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PREFACE
Among the large family of musical instruments called “bagpipe,” the most prominent
member is the Highland bagpipe, famous as the national instrument of Scotland. This study is
about how the Highland bagpipe and its music have changed over time. Chapter 1 introduces the
two main subdivisions of Highland bagpipe music: “light music,” or ceol beag1 and “great
music,” or piobaireachd. The chapter describes the relationship of these two categories of music
to the Highland bagpipe and presents an overview of some of the major changes in the
performance of both. Chapter 2 describes a historically reconstructed piobaireachd from six
hundred years ago and uses that performance to highlight differences between ancient practices
and modern practices. Chapter 3 examines contrasting scholarly descriptions of piobaireachd
and evaluates their strengths and weaknesses. A new definition for piobaireachd is proposed,
and the chapter concludes with a case study demonstrating changes in piobaireachd length.
Chapter 4 provides a historical overview of key influences that have shaped piobaireachd
performance, composition, and transmission; the rise of ceol beag and parade marches as pipe
music; and changes to the physical structure of the bagpipes themselves. That chapter also
includes a case study demonstrating changes in compositional structure of piobaireachd.
Chapter 5 concludes the study by examining recent developments in piobaireachd performance
and composition, the role of pipe bands, and possible directions bagpipe music might develop in
the future.
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See Appendix B for Glossary and Pronunciation Guide.
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ABSTRACT
Misconceptions abound regarding the Highland bagpipe. Despite the global presence of
this instrument and its popularity for both solo and ensemble work, there is disagreement among
scholars and performers regarding piobaireachd and appropriate interpretation of this musical
form. To solve that problem, it is necessary to consider the instrument and the music for which it
is used in historical context. Understanding how the Highland bagpipe has evolved and the social
forces that have influenced both piobaireachd and ceol beag will result in more consistency
among scholars and better informed artistry among performers.
This study uses extensive video, pictorial, and print sources to identify changes in the
Highland bagpipe and its music, as well as to reconstruct the social conditions in which they
occurred. It also uses case studies to examine the resulting music, particularly piobaireachd, in
order to analyze and describe changes in musical form, performance practice, and artistic
interpretation.

1
CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
When most people hear the word “bagpipe,” the instrument that comes to mind is the
large, loud Great Highland bagpipe, famous as Scotland’s national instrument. This picturesque
instrument with its flamboyant three drones is seen and heard on television, in movies, at
weddings, and at funerals. It is also a regular feature at parades and at Celtic celebrations such as
local Highland Games which are held in many communities throughout the United States,
Canada, Scotland, and everywhere in the world people of Scottish ancestry call home. This study
is about that instrument and the music it plays.
Bagpipe Grammar
The Great Highland bagpipes can be referred to in either the singular or the plural form.
Both ways are used; the singular form emphasizes that it is a single instrument, whereas the
plural form emphasizes that sound is produced several different places: the “chanter,” which is
the part the performer holds in his or her hands to articulate the melody, and also the three drones
which rest on the performer’s left shoulder. Either way, the Great Highland bagpipe, with its
name shortened to “Highland bagpipes,” “bagpipes,” “bagpipe,” or just “pipes,” is often played
by a person wearing a Scottish style kilt. The music heard is usually a march with an English title
such as “Scotland the Brave,” “Green Hills of Tyrol,” “Highland Laddie,” “Flower of Scotland,”
or “Amazing Grace.”
What many people do not realize is that these commonly-played and commonly-heard
pieces, as beautiful as they are, represent only half of the bagpipe story—the English half. The
other half of the story is a wonderful kind of music full of Scottish Gaelic words. The most
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important Scottish Gaelic word is piobaireachd. The word literally means “piping,” and it refers
to music played on the bagpipe; however, not all pipe music is piobaireachd. This is where the
complexities of history interfere. When the pipes first started being used in the Gaelic Highlands
of Scotland hundreds of years ago, they were not used the same way they are today. They were
used specifically for playing melodies of a certain kind of Gaelic song, a Gaelic air. Thus,
piobaireachd was bagpipe music, and bagpipes were reserved for playing Gaelic airs, so
piobaireachd referred to a melody performed in the style of a Gaelic air.
Over time, bagpipes started to be used for other kinds of music as well, not just Gaelic
airs, and that is part of this study. Then, as the use of the bagpipes changed, the meaning of the
word piobaireachd likewise changed, which is also addressed in this study. For a while, people
kept using the word piobaireachd to mean anything played on the pipes, including dances and
marches, but that is no longer the case. Eventually, the word piobaireachd came full circle and
once again referred to a melody performed in the style of a Gaelic air.
However, the meaning of piobaireachd as a musical form again fluctuated and became
less clear when the Gaelic airs themselves changed. Composers and editors began the practice of
writing additional sections, or “variations,” to follow the main melody. This theme-and-variation
form became so common (and still is) that scholars had difficulty settling on a proper definition
or description for the musical form called piobaireachd. This study explores that issue.
The Scottish Gaelic language is important to the study of this music for several reasons.
First of all, since piobaireachd has its origins in the Gaelic-speaking northern regions of
Scotland called the “Highlands,” Scottish Gaelic (which is similar to Irish Gaelic and shares
much vocabulary) is the language of the titles of the early compositions (though most have also
been translated into English). These works have titles such as “Murt Ghlinne Comhann” (“The
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Massacre at Glencoe”), or “Fhuair Mi Pòg O Làimh An Righ” (“I Got a Kiss of the King’s
Hand”), or “Fàilte Mhaolbanc” (“Melbank’s Salute”). Secondly, Scottish Gaelic—from now on
simply “Gaelic”—is also the language of important musical embellishments played on the pipes,
such as taorluath and crunluath, for which there is only the Gaelic, and no English equivalent.
The particular style of music itself, which is the primary focus of this study, has two
different Gaelic names: piobaireachd and ceol mor. As mentioned above, the first word,
piobaireachd, literally means “piping”; however, the English word “piping” is semantically very
broad. Therefore, to avoid ambiguity, this study uses the Gaelic expressions piobaireachd and
ceol mor when referring to the Gaelic Highland variety of bagpipe music, and the expression
“piping” is used only when referring generally to all bagpipe music.
The English style spelling, “pibroch,” sometimes appears in the literature in place of the
traditional Gaelic spelling, but the Gaelic is used in this study even though it is more difficult to
read. There are two reasons for this orthographic choice: first, it preserves the Gaelic cultural
connection with piobaireachd. Second, it keeps the writing more stylistically consistent; since
there is no Anglicized spelling for taorluath, crunluath, and some of the other Gaelic expressions
used in this study, keeping the Gaelic spelling for piobaireachd makes sense. Gaelic words are
italicized, but with no accent marks or special capitalization.
Changes in music typology—that is, what kinds of compositions are categorized as
piobaireachd versus what kinds of compositions are categorized as “light music”—is also
addressed in this study. Briefly explained, the piping tradition eventually expanded beyond
Gaelic airs as dance tunes grew in popularity among pipers. This expansion occurred because:
1) the instrument itself, the Highland bagpipes, transformed and became an instrument that was
good for playing dances; 2) the “Schools of Piping” promoted a high performance standard,
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including fast, precise fingerwork which equipped pipers to play complex music; and 3)
Highland pipers were encouraged to play a wide variety of music as a result of increased
interaction with musicians from the Lowlands (major population centers in the South, such as
Edinburgh and Glasgow). Initially, these dances were considered piobaireachd if played on
bagpipes, but that is no longer the case.
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Fig. 1. Title page from MacKay, Angus. A Collection of Ancient Piobaireachd. Angus MacKay, 1834. The picture
shows MacKay himself on the pipes, accompanying the dancers. Dance music is no longer considered piobaireachd.

Another change in music typology is that ceol beag “light music” today includes parade
marches such as those mentioned above in the second paragraph, even though, like dances, they
also were originally considered piobaireachd.
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Semantic Change
Ultimately, since Highland pipers were no longer limiting their music solely to the
playing of Gaelic airs, but were playing dances and parade marches as well, the very word
“piobaireachd” had to be redefined. “Piobaireachd” was initially used for referring to anything
played on pipes. But when contest organizers in the late eighteenth century decided to host a
piobaireachd contest for the purpose of reviving the old style of music, they did not want to
include all the different kinds of tunes that pipers were playing by then, including dances and
marches; they wanted only Gaelic airs. Because of this, melodies performed in the style of
Gaelic airs were made categorically distinct from all other music that was being played on
Highland bagpipe. Those contests and their effects on piping are discussed in Chapter 4, “History
and Influences.”
The advent of parade marches brings up an interesting issue when categorizing the
various types of pipe music. On one hand, parade marches were not dances, so they could not be
classified as ceol beag. On the other hand, they were not Gaelic airs, so it did not make sense to
categorize them as piobaireachd. At first, despite not being Gaelic airs, these compositions were
grouped as a type of piobaireachd simply because they were played on Highland bagpipe, but
that classification eventually changed. At the present, parade marches are categorized as a
variety of “light music” despite the fact that they are not technically dances. Some of the reasons
for this are addressed in this study.
Interestingly, the growth in popularity of ceol beag was not always good for ceol mor. As
increasing numbers of pipers started to prefer playing dances, piobaireachd lost popularity, and
it was even suppressed for political reasons. This decline became so serious that piobaireachd
nearly disappeared, especially since it had not been written down like sheet music is today.
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Fortunately, the British Army encouraged pipers to keep the traditional music alive. Thanks to
the Highland Regiments of the British Army, the Highland Society of London, the Highland
Society of Scotland, the Piobaireachd Society of Glasgow, and the enthusiasm of the many
Caledonian Clubs, Highland Societies, and Saint Andrew’s Societies around the world today
who host piping contests, piobaireachd is alive and well as a musical form. In fact, since any
music in the style of a Gaelic air is now called piobaireachd regardless of the instrument on
which it is played, this style of music is sometimes performed on other instruments, each
demonstrating its unique idiomatic capabilities. However, the focus here is limited to music
composed for, and played on, the Highland bagpipe.
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CHAPTER 2
THE EARLY YEARS
Fighting Words
On August 13, 2019, there was a brilliant concert in Glasgow. This noontime event,
which took place at the National Piping Centre, featured acclaimed scholar and bagpipe
performer Allan MacDonald as part of the Piping Live! Festival which takes place in Glasgow
every year and which culminates at the end of the week with the World Pipe Band
Championships at Glasgow Green. In this concert, MacDonald played a fascinating 1411
composition entitled “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald” (MacDonald).2 In his pre-performance
lecture, MacDonald explained that brosnachaidh was a variety of piobaireachd, the art music of
the Scottish Highland bagpipe. One reason the piece was so fascinating is that it cannot be found
in any current piobaireachd collection. “Brosnachaidh” is a Gaelic word meaning “incitement,”
so the featured fifteenth century work “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald” was written to be an
incitement to battle, a summoning of warriors from Clan MacDonald to get ready to fight. This is
consistent with the general definition of piobaireachd offered by the Military Dictionary and
Gazeteer, which gives the main purpose of piobaireachd as “to excite or assuage passion, and
particularly to rouse a martial spirit among troops going to battle.” That same publication also
describes piobaireachd as a “wild, irregular species of music, peculiar to the Highlands of
Scotland.” Similarly, the Webster Dictionary describes the expression piobaireachd as
“generally applied to those airs that are played on the bagpipe before the Highlanders when they
go out to battle” (“Pibroch”). Both of these sources place heavy emphasis on the brosnachaidh

2

A video of MacDonald’s concert can be found here:
https://livestream.com/accounts/3661274/events/8776554/videos/194988269

8
concept, if not the actual word, as integral to the music called piobaireachd. This heavy
emphasis is very significant because as a musical form, brosnachaidh is extinct.
In MacDonald’s performance, the historically reconstructed composition was the result of
a quarter of a century of research by the performer. More than two decades earlier, in a 1995
article, Roderick Cannon wrote that “Allan MacDonald is working on a wide-ranging study of
piobaireachd and Gaelic song,” and it is gratifying to see a sample of the results of MacDonald’s
research more than twenty years after Cannon’s mention of him. Thanks to MacDonald and
scholars like him, it is now understood that the narrative of bagpipes being used to call fighters to
battle in the olden days of clan-versus-clan rivalry in the Highlands during ages long past is not
merely a figment of romantic Scottish legend and lore; rather, this picture of piping in ancient
Scotland is also supported by historical findings and research-based musical presentations such
as the “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald.”
It is important to recognize that modern scholars, including MacDonald himself, cannot
know how the tune sounded in 1411. The precise structural form it followed, or what sort of
musical embellishments, if any, were used is beyond the scope of what can be confidently
ascertained regarding the sound of piping in the early fifteenth century. In the absence of any
documented trend toward standardization of instrument shape, finger technique, or even musical
scale, the practice of piping more than half a millennium ago must have been very much based
on personal creativity, oral tradition, and the sonic capabilities of each individual bagpipe. There
are no extant manuscripts indicating pitches or rhythm of “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald,” or
indeed of any tune performed on the pipes during that era, and even samples of instruments
which may have been played are unavailable and probably non-existent. However, the relatively
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small amount of available data is nevertheless compelling and allows scholars to make some
striking observations.
Former Practices
The first surprising feature of “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald” is that, unlike twentyfirst century piobaireachd, it is a song, and the words are intended to be realized as part of the
composition. MacDonald explains that the text is a rather lengthy acrostic poem in which each
line of poetry begins with a different letter of the Gaelic alphabet. The words would likely have
been sung by a soloist to the accompaniment of the pipes in a large group setting, possibly while
the warriors were gathered around a campfire, or perhaps with the bard and the piper walking
through the village so the message could be heard in every household. In this performance,
MacDonald himself sings the brosnachaidh while accompanying himself on a bellows-blown
Scottish smallpipe, revealing how a smaller, quieter set of pipes works well with vocals. This
demonstration of truly ancient piobaireachd contrasts markedly with modern piobaireachd,
which is strictly instrumental and makes use almost exclusively of the Great Highland bagpipe,
the largest and loudest variety of bagpipe.
The fact that the text of “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald” is posited as a work that is
both instrumental and vocal invites the question as to whether there exist any other piobaireachd
with text. As a matter of fact, there are published, printed, extant examples of fully-written
piobaireachd that include singable lyrics. In the tune “I Got a Kiss of the King’s Hand,” dated
1651 (thus two centuries newer than “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald”) and attributed to Patrick
Mor MacCrimmon, Angus MacKay’s 1838 Collection of Ancient Piobaireachd provides Gaelic
words for the entire opening theme (MacKay Collection 14). Interestingly, the Piobaireachd
Society’s 2008 publication of that same tune, despite the “reverence deservedly due and paid to
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Angus MacKay’s work,” omits the words that MacKay was careful to include (Piob Soc
Collection 216, 218). In this way, the musical work has been altered and published anew in a
form which differs significantly from its earlier version.
Regarding the editing performed on the 1651 MacCrimmon tune, it may be argued that
the text was rightfully removed because MacCrimmon himself did not compose those lyrics, or
MacKay possibly added those words himself, but that is beside the point. The important issue is
that the vocal line was considered part of the piece when it was published in 1838, and now it is
not. The piobaireachd has been changed from its earlier form. The libretto which was part of the
1838 publication has been omitted from modern editions of the work, and “I Got a Kiss of the
King’s Hand” is now purely instrumental.
Reasons
No More Singing
In defense of modern editors, this omission of piobaireachd lyrics should not be viewed
as carelessness, nor should it be considered an intent to somehow unilaterally improve the
composition without consideration of the original composer’s or compiler’s intent. Rather, it is
simply a logical reflection of changes in piobaireachd performance norms—specifically that,
first of all, twenty-first century piobaireachd is not vocal music; secondly, that although
piobaireachd now spans the globe as an instrumental form, very few singers outside of northern
Scotland are able to read and pronounce Gaelic; thirdly, that the Great Highland bagpipe, on
which piobaireachd is practically always now performed, easily drowns out a voice; and
fourthly, that piobaireachd is now well-established as a competition event, and as such, the
inclusion of vocals would add levels of complexity to adjudication which would render all sung
piobaireachd non-competitive and, consequently, non-playable. For example, Alistair Henderson

11
could not have given his wonderful performance of “I Got a Kiss of the King’s Hand” at the
2017 Glenfiddich Championships if he had also been required to bring a Gaelic-speaking
vocalist to facilitate performance of that tune.3
A similar situation exists for the 1745 work “MacCrimmon Will Never Return” attributed
to Donald Ban MacCrimmon. MacKay provides lyrics for the entire theme (17), but those lyrics
are not shown in the more recent Kilberry Book of Ceol Mor (Campbell 108). Thus, singable
words are found for some piobaireachd in early publications, but they are found for none in
recent ones. Over the centuries, the emphasis in piobaireachd performance has moved from an
approach that was vocal such as in “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald” of 1411, which may have
been sung throughout owing to the long libretto; to primarily instrumental such as in the 1838
publication of “I Got a Kiss of the King’s Hand,” which included a singable opening movement;
and finally to strictly instrumental such as that same tune as published by Campbell in 1969 and
by the Piobaireachd Society in 2008, neither of which includes any words at all.
Violence
In addition to “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald” being a song, it is also an incitement to
warfare. This demonstrates a substantial change in piobaireachd typology, as brosnachaidh,
Incitement, no longer exists in piping repertoire. Although the Piobaireachd Society Collection is
not lacking in battle tunes, such as the eleven-part “The Battle of the Bridge of Perth” (20) and
others, all extant battle piobaireachd are commemorations, inviting listeners to remember events
of the past. None of them is designed to spur listeners to actually take up weapons and engage in
acts of armed aggression against a present enemy. The Piobaireachd Society Collection is filled
with Laments, Marches, Salutes, and no fewer than thirteen tunes commemorating battles (i).

3

A video of Henderson’s performance can be found here: https://vimeo.com/241165947
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There are also tunes labeled “Gathering,” such as “The Sutherlands’ Gathering” (449-454), and
despite several pages of editorial notes, the purpose for this Sutherland family get-together is left
to the listener or performer’s imagination. However, the Gaelic word used for “Gathering” in
these instances is usually cruinneachadh, and it is never brosnachaidh. The collection includes
not a single brosnachaidh, not a single tune of Incitement. The same is true of the MacKay
(index) and the Campbell (3), neither of which includes a call to fight. As a piobaireachd
musical sub-genre, Incitements are simply no longer part of the typology.
More Evidence
The fact that Gaelic-speaking piobaireachd music historians (of whom there are very,
very few in the world) have posited “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald” as representing a
significant genre of pipe music from the distant past does not alleviate all levels of skepticism on
the subject of whether Incitement ever was truly a function of piobaireachd. Fortunately, there is
additional support, published in English, for the existence of brosnachaidh as an actual
piobaireachd type. At the National War Museum in Scotland, housed within Edinburgh Castle,
there is a permanent exhibit focusing on the importance of the bagpipe in Scottish military life
through the centuries. On a display entitled “An Instrument of War,” the museum shows a
portion of the text to Brosnachaidh Catha Chlann Dùghaill, or “Clan MacDougall’s Incitement
to Battle.” The Gaelic reads, “Mo Dhith, Mo Dhith, ’s mi gun Tri Làmhan, / Dà Làmh ‘sa Phiob
is Làmh ‘sa Chaidheamh.” Beneath the Gaelic, the English translation is provided as, “My loss,
my loss, without three hands, / Two for the pipe and one for the sword” (Scottish National).
Although the rest of the placard celebrates the importance of pipers in the British Army in recent
centuries, the featured brosnachaidh, dated approximately 1299, is attributed not to any function
of the monarchical central government in the United Kingdom, but to Clan MacDougall in the
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Highlands of Scotland. Thus, the historicity of brosnachaidh as a variety of piobaireachd as
early as the late thirteenth or early fourteenth century is attested, demonstrated, and proven. The
fact that this interesting and colorful sub-genre of piobaireachd is now completely absent from
all modern collections reflects a significant change in pipe music over the centuries.

Fig. 2. Detail from Campbell, John (transcriber). “A Flame of Wrath for Squinting Patrick,” Campbell
Canntaireachd Volume 1, n.d. Web. 16 Feb. 2020. www.piobaireachd.co.uk/ library/reference-library/
manuscripts/977. Early piobaireachd was written in speakable syllables, rather than on a staff.

It is not difficult to understand why brosnachaidh eventually ceased to exist within
general piping repertoire. During the 1700s and prior, when Incitements would have been widely
used to stimulate the troops in clan-versus-clan warfare and, to a certain extent, Gaelic Highland
versus English Lowland activity, piobaireachd was strictly an oral tradition. Any Incitement
tunes that might have been written down would only have been written using canntaireachd
notation, a style of musical encoding that relies on speakable syllables to represent the music.
Then, following the final crushing of the Jacobite rebellions in the early eighteenth century, came
the subsequent Act of Proscription, also called the Disarming Act, in force from 1746 to 1782
(Haddow 24), during which any piper or bard who valued his freedom or his life would have
been careful to hide, destroy, and forget the existence of any music or rhymes that could be
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interpreted as treasonous against the Crown. By the time that Act was lifted, after a duration of at
least a generation (Basaraba), it is probable that nearly everyone who had known of such works
was dead. That there are even a few extant fragments now available in any form is close to
miraculous. Likewise, the fact that there are enough fragments to make reconstructions possible,
such as Allen MacDonald’s “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald,” attests to the importance of
Incitement as a piobaireachd form, a sub-genre which no longer exists other than in museum
exhibits, rare scholarly demonstrations, and the precious notebooks of piobaireachd historians.
Time Brings Change
The art of piobaireachd is celebrated as a classical, even ancient, musical form. However,
this brief discussion has already identified significant changes that have occurred since the
fifteenth century in piobaireachd purpose, typology, performance norms, and method of
transmission. By analyzing historical reconstruction, scholarly documentation, and recent
performance of piobaireachd, numerous important innovations can be identified that have made
modern piobaireachd much different from its ancient form. These identifiable changes mark
piobaireachd as it is currently heard, performed, and composed, as a relatively modern musical
form that developed out of the ancient genre, but that now exhibits significant innovative
characteristics. Furthermore, these innovative characteristics have resulted in broad changes to
piping instruction and repertoire.
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Fig. 3. Milestones in Piping History

Joseph MacDonald describes a 3drone pipe with bass drone in
addition to the two tenor drones.
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First U.S. Scottish Highland
Games held in New York.
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growth of ornamental style.
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Beginning of piobaireachd contests
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chanter sound is improved.

King Robert the Bruce
organizes the first Highland
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Piobaireachd Society
publishes collection of
twentieth-century ceol mor.

16
CHAPTER 3
DRAWING THE LINE
Defining Piobaireachd
In a discussion of any topic, including musical forms, it is very helpful to have a solid,
reliable definition of the thing is that is being discussed. Concerning piobaireachd, such a
definition is elusive. The Piobaireachd Society, founded in 19014 and based in Glasgow (Piob
Soc Collection “General Preface” 1), explains that the word piobaireachd “literally means pipe
playing or pipe music,” but they follow this very comprehensible explanation with the disclaimer
that “To describe a piobaireachd is not easy” (Piob Soc “What is Piobaireachd?”).
In an attempt to define piobaireachd, the Piobaireachd Society explains that “Another
name for it is ‘Ceol Mor’ meaning the Big Music, which separates piobaireachd from all other
forms of pipe music (marches, reels, jigs etc.) which are referred to as ‘Ceol Beag’—the Little
Music.” In other words, traditional Scottish Gaelic music performed on bagpipe is categorized as
either ceol mor or ceol beag. Although technically foreign expressions, the Gaelic terminology is
commonly used in academic, musicological, English-language discussions of bagpipe music.
The shared word in both expressions is ceol, which translates fittingly as “music” so the first
category, ceol beag, literally means “little music,” and includes all music with a regular beat and
tempo—any music to which a person can dance or march. In contrast, ceol mor translates as
“great music” or “big music.” Finally, the single word piobaireachd literally means “piping”
(Cooke “Repertory” 93), and is used a synonym for ceol mor. Thus, a binary distinction is
recognized between piobaireachd (which is the same as ceol mor) and ceol beag.

4

The Piobaireachd Society Collection gives the founding year as 1904, whereas the website gives it as 1901; for
consistency, this study uses the earlier date.
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However, the problem of clarifying terminology is far from solved. The situation is
complicated because although there is popular agreement concerning ceol beag, which is
comprised of marches and dances, ceol mor is harder to define. Scholars have trouble explaining
what piobaireachd (or ceol mor) is. Therefore, the present task is to establish an essential
definition of piobaireachd that is general enough to include all of ceol mor, but specific enough
to exclude all of ceol beag.

Fig. 3. A Binary Categorization of Bagpipe Music

An easy solution to the “Ceol Mor Dilemma” would be merely to adopt the Piobaireachd
Society model offered above and define ceol mor as everything that is not ceol beag. Still, even
though such a definition is beautiful in its simplicity and might be technically correct, it lacks
explanatory weight. To understand piobaireachd, it is necessary to be able to identify the
features that constitute piobaireachd-ness. Bagpipe scholars intuitively recognize piobaireachd
when they hear it, but attempts to articulate this awareness tend to generate descriptions that are
mostly accurate, but unfortunately problematic in that they stir up additional questions. The main
reason for these foggy explanations is that in scholars’ praiseworthy attempts to be thorough,
they very frequently include descriptors which are optional features that are often true of
particular compositions, or even of most compositions, but which are beyond the essence of the
art itself. This results in some recognized works of piobaireachd falling outside the scholarly
definition.
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Disagreements
On August 11, 2019, piper Niall Stewart performed the beautiful “Queen Elizabeth the
Second’s Salute” in a concert at St. Cecilia’s Hall in Edinburgh (Wallace). This concert of ceol
mor, which was entitled “Classical Pipe Music: Scotland’s Hidden Treasure,” had been
organized by the Piobaireachd Society. The particular tune Stewart performed was a composition
that had been written by Donald MacLeod in 1976 to commemorate Queen Elizabeth’s Silver
Jubilee, and it had subsequently been included in the publication, Commun Na Piobaireachd: A
Collection of Piobaireachd Composed in the Twentieth Century 1930-1980 (MacLellan). The
concert was excellent, but there was a problem: according to some definitions, “Queen Elizabeth
the Second’s Salute” was not piobaireachd.
Several respected scholars have offered contrasting definitions and descriptions of this
music called piobaireachd. Alexander Haddow, in his classic The History and Structure of Ceol
Mor, defines piobaireachd as “a unique and ancient art form which arose exclusively in the
Scottish Highlands” (24). However, there are problems with this definition. By saying that the
music is “ancient” and “arose exclusively in the Scottish Highlands,” Haddow seems to imply
that all piobaireachd was written in the distant past and entirely by Scottish Highlanders, which
excludes more recent compositions such as the 1976 “Queen Elizabeth the Second’s Salute,” all
the rest of the works included in the Piobaireachd Society’s Collection of Ceòl Mór Composed
during the Twentieth Century, and all submissions to the even more recent Shasta Piping Society
Piobaireachd Composition Contest, which was held in 2017, 2018, and 2019 (Piob Contest).
Furthermore, while Haddow is technically correct that piobaireachd has its origins in the
Highlands of Scotland, these twentieth and twenty-first century compositions were not written
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exclusively by Highlanders, but by a mixture of Highland Scots, Lowland Scots, and non-Scots
(MacLellan iii-iv).
Opportunity for misunderstanding continues in the next sentence, where Haddow writes
that “The usual length of a tune is about fifteen minutes and it typically begins with a slow
introduction or ground, followed by a series of set variations of increasing complexity, after
which the ground is played again.” The explanation has now become much more detailed, and
this portion of Haddow’s explanation accurately describes all eight of the works performed at the
August 11 concert, but it fails to account for piobaireachd such as “The Aged Warrior’s
Sorrow,” which includes only a single variation (Piob Soc Collection 360) and “The Pretty
Dirk,” which is only about five minutes long (Pincet).
Likewise, there are other examples of tunes which do not meet the suggested “series of
set variations” criterion. Alistair Campsie provides a brief description of a piobaireachd with the
rather quirky title, “MacLeod’s Dog[’s] Short Tail,” which is part of an important historical ceol
mor collection known as the Campbell Canntaireachd. In his very brief commentary on this
tune, Campsie states rather plainly that it “lacks the customary variations which typify a pibroch”
(102). If a tune such as “MacLeod’s Dog[’s] Short Tail” is classified as piobaireachd despite
lacking the typical variations, then variations are peripheral, optional, compositional choices, and
not an integral feature of piobaireachd.
However, to Haddow’s credit, his description of piobaireachd as including “a series of
set variations of increasing complexity” perfectly matches the works in the above-named
twentieth century collection, as those tunes include between four and eight variations each, and
each includes both the elaborate taorluath variation and the even more elaborate crunluath

20
variation. Such a series of variations is by no means a rarity in older collections, but it is a much
more consistent, in fact universal, feature of new tunes.
Haddow also writes that after all variations are played, the ground is played again.
Succinctly put, piobaireachd as described by Haddow follows an A-B-A pattern, in which “A” is
the theme, and “B” is the group of variations. While this is an accurate description of modern
performance style, the A-B-A pattern does not reflect classical performance practice, which was
to repeat the ground not merely after the variations, but between the variations. The Piobaireachd
Society explains that, “There is no reason not to play grounds between variations, as there is
clear evidence that it was done. This is one of several examples which show that piobaireachd
practice has changed over the years” (Piob Soc “What is Piobaireachd?”). In other words, a tune
with four variations, such as “The Park Piobaireachd” (Piob Soc Collection 115) would have
been performed two and a half centuries ago in an A-B-A-B’-A-B’’-A-B’’’-A pattern, which
makes the performance much longer, and consequently ideal for an evening’s entertainment in
the town square during an age when live music was the only music and there was only one piper
in the community. In contrast, the same tune will today group all the variations together and be
performed in the compressed A-B-A pattern. This grouping together of the variations followed
by a single return to the theme is an important innovation of the modern, competition-oriented
piobaireachd performance style in which multiple pipers each need a turn to play for the judges.
Tempo is another issue. Haddow says a piobaireachd “typically” begins with a slow
introduction or ground. Are there instances of piobaireachd that are atypical? Later in his own
book, Haddow himself recommends “the playing of at least some Ceol Mor as lively music”
(152), contradicting his original description of piobaireachd as “slow,” so it appears that tempo
is a stylistic choice rather than a defining characteristic. However, it is true that modern
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piobaireachd performers always play the introduction at a slow tempo, just as Haddow says, but
such slowness is not necessarily a reflection of the composer’s intent, which in the vast majority
of cases is impossible to know. Nor is it somehow a requirement of the music itself. Slow
piobaireachd tempo as a consistent performance style is a recent innovation reflecting
preferences of competition judges.
Another scholar, Peter Cooke, writes that “The PIBROCH […] is an extended
composition in theme and variation form for the Scottish Highland bagpipe” (“Repertory” 93).
This definition is general enough to allow for much of the variety found within the genre, but
like Haddow’s definition, it is rather vague. What does “extended” mean? Does it simply mean
“long”? If a composer “extends” a jig or a march by adding additional repeated sections, does it
become piobaireachd? If not, why not? What about March-Strathspey-Reel (MSR) medleys,
which are lively as recommended by Haddow and always include numerous sections as
suggested by Cooke? Stuart Liddell’s amazing performance of his MSR at the 2019 Glenfiddich
Piping Championships definitely felt “extended” at nearly nine minutes in length,5 and it was
almost twice as long as the piobaireachd “The Pretty Dirk” (Pincet),6 but Liddell performed this
medley for the “light music” portion of the contest, not the “great music” portion. Or if
“extended” refers to slow tempo, that rules out Haddow’s idea presented above that ceol mor
could be played “as lively music.” Perhaps “extended” is merely a quality of the theme and
variation form; but if that is the case, what about piobaireachd such as “Lament for Red Hector
of the Battles,” which includes only a single variation (Haddow 27; Piob Soc Collection 111) or
“The Pretty Dirk” (MacKay Collection 80) that seems to include no variations? How can pieces
like these be described as “extended”? If piobaireachd can be short, then Cooke’s description of

5
6

A video of Liddell’s performance can be found here: https://vimeo.com/371359345
An audiorecording of this piobaireachd can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ptiRebTCGBI
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this music as “extended” is a situational comment that may aptly describe the many tunes which
include multiple variations, but it is not helpful in creating a reliable definition for the genre as a
whole.
A third scholar, Frans Buisman, suggests that piobaireachd is not truly ancient in the
sense of prehistoric, but rather is “a unique species of 17th- and early 18th-century ceremonial
music that was composed for the Scottish Highland bagpipes” (17). He goes on to explain that
“Most of the some 250 preserved compositions were made to follow a form consisting of a set of
standard variations added to the Ürlar (the first movement or “Ground”)—in many cases perhaps
only at some late point in the course of their tradition” (17). While this definition with its
accompanying explanation is refreshingly honest in its qualifications which gently point out that
many compositions of piobaireachd were altered “at some late point in the course of their
tradition” (17), it also seems to make several unsupportable claims regarding the music. First, by
limiting piobaireachd composition to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Buisman
disqualifies both earlier and later works purely on the basis of composition date. This creates an
awkward situation by rendering well-established tunes such as the above-mentioned 1411
“Lament for Red Hector of the Battles” and much brosnachaidh, including both the previously
discussed “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald” also of 1411 and the 1299 “Brosnachaidh Catha
Chlann Dùghaill” as non-piobaireachd, by virtue of their early dates. The very title of the
Piobaireachd Society’s own Collection of Ceòl Mór Composed during the Twentieth Century is
declared an oxymoron simply because of the century in which the works were composed. The
presence of both pre-seventeenth century tunes and post-eighteenth-century tunes within
Piobaireachd Society publications, and the existence of new, twenty-first century ceol mor
compositions suggest that this part of Buisman’s definition is not accurate.
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Buisman’s explanation of piobaireachd also invites additional questions. Regarding the
“preserved” compositions, Buisman states that “most” of them followed a consistent pattern.
What about the exceptions? How far can a composition deviate from the norm and still be called
piobaireachd? The 250 works to which Buisman refers (the most recent Piobaireachd Society
Collection includes 264) are necessarily “preserved” compositions in that they were not lost, but
the suggestion that other compositions of piobaireachd were not “preserved” invites speculation.
Were these unpreserved works lost as a result of death or accidental forgetfulness of those pipers
who had played them, or were these works intentionally rejected by transcribers and collectors
for other reasons, such as because the compositions did not lend themselves easily to the theme
and variations form increasingly preferred by late eighteenth century contest judges? Granted, it
would be unfair to expect Buisman to know the motivation behind editorial decisions, but it
would be helpful to have more detail regarding the “some late point” at which early
compositions were altered and so “made to follow” the current form.
However, Buisman makes a very important point, often ignored by performers and
unknown to audience members, by suggesting that many works did not originally include the
variations that are now considered part of the piece. This situation—the addition of variations not
written by the original composers—is widely recognized by scholars. The Piobaireachd Society
itself, in the preface to its very first published volume in 1925, admitted to a lack of certainty
regarding “the form in which any particular tune of date earlier than the nineteenth century was
originally composed” (Piob Soc Collection “Preface” iv). Not only that, but some tunes are
published with sections that are known to have been added by editors and not to be authentic to
the original composition. For example, in the 1925 notes regarding “The Big Spree,” there is
discussion regarding “[t]he Taorluath and Crunluath, which [the Editors] have added in order to
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satisfy the conventional requirements of competition playing” (Piob Soc Collection 14). This is a
powerful statement; with the addition of those variations, “The Big Spree,” which was already a
marvelous piobaireachd, thus became suitable for world-class competition. An example of this is
Jack Lee’s breathtaking performance of that tune at the 2015 Glenfiddich Championships.7 If
the variations, and especially the crunluath variation, had not been added, the tune could not
have been performed in competition.
The possibility that some early piobaireachd may have been intentionally rejected by
later collectors (which is not known), or that numerous works may have been systematically
altered (which is), supports the argument for chronological change in the genre. At the time of
the earliest piobaireachd competitions in 1781 (Cheape Book of the Bagpipe 74), many works,
indeed most, were still transmitted via oral tradition, not yet having been codified on a staff. Jack
Taylor discussed this at the 2019 Conference of the Piobaireachd Society, where he asserted that
“the vast majority of tunes played until 1844 had been learnt by ear” (22). It is very possible that
some of the tunes to which Taylor referred, particularly those that were deemed unlikely to lead
to prize money at competitions, were simply never written down, and consequently, they ceased
to be remembered and thus do not appear in modern collections. If all the tunes known by pipers
in the late 1700s had been written down, it is possible that piobaireachd repertoire would be
significantly larger than it is today.

7

A video of Lee’s performance can be found here: https://vimeo.com/143726073
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Table 1
Contrasting Descriptions: Piobaireachd is…
(According to)
Piobaireachd Society

Description
.. not ceol beag.

Strength
Elegant, balanced,
simple.

Haddow

…ancient Highland
music, 15 minutes long,
ending with return to
theme.
… extended music in
theme-and-variation
form.
… 17th and early 18th
century music, edited to
fit theme-and-variation
form.
… martial or mournful
variations.

Describes modern,
competition style.

Cooke
Buisman

Merriam-Webster

Describes modern
composition structure.
Recognizes editorial
alterations to original
works.
Simple and balanced,
highlights multi-section
nature of much ceol
mor.

Weakness
Suggests that
piobaireachd is not
definable, whereas
“light music” is.
Excludes ceol mor
composed by nonScots; excludes older
performance style.
Excludes shorter tunes;
“extended” is
undefined.
Limits ceol mor
composition to a 150year window, excluding
earlier and later works.
Ignores the value of the
primary melody,
suggests performance
practices which are no
longer in effect.

Finally, according to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, pibroch (English spelling) is “a
set of martial or mournful variations for the Scottish Highland bagpipe” (Pibroch). This is
another example of a superbly concise definition, but it is misleading on three counts. First, it
distills all piobaireachd into two categories: either a tune is military in nature, or it is a Lament.
This is both too complicated, in that it suggests typology that a listener cannot detect, and too
simple, in that it ignores the other sorts of subdivisions that exist within piobaireachd, such as
Salute, Gathering, and March. Second, it defines the genre as “a set of variations,” but variations
of what? That is an important piece of missing information. To identify a portion of music as a
“variation” necessarily implies that there is a basic melody elsewhere within the work, a melody
that provides a musical seed from which the variation grows and develops. Therefore, to define a
genre of music as “variations” without including at least a cursory reference to the essential
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“theme” is problematic. Third, it suggests that these works are always specifically for the
Scottish Highland bagpipe, and while that does reflect most modern performance practice,
including the music which is the focus of this study, it also places unnecessary restrictions on the
instruments that can or cannot be used for performing this style of music.
Answering the Big Question
Each of the above descriptions of piobaireachd attempts to account for the complexity of
ceol mor as it is currently heard in twenty-first-century piping contests, but in so doing fails to
account for some of the early ceol mor and fails to present the crucial distinction between ceol
mor and ceol beag. In consideration of the various tunes, ancient and modern, that have been
used so far as examples—and indeed of all the tunes in the Piobaireachd Society’s Collection
Books 1-16, all the tunes in the Kilberry Book of Ceol Mor, all the tunes in Angus MacKay’s
1838 Collection of Ancient Piobaireachd, and all the tunes in the Piobaireachd Society
Collection of Ceòl Mór Composed during the Twentieth Century 1930-1980, a common factor
must be identified that unifies them all, without exception, while simultaneously excluding all
ceol beag, without exception. There is such a unifying factor, and that factor will inform the
essential definition of piobaireachd. Piobaireachd is a melody performed in the style of a Gaelic
air. Everything beyond that essential commonality is a matter of interpretation, chronological
development, growth of the genre, optional compositional and editorial choices, idiosyncratic
capabilities of the instrument, and specific situational requirements. It is, of course, incumbent
upon the performer to discover exactly what that style is and how to interpret it on the
instrument, which is why pipers seek out master teachers; it is also why piping contests use
different judges for ceol mor than for ceol beag (WUSPBA “Judging”). With these ideas firmly
in mind, and especially the essential definition of piobaireachd, it is now possible to move
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forward and look with clarity and objectivity at how and why piobaireachd, as a living art form,
has changed in its more than five hundred years on the planet.
Case Study: “The Pretty Dirk”
In 1838, Queen Victoria’s piper Angus MacKay, with support from the Highland Society
of London, published a historic volume entitled A Collection of Ancient Piobaireachd or
Highland Pipe Music. This collection includes sixty-one ceol mor, and the thirty-third piece is a
lovely work entitled, “The Pretty Dirk” (80). This tune differs from modern piobaireachd in its
number of sections, type of variations, overall performance duration, and notational style. The
editors of the Piobaireachd Society comment that “This little tune, famous by name, is seldom
heard nowadays” (Collection 318). It is easy to understand why ambitious performers would shy
away from it; it consists of only two sections and lacks a crunluath movement. The crunluath, a
complex type of melodic variation, is considered indispensable in modern competitive piping. In
fact, The College of Piping Tutor for the Highland Bagpipe Part Four: Piobaireachd states
emphatically in Lesson One that “Your future as a piobaireachd player depends on being able to
play a crunluath properly” (MacNeil 2003 7). Without a crunluath variation section, a piper
stands no chance of winning or even placing in a contest unless he or she is competing in a
beginner or juvenile category which allows performance of a partial, or incomplete,
piobaireachd.
The tune is easy to miss in MacKay’s book because of its placement and its size. In
contrast to the tunes which immediately precede it, the three-page “Abercairney’s Salute” and
the modest page-and-a-half “Struan Robertson’s Salute,” this short piece attributed to Patrick Og
MacCrimmon (an illustrious member of the famous MacCrimmon family of pipers) begins
halfway down the page and fills a mere six lines of music. Notations indicate a “Part 2nd”
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beginning on line four (a reader may infer that the first three lines comprise the first part), and a
“D.C. Thema” notation at the bottom of the page. This appears to be a remarkably short
piobaireachd.
In all fairness, it should be recognized that the number of countable staves of music is not
always reflective of a piece’s actual duration in ceol mor, because modern piobaireachd editors
often use abbreviations and symbols. Typically, piobaireachd tunes today are notated with
simple, often alphabetically-based markings such as “T” or “C” or even non-alphabetic symbols
and abbreviations, with a key for interpretation included beneath the last line of music. This
clever methodology enables the editor to indicate complicated embellishments multiple times
while still keeping the page clean. It also allows an editor to effectively include very significant
amounts of music to be performed, without using much ink and space. In this way, if a composer
wishes to write several variations on a theme, and in those variations the essential melody
remains exactly the same and the only feature that changes is the sequence of embellishments,
the editor can simply write the melody once, and then beneath each note write the symbol for the
type of embellishment to be associated with that note. The result can look rather like a line from
a church hymn or Christmas carol with a repeated melody but multiple verses, the difference
being that instead of words for each stanza, the performer sees letters. For example, the
piobaireachd “The MacLeans’ March” (Piob Soc 308) shows a simple sixteen-measure melody
(variations V-VI, VIII-X) compressed onto a single stave, beneath which are sequences of
symbols designating what embellishments the piper is to perform in each of those five variations.
The entire melody in this instance consists of quarter notes, so under each quarter note is a
symbol to signify what manner of embellishment is to be used before and/or after that note.
Thus, beneath the first four (quarter note) measures of variation V, the performer reads “T T T T
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T T T T” wherein each “T” represents a complicated seven-note embellishment, and two lines
below that (variation VII) is “C C C C C C C C,” wherein each “C” represents a complicated
nine-note embellishment (curiously and rather amusingly, the second line of embellishments in
this particular instance [variation VI] consists of sixteen “T”s, and the fourth line [variation VIII]
consists of sixteen “C”s; there is thus much repetition, but such redundancy eliminates any
chance of ambiguity). By using this approach for this tune, eighty measures of music—the
equivalent of an entire page if it were fully written-out in MacKay’s book—is cleanly notated in
a very small space. The same approach—using symbols to represent repeated embellishments—
is used for each piobaireachd in the Kilberry Book of Ceol Mor (Campbell). It is a wellestablished and efficient notational practice with which piobaireachd performers in the twentyfirst century are very familiar.

V Taorluath Doubling (T,T") VI Taorluath Trebling (T)
VIII Crun luath Doubling (C,C") IX C runluath Trebling (C)
X Crunluath a mach (:))

eyF I
ii

T
T
C
C
C

fl

T
T
C
C
J

-

t.J

I• 1~
'r I I I I IF r
ii

~

I

ii

I

T

T

T

T
C
C

C
C
C

T
T
C
C
C

J

c--:,

T
T
C
C
J

T
T
C
C
J

T
T
C
C

T" T

T T
C" C
C C

J

J

J

F II•I

Ir
T
T
C
C
C

T
T
C
C
J

-

t.J

-

I

~

I

Ir

T
T
C
C

T
T
C
C
J

J

;- Ir
T
T
C
C
J

Abbre\'iations

)

---

l...._.::j

I
T"

1.,

T
fl

T
T
C
C
C

ii

I

}

-·
I

=

.-

)

'

~

Ir

T
T T
C" C
C C
J J

T
T
C
C
J

r·

ii

I

Ir r Ir

T
T
C
C

T"
T
C"
C

T

T

C
C

C

J

J

J

T

~

L.......=:

C
C

F IITr •I

T
T
C
C

J

T

T
T

C
C
C

C
C
J

I r r Ir r I
T
T
C
C
J

T

r·

T

C
C

T T
C" C
C C

J

J

T

r F II

T
T
C
C
C

J

T
T

C
C
J

Used

~

C

.

T

-~ .
~

J\
I

I

I

C"

~

),

•

~

J

J\ -

__::,

-

Ex. 1. The Piobaireachd Society’s Collection, Books 1-16. Piobaireachd Society, 2016. Detail from “The
MacLeans’ March,” page 308. Abbreviations are shown for parts V-VI and parts VIII-X with an explanatory key.
Used with permission.

MacKay, however, used no such shorthand. In his volume, every embellishment is
completely written out note-by-note. And although MacKay’s approach is now old-fashioned, it
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is not completely obsolete; a few modern publications of ceol mor such as the small set of tunes
included in the otherwise very robust Scots Guards Standard Settings of Pipe Music still show all
embellishments fully notated. However, the result is that the MacKay style necessarily takes up
more space than the Piobaireachd Society style when there are numerous repeated multi-note
embellishments. For example, the above-mentioned tune “Abercairney’s Salute,” which fills
three full pages in MacKay’s collection, requires only two pages in the Piobaireachd Society
Collection (357-358). Similarly, the likewise above-mentioned “Struan Robertson’s Salute,” to
which MacKay dedicated a page and a half, requires only three quarters of a page in the
Piobaireachd Society Collection as a result of the latter’s use of abbreviated symbols (235).
The point of this short discussion on the development of notational style is to recognize,
firstly, that a sample of ceol mor that appears short on paper might not actually be short when
performed if the editor made use of abbreviated symbols, and secondly, that MacKay used no
such symbols in his own publication. Thus, concerning the seemingly short tune “The Pretty
Dirk,” the apparent is true. At only five minutes in performance duration (Pincet), not only is this
piece short when compared to other tunes in MacKay’s collection, but it is also very short by
modern standards of piobaireachd performance norms. Since it lacks the numerous variations
and complex embellishments expected of high-level pipers (the Piobaireachd Society edition
could find very few embellishments to abbreviate), this composition, despite its famous author
and interesting title, can never be performed by high-level pipers at major events such as the
Master’s Solo Piping Competition in Glasgow, the Bratach Gorm competition in London, the
Glenfiddich Championship in Blair Atholl, or any other non-juvenile competitive event on any
continent.

31
Even young pipers are unlikely to spend time and effort learning “The Pretty Dirk.”
Because of the highly nuanced nature of ceol mor, pipers who learn piobaireachd tend to be
serious, ambitious musicians who are motivated to succeed in official piping contests which will
grant them, at the very least, national ranking. At best, these pipers will advance to the next
competition level for the following calendar year or begin receiving prize money. Therefore, an
amateur piper (and the vast majority of pipers—competitive and non-competitive—are
“amateur”) will build competition repertoire by choosing tunes that he or she will be able to
continually polish and use beneficially over time, and competition norms exclude tunes such as
“The Pretty Dirk.” Furthermore, these competition norms are not merely intuitive or subjective;
they are officially codified in piping association manuals. For example, the “2019 Contest Rules”
for solo piobaireachd competition in the Western United States require an entry-level (Grade 4)
soloist to play “the ground and the next numbered section” (WUSPBA “Contest” 7). In this case,
it appears that, since “The Pretty Dirk” has a first section, which is presumably the ground,
followed by a second section, a competition piper could feasibly use this tune for such a contest.
However, when that piper gains sufficient technical skill to advance to the next higher level, he
or she is expected to play not merely the first two sections, but the entire piobaireachd. The
implication is clear: for competition purposes, a two-part tune is not considered an entire
piobaireachd.
Furthermore, “The Pretty Dirk” does not even fit the basic description of a piobaireachd
according to some modern definitions. A piobaireachd is expected to include not merely one
variation, but multiple variations. It is even debatable whether “The Pretty Dirk” includes any
variations at all. Although the Piobaireachd Society edition identifies the first part as the Urlar,
or “theme,” and the second part as a variation (“Var.”) on that theme, MacKay himself, on whose
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publication the Piobaireachd Society version is based (Piob Soc 285, 319), made no overt
designation to that effect, opting simply to annotate “Part 2nd” for staves three through six. This
contrasts significantly with his notation in other tunes, such as the immediately preceding
“Struan Robertson’s Salute,” where he indicates “Varn. 1st” for the first variation (79) and
identifies the rest of the variations according to type of embellishment, such as “Doubling of
Varn. 1st” or “Crun-luath.” Similarly, in the very next tune, “The Munro’s Salute,” MacKay
includes labels for “Var. 1st, Var. 2nd,” and “Crun-luath” (81). MacKay must have considered
the structural differences between “The Pretty Dirk” and the other pieces in his collection, and
perhaps he was unsure in his own mind whether the second half constituted a new theme, or
whether it comprised a variation on the first theme; and since the original composer was long
dead and thus unavailable for consultation, this editor (MacKay) intentionally chose the vague
designation of “Part 2nd,” lacking the prescience to realize that two centuries later his markings
would affect how this musical work is interpreted.
Nor is “The Pretty Dirk” unique in its relative shortness. As discussed above, Alistair
Campsie described the piobaireachd “MacLeod’s Dog[’s] Short Tail” by stating that it “lacks the
customary variations which typify a pibroch” (102). If this piece lacks the “customary”
variations, does it include any variations at all? Without a crunluath section, which is one of the
important variations which typify piobaireachd, it would be not be suitable for high-level
competitive piping; but without at least two sections, it would not be suitable for competition
even at lower levels. Possibly the title of the tune is an intentional pun on the shortness of the
composition. Furthermore, the same collection, the Campbell Canntaireachd, features other
surprisingly short tunes as well. For example, the composition labeled “One of the Cragich: CC
V1 35” (encoded in this way because there are multiple “One of the Cragich”es) consists of only
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a “Ground” and “Variation 1” (Molard 17); like “The Pretty Dirk,” the entire printed work is
only six lines long. Not only that, but another piobaireachd “A Glas,” from the same publication,
shows no labeled sections at all. At only twenty-eight measures in length, this sample of ceol
mor from the eighteenth century shows only the urlar; that is, it consists only of a theme, with no
variations (54). These three tunes, “MacLeod’s Dog[’s] Short Tail,” “One of the Cragich,” and
“A Glas,” demonstrate, by their paucity of complex variations, further examples of an old ceol
mor composition approach which has been eclipsed by the modern competition style.
Size Matters
However, continuing on the subject of “The Pretty Dirk,” it would be a mistake to
suggest that this tune has fallen completely into obscurity, or that it is absolutely never learned or
performed. In fact, some competitive pipers have even listed the tune among their competition
sets (Belak). Nevertheless, this should not be understood to suggest that “The Pretty Dirk,” a
two-part mini-piobaireachd written in about 1700 (Campbell 9; Haddow 131), is ever a winning
tune in the context of twenty-first-century competitive piping; there are other reasons that a piper
might choose to learn the tune. For example, certain contests, notably the Skye Highland Games
in Scotland, enjoy recognizing and celebrating the music composed by the MacCrimmon family
of pipers, and “The Pretty Dirk” is consequently listed among thirty-two MacCrimmon
piobaireachd titles which are acceptable to submit when competing for the prestigious Dunvegan
Medal (Maclean). As a result, an occasional piper may include the title on his or her entry form.
However, it is also important to note that for this contest, an entrant must list not just one, but
four MacCrimmon tunes, from which the judge will select which one the piper is to play. Thus,
taking into consideration the requirements of this particular competition, a piper of piobaireachd
who wishes to participate, and therefore needs four MacCrimmon compositions in his or her
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repertoire, may find it strategically expedient to learn “The Pretty Dirk” in order to satisfy the
entry requirements. After all, this piobaireachd is recognized as a MacCrimmon tune and is thus
technically acceptable. Still, the judge is unlikely to want to hear such a relatively short and
simple tune, and is more likely to request a longer, more technically complex piece. Thus, for a
piper to list “The Pretty Dirk” on an entry form is by no means to suggest that he or she will ever
play the tune in actual competition.
The notion that “The Pretty Dirk” is an inferior tune for modern competitive pipers is
supported by considering what kind of pieces actually do win. In studying the five winning ceol
mor tunes from the 2016 Dunvegan Medal contest (the above-discussed event requiring
MacCrimmon compositions), the shortest tune, with respect to number of sections, was the fivepart “A Flame of Wrath for Patrick Coagach,” which won fourth place. The first-place tune that
year was the even longer “Battle of Waternish,” which consists of nine parts (Berthoff 2016). In
the more recent 2019 Dunvegan Medal contest, first prize went to a performance of “Lament for
the Earl of Antrim,” a ten-part tune (Berthoff 2019). Thus, it appears that recent piobaireachd
prizes in this contest have been awarded for tunes ranging from five to ten sections; no twosection compositions are mentioned. Even though it should not be supposed that there is any
generally predictable correlation between number of sections and contest placement, size clearly
does matter.
To provide an apples-to-apples comparison of tune length, it was mentioned above that
Angus MacKay’s book needed only about half a page for the six lines of “The Pretty Dirk.” In
contrast, his transcription of “MacLeod of Raasay’s Salute,” which took second place in the 2016
Dunvegan Medal contest, completely filled pages nine through eleven—a full three pages, as
opposed to half a page. Also, and significantly, each of the winning tunes in the Dunvegan
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Medal contest includes the elaborate crunluath variation, which “The Pretty Dirk” does not.
Unless a clever editor takes the initiative to add, or rather “discover” some new content to this
tune, it is likely to remain on the margins of piping repertoire. As far as twenty-first-century
competitive bagpiping is concerned, “The Pretty Dirk” is too short and too simple, and the
piobaireachd musical form has moved beyond it.
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CHAPTER 4
HISTORY AND INFLUENCES
Where Did It All Come From?
The sound of piobaireachd is intimately connected with the structure, size, and substance
of the set of pipes a particular piper uses. In the twenty-first century, almost all piobaireachd is
heard in a large, open environment, often outdoors, because the preferred instrument itself, the
Great Highland bagpipe, sometimes called piob mhor “great pipe,” is loud. Since much ceol mor
was composed centuries ago, modern listeners may suppose that they are, in a way, stepping
back in time and experiencing music as it was heard by Bonnie Prince Charlie (1720-1788),
Mary Queen of Scots (1542-1587), or even Robert the Bruce (1274-1327). The bagpipe has a
long history, and it is fun to think that it has always sounded as it does today. However, the past
two centuries have seen very significant changes in the shape and sound of the Highland
bagpipe, and consequently in the sound of piobaireachd. The musical structure itself has also
changed. Some of these changes can be attributed to particular overlapping social and political
influences. Other notable changes are not attributable to a single identifiable source, but rather
seem to result from improved manufacturing techniques as well as general societal preference for
new musical style.
Origins
The first influence, and one which should not be ignored, was the clan environment in
which the music was born. The role of pipers and piobaireachd stretches back to the period in
Scottish history before roads were created to connect the Lowland cities with the Highland
villages, and when clan settlements in the Highlands were largely isolated as a result of natural
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borders such as rivers and mountains. As in other tribal societies, regionally-specific cultural
forms developed, while not in a complete vacuum, certainly with limited influence from beyond
the borders of clan territory. Regarding these clan-based cultural forms, Prebble writes that, “A
chief’s amusement came from the land and the culture of his people, from bardic poems and wild
pipe music” (37). It is significant that Prebble groups poetry and pipes together; Cheape alludes
to the relationship between the two when he writes of “the structuring of piobaireachd in
accordance with bardic meters in Scottish Gaelic, developing when the bagpipe was adopted into
Highland culture” (National Collection 3). This communicates something interesting about the
structure of piobaireachd music: it was based on traditional Gaelic poetry.
The timeline of ceol mor development is a matter of ongoing discussion. According to
Cheape’s 2008 book, the bagpipe did not become a prominent feature of Gaelic society until the
late 1600s and early 1700s, and he writes that the bagpipe “is seldom mentioned as a musical
instrument in Gaelic sources before the mid-17th century” (National Collection 63). This is an
interesting statement; “seldom” is not the same as “never,” and if the bagpipe was mentioned
even occasionally in the earlier Gaelic sources—and such mention would necessarily have been
rare, as Cooke writes that “Gaelic culture never had a literary tradition” (“Repertory” 94)—it is
possible that the pipes were more widespread than Cheape suggests. Whether or not that was the
case, in his article of 2009, Cheape referenced a piobaireachd entitled “Piobaireachd Dhomhnaill
Diuibh” (“The Piobaireachd of Black Donald”)8, as a song associated with the Highlands a full
century earlier, in 1547 (“Traditional Origins” 107). It is noteworthy that this is yet another
example of a composition that was not strictly instrumental as piobaireachd is today, but rather a
song, which is consistent with Cheape’s explanation of the relationship between Gaelic poetry

8

Named after “Black Donald,” an early fifteenth century warrior chief of Clan Cameron (Maclean 32).
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and piobaireachd; in fact, Haddow also writes that, “we hold firmly [the belief] that many
tunes—far more than is usually admitted—arose from well-known songs” (153).

Fig. 5. Detail from Burney, Edward Francis. “Amateurs of Tye-Wig Music (‘Musicians of the Old School’).” 1820.
Oil on canvas. Tate Britain, London. Bagpipes as an object of contempt: a servant is shown stumbling and spilling
tea service over pipes that have been carelessly left on the floor. (Photo by author)

Despite their usefulness as a complement to vocal music, not everybody liked bagpipes in
the 1500s. Cheape quotes a late sixteenth century Gaelic poet who describes the pipes as “harsh
and barbaric” (“Traditional Origins” 108), an instrument worthy of contempt. This could be a
reflection of resentment felt by the bard at how the pipes were taking over a position of
prominence previously held by harpist-poets. It could likewise be a subjective opinion expressed
by a person who simply did not care for bagpipes, just as some people in the twenty-first century
are not fond of that instrument. However, it could equally well be a commentary on the quality
of bagpipe music as a whole and the very limited performing ability evidenced by the playing of
most, if not all pipers because the instrument and its performance technique had not yet been
well-developed.
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How Many Drones?
The physical structure of the Highland bagpipes was for several centuries fluid. For
example, in “The Ghost Pipers,” Stuart McHardy tells the story of a man who heard an unusual
instrument: “Something about the sound was not quite right but he could never put his finger on
it… Eventually he realized what the problem was—the pipes he was hearing were two-drone, not
three-drone pipes!” (121). For fans of the bagpipe in the twenty-first century, this account seems
appropriate only for a tale of fantasy, since there is no such thing as a two-drone pipe; every
Highland bagpipe in the world has three drones, whether in San Francisco, Toronto, Edinburgh,
or Karachi. However, that has not always been the case.
The National War Museum of Scotland has on display a 1743 print by artist George
Bickham. This engraving, entitled “A Highland Piper in His Regimentals,” depicts a soldier
playing the bagpipes, and his instrument has only two drones, just like the two-drone instrument
described in “The Ghost Pipers.” This military piper’s sword hangs at his side, and a regimental
flag, securely attached to his bass drone, proudly blows in the breeze. However, Bickham’s
depiction of the instrument itself is illuminating for other reasons. In addition to the presence of
only two drones, the drones in this engraving are surprisingly thin. Unlike modern Highland
pipes, which are constructed of several hefty chunks of African blackwood, this piper’s drones
are positively petite. Compared to the Great Highland bagpipe of today, this set of pipes would
have produced a much smaller, lighter sound, suitable even for indoor use. In fact, the instrument
Beckham shows is remarkably similar to an instrument now called Scottish smallpipes, which
are also known as “fireside pipes” because the sound is soft enough to play at home in front of
the hearth. It is also noteworthy that the two drones in this picture are clearly of different sizes, a
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short tenor drone and a long bass drone. The reason this is noteworthy is that not all two-drone
instruments in the eighteenth century used the same arrangement.

Fig. 6. Detail from Bickham, George. “A Highland Piper in His Regimentals.” 1743. Engraving. National War
Museum, Edinburgh. (photo by author)

Joseph MacDonald, in his 1760 Compleat Theory of the Scots Highland Bagpipe,
describes two different drone configurations that were in use during the late eighteenth century,
one of which had only “the smaller Drones of the Highland Bagpipe (two in number)” (97). So
evidently, there was variety in the physical structure even of two-drone Highland pipes; some,
such as the one described by MacDonald, had two small (tenor) drones, and others, such as the
one depicted by Bickham, had one tenor drone and one bass drone. Either of these instruments
might match the mysterious two-drone instrument in “The Ghost Pipers,” since McHardy’s tale
is not specific regarding the sound produced by the drones on the instrument. However, in
MacDonald’s Compleat Theory, he continues his narrative on the quality and structure of
Highland pipes in 1760 by reporting that “there was, and still is, in use, with the Pipers in the
North Highlands particularly, a great Drone, double the Length and Thickness of the smaller, and
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in sound, just an octave below them, which adds vastly to its grandeur, both in sound and show”
(97). This description of a bagpipe used in the North Highlands, an instrument which includes a
bass drone in addition to the two small drones, describes generally the shape of the Highland
bagpipe used by the vast majority of recreational pipers as well as by all competitive pipers and
all pipe bands in the world today.
It is significant that MacDonald described the bass drone as not merely longer, which
would have affected only the pitch, but also as thicker, which made it louder—perhaps loud
enough to balance musically the two smaller, higher-pitched drones. MacDonald clearly liked the
three-drone instrument because it looked and sounded better, but his description also suggests
that typical Highland bagpipes during the writing of his book included only two drones and that
this superior, three-drone variety, so familiar in the twenty-first century, was the exception in
1760, rather than the rule. Cheape explains that “The Great Highland Bagpipe as we recognize it
today [...] did not exist before about 1780” (National Collection 136). However, when the third
drone finally did become popular, that innovation and the accompanying growth in the sound of
the instrument caused a very significant change to the piobaireachd experience, both to the
performer who now had an additional drone to balance physically and musically and to keep in
tune, and to the audience member who now enjoyed a fuller listening experience. Nor was that
the end of physical changes to the instrument.
More Wood
In 1816, half a century after MacDonald wrote his historic book, the artist Franz Joseph
Manskirch painted his “Anecdote of the Bravery of the Scotch Piper of the 71st Highland
Regiment at the Battle of Vimiera 1808” (Zaczek 95). This work depicts the heroics of a
Highland piper, George Clark, who despite his own injuries, continued to encourage the soldiers
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by playing his pipes on the battlefield. This was an army bagpiper, and he is shown playing a
three-drone set of pipes, similar in that way to the innovative style of instrument MacDonald had
expressed approval of in 1760, though the chanter itself appears to be similar to the one on
Bickham’s 1746 engraving and not like chanters used on modern bagpipes.

Fig. 7. Detail from Clark and Dubourgh; after Manskirch. “Anecdote of the Bravery of the Scots Piper at the Battle
of Vimiera 1808.” 1816. Colored aquatint. National Galleries of Scotland, n.d. Web. 29 Jan. 2020. Used with
Permission.

However, of particular interest is the size of the drones in this painting. They appear to be
of equal length, though it is impossible to judge with certainty what Manskirch is trying to
convey since the piper is sitting on the ground in a semi-recumbent position. Nevertheless, it is
clearly seen that the drones are significantly thicker than those on Bickham’s engraving of
seventy-three years earlier. The drones of Manskirch’s piper are now recognizable as the modern
drones familiar to twenty-first century competition pipers. It is apparent that by this time, the
British army had begun to support innovations that made the instrument better for marching and
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for use on the battlefield, as well as for mass-production. The instrument was now louder and
structurally much less fragile than that depicted in Bickham’s 1743 engraving.
Piping Schools
Whereas the physical structure of the Highland bagpipe was markedly influenced by
military needs, it was on the Isle of Skye that piobaireachd musical structure and technique were
shaped. Tradition holds that “schools” of piping gradually developed in the northern Highlands,
and the teachers and students in those schools composed much of today’s extant piobaireachd.
Although it is unknown how, or why, or exactly when these “schools” began, Cooke writes that
“Until the middle of the 18th century there were several schools of piping in the west Highlands
of Scotland, and tradition suggests that the period of instruction was long and rigorous”
(“Repertory” 93). This was a significant time for development of repertoire. Regarding that
repertoire, Cheape explains that “These pieces of music were for the most part composed by
pipers, professional musicians taught in ‘schools’ of piping, from the 16th to the 18th centuries”
(National Collection 3).
In connection with the piping schools, the name that has maintained the longest lasting
fame is MacCrimmon, largely due to the significant number of piobaireachd compositions
attributed to members of that family. The MacCrimmon pipers are sometimes even credited with
inventing the theme and variation form which is now so common in modern piobaireachd.
Regarding the MacCrimmon school, legend and popular narrative hold that clan chiefs would
send pipers to the MacCrimmon farm at Boreraig on the Isle of Skye, where they would develop
their technique over a period of years, though accounts vary as to exactly how long pipers would
spend there. Angus MacKay relates that one aspiring piper, Charles MacArthur, began study at
the MacCrimmon school/farm “where he remained for eleven years” (“Account of the Hereditary
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Pipers” Collection 5). That period of time seems inflated, unless it describes an apprenticeship
situation in which young Charles spent his first Boreraig years mastering the MacCrimmon style
and the subsequent years as part of the teaching staff.
However, other facts concerning study on the Isle of Skye are verifiable. Campsie (a
hostile witness) provides the following excerpt from a 1743 indenture document, in his personal
attempt to deconstruct the rather glorious myth of the MacCrimmon school: “And that his
Lordship is now to send him [...] to the Isle of Skie in order to have him perfected a Highland
Piper by the famous Malcolm MacCrimmon” (59). Campsie then explains that this unnamed
piper was to receive said musical training for a period of seventy-three days, minus travel time.
This record confirms the presence of at least one MacCrimmon on the far north Isle of Skye, that
he was well-known despite his remote location, that practicing pipers did make the journey to
seek him out for instruction, that they would spend a significant amount of time studying with
him, in order to have their piping perfected, in the Highland style, and that the results were
positive enough for the nobility to consider this a worthwhile use of time and money. Also of
interest is that this was not a school for beginners. Musicians who already played the instrument
were sent to the MacCrimmon school specifically to learn the Highland style; that is, they were
sent to learn piobaireachd. This suggests that other kinds of music, ceol beag, were being played
on the pipes by this time.
One of the other groups of piping teachers was the MacArthur family, of which the
above-mentioned Charles MacArthur was a member. Cheape references Angus MacKay’s
account and relates that this family “kept a teaching establishment or ‘college’ of piping, and
they composed and taught ceol mor” (National Collection 68). There also appears to have been
some artistic cross-pollination, because in addition to Charles MacArthur studying with the
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MacCrimmons, MacKay also relates that “a young MacCrimmon was sent to the MacArthurs for
six months to study ‘MacArthur’s particular graces’” (“Account of the Hereditary Pipers”
Collection 5). These “graces” as MacKay terms them, are an integral feature of modern Highland
piping. Cheape aptly comments that this feature “has evolved into an elaborate and highly
disciplined system in the Scottish piping tradition” (National Collection 3). Given that Highland
piping today relies so heavily on grace notes for clean musical articulation, as well as on
numerous other idiomatic embellishments to add musical flavor to piobaireachd especially, it is
intriguing to consider that the MacArthur school may have played a role in developing that
system.
This time of the “schools of piping,” whatever they were, represents a high point for the
art of piobaireachd, and this should not be underestimated. Whatever the practice of piping had
been in the Scottish Highlands during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the “schools of
piping” had infused it with new vitality and caused it to advance beyond mere folk art. It was
specialized and distinct from other styles of piping. There was now a correct way to do it, a
proper approach, a pedagogy. Clan chiefs were supporting it, pipers were learning it, ideas were
being shared, and tunes were being composed that exist until today. Haddow writes that ceol mor
“reached its greatest flowering in the 17th and 18th centuries” (24).
However, these halcyon days could not last forever. Cheape sadly relates that the Jacobite
Wars of the early eighteenth century “brought an end to the structure and the patronage of clan
society, traditional service and employment, and piping began to fail and the ‘schools’ closed”
(National Collection 3). The next thirty years would not be so positive for the art of
piobaireachd.
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Decline
Suppression
Bagpipes have sometimes been viewed as political and military symbols, so when the
Jacobites were considered a threat to the British monarch, the playing of the Highland pipes was
considered by some to be a rebellious act. In this regard, Neville McKay writes that “Highland
pipers and their instrument were closely associated with the clan regiments that rallied to the
support of the Stuart cause in 1715 and 1745” (189). There is disagreement as to the extent of the
damage done to piobaireachd—that is, how much music was lost—as a result of the Act of
Proscription of 1746, or even if any damage was done at all. Some suggest that since bagpipes
and the playing of them were not specifically listed as banned following the Battle of Culloden,
that this component of Gaelic society continued as before.
As support for this argument, it must have been during this period (1746-1782) that
Joseph MacDonald compiled the material for his 1760 Compleat Theory of the Scots Highland
Bagpipe. On the other hand, as there was no established practice of writing method books for
pipers, it is also possible that MacDonald saw his work, not as instructional, but rather as a
historical archive documenting what he perceived to be the last days of this instrument and its
music. It may also be significant that he did not actually compile his notes into book form while
he was in Scotland, where the Act of Proscription was in force, but after he was safely away on a
ship headed for India (apparently not safe enough, since he died en route). Also, since the book
was not published until 1803, long after the author’s death in 1763 and well after the lifting of
the Act of Proscription in 1782 (MacDonald Compleat Theory 2), it is difficult to state
unequivocally that MacDonald considered pipes and piping to be politically safe territory.
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As additional support for the idea that Highland piping was untouched by the Act of
Proscription, it is pointed out that a London-sponsored piobaireachd contest was held near
Glasgow “a mere 35 years after Culloden” (Lairson). However, those three and a half decades
must have been a devastatingly long period of time for the art of piobaireachd when considering
that ceol mor was still an oral tradition that relied on memory and repetition for accurate
transmission, so Campsie points out that “The act of cultural genocide which the Disarming Law
perpetuated on pipe music must be remembered in this respect. At the end of the 18th century the
average lifespan was just over forty years, which meant that a complete generation had lost their
music” (94). With this in mind, Campsie concludes that very few people would still be alive who
remembered the old tunes. This is consistent with the reported sense of crisis felt in 1778 by
members of Highland Society of London, who saw that “cultural traits such as music were
endangered and diminishing towards extinction” (Cheape National Collection 131).
The consensus is that in Gaelic Scotland, Highland piping (and consequently knowledge
of ceol mor) decreased markedly during the years following the Jacobite rebellions. Fortunately,
the art found safe haven in other locations. The pipes remained in use by pro-Hanoverian
Highland army regiments, and if it had not been for this military environment where Highland
pipers were encouraged to practice, perform, and teach others, it is likely that the music and the
instrumental technique that were built up in the schools of piping would have been completely
lost due to the Act of Proscription and that Highland piping would no longer exist in Scotland
today.
As a point of clarification, it is important to recognize that “bagpipe” is a large family of
instruments, there are different kinds of bagpipes, and not every bagpipe is a Highland bagpipe.
Therefore, the suppression of Highland pipes should not be understood to suggest that nobody in
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Scotland was allowed to play any other variety of bagpipe. For example, Cheape writes that
many people “enjoyed the playing of the Union Pipe, and perception is that the instrument was
regarded as a traditional element of Scottish, if not of Highland music” (National Collection
116). He also comments on the style of music likely heard on this instrument, suggesting that
“the Union Pipe may have been regarded as the instrument of ceol beag or ‘light music’” (116).
Zaczek echoes this when he writes that civilians “mostly played dance music” (95).
However, in contrast to the “light music” enjoyed by non-soldiers, Zaczek explains that
the army piper “specialized in the piobaireachd, or pibroch” (95). He also categorizes this music,
writing that it “assumed three main forms: these were stirring martial airs suitable for the
battlefield; marches to lift the spirits of soldiers on the move; and long, slow laments for funerals
and other solemn occasions.” It is significant that Zaczek makes a clear distinction between the
three types of piobaireachd, one type being useful for stirring up the soldiers during battle,
another helping soldiers to march, and the third giving vent to feelings of sadness and loss. In
modern performances of ceol mor, those distinctions cannot be heard.
Despite a glimmer of hope for the future of piobaireachd and the Highland bagpipe due
to the use of pipes in the army, Haddow writes that “they virtually disappeared from the rest of
Gaelic-speaking Scotland (as a pipe does not lend itself to surreptitious use) till the repeal of the
Act in 1782, a period of almost forty years” (24). Grant agrees with this sentiment when he
writes that pipes and pipe music were “for a whole generation after the rising of 1745-6 made
illegal, and without doubt much of this traditional music must have died out during that period”
(55). The law of the land was making it difficult to preserve Highland music.
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Musical Fashion
However, a rather sad fact often ignored by scholars and historians is that piobaireachd
was in a state of decline even before the Act of Proscription. Cooke sheepishly admits that “by
the middle of the 18th century the Pibroch tradition was old and decaying” (“Repertory” 97).
People considered it an “ancient style and form” (97). With any kind of art, new ideas and
approaches are always necessary to keep it alive by providing the required infusion of energy
and enthusiasm. The clan system had provided that for a while in the days of brosnachaidh and
“wild piping,” the schools had provided that for a while, and the military was helping in its
specific and limited environment, but something new was needed to rejuvenate this traditional
Highland art; and for generating excitement in an economically depressed environment such as
Gaelic Scotland in the late eighteenth century, this new thing needed to offer tangible rewards.
Revival
The Highland Society of London
On October 12, 1781, a piobaireachd contest was held as part of an existing festival
called the Falkirk Tryst. This contest, which had been organized by the Highland Society of
London, set in motion a new era in the history and development of ceol mor, the effects of which
continue to influence every player of piobaireachd. Cheape writes that this contest enjoyed the
“patronage of the officer-class of the British army and of contemporary improving clubs and
societies,” and he also emphasizes that “competition became the life-blood of the art” (Book 734). Cannon also makes a powerful statement regarding the lasting impact of piping contests:
It is no exaggeration to say that everything that has been written about piobaireachd, at
least since 1838, must be read with one overwhelming fact in mind. Public performances
of the music consisted almost entirely of competitions, often with very substantial
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rewards in terms of money and career prospects, competitions that were judged largely by
men with different social and educational backgrounds from the pipers themselves.
(Cannon “What Can We Learn” 4)
The last bit of Cannon’s statement is very, very significant for understanding developments
during this period. This was an extremely class-conscious society, and pipers were not to be
judged by a jury of their peers, but by a jury of their social betters—wealthy, highly respected,
and influential men with whom they dare not disagree. Elaborating on the lasting impact of these
competitions, Taylor states that this series of contests, which occurred from 1781 to 1844, “laid
the ground for piobaireachd performance today” (1). Cash prizes were given to winners, and
Taylor quotes the records of the Highland Society of London which report awarding “50 guineas
to the best performers on the Highland Bagpipe” at the 1844 contest (22). The sum of fifty
guineas was equivalent to £55, which in the 1840s had the spending power of over £2,200 today,
so this was a lot of money (RootsChat). In addition to cash, other interesting prizes were also
given. Over the years of the contest, awards included a Highland powder horn (Taylor 12), a
pistol (19), a broadsword, and a Highland dirk (20). It is interesting to consider whether
piobaireachd might become more popular in the twenty-first century if weapons were offered as
prizes. At any rate, if thirty-five years of cultural suppression had brought ceol mor to the brink
of extinction, the sixty years of this contest brought very significant growth and change. Pipers
saw the standardization of instrument shape and sound, the first occurrence of ceol mor as
written music, and heightened performance expectations.
Regarding the sound of the instrument, Cheape suggests that the old sound, by which he
presumably meant the light sound of the thin, two-drone pipes, “may have been going out of
fashion [...] and a contemporary generation were rejecting the ‘harmonic fingerprint’ of the
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sound of MacCrimmons, MacArthurs and Mackay’s, and those who made their bagpipes”
(National Collection 131). Therefore, in order to reform this harmonic fingerprint, every firstplace winner at the piobaireachd contest received a new set of pipes. But this prize instrument
was built to very particular specifications, according to the kind of look and sound the Highland
Society of London, and subsequently the Highland Society of Scotland, wanted to promote and
reward. Of this movement toward modernization and standardization, Cheape writes that “The
physics and acoustics of this shift would then have been confirmed by the requirements of
competition and the reproduction of Prize Pipes by the professional bagpipe-makers in
Edinburgh and London” (131). It is significant that these prize Highland pipes, which by this
time resembled modern pipes, were not manufactured in traditional craft shops up north in the
actual Highlands, but in the major cosmopolitan cities of the Lowlands and southern England. It
is also very significant that British military officers were involved as patrons of this contest, as
the prize pipes that served as the model of new piping look and sound were certainly modeled
after those by now in use by the Highland regiments of the British army.
The style of the music also changed, and in a way that might have been unintentional.
Taylor explains that the Highland Societies, “whilst romanticizing the concept of a wild a
passionate music, unwittingly had the opposite effect, allowing it to become more staid and
measured” (2). The judges naturally wanted to hear a marked difference between the sound of
ceol beag and ceol mor; and since ceol beag, dance music, was fast with a regular beat, ceol
mor—piobaireachd—should be played at a slow rubato, which describes piobaireachd as it
continues to be performed in the twenty-first century. Even if the pipers disagreed with the
judges on this matter, they dared not voice their objection; when money is at stake, a piper will
play to please the person who holds the purse strings. Whether the tune is a march, a salute, a
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gathering, or a lament, word spreads very quickly that the pipers who take home prizes are pipers
who play the melody slowly.
Regarding other features of the early competitions, Taylor makes some fascinating
comments. Specifically, he mentions that each contestant needed to prepare twelve piobaireachd
for the 1829 competition. For context, today’s highest-level competition pipers in the Western
United States prepare four tunes (WUSPBA “Contest Rules” 7). International contests such as
the Glenfiddich Piping Championship require six, which amounts to approximately ninety
minutes of memorized piobaireachd. Initially, at the 1781 Falkirk Tryst and for the first few
contests, pipers were allowed to play whatever ceol mor tune they liked (Taylor 15), which made
sense, since ceol mor was seen as an endangered musical species, so the organizers were happy
to hear anything. However, Taylor relates that the rules eventually changed: pipers in 1829 had
to list twelve tunes, “any one of which to be played at rehearsal or public competition” (15).
Although there is no readily available documentation to explain the justification for this
rather extreme heightening of the contest entrance requirements, or how it affected participation,
it is not difficult to infer several possible reasons. One reason was to encourage technical growth.
A piper who needs several tunes ready to go on contest day is more likely to practice regularly
between contests and improve than a piper who only needs to know one. Those who did not
make time to practice were not eligible to compete. A second reason was to increase known
repertoire. When pipers could choose their own performance piece, it is likely that a small set of
popular, easy tunes was played by many contestants, and the audience would have heard the
same few pieces multiple times. Therefore, requiring several performance-ready piobaireachd
forced pipers to learn more repertoire, and it also made the contest more interesting for the
judges and the audience who then heard a wider variety of pieces. A third reason was to
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encourage musical literacy. Donald MacDonald’s piobaireachd collection had been published in
1819, but many pipers were still memorizing by rote. The twelve-tune requirement was a strong
nudge for them to buy MacDonald’s book and learn to read music.
Modern definitions of piobaireachd, such as those discussed earlier, describe
piobaireachd as “extended” and offer fifteen minutes as a representative length for a tune. It is
unlikely that these amateur pipers in 1829 were preparing a full three hours of memorized ceol
mor—and it was all memorized—since even twenty-first-century world-class professional pipers
who have the advantages of printed music and digital recordings from which to learn and
memorize competition tunes are only required to know six, about an hour and a half of music.
On the other hand, most high-level pipers today compete in both ceol mor and ceol beag, so they
have numerous marches, strathspeys, and reels to prepare in addition to piobaireachd. Plus, it is
often suggested that human memory was much better and attention span much longer in the days
before the invention of modern technological distractions, so it is possible that these early
competitors actually were mastering 180 minutes of music for this contest; but it is more likely
that in the early contests, piobaireachd were shorter and included fewer variations than the same
tunes do today. Nevertheless, whatever the length of the tunes, pipers needed to know several of
them, and they had to be ready to perform any one of them when called upon. In this way,
competition standards were being raised.
Scientific Notation
At major piping contests today, it is not unusual to see judges referring to a large,
hardbound volume, The Piobaireachd Society’s Collection Books 1-16. This nearly six-hundred page publication, folio size, is very likely the same source many of the competitors have used to
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learn the pieces they have prepared. Though commonplace now, piobaireachd’s first appearance
in written form just before the beginning of the 1800s signaled a major change. For centuries, the
composition, preservation, and transmission of ceol mor had depended on memory, auditory
skill, and oral tradition. That age-old approach began gradually to change in the late 1700s.
Cannon writes that, “Practically all the music we now accept as authentic was written down for
the first time in the period, roughly, 1790 to 1840” (“What Can We Learn” 2).

Every October, the prestigious Glenfiddich Solo Piping Championship takes place at Blair Castle in
Blair Atholl, UK. The winner of this invitational contest is informally declared the “World’s Greatest
Piper”—at least until the next year’s contest.
In order to compete for this highly-coveted title, each of the ten invited soloists must have won or
placed near the top, during the previous twelve months, at one of the following competitions:
Glenfiddich

Bratach Gorm

Master’s Solo
Piping

Argyllshire
Games

Northern Meeting

Blair Atholl, UK

London, UK

Glasgow, UK

Oban, UK

Inverness, UK

Note: The Glenfiddich winner is automatically invited to return the following year in order to defend
his or her title.
Fig. 8. Road to Glenfiddich. In addition to six piobaireachd, each Glenfiddich contestant is also required to submit
six marches, six strathspeys, and six reels, all memorized, one of each to be combined at the judges' pleasure into an
MSR medley.

Historical credit must be given to Donald MacDonald who, in addition to being a bagpipe
maker, also was the first to publish a book of piobaireachd using modern notation, “thus
precisely signaling the beginning of the transition from an oral to a written tradition” (Cheape
National Instrument 128). Having received a prize from the Highland Society of Scotland in
1806 for his transcription work, he went on in 1819 to publish A Collection of the Ancient
Martial Music of Caledonia called Piobaireachd. The title of this book is significant in that it
echoes Zaczek’s description of piobaireachd as military music (95).
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Six years later, in 1825, at the tender age of thirteen, Angus MacKay was likewise
“awarded a prize from the Highland Society in response to their appeal for pipe music to be
produced in ‘scientific’ form” (190). This was the precursor to his own very large, very famous
1838 work with a very long title, normally abridged to A Collection of Ancient Piobaireachd.
Ceol mor now existed on the musical staff in printed form.
Piobaireachd Society
The Piobaireachd Society was created in 1901. This organization, based in Glasgow,
follows in the footsteps of the Highland Societies of London and Scotland, but with a more
specific purpose; whereas the goal of the Highland Societies was and is to preserve Gaelic
Highland culture in the broad sense, including language, dress, music, and dance, the
Piobaireachd Society is exclusively about promoting ceol mor. Its mission is “to encourage the
playing teaching and study of this music” (Piob Soc “Welcome”). To that end, the most wellknown and far-reaching approach it has taken has been the publication, over the past century, of
numerous piobaireachd collections, each of which is now available in print or digital version.
The organization also hosts an annual conference, sponsors concerts, and encourages tasteful
innovation in the composition and interpretation of piobaireachd.
Case Study: “Davidson of Tulloch’s Salute”
The twenty-eighth piece in MacKay’s Collection is a very substantial tune entitled,
“Davidson of Tulloch’s Salute” (68). This piece also appears in the Piobaireachd Society’s
Collection (529). The latter publication explains that “the tune is recorded here in similar form to
Angus MacKay’s version” (530), which is logical, since Angus MacKay attributes the work to
his own father, John MacKay, who wrote the piece in 1821, a mere seventeen years before the
publication of the younger MacKay’s Collection. However, there is a discrepancy between the
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two versions. The discrepancy is that the earlier version, the one in the MacKay book, is longer.
In the middle of the piece, MacKay’s version includes an explicit return to the opening ground—
a return which is no longer observed.
The difference in the sections is easy to overlook because, as discussed earlier, modern
publications favor abbreviations, so when there is an opportunity to leave out annotations, those
annotations are left out. In piobaireachd, this even applies to Da Capo (D.C.) signs, which
instruct the musician to return to the beginning and repeat the first section. And this is also
thoroughly logical, since pipers understand that a concluding return to the original theme is
absolutely necessary stylistically in ceol mor. So well-understood is this musical practice that
even in publications by the Scots Guards, in which all embellishments are fully notated and not
abbreviated, the editors consider it unnecessary to instruct a piper to return to the theme.
However, every piper of piobaireachd knows, and every seasoned piobaireachd listener knows,
that after the final crunluath variation with its extremely fast fingerwork, the piper always
returns to the adagio theme in order to end the piece. This well-established ceol mor musical
practice of playing the theme a total of two times, first at the beginning and then again at the end,
must be fully grasped in order recognize how significant it is that the tunes in MacKay’s edition
include not one, but two returns to the theme. In other words, the theme is played a total of three
times; and since the urlar is typically about five minutes long (exact durations vary), removing
one of the repetitions shortens the time of the piece considerably. Thus, modern performance
practice reflects a change in piobaireachd structure since 1838 when MacKay published his
collection.
MacKay’s inclusion of a pre-crunluath Da Capo section marked an intermediate phase in
piobaireachd structure and performance style. Pieces used to include fewer sections, but more
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repetition. In addition, another practice prior to MacKay’s book was that the theme should be
repeated, not merely before the crunluath variation, but before every single variation, and
Haddow names this traditional practice as an example of “methods and customs mentioned by all
the earlier writers but ignored by us” (152). By the time of MacKay’s publication, repetition of
the theme between each section was already going out of fashion in competition piping. It is
likely that MacKay, aware of this trend, edited the tunes in his own collection as a reflection not
of how ceol mor had traditionally been played, but of how competition pipers were now expected
to play it. He wanted his book to be both authoritative and useful.
Interestingly, the Piobaireachd Society takes a different approach in its Collection: on one
hand, the organization recognizes that a historically accurate performance should include
multiple returns to the theme; but on the other hand, even if a performer had the stamina to keep
that up in a tune with the numerous variations now included in most piobaireachd, it would
make the piece too long for modern concert or contest situations featuring multiple pipers.
Therefore, keeping with the system of abbreviating notations as much as possible, the Collection,
with very few exceptions, simply makes no indication at all of a Da Capo and allows the
performer to decide how best to approach each tune. Perhaps this also accounts for the abovementioned absence of Da Capo markings in the Scots Guard Standard Settings.
However, even MacKay’s single mid-piobaireachd return to the theme eventually went
away, and it is never heard in twenty-first-century performances. On the question of why this
universal change has occurred in ceol mor tunes, there are several possible explanations. The
most likely explanation is that competition judges preferred the change. The judges in the early
contests were not pipers, but all members of the gentry. Taylor describes them as “dedicated, and
often highly accomplished in politics, agriculture, and the humanities” (5). Somewhat
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paradoxically, these esteemed pillars of British society wanted the ground (the “theme” or
“urlar”) to be slow, and they rewarded pipers who played it at a nice adagio; but really, hearing
it once at the start, with a brief return to it at the end (not the whole thing please; just a small bit,
thank you), was enough for them, so they may have mandated that only the final Da Capo to the
theme be observed.
A second possibility is that contest durations needed to be controlled. Competitors
noticed that long tunes won more often than short tunes, so competition tunes became longer,
meaning they had more variations. This was possible because most tunes were not yet written
down, so there could be no authoritative reference for the judges to consult even if they had
musical knowledge, and pipers could literally create additional variations for their competition
pieces. This, in turn, made contests very long, especially as the number of entries increased.
Contest organizers needed to find ways of limiting each piper’s performance time—possibly due
to the logistics or expense involved in using a rented contest venue, or perhaps due to a desire to
let the audience go home at a reasonable time, or maybe in hopes of preserving the sanity of the
judges, who had to listen attentively and evaluate each performer. Therefore, in addition to
requiring each entrant to prepare not just one tune (as per the first contest in 1791), but multiple
tunes (as was required in 1829 and as is still done today), removing a repeated section would also
make tunes considerably shorter without sacrificing actual musical content.
A third possible explanation is changes to the physical bagpipes themselves. Just as
instrumentalists are always watching for better instruments, manufacturers are always looking
for new products to sell, and Taylor explains that in 1812, a pipe manufacturer named Malcolm
MacGregor “got five guineas and a medal for his ingenuity in designing a new chanter, with a
greater range” (3). The chanter is the portion of the instrument where the melody is produced,
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and thus is the single most important part of a bagpipe. It is not known whether Mr.
MacGregor’s pipe chanter became the prototype for modern pipe chanters, but this improvement
was considered beneficial to the art. However, although a new kind of chanter would not
necessarily make the instrument more difficult to play, other features of the pipes also changed,
including the reeds, and this most certainly made piping a more physically taxing activity. As
piping technique continued to develop and standardize during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, pipe manufacturers recognized, as did the pipers themselves, that stiffer reeds
produced an appreciably cleaner and crisper sound than softer reeds, and consequently led to
better contest results. However, such reeds were also more strenuous for the performer. Pipers
may have found it increasingly difficult to maintain stamina and intonation for long tunes, so in
order to finish strong after the crunluath movement, began leaving out all returns to the theme
except the very last one. The judges liked it, so the change began permanent.

Fig. 9. The Great Hall of Blair Castle, site of the annual Glenfiddich Piping Championship (photo by author)
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION: PIOBAIREACHD TODAY
Taking Chances
On August 17, 2019, just four days after Allan MacDonald’s performance of the fifteenth
century piobaireachd “Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald” at the National Piping Centre, a
stunning rendition of the somewhat more modern seventeenth century piobaireachd “Lament for
Mary McLeod” was brilliantly performed at another very well-attended piping event, also in
Glasgow. However, the occasion on this day was not a concert sponsored by the Piobaireachd
Society or the Highland Society of London. This was the annual World Pipe Band
Championships held at Glasgow Green, and the performer was not a soloist, but the Scottish
Power Pipe Band.9 The reason this performance was so stunning and surprising is that pipe
bands, as a rule, never play piobaireachd.
There are several reasons for pipe bands’ preference for ceol beag over ceol mor. First,
piobaireachd is used for solo performing, not ensemble. Competition piobaireachd requires
highly-specialized and complex embellishments which maximize the idiosyncratic capabilities of
the bagpipe, making the music very challenging to play as a solo and almost impossible for
ensemble work. Second, the percussion section is vitally important in a pipe band contest, but
drumming is not part of piobaireachd. Third, grade one bands (grade one is the highest) such as
Scottish Power use “The Worlds” to demonstrate how fast they can play, and piobaireachd is
melodically slow. Fourth, competitions require each band to perform a set of several tunes in a
short amount of time, and piobaireachd are too long, even if only the theme is used. Fifth, bands
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A video of Scottish Power’s performance can be found here: https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p07kybyb

61
need to maintain a steady beat in order to preserve the ensemble sound, but piobaireachd is
played without a steady beat; in fact, some piobaireachd scholars describe it as “non-mensural”
because of the absence of rhythmic pulse (MacNeill 2003 8).
Nevertheless, the Scottish Power pipe major and music arranger Chris Armstrong
adventurously threw caution to the wind and cobbled together a brilliant medley that nestled
recognizable portions of “Lament for Mary McLeod” between a jig and a strathspey, and the
audience loved it. So did the judges. In Armstrong’s arrangement, it is also fascinating to note
that he did not use the first section, the “theme,” at all, even though that is the portion of the tune
where the melody chiefly resides (Piob Soc Collection 155). Rather, he used two measures from
Variation One, most of Variation One Doubling, and two measures of the melody from the
Taorluath Variation (but ironically, and rather humorously, omitting all of the actual taorluath
embellishments which that variation was created to demonstrate), carefully applying delicate
percussion to all. These variations, once merely an appendage to the essential piobaireachd
melody, had now been utilized and performed as distinctive melodies independent of the original
piobaireachd theme. How different Scottish Power’s version sounded from a more traditional
performance of the same tune by a solo piper!10
Staying Alive
Although piobaireachd is enjoying greater popularity than ever among pipers, there are
some who worry that it is currently in a fossilized state and at risk of stagnation. At the 2018
Annual Conference of the Piobaireachd Society, concern was expressed that non-pipers generally
do not enjoy it and audiences consider listening to ceol mor “an endurance event” (Piobaireachd
Society “Conference”). Thankfully, Cheape writes that today’s pipers “are equipped with skill
10

A video of Colin Campbell performing this work can be found here: www.youtube.com/watch?v=FsJlLEGWTsc
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and a fierce enthusiasm to play and interpret the music of the bagpipe more imaginatively and
musically than it may have been since the late 18th century” (National Collection 145). Scottish
Power’s application of piobaireachd as part of a pipe band medley is an excellent example of
this imaginative interpretation.
In other efforts which demonstrate the ongoing vitality of piobaireachd, soloists and
groups have enacted a variety of creative approaches to take this music beyond the strictures of
competition. For example, the Piobaireachd Society has hosted a series of non-competitive solo
piobaireachd concerts at St. Cecilia’s Hall in Edinburgh, most recently on August 11, 2019, just
six days before “The Worlds.” Other groups, such as the Big Music Society, take piobaireachd
to new musical heights by featuring a string quartet in addition to the pipes (Murray
Henderson).11 Similarly, Douglas Pincock’s 1994 recording of “MacCrimmon’s Sweetheart”
adds flute, harp, and cello to the sound of the pipes (Pincock).12 Also, the Shasta Piping Society,
based in northern California, has helped increase the repertoire by holding composition contests
for new works of ceol mor. It is fascinating to consider the enthusiasm many modern pipers have
for piobaireachd, to the extent that they are eager not merely to save it from extinction, but to
write it, share it, and perform it in new ways. Cheape writes that, “More than 200 years ago the
disappearance of Highland music was predicted, but we no longer share the strong note of
pessimism” (National Instrument 55). The art of piobaireachd appears to be alive and well for
the current generation.

11
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A video of the Big Music Society can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qqtGWvBUzfE
A recording of Pincock’s ensemble can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3tINNkZmKXw
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Marching to a Different Beat
However, even though ceol mor has a devoted following, this music is not everyone’s
first choice of musical styles. Despite the energy that numerous performers are bringing to the art
of piobaireachd, it is “light music” rather than piobaireachd that represents the kind of pipe
tunes preferred by the majority. Cannon writes that, “ceòl beag is what most pipers play for most
of the time, and it has grown into a complex and vigorous tradition expressed in many different
types of tune” (Highland Bagpipe 46). Not only that, but it would be fair to say that most people
who have heard bagpipes have only ever heard ceol beag, since this includes everything that is
normally performed by an ensemble or accompanied by drums.
Regarding this complex and vigorous tradition, ceol beag—once the domain of Lowland
instruments such as the Union Pipe (Cheape National Collection 116), Pastoral Pipe (100), and
fiddle (Haddow 25)—is now very strongly associated with the Highland bagpipe due to the
popularization of parade marches. These marches, such as those composed for the Highland
regiments beginning in the late eighteenth century, are no longer considered piobaireachd as
they originally were by virtue of being played on the Highland bagpipes, but rather are firmly
established within the category of light music. This is most likely due to the influence of Angus
MacKay and “his development of the more popular march, strathspey and reel forms” that
combined a march with two dances and demonstrated how well the three types of tunes work
together (193). Marches, jigs, hornpipes, strathspeys, and reels are now the preferred music for
most pipers.
In particular, parade marches have become so important that for beginning solo
competitors in the Western United States, the only light music allowed in competition is parade
march: slow march, 2/4 march, and 6/8 march (WUSPBA “Contest Rules” 7). This is because in
addition to requiring a regular, steady tempo (unlike piobaireachd), parade marches tend to be
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less musically nuanced than dance tunes. A piper can focus on the relatively small set of
essential ceol beag embellishments in the context of steady beat and comparatively regular
rhythms. Because of the value of this music to beginning pipers, the Tutor for the Highland
Bagpipe Part 1 focuses almost entirely on marches. While sometimes disguising a slow march as
a “slow air,” twelve of the fourteen tunes within this publication are marches, beginning with the
slow march “Scots Wha Ha’e” (MacNeill 2001 33) and finishing with the 6/8 march “Blue
Bonnets” (70). The parade march, once considered a variety of piobaireachd, is now the single
most popular type of ceol beag tune.
An additional change that has affected the kind of pipe music being performed since the
beginning of the twentieth century, and in particular has greatly increased the popularity of
parade marches, is the advent of the pipe band. The Highland bagpipe, for most of its history, has
been a solo instrument, so piobaireachd was a perfect match for its particular performance
medium which allowed a soloist to take abundant musical liberties; that is, he could speed up,
slow down, and be creative with musical embellishments to demonstrate his virtuosity on the
instrument. This continued until 1746; and even after the repeal of the Act of Proscription in
1782, the Falkirk Tryst contests were for solo pipes, not ensemble.13 However, the growth of the
Highland pipe as a regimental instrument eventually brought changes that extended even to
civilian contexts. Non-combatants, very likely under the leadership of military veterans who had
served as regimental pipers in the army, began organizing pipe bands under the sponsorship of
local organizations such as the Edinburgh City Police. Cannon writes that, “Of the bands in
existence today [2002], some have traced their history back to the 1880s” (Highland Bagpipe
153). He also explains that competitions for pipe bands likewise date back to the 1880s or earlier.

13

Incidentally, these are the dates in the literature; though it is unclear how the first piobaireachd contest was able to
take place in 1781 if the ban on bagpipes was not officially lifted until the following year.
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With this change from bagpipe as a solo instrument to bagpipe as a band instrument, as well as a
change in instrumentation now that drums were added, came a change in the sort of music that
was appropriate to perform. Parade marches were now considered the best. This continues to be
the case, and even though high-level bands demonstrate virtuosity and musical flexibility by
incorporating as many different kinds of tunes as possible into their competition set, every band
enters the field playing a march.

Ongoing Issues
Despite its origins as music of the Highland people, piobaireachd in the twenty-first
century carries connotations of elitism. Cheape alludes to this when he contrasts light music with
“more exclusive traditions of piobaireachd composition and performance” (National Collection
3). This attitude is further reinforced, albeit unintentionally, by instruction books published by
the College of Piping: Volumes 1-3 of Tutor for the Highland Bagpipe focus entirely on light
music. Not until Volume 4 is the piper even introduced to piobaireachd (MacNeill 2003), which
suggests that either it is so difficult a piper will not be ready for it until after he or she has
already mastered much “standard” repertoire (i.e., piobaireachd is not standard repertoire), or
else piobaireachd is not likely to be as interesting and fun as marches and dances, and can
therefore be postponed until later or forever. By separating piobaireachd from “normal” pipe
music, ceol mor is treated as something non-standard, something apart from the mainstream.
Similarly, collections published by the Scots Guards relegate piobaireachd to a short section at
the end of the Standard Settings of Pipe Music, as if it were unimportant, an afterthought, less
important than the ceol beag tunes which comprise the majority of the book. All of this is ironic
when considering that piobaireachd is the one style of Highland bagpipe music with its origins
in the pipe music of the actual Highlands.
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However, questions of musical taste aside, one huge challenge to the advancement of
piobaireachd, a challenge that is likely to remain a constant within the specialization of
piobaireachd, is the problem of music notation. For comparison: in the context of ceol beag, a
musician with reasonably strong sight-singing and sight-reading skills can figure out a brandnew tune—for example, a 2/4 march—with little difficulty (this is not to suggest that 2/4
marches are easy to play, merely that they are relatively easy to understand by looking at the
sheet music), and then proceed alone to work out the fingering on practice chanter, and finally
transfer this technique to the pipes. This is not true for piobaireachd. Whereas the musical
notation used by Angus MacKay and others in the early nineteenth century probably represented
the piobaireachd melody with reasonable accuracy as it was originally composed and as it was
intended to sound (allowing for the flexible nature of the rhythm and tempo of Gaelic airs), the
increasingly nuanced and sophisticated stylistic interpretations that were originally rewarded,
and are now expected, by competition judges has led to a significant gap between the music as
written versus the music as played. Consequently, much more is required of a piper who wants to
play piobaireachd than a piper who wants to play marches and dances. Cooke writes that “to
fashion meaningful musical phrases from the formulas, tuition must be sought where possible
from acknowledged masters, a variety of settings must be compared, competitions must be
attended and in the last resort the performer’s own musical imagination must be invoked, based
on an experience of the tradition” (“Repertory” 102). Clearly, gaining that “experience of the
tradition” is a long and complicated process! Despite MacNeill’s insistence that “piobaireachd is
easier to play than marches, strathspeys and reels” (2003 3), a piper becomes self-sufficient in
light music much more quickly than in piobaireachd. This also makes it trickier for composers
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who want to write new piobaireachd, in that they need to notate the melody not as they want it to
sound, but according to highly sophisticated and nuanced modern ceol mor notational norms.
Summing Up
The piobaireachd style has undergone numerous evolutionary changes since its first
emergence in the Scottish Highlands in the early fourteenth century. While the instrument
continues to be used in military contexts, Incitement tunes have disappeared. In addition,
although piobaireachd formerly was used to accompany a singer, it is now entirely instrumental.
The Highland Pipe itself, which formerly was relatively small with a varying number of drones
of varying lengths and pitches, has evolved into the Great Highland Bagpipe with a standard
shape and sound. It has become a larger, louder instrument, and this has radically changed the
sound of piobaireachd. The ceol mor performance context has changed from situational, in
which a certain appropriate tune was selected for the purpose of complementing an event, to
demonstrative, in which the playing of piobaireachd is, itself, the event.
In addition, piobaireachd, though often described as music for unaccompanied solo
bagpipe, is sometimes performed with pipe ensembles and other kinds of instruments. The music
itself has changed from simple and melodic, based on song tunes and played according to the
personal preference and ability of the individual piper, to highly embellished, disciplined, and
comparatively rigid. The compositional form has also changed from its origins as a simple basic
melody, to a melody with optional variations and multiple repeats of the theme, and finally to a
highly embellished melody with several required variations (for competition purposes) followed
by a single return to the theme. Emphasis on correct style and interpretation makes self-teaching
of piobaireachd impractical, and it is necessary for pipers to seek specialized teachers.
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The process of learning repertoire also changed from the highly individualistic approach
used in clan society, to the pedagogic approach and development of sung canntaireachd used in
the “schools of piping.” From there, after a generation of suppression, what remained of the oral
tradition was transcribed onto a musical staff, and a system of abbreviations was developed for
notating ceol mor embellishments. Finally, the rise and popularity of pipe bands and the
performance of “light music” on the Highland bagpipe has helped to make piping more of a
social activity, which in turn has encouraged new pipers.
Future of Piobaireachd
Only time will reveal how piobaireachd continues to develop and change. Will more pipe
bands follow the example of Scottish Power and incorporate piobaireachd into medleys among
ceol beag tunes? Will ceol mor concerts such as those presented by the Piobaireachd Society
become increasingly popular and lead to growth in popularity of piobaireachd? Will more music
ensembles follow the example of the Big Music Society and find creative ways to perform
bagpipe-based piobaireachd in combination with other types of instruments? Will instruction
books be revised so that piobaireachd is taught as a normal part of a novice piper’s tuition? Will
a relaxing of competition-inspired requirements allow performance of piobaireachd to be
shorter, and thus usable for events that are not piping-specific, in the way that “Amazing Grace”
currently is? Will Scotland’s granting of official language status to Scottish Gaelic lead to
increased interest in Highland song, and consequently in piobaireachd (Scottish Gov)? With all
the changes, periods of development, and innovations that have shaped piobaireachd in so many
different and surprising ways over the centuries, it will be interesting to see what the future holds
for this unique, living, continually evolving musical form.
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APPENDIX B: GLOSSARY AND PRONUNCIATION GUIDE
Act of Proscription—a British law enacted in 1746 in reaction to the Jacobite rebellions. This
Act forbad participation in Gaelic culture.
Air—an artistically-composed song based on traditional poetic structure
Bagpipe—refers particularly to the Scottish Highland bagpipe except when otherwise specified.
“Great Highland Bagpipe,” and “Piob Mhor” (great pipe) are also used to designate more
particularly the modern form of this instrument. The plural form, “bagpipes,” is used with equal
frequency, with no difference in meaning.
Bard—a poet or historian entrusted with remembering community history and publicizing
important events, often singing the news while accompanying himself on harp.
Brosnachaidh—pronounced like “browsin’ a-hey,” Gaelic for “incitement.” It is an ancient
variety of piobaireachd.
Brosnachaidh Catha MacDonald—pronounced like “browsin’ a-hey ca-ha MacDonald,” is an
Incitement tune dating to the early fifteenth century.
Canntaireachd—pronounced like “can’t rock,” Gaelic for “singing.” It is a method of music
notation that employs sung or written vocal syllables, rather than a five-line musical staff.
Ceol beag—pronounced like “coal bag,” Gaelic for “light music,” includes all dances and, more
recently, parade marches. Sometimes capitalized or with various accent marks, it is in this study
simply italicized.
Ceol mor—pronounced like “coal more” is Gaelic for “great music” or “big music.” It is a
synonym for “piobaireachd” and “pibroch.” Sometimes capitalized or with various accent
marks, it is in this study simply italicized.
Cruinneachadh—pronounced like “KRIN-a-ha,” Gaelic for “gathering.” A common sub-genre
of piobaireachd.
Crunluath—pronounced like “KRUN-loo-wa,” is an embellishment specific to piobaireachd. It
involves the rapid playing of seven-to-nine notes.
Drone—one of the sound-producing portions of a bagpipe; it produces only a single pitch, not a
melody, and in Highland pipes is clearly visible because it protrudes above the bag and rests on
the performer’s shoulder.
Gaelic—pronounced like “gal, ick,” used in this study to denote specifically Scottish Gaelic, the
language and culture of the inhabitants of the Scottish Highlands.
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Great Highland Bagpipe—see “bagpipe”
Ground—(also “urlar” and “theme”) is the beginning portion of a piobaireachd, in which the
primary melody is presented.
Highlands—designates the northern, mountainous region of Scotland where much Gaelic
culture, including piobaireachd, originated. The adjective form is “Highland,” as in “Highland
bagpipe.”
Highland bagpipe—usually denotes the modern Great Highland bagpipe most often seen today,
but is also used in this study to denote earlier forms of this instrument. It is used contrastively
with “Lowland bagpipe.”
Jacobite—a political movement whose members opposed King William and sought restoration
of the Stuart dynasty to the throne of the combined kingdom of England and Scotland.
Libretto—used most often in operatic contexts, is here used to refer to the words of a song,
particularly when the song is notably long.
Lowlands—describes the southern region of Scotland where the terrain is comparatively flat.
This region includes the major economic and population centers, for example Edinburgh,
Glasgow, and Stirling. The adjective form is “Lowland,” as in “Lowland Scot.”
Parade march—a composition designed to be usable for walking in-step at a constant pace,
such as in a parade. In this study, “parade march” contrasts with “ceol mor march.” Usually
simplified to the single word “march.”
Pibroch—the Anglicized spelling of piobaireachd.
Piobaireachd—pronounced like “pea brock” is a Gaelic expression that literally means “piping”
(playing bagpipes). The Gaelic spelling is preferred in this study. The expression sometimes
appears in the literature as capitalized or with various accent marks, but here is simply italicized.
Both the English and the Gaelic spellings are used interchangeably with ceol mor. The
expression is both singular and plural, countable and non-countable. The precise meaning
associated with this word has changed through time.
Piob Soc—an abbreviation for Piobaireachd Society.
Piob mhor—(sounds like “peeb vor”) Gaelic for “great pipe” (see “bagpipe”).
Pipes—a synonym/abbreviation for “bagpipes.”
Repertoire—as used in this study, refers to the corpus of all musical compositions available to
be learned and performed on the pipes.
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Taorluath—pronounced like “TOR-loo-wa,” is a musical embellishment unique to music of the
bagpipe.
Theme—(also “urlar” and “ground”) is the beginning portion of a piobaireachd, in which the
primary melody is presented.
Tune—the expression preferred by pipers to describe any music played on the bagpipe. It is used
interchangeably with “composition,” “work,” and “piece.”
Urlar— (also “ground” and “theme”) is the beginning portion of a piobaireachd. Sometimes
spelled with diacritics, it is here simply italicized, urlar.
WUSPBA is the acronym for the Western United States Pipe Band Association, which governs
official competition for solo piping, solo drumming, pipe bands, and Scottish-style drum majors
in California and several other states. http://www.wuspba.org.
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APPENDIX C: MUSIC EXCERPTS
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Ex. C1. Opening section and first variation of “I Got a Kiss of the King’s Hand,” MacKay (Collection 14). Singable
Gaelic lyrics are visible for the theme.
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Ex. C2. Opening section and first variation of “I Got a Kiss of the King’s Hand,” Piob Soc (Collection 216). 1. No
lyrics visible. 2. Different time signature from MacKay’s version. 3. Disagreement with MacKay version regarding
which notes are melody and which are embellishment. Used with permission.
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Ex. C3. “The Pretty Dirk,” MacKay (Collection 80). Six lines, all embellishments fully written.
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Var.

Repeat the Urlar

Ex. C4. “The Pretty Dirk,” Piob Soc (Collection 318). Six lines, embellishments abbreviated. Instruction to “Repeat
the Urlar,” almost never used in Piobaireachd Society publications, is visible on this page. Used with permission.
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Ex. C5. Third page (out of four) of “Davidson of Tulloch’s Salute,” from MacKay (Collection 70). The first return
to the theme (D.C. Thema) is indicated at the bottom, before the crunluath section (next page).
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Ex. C6. Last page (fourth page out of four) of “Davidson of Tulloch’s Salute” from MacKay (Collection 71). The
second return to the theme (D.C. Thema) is indicated at the bottom.
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Ex. C7. Sections VI-IX of “Davidson of Tulloch’s Salute,” from Piob Soc (Collection 530). Unlike the MacKay
version on the previous two pages, this version includes no explicit instruction to return to the theme.
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Fig. C1. Campbell, John (transcriber). “A Flame of Wrath for Squinting Patrick,” Campbell Canntaireachd
Volume 1, n.d. Web. 16 Feb. 2020. www.piobaireachd.co.uk/library/reference-library/manuscripts/977.
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APPENDIX D: LETTERS OF PERMISSION

"Piobaireachd Society's Collection, Books 1-16"
Bill Wotherspoon <bill.wotherspoon1@gmail.com>
To: Michael Akard <makard1@toromail.csudh.edu>

Fri, Feb 14, 2020 at 12:09 PM

Hello Michael
Yes, that’s entirely in order especially as it’s related to your studies. If you do need any particular information regarding
any aspect of Piobaireachd for your thesis then please ask.
Kind Regards
Bill Wotherspoon
Secretary
> On 13 Feb 2020, at 23:19, Michael Akard <makard1@toromail.csudh.edu> wrote:
>
> Greetings from Modesto, California!
>
> I am writing a Master's Thesis on the topic of bagpipes and the music they play, and I would very much like to
photograph a few samples from the Collection (which I have on the shelf beside me) to use as examples and
illustrations. May I please have permission to use Piobaireachd Society material in this way?
>
> Yours sincerely,
>
> Michael Akard
> Modesto, California
> Piobaireachd Society Member
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From:
Subject:
Date:
To:

Image Licensing imagelicensing@nationalgalleries.org
FW: Manskirch - Anecdote on the Bravery of a Scotch Piper
February 19, 2020 at 4:03 AM
makard1@toromail.csudh.edu

* ID Number PGE 79
Legal Status PERMANENT COLLECTION
Object Name Print
Title Anecdote of the Bravery of the Scotch
Piper of the 71st Highland Regiment at
the Battle of Vimiera 1808
Artist Clark and Dubourgh; after Manskirch
Nationality
Date Made 1816
Online Dates
Materials Coloured aquatint
Measurements 21.60 x 28.30 cm

Dear Michael,
Thanks very much for your enquiry.
This image is available for download under a personal-use license agreement, you can
download it from the link below. All you need is to create a user and accept our terms and
conditions.
https://www.nationalgalleries.org/art-and-artists/63711/anecdote-bravery-scotch-piper71st-highland-regiment-battle-vimiera-1808
Please credit the work following:
Artist, Title, National Galleries of Scotland.
Best wishes,
Laura
Laura Feliu Lloberas │ Image Licensing Assistant
National Galleries of Scotland
Bridge Lodge
Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art
70 Belford Road
Edinburgh
EH4 3DE
+ 44 0131 624 6258
LLloberas@nationalgalleries.org
nationalgalleries.org

