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Ornamentation--What and When?   A comparison of different versions of   

Båtsman  Däck/Lillpolska 
by Sheila Morris 

 

O K, you've learned a few tunes.  But maybe you've just learned the bare-bones version, and now you'd 

like to dress them up a bit.  How does one go about doing this? 

 One way is to do as Matt suggested in the Fall 2008 issue (Number 43) - - listen to recordings and 

copy what the players are doing.  Or, you can make up your own, which brings us back to the question of what 

sorts of ornamentation to use, and where to put it. 

 I'll use "Polska efter Båtsman Däck" for my example.  It's a tune most harpa players know, and it lends 

itself to a variety of ornaments and variations.  But just in case you don't know it, here's the basic, un-

ornamented version: 

    [Editor note:  Shown below is the simplest form of the tune similar to the one in Nyckel Notes # 22, 

2001] 

 

#1 
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Adding a few double-stops to any tune can really dress it up and make it sound like something more.  Good 

places to put them are at the beginnings and ends of phrases, or on the stressed beat.  In this case, Båtsman 

Däck is a bondpolska, which needs extra stress or 'lift' on Beat 2, so the half-notes (on Beat Two in their re-

spective measures) are a great place for them. 

 

In the A part, I put them on the half-notes in measures 2, 4, 6, and 8--there's time there to really let them ring 

out.  Notice that the note used belongs in the chord appropriate to the half-note, and also that most of them 

are notes played recently, two or three notes before.  If you simply leave a finger down, you get a 'free' dou-

ble-stop.  In Measures 2 and 8, you use the G from the previous measure, in Measure 4, it's the F#.  Measure 

6 uses another 'free' double-stop, the open C string.  And when we worked on this tune with Gert Ohlsson at 

this year's Scandia Camp Mendocino, he put in another double-stop on the first beat of Measure 6....I hadn't 

previously used this one, but it sounds good, so I plan to add it. 

 

The B part has a different 'shape', with the quarter-notes at the beginnings of several measures, so this is a 

great place to emphasize the first note of the phrase.  And since the first note is an E, we can put in a C chord 

(C, E, G), dipping the bow down to pick up the open G and C before actually playing the E up top.  This is 

technically an 'inverted' C chord, since the notes are in a different order, but they're the same notes, so it's still 

considered a C chord.  Play the notes one after the other, on one bow-stroke.  Don't play them too slowly, or 

you'll lose the beat--they ALL need to come on Beat 1!   

 

[Editors note:  Notice that the second beats of measures  1, 3, 5, 7, 11, & 15  have  16th-dotted 8th note 

rhythms,  reversed from the simplest version.  Also that a triplet is added in measure 12, and 16th 

notes are added in measures 10 & 14] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Those half-notes are also nice cues that you can add more ornaments--there's plenty of time to play around a 

little.  One common thing to do is cut the half-note a bit short (indicated here as a double-dotted quarter-note) 

and stick in a sort of pickup note leading into the next measure.  This works well in Measure 2--you simply 

repeat the same note and slur it into the next measure.  You can think of it as starting your down-bow a tiny 

bit early, and there are now three notes slurred on that one bow-stroke.  Or, if you don't want to slur all the 

notes together, you can make the pickup a second up-bow, as I've shown in Measure 6.  

#2 
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I don't mean to suggest that you should ALWAYS slur Measure 2 and ALWAYS separate in Measure 6--it's 

two different styles of adding a pickup.  Use whichever you prefer, or use one one time through the A part and 

the other the  second time through.  Or don't use any! 

 The B part often acquires a few trills and rolls--look at Measures 10 and 14.  Instead of the usual dot-

ted-eighth/sixteenth pattern, you can "fill in" the figure with two more sixteenths, for a 'roll'.  Play the first 

note, then one note higher (one note higher in the scale--this may not be the next key higher!), then the first 

note again.  This is an extremely common figure, and once you've gotten used to it, you may find yourself 

adding it in all sorts of places.  It's like a trill, but a bit slower and more stretched out. 

 In Measure 11 (and 15), we have an actual trill.  Like the roll, you play the note above and return to 

the main note, but this one isn't stretched out.  Do it as fast as you can, just a twitch of the finger.  In Uppland, 

where this tune comes from, that's about all you get for a trill.  Some other regions use longer trills, where you 

try to cram in as many 'finger-twitches' as you can fit into the note's duration, but that's not typical for bond-

polska.  Many people actually play this trill on the note before the one I've indicated, where there's more time 

to do it, but I like it here, as a lead-in to the following note. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These are all typical ornaments for this tune, and most other players you meet 

will use some of them, if not all.  Many players will also use the variations 

made popular by Ceylon Wallin, who often shortened the half-notes even 

more, so as to fit in two pickups instead of one, and who also liked to 'invert' 

the bowing, as I have indicated in Measures 3 and 5.  He plays a down-bow on 

Beat One, as usual, but starts his up-bow early and slurs from Beat One into 

Beat Two, then from Beat Two into Beat Three on a down-bow, leaving the 

second half of Beat Three for an up-bow.  This gives a rather different feel to 

the tune, so if playing for dancers I use this sparingly, but it's fun to play 

around with.  And it can be a great way to turn a bondpolska from Viksta into a 

bondpolska from Överhärde!  The difference in the bowing coincides neatly 

with the difference in the dances. 
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Any of these decorations can be used in other tunes, of course.  Look for places where there's a long note, or a 

note that could use more emphasis.  At first, you'll probably have to think long and hard about what ornament 

to put where, and practice playing them, but eventually, your fingers kind of learn what works, and you'll find 

them putting in trills and double-stops all on their own. 

 

And for one last version of this tune--I learned this one from Gert Ohlsson at Scandia Camp Mendocino last 

summer (2008).  We had one class session where ALL the harpa players came, regardless of level, and we 

worked on this tune.  Gert's version had enough variations that even the more experienced players learned 

something, and the newer players got some great tips on how to dress up a tune.  Gert used to play with Cey-

lon, so it's similar to that, but not quite the same. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Editors note:  For a very different version, yet recognizable as Båtsmans Däck, see page 20.  This is the 

version that  Ola Hertzberg plays on his CD:  ñHullingò.  It is similar but not identical to the version 

that Eric Sahlström played after his father Anders Sahlström.  Ola uses many more ornamentations 

than Eric used for this particular piece.] 
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JAN LINGS NYCKELHARPAN 

English pages translated by Patrick Hort  

Originally published by  P.A. Norstedt & Söner, 

Stockholm, 1967 

 

F oreword:  The English version of the text, to-

gether with the illustrations and their captions, is 

intended to convey the primary content of the Swed-

ish version.  Those passages which I consider deal 

with somewhat provincial matters have been summa-

rized very briefly, as have the detailed descriptions in 

the Swedish text of pictorial sources (Chapter 2), in-

strument making (Chapter 4) and morphology 

(Chapter 5), though here a good deal of information 

can be had from the illustrations.  The contents of 

Chapters 6 - 10 are given at greater length, since the 

problems they deal with are of more general rele-

vance to research into musical instruments.  Chapter 

10, finally, has been translated practically in extenso 

with the exception of the footnotes and a few minor 

passages.  It may be regarded as a sort of summary, 

in that the conclusions formed in previous chapters 

are presented together with written evidence concern-

ing the history of the keyed fiddle. 

 The figures in square brackets in the English 

text refer to the illustrations in the Swedish text; an 

index to these will be found on p. 8  Reference is also 

made to various Bilagor  (i.e. Appendices ) in Swed-

ish, and to written sources; the latter are listed in 

chronological order on p. 203. 

 

I  ntroduction:  The keyed fiddle is a folk instru-

ment which is nowadays played exclusively in 

Sweden, where an unbroken tradition can be traced 

back at least as far as the 18th century.  [Ed:  Now, in 

2009 the nyckelharpa can be found worldwide]. 
 It is depicted in Swedish and Danish church 

art from the late Middle Ages and there is also evi-

dence that it existed in Germany during the 16th and 

17th centuries. 

 The primary aim of the present work is to pre-

sent a critical study of the source material concerning 

the keyed fiddle, which has not previously been the 

subject of a comprehensive investigation.  In addi-

tion, certain central questions are dealt with, such as 

the function and use of the keyed fiddle at different 

times, its sound properties,  the relationships between 

instruments from different eras, the origin of the in-

strument and so on. 

 The arrangement of the study in some ways 

reflects the tradition concerning the keyed fiddle at 

the time when the data was collected.   In addition to 

an old, almost extinct tradition of manufacture and 

performance on 18th and 19th century instruments --

the contra-drone and silver-drone keyed fiddles re-

spectively--there is thus an expansive development of 

the óchromatic keyed fiddleô which was invented in 

1925.  A detailed investigation has been made of the 

older tradition and transition between this and the 

newer one.  An account is also given of the new type 

of instrument, i.e. the chromatic keyed fiddle, but the 

development of this will probably be more compre-

hensible in a decade or so, when it will be easier to 

assess the effects of its current vogue, which is only 

partly dealt with here. 

 Out of the wealth of information which has 

been collected, the study deals for the most part with 

data concerning the keyed fiddle itself, so that for 

instance the extensive biographies of players and in-

strument makers have been drawn on simply in order 

to outline the environment in which the keyed fiddle 

is found. 

 The instrument is presented in Chapter 1, 

which the source material is reviewed in Chapter 2.  

Chapter 3 deals with the terms for the keyed fiddle 

and Chapter 4 contains a description of the raw mate-

rials and the techniques used in building the instru-

ment.  Chapter 5 is concerned with the keyed fiddleôs 

morphology, i.e. the design of the instrumentôs body 

and individual parts, details of construction and orna-

mentation.  Investigations into the instrumentôs tonal 

resources are presented in Chapter 6, playing tech-

niques in Chapter 7 and the acoustic properties of 

certain instruments in Chapter 8.  The repertoire of 

the keyed fiddle is discussed in Chapter 9.  Finally, in 

Chapter 10, there is an attempt to relate the history of 

the keyed fiddle from the Middle Ages to the present 

day.   In this account, use is made of the conclusions 

from the previous chapters in order to present as 

complete a picture as the available material presents. 

figure 1: Keyed fiddle (Kontrabassharpa) p.15 
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Jan Lings Nyckelharpan continued: 

 

C hapter 1:  The Instrument.  The type of in-

strument known as the keyed fiddle may be de-

fined as follows: a composite chordophone  which is 

played with a bow, the strings being stopped by 

means of a special type of key mechanism; the instru-

ment is held horizontally in a manner which closely 

resembles the conventional manner of holding 

plucked lutes and guitars. 

 Fig [1] shows the keyed fiddle in diagram 

form in keeping with Sachsô anthropomorphic ap-

proach  (Sachs 1920, pp. 155f.).  The peg board is 

regarded as the head of the instrument and the tail 

piece as the foot.  The heads of the keys thus lie on 

the left hand side of the instrument, while the belly 

forms its front and the back its reverse side.  Many of 

the instrumentôs parts have dialect names which are 

generally accepted by craftsmen and players;  the 

Swedish terms and a translation of these are given in 

the caption to Fig. [1]. 

 A distinction can be made between the early 

type of keyed fiddle without resonance strings, which 

is already depicted in late mediaeval paintings, and 

the type with resonance strings, which first appears in 

the records from the 18th century.  A question of pri-

mary importance is whether there is a genetic rela-

tionship or not between these two main groups. 

 Keyed fiddles with resonance strings are still 

being made and played, although numerous modifica-

tions have been introduced since the 18th century.  

These changes have been largely concerned with the 

playing mechanism, which has given rise to several 

subdivisions of the instruments in this group. 

 The following account, together with the il-

lustrations, will serve to introduce the types of keyed 

fiddle which are dealt with in this study.  The types 

of instruments have been indexed as follows:  1.  

Keyed fiddle without resonance strings;  2, Simple 

keyed fiddle;  3, Contra-drone keyed fiddle;  4, Silver

-drone keyed fiddle;  5, Contra-drone double-keyed 

fiddle; and 6, Chromatic keyed fiddle  (cf. Bilaga 1). 

 Keyed fiddles without resonance strings form 

a morphologically heterogeneous group.  The body 

may be shaped like that of a guitar or a lute, while 

there are also instruments which resemble those fitted 

with resonance strings.  A feature common to them 

all is the inclusion of drone and mixture strings in 

addition to a melody string (see [2]--[7].  Nothing is 

known about the tuning of the strings. 

 

figure 1: Keyed fiddle (Kontrabassharpa) p.15 

1.  Key 

2.  Keybox 

3.  Tangent 

5.  Locking batten 

6.  Key-box nut 

7.  Key-box lid 

8.  Body (not shown) 

9.  Back (not shown) 

10. Rib (not shown) 

12.  Pegboard 

13. Hookbar (under 

end of tailpiece) 

15.  Sound hole 

16.  Sound hole on  

       upper bout 

17.  Tuning peg 

18.  Tailpiece 

19.  Head of tailpiece 

20.  Melody strings 

21.  Drone string 

22.  Resonance strings 

23.  Sound post 

24.  Bridge 
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 Keyed fiddles with resonance strings com-

prise several types. 

 The simple keyed fiddle (see [8] - [10]) has 

one, occasionally two melody strings, the second 

(mixture string) serving to reinforce the first.  In ad-

dition, there are one or two drone strings as well as 6-

13 resonance strings. 

       The contra-drone keyed fiddle (kontrabasharpa) 

(see [11]-[13]) has one or two drone strings placed in 

between two melody strings, the latter being tuned to 

a¹ and d¹.  The first drone string was originally tuned 

to a and subsequently to g;  the second, which was 

added during the 19th century, is tuned to c.  Here, 

too, there may be anything from 6 to 13 resonance 

strings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      The silver-drone keyed fiddle (silverbasharpa)

has two melody strings placed side by side and two 

bass strings to the right of these  (see [14 - [18]).  

There are two rows of keys, of which the upper one 

generally stops the first melody string and the lower 

one the second;  there are, however, special modifica-

tions which make a much-used key readily accessible 

to the performer  (see [114]).  The first melody string 

is tuned to a¹, the second to c¹, the first bass string to 

g and the second to c.  There are usually 9 or 10 reso-

nance strings. 

 The contra-drone double-keyed fiddle 

(kontrabasharpa med dubbellek) (see [19] - [21]) 

has a combination of the playing mechanisms of the 

contra-drone and the silver-drone instruments.  There 

Keyed fiddles without resonance strings  

[2]  Nyckelharpan från Mora         [3]  Nyckelharpan från Esse, Finland    [4] Nyckelharpan från Vefsen, 

 (page 16)    (p. 17)                (p. 18)  Søndre Helgeland, Norge. 
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thus the arrangement of two adjacent melody strings 

tuned to a¹ and c¹ and with the combination of keys 

described above under the silver-drone type;  next to 

these there are two drone strings tuned to g and c;  

finally, there is a third melody string tuned to d¹.  The 

c¹ string is only used for double stopping. 

 The chromatic-keyed fiddle (kromatisk ny-

ckelharpa)  (see [22] - [25]) has the same tuning as 

the silver-drone fiddle from which it has been devel-

oped.  There is, however, an additional row of keys 

for stopping the third string, tuned to g, which corre-

sponds to the first drone of the silver-drone instru-

ment.  The number of resonance strings varies be-

tween 10 and 19. 

[Ed:  I have not included pictures of chromatic ny-

ckelharpas in this article because most of the readers 

have their own at home for comparison.] 

 

Keyed fiddles with resonance strings  

[8]  Enkelharpa from         [11] Kontrabasharpa from 

1700-1800s.                           late 1700s or early 1800s. 

Keyed fiddles with resonance strings  

[8]  Silverbasharpa from         [11] Kontrabasharpa  

later half of the 1800s.                     med  dubbellek:     

                   probably late 1800s. 


