MUSIC

by Barnaby Brown

Scottish traditional grounds
PART 3: Bonnie Annie — 11OO 11O1

T

HIS is the most popular ground in
Scottish traditional music. In 2007,
I introduced it to the BA (Scottish
Music) syllabus for first-year students at
the Royal Scottish Academy of Music and
Drama. In their Listening Skills viva exam,
I sing the first part of a traditional-sounding
tune; the student has to sing back a second
part built on the same ground. The fact that
they find this improvisation exercise relatively easy with the ground of Bonnie Annie
suggested to me that it enters a traditional
musician’s subconscious at an early age, or
is particularly brain-friendly.
After the Listening Skills exam this year, I
resolved to gather some data so that this series
of articles would be based on hard evidence,
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Example 1. Bonnie Annie — March. David Glen’s Collection of Highland Bagpipe Music, Part 9 (Edinburgh c.1893) p. 8.
The similarity with Example 2 below, especially the 2nd part, suggests that Ross adapted an English tune to the Highland pipes.

rather than my subjective impression as a performer and listener. My research revealed that
11OO 11O1 forms the harmonic backbone of
28% of the music on the CD The World Pipe
Band Championships 2008 (vol. 1); 31% of the
dance tunes published by Patrick McDonald
in 1784; and 37% of the Cape Breton fiddle
repertoire published in The DunGreen Collection (1996).1
Although it has been the most popular
ground in ceòl beag for over 200 years, the same
cannot be said of lowland music. In William
Dixon’s manuscript from Northumberland

(1733–38), three other grounds occur more
frequently:
111O 11OO 43% (Part 5)
1O11 1O11
23% (Part 1, Issue 38)
1111 11OO
18% (Part 9)
The ground we are dealing with here, 11OO
11O1, forms the backbone of only 10% of
Dixon’s variation sets.
Examples are found in continental sources
reaching back to the fourteenth-century, but it
does not appear to have taken root anywhere
as vigorously as in Gaelic Scotland. The earliest example I have found is a royal wedding

Example 2. Red-House. Henry Playford (London 1695, 1703) The Dancing Master. Reproduced from the 12th edition
(1703) in Glasgow Mitchell Library. “Red-House” first appeared in the 9th edition of 1695.
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song from Bergen, Norway, composed in 1281
(Example 12). Scholars disagree, however, over
whether or not this early form of music notation
implies a regular beat, so the link is tentative.
This is a ground ideally suited to dance music. It generates easy-to-follow strains, or “turns”
as they are known in Cape Breton, with bold
changes of harmony signalling changes of step
to the dancers. The twelve examples presented
here demonstrate not only persistence across
cultures and centuries, but a wide spectrum
of musical variety. In order to illuminate this
diversity, I will look at two of its dimensions
separately: genre and tonality.
Genre combines social function, characteristic motifs, metre and tempo. The twelve
examples can be grouped as follows:
Genre
2/4 March or stately dance
Strathspey
Reel or faster dance
Jig
3/2 Hornpipe
6/8 March or processional song

Examples
1, 2, 5, 8, 9
4
3, 11
6
7, 10
12

The second dimension I will consider is tonality. This is similar to key (C major, B minor,
etc.) except that we run into difficulty when
importing the musical grammar of another
culture. The “major-minor” system of Bach and
Mozart does not do justice to the intelligence of
these “feudal” melodies: it makes them appear
primitive. More musically revealing is to divide
them into binary units, as professional musicians did in sixteenth-century Wales (see Part
1). The character of and contrast between these
binary cells is what defines the tonality.
In the following table, the character of each
cell I and O is summarised simplistically by
Example 5.
m, freiceadan —
the Highland watch
/ Slow. Daniel Dow
(Edinburgh, c. 1775)
A Collection of Ancient
Scots Music for the
Violin, Harpsichord or
German-flute, p. 42.

Example 3. [Skye Reel]. Donald MacDonald (Edinburgh 1828) A Collection of Quicksteps, Strathspeys, Reels & Jigs, pp. 34–5.
In this example, the cells of the ground are inverted, starting and ending with dissonance: OO1I OO1O (drones are on A).

Example 4. Craigellachie Bridge. A Strathspey. William Marshall (Edinburgh 1822) Marshall’s Scottish Airs, Melodies,
Strathspeys, Reels, etc. for the Piano Forte, Harp, Violin, & Violoncello, p. 30.

a chord symbol. Lower case numerals (i, ii)
indicate a minor triad; upper case numerals (I,
VII) indicate a major triad. Note that the tonic
or “home” chord may be either major or minor
(I or i) and that the cells are not limited to one
chord, but often mutate:

I

O

I
I
I
I
I, IV
ii (no 3)
i
i, III
i

VII
VII, V
V7
ii, V
ii, II, V
I
VII
VII, v
III

Examples
1, 6
4
8
7
10
3
2, 11, 12
9
5

Rather than “double-tonic”, it is better to
think of these tonalities as simultaneously
“chocolate and chilli” and “home and away”.
The spicier taste of the “away” cell O is created

by the drones or open strings of the fiddle
or cittern — particularly when using a more
traditional tuning like A–E–A–E.
Only two of these tonalities have a particularly Scottish identity. The one which most
excites national sentiment is the oscillation
I–VII (Examples 1, 4 and 6). James Hunter described Example 4 as a “magnificent Strathspey,
perhaps the finest in the whole repertoire” (The
Fiddle Music of Scotland, 1988, no. 95). Also
characteristically Scottish is the oscillation ii–I
ending, like many pibrochs, on an unresolved
O (Example 3). This is often the result of adapting i–VII melodies from other traditions to the
Highland bagpipe, shifting the drone from i to
VII, but this dissonant tonality has deeper roots
within the culture. Pibroch so often ends with
chilli, rather than chocolate, I wonder if this
could be a survival of wider medieval practice.
It makes sense to indulge in dissonance on occasion; it heightens the sweetness of returning
home and successfully conveys emotions like
anger, anguish or lamentation.
The oscillation i–VII is found across Europe.
One of the best-known examples built on this
ground is the sea shantie “What shall we do
with the drunken sailor”. The oscillation I–V7
(Example 8) is typical of folksong in Russian

Example 6. [Joseph MacDonald’s Jig]. Patrick McDonald (Edinburgh 1784) A Collection of Highland Vocal Airs, p. 33; “North Highland Reels or Country Dances” no. 1.
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and German-speaking areas and was much
loved by Beethoven. Example 8 is closely related to the song Bobby Shaftoe and represents a
bridge between old and new musical worlds. It
corresponds to what has become conventional
Western harmony, a system which works superbly on chromatic instruments like the piano
but is disastrous on the Highland bagpipe: it
limits us to one key, D major. All great pipers
have avoided banality by stretching the conventions of tonality, finding distinctive qualities to
refresh the ear.
In Western culture, music is often unravelled into three strands: melody, rhythm and
harmony. Although most pipers appreciate
the melodic beauty and rhythmic subtlety in
their repertoire, few are aware of its harmonic
dimension. Harmony — the ebb and flow of
sonic tension against the drones — forms the
foundation of all good bagpipe music.
If we wish to cultivate a deeper appreciation
of Scottish traditional music, teachers couldn’t
do better than employ the ground 11OO 11O1
in classroom arrangements and composing exercises. It is the quintessence of Scottish music,
and far more useful in practice than the vague
umbrella concept “double-tonic”.
While pipers must certainly be thanked for
keeping this “chocolate and chilli / home and
away” harmonic grammar alive, we cannot
claim credit for its original development. The
fiddle’s ancestors had flatter bridges, producing
a rich drone of open strings with every stroke
of the bow or plectrum. The instrument with
which Leonardo da Vinci accompanied himself
while singing improvised poetry, the lira da
braccio, had a separate drone string (Illustration
1).2 Could the drone-based melodies of Scotland be a distant echo of traditions of virtuosic
improvisation that once commanded radically
greater artistic dignity?
Binary grounds are ideally suited to improvised performance. Rigid constraints are a
precondition for success: the more rules one
imposes, the better the results. Just remember,
there are not two tonics: O must have a more
restless quality for I to delight the ear, resolving to a sweeter sonority. “Double-tonic” is
a misnomer, the legacy of musicologists who
since the 1820s have been reading staff notation
without hearing the drones.3 ●
NOTES
1 For Roderick Cannon’s notes on Patrick McDonald’s 32
dances, see The Patrick McDonald Collection (Taigh na Teud,
2000) pp. 74–75. McDonald wrote, “Most of the North-
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Example 7. The Cadie’s Lady. David Young
(Edinburgh c.1742) “A Collection of Scotch Airs
with the latest variations”, National Library of
Scotland MS 2085, p. 7.

Example 8. Brave Wille Forster. Henry Atkinson (Hartburn, Northumberland 1694–5) “His Book”.
Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Library of the Society of Antiquaries, MS M12/C28, p. 45. Facsimile from FARNE at
www.asaplive.com/archive/detail.asp?id=R0204501.

Example 9. Double Branle. Thoinot Arbeau (Langres 1589) Orchésography. The author
of this dance manual was an elderly churchman, born in Dijon in 1520. He wrote, “All
musicians are in the habit of opening the dancing at a festival by a double branle” danced
sedately by the elderly. This tune and the illustration of Master Guillaume, the fiddler, are
from the Double Branle section of the manual. Dover edition (1967) pp. 129–31.
Highland country dances, were written from the playing of
a bagpipe performer, from that district: the others were taken
down from the singing or playing of the natives” (Preface,
p. 7). The DunGreen Collection contains 115 different tunes;
Kate Dunlay and David Greenberg, Traditional Celtic Violin
Music of Cape Breton (Toronto: DunGreen Music, 1996).
2 H. Colin Slim, “Dosso Dossi’s Allegory at Florence about
Music” in Journal of the American Musicological Society 43:1
(1990) pp. 44–5, 96. Giorgio Vasari’s comments on Leonardo da Vinci’s ability to improvise are quoted by Domenico
Pietropaolo in Improvisation in the Arts of the Middle Ages

and Renaissance ed. Timothy J. McGee (Western Michigan
University, 2003) p. 25, note 6.
3 Matthew Gelbart has traced the term double-tonic to two
apparently independent sources: Louis Albert Necker de Saussure, Voyage en Ecosse et aux Iles Hebrides (Geneva and Paris: J.
J. Paschoud, 1821) vol. 3, pp. 452–4; and George Thomson,
Select Melodies of Scotland, Interspersed with those of Ireland
and Wales (London and Edinburgh: George Thomson, 1822)
vol. 1, Dissertation, p. 5. Matthew Gelbart, The invention
of “folk music” and “art music” (Cambridge University Press,
2007) p. 142.
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Example 10. The Hunt’s Up. William Byrd (probably Lincoln, 1570s). Fitzwilliam Virginal Book (c.1610–c.1625) no. 59.
For variants of this tune, see John Ward, “The Hunt’s Up” in Proceedings of the Royal Musical Association 106 (1980) pp. 1–25.
Cambridge, Fitzwilliam Museum, Music MS 168, p. 111. Transcription from J. A. Fuller-Maitland & W. Barclay-Squire (1899) vol. I, p. 225.

Example 11. La Rotta della Manfredina.
3rd and final part of a pair of dance tunes in a
fourteenth-century Italian manuscript: London,
British Library, Additional 29987, f. 63v. From
the facsimile edition by Gilbert Reaney (1965).
Transcription from Timothy McGee, Medieval
Instrumental Dances (1989) p. 117.

Illustration 1. Lira da braccio.
An instrument often used by Renaissance
artists as an equivalent of the classical
lyre. This woodcut shows Notturno
Napolitano, a poet-improvisor who sang
to the lira around 1518. Sigismondo
Fanti, Triompho di fortuna (Venice, 1527)
carte XXVI.2
Example 12. Ex te lux oritur. Composed in 1281 on the
marriage of Margaret, daughter of Alexander III of Scotland,
to Eric II of Norway. Written onto parchment at about the
same date: Uppsala University Library, MS C 233, ff. 50v–51.
The tentative interpretation below of the melody for
verses 1, 2 and 19 is based on Warwick Edwards’ edition
in John Purser, Scotland’s Music (1992) pp. 59–61; also
in Isobel Woods Preece, Our Awin Scottis Use (2000) pp.
255–7. For a complete facsimile, see John Beveridge, “Two
Scottish Thirteenth-Century Songs” in Music & Letters 20/4
(1939) pp. 352–364.

19. Ex

te pro - gre - di - tur O dul - cis Sco - ci - a

Qua

la - te spar - gi - tur Lau - dis ma - te - ri - a.
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