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Risky Business in Boulder
by Chris Leydon

The ancient Greeks believed the two prime
motivators in life were passion and fear. They felt all
human achievement, as well as the paralysis that
envelops mankind, to be derivatives of these two
attributes. Like the Greeks, nearly all who attended
the Colorado Stämma this past March, participated
because of being driven by a passion, and in some, a
determination to subdue fear. To make the effort “to
be there,” some of us stripped right down to our
socks to satisfy security checks before boarding
aircraft. Others traveled days by train or by car,
lugging instruments which are
about as ergonomic to handle in
their cases as they are hanging
around our necks. All of us
arrived passionate yet willing to
expose our less than tutored
talents and stand musically
fearless in front of each other and
in front of two wonderful teachers
from Sweden.

Sheila Morris had
arranged for Anna-Kristina
Widell and Ellge Jakobsson to share tunes and
conduct workshops from southern Sweden and the
Ceylon Wallin traditions. The first night, we
experienced these two in concert along with their
companion fiddler, Robert Persson, who was to play

for dance workshops the following weekend. The
contrasts in playing styles and composition
heightened an attentiveness in all of us to the musical
exploration that would consume the next two days.
Anna-Kristina, a recent graduate of the Music
Academy in Stockholm, began as a Suzuki fiddle
player and unexpectedly became enthused with the
nyckelharpa when asked by an elementary teacher to
share with her class a nyckelharpa which was
hanging in her parent's home. Standing only slightly
taller than her instrument's length when she played,

the instrument became her
voice, magnetic, simple yet
complex, beckoning, soulful
and clear. Ellge, older and more
substantial in physique, came to
the nyckelharpa through a love
of woodworking. Having
completed construction of his
first instrument, he attended
workshops held at Österbybruk
where he began playing with
Ceylon Wallin. In his early
years, Ellge was attracted as
much to Ceylon, the man, as to

his tunes and when Ellge picked up his bow that
night, the spirit of Ceylon Wallin transcended his
play. The concert was a real treat.
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Embedded in the tradition of learning the
nyckelharpa is mentorship. The qualities of a mentor
who enhances the progress of a student vary for all of
us, however, humility, patience, a sensitivity toward
the struggle to “get a tune,” and a detached love to
share the passion of a musical idiom with another, are
all prerequisites. Anna-Kristina and Ellge exhibited
all these and more. During the workshops, AK’s
refusal to march forward until assured that all were
with her, commanded our respect for her patience.
Ellge’s empathy with those of us learning the
instrument later in life allowed him to set aside
assumptions of our talents (or lack thereof) and guide
us with humor.

Included in the Stämma was an invitation to dance
with the Nordic folk dancer group of Boulder.
Because many of us had been drawn to the
nyckelharpa through dance, this was a delight. A
contingent of nyckelharpa players from California
had arranged a set of tunes that kept bondpolskas on
the venue. A pick-up group that had also been asked
to play, and had already selected many of the same
tunes, had to quickly regroup with new tunes and re-
title their group “Nothing in Common.”

Both the Swedes and the fiddle players from Boulder
combined to make the music nonstop. Only fears of
altitude exhaustion and calf muscle retribution
slowed the turns.

The challenge of the final day was to prevent the
tunes being reviewed from becoming scrambled with
the new tunes being taught that day. Like the efforts
to pack for a journey home, order is often
compromised and there exists the insecurity that your
bag might not hold all the contents or your zipper
won't contain all that's within: notes tend leak on the
floor, “A's"”and “B's” commingle and form new
compositions, minors become majors, waltzes mutate
into polskas. Risky business these workshops.
However, as the time came to say farewell, we all felt
motivated by a common passion and stood more
fearless than before on our road to master an
uncommon instrument.

Many thanks to Sheila for making it happen. We’re
glad we came.

Front row (l to r): Fred Bialy, Elin Palmer, Toby Blomé.
Back row (l to r): Joanne Sturgeon, Jill Meyers, Chris Leydon, Rita Leydon, Ellge

Jakobsson, Anna-Kristina Widell, Sheila Morris.
Photo credit: Fred Bialy
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Spela Bättre!
The Only Way to Improve Your
Playing

by Matt Fichtenbaum

Eric Sahlström’s Trollrikepolskan

A tune comes along that you absolutely know you
must play, but you also know that it will stretch your
abilities because it requires technique you don’t yet
have. Such an occasion is cause for great rejoicing,
because it motivates you to take your playing a big
step forward.

Trollrikepolskan was one such tune for me. This
lovely, lyrical work is descriptive of one of the places
Eric Sahlström lived: it speaks of springtime, flowing
water, and harmony with nature. I knew I wanted to
play it, and I knew that endeavor would take some
work. I learned to play it, in one sense, and I’m still
learning to play it, in another. Along the way, I’ve
learned something about right-hand bowing, left-
hand “chords,” expression and interpretation. And
I’m looking forward to offering this tune with you,
the reader, in hopes that you’ll share my joy in it.

Eric Sahlström (1912-1986) left behind a great
number of worthy tunes. Sonia Sahlström-Larsson,
Eric’s daughter, has graciously allowed the ANA to
print this one: “I think it’s just delightful that you [the
ANA] want to play Trollrikepolskan, so I have
nothing against your writing about it.” We may all
feel honored by her kind invitation.

Listen to the tune
Before you start playing, you should have an idea of
how the tune goes, so find yourself someone who
already knows it, or a recording. The most readily
available recordings of it that I know are Olov
Johansson’s solo rendition on Till Eric, and his
recording with Väsen on their first CD, Väsen. My
transcription is largely from Eric Sahlström’s playing
on the LP Sahlströms-stämman i Vendel (The
Sahlström family’s spelmansstämma in Vendel,
Uppland) from 1975. Olov’s version differs from
Eric’s in a few details.

Getting ready
Trollrikepolskan is in the key of F. Play through your
F scale, from A on the G string up to F on the A

string, and play the arpeggios, too – they’ll be
needed. Warm up your sixteenth-note polska bowing
– four sixeenths, with the first two slurred and the
next two separate. And listen to the tune once or
twice while counting “one, two, three...,” just to
awaken the polska feel.

The first part
Play the first four measures as a phrase. Try to accent
each beat, subtly but distinctly, and so that the first
beat is just a little more prominent than the others.
The feeling should be light, dancing. Hold the bow
gently and don’t make any part of your body too
rigid. If you hold the bow with a stiff arm, you’ll find
it much harder to play the light, quick movements the
tune needs.

Continue on. Measure 7 is all 16th-notes. Play it so
that the three beats are clear, and continue the flow
into measure 8 with its 16th-notes.

This first part is a lesson in itself. Practice it until it
flows well, until you can think about it as an
integrated piece of music rather than notes that must
be worried about individually. And take some time to
enjoy it before proceeding further.

The second part
Now is a fine time to listen to the Trollrikepolskan
recording again, to remind yourself what a fine tune
it is and how strong your desire is to play it. This part
is going to stretch your playing, and you might as
well go into it with some momentum.

The second part makes heavy use of sixteenth-note
arpeggios over all three strings. The left hand has a
lot of work to do, and it needs to do that work
quickly. Several fingers need to land on their proper
keys in very little time. Like the guitarist or pianist,
you have to play chords. It doesn’t matter that the
notes don’t all sound at the same time, the fingers
need to be in place and ready. For me, learning these
left-hand ”chords” was the key to learning
Trollrikepolskan. I set out explicitly to learn how to
do this, and it worked.

Teach your fingers well
Look at Equivalent eighth notes and fingering. The
top line has the same notes as the sixteenth-note
arpeggios, but they’re written as eighth-note double
stops. That’s not how the tune goes, and you won’t
really be playing it that way, but it’s not a bad model
for what you’ll be doing as you start out to play it.
The fingering shown applies to both lines.



Spring 2004                                                                                                 www.nyckelharpa.org

_____________________________________4___________________________________

A little inspection of the fingering shows that each
finger has its specific task, and they mostly stay out
of each other’s way. The first finger works the G
string, the third finger works the C string, and the
second and fourth fingers work the A string. The
fingers’ positions don’t change during the measure,

except for the fourth finger whose task is no more
extensive than pressing and releasing a single key. So
while there are four hand positions – “chords” – to
learn, these chords change only at the start of the
measures.
.

A picture is worth lots of words, but I have precious little skill as an artist. For those of you who have access to Jan
Ling’s book Nyckelharpan, there are photographs at the end of Chapter 7 showing Eric Sahlström’s left hand as he
plays a number of chords, including these. The rest of you have to make do with this table

Measure Chord First Second Third Fourth
9 F A on G C on A F on C F on A
10 Bb Bb on G D on A F on C
11 G B on G D on A G on C G on A
12 C C on G E on A G on C

Note that, for every measure-to-measure chord change, there’s one finger that remains in place. This is a valuable
anchor as you move your hand from one chord to the next.

Practice these chords. Play Trollrikepolskan’s second part very slowly, either with the full arpeggios or with the
eighth-note double-stops. The goal is for the left hand to land in the right place, and the finger position changes
between measures to happen correctly and easily. This most likely won’t come quickly, but it’s worth it.

Bowing these figures
You might imagine that the tune, as written, is bowed
as twelve individual sixteenth-notes per measure. But
it is not. Nor do you bow the six eighth-notes per
measure that the “equivalent” phrase suggests.
Instead, it’s something in between: smooth, flowing
transitions between adjacent notes; sixteenth-notes
that flow gently from one to the next.

Look at Measure 9, the second part’s first measure.
Consider the first four notes. Arrange your left hand
as the table shows. Now, play the A string (F) and
rock your bow to the C string (F one octave lower).
Reverse the bow, play the A string (C), and rock the
bow again to the C string (F). Repeat these four
notes, slowly, until you feel it working smoothly, and
try to play the first and third notes of each beat
strongly, the second and fourth less so, “in passing.”
You can imagine you’re playing the individual notes,
or the double-stops, rocking between strings; what
you’re aiming for is those smooth slurred transitions,
two notes to a bow.

When you have these four notes working, you can
add the rest of the measure, bowing across all three
strings. Add Measure 10, which is simpler in its
sequencing of the strings you play. Then Measures 11
and 12 – these use the same bowing as Measures 9
and 10, only with different notes. Between fingering

the right keys, bowing the right strings, coordinating
both hands, and playing smoothly and rhythmically,
you have a lot to practice. Take your time with it and
you will begin to make progress.

The remaining two measures of the second part are
straightforward. The first three notes of Measure 13
are written as Eric Sahlström played them, C-C-E; in
Olov Johansson’s version these notes are slightly
different.

The third part
I begin this part with the three grace notes shown,
which form an arpeggio on a D chord. I play the first
D on the G string, bowing across three strings with
the D and F# fingers in place. You can instead play
the D on the C string, or omit the grace notes entirely,
or start with a double-stop of the D melody note and
the D an octave below.

In Measures 17 and 18 you have a choice of playing
the C# on the G string or the C string. I tend to play
the first one on the G string, the second on the C.
Experiment to find the way you like best.

The sixteenth-notes of Measures 19 and 20 are
slurred two and two, but with more equal accenting
than in Measures 9 through 12.
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Finally, note that Measure 21 starts C-D-E, as Eric
Sahlström played it, and differently from Measure 13.

Closing words, and acknowledgment
Trollrikepolskan is a great tune, one that will hold
your interest as you develop your playing. It is a
modern tune, but one rooted in nyckelharpa tradition
and able to make the instrument sing. Learn it, enjoy
it, regard it as an ongoing project, and consider it an

accomplishment when you play it in a manner that
pleases you.

I would also like to thank Esbjörn Hogmark, for his
thoughtful observations about Trollrikepolskan and
how it should be played, and for his respect for Eric
Sahlström’s music and his ability to inspire this
respect in his students.
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Featured CDs and
books
FATANG
RPMCD-003, RPM Music

The Swedish trio FATANG plays traditional folk
music from the province of Uppland as well as their
own new compositions. Their mix of key fiddle
(nyckelharpa), modern electric bass / guitar, and an
exotic variety of percussion makes for an exciting
sound with limitless possibilities. Their intense and
imaginative music is full of magical resonance and
inviting dance rhythms.

Peter Rousu—electric bass, guitar, oud
Olle Bohm—percussion
Henrik Eriksson—nyckelharpa

Audio samples are available online, at
http://www.fatang.se
under ‘Lyssna’

Leufsta Samlingarna
The Leufsta Collection
Eric Sahlströms Minnesfond, 1991–93
$130 same price for everyone

Facsimile reproduction of three volumes in the
Leufsta Library.

During 1915–17 Louis DeGeer of Leufstabruk in
Uppland commissioned Gunnar Norlén to write down
tunes played by local nyckelharpa players. One
musician at a time was wined and dined in the manor
house in preparation for several days of playing tunes
(over and over) while Gunnar Norlén transcribed all
of the notes. This resulted in three volumes bound in
leather and placed safely in the library of the manor
house – never to see the light of day again.

With the upsurge of interest in the nyckelharpa and
its music, the Eric Sahlström Minnesfond was able to
arrange for the reprinting of this collection in a
limited quantity. A real treasure. Includes photos of
all the musicians. Book one contains 125 tunes; book
two, 125 tunes; book three, 180 tunes.



Spring 2004                                                                                                 www.nyckelharpa.org

_____________________________________7___________________________________

Annual Report 2003
American Nyckelharpa Association

US accounts Post Giro

Balance
12/31/02

$6982.19 SEK 1105.09

Inflow dues 1,436.89
sales-books 662.44
sales-cds 3,090.61
sales-misc. 435.11
sales-strings 988.93
gifts 0
NN backissues 16.00

--------------- ---------------
Total 6,629.98 6,629.98 SEK 0

--------------- ---------------
13,612.17 SEK 1,105.09

Transfers to Sweden 2,000.00 SEK 15,649.45
--------------- ---------------
11,612.17 SEK 16,754.54

-------------------- -------------------- -------------------- -------------------- --------------------
Outflow NyckelNotes 1,937.72

Website 226.80
Bank fees 32.00 670.00
Postage 365.69
Cds & books 497.30 6,370.00
Strings 1,156.09
Events 0
Refunds 33.35
advertising 0
administrative 98.46
Misc. sale items 250.00 840.00

--------------- ---------------
Total 4,597.41 4,597.41 SEK 7,880.00

--------------- ---------------

Balance
12/31/03

$7,014.76 SEK 8,874.54
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Holding My Own
by Rita Leydon

I’ve always known—been certain in fact—that
musically speaking I’m of the genus “outsider.”
Homo sapiens musicalis excludus. That’s me. Part of
my self-identity is the knowledge that I’m not
supposed to be a musician. Music and the making of
it is something that others are capable of, others who
possess secret combinations entitling entry to the
Realm of Melodies. Not me, I haven’t got any
combinations, secret or otherwise. I’ve watched folks
who can really play their instruments. They close
their eyes. Space out. Hover between here and now
and the wild blue yonder. Out of reach. Transformed
for the moment into channels through which
melodies stream, direct depositors into the heart and
soul of those with ears tuned to a similar frequency.
I’ve envied those who can do this. Be channels. Make
music. Speak to the soul. Bypass reason and logic.
Cut right to the quick. I’m a card carrying musical
wanna-be. So I practice a lot, rejoice when it goes
well and bite my lip and try harder when it doesn’t.

I happened to be in Sweden when my cousin
Margareta turned the big five-o. My farm cousin—as
in chickens, horses, cows, dogs, acres and acres of
pastures and crops and kittens in the hay loft. She
grew up and became a district veterinarian. I grew up
and became an American who visits sometimes. We
got the big old tractor going and huffed and puffed
our way to the village church, rickety flatbed wagon
precariously in tow. Tables and chairs for 85 fit
handily on the wagon and back we went. We swept
out and decorated one of the barns with birch
saplings. Fine china, silver and stemware. A whole
marinated deer spent the day rotating to perfection
over glowing charcoal embers, basted to tender
perfection by two elderly brothers who stumbled
upon their true calling late in life.

I had been asked to play my nyckelharpa for the
party. I said yes because sooner or later you have to
put up or shut up. I figured it was like
childbirth—you can’t avoid it if you’re pregnant and
it will soon be over. During the afternoon I kept the
deer company, nonchalantly playing for my own
amusement while my uncle and the brothers shot the
breeze across the carcass. I needed to warm up and
scare away my anxieties. Being unafraid is an art in
itself. Gaining self-confidence in a large enough
measure to get from first to last note of a tune takes
focus and concentration. I’m not very good at this yet

and wanted to do well, wanted to make a positive
contribution to the festivities rather than be an
embarrassment. This was a tall order. But Rita,
thought I, you play all the time at home, and mostly it
goes just fine. Pretend you’re at home. If it feels like
you’re about to lose it, close your eyes and center
your focus again. Simple.

I ambled in the general direction of the parking field
as the first guests arrived thinking the weary travelers
might like to hear sweet nyckelharpa strains as they
opened their car doors and climbed out. The effect
was pronounced. Smiles. Ahhs. Ohhs. Nods of
acknowledgement. This fueled my confidence. I
smiled back and became fearless. No anxieties. No
worries. Played for fun. Played what I knew. I even
chanced tunes I usually don’t get through. All the
time wandering amongst the guests. A couple of
hours went by like that. Every few tunes, someone
approached wanting to commune with the musician.
Comments about how beautiful the music was, how
well (!!) I played, how hard it must be to play such a
complicated looking instrument. Questions. How can
I possibly remember all those tunes without any
notes? How can I play with my eyes closed and
without looking at the keys? Speculation and
fascination about who I might be and my role at the
party. Oh, so you’re Maggan’s American cousin.
How odd. How beautiful. It adds so much to the
atmosphere of the party. Thank you. Thank you.

Dinner was eventually served with attendant toasts
and libations. The meat was delectable. I had played
for my supper and enjoyed every morsel. During the
course of the meal, one shy guest after another came
to me and expressed words of appreciation for the
music. Slowly it dawned to me that I had migrated
from one side to the other of that invisible membrane
that separates musicians from non-musicians. I was
on the other side. I was the musician—a bona fide
speleman. The assembled guests would all solemnly
hold up their hand (if asked) and attest to this fact.
My cousin and the family expressed astonished
admiration and thanks for my contribution. I was
astonished myself. Astonished that I could play my
nyckelharpa—maybe not brilliantly, but with
certitude and joy—out in public without
mortification. I had held my own. Hadn’t
embarrassed myself or anyone else. Had fun and can
imagine doing it again. I’m making progress.
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Strap Me In
Back pain from playing nyckelharpa? Sore neck?
Stiff shoulders?

Consider making yourself a version of “The Strap”,
modeled here by one of our ANA members. (If you
have a wooly car washing pad, a drill, some plastic
clips, a sheep-shearing harness, and a friend named
Ole, you’re all set.)

One

This is the final assembled arrangement. Strap by
“Slider,” nyckelharpa by Sören Åhker, ribcage “pad”
by Pep Boys (wooly car washing mitt), sheep
shearing clipper neck strap from Borås (hometown of
Anna-Kristina Widell, current world champ), original
idea for double clips from “Ole” whom I met at
Ekebyholm.

Two

Rear view of “Slider.” It takes all the weight off of
your neck and places it on your shoulders where it is
much more bearable.

Three

Here you can clearly see the clips I've attached for
ease of “putting on” my harpa. The slider doesn't
come with these clips (at least mine didn't). I used the
leather ends and attached my own clips from the REI
store (camping supplies). The car washing mitt is
great because it is really a large pocket, in which I
keep a folded pot holder that forms a little shelf, or
bulge, that my harpa, in effect, sits on. (Ah, comfort!)
I never learned to balance the nyckelharpa against my
bare ribcage without it being unstable and hurting
like the dickens ... so the wooly pad works like a
charm for me.

Four

Here you can see the left side clip. Because the clips
make it so simple to put the harpa on and take it off
again, I sometimes keep the “ vest” on all day and
just pop the harpa on and off when I feel like playing
a few tunes. I've heard comments from others that the
“slider” is a pain because it is such a struggle to put it
on and take it off when the harpa is attached
“permanently.” Sure, I agree – but this way it is quite
simple.
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Five

A simple key ring is permanently attached to the
nyckelharpa neck. The clip is attached to the key
ring.

Six

Attaching the other hook. Actually, I always attach
the right side first, then the left. Once both are
hooked on, I bring the strap up over the tailpiece and
wiggle myself and the whole contraption a bit to get
everything situated as I like.

Seven

Final flip over the tailpiece.

Hopefully this can help others solve the “pain in the
neck” problems that many harpa players experience!
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STRINGS!
Tim reports that the ANA has just received a shipment of rare “Blue” Prim nyckelharpa strings from Sweden.
The Blue strings have a special “soft tone”. The ANA also has the traditional Green strings from Prim (medium
tone). Send in your order today!

(Xerox this page and mail it to the ANA – we will fill your order promptly!)
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The American Nyckelharpa Association
The ANA is a non-profit organization dedicated to
fostering the nyckelharpa, its music and its dance in
North America. We sponsor and produce music and
dance workshops across the country featuring the
traditions of the nyckelharpa.

Membership dues in the ANA are $10/year for
members in the USA, $15 for all members in foreign
countries including Canada. Membership includes a
subscription to this newsletter. Send to the address
below, and please indicate if you play the
nyckelharpa and if we may publish your name in our
roster.

Write to:
ANA, PO Box 661, Lahaska, PA 18931

ANA Web Page
Source of information about the nyckelharpa,
nyckelharpa players, a history of the instrument,
nyckelharpa events and more! The URL is:
http://www.nyckelharpa.org

Nyckel Notes
Published quarterly, edited by Bill Layher. Send
submissions to Nyckel Notes at the address below, or
to: nyckelnotes@nyckelharpa.org
Bill Layher
4255 Flad Ave., St. Louis MO 63110

Be an editor for the ANA!
The ANA is in need of a new layout editor for
Nyckel Notes.
Nyckel Notes is produced four times a year with help
from members who contribute stories and photos, and
help to proofread the text. Nyckel Notes is put
together in MS Word, and requires no special skills.

Please contact the editor if you are interested in
becoming the editor of this newsletter.

American Nyckelharpa Association
P.O. Box 661
Lahaska, PA
18931


