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The Music of Scotland


 


Anyone with a passing interest in Celtic music will immediately think of skirling bagpipes drifting on the air of the rugged Highlands when Scotland is mentioned. But this Celtic region has a much more varied musical tradition than most realize.





The Highlands bagpipe itself has an interesting history. No one is completely sure when the bagpipes reached the British Isles, but some musical historians believe they may have arrived with the Roman Legions, while others speculate they may have been in use as far back as 43 BC. The Celts of northern Scotland certainly have a long association with the instrument, and the Highland design is the one most familiar to audiences. But several other types of pipes have been in common use throughout time. At one time the small pipes, which were bellows-driven, gradually lost favor to the more portable mouth-blown pipes. Today an increasing number of Scottish pipers are also rediscovering the Borders pipes. A few of the more popular pipers currently playing in Scotland are Chris Armstrong, Gordon Duncan, and Rory Campbell (who is a member of the Old Blind Dogs).





Vying with the pipes for the position of national instrument of Scotland is the harp (or clarsach). In fact, many music historians speculate that pibroch, the "classical" music of the Highland pipes, actually evolved from earlier harp compositions. Today there are numerous outstanding harpists plying their trade in Scotland, such as Maggie MacInnes, Savourna Stevenson, and Alison Kinnaird. Kinnaird, in addition to be one of the leaders of the clarsach revival, is one of the founders of the Temple label. 





But piping has had to compete with the increasingly popular accordion and fiddle. Ian Hardie, Paul Anderson, Shetlander Catriona MacDonald, and Jonny Hardie of the Old Blind Dogs are just a few of the exciting new generation of fiddlers coming out of Scotland. Phil Cunningham, one of the founders of the Scottish band Silly Wizard, is still wowing audiences with his fiery accordion playing, and Simon Thoumire is considered to be one of the most exciting concertina players around.





In the late 1960s and early 1970s, four bands emerged in Scotland that took traditional music ins some exciting new directions. The Whistlebinkies, which began playing together in 1968 and still getting audiences tapping their feet, were the first to combine the harp, pipes, and fiddle in a musical combo.  The Tannahill Weavers, the Battlefield Band, and Silly Wizard (which sadly disbanded in 1988) combined the common instruments of Scottish music with several interesting imports, such as guitars and bouzoukis. 





These bands paved the way for other groups, such as Capercaillie, which features the ethereal voice of Karen Matheson, the energetic dance band, Shooglenifty, the hard-driving Gaelic rock band Runrig, and the immensely popular Old Blind Dogs. And don't forget while you are enjoying the Celtic Festival to catch two of the Old Blinds Dogs playing in the main tent: Jonny Hardy and Aaron Jones.





If you are interested in delving deeper into Scottish music, be sure to check out the Traditional Music and Song Association of Scotland on the web at: http://www.tmsa.org.uk. And since you probably don't have a computer here at the Festival, make sure you visit our pipers' area. The musicians over there will be happy to tell you about their favorite Scottish performers!
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Check out the Thistle and Shamrock website  for more informati on on Celtic music.   http://www.npr.org/programs/thistle/      

