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For 500 years, this carving on a castle ceiling
hid a magical musical secret. Then one man
solved the Da Tinkey Code

Digg 
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Last updated at 8:44 AM on 28th August 2009

To the untrained eye, they seem no more than random scratches cut into the wood - a beautiful, but meaningless, addition by a
talented artist to his masterpiece.

But the mysterious markings circling this Renaissance figure, which has spent nearly five centuries peering down from the
King's Bedroom at Stirling Castle, are more than that.

In fact, they offer a fascinating glimpse into our little-known musical past. The markings take the form of straight incisions
alternating with circles, which look like ones and noughts. 

Cutting a disc: The 16th-century roundel bearing the ones and zeros notation around its edges 

To most of us they appear nothing like the musical notation we learn to sing and play. But once their code is cracked, the
numbers become a haunting song, one which has not been heard for half a millennium.

The riddle of the castle's carvings smacks of The Da Vinci Code, where the secret meanings of historic masterpieces are
cracked open by experts versed in the dark encryption methods of distant centuries.

There's one key difference - this far-fetched story isn't the product of Dan Brown's overpaid imagination. It really did happen.

Another remarkable thing about this discovery is that it was not experts who did the detective work. It was a craftsman without
any musical training.
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In 2004 a master carver called John Donaldson, now 62, was employed to copy the series of carved wooden portraits mounted
in roundels on the ceiling of James V's bedroom in Stirling Castle.

Among the great works of Scottish art, the carvings are unique not only for their sheer number - there are 33 that are still
virtually intact - but also for the variation in quality.

Some are evidently done by a master, others by less adept carvers in the workshop.

Donaldson familiarised himself with the carvings as he took on the job. One roundel immediately stood out - number 20. 

John Donaldson was employed to copy a series of carved wooden portraits mounted in the ceilings of Stirling Castle 

One of the finest in terms of craftsmanship, like other roundels it had a series of decorative cuts around the border.

What was unusual, though, was the particularly coherent order in which they were arranged.

But what really pricked his curiosity was the fact that the evidently capable carver seemed to have made a mistake.

'On the inner border, the craftsman seemed to have messed up,' says Donaldson. 'In a cone-and-petal relief, he had to crush in
a petal in order to make the alternating border work.

'I thought it was strange that someone of this calibre would make a fundamental error such as that.

'Then the realisation dawned on me that the petal indicates the start of the code around the rim.'

When Donaldson wrote out the code, he noticed that, in what seemed to be nine separate phrases, one was repeated three
times.

'That's when I thought that something was being communicated. It wasn't just a series of incoherent marks. It was something
meaningful.'

Donaldson was instantly enthralled, but without any apparent means of breaking the code.

Over the next four years, as he gave talks about the copying project to visitors, he would make a point of asking if anyone might
know what the code might mean. 
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School children visited Stirling Castle and used harps to perform their own version of the musical sequence carved into the
King's Bedroom ceiling 

'One chap said: "Ones and nothings; that's computer language, that's binary."

'Bear in mind the carvings were made in 1540, so binary seemed a bit strange.'

The markings seemed destined to remain a mystery until, by an extraordinary fluke, Donaldson filled a spare hour one evening
by watching a TV documentary about the medieval harp.

In the programme, Catrin Finch, the royal harpist, had a tutorial with a medieval specialist.

'He said: "Just remember, all string music in medieval time was written in ones and nothings - in binary."

'I leapt off the settee. Here was the answer. I realised we had some sort of clue to what was in this code.'

Donaldson contacted the harp specialist Paul Dooley, from Ireland, where there is a long tradition of the harp. He was curious to
know how the marks might translate into music.

Dooley told him to think of the ones as a major chord and the zeros as a minor chord. Having no instrumental ability,
Donaldson asked his son Gregor, who plays guitar and piano, to see if he could make head or tail of the code.

Within an hour, Gregor had recorded a guitar tune based on the binary code.

'I was amazed. It sounded just like I thought 16thcentury music would sound like.'

The other thing Dooley said was that the notation looked more Scottish than Irish - this despite the fact that there is no evidence
for notation in Scotland back as far as the dates of the carvings.

So in January, Donaldson made contact with Barnaby Brown, a specialist in early Scottish music, who lectures at the Royal
Scottish Academy of Music and Drama in Edinburgh. Brown was thrilled by what he saw.

'I had that seed of hope immediately,' he says. But he couldn't be sure about the marks' meaning until  he'd spoken to experts in
other fields.

'The Renaissance world is remote, enigmatic and very different to our own.

'I wanted to ask whether it could be something else I knew nothing about, such as a game or a dance or an allegory.'

So what was it that convinced Brown he might be looking at music?

The carvings were made in the reign of James V, who occupied the Scottish throne from 1512 to 1542, roughly coinciding with
the reign of Henry VIII.

We know a great deal more about singing than instrumental playing from those decades. The choral music of the English
Renaissance composers - Thomas Tallis, William Byrd and John Taverner - was all written down. Immensely sophisticated,
their songs are still sung in churches all over the country today.
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But from the written evidence, 16th-century instrumental musicians don't seem to have been in quite the same league.

This turns out to be quite untrue - they were just masters of improvisation who rarely wrote down their compositions.

According to a document recording the training of a 16th-century court musician in Wales, true mastery was equated with
learning a wide variety of 'measures' - what we might nowadays interpret as chord sequences.

These were written in the same 'binary' code of ones and noughts as used in the Stirling carvings, and provided a basic outline
around which the musician could then improvise.

'They played sophisticated music that they did not write down,' says Brown. 'They were probably much like jazz players playing
fabulously complicated tricks that require great training and expertise.'

It sounds like a lost skill, but this week, a group of ten-year- olds from Allan's Primary School in Stirling visited the castle and
used harps to perform their own version of the musical sequence carved into the King's Bedroom ceiling.

'Listening to the music for the first time was a really emotional experience,' says Donaldson, who last month finished the job of
copying the carvings.

He can't believe that the scratches have changed the way experts think about 16th- century music - as the Stirling Castle
carving predates the previous earliest evidence of binary musical notation by more than 20 years.

This is the first time such notation has been found outside Wales - and also the earliest-known instance of ones and zeros
being used at all.

'As a Scot,' says Donaldson, 'That makes me feel chuffed.'

There is one other question. Why do the encoded cuts appear on this particular roundel, rather than one of the 40 or so others?

'It's anybody's guess,' says Brown. 'Perhaps the king or queen or some person of influence had a piece of music composed for
them, or even by them, and they asked the master of works to include it.'

But that's for another amateur code-cracker to find out.
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Just love the description of Mr. Donaldson's "Aha!" moment. How gratifying that this mystery which flummoxed him for so long is
solved, Kudos to you, sir!

- Dumbunny, Jersey, USA, 28/8/2009 08:41
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