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A Little Story about
Glenn Greene

continued on next page ...

by Allen Lake

Of all of the nyckelharpa players I have known, the 
most unique and interesting is Glenn Greene, who 
lives near Knoxville, Tennessee.

Glenn was born in Hancock County, Tennessee, as 
number seven in a family of ten children. One of his older 
brothers was an accomplished fiddle player. On occasions 
when the brother was not home, Glenn learned to play 

simple folk tunes on the fiddle. This was his introduction to 
instrumental music.

His academic preparation involved becoming an electri-
cal engineer at the University of Tennessee. Glenn’s military 
service was in the Air Force. Upon returning to civilian life, 
he went to work at Oak Ridge National Laboratory where 
he remained until he retired in 1988.

Among his several hobbies, Glenn enjoyed woodwork-
ing the most. In 1983 he built his first “serious” musical 
instrument—a hurdy gurdy. He enjoyed playing at musical 
festivals in Tennessee as well as other states in the region. 
His first awareness of the nyckelharpa occurred in 1988, and 
by September of 1989, he had completed his first nyckel-
harpa. He had ordered plans from Sweden. Of course, 
the instructions were written in Swedish, but by using the 
illustrations and his own good sense, he completed a work-
ing nyckelharpa. It was a three-row chromatic harpa built 
of local woods including spruce, cherry, walnut, maple, and 

osage orange. The bow was made of hop 
hornbean, a variety of ironwood. This 
was the first nyckelharpa Glenn had ever 
seen.

For his second harpa, Glenn decided 
to order his wood from Sweden. This 
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included spruce, maple and red alder plus local woods to be 
used to make the key box and keys. This harpa was lighter 
than the first one, and had a more even tone. It was com-
pleted in 1992.

At some time along the way, Glenn’s son James started 
going to selected festivals with his father where he accompa-
nied Glenn on the hurdy gurdy. Even though neither Glenn 

nor James are virtuoso performers, the two strange instru-
ments attracted considerable curiosity and interest from 
which many new friendships were formed. Glenn and James 
continue to enjoy this “quality time” together two or three 
times a year. James lives in Memphis, Tennessee, which is 
nearly four hundred miles west of Knoxville.

In 1997, Glenn learned about the four row harpa devel-
oped by Tord Johansson. He pur-
chased plans for the instrument and 
proceeded to convert his nyckelhar-
pas into four- row instruments. He 
finished the first one in 1998 and the 
second one in 2001. Glenn is very 
happy with the four-row construc-
tion, but he stops short of recom-
mending it for everyone.

Glenn says, “If you are already 
an accomplished player of the three-
row harpa, there is no reason to 
change, but if you are a violin (or 
fiddle) player and wish to learn to 
play a nyckelharpa, I believe the 
four-row harpa is easier to learn, 
because the fingering is more like the 
violin.”  ■
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All Keyed Up in Seattle
by Trella Hastings

The Washington 
state group, 
All Keyed Up, 

played at Skandia’s 
annual ball in October 
with no less than twelve 
nyckelharpas! We also 
had a pump organ 
amongst us. It was a 
nice comeback after 
being somewhat inac-
tive for a few years—
other than an occasion-
al dance with just a few 
of us. All Keyed Up’s 
members come from 
many areas, including 
Vancouver BC, Port 
Townsend, Bellingham, 
and the greater Seattle area. We had a couple of rehearsals 
ahead of time, although not everyone could come to both 
rehearsals. With Anna Abraham and Bart Brashers helping 
us, the spark and interest has been re-ignited and we have 
decided to meet on a monthly basis to keep the keys from 
getting rusty again and to build up a common repertoire.  

All Keyed Up had humble beginnings. We started 
small—just a few of us who had barely begun learning to 
play. We owe the tremendous interest in the nyckelharpa 
to Bart Brashers. The ANA had just been formed by Leif 
Alpsjö and Bart Brashers. Our first gig came when we were 
asked to play at a pancake breakfast for the Sons of Norway 

Lodge in Edmonds, WA. We were five nyckelharpas and a 
guitar at that gig. Later, Dave Mullens, the guitar player, 
switched to nyckelharpa as well. Gradually the group grew 
and we started to play for dances. When Bart left the area 
for several years, All Keyed Up became less active and inter-
est waned. But we are waking up again, revitalized, and 
intend to become a new, stronger version of All Keyed Up. 
So watch out!  ■

ABOVE: This was our first gig, in May 1996, shortly after the 
ANA was formed.

BELOW: All Keyed Up at the Scandia Ball in October 2007. 
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by Sven Nordin
translated by Matt Fichtenbaum

Musicologist Jan Ling, in the early 1960’s, wrote 
his doctoral thesis on the nyckelharpa, a thesis 
that became the book Nyckelharpan (1967). In 

collecting material for his thesis, Ling made film and audio 
recordings of players of both chromatic harpa and “gammal-
harpa” (silverbasharpa, kontrabasharpa, etc.) These record-
ings were archived at the Music Museum in Stockholm, 
where Ling was employed at the time.

My interest in the older nyckelharpa types led me to 
visit the Swedish Folk Music Archives (Svenska Visarkivet) 
to listen to recordings of the Österbybruk spelmän Justus 
Gille and Viktor Vikman. On some of the tapes I could hear 
a voice saying “OK, begin,” followed by a strange whir-
ring sound.  The music would start; afterwards there was a 
click and “Thank you very much.” What was this? A bit of 
thought led to the answer: it was Jan Ling, making his films.  
I became curious about these films.

From Visarkivet I learned that the films were kept at the 
Music Museum. There I took a first look at them and found 
that they were silent, with no sound track: instead, the audio 
had been recorded separately, on reel-to-reel tape. It proved 
impossible to play the film and tape together synchronously. 
Thus began the project “Jan Ling’s Nyckelharpa Films.” If 
I were to transfer the films to videotape, I ought to be able 
to add the sound track afterwards. It’s difficult and expen-
sive to add a sound track to a film; videotape is simpler, less 
expensive, and more accessible.

I consulted with Jan Ling and the Music Museum 
and got approval for the project. But I needed funding.  
Folkmusikfonden (the Folk Music Fund) seemed like a suit-
able source. My application was successful and yielded suf-
ficient support for me to begin. But could the effort succeed 
technically?

I needed equipment. A 16-millimeter film projector, 
a video camera, and the optical device that lets the camera 

Jan Ling’s Nyckelharpa Films:
An Unusual Folk Music Project

look directly at the projector. The films could not be taken 
off premises, so I took my equipment under my arm and, 
innocently unaware of the complexity to come, invaded the 
Museum.

This is where it became interesting. I started the first 
film and transferred it to videotape with no problems. But 
seeing the result on the TV monitor made it clear that 
identifying the tunes, and the players, would not be easy. 
Furthermore, the speed of my projector was variable, and 
there was no way to know what the correct setting should 
be.

I chose to do the video transfer at the lowest possible 
speed. I would have to identify the tune being played by 
watching the bowing, the fingering, and the player’s foot 
tapping, and slow speed would make this easier. On one 
particular film, however, even this didn’t help: it was not 
possible to find a tune to match the video. Fortunately, Jan 
Ling had let the camera run during the whole session. As 
the film played, the musicians paused for coffee, and when 
it was time to pour, the coffee ran from the cup up into the 
pitcher! The film had been wound backwards on its reel. I 
learned that it is really difficult to recognize from visual cues 
alone that someone is playing backwards.

Some of the films were negatives, intended for making 
copies. We transferred these to video as well, taking advan-
tage of video technology’s ability to render them as posi-
tives.

I arrived back home with my video copies of Ling’s 
films, and embarked on the painstaking process of identi-
fying the tunes. I had previously made cassette copies of 
Ling’s audio material, about fifty reel-to-reel tapes amount-
ing to thirty hours of delightful nyckelharpa music and 
conversation. I had a cassette player with continuously vari-
able speed, so that I could adjust the sound to match the 
video’s tempo. After identifying a tune I would attempt to 

continued on next page ...
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dub the corresponding audio onto 
the video recording. It was at this 
stage that yet another challenge 
became evident: the pitch, reflect-
ing the film speed, was different 
from one filming session to the 
next. This was a problem: how 
could I know the correct speed?

Nothing had been noted 
about film speed or tempo. Page 
265 in the book Nyckelharpan 
identified the type of camera used. 
I set out to research this camera’s 
capabilities. The manufacturer no 
longer existed, and neither the 
Museum of Photography nor the 
Museum of Technology had any 
relevant information. I rushed off 
to the Stockholm Public Library 
and read through FOTO maga-
zine for 1955 through 1963. The 
answer appeared in a full-page ad 
for just that camera: film speed 
continuously variable from 8 to 
64 frames per second. Sigh! The 
camera could have been set to any 
speed within that range.

There was only one workable 
approach remaining. I made the 
assumption that the instruments 
were tuned to a standard A of 440 
Hz, and set the films to play at 
that pitch. This may seem arbitrary, 
but most players of that era tuned 
close to standard pitch with the 
help of a pitch pipe or other tun-
ing reference. As a consequence, 
the recordings’ tempo may not be 
exactly as originally played, but the 
pitch is “correct” so it is straight-
forward to play along with them.

With this project complete, 
what had been archival material is 
now easily accessible. Educational 
institutions and individual play-
ers have the opportunity to learn 
from these traditional players, to 

treat them as role models. And the video 
medium is well suited for such study: one 
can play whole tunes or individual 
segments over and over, studying the 
entirety or the details.  ■
Sven Nordin writes: “The films exist in VHS 
format (about two hours duration). I have 
always loaned out copies to anyone who asked 
and they could make a copy for their personal 
use. I have promised both Jan Ling and the 
Music Museum that it would never be a com-
mercially sold film.” 
Rita Leydon is currently working with Sven 
in an effort to try make this material avail-
able to a wider audience.

Det låter som sommar. (It sounds 
like summer.) The Nordins, Ann-Mari and 
Sven, have played together for twenty odd 
years it says in the liner notes, mostly for 
home consumption. Don’t let those words 
fool you. This is true grit, honest to tradi-
tion, nyckelharpa music with a smathering 
of harmonica and other supporting instru-
ments, all played by the Nordins. It’s a won-
derful CD. Some will recognize Sven as the 
fellow in red socks in the VM2000 film by 
Rita Leydon. (All the pictures of Sven on these 
two pages are from Rita’s film.) The physical, 
hard copy CD is totally sold out—with the 
possible exception of a few stray copies still 
available from the ANA. The Nordins have 
generously decided to release all the tracks 
for free downloading from their website.

http://www.algonet.se/%7Eharpa/
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by Bronwyn Bird

It’s ten a.m. and my roommate is on her way out the 
door. “See you later! I’m off to the Lowell Banjo and 
Fiddle Competition,” she says. My reply came quickly, 

“Oh, really?  Can Josefin and I join you?” Hastily calling 
my boss and verifying that I had no accordion tours until 
later that day (I play for gondola rides on the river). I grab 
my nyckelharpa and race to the car with Josefin who is 
already several steps ahead of me. Josefin is visiting me from 
Sweden. We met there when we were both students at the 
Eric Sahlström Institute.

In the car are several other Berklee student fiddlers, and 
they quickly clue us in on the details of the competition. 
There are several categories, such as twin fiddle, old time 
fiddle, banjo and fiddle, etc. Josefin and I look at each other 
with raised eyebrows, both pondering the same question—
should we do it? We consider the pros and cons, and decide 
we have absolutely nothing to loose. We figure we will prob-
ably be disqualified anyway (on account of our nyckelharpas 
not being fiddles), so we may as well stand up there, have 
a good time, and show all the folks out there what a nifty 

instrument the nyckelharpa is. 
We decide to enter in the “twin fiddle” category and 

after that it’s just a matter of deciding what to play. We are 
crammed in the back of the car, facing rearward, with vari-
ous backpacks and our nyckelharpas across our laps. We 
quickly give up attempting serious discussion and instead 
revert to making faces at the cars out the back window. 
Since this whole outing is already ridiculously unplanned we 
figure we may as well delay making our decision until we get 
there.

We arrive in the town of Lowell and the festival location 
is not as easy to find as one might think. After parking and 
wandering across the town, we get to the competition just 
as it’s about to start. We sign up, get our time slot—number 
75—and grab our free t-shirt. See, no matter what might 
happen, we will at least have had an adventure, plus a shirt 
to prove it!  

We hadn’t had any breakfast, so we got some grub and 
wander off to find a quiet space where we can pick a tune 
and play our harpas. It’s a beautiful sunny day, and stand-
ing in the shade of a tree we play tune after tune. Finally we 

continued on next page ...

Spontaneous
Sparks !!
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decide that rather than playing some complicated, impres-
sive, speedy tune at 100+ miles per hour, we will play a tune 
that is on the slower side but really shows the unique tone 
and resonance of our nyckelharpas. I had just finished mak-
ing up a nice harmony for this particular tune a few days 
before, and it had become one of our new favorites to play 
together.

We wandered back over to the competition and sat with 
the rest of the Berklee gang to listen to the other competi-
tors. As time ticks by, I begin to get nervous that we might 
have to leave before our turn comes because I have to be 
back in Boston and at work by four. We convince one of the 
other Berklee competitors to switch slots with us so that we 
can go on a little sooner.  

We fend off questions from individuals eager to know 
“what that strange instrument that we are carrying is” and 
disappear behind the stage to tune. I’m not feeling nervous 
because, not to be pessimistic or anything, but I honestly 
don’t think we have a chance. We are not playing American 
fiddle music, and more to the point, we are not even playing 
fiddles!

When our names are called we walk proudly out on 
stage, ready to introduce a new audience to the enchant-
ments of the nyckelharpa. We don’t even know the name of 
our tune, so we just look at each other, take a deep breath 
and begin to play. While my mind may feel that there is no 
need to be nervous, my bow hand is not quite so easily con-
vinced. It, of course, begins to shake. Classic. It doesn’t take 
long though before we settle into the magical experience of 
playing together, and I soon forget about my bow hand as 
my notes overlap and join together with Josefin’s.  

It may not have been the best that either of us has ever 
played individually, but together we have an indescribable 
connection. It feels as if, just as we are best friends, our 
nyckelharpas were meant to play together. They feed off 
of one another—give and take equally—and create musi-
cal magic. After leaving the stage we fended off the usual 
nyckelharpa questions and hitched a ride back to Boston. 
We made it back in the nick of time for me to put down my 
nyckelharpa, sling my accordion onto my back, and head off 
to work.

You can imagine our surprise when the results were 
posted. First Place, Twin Fiddle: Josefin and Bronwyn! We 
were jumping up and down, running around like crazy, and 
unable to contain our excitement. We thought at first that 
there must have been a mistake. Could we really have done 
it? But it was true! It was the perfect ending to Josefin’s visit 
to the US. Our playing together had won us a trophy, and 
it seemed that the best thing to do would be to celebrate 
by doing what we love most. With some wine, chocolate, 
and nyckelharpas in hand, we settled in for a night of music 
together.  ■

My New 
Vanity Plate

by Elizabeth Morrison

Before I met a nyckelharpa, I’d never considered 
owning a “vanity” plate, but then nothing has ever 
meant so much to me. It was love at first sight. I got 

my first look at a nyckelharpa on Friday, Nov. 30, 2001 at 
8 pm at the Wood Art Gallery in Montpelier, Vermont. I 
know the exact time and place because I saved a copy of the 
e-mailed press release announcing Peter Puma Hedlund’s 
performance, realizing afterward that I’d just experienced a 
significant life event. I’d started down a new path and had to 
get my hands on a nyckelharpa!

I have a notebook filled with saved e-mails chronicling 
my quest for an instrument of my own. The search was 
good for me in many ways. I was forced to step outside of 
my introversion—a stretch for me—making new contacts 
and building new friendships. Wherever I turned, I was wel-
comed and helped along the way by members of the nyck-
elharpa community—Sheila, Matt, Rita, Peter, Sören and 
many others, all of whom (though I no longer constantly 
harass them with e-mails) are frequently in my thoughts. I 
owe so much to so many!

My harpa has taken me to Sweden for my first trip 
outside the United States. Last year, Steve and I visited our 
friends Barb and Björn in Simrishamn, a beautiful, charm-
ing village in the south on the Baltic sea. They generously 
shared their Sweden with us and drove us north to the 
stämma in Österbybruk, stopping in Stockholm along the 
way. That trip was a very special experience, kept fresh in my 
memory with photos and recordings of the stämma week-
end. We are hoping, with good luck, to repeat the trip this 
coming year.

I don’t think of my new license plate as an extravagance. 
It’s a reflection of the pride I feel in being a member of this 
community and the joy I experience when I have the oppor-
tunity to spend time with my harpa and play a few tunes.  ■
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tunes on following page ...

A Couple of 
English Watzes

by Jon Barker

This pair of waltzes are well known English tunes 
which I have been playing on my nyckelharpa for a 
while now. I play at folk clubs and English and Irish 

music sessions where people are generally very apprecia-
tive of Swedish tunes. Some of them (particularly Josefin’s 
Dopvals) even get repeat requests and are gradually entering 
into the local repertoire. Of course, while it’s nice to play 
Swedish tunes for people to listen to, it’s also nice to play 
something that everyone else can join in with, so I’ve adapt-
ed some of my favorites to the nyckelharpa. As some nyck-
elharpa tunes are entering my tradition, I thought it seemed 
a nice idea to send some of my tunes 
back and complete the circle, as it 
were, although I may have been 
beaten to it as I heard Attingham 
Waltz played by a Swedish accordion 
player this summer. He had learnt it 
during a workshop given by Karen 
Tweed, the accordion player from 
Swåp.

Attingham Waltz is a slow, 
sonorous tune by Helena Torpy, the 
fiddle player in the band Eelgrinders 
from the English south coast. It’s 
often played in D and occasionally in 
G, but I play it in C on the nyckelharpa as the key and tune 
then really let the instrument resonate to the full. Although 
the melody is beautiful, it is quite sparse of notes and leaves 
plenty of space for improvisation. I’ve noted the tune the 
way we play it in my club, but there is room for a lot of 
variation in how it’s played. In particular, the phrase in bar 
18 of both parts is interchangeable with the phrase in bar 
8 of the A part (and the two sound nice if they are played 
together). You can also add slurs and vary them on the 
repeats to keep the tune fresh. If you manage to find a will-
ing cello player, teach him or her this tune as it sounds fabu-
lous as a nyckelharpa and cello duet (as does Josefin’s Dopvals 
too)! Attingham, by the way, is a village in Shropshire in the 

English Midlands. I don’t know why it was picked for the 
title, but there is a big folk festival there every year, so that 
might account for the name.

Margaret’s Waltz is a different kettle of fish altogether. 
It’s a bright and breezy tune in A major, which I know is 
not the most harpa friendly of keys. It sounds awful if you 
accidentally touch the open C string (and, in fact, I occa-
sionally fix an elastic band around my C sharp key to hold it 
down for this tune). However, the second half of the B part 
with the scale alternating with A pedal tones makes it worth-
while. The phrasing in the tune also sounds quite Swedish to 
me, with the pick-up on the third beat of the bar.

The Margaret in question was Margaret Grant, a stal-
wart of the English Folk Dance and Song Society in Devon. 
The tune was written for her retirement from the Society in 
1959. It’s often played along with Farewell to Devon (which 
you can find at www.thesession.org/tunes/display/5566 
if you are interested). If you play this tune with Scottish or 

Irish players you may find they do 
it un-dotted and as more of a slow 
air. For English dancing though, it 
should be played fairly quickly (like a 
Swedish waltz) and should definitely 
have a light swing. Don’t get too 
carried away with the swing. The 
tune should flow along breezily and 
not be too rigid. I don’t add too 
much variation in this tune, but I do 
add double stops sometimes. The 
most obvious ones are to play an A 
under the E in bar 1, bar 5 and so 
on, an F sharp—for a minor feel—or 

an E under the C sharp in bar 2, bar 6 and so on, and an 
E under the B in bar 4. Before you start playing, it’s prob-
ably worth taking time to tune your F sharp, C sharp and G 
sharp resonance strings, and possibly even to retune some 
of the heavier resonance strings to these notes. I find that 
if I play the tune for a while, the harpa begins by sounding 
rather dead and slowly picks up resonance as I keep playing, 
although I’m not sure if that’s because the wood and metal 
is adjusting to the new key or if I’m relaxing!

There you go then, two English waltzes for you and I 
hope you enjoy playing them as much as people enjoy listen-
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Attingham Waltz
by Helena Torpy

Margaret’s Waltz
by Pat Shuldham Shaw (Suffolk)
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How many times 
have you heard a 
tune on a CD that 

you wanted to play along 
with? Have you learned tunes 
from recordings but wished 
you could slow down just one 
small section? Do you use a 
recording device and ask your 
teacher or workshop leader 
to play new tunes once slowly 
and once at regular speed? 
Have you ever wanted to hear 
a tune in a different key? 

If you answered “yes” to 
any of the above questions, 
the Amazing Slow Downer 
could be for you. Sören 
Åhker (nyckelharpa builder in 
Hälsingland, Sweden) recommended this software program 
during my recent visit with him. He has used it to learn 
many tunes. The trial version is free to download, so you can 
try the program and see if you like it.

After I downloaded the trial version, I spent the better 
part of my practice hours one weekend tackling a Byss-Calle 
tune called Isbrytaren (the Icebreaker) from Väsen’s 1993 
Essence album. The trial version will only play the first and 
second track of a CD or the first quarter of a sound file, as 
the program will remind you each time you open or close 
it. So, more precisely, I started learning the A part of the 
tune. The program is very easy to use. True to the software’s 
claims, there was no distortion in pitch, even when I slowed 
the music down to twenty percent speed to pick up on an 
ornament detail.  After working for several hours, I could 
almost keep up with Olov Johansson at seventy percent 
speed. So mere mortals actually can play along with the 
nyckelharpa gods and goddesses! If you’re like me and you 
don’t have a group of fellow nyckelharpa players nearby, 
this software will let you play along with your favorite band 
whenever you like at whatever speed you choose. 

 The Amazing Slow Downer has several other useful 
features besides slowing down music. A person can select a 

start and end point, allowing 
a learner to work on just one 
limited section. The Amazing 
Slow Downer can be tuned in 
semitones or cents, so a tune 
can be fine-tuned if needed 
or played in a different key. 

 The Amazing Slow 
Downer was first developed in 
Malmö, Sweden in 1998 by 
a jazz guitar player who did 
a lot of transcribing from 
recordings and dreamed he 
could have a device that 
would slow the music 
down. Here are some of the 
programmer’s own thoughts 
on learning by ear and tran-
scribing:  

 “Musicians have forever been transcribing and listening 
to other musicians in order to learn. Listening and transcrib-
ing are a great way to learn a tradition that is, in fact, oral by 
nature. No book in the world can describe how something 
sounds! You are training your ear, your instrumental skills, 
note writing, phrasing etc. ...  Don’t just transcribe the 
notes—play along and try to copy the general feeling of the 
musicians and the things they are playing.”

I highly recommend the Amazing Slow Downer. It is 
available for both Windows and Macintosh. The trial version 
can be downloaded for free at www.ronimusic.com. The full 
version, at $44.95, is a bargain and would make the perfect 
Christmas gift to keep a musician busy for a long time!   ■

Amazing Slow Downer
a software review by LynnAnne Vesper
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Dear Nyckel Notes,
I think it would be wonderful if Nyckel Notes 

broadened its focus to include more articles 

about Swedish fiddle music, and dance from 

throughout Sweden. The Hardanger Fiddle 

Association of America (HFAA.org) bills its 

newletter as being about “the hardanger fiddle, 

it’s music and dance.” At HFAA gatherings they 

usually include a regular fiddle class. Even 

ordinary fiddle traditions like Røros music get 

reported in their publication, Soundpost. Its 

scope thus encompasses all of Norway’s folk 

music and dance. I appreciate that the journal 

is not totally focused on 

hardingfele, though it 

is certainly the major 

theme.

There is no maga-

zine I know of in English 

that deals with both 

Swedish fiddle music 

and folk dance. A lot 

more people play fiddle 

than nyckelharpa, so 

including some articles 

about Swedish fid-

dlers, festivals outside 

Uppland, and polska 

or gammaldans in gen-

eral  could broaden 

the readership sig-

nificantly. This might 

spread the playing and 

appreciation of the 

nyckelharpa. The newsletter of the Northern 

California Spelmanslag (http://members.aol.

com/jglittle/ncs.html) comes the closest to this 

concept, although their scope is Scandinvian 

rather than just Swedish. Back issues of their 

newsletter date from 1996 to the present and 

are available online. Maybe some of those folks 

would be interested in writing for Nyckel Notes, 

or having their past articles reprinted.  Fiddler 

Magazine (http://www.fiddle.com/articles.htm) 

has had some interesting articles about Sweden 

over the years that could be reprinted as well. 

I don’t read Swedish well yet, so it takes me a 

long time to wade through Sweden’s quarterly 

fiddle magazine, Spelmannen (www.spelmans-

forbund.org/SSR/Spelmannen/spelmannen.htm). 

Perhaps someone more skillled could translate 

an interesting article to be reprinted in Nyckel 

Notes. A broader focus might further the long 

term goals of the ANA 

by encouraging more 

people to become inter-

ested in Swedish music 

and dance. Increased 

summer dance camp 

attendance might be 

a desired result which 

would assure continued 

participation by excel-

lent nyckelharpa teach-

ers from Sweden.

—Laurie Hart

Ithaca, NY
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Dear Nyckel Notes,
Having remembered finally to renew my ANA 

membership, I was reviewing my past issues of 

Nyckel Notes and ran across the message from 

our new president, Tim Rued. He brought up 

some very interesting points upon which I would 

like to comment. First a little background.

The nyckelharpa is still a pretty rare crea-

ture out here in the middle west! I saw my first 

nyckelharpa at a concert given by Becky Weiss at 

the Forest Park Nature Center in Peoria, Illinois, 

back in the early nineties. Needless to say, I was 

totally entranced! Being a luthier, I just knew 

that one day I would have to build one!

This goal remained on the back burner while 

I concentrated 

on my main 

business of 

building ham-

mered dulci-

mers. I believe 

I did a lot to 

popularize this 

instrument 

around central 

Illinois. I built 

some 270 dul-

cimers before 

“burning out.” 

I then started 

experiment-

ing with other 

instruments.

The hurdy gurdy always fascinated me and 

I happened to have a business card from Glenn 

Greene of Knoxville, Tennessee. He sent me 

much helpful information that enabled me to 

build a beautiful French style hurdy gurdy. He 

also sent a photo of him playing the hurdy gurdy 

and a nyckelharpa he had built.

Several years passed and with Glenn’s help 

and the ANA web site, I purchased two sets 

of plans from Björn Björn. One drawing was a 

traditional chromatic harpa designed by Lars 

Bäckström and the other a four-row harpa from 

Tord Johansson. I decided to combine the two 

and came up with my own design. The enclosed 

photo is the result!

Since I hang out with a lot of old time fiddlers 

and banjo pickers, I decided that the fiddle-tuned 

four-row harpa would be a quicker way to learn. 

If you know some fiddling, the left hand positions 

are similar. I will admit that the keybox is fright-

ening to look at, but it is easier to build than it 

looks!
continued on next page ...
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Now, to the ideas raised by President Tim. 

I agree very much with the need to promote 

the nyckelharpa to the general public. I think 

we should take every opportunity to play our 

harpas at folk festivals, historic sites, and com-

munity events that have a music feature. When 

we are playing our harpas along with other musi-

cians (fiddlers, mandolin players, banjo players, 

and guitarists) we need to be sure and put a sign 

in our open cases spelling out the name of the 

instrument and the pronunciation. Is it nickel-

harpa, nukel-harpa or nyewkel-harpa?

I believe the emphasis on traditional Swedish 

music and the instruments on which it is played 

should continue to be the focus of our organiza-

tion. I think that we need to cast a few lines to 

other traditions and bring in new players who 

might want to make the nyckelharpa their sec-

ond instrument. It would be nice if we could 

include at least one tune in each issue of Nyckel 

Notes that reflects other traditions. May I sug-

gest reels, hornpipes, and jigs?

For the beginning players, myself included, 

it would be nice to have something on bowing, 

phrasing, and exercises. Perhaps these things 

can be found in violin books. Also, it would be 

great if Nyckel Notes could be published six 

times a year instead of four. I am sure the mem-

bers would be willing to pay a little extra for 

more issues!

I have been trying to work out an Illinois fid-

dle tune on my harpa and it is time to practice! 

(Yes, Virginia, there are Illinois fiddle tunes!)

My e-mail address is Ukelinatik@aol.com I 

would love to hear other ideas on these harpa 

matters.

—Dale C. Evans

Bloomington, IL

ANA
Board

ELECTION 
NOTICE

Elections for ANA Board 
of Directors will be held in 

December. Two of the five current 
directors have terms ending this 

year so we will be electing two new 
members for a two year term.

At press time the details were not 
yet complete so election informa-
tion will be distributed via email 
shortly and voting will take place 
on the web. Please make sure that 
the ANA has your current func-

tioning email address on file: www.
nyckelharpa.org/info/roster.html.

Annual Dues!
Please check your current member-

ship status on the ANA website.
If the date after your name is 

2007.4 or earlier, then it is time to 
pay your dues. 
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Pink Bling
by Rita Leydon

My friend Anci, in Sweden, had ordered an 
Incredibow from me for her daughter Beatrice. 
It took Beatrice a good amount of time to decide 

just which razzly dazzly color would suit her the best, 
finally settling on “pink bling.” I had never personally laid 
eyes on a Pink Bling, but it sounded pretty racy and since 
Beatrice is an up and coming young lady, I couldn’t blame 
her for wanting to make a statement with her new bow. 
Incredibows are made in Arkansas and when one is  
completed it is shipped right to the new owner in whatever 
corner of the world they call home—so I never get a chance 
to smudge my fingerprints on any of the new bows. This 
is sort of too bad ... but that’s how it is. Fool proof system 
really, or so I thought.

One day, not so long ago, I was surprised to see that my 

mailbox contained a tube from Arkansas. Ooops. No way 
of knowing whose bow had gone astray so I had to venture 
inside. “Oh boy! How exciting!,” I thought, and proceeded 
to do as little damage as possible to the packaging. The 
Wilcoxes, Ed and Carolyn, make really fine bows and they 
have also given a lot of thought to presentation. It’s 
apparent that they believe the first meeting of bow and 
musician should be a memorable one. I carefully slipped 
the plastic protected content out of the mailing tube and 
unrolled it to reveal a blue satin shrouded parcel with a long 
stemmed red silk rose—the pièce de résistance—delicately 
secured with a shimmering golden ribbon. Wow! And I 
hadn’t even arrived at the creamy center yet. Proceeding 
breathlessly to the inner sanctum, I paused a moment to 
allow my eyes to feast on Pink Bling. Double wow! I con-
fess, my heart skipped a beat. It was pretty spectacular. My 
right hand itched and twitched to hold it. Oh, my. Then I 
wondered how it would look against my own nyckelharpa. 
Hmm, pretty nice. I’ll just pull it over the strings a tiny bit 
to get the feel of it. If you’ve ever pulled a rosin-less bow 
over strings you know that no sound is produced. Zip. Well, 
almost zip. And here we come to the crux of this tale.

I settled into absentmindedly fingering a couple of tunes 
and enjoying my illicit encounter with Pink 
Bling. It was all innocent enough. I heard 
only the characteristic clacking and clicking of 
wooden keys. “This is nice,” I thought. After 
a little while, my ears readjusted to the silent 
music I was making and it dawned on me that 
it wasn’t entirely silent. An ever so faint hint of 
melody was, in fact, reaching my ears. I smiled 
to myself and listened very attentively, happily 
oblivious that I was on the cusp of a major 
revelation. Then it hit me like a ton of bricks!

Consider for a moment ... (this is BIG!) 
... consider this—amazing as it may seem, 
there are times when others do not want to 
hear your nyckelharpa—such as, say, in the 
middle of the night; or a person in an adjacent 
hotel room wants to sleep; or a room mate 
needs quiet to study; or your loving and ever 
patient parents are tired of hearing the same 
piece for the millionth time as you try to 
resolve some pesky bowing challenge. You’re 
with me, right? The solution? A virgin bow! 
Every nyckelharpa player needs one. I need 
one. I’m going to scrub every trace of rosin 
off one of my two Incredibows and demote it 
to a “silent” bow. I might even get myself my 
very own Pink Bling. It’s pretty tempting.

Oh, and in case you were wondering, 
yes, Beatrice’s bow did finally make the trans-
atlantic crossing to it’s rightful owner and I’m 
happy to report that Beatrice and bow are 
doing just fine.  ■

Beatrice took over her mom’s Sahlström harpa 
when Anci bought herself a new Sören Åhker 
harpa. How lucky can you get?
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Order Form
Prices listed are for ANA members/non-members.  

Price includes shipping to a US address.  

Playing strings: Qty Price Cost

Prim Full Set  $67/$75 $

Prim A (1)  $18/$20 $

Prim C (2)  $14/$16 $

Prim G (3)  $16/$18 $

Prim C (4)  $19/$21 $

Resonance strings:

6+6 resonance set  $22/$27 $

4+4+4 resonance set  $22/$27 $

12-step resonance se  $22/$27 $

   Total:  $

Name  

Street   

City   

State     Zip  

Phone   

E-mail  

 

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
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 manufactur-
ing company. Their fiddle strings are popular among 
folk musicians, and are available widely in the US. 
Their nyckelharpa 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, 4+4+4, and 
12-step. There’s actually some logic here:

6+6 is 
• 6 wound strings .021” (0.53 mm) in diameter 
• 6 plain strings .014” (0.36 mm) in diameter
 
4+4+4 is 
• 4 wound strings 0.24” (0.61 mm) in diameter 
• 4 wound strings .021” (0.53 mm) in diameter 
• 4 plain strings .014” (0.36 mm) in diameter 

12-step is 
• 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.

String Bazaar
The ANA is pleased to offer 
nyckelharpa strings for sale! 

We have playing strings and three
versions of understring sets.

Prim brown strings for the C (2) and G (3) strings 
are still in stock.  They are labeled “orchestra” 
and are the hardest of the three flavors of Prim 

strings, in theory giving a nyckelharpa with timid central 
melody string sound more get-up and go. 

Prim blue strings, which are labeled “soft tone” are 
also still available.  These help tone down harpas with 
A (1) strings that tend to overwhelm the other melody 
strings.  The blues are available for the A (1), G (3) and 
C (4) strings.   

The standard Prim greens are well-stocked in the 
A(1) and C(4) gauges, but the others are in low supply 
and will be hopefully coming in soon.

Paying online using PayPal is most efficient, though 
checks (made out to the ANA and sent to me) are also 
fine..  

If you’ve been concerned with your nyckelharpa’s 
evenness of sound, now is a great time to experiment 
with the blue and brown strings while the supplies last!

—Tim Newcomb
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It’s early December here in 
Lahaska and the first snow of 
the season blankets our farm 
in a comforting and familiar 
way. In your hands you hold 
the 4th and last Nyckel Notes 
issue of 2007. It’s time for 
us to consider some things 
together ... such as, that at the 
end of 2008, four issues from 
now (not counting the cur-
rent one), I will no longer be 

wearing all the hats at Nyckel Notes. I am retiring from 
active duty. Please hear me. Please take this as a serious 
call to action. Another enthusiast needs to ARISE from 
the ranks and take over. I can’t say that it is a glamor-
ous position with a lot of nice perks, but I’ve enjoyed it 
because I like to write and I like to encourage others to 
discover that they, too, can write and share what they 
are doing, musically speaking. I absolutely love “meet-
ing” newbie nyckelharpa enthusiasts and helping them 
find their sea legs in our expanding global community. 
Folks tend to write to me about all sorts of related and 
un-related issues that are ever so remotely nyckelharpa 
connected and I try to cover the bases as best I can 
without getting into too much hot water. You might 
be a-wondering why I want to hang up my hats. It’s 
pretty simple. I’m getting older. The sand is running 
through my fingers and I need to spend what is left 
of my energy working on my films. My documentary 
films are my priority. Chris and I are facing retirement. 
We have dreamily set our sights on Colorado where we 
will most likely build a home from scratch before we 
can start the next phase of our wild west lives. That’s 
the long and the short of it. I will sing this song again 
and again and again until such time that a generous 
and able soul raises his or her hand with a heartfelt 
desire to serve the ever growing American nyckelharpa 
community. OK?

Job description: Beat bushes and keep ear to 
ground to sniff out possible articles. Encourage univer-
sal participation. Keep issues on track and on schedule. 
Write copy when needed. Edit material submitted for 
consistency and style. Layout issue. Process photos to 
fit layout. Proofread. Create final pdf file. Send out 
e-mail announcing finished issue. Arrange snail mail 
copies to the few who still require that service and mail 
those out (I am lobbying STRONGLY for elimination 
of snail mail copies—but that is a Board decision). Be 
cheerful and encouraging at all times. Take a breather, 
and then do it again, four times per year.

—Rita Leydon
Editor

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 traditions of the nyck-
elharpa.

ANA Membership dues are $10 per year, which 
includes a digital subscription to this newsletter. Send 
to the address below, and please indicate if you play the 
nyckelharpa and if we can publish your name in our 
roster.

www.nyckelharpa.org
Source of information about the nyckelharpa,  
nyckelharpa players, a history of the instrument,  
nyckelharpa events and more!

Nyckel Notes
Published quarterly. Send submissions to Nyckel Notes at 
the address below, or to: nyckelnotes@nyckelharpa.org

The ANA’s Nyckel Notes
c/o Rita Leydon

PO Box 127, Lahaska, PA 18931

Rita’s Notes:

Passing it on ... Chris Leydon (right) and Pat 
Shipman in the first few moments of Pat’s 
very first nyckelharpa lesson. Pat had heard 
one of Chris’ previous students, Chiara Bos, 
play a bit during a break at a horse show, and 
as far as Pat was concerned, that was it. She 
knew on the spot that she had to learn how to 
play this amazing instrument. Perhaps you’ve 
had a similar experience ... won’t you write 
about it and share with other ANA members?


