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The Old Woman's Lullaby 

There are settings of this tune in the following manuscript sources: 

– Colin Mór Campbell's "Nether Lorn Canntaireachd," i, 101; 

– Angus MacKay's MS, ii, 33 (and in the so-called "Kintarbert MS" f. 13); 

– Colin Cameron's MS, f.55; 

– Duncan Campbell of Foss's MS, f.37; 

– Uilleam Ross's MS, ff.83-4; 

– D. S. MacDonald's MS, f.58; 

– David Glen's MS, f.152; 

– Robert Meldrum's MS, f.237; 

and in the following published sources: 

– Uilleam Ross, Ross's Collection, pp.32-3; 

– C. S. Thomason, Ceol Mor, pp.44-5; 

 

Titles for this tune vary: in the Nether Lorn manuscript, it is "B'fhearr bhith glan na a bhith 

posda" (see below); Glen notes that John MacKay calls it "George Donn MacKenzie's Lament." 

In Uilleam Ross's MS the title is "Seaforth's Lament" and Angus MacKay's title is "The Old 

Woman's Lullaby in the Mountain."  

Colin Campbell sets the tune like this: 
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Professor Colm O'Boyle of Aberdeen University, the leading authority on terms of art in 

Highland music, suggests the Nether Lorn title may mean "Better to be pure [or clean?] than to 

be married" (private correspondence). This suggests to the present writer that it may be yet 

another an example of the widely-diffused folk theme: "Better to be a maid than married" or "I 

wish I was a single girl again." 

Angus MacKay sets the tune like this: 
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The version in MacKay's Kintarbert MS is on similar lines: 
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Colin Cameron sets the tune like this: 
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Here we see several interesting differences from the version in MacKay: including the addition 

of taorluath and crunluath duinte variations, and a shapelier approach to the end of the ground.  

Duncan Campbell of Foss adds little to the interpretation suggested in the MacKay scores, and 

is not reproduced here. Uilleam Ross's two scores, titled "Seaforth's Lament" in the Manuscript 

and "The Old Woman's Lullaby" in his published book, do not differ significantly from MacKay 

and neither is reproduced here. Robert Meldrum's score does not differ significantly from 

MacKay's and is not reproduced here.  

David Glen sets the tune like this: 
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Glen adds taorluath and crunluath variations for this tune as does Colin Cameron. It is 

interesting that two independent sources should consider this possibility. Opinions will probably 

differ as to their aesthetic merits.  

C.S. Thomason sets the tune like this:

 

 
  

Thomason cites Angus MacKay's MS, Uilleam Ross's published book, and Donald MacKay as 

his sources, and that this is one of the tunes Donald MacKay was taught directly by Donald 

Cameron, yet his treatment of the second variation differs from that of Colin Cameron above. 

The opening gesture of the second variation (the notes enclosed in single square brackets) seems 

misplaced; most of the surviving testimony suggests that the sequence should begin with the grip 

on C that follows.  
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Commentary: 

There have been attempts to link this tune to an important figure from Scottish folklore, the 

Cailleach of Beinn a' Bhric, the great herdswoman of the deer. Here is the version recorded by 

General Thomason in his "Ceol Mor Legends": 
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Given the numerous alternative titles, and the fact that the tune in its pipe versions seems 

manifestly a different one from the Gaelic folk song of the same title, it might be wise to proceed 

cautiously here.  

The tune is pentatonic, gapped at the fourth interval of the scale. Its strong melodic appeal and 

compact, powerful musical argument have long made it popular. 

 

*** 

 

Electronic text © Dr. William Donaldson, Cambridge Massachusetts, 27 December 2025 

 


