14.  Wire Strings:  Reconstructing the Past
by Bill Taylor

(from Sounding Strings no. 14, Spring 1998)

Over the past year, I have been involved with a project in Dublin, concerning the reconstruction of an early 17th century Irish wire-strung clairseach.  The harp used to be known as the Dalway harp, or the Dalway fragments, as only the arm and pillar survive.  It has recently been renamed the Cloyne harp, recognising its original location, where it was made by Donnchadh Fitzteige in 1621 for Sir John Fitzedmund Fitzgerald.  Several years ago, the National Museum of Ireland commissioned an exact copy to be made by Robert Evans, in Cardiff.  Interestingly, the reconstruction was intended from the beginning as a fully functional instrument.  Since the summer of 1996, when the reconstruction was completed, I have been part of a team devoted to presenting the instrument to the public, displaying it within a museum exhibition, as well as using it for concerts, recording and teaching. 

Access to an accurate reconstruction of an historical harp is essential to understanding how ancient harp music sounded and how it was played.  We cannot depend on imperfect information to guide us in interpreting the past; otherwise, we will inevitably be charged with ‘making it up’.  Knowledge of building principles of modern skyscrapers will be of little help, if we are actually reconstructing a crannog.  A modern grand piano will not give us the experience of hearing the music J.S. Bach wrote for the keyboards of his day:  the harpsichord, the organ and the clavichord.  Similarly, a modern gut-strung lever harp will not allow us to hear the music played in an early 17th century great house in Ireland. 

Building a faithful reconstruction of an instrument can be likened to devising a scientific experiment.  Our hypothesis, that the musical experience would have sounded like A, can only be supported if we carefully solve the variables B, C & D in a systematic, informed way.  Any substitutions or omissions will denigrate the experiment.  If, for example, you have announced that you are preparing an exotic dish for a dinner party, and if neither you nor your guests have sampled such a cuisine beforehand, you have a huge responsibility to get the recipe right.  If the recipe calls for fresh garlic, and instead you use garlic powder, on a subtle level you will introduce a different taste to the dish.  If you substitute regular parsley for Chinese parsley, you have again changed the ingredients, and will therefore alter the outcome.  If the recipe asks you to slow cook in a warm oven for six hours, and  you decide to speed things up by microwaving, you have changed the technique for preparation, and will change the outcome in yet another way. 

We need to be aware of three areas, which will influence our resulting sound -- construction, technique and repertoire.

A truly accurate reconstruction makes no compromise.  A recipe for such a harp will require the same timbers; the same dimensions of the original arm and pillar; a hollowed-out soundbox, as was found on all of the surviving wire-strung harps from Ireland and Scotland; the same stringing materials (brass wire); the same string spacing; the same size tuning pegs, made from brass and iron; and the same thick brass cheek bands, flanking each side of the arm.   All these elements together will contribute to a unique sound for the harp.  Indeed, the exquisite paintied carving and gilding on the harp may also, in a subtle way, contribute to its voice.  We should make no assumptions; rather, we should simply duplicate exactly what is there.

The method of playing such a harp is as crucial as its construction.  Why go to all the trouble of constructing an exquisite copy of an early 18th century German clavichord to play J.S. Bach’s music, if it is then to be played with a heavy-handed piano technique?  As explained in the last issue of Sounding Strings, my article ‘Do I Really Need Fingernails?’ examines sources describing different techniques for  wire-strung clarsachs.  As I concluded that article, I am convinced that a fingernail technique, along with a system of rigorous damping, yields the most beautiful sound.        

With this instrument, questions of technique do not stop with only deciding whether or not to use fingernails.  The large number of strings (52) suggests that this was a chromatic harp, integrating both sharps and flats within the main row of strings.  In addition, there is a double row of seven strings in the middle of the instrument, noticeably missing from Bunting’s engraving.  Question:  how does one play a harp, with strings which ascend c, c#, d, eb, e, f, g, g#, etc. in the same row?  Answer:  practice!

There is no getting around the fact that this is a difficult instrument to play.  It is large, extensively decorated in fragile paint and gilding; it is disorientating because of the sprinkling of chromatics; and it requires a damping technique on top of it all.  Robert Evans and I believe the second row of strings gives a modicum of relief to the overwhelmed harp player.  We propose that the extra row could have been tuned as chromatics, allowing a diatonic octave within the adjacent strings of the main row.  The diatonic octave would have been a welcome ‘home territory’.  In the tenor range, the most resonant of the harp, the player could perform with relative ease, having the usual diatonic framework.  However, the player needed to remember that, above and below that octave, each string was a semi-tone, rather than a whole tone.     

Why have chromatics on an Irish wire-strung clairseach?  Traditional Irish music is fairly diatonic.  My guess is that this harp was not used for Irish music.  It is not easy to play the familiar Irish repertoire on the Cloyne reconstruction; it would be better suited to a diatonic clairseach, such as the 17th century Otway or O ffogerty harps.  Instead, the aristocratic patrons may likely  have requested contemporary (late 16th and early 17th century) music they might have heard on the continent, being the new fashionable music from England, France, Germany and Italy.  This may have included harp transcriptions of lute songs, harpsichord toccatas and fantasias, French airs de court, Italian madrigals and dances. 

It has not been an easy project.  The construction itself took many years, and eventually required the additional help of harpmaker Guy Flockhart.  By comparison, I have had only a handful of weekends to practice on the harp, and much of that time was spent tuning.  Would that I had had as much time to tune and practice as was spent on making the harp!  Then I might be able to offer some true insights based on experience.  Until then, it remains mostly hypothesis, supported by fragmented experimentation. 

Only when several makers have made many accurate reconstructions of a single design, can we  claim to properly understand the dynamics of the ancient wire-strung clarsachs.  And then our work as players will begin, to bring that music alive once more. 

Cloyne Harp Tuning Scheme by Robert Evans and Bill Taylor

1    d’’’

2    c#’’’

3    c’’’

4    b’’

5    bb’’

6    a’’

7    g#’’

8    g’’

9    f#’’

10    f’

11    e’

12    eb’’

13    d’’

14    c#’’

15    c’’

16    b’

17    bb’

18    a’

19    g#’

20    g’

21    f’     46    f#’

22    e’    47    eb’

23    d’    48    c#’

24    c’    49    c’

25    b     50    bb

26    a     51    g#   

27    g     52    g

28    f#

29    f

30    e

31    eb

32    d

33    c#

34    c

35    B

36    Bb

37    A

38    G#

39    G

40    F#   

41    F

42    E

43    Eb

44    D

45    C

