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A lute is not a guitar.  

A lute might resemble a guitar, but that is the only similarity. The lute 

appeared in Europe during the time when the Moors came to Spain when 

it was referred to as an ud. Some say angels play the lute. The Europeans 

made an instrument similar to it in the thirteenth century. Nevertheless, 

enough about history, let’s get to some sumptuous music by Ronn 

McFarlane. His album, The Celtic Lute is, wait for it… twenty-six 

tracks of Celtic folk music sounding generally calm, reflective, and 

sometimes, enchanting. After listening to the recording many times, there 

seems to be a balance of Celtic and Baroque in the music, but that made it that much more 

aurally palatable. 

Ronn McFarlane is a Grammy-nominated lutenist and for me, an extraordinary storyteller. He 

may have started out in rock & roll, but his heart is rooted deep in the Scottish highlands and 

Irish dales. His wondrous music had no choice but to follow.   

The recording begins with Turlough O’Carolan’s Carolan’s Welcome. Much of Ireland’s music 

has a bit of the O’Carolan’s in it. Sorry, St. Patrick. McFarlane accommodates the harp music 

very well on the lute. Every cut on the album is a story and the narratives are lively and colorful. 

The story of a fifteenth century Scottish battle is recounted in the tune The Battle of Harlaw. 

Ronn offers it as a very gentle tune rather than a planxty. He imbues the song with an unexpected 

reverence and tenderness that transforms it into a poignant ballad. It resembles in tone other 

songs on the album such as The Flowers of Edinburgh and Miss Noble.  

There many high-spirited tunes on The Celtic Lute. If you aren’t tapping you toe, then you are 

not listening. They include Pipe on the Hob, The Flaggon, and Hoop Her and Gird Her, which I 

assume is about a cooper. Ronn changes the mood often in his work. He offers up some rather 

complex, bright fretwork on songs like Cliffs of Moher and Tune Without a Title (#172).  

Many of the songs were familiar to me as I have been listening to Celtic and traditional music for 

a long time. It seems like the music takes on a different persona for a different artist. There are 

many traditional tunes on the CD such as The Stool of Repentance, The Monaghan Jig, and The 

Kid on the Mountain. The Stool of Repentance caught my eye as well as my ears. It turned out 

to be just what I thought. As a child, I was used to being sent into a corner for reflection, but 

apparently, the Scotts were put on a pedestal of sorts for their transgressions.  

One of my many favorites on the album is called Lady Atherny, another O’Carolan tune. It is a 

sweet, flowing melody, remarkably too short for me, but it sings of Lady Mary Nugent, wife of 

the Baron of Atherny. She must have made quite an impression of Turlough. Another favored 

tune is The Lone Vale. The melody is simple, but the music has a quiet grace to it, a dulcet 



cadence as if I could feel the mist on my face and the green of the vale upon my spirit as I 

walked along. 

 

Another from harpist O’Carolan’s repertoire is called The Seas are Deep. Although not written 

for the lute, McFarlane transforms it into a nod to the classical world and I liked it for that. It had 

a somber tone, but not overly solemn. Like our own thoughts, there are depths in the ocean that 

are never seen, but they are there and active on a subliminal level. Separation of the Body and 

Soul was another muted piece with a pensive feel of minimalism to it. A welcome change from 

some of the upbeat tunes.  

Finally, there was the last tune, The Butterfly. Although touted as a traditional tune, it might 

have been right at home coming from a Spanish guitar. It is an intricate, fanciful tune with 

melodic color and cheerfulness. In 2009 Ronn McFarlane received a Grammy nomination for his 

album Indigo Road that was a classical crossover. I can understand why after listening to this 

brilliant album. He has meshed these and other worlds into a finely tuned collection that pacifies 

on many levels. Highly recommended. 

- R J Lannan, Artisan Music Reviews 


