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You are now entering our world of epic folk music from around the Baltic Sea, played 
on a large church organ and the nyckelharpa, the keyed Swedish fiddle, in a recording 
made in tribute to the new organ in the Domkirke (Cathedral) in Kristiansand in 
Norway. The organ was constructed in 2013 by the German company Klais, which has 
created an impressive and colourful instrument with a large palette of different sounds, 
from the most delicate and poetic to the most majestic and festive – a palette that adds 
space, character, volume and atmosphere to the original folk tunes. The nyckelharpa, 
a traditional folk instrument, has its origins in the sixteenth century, and its fragile, 
Baroque-like sound is happily embraced by the delicate solo stops – for example, the 
‘woodwind’, or the bells, of the organ – or it can be carried, like an eagle flying over a 
majestic landscape, with deep forests and high mountains, by a powerful northern wind.

The realm of folk dance is a fascinating soundscape of irregular pulse, ostinato-
like melodic figures and improvised sections. The melodic and rhythmic variations 
they show are equally rich, both in the musical tradition itself and in the traditions of 
the hundreds of different types of dances that make it up. We have chosen folk tunes 
that are, in a more profound sense, majestic, epic, sacred, elegant, wild, delightful or 
meditative. The arrangements are not written down, but are more or less improvised, 
according to these characters.

Gunnar Idenstam/Erik Rydvall
1  Northern Dances

This is music created in the moment, introducing the mighty bells of the organ. We 
were inspired by the organ, the beautiful wooden cathedral and the ambience of 
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the northern winter night, as well as of the Norwegian dance known as the gangar –  
a ‘walking dance’ in 34 or 28.

Trad.
2  Springar after Sølve-Knut

This springar – a running dance in 3
4 or in an even rhythm – is one of the mainstays 

of the repertoire of the hardingfele, the Norwegian Hardanger fiddle, which, like 
the nyckelharpa, has resonating ‘sympathetic strings’. The origins of the tune are in 
Hallingdal, in eastern Norway, to the north-west of Oslo. The story goes that Ola 
Dekko (1858–1950), one of the major Hardanger fiddlers in that area, was on his 
way from Satakroken, a village between Ål and Torpo, to play at a dance in Sundre. 
At the Hallingdal river, near Gullhagen, he came across an old man, bent with age, 
mending his fishing net. When the old man, whose name was Sølve-Knut, caught 
sight of Dekko’s fiddle case, he asked him if he was a fiddler, and Dekko answered that 
he was. ‘Then I’ll sing you a tune’, said the old chap, and sang this springar. Sølve-Knut 
was said to have been an agile, fit dancer in his younger years, and his memory lives 
on in this tune.

Arne Modén
3  Church March

A march by the accordionist Arne Modén (1936–2015), who came from Rätan, in 
Southern Jämtland, in central Sweden, where he first learned folk music as part of 
a family tradition. Arne was one of the most genuine and heart-warming artists 
active in the tradition of the exotic durspel, a small, folk version of the ‘big brother’ 
accordion.

Estonian Chorale
4  Ma kiitlen ykspäinis (‘I praise one man’)

During the sixteenth century there was an intense exchange of folk and church music 
between Sweden and the area that today is Estonia. This is one of several ancient chorales 
that were played by folk musicians.
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Gunnar Idenstam
5  Maria’s Wedding Waltz

A waltz to the bride made for the wedding of my friend, the Swedish classical-violin 
virtuoso Dan Almgren, one of the founders of the Stockholm Arts Trio and the leader of 
the Helsingborg Symphony Orchestra.

Estonian Chorale
6  Oh Kristus valgus oled saa (‘Oh Christ, Thou art the Light’)

An Estonian translation of a Swedish chorale from the sixteenth century, ‘O Kriste du 
som ljuset är’. The chorale probably has its origins in the Latin hymn Christe, qui lux es 
et dies by St Ambrose (Ambrosius) of Milan (c. 340–97) – who was also, by the way, the 
source of the maxim ‘When in Rome, do as the Romans’.

Trad.
7  Polska in D after Sven Donat

Sven Donat (1755–1815) was a fiddler and a military man from south-west Småland in 
southern Sweden. He wrote down a large number of Swedish folk tunes in a collection 
preserved as ‘Donats notbok’ (‘Donat’s music book’). Several of the tunes are also 
composed by him, although exactly which ones isn’t known.

Gunnar Idenstam/Erik Rydvall
8  Northern Stories

Another piece of music we created ‘à la minute’.
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Trad.
9  Ockelbogubbarnas favorit Polska from Gästrikland

This Baroque-like polska is from the county of Gästrikland on the coast of central 
Sweden. Ockelbo is a municipality there, just north of Gävle, but posterity seems not to 
have recorded who the ‘gubbarna’ (old codgers) were.

10  Polska in A minor from the Sexdrega Collection
The Sexdrega Collection is an archive of manuscript spelmanböcker – collections of tunes 
by spelmän or folk musicians – from the late eighteenth century that came to light in the 
1920s on a farm in Sexdrega parish in Västergötland, the province around Gothenburg 
in south-west Sweden. This dance is a typical Swedish slängpolska, or ‘slinging polska’ 
(so called because the dancing couple spins around), although the polska itself has its 
origins in the eighteenth-century polonaise, a dance widespread on continental Europe.

11  Polska in A minor
As with ‘Ockelbogubbarnas favorit Polska’, this polska after Karl Lindblad, a famous 
fiddler from Hamrånge (1853–1911), has its origins in the county of Gästrikland in 
Sweden.

12  Storhurven
This version of ‘Storhurven’ (‘The big bunch’), a lively polska from the province of 
Dalarna (Sweden’s ‘wild west’, the area near the Norwegian border to the east of Oslo), 
dates from the end of the eighteenth century. The identity of the composer is unknown.

13  Polska from Östra Ryd after Anders Larsson
This tune is from a collection made in 1810 by the fiddler Anders Larsson (1767–1822). 
Östra Ryd is a small community in south-east Sweden.

Ale Möller
14  Svanen (‘The Swan’)
A halling by the Swedish multi-instrumentalist and folk musician Ale Möller (b. 1955).
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Trad.
15  Polska from Åre after Lapp-Nils 
Lapp-Nils (1804–70) was a famous Swedish fiddler from Jämtland, who also embraced 
the handicrafts of the Sami people (the Lapps) and sold such products as a peddler.

16  Storebråten
‘Storebråten’ (‘The vast field’) is a laus taken from a recording of the fiddler Olav 
Vestenfor (1906–77) from Ål, in Hallingdal. The word laus means ‘alone’, and refers to 
the fact that, unlike most of the folk dances from the North, it is a dance for one man 
instead of a couple; this acrobatic solo dance is also called a halling. Vestenfor often 
played this tune for Knut Buseth (1912–91), an elegant and powerful dancer from Ål 
who won the Norwegian folk-dance competition Landskappleiken no fewer than eight 
times.

17  Polones in G major from Andreas Höök’s collection
A polonaise from the seventeenth century. Andreas Höök (1679–1766) was a student 
at Växjö University in southern Sweden, and his collection includes this lovely tune in 
2
4 time. These old polska tunes were often in two parts, and this piece is probably the 
first part of the tune, which would have been followed by a version of the same melodic 
material in 34 time, the normal polska beat.

18  March after Hans Brimi
Hans Brimi (1917–98), from Oppland, in central Norway, was one of the most 
distinguished Norwegian folk musicians, and an important bearer of tradition, although 
he composed a good deal himself. He began life as a farmer, but started to make radio 
recordings as early as 1933, and became a frequent broadcaster; he was also a guest 
lecturer at the Ole Bull Academy in Voss. He was nominated for the Spellmanpris 
(the ‘Norwegian Grammy’) five times, won the Landkappleik (an annual festival of 
traditional music and dance) no fewer than thirteen times, and was awarded the King’s 
Medal of Merit, in gold – a rare honour, bestowed ‘for service in the fields of art, science 
and industry’.
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Gunnar Idenstam/Erik Rydvall
19  Northern Bells
Our concluding tune, improvised in the January night, features the unusual bells of the 
organ: wind, pipes, bells, bow and strings all sounding in the northern darkness....

Gunnar Idenstam is a concert organist, 
composer and folk musician. He comes from 
a background of classical music, but has 
always had a ‘distant love relationship’ with 
the folk and symphonic rock of the 1970s. 
Today he has brought these influences into the 
context of organ music when he builds bridges 
between the French cathedral tradition, 
symphonic rock and Swedish folk music. To 
develop the wide-ranging music he creates 
and performs today, he studied at the Kungliga 
Musikhögskolan (Royal College of Music) 
in Stockholm and then studied the virtuoso 
French tradition in Paris, under Marie-Claire 
Alain and Jacques Taddei, achieving the 
highest honours in both countries. In 1984 he 
was the first – and to date, the only – musician 
from northern Europe to win the prestigious 
international competition in improvisation, 
the ‘Grand Prix de Chartres’. Since 1986 he has 
pursued an international career as a concert 
organist, with recitals in (for example) the 
Berlin Philharmonie, the Mariinsky Concert 
Hall in St Petersburg, Svetlanov Hall in Moscow, Luxembourg Philharmonie, Suntory Hall in 
Tokyo, Spivey Hall in Atlanta, and in European cathedrals like Angers, Bordeaux, Monaco, Paris 
and Passau. His arrangements of orchestral works by Ravel (Boléro, La valse) and Debussy (La 
mer) are much admired at his recitals. Those works are included in his latest solo recording on 
BIS Records. In 2012 he was awarded the ‘Interpreter of the Year’ prize by the Royal Academy 
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of Music in Stockholm, presented to him by His Majesty King Carl XVI Gustaf. In June 2013 
he received the Litteris et Artibus – a royal medal in recognition of eminent skills in the arts. 
Gunnar Idenstam has been a member of the Royal Swedish Academy of Music since May 2013. 

The nyckelharpa player Erik 
Rydvall has steadily risen to 
stardom on the Swedish folk-
music scene. His personal 
expression, virtuosity and drive 
to seek out new challenges have 
made him a highly sought-
after musician, often for cross-
genre collaboration.  While at 
the Royal College of Music in 
Stockholm, Erik Rydvall was 
one of the founders of the folk-
music trio Nordic, winner of 
multiple prizes. Later he formed 
the Rydvall/Mjelva Duo with the 
Norwegian Hardanger fiddler 
Olav Luksengård Mjelva. Most recently, Erik Rydvall, Olav L. Mjelva and the British violinist 
Max Baillie have banded together to forge new ties between Scandinavian folk and Baroque 
music in the Lodestar Trio. 

Erik Rydvall is ever venturing into new territories. He toured with the dance company 
Flamencos en route, performed with the Danish National Girls’ Choir, the Norrlands Operan 
Symphony Orchestra, the Dala Sinfonietta and the primary promoter of world music in 
Sweden, Ale Möller. Erik Rydvall’s most recent project, playing Bach’s partitas for violin and 
suites for cello on nyckelharpa, has attracted an audience beyond folk music and generated 
interest the world over.
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Kristiansand has had a cathedral since 1693, although a small earlier church had 
stood on the site from 1645. In 1696 the first cathedral was equipped with an organ 
with three bellows, probably from the previous church, but this cathedral burnt 
down in 1734. The Baroque (second) cathedral of Our Saviour, consecrated in 1738, 
had a fine two-manual organ with 22 manual stops and pedal from 1747 built by the 
German-born organist and organ-builder Gottfried Heinrich Gloger (1710–79). No 
pictures survive, but several reports state that it was particularly beautiful; naturally, 
it was lost when this cathedral burnt down in 1880. One sadness in its lifetime was 
the imprisonment of Gloger, after it was discovered that he had taken 500 pipes from 
this organ to complete the delayed finishing of organs in other parts of Norway. 
Today there is a prime example of an excellent restored Gloger organ in Kongsberg 
Church, to the south-west of Oslo.

In 1885, when the present cathedral was built, a fine instrument was 
commissioned from August Nielsen (1842–85), whose company, August Nilsen, 
was the most important organ-builder in nineteenth-century Norway. This organ 
of 34 stops received additions (three more stops and electric bellows) in 1927, and it 
survived until the interior of the Cathedral was sandblasted in 1963. By this time it 
was in such poor condition that it was deemed unsuitable for rebuilding. However, 
the quality of this organ was sufficiently high to warrant its storage on site, and 75 per 
cent of the pipework, with all the mechanical parts, including the console, remain 
stored in the Cathedral tower. Unfortunately, the case, designed by the Cathedral 
architect, Henrik Thrap-Meyer (1833–1910), was lost.

 This organ was replaced in 1966 by a four-manual instrument from Paul Ott 
(1903–91) of Göttingen, Germany, with 54 stops. This organ did service until 2008, 
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when it began to fail, and it was removed and sold in 2010. Restoration and modification 
were considered,  but this instrument proved to be so lacking in the correct scaling, 
design, voicing,1 mechanical stability and suitability to the acoustics of the Cathedral 
with its musical life, that it was replaced by what is now expected to be the organ for the 
future musical life of the Cathedral. 

The Klais Organ of 2013
By this time the Cathedral parish, with help from advisers, had become far more 
aware of the kind of organ that was required, and to secure the correct way forward, 
the renowned organ expert Svend Prip, from Haderslev in Denmark, was engaged as 
consultant. This happy choice assisted in a competition to find the right builder with the 
qualities the Cathedral authorities were looking for, the winning firm being Johannes 
Klais Orgelbau of Bonn, Germany. This particular firm of builders is known for the 
wonderful instruments in St Hallgrim’s Church, Reykjavík, Bath Abbey and Symphony 
Hall, Birmingham, among many others.

The special requirements of the Cathedral were:
1) to restore the lost case from 1885, which could be reconstructed from original 
drawings found in the city council archives;
2) to divide the organ so that part of it could form a choir organ in a side gallery to suit 
the new liturgical placing of the choir;
3) to equip the organ with two consoles, one stationary on the gallery and one movable 
in the nave; and
4) to design a specification on scalings and wind pressures which would overcome the 
acoustical difficulties of the room.

1 The term ‘voicing’ refers to the part of the organ-builder’s work that consists of manipulating the pipe in order to achieve its desired 
sound quality; ‘scaling’ refers to the measurements of organ pipes and organ stops, in particular the relationship between the length 
and the width of the pipes.
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The Specification
Choir organ manual IV, enclosed (North 
Gallery):
Two windchests (80 mm wind pressure)
Section A:
Prestant 8'
Dulciana 8'
Dulciana Celeste 8'
Octave 4'
Section B:
Gedackt 8'
Flute 4'
Quartane II C–b: 2' + 1 1/3', from c': 2 2/3' + 2'
Echo Trumpet 8' Coupler A + B
Pedal: Subbass 16'
Section A to Pedal
Section B to Pedal
Superoctave B*
Suboctave B*
Transfer A & B to Manuals II & III.  
  (*coupling through)
Bombarde organ, unenclosed, manual IV 
(105 mm wind pressure)
Principal 16' (façade)
Octave 8'
Flûte Harmonique 8'
Flûte Traversière 4'
Tièrce  3 1/5'
Cornet III–V
Bombarde 16'
Trompette Harmonique 8'
Clairon 4'
Tuba 8' (floating, 120 mm wind pressure)

Swell organ, enclosed, manual III  
  (100 mm wind pressure)
Diapason 8'
Cor de nuit 8' (extended to 16’ for Suboctave 
   and available on Pedal)
Salicional 8' (extended to 16' for Suboctave 
   and available on Pedal)
Vox Angelica 8'
Gemshorn 4' (extended to 8’ for Suboctave  
   and available on Pedal)
Flauto Dolce 4'
Octavin 2'
Sesquialtera IV
Corno 8' (extended to 16' for Suboctave and 
   available on Pedal)
Oboe 8'
Vox Humana 8'
Tuba 8' (floating)
Swell Octave
Swell Suboctave
Tremulant
Positive organ, unenclosed, manual II  
  (80 mm wind pressure)
Quintaton 16'
Principal 8'
Bourdon 8’
Viola 8'
Octave 4'
Copula 4'
Nasard 2 2/3'
Quarte 2'
Tièrce 1 3/5''
Larigot 1 1/3'
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Mixture IV
Cor Anglais 16'
Cromorne 8'
Tuba 8' (floating)
Tremulant
Bombarde to Positive
Swell to Positive
Great organ, unenclosed, manual I  
   (100 mm wind pressure)
Bourdon 16'
Principal 8', from f ’ II (façade)
Gedackt 8'
Gamba 8'
Octave 4', from f II
Quint 2 2/3'
Superoctave 2'
Mixture Major III–IV
Mixture Minor III
Trompete 8'
Tuba 8' (floating)
Great Suboctave
Swell to Great
Positive to Great

Bombarde to Great
Transfer Bombarde to Great
Pedal organ (120 mm wind pressure)
Contra Bourdon 32'
Majorbass 16'
Subbass 16' (from Contra Bourdon 32')
Cor de Nuit 16' (from Swell)
Salicional 16' (from Swell)
Octavebass 8' (from Majorbass 16’)
Gedackt 8'
Gemshorn 8’ (from Swell)
Octave 4'
Mixture V
Contra Posaune 32'
Posaune 16' (from Contra Posaune 32')
Basson 16' (from Swell Corno)
Trompete 8'
Tuba 8' (floating) (120 mm wind pressure)
Bombarde to Pedal
Swell to Pedal
Positive to Pedal
Great to Pedal

Accessories:
Free combination
Carillon (36 bells in cathedral tower playable from Manual IV)
Manual and Pedal combinations coupled
Complete set of ‘divisional’ pistons and sequencer system with 99,999 possible combinations

2 consoles, 67 registers (the Main Organ 58 including 4 transmissions and the Choir Organ 9), 95 
drawstops, 4,528 pipes.
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In addition, Svend Prip then designed the organ divisions with a tonal specification to 
form a symphonic synthesis that draws upon some of the most interesting European 
traditions and timbres. The Great organ is based upon scalings by Bätz of Utrecht  
(c. 1830), the Positive is inspired by the Baroque organs of Alsace, the Swell and Choir 
organs are designed according to the British organ-building style by Willis (also French-
inspired), and the Bombarde reeds are decidedly French in flavour.

The result is an exciting instrument full of warm foundation tone but also with lively 
mixtures and reeds doing convincing musical justice to a wide variety of styles – and 
above all, with its own personality. The organ was dedicated on All Saints’ Day 2013, 
with the opening recital given two days later, on 3 November, by Johannes Geffert.

Andrew Wilder, born in 1954 and raised in London, is a graduate of the universities of Durham 
and Cambridge. After seven years as an organist, church musician, freelance conductor, soloist and 
educator in England, he moved with his family to Norway, occupying a series of positions before taking 
up his post as domkantor in Kristiansand in 1996. There he has been organ recitalist, course leader and 
instructor for the Norwegian Church Singing Association and Musica Sacra, was active, as a baritone, 
in the soloists’ ensemble in Kristiansand, and has conducted many concerts with  Kristiansand 
Cathedral Choir and with other choirs, orchestras and soloists.
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The nyckelharpa is a bowed instrument with a key box. Attached to the keys are 
wooden stops which press on the strings and determine the pitch. The modern 
chromatic nyckelharpa has three melody strings and one bass string which are 
played with a bow. Besides these strings, the instrument has sympathetic strings, 
usually twelve in number, giving the nyckelharpa its characteristic sound. Older 
nyckelharpas also had drone strings which sounded continuously at a fixed pitch 
while the melody was being played.

A version of the instrument seems to have existed in central Europe since the 
fourteenth century, alongside the fiddle and the hurdy-gurdy, but for some reason 
it seemed to vanish completely in that area before the seventeenth century. At the 
same time it appeared in Sweden, but as an instrument quite different from the 
mediaeval ones. Indeed, there is no evidence that the instrument existed in Sweden 
in the late mediaeval period, despite the existence of paintings of nyckelharpa players 
in numerous Swedish churches from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries: these 
ceiling decorations were probably made by artists from central Europe depicting 
instruments with which they were familiar from their home countries. In Sweden, 
around 1680, though, someone did make two fiddle-type nyckelharpas, today called 
a moraharpa. 

The Swedish nyckelharpa 
Most of the mediaeval nyckelharpas had a fiddle-type shape with a flat bottom and 
a flat top. Modern scholarship thinks that the sides were often made of thin wood 
which was steamed to shape and then joined to a solid neck, using an old technique 
for making boxes and cabinets. 

THE NYCKELHARPA: ORIGINS AND EVOLUTION 
Esbjörn Hogmark 
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By contrast, the Swedish nyckelharpa, in a design which first appeared in the 
seventeenth century, was made from a solid timber log. The neck, sides and bottom were 
made from a single piece of wood. The manufacturing process started by cutting down a 
suitable spruce tree. The bottom part of the tree, around a metre from the ground, was cut 
to the length of a nyckelharpa. The log was then divided into two parts, each half being 
the raw material for one instrument. First, though, the wood had to be carefully dried and 
aged; a few knots were acceptable, but no cracks. After drawing the form of the instrument 
on the wood, the maker shaped the outside and then hollowed out the inner body with 
chisels and gouges – a technique of working with wood often used in the Nordic countries 
for making plates, bowls, sinks and so on. Instead of the violin-influenced f-hole, common 
on today’s instrument, the top of the early Swedish nyckelharpa had two round, or slightly 
oval, sound holes located on both sides of the tail piece.

That version of the instrument, with its long, narrow design, was quite different 
from the mediaeval fiddle-type nyckelharpa, which is why some Swedes claim that 
the instrument originated in Sweden without any influences from the mediaeval ones, 
but historical research is still ongoing on this point. The way of holding the Swedish 
instrument also differs from the mediaeval instruments, which were often held flat to 
the fiddler’s chest, whereas the Swedish instruments were, and still are, held further 
down on the chest or in the lap. Whatever the results of the research still underway, 
it is worth emphasising that the Swedish nyckelharpa and the technique to make it 
have existed unchanged for more than 400 years in northern and central Uppland (the 
province immediately north of Stockholm): since the instrument appeared in that area, 
it has been made and played in an unbroken tradition.

The origin of the modern chromatic nyckelharpa
Throughout history the nyckelharpa has always been adjusted to the music of the time. 
But in 1940–50 the instrument seemed to be on its way towards extinction: in all of 
Sweden, there remained only a handful of nyckelharpa players performing the old 
traditional tunes, and they were all located in the northern part of Uppland. During 
the 1930s a couple of skilled nyckelharpa fiddlers – Eric Sahlström (1912–86), in 
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particular, and his older fiddler friend August Bohlin (1877–1949) – began to modify 
the instrument, since the new musical ideas of the 1920s – using accordions, clarinets 
and violins – that were entering the folklore scene in Uppland required an instrument 
better able to express melody and individual notes than the old ones. To facilitate 
manufacture, they started to produce the body of the nyckelharpa from several pieces: 
the sides and neck were still made in one piece but with a separate bottom and top. 
Later, in the 1960s, the sides and neck were made from different pieces and then glued 
together before adding the bottom and top, as we do now.

Sahlström and Bohlin both played the violin and the silverbasharpa (a kind of 
nyckelharpa which appeared around the mid-1800s and remained popular until 1940), 
and their modification work originated from the silverbasharpa. They were influenced 
by the other folk instruments of the day, such as the accordion and the clarinet, which 
emphasised melody over rhythm; and the fact that both men played the violin also 
affected the sound they sought from the new instrument. Sahlström made a nyckelharpa 
that had an outstanding sound, he won a number of fiddling competitions and he wrote 
many wonderful tunes that were musically quite modern but at the same time followed 
folk-music tradition; they became very popular thanks to his regular broadcasts on 
Swedish Radio from the 1940s to the 1960s. 

The changes that Bohlin and Sahlström made to the nyckelharpa are as follows:
• they made the top much flatter compared to the old instruments
• they introduced the violin-inspired f-holes at the sides of the bridge
• they experimented with the key box but kept the basics of the silverbasharpa
• they kept the bass string tuned to C, as it was on the silverbasharpa

A silverbasharpa – the point of departure for the design modifications 
introduced by Eric Sahlsröm and August Bohlin
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• during the 1970s Sahlström raised all twelve sympathetic strings to the top of the 
bridge, giving them a stronger and more even effect on the sound
• Sahlström also introduced a lamination technique (compression-moulding process) 
 for the sides, which he learned from his job as a maker of television cabinets in a 
 local company. This technique, he often pointed out, had no influence on the sound; 
 it simply made the manufacturing process easier and faster.

The folk-music revival from the late 1960s onwards brought a renewed interest in the 
nyckelharpa. Eric Sahlström, along with another local nyckelharpa player, Ceylon Wallin 
(1922–84), quickly became very popular. But there was a dearth of good instruments. 
With financial support from the Ministry of Education and the Department of Schools, a 
number of evening courses were started, using Sahlström as their inspiration. Plans and 
manuals were approved, and thousands of instruments were made. These instruments 
were of a good enough quality to fulfil the musical requirements of the time, but most 
of these ‘early modern’ instruments are not accepted today by young skilled nyckelharpa 
players, since they fail in sound-quality as well as in functionality and ergonomics.

The nyckelharpa today
The body of the highest-quality instruments of today is often made in full spruce, just 
as it was done three hundred years ago. This design produces a very good sound, in 
combination with a lightweight instrument. The best instruments today are also smaller 
than the ones of twenty years ago. Both their bodies and their necks are narrower. They 
are equipped with a key mechanism of higher precision, making less noise and allowing 
a more precise technique than the older ones. The instrument can also be custom-
designed to fit the demands of different players.

More recently, the nyckelharpa has lately been made in several different forms, 
more or less to fit into various musical contexts. Bigger instruments with longer strings 
tuned in lower ranges are made alongside smaller instruments tuned like violins; and 
smaller instruments are made specifically for children. (The standard length of strings is  
400 mm; children’s instruments are made with a string-length between 300 and 380 mm, 
with 340–60 mm being the most common.)  
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In a fusion of old and new, the most skilled nyckelharpa players who are now 
driving the instrument into future forms of music-making often work closely with 
skilled makers – who often take a kind of national responsibility to preserve what earlier 
generations have done to the instrument. This collaboration is being supported by a 
programme of seminars and short courses in nyckelharpa-making which have been 
running in Sweden for over two decades now. These seminars often involve musicians, 
scientists and makers, jointly trying to tailor the instrument to the music of today, while 
respecting the connection to its ancient roots.

Esbjörn Hogmark is a professional nyckelharpa manufacturer and player from Uppland, Sweden. 
Together with family members, he plays in the ensemble Hogmarkarna (‘the Hogmarks’). It was he 
who made the instrument played by Erik Rydvall on this recording.

Two views of a modern nyckelharpa, made by Esbjörn Hogmark in 2017
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