
Chapter One: The nyckelharpa playing and the nyckel-
harpa players at Skansen

If, one afternoon in the summer of 1896, you took your-
self up to Skansen on Stockholm’s Djurgård, you might, 
upon nearing Balderslunden or Bredablick, hear a faint 

sound of lightly ringing tones, as if from an unevenly stroked 
fiddle string, a sound which grew more and more, until you 
could discern several tones at once. You went into the place 
in order to find the source of the sound, and soon caught 
sight of an old man in a long white coat, who eagerly sawed 
away at a clumsy string instrument with a row of wooden 
sticks along the neck, at which he fumbled with his thick fin-
gers, at the same time stamping time to his music in a lively 
and contented way. When he finished playing, you sat down 
for a conversation with him and then found out that his 
instrument was called nyckelharpa and only to be found in 
Uppland, and that he himself was an Uppland spelman, who 
had been called here to Skansen in order to play his instru-
ment and let people see it.

You saw him here as a person different from the one 
he was when he was home in his everyday life. There, he 
went around in ordinary work clothes and was called Johan 
Edlund or Jonas Skoglund—depending on whether it was 
the Balderslunds-codger or the Bredablick-spelman you 
spoke with: here he was clad in the old Uppland’s dräkt—
knee-breeches, 
red vest, and 
long white 
coat—and called 
Matts Matts’ 
Janne or Bloms 
Jonas. During 
the morning 
he was work-
ing somewhere 
up at Skansen, 
but when after-
noon came, he 
clothed himself 
in his national 
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translation by Sheila Morris

Translator’s note: Please bear in mind that the original is 
written in the long, tangled, run-on sentences common of the 
day. I have retained this format for a sense of the time when it 
was written.

Nyckel Notes is publishing a translation of the book’s 
full text in the next several issues, but the tunes are only 
available in the book itself. Please contact Leif  Alpsjö about 
securing a copy! (His web site is www.nyckelharpa.com)

From the back cover of the book: “Ever since 
Skansen was founded, spelmän have been hired to entertain 
the visitors. At the end of the 1880s, Jonas Skoglund from 
Tierp and Johan Edlund from Harg played there. Both 
played nyckelharpa and were documented by K. P. Leffler in 
the book Om nyckelharpospelet på Skansen, which came out 
in 1899. The book contains descriptions of spelmän, dances, 
sagas, and more, and is a typical document for its time in 
its turn-of-the-century view of rural folk musicians. With its 
111 tunes, Om nyckelharpospelet på Skansen is here presented 
in facsimile.”

www.nyckelharpa.org SUMMER 2008NUMBER 42

continued on next page ...

About the 
Nyckelharpa 
playing at 
Skansen

Inside:
T-shirt as Billboard  . . . . . . . . . . .5
Spela Bättre  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .6
Harpas Four . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .8
A Wonderful Marriage . . . . . . . . .9
Meet Peter Blue . . . . . . . . . . . . . .10
Letters from our Friends . . . . . .12
Piano Man . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .14
Tunes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  7, 15, 16
Spring Peepers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .18

http://www.nyckelharpa.com


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

costume, took along his instrument, and headed off to his 
assigned place, to play for whomever wanted to listen—play 
for you his bridal marches, polskas, and old waltzes, let you 
hear whatever remnants of our folk-music have remained 
with him, and unintentionally let you, if you had the ability, 
see in him and his instrument a memory of a vanished great-
ness, representative of a dying culture.

The time, when this music reflected and magnified the 
soul of our people, is past. The total number of our talented 
spelmän drops with every year, and with each one who pass-
es away also passes a part of our splendid folk-music, which 
used to enliven every wedding and party and encourage 
both young and old to dance and play games, or which in 
field and forest gave expression to the rich and pure poetry 
whereby the imagination of Scandinavians 
was satisfied. The accordion’s toneless and 
strident hollowness usurps the inheritance 
of the fiddle’s deep tones, the clarinet’s 
happy voice, and the nyckelharpa’s lively 
buzzing, and instead of the old ballads 
and herding calls, the youth of today sing 
falsely sentimental popular songs or vulgar, 
common songs from the military. So let us 
then try to save whatever still can be saved 
of the memory from our nation’s musi-
cal era of greatness; let us eagerly use the 
chance to gather, when we meet a spelman 
who has something old and tasty to offer 
us, and may we be happy to have found 
him, even if he has nothing nearly so good 
to offer, as the nyckelharpa players of 
Skansen.

These two “harpspelare,” as they 
are called in their own language, could 
with good reason be seen as a pair of 
magnificent examples. As spelmän, they 
had absorbed all they could in the way of 
music which came within their grasp, and 
as personalities they offered a rich field 
for a study of different types of country 
folk. When the author of these pages got the commission to 
go to Skansen and note down their melodies, I had a good 
chance to get to know them better, and from this acquain-
tance I took away a wealth of impressions, which must all 
melt together in a feeling of unreserved sympathy and inter-
est for them both, however dissimilar from each other they 
might be.

Johan Edlund was born in 1829 in Harg, along 
Uppland’s northeast coast, where his father was a farmer 
for Harg’s iron-works. (Translator’s note: the large iron-
works of Uppland owned many farms, which produced 
much of the food for the iron-workers and their families. 
They also employed other support staff, such as lumberjacks, 
carpenters, shop-keepers, teachers, etc.) Johan grew up in 
Harg and lived there until his 23rd year, occupying himself 
with carpentry: “ships and rough building,” as he himself 
expressed it. After nine years’ residence in Vaxholm as a 

Skansen, continued ...
carpenter, he returned to Harg, bought himself a small 
property in Björsta village and built himself a farmstead, 
which he called Sundhagen, and also got married. From his 
earliest childhood he learned music from Harg’s spelmän, 
mostly from “Marsätrar’n,” who is richly represented in 
this collection. At the age of fourteen he made his first 
harpa, “it was bad ’nuff;” the one he now uses is one he 
finished more than twenty years ago.

Jonas bore his sixty-seven years with honor. There 
was not much of the “codger” about him, other than the 
wrinkles in his face and the grey hair, which stood in a 
soft, bushy brush around his head. His blue eyes smiled 
steadily, to say nothing of his mouth, which often widened 
right across his face, and his head was always nodding in 

time to his music. Lively as a happy boy, 
sometimes during our talks he would 
leap up from his chair and start dancing 
around with his harpa hanging against his 
waist and his bow high in the air, trying 
to demonstrate which dance he meant by 
some unintelligible explanation. In this 
he almost always failed, as his feet more 
often stamped around, rather than fol-
lowed any laws of choreography, but the 
problem was easily resolved, if he instead 
played a melody belonging to the dance 
he had been describing.

Johan’s zest for life was such that 
his interest was easily ignited, and he was 
easily and often amazed. He could talk 
about a range of subjects and had his 
determined opinions, which he stated 
with manly openness. He was immedi-
ately interested in the notation, the writ-
ing down of melodies. I am a little afraid 
that in the beginning he obeyed me so 
willingly mostly because “the doctor” had 
said that he should—because he had a 
deep respect for “the doctor”—but that 
for his own part, he didn’t really believe 

me, since he had to play the same piece several times. 
(Translator’s note: Dr. Hazelius—Artur Hazelius was the 
director of Skansen, and initiator of the project to collect 
and preserve folk-music tunes from the spelmän there.) But 
once, after having written down a little melody, I found 
myself happily humming it, without particularly thinking 
what I was doing, whereupon he regarded me silently in 
wonderment for a couple of seconds; then his whole face 
drew out into a single great smile, and, enchanted, he 
burst out: “Yep, that’s how she goes, exactly—who’d ’ave 
thought!” And from this moment, his interest in me knew 
no bounds.

This interest sometimes was oddly expressed. For 
example, one time I simply could not manage to grab hold 
of a melody, which he played after a certain Mårten’s son 
Erik. Every time he played the tune again, it came out dif-
ferently, and finally I became suspicious.

continued on next page ...
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“But listen now, Johan—does it go like that? Did Erik 
play it like that?“

“Naaah, not ’xactly like that, he’d do it a lot longer, he 
would.”

“Well, then play it exactly like Erik, so I can hear it.” 
So he did. The tune was written down, played two or three 
more times to check that it was right, and every time it was 
the same.

“Well, but what was it Johan played first, then?”
“Um, well see, I shortened it a bit here ’n’ there, 

because I thought Mårten’s Erik took the same thing over 
and over so many times, so it’d be inappropriate for a schol-
ar like you t’ take a thing like that out among the general 
public.”

Despite this lack of piety for the 
melodies, Johan was staunchly conserva-
tive when it came to his harpa, which he 
had strung in an unusual way. To try and 
re-tune, or to de-tune an extra string, was 
in his eyes an example of the most remark-
able lack of understanding. He even had a 
hard time playing with others, for example, 
to play “second” to a fiddle. What he 
could do, he could do well, but to take up 
new things—he was a little too old. Even 
though he was a very sociable sort, he was 
most content alone with his harpa, without 
mixing with other spelmän—but it was 
different when surrounded by listeners, 
for who doesn’t like to see himself well 
regarded, be he ever so shy and retiring 
otherwise? He loved his harpa. And he 
always referred with admiration to the old 
harpspelmän from his childhood, especially 
“Marsätrar’n.” That he himself was a great 
spelman never once occurred to him; his 
naiveté didn’t allow any strong sense of 
self, only admiration for others. Now and 
then when the several years younger Jonas 
Skoglund—who was significantly more 
aware of himself—managed to surpass and 
show up his colleague, Johan was able to take it calmly and 
in his stride. It was only when the two of them occasion-
ally sat near one another at Skansen, that Johan showed an 
eagerness to put himself forward. On such occasions, Jonas 
Skoglund would barely have time to finish a melody, before 
Johan would take up another one from his repertoire, and 
so they continued taking turns, sparring, until the Naval 
Music Corps, who played concerts at Blidablick on summer 
evenings, started up a number and drowned them out.

Even though Johan thought it was fun to have his tunes 
written down, he would long for his freedom, especially 
towards evening, when visitors made their way to Skansen 
in larger groups. When he had successfully excused himself 
from the Bollnäs cottage, where the notation work took 
place, he immediately took up one of his happiest tunes and 
marched along to Balderslunden—there to let himself be 

heard, seen and questioned, and, occasionally, even offered 
a mug of ale. Nodding his head, stamping his foot and with 
a broad smile of contentment over his entire honorable face, 
he sat there and sawed away on his harpa—secure, free of 
sorrows and happy as a child unacquainted with the world’s 
troubles.

Honorable old Johan—a good handshake and heartfelt 
“thanks for last time,” if we meet again in this life!

Jonas Skoglund from Tolfta (Tierp area) was a complete 
opposite of Johan. Where Johan was lively, Jonas was the 
very picture of unflappable calm; where Johan was naive and 
unselfconscious, Jonas was of a highly reflective nature, and 
had to all appearances, among other reflections, often quietly 

thought that as a spelman he was notice-
ably above his stablemate.

It would never occur to him to say 
this aloud, and even less to put himself 
forward in a boastful manner. The thing 
that distinguished Jonas was a measured 
command of himself which took in his 
entire being, from his imagination, which 
never once was allowed free rein over his 
common sense, and his speech, which 
came forth slowly and carefully weighed, 
to his tall figure, which carried itself 
with relaxed movements, and his facial 
expression, which seldom drew out into 
Johan’s broad grin—often the only sug-
gestion that he was actually smiling was 
a barely perceptible glimmer in his dark 
brown eyes. While Johan, when enliv-
ened by his playing, would lift his whole 
leg in order to stamp out the beat, all 
that one noticed from Jonas was a soft 
but definite movement of his toe against 
the ground; and while Johan worked 
with his whole body when he played, 
Jonas sat totally still with his pipe-stem in 
his mouth—only the brown eyes seemed 
at tense attention in order to regard 
everything that went on around him.

This measured quality, together with a sharp under-
standing made Jonas into a sort of “intelligence aristocrat” 
among the country folk. As befits an intelligence aristocrat, 
he was able to understand, and even sympathize to a degree 
with, things which he thought to be beneath his level, but 
he still felt his own superiority. The easy disdain with which 
he delivered a story which he had just related of a spelman 
who had magical powers was telling: “That’s what they said, 
of course, but that anyone could believe such things, I find 
truly remarkable.” And though the story obviously amused 
him, the telling of it forced him to remove his pipe from the 
corner of his mouth, where it otherwise always hung!

Jonas knew how to give clear descriptions of everything 
which came within his experience. He was the first spelman 
I met who could clearly explain the differences between the 

continued on next page ...
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older and newer types of nyckelharpa. He liked none other 
than the established types, and would talk of Johan’s original 
way of stringing his harpa with great pity: “The old guy has 
added in an extra string, his own invention; but maybe it’s 
a memory from the old sort of harpa, which has made him 
twist it in such a crazy way.” (Translator’s note: they would 
have been playing silverbasharpas, and the ‘extra’ string 
that Johan added was apparently a D, in possible imitation 
of the older kontrabasharpa, which had by this time all but 
died out.) Jonas understood right from the beginning, that 
it worked best for the writing-down of melodies, if he took 
one short bit at a time, and he had the seldom-seen art of 
playing a couple of measures in a row, in such a way that it 
was easy to discern where the beats fell. Even though his 
tunes were in general more complex and richer than Johan’s, 
it was actually easier to notate them, as Johan’s liveliness 
made it impossible for him to stop when I asked him to, and 
who therefore would fill my ears with new tones, while I was 
trying to write down the previous ones.

When I said that Jonas had information about every-
thing, I could have added that he was interested in every-
thing. But it was an interest which didn’t seem to have any 
degrees, as it was impossible to find any strong shifts in 
Jonas’ emotional expression. Everything about him was well-
grounded and deep under his placid exterior. One could say, 
that his nature had no sharp edges, even to the degree that 
when he once told me about an injustice that he perceived 
he had suffered, he did so with the same even tones as if he 
had said: I think it will rain tonight. But whenever one was 
around him, one had the sense of something fully rounded 

Skansen, continued ...

A Little Backgound . . .

Some years ago, the ANA’s founding father, Leif Alpsjö discovered a book at the 
Nordiska Museet (the Nordic Museum in Stockholm), titled Om nyckelharpospe-
let på Skansen (About the Nyckelharpa playing at Skansen). When asked about 

the book, he had this to say:
I bought up the entire edition of books from Nordiska Museet, and made them avail-

able and sold them to spelmän. When I sold out, I felt that still more spelmän ought be 
able to enjoy this enjoyable and interesting publication and Nordiska Museet kindly gave 
their permission to reprint. I took a big chance and in December of 1978, I printed 1000 
copies at a cost of 5,383 crowns—I guess that would come to about 30,000 crowns today, 
possibly more ($5,000 at current rates of exchange). The cost was covered by my little firm, 
“Förlaget Emma.” 

So then I had seventeen cartons of books out in my shed, and advertised the books for 
sale once again ... and ... well ... to this day, thirty years later, I have sold 120 books! I have 
given away several hundred. I have thrown out several cartons, but have kept a couple of 
cartons so I can continue to give the book away as the spirit moves me.

Almost the same thing happened later, with the fine booklet about Byss-Calle, but the 
printing of that one had been paid for by Älvkarleby’s district. Such a little company as 
mine can’t make many mistakes of this sort. Luckily, I managed to cope with the loss and 
afterwards became much more careful.   ■

and pure, that within him were to be found a wealth of 
thoughts and feelings, which simply refused to well up to 
the outside and get a little air.

If Johan’s personality carried the stamp of the coastal 
landscape with its lively play of colorful pine forests and 
giant stones and the reflection of the sun on the glittering 
water, so did Jonas remind one of the great, solid, heavy 
flatlands, where the days drag by in majestic calm, and where 
only from time to time one notices a soft wave passing 
through the crops when the wind sweeps by.

Jonas Skoglund was born in 1846, in Järvsö, 
Hälsingland, but before he was four years old had come to 
Tierp in Uppland, where his grandfather was an assistant 
vicar. With the exception of five years spent in Delsbo in 
Hälsingland, he has lived near Tierp as a shoemaker. His 
grandfather and uncle were musical, and he began learning 
music early from them, as well as Tierp’s other spelmän. 
There were no fiddles in the area in his childhood, only 
nyckelharpas. The nyckelharpa Johan now uses may be 
as much as 150 years old. A sergeant Söderstedt in Tierp 
owned it around 100 years ago. He re-strung her to the new 
type, which since then has become the more generally used 
type. Tailor Ström, a harpa player, got her in trade from 
Söderstedt, and when Jonas got married to Ström’s grand-
daughter, he acquired the harpa. Jonas Skoglund can there-
fore pride himself in owning the first harpa strung according 
to the new system, and is an example of at least one configu-
ration in the darkness which envelops the nyckelharpa’s early 
history.  ■

To be continued ... 
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by Rita Leydon

Our bonus daughter, Bronwyn Bird, 
bops over to see us and play a few tunes 
together whenever she gets home to 

Bucks County. Sometimes she brings her friend 
Justin Nawn along for good measure. On one 
recent occasion she was sporting a particularly 
fetching tee shirt. Justin had created the text 
and images for it on his computer and surprised 
Browyn with the very appropriate one-of-a-kind 
garment. I naturally ran for my camera so I could 

document front 
and back to share 
with you all ... it is 
another example of 
simple ideas we can 
follow through on 
to get information 
out there and have 
fun with it. Bravo, 
Justin!  ■

T-shirt as 
Billboard

below, left:
“5 cent harpa” equals “nickel” harpa, 

equals nyckelharpa ... natch!

below, right: 
the text reads ...

Swedish Nyckelharpa
37 wood keys

16 strings total
12 sympathetic

3 melody strings
1 drone string
3 octave range

1 strong bowing arm
= 1 daring musician
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Spela Bättre:
Climbing the heights

Leaving “Home”
in Search of

Higher Octaves

by Matt Fichtenbaum

The nyckelharpa’s tone range covers a full three octaves, 
from the low notes that show off its big mellow 
soundbox to the clear, silvery high notes. But the 

notes of the highest octave are far up on the A string, an 
unfamiliar neighborhood for some players. In this column I 
offer a Byss-Kalle slängpolska that will develop your higher-
position skills and is a fine tune besides.

The polska sometimes called Vandringen (“the journey 
on foot, the ramble”) appears as #2 in 57 Låtar efter Byss-
Kalle. The description there states “When the well-known 
player Per Persson Menlös, from Hedesunda in Gästrikland, 
was fourteen years old he heard Byss-Kalle play this tune. 
It was said Menlös traveled seven mil (70 km) to learn this 
tune.”

This tune also appears in Leif Alpsjö’s book Byss-Calle, 
transposed a fifth lower for ease in playing. Leif describes 
its background this way. “Per Persson Menlös (1833-1916) 
from Hedesunda, as a 13-year-old, hiked through the woods 
from Hedesunda to Älvkarleby to meet Byss-Calle.” Leif 
adds, “From Hedesunda to Ålvkarleby is over three mil [30 
km] as the crow flies, so he must have been an energetic 
youth to walk so far with his nyckelharpa.” Menlös called 
the tune Vandringen in honor of his journey.

There’s a discrepancy in Menlös’ age between the two 
accounts. Maybe his fourteenth birthday occurred while he 
was on the walk.

I first heard Vandringen from Ditte Andersson’s LP 
Uplandsgitarr. She plays it in its original key of G, and so 
will we. I like the way it sounds; besides, if we transpose it 
lower, it loses its educational value for playing in higher posi-
tions.

Play the tune
This is a slängpolska – a 16th-note polska with an even 

three-beat rhythm. Mark each beat with a subtle accent, 
which also helps make your sympathetic strings ring, and 
play the groups of four sixteenth-notes with little or no 
swing.

The tune’s first part doesn’t pose any extraordinary 

challenges. In measure 4 (the third full measure after the 
pickup) I show a jump with the first finger from C to B, but 
you can avoid that jump if your reach allows you to take the 
C with the second finger.

The challenges come in the second part. The first 
three notes span an octave, all on the A string, so a jump is 
unavoidable. Know where the high D is located, and prac-
tice the phrase until landing on that D with your little finger 
is routine.

In measure 14 there’s a run of eight notes covering 
six steps of the scale. The melody goes briefly up after the 
fourth note; this gives an opportunity to change your hand 
position to avoid running out of fingers, as in the fingering 
shown. If squeezing your hand so as to play the fourth-fin-
ger E after the first-finger D doesn’t work for you, you can 
find an alternative that uses a jump.

Measure 15 continues the challenge. The pickup to this 
phrase – the last beat of measure 13 – leaves the second fin-
ger on home-position D. Two notes later you need to be on 
D an octave higher. The sheet music shows some alternative 
fingerings for this passage.

Practice these measures, slowly and deliberately at first, 
until you can play them dependably. The more your fingers 
“know” where they’re going, rather than jumping into space 
hoping they’ll land somewhere, the more certain you’ll be of 
playing the right notes. And if looking at the keys helps you 
get the notes right, try to focus on where you’ll be going to, 
not where your fingers are now.

Bowing
I use a consistent bowing that is common for sixteenth-

note polskas. When a beat consists of four sixteenth notes, 
the first two are slurred – played with the same bow stroke. 
As I play this tune, those are the only slurs.

With the slängpolska’s even rhythm the direction of 
the bow is not so important. I play the pickup notes on up-
bows, as shown in the music, and let the notes that follow 
find their own bow direction.

Hearing the tune, not just seeing it
I had hoped to make Ditte Andersson’s recording of 

Vandringen accessible to Nyckel Notes readers. Ditte was 
willing, but it’s the record company that owns the rights, 
and they’ve been unresponsive. So you’ll have to settle for 
my rendition.

www.nyckelharpa.org/noindex/nn_mp3.html
I’ll take this opportunity to share some truths that the 

process of recording reinforced for me.
• What sounds gentle and subtle to the player risks 

sounding wimpy to the listener a few feet away.
• It’s too easy to rush through a passage you’re less than 

confident of, and it’s all too obvious to the listener.
• One’s ability to play well takes a serious hit when the 

recorder is running.
But on the other hand, the process of recording the 

tune helped me improve the way I play it, and that’s an 
ongoing process. I refer you to my Spela Bättre column in 

continued on next page ...
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NN #39, which focuses on recording yourself as a way to 
improve your playing.

Invite other tunes to the neighborhood
Maybe you agree that your harpa’s highest range sounds 

pretty nifty, but it’s awkward getting your fingers to do what 
they need to do up there. If so, you’re ready for some fur-
ther exercises, since the more playing you do up in the high 
octave, the more natural it will seem.

An efficient way to practice the mechanics of playing 
in the high octave without simultaneously learning new 
tunes is to take tunes that you know and transpose them up. 
Tunes in G lend themselves especially well to being played 
an octave above their usual pitch. Try Polska efter Båtsman 
Däck, or the Byss-Kalle skänklåt Skålarna. The polska in C 
that Väsen call Femtolen, recorded on their second CD Vilda 
Väsen, also works well, except for one high A that you can 
play as an F without ill effect.

And if your harpa doesn’t sound quite so 
good up there ...

A number of harpa problems become very evident in 
the high range. First, because the working string length is so 
short, small errors in where the tangents hit the string result 
in large errors in intonation. If your harpa is otherwise in 
tune, you can check the highest notes’ intonation by taking 
the note an octave below, then the note in question. Adjust 
the high note’s tangent until the octave sounds true.

Or maybe the pitch is correct but the quality of the 
sound leaves something to be desired. Experiment with the 
position of the bow relative to the bridge, and the better 
you can hold and move the bow at right angles to the string, 
the better the sound is likely to be. Experiment with differ-
ent amounts of bow pressure, and try to hold the bow with 
a relaxed hand rather than a death grip. If you can’t find a 
solution that makes your harpa sound good, you can experi-
ment with a different A string. My inclination would be to 
try a lighter string, but each harpa is its own special case.  ■



SUMMER 2008 NY C K E L NO T E S  8

Harpas Four 
by Bronwyn Bird

Here is a riddle for you: What do you call sixty-four 
strings, eight tapping feet, and four bows? The 
answer is: “Harpas Four!” So you may be asking, 

what is Harpas Four? It’s four nyckelharpa players having fun 
making music together at the New England Folk Festival! 
For the second year in a row, Matt Fichtenbaum, Bruce 
Sagen, Lydia Ievins, and myself joined ranks at NEFFA to 
create a musical experience one doesn’t often come across. 
Most people I meet have never even heard of a nyckelharpa, 
much less seen one played. So to hear the unique interplay 
of four nyckelharpas collaborating is really quite a treat! Last 
year the turnout to this event was so good that our audience 
exceeded the room capacity and the staff had to turn many 
away. This year was no exception, as once again curious indi-
viduals  crowded around us, eager to ask questions, listen 
and learn about our instruments.

I was asked by an audience member, “how often do you 
play together”? Well, “once a year at this festival,” was my 
reply. Our performance was pretty much like an informal 
get-together, where we shared our enjoyment and love for 

Swedish music. We had no particular tunes planned, in fact, 
there was no plan at all except to have a good time. Each of 
us took turns picking tunes that are generally well known 
nyckelharpa tunes. From there we just let the music emerge. 

What I find to be so special about this event is that, 
although we only play together once a year, our sounds are 
able to join together as if they had always been that way. As 
you know, no two nyckelharpas are exactly alike, and I think 
the same is true of nyckelharpists. Each of us has an indi-
vidual style, and while we may all be playing the same tune, 
we each interpret it slightly differently.  It is those combined 
interpretations that run like rain drops, joining  together and 
splitting apart as they please. Our melodies and harmonies 
flowed in and out of one another, as if we had planned it all 
along. This magical, improvisational aspect of the way nyck-
elharpa music is created is one of the things that has always 
drawn me to the instrument.

If you have only played nyckelharpa on your own, then 
you have a giant hole in your nyckelharpa experience that 
desperately needs to be filled! So stop being a closet nyck-
elharpist, and reach out and find other nyckelharpa players 
that you can team up with (check the ANA roster). I know 
its not always easy, but even if it is only once a year at a festi-
val or ANA gathering, it will add a whole new dimension to 
your playing. I promise you, it is truly worthwhile. Why not 
make your own Harpas Four? Or maybe more!  ■

Left to right: Bronwyn Bird, Matt Fichtenbaum, Lydia Ievins, and Bruce Sagan.

ph
ot

o 
by

 D
ou

g 
O

in
es



SUMMER 2008 NY C K E L NO T E S  9

A Wonderful 
Marriage

by Doug Oines

We live in exciting times! Technology is expand-
ing daily, creating opportunities that were not 
imaginable just ten years ago. For those of us in 

the nyckelharpa community, there are many ways that we 
can leverage the technology to enhance our learning, sharing 
and enjoyment. This is a wonderful marriage between mod-
ern technology and an instrument with roots dating back to 
medieval times.

It used to be difficult for those living outside of Sweden 
to purchase the record-
ings of the Swedish 
musicians. That is why 
the ANA set-up a CD 
store. Now the music 
is available from many 
sources. There are on-
line stores selling the 
CD’s. The major on-line 
retailers that sell down-
loadable music, e.g. 
iTunes and Amazon, 
have nyckelharpa tunes 
available and their 
libraries are constantly 
expanding.

In the Winter 2007 
issue of Nyckel Notes, 

Sheila’s Pet Peeve
by Sheila Morris

As we approach the summer music-festival 
and camp season, when we’re all more likely 
to meet other players as we (or they) travel 

around, please remember to be considerate of those 
less skilled than yourself. Choose easy tunes, or let 
them choose one of the (possibly) few tunes they 
already know.  Play at a gentle tempo. Play it extra 
times, until they get their bearings.  Take this as an 
opportunity to encourage others, rather than to show 
off your own skills!

there was an article about Jan Ling’s Nyckelharpa films, the 
wonderful collection of films from the 1960s. Within the 
past couple months, these films have been made available 
on-line so that we all can see them, share in nyckelharpa his-
tory and revel in watching some of the masters performing. 
These wonderful films can be found at:

www.algonet.se/%7Eharpa/link_to.html
To see videos of modern day players, one of the best 

on-line resources is YouTube. There are new nyckelharpa 
videos being posted every month. We can see players from 
around the world, sharing tunes and techniques with the 
nyckelharpa community and the rest of the world. There are 
currently about 140 videos on YouTube. They have been 
assembled in a nyckelharpa group which can be found at:

www.youtube.com/group/nyckelharpa
The social networking phenomenon has created addi-

tional opportunities. These on-line gathering places enable 
people with similar interest to meet and share their music, 
their experiences and their dreams. Two of these services, 
Facebook and MySpace, have nyckelharpa groups created 
where enthusiasts can gather. Check them out!

This just scratches the surface of on-line resources avail-
able to our community. You can find links to many more 
at the ANA website (www.nyckelharpa.org) and at the 
Nyckelharpans Forum website:

www.nyckelharpansforum.net
Happy surfing!  ■

http://www.algonet.se/%7Eharpa/link_to.htm
http://www.youtube.com/group/nyckelharpa
http://www.nyckelharpansforum.net
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In addition to this text introduction about Peter, we also 
received a cartoon version which appears on the next page ...

Meet your new
ANA Board Member:

Peter Blue

Peter is a new nyckelharpa player, inspired to work 
enough to play the instrument by a confluence of 
good teachers, available time and supportive friends 

and family.  He bought his first nyckelharpa in the late 
1980s but sold it and immediately regretted it. There are 
now two harpas in his house which Peter and his wife, 
Debbie, play. He also plays diatonic accordions, bones, 
bodhran, dumbek, djembe, percussion, and calls square and 

contra dances. Peter has been calling and 
playing at contra dances in the northeast 
since 1976. He performs with Tunescape, 
and in the Oneonta area with the Catskill 
Rats, Illegal Contraband and the elusive 
Fiddle Free Zone—with his daughter 
Solvei—and at dances and festivals with 
many bands and musicians, including Jay 
Ungar and Molly Mason. He lives with 
his family at Hartwick College’s Pine Lake 
Campus near Davenport Center, NY, 
where he works for Hartwick College as 
Resident Manager. Find out more about 
Pine Lake and the Pine Lake Institute for 
Environmental and Sustainability Studies at 
www.hartwick.edu/x13229.xml. 

Peter  has three mostly grown chil-
dren, has raised thirteen puppies for 
Guiding Eyes for the Blind, plants trees, 
and is a wilderness EMT and a volunteer 
EMT and fireman for the East Meredith 
NY Fire Department. He currently has one 
old released GEB dog, Brownie, two cats, 
too many accordions and not enough time. 

Current projects: with the Catskill 
Folklife Connection, recording and dissem-
inating the square dances and tunes of fid-
dler Hilton Kelly; community connections 
in sustainability, localization and culture; 
contra dance percussion with Tunescape; 
composing tunes to honor local people in 

his community; gardening; canoeing.
Current favorites: 
Tune—the Violin Confesseur by Eric Favreau (on nyck-
elharpa); Marche de plombier (on accordion);
Dog—Brownie
Author—Wendell Berry
Book—Tao te Ching translated by Stephen Mitchell
Dessert—vanilla ice cream
Wine—Swedish Hill
Vegetable—asparagus because it’s in season
Saying—“Eat a fresh toad in the morning and nothing 
worse will happen all day.” (from his father)  ■

http://www.hartwick.edu/x13229.xml
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The Start of a 
New Adventure

by Brandon S., Portland, Oregon

Note from editor: I recently sold a copy of Sören Åhker’s 
fine book, Chromatic Nyckelharpa: A Construction 
Manual,  to Brandon S. in Portland, Oregon. I usually 
ask my customers how they became aware of the nyckelharpa.  
Brandon’s reply was wonderfully typical and I asked his per-
mission to share it with the readers of NN.

Thank you so very 
much for the 
extremely fast deliv-

ery of the Nyckelharpa 
Construction Manual. I 
think it took only three 
days from the day I paid 
through pay-pal. Amaz-
ing.  I’m very pleased 
with the book. Having 
looked through the plans, 
it looks to be very com-
plete and well organized. 
In my daily work I’m 
familiar with architec-
tural plans, so this is not 
a stretch. 

You asked what prompted my interest in the 
nyckelharpa. A few years ago I built a cross strung harp 
from scratch. That first harp was a blending of two pur-
chased plans and some very significant changes of my own 
design. There are no available plans for a cross strung harp 
out there. It was a good initial attempt, but the next harp 
will be a measurable improvement (I hope). The cross strung 
harp has sharps / flats on the left side and the diatonic scale 
on the right side. I play a little piano,  and this seemed like 
a good fit (without having to reinvent the wheel). Sharping 
levers seem cumbersome to me.

I came upon the nyckelharpa in my research a couple 
of years ago. Having never seen or heard of the instrument 
before,  I was totally mesmerized. I still am. It has such a 
mysterious and depth of tonality. To say the least, I am a big 
fan. That was the genesis of the attraction to the instrument. 
I totally love the sound; admittedly,  I’m not too fond of 
the polka style of music. The ballads are beautiful and really 
speak to my own musical tastes. 

I am hopeful to semi-retire from my thirty-one year 
career as a building contractor sometime soon. It is my great 
desire to finally build the things I want to build. It would be 
wonderful to find some success and joy in doing just that. I 
have many ideas in the works. It may take some time before 
I actually get underway, but I would be happy to send you 
photos of the progress if you like.  ■

Nyckelharpas
in Australia

Lennart Lovdin, an ANA member 
living in Australia, sent the following:

I  went to the National Folk Festival in Canberra over the 
Easter period. I couldn’t believe it—there were two other 
nyckelharpa players there! So we had a mini-stämma with 

three nyckelharpor. People were looking and asked the eter-
nal question: What is this?

At the last count, I know of twelve nyckelharpas in 
Australia, but only four more or less active players. A couple 
are in the early stages of learning. Unfortunately they are 
spread along the East Coast from Gin-Gin in Queensland to 
Adelaide in South Australia, a distance of 3000 km or so. So 
we don’t get to see each other very often.

The interest during the Festival was great. Several peo-
ple asked where they could buy a nyckelharpa, so next year 
there could be even more ...

 I am trying to arrange the first ever nyckelharpstämma 
in Australia. We could be as many as eight and if we are 
lucky Leif Alpsjö will come down and give a course. I will 
let you know if it happens ... maybe someone from US 
wants to come down to the warmth and join us? Anyone 
turning up with a nyckelharpa in their hands has a free bed 
anytime!  ■
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They’re at it again! (3rd annual)
September 19, 20 & 21, 2008 

Hosted by Marilee & Michael Cowan
1114 Canyon Way

The Dalles, Oregon 97058 

phone:   541-478 0187 
email: marilee.cowan@nyckelharpa.org 

Accomodation possibilities  include floor space (bring own sleeping bag), 
RV or tent camping, or local hotels. Contact Marilee for further info. 

Plan on bringing  instruments, recording devices, walking shoes, suit/towel 
for the hot tub, sunscreen, insect repellant.

Nyckelharpa 
Buskspel 
& Stämma 
in the Columbia River Gorge



SUMMER 2008 NY C K E L NO T E S  14

A Piano Man in 
the Nyckelharpa 
Kingdom
by Leonard Ellis

Back in February, when Rita sent out a 
desperate plea for more Nyckel Notes 
submissions,  I sent her several of my 

nyckelharpa inspired tunes. Rita wrote back say-
ing she couldn’t just plunk in some piano tunes 
with no explanation! She requested that I write 
a bit about myself and to give some background 
on how the tunes came to be. So here it is––a 
bit about myself and the tunes. 

Writing this up has been a challenging pro-
cess for me as I have a much easier time writing 
tunes than writing about them. Since 1980 I 
have composed over five hundred tunes, mostly 
waltzes along with a few polskas,  polkas,  jigs 
and schottises. Most of the tunes are inspired by 
people and/or events in my life such as births, 
marriages, deaths, holidays,  etc.

Even now, after all these years, the actual 
process of composing tunes is still very much a 
mystery to me. They simply appear. It’s almost 
like they’re there waiting for me to give birth 
to them. Sometimes I hear them in my head. 
But mostly I just get this strong feeling in my 
body and I then must sit down at the piano and 
the tunes flow out of me. I feel like I become a 
channel for some creative force in the universe.

I am one of those ANA members who 
doesn’t play nyckelharpa. But I do play a 
stringed instrument and it does have keys—eighty-eight of 
them to be precise. I started taking piano lessons when I 
was around five years old. I liked to play, but I never liked 
to practice. Due to my practice of not practicing,  I went 
through quite a few piano teachers. Only one, Abby Frazer, 
didn’t care one iota about my not practicing. It was under 
his tutelage that I was able to learn a dozen or so of Bach’s 
Inventions and Fugues.

One day in the mid 1960s, my father came home with 
a reel-to-reel stereo tape recorder. He never got to use it. I 
instantly became enamored by the possibilities  of overlaying 
and rearranging snippets of music with the recorder. So I 
appropriated it and began to create a series of sound mon-
tages. 

In the early 1970s I had friends who went international 
folk dancing and they would drag me along. I mostly sat 
and watched and listened to the music, but eventually I got 
hooked and started learning the dances. This folk influence, 
combined with my early classical piano training, completely 
affected my music, transforming my electronic sound mon-
tages into these romantic, lyrical and melodic compositions.

I first became fascinated with the look and sound of 
the nyckelharpa when I started attending our local Skandia 
monthly dances back in the late 1970s. Torkil Hammer 
would occasionally show up with his nyckelharpa and 
play a set of Danish tunes on it for us to dance to. Then 
when I started attending Mendocino Scandia Camp in the 
1980s, I met Tim Rued who also played the nyckelharpa 
and played Swedish tunes.

In the spring of 1996, Gail Halverson was raving 
about a just released CD by a new group called Väsen 
which featured the nyckelharpa. So on her enthusiastic 
suggestion,  I ordered a copy from Jofrid Sodal of Norsk, 
Ltd in Boulder, Colorado.  Indeed, this was incredible 
music! After listening to it, I was inspired to compose two 
new tunes, a schottis and this snoa, which I named Väsen 
Snoa in their honor.

Shortly thereafter, Gail informed me about the for-
mation of the ANA and that she had taken on the job 
of being their first merchandise sales facilitator. She told 
me about all the wonderful nyckelharpa CDs she had 

continued on next page ...
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just ordered from Sweden and that they would be available 
for members to purchase. So in August of 1996, I became 
a member of the ANA, primarily to access the member’s 
discount on purchasing nyckelharpa CDs. An unanticipated 
benefit was that I started receiving their Nyckel Notes news-
letter, a wonderful resource about all things nyckelharpa, 
which provided me with an even deeper appreciation of this 
unique instrument and the people who play it!

Then in 1999 Leif Alpsjö came to Los Angeles to give 
a concert and play for dancing. After a night of listening and 
dancing to his exquisite music I was inspired to compose 
three new tunes, a snoa, a schottis and Leif Alpsjö’s Polska.

I hope you enjoy these two tunes. They are moderately 
easy to play on the piano. I am hoping that one of you can 
enlighten me as to their ease or difficulty of being played on 
the nyckelharpa.

Since 1984, I’ve released four recordings, three full 
length albums and a single of my tunes. You can listen to 
some samples on my website: www.artkitchen.com.

In 2003, two of my tunes inspired by the Norwegian 
hardingfele were included in the HFAA’s AmerikaSlåttar 
Concert—A Program of New Music for Hardanger Fiddle. 
The tunes, Waltz of the Hardanger Fiddles and Mendocino 
Wedding March, were performed by Loretta Kelley on hard-
ingfele and Bruce Emery on guitar and can be heard online 
at: www.hfaa.org/workshops/amerikappleik/amerikaslaattar.
html.

In January 2008, Grannar, a folk music trio from 
Sweden, recorded my tune Grannar’s Waltz on their second 
CD, Sofiagatan. I was inspired to compose it along with a 
polska and schottis after hearing their exceptional first CD, 
Glädjepojkar. As part of their west coast tour of America in 
February 2008, they played it for a dance at Skandia Hall 
here in Pasadena, CA. You can view them playing it online 
at: youtube.com/watch?v=DzmtdYq5kRc  ■

Piano Man, continued ...

continued on next page ...

Leif Alpsjö’s Polska

http://www.hfaa.org/workshops/amerikappleik/amerikaslaattar.html
http://youtube.com/watch?v=DzmtdYq5kRc
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Väsen Snoa
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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.

• please note • 
Because of the excessively weak dol-

lar our Swedish Prim string prices must 
be increased. Tim Newcomb, our string 
man, was on the road at press time 
(without access to his string info) and 
asked me to please simply request that 
any potential string buyers contact him 
prior to placing any orders. The next 
issue of NN will list the correct prices. 
Prices posted on ANA’s website will be 
updated as soon as new prices are decid-
ed upon. We apologize for the inconve-
nience.

—Rita Leydon
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Spring Peepers 
at Pine Lake

by Peter Blue

A gorgeous day in April; Swedish music all around; 
students out in boats, birds singing … this is what 
prospective students encountered when they toured 

Hartwick College’s  Pine  Lake Campus this spring. In 
cooperation with the Music Department, the college’s 
Climate Change theme program, and Arts-On-Queue of 
Cooperstown NY, Pine Lake hosted master classes with 
Väsen for the third time. Participants ranged in age from 
twelve years old to sixty-four; and came from as far away as 
Baltimore, Boston and western Pennsyvania. Seven nyckel-
harpa students of varying abilities, seven violin students, and 
four guitar students learned a tune Mikael Marin composed 
in honor of Carl Linnaeus. 

Why would Väsen  be funded by a climate change 
theme? May, 2007 marked the 300th anniversary of the 
birth of Swede Carl Linnaeus, known as the “father of mod-
ern taxonomy.” Botanist, physician and zoologist Linnaeus 
laid the foundations for the modern scheme of plant and 
animal nomenclature. He is also considered one of the 
fathers of 
modern 
ecology. 
Väsen was 
commis-
sioned to 
arrange 
music to 
mark the 
occasion, 
including 
music from 
the period 
and region 

of Linnaeus’ life, including pieces written by his brother-
in-law and by a cousin, and pieces newly rediscovered on 
Linneaus’ restored “barrel organ.” How to create connec-
tions around differing groups—musicians, community mem-
bers, biologists and history buffs led to the idea of combin-
ing a Väsen concert with a talk on Linaeus and a series of 
programs on species identification, discovery, and loss. 

After the concert, Väsen returned to Pine Lake, to stay 
in the strawbale house there. When they arrived, Olov asked 
what the strange noise was. It was spring peepers. They 
said they didn’t believe that such a noise could come from 
little frogs, and asked to see one. Peter Blue went out into 
the night and gathered a bowlful. Over beer and chips and 
snacks the band and guests waited in vain for the peepers—
hyla crucifer in Linnaen classification—to sing indoors. We 
marveled over their tiny suction cup feet. More than once 
they escaped when someone said “What’s in this bowl?” and 
lifted the cover. We released the peepers back into the spring 
night, and dreamed of spring and frogs and nyckelharpa 
music.  ■

continued on next page ...
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Above: A session was under way when the band arrived. (photo supplied by Peter Blue)
Below: Väsen, l. to r., Mikael Marin, Olov Johansson, and Roger Tallroth, during their concert in Harrisburg, PA. This was part 

of the same tour that brought the band to Pine Lake. (photo by Doug Oines)
Small inset photo, below: The whole group at Pine Lake. (photo supplied by Peter Blue)
Previous page: Olov’s workshop on the porch at Pine Lake. (photo supplied by Peter Blue)
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Thank you so very much 

to all those who sent materi-

als for inclusion in this, our 

summer 2008 issue. You can’t 

imagine how wonderful it 

was to NOT have to shake 

the trees to convince them to 

release their fruit. Rather, luscious and juicy fruit just 

appeared in my inbox until I had all I needed ... and I 

was happy.

I hope this issue pleases you and that it nurses 

your nyckelharpa needs, as well as tickles your fancy.  I 

also hope it inspires you to take on musical challenges 

and adventures you might not otherwise have taken 

on. Reach a bit higher. Further your sights. Stretch you 

so really know you have been doing something! And 

then ... I hope you will write and tell us about it. Deal?

This is how many persons 

have stepped up and offered 

to take on Nyckel Notes: 0 

Think about that.

Happy summer to you! I’m off to Sweden and 

the nyckelharpa course at Ekebyholm in Rimbo for my 

annual shot in the arm and immersion therapy.

—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:

I’ve got my harpa snugly buckled* into 
Chris’ and my little 1934 MG-PA sports car. 
We’re heading out to look for a nice and quiet 
spot along the backroads, someplace where 
nobody can find us—intending to while away a 
few hours making music together.
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