
harpa players and filling my head with harpa, harpa, harpa! 
But when I returned home I discovered that I was so full 
of new harpa information that it was a whirl and a muddle. 
What had the instructor said? How was it that he had told 
me to fix my bow hold? How did that section of the tune 
go? What were those bowing exercises he had recommend-
ed? I sent a few e-mails of inquiry. E-mails were helpful, but 
then there was the stuff that really needed a visual prompt.

I began to try to think creatively to come up with a 
solution. Then it came—why not get help via webcam? 
Now, in all honesty, I am most certainly not a technologi-
cally savvy person, and at the time I didn’t even have a 
webcam.  I had no idea whether my idea would work—but 
it seemed worth investigation. I did some research and dis-
covered that there are actually companies whose teachers 
give music lessons using webcam exclusively. I then knew I 
wasn’t completely crazy to pursue it. After learning that the 
instructor (Ben Teitelbaum) was willing to give it a try, I 
began to move on to addressing the logistics.

I ordered a webcam, making sure that it was high 
enough quality to handle music applications (Logitech came 
highly recommended) and then I registered with Skype, 
a free Voice Over Internet Protocol service that provides 
video support via a web cam. Not being familiar with things 
technical it was a bit of an adventure trying to make sure 
everything was connected properly. But it finally came 
together and 
our first attempt 
went more or 
less without a 
hitch. Onward 
we went, and 
what started out 
as a plan to get 
a few pointers 
took on a life 
of its own and 
is now develop-
ing. Admittedly, 
taking nyckel-
harpa lessons 

Technology Meets 
Tradition
by Celeste Johnson

I live out in the middle of nowhere. For the most part, I 
am more than content with this. I love the quiet and the 
peacefulness of the countryside. However, there is one 

aspect of this remoteness with which I am not content—I 
am hours away from any other nyckelharpa player. In truth, 
we nyckelharpa players are spread so far and wide that I 
expect many of you reading this are in the same predica-
ment. 

Now, as challenging as finding other harpa players in 
my vicinity is, the challenge of finding a nyckelharpa teacher 
is monumental! Being new to the instrument and deter-
mined to make playing the nyckelharpa more than just a 
casual hobby, I have realized that I really can’t do without a 
teacher. I am very happy that for a while I managed to take 
lessons from a teacher who lives a two hour drive away. But 
this presented a number of challenges: I just turned sixteen 
and do not yet have a driver’s license and have been depen-
dent on my parents for rides. Susceptibility to severe winter 
weather often caused cancellations and complications, and 
more recently even the price of gas became an issue and we 
found that our expeditions out of the hills became fewer and 
fewer. And there has been an even a bigger concern: over 
the next year I plan to be rather mobile, living in a number 
of different places making it impossible to continue with any 
one instructor in any one particular location. A quandary. A 
quandary indeed.

Then this past summer I attended Fiddles and Feet in 
Virginia. What a fantastic time I had playing with other 
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via webcam has its disadvantages and there is nothing that 
can fully replace taking lessons from an instructor in person. 
One of the problems we have encountered is that the sound 
and video are just a whit out of synch. You don’t neces-
sarily notice this when you’re just talking with the other 
person, but once you start trying to learn a bowing pat-
tern it becomes tricky. I have recently learned that using a 
microphone that connects directly to the computer vs. one 
that is attached via a USB connection can probably resolve 
this problem and I plan to try that soon. The other problem 
I’ve encountered is that it can be hard for the teacher to see 
nuances in the student’s playing or bow hold.

Nonetheless, there are pros to taking a lesson this way 
as well. In my situation where I will be somewhat mobile 
during the next year I can still have continuity of lessons. If 
you live in an area that is lacking in its supply of nyckelharpa 
teachers, webcam is a wonderful way to get your lesson. If 
transportation presents problems for any reason, internet-
based lessons will resolve them since you take your lessons in 
your own home. 

I must say that overall I am really happy at how web-
based lessons are working out for me. In my current situ-
ation, it is just right. I’m amazed at technology and that it 
can be put to such great use by folk musicians … when tech-
nology meets tradition, it is a wonderful thing!  n

Celeste Johnson lives on a small farm in New York state with 
her parents. She has been playing nyckelharpa for nine months, 
and hopes to attend the Eric Sahlström Institute next fall. She 
also has an online nyckelharpa store, which you can visit here: 
http://www.cafepress.com/nyckelharpa ... see ad below ...

Technology, continued ...
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Marilee’s Adventures
from Marilee Cowan

I continue to learn 
new tunes—finally 
discovered Barry 

Phillip’s CD “Tråd,” 
and attended Grannar’s 
workshop in Seattle and 
Springdans Northwest 
with Bart Brashers. I 
also continue to play 
for dances and cel-
ebrations here in the 
Pacific Northwest. Our band, Fladdermus, will be playing in 
eleven Portland performances of the Northlands Revels in 
December. I attended Seattle Autoharp Week, with my auto-
harp getting less action than my nyckelharpa. One of the 
presenters, Karen Mueller from Minneapolis, and I had great 
fun jamming on Swedish tunes. I’ve given myself the chal-
lenge of playing J.S. Bach’s  “Siciliano,” which the nyckel-
harpa seems quite suited to. My sister takes the harpsichord 
part on the autoharp. Who knows where this will lead? Since 
moving to the Columbia Gorge my search to play with 
local musicians has led me to unusual combinations from 
Venezuelan waltzes to Bluegrass. The Oregon Buskspel had 
to be cancelled after two tries; it is difficult to find a date 
that is good for busy fiddlers from B.C., Canada to Texas. 
But we are not giving up. Looking at mid-May 2009, but 
open to suggestions.  n

I just don’t have any 
adventures to report!
says Sue Richards

I went to Norway on tour with the Harpa group, but 
didn’t see any nyckelharpas there. I had some great 
jam sessions with our bus driver, who was a fiddler. He 

played both hardanger and regular fiddle. We had some 
fine concerts in old stone churches, but all using the other 
harps—Celtic, plucked, no keys or 
bows. Back home, I went to hear 
Lena Jonsson’s concert and she was 
wonderful. [Lena, a Swedish fiddler 
from Hälsingland, was recently on 
tour in the USA.—ed.] There are 
now a small handful of nyckelharpa 
players in the Washington DC area, 
glad to say, and we are enjoying 
coaching from Bruce Sagan, and a 
monthly spelmanslag with Göran 
Ohlsson. That’s the news. Nothing 
to make an article.  n

Nyckelharpa cards for sale!  
Cards individually handstamped in sepia archival ink. 
Quality beige card stock, 4.5 x 6.5 in., blank inside. 

Coordinated envelopes. 
Set of 6 cards for $10 (includes S&H).

Carol Bell is the creator of 
this line of cards. Contact
Carol to place an order: 

3012 Hazelwood St. 
Maplewood, MN 55109

email: cbtack@msn.com
phone: 651-779-7814
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continued on next page ...

A Year in the Life ...
by Melissa Running

Hello, my name is Melissa, and I play the nyckel-
harpa. It all really started a very long time ago. My 
dad was a classical musician and professor, and I 

played violin when I was young, through about 6th grade. 
That year I moved on to piano, classical of course, and con-
tinued through the end of college, when I no longer had 
access to a piano. I was talked into playing for English and 
Scottish country dancing in 1999, and I’ve been working 
on that ever since. “Where are the notes for the left hand?,” 
I remember wondering, and “How do we know what to 
change, next time through?” Ack! Then came Swedish 
fiddle duets at Pinewoods English Week in 2001, and get-
ting to know Rachel Fichtenbaum and meeting her father, 
Matt Fichtenbaum. After a 
few short minutes with his 
nyckelharpa at NEFFA—
New England Folk Festival 
Association—I was hooked.

I was able to borrow 
a nyckelharpa at the week 
long Nordic Fiddles and 
Feet in 2007. Took my 
first lesson with Markus 
Svensson, and my meta-
phorical feet didn’t touch 
the ground all that week. 
Matt, thankfully, indulged 
my enthusiasm each time 
I bounced up to tell him 
some new thing I’d done 
for the first time. Markus 
was nonplused—he’d blink 
slowly and politely say, “Oh 
good.” I’m sure he didn’t 
know what to make of me. 
I got home after camp and 
made it all of two days 
before I put in a frantic call to Matt: “How do I get one? I 
can’t stop now, I’m hooked!” 

Shortly thereafter, on July 17, 2007, I picked up a 
loaner nyckelharpa from Chris Leydon. It was a lovely drive 
to Lahaska in the early evening through green fields. The 
Leydons unexpectedly fed me dinner on the patio—a din-
ner straight from their garden—and extracted payment 
in the form of most of my life history, not even just the 
nyckelharpa related parts. Chris tried to jump ahead to the 
Scandinavian music sections of my life, but Rita restrained 
him and told him to be patient. Then Chris took me in to 
the house, sat me down, and taught me the slängpolska 
from Småland that Olov Johansson had taught not too long 

before. It took me a while to get the end of the A-part, but 
eventually it clicked. I drove home through now starry fields 
and stayed up till the wee small hours playing the tunes 
I’d learned at camp, and reading what I could out of the 
Scandinavian sections of Peter Barnes’ Couple-Dance book. 
A pattern I established early—picking up the harpa and not 
putting it down again till three hours later—when my arm 
cramped up.

I later “returned” Chris’ nyckelharpa by passing it on 
to Pat Shipman, whose story you may recall from a previous 
issue of Nyckel Notes. I had arranged to borrow another 
nyckelharpa from Matt Fichtenbaum, which I eventually 
purchased. So now I own an Enar Magnusson harpa, 2002 
vintage. At Nordic Fiddles and Feet this year I discoverd that 
David Code has an identical Enar harpa, and the only way to 
tell them apart visually was by their straps.

I’ve worked hard just on learning how to hold the 
thing! I used to start playing in one position and discover 
that my position had shifted radically a few tunes later. Some 
of that was natural adjustment in a good way, but most of 
it was excessive concentration on other matters. I developed 

some very interesting new methods of holding the bow—
fingers entirely stiff so that my hand was almost flat against 
the length of the bow. And my left hand ... let’s not talk 
about that thumb position! Now I try to pull myself out of 
concentration periodically to check that sort of thing. And 
then I try to play tunes slowly enough that I can really relax 
my left hand while I’m playing, so I don’t develop concen-
tration cramps. And then the same for the bow arm wrist, 
and then both hands relaxed together, and then I lose the 
notes and have to start over again. Is it any wonder I find 
myself playing for hours at a stretch?

I’ve been working on sitting up straight when I play, 
which is especially hard on the shoulders with difficult tunes. 
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A Year, continued ...
But it’s real nice when I can feel the instrument purring at 
my side on a nice low resonant note!

A few weeks ago, I was complaining of being sleepy and 
still having work to do. My sweetie, Dan, suggested I play a 
little, to help focus me. I hadn’t thought of it that way, but 
he was right, it worked. As long as I didn’t play for hours, it 
really worked. I started out with the tunes I had learned or 
had recordings of from Nordic Fiddles and Feet, and moved 
on from there.

Once I got into double-digits in the tunes I knew by 
ear, I started to have to write them down to keep track of 
them. I have since given up on that entirely. I seem to have 
about a thirty tune memory capacity for names. After that, 
things get pushed out the other ear. I’ve worked on digging 
tunes I know out of my memory banks—not so easy. I find 
I sometimes remember little tricks of fingerings or string 
crossings that help me find the tune again. Then again, 
sometimes I remember only the trick and nothing else about 
the tune. Svärdsjövisan exists in my memory merely as the 
ghost of a tune at present—an impression of a gorgeous, 
haunting melody that has luscious double stops that descend 
to the G string ... and then I can’t pull the rest out until I 
listen to the CD again. Oh, that one, yeah!

Daniel Pettersson’s La Nyckelharpa has been a great 
inspiration, as the tunes on it are relatively accessible and 
very cleanly played. Folks like Väsen or the Nyckelharpa 
Orchestra are inspiring in a different way—it’s not always so 
easy to pick out what’s the tune and what’s ornamentation 
or the second part.

I’m working on retaining tunes I’ve already worked on. 
I’ve had to go back and relearn the bowings for a polska 
after too long without practicing it. And the perennial issues: 
my death-grip on the bow, and tension in the left hand for 
those stretches and fast bits. There’s a slower piece from the 
Daniel Pettersson CD that I’ve been using to work on left 
hand looseness. The ornaments don’t come through unless 
I’m relaxed.

I have gone back to tunes after letting them lie fallow 
for months and months (usually while working on other 
tunes), and discovered that once the notes come back, they 
sound much better than they had before. I love doing that. 
But I’m kept humble by going back and listening to how 
much cleaner Peter Puma Hedlund sounds on anything he 
plays. Oh, and the latest tune to keep me up all night—just 
listening, not even playing—was on YouTube: Polska efter 
Sven Donat, played by Magnus Holmström. Wow.

Matt has been very helpful throughout all this, answer-
ing questions about tune stylings, which tune is which, 
Swedish translations, recordings, music sources, and care 
and feeding of the instrument advice. I have an awful lot 
of questions—he’s been very patient. Some exchanges with 
Matt covered the subject of string cleaning and bow clean-
ing. Soon I will order strings and change them, probably 
thinking uncharitable thoughts about poor Mr. Magnusson 
for the design of his tailpiece, which hides all the nuts so 
beautifully and inaccessibly.

There is a continuing adventure over my lack of a case. 

I bought the instrument from Matt sans case, only the flimsy 
plywood box—with styrofoam and cardboard outer box—in 
which it was originally shipped. Dan rigged something up 
for me, but that was awkward at best and clearly only tem-
porary. Soon I will order a soft case from the Colorado Case 
Company. 

I’m playing piano for trio sonatas with two friends now, 
off and on, and I would just adore to do that on nyckel-
harpa. I bought Torbjörn Näsbom’s CD. I try not to drool 
when it’s playing. It is physically impossible to slide on a 
harpa string, but he makes ornamental runs so smooth, it 
sounds like a slide. I must say, playing English dance music 
on nyckelharpa with viola / recorder or violin / cello is 
incredibly satisfying. It surprised me how much the ensem-
ble’s chemistry changed when I shifted instruments. I had 
thought it was more about people than that. Now I know 
better!

Alicia Björnsdotter-Abrams—with some help from 
Rachel Fichtenbaum and a few others—started a dance and 
spelmanslag in Philadelphia just before I moved out of town, 
so I had the joy of playing there for a bit. Now that I live 
in the D.C. area, the dancing is much more established, but 
for a while there was no spelmanslag. Göran Olsson is now  
starting one, which will be a nice source of Jämtland tunes, 
although not particularly harpa friendly: fast descending run 
in A major? Oh, sure. Sonia White and I often play for the 
breaks in our monthly Norwegian house parties—people 
don’t seem to mind if we throw in a little Swedish, and it’s 
so nice for the two of us to get to play together every so 
often!

I feel a bit as if I should offer a credits section: all the 
good stuff I can do I owe to the input of time, and the 
good advice of ... so many people! I’ve managed to get ses-
sions or lessons with all sorts of folks, all of whom had good 
things to say and new tunes to offer. I’m happy to say, even 
though each new teacher seems to correct my hold or bow 
arm one way or another, the corrections do get smaller over 
time. There may be hope for me yet.  n
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Spela Bättre

Plays well with others
by Matt Fichtenbaum

We were fifteen fiddle students in a workshop with 
the brilliant Hälsingland fiddler Jonas Olsson, 
playing through a tune we’d just learned. “I’m 

nominally the leader of this session,” Jonas said, “so it might 
be nice if you were watching me. Your fingers know what 
they’re supposed to do; you don’t need to watch them. But 
you’re all supposed to be playing with me.” Sure enough, 
most of the students had been off in their own worlds, con-
centrating on their own playing.

Unless you’re playing solo, alone by yourself or for a 
passively listening audience, this is ensemble music. You and 
the others actively collaborate to build a musical something 
that’s bigger than one person’s playing. When you’re playing 
for dancers, they’re part of the collaboration as well.

What does it take for people to play together actively?  
Playing the same tune, for a start. Agreeing on when to 
play the “A” part, when to play the “B” part. Agreeing on 
the tempo, and all maintaining that tempo. Coordinating 
expressive aspects, such as phrasing, dynamics, accents, and 
swing. When harmony is involved, it’s good if at least one 
person plays the melody; when more than one plays har-
mony, it’s essential that the harmonies not clash.

My experience is that the first thing to go is the tempo.  
Some people get into trouble when they get to the hard part 
of a tune, at which point they devote all their concentra-
tion to playing the notes and lose contact with the others.  
Some people go off on their own tempo from the begin-
ning.  Paradoxically, most people, when they get out of sync 
with their surroundings, speed up, even when the tune gets 
complex.

Fundamental to playing together successfully is listen-
ing to each other. No matter how complex the tune, or how 

elegant is your rendition of it, you need some mental capac-
ity left over to listen to the others, to stay aligned with the 
group in tempo and mood. So if you’re not already a natural 
listener, this is an area to work on that will help you become 
a better player (and a lot more fun at sessions).

Let me point out that communication between players 
employs several dimensions. You listen to each other, you 
look at each other, maybe you feel the rhythm through the 
floor. And to look at each other, or to watch the leader in 
a group that has one, you need to be looking somewhere 
else other than at your fingers. So if you’re used to watching 
your fingers all the time, it’s time to move beyond that.

• Start with simple tunes and play them without watching 
your fingers. At first, play them no faster than you can 
maintain control, then increase the tempo as you become 
more secure in your playing.

• Practice your scales and arpeggios, also without watch-
ing.

• Take a new tune and find it by ear, without looking at 
your fingers. Or take a tune you know and, without look-
ing, find it in an octave higher or lower or in a different 
key.

One fellow in Sweden wrote that he practiced in a dark 
closet with the door closed in order to avoid the temptation 
of watching his fingers. And I recall one night when we were 
playing outside; it got dark and I was surprised by how accu-
rately I could find the notes even though I could no longer 
see the keys.  Maybe you’ll be pleasantly surprised as well.

If you’re going to practice the techniques of playing 
together with others, it’s most fulfilling when you have 
someone to play with. With one other person, you can work 
consciously on playing together, try some of the ideas listed 
below, and just have fun making music together.

For your practice, you can

• Play tunes together, to explore what works and what 
doesn’t work.

• Record yourselves and listen to the result.

• Play a tune intentionally slowly and try to stay together 
while maintaining that tempo.

• Play with a metronome.

• Play sitting, play standing, play facing away from each 
other so you don’t see each other, to explore the vari-
ous ways you communicate while playing

.
• Try some variations in loudness or emphasis or swing.  

Let one of you be the “leader” and, with facial expres-
sions or body language, coax the other to follow.
If you’re not so fortunate as to have a buddy to play 

continued on next page ...
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with, you can still play with a metronome, at normal tempo 
and explicitly slow tempo. You can also try playing along 
with recordings, although I find that, without seeing your 
fellow musician, it’s a lot harder to stay coordinated.

Five-year-project tunes
As I learned to play nyckelharpa I’d always find tunes 

that I wanted to play but which were beyond my abilities.  
I’d keep at them, or revisit them periodically, and the hard 
parts would give me particular things to work on. With 
time, I’d find myself more able to play them, and the joy of 
coming back to a tune and finding that it worked better was 
a good reward for all the time spent practicing.

You probably have a list of tunes in this category.  

Spelmansglädje, Hardrevet, Byggna’n, and Isbrytar’n are all 
good candidates. One of my recent ongoing-project tunes 
has been the Byss-Kalle polska Storsvarten (The great black 
horse), commemorating a load too heavy for the horse to 
pull up a hill. Byss-Kalle played this tune, whereupon the 
horse found new strength and conquered the hill. (In some 
versions of this story Byss-Kalle had hidden a rope with 
which an assistant helped pull the load.)

The version I’ve been learning is based on the record-
ing of Eric Sahlström that came with Jan Ling’s book 
Nyckelharpan. It’s very similar to Henrik Eriksson’s fine ver-
sion on the Nyckelharpa Orchestra’s CD Byss-Kalle.  I offer 
a transcription; if there’s interest, maybe it will be the subject 
of a future Spela Bättre column.  n

Spela Bättre, continued ...

Storsvarten
Polska by Byss-Kalle
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A Fiddle with 
Training Wheels
by Tim Rued

The nyckelharpa is a wonderful instrument in many 
ways: its resonance, range, versatility, dynamics, reper-
toire, tradition, and appearance. To most of the uni-

tiated, the complicated appearance of the nyckelharpa often 
promts the question, “Is it harder to play than the violin 
(fiddle)?” My answer is generally that the harpa is about the 
same in difficulty in playing, but that it is much, much easier 
to learn to play.

Both instruments have similar ranges and repertoires, 
they are both bowed, only one or two strings can be played 
at a time, and melodies are fingered in a similar manner. 
The main advantage that the nyckelharpa has over the fiddle 
in performance is the fact that it is fretted, so the fingering 
does not have to be as precise as on the fiddle. The main 
advantage the fiddle has over the nyckelharpa is that all the 
notes are within the natural reach of the player’s left hand, 
so most tunes can be played in one position.

As a fiddle teacher with many years experience, I have a 
list of nine things that an absolute beginner must keep in his 
head constantly when starting to learn to play—how to hold 
the instrument, where to put the left hand on the neck, how 
the melody goes, where to put each finger to play the mel-
ody, precision in placing the fingers, how to hold the bow, 
where to place the bow on the strings, keeping the bow on 
the correct string for the note, and bowing from the elbow 
rather than from the shoulder. Most of these become second 
nature very soon with practice, but the two techniques of 
precision in fingering, and bowing from the elbow are usually 
the most difficult problems for the beginner.

With the nyckelharpa, neither of these techniques is a 
problem. The keys provide the precision of intonation, and 

the position of holding the instrument down with the bow 
arm elbow makes bowing from the shoulder impossible.

This fact led me to an amazing revelation in teaching. 
My daughter, Sylvia, grew up hearing her father playing 
both fiddle and nyckelharpa. At an early age, she wanted to 
play too, and I got her a miniature fiddle to try out. Because 
it was sour and squeaky, she tried it just once, and was 
totally discouraged. But at age seven, she was able to borrow 
a child-sized nyckelharpa. She started learning tunes on it 
right away, and enjoyed playing it very much. After a couple 
of years, we had to return the small harpa, so she was only 
able to play seldom after that. One day when she was eleven 
years old, I was asked to be a fiddle contest judge at a local 
county fair. Sylvia wanted to go along, because she knew she 
could go on all the rides at the carnival for free if she went. 
I told her that she couldn’t come because I would be busy 
at the contest and wouldn’t be able to keep an eye on her. I 
also told her that if she were a contestant, I would take her.

“I will! I will!” she protested. “But you don’t play the 
fiddle, and you must be able to play six tunes to be in the 
contest,” was my reply.

She promised that she would practice, and have six 
tunes ready for the contest if I would take her. The date of 
the contest was only ten days away.

I let her borrow one of my fiddles, and to my amaze-
ment, when she picked it up she started bowing perfectly! 
She had a good grip on the bow, and she bowed from the 
elbow, keeping the bow perpendicular to the strings at just 
the right position on the instrument. She also had many 
tunes in her head, and was able to pick out the notes to 
them very easily. In a matter of days she was developing the 
precision needed in her left hand to sound good.

I did take her to the contest, and in a field of seven kids 
in the Junior Division, she came in fourth place. Within a 
month she was playing many tunes, joining in jam sessions, 
and doing remarkably well. Needless to say, I gave her an 
instrument of her own, and she has been a fiddler ever since.

This experience taught me that the nyckelharpa, besides 
being a great instrument in its own right, can be a useful 
tool for teaching regular fiddle too. I sometimes refer to it as 
a “fiddle with training wheels.” I would love to have a little 
fleet of inexpensive instruments to start a music school using 
the nyckelharpa as a launching point. I would guess that 
most of the students would be aiming for fiddle or violin 
technique in the long run, but without doubt there would 
be plenty who would decide to stick with the nyckelharpa as 
a main instrument too. What a way to spread interest in the 
nyckelharpa!  

It’s too bad that there just are not enough small instru-
ments to go around. I used to think the idea of mass pro-
duced keyworks for cheaper instruments was a horrible 
idea, but now I really do think it may be time to boost 
interest in the nyckelharpa in more ways than one. Has 
anyone else had similar experiences with the nyckelharpa as 
a teaching tool?  n

In January 1992 the local paper did a feature on us. Pictured are myself, my then 1 1/2 year-old daughter Emma, my wife 
Margie, Sylvia at age 8 1/2, and my middle daughter Lena at age 5.
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Remembering . . .
 
by Peter Blue

Mrs. Chambers is (was) a neighbor whom I met on 
an EMS (paramedic) call one night. She was a 
patient who was “unresponsive” and she died a few 

days later in the hospital. She was 87 or so. I wrote this tune 
in her memory. She and her husband ran a dairy farm for 
many years. I wanted to remember her name, so I named a 
tune after her.

Note from the editor: I received the above words and 
accompanying music from Peter and was intrigued by the 
story, so I asked Peter to elaborate a bit more. What follows is 
what next came to my inbox. 

I am an emergency medical technician with my local 
volunteer fire department / EMS squad in East Meredith, 
NY. They tell you in training, that there will be calls that will 
be stressful, or even disturbing, which is a bit of an under-

statement at times. After a difficult call I will often take a 
walk, or go sit by the lake where I live. But I find that the 
most effective way to address the stress is to play music. 
These days it’s the nyckelharpa. After a while I sometimes 
find that I am making a new tune.

 As a local volunteer EMS person, the people I usually 
see on calls are my own neighbors. I see all walks of life, all 
economic levels, and I am witness to very personal and try-
ing times and circumstances. I’ve found that I often remem-
ber the event, but perhaps not the person’s name, so I try to 
write a special tune and name it for the person.

 Mrs. Chambers lived down the road from me. She was 
an older woman, probably the age my mother would be if 
she were still alive. Thin and small like my mom too. Her 
husband, a retired farmer, stood quietly by as an army of 
strangers came into their house to do whatever they could to 
help, and after the ambulance left, and all the flashing lights 
disappeared, he was still standing quietly, waiting for his son 
to come so they could go to the emergency room together.
 What makes one really rich is to have the opportunity to see 
that love ordinary people have for each other, and seeing the 
love sometimes inspires a tune. Sometimes the circumstances 
are so disturbing that a tune is needed. Once in a great 
while a tune I make is actually pretty good. I’ll keep making 
tunes and if others enjoy them enough to play them, that’s 
wonderful.  n

. . . Mrs. Chambers
by Peter Blue

transcription by Rachel Bell
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President’s Page

Here we are at the end of 2008. 
It has been quite a year. We 
have a national economy that 

is in stress and a new President-elect of 
our country ready to take office. We 
wait in anticipation of change, with 
high hopes that things are going to get 
better soon. 

We are in a similar situation with 
the ANA. We have some exciting things happening, while 
at the same time we are in a challenging period and need to 
determine where we want our organization to go.

Our organization is struggling and we are at a turn-
ing point in our history. For now, this is our last issue of 
Nyckel Notes. Rita Leydon is stepping down as its editor, 
and no one else has volunteered for that role. As previously 
announced, Anna Abraham needs to step back from her 
webmaster responsibilities; no one has come forward that 
can accept that important job at this time—we will have 
static website without many changes until we get that posi-
tion filled. The call for members to serve on the Board of 
Directors has gone unanswered; there will be a vacant posi-
tion in 2009. 

As described in our by-laws, the purpose of the ANA is 
“to document and preserve the traditional music played on the 
nyckelharpa and the corresponding dances; to conduct educa-
tional programs and activities which will promulgate aware-
ness 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.” The ANA has had a long 
and distinguished history of fulfilling that purpose.  Both the 
newsletter and the website have been recognized as the best 
nyckelharpa references in the world.

Are we going to let our reputation slip away from us? 
Are we going to discontinue our mission to develop aware-
ness and knowledge, by promoting the nyckelharpa? We 
cannot let that happen! To survive, the ANA may need to 
change, we may need to organize things differently, but we 
must continue to pursue our mission. In order to do that, 
we need people to step forward and offer assistance—those 
with talents that they can contribute to support this great 
organization. Even if you’re not sure how you can help, if 
you step forward, we will find a role for you. Please contact 
me directly (doug@oines.net) to express your interest in 
helping and to share any ideas that you may have.

As mentioned above, this is the last issue of Nyckel 
Notes with Rita Leydon in the role of editor. Rita and her 
husband Chris are preparing to retire to the mountain tops 
of Colorado—there will soon be many more Swedish tunes 
echoing off of those mountains. Rita’s contributions toward 
getting this wonderful publication to us four times a year 
are going to be missed. We received a quarterly smile from 
her when she sent out her call for newsletter material in 
very unique and entertaining ways; then another quarterly 
smile when we have the chance to pore over each issue as it 

arrives.
Most know that her contributions to Nyckel Notes are 

only a small part of what Rita has done for the nyckelharpa 
community. She has served as an officer of the ANA for 
many years, she has partnered with Peter Puma Hedlund to 
produce instructional DVDs and she has a continuing pas-
sion to document Swedish folk musicians, and their music, 
through her Swedish Folk Music Treasures DVD series. Her 
contributions to our community are beyond measure. While 
I am sure that Rita will continue to work to expand the 
awareness and knowledge of the nyckelharpa, she will be 
missed in her role as editor.

Rita, on behalf of the Board of Directors of the ANA, 
and the entire nyckelharpa community ... tack så mycket!  n

—Doug Oines / ANA President

An exciting item to share with you is that the nyckel-
harpa is going to be featured on a nationally broad-
cast show, WoodSongs. WoodSongs is a weekly one 

hour show produced in Lexington, Kentucky, featuring folk, 
grassroots, blues and other forms of music from around the 
world. Recently artists such as Richie Havens, Jakob Dylan 
and Kathy Mattea have appeared on the show. It is broad-
cast on more than 200 U.S. radio stations, more than 100 
international radio stations, XM radio, 35 public television 
stations and on internet streaming. There are more than 2 
million listeners/viewers each week.

Michael Johnathon, the show’s host and creator, took a 
recent interest in the nyckelharpa. He has decided to dedi-
cate an entire show to our instrument! He will share some 
of the history of the nyckelharpa and feature some talented 
musicians on the show. Peter Puma Hedlund will be appear-
ing, as will “Blue Moose and the Unbuttoned Zippers”—
with Bronwyn Bird on nyckelharpa. Michael wants to feature 
both traditional playing and show how the nyckelharpa is 
being used in contemporary ways.

The show will be produced in front of a live audience 
on January 12th in Lexington. Live internet video stream-
ing of the show is available at 7:00 PM EST at  
www.woodsongs.com. The television and radio broad-
casts are on at later date—check your local listings. Audio 
and video recordings of the show are posted on the 
WoodSongs website about two weeks following the show 
and are available for download.  n

http://www.woodsongs.com/
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works very well together.  They are all very talented 
musicians on their respective instruments and they are 
very tight in their performance.  There was a lot of 
positive buzz all round NERFA about them. www.
creakingtree.com

Another group that consistently impresses me 
is Blue Moose and the Unbuttoned Zippers, with 
Bronwyn Bird playing nyckelharpa. www.youtube.
com/watch?v=8YMMsKbiJ2Y I have been following 
them for a couple years, and they are developing into 
an impressive group that plays traditional music infused 
with unconventional rhythms and innovative arrange-
ments. They were selected to perform at one of the 
Tricentric Showcases at NERFA and played to a stand-
ing room only crowd. www.bmuz.net 

Events like this one are great ways for us to 
share our passion for the nyckelharpa and its music 
with a large gathering of enthusiastic folk musicians 
and music industry professionals. Our support of 
Folk Alliance regional events is one way of fulfilling 
our mission to promote awareness, knowledge and 
interest in the nyckelharpa.  n

NERFA Report
by Doug Oines

I attended the Northeast Regional Folk Alliance conference 
held in the Catskills of New York, in November. This 
was my first time attending, what a great experience it 

was! For those who are not familiar with The Folk Alliance 
International, it is a non-profit organization that promotes 
international folk music through community and education. 
The national conference is in Memphis in February and 
there are regional affiliate conferences around the country 
throughout the year.

The conference provide an opportunity for artists to 
showcase their talents to record companies, publishers, pre-
senters, agents and managers. There are several ways for art-
ists to show their skills. First, there are formal showcases to 
the conference body as a whole—a jury selects artist, from 
those who apply, to be a part of the showcase. Next there 
are Tricentric showcases, concurrent showcases that seat 
about one hundred each—the artists need to apply and are 
selected by a panel. The third type is the Guerilla Showcases 
held in dozens of rooms throughout the hotel; these are 
generally themed showcases sponsored by various industry 
entities such as radio stations, record labels, promoters, 
etc.—the artists are invited by the party sponsoring the 
themed showcase. The Guerilla Showcases begin at midnight 
and go until early in the morning. Additionally, there are 
jam sessions occurring throughout the hotel complex at all 
hours of the day. It was an entire weekend of non-stop, high 
quality music. 

My purpose for attending was threefold. First, as a 
member of the ANA, I wanted to do what I could to pro-
mote the nyckelharpa. I had many discussions throughout 
the weekend explaining what a nyckelharpa is and sharing 
the joys of our wonderful instrument. Secondly, I wanted to 
promote a program I am developing at work, as a part of my 
responsibilities of running a movie theatre company.  We are 
currently running a regular program that features local folk 
music artists performing live in our theaters; followed by a 
big screen showing of WoodSongs. Finally, as a folk music 
fan, I was there to enjoy the music and to participate in 
some of the jam sessions. I spent the entire weekend on sen-
sory overload, but what a wonderful sensation that was.

There were several artists that really stood out to 
me. The first was Lindsey Mac—www.youtube.com/
watch?v=sH_z10q7a-8. She is a singer/songwriter 
who plays a cello in a way I have never seen it played 
before; she wears it on a neck strap and strums it like a 
guitar.  She has a beautiful voice, I found her songs to 
be very well written and very moving. An overall very 
impressive performer. www.lindsaymac.com 

The second was the group The Creaking 
Tree Sing Quartet—www.youtube.com/
watch?v=CfNeQqImlgU. They are a Canadian 
group with fiddle, mandolin, acoustic guitar and string 
bass.  Their music is a blend of bluegrass and jazz that 

Bronwyn and Blue Moose in action!

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sH_z10q7a-8
http://www.lindsaymac.com
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CfNeQqImlgU
http://www.creakingtree.com
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8YMMsKbiJ2Y
http://www.bmuz.net
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sH_z10q7a-8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CfNeQqImlgU
http://www.creakingtree.com
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8YMMsKbiJ2Y
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Perhaps you have heard via the grapevine that the fabled 
and venerable Österby stämma is having some aches 
and pains and who knows what form, if any, it will 

take next summer. My friend, Christer Wesström, who plays 
silverbasharpa like no one else, sent me a tidbit of exciting 
news in the meantime ... when one door closes, there is 
often a window to be found elsewhere, as the saying goes.

“We are arranging a spelmansstämma for June 6, 2009 
at Lövsta Bruk in Uppland. The stämma is going to focus 
on gammelharpa. There will be a Swedish Championship 
competition for players. Two time world champion in gam-
melharpa, Björn Björn will join me (Christer) in the jury 
(along with other unannounced as yet jurors). All spelmän 
are of course invitied to come and participate, but the 
emphasis will be on the older bordun instruments. My 
vision is that this stämma will grow, in time, to become an 
International Bordun Stämma—with emphasis on instru-
ments that are in danger of extinction no matter where in 
the world they come from. Think how wonderful in would 
be to have musicians from, for instance, Mongolia playing 

with musicians from, say, Cameroon as well as spelmän from 
Askersund, Sweden. What a manifestation of cultural riches 
that would be! I can just see it!

I sincerely hope the friends in America will have the 
opportunity to come join us this first time on June 6, 2009 
at Lövsta Bruk.”

To find out more please contact Christer directly:
christer.wesstrom@edu.osthammar.se

n

Next summer . . .
at Lövsta Bruk!

Christer, center, in hat, playing in Lahaska, Pennsylvania, 
with his group, Silverbasorkestern, several years ago.

Peter Puma Hedlund will be in USA Jan. 5–27, 2009

There will be events in Pennsylvania, Kentucky, 
Minnesota & New Jersey.

Check ANA website for details.
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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.

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  $77/$87 $

Prim A (1)  $15/$17 $

Prim C (2)  $18/$20 $

Prim G (3)  $20/$23 $

Prim C (4)  $24/$27 $

Resonance strings:

6+6 resonance set  $22/$27 $

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

12-step resonance 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

String
Bazaar

The ANA is pleased to 
offer nyckelharpa strings 
for sale! We have playing  

strings and three versions of 
understring sets.
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continued on next page ...

About the 
Nyckelharpa 
playing at 
Skansen

by Karl Peter Leffler, 1899 

Re-issued 1978 by Förlaget Emma
Translated by Sheila P. Morris, 2008

Part Three.
—Part One appeared in Nyckel Notes #42—
—Part Two appeared in Nyckel Notes #43—

Chapter Three: 
Our most common dances and their presence in the 
areas around Harg and Tierp.

The dance is old, among most people, and for many it 
has also had religious meaning. It must be this sense 
of community in the circumstances of the first creation 

of dance forms, which caused certain hints of relationships 
between the dances of wildly divergent peoples, so that one, 
for example, believed one could trace a relationship between 
the mimicking dances still to be found in China and the 
dances of the ancient Greeks. One is lured into making 
hypotheses or loose guesses in most questions which touch 
on the dance’s oldest history and its forms within the oldest 
cultures; and if there sometimes comes forth one or another 
statement, which has the certain appearance of wisdom, it 
still usually shows itself, with a closer examination, that even 
this is actually merely a hypothesis or stab in the dark.

But even in the case of such recently appearing folk in 
history as the Scandinavians, there is much uncertainty as 

to the presence of dance and song, as well as the spread of 
these in olden times. Although certain places through the 
literature can be seen to interpret dance as having been pres-
ent in Scandinavia as early as ancient times, such a researcher 
as professor Schück gives the opinion, that “the old 
Scandinavians cannot be seen as having known the dance,” 
and that “the Edda songs can only be said to have been 
recited,” even though he admits that wandering songsters 
were certainly around during heathen times.

From early medieval times, however, we have firm 
testimony as to the dance’s presence in Scandinavia, as the 
Sturlunga saga tells of a banquet on Iceland in 1119, at 
which games and dances appeared. But such dance games 
are, according to the natural pattern of development, a more 
recently developed form of the dance, which must have been 
preceded by simpler forms. It is also told in the Herröd saga, 
which covers fairly ancient ground, in as much as it men-
tions provincial kings and Herröd’s daughter is supposed to 
be Tora Borgarhjort, that if a certain harp tune was played, 
which was called faldafeykir, both women and men were 
carried away in powerful dance and nothing in the room 
could stand still.

If one then asks oneself, what the oldest Scandinavian 
dance might have been like, one can only compare it to 
the older dances in other locations in Europe: in England, 
Germany, and France. This dance was the so-called song 
dance, that is to say, dance in which the music was car-
ried out by the dancers themselves in the form of songs of 
various sorts—historical songs, love songs, penalty songs, 
which were like the French troubadors’ “sirventes,” et al. 
Sometimes instruments even appeared at the dance. Two 
sorts existed, some were calmer, so-called walked or trod-
den dances, from which derives the common expression in 
our folk songs “tread the dance,” some were the stronger 
so-called springdanser (running dances), which we still see 
in Norwegian/Värmland springdances, for example the well 
known Jössehäradspolska. In the springdances each couple 
was to copy the first couple’s movements, and they would 
take up the song or sing a whole verse, followed by every-
one joining in on the refrain. The walking dances were 
called tänze in Germany, and the springdances reigen. On 
the Faroe Islands there were similar basic types of dance 
even in the beginning of our century: “Now there is one, 
now another ‘fore-singer,’ and everyone who knows the 
song, chime in at least for the refrain. The dance consists of 
men and women holding each other by the hands and tak-
ing three rhythmic steps forward or to the side and either 
balancing a little or standing still a moment.” In Jehan 
Tabourot’s Orchésographie 1588 the French dance branle is 
described in a way which shows that it was almost identi-
cal to the dance described from the Faroes. Their age is 
strengthened by this, and it is seen by Bähme, Geschichte des 
Tanzes im Deutschland, to be the “most basic dance for all 
nations.”

These dances with their songs could easily lead to dance 
games, through the simple method of changing the songs’ 
content to something more dramatic, so that the events 
described—such as choosing a sweetheart, courting, spurn-
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continued on next page ...

Skansen, continued ...
ing one and taking up with another, and so forth—would 
be performed during the dance; as it is done in the known 
games Och gossarna går i dansen med röda gullband (The 
boys go into the dance with a red ribbon) [Transl. note—
the ribbon was to be tied to the arm of the chosen girl], 
Kom, kom, fager ungersven (Come, come, handsome bach-
elor) and so on. With the development of the lyrical element 
in dance games, there then followed more variations.

With the ballad, which began to flourish here around 
the 1100s, and which is largely characterized as a dance 
song, both song dances and dance games acquired steady 
nourishment for a long time into the future. The ballad, 
which began as an art form, pushed itself down to the 
people’s broader level and gradually became, through the 
coloration it acquired in the lower class’ versions, truly folk 
song, but during this process of re-creation, the occasional 
separate verse found itself serving as a dance song. The 
melodies of these were apparently taken up very quickly 
by spelmän, who naturally enough, as always, snapped up 
everything that came within their reach, and so many of the 
simpler dance song melodies were then supported by instru-
ments, as already mentioned. Later on, when the number 
of spelmän in the villages began to grow, the songs were 
supplanted by music and the words to the tunes began to 
be lost. It seems to be a fairly common occurrence, that the 
music for a song manages to stay around, even when the 
words have been forgotten. The old Irish melodies, to which 
Thomas Moore in a later time set new words, give examples 
of a whole large flock of songs to which this happened. Of 
the original words, there are only a few fragments left. [foot-
note: Sometimes it also happens that the melody falls away, 
but the words remain and are altered, as for example was 
the case with the game “Fria på narri,” which originally was 
a dance game. Sometimes words have been made up for a 
tune, as with “Mandom, mod and morske män” (Manhood, 
courage, and self-assured men), for which the melody is 
originally a gånglåt from Dalarna.]

In addition, depending on the character of the populace 
of different areas, one group of melodies has stayed here, 
another there, and cross-pollination has occurred when dif-
ferent groups meet, at the same time as the dance under-
went a similar reconstruction, growth, and some re-shaping, 
until both the dance form and the the melodies came to a 
later time in a shape, which had hardly more than a seed of 
its origins remaining.

In some case, this outgrowth and re-forming has natu-
rally happened under outside influences. In the previously 
cited writings about the development of polska melodies, 
therefore, Adolf Lindgren states that the name polska, which 
was not known here before the 1700s, came from the dance 
which was first danced by August the Strong’s court under 
the name taniec polski or polonaise, and which came to 
Sweden through Sweden’s persistent dealings with Poland 
during the reign of Karl XII. The melody form which was 
used for this dance has, according to Adolf Lindgren, been 
imported, and great numbers of melodies with its rhythm 
have been composed here for our old dances, which took up 

the new name. One of the oldest dance melody forms that 
we know of, has herewith received an obvious impulse for 
change. As far as the rest of our currently commonly danced 
dances without words, one can assume a more recent start-
ing point.

The Polska.
The melodies, which we nowadays collect under the 

name polskas, can be divided into three types: the eighth-
note polska, the sixteenth-note polska, and the triplet-polska.

The eighth-note polska is the polska type, which has 
eighth-notes and quarter-notes in the rhythm 

it has the first quarter-note strongly emphasized and the 
third slightly emphasized. [trans. note—we would say that it 
has the first beat strongly empasized, and the third slightly 
... Leffler maintains this convention throughout.] The 
eighth-note polska is danced by couples and has the names 
hambopolska (Hanebopolska), hamburska, körepolska, svinge-
dans, svängpolska, bondpolska and so on, and appears in all of 
northern and central Sweden, Småland, Västergötland and 
down along the west coast, as well as a few places in Skåne. 
Supposed to be extremely old. Example Jänta å ja.

The sixteenth-note polska is the polska type, which 
according to Adolf Lindgren came in from Poland, and from 
which the name polska derived. It is comprised of mostly 
sixteenth-notes, has all three quarter-notes approximately 
evenly stressed, and likely has the first quarter-note’s latter 
half shifted forward through syncopation, and most com-
monly ends every reprise with the figure 

wherein the even stressing of the beats continues; sometimes 
the final figure is shortened to 

The motif often takes up two beats. This polska—the 
polonaise polska, as Lindgren calls it—can be danced by 
two and called a slängpolska, or by four and then called a 
fyrpolska, or by a larger circle and called a långpolska; the 
name slängpolska is used in some areas also for fyrpolska and 
långpolska. The sixteenth-note polska appears everywhere 
in Skåne, on Gotland and in Östergötland, is somewhat less 
common in Södermanland and Uppland, and occasionally 
in Gästrikland, but scarcely north of these provinces, unless 
possibly where it might have been carried along the coast 
of Norrland by sailors. [Transl. note—the term slängpolska 
continues to cause confusion, as it means different things in 
different parts of the country. In the south, it is a fairly slow, 
stately figure-dance; farther north, it can be a quick lifting 
dance.]

As regards the melodies of sixteenth-note polskas, I can 
not avoid remarking, that even if one must admit the Polish 
influence in terms of rhythm, it still might be allowed to 
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Skansen, continued ...

continued on next page ...

think that perhaps a not-so-small part of them were old, native eighth-note 
polskas, which were developed into something like the new type, which 
can be seen to have won a quick popularity. As a basis for the polonaise 
polska, which was called fackeldansen (Polskmelodiernas härkomst, page 
15), one ought to be able to easily imagine an eighth-note polska, maybe 
with words, that appears something like this: 

With this, however, one is in the area of guessing or constructing, and I 
have only wished to put forth the above as a possibility. In favor of this 
possibility speaks the fact that eighth-note polskas have examples of such a 
swinging rhythm, that they could be used as sixteenth-note polskas.

In the Nordiska Museet’s collection of manuscripts, I have also found, 
after the construction of the above base melody for fackeldansen, a much-
talked-about polska, which when compared to a few similar ones said to 
be “written up after Aug. Fredin by his own hand” and called skräddare-
polskan [the tailor’s polska] which is even supplied with text, at least in the 
beginning:

“Aldri har ja’ sägt u aldri ska’ ja’ sägä” [Never have I said and never 
will I say] etc. This polska, which would seem to be a form between the 
base type constructed by myself for fackeldansen and the last mentioned 
dance melody, has the following appearance: 

As one can see, this melody could easily be developed from the base mel-
ody above, but has already acquired a certain feel of sixteenth-note polska, 
so that it’s character is fairly close to fackeldansen’s.

The triplet-polska is actually not a polska type, since its melodies are 
not danced to in any manner closely related to the other polska types. It is 
really a springdans, which has somehow had its name moved to this other 
dance. The triplet-polska contains largely triplets. Only the first quarter-
note is emphasized, but the motif most often takes up two measures, of 
which only the first carries the main stress. The emphasis, therefore, most 
often lands on the first quarter-note [or beat—Trans.] in every other 
measure, from which one might regard the measures as run together in 
pairs and thus write this sort of polska in six/eight time. This is where 
the ancient Norwegian and Värmland spring dances belong, of which 
Jössehäradspolska is the best known Swedish example.

In regards to polskas in their home districts, my spelmän informed 
me, that the eighth-note polska, which is “ancient,” is danced everywhere 
in the Tierp area, where it is called svängpolska [swing polska], and also 
pretty generally in Harg, where it is called bondpolska (farmer polska); but 
that the sixteenth-note polska is now dead around Tierp, where it used to 
appear as långpolska and fyrpolska, while in Harg they dance something 
like fyrpolska under the name slängpolska “a little bit, mostly by the old 
folks, who take proper steps with their feet.” These “proper steps,” which 
old Johan had just as much difficulty showing me as describing, seemed to 

be like those used in Östergötland for fyrpolska.

The waltz.
The waltz is danced in couples. It comes 

from the southern German folk dance Ländler, 
to which is often sung a dance song, for example 
the well-known “Ach du lieber Augustin,” or 
else someone yodels. This Ländler began to be 
used in the 1780s as a society dance in Bohemia, 
it was used in 1787 by Mozart in Don Juan 
and spread itself quickly across Germany and 
on to France, England, and Scandinavia. The 
name waltz—from old High German walzan, 
turn around your shoulder—came in the end of 
the 1700s. [footnote: Some foreign researchers 
of dance-history have suggested various differ-
ent views on the waltz’s development, of which 
none seems as likely as the above stated.] Here 
with us, it is still not mentioned by Bellman 
(1740–1795), but by A.M. Lenngren (1754–
1817). It started out here as a society dance, 
but quickly shoved itself in amongst the peas-
antry, where it has continued to be a much liked 
dance, even after the upper classes abandoned it 
in favor of a rhythmically altered, faster version, 
whereby the earlier type became known as gam-
malvalsen [the old waltz].

Its rhythm, which can be heard in the song 
“Och du tycker, du är vacker” [And you think you 
are pretty], looks like 

and is noticeable for almost even emphasis on 
all three beats (previously three eighth-notes, 
nowadays three quarter-notes). A result of 
this emphasis is, that when a dotted-half-note 
appears in an old-style waltz—which always 
occasions that one suspects that the melody 
comes from a modern (new) waltz—the spelman 
tries to indicate the quarter-notes by extra pres-
sure on the bow, a custom which has also been 
noted by other researchers. Even in this dance 
there is a tendency to put two measures togeth-
er, so that the first quarter-note in every other 
or at least every fourth measure is slightly more 
stressed through the preparatory up-bow tone. 
This emphasis apparently depends on the dance 
taking two measures to complete a turn and 
get one’s starting foot ready for the next strong 
beat, as thus:

The dance is often begun in Uppland with the 
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man on his left foot instead of his right, which is the correct 
one and gives a softer svikt in the movements.

 Of the old waltz, my spelmän could only say that it was 
fairly common in their home districts and had been danced 
there for at least 50 years.

The Polka
The polka was invented around 1830 in Bohemia; the 

name seems to have come from the Czech word pulka, half, 
because the dance is done with small, short steps; it is done 
in couples in two/four time.

In Harg, the polka was brought in around 1850 by a 
laborer, possibly boatswain Wurst from Söderön in Börstil 
near Östhammar, and was then called hoffsan or hoffsivalsen.

In the Tierp area, the polka is called polkett and was 
brought in during the 1850s, according to what was stated 
“by Västgöta salesmen, who taught it to the children.”

The Polkett.
(Bondpolka, trefjärdedelspolka)
[Farmer’s polka, three-four polka]
This dance is polka, but a polka done to melodies, 

which were old and well known, when the polka came in, 
it is done to eighth-note polskas. The polka danced in this 
manner seems to have been more common than in two-four 
time. Meanwhile, the eighth-note polskas with their svikt-
full (softness in the knees) and noticeable emphasis aren’t 
as appropriate for the bouncier polka-step, and therefore 
spelmän everywhere started to use mazurka-melodies for the 
polkett and/or made up special tunes for this dance.

In Harg, the polket came in during the 1850s, brought 
by sailors and was called polkett or hambopolkett. Johan 
explained, that “the polkett goes fine when danced to bond-
polska (hambo),” but he also knew a few melodies in the 
new fashion, which he used for polkett.

In the Tierp area, the dance also came in during the 
1850s “through sailors and sometimes from the cities, which 
learned it in England” (!). It is called hambopolka and is 
danced to svängpolska tunes (hambo) or to its own melodies, 
of which Jonas knew a couple that were current.

The Mazurka.
Mazurka (mazurek) is a Polish national dance, which 

came from old national songs with dance and which was 
known as early as the 1500s. It looks to the eye as if it has 
the same rhythmic scheme as hambo, but the last quarter-
note is not stressed, rather the emphasis is equally spread 
over all three beats, which are all played light staccato. It is 
danced in couples.

Johan insisted the dance was unknown in Harg; the 
mazurka tunes he knew, he had learned from other areas, 
among others from a couple of spelmän from Väddö.

In the Tierp area, mazurka is danced by “those that 
have been to sea;” it was regarded by Johan as “the right 
hambopolka.”

The Rhenländer.
(“Schottish”)
This dance, which in a couple of simpler variations is 

danced in Rhen, seems to be like the schottish, which began 
to be danced in England in 1848. It has apparently been 
brought to us by sailors, as it is danced a lot along the 
Scandinavian coasts. It is danced in couples in two-four time.

In Harg it is called tyska polkan and has been danced 
there for 6 or 7 years. “The gentlefolk don’t dance it so 
much, they dance mostly waltz and bondpolska as well as 
hambopolkett.”

It came to Tierp “about 3 years ago” and is danced sel-
dom. Jonas had learned a couple of the most common tunes 
from a couple of men in the area.
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continued on next page ...

The Gallop.
Gallop, actually galoppád, come from the German 

Hopser or Rutscher and was brought to France in the early 
1800s, where it apparently got its current name, which 
means galloping and is much written about. It is danced in 
couples in two-four time.

It came to Harg at the same time as “hoffsivalsen” (the 
polka), but is seldom danced. Johan knew no melody of any 
import.

It is unknown in Tierp.

Skåningen.
Skåningen is danced like ordinary polka, with only the 

one difference, that the couple stops abruptly with a stamp-
ing, on certain tones. Its provenance is unknown to me. It 
was still danced in the 1870s in northern Östergötland to 
singing, with the following text:

Don’t cry, Skåning (person from Skåne)
In the morning you’ll get white porridge
And dip it in honey
to make it really sweet.
Trala lálla lalla stop
trala lálla lalla stop
trala lálla lalla lálla la
trálla lalla stop.

[footnote: The italicized words mark the places in the dance 
where the dancers stop.]

The words are found with little variation in several 
provinces, but seem hardly to have come from any naïve folk 
tradition.

This dance was unknown in Harg.
In Tierp’s district it appears occasionally under the 

name rallbusdansen, so called after railway workers [rallare] 
from Värmland, who brought it during the building of the 
Uppsala–Gävle line.

Longdance only appears at weddings.

Tur dances, dance games and songs don’t appear 
at all in the Tierp area nowadays, and seldom in Harg. 
Johan remembers the melodies to a song game called “Sju-
stigaren” (The seven stepper), and also a “peculiar dance with-
out words,” but could not in any way describe how it was 
done. He himself had popularized “Udden står och sofver” 
(Odd man out stands and sleeps), which he had learned 
“from city girls in Vaxholm.” “Väfva vamman” (dialect for 
“Väva vadmal”—weaving woolens) appears with song and 
playing. As to songs, they aren’t heard much with the excep-
tion of an occasional military song when “the boys” come 
home from camp.

Chapter Four: 
Stories of spelmän and melodies.

Johan from Harg didn’t know of any such stories, however 
Jonas from Tolfta told the following: In the 1700s there 
lived a spelman in northern Uppland who was know only 

by the name “Böss-Kalle” (Jonas did not know the reason 
for the name). [footnote: I have later learned, that the man 
had been a soldier with the name Bössa (shotgun).—Trans. 
note: this sort of nickname was common in the military, though 
nowadays we believe it to be a corruption of the Waloon sur-
name Boussard, and have changed the spelling to Byss-Kalle.] 
An old man, who heard him in his youth, had taught Jonas 
some of his tunes.

Across northern Uppland there went a story, that 
Böss-Kalle could work magic. One time, when his horses 
couldn’t manage to pull a “helsingelass” (load of flax from 
Hälsingland) up a hill, Böss-Kalle took out his fiddle and 
played so “the load went up.” When they came up to the 
crown of the hill, the man who sat next to Kalle on the load 
had to “hit him on the nose, so the blood spillt out” (he got a 
nosebleed), or else he would not be able to stop playing, but 
would have to continue, until the load and horses and men 
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all ended up with the Evil One. If he wished it, even the sick 
and the weak had to get up and dance to his playing. [foot-
note: According to Runa, 1847, pg. 39, it was also told 
among the Uppland provinces, that Näcken had nine repris-
es in his polskas. In a polska learned from Näcken, no one 
may play the ninth reprise without being taken by Näcken, 
so someone had to step forward and grab the bow from the 
player. According to Andersson, Musiken i Skåne, the best 
prevention against magic was that someone cut the strings 
off the fiddle of the spelman. In a story from Östergötland it 
was to roll a crackling stone around the player(s).]

He had three harpas (nyckelharpas) hanging on the 
wall. When he was going out to play at some party, he went 
up to them and asked: “Which of you wants to go out?” 
The harpa which wanted to be played that evening would 
“sing,” and that’s the one he took.

Among his marches, Jonas had one after a fiddler 
Ljungkvist from Björklinge, called “Gås-Anders” (Goose-
Anders). After playing for a dance party, he had been lying 
in a drunken stupor in a coke burner’s cottage in the forest. 
The morning after, he went to the nearest inn and “made 
up” this marsch as he marched into the inn yard, along with 
a text. It is found in this book as nr. 7 of Jonas’ marches.

Another spelman, called “From-Olle” (Pious Olle), 
once felt himself in need of a strengthening drop, when 
he sat there playing a polska. When he started to play the 
first reprise a second time, he sang along with the first two 
measures “En sup till ska vi ha i kväll (One more dram shall 
we have tonight)—and immediately someone came up and 
gave him a drink. Ever afterward, when From-Olle thought, 
that a little dram would taste good, he would start to play 
this polska, and then everyone at the dance knew what he 
wanted.

That spelmän make up words to their tunes is, in gen-
eral, not uncommon. In the cases, where such words were 
mentioned by my two nyckelharpa players, I have included 
them with the melody, except in those cases, when they were 
so coarse, that, as Johan put it, “it would be inappropriate to 
bring such-like afore the general public.”

Chapter Five:
Final Comments

[Editor’s note: This section starts with a long list of research 
texts used by Leffler which can be referred to in the Swedish ver-
sion of the book.]

In the following collection of tunes I have taken some 
which come from other provinces, which through their 
inclusion in the nyckelharpa repertoire may be under-

stood to have become under Uppland’s ownership. This 
could even be reason to, in time, have these melodies pre-
served and passed on.

As to the ordering of the tune collection, I have, in 
regards to the polskas, avoided presenting them by differ-
ent types, as anyone interested in this sort of division can do 
it himself, and instead have sorted them according to what 

spelman I was told they came from, so that tunes are togeth-
er as regards age and provenance. The spelmän are generally 
in order by the number of tunes representing them.

Only seldom have I pointed out irregularities in the 
tune’s architectonic structure, which in folk music is usually 
very strict, that every measure in one period has its opposite 
in the next, and in general I have tried to keep the commen-
tary on the melodies very short. Most of these commentaries 
are intended for the interested generalist and not for special-
ists. A thorough analysis awaits the future’s critical examina-
tion, when a greater amount of folk music material has had 
time to be collected from different areas of our country.

For all the information which has been given me about 
the nyckelharpa’s age, presence, growth and older forms, I 
am under the greatest obligation, as I shall also thankfully 
receive any criticism which might forward this study, any 
errors in which I would be the first to admit.  n

—Karl Petter Leffler
Uppsala 1896

Note from the translator:
 
This concludes my translation of Om nyckelharpospelet 
på Skansen. As mentioned previously, I have in large part 
retained Leffler’s idiosyncratic (and excessive!) puncuation 
and much of his phrasing. 

The remainder of the book consists of transcriptions of 
the tunes played by Jonas and Johann. There are occasional 
snippets of text included, usually describing the provenance 
of the tune. If you have the book and really wish these to be 
translated, please contact me directly.

—Sheila P. Morris
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We have arrived at the end 
of the road as far as the tenure 
of this editor of Nyckel Notes is 
concerned. It has been my great 
pleasure to serve the ANA in all 
the different hats I’ve worn over 
the last decade. Honest! Not 
only are Chris and I facing the 
thrilling challenge of building a 
log and timber home at 8500 
feet in the Rockies; we are also 

inventing our version of “retired” as we go, day by day. 
Looking forward to much more immersion time com-
muning with our beloved nyckelharpas. It is my intention 
to devote most of my creative energy to the ongoing 
project I began about six years ago—Treasures of Swedish 
Folk Music. I am clearing away distractions one by one so 
I can stay the course from now on. If you are not familiar 
with my work, please Google “rita leydon” and investi-
gate. I have been working in obscurity all these years, but 
recently I got a bit of welcome recognition. Sweden’s 
national publication for music teachers, Fotnoten, pub-
lished a very nice article about this project of mine. A 
miniature illegible visual representation of the pages grace 
the column to the right. The article can be read online at 
www.fotnoten.net, and clicking on issue “5/2008.” (It’s 
in Swedish.)

—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 coun-
try featuring the traditions of the nyckelharpa.
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digital subscription to this newsletter. Send to the address 
below, and please indicate if you play the nyckelharpa and if 
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