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Toward the Perfect Strap by Mel Meer 
 So one day I was thinking about how to make 

my nyckelharpa feel better around my neck.  I had 

been using the so-called “stretchy-strap” ever since it 

was written up in Nyckel Notes in 1999.  A number 

of other players were using the strap including, at the 

time, Olov Johanssen. 

 What we had been calling the stretchy strap is 

a strap made by Legacy Straps (legacystraps.com) in 

Western Pennsylvania.  Legacy Straps is Gary Mer-

ola, who is also a fine graphic artist and also a very 

friendly and helpful guy. 

 The model of strap many of us have been us-

ing is called the Ultra II.  It is a strap designed for a 

bass guitar.  It is mostly a 2 inch wide cotton (or poly) 

strap with a 14 inch length of 3 ¼ inch wide neoprene 

covering part of it for comfort.  There is also a section 

of 2 inch wide stretch elastic, which for the nyckel-

harpa is worn on the left (headstock) side. 

 Here was the problem.  As designed for the 

bass guitar the neoprene is very much closer to one 

end than to the other.  For the bass guitar it is worn 

toward the left side as a bass guitar is supported by 

the left shoulder.  For the nyckelharpa it is worn to-

ward the right side.  The neoprene therefore didn’t 

reach the very left side of my neck which supports a 

lot of weight.  For the nyckelharpa, it seems, the neo-

prene is best placed in about the middle of the strap. 

Well, Gary wasn’t doing it in 1999 but when I went to 

look at the web site recently, I noticed that he will 

now place the neoprene anywhere you want.  So I or-

dered one with the neoprene in about the middle.  It 

costs $24.  When I got it, it seemed perfect; the soft 

and wide neoprene piece went around the back of my 

neck perfectly.   

The new strap was much more comfortable than the 

old.  There was, though, one more problem. 

The stretchy part was just too stretchy; it was 

bouncy.  I don’t know if Legacy was now using a 

different stretch material, or perhaps after 14 years 

the old stretch had given out.  But, for example, 

when releasing all the keys to change positions my 

nyckelharpa would bounce and it would be chancy 

to find the keys again, by feel anyway. 

 So I called Gary and I found that he really 

wants to please his customers.  He said he might 

have some less stretchy material, but I opted to just 

remove the stretch.  He told me to send it back and 

he replaced the whole left side with the 2 inch wide 

cotton strap.  I’m now very happy with the strap.  It 

hugs my neck all around and it is hard for me to 

imagine a more comfortable nyckelharpa strap with-

out going to exotic designs.  With the neoprene 

placed so comfortably I don’t think it needs any 

stretch, at least not for me.   Just to be clear, the 

strap he made for me is not listed on his web site, 

but he will make it on request.  Highly recom-

mended. 
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 By the way, if you go to the Legacy web site you will also find a “Custom Sized Nyckelharpa Strap” 

based on a 1 inch design.  Have a look.  I passed it up for the strap I have, but if anyone wants to try it, let us 

know how you like it. 

Addendum:  The “Y” strap--the “X” strap.   

 In Nyckel Notes 51 there was a story about the “Y” strap.  This is a design originally developed for 

nyckelharpas by Jeff Swann, a nyckelharpa builder in England (nyckelharpa.co.uk).  The strap is in the shape 

of a Y with the split behind the neck one part going forward in front of the right shoulder like your nyckel-

harpa strap and one part going behind the shoulder.  They kind of meet just before the connection to the in-

strument on the right side.  It is Jeff Swann’s strap that is illustrated in Nyckel Notes 51.  However Jeff does-

n’t sell his strap except in Europe; he claims an insurance issue.   He will sell you his strap only if you pro-

vide him with a European mailing address.  An adaption of Jeff’s strap, but quite different in the hardware, is 

sold by the American Nyckelharpa maker, Earl Holtzman, who authored the Nyckel Notes 51 article 

(earlharpas.com).  They cost about $25.  I tried one of Earl’s straps, but preferred the modified Legacy.  In 

any event if you want to try Earl’s strap, he offers a return privilege.  There appears to be a very similar, 

seemingly identical to Jeff’s, guitar strap called the Planet Waves Dare strap available from several U.S. 

sources, including Amazon, for as little as $13. 

 Just to complete the picture, there is the “Slider” strap, an “X” or Cross strap.  It seems to lower the 

weight of the nyckelharpa from the back of the neck to the upper back.  They are available from many U.S. 

sources for about $20.  See the feature about it, with pictures, by Rita Leyden in Nyckel Notes 30.  It would 

seem that putting the instrument on and taking it off with this strap is just a bit awkward, though Rita offers a 

solution.  

Mel’s Strap Jeff’s Strap 

Earl’s Strap 
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Spain will teach Early music from the Iberian Penin-

sula and German multi-instrumentalist Johannes 

Mayr will teach European folk music on nyckel-

harpa from countries outside of Scandinavia. 

Finally, for the most advanced and those will 

to apply and practice ahead of time, the renowned 

Belgian composer and performer Didier François 

will address polyphonic playing on the nyckelharpa. 

 So far, there have been virtually no US or 

Canadian participants at the Nyckelharpa Days – 

will you be the pioneer? 

 Although I have not been to the Days of the 

Nyckelharpa, I have studied nyckelharpa at Burg 

Fürstenek for three years at another nyckelharpa-

friendly event, the annual “Bordunale,” held right 

after New Year’s.  I can recommend it highly and 

will probably be there to greet you (in English!) if 

you come. 

 In addition to courses in folk subjects includ-

ing accordion, hurdy-gurdy, bagpipes and ensemble 

playing, there are two nyckelharpa classes taught by 

Annette Osann and Emilia Ampher.  I have studied 

with both of them.  They are wonderful and inspir-

ing teachers.  For more information on the Bordu-

nale, see www.bordunale.burg-fuersteneck.de. 

Going to Burg Fürstenek has become one of 

the highlights of my year.  The instruction is first-

rate.  The other students, the majority from Ger-

many, are serious and helpful.  The accommodations 

are simple, but clean and comfortable.  The food is 

good and solid, served at communal tables, with a 

main meal at lunch time and a great variety of salads 

and cold cuts in the evening.  There are plenty of 

vegetarian choices, although you need to indicate a 

vegetarian preference when you sign up.  (The meat 

selections are heavy on pork; if this is an issue, you 

might want to become a temporary vegetarian.) 

The building itself is magical, with spiral 

staircases, mighty exposed beams, little windows, 

thick stone walls, a central courtyard, towers and all 

the other things one expects from a castle.  Looking 

over the surrounding fields, you can really feel like a 

prince or princess in the fairy tale of your choice. 

In 1952-1953, the castle was rebuilt for edu-

cational use, having served as a farm headquarters 

and buildings from around 1818 to 1945.  It was 

again renovated in the past several years.  The reno-

vation has produced wonderful teaching and per-

formance spaces and white-walled sleeping rooms 

(generally doubles; private rooms are also available).   

The Nyckelharpa at Burg Fürsteneck 

in Germany 

 
By Amy Shapiro, Binghamton, NY 

 

 Looking for a European destination that both 

you and your nyckelharpa can enjoy?  The obvious 

answer may be Sweden and its many courses and fes-

tivals, but there is another wonderful option:  Burg 

Fürstenek, a 12th century castle in the green rolling 

hills of central Germany. 

 Originally the home and fortress of “prince-

abbots” who ruled the surrounding countryside, Burg 

Fürstenek is now an educational center offering pro-

grams to adults and children year-around.  These in-

clude the 10th Annual International Days of the 

Nyckelharpa, October 3-6, 2013 and the 13th An-

nual Fürsteneker Bordunale, January 1-5, 2014, 

which offers workshops in nyckelharpa and other 

folk instruments.   

 Either would be a great addition to a trip to 

Germany– perhaps for Octoberfest in the fall or 

Christmas/New Year’s in the winter.  Burg Fürstenek 

is located just outside the village of Eiterfeld in the 

state of Hessen, about 2 hours by car or train from the 

Frankfurt International Airport, one of the busiest and 

easiest to get to in Europe.  If you go, the organizers 

can assist you in making travel arrangements and 

even arrange a ride from the local train station. 

 The International Days of the Nyckelharpa 

are unique in bringing together players of all levels 

and styles from all over Europe.  There will be con-

certs, workshops, demonstrations and jam sessions in 

not just Swedish folk styles, but also Spanish, early 

music, baroque, and contemporary styles.  It is a real 

revelation to hear what our instrument can do when 

the envelope is pushed.  The faculty includes the stars 

of the harpa in Europe. 

 The Days of the Nyckelharpa are open to 

plays at all levels.  No auditions are necessary.  For 

information, see www.nyckelharpa.burg-

fuersteneck.de. Best of all:  MOST INSTRUCTION 

WILL BE IN ENGLISH! 

For beginners, Jule Bauer from Germany and 

Annette Osann from Franch will teach handling the 

nyckelharpa and bow and easy repertoire. 

For the more advanced, Emilia Amper and 

Magnus Holmström of Sweden will teach traditional 

nyckelharpa music from Sweden, Ana Alcaide of  

http://www.bordunale.burg-fuersteneck.de/
http://www.nyckelharpa.burg-fuersteneck.de/
http://www.nyckelharpa.burg-fuersteneck.de/
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The architect who oversaw the original 

renovation was Otto Bartning, associated with the 

Bauhaus style.  His motto was “A clear mind grows 

in empty rooms” – and this is obvious in the calm 

feeling of the place. 

What about language problems?  Speaking 

personally, my German is not good.  While going 

with a German-speaking friend has made things 

significantly easier for me,  I would still urge you 

to consider going even if you know neither German 

or anyone who speaks it.  As noted, most of the in-

struction is in English at the Nyckelharpa Days, 

and Emilia Ampher teaches in English at the Bor-

dunale  – your fellow students might be coming to 

you with language questions! 

In addition, most of your fellow participants 

have studied English and many know it quite well.  

The organizers can help you navigate things in 

English.  Once you’re playing, music is the interna-

tional language.  And finally, a little linguistic 

stumbling is a small price to pay for the opportu-

nity to meet fellow musicians in a fine and com-

pletely non-touristic environment. 

                                                 Amy Shapiro 

 

Notes from a lesson 
 

by Matt Fichtenbaum 
 

 It’s fun to teach nyckelharpa to beginners, 

especially beginners who already play other instru-

ments.  The instrument inspires curiosity, its opera-

tion is readily apparent, and if it’s the student’s first 

experience with a bow, at least the keybox is there 

to sidestep the problem of left-hand intonation. 

 Ellen was a student in my “nyckelharpa 

from scratch” workshop at a music and dance week 

last summer.  She is an accomplished cellist and 

singer, and she was intensely interested in this odd 

instrument with its mellow sound.  It was a good 

week – she took to the instrument immediately, 

spent a productive week with it, and concluded that 

she needed a nyckelharpa of her own.  She returned 

home with a head full of tunes and a new musical 

mission. 

 It takes a while to get a high-end harpa, but 

she was fortunate to be able to borrow a workable 

instrument in the interim, and she worked with it 

during the fall and winter 

.Early in the following spring she was in my neighbor-

hood and came over  for – I’d call it a coaching ses-

sion rather than a lesson.  She played the tunes she’d 

worked on; I listened and made some suggestions, and 

then we worked on some of the details. 

 A few days later Ellen sent me an email in 

which she summarized what she thought she’d learned 

in our session.  She was thorough and concise in her 

summary.  With her permission, I present her words 

here, along with my elaborations. 

 The bowing is inextricably linked to the rhythmic 

pulse so I need to get over it and just practice it 

until it is second nature. 

 I believe we were playing Polska efter Båtsman 

Däck, with its eighth-note polska bowing pattern.  I 

believe that a tune is realized by taking a rhythm and 

draping the melody over it, not by simply rendering a 

series of random notes.  This was Ellen’s acknowledg-

ment of that structure. 

 Determine the melodic structure and be aware of 

which notes are the "bolded" ones and which to 

pass over lightly. 

 This refers to articulation and expression, the 

idea that some notes should be accented (e.g., the 

notes on the beat in a slängpolska, the first and third 

beats in an eighth-note polska).  Going into more de-

tail, there’s also a difference in sound between slurred 

notes and individually bowed notes – consider the 

sound of four sixteenth-notes played with the first two 

slurred, the second two separate. 

 Listening is practicing.  I need to take the time to 

listen to the tune, especially the rhythm, in order 

to get it right. 

 There is more to a tune than what appears in 

the written music.  If a tune “speaks to you” and 

makes you want to play it, it must be expressing 

something appealing.  Listen to the rendition that 

made you sit up and take notice, identify what there is 

about it that makes it so, and then use that awareness 

as the basis for your own playing. 

 Practice thirds, sixths and chords to get comfort-

able with the hand positions. 

 Playing harpa can be a daunting task – so 

many keys, so few fingers, and one has to work the 

keys in the right order without bringing the rhythm to 

a halt.  I had pointed out that tunes, in general, consist 

of arpeggios and scale fragments, and that being fa-

miliar with arpeggio fingerings gives ready access to 

the key sequences one is likely to need. 
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 Figure out fingerings that allow the melody to 

flow smoothly. 

Playing harpa unavoidably involves changing left 

hand positions, especially when playing on the A 

string.  It’s good to do one’s shifts, or jumps, at a 

time that doesn’t interfere with the rhythm: at the 

end of a phrase, for example, or on the note before 

the beat, when cutting that note short won’t be no-

ticed. 

 Try to play the music instead of the notes. 

A comment on not getting so focused on the details 

that the entirety gets lost.  As mentioned above, the 

rhythm is fundamental, followed by the shape of 

the melody.  After that much is working dependa-

bly, one can work on the missing notes, the accents, 

or other details. 

 Once I know the melodic structure I can add my 

own interpretation of the ornamentation. 

And the ornaments come last – a mix of the style of 

the player whose rendition inspires you and your 

own personal expression.  But don’t focus on the 

ornaments until the rhythm and melody are secure. 

 Ellen ended her note with: 

Wow. That's a lot. [Hearing these tunes] is very 

inspiring to me. Most of the time when I listen 

to folk music I find it sort of matter of fact. 

[This time I heard] something deeply musical 

and poetic. 

 I enjoyed that comment.  It confirms my own 

impression, that this music truly has something to 

say and that it’s our privilege to help it do that. 

 And then she adds one final bit of acquired wis-

dom: 

I wish I had planned better and brought my re-

corder. Next time I won't leave home without it! 

 Always a good plan.  This is an aural experi-

ence – sound, feeling, expression.  There’s a rich-

ness in learning a tune by ear – hearing it and mak-

ing it your own. 

 

It’s been a few months since Ellen and I got to-

gether, and I’m looking forward to our next meet-

ing.  Meanwhile, the topic of what’s important 

when one is learning to play is a good one, wide 

open and with no single set of “right answers.”  I 

would be interested to see NN’s readers’ thoughts 

on the topic. 

  

   Matt Fichtenbaum 

Matt Fichtenbaum was teaching engineering in Sweden in 1976 

when "this strange instrument" appeared on television. Investiga-

tion revealed it to be a nyckelharpa, then undergoing enthusiastic  

revival with the help of the Swedish adult education system.  

"That has to be easier than a violin," he thought, and promptly 

signed up for a build-your-own course. By the end of the school 

year Matt was the proud owner of a nyckelharpa, or, at least, a 

nyckelharpa-shaped object, playable nonetheless. The associated 

beginner's playing course was next, followed by a summer week 

at Österbybruk with Leif Alpsjö and Hasse Gille. A need for 

playing-course instructors the following September gave Matt the 

chance to be "the American who taught the Swedes about their 

national instrument," and a good time was had by all.  Since then, 

Matt has taught at numerous harpa workshops, appeared at folk 

festivals, and done lots of playing for dancers. And learned to 

play fiddle. He returns frequently to Sweden for visits,  courses, 

and real Swedish meatballs. Matt has a fondness for gentle har-

monies and, having come to both nyckelharpa and fiddle as an 

adult, an interest in the process of learning to play. He is a found-

ing board member of the ANA and has written many Spela Bättre 

articles for Nyckel Notes.   Matt lives in the Boston, Massachu-

setts area and, when not playing music, works as a software engi-

neer. 
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The Medieval “Schlüsselfidel” 

 The strings of the nyckelharpa are played with 

a bow as with all bowed instruments. But to change 

the pitch the string is shortened not with the fingers 

on a fretboard as with violins or guitars. Instead there 

are “keys” in a “key box” located under the strings, 

and on the keys are small wooden “tangents”, which 

tap the strings instead of the finger: a mechanical 

keyboard is used - similar to the hurdy-gurdy. The 

keys or tangents are pressed from below against the 

strings. And there we find the left hand of our angel 

beside key box that is well recognizable, too. 

 We know the historical German name 

Schlüsselfidel from two music-theoretical treatises of 

the Renaissance. The first Martin Agricola published 

with the title Musica instrumentalis deudsch in pre-

cisely that year 1529, in which the Knochenhauer-

Amtshaus was originally built. 1619, Michael Præto-

rius published De Organographia in which he treated 

the musical instruments of his time. In both works, 

the Schlüsselfidel is depicted and described. Both au-

thors are still known today as composers of common 

hymns. 

 In Italy, Denmark and Sweden there are ceil-

ing paintings in late medieval churches with angels 

playing nyckelharpa. The earliest of these pictures is 

from the year 1408, and is located in Siena, Italy. Be-

cause the instrument is so little known, even this one 

has only recently been identified by nyckelharpa 

player of today, although the picture is very clear and 

was always in public. Quite possible, therefore, that 

the nyckelharpa is yet to be discovered in the future 

on other paintings. 

 Most ceiling frescoes with key fiddles are 

found in Sweden. However, art historians assume the 

authors might have been German painters on the 

tramp. The stone relief of the Källunge porch murals 

Gotland, Sweden is dated to 1350 shows a nyckel-

harpa.   (Ed. See NNs #45, pages 10 & 3 {picture}) 

 Who played the nyckelharpa those times and 

how it has sounded, we do not know. Relics of real 

key fiddles are not obtained from this early period. It 

can be assumed as certain that the keyboard could 

change only one melodic string. Other strings might 

have served as immutable "drones" to accompany the 

melody like with hurdy-gurdy and bagpipe. So the 

early nyckelharpa is one of the drone instruments. 

Hurdy-gurdy and bagpipe we find at the Knochen-

hauer-Amtshaus right and left of the nyckelharpa.  

 A rough translation of an article on the nyckelharpa pub-

lished by the "Hildesheimer Allgemeine Zeitung", 4th 

May 2013.  

The nyckelharpa at the  

Knochenhauer-Amtshaus 

 in Hildesheim  
A medieval musical instrument  

is newly discovered  
by Karsten Evers  

Recently, the Swedish musicologist Per-Ulf Allmo 

identified a rather unknown musical instrument at the 

butchers guildhouse “Knochenhauer-Amtshaus” in 

Hildesheim, Germany: The "Schlüsselfidel" or 

"nyckelharpa". The author of this article tells about 

the instrument and its history. He started his career 

as an architect with the renovation of historic half-

timbered houses. In a second study, he was gradu-

ated at the University of Hildesheim as MA of cul-

tural education. Since then he works at the Academy 

BURG FÜRSTENECK and has, amongst others, ini-

tiated the European Nyckelharpa Training and or-

ganizes the European Nyckelharpa Cooperation.  

The Knochenhauer-Amtshaus was first finished 1529 

as the butchers guildhall at the market place of 

Hildesheim in northern Germany. It was regarded as 

one of the most beautiful half-timbered houses in the 

world. During World War II it was completely de-

stroyed. Only 1997 it was carefully reconstructed 

true to the original details thanks to the initiative of 

the citizens of Hildesheim.  

  

  At a prominent place, exactly centered over 

the entrance of the 1997 reconstructed Knochenhauer

-Amtshaus welcomes us an angel with a string instru-

ment. He belongs to a group of musicians that deco-

rate some lugs of the truss. The string instrument can 

easily be recognized by the bow. A waisted body 

with neck corresponds to the form of a historical 

vielle. At first glance, one would regard this as one of 

many late medieval pictures of vielle playing puttos.  

But this angel of Hildesheim is different and unique, 

because the instrument he plays seems to be not a 

vielle but a "nyckelharpa", an instrument that is 

rather unknown even among musical experts. And 

this presentation on the Knochenhauer-Amthaus is 

the only early figurative image of a Schlüsselfidel, 

known in Germany.  
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A renewed extinction like in the Baroque period 

seemed likely. Eric Sahlström was not only talented 

and innovative musician, but he was able to inspire 

and thrill others. He achieved for instance, that the 

Swedish government promoted courses for building 

nyckelharpor at community colleges. And many fa-

mous nyckelharpa players have played with him and 

learned from him. 
 The Nyckelharpa Today  

 After his death the Eric Stahlström Institute 

was founded as the Swedish National Institute of 

Folk Music. Among other tasks one year full-time 

courses for playing nyckelharpa and two year build-

ing courses for building nyckelharpor are offered. At 

the Royal College of Music in Stockholm you can 

even study nyckelharpa. Thus in Sweden today there 

is a considerable number of highly qualified nyckel-

harpa players. One focus is on traditional and modi-

fied folk music. But many other styles of music can 

be played on the instrument. The whole range could 

be heard in August 2012 at an impressive gala con-

cert in Uppsala honoring the 100th birthday of Eric 

Sahlström.  

 Outside of Sweden, the nyckelharpa was re-

discovered since about 1980. Especially the Italian 

musician Marco Ambrosini, who is living in Ger-

many, and his Belgian counterpart Didier François 

had their own access to the instrument by their musi-

cal background as classically trained violin soloists. 

Their goal was not to cultivate the tradition of Swed-

ish music but they were excited by the unusual 

sound. And so they are not only among the first 

prominent nyckelharpa players outside Sweden but 

also pioneers in the use of the instrument in a variety 

of genres like medieval music, classical music and 

jazz up to contemporary avant-garde music. They 

have inspired many other musicians for the instru-

ment. Even in rock and pop music the nyckelharpa is 

used today.  

 As in earlier times, the recent changes in the 

repertoire have led to modifications of the instru-

ment. In Germany and France professional instru-

ment makers build nyckelharpor, in which all four 

strings can be played with separate rows of keys. A 

drone string is omitted. There are even 5-row instru-

ments and e-nyckelharpor. As with other instru-

ments, an entire family has been created at different 

pitches from bass to soprano instrument.  

Photo by Lennart Adsten  

This arrangement, the prominent central placement 

and the use at a bourgeois house are historically inter-

esting. 

The Swedish Nyckelharpa  
 In the Baroque period, the instrument fell in 

oblivion nearly everywhere. But almost at the same 

time, from the mid-17th Century, in Sweden the first 

instruments occur that are preserved until today. How-

ever, the body of all Swedish instruments is narrow 

and stretched - in contrast to the vielle form the early 

pictures. The Swede Per-Ulf Allmo, who explores the 

history of the nyckelharpa for decades, has found 

similarities between the Swedish design with contem-

poraneous Sorbian instruments from area at the Ger-

man-Polish border. In Swedish the instrument is called 

the "nyckelharpa". This is a literal equivalent of the 

historical German word "Schlüsselfidel" or the English 

“key fiddle”: “Schlüssel” = "nyckel" = "key" and 

“Fidel” = "harpa" = “vielle” or any early "stringed 

instrument". Internationally this Swedish term is com-

monly used today. Especially in the Uppland region 

around the town of Uppsala, the nyckelharpa is played 

and developed for 400 years in an unbroken tradition 

as a folk music instrument. Why the nyckelharpa sur-

vived just there cannot be answered clearly.  

 The design of the Swedish Nyckelharpa was 

adapted to musical needs several times. The number 

of keys varies with the melodies musicians wanted to 

play. There have been developments with two tan-

gents on each key to pick two strings at the same time 

with the same key. There were also first instruments 

with two rows of keys to play on two different strings. 

Resonating sympathetic strings contribute to the spe-

cific sound of today's nyckelharpor. They are located 

under the playing strings and are excited only by the 

resonance frequencies and help for the full sound rich 

in overtones and for a kind of reverberation.  

 Enormous progress brought developments that 

August Bohlin (1877-1949) and Eric Sahlström (1912-

1966) added to the instrument. They provided the ny-

ckelharpa with three rows of keys. So three of the four 

strings could be played chromatically. The fourth 

string was used in a constant pitch as a bass string. To 

carry the tangents from the bottom row of keys to each 

of the associated string, they furnished the upper keys 

with elaborated breakthroughs. 

 The fact that the nyckelharpa experienced a 

renaissance since the 1970s is mainly thanks to Eric 

Sahlström. In the middle of the last century, even in 

Sweden only a few old people played this instrument.  
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An orchestra of more than 20 nyckelharpa soloists 

from 10 nations will study and perform contemporary 

music for nyckelharpa. A “Call for Compositions” 

was recently announced. 

 The Angel of Hildesheim before and after 

Reconstruction  
 The discovery of the unique nyckelharpa 

sculpture at the Knochenhauer-Amtshaus became 

possible as a "side effect" of the careful reconstruc-

tion, which was realized due to the commitment of 

many citizens of Hildesheim and the many people 

involved in the execution. The large and richly deco-

rated half-timbered building was exceptional even at 

its first emergence. The reconstruction at a time when 

timber is not really the preferred construction re-

quired a unique mission. For the rebuilding 400 cubic 

meters of oak wood were brought from France to 

Bremen, where it was merged by the carpenters and 

then brought throughout whole Germany to the sculp-

ture ateliers, before it could be really rebuilded on the 

spot in Hildesheim.  

 The reconstruction was only possible because 

photographic documentation of the still undestroyed 

house were made in time. Based on those photo-

graphs, drawings and clay models of all sculptures 

were made in a studio in Stadthagen directed by the 

architect Prof. Dietrich Klose. This alone employed 

six people. These models then were used for the exe-

cution in wood by several involved sculpture studios. 

In the case of our nyckelharpa player, it was the stu-

dio of Bernd Brucklachner in Augsburg, where at that 

time eight sculptors were employed. The goal was an 

as faithful copy of the original figure as possible.  

 No one knew the instrument “nyckelharpa” at 

the time of the reconstruction. Nevertheless, relevant 

details are clearly visible in the restored figure, a sign 

of the care with which the reconstruction was per-

formed. One must not take that for granted: An artist 

who depicts a musical instrument is not an instrument 

builder; the image is always an interpretation. Rich-

ard Frederick Heyer for instance (on whom has been 

reported at the same Hildesheim newspaper on April 

7, 2012) has painted with watercolors the Knochen-

hauer-Amstshaus. He painted the hand of the angel 

on the fretboard. So he imagined an alleged "failure" 

of the sculptor and "corrected" it by changing the ny-

ckelharpa into a fiddle.  

[128] 

[129] 

 Also instruments for larger or smaller chil-

dren starting from kindergarten age are available. In 

Belgium, it is planned to include the nyckelharpa as 

one of the official musical instruments promoted by 

the government: Because of the keyboard, a faster 

initial success is possible than with other bowed in-

struments. Even violin students benefit from the ny-

ckelharpa, because of the keyboard, the distances of 

the half and full tones are so clearly to understand.  

 The growing number of nyckelharpa players 

led to a need for training facilities outside of Sweden. 

Therefore, the German Academy BURG FÜR-

STENECK in the district of Fulda, Hesse, established 

2004 the "International Days of the Nyckelharpa ". 

Since then, annually about 80 players from many 

European and non-European nations join this event. 

Parallel workshops offer the chance of competent in-

struction on the nyckelharpa in different genres. Be-

ginners are welcome and can borrow an instrument, if 

necessary. Exhibitions of historical and contemporary 

nyckelharpor provide knowledge of the instrument. A 

conference and a nyckelharpa concert are part of the 

program.  

 Especially to train professional musicians and 

music teachers on the instrument, the three-year 

"European Nyckelharpa Training" was developed in 

a Swedish-Italian-German cooperation. Members of 

the cooperation are the Academy BURG FÜR-

STENECK, the Scuola di Musica Popolare di Forlim-

popoli and the Eric Sahlström Institute. Also in 

France and Spain are facilities for the training. The 

participants are meeting 6 times a year, each meeting 

with duration of three days. They are trained by dif-

ferent teachers with special emphases.  

 With funding from the European Commis-

sion, the project "CADENCE - Cultural Adult Educa-

tion and nyckelharpa Cooperation in Europe" could 

be performed. Participants from five countries at-

tended 2010 adult education facilities in Sweden, 

Germany and Italy, discussed different educational 

and training opportunities, played music and per-

formed finally a great nyckelharpa concert which was 

broadcasted by the national Germany radio 

“Deutschlandfunk” and is also available on CD. This 

European cooperation will continue in 2013 in Italy 

with the project “ENCORE – European Nyckelharpa 

Cooperation – Orchestral Experience – between 

European folk music and contemporary composi-

tions”.  
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Sought after old Photos  
Despite of the careful reconstruction, it would be de-

sirable to know more details about the original char-

acter of the Hildesheim nyckelharpa. Thus, in the re-

construction the peg, where the strings are fixed and 

tuned, is not visible. Was it also missing in the origi-

nal or was it bent backwards and therefore not visible 

in the frontal photograph? The key box seems to be 

covered with a decorative board. Were ornaments to 

be seen on it? The keys are indicated with a bar below 

this key box. Could one see more details of the key-

board in the original? The hint of a line on the body in 

old photos was reconstructed as a strip of wood, but 

technically there is no sense for that on an instrument. 

What was originally meant? In order to approach 

these and other questions, we would need more pho-

tos from before the war. Not all photos that were 

available during the reconstruction are already re-

found in the archives.  

Maybe in private family albums old photo are pre-

served on which the nyckelharpa is recognizable? 

Photos from different angles and lighting conditions 

could help. Whoever has this kind of pictures should 

please contact the author Karsten Evers (evers@burg-

fuersteneck.de) or the publisher Mr. Abromeit, Ger-

stenberg Verlag Hildesheim. Maybe one day it will be 

possible to build a replica of the old instrument.  

 Extensive information on the nyckelharpa and 

the European nyckelharpa cooperation including mu-

sical videos can be found at   www.nyckelharpa.eu.  Amthaus - 1890-1905 
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CD review 
 by Matt Fichtenbaum 

 

Återvunnet by Ditte 

Andersson 

 
 I have always enjoyed 

Ditte Andersson’s music.  Her 

tone sparkles, her styling is firmly 

connected to nyckelharpa tradi-

tion, and, while she takes her mu-

sic seriously, there’s always a 

twinkling eye not far behind.  

Ditte’s latest offering, first re-

leased quietly in 2009, is a well-

thought-out collection of her 

original tunes, traditional tunes, 

and songs, with a few forays into 

pop/jazz standards. 

 Återvunnet means re-

claimed, or recycled, or reused...  

I take this to mean that she has 

taken these tunes that first appeared on other contexts 

and made them into one consistent collection.  In the 

liner notes, Ditte writes “All the instrumental pieces 

are of my own making, on the nyckelharpa, for the 

nyckelharpa.  Together with the songs I’ve chosen, 

they present me in a musically holistic manner.” 

 There are tunes of all sorts and songs of vari-

ous genres.  Many of the tunes commemorate particu-

lar occasions: wedding marches and polskas, tunes 

for the graduation at the Eric Sahlström Institute, a 

schottis for Olov Johansson’s birthday.  Several of 

the original works bring other, traditional, tunes to 

mind without being anything like those tunes: to me, 

this suggests Ditte has incorporated traditional style 

and feeling into her original material. 

 An impressive collection of fellow musicians 

join Ditte here.  Roger Tallroth on guitars, under-

stated and expressive.  Olov Johansson on nyckel-

harpa.  Anders Göransson on piano on several tracks 

– spare and surprisingly effective – and harmonium.  

And singer Michael Näslund adds his fine voice to 

Ditte’s. 

   The comprehensive liner notes are in both 

Swedish and English.  The song lyrics appear in Eng-

lish as well, a help to the non-Swedish-speaking lis-

tener who wonders what’s going on. 

 

I’ll end this review with an excerpt from singer Eva 

Tjörnebo and musician Kjell Landström: “Ditte has 

made a very personal CD.  Expect the unexpected 

when Ditte is in the recycling mood!”  

 Återvunnet is available from the publisher, 

Tongång, at  

http://www.tongang.se/tongang/bildcd63ENG.html.  

 

 Ditte herself has a web site 

 www.ditteandersson.se 

 

-- Matt Fichtenbaum 

 

http://www.tongang.se/tongang/bildcd63ENG.html
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Report:  Construction of a Nyckelharpa  

by Ton Pel 
 

Bending the top plate  

 I bought the top plate. It consisted of two 
parts glued together, 5 mm thick. From the construc-
tion manual, one can (mathematically) deduce that 
the top plate should have the shape of a circle seg-
ment with a radius of 29 cm.  
 I therefore made a mold on which the top 
plate could be bent and clamped.  

 To make the top plate easier to bend, I put it 
in hot tap water for an hour. It was held underwater 
by a piece of iron.  

 Then I clamped the top plate on to the mold.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 As you can see, the glue let loose in the mid-
dle. This was not the way to bend the top plate! 
To reconstruct the top plate, I let the wood dry, 
sawed both halves from each other, and glued them 
back together using a specially made mold.  
 With the template, I could exercise both 
horizontal and vertical pressure. I attached adhesive 
tape to the edges of the top plate to protect the 
wood against glue. The mold had a notch below the 
bond-line, which allowed for the expansion of the 
glue.  

 After the top plate had been reconstructed, I 
decided to bend the plate using steam. I had a 
steam box made of MDF. The box interior was 
coated with aluminum foil. 
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 It is simple to mark all points on the inside 
and the outside edge by pencil with the aid of the  
spreadsheet calculations.  

 I checked the formulas, measurements and 
the penciled points a few times. I then cut away un-
wanted wood. That was gratifying. 

 I then lightly worked on the edges with a file 
and sandpaper, and verified that the profile fitted the 
top plate everywhere. The next picture shows how I 
did it.  

 After 15 minutes, the top plate could be 
bent and clamped to the mold that I had created 
earlier.  

Placing the top plate on the body  

 The side edges of the harpa should follow 
the profile of the bended top plate. Where the side 
edge moves towards the center line of the harpa, it 
should be higher. Where it moves outwards, it 
should be lower. It was hard to make a perfect fit 
between edges and top plate, by hand only. 
 
Tip: apply the Pythagorean theorem to calculate 
the height of the side edges 
 

 I noticed that the edges should connect to 
the circular segment formed by the top plate. With 

the Pythagorean theorem this can easily be re-
solved, as shown in the figure below. MA is the 
axis of the harpa. FH is the top of the bottom plate. 
CF and BG are the outer and the inner edge of the 
harpa. DCBA is the bottom of the curved top plate 
with radius r = 29 cm. If the outer edge of the side 
is y2 cm from the central line of the harpa, it is 
easy to calculate x2. At that spot the height of the 

edge should be reduced by (r-x2) cm be. In this 

way all points on the inside and the outside of the 
edge can be calculated. With a spread sheet with 
the only variable 'y' are all points can be calculated 
(see Appendix B for the spread sheet formulas and 
other nyckelharpa mathematics).  



 # 52 - SUMMER  2013                          

 

The tail  
 The tail and the tail holder must resist the 
forces of the stretched strings. I decided on a differ-

ent solution 
than is 
shown in 
c o n s t r u c -
tion man-
ual. In the 
photo  a 
p r o t o t y p e 
of a tail 
holder is 
shown. It 
should be 
attached to 

the underside of the harpa. An oblique hole was 
carved In the tail. The hole fits exactly over the pen 
of the tail holder. 

 T h e 
holes for the 
s y m p a t h e t i c 
strings should 
run through 
the middle of 
the front of 
the tailpiece to 
the bottom of 
the cut that is 
made for the 
ends of the 
s t r i n g s , 

thereby describing a slight angle. I solved this by 
tilting and clamping the tailpiece to the workbench 
and drilling vertically.  

5. Harpa  

 Subsequently, I mounted the tailpiece, the key 
box and a makeshift bridge. I strung the harpa with nylon 
strings (cello strings only) to make sure everything fit.  

 The result was perfect. We were now ready 
for the next step: gluing the top plate.  
To glue and clamp the top plate to the harpa, I 
made a clamping device.  

 The harpa body can be placed in it and the 
top plate can be glued and clamped with 25 clamps. 
Before applying glue, I attached adhesive tape to 
segments where glue might damage the wood.  
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At the tip of the bow, I glued an ebony block with square 
hole in 
it. This 
hole is 
for fas-
tening 
the bow 
hair 
 
The next 

picture shows how I 
drilled a square hole 
by drilling away the 
edges of the hole and 
by filing.  
.  
The picture below 
shows how the ebony 
block is glued and 
clamped to the tip.  

The picture below the 
shows the ready bow. The 
bow hair was strung by a 
professional violin builder.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7. Harpa Stand 

  
It seemed use-
ful to have a 
stand on which 
the harpa could 
stand stable 

when not in use. There are 
stands for violin and cello for 
sale but I did not like them and 
they did not fit. I decided to 
make one myself. Any design 
will do, as long as the harpa 
stands stable.  
 

 Then I made a permanent bridge, 5 mm higher than 
described in the construction manual, because of my wood 
plate of 5 mm under the key box. Placing all the strings is a 
process of trial and error, partly because the bridge can 
slide a little under the pressure of the strings.  
The picture below gives an impression of the stringed, not 
stained harpa.  

 Tightening the cello strings was really tough going 
and it was also difficult to tune them precisely. That is why I 
made a few accessories to make the process of tightening 
the bolts easier to perform.   

 I made these before I discovered the existence of a 
lubricant that allows the pegs to turn smoothly.  

6. Bow  

 I built the bow by gluing a number of layers of two 
different types of veneer and bending and clamping it with a 
mold. The result was a rectangular stack of glued veneer 
with a curve. I planed and sanded it into the proper shape. 
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Appendix B. Nyckelharpa mathematics  

Fitting the top  

Deflection curve or the top  

Drawing 1.3 1 shows a peak deflection of 15.5 mm 
over a total breadth of 185 mm (90 mm 95 mm). 
Assuming the form of a deflection is a circle seg-
ment, the center point and radius of the circle can 
be easily calculated. See figure 1 below.  
Figure 1  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Curve EDB is the underside of the deflected top. 
Half of the breadth is b (it is assumed for calculation 
purposes that both half breadths are equal). The 
deflection is d. The radius of the circle is r. Now the 
radius can be calculated using the right triangle 
ABC, the Pythagorean theorem and applying: BC ² = 
AB ² + AC ². AC = r-d and AB = b. Therefore r ² = b ² + 
(r- d) ². From this follows: r ² = b ² + r ² + d ² - 2rd, 
and thus 2rd= b ² + d ². Finally we conclude the r = 
(b ² + d ²) / 2d. By filling in the values of b (= 90 mm) 
and d (= 15.5 mm), we calculate r = 295.5 mm.  
Calculating the height and angle at peak each posi-

tion of the sideboards  

In the figure 2 below a cross section of the harpa is 
shown.  
Figure 2  

 

 The picture above shows what I've made. The 
standard consists of five parts which click together without 
screws: two round legs that click together, a vertical sup-
port for the harpa that clicks around the legs, a back sup-
port which is attached to the vertical support with a wedge, 
and a safety bracket which is clicked on the vertical sup-
port. All parts coming into contact with the harpa have 
been covered with felt (not in this photo) to prevent dam-
age to the harpa.  

8. Case  

 The case was made from plywood. I covered the 
outside with vinyl. On the case bottom I placed a mold 
fitting the bottom of the harpa. This prevents forward or 
sideway movements of the harpa. For the end of the neck, 
I made a recess. I made clips covered with felt in the lid. 
They press the harpa tight against the bottom when the lid 
is closed. The bottom of the box has enough room for the 
bow and other accessories.  
 The box is strong but also very heavy. For some-
one who is small or not strong, this is a disadvantage.  
Tip: Try to build a strong case with lighter materials 
 I attached the round legs of the stand to the inside 
of the box with Velcro. I clamped the long supports using 
a swivel clip.  

9. Finishing the harpa  

 I started to play the unstained harpa a few weeks 
ago (I had never played on a violin or harpa). This allowed 
me to make small corrections to the harpa. Then I finished 
the harpa. 

 
Appendix A. Time used 

 In this time sev-
eral molds were made, as described in the report. The 
time does not include time for shopping and pick up wood 
and tools.  

Part  Hours at the 
workbench  

Key box 130  

Body  130  

Harpa  40  

Bow  15  

Standard  20  

Case 25  

Finishing the 
harpa  

 

TOTAL   
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 The harpa is standing on its side. FGH is one half of the bottom plate. FGBC is a cross section of the 
sideboard. FC is the outside of the sideboard, GB is the inside. FG is the thickness of the sideboard at a cer-
tain cross section. HA is the maximum height of the sideboard. ABCD is the deflected top of the harpa.  MD is 
the radius of the deflected top. ABCD is the underside of the top half of the deflected top. HEA is the middle 
line of the harpa. The upper side of the (unbowed) sideboard lies in the plane AJI. At a certain vertical cross 
section of the sideboard, points C and B and curve CB should be positioned to fit exactly the top. This can be 
done by filing away at a particular cross section: IC at the outside, and JB at the inside of the sideboard. For 
practical purposes, BC is considered to be a straight line.  

Calculating the height  
 That cross section at the outside of the sideboard, FC, the inside is GB. Easily we can measure the dis-
tances of these sides to the centre line of the harpa (which corresponds with a line perpendicular to the 
plane or figure, through point H). Coordinates of point B and point C are (x1, y1) and (x2, y2). Coordinates y1 
and y2 are known by measuring the distance of the outside and inside of the sideboard to the bottom centre 
line of the harpa. Coordinates x1 and x2 now can be calculated.  
 We apply the Pythagorean theorem we to the triangles BMx1and CMx2 . In general r ² = x ² - y ² ap-
plies for triangles , and therefore x =square root (r ² - y ²). For triangle BMx1 applies  x1 ² + y1 ² = r ². For triangle 
CMx2 applies  x2² + y2 ²  = r ². Therefore point B lies (r - square root (r ² - y1²)) below to the top edge of the 
sideboard, point C lies (r - square root (r ² -  y 2²)) below the edge. These points can be calculated and 
marked at the inside and outside of the sideboard. By connecting the marked points at the inside and out-
side, we shall see the curves of the board that side will fit the top exactly.  

Calculating the top angle  

 The top angle of the sideboard is KCB angle in Figure 2. It is equal to arctg (KCB). Tg (KCB) equals to 
(KB / KC). KB = x2-x1 = (r-sqrt (r ² y2 ²) - (r-sqrt (r ² y1 ²)). KC is the thickness of the sideboard = y2-y1. From 
this arctg (KCB) can be Calculated.  

Spread sheet to perform calculations 
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The Twin Cities 

Nyckelharpalag 

(TCNL),  

based in the  

Minneapolis/St. Paul area in Minnesota, celebrates its 15-Year Anniversary this fall! 

 
 TCNL was formed in 1998 to learn, and educate others about, nyckelharpa music and traditions. The 

group’s music is drawn mostly from the folk repertoire of Uppland, Sweden, where the nyckelharpa has its 

roots. The Twin Cities Nyckelharpalag enthusiastically carries on Swedish traditions through music, especially 

when playing for dancing, performing in a concert, or just playing tunes informally. Over the years, the 

group’s performances have included national conferences, educational and social gatherings, church services, 

outdoor festivals, celebrations and dances. 

 To celebrate our longevity -- and in keeping with our education mission and sharing tradition -- we are 

planning a festive weekend September 27-29, 2013. You are cordially invited to join us! Do let us know, on 

the registration form, if you are interested in a home-stay. 

 Friday September 27 - Dinner and Dancing at Kramarczuk’s Eastern European Restaurant & Deli 

with music by our friends the Finn Hall band playing 6:30-9:00PM. There is no cover charge, and no reserva-

tions. Dinner is at your own expense. 

 Saturday September 28 - Activities planned for hosts and registrants, to be announced by September 

1st. 

 Sunday September 29 - Gala Dinner and Dance at the American Swedish Institute, 4:30-8:30PM. 

Dinner reservations required; tickets are priced $35 patron, $50 contributor, and $75 supporter ($25 of $75 

ticket is tax deductible).  Register at our website tcnyckelharpalag.org.  If you are a musician, please bring 

your instrument for the allspel. 

 The American Swedish Institute is open until 5:00 on Sundays. Come visit the historic ASI Turnblad 

Mansion and new Nelson Cultural Center and exhibits, including an exhibit about the nyckelharpa and its con-

struction. Museum admission fees apply. 

 Can’t attend but would like to contribute? Tax-deductible donations in support of the Twin Cities Ny-

ckelharpalag are welcome! Greetings and letters of congratulations will be shared/posted at the gala dinner. 

  

For more information or questions, visit our website tcnyckelharpalag.org,  

 

the event website 

http://15years.tcnyckelharpalag.org  

 

or email anniver-

sary@tcnyckelharpalag.org.  

 

or  

 

Contact: Cheryl Paschke 

≤paschke4@aol.com > or 612/670-

6356 

 

 

http://www.tcnyckelharpalag.org/
http://15years.tcnyckelharpalag.org/
mailto:anniversary@tcnyckelharpalag.org
mailto:anniversary@tcnyckelharpalag.org


 # 52 - SUMMER  2013                             

 

 JAN LINGS NY-

CKELHARPAN 

English pages translated by 

Patrick Hort . Originally 

published by  P.A. Norstedt 

& Söner, Stockholm, 1967 

 

Chapter 7 

Playing Techniques 
Bowing 

Contra-drone double-

keyed fiddle 

 As previously men-

tioned, the two melody 

strings on contra-drone in-

struments are located on 

either side of the drone 

string (s).  This calls for a 

special type of bowing. 

 There is a detailed 

resemblance between the 

bowing techniques Justus 

Gille and Viktor Vickman  

[137].  They use roughly 

10-15 cm of the upper end 

of the bow, though full 

down-bows are used for 

final tones.  The bow is 

held relatively loosely 

against the strings.  The 

only consistent difference 

in dynamics occurs when 

tones are played on the sec-

ond melody string.  Owing 

to the position of this string  

(cf. [21]), it is played with 

the tip of the bow only and 

consequently there is a 

smaller volume of sound 

([151], bars 1,4; [152], bar 

19; sections 1 and 2 on the 

record). 

 The wrist of the 

bow hand is kept rigid and consequently the tip of the bow describes an arc, curving in towards the player’s 

body on the upstroke.  A melody is always played with exactly the same bowing. 

 The same two players often follow one another’s bowing.  If one of them happens to get out of step, he 

generally continues until the down-stroke at the end of the phrase and then rejoins his companion with either 

an extra or a slurred stroke  (cf.  [152], bars 19-20; 

[153], bars 18-22). 

  

  [151]    VAGNHUSMARSCHEN -   As played by Justus Gille (upper clef ) 

and Viktor Vickman (lower clef). 
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There are no special bow-

ing patterns for particular 

types of melody.  Certain 

practices, however, are 

quite common.  Thus a 

down-bow for the first beat 

of the bar is particularly 

common in ‘two-step 

waltzes’, though even here 

the bowing appears to be 

relatively arbitrary.  Legato 

bowing is commonly used 

for polskas, a single bow 

stroke being used for each 

crotchet, which is often 

divided into dotted quaver 

figures  (cf. [153]).  Semi-

quaver figures are gener-

ally divided between two 

bow strokes lasting two 

semiquavers each ([151], 

bar 8). 

Silver-drone keyed  

fiddle 

 Bowing is influ-

enced by the player’s grip 

on the bow, since the wrist 

is locked by the thumb be-

ing placed between the 

hairs and the stick.  The 

player is able to exert con-

siderable pressure on the 

strings.  There is also a 

special technique known as 

‘dipping’, which is de-

scribed below. 

 Joel Jansson holds 

the bow with his thumb 

between the hairs and the 

stick, his index, middle and 

ring fingers over the stick 

and his little finger round 

the triangular block of wood that is attached to the side of the handle facing the hand  [169].  In keeping with 

an earlier practice, the bridge on Jansson’s keyed fiddle lies obliquely to the strings to correspond to the line 

of the bow.  As a rule nowadays, even players on  the silver-drone keyed fiddle place the bridge at right an-

gles to the strings. 

 Joel Jansson keeps his wrist rigid when bowing and consequently the tip of the bow moves in an arc 

(cf. above concerning Gille and Vickman).  At the same time the bow is ‘jerked’ backwards and forwards so 

that the width of the hairs against the strings is never constant.  Some 20-25 cm of the bow is normally used 

 

  [152]    VAGNHUSVALSEN-   As played by Justus Gille (upper clef ) and 

Viktor Vickman (lower clef). 
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though final tones and cer-

tain slurred bows are per-

formed with the full length 

of 45 cm.  In rapid pas-

sages (semiquaver figures) 

one also finds short bow 

strokes, using about 10 cm 

of the tip. 

 At times Jansson 

uses a kind of staccato 

bowing.  The clearly de-

tached tones produce the 

same effect as a rapid al-

ternation of up and down-

bows.  (Jansson obtains 

another kind of staccato 

effect by means of a spe-

cial touch on the keys.) 

 Power fu l  bow 

strokes at the beginning 

and end of a phrase consti-

tute another characteristic 

feature of Jansson’s bow-

ing technique.  At the be-

ginning of a phrase the 

attack is often made on the  

further drone string; with a 

powerful down-stroke he 

then uses both of the drone 

strings together with the 

tones of the second (and 

sometimes the first) mel-

ody string to form a kind 

of arpeggio (cf. [154] bars 

3,5,7 etc).  In the ‘dipping’ 

technique mentioned 

above, Jansson accentuates 

the rhythm--sometimes in 

the middle of a phrase--by rapidly drawing the bow over the drone strings ([157] bars 1,5,6;section 4 on the 

record).  The end of a melody is sometimes marked with a short, powerful extra up-stroke over the drone 

strings or by couple of powerful down-strokes. 

 

 

  [153]    STORVAGNHUSPOLSKA-   As played by Justus Gille (upper clef ) 

and Viktor Vickman (lower clef). 
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[154]. 

Steklåt 

efter 

Wedin 

spelad 

av Joel 

Jansson. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[157]. 

Polska 

efter Lill 

Pingeln 

spelad 

av Joel 

Jansson. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7, will be continued in the next issue of Nyckel Notes 
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countries (technically the orchestra was 22 as one 

was always conducting). 

 At 10am-ish (it was Italy after all) the fol-

lowing morning we were all sat in the cellar at the 

school in Forlimpopoli, 352 strings tuned and ready 

to go. I sat there, next to one of my heroes with a 22 

piece orchestra about to play a piece of music that 

I'd composed, I couldn't have been more nervous! 

That first full fortissimo tutti was incredible. We all 

know that the nyckelharpa can be an incredibly loud 

and powerful instrument, we had all practised this 

music at home and were very eager and no-one held 

back, the result was immense. Full, rich and totally 

mind blowing. 

 For the next three days we worked on piece 

after piece, all specially written or arranged specifi-

cally for this group of people. The pieces had vary-

ing numbers of parts, but never numbered less than 

four and then performed by the full group. Whether 

we were a three row Swedish tuned nyckelharpa, 

four row D tuned, a four row tenor or oktavharpa we 

blended, we soared, we bonded. I found myself in 

the second nyckelharpa section and I could feel how 

we began to listen and start to play as one. 

 The aims of the week were all about compo-

sition and orchestral cooperation. It was an explora-

tion into using the nyckelharpa in all its different 

forms as a versatile orchestral instrument and in 

many different compositional styles. A general call 

had gone out for compositions. Some tunes had 

come from well-established composers, but a very 

high percentage that we rehearsed and subsequently 

performed were written by nyckelharpa players. 

They varied greatly but all made the absolute most 

of what the nyckelharpa has to give. Naturally the 

sympathetic strings add resonance and volume, mak-

ing the 22 piece orchestra sound huge, but what I 

hadn't expected was what happened in the final con-

cert in the cathedral. We had prepared carefully all 

week so that the sound wouldn't be too muddy with 

all the resonance, but of course these resonance 

strings also create a 'zing' which adds a little kick to 

the sound. This could never cancel out the resonant 

cathedral, but it gave a clarity that was amazing. The 

concert was part of a big regional music festival, and 

the Cathedral was filled to the rafters with a large 

enthusiastic audience. The whole event was recorded 

and will hopefully be available on a CD and will 

also feature on the national German radio pro-

gramme “Deutschlandfunk” later in the year.  

ENCORE – Nyckelharpa Orchestra 

A week in Italy 
By Vicki Swan 

 

 Every nyckelharpa player that I know has the 

dream of playing music with their nyckelharpa 

friends, the larger the group the better. Sometimes 

however this can be tricky. Outside of Sweden we 

can be far and few between. In the UK I am lucky 

enough to have some friends and colleagues quite 

close and our current record for the largest gathering 

stands at workshop of 14 participants. So to find my-

self as part of the ENCORE project “ (European Ny-

ckelharpa Cooperation – Orchestral Experience – 

between European folk music and contemporary 

compositions”) was the most amazing opportunity. 

The project was organised by the Scuola di Musica 

Popolare di Forlimpopoli in Italy and was facilitated 

by the support of the European Commission. 

 For me, reading down the list of participants 

was like reading a hall of fame. There were names 

that I had known for many years, some I knew 

online but never met and definitely a lot of my he-

roes in that list. But the common factor amongst all 

the names is that we are all ambassadors in own 

countries, at the cutting edge, spreading the word 

about the nyckelharpa. As I boarded the plane I was 

filled with anticipation and excitement. I'd spent 

weeks rehearsing a whole pile of music ranging 

from traditional style polskas to more avant-garde 

modern pieces. I'd done my homework to the best of 

my ability and I was as ready as I was going to be. 

 My flight landed not too long before the 

flight from Frankfurt with German and Portuguese 

participants so I decided to wait and see if I could 

meet up with them. A scary moment, would I recog-

nise people I'd never met before who weren't expect-

ing me? It couldn't have been easier - five nyckel-

harpa players in a herd are hard to miss. From the 

first moment it was like meeting old friends, I could-

n't have felt more welcomed. As we made our way 

in the searing heat from Bologna to Forlimpopoli we 

exchanged stories that were common to all of us no 

matter which country we were from. (We all know 

them, 'what's that instrument?' 'I've never seen one of 

those before' etc). 

 This camaraderie continued into the night as 

gradually our numbers increased to the full 23 ny-

ckelharpa players from ten different European  
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 This should be available to listen to online and you'll 

hear interviews given by many of us from the or-

chestra, (but they'll be overdubbed into German). 

 The final morning of departure was very 

teary, how could it not be. A week playing with a 

nyckelharpa orchestra of this size and calibre is 

something that forges friendships and inspirations to 

last a lifetime. As I sit on the final leg of my journey 

home on the aeroplane furiously typing away I know 

that although we are now all journeying to the four 

corners of Europe we are all travelling on the same 

journey to take the nyckelharpa forwards in our own 

country. 

 

To find out more about the ENCORE project visit - 

http://www.encore.nyckelharpa.eu 

 

To find out more about the nyckelharpa and work-

shops in the UK visit - http://

www.nyckelharpasociety.org.uk 

Caroline Erikson - front left, Caterina Oter - front right 

Then left to right at the back: 

Renzo Ruggiero / TIm De Wijs / Sérgio Calisto /  

Ana Alcaide 

Below:  The final concert of the ENCORE episode was 10 

August 2013, 9 p.m.: Public concert at the cathedral of 

Bertinoro.  Marco Ambrosini & Didier Francois were the 

conductors of the Nyckelharpa Orchestra.  Also  an exte-

rior view of the cathedral to the left. 

Clockwise from lower left:  Vicki Swan, Ana Alcaide,  

Eléonore Billy ,  Amgea Ambrosini,  Susanne Brameshuber 

& Sérgio Calisto  

http://www.encore.nyckelharpa.eu/
http://www.nyckelharpasociety.org.uk/
http://www.nyckelharpasociety.org.uk/
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Two more pictures of the Nyckelharpa Orchestra rehearsing.  Above, in the basement of the Scuola di 

Musica Popolare di Forlimpopoli  and below in the Duomo Bertinoro  (the Bertinoro Cathedral) 
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Polska nr. 32 NN-52 

Polska     (not in 57 Låtar) NN-19 

“Skålarna, skänklåt”  (nr 9) NN-52 

“Storsvarten”   (nr 49) NN-44 

“Tranan”  (the Crane)    (nr 8) NN-50 

“Vandringen”  (nr 2) NN-42 

“Västermarnspolskan” (nr 20) NN-35 

Bodins C-Dur polska NN-22 

“Byggna’n”    (nr 48) NN-15 

“Femtolen”    (not in 57 låtar) NN-15 

“Grönsiskan” (the Siskin) (nr 14) NN-50 

“Isbrytaren” polska (nr 24) NN-47 

“Lärken” (the Lark) (nr 5) NN-13 

Nya G-dur polska (nr  25) 

(Slängpolska e. Byss-Kalle) 

NN-5, 12, 39 

Byss-Kalle Tunes in Nyckel Notes:  
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String  

Bazaar 
The ANA is pleased to of-

fer Nyckelharpa strings 

for sale!  We have playing 

strings and three versions 

of understring sets. 

 

 
Playing Strings 
 The playing strings are the four largest 

strings, the ones that you actually touch with the 

bow.  PRIM brand strings are made by an old 

Swedish string manufacturing company.  Their 

fiddle strings are popular among folk musicians, 

and are available widely in the US.  Their nyckel-

harpa strings are basically the same as their cello 

strings, except that they are the correct length for 

nyckelharpas instead of about a foot too long.  All 

four strings are wound.  The A-string 

is .020” (0.50 mm) in diameter. 

 

Sympathetic Strings 
 We offer three versions of understrings, 

described more fully in the January  1998 edition 

of Nyckel Notes.  Basically, the three sets can be 

called: 

 

6 + 6 : 

6 wound strings .021” (0.053 mm) in diameter, 

6 plain strings .014” (0.36 mm) in diameter. 

 

4+4+4 : 

4 wound strings 0.24”  (0.61 m) in diameter, 

4 wound strings .021”  (0.53 mm) in diameter, 

4 plain strings  .014”  (0.36 mm) in diameter. 

 

12-step : 
12 strings varying from .025”  (0.64 mm)  

to .014”  (0.36 mm), by steps of .001”.  The lower 

6 are wound, the higher 6 are plain. 

 

 

ORDER FORM 
Prices are for ANA members/non-members. 

Price includes shipping to a US address. 

e-mail for inquiries:  strings@nyckelharpa.org 

Send this form along with a check payable to: 

American Nyckelharpa Association to: 

Tim Newcomb 

P.O. Box 51 

Montpelier, VT  05602 

Playing strings Quantity Member 

Price 

Total 

Cost 

Non-

member  

Price 

Prim Full Set  $77  $87 

Prim A (1)  $15  $17 

Prim C (2)  $18  $20 

Prim G (3)  $20  $23 

Prim C (4)  $24  $27 

Resonance strings:     

6 +6 resonance set  $22  $27 

4+4+4 resonance set  $22  $27 

12 step resonance set  $22  $27 

   TOTAL  
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Dear Nyckel Notes Readers,  After I read  the mu-

sic that was in Chapter 7 of Jan Ling’s book, I re-

alized that the walking tune that I chose for the 

2013 Portland Midsommar Celebration was the 

same tune as Vagnhusmarsjen, found on page 19 in 

this issue, and also is called Mungalåtan.                                          

The tune goes back a very long time as a midsom-

mar gånglåt in the Uppland area.....................David 

 

 

The American Nyckelharpa Association 

The ANA is a non-profit organization dedicated to fostering the 

nyckelharpa and its music in North America.  We sponsor and 

produce music workshops across the country featuring the tradi-

tions of the  

nyckelharpa. 

 

ANA Membership dues are $12 per year, which included a 

digital subscription to this newsletter.  $30 per year for a snail 

mail membership.  Sign up on the web-site below. 

www.nyckelharpa.org 
 

.  Send article submissions to Nyckel Notes at:  

nyckelnotes@nyckelharpa.org  

 

or to 

David Elliker-Vågsberg 

84890 S. Willamette Street 

 Eugene, OR  97405-9500 

COMING UP -  ISSUE 53: 

 Fall-Winter 2013 

1.  Continuation of Jan Ling’s Nyckelharpor,  

     English pages. 

2.  More articles submitted by the ANA 

      membership! 

UPCOMING EVENTS: 

Please consult the ANA website for up-to-date  

information. 


