Cillian O Briain interviewed in his workshop by Bill
Haneman - 8" June 2009

BH: We're with Cillian O'Briain in his workshop on arsy morning, and Cillian, I'd
like to ask you a few questions about your pipemgxki

Cillian, how long ago did you start making pipes?
COB: 20 years ago, just over 20 years ago.
BH: And how did you get started?

I had been working for a pipe organ builder, Kehnkines in Kildare, and had been
there nine years.

I'd been making reeds for a long time before thiatli coming across chanters and
trying to get them working, | had the feeling thashouldn't be this difficult’; | kept
meeting up with serious problems with tuning, anas, and thought ‘it should be
possible to make a chanter that was reed-frieladig'was easier to get working
satisfactorily. So I had this thought in the batkny mind that I'd like to have a go
at that, and gave it a shot.

BH: Would you say that pipemaking has changed mudesiou started; and how
has it changed?

COB: Yes | think there was a period there, after Leav&ume died, when people
were a little bit at sea, and making stuff and kafi¢thoping for the best.

The standard of pipes being made now is certaiigiiyer than it was, when | started
playing in

the 70's.

BH: So, who would you say were your big influencesnepirations, when it comes
to pipemaking?



COB: Without a doubt Leo Rowsome. because the sourftefidd, what attracted me
to playing the pipes in the first place was pegb#ging Rowsome sets and Rowsome
chanters, so that was the kind of sound that | @dtd play, first of all, and then later
on was the sound that | wanted to produce, you know

BH: So of the pipemakers of the past, it is Leo's wbat you most admire?

COB: Tonally, without a doubt yes, but | also have eagjradmiration for the Taylors'
work, it's just so innovative, and a lot of thougbhe into it, and very robust. The
crooked bass was a big step forward, it makes tiw@enthing less cumbersome.
Rowsome and Taylor, | suppose would be the worlniost interested in.

Crowley's work too, visually, has a great, how vebybu say, almost tartiness about
it... it had that sort of visual 'umph' that apgeaio me as well.

BH: What would you say are the key skills for a pipkeraoday?

COB: | suppose the essential one is reedmaking, thr&t'equisite. That | suppose
goes hand-in-hand with being able to play, the énglour're standard of playing, the
more particular you are about your reed, and thiebthe reed you have, the better
you can play. | once read, an oboe player actuadlymade the comment that you're
better off making reeds than practicing, becaugeufhave a good reed you don't
need to practice, and if you don't have a good tiee's no point. That's probably
extreme, but | suppose there is an element of tauih

BH: Getting back to your own work now, what part giggnaking do you most
enjoy?

COB: It's all interesting, | suppose...Some of it migatmore tedious than other bits.
The one part of it that | do dread is having tdaee reeds for people. Initially with a
set of pipes, especially if it's someone justtstgrout on the instrument, you kind of
know that it's a good reed, and that person wibpbly get used to that reed...

But | think when pipers get to the point where theelooking for something very
specific from a reed, you're trying to pretend woe them, would they like it stronger
or weaker or whatever, and you can't really tgllist get a bit exasperated and kind of
think, when you get to that stage, it's really timeatart making your own reeds,
because | don't play the same way as you, | knoat Wvant, but it's impossible to
know what someone else wants.

BH: Are there any other aspects that you think argqoderly challenging in
pipemaking?

COB: Definitely, I still find the reedmaking the mogtatlenging, because you're
dealing with a very inconsistent material. So gaun't kind of, you can never, you
know, say that if | do it exactly this way I'm ggito end up with a good reed. It's
very tactile, you're very much guided by the crdwhe reed and so on, it's a very, it's
the most skilled part, the most demanding pals$. nivt that | don't enjoy doing it, I'm
quite happy to make reeds for myself, but it's smgiersonal thing.



The other aspects of it really, they're intereséing | enjoy them; | kind of like
working with brass, it's nice material to work witoldering and that kind of thing.
The wood is a bit, you know, messy, but in the iéadl goes together and looks nice.

BH: So, hopefully we'll have a lot of new pipemakeymag on line in the coming
years to keep the craft alive. For a prospectigemaker, is there any particular
advice... what sort of advice would you give to some who's thinking about
becoming a pipemaker?

COB: Well definitely stick with the reedmaking, andc&tiwith the playing and as |
say the two of those are complementary, as youressgvith one you tend to
progress with the other. They're the prerequasinybody attempting to make a set
of pipes that doesn't already have those skillsctiances of success are, you know,
there's an outside chance...!

BH: When a maker is thinking about making for otheypde... are there any pieces
of advice you'd give tom someone who's about toensakneone else a set of pipes.

COB: Well, | suppose if | was starting out again, ¢gmeg | wouldn't do is actually to
take an order! That might sound like ‘well wh#t's point of making something if
you don't know if anybody's prepared to buy itt bwould much prefer to be in the
situation where | make something, and somebodyoare and say

they like it and they're prepared to buy it, otytlkan walk away,

| think it's terrible, the current situation whereople have to choose who they're
going to commission if you like to make a set qfgs for them, and there's all this
expectation, maybe when the day comes it's not thlegtexpected or wanted or it's
not to their liking. As | say, it's such an indlual thing, what one person wants in a
set of pipes is very different to what somebodg @snts. All | can do is make
something that I'm happy with.

I would much prefer to be in that situation. | mefrst of all | should have stayed
with just making chanters for longer. becauserteatain making half sets and full sets
before | was happy with the chanter

design, and so that was distracting.

| would say that the first thing to get right, aywl should stick with it until you're
absolutely happy with it, is the chanter desigihe Test of it, really, you can get it
working satisfactorily, it's not as challenging id@swise, whereas if the chanter
doesn't sound good, it doesn't matter

how good the rest of the set is, it's not goingdond good anyway.

BH: So in a typical year, how would your workload éded and what kind of
production would you have?

COB: | would expect to get about four full sets domeré would be other little jobs
to be done as well, sometimes a bag needs to sceel that kind of thing.

What I'm finding now, | suppose, after 20 yearghat the amount of repairs that |
have to do is growing all the time, and that | @olly nearly spend half the time now



doing repair work. Sets | made 15 years ago amargpback, there's always, you
know, things to be done, things wear out, and so on

I hadn't kind of thought of that at the time, but

again there's not that many people that pipergoan, to get those sorts of
maintenance jobs done, and | suppose it makes #watsewvould know how things
are put together, and have thetools to make aaya#ithns that are required.

BH: Over the last couple of days it's become cledrrdsearch and record-keeping is
a big part of your work, and that in that senssgeaech and development is ongoing.
But if you look back over the 20 years of pipemakiwhat fraction of that would you
say... how would you characterize the time spen¢search and development?

COB: Well as | say, constantly | would be consideringuld this make it better,
would that make it better?’, but definitely earty, or the first couple of years, it was
very much trying to come up with a good design, bgot quite exasperated trying to
figure out bores, trying to come up with a goodritkabore. | read some books, and
Arthur Benade's book definitely helped clarify tpsnfor me. You can do alotin a
kind of empirical way, trying out different thingsut | think it's good if you have a
kind of basic acoustic understanding, a kind ofgats/understanding of what's going
on... you can hear what happens, but to able tbroothat it makes sense in an
acoustic physics way. | mean, it's not peculianil@ann pipe chanters, all
woodwinds are challenging to get, because youbkihg for a lot of different
sounds, different notes, from a single resonaiéhen you think of what any
woodwind has to be able do, it's quite remarkatdé you can get all that variety,
range of musical tones from a single resonator.

But getting it to produce all those notes satigfalstis definitely a challenge....
| think Benade himself said that it was akin tartgyto do a Rubik's Cube
blindfolded. You have one problem to solve and getithat sorted out,

and you realize you've created another one, agaks on and on.

There is the risk, | suppose, of getting too, hosuld you say, obsessed with it,
because there is a point with woodwind... there'such thing really, | have come to
the conclusion, as a perfect woodwind. But you.c&hat you're trying to achieve
is something that can be _played_ perfectly; teepaece of it is up to the musician.

Again | remember reading an interview with a maltedaPaul Louben (?) | think,
he's a third generation oboe maker in America aig something that kind of struck a
chord with me, he said making a good woodwind,isncase an oboe, is about
knowing when you've achieved the best compromise.

That's kind of my philosophy at the moment, | suggolf you come up with a
chanter that can be played in tune, that's goodgmnoAnd you're happy with the
overall sound of it - and again, you can get olexggth tuning - the timbre you're
looking for, the tone of the instrument,

in a way it's important as well.

In other words what I'm saying is, you can't saitverything for tuning. This is
where the compromise comes in. Sometimes you kpowmight... if you're 100%
happy with the sound, and there are slight disereipa in tuning, it mightn't be worth
compromising, so long as the notes are sort of



within reach, they can be achieved, usually a goadician will get that out of the
instrument.

BH: Well Cillian, thank you for being with us, and felnaring your workshop with us
for two days. It's been a pleasure.

COB: Thanks, | enjoyed it myself.



