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The Music of Wales





When Celtic people retreated as far west as they possibly could before the advancing armies of the Angles and Saxons they created a unique enclave of Celtic culture in the mountainous land of Wales. As with the other Celtic regions there is a great deal of cross-pollination between the musicians of Wales and those in neighboring Celtic lands. But, as in all things, the Welsh like to take a slightly different path. They are most noted for their all-male choirs and their extraordinarily long history of harp playing.





The harp has been a popular instrument for Welsh musicians, stretching back in an unbroken chain for at least a thousand years. Interestingly, the Welsh have traditionally favored a harp different from the small lap harp used in most other Celtic lands. Their harp is much larger and features three rows of strings, rather than one. The two outside sets of strings are like the white keys on a piano, while the inner set is similar to the black keys. Often times harpists were accompanied by a singer who, in the form of music called the pennillion, would sing a different melody than that played by the harpist.





The vocal tradition in Wales goes back way beyond recorded history. Wandering bards played a major role in ancient Celtic traditions and their singing and poetry provided a great deal of joy during hard times. In the 12th Century the Eisteddfod was established as an annual musical festival, featuring singers, musicians, and dancers from throughout the land. While the fortunes of the Eisteddfod waxed and waned over the years under outside pressures, the love of singing never diminished. This can be most readily seen in the popularity of the male choirs which sprang up among the Welsh miners.


 


The Welsh also developed their own type of bagpipe, called the pibe cwd. Unfortunately Wales suffered an influx of missionaries who, like those in Cornwall and the Isle of man, discouraged the use of traditional instruments and music. Today the only remains of the pibe cwd are found engraved on rocks in the countryside, celebrating the ancient Bardic tradition.





As was the case in many Celtic lands, the Welsh became increasingly concerned by the diminishment of their native language. This gave rise to a nationalist revival in the late 1960s that included a rekindled interest in traditional music. Dafydd Iwan is one of the most famous Welsh singers who participated in this revival and his albums are a great introduction to the rich tradition of Welsh singing. He also assisted with the establishment of the Welsh recording company Sain (meaning "sound"). Sain is still one of the best sources of Welsh traditional music and has a website at: http://www.sain.wales.com.





Many individual performers have benefited from this revival, including Sian James (harpist and singer), Robin Huw Bowen (harpist, composer and music historian), Ceri Rhys Matthews (piper), and Sian Phillips (fiddler). A growing number of musical groups are also active, bringing together instruments both old (like the crwth, a bowed lyre) and new to the Welsh traditional music scene. A few you might want to investigate are Pigyn Clust, Gwerinos, and Fernhill. 





If you have access to the internet, visit http://www.welshtraditionalmusic.com/. There you will find information on other musicians and groups, as well as discussions about traditional Welsh instruments.
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Check out the Thistle and Shamrock website  for more informati on on Celtic music.   http://www.npr.org/programs/thistle/      

