
ONE of the anomalous but charming 
features of traditional Celtic music 
is the association of tunes with 

titles that seem to appear at random out of a 
fertile imagination seemingly parted from a 
rationally functioning brain.

The Ass in the Graveyard, The Red Shoes, The 
Mason’s Apron, The Gossipers, The Grey Seal’s 
Lament for her Dead Pup, The New House in St 
Peters, Flett from Flotta, Tubular Peat, Cock o’ the 
North and a shocking number of Irish tunes, 
like the Humours of Bantry Bay (The Flogging), 
are possessed of equally puzzling names. In fact, 
most great tunes have names with no obvious 
connection to the musical notation.

Quite aside from the imbibed irrationality 
that beer tents can bring to Highland Gather-
ings, this whole business of naming tunes brings 
new pipers to their bare knees as they beg for 
comprehension in sorting out the title from the 
music in the verbal outpourings of jigs, reels, 
strathspeys and marches. Why should a big tune 
that takes months or even years to learn be called 
the Red Speckled Bull? Would it help to learn it 
by its Gaelic title An tarbh breac dearg? Surely, 
naming tunes outranks finding stable cane reeds 
as the most uncertain part of piping. 

Without evoking national stereotypes, had 
Highland Piping been Prussian in origin, could 
we have expected tune nomenclature to be more 
rational or at least, more orderly? Take an Irish 
jig composed in the 18th century from Ulster, 
why not more systematically call it something 
like Jig IR(U) c.1782-16. From this illustra-
tion, the reader could interpret the title of the 
tune as being the 16th in a series of Irish Jigs 
composed in Ulster around 1782. If you have 
already absorbed the logic from this first exam-
ple, then the geographical and temporal origins 
of Strathsprey SCOT (SU)1847-89 and Reel 
CAN (CB) 2003-67 become obvious. Did the 
master of notation, Campbell of Kilberry, miss 
his true calling?

It was, no doubt, the mnemonic device of 
song traditions that did the most to free tunes 
from the rationality of alpha-numeric records. 

On the one hand, a tune needs a title that 
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creates a mood, and on the other hand, and most 
importantly, the title suggests a script that must 
be memorised. As Allan MacDonald (Whaler, 
or as known away from home, Glenuig) points 
out, many pipe tunes which appear only in 
their notated form today once had words. For 
the most part, these words were Gaelic. So, 
when song is involved, the choice of words is 
functional. It helps memory. 

Yet, based on the large repertoire of tunes, the 

evidence would suggest that instrumental music, 
apart from language and song, has demands of 
its own; there appears to be no dearth of tunes 
with weird names out of synch with the melodies 
they carry. Can this be explained?

A PROPER place to look for answers to aes-
thetic questions might be found in the work of 
fellow artists.

At least, this is what a group of pipe music 
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lovers in Skye thought back in 2007. Bemused, 
amused and inspired by the possibilities inher-
ent in the names of celebrated tunes, they 
commissioned themselves and fellow artists to 
represent 50 piping tunes through the agency 
of their respective talents in calligraphy, em-
broidery, oil painting, carving, photography 
and printmaking. 

These artists, all from the Highlands and 
Islands, and most of them intimately connected 
with piping, finished their representations of 
pipe tunes in time for a Ceòlas 2007 opening in 
South Uist, followed by a coming home to Skye 
for a spring exhibit in Portree. I was fortunate 
enough to catch the exhibit in Fort William this 
June at the West Highland Museum. 

One hundred years ago, folklorist and poet 
Fr Allan MacDonald wrote the Gaelic words 
that inspired the name given this exhibit: Dol 
ar Teas an Righligh. The loose translation of his 
words clearly expresses the luxury of compos-
ing images to match hot tunes: Basking in the 
heat of the reel. 

Those going to the exhibition will find 
a diversity of representations in a variety of 
media of the images that express a take on the 
titles of tunes from the repertoire of the great 
Highland bagpipe, and will experience an array 
of interpretations from the whimsical to the 
sombre, and follow a witty and insightful text 
that provides helpful details on the tunes (and 
sometimes does not).

On occasion the visual image is more pleas-
ing than the tune; but at times the image fails 
to realize the interpretation of the tune that you 
or I might have. There is the occasional bit of 
sheet music but the display I saw had no music 
playing in either the foreground or the back-
ground. This I missed. It should be remedied 
in future exhibitions.

Among the artists who have been responsible 
for the works in this show, the Isle of Skye is 
well represented with contributions from cal-
ligrapher Marion Roberts, working with gold 
leaf on vellum (see Conundrum); textile artist 
and painter Susan Dawson; wood engraver Paul 
L Kershaw; printmaker Marion MacPhee; and 
painter Andrew McMorrine.

London-based print-maker and illustrator 
Kate McMorrine, who grew up on Uist and 
Skye, also contributed to the show.

The Highlands are present in the works of 
Andrew McMorrine’s twin brother, Alasdair 
McMorrine of Loch Laggan; sculptor and 
piping adjudicator Archie MacLean of Inver-

ness; Invergordon’s teacher, photographer and 
salmon fisherman Brian Poe; and mid-Mincher 
Cailean MacLean, who claims life connections 
only for Skye, Raasay, Lewis and South Uist. 
He also appears to be the main organizer and 
buzz-generator behind the exhibit. Certainly, 
his broadcasting and publishing work, as well as 
his photography, is widely known in the Gaelic 
community. 

One serendipitous benefit of the text that ac-
companies this exhibition is that it does focus on 
titles that are taken for granted and sometimes 
used incorrectly. It had always been my assump-
tion that Pipe Major Donald Morrison’s tune 
Donald, Willie and his dog was about a man and 
his dog. In fact, the comma I kept missing in the 
title of the tune plays a critical role in explaining 
neighboring within crofting life.

In 1971, it appears that Pipe Major Donald 
Morrison was rather ineptly gathering sheep 
(while on holiday) and had to seek the help of 
his neighbor and, more importantly, his neigh-
bor’s dog. The humor lies in the realisation that 
sheep, like pipers during the competition season, 
seldom remain herded for long; they are in need 
of continuous gathering so, as Donald kept 
looking for assistance, “other tunes in the Dog 
Series (came to be composed) Donald, Hugh and 
his Dog, Donald, Rory and his Dog, All the other 
Dogs, and The Puppy.”

Titles can be ambiguous. Some ambiguities 
are intentional and deliberate, and others not. 
With respect to the “dubiety” with which Three 
Peaks of South Uist, are represented in John Scott’s 
reel of that name, there is another consideration 
besides the choices given in the exhibit’s text 
which says the image could represent 1) “Pos-
sibly the island’s three highest peaks, Beinn 
Mhòr, Hecla and Beinn Chorodail” or 2) “the 
three hills which he would have seen from his 
home in Lochboisdale (the one the artist choose), 
namely, Beinn Ruigh Choinnich, Triuirebheinn 
and Stùlabhal.” My question would be whether 
John Scott spent much time at sea to the north 
or to the east of Lochboisdale? Coming from 
the north, he would not have seen Beinn Ruigh 
Choinnich in the approach to Lochboisdale until 
almost there but the big three peaks would have 
acted as a guide into the harbour.

The Western Isles are a major theme in the 
show.

Donald MacLeod, MBE, in his tune Cockerel 
in the Creel, ties the croft and religion together in 
this tune from his native Lewis. The description 
of the tune’s origins borrows from an interview 

with Donald by the late John MacFadyen 
(most likely taken from the archive of Cailean 
MacLean): “When I was a little boy my Granny 
lived at Benside which is just on the outskirts of 
Stornoway and I remember her, and others, on 
Saturday evening with the upturned creel chas-
ing the poor cockerel around the croft and when 
he was within distance, bang! There he was im-
prisoned until Monday morning because there 
was no way the cockerel could be employed on 
Sunday. Lewis people, as you know, observed the 
Sabbath – even our animals did. But his protes-
tations always amused me. I took many, many 
years to get a tune which sounded anywhere near 
the poor cockerel as he was put under the creel.” 
In the image by Andrew McMorrine, the creeled 
cock is in the foreground and in the distance a 
brilliant line drawing depicts the “Wee Frees” 
en route to their unadorned hillside church to 
observe the Lord’s Day.

I loved the show.
The art was varied in the types of media used, 

style, the seriousness or light-heartedness of 
interpretation; the text accompanying the tunes 
depicted was as witty as it was insightful.

The effect of the entire show was to see the 
naming of tunes as anything but random. It is 
hardly the fault of composers that we have lost so 
much about passing on a living culture; that we 
have downplayed our capacity to benefit from an 
oral tradition. It is one thing to see a tune inter-
preted by art but quite another to complement 
the tune through an artistic expression.

It is easy to see this fusion in a lithograph like 
Andrew McMorrine’s CaberFeidh which depicts 
this favorite regimental march as a single column 
of First World War era soldiers marching over 
a transparent ridge beneath which lies an ac-
cumulation of bones from the dead of ancient 
wars. At the lower left bottom a small homage 
to Picasso’s Guernica is included. This inclusion 
would have pleased the late Sorley MacLean to 
no end. At the top, the antlers of the stag lend 
the impression of a regimental crest.

The good news for art lovers, pipers and all 
those who admire a good turn as much as a good 
line is that this show is in Glasgow, 11-16 Au-
gust, as a featured attraction of this year’s Piping 
Live! Glasgow International Piping Festival.

The venue is Hutchesons’ Hall, 158 Ingram 
St — one of the most elegant buildings in Glas-
gow’s city centre, built in 1802-5 to a design by 
David Hamilton.

The exhibition opens at 11 a.m. on 11 Au-
gust, admission is free and, each day at 3pm, a 
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free recital will be offered in conjunction with 
the exhibition.

The first recitalist, on the Monday afternoon, 
is Roddy MacLeod, MBE, principal of the Na-
tional Piping Centre.

On Tuesday, Allan MacDonald will be the 
recitalist.

On Wednesday, clarsair Simon Chadwick 
will present a programme performed on his 
replica of the famous ‘Queen Mary’ harp, one of 
Scotland’s national treasures. Simon Chadwick’s 
instrument was built by sculptor, Davy Patton, 
from Co. Roscommon in Ireland, and is by far 
the most accurate ever made. It is carved from 
only three pieces of timber: willow, apple, and 
sycamore, which fit together without the use 
of glue. Following historical Scottish and Irish 
practice, the harp has strings of medieval ‘latten’ 
brass, sterling silver and 18 carat gold.

Dr Simon McKerrell will perform on 
Thursday and Finlay MacDonald on Friday, 
16 August.

ON a cold November evening 40 years ago, I 
remember approaching the town of Port Hood. 
On the car radio, I heard music that seemed to 
perfectly match the scene, the month and the 
time of day.

Driving into this cold northwest town in 

Inverness County, Cape Breton, a layer 
of new snow occluded any features of 
the rural landscape; the fields and trees 
became one with the white-grayness of 
the ocean. As the waning sun struggled 
to penetrate the blackened clouds an 
occasional ray hit one of the houses on 
Port Hood Island, a ray of hope in a 
foreboding arctic climate.

The music was Jean Sibelius’s Fin-
landia; and I do not think it untrue 
to assert that for much of the year 
Finland resembles Port Hood in No-
vember, prostrate before the advance 
of a freezing winter. The music fitted 

Port Hood, it fitted the weather and the time 
of day. How the music did, I do not know but 
there is something in the name and carriage of 
the tune worth thinking about.

These artists did some thinking and for pipers 
and lovers of the pipes, the exhibition is well 
worth a visit to see their collective effort.  l

Paul Kershaw ’s Coire Lagan illustrating Mist Covered Mountain.
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Reg Char No:261230

SCOTTISH PIPING SOCIETY 
OF  

LONDON

69th ANNUAL LONDON COMPETITION

Kensington Conference & Events Centre
Hornton Street, London W8 7NX

Saturday 1st November 2008
Featuring the

BRATACH GORM
including

Graded, Amateur and Juvenile competitions

Amateur events will be organised by the
THE CLASP

Further information and entry forms are  
available to download at  

www.scottishpipingsocietyoflondon.com

Closing date for entries 30.09.08
For further details contact Jackie Roberts: 01252 794287

Email:  Jackiespsl@aol.com


