 
us to conclude the concert by playing his 
Highland pipes outdoors at the water’s 
edge. He played exquisitely the pibroch 
The Piper’s Warning to His Master as twilight 
fell around him, standing on the shore 
of the Cromarty Firth. On the final day 
the students transcribed an unpublished 
tune in original tablature from the Skene 
mandore manuscript, and then played it. 

Visit the Ardival website <http://www.
ardival.com/> for information about the 
2012 workshop.



wire srings   October 2011    22

The DVD!!!

churches, it is probable that the harper 
played the tune itself in order to guide 
the congregation. So if one chooses to 
play the tune and sing along to it, I think 
it perfectly respectable.

I find this is quite straight forward as 
long as you can already play the tune 
easily. It’s nice because the melody can 
be played alone first as an intro, or as an 
interlude between verses, and one’s voice 
and hands are naturally exactly together, 
making nuances of expression more ef-
fective. I find that the strong resonance 
of the wire harp supports the voice well 
and helps me keep more in tune than 
I’d otherwise be. The important thing 
here is to play the tune in a key which 
suits both your wire-strung harp and 
your voice, and put in harmonies which 
are appropriate for this kind of harp, 
i.e. not too florid, perhaps using mainly 
open 4ths and 5ths and octaves or a few 
well-chosen single notes. You may have 
to transpose the song and harmonise it 
yourself. You don’t need frilly arpeggios 
and triads on a wire-strung harp, and the 
effect of a sparser harmony can be very 
lovely. Or to look at it another way, one 
could say that a gut-strung harp does not 
have enough resonance for the kind of 
arrangement which sounds wonderful on
wire strings.

What can you sing like this? All kinds of 
ancient and modern things, from me-
dieal chanson, through folk songs and 
hymns to singer songwriter stuff and of 
course anything you may make up your-
self. As for me I sing (sorry growl) the 
following:  The Eriskay Lovelift, The Water is 
Wide, Greensleeves, The Raggle Taggle Gypsies, all 
the Christmas carols I know, and a few 
songs by the late Sydney Carter. I can 
imagine some Bob Dylan songs, a bit of 
Joni Mitchell and Lou Reed might go well 
on wire-strung rather than steel guitar if 
one felt like it, as well as more authentic 
repertoire, like Scottish ballads. How-
ever, a competent singer might want to 
sing to an”accompaniment,” which is 
more complex for the simple reason that 
you are doing two different things at the 
same time, i.e. singing a tune and play-
ing something else with your hands. I 
have only tried this briefly since reading 
Flora’s report, but I have spoken over my 
playing during storytelling performances, 
which is perhaps similar and quite tricky. 

It requires great coordination, and a lot 
of practice.

I wonder when separate accompaniment 
for song evolved. A lot of Renaissance 
songs have words to the tune (often high-
ly ornamented) played on a lute,clearly to 
be sung by the  player. I know little about 
the history of song performance, but it 
has occurred to me that separate accom-
paniments may have developed in the late 
Renaissance and early Baroque out of 
basso continuo and ground basses in instru-
mental parts, to support virtuoso court 
singers of the times. In this situation one 
person plays and the other sings which is 
obviously easier for both. However, there 
are many references to female singers in 
the courts of 16th and 17th-century Italy 
learning to play the harp, often the new 
chromatic arpa doppia in order to accom-
pany themselves, and it would be inter-
esting to know if they played the tune or 
something else.

Whether a singer chooses to accompany 
herself or gets someone else to play for 
her, the fact remains that the kind of ac-
companiments which develop on either 
large gut-strung harps or on piano are 
unlikely to be suitable for wire strings, 
just as many gut-strung settings of tradi-
tional tunes are not. Such arrangements 
tend to use a lot of arpeggios, full spread 
chords and ornaments, and can involve 
chromatic changes. Even if physically 
possible (a damping nightmare), they will 
probably sound awful on a wire-strung 
harp. At best, they will fail to bring out 
its special qualities.  

But I don’t think that this means one 
cannot accompany oneself on a wire 
harp, rather that wire-harping singers 
will have to experiment and invent their 
own accompaniments for the songs they 
wish to sing. Or perhaps I should say 
re-invent, as it may be that some clarsach 
players in the past sang over their own 
accompaniment. Do we know what Tur-
lough O Carolan and his contempories 
did? 

It’s difficult not to be influenced by the 
kind of song accompaniments one hears 
on other instruments, the drawing style 
of the 18th and 19th-century piano and 
pedal harps, the strumming of guitars 
and mandolins. Certainly what will work 

Connellans, and others.  The 
forty nine tunes and songs are 
followed in the third section 
by detailed notes indicating 
attributions, historical informa-
tion, and in some cases, song 
lyrics in Irish.  There is a good 
index, appendices, and a list 
of information sources that 
scholars and students will 
find helpful starting points for 
further research.

This volume makes a good 
addition to a harper’s library 
due to its detailed histori-
cal information, accessible 
facsimiles of traditional music, 
and the overall high quality of 
the bound volume.   

            --Sue Phillips

   After several rounds of feed-
back from trial users, I will be 
sending the book for the DVD 
to the printers on 31 October 
2011. The first edition, with 
disk version 1.3, will be avail-
able by the end of November:  
a perfect Christmas present!  
Copies will be available from: 

http://earlygaelicharp.info/
emporium/DVDs/ and other 
specialist traders.

         - Batnaby Brown
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Inside Noteswell on a wire-strung harp will be dif-
ferent, sparser, more haunting, perhaps 
less rhythmic. A few rippled chords? The 
ends of sung phrases echoed by the harp? 
As far as I know very few wire-strung 
harpers sing to their playing, which 
means there is little to follow but a lot of 
room for doing one’s own thing--a lot 
of work, but an exciting challenge if you 
can sing.

Harfensommer
Harfensommer, Lauterbach, 
Germany, 23-27 July 2011  
By Eike Gardlo

As Bill asked me last week whether I 
could write a short article about the 
Harfensommer in Lauterbach, Germany 
I said “yes” but then I thought “what can 
I write?”

Well, Harfensommer is five days with 
several different intensive harp courses in 
the youth hostel in Lauterbach (between 
Marburg and Fulda) where the Harfen-
treffen also takes place. You can only visit 
one class and I went, of course, to the 
Robert ap Huw course with Bill. 
 
There were several bray harps, but also 
some wire harps and it was a great course.  
I learned four tunes and some new finger 
techniques. The atmosphere was nice as 
always, although the weather wasn’t that 
good. We had intensive hours in the class 
rooms, great concerts in the evening 
and lot’s of fun. As you can read I’m still 
enthusiastic because it was a great week.  
And because of that I have no idea what 
else to write.

But maybe I can use this article though 
for a short personal comment.  I know, 
it’s all my personal comment, but we 
are the Wire Branch and so I want to 
say something about wire-strung harps 
in Germany.  The group of players is 
growing, slowly, but it is growing. There 
are still not many wire-strung courses in 
Germany. I’ve just read in the German 
harp forum that there will be again no 
wire course at the Harfensommer next 
year. Whether there will be a wire class at 
the Harfentreffen is still a secret.  It’s a 
pity. How shall people learn the tech-
niques if there are no classes?  Well, I 
should think about moving to Scotland 
again.

The Oxford English Diction-
ary defines the word replica 
as something that is “A copy, 
duplicate, or reproduction” of 
either an object or of a work 
of art. The word is rooted in 
the verb “to replicate” which 
is defined as: “To repeat, 
reproduce (an action).”

The drawings printed in the 
newsletter are details of the 
Queen Mary and Bunworth 
harp. The illustrations are 
from The Irish and Highland 
Harps by Robert Bruce 
Armstrong, published by 
David Douglas in Edinburgh 
in 1904.

Photographs:

All photos for Dave Kortier 
article are from David Kortier 
with exception of the portrait 
of Mary of Modena by Anto-
nio David in the 1690’s which 
has copyright free usage. 

Photo of Ann Heymann at the 
Bunworth concert was taken 
by Nancy Hurell (cell phone!).

Photo of Bunworth figure-
head on p. 11 is from the 
Heymanns. 

Photos for Cindy Schnaufen-
buel article on EGHC are 
Cindy’s.  Photo of Ann and 
Charlie Heymann in concert 
on p. 13  was also taken by 
Cindy.

Photos for Somerset of Bill 
Taylor and Cynthia Cathcart 
were taken by Eric Cathcart. 
Be sure and look closely for 
the Bill Taylor action figure!



30 March-4 April 2012

Edinburgh International Harp 
Festival: 
http://www.harpfestival.co.uk/ 
Plan now to join us for the largest 
harp festival in the UK, includ-
ing wire classes with Dutch player 
Dimitri Boekhoorn <http://harpe.
canalblog.com/> annual wire-
strung course which is open to all 
players and all sizes of harps. 
http://www.ardival.com/index.
asp?pageid=270885 (please copy 
and paste to access this address).

 SUBSCRIBE
The Wire Branch exists 

to explore the possibilities 
of the wire-strung clàrsach, 
acknowledging its historical 
past and developing differ-
ent styles of playing which 
encompass both ancient 
and modern approaches to 
technique, repertoire and 
the instrument itself.

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 pay-
able (£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
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Bill Taylor, Convener. Editor
Suzanne Allen, Secretary
Sam Tyler, Production
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20 November 2011
 
Wire-strung workshop with Bill 
Taylor, 2-5 pm.  Wire Branch 
Annual General Meeting, from 
6 pm.  22 Simpson Loan, Fl.2, 
Edinburgh  EH3 9GD
  
28-31 December 2011

Beginners Harp Course, Ardival 
Harps, Strathpeffer.  info@ardi-
val.com, 01997 421260

23 January 2012

Concert of Song of the Oak and 
the Ivy. Corrina Hewat’s new 
work for six harps, composed for 
the 2011 Edinburgh International 
Harp Festival, including wire 
players Mary McMaster and Bill 
Taylor. Glasgow Royal Concert 
Hall, part of Celtic Connections.   
<http://www.celticconnections.
com/whatson/event/118468-Ti-
gran-and-the-Song-of-the-Oak-
&-the-Ivy>

February 11, 2012, 8 p.m.

Early Celtic Music in Celebration 
of Candlemas
Columcille Centre
2 Newbattle Terrace
Edinburgh, EH10 4RT
Ann Heymann, clarsach
Talitha MacKenzie, vocals
Barnaby Brown, pipes
Tickets: £10/£8
For more information contact 
Talitha MacKenzie on 0131 447 
0091 or: talithamac@gmail.com  

12 Feb 2012, 1-5 PM

Clàrsach Workshop with Ann 
Heymann
Columcille Centre
2 Newbattle Terrace
Edinburgh EH10 4RT
Tickets: £10/£8
Ticket for both events:  £15/£12
Private lesson with Ann during 
her stay in Edinburgh --contact 
her directly at:
 annheymann@gmail.com

CALENDAR


