
by Ginny Lee & Toby Weinberg

That can’t be right! Isn’t Ski  
Dance Weekend one of the  
highlights of the American 

Norwegian dance calendar? Well,  
yes it is. But for many years there  
has been a thriving ad hoc ordi- 
nary fiddle (as opposed to  
hardingfele) jam in addition to  
the advertised events of the  
weekend—Norwegian dance  
classes, hardanger fiddle classes, eve- 
ning dance parties till the wee hours of 
the morning, cross country skiing and 
ice skating on Lake Morey. It’s just not 
advertised or mentioned in any of the 
e-mails promoting the event.   

This year there were also some 
nyckelharpas—John Hall, Lydia Ievens, 
Ginny Lee and Sonia White all brought 
their harpas along with their dance 
shoes. In addition to participating in 
the all day—and late into the night—
fiddle jam, the four nyckelharpa players 
played a short set for dancing dur-
ing the break in the Saturday evening 
party. Well, actually, there wasn’t really 
a break in the dancing, merely a short 
period when some people left the floor 
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to consume Tom Kringstad’s home-
made kransekaker (two of them!), 
coffee and goodies, while other peo-
ple kept on dancing to music that 
went continuously from eight in the 
evening till four in the morning.

The impromptu nyckel-
harpa lag (group) played “1814,” 
Vendelpolskan, Båtsmann Däck, and 
Boda Waltz to an enthusiastic recep-
tion by everyone on the dance floor. 
There was a plan to also include 
Josefins Dopvals, but a conflict about 
whether to play it in the key of D 
or E scotched that. The four harpa 
players had never played together as 
a group before, but their set was a 
solid success—very danceable music.

drawing by Ginny Lee

Nyckelharpas
at the Vermont 

Ski Dance 
Weekend!



SPRING 2008 NY C K E L NO T E S  2

There has, in fact, been a Swedish music and dance 
presence at the camp ever since the early days of it’s twelve 
year history. Each year there has been at least one Swedish 
fiddler included as part of the music staff, to play favor-
ite polskas at the evening dance parties. This year, Stefan 
Ohlström blessed everyone with his lovely gentle and beau-
tifully danceable music. The ordinary fiddle jam has never 
been a formal part of the weekend, but it has grown over 
the years into a significant event of its own with a following 
for whom the jam is one of the main draws of the weekend. 
As far as we can recall, the fiddle jam was started by Margie 
Baron, Carolyn Pulis, Marilyn Butler and Rick Savadow and 
some others soon after the Ski Dance Weekend moved to 
its current home at the Hulbert Outdoor Center in Fairlee, 
Vermont. There’s no need to make the jam a formal part of 
the weekend. It’s doing quite well as it is. But this was the 
first year that there was a substantial nyckelharpa presence. 
Four harpas is a good start. Maybe next year January there 
will be more.  ■

Vermont continued ...

GOD JUL OCH ETT GOTT NYTT ÅR önskar Annika

My friend, Annika Olsson (she’s in the middle), sent me this Christmas greeting and I just had to share it with you. She writes: 
“The picture is taken in Kättbo, between Mora and Malung, in Dalarna. We call our group Mora Mix and we have a great deal 
of fun when we play together. Here we are playing up on the hill outside the most beautifully situated chapel in all of Dalarna.”

The
Eat-Your-Heart-Out
Department

The other day I got 
a postcard from Martine 
Chiasson, normally of 
Montreal, Canada. She’s  
studying at the Eric Sahlström 
Institute in Tobo, Sweden. She 
writes: “I’m at the Ice Hotel 
near Kiruna with a friend 
from ESI. Having a great 
time! Heading for Jokkmokk 
tomorrow. Nice vacation ... 
but I enjoy ESI a lot! So many 
nyckelharpor! Good music! I 
am thinking of you. Hugs! 
Martine.” If you’ve never 
heard of the Ice Hotel, check 
it out at  www.icehotel.com.
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Greetings from 
the ANA Board!

A new year has 
begun and 
the Board 

has reorganized for 
2008. Tim Rued and 
Ben Teitelbaum both 
reached the end of their 
terms; we thank them 
for their service. For 
2008: John Wendell 
will serve as Treasurer, 
Karen Myers will serve 
as Secretary and I will 
serve as President. We 
received no nominations 
for new Board mem-
bers, leaving two vacan-
cies. The Board will seek 
two members who wish 
to serve on the Board 
as members-at-large. If 
you have an interest in 
serving, please contact one of the Board members.

We will be getting dues reminders out shortly, but in 
the interim, you can visit the membership section of the 
website to check your dues status. All members are encour-
aged to make sure their dues are current.

The Board is reviewing the on-going mission and 
activities of the ANA. We’ll examine and recommend to 
the membership if the ANA’s mission should be updated. 
We’ll look at whether or not we should continue to provide 
a CD store, considering that there are now multiple other 
sources to obtain CDs and downloads. We’ll actively work to 
encourage and support local stämmas. We’ll seek other ways 
to support the objectives of the ANA which are:

“…to document and preserve the traditional music played 
on the nyckelharpa and the corresponding dances; to con-
duct educational programs and activities which will pro-
mulgate awareness and knowledge of and promote interest 
in the nyckelharpa; to provide competent instruction in the 
traditional music associated with the nyckelharpa and the 
traditional dance associated with the nyckelharpa.”

We encourage input from the membership about how 
the ANA can be more effective toward achieving our objec-
tive to promote the nyckelharpa. Please drop us a note and 
share your thoughts.

Varma hälsningar / Warm greetings,

—Doug Oines 
doug@oines.net

Harpa Musings
by Kate Kramer

January ’08 finds me the proud owner of my nyckelharpa 
for six months now. I have to confess to a little frustra-
tion in learning to play—it would be so nice to have 

a community to play with and in. I knew this before the 
harpa came home from Sweden last July, but I still long 
for company. To make a little headway, I found a violin 
teacher to help with bowing—on the violin. Already I can 
hear an improvement on the harpa with just a little help in 
how to hold the bow. The fun part has been to show the 
nyckelharpa to the uninitiated! My new violin teacher has 
a professional and formal demeanor. When I showed him 
“my secret reason” for learning violin, he was charmed and 
admired how much the harpa resonated! The man who re-
haired the violin bow had also never seen anything like the 
nykelharpa, despite having played violin for years. So, even 
though I’m not much of a player yet, I’ve been able to do 
some select harpa proselytizing. The next goal is to seek 
out a workshop—maybe the Mendocino camp this year? 
When I become braver, I may try to host one in the wilds of 
Southern California!

Having begun this journey, I wonder about the early 
harpa music. If the nyckelharpa predates the hurdy-gurdy 
as the literature suggests, it must have been used in early 
church music much like recorders and other early instru-
ments, yes? Even though our modern harpas are chromatic, 
we can still play some of this music, it would seem. Does 
anyone know of renaissance or baroque music for the nyck-
elharpa, or at least of composers that might have composed 
for it? There is so much of this wonderful music for recorder 
ensembles, surely there must be some hidden somewhere for 
the nyckelharpa!

That’s it this time from this new harpa fan.  ■
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Remembering 
Oskar
by Tim Rued

On January 11, the nyckelharpa world suffered 
the loss of one of its own. Oskar Sundström, 
nyckelharpa builder, passed away in his sleep 

five days short of his 90th birthday.
He was not a musician himself, but his entire life 

was spent around music. He was born in Uppsala in 
1918. Orphaned at an early age, he was apprenticed 
to an organ builder at the age of thirteen. The world-
famous organ in the church at Lövstabruk was the first 
instrument he ever worked on. In his career he learned 
all that one could know about church organs, and 
eventually could fashion any necessary part using tools 
that he made himself. When he retired from this career, 
he took up making other instruments, in particular the 
nyckelharpa.

He was married in Uppland, and raised a fam-
ily, but eventually he was widowed. In 1981 he 
met Gunvor (Gwen), an expatriate Swede living in 
California, and followed her to the US where they got 
married. Settling in El Sobrante, he continued making 
instruments.

Using his knowledge of materials and acoustics, 
he built nyckelharpas of his own design. There are a 
number of ANA members who are familiar with his 
unusually heavy instruments.  The extra weight comes 
from using very dense tropical hardwoods for the body, 
which makes them very stable in the rapidly changing 
humidity and temperatures of the California climate. 
They also have a beautifully deep voice, contrast-
ing with the more commonly preferred sound of the 
instruments made out of the lighter weight woods.

One of his innovations, later pursued by some 
other makers, was an “octave harpa,” tuned an octave 
lower than the normal chromatic nyckelharpa. He 
custom built it for Torkil Hammer, the Danish fiddler. 
He also built some child-size instruments of exquisite 

Note from the editor: In addition to the article by Tim 
Rued, Leif Alpsjö—honorary founding father of the 
ANA—sent us this newspaper clipping announcing Oskar’s 
passing. Oskar’s grand-daughter, Petra, lives next door to 
Leif in Viksta, Uppland, Sweden.
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quality.
In his latter years he tried his hand 

at a Moraharpa, and a few hurdy-gur-
dies, as well. He also built some wooden 
shoe fiddles, using California redwood 
as the material. One of his last unfin-
ished instruments was a special four-row 
harpa with locking keys on the low C. 
This enabled the player to change the 
basic resonance of the instrument when 
playing in keys other than C, F, and G. 
It had a body more reminiscent of the 
regular violin, as well.

Through the years he was valued 
as a top-notch nyckelharpa repairman, 
fixing some badly damaged instruments 
that might otherwise have permantently 
lost their use.

Oskar loved all music, but he loved 
the sound of the nyckelharpa most of all.  
I personally first met him when playing 
harpa at the Renaissance Pleasure Faire 
shortly after he first moved to California. He invited me to 
come visit him, and we became friends very quickly. He was 
acquainted with many musicians in the San Francisco Bay 
Area, and often would have them over for a pleasant time. 
It was so satisfying to play for him, because he appreciated 
every aspect of the music, and it showed in his face. I know 
that whenever I played for him, I could not help but play 

my utmost, seeing how much he loved the music. When I 
played on an instrument he had built, tears would some-
times come to his eyes when he thought of how it was his 
work that made the music possible.

He was not flamboyant in any way, and didn’t get out 
to many events unless they were close to home. He still 

managed to travel often 
to visit family in Sweden 
though, and heard his 
beloved music there, too.

Not many ANA mem-
bers were acquainted with 
Oskar Sundström, and that 
is really too bad. He was 
a wonderful man, a great 
instrument builder, and an 
asset to the nyckelharpa 
community.  ■

Tim plays one of Oskar’s 
nyckelharpas for him at a 
Midsummer celebration, 
2007.

Here are some of Oskar’s instruments on display.

Oskar, continued ...
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More Feng  
and Less Shui
by Anne Mansfield

My fascination with the nyckle-
harpa came about due to the 
close proximity and filial affec-

tion I have toward my sister, Marilee 
Cowan, and her mastery and obsession 
with its soulful and complex tapestry of 
sounds. When playing that strange instru-
ment in a public setting, she attracts 
people who come gingerly to her with a 
look I’ve seen so many times: bewilder-
ment and wonder. You’ve seen that look. 
“I wonder what the heck that thing is?” 

She has even been able to seduce me 
into playing Swedish music on that very 
American folk instrument, the autoharp. 
Since I have had some musical training, 
including four years singing in a 150 
voice women’s choir, I know something 
about the life-giving properties of collab-
orative musical production.

In the 1950s, our father was fond of reading remark-
able stories from Uncle Remus, in whose Southern voice 
Dad relayed tales of Br’er Rabbit and Br’er Fox. We grew 
up hearing another story called The Churkendoose, an ani-
mal so strange because it was part chicken, part turkey, part 
duck and part goose. Complex and soulful combinations, 
don’t you think? We also heard his favorite classical music on 
the record player. I’m quite sure he would have become a 
farmer had he not instead become a rural medical doctor. At 
any rate, he inspired us to use our imaginations to see and 
do what was not inside the usual box.

So it is no wonder that Marilee chose such an instru-
ment over all the rest to focus her talents as a musician and 
composer. It is not enough for her to learn an ordinary 
instrument or musical genre. She is dedicated to deepening 
her relationship with the nyckelharpa and it’s culture, just 
because it is so extraordinary. 

For her and for many gentle readers, this instrument 
is a vehicle for being connected to the core of Swedish tra-
ditional music. Just imagine it on its back with sails aloft, 
droning away down the stream like a Viking ship. Players 
may find that they too are in the flow, in the groove and in 
the moment as the sound transforms the experience of the 
music maker and listener alike.

“But Marilee needs a little more feng  and a little less 
shui when she plays.” That is the conclusion Bart Brashers 
reached after overhearing a discussion about Feng Shui 
that came up during a Nyckelharpa Buskspelmanstämma 
in Oregon’s gorgeous Columbia River Gorge. He listened 
carefully and quietly, as is his usual manner. It was his clear 

understanding of Feng Shui and Taoist 
yin-yang principles that enabled him to 
use feng shui as a light-hearted teaching 
tool. He said the playing was good, but 
in this particular piece that they were 
working on, her usual way of express-
ing herself needed “more feng and less 
shui.” I could see his point.

Let’s further expand the concept 
that Bart was teaching translate it into 
feng shui terms as I often do with 
anything I participate in or observe. 
I am a feng shui expert to the degree 
that I have been obsessing and gaining 
mastery of it over the last twelve years. 
Since it is a Chinese tradition, there is a 
lot I’ve had to learn in order to experi-
ence the world through feng shui eyes 
and ears.

To explain: feng is the masculine 
principle and shui, as you may have 
guessed, is the feminine principle. But 
literally, feng means wind and shui 
means water. Are you following me? 
Feng has more slam-the-doorness, and 
shui is more like a flowing brook. Both 
are powerful spiritual and tactile quali-
ties. In music it’s about balance, finesse 
and nuance. And the joy comes from 

the playful expression of your inner artiste. In Marilee’s case, 
on this particular day, and at in this teachable moment, she 
needed more feng and less shui.  

So if things are out of balance in playing music or in any 
element of your life, be it the highs are too high, or the col-
ors too intense, or there is too much neon and bright lights, 
then you may have too much feng and not enough shui—or 
it could be the other way around. The joy comes with being 
perfectly attuned and in the moment.  ■

Anne Mansfield is a past president of the International Feng 
Shui Guild. — www.annemansfieldfengshui.com
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Music Therapy 
Resonates

by Bronwyn Bird & Justin Nawn

So, what is music therapy?

Well, what isn’t music therapy? It is not a perfor-
mance, like a paid jukebox. Instead music therapy 
is using music as a means of achieving personal-

ized goals. However, the clinical aspect that allows music 
therapy to be effective in individuals’ lives is based on the 
therapeutic relationship that occurs between the client and 
the therapist. Each of you nyckelharpa players has most 
likely had the experience of connecting with music in some 
way, and that is what drew you to the nyckelharpa in the 
first place. Music therapy capitalizes on the global versatil-
ity of music, helping clients to connect and communicate 
in a way that might not otherwise be possible in their daily 
lives. While many people may view music as a mysterious 
and powerful thing (and we are not disagreeing here), music 
therapy is not just a shot in the dark. It is reinforced signifi-
cantly by integrated evidence based research.

Who can benefit from music therapy?
There is a wide range of clinical modalities that music 

therapists use, therefore they are able to serve an equally 
wide range of populations. From infants in the neo-natal 
intensive care units, right up to geriatric clients in the last 
stages of life. For instance, several populations that we have 
clinically worked with at Berklee are: children with special 
needs, Alzheimer’s and dementia patients, mental health, 
and general and children’s hospital. Music therapy has been 
used to assist all spectrums of life, whether it is working to 
rehabilitate, or simply maintain quality of life. The sky is the 
limit!

How might nyckelharpa be used within music therapy?
Like any other instrument that therapists use during ses-

sions, it is based on the needs of the client. For example, if 
in the therapeutic setting a client is working to enhance fine 
motor skill ability, the nyckelharpa may be an appropriate 
choice to facilitate musical activities that promote progress in 
meeting this goal. Because of the keys on the nyckelharpa, it 
is an easily accessible instrument. The therapist can control 
the bowing, allowing clients to finger the keys controlling 
the actual notes, thereby creating music without the physi-
cal limitations presented by instruments such as violins. 
Also because most people have not seen a nyckelharpa it 
may serve as a unique focus point, to distract from pain, 
or simply to obtain the attention of a client with attention 
deficits. The nyckelharpa is a versatile instrument, and can 
be used to play either melodies or chords, depending upon 
the need. Its resonance can be soothing, and yet it can also 

still be played with enough volume for those with hearing 
loss to benefit. These are just a few suggestions that we have 
thought of, but there are surely even more possibilities to 
explore!

I am curious!
Where can I find more information on music therapy?

The American Music Therapy Association has a very 
informative website—www.musictherapy.org—with more 
information and links.  ■

“Life seems to me to be a series of connections, and I am 
constantly thankful for the connections that have seemingly 
fallen into my lap and helped to form my life. For example, if 
my neighbor hadn’t told me about a Swedish dance class down 
the road from my house, I might never have met Chris and 
Rita Leydon. If I hadn’t met Chris and Rita, I might never 
have found the nyckelharpa. If I hadn’t found the nyckelharpa 
I wouldn’t have come to Berklee, and might never even have 
heard of music therapy! What I am trying to say, is that the 
road that led me to music therapy was not a straight one, but it 
certainly has been an enjoyable journey! I am now in my sixth 
semester of the music therapy major, and continue to be fasci-
nated by music and the brain.”

—Bronwyn Bird

“I initially explored music therapy after spending countless 
hours at Neshaminy Manor, a long term care facility in Bucks 
County, Pennsylvania. It was during the visits with my grand-
mother, who was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, that I experi-
enced the profound effect music has on geriatric patients. After 
mentioning to my high school advisor that I wished to pursue a 
combination of music and psychology, I was happily introduced 
to music therapy. I have pursued this interest at Berklee College 
of Music, and am now nearing the completion of my studies 
there.”

—Justin Nawn
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One Year 
Into It
by Vicki Swan

So I bought a nyckelharpa 
last spring, and I also 
bought the first volume of 

Peter Hedlund’s DVD. How 
have I progressed over the last 
year? What pearls of wisdom 
can I impart to people in a 
similar position just starting out? 
Indeed, what could I hope to 
offer? I had an e-mail from a 
piper the other week saying that 
he was thinking of starting to 
play nyckelharpa and wondered 
what advice I could offer. Of 
course, my first suggestion was 
that he visit the ANA website!

The gentleman in question 
was a fiddler, as well as a piper, 
and he asked me about the four 
row G-D-A-E  “fiddleharpa,”  sug-
gesting that, as a fiddler, that seemed to be the most logical 
choice for him. What did I think? I sat at my computer and 
thought hard about his question.  I myself hadn’t considered 
anything other than the standard modern three row chro-
matic nyckelharpa—in standard Swedish tuning. But why? 
Well, for a number of reasons, I guess.

The most important factor, for me, was that I wanted to 
play what everyone else played and what was the easiest to 
learn. That’s not to say that the nyckelharpa is easy to learn, 
but this was going to be hard enough without complicat-
ing things by choosing an instrument without any available 
learning materials!  So for me, it was an easy choice. I knew 
my nyckelharpa would always be tuned differently from my 
double bass. Plus, I knew from the start that I would be 
learning from Peter Hedlund’s DVDs.

I recently met with a fiddling colleague of mine who 
had purchased a standard nyckelharpa and chosen to tune it 
like a fiddle. He confided in me that he hardly ever played 

his nyckelharpa because it was just easier to play the violin, 
and so, his nyckelharpa remained mostly in it’s case. When 
he tried playing my nyckelharpa, he was, at first, thwarted 
by the tuning. After having played it though, he said he was 
thinking he might convert back over to standard Swedish 
tuning after all. I was left wondering why he had started to 
play nyckelharpa in the first place? Did he think it was going 
to be easy to switch between fiddle and nyckelharpa? Did 
he think they were essentially the same instrument? Did he 
think that by tuning his harpa like a fiddle he would master 
the instrument quicker?

I’m an instrumental music teacher, and as such, I feel 
that learning the nyckelharpa is much easier if it is consid-
ered as a totally distinct instrument—not simply as a varia-
tion of the fiddle. Sure, there are similarities, but the playing 
techniques are quite different! 

I’m often asked similar questions about choosing 

Here’s Vicki doing what she does best. Isn’t she just blissfully beautiful? Pipes sound really nice 
with nyckelharpa ... but, of course, she can’t play them both at the same time.
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The Little Pard
by Vicki Swan

between the Scottish smallpipes and the border pipes. I’m 
predominantly a Scottish smallpiper, but I own a set of bor-
der pipes. In fact, I’ve owned three different styles of border 
pipes, but I’m resigned to the fact that I suck as a border 
piper. The two have similar fingering, they are both bellows 
pipes—but I struggle to play one breed and not the other. 
Maybe they are too similar. There aren’t enough hours in 
the day to practice all my instruments as it is. It really comes 
down to what I want to play, and the Scottish smallpipes suit 
my playing best. As a nyckelharpa player, playing nyckelharpa 
tunes suits me the best. 

So what advice did I give the gentleman who e-mailed 
me? I asked him what he wanted to play—Swedish nyckel-
harpa music or fiddle music? I suggested that his answer to 

that question should be the deciding factor in selecting the 
correct instrument for him.

One of my reasons for taking up the nyckelharpa was 
to have an instrument that I could play and sing along with. 
My Scottish great great grandad was a bit of a poet and I 
wanted to set some of his poems to music. So far I’ve set 
one of the poems to music—written the melody, figured 
out my nyckelharpa part, and, of course, written a tune to 
go in the middle. It’s in quite a Scottish style and should 
be played as a lullaby—as if rocking a child to sleep (in this 
case my Grandad). It’s called The Little Pard and is my first 
tune written for the nyckelharpa, so it’s quite easy, but fits 
very nicely on my three row chromatic harpa in traditional 
Swedish tuning. I hope you enjoy it.  ■

Vicki’s website is: www.smallpiper.co.uk
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Adventures 
of a Newby
by Pat Shipman

As perhaps the newest newby in the ANA, I thought 
I’d share some of my experiences with you. On a 
long winter’s night, we all need a good smile.

I blame Chiara Bos, my good friend from Friesian 
horse circles, for getting me addicted. She traveled to my 
area several times for horse events when she also lived in 
Pennsylvania. About eighteen months ago, she came here 
for a horse clinic and brought with her a nyckelharpa. 
Standing in the muddy, straw-scattered parking lot of the 
farm where the clinic was being held, she whipped her nyck-
elharpa out from her truck and started to play for me. I was 
staggered—what my British husband calls “gobsmacked.” 
I never expected to hear such an amazing, full sound from 
that small, weird-looking instrument. It was as if somebody 
had airlifted a cello section onto the farm!

Needless to say, nyckelharpas stayed on my mind. I 
learned how to spell it by writing to Chiara. When last 
summer (2007) she came to stay with my husband and 
me for another horse clinic—shortly before she moved to 
California—I begged her to bring the harpa. My excuse was 
that I wanted Alan, my husband, to hear it. The real reason 
was that I wanted to hear it again.

One lovely summer evening, I invited the couple who 
lives across the street and their two very civilized children, 
Lochland and Catherine, to come over and hear Chiara play. 
She unpacked her harpa and entertained us for about an 
hour. I could see Catherine’s eyes shining with delight, so 
I said to her, “Catherine, would you like to try the nyckel-
harpa?” Big-eyed, she nodded and said, “Yes, please.” Chiara 
bowed for her while Catherine pushed keys and listened. 
Then little brother Lochland wanted to try. Giggling, he 
pushed keys and made music. 

Unable to contain myself, I burst out, “Me too! I want 
to try it!” Chiara put the strap over my shoulders and gave 
instructions while I tentatively drew the bow across the 
strings. SCREEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEECH! 

“Don’t be afraid of it,” Chiara advised kindly. “Use 
some pressure to make the strings sing!” I tried again, and 
things worked better. Then slowly, carefully, ineptly, I tried 
to push a key and play a string. I noticed Chiara was smiling 
knowingly. She knew, of course, just what she was doing.

By the time she left, I was thinking I really needed to 
learn how to play the nyckelharpa. There were just a few 
problems. First, I didn’t have one—and neither does anyone 
else in my rural Pennsylvania town. Second, I didn’t have 
a teacher and Chiara’s teacher, Chris Leydon, lived a good 
four hours’ drive from me. I didn’t see how it was possible 
for me to have lessons with any frequency when I had no 
instrument to practice on and no teacher within ready reach. 

The third problem was a very personal one. Due to a 
very bad accident falling from my horse, my left arm has a 
prosthesis in it that replaces about seven inches of bone near 
my shoulder, rather like a hip replacement. This prosthesis 
stopped the pain and restored a lot of function, but many of 
the muscles were irreparably damaged. My left arm is now 
two inches shorter than the right and, although my hand 
works perfectly, I cannot always put my hand where I want it.

But, I wanted to learn to play the nyckelharpa and I just 
figured there had to be a way. I am disabled—I actually refer 
to myself as “somewhat crippled,” though that is un-politi-
cally correct—but I hate thinking of myself as unable to do 
things that I want to do. I e-mailed Chris and Rita Leydon 
begging for help. Chris agreed to teach me, but they did 
not have an instrument they could loan me as they had done 
Chiara. I kept wondering how on earth I was going to learn 
if I couldn’t practice. The only answer seemed to be to take 
the plunge and try. If it was possible, then I’d just buy an 
instrument.

I made an appointment to visit Chris and Rita in early 
December, timing my arrangement impeccably so as to drive 
through a blinding snowstorm the night before my lesson so 
I could end up sleeping in my clothes in the world’s worst 
hotel where the heat failed on a freezing cold night. On the 
plus side was the fact that the woman who had the Leydon’s 
loaner harpa lived in Philadelphia and was ready to give it up 
so I could take lessons on it. So I drove to her house—get-
ting lost, of course, thanks to Mapquest—and eventually 
spent a lovely three hours with Melissa-whose-last-name-I-
never-learned having my very first nyckelharpa lesson. 

The first issue was the how-to-hold-it issue. I simply 
could not put my body into the recommended position and 
keep my left hand on the keys. I found myself clinging to 
the keys with all my strength in an effort to keep my hand 
on the harpa. 

“No,” I said in acute disappointment. “Oh no! There 
has to be a way. I need to be able to do this.” I hadn’t real-
ized until that very moment how committed I was emotion-
ally to learning to play this magical instrument. Melissa and I 
experimented some and talked about straps to help support 
my arm or resting my wrist on my thigh. Again, I pig-head-
edly decided that there was a way to do this and that I would 
find it. Then I drove up to Lahaska to meet the Leydons, 
who had offered to feed me and put me up overnight.

I arrived about three pm, chatted politely with Rita—
who as you all know is very shy and introverted—until I 
finally felt comfortable enough to say, “Could I take a nap? 
I got hardly any sleep last night!” An hour or so later, I 
was much improved and came down to meet Chris and talk 
some more. 

Sometime before a delicious dinner by the fire, I looked 
Chris dead in the eye and said, “There’s a little problem I 
didn’t tell you about.” I don’t know what he thought I was 
about to reveal, but his eyes changed markedly. I explained 
about my arm and its limitations. 

After dinner, we started in and Chris explained slowly, 
carefully, thoughtfully how to hold the instrument, how to 
hold the bow, and how to move the bow against the strings. 

continued on next page ...
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I already knew I couldn’t hold the harpa 
in the correct manner if I wanted to be 
able to play the keys. So we tried differ-
ent solutions and I did what I could do, 
which meant being able to play some 
notes on the A string … badly. Before we 
all retired for the night, Chris and Rita 
played together for me—gloriously—and 
Chris tried playing with his left forearm 
resting on his leg. It was actually quite 
possible to do, so I left full of hope and 
optimism.

At home, I started practicing every 
day for half an hour to an hour. My cats 
ran from the room. My husband didn’t 
actually run from the room, but I could 
tell he was not impressed. I watched my 
Peter Hedlund DVD over and over. I 
adjusted the strap, bought a Slider dual 
shoulder strap (much better), and adjusted 
and readjusted it. 

After struggling and struggling, I had 
a brilliant inspiration in the middle of the 
night. 

I e-mailed my question to Chris and 
Rita, to Chiara, and to a Dutch nyckelhar-
pabouwerer (nyckelharpa maker), Nikolaj Marks, with whom 
I had been corresponding. 

In the DVD, Peter establishes his position by putting 
the harpa under his right arm so that the elbow is below 
the tailpiece and then moving the harpa left toward his left 
hand. (Let me simply observe that being a small-framed 
person poses special challenges here: putting the harpa so 
your elbow hangs below the tailpiece requires it to be pretty 
much in your armpit. Being a small-framed female person 
adds additional … issues.) And, being somewhat crippled, I 
can’t hold my left hand up and far enough left to reach the 
keys with the harpa to the left of center.

My question was: since my left hand position is the 
limiting factor, could I invert the procedure and start from 
where I could hold my left hand? That would mean the 
rest of the harpa would go wherever it had to go instead of 
where it was supposed to be. Would that matter? 

Chiara and Nikolaj both replied the next day with pho-
tographs of different possible positions in which I might be 
able to play. Rita passed the question to Chris, who didn’t 
have time to answer for about a week. 

The best way to describe his response is that it made 
me feel as if I were Luke Skywalker and he was Obi Wan 
Kenobi. Chris’ answer was positively Zen, rather than practi-
cal. Knowing Chris’ profession, I had rather expected an 
answer based on body and instrument mechanics. What I 
got back was a philosophical outlook on life.*

I was keenly disappointed but also amused. I recognize 
that there is real value in what Chris was saying about listen-
ing to my body and the music. I just hadn’t known I was 
signing up to become a Jedi knight. 

I kept experimenting and discovering—seeking the 
Force. I found, for one thing, that if your harpa is positioned 

in the middle of your body, the bow goes up your nose. I 
found that, if you ignore where your right elbow is supposed 
to be, bowing is more difficult but it is not impossible. I also 
found that when I bow with my right elbow not below the 
tailpiece, I can position the harpa so the bow goes to the 
right of my nose (mostly), which seems an improvement. 

I discovered that the highest keys on the C string are 
the same as the lowest on the A string. (This may have been 
intuitively obvious to everyone else, but it was a revelation 
to me, I suppose because the first instrument I learned to 
play was a piano. Pianos have only one key per note.)

I learned that I could transpose a tune from one string 
to another incredibly easily because the fingering stayed the 
same. Thus, when the high notes sounded awful and the cats 
begged to go outside, I could make my performance more 
palatable by playing on the C string instead of the A.

I found that most of reading music came back to me 
(after almost forty years) without effort, thank goodness, 
and it was easier than playing by ear. By ear, I made up some 
very interesting variations on the tunes I was trying to learn. 
This is not a bad thing necessarily, but there is a value to 
being able to play the tune “as she was wrote.” 

 So here I am, about one month after my first lessons. 
I can play, recognizably but rarely perfectly, seven tunes. I 
haven’t yet dropped the nyckelharpa and I seem to be hold-
ing it more stably. The cats no longer run from the room 
and sometimes actually come into the room where I prac-
tice. My husband has taken to calling me “Jascha” (as in 
Heifetz, the legendary violinist, 1901–1987).

Life as a nyckelharpa newby is fun.  ■

Chris’ “positively Zen” message to Pat is on next page ...
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Editor’s note: Since I live with Chris (above), and promised 
him that he would be deprived of food and sleep until he 
caughed up his reply to Pat (see story on previous two pages), he 
generously contributed the following:

Dear Pat,

Thoughts: 
1. For all new players, the adjustment of where the nyckel-
harpa feels “right” will always feel “foreign.” 
2. For all new players, the period before one feels relaxed 
and comfortable with the position takes a year or more. 
3. For all new players, this process is an adventure.

Share: 
1. Your intellect will guide your analysis. 
2. Your body will guide and sharpen your intellect—listen to 
your body. 
3. A paradigm shift from biggest problem to greatest strength 
will gusset your resolve. 
4. Have patience, it is worth every note.

With confidence in you,

Chris

Upcoming
Events

New York: 
Peter Blue sent the following ...

On friday, April 18, 2008, in conjunction with 
their concert appearance at Hartwick College, each 
member of Väsen will offer a master class in their 
respective instruments—Olov Johansson, nyckelharpa 
and fiddle; Roger Tallroth, guitar; Mikael Marin, fiddle 
and viola. After the master classes, the entire band will 
conduct an ensemble workshop for all participants. 

In the evening, the group will present a concert at 
Hartwick College’s Anderson Theater in Oneonta.

Students participating in the workshops should be 
accomplished on their respective instruments. Classes 
are for intermediate to advanced players. Class size is 
limited, so please reserve in advance.

Cost for the day, $80, includes lunch; $70 with-
out lunch. Classes will be held at Hartwick College’s 
Pine Lake Environmental Campus in Davenport, N.Y. 
For directions or to register contact Peter Blue.

email: bluep@hartwick.edu 
phone: 607-278-5211 or 607-278-5429

California: 
Paul Allman sent the following ...

Late last year when Cajsa Ekstav was teaching a 
nyckelharpa workshop in San Francisco, we discussed 
the possibility of her coming to Los Angeles. She will 
be here (with Tore Bolstad), playing and teaching, 
May 25 through May 28, 2008.

A nyckelharpa workshop is planned on the 
Monday (since it is a holiday) and, depending on 
interest, include fiddle players a well. All are invited 
and if anyone is interested they could contact Paul 
Allman.  

e-mail: paul@teampts.com
phone: (310) 465-0101
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What’s 
the Difference?
by Tim Rued

What’s the difference between a stämma and a series 
of workshops and concerts, anyway? In Sweden, 
of course, the answer is obvious. A stämma is 

a meeting of players from a wide area, who gather to play 
tunes together, exchange tunes, have a good time, and inci-
dentally, hear some concerts and perhaps attend a couple of 
workshops.

The American version of a stämma, though, has been 
pretty much as stated by the question. When the ANA 
was young, it was necessary to follow this pattern. Few 
Americans were accomplished players, and it was always a 
special treat to have a visiting Swedish master teach tunes, 
techniques, and give special performances.

I think, though, that our membership is coming into 
its own, and ought to start celebrating amongst ourselves 
the same way Swedes do. Workshops and concerts with 
visiting guest Swedes should be continued for the great 
benefits and inspiration they bring to us, but our concept 
of a stämma needs to be broadened. I know that there are 
many American nyckelharpa players now who have wide rep-
ertoires of traditional Uppland tunes, learned at workshops, 
visiting Sweden, and from recordings. We really could have a 
real Swedish-type stämma now without the expense of hiring 
a Swedish teacher/performer!

I would love to see a true all-American gathering of 
nyckelharpa players centered around jamming and exchang-
ing tunes. A concert would consist of a show where any 
participating musician would be allowed a short set on stage. 
Workshops would be conducted by skilled American players. 
We would hope that Swedish players would want to come 
and participate too, but the emphasis would be on American 
nyckelharpa players!

Concerts and workshops have great value, especially for 
our members who cannot visit Sweden, but the great fun 
and intensive participation is often missing, as anyone who 
has attended a Swedish spelmansstämma can attest.

I would like to propose to the directors and the general 
membership of the ANA that we establish a list of activities 

that the ANA can sponsor, and describe them in some detail. 

Such as:
Swedish player concerts:  the ANA subsidizes the travel 

of a Swedish nyckelharpa player to come and perform for the 
public, increasing the public’s awareness of our instrument.

Swedish player workshops:  the ANA subsidizes the travel 
of a Swedish nyckelharpa player to come and teach tunes 
and techniques to Americans wishing to increase their reper-
toire and skill level.

American player concerts:  the ANA helps promote 
public performances and concerts by American nyckelharpa 
players.

American player workshops:  the ANA subsidizes the 
travel of an American nyckelharpa player to come and teach 
tunes to other Americans.

Nyckelharpastämma:  The ANA subsidizes a nyckel-
harpa festival, including an area for jamming, a stage for 
performances, and a place for workshops, with or without 
visiting Swedish players.

During the ANA’s infancy, I attended events with 
American players, and found that most of our playing skills 
were at a very rudimentary beginning stage. However, at the 
most recent California stämma, a great jam session was held 
with ten or so Americans playing together with Elin and 
Edward (the visiting Swedes). It occurred to me that, had 
the Swedes not been there, the session would have been just 
as wonderful! We, members of the ANA, are coming of age;  
let us celebrate our own!  ■
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My New  
Back Pack
by Ginny Lee

Bill Anderson is an amazing guy. 
When you go to visit him, first 
you have to find the little house 

on one of the main drags of Jamestown, 
NY. You’ll find it surrounded by car lots 
and fast food chains. Not exactly Walden 
Pond, but Bill has kind of a Thoreau 
attitude toward civilization and ordinari-
ness.

The sign on the door (in fact, is that 
the front door?) says BLUE HERON, 
so we know we have come to the right 
place. There is no answer to our knock. 
Delicately, we push the door open and 
make our way up a dark and narrow set 
of stairs. At the second floor (which is all 
there is) it opens out into a large single 
room with a plywood work space the 
size of three or four ping pong tables. 
An uncountable number of sewing machines grace the 
work table and other places around the room. The walls are 
lined with shelves and more shelves filled with every kind 
of fabric you can imagine. And there is Bill, sitting on a bar 
stool before one of his sewing machines, tall and lanky, with 
honey blonde dreads down past his shoulders. He smiles. He 
has been expecting us.

We know his wife, Eileen, from the monthly 
Scandinavian Culture Day run by Don Sandy at the local 
junior college. This is a wonderful program. If you are ever 
in the area, you should go take a look. The first weekend 
of most months there are classes in Scandinavian chip carv-
ing, Swedish embroidery, kurbitz painting, language, cook-
ing Swedish delicacies and pastries (which we eat later on), 
videos of events in Scandinavia, games like Kubb (a Viking 
game which is like a cross between horse shoes and lawn 
bowling) and Hfnefatl (Viking chess). Everything offered 
is free and everything is taught by volunteers. You can find 
more information at www.scandinavianjamestown.org. 
Eileen teaches knitting, sewing, weaving, including card 
weaving, and crafts at the Culture Days. She came out of the 
kitchen and offered us coffee and apple cake.

We had sought out Bill and Eileen because I wanted a 
back pack for my nyckelharpa, one that would allow me to 
carry the instrument on my bicycle. Bill had never seen a 
nyckelharpa before and was most intrigued. He’s a drummer 
himself. Could he keep it for a couple of weeks to be able to 
fit it exactly?

So we left the nyckelharpa with him until the next 
monthly Scandinavian Culture Day. When we came back, 
he had made a lovely mock-up of unbleached muslin. It 
was padded with long rolls that could be re-arranged with 

Velcro. It had a pocket inside for papers 
and another large pocket outside for 
extras. It was beautiful! I was ready to 
accept the mock-up.

Then came the choice of material. I 
felt that it should be something practi-
cal, durable and dark, like blue denim or 
canvas, so there would be no hesitation in 
putting it down on the ground. But, there 
on his shelf, was a remnant of a tantaliz-
ing, bright yellow and blue striped satin 
material that I fell in love with. Swedish 
colors of course. Yes, there was enough 
material to make a back pack. After that, 
there were no more thoughts of “practi-
cal.” Another consideration had been 
to make it of something that would not 
stand out, in order to keep a low profile 
for boarding airplanes, but, oh well, that 
consideration also flew out the window. 
This back pack is not low profile! But it 
fits the bill. I have never had a problem 
taking it as carry-on on an airplane, but 
I have yet to use it with my bicycle. It’s 
been a great help when we do school 
programs. Not only does it excite the 
children’s curiosity, it also frees my hands 

for carrying other props for the programs we do—Høstfest 
in the Schools, Minot, North Dakota, as well as a variety 
of other schools and libraries and Sons of Norway lodges 
around the country.

If you would like a good, hand-made nyckelharpa back 
pack at a very reasonable price, you can contact Bill at: 
blueheronindustries@gmail.com.  ■
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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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Seems like only yesterday that 
I was scratching my head try-
ing to think what I might 
want to say in my alloted space 
as your Editor ... and here it 
is, three whole months later 
already!

The first thing that comes 
to mind is my utter amaze-
ment that this issue came 

together at all. The very nature of a publication is, of 
course, that it has something to say, a reason for exist-
ing if you will, and that it serves a community of one 
sort or another. Right? I suspect many of you expect 
four issues of Nyckel Notes to roll in to your mailbox 
every year—like clockwork—be it the digital or the 
snail mail version, without glitch and without any effort 
on your part other than reading it. Am I right? 

When the deadline for submissions came and went 
several weeks ago without much showing up here, I 
got a little concerned. Can you blame me? It’s sort of 
like knowing that you have a crowd coming for dinner 
when the cupboard is bare and you have no means of 
restocking it. You might recall that I fired off an e-mail 
declaring that I was going to put on my trusty hard hat 
and shake that membership tree until some less than 
eager ripening fruits released their hold of the mother 
branch. And can you guess what happened? A whole 
lot of ANA members actually heard me! Actually took 
that plea to heart and decided that Rita probably really 
means it this time. They decided to write and share of 
themselves! They decided that they wanted to contrib-
ute to and partake of the “pot luck” that we call Nyckel 
Notes. I was thrilled! I was over-the-moon! You should 
all be really proud of this issue, the first issue of 2008, 
for it almost didn’t see the light of day.

So there you have it. We will need to pull together, 
like we just did, three more times this year. And what 
about next year? Yes, next year will come too, but, by 
then, I will no longer be your Editor. Which brings me 
to the next thing on my mind: Who, among you, will 
arise to take over?

—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:

Don’t be afraid of your harpa ... jump right 
in and fix whatever needs fixing! Here we’ve 
got a bunch of sticky keys. Just disassemble the 
keybox and scrape (with a knife) and refit those 
keys until the action is free and easy like it is 
supposed to be. It’s not rocket science.


