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While research into the Irish and Scottish wire 
strung harps has continued to advance, a process 
greatly helped by the fact that there are some surviv-
ing instruments upon which to base recreations, the 
question of the music played on them is still a very 
speculative subject. Even for the eighteenth century, 
from which compositions by known harpers have 
survived, they are no longer in the form in which 
they were originally sung and played, while for the 
earlier centuries it is virtually a blank canvas.

Whether it will ever be possible to fill in the blanks 
is questionable, but before even attempting to 
speculate on the answers the historical evidence that 
remains has to be assessed and placed in context. 
Claims have been made that the pipers took over 
the harp music. This is a point to return to, but taken 
at face value it merely shifts a question from one 
instrument to another. If it is true what then were the 
pipers playing before ‘adopting’ the harpers music?

Therefore to begin at the beginning we have to start 
by looking at what is known from contemporary sources about the function of the harp during its classical 
period from circa 1000 to 1600 AD, when it was very closely tied into the performance of Gaelic verse. This 
in turn requires an examination of that verse and its performance, a very large and still developing subject 
which is impossible to deal with adequately in a short overview of this type without making numerous gen-
eralisations only achieved by qualifying them with copious references.

It is generally agreed that according to contemporary references, the poet or File composed the verse which 
in turn was then declaimed by a reciter or ‘reacaire’ to the accompaniment of the harp, or possibly the tiom-
pan. Beyond that we enter into considerable speculation, not with the nature of the verse but in how it was 
performed. The File composed his verse using a number of complex Syllabic Metres, the complexity of the 
metres used increasing with the higher the grade and status of the poet. How the reacaire performed the verse 
is uncertain although there have been some plausible academic suggestions, but the whole subject still tends 
to be viewed against an outdated and somewhat simplistic background view of Irish history.1

Wind and string players on the 10th century Cross of Muire-
dach at Monasterboice. Some inventive suggestions have been 
made that the stringed instrument is a triangular harp, but Dr 
Ann Buckley has described it as an assymetric lyre having 
noted the presence of a bridge, which stereographic photogra-
phy by Michael Billinge has since confirmed. (See Buckley, Ann 
“Musical instruments in Ireland from the Ninth to the Fourteenth 
Centuries: a review of the organological evidence” in: Irish 
Musical Studies 1 (Dublin 1990)
(Photo by Michael Billinge,  ©2012 WireStrungharp.com.)



Before the Norman incursions which commenced in 1167, Ireland had 
for over three hundred years been subject to varying degrees of Scan-
dinavian influence. This had left its mark, not just in political terms 
but also in material ones; for example, the introduction of the coastal 
towns which through their ancillary harbours encouraged trade and the 
introduction of coinage. Even when the native Irish leaders were in the 
ascendant in the constant power struggle between them and the incom-
ers, the advantages of these ports were appreciated and the ‘new’ towns 
were retained but now placed under native Irish overlordship.

A Scandinavian influence on Irish boat building is one obvious de-
velopment from this period along with a change in the Irish language 
where numerous words especially relating to shipping and fishing are 
derived from Old Norse 2  In the material arts especially metal work, 
motifs and methods were also adopted by the native artisans. It has 
been noted that following the Battle of Clontarf in 1014;—

		 One of the consequences of the defeat of the Vikings 	
		 and of the slow assimilation into the framework of Irish 	
		 life of the now Christian Scandinavian cities, Dublin, 	
		 Limerick. Waterford and Wexford, seems to have been 	
		 the strong influx of northern elements into Irish art 		
		 which gives its special flavour to the decoration of some 	
		 of our manuscripts.3

There is evidence that even before that period Irish poets had composed praise poetry in honour of some of 
the Viking leaders which, whether understood or not, would have needed to be performed to the object of 
the praise if the poet was to receive his reward.4 It is unlikely in that milieu that Irish musicians would have 
remained unaware of the incomers’ own entertainers with their gut strung instruments.

Unfortunately with music, especially music which was not written down any signs of cross fertilisation are 
hard to find therefore little academic work has been done on that subject. In terms of the physical evidence 
of the Scandinavian stringed instruments things are slightly better served and the most recent overview of 
Irish music during that period notes numerous finds of tuning pegs from that time which have turned up in 
excavations in Dublin, Cork and Waterford.5

In reality the Scandinavian settlers became just one more element in the constant power struggles between 
the native Irish ‘Kings’ forming fluctuating alliances with those Irish leaders, depending on which way the 
local political tide was flowing. The appearance of individuals with mixed naming patterns testify to some 
degree of ‘social’ mix but in the customs of that period, the forming of alliances would have involved enter-
tainment and feasting; arenas where cross cultural fertilisation would occur.

Any attempt to explore this subject involves tracing a path through areas littered with traps which catch even 
the experts. For example, the opening paragraph in an important article on ‘Guesting and Feasting in Gaelic 
Ireland’ provides a very succinct summary of the period from the Norman incursion in 1167 to the reign of 
the Tudors but falls into one of those traps in its very last sentence.

Detail of the “harp” or lyre from the Cross 
of Muiredach at Monasterboice
(For more information please refer to the 
image of the Cross above).
(Photo ©2010 by Michael Billinge, ©2012 
WireStrungharp.com.)
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The ‘Gaelic Ireland’ of the title cannot always be strictly defined in ethnic or territorial 
terms, indeed there are circumstances in which it could best be described as a state of mind, 
but it is an undoubted fact that between the Norman invasion of the twelfth century and the 
Tudor reconquest of the sixteenth, the Irish language, culture and traditions continued and 
developed side by side with the newer, Anglo–Norman culture of the towns and the more 
heavily colonised areas along the east coast. Indeed the Irish element came to predominate, 
so that by the end of the medieval period ‘Gaelic’ society included not only the Irish chiefs 
and their followers but to a greater or lesser degree many of the Old English families, such 
as the Burkes and Fitzgeralds.” 6

‘Old’ those families may well have been but of ‘English’ origin they were not and it is an important aspect 
that has to be considered when trying to resolve the cultural background and development of the harp in 
Ireland. The real background to that period was best explained by the authors of the introduction of a series 
on the The Administration of Ireland for the Irish Manuscript Commission when they stated that;—

    For all these men linguistic boundaries did not exist: everyone of importance spoke the 
same tongue as his fellows, wherever duty and his career might call him. If we do not ap-
preciate that Ireland and South Wales, the Lowlands of Scotland, Flanders, Brittany and 
many other lands, not excluding England, were in like case, we shall not understand Irish 
mediaeval history. All these lands were part of a great congeries ruled by French knights 
and French clergy who, though living under different lords, were linked together by innu-
merable ties of blood and marriage, education, ecclesiastical office, homage and fealty. We 
may, for want of better words, speak of their world as that of French feudalism, though the 
element that can be termed feudal in any precise sense was small. Their world was, in any 
case, that of French culture, of the French way of life, which dominated and transformed 
native institutions and customs.

    To speak of ‘the English occupation’ of Ireland is, then, historically meaningless if we 
apply the term to the twelfth or thirteenth century or even a later period. The kings of Eng-
land who became lords of Ireland were not even Normans: they were as French as French-
men could be. It was their preoccupation with France and French affairs that left them 
so little time for any thought or care for Ireland, except as a source of profit. We might, 
therefore, with propriety, have chosen for this volume some such title as The French Ad-
ministration of Ireland. Unfortunately such a title might have been misunderstood, even by 
professed historians.’ 7

It follows therefore that in the early stages of the ‘Norman’ period in Ireland when they started to interact 
with the native population, those incomers would have developed a bilingualism, having both French and a 
newly acquired Irish Gaelic (and for many, Latin, the language of the church and eventually the Law). This 
tended to mirror what was happening in England where the Norman elite also started to become bilingual 
but in their case French and Anglo Saxon, (and Latin). In time in England French disappears leaving just 
‘English’ and Latin, while in Ireland as French fades away through the close ties with the English crown 
bilingualism remains but now being Gaelic and a newly acquired English.8

It is difficult to place firm dates on exactly when these changes occurred and in any case it was more a grad-
ual process rather than a sudden event, but in Ireland the move from French to English probably occurred 
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towards the latter part of the 14th century. It is in that 
respect illuminating to consider the 1366 Statutes 
of Kilkenny which was the first attempt to arrest the 
integration between the native Irish and the Normans 
along with exerting control on the movements within 
the ‘Pale’ of those, both Normans and native Irish 
coming from outside its fluctuating boundaries.

The Statutes make many references to ‘England and 
English’ which suggests, especially when simply 
read in modern translations that what it was order-
ing included the imposition of the spoken English 
language. But the language of the ‘parliament’ which 
produced the statutes was French and the statutes 
themselves were written in French. Likewise those 
to whom they were in fact addressed, the ‘English’ 
of the pale, were themselves also French speakers. 
Clearly therefore those references to ‘England and 
English’ were simply geographical, meaning the nor-
mal customs of the Normans in England.9

Throughout that period this French speaking hierar-
chy maintained their own minstrels. They too were 
part of that wider French cultural milieu and their 
origins lead back to the Troubadours. They played, 
among other instruments, the gut strung harps com-
monly used throughout that whole French speaking 
world. Examples of some of their songs popular in 

Kilkenny in the 1320s are recorded in the Red Book of Ossory. They appear there because Richard Ledrede, 
Bishop of Ossory from 1317 to 1360 quotes the opening lines to indicate the tunes to which his Latin Hymns 
were to be sung.10

In time the minstrel’s songs and music had a marked impact on Irish verse. This first seems to have begun 
when some of the aristocratic ‘Norman French’ exemplified by Gerald Fitz Maurice, the 3rd Earl of Des-
mond, (1357–1398), or ‘Gearoid Iarla’ in his Gaelic persona started to compose songs of courtly love in 
Gaelic but based on the existing structure and music of their minstrels. Eventually the music simply became 
part of a common pool of airs with multiple variants. An example is given by William Matheson when he 
traces the air of one of the Blind Harper’s Songs back to a French song dating to the fourteenth century.11

With such a mixture it can be difficult determining specific origins, although one authority on Irish music 
has stated that ‘As in the folk music of other lands, love songs constitute the most numerous class of folk–
song in Ireland. Unmistakably deriving from the popular poetry of the Middle Ages, the themes and types 
prevailing are a legacy of the Norman invaders.’ 12 Unfortunately a clear view of these other minstrels and 
their music usually referred to in its Gaelic form simply as abhran or ‘song’, only emerges around 1600 fol-
lowing the decline of the professional poetic orders.13

A Norman Harp on the ‘Shrine of St Patrick’s Tooth’, made 
circa 1350 for Thomas de Bermingham, Lord of Athenry. The 
inscription on this reliquary is in Latin but for a discussion on the 
probability that the same goldsmith also worked on the ‘Shrine 
of the Stowe Missal’, made around the same time for Philip 
O’Kennedy, King of Ormond, which has its inscription in Irish 
Gaelic and shows a player of a Lyre (Tiompan), see Raghnall 
O’Floinn, Irish Goldsmith’s work of the Later Middle Ages, Irish 
Arts Review Yearbook. Volume 12 (1996) p 40.
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During the classical period of what is usually referred to as ‘Bardic Verse’14 the professional poets or File 
could not have been unaware of the other, in their view inferior performers. Indeed as the File were quite 
happy to seek patrons from both sides of the linguistic divide the poems they composed for some of the An-
glo Norman Lords must have been performed in front of them so the File who would have overseen the per-
formance of his own poem must have noted those Lords normal minstrels. Occasionally there are comments 
decrying what in one poem are described as ‘wretched abhrans’ and in ‘misshapen crooked faulty poetry’,15 

but on the whole the professional poets continued at the top of the artistic tree. A position they appeared to 
expect as of right.

Since the File were literate a considerable number of their compositions have survived in manuscript form, 
often written into ‘poem books’ kept by the families of their patrons.16 This means that the poems have been 
subject to a considerable amount of academic study over the years with a large corpus of publications. They 
are well beyond the scope of this overview other than to note that along with the publication of edited ver-
sions of the verse there has also been much analysis of the various syllabic metres used by these poets and 
its origins. What is generally agreed is that from around 1200AD, when the language used was to some de-
gree codified until the end of the Classical period of syllabic verse, the method of its performance involved a 
recaire who sang or recited the verse accompanied by a harp or tiompan player.17

However this does pose a few problems especially in regard to the identity of the ‘recaire’. The contempo-
rary records provide the names of many individual poets and musicians but nobody is actually described as 
a recaire which suggests that the term was a technical description of a function rather than a regular position. 
The accounts which give some indication of the rewards obtained by the File, recaire and musicians sug-
gest that the recaire was at least on par with if not a little above that of the musicians. This would fit with the 
credible suggestion that the position was filled by any junior member of the chief poet’s entourage with a 
suitable voice.

Turning to the musical accompaniment there are also some problems regarding the nature of the musicians 
as it is clear that there were two different instruments in use. These were the harp and the tiompan, both of 
which were wire strung but differing in structure and numbers of strings. The tiompan seems to have had 
around six strings and was what in modern terms would be described as some sort of lyre. The tiompan 
declined in use until by the latter part of the ‘classical bardic’ period around 1500 it was almost completely 
replaced by the harp, which judging by the three extant specimens from that time had by then around thirty 
strings.

Trying to estimate the relative usage of the two instruments over time is difficult. One problem is that editors 
of the contemporary verse still tend to simply translate ‘tiompan’ as ‘harp’, despite it now being some time 
since the identity of the instrument was resolved by the work of Dr Buckley.18 However this can be resolved 
by always comparing the translations with the original Gaelic source. A larger and possibly insoluble prob-
lem concerns the large number of poetic references simply to ‘string players’ or variations on that theme 
where an instrument, (or musician) is implied without any exact definition. Once again many editors of the 
poems have translated these too into ‘harp’ or ‘harper’, a presumption on which going back to the Gaelic 
source does not help.

A number of modern attempts have been made to try and re–create a ‘recitation’ but while plausible they 
are academic experiments and by their nature speculative.19 Curiously, although they reflect the consider-
able amount of thought that the topic has engendered, little consideration seems to have been given to the 
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reacaire as a performer. What training did he have (and as far as the classical period of Syllabic verse is 
concerned it appears to have been mostly a masculine world), where was his voice pitched and how was it 
applied. In other words was his aim to produce a sweet melodious sound or to aim for maximum vocal carry 
with all that implies for tone and volume?

Some possible answers can be drawn by comparison with research into early music in general. It would 
seem unlikely that the relatively modern singing voice derived from using the ‘lower larynx’ position would 
have been used, especially as the trade off in greater volume involves sacrificing the clarity of the vow-
els. Certainly not a desirable situation for proclaiming verse based on syllabic metres. Modern systemised 
breathing is also not thought to have been introduced before the late eighteenth century so the ‘reacaire’ 
would most likely have fitted the description that ‘the voices of earlier generations were probably lighter and 
more agile, smaller and less able to project but with a more speech–like clarity of vowels’.20

This in turn raises the question of the size of the audience to which the verse was performed. It is another 
important factor in regard to how loudly the recaire was expected to project his voice but also an area in 
which little research seems to have been undertaken. Whether it is possible to actually draw any firm con-
clusions is debatable as the evidence is somewhat contradictory. In 1351 William O’Ceallaigh invited ‘all 

the Irish Poets, Brehons, bards, harpers, Gamesters and others of 
their kind of Ireland to his house at Christmas’, and according to 
the poem composed to celebrate the occasion a temporary town of 
wattled huts was erected besides his castle with a separate street for 
each profession.

An even more lavish occasion was held in 1433 by Margaret, 
daughter of O’Cearbhaill and wife of O’Conchobhair Failghe, in 
which a roll said to have listed 2700 people was claimed. Even with 
allowance for the usual poetic exaggeration such large numbers 
must be questionable when it came to the individual performances 
and something more like the picture in John Derricke’s Images 
of Ireland showing the Chief of the MacSweynes must have been 
more usual. Here there are four people seated at the table with one 
standing behind and these include MacSweyne and his wife and 
presumably also the poet. Immediately in front of the table are the 
four performers, the reciter, a harper and two of what in medieval 
England were known as ‘musical farters’.

The scene is out of doors and in the background food is being 
cooked in quantities which suggest that we are only looking at the 

top table and not included in the scene are the rest of the diners. The reciter or recaire is quite close to the 
table with the harper right behind him which given the circumstances of the open air performance is likely 
to be a more accurate reflection of the carrying power of voice and harp. Although it would be almost im-
possible to prove, the fact that the File received the highest reward for his verse suggests that the verse had 
to be presented in a form that could be both heard and understood which in turn points towards a relatively 
intimate performance.

The presence of the professional farters or braigetoir is rarely commented on, indeed many reproductions of 
the picture either crop them out or in the case of the version printed by R. B. Armstrong in his work on the 

Detail of the harper from an image taken from 
The image of Irelande, with a discoverie of 
woodkarne, wherin is most lively expressed 
the nature and qualitie of the saide wilde Irish 
woodkarne by John Derricke (1578)

Lost Chords       www.WireStrungharp.com     Page 6 



Irish and Highland Harps the dimensions of the picture are retained 
but the wind section has been ‘airbrushed’ out in some way.21 It does 
however provide another insight on the performance, apart from the 
attraction of the feast being out of doors.

A part of the File’s ‘armoury’ was the use of ‘dispraise’, a vindictive 
satire against those who incurred his wrath, often through not provid-
ing a sufficient reward for his poems. These satires lie behind the ref-
erences in most of the ‘edicts’ seeking to control the poets and others 
which refer to ‘their slanders’ because to be effective the ‘dispraises’ 
needed to be heard by reciting them to some of the subjects peers.22 
Even better if during that performance the castigation of the person 
being ‘dispraised’ is enhanced with suitable contributions by the wind 
section of the musical accompaniment.

The suggestion that the music of the harp was in someway taken over 
by the pipers has often been made although usually with little at-
tempt to examine it against the historical background of the bagpipe. 
The case basically revolves around the argument that with the end of 
the classical arrangement with File, recaire and ‘harper’ the bagpipe 
somehow inherited or copied the harpers music. This raises more 
problems than answers. The music which according to that argu-
ment the pipers acquired is what is known today as ‘piobaireachd’; 
the ‘classical’ music of the highland pipe, but a word which in itself 
simply means ‘piping’.

Image taken from The image of Irelande, with a discoverie of woodkarne, wherin is most lively expressed the nature and 
qualitie of the saide wilde Irish woodkarne, by John Derricke (1578)

Detail of the same illustration as it ap-
pears in The Irish and Highland Harps 
by Robert Bruce Armstrong. Note the 
braigetoir have been replaced by stones.
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Piobaireachd or to give it the alterna-
tive name Ceol Mor is historically firmly 
linked with a number of named practi-
tioners of piping families who appear 
as relatively high–status musicians in 
the highlands and islands. The earliest 
piobaireachd repertoire, in so far as the 
‘stories’ behind the tunes are concerned, 
although these are not always accurate, 
also reflects this geographical spread. 
In origin the music is firmly linked to 
Gaelic song or amhran, (modernised as 
oran). This has been well demonstrated 
by a recent study23 and places it as has 
been stated ‘amhran belongs to a musical 
tradition that is international. It has his-
torical affinities with the mediaeval chan-
son’. 24 This should not be too surprising 
when examined against the history of the 
bagpipe in Scotland.

The earliest form of ‘pipe’ appears at the 
same time as the stringed instruments 
shown on the pre 1000AD stone carv-
ings of both Scotland and Ireland.25 The 
depicted instrument seems to have been 
a mouth blown triple pipe similar to the 
Launeddas still played today in Sardinia. 
In many of the carvings it is shown ap-
parently being played in association with 
the string player and this would seem 
to be confirmed by a line in a twelfth 
century composition referring to an event 
of dubious historicity that supposedly oc-
curred around 944 x 976.

Crotta cuisleanna co cuibhdhi
filidh faibhli
la dan ndathghlan teighdis co righ
athmhar Raighne

The triple pipes shown on the stones playing along with a stringed instrument would certainly have been 
quiet enough to accompany the strings but also from the hint in the poem both instruments playing together 
may have supported the poets. The potential change from a Launeddas type of instrument using the mouth 
as the air reservoir and circular breathing to adding a bag for a reservoir is technical rather than musical. By 
providing a bigger reservoir it simply allows the instrument to increase in size and therefore volume and 

Part of a ninth century Cross Slab at Ardchattan in Argyle showing a harper, 
triple pipe player and a possible third musician, (playing a rattle or horn have 
been suggested). Features of the design are said to point to a close familiarity 
with Pictland and Pictish cross-slabs of the later eighth or ninth centuries. (see 
Lloyd Laing, The Date and Significance of the Ardchattan Stone in Pictish Arts 
Society Journal, number 8 (Autumn 1995)
Photograph by Keith Sanger, ©2012 WireStrungharp.com.

Crotta and pipes playing in harmony
lively poets
let them go with a pure fine poem
to the prosperous king of Raighne26
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there is certainly some evidence in Scotland that the bagpipe may have still been growing in size over the 
course of the 16th century.27

Exactly when the ‘bagpipe’ first appeared in the British Isles is not easy to determine. Some have argued the 
case for a bagpipe in Ireland by the eleventh or early twelfth centuries having appeared in Britain and Eu-
rope at that time.28 Actually these claims are based on references using various words translatable as ‘pipe/
piper’ with no indication of a bag. But comparison with later sources suggests that a bagpipe could be cov-
ered by these terms. Investigation is showing that of some 300 contemporary references to named Scottish 
bagpipers pre 1800, none of them actually mention a bag;29 however the earliest firm reference which does 
comes from the household accounts of Edward I of England in 1285/6.30

Certainly if the bagpipe had reached the court of Edward I by then it would also have been present among 
the Norman French minstrels in the rest of the British Isles. Finding traces of them as far as Scotland is 
concerned is a problem, not because the minstrels were not there but the record sources in which they might 
have appeared are not. Both Edward I and later Cromwell removed Scottish records to England. They were 
returned at the restoration of the crowns following the death of Cromwell but unfortunately a ship on which 
they were sent sank somewhere in the North Sea.31This means that we are left with the odd mentions among 
the English State papers of minstrels who were in some way connected to Scotland.

One called Johannes de Kingorn, fistulator Regis, ‘Kings piper’, was in St Andrews circa 1303. Which King 
he served he is uncertain, but as Kinghorn is also in Fife and there is no sign of him among the English 
Court minstrels he had probably been a retainer of King John de Balliol before he was removed by Edward 
I. Whether the pipe involved was a bagpipe is also questionable but a surer identification is possible with the 
case of ‘Janin le Cheueretter’ who received payment at Berwick in 1311. A ‘Chevrete’ was a bag of a bag-
pipe made of goatskin.32

What nationality lay underneath Janin’s French name is impossible to determine, This applies to many of the 
Norman French minstrels; they were all simply part of that large multinational French speaking minstrelsy. 
However by the time that contemporary Scottish record sources become more plentiful and named pipers 
appear, there is little distance in time between the first Lowland and Gaelic references. It is also worth stress-
ing that as far as the Gaelic geographical area was concerned the pipers who turn up in the records were a 
peaceable lot, at least as indicated by the reasons for them appearing in the records.

From the start of the sixteenth century we find them acting as foster parents and witnesses to various docu-
ments, which points to some degree of status. However towards the end of that century and the beginning of 
the seventeenth references start to appear in all parts of Scotland to a ‘Large’ or ‘Great’ Pipe and the pipers 
now feature in the records mainly in connection with armed bodies of men, not necessarily restricted to just 
Highlanders.33 It is possible that this also represented the final stage of the evolution of the bagpipe in Scot-
land into a large powerful instrument suitable for Military and Burgh pipe use. Certainly it is about then that 
the poets start to notice it and comment on the volume.

It may well be more than a coincidence that the earliest piobaireachd with associated words along with 
evidence which supports the ‘history’ traditionally associated with their composition also seem to fit into the 
first part of the seventeenth century, a period of many conflicts affecting most parts of the UK and Ireland.34 

Although they are associated with Gaelic song or amhran and a musical heritage which ultimately leads back 
to the medieval minstrels, the treatment of the music is uniquely connected to the instrument, the bagpipe.
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The bagpipe has a number of technical limitations. It cannot vary the volume and therefore use the contrast 
of playing loudly or softly to provide musical colour. It has a limited number of potential notes governed 
purely by the number of fingers and even although they are sounded against the drone or drones, those are 
‘fixed’ once tuned. Finally it has an open ended chanter with a continuous flow of sound so it cannot use 
‘rests’ or play staccato, in fact a piper would have to invent ‘grace notes’, (very short notes which take little 
time from the main melody), simply to be able to separate two consecutive notes of the same pitch.

However, the bagpipe does have just one technical advantage. The notes change immediately and consis-
tently the moment a finger hole is opened or closed, unlike stringed instruments where the notes have an 
‘attack and decay’ change in both volume and pitch. Since the fingers lie straight across the finger–holes the 
movement required is rather like a series of levers with minimal movement other than up/down. The re-
quired movement is both anatomically and physiologically very efficient and as pipers set out to employ it to 
maximum effect it has been shown that the speed and clinical control of pipers fingers are ahead of the other 
musicians tested.35

Conclusions
During the period from circa 1200 to 1650 the harper was a musician of some status, although this was 
linked to the prestige held by the File and the performance of his verse. A connection which was summed up 
by an early thirteenth century poet with the verses,

Ni bhiadh muna mbeith an dan
ag cruit teidbhinn na ag tiompan
fios deighfhir arna dhola
na a einigh na a eangnomha

Fios a seanchais na a saoire
ni fhuighbhidis arddaoine
eigidh so i ndan do dheanaimh
no no slan da seinsgealaibh.

The role of the harper in that performance so far as the nature of the musical accompaniment is concerned 
does not seem to have survived the demise of the Bardic orders. This presents a problem for the modern 
players of reproduction harps based on the three instruments that have survived from that period. Those 
instruments were made during the last few centuries of the Classic period and would have been designed to 
meet the demands of that poetic performance. Although the three harps still pose many questions of their 
own; it would help to answer some of these if we knew how the harps were expected to perform during the 
‘recitation’ of the poems.

Answers have been sought by comparison with other instruments from that period, notably the ‘highland 
bagpipe’, but this is not as simple a solution as it appears. Firstly the assumption that Ireland and Scotland 
formed one uniform Gaelic world is increasingly being challenged. Trying to directly compare what hap-
pened in Ireland to Scotland even with just the poets and harpers presents problems.37 Certainly both coun-
tries shared the Gaelic language but the more archaic form used by the File does not seem to have had such a 
firm foundation in Scotland.

Were it not for poetry
sweet tongued harp or tiompan
would not know of a goodly hero after his death
nor of his reputation nor his prowess.

Noble men would have no knowledge
of their traditions and nobility
l allow these to be composed in poetry
or else bid farewell to their ancient histories.36
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With a shared language it is not surprising to find evidence for a common corpus of Gaelic musical terms but 
it is not yet clear how far this can be used as musical evidence. For example, the term Feaghan Geleash used 
by both the harpers and pipers to mean a ‘tuning phrase’ owes its origin to a scribal use meaning to try out a 
newly cut pen.38 Nor is it totally clear if its musical application occurred first in Ireland or Scotland as it cer-
tainly was first on record in the latter. In terms of the actual music used in the harpers performance prior to 
the collapse of the ‘bardic’ orders the problem has to be treated in a logical rather than emotional fashion.39

Piobaireachd was the final result of a process that commenced with the introduction of the bagpipe into the 
British Isles in the hands of Norman French minstrels. Irrespective of whether there was any transmission of 
music from the earlier mouth–blown pipes; the basic limitations of the instrument are intrinsic and the solu-
tion of using the one advantage in terms of fast fingering of decorations must have been around in both Ire-
land and Scotland from circa 1200. To place that in context, the bagpipes and the classical period of bardic 
verse with File, recaire and wire–strung instrumentalist had coexisted, for that same period of time.

Furthermore for an initial period of some centuries the piper would have had more in common with his fel-
low Norman minstrels playing and singing to their gut strung harps. A milieu from which finally emerged 
the Stressed metre vernacular song forms to which the piobaireachd grounds are linked and whose ultimate 
form appears to be strongly linked to piping families in the North and West of Scotland. The wire–strung in-
struments however were firmly tied into supporting the declamation of Syllabic verse composed by families 
of poets primarily based in Ireland.

In his work on the Blind Harper, William Matheson, when discussing the nature of the poetry composed by 
the File and its performance supported by a harper noted that, ‘what the nature of the accompaniment was 
there is now no means of knowing’.40 There is still little reason to contradict him but it is possible to suggest 
the most sensible direction to explore when looking for an answer. It has now become increasingly clear that 
blanket comparisons between Gaelic Ireland and Scotland can no longer be justified, either with bardic verse 
or especially with the history of the harp. Looking to the music of a different instrument altogether in Scot-
land to provide an answer to the conundrum of how in its classic period of circa 1200 to 1600 in Ireland the 
harper accompanied the recaire in the performance of the work of the File makes little sense.

It is clear from the contemporary references that the accompanying music was played by the harp or what 
was known as a Tiompan. Over time the tiompan was eclipsed by the harp but tracing that process has been 
made difficult, firstly by the common miss–understanding of the nature of that instrument, which was a form 
of what we now call a Lyre with around six wire strings. Secondly, the tendency by the editors of published 
Gaelic verse to automatically translate references to a player of a stringed instrument as a ‘harper’ has ob-
scured any comparisons of the relative references to both harp and tiompan over time.

What it is possible to determine is that the harp certainly over time displaced the tiompan and so it is pos-
sible to suggest that the harp must have had some superior qualities over the instrument it displaced. Some 
of these are easy to spot, a much larger range of notes for example, around 30 strings compared to the 
tiompan’s six. Likewise the harp would have been a more powerful instrument which in turn suggests that 
contrasts between playing loudly and softly would have been both more obvious and more likely to be used 
to full effect along with a much longer sustain than the smaller tiompan. It would seem that exploring these 
attributes of the wire–strung harp are more likely to come closer to how the harp was actually used during 
the performance of syllabic verse.
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Last Chords
From the start of the Scandinavian incursions until the last trace of the Norman minstrel harpers, for a period 
of some 700 years plucked gut strung instruments had been present in some parts of Ireland. The last firm 
reference to a harper who would have been playing on gut being early in the sixteenth century although 
the customs duties given in The Booke of Rates...., issued by the Ireland Court of Exchequer in 1631 still 
included Harpe strings or Catlings.41 This has a number of implications; for example, in 1513 the Trea-
surer’s Accounts of James IV of Scotland noted payments incurred in the visit to his court by Aodh Dubh 
O’Domhnaill, (Hugh Dubh O’Donnell of Tyrconnell). Among the payments recorded was one on the 11 July 
to ’Odonelis harper quhilk past away with him.

Previously, Sanger and Kinnaird noted that in the Treasurer’s accounts where in the Scottish Court both 
harpers on gut strung harps and players of the ‘clarsach’ or wire strung harp were quite common the scribes 
keeping those accounts were quite adept at differentiating between the two instruments. This was a puzzle 
because at that point it was assumed that O’Donnell’s harper was Irish and should therefore have been play-
ing a wirestrung ‘clarsach’. So it was treated as an odd scribal aberration.42 Further consideration however 
suggests that may have been an unwarranted presumption. Just two years prior to his visit to the Scottish 
Court, Hugh O’Donnell had, according to the Annals of the Four Masters, visited Rome and twice staying 
for four months once in each direction at the English Court of Henry VIII, so he certainly had a travel broad-
ened mind. Taken together with evidence of the finding of a gut strung harp peg from medieval layers of an 
excavation in Donegal this now suggests the possibility that the Scottish scribe really did have a gut strung 
harp in mind for ’Odonelis harper’ must be considered.

This along with the question of those other gut strung instruments are just two examples of how the estab-
lished ‘history’ of the Irish Harp needs a serious modern re–evaluation. The evidence is increasingly point-
ing towards a total disruption following the end of the period of high status poets with their recaire and 
harper supporters. Over possibly less than one hundred years, from circa 1550 to 1650, a number of events 
came together. The wire strung tiompan disappears from the scene along with any remaining Norman min-
strels with their gut strung harps. It is during this time that harpers with names of Gaelic origin seem to have 
been moving outside of Ireland for employment while wire strung harpers with Anglo–Norman names start 
to appear in the records. This may have been a factor in the move away from playing with fingernails which 
was well underway by the end of that period along with signs that chromatically strung harps were being 
made.43

In the past it has been usual to attribute some of these events to the poets loss of patronage following the 
flight of the northern earls. This undoubtedly had some effect but a study of patronage on Irish cultural 
change has suggested that there was a far wider background which affected all fields of the arts.

    Conditions in the early seventeenth century, even though it was an era of peace, made 
patronage of any branch of the arts difficult. This was true within both the settler and na-
tive Irish communities in Ireland. The output of literature in English from the Irish printing 
presses, for example was very low and almost no creative writing in English was published 
in Dublin. Similarly, only a few could afford to patronise literature in Irish. During the late 
seventeenth century as conditions stabilised and a financial surplus became available for 
patronage so literary activity re–emerged. However, within the Gaelic community the old 
lordship system had disappeared and with it the bardic poetry which had been the propa-
ganda mechanism bolstering the image of each particular lordship.44
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It has long been recognised that there was a resurgence in the transcribing and recopying of older manu-
scripts in the eighteenth century.45 However, the authors of the previously quoted work do not see the emer-
gence of what they describe as a ‘vibrant tradition of folk poetry in the early eighteenth century’ as evidence 
of the catastrophic decline of Gaelic Society and as such was ‘poor’ poetry compared to the earlier classi-
cal compositions. Instead they argue that ‘folk poetry’ was by definition poetry without patronage and was 
a distinct cultural tradition not dependent on aristocratic patronage. Of course in that study the poetry was 
being considered within its literary tradition but since at that period the ‘folk poetry’ would have been sung, 
then by implication the same arguments apply to the resurgence of the harp albeit as a larger and somewhat 
changed instrument compared to the three examples that survive from the classical period of Bardic verse.
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