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Abstract 
 

 

Based on multi-sited fieldwork in Norway, Austria, and Sicily, this 

dissertation explores how the jew’s harp has become increasingly culturally 

significant in a number of regional and international contexts, and how it is today 

experiencing a global renaissance. Written from my perspective as a jew’s harp 

player, I combine research data from participant-observation, interviews with 

musicians and blacksmiths, and museum, archive, and private collection sources. 

I provide an overview of the history of the jew’s harp, then discuss the rise of its 

communities from individuals in the 1960s to the proliferation of societies in the 

1990s through to the present. I situate my case study on the Norwegian 

munnharpe within a national folk music discourse, analyze its playing technique, 

and explore the role of archival recordings in transmitting the tradition. I look at 

elements of repertoire and performance practice, and conclude with an 

examination of the role of blacksmiths in the community. In my second case 

study, on the Austrian Maultrommel, I discuss the golden age of jew’s harp 

virtuosos in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Central Europe, tracing the 

lineage of two distinct playing techniques. I then examine how contemporary 

Maultrommel players situate themselves on local and international stages, and 

discuss the continuing legacy of Maultrommel manufacturing in the village of 

Molln. My third case study, on the Sicilian marranzano, analyzes connections to 

Mediterranean song style and vocal timbre then examines how the marranzano is 

embraced as a symbol of Sicilian identity, cultural renewal and political activism. 

I analyze marranzano economics and production, and conclude by looking at the 

instrument’s association with banditry in Italian cinema. My final case study 

discusses jew’s harp communities online, exploring how the Internet is today 

being used for ethnographic research and for understanding musical 

communities. 
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Introduction 

 

 

The jew’s harp is a small, mouth-resonated instrument found in various forms 

around the world. An ancient musical instrument of uncertain origins, it has been 

present in Europe since at least the Middle Ages, and older finds have been 

discovered in East Asia dating to the fifth century.1 The jew’s harp is often 

assumed to be a simple instrument but it is surprisingly difficult to master, and 

countless timbres and tones can be achieved by a competent player. Throughout 

its history, it has periodically emerged in short-lived revival cycles before fading 

into the background again. Today, though, the jew’s harp is undergoing a 

resurgence on an unprecedented global scale. Using multi-sited ethnographic 

case studies in Norway, Austria and Sicily, and Internet-based studies, I explore 

how, since the late twentieth-century, jew’s harp communities have established 

themselves within local and international frameworks. The work is shaped by the 

following questions: How do communities form around the jew’s harp, and how 

are identities – historic, musical, and regional – constructed through the 

instrument? Subsidiary to this, how are jew’s harp playing styles contextualized 

and canonized through regional and/or national folk music discourse, and 

redefined through the processes of revival? How do jew’s harp players and 

makers represent themselves within their local communities and on festival 

stages? And finally, how can ethnography be conducted online, and what ethical 

and methodological frameworks can facilitate this growing research area? 

There have been several Master’s theses on the jew’s harp (e.g., Kolltveit 

1996, Røine 2006, Suits 2007, Morgan 2008, Jaago 2009, Trias 2010, 

Hatzenbichler 2010, Grösel 2012, Leonardsen 2015). At the doctoral level, two 

previous studies have been conducted: Geneviève Dournon-Taurelle (1975) 

wrote the first, which was an organological overview of the instrument 

worldwide, based on her work with John Wright cataloguing the jew’s harp 

collection at the Musée de l’Homme in Paris. This later culminated in a book 

(Dournon-Taurelle and Wright 1978). Gjermund Kolltveit wrote the second on 

                                                
1 See Chapter 1 for the interpretation of these finds. 
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jew’s harps in European archaeology in 2004, publishing this as a revised 

monograph in 2006.  

While mine is therefore not the first dissertation on the jew’s harp, it is 

the first multi-sited ethnographic study of jew’s harp communities and their 

historical, cultural, and musical dimensions. Most earlier studies have focused on 

the way the jew’s harp produced sound (see, e.g., Ledang 1972 and Adkins 

1974), without considering how that sound was then modified within the mouth 

cavity and mediated by players with diverse cultural backgrounds. Historical, 

archaeological, and organological treatments of the instrument have focused 

mainly on creating typologies and classifications for its many different types, 

exploring its social dynamics but not engaging deeply with playing techniques 

and musical canons (e.g., Dournon-Taurelle and Wright 1978, Fox 1988, 

Kolltveit 2006). Building on these sources, I use the jew’s harp as a springboard 

to explore the overlapping webs of social, cultural, and musical identities: how 

communities form around an instrument; what instrument makers, playing 

techniques, and repertoires represent to those who engage with them; and what it 

means to be part of an instrument-centric community.  

In recent years, social histories and ethnographies of musical instruments 

have been on the rise, and monographs have appeared on the five-string banjo, 

the piano accordion, and the alphorn, to name but a few (Linn 1994, Jacobson 

2012, Vignau 2013). The draw of instrument-focused research lies in the 

mobility and representative potential of instruments as objects: they permeate 

borders fluidly and take on new contexts everywhere they go, adapting to 

cultural identities. They demonstrate how, to borrow a phrase from Bruno 

Latour, “Technology is society made durable” (Latour 1991, 103).  

Calls for expanded approaches to the field of organology, which has 

traditionally concerned itself with the classification of musical instruments, go 

back at least to Sue DeVale (1990), who proposed the inclusion of analytic and 

applied streams of inquiry (2–4). Jeremy Montagu (2003) argued for an “ethno-

organology” which would situate instruments within their geo-historical origins. 

Allen Roda (2007) appealed for “a new organology”, suggesting the addition of 

social, cultural, and physical relationships between humans and musical 

instruments as important lines of investigation, a concept he later developed and 

termed “materialist musical ethnography” (Roda 2014). Around the same time, 
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Maria Sonevytsky (2008) called for a “new critical organology”, while Neil 

Rosenberg (2010) wrote about the “politics of organology”. The old schemas for 

approaching instruments were being refashioned, swept up in the late twentieth-

century sea change of musicological theories and methods.  

In line with these trends, ethnomusicological studies have indicated a 

growing interest in the symbolic and cultural agency of instruments (Dawe 2003 

and 2005, Doubleday 2008, Sonevytsky 2008, Bates 2012, Roda 2014, Kinzer 

2016). Many of these have also focused on the materiality of music: the materials 

and tools used in construction, the ergonomic limitations they impose on players, 

and the physical environments in which they are built, repaired, and played. John 

Baily explored how musical instruments are manipulated by – but also physically 

act upon – their makers and players (1977), and instrument makers and their 

workshops are now being incorporated into instrument studies (Dawe 2005, 65–

6; Bates 2012, 378–84; Roda 2014). Indeed, much of an instrument’s symbolic 

power is connected with the material of which it is made, and the tools and 

knowledge required to make it. My work is heavily informed by my experiences 

with jew’s harp makers and their forges and workshops, and each case study 

includes a discussion of blacksmiths and production. The jew’s harp’s timbre is 

also intimately linked with both its own materiality and that of its player’s body, 

a theme I examine throughout this dissertation.  

Other studies have focused on transnational musical instrument networks 

or “scenes” (after Will Straw 1991), for instance, Joseph Browning’s thesis on 

the global shakuhachi scene (Browning 2015). As Krims points out, “scenes” as 

outlined by Straw were conceptually vague and fluid, and Krims’ interrogation 

of the term’s analytical utility resonated with my own thought process while 

designing my project: 
 

What constitutes a “scene”? Are there ever situations in which one has musical artists, 

musical audiences, musical venues, but not a “scene”? Is there a minimum number of 

(say) genres, or artists, that one must find in order to declare something a “scene”? Are 

there limits to a “scene”, such that some musical activities […] may lie outside of it? 

Are there multiple “scenes” in any given place […] how does one draw boundaries 

between the different scenes, such that one can analyse them properly? (Krims 2009, 

399)  
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Do the activities surrounding the jew’s harp constitute a scene? It is 

certainly global, but is by no means an extensive network. Rather, it is a series of 

small communities, often consisting of only a handful of individual organizers 

committed to forming and maintaining nonprofit societies, producing grassroots 

events, and generating creative output (publications, performances, recordings). 

What to call this loose assemblage of people, venues, and events which, contrary 

to Straw’s formulation, are not necessarily tied to urban spaces? Responding to 

the challenge of framing transnational instrument activity, Kevin Dawe decided 

to create his own term for his book on the global guitar phenomenon. He coined 

the “new guitarscape” as a framework that could convey the far-reaching extent 

of the guitar’s popularity, and encapsulate his own theoretical model of it (Dawe 

2010, 41). Dawe’s invention of a new term to communicate the scope of his 

work points to the utility – and the limitations – of theoretical language in 

conceptualizing a “field” for an internationally-distributed musical instrument. 

I went through a similar process of critique with the term “revival” over 

the course of conducting, and then analyzing, my field research. Music revivals 

have been the subject of a number of recent ethnomusicological studies (e.g., 

Livingston 1999, Bithell and Hill 2014), which have illuminated the many 

different forms of cultural renewal and reconstruction that occur in musical 

movements, particularly those that see themselves as being linked with the past. I 

was interested to discover, however, that while the communities I worked with 

were engaged in activities bearing close resemblance to other music revivals, not 

all participants were comfortable with the revival label. This mirrors the situation 

encountered by Winter and Keegan-Phipps (2013) among English folk 

musicians, many of whom preferred the term “resurgence”. Some jew’s harp 

communities accepted the concept of revival without hesitation, while others 

expressed reservations. In Norway, many players felt a deep connection to a 

musical tradition well documented in archival recordings, identifying with a 

continuous practice. Others felt that revivalist processes were precisely what 

should be going on in order to preserve at risk traditions. In Austria, the jew’s 

harp scene was cheerfully and self-consciously viewed as a revival of the 

“golden age” of the jew’s harp in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Central 

Europe – albeit with plenty of room for individual expression and artistic 

innovation. In Sicily, some musicians using the jew’s harp in contemporary 
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popular genres felt the concept of revival did not accurately describe their 

activities, despite their links with cultural activism and renewal.  

The “jew’s harp-scape”, then, appeared to me to be too diffuse to be a 

scene, and not big enough to be a revival. Rather than creating a new term to 

encompass my field, however, I decided to return to the roots of my own 

motivations for the research. This thesis was initially a pretext to travel to jew’s 

harp communities, attend their events, meet their musicians, spend time with 

their blacksmiths, learn and play music, and have many long conversations with 

interesting people. I was a lone jew’s harp player and researcher who 

experienced, above all else, a sense of community when I attended festivals and 

events devoted to the instrument. The “jew’s harp communities” in the title of 

this dissertation, therefore, refer inclusively to regional, transnational, and virtual 

activities surrounding the instrument. When speaking of jew’s harp societies in 

general, I use the terms community, revival, scene and network interchangeably. 

In the individual case studies, however, I analyze how participants see 

themselves in relation to these concepts. 

There are several ways in which my dissertation engages with emerging 

areas in ethnomusicology and signals a departure from traditional ethnography. I 

believe the role of the academic researcher is changing dramatically, 

necessitating new tools and methods. I use jew’s harp communities as a point of 

entry for exploring contemporary and emerging methodologies in the field, 

including multi-sited fieldwork, insider ethnography, and online research. I 

combine participatory research with jew’s harp players and makers with material 

culture, historical sources, musical styles, and online research. Finally, I model 

an ethnographic approach to the study of musical instruments, applying 

interdisciplinary analytical methods to a subject that has generally been the 

purview of acoustics, organology, history, and archaeology.  

 

 

Why Jew’s Harp Communities? 

The idea for this thesis came to me roughly 30,000 feet in the air, somewhere 

over Russia. I was on a plane with approximately 50 jew’s harp enthusiasts from 

around the world, traveling from Moscow to Yakutsk to participate in the 
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Seventh International Jew’s Harp Congress. The organizers had booked us all 

onto the same plane, which was exciting for us but considerably less thrilling for 

the other passengers, who had to endure the sound of impromptu jam sessions 

throughout the seven-hour flight. Though I had attended local and international 

jew’s harp festivals before, I had known that this trip would be different. Since 

the late twentieth century, the Sakha Republic has become a pilgrimage of sorts 

for jew’s harp players, and travelling three quarters of the way around the world, 

from Vancouver, Canada to Yakutsk, Russia marked a new level of my 

involvement in the jew’s harp scene. Even before the Second International Jew’s 

Harp Congress was hosted in Yakutsk in 1991, the Yakutian khomus community 

had attracted international guests.  Now in 2011, 20 years after the Second 

Congress, Yakutsk was hosting the event again, and another group of jew’s 

harpists was making the trek – some for the second or third time. 

On the first day of the Congress, we made our way to the Yakutsk State 

Opera and Ballet Theatre, where we were greeted with large banners and crowds 

of khomus-playing children in spectacular costumes. An impromptu photoshoot 

ensued, with both local and international participants scrambling to pose with 

each other and immortalize the moment (Fig. 0.1). 

 
Figure 0.1: Participants gather in front of the National opera house, 

Yakutsk, 2011. Photograph: Robert Beahrs. Used with permission. 
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 The festival motif was an upwards-pointing jew’s harp superimposed 

over the globe, an image that emphasized the transnational nature of jew’s harp 

communities. This was the biggest jew’s harp festival I had ever attended, and I 

finally had the chance to meet many people whose names I had only seen in 

books, articles, or online. Over six days, I participated in ceremonies, 

competitions, meetings, lectures, jew’s harp markets, late night jam sessions, and 

the Ysakh summer solstice festival. I had never slept so little, or experienced so 

much, in such a short time.  

Returning home, I replayed the events in my mind. The international 

jew’s harp community was definitely real, and I was now convinced that I could 

spend the rest of my life travelling through the global network, studying its 

music, instruments, events, and people. I had already observed a variety of jew’s 

harp playing techniques, and had noted how specific techniques, repertoires, and 

even clothing were used to represent regional identities on international festival 

stages. What would it be like to zoom in on some of these traditions and 

understand how communities had formed around them? What did jew’s harp 

events offer to their participants, and what motivated their organizers? And how 

could I continue traveling through the global network? 

 

Before answering these questions, I should perhaps explain how I ended 

up chasing jew’s harps in Siberia. I found my first jew’s harp in Vancouver in 

2005, and was immediately fascinated by its timbre, varied cultural contexts, and 

worldwide distribution. Aside from a handful of jew’s harp-interested friends, 

my enthusiasm was seen as an eccentric hobby. As I researched jew’s harps 

online and in the library and marveled at how they were built and played, I also 

began to wonder who was playing them. In the summer of 2007, I travelled to 

Bali with colleagues from the University of British Columbia, where I was 

studying towards a Master’s degree in ethnomusicology. During this trip, I was 

determined to track down the makers and players of the Balinese jew’s harp, 

genggong. When I was not at gamelan rehearsal, I spent my time gathering 

contacts and travelling to villages, looking for people rumoured to be connected 

with genggong. Not only did I learn a tremendous amount about fieldwork, but I 

began to identify as a jew’s harp researcher. Returning home, I knew that I had 

moved from casual interest to full obsession. But there was something missing: I 
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didn’t have a community. Motivated to connect with others who were as 

fascinated by the instrument as I, later that summer I decided to make the nine-

hour drive to attend the North American Jew’s Harp Festival in Bay City, 

Oregon. For the first time, I was surrounded by a group of people who shared my 

interest, and it felt like we were speaking the same language. 

Inspired by this experience, I visited jew’s harp scholar Frederick Crane 

at his home in Mount Pleasant, Iowa in 2008, along with fellow jew’s harp 

researcher Michael Wright from the United Kingdom. Wright and I interviewed 

Crane and examined his extensive jew’s harp collection and library, and the 

meeting re-affirmed my belief that the instrument was a promising area for 

further research. After gathering financial resources and making contacts in 

Europe, in 2010, I spent five weeks attending jew’s harp festivals and meeting 

players in Germany, Austria, the Czech Republic, and Hungary. When I returned 

home, I immediately started saving for my next trip. In early 2011, I conducted 

research closer to home, filming interviews with jew’s harp experts in 

Vancouver, British Columbia; Seattle, Washington; and Santa Cruz, California. 

That summer, I travelled to Yakutsk to attend the Seventh International Jew’s 

Harp Congress, where I became a board member of the International Jew’s Harp 

Society.  

That same year, I also became the Executive Director of the Jew’s Harp 

Guild, producing the North American Jew’s Harp Festival (NAJHF) in 2011, and 

again in 2012 with Neptune Chapotin. As my involvement increased, I felt 

compelled to record the movement I was participating in. Both years I directed 

the NAJHF, I brought in videographers to document the event. In fact, I had 

originally intended to travel to the Congress in Yakutsk in order to make a 

documentary film about the international jew’s harp scene (Fig. 0.2). However, 

at that festival I made an important discovery: my attempts to film the events I 

was taking part in were frequently interrupted and derailed by my own 

participation. My loyalties were divided between shooting impromptu jam 

sessions and playing in them myself. Eventually the camera was abandoned in 

favour of fully experiencing the festival as a musician among peers. I was no 

longer an objective observer. I had become a member of the community. Hence, 

I had to consider the implications of “insider” research in designing my project. 
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Figure 0.2: The author participating and observing at the Congress in 

Yakutsk, 2011. Photograph: Robert Beahrs. Used with permission. 

 

 

Research Design 

Wanting to study the movement from my perspective as one of its participants, I 

struggled to identify my field: the international jew’s harp network lacked a 

single geographic base, existing in small, far-flung pockets across six continents. 

While I knew that researching the revival in its entirety would be prohibitive, I 

also felt that choosing a single, traditional field site would not make the most of 

my position as an insider of the scene. My insider perspective, however, had its 

limits: I had already established a network of contacts within the global jew’s 

harp scene, but I was still an outsider when it came to many regional jew’s harp 

communities. From the outset, I knew my subjectivity would complicate the 

classic emic/etic dichotomy, in which the outsider, through immersive fieldwork, 

eventually “becomes” an insider. Decades of ethnomusicological literature have 
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argued that the researcher occupies both sides, marking a conceptual shift away 

from the scientist examining an object to the reflexive subject examining itself 

among other subjects. While the present work is not an auto-ethnography, it is 

part of an anthropological discourse that views reflexivity as essential for 

navigating new theories and methods in the field.  

A desire to conduct research in multiple locations led me to the realm of 

multi-sited ethnography. Since the term was first coined by Marcus in 1995, it 

has been both celebrated and criticized, evolving from Marcus’ earlier call for 

“multi-locale systems ethnography” (Marcus 1986, 172). Hannerz (2012) 

highlighted the importance of choosing multiple sites based on specific criteria 

that connected them, writing that “the relationships between them are as 

important for this formulation as the relationships within them; the fields are not 

some mere collection of local units” (402). Establishing these linkages, he argued, 

was key to moving beyond a simplistic “comparative study of localities” (402–

403). Following this logic, I decided to focus on three local communities, with 

the condition that all three were also active at international jew’s harp events. 

But which three to choose? I was presented with an overwhelming number of 

potential case studies. The revival in Russia, particularly amongst the Yakutian 

people in the Sakha Republic, is one of the most high-profile jew’s harp 

communities in the world. It is supported financially by the government, and is 

responsible for establishing the world’s first jew’s harp museum – the Khomus 

Museum in Yakutsk – and the setting of the Guinness World Record for the 

largest jew’s harp ensemble (1344 players). Though predominantly a women’s 

instrument there, it is now played by Yakutians of all ages and genders.  

Outside of Yakutia, there are smaller jew’s harp communities and 

festivals throughout Europe, and in India, Japan, the USA, and Indonesia. My 

research on Balinese jew’s harps had drawn my attention to the burgeoning scene 

on the neighbouring island of Java, where the popularity of heavy metal music 

had begun fusing with a renewed interest in traditional Javanese instruments, 

including the karinding (jew’s harp). I had watched with keen interest when a 

Facebook group named Asosiasi Harpa Mulut Indonesia (Indonesian Mouth 

Harp Association) appeared, filled with photos of new makers displaying their 

ornately carved wooden karinding wares, and with videos of Javanese metal 

bands incorporating karinding into their music. 
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As tempting as these sites were (and still are), the logistical limitations of 

multi-sited fieldwork led me to choose three communities that were relatively 

close to one another. I was going to time my visits to coincide with festivals and 

special events, so travel between all three had to be relatively fast and 

straightforward. For this reason, I decided to omit countries with visa 

restrictions; on such a tight timeline, an administrative glitch in one site could 

impact the schedule of the entire project. Choosing three field sites within a 

single continent, which were all easily accessible from London, allowed me 

some flexibility. I could make multiple trips to each, popping over for a weekend 

festival, or staying for a full month. 

Based on the above criteria, I decided to focus on three of the most 

established jew’s harp communities in Europe: Norway, Austria, and Sicily. 

These case studies illustrate jew’s harp communities in various stages of 

development: the Norwegian munnharpe tradition is nearly unbroken, but took a 

distinctly revivalist turn in the 1990s. The Austrian Maultrommel revival of the 

1990s self-consciously references the “golden age” of jew’s harp virtuosos in 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Central Europe. The Sicilian marranzano 

scene resists being labeled as a revival, but has seen a flurry of activity since the 

mid-2000s. These sites, therefore, would provide contrasting case studies on the 

processes, timelines, and life cycles of music communities. 

Musically, all three case studies also provided different angles on a 

common theme: the use of the jew’s harp as a melodic instrument. Due to the 

need to repeatedly strike the instrument’s tongue in order to sustain its sound, all 

jew’s harp styles involve a percussive element. At the same time, the melodic 

element is based on altering the various harmonic pitches produced by the 

instrument to create musical change and contour. How different traditions 

incorporate these rhythmic and melodic elements generates defining stylistic 

features. For example, the Yakutian khomus style focuses heavily on the mimetic 

reproduction of the sounds of nature, animals, and the spirit world. The Balinese 

genggong uses a small section of the harmonic overtone series to express the 

common five-tone slendro mode in Indonesian music, and to rhythmically 

imitate the interlocking kotekan patterns of larger gamelan ensembles. In other 

words, jew’s harp playing techniques reflect the musical and cultural aesthetics 

of the communities in which the instrument is found.  
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In Norway, Austria, and Sicily, I explored how the instrument was used 

to play tunes and songs, and how these traditions emphasized both rhythm and 

melody. In Norway, the rhythms played on the Norwegian munnharpe relate to 

the bowing patterns of the fiddle tradition, while the instrument’s scale 

corresponds with that of the willow flute tradition. In Austria, precise rhythmic 

timing is required by a popular Maultrommel technique, in which players create 

melodies by switching rapidly between jew’s harps in different keys. In Sicily, 

the marranzano style provides a strong ternary subdivision of the beat and a 

complementary melody to accompany the voice. My choice to focus on rhythm 

and melody is intended to challenge the common assumption that the jew’s harp 

is a simplistic instrument incapable of musical complexity.2 My analysis of 

playing techniques also addresses misconceptions about the jew’s harp by 

engaging with communities who use it as an expressive instrument connected 

with the fiddle, the voice, and other melodic instruments.3  

Another consideration in choosing my three case studies was the presence 

of both jew’s harp players and instrument makers. The availability of quality 

instruments is a major component in the formation and survival of jew’s harp 

communities, and Norway, Austria, and Sicily all have living makers who are 

active participants in the building of regional jew’s harp identities. Building on 

the increasing interest in music revivals and musical instruments, studies of 

instrument makers and their roles within music communities have begun 

appearing in ethnomusicology (see for example Roda 2014). I argue that musical 

instrument creators are equally as important as performers when it comes to 

building successful musical communities.  

Blacksmiths have been central to the development of jew’s harp 

communities from the Americas to Siberia, where the objects they create have 

been interwoven with people’s lives through political and social transformations. 
                                                
2 See Wright 2015, xiii-xv for an overview of dismissive attitudes towards the jew’s harp. See 
also Chapter 1, “The Margins”, p.41-44 of this dissertation for the instrument’s association with 
children.  
3 There are several other regional melodic styles that will not be detailed here: Britain and 
Ireland, Galicia, Estonia, and Kyrgyzstan all have established melodic techniques and repertoires. 
There are also melodic players in France, Hungary, Ukraine, Lithuania, Russia, Quebec, parts of 
the United States, South America, and South Africa – and this list is by no means exhaustive. 
While I do not focus explicitly on any of these regions in this thesis, ongoing engagement with 
these traditions continues to inform my understanding of jew’s harp communities and their 
musical techniques. 
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A good jew’s harp is a testament to the skill and workmanship of the smith, and 

in Sicily, the marranzano is widely considered to be the “ultimate test of the 

blacksmith.”4 Yet many jew’s harp smiths remain hidden, discoverable only 

through word of mouth. Despite a lack of formal advertising, some of these 

makers have waiting lists of a year or more for their instruments. In each of my 

case studies, I examine the economic and cultural conditions faced by jew’s harp 

smiths in the twenty-first century, and explore how handcrafted instruments are 

commoditized in today’s market. Who makes jew’s harps, and why? What are 

handmade jew’s harps worth to those who produce them, and those who 

purchase them? And how are jew’s harp smithing skills acquired and transmitted 

in the digital age? My fieldwork goes inside the forges and workshops of smiths, 

investigating this frequently overlooked group of creators. 

My experiences in Bali, Europe, and Russia had taught me much about 

the pitfalls and perils of fieldwork. I knew, for example, how useful festivals and 

events were for meeting important people, but I also knew how difficult it was to 

conduct interviews during events. I also learned how important it was to play 

music in the field, and to present myself as a musician conducting research. I 

learned how this opened doors which would have otherwise been guarded, or 

even closed, to non-practitioners. I learned to be persistent, to follow up quickly 

on leads, and to be ready to spring to action at a moment’s notice. Upon 

returning home with a daunting pile of untranscribed interviews and lessons, I 

also learned the importance of staying up to date with data processing while in 

the field. 

Taking this into consideration, I decided to conduct my European 

research in short, concentrated bursts. I timed my arrival in each site to coincide 

with major events such as festivals, staying for some weeks after the event to 

follow up with individuals and institutions. This method, while not providing the 

same experience as extended, single-sited ethnography, was well suited to my 

project. The shorter periods of fieldwork meant that I could be highly focused 

and effective for the entire trip. It also meant that there was very little idle time, 

as every day of the calendar was packed with meetings, events, or travel. I 

discovered that my colleagues seemed to be more willing to set up meetings 

                                                
4 As I was told by Luca Recupero, September 2013, Catania. 
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quickly when they knew that I was on a tight timeline. Knowing I would be 

leaving the country in a number of weeks or days, many found the time to meet. 

Thus, I largely avoided the fieldwork pitfall of waiting around for things to 

happen.  

Because jew’s harp festivals and events are scattered throughout the year, 

I decided to maintain a base in London during the fieldwork period. This allowed 

me the flexibility to attend unforeseen events as they arose. It also gave me a 

stable workplace to return to, provided mental distance from the field(s), and 

allowed me to do preliminary analysis and determine what still needed to be 

gathered. These interludes in London also allowed for pro-active cataloguing and 

review of data, the identification of individuals and events that I still needed to 

visit, the reframing of interview questions and reformulation of my goals. These 

periods also gave me time to address the added administrative load of multi-sited 

fieldwork: flight, transportation and accommodation arrangements, and a host of 

other logistical details in three different countries. 

 

 

Data Collection  

While working out how to study jew’s harp communities on both a local and 

global scale, I became fascinated by fieldwork methods. I wanted to try new 

things, both to challenge myself as an academic, and to critique ideas about what 

fieldwork is and how it should be done. My methodological choices were 

reflexive, and tailored to the specific contexts of each of my sites. Different sites 

required different approaches, and I found that my priorities also diverged 

depending on where the most fruitful avenues of research opened up. An audit of 

my fieldwork data revealed that I had used a variety of methods with different 

levels of frequency. Interviews and informal conversations made up the bulk of 

my activities. Many interviews were scheduled and conducted in people’s 

homes, while others were done ad hoc at events, when an opportune moment 

presented itself. Fieldwork at concerts and festivals was also central to my 

methodology, and I recorded audio and video recordings of many live 

performances. These I used as aide-mémoires to keep a record of performance 

contexts and practices, and to provide audio-visual cues for reconstructing 
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venues and the experience of “being there” during the writing up stage. I also 

participated in musical workshops and masterclasses, which were often tied to 

festivals, but very different from performances. In those contexts, I was both a 

student and active participant, and am often heard on the recordings asking 

questions and engaging in verbal and musical dialogue with the instructor and 

other participants.  

Next in frequency were visits to museums and archives with jew’s harp 

materials, which I conducted wherever possible. Interestingly, I engaged in this 

type of activity more in Norway and Austria, where institutional collections were 

relatively easy for me to access. In Sicily, I spent more time travelling to villages 

in search of living musicians and making my own field recordings, partially due 

to collaborative efforts with a local colleague who regularly went out song 

collecting (see Chapter 7). I therefore ended up with a mix of both historical and 

ethnographic data, collected by myself and others, which greatly enriched my 

chronological understanding of the processes of community and revival. I also 

attended a small number of jew’s harp lectures, whose rareness was due to the 

fact that they only take place at International Jew’s Harp Congresses, which 

occur about every three years. I was fortunate that one such event took place in 

Germany in 2014 while I was on fieldwork, and I was able to attend. Finally, I 

recorded a small number of soundscapes during my fieldwork in Sicily: church 

bells, market vendor cries, dogs barking after a storm, etc. Like my concert 

recordings, these were snapshots of moments that transported me back to the 

physical environments I encountered in the field. These were my fledgling 

attempts at sensory ethnography, as outlined by Sarah Pink (2009), a set of 

methodologies which I hope to develop further in my future work. 

Being a practitioner of the instrument was a central aspect of my 

methodology. Performing at festivals provided a way to introduce myself to 

jew’s harp communities, and being a musician helped frame conversations as a 

horizontal exchange between peers, rather than a vertical relationship between 

“researcher” and “informant”. It was important for me to foster this collegiality, 

as I found myself in mostly casual, informal settings. It was also imperative to 

me that my research, while not specifically performance-based, would require 

me to improve my skills as a jew’s harp musician. Ethnomusicology has 

traditionally emphasized the “participant” side of the participant-observation 
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method through involvement with musical study and performance (see Barz and 

Cooley 2008, 4, for an overview of this literature). Yet rarely are the criteria for 

participation spelled out. How much participation is enough? What does 

participation look and feel like, and are there different levels of it? And how do 

we, as researchers, know when we have achieved them? In my project, musical 

participation was a means of strengthening my reflexivity and developing 

empathy. First, using performance as a research tool allowed me to deepen my 

musical understanding and extend my analytical proficiency on the instrument, 

which enabled greater access to information during interviews with other players. 

Second, I used performance to experience, from the inside, what it was like to be 

onstage in various communities, to see and feel different audiences and venues 

from the perspective of a player. The directness of this experience provoked 

personal development both as a musician and as a researcher. It also showed the 

communities I worked with that I was serious about the jew’s harp, which in 

many cases intensified relationships and provided greater contact with 

community members. Though musical analysis was not a primary aim of the 

project, I found that playing techniques were so directly connected with local 

identities and places that they became a crucial discussion in each of my case 

studies.  

Generally speaking, I used festivals as a point of entry into local 

communities. Festivals allowed me, as an observer, to identify individuals with 

whom I wanted to conduct in-depth interviews. As a participant, performing and 

socializing at festivals allowed me to introduce myself, ask for interviews, and 

gather contact details. For the most part, I avoided conducting formal interviews 

at festivals. First, there simply was not time to sit down with everyone I wanted 

to for an extended period: almost everyone was preoccupied with workshops and 

performances. At festivals that offered workshops or masterclasses with 

advanced players, my participation in these events deepened my musical 

understanding and introduced me as a serious student of the jew’s harp. On 

several occasions, masterclasses had few participants, which increased one-on-

one time with the instructor. In rare cases, I was the only student in a masterclass 

led by a musician with whom I had wanted to speak, and the class turned into a 

hybrid between a lesson and an interview. Likewise, during some of the 
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interviews I conducted in people’s homes, it was not uncommon for interviewees 

to pick up instruments to illustrate points, or even teach me tunes and techniques.  

While most of the research took place at events or inside people’s homes, 

I also conducted research in museums, libraries, and archives. I examined 

historical jew’s harps, listened to archival audio recordings, and examined 

photographs and films. I observed jew’s harp blacksmiths at work, visited their 

workshops and forges, and participated in smithing workshops where I learned 

the techniques of forging a jew’s harp myself. Amid these research activities, 

conversations would often continue during informal moments like shared meals 

and car rides. These “in between” exchanges became the connective tissue 

between the official events of festivals and recorded interviews. In Sicily, due to 

the higher frequency of car travel necessitated by song collecting trips, I 

discovered that car rides became a principal site for in-depth conversations, and 

these formed the basis of much of my research there. 

I had no “one size fits all” interview method, and my practice differed 

depending on the person I was speaking with and the context. I kept notes in a 

notebook during the day, and in a field journal on my laptop at night. In cases 

where it was not appropriate to record a conversation, I would take notes as we 

talked and share them if requested. In the evenings, I would sit down at my 

laptop and journal the details of every interaction from the day. Working together 

in two different formats, my notes and journal filled in the moments not captured 

in recorded performances and interviews. Keeping a journal had at first seemed 

like an anthropological obligation, but I soon realized that it was both enjoyable 

and vital. My notes and musings added context to my official data, and helped 

transport me back to the field while analyzing it. 

While there is relatively little writing about the jew’s harp within 

academia, this should not suggest that it has been entirely unexamined. On the 

contrary, contemporary writing is taking place, though much of it does not occur 

in academic or professional publishing circles. Rather, independent research 

often surfaces in newsletters, journals, festival talks and workshops, websites, 

blogs, and of course, Facebook. Though these materials are not formal scholarly 

texts, they complement my ethnographic research. For example, for the 

Norwegian portion of my project, I acquired the entire 15-year archive of the 

Munnharpa newsletter in English translation, which provided extensive insight 
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into the various aspects of the Norwegian revival. The same is true for the 30 

years of material found in the jew’s harp journals VIM and JIJHS, both of which, 

though not peer-reviewed, are indispensable resources in the field of jew’s harp 

studies.5 The Internet has also been a resource, and one so multifaceted that I 

devote an entire chapter to online research, framing the Internet as a fourth field 

site in my study. 

 

 

Reciprocity 

Prior to commencing my PhD, I had already attended some local and 

international jew’s harp festivals, and through these had come to know many of 

the players in the global scene. When it came to my fieldwork, I was therefore 

something of an insider: a fellow jew’s harp enthusiast among peers. For me, the 

main advantage of my “insider” status was access. I could enter each field site 

and connect with the people and information I needed relatively quickly. This 

expediency meant I could collect a lot of data on short field trips, which was a 

crucial element of my multi-sited project. Yet as soon as my feet hit the ground 

in each of my sites, I was also an “outsider”: knowing a lot about the jew’s harp 

didn’t help me when it came to navigating public transportation or grocery 

shopping in three different languages. My “insider” status came with other 

complications. Many of the people I worked with were friends, colleagues, and 

acquaintances with whom I had already developed relationships before 

embarking on my project, and I had an interest in fostering these connections 

long term beyond the PhD. Many were also jew’s harp experts in their own right. 

I found myself caught in what one of my informants referred to as “the prison of 

diplomacy”: I wanted to celebrate my peers and their work without competing 

with them or positioning myself as an outside authority on their culture.  

Reflexivity, transparency, reciprocity, and multi-sitedness were all 

strategies I employed to explore the roles of authorial voice. James Clifford 

noted that “Even the best ethnographic texts – serious, true fictions – are systems, 

                                                
5 VIM is now also out of print, and has been virtually impossible to acquire since the 
death of longtime editor Frederick Crane in 2011. The International Jew’s Harp Society 
was, at the time of writing, digitizing the volumes of VIM and JIJHS to make them 
available to subscribers.  
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or economies, of truth. Power and history work through them, in ways their 

authors cannot fully control” (Clifford, 1986, 7). To temper the power of my 

authorial voice, I turned to the concept of polyvocality, or the weaving of 

multiple voices through the text to represent the varying positions and 

perspectives of my informants. This notion of polyvocality is echoed in the title 

of this dissertation, “Speaking in Tongues”, a heading that has been attached to 

the project since my initial PhD proposal in 2011. Incorporating a multitude of 

voices so that individuals and communities feel accurately represented has been a 

fundamental aim of this research since its conception. 

Expanding on the implications of tongues and voices with regards to 

identity and representation in jew’s harp communities, there are several aspects 

to point out. First, the instrument’s vibrating free reed (and the part which 

produces its sound) is commonly referred to as a “tongue”. Second, the jew’s 

harp is held to the player’s lips or teeth, and the sound produced by its tongue is 

resonated inside the player’s mouth. On a physical and acoustic level, this 

connects jew’s harp playing techniques to the processes of human speech. As 

such, the instrument can be used as a surrogate voice for its players, a 

phenomenon which has manifested in various courtship contexts worldwide, 

where coded poetic lines are recited through the instrument in a quasi-whisper 

(e.g., Catlin 1990, Proschan 1992).6  Although the vocal cords are not normally 

used when playing the jew’s harp,7 there is an undeniable connection between a 

player’s “sound” and his/her individual voice. As Michael Wright noted when he 

played the jew’s harp for Hélène La Rue, the late musical instrument curator at 

the Pitt Rivers Museum: “she remarked that she could hear the player’s voice, 

the implication being that the same instrument played by a different player will 

have a subtly different sound” (Wright 2015, 6). I had noticed this happening on 

festival stages, where performers revealed distinctive playing techniques that 

were linked, like the spoken voice, to the particularities of their physical makeup 

and cultural identities. During fieldwork in Norway, Austria, and Sicily, the 
                                                
6 This “vocal” ability is sometimes used by jew’s harp players in a common musical joke: 
musicians will enunciate simple words or phrases like “Hello, how are you?” through their 
instruments. 
7 Exceptions to this include the Yakutian khomus, whose players often vocalize sounds of nature 
and animals while playing it, and contemporary players who occasionally use simultaneous 
vocalization as an avant-garde device (for example, Albin Paulus of Austria sometimes yodels 
while he plays). 
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importance of regional spoken dialects in the construction of local identity was a 

recurring theme, and I realized that regional jew’s harp playing techniques could 

be framed as musical “dialects” as well. I explore these conceits in each of my 

ethnographic case studies. Finally, “speaking in tongues” came to represent the 

voices of the many collaborators and research participants that make up this 

project. 

George E. Marcus, in one of his many calls for an alternative approach to 

ethnography, identified three forms of “second wave reflexivity” which 

correspond well with my work: “reflexivity in the materialisation of the object 

and space of study; reflexivity in defining and managing collaborative 

relationships inside fieldwork; and reflexivity in the politics of reception of the 

products of ethnographic research” (Marcus 2006, 18). This first aspect involves 

the shaping of a research project based on the personal connections and 

experiences that have drawn the researcher to the subject of study (18–19). The 

second point is about blurring the classic power hierarchy between researcher 

and informant, positioning the individuals being studied as “counterparts” rather 

than “others”, and creating a space for more horizontal, collaborative research 

(20). Finally, Marcus’s third form of reflexivity deals with the “politics of 

reception”, acknowledging that “the most likely interested readers of [multi-

sited] ethnographies are the diverse communities of subjects themselves” (21). 

Reflexivity is required to navigate how “communities of investigation” become 

“communities of reception that constitute an intimate public for the results of 

ethnographic research” (21). In other words, what happens to research design 

when those we write about are also those we are writing for? And how do we 

direct our writing towards an “intimate public” of fellow experts, in addition to 

an institutionalized academic audience?  

I feel these questions carry profound significance not only for multi-sited 

projects, but for all fieldwork-based ethnography. More than ever, transparency 

and reciprocity are needed in disciplines that engage directly with the knowledge 

or intellectual property of other individuals.8 Ethnomusicologists like Keith 

Howard (Dutiro and Howard 2007) and James Burns (2009) have noted the value 

                                                
8 This has been particularly evident in the field of applied ethnomusicology, and in various 
archival repatriation projects, like those undertaken by the Society for Cultural Equity for the 
Alan Lomax Archive. 
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of collaboration and reciprocity in their research. Caroline Bithell recently 

discussed the “empowering potential of reciprocity” at the 2016 British Forum 

for Ethnomusicology conference in Chatham, where she framed reciprocity as a 

challenging but ultimately fruitful endeavour. Drawing on material from her 

2014 book A Different Voice, A Different Song, Bithell explored the concept of 

“giving voice” to music practitioners through ethnography. Through writing 

other people’s stories, she argued, the researcher has the potential to construct a 

subject’s impact and return it back to them (Bithell 2016). This dissertation aims 

for reciprocity by framing the contributions of others, while remaining in 

dialogue with them. The completion of this project marks not an end, but a 

deepening of my involvement within the jew’s harp field. Ultimately, as a jew’s 

harp participant-researcher, reception of this work by an “intimate public” of 

peers and collaborators will undoubtedly shape future versions of it. 

 

  

Dissertation Structure  

The goals of this project can be summarized as follows: First, to conduct a study 

on the jew’s harp that presents new approaches to the instrument and its 

communities. Second, to consider the methodological and ethical considerations 

by which transnational communities and music revivals can be analyzed and 

represented. Third, to mobilize emerging methodologies like multi-sited 

ethnography, historical ethnomusicology, and online research, connecting 

fieldwork with secondary sources to engage with an array of theoretical 

discussions and themes pertinent to ethnomusicology and its related disciplines. 

And finally, to explore how reflexive and reciprocal dealings with informants 

can produce scholarship relevant to both the academy and the public domain. 

Deciding how to organize the material from my multiple case studies 

posed a challenge. Should chapters be arranged by location or theme? I 

considered framing each around a different theme and comparing across all three 

sites, but realized this would quickly become difficult to follow. Further, I 

wanted readers interested in a specific regional case study to be able to flip to 

that section, which could then be read either on its own or as part of the whole. 

At the same time, I was cautious about defining field sites along national borders. 
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My case studies were at once translocal and transnational, and instruments and 

people often crossed the lines on the map. However, modern political borders 

still bound my case studies and provided focal points for discussing music 

traditions within regional and national discourses. 

In his critique of Marcus’s call for multi-sited ethnography, Matei Candea 

writes: “…its weakness lies in its lack of attention to processes of bounding, 

selection, and choice” (Candea 2007, 160). Candea calls for ethnographers to 

make such processes “more intentional and explicit” (Candea 2007, 170). In 

many ways I agree with Candea’s defense of the bounded field site, and with his 

understanding of the act of bounding as an anthropological practice, not a 

naturally-occurring phenomenon (172). In other words, we create our sites, rather 

than discovering them. It was clear to me, as I developed my structure, that my 

field sites needed boundaries to facilitate both logistical and conceptual ease. 

However, I did not see boundedness as contradictory to multi-sitedness, but, 

rather, as complementary and necessary.  

If field site boundaries are deliberate constructions, then their aim should 

not be to essentialize activities and characteristics within them, but to provide a 

starting point for discussion. National and/or geographic borders serve as 

convenient units for my case studies, but they are continuously transcended by 

the individual actors in communities who work both within and outside them. 

Individual experiences contradict simplistic narratives of national identity, and 

each case study engages with, expands upon, and permeates political borders. 

Beck and Sznaider (2010) argue that cosmopolitanism as a research method is 

the antidote to “methodological nationalism”, framing the nation as the 

normative unit with which identity, culture, and society are automatically 

equated (2010, 382). However, I expand this to argue that methodological 

nationalism can be used as a critical tool to engage with translocal communities. 

By organizing my case studies by country – and, in the case of Sicily, by region 

– I aim to create springboards for discussing intersections between nationalism, 

music, and regional identities. 

Since my regional case studies also require contextualization within the 

larger historical and global contexts of the jew’s harp, I provide two background 

chapters to familiarize the reader with the general issues and themes surrounding 

the instrument. Chapter 1 gives an overview of the jew’s harp in wide focus: its 
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history, acoustics, social contexts, and issues of perception and marginalization, 

concluding with a detailed critique of the instrument’s English name. In Chapter 

2, I trace the rise of jew’s harp communities in the late twentieth century, from 

individual actors in the 1960s, to the intensification of jew’s harp activities in the 

1980s, to the proliferation of jew’s harp communities and organizations from the 

1990s to the present. I examine personal accounts of International Jew’s Harp 

Congresses, and explore the increasing collaboration between organizations in 

Europe and Central Asia. I also trace the connections between the jew’s harp and 

electronic dance music, and discuss the growing focus on timbral and rhythmic 

playing styles, as well as virtuosity, in the international scene. 

I then proceed to the three ethnographic studies in Norway, Austria, and 

Sicily, which form the core of this work. Each case study is organized into two 

chapters: the first gives an overview of the history and music of the regional 

jew’s harp tradition, and the second focuses on the musicians and instrument 

makers who comprise the community around it. Using the nation of Norway as 

the organizing principle, Chapters 3 and 4 examine the Norwegian munnharpe, a 

revival community that has been active since the 1960s and has an established 

festival circuit, blacksmithing industry, and musical canon. In Chapter 3, I 

investigate the formalization of folkemusikk in the service of national identity 

construction, the role of the kappeleik (music competitions) in the Norwegian 

folk music revival, and the munnharpe’s place within the national folkemusikk 

discourse. I then analyze the traditional munnharpe playing technique. In 

Chapter 4, I explore the transmission and revitalization of the munnharpe 

tradition, arguing that a large part of the revival's success lies in the availability 

and accessibility of archival recordings. Finally, I trace the role of blacksmiths in 

the revival. 

 Chapters 5 and 6 situate the Austrian Maultrommel tradition within the 

broader Alpine context of jew’s harp playing. In Chapter 5, I examine 

Maultrommel playing techniques through visual artwork, historical sources, 

archival recordings, and ethnographic accounts, and trace the lineage of two 

different styles of playing. I explore the golden age of Central European jew’s 

harp virtuosos in eighteenth- and nineteenth-centuries, and examine the 

processes that precipitated the instrument’s fall into obscurity shortly thereafter. 

In Chapter 6, I follow the Maultrommel through its dormant period during the 
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First and Second World Wars, to the beginnings of its revival in the 1960s. I then 

look at the instrument’s resurgence in the 1990s, exploring how contemporary 

players situate themselves within musical discourses of hybridity and the avant-

garde. I conclude by discussing the legacy of Maultrommel production which 

continues today in the village of Molln. 

Chapters 7 and 8 focus on the Sicilian marranzano, situating it within the 

wider Italian and Mediterranean contexts. In Chapter 7, I explore trends in Italian 

politics and ethnomusicology that have constructed the southern regions as an 

exotic Other, resulting in the formation of a distinct Sicilian identity. I survey the 

activist dimensions of the voice in Sicilian culture, then turn to the marranzano, 

overviewing its connections with pastoral life and lyric singing. Chapter 8 

provides an overview of traditional and innovative approaches to the 

marranzano, exploring the instrument’s role in grassroots cultural activism, and 

its use as an emblem linking Sicilian identity with progressive, cosmopolitan 

ideals. I then investigate the myth of the marranzano, analyzing filmic 

representations that depict the instrument among bandits and outlaws. Finally, I 

turn to the instrument makers, discussing the issues and economics of 

marranzano production on the island. 

Chapter 9 focuses the lens on jew’s harp communities online, drawing on 

literature from diaspora studies and online research. I explore how the internet is 

increasingly being recognized as a field site which is by definition translocal and 

multi-sited, and review the methods that are being used to research social 

interactions online. I then analyze two case studies drawn from online jew’s harp 

communities, putting these methods into practice and exploring the extent to 

which social media can be framed as a living cultural archive. I conclude by 

considering the ethical and methodological implications of doing ethnography 

online, advocating for increased transparency and dialogue.  

Finally, the conclusion explores the varied thematic connections between 

the case studies, presenting preliminary comparison and synthesis of the findings 

in order to frame their broader impact. 
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Chapter 1 

The Jew’s Harp 
 

 

Jew’s harps are a family of instruments found around the world. The oldest 

archaeological find is a bone jew’s harp excavated at Xiajiadian, Liaoning 

Province, China, dating from the eighth to fifth centuries BCE, making it 

approximately 2400-2700 years old (Tadagawa 2007, 5).1 A nearly identical 

bone jew’s harp was discovered at Xiongu, Central Province, Mongolia, dating 

to the third to first centuries BCE, making it between 2000–2200 years old 

(Tadagawa 2007, 6). Further finds from Russia and Japan date from the ninth 

century CE (Tadagawa 2007, 7-9. See also Beskrovny 2013). However, it is 

likely the instrument is older than its archaeological record attests. Throughout 

Southeast Asia, jew’s harps are made of wood (bamboo, palm stem, etc.), which 

decomposes relatively quickly compared with the metal and bone instruments 

that have been found. Since woodworking knowledge predates metalwork 

technology, it can be conjectured that the jew’s harps of Southeast Asia and 

Oceania could be many thousands of years old, though there is (as yet) no 

evidence to prove it. 

Like much music archaeology, jew’s harp chronology is complicated by a 

lack of reliable data, and the subject of the its history has been the focus of some 

debate. Curt Sachs (1917) was the first to suggest that the instrument travelled 

from East to West, arriving in Europe via trade routes from Asia. Sachs noted 

two main types of jew’s harps: the heteroglot form, associated with Europe, 

where the tongue is made separately from the frame and then attached to it; and 

the idioglot form, associated with Asia, where the tongue and the frame are made 

from a single piece of material. However, Sachs may not have been aware of the 

regions in which metal heteroglot and wooden idioglot instruments co-exist, for 

example, in northern parts of India and in Kyrgyzstan, as well as in Japan (see 

                                                
1 Identification of archaeological finds is always problematic when it comes to musical 
instruments. The team that excavated the object did not identify it as a jew’s harp, but described 
it as “having the general shape of a weaving shuttle” (quoted in Tadagawa 2007, 5). However, 
Honeychurch (1974) identified the object as a jew’s harp, and the photograph shown in 
Tadagawa (2007) clearly depicts an idioglot jew’s harp. 
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Tadagawa 1999). There are also hybrid instruments found in Taiwan, where one 

to five separate brass tongues are attached inside wooden frames (Mulu 1999). 

While it is true that most European jew’s harps are of the metal heteroglot 

variety, their provenance and circulation is still shrouded in uncertainty, and 

prone to speculation. Frederick Crane (1972) made the bold – and oft-repeated – 

claim that several European finds dated to Roman times. However, Gjermund 

Kolltveit’s extensive analysis of over 800 archaeological jew’s harps in Europe 

concludes that the instrument can only be reliably dated to the thirteenth century, 

most likely becoming established somewhere between 1100–1300 CE (2006, 

113). Kolltveit points out that many of the finds used to claim Roman roots were 

excavated in the nineteenth century, when archaeological methods provided 

insufficient evidence to date the objects with certainty (2006, 31). Crane sums up 

the debate as follows: 
 

There are trumpologists who believe that there is no evidence that the trump became 

known in Europe before about 1200 CE. There are others who have faith that a pretty 

good number of trumps have been dug up in Europe that found their resting places 

before 1200, even as far back as the Roman era. And a third group suspends belief until 

incontrovertible proof turns up (Crane 2007c, 69).2 

 
While we await more evidence, the present archaeological record appears 

to tentatively support the theory that the jew’s harp spread from East or 

Southeast Asia through Central Asia, arriving in Europe by the Middle Ages. 

However, it remains unknown whether the variations in jew’s harp materials and 

design are connected by causal evolutionary links, as suggested by Sachs, or if 

they are indicative of independent realizations of a “platonic ideal”, as suggested 

by Gilbert Rouget in his preface to Dournon and Wright’s catalogue (1978, 6). 

Yet, Dournon and Wright focus primarily on analyzing the functional features of 

the various jew’s harp types, leaving out the conjecture of its historical 

connections. Jeremy Montagu sums up the eternal debate about the origins of 

musical instruments:  
 

                                                
2 Crane preferred the term “trump” instead of jew’s harp, and used it exclusively in his writing 
after 1994. I provide a detailed summary of the instrument’s various names later in this chapter. 
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Some would have us believe that each instrument, or instrument type, stems, like 

humanity itself, from a single source, and spreads thence across the world, changing and 

developing as it goes. Others would prefer to believe that what one musician can devise 

here, another can devise there, so that every instrument is invented time and time again, 

as each culture finds a need for it in its own music. Each is demonstrably untrue as a 

single universal theory – each is demonstrably true in some cases. Thus we can only say 

that some were invented once, or in some cases, perhaps, occasionally, and have 

diffused to many areas, whereas others were patently so simple and so universal that 

they were invented everywhere, and, in the vast majority of cases, that we neither know 

which is correct, nor ever shall (2003a, 2). 

 
From Europe, colonial trade took the instruments to Africa and the 

Americas. Jew’s harps manufactured in the English Midlands were shipped to 

West and South Africa from at least the eighteenth century (Wright and Impey 

2007, 45). In the United States, English jew’s harps were also used as barter 

between European settlers and Native Americans from at least the sixteenth 

century (Wright 2011, 212). While Wright’s American research focuses on New 

England, his chronlogy is corroborated by thirteen jew’s harps discovered in 

Santa Fe, Argentina, dating to 1573–1660 (Pignocchi 2004c, 20). José Luis 

Pignocchi has contributed important details on jew’s harps in Argentina and 

Chile (Pignocchi 2004a, 2004b), though the South American continent remains 

largely under-studied. The same can be said of many jew’s harp cultures and 

communities, which have yet to be examined in detail. 

 

 

The Margins 

 

It would be foolish to believe that we eventually will have printed everything 

there is to know about the Jew’s harp; any insider knows that the subject is as 

vast as the object is small (Crane 1982a: 8). 

 
Because of the huge range of cultures in which it is found, there is incredible 

richness and variety in jew’s harp traditions, both in their social contexts and 

musical styles. Yet outside of jew’s harp circles, the instrument has not received 

much scholarly attention. Why has it been so seldom studied? And why have 

jew’s harps frequently been referred to in terms of technical and musical 
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deficiency? Many early writings on the jew’s harp, particularly dictionary 

entries, displayed a pronounced bias against it.3 Take, for instance, Thomas 

Busby’s description of “[t]his insignificant instrument” (Busby 1801, quoted in 

Wright 2015, xii). The famous 1636 entry by French organologist Marin 

Mersenne is only somewhat more generous: “This instrument is used by lackeys 

and people of low status, but that doesn’t mean that it isn’t worthy of the 

attention of better minds” (quoted in Crane 2003a, 63). While the second entry 

endows the instrument with slightly more value than the first, it clearly reflects 

seventeenth-century ideas about musical instruments and class. According to 

Kolltveit, these associations are not entirely incorrect. He writes, “Various 

sources suggest that it predominated in the lower social strata, and that it was 

prevalently used by the common people in rural and urban societies” (2006, 

114).  

We know from the work of Klier (1956), Mohr (1998), Lovatto (2004), 

Kolltveit (2006 and 2009) and Wright (2011 and 2015), that jew’s harps were 

mass produced at centres in Britain, Ireland, Austria, and Northern Italy and that 

the numbers were in the millions. There is no doubt that the instrument was both 

popular and widespread throughout Europe. Did the mass production of the jew’s 

harp contribute to the notion that it was merely a cheap trinket, more of a toy 

than a musical instrument? There is a longstanding association of the jew’s harp 

as an instrument for children. Michael Wright relates that a 1585 source refers to 

the jew’s harp as “that instrument made of steel, commonly used by boys” (2015, 

13), a 1688 French-English dictionary listed the French name of the instrument 

as “Trompe (f.) … a Jew’s Harp, for Boys to play upon” (Miège quoted in 

Wright 2015, 13), and that, in 1778, Samuel Pegge wrote, “this instrument is a 

mere boy’s play-thing” (2015, 14). An 1801 Scottish source remained consistent 

with this characterization: “The trump, or Jew’s harp, is chiefly confined to boys; 

yet I have heard a peasant occasionally play on it with no unpleasing effect, 

while others danced to its sounds, in the absence of more perfect instruments” 

(Leyden quoted in Crane 2000, 52). An 1886 article that appeared in the New 

York Mail and Express was titled “The Jewsharp – A Few Facts of Interest to the 

                                                
3 Many sources also contained misinformation, which has continued to circulate for centuries. 
This is especially evident in entries which discuss the instrument’s English name, a topic I 
examine later in this chapter. 
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Average Small Boy” (Wright 2015, 94). Such sources imply that the instrument 

is a trifle, unworthy of serious attention. They also point to a clear association 

with gender. In Europe, the instrument is still mostly played by men, but there 

are many notable exceptions. Where the instrument has been used in courtship, 

for instance in Bali and the Philippines, there are women who play it (see 

Morgan 2008, 37). In Russia, there are many excellent women players, and in 

Yakutia it is played by men, women, seniors and children. In Southern Africa, 

the jew’s harp is often used by women who are also adept at other overtone 

traditions like the mouthbow (see Wright and Impey 2007). According to Angela 

Impey, both instruments were “[o]nce played extensively by young women while 

walking across the flood plains and mountains” (Impey 2008, 34).  

The connection between the jew’s harp and children endured well into the 

twentieth century. A chapter in Hubert Boone’s 1986 book on the jew’s harp in 

Belgium and the Netherlands shows it “mostly in the hands of children from the 

16th century to 1914” (Crane 1994b, 73). Crane, summarizing Boone, writes that 

“It was also used by adolescents and adults, especially men, was played at fairs, 

and in the first half of the 19th century in competitions and sometimes in large 

groups of trumps” (Crane 1994b, 73). In Norway and Austria, mass-produced 

jew’s harps were at the centre of youth-based revivals in the 1950s and 60s. In 

Chapter 5, I will examine how the jew’s harp was chosen as the symbol of the 

1952 Boy Scout Jamboree in Austria in the aftermath of the Second World War. 

In Chapter 3, I explain how Norwegian music shops of the 1960s could barely 

keep instruments in stock after a young musician appeared playing one on 

television. In fact, children’s television has been a major conduit for the jew’s 

harp in popular culture, most notably in the “boing” sound effect used in many 

cartoon programs. The closing theme of the 1980s German version of Sesame 

Street had a jew’s harp in it,4 as did the closing theme to the 1980s Canadian 

children’s show Fred Penner’s Place, which was my earliest exposure to the 

instrument.5  The Schwarz and Wimmer Maultrommel production houses in 

                                                
4 “Sesame Street Intro 80er”, RetroTV20, YouTube video, accessed 14 July 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8XXJ6_O1M2E. The theme song starts at 0:20. 
5 “CBC Fred Penner’s Place outro 1988”, Retrontario, YouTube video, accessed 14 July 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mwz4kQQ-inI. The theme starts around 0:26. From around 
0:58, you can hear the jew’s harp player whispering the words “Fred Penner’s Place” several 
times through the instrument, an excellent example of speaking in tongues! 



 

 44 

Molln, Austria, both continue to mass produce brightly coloured jew’s harps 

today, aimed at young people, tourists and amateur players.  

In America, the poor quality jew’s harps sold in music stores have 

perpetuated the notion that it is a toy. In interview, American jew’s harp player 

Gordon Frazier related a common exchange he had had at several music stores 

carrying these sub-par instruments:  
 

I tell them, why do you have this? This isn’t an instrument. You can’t play music on 

these things. They say, “well, the kids like ‘em”. No, they don’t! [laughs] The kids pick 

up these things that, if you hit it hard enough, you can hurt yourself, and [you] can’t 

make music with it, and then [they] put it down, disappointed. That’s not “fun”. 

 
The instrument’s diminutive size, seemingly simple construction, and association 

with children have all contributed to the assumption that it is easy to play. 

However, one has only to experience playing a jew’s harp for the first time to 

realize how mistaken this is. Many beginners have given up in frustration when, 

after expecting instant gratification, they have been unable to produce a sound. 

Canadian composer Colin McPhee recounts how his attempt to form a children’s 

sekaa genggong (jew’s harp club) in Bali in 1938 was met with failure (McPhee 

1955, 83), and my 2007 fieldwork in Bali showed that many adults considered it 

too difficult to teach to children (Morgan 2008, 40). Like most instruments, the 

jew’s harp takes patience. It also requires fine muscle control, as the movements 

involved in playing it are small and subtle. Yet amid this difficulty, the jew’s 

harp is comparable with many other instruments: all instruments present unique 

ergonomic challenges that must be grappled with and overcome, as they exist at 

the intersection of technology and the body. The human-machine interface 

involved in playing an instrument has been explored by John Blacking (1977), 

developed by John Baily in terms of sensory-motor coordination (1977, 1985, 

and 1995); framed as a pattern of dance by Yung (1984), and analyzed as 

embodied cultural metaphor by Dawe (2005). Applying this literature to the 

jew’s harp would suggest that too little has been made of the complex 

relationship between the instrument and its player – an error which has been 

perpetuated over centuries largely by those who do not play it. 
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Acoustics 

The instrument’s peripheralism is undoubtedly connected with how it produces 

sound. To fully understand how the instrument’s timbre has led to its 

marginalization, we must first examine its basic acoustic principles (Fig. 1.1). 

The instrument consists of a “tongue” that vibrates within a frame; the tongue is 

also referred to as a lamella, tang, reed, feather, and a number of other names. 

When the tip of the tongue (or trigger) is plucked, its vibration within the frame 

produces the instrument’s fundamental pitch, which is then modulated inside the 

player’s mouth cavity by holding the frame to the lips or teeth.6 

 

 
Figure 1.1: Diagram of a heteroglot jew’s harp, displaying the nomenclature 

used in this dissertation. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

A central issue raised by jew’s harp acoustics is whether we consider it to 

be an instrument on its own, or if it is only complete when coupled with the 

player’s mouth. I follow Dournon and Wright (1978), who state: “The whole 

system [of the jew’s harp] is completed by the vocal tract of the player” (17). 

                                                
6 How it is played depends on the construction and material of the jew’s harp. Most idioglot 
jew’s harps are held to the lips, while most heteroglot jew’s harps are held against (not between) 
the teeth. 
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This point has also been well made by Sylvain Trias, whose Master’s thesis 

framed the jew’s harp as a “biological instrument” (2010, 8), examining the 

physiological processes inside the player’s mouth cavity using MRI scans. Trias 

also defined the jew’s harp as “the combination of the instrument with the vocal 

tract cavity of the player” (22). As an ethnographer I develop this notion further, 

suggesting that not only the mouth, but also the individual – and the musical-

cultural identities in which they are embedded – must be considered as part of 

the instrument. “Jew’s harp”, then, refers to both object and player. 

So how does it work? The tongue of the instrument generates a 

fundamental frequency, which contains within it many partials. A jew’s harp 

player learns, through aural feedback and muscle memory, to amplify selected 

partials and produce distinct pitches. Controlled carefully, these pitches can be 

manipulated to play melodies. Some of these partials are known as “harmonics” 

because they vibrate at frequencies that are exact ratios of the fundamental. This 

sequence of frequencies is known as the harmonic series, and it is the pitch 

palette most commonly associated with the jew’s harp (Fig. 1.2). 

 
Figure 1.2: The harmonic series for a fundamental pitch of C1. 

 

One of the features of the harmonic series is that the size of intervals 

decreases as the pitches in the series get higher, resulting in intervals of unequal 

sizes. When this sequence is compared with an equal-tempered diatonic scale, it 

appears that some notes are “missing”. As a result, it has frequently been 

assumed that the jew’s harp is limited in its musical capabilities. Contrary to this 

view, however, the instrument actually generates many partials beyond the 

harmonic series, which can be selected or omitted by the player’s movements. 

The tessitura of most jew’s harps, when moderated by the mouth, spans up to 

two octaves, depending on the frequency of its fundamental pitch.  

Partials are present in all sounds, and they distinguish characteristic 

timbres. Different musical instruments produce different ranges of partials, with 
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some harmonics more prominent than others. This is why a pitch frequency on a 

piano, e.g. A (440Hz) has a different tone colour compared with the identical 

pitch on a clarinet: the clarinet has strong seventh and eleventh overtones, which 

are weak on piano strings. However, the human mouth cavity, which generates 

the additional tones for the jew’s harp, has an advantage that many instruments 

lack: it can change its shape and size, allowing it to act as a variable resonator. 

Think of the body of an acoustic guitar: the shape of the hole cannot be changed, 

and neither can the size of the resonating chamber. Therefore, the timbre of the 

guitar remains relatively consistent as it is played (albeit, allowing for the 

resonation of some of its constituent parts at particular frequencies). The mouth 

cavity, on the other hand, can move to change both pitch and timbre. This ability 

has led to the jew’s harp being referred to as the “original synthesizer” due to its 

ability to phase-shift multiple waveforms (Crane 1994, 11).7 Unlike most 

instruments, which produce one clear pitch at a time, the jew’s harp creates the 

effect of multiple simultaneous frequencies, generating a distinctive buzzing 

sound. The two most prominent frequencies are the fundamental pitch and the 

overtones. The fundamental does not change based on the player’s mouth cavity 

fluctuations, and therefore functions as a drone. Floating above the fundamental, 

in high, whistle-like tones, are the partials. Heard together, the fundamental pitch 

and its overtones create a timbral effect comparable to Tuvan or Mongolian 

throat singing or the Australian Aboriginal didgeridoo. 

The acoustic phenomena generated by the jew’s harp and its player are 

complex, and have not been well understood until recently. The academic debate 

around how the jew’s harp produces sound is laborious, and I will only 

summarize a few highlights which raise salient points and misconceptions. The 

Hornbostel-Sachs system, which classifies instruments based on how they 

produce sound, lists the jew’s harp as 121.2, under the category “plucked 

idiophones”. Challenging this, Fred Crane (1968) argues that the instrument’s 

tongue alone does not produce its sound, and it should instead be classed as a 

“plucked aerophone”. Crane would go on to become one of the central figures in 

the study of the jew’s harp, and the instigation of jew’s harp communities. But 
                                                
7 A phase shift is the offset that occurs when combining waveforms with different phase periods. 
This offsetting results in some partials being amplified while others are cancelled. This 
simultaneous amplification/cancellation can be used to filter a signal and dramatically change the 
quality of its sound.  
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his first article on the instrument raises some important debates that are worth 

examining. Crane’s argument rests on four main points: first, that “The Jew’s 

harp functions fully only when there is a stream of air moving past the tongue” 

(1968, 67). While it is true that a light airstream, sufficient to fog a mirror, can 

make the harmonic partials more clear, the jew’s harp can actually be played 

both with and without an airstream present. In fact, some playing techniques 

involve the deliberate closing of the player’s glottis, which cuts off the airflow of 

breath, and produces partials outside of the harmonic series (this will be 

discussed in Chapter 3 with reference to the Norwegian munnharpe technique). 

This is a prime example of how ethnographic data can enhance acoustic theories 

with evidence from performance practice.  

Crane’s next point is that “The frame is essential to the function […] 

Only when the apertures between tongue and frame are very narrow is the air 

stream effectively interrupted as the tongue passes by the frame” (67). The air 

turbulence created as the tongue passes through the frame is indeed central to 

how the jew’s harp functions, and most blacksmiths and players I spoke with 

agreed that the distance between the tongue and the frame determines the quality 

of the instrument’s partials (the smaller the space between tongue and frame, the 

better the sound). This relationship was confirmed through spectral analysis by 

Trias (2010, 34), but is probably best illustrated by the inexpensive jew’s harps 

sold by the Trophy Music Company, under various names like “Snoopy’s Harp” 

or “Bluegrass Jaw Harp”, in which the distance between tongue and frame is so 

large that the instruments produce almost no harmonic spectrum, and are 

virtually unplayable (Fig. 1.3). These mass produced caricatures of jew’s harps 

have undoubtedly contributed to the instrument’s reputation as an unmusical toy.  
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Figure 1.3: “Snoopy’s Harp” produced by the Trophy Music Company. 

Photograph: Mary Graffunder. Used with permission. 

  

Moving to Crane’s third point, we hit another point that requires 

unpacking: “The coupling of sound generator (tongue) to resonator (oral cavity) 

is through the air, rather than through any solids” (68). This statement is 

complicated by the fact that heteroglot jew’s harps must be pressed to the teeth in 

order to couple properly with the player’s mouth. Even idioglot jew’s harps, like 

the Balinese genggong or Vietnamese dan moi, which are held lightly between 

the lips, require a firm grip. My own experience has taught me that the hand 

holding the instrument must be braced firmly against the cheek and/or jaw while 

playing to get a good sound. When the tongue of a jew’s harp is struck, it begins 

to move back and forth, while the frame begins to move in the opposite direction 

in order to nullify the vibration. As a result, the frame must be braced against 

something in order to prevent it from cancelling the tongue’s movement. Solids, 

therefore, are still important here; if the frame of the instrument isn’t properly 

clamped against a solid, the volume and sound quality are inconsistent, and its 

physical position is not stable enough for fast or vigorous playing. A simple 

experiment demonstrates this point: a heteroglot jew’s harp, plucked in the air 

away from the player’s body, generates a short and dull sustain. When it is held 

in traction against something solid, i.e. the teeth or even the edge of a table, the 

duration of the tongue’s vibration is noticeably longer. However, it is important 

to note that the vibrating sensations experienced inside the player’s head are 
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caused by the resonance of the air inside the mouth cavity, as well as some 

sympathetic resonance in the surrounding soft tissues, not by the vibration of 

solids (bones or skull). 

Crane’s final statement leads back to the misconception that the available 

pitches on the jew’s harp are limited to the harmonic series: “As an idiophone, a 

flexible tongue fastened at one end produces partials in the irrational ratios […] 

All of these but the fundamental are weak and transitory. The Jew’s harp scale, 

however, is identical with the harmonic series” (68). This “limited scale” 

argument has been echoed many times, but in fact the other “weak and 

transitory” partials make up the jew’s harp’s overall sound, and can be selected 

by the player along with the harmonics. In later years, Crane himself backtracked 

on this view and came to accept that the range of the jew’s harp was much wider 

than the harmonic series. 

In 1972, Ola Kai Ledang published another article on jew’s harp 

acoustics, using spectral analysis to suggest that the sound is produced not by the 

tongue itself, but by the air turbulence between the tongue and frame. Yet 

Ledang’s study does not consider how the sound is altered in the mouth cavity, 

which produces the actual qualities heard in performance. He concedes that “the 

ultimate sound produced by a jaw’s harp player cannot be adequately described 

without reference to phonetics; it appears that, e.g. the vowel formations are of 

considerable importance” (102). He also acknowledges that the ways in which 

pitches are perceived on the instrument have yet to be thoroughly investigated. 

Such a study would have to be based on contextual data around the concepts of 

pitch, mode, scale, and even language, grounded in culturally-sited case studies. 

Adkins, with several nods to Ledang’s work, published his acoustic study 

of the jew’s harp in 1974. Adkins’ central thesis was that: 
 

At low frequencies, harmonics of the vibrational frequency of the lamella stand out 

clearly as the natural resonance of the mouth is changed, and in this range jew’s harps 

are often used to execute “bugle calls.” At high frequencies, however, it is possible to 

vary the apparent pitch of the sound continuously and tunes may be played with no 

restriction on the notes used (667).   

 
Adkins’ first observation simply notes the property of the harmonic series in 

which the intervals get smaller as the pitches get higher. The “bugle calls” he 
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refers to are the pitches generated by the first few overtones in the harmonic 

series, which correspond with that of a major arpeggio. However, his next 

statement goes wide of the mark: he claims that using the higher harmonics, 

which are closer together, “tunes may be played with no restriction on the notes 

used”. Adkins appears to ignore the restrictions imposed by the instrument’s 

fundamental pitch: generally speaking, a higher fundamental results in a reduced 

tessitura, while a lower fundamental generates more high harmonics. Limits are 

also imposed by the size and volume of the player’s mouth cavity – not to 

mention the player’s technical ability. Like the other early acoustic studies, this 

one suffers from an armchair approach, and Adkins makes no reference to 

specific repertoires or musical examples in support of his claim. These sources 

clearly operate from the perspective that the instrument’s sound, function, and 

mechanics can be adequately understood in isolation from their human players.  

A counter-example to these sources is the 1972 article by jew’s harp 

player John Wright, which offers a preview (and the only English version) of the 

work he and Dournon-Taurelle would publish in French in their 1978 book. The 

study combines the organological methodology of Dournon-Taurelle, a French 

ethnomusicologist who wrote a PhD dissertation on the jew’s harp, with the 

practical expertise of Wright, a celebrated English folk musician and jew’s harp 

player. Wright, who passed away in 2013, was keenly aware that performance 

practice must be taken into account along with physical and acoustic properties, 

and that the sounds produced on musical instruments are shaped not only by their 

form but also by the playing techniques used. He wrote: “Our basic premise is 

that the final form of an object can only be understood if one is intimately 

acquainted with its functioning” (1972, 51). Wright, who also sang and played 

the fiddle along with other instruments, was famous in jew’s harp communities 

for his encyclopedic knowledge of the folk tunes of Britain, Ireland, France, and 

beyond. During a visit to his home in Angers, France, Wright reiterated to me the 

value of studying local playing styles, and explained how his interest in the 

Norwegian munnharpe technique had revolutionized his own approach to 

melody (February 2013). 

Another practice-based perspective from Swiss jew’s harp player Anton 

Bruhin (1994) posited that the jew’s harp could be used to play notes beyond the 

harmonic series: 
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Various accounts of the tonal resources of the trump all name the bugle-call scale or 

harmonic series. According to them, exclusively these tones are playable. Without 

doubt, the tones of this series can be formed the most clearly. On the other hand, it is 

possible to play a glissando over the entire range of the trump, which sounds uniform 

throughout. […] Accordingly, one should be able to play on the trump chromatic scales, 

or even any pitch whatever. (Bruhin 1994, 52) 

 
The language of Bruhin’s comment is vague (“one should be able to play any 

pitch whatever”), echoing the “unrestricted pitches” concept offered by Adkins. 

While this is not completely accurate, various jew’s harp traditions do address 

the limitations of the harmonic series in a number of ways, a phenomenon I 

examine in detail with my case studies in Norway, Austria, and Sicily. The 

practice of using partials beyond the harmonic series is exploited in the 

Norwegian munnharpe tradition, which uses a glottal technique to alternate 

between harmonic and other partials of the fundamental to construct a diatonic 

scale (Chapter 2). In Chapter 4, I examine the Austrian solution for obtaining the 

notes “missing” from the harmonic series: the technique of switching between 

multiple instruments tuned to different keys to obtain a wider range of 

harmonics. 

Austrian Maultrommel player Wolf Janscha has developed the 

instrument’s tonal capabilities to an advanced level, designing a comprehensive 

instructional manual detailing how different scales and modes can be played on a 

single jew’s harp (Janscha 2012). He agrees with Bruhin’s assessment that the 

jew’s harp can be a diatonic or even chromatic instrument, suggesting that the 

available pitches are determined by a player’s technique and control, not solely 

by the harmonic series. Janscha’s own compositions and performances 

demonstrate this point with a high degree of skill, and are explored along with 

other contemporary contexts for the Maultrommel in Chapter 6.  

  

 

Contexts  

Now that we understand the acoustic underpinnings of how the jew’s harp 

produces sound, we can examine the implications this has for the contexts in 

which it is used. Because the sound works by vibrating inside the player’s head, 
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all the constituent tissues and chambers of the head are involved: bone (teeth, 

skull), gums, soft and hard palette, muscles, fascia, skin, and the resonating 

chambers of air inside the cavities. In an article about the jew’s harp’s 

therapeutic benefits, player Iwasaki Kiyoshi describes the intoxicating effect it 

can have: “When you play the instrument, the movement of the tongue of the 

Jew’s harp gives a light vibration to the whole skull […] thus, you will feel as if 

you are drunk” (Kiyoshi 1999, 101). The bodily sensations involved in playing 

the jew’s harp are literally “in your head”, and are particularly pronounced when 

playing metal heteroglot instruments, which are pressed against the teeth. 

Different instruments produce different experiences of vibration: jew’s harps 

with low fundamentals feel different to play than those tuned to higher pitches, 

and there are tactile differences between metal, wood, and bone instruments.8  

The jew’s harp’s intimacy with its player makes it particularly suitable 

for solipsistic music-making. Andrew Killick called for increased attention to 

“holicipation” – the act of making music when no one else is listening. Killick 

argues that ethnomusicology’s focus on “social participation as both an object 

and a method of study” has neglected musical activity that is private or anti-

social (2006, 277). Killick also notes that musicology’s emphasis on great works 

and individuals has marginalized music whose primary reward is solitude, not 

performance or gaining approval from others (281). He rightly points out that 

studies of music in everyday life have been preoccupied with “one-to-one forms 

of human-music interaction” (quoting Tia DeNora 2000, 46), such as private 

music consumption and listening practices, but have still excluded private music 

making (Killick 2006, 282–3). It could be that theoretical models are lacking for 

music which falls into the grey area “between work and leisure” (Stebbins 2004), 

a spectrum encompassing amateurs, hobbyist, and professionals. Killick 

describes at length the inadequacy of these concepts: 
 

Holicipants resemble "amateurs" in that they "engage part-time in activities that, for 

other people, constitute full-time work roles" (Stebbins 1992, 41). They play music, 

which for some people is a professional activity, and, like professional musicians, they 
                                                
8 I first noticed this phenomenon when I looked at the display of a digital clock while playing a 
loud, low-pitched Yakutian khomus. I was shocked; the numbers appeared to be dancing, 
melting, and shaking. I immediately stopped playing, and the numbers returned to normal. When 
I resumed playing, I realized that all the tissues involved in my vision were vibrating 
sympathetically with the instrument, creating an optical illusion. 
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often practise hard to improve their playing and to learn new repertoire. But a full-time 

work role can exist only where there is a "public" to create a demand for it and to pay 

for it, and as the role of meeting this demand can be taken either by professionals or 

amateurs, it follows that "even for amateurs, there is nearly always a public" (ibid.). 

Holicipants by definition have no public, and in that respect they have no professional 

counterparts (since professional musicians are paid to play for a public, not for 

themselves) and thus are not true "amateurs" in Stebbins's sense (284). 

 
Private music making, then, is a problematic site of analysis within the capitalist 

system. Who can afford the time to play the jew’s harp, an activity which is 

commonly seen as a trivial pursuit? We have seen that the largest jew’s harp 

markets in Europe and America have mostly been mass-produced, inexpensive 

instruments for amateur players. Michael Wright has established the instrument’s 

value as a commodity that is bought and sold, but what about the economy of 

jew’s harp playing itself? Does the jew’s harp have a public, or is it, at its core, a 

private instrument? 

We can speculate that people in solitary professions may have favoured 

the instrument’s form and function: pocket-sized, portable, and suitable for quiet 

contemplation. In Europe, the locations of archaeological finds give some 

indication as to who may have owned jew’s harps: thirty-three percent of the 

finds in Kolltveit’s survey were found in castles, pointing to a link with soldiers 

and mercenaries (2006, 114). A further 34 percent were from urban areas, 19 

percent were from rural areas, and four percent were from monasteries (ibid). 

The iconographic record frequently depicts the instrument in pastoral settings, 

amongst peasants and shepherds, but also in scenes portraying angels, jesters, 

peddlars, and a fair number of monkeys (see Crane 2003b). Was it most popular 

amongst those who lived on the fringes of society? Speculation as to the origins 

of the jew’s harp has led some to suggest it was introduced to Europe by Gypsies 

or Jewish peddlers. While these theories lack supporting evidence, they point to 

an assumed connection between jew’s harps and marginalized groups.9 Another 

line of inquiry could investigate the social status of jew’s harp making 

blacksmiths, whose work with fire marginalized them to the outskirts of nomadic 

settlements (Czaplika 1914). While it is tempting to search for associations 

                                                
9 In Southern Italy, there is a connection between Zingari (Gypsies) and the jew’s harp; Sicilian 
jew’s harp player Giorgio Maltese had several Zingari-made jew’s harps in his collection. 
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between jew’s harps and specific social groups, existing data confirms large-

scale production in Europe since the seventeenth century, demonstrating the 

instrument’s ubiquity and popularity across the general population.  

Killick describes privacy as a central facet of holicipatory music making, 

and while the construction of the jew’s harp, and the experience of playing it, 

suit private moments, this has not limited its use to solo players. Tia DeNora’s 

“one-to-one forms of human-music interaction” find a counterpart in the many 

instances of jew’s harp usage between two people. In Asia, the jew’s harp 

appears to have been used as both a solo instrument and in courtship contexts: 

sources in China, Taiwan, Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, Borneo, and 

Indonesia connect the instrument with socially intimate situations (e.g. Rock 

1939; Mulu 1999; Picken 1957; Pugh-Kitingan 1977; Reck 1977; Proschan 

1992; Baes 1997; Catlin 1997; Haid 1999; Ivanov 1999; Rault 2000). In some of 

these examples jew’s harps are used in pairs, one tuned higher than the other, 

suggesting a male-female binary. In some cases, couples have used the 

instrument to “speak” and to encode private information, often in the form of 

poetry (e.g. Pugh-Kitingan 1977, Proschan 1992, Catlin 1997). In the Alps of 

Europe, the jew’s harp has been used in serenading, with the male suitor playing 

beneath his beloved’s window. In Sicily, jew’s harps have been used to 

accompany love songs, also directed to a lover’s window. Is the wide distribution 

of these practices a coincidence, or a result of the instrument’s innately “erotic” 

quality, as Bakx has suggested (1998a)? Either way, courtship contexts imply a 

type of solipsism: the self-absorption of people together, in moments of 

exchange and communication.  

Even now, in the age of amplified jew’s harp performances on festival 

stages, the inward focus of the instrument is evident among many players. Since 

no part of the instrument can provide visual cues or orientation, its players rely 

almost entirely on aural feedback during performance. The striking of the tongue 

occurs outside the body; the rest of the playing happens inside the mouth cavity, 

invisible even to the player. Because the overtones are loudest in the air 

immediately inside and surrounding the player’s mouth, they are notoriously 

challenging to amplify. It is difficult to place a microphone close enough to the 

sound source without obstructing the instrument or the player. This has been 

addressed in various cultures and time periods by the addition of external 
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acoustic resonators to some jew’s harps. The bell-shaped “megaphonic trumps”, 

overviewed in detail by Harm Linsen (2007), are clearly for the benefit of 

outward projection. However, other resonators, like the glumpah (a leaf-shaped 

piece of leather) used with the Balinese genggong, serve another purpose. 

Contrary to popular assumption, this inward facing resonator is not for the 

benefit of the audience, but instead amplifies the instrument back towards the ear 

of its own player so that it can be heard, particularly when played in an ensemble 

(Morgan 2008, 45).10 Leo Tadagawa has noted eighteenth century Siberian 

depictions of the jew’s harp being played against an axe, and Alexeyev has 

confirmed that “the Yakuts, the Evenks, and the Altaian people had a similar 

tradition, i.e. to fix the khomus to something made of iron” (Alexeyev 1999, 32). 

In these examples, it is assumed that the intention was one of amplification. 

Another extension of the instrument’s holicipatory properties is its use in 

the contexts of shamanism (Alexeyev and Shishigin 2004), therapeutic healing 

(Shishigin 1999, Kiyoshi 1999), mesmerism, and trance. Yakutian khomus player 

Spiridon Shishigin explains how “khomus music can, and should, be used to 

positively influence people, and for mobilization and realization of the latent 

abilities of the human body to improve, to self-regulate, and to heal” (Shishigin 

1999, 93). Shishigin says that the “healing potential” of khomus music extends 

from its maker, through its player, and finally to its audience. The blacksmith is a 

revered figure in the healing chain of the khomus, as Shishigan explains: 
 

[Healing potential] depends on who made the khomus and how it was made. If the 

khomus was made by machines, then its music has little influence on people. The most 

effect is produced by a khomus that was made by hand. The strength of its effect is 

proportional to the amount of vital energy spent during its construction. An enormous 

effect can be produced by khomuses that were made by a hereditary blacksmith because 

his genes pass to the khomus the spiritual energy of many generations of blacksmiths 

who are the most gifted representatives of the people and who preserve folk traditions 

(Shishigin 1999, 94). 

 
In addition to the vibratory sensations experienced when playing, another aspect 

of jew’s harp technique links it with altered states: the necessity of breathing in 

and out through the instrument while playing. As Iwasaki Kiyoshi puts it: 
                                                
10 The inward facing gourd used as a resonator on the Shona mbira of Zimbabwe serves a similar 
function for its player. 
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When you play the Jew’s harp you create a form of hyperventilation […] Therefore, 

playing the Jew’s harp has the same effect as a massage of the blood vessels. As a result 

of playing the instrument, you should feel both physically and mentally refreshed 

compared with your condition before playing, due to activity caused by oxygen intake 

(Kiyoshi 1999, 101) 

 
The close link between the jew’s harp and trance states is also suggested 

by the name of the Ancient Trance Festival in Taucha, Germany. This event 

hosted the Eighth International Jew’s Harp Congress in 2014, and took “The 

Jew’s Harp and Trance” as its theme, with International Jew’s Harp Society 

president Franz Kumpl giving a lecture on this subject (Kumpl 2014).  

A further connotation of “speaking in tongues” hints at glossolalia, the 

phenomenon in which a person is spiritually overtaken and speaks in an 

unknown language, evidence of a direct connection with the divine.11 The 

international jew’s harp community is seen by many of its participants as 

something which transcends spatial and linguistic boundaries, creating a quasi-

spiritual dimension of fellowship between practitioners in which people without 

a common language can “speak” through the instrument. This is particularly 

evident at jew’s harp festivals, where participants without a common language 

often invite each other to play together at informal, improvised jam sessions. 

These jams, apart from being fun, dispense with the need for spoken language 

and allow participants to communicate with each other through the tongues of 

their instruments. In this case, the distance from spoken language, through the 

removal of the player’s voice, actually permits closeness with musical language. 

 

 

Perception 
 

The Jew’s Harp belongs to the number of those universal sound-producers which seem 

to defy both time and space (Galpin 1965, 195). 

 
Because jew’s harp playing involves the vibration of the mouth cavity and head, 

there are parallels with singing, and similar issues of tuning and intonation apply. 

                                                
11 Charismatic Christianity often refers to the ability to speak in tongues as “the gift of tongues”, 
and it is seen as a positive attribute endowed by divine power (e.g. Christenson 2005, 71). 
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Sounds are different inside our heads than outside, which is why we feel a sense 

of alienation from our recorded voices. The sound of the jew’s harp, like the 

voice, is therefore bound up with issues of perception. Due to the intimate way 

the jew’s harp produces sound, some people find it a challenge to hear it clearly. 

Harmonic overtones are subtle, and not all listeners can distinguish the 

instrument’s overtones from its fundamental pitch. Some people only perceive 

the fundamental and do not hear the overtones at all, which has led to dismissal 

of the jew’s harp as a “one note” instrument (see Tenzer 2000). However, the 

blame for such perceptions does not rest entirely on untrained listeners; it can 

also be the result of poor instruments, poor players, or poor sound engineering 

techniques (in the case of recorded or amplified performances). Some players 

struggle to pick out clear overtones, contributing to the myth that jew’s harps are 

incapable of melodic playing. Others hear an intended melody in their own 

playing, which is not perceptible to others. This is especially noticeable in the 

instrument’s many appearances in genres of popular music, as well as television 

and film, where it has frequently been used as a sound effect, novelty instrument, 

acoustic joke, or as a point of rhythmic or timbral interest. In many popular uses, 

the player’s control of the overtones is incidental, or as Crane puts it: “Pitch is 

just a color added to the rhythm” (Crane 2004b, 58). In other words, many 

players use the instrument primarily as percussion, manipulating the overtones to 

change pitches, but doing so without the explicit goal of producing a 

recognizable melody. Much popular playing falls into this category, and melodic 

playing remains the purview of advanced musicians. Ted Levin’s chapter 

“Listening the Tuvan Way” (Levin 2006) outlines two forms of listening: timbral 

listening and pitch-centered (melodic) listening. This does not imply two 

opposing camps vying for superiority, but rather a continuum. Levin 

demonstrates where various throat singing genres fall on this spectrum, providing 

a lens through which jew’s harp playing styles can also be heard. As I will 

discuss in Chapter 2, a significant portion of contemporary jew’s harp styles are 

influenced by the timbral focus of both Yakutian khomus style and the 

synthesized sounds of electronic dance music. By contrast, the traditional jew’s 

harp styles that are the focus of my ethnographic case studies in Norway, 

Austria, and Sicily are largely pitch-centered, though there are exceptions to this 

rule. 
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Low quality instruments are as much to blame as poor playing, and the 

two are often connected, as range and playability are contingent upon the quality 

of the instruments. The majority of the jew’s harps in Kolltveit’s survey were 

mass produced, implying a generally lower quality than those made by artisanal 

blacksmiths. However, it should not be assumed that all the instruments 

produced in large quantities in Europe were of low quality. Kolltveit explains: 
 

Regardless of how specialized the makers actually were, they were skilled and 

professional artisans, since they made quality instruments in quantities obviously 

produced for a market. There is always a touch of individuality to each specimen […] 

Still, the standardization of technological homogeneity among the most common types 

points to a kind of serial production. In other words, the production was characterized by 

artisan work and mass production (Kolltveit 2009, 57). 

 
The same cannot be said for the factory-made American jew’s harps produced 

commercially in the twentieth century, which Crane dismisses in no uncertain 

terms: “with few exceptions, the trumps made in America between about 1950 

and 1990 are the worst trumps ever made, anywhere, in all of history” (Crane 

1999a, 17). From this we can deduce that throughout its history in Europe and 

America, the instruments used (and heard) may not have represented the full 

capabilities of the jew’s harp. Having said that, each of my case studies uncovers 

data that challenges the notion that jew’s harps – and their players – are 

unmusical.  

Because of the perceptual challenges of hearing and playing overtones, 

jew’s harps require deep listening to be appreciated. Through exposure and 

practice, players and audiences develop a heightened sensitivity to overtones. 

The jew’s harp does not make good background music, and good playing 

demands attentive listening. Jam sessions are often unamplified, players either 

closing their eyes or making eye contact with each other and connecting through 

non-verbal communication. At Norwegian munnharpe festivals, musicians gather 

in a room on the opening night and take turns playing for each other. During 

these deep listening sessions, many listeners will close their eyes, or rest in 

meditation or silent contemplation. In this context, silence and close attention 

demonstrate respect for the player. This atmosphere at first felt daunting to me 

when I began attending munnharpe events. Despite the friendly and intimate 
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setting, I felt completely exposed before such a focused audience. However, I 

slowly came to understand that this practice of sharing and close listening was an 

important ritual of fellowship between jew’s harp players.  

In Austria, there was a greater emphasis on jam sessions, both acoustic 

and amplified. Someone would choose a key to play in, and participants would 

search their collections for an appropriately tuned instrument, borrowing a spare 

from a friend if they didn’t have the correct key. A jam in a single key could go 

on indefinitely, continuing until players began dropping out. This was a different 

kind of fellowship from that in munnharpe circles; the emphasis was not on 

individual virtuosity or expression, but on group cohesion and cooperation. The 

focus on simultaneous playing and listening and acting in concert with peers was 

also evident in Sicily, expressed through spontaneous collaborations with other 

players both onstage and offstage. However, amidst these very social contexts I 

observed a tendency amongst jew’s harp players to go into their own world when 

playing. In fact, jew's harp jams are notoriously difficult to end, as players go so 

deeply within themselves that they sometimes become unaware of what is going 

on around them. Even experienced players can “zone out” when playing with 

others. In jam contexts, there is often someone who will keep playing after 

everyone else has dropped out. In fact, the urge to “get the last word” (or last 

note) in a jam can be overpowering; a reminder that the collective is in fact made 

up of autonomous individuals. Thus I suggest that jew’s harp players, even when 

they congregate into communities, are engaging in a particular kind of 

communion: being alone, together.12 

Now that we have examined historical sources and performance contexts, 

and addressed some of the longstanding challenges and misconceptions 

surrounding the jew’s harp, a final controversy must be addressed: the issue of its 

name. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
12 “Alone together” appeared in the final sentence of Killick’s 2006 article, and is the title of 
Sherry Turkle’s 2011 book about social media. I pick up this theme again in Chapter 9 with my 
exploration of jew’s harp communities online. 
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What’s in a Name? 

No survey of the jew’s harp would be complete without a discussion of the 

astonishing variety of names by which it is known. In 1998, Dutch jew’s harp 

researcher Phons Bakx published a booklet cataloguing over 1,000 different 

names for the instrument (1998d), and the list is still growing – new terms, 

spellings, and variations continue to crop up in the languages and dialects of the 

world. There are several trends that can be spotted in surveying the instrument’s 

names. One name family follows the formula of pairing the word “mouth” with a 

recognizable instrument: for instance, the Norwegian munnharpe (“mouth 

harp”), German Maultrommel (“mouth drum”), Swedish munngiga (“mouth 

fiddle”), Dutch mondharpe (“mouth harp”), Japanese koukin (“mouth zither”) 

and Chinese kouxian (“mouth string”). The Russian vargan is based on the word 

varga (common to Russian, Polish, and Ukrainian) meaning lips or mouth.13 

Another family of names is based around the root “trump”: Scottish trump, 

French trompe, Swiss German trümpi, Hungarian doromb, Ukrainian drymba, 

Czech drumbla, Spanish trompa (used in parts of South America) etc. Some of 

the instrument’s names are metaphorical, like the Italian scacciapensieri 

(“dispeller of thoughts”), and the Austro-Bavarian dialect Brummeisen 

(“growling iron”). Many names are associated with animals: the German 

Maultrommel (“Maul” specifically connotes the mouth or snout of an animal), 

the Hungarian doromb (the sound of a purring cat),14 the Farsi zanburak (little 

bee), the Sicilian marranzano (cricket). Some names are onomatopoeia for the 

sound of the instrument, like the Balinese genggong.15 

This rich variety of names is relatively straightforward until we turn to 

the English term “jew’s harp”. This name is something of a mystery, and remains 

controversial for several reasons. First, the instrument has no connection with 

Jewish culture. It is also not a harp, but that part of its name is less objectionable 

as it follows the common pattern of naming the jew’s harp after a more familiar 

instrument. “Why is it called a jew’s harp?” is a question familiar to English-

                                                
13 Aksenty Beskrovny, personal communication, June 2016. 
14 Áron Szilágyi, personal conversation, October 2013. 
15 It should be noted that genggong in Bali is thought to be connected with the sound of frogs, 
and is today largely featured in a dance-drama performance for tourists that parallels the Frog 
Prince folktale (Morgan 2008, 40-42). 
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speaking players the world over. It is an important question, but a difficult one to 

answer.  It must be emphasized that, despite widespread claims to the contrary, 

there is no single correct spelling or name for this appellation. The earliest 

written record of this dates to the fifteenth century: a 1481 document lists 

instruments as both “jue harpes” and “jue trumpes” (Wright 2015, 44). Michael 

Wright has, based on a survey of British newspapers and other publications, 

compiled overwhelming evidence that from 1450 to 1750, the most published 

name was “jew’s trump” (in various spellings), with “jew’s harp” (and variations 

thereof) in second place; from 1750–1900 “jew’s harp” overtook “jew’s trump”, 

and was, by a wide margin, the single most used name in Britain (2015, 37).  

Wright notes that “After 1950 the situation is very confused and almost 

impossible to analyse, although ‘jaw harp’ does become more significant as 

players and traders became aware of racial sensibilities” (2015, 37).  

The name’s connection with Jews, whether intentional or not, has led 

many people to assume a derogatory connotation. The common trope, which has 

circulated for centuries and continues to this day, is that it is an inexpensive 

trinket, and/or that it was sold by Jewish peddlers. Variations on this theme 

abound, and since the rise of the Internet, urban legends and theories about the 

name – many of them wildly inaccurate – continue to be proffered online. The 

prevalent assumption that “jew’s harp” is actually a corruption of “jaw harp” 

dates back to the eighteenth century, and this rationale is still in use today 

(Wright 2015, 45–6). The notion that the name has at some point been 

“corrupted” points to the widespread belief that there is a single, correct name 

from which all others are derived. The reasoning goes that because the 

instrument has nothing to do with Jews, “jew’s harp” must be a degraded version 

of an older term. “Jews” and “jaws” are very close in spelling, therefore “jaw 

harp” must be the purer form, which has been co-opted for pejorative purposes. 

The argument is often given that the instrument is played with the jaw, therefore 

this name must be more accurate. However, in terms of playing technique and 

acoustics, the jaw has very little to do with the actual functioning of the 

instrument, which is held against the teeth or lips and resonated inside the mouth 

cavity. Like jaw harp, many of the alternative terms in circulation today are 

variations on “jew’s harp”, including “juice harp”, and the amusing “Bruce harp” 

(Fig. 1.4). 
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Figure 1.4: The “Bruce Harp” produced in the United States in the 1950s, 

described by Crane as “a truly terrible instrument” (Crane 1999a, 17), 

Museum im Dorf, Molln, 2013. © Museum im Dorf. Photograph: Deirdre 

Morgan. 

 

Debates over how “jew’s harp” should be spelled, or whether it should be 

used at all, stir up strong convictions. People fall into two camps: those who 

continue to use the term jew’s harp – either acknowledging its history and 

problems, or distancing themselves from the issue with variations of spelling or 

punctuation – and those who advocate for the use of an entirely different word 

altogether. Some English language jew’s harp organizations have grappled with 

this when naming their societies: the Jew’s Harp Guild (USA) and the 

International Jew’s Harp Society, both formed in the 1990s, settled on “Jew’s”, 

though not without reflection. The Jew’s Harp Guild website features an “official 

stand on the term ‘Jew’s Harp’”: “The main purpose of the Jew's Harp Guild is to 

educate. The best way to educate is to reach the largest number of people. And to 

reach the largest number of people, the most widely recognized terms should be 

used.”16 

                                                
16 Jew’s Harp Guild, “Jew’s Harp Guild official stand on the term ‘Jew’s Harp’”, accessed 17 
July 2016, http://jewsharpguild.org/namepol.html.  
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In 2016, the name debate resurfaced in an email thread within the 

International Jew’s Harp Society, with many members from around the world 

weighing in with their preferred nomenclature. It was suggested by the Society’s 

president, Franz Kumpl, that the debate was so extensive that it could be the 

subject of the next issue of the Society’s journal, compiling different viewpoints 

into a single volume. It was also suggested by Michael Wright that the name 

debate could be the theme of a panel at the next International Jew’s Harp 

Congress in Moscow 2017.  

Despite the confusion surrounding the origin and meaning of the term 

“jew’s harp”, it remains one of the oldest names – and certainly the most 

common – in the English language. Ultimately, the issue of spelling and 

punctuation comes down to personal preference. In this dissertation, I use “jew’s 

harp” with a lower-case “j” but preserve the apostrophe. This variation is not 

intended to be prescriptive; rather, it is one of several equally valid possibilities. 

Of course, cosmetic changes do not address the real issue, which is that no matter 

how it is spelled, the name still looks and sounds as though it has something to 

do with Jews. Whether the earlier terms “jue harpes/trumpes” had anything to do 

with Jews is unknown, but the instrument’s English name(s) have indeed been 

used in derogatory ways.17 Despite this, notable Jewish musicians who have 

played the jew’s harp include Canadian singer and poet Leonard Cohen, who 

began including it on his albums in the 1960s. It is featured on virtually every 

song on the album Songs from a Room (1969), and until his death in 2016, Cohen 

continued to use the jew’s harp prominently in live performances of his song 

“Democracy”.18 The instrument is also used on Jewish-English folk singer Sam 

Lee’s 2012 debut album Ground of Its Own.19  

Dissatisfaction over the instrument’s name has resulted in several 

attempts to change it over the years. In the 1980s, Frederick Crane advocated 

changing the instrument’s official English name to “trump”, an old Scottish 

                                                
17 See Wright (2015, 42) for examples of satirical and anti-Semitic usages in the British press. 
18 The jew’s harp is not used in the studio recording of this song, but Cohen used an Austrian 
Maultrommel made by Josef Jofen on his 2012 tour arrangement of it. See “Democracy Leonard 
Cohen Live in Gøteborg 2012”, YouTube video, Marc Roed, 1 September 2012, accessed 18 July 
2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YUKL4IJjSiY.  
19 “Sam Lee – The Ballad of George Collins OFFICIAL MUSIC VIDEO”, Sam Lee, 24 October 
2012, accessed 18 July 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1it2M7-ME0Y.  
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name. Though Crane had suggested a name change as early as 1982, he officially 

put it into effect in his own writing in 1994: 
 

Jew’s harp, the standard name for the instrument for 400 years, is a continuing 

embarrassment, to put it mildly. It has often been a vehicle for anti-Semitic expressions. 

[…] It is time that it became nothing more than a historical curiosity, that it be removed 

from currency. So, with the thrill of anxiety that accompanies any sudden leap into the 

unknown, trump it is from now on (Crane 1994, 5-7). 

 
Outside of Crane’s journal, the term “trump” was not widely adopted, but it did 

gain some followers amongst researchers who contributed to 

Vierundzwangsteljahrsschrift der Internationalen 

Maultrommelvirtuosengenossenschaft in the 1990s, before that journal was 

renamed the Journal of the International Jew’s Harp Society. By the year 2000, 

Crane was realistic about the results of his attempt, admitting: “Although I’m 

happy to note that many of my friends have adopted my favored ‘trump,’ it 

seems never to have made its way back into the real world” (Crane 2000a, 3). 

The term “trump” has frequently been used alongside the Yakutian term khomus, 

particularly on posters and publications directed towards an international 

audience (Fig. 1.5).   
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Figure 1.5: Use of the term “trump” on a banner at the Seventh 

International Jew’s Harp Congress, Yakutsk, 2011. Photograph: Robert 

Beahrs. Used with permission.  

 

“Trump” is also the term preferred by Jeremy Montagu, musical 

instrument authority and longtime president of the Galpin Society (Montagu 

2002, 554; 2003b; and 2007, 201). Montagu was active in setting up museum 

catalogues, and the Musical Instrument Museums Online (MIMO) consortium 

and its member organizations, including the Horniman Museum in London, use a 

revised version of the Hornbostel Sachs classification system which is largely 

based on Montagu’s work.20 The amended system lists the entry for 121.2 as: 

“Guimbardes (trumps, also known as jew’s harps)”.21 During my visits to the 

Horniman, which has a number of jew’s harps both on display and in storage, I 

observed that the museum was using both “trump” and “jew’s harp” to identify 

the instruments on display and in its catalogue. 

                                                
20 I thank Margaret Birley at the Horniman Museum for drawing my attention to this revised 
terminology. 
21 See “Revision of the Hornbostel-Sachs Classification of Musical Instruments by the MIMO 
Consortium”. “Guimbarde” is a French term for jew’s harp. 
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It seems that changing the name does not get away from the need to 

occasionally use, and explain, the term “jew’s harp”. Despite the positive 

responses to Crane’s “trump” activism, there are still issues with that term. As 

Michael Wright has pointed out, it is used as slang with rude connotations in 

England (2015, 38). Further, the Search Engine Optimization (SEO) of “trump” 

in online searches has now (Autumn 2016) been virtually overwritten by Donald 

Trump’s presidency campaign. Prior to Trump’s candidacy announcement, the 

search terms “trump” and “Scottish trump” had been relatively useful for jew’s 

harp research, but now “trump” no longer returns jew’s harp results. Even the 

jew’s harp results for the terms “Scottish trump” have been obliterated, as 

Trump’s mother hails from Scotland. It seems the problem of the instrument’s 

English name has not yet been put to rest. 

Neptune Chapotin, owner of World Harps – Mouth Harps from Around 

the World, and organizer of the World Mouth Harp Festival of India, has had 

some success in spreading usage of the term “mouth harp” for the instrument’s 

English name in India. The Indian metal jew’s harp is generally known as 

morsing in the South, morchang in the North (Rajasthan), murchunga in Nepal, 

and many other dialect names. As the Festival’s main language is English, 

Chapotin’s efforts have been directed solely towards changing the instrument’s 

English name, not any of its local variants. I myself have experimented with the 

term “mouth harp”, sometimes using it in lectures or seminars. I used it when I 

founded a student group, the SOAS Mouth Harp Society in London, and a related 

Facebook group, London Mouth Harpists. For me, the strongest argument in 

favour of using “mouth harp” is that the instrument is resonated inside the mouth 

cavity, representing more accurately how the instrument actually functions. 

Should another worldwide name change be attempted, “mouth harp” would be a 

strong contender. However, many people use “mouth harp” to refer to the 

harmonica, so the name is not without its drawbacks. Ultimately, no matter 

which term is used, there will always be some explanation required.  

In this chapter, I have summarized some of the core problems and debates 

surrounding the jew’s harp. Issues of historical, acoustic, and perceptual 

marginalization of the instrument have led to a chronic lack of reliable data, a 

situation which has only begun to change in recent years. The framework 

provided here is necessary for understanding the nature of jew’s harp 
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communities, and the obstacles they must continuously address in their attempts 

to advocate for an instrument so frequently misconstrued. In the next chapter, I 

examine the rise of jew’s harp communities in the late twentieth century, from 

isolated individuals to the formation of transnational networks in which regional 

identities are performed on international stages. 
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Chapter 2 

Jew’s Harp Communities 
 

 

I was standing inside a large yurt, the circular tent used throughout Central Asia 

by nomadic people, in Kecskemét, a town about an hour outside Budapest (Fig. 

2.1). It was the opening day of the Sixth International Jew’s Harp Congress, and 

participants were milling about the yurt, introducing themselves and starting 

conversations. The rug floor was covered with all manner of unusual folk 

instruments from Hungary and abroad. This was the first international congress I 

had attended, and I had never been surrounded by so many jew’s harp fanatics in 

one place and time. While I recognized some of the more familiar figures of the 

scene, I felt like an unknown entity. Suddenly, a smiling face emerged from the 

dim lighting of the yurt and came towards me. “Are you Deirdre Morgan?” it 

asked. “Yes!” I answered, probably too enthusiastically. Unfazed, the stranger 

replied, “Nice to meet you! I’ve read your Master’s thesis.” 

 

 
Figure 2.1: The roof of the yurt in Kecskemét, 2010. Photograph: Deirdre 

Morgan. 
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Though I had attended smaller-scale local jew’s harp events before, this 

was my first time participating in a major international event. All the performers 

stayed in the Apollo Hotel, which meant that we could connect over breakfast 

each morning. During the day, the hotel filled with sounds of musicians 

practicing for their upcoming performances: a curious admixture of banjo, 

didgeridoo, flutes, throat singing, and jew’s harping coming out of the rooms. 

Each afternoon was spent at the Kecskemét Youth Centre where the festival was 

held. The entertainment included Hungarian multi-instrumentalist Alexander 

Horsch pumping out folk dance tunes on fujara (Slovakian overtone flute) and 

Hungarian bagpipe, and the Dutch duo Heug, whose Dada-esque onstage antics 

incorporated jew’s harps, toy accordions, plastic trumpets, and even an 

accidental squeak in the stage floor. We were also treated to performances by 

Leo Tadagawa of Japan (Fig. 2.2), and Maria Kulichkina from Sakha-Yakutia 

(Fig. 2.3).  

 

 
Figure 2.2: Leo Tadagawa playing a karinding from the Philippines, 

Kecskemét, 2010. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Though I had listened to recordings of Yakut khomus before, 

Kulichkina’s set was my first live experience of the music. She performed the 

various “characters” of the khomus, alternating between mimesis of nature and 
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animal sounds and dramatic monologues in the Yakutian language. She wore her 

khomus on a string around her neck, accompanied by a horse tail whisk around 

one wrist, and a headdress and cuffs made of silver. After her performance, she 

re-appeared in a floor-length white gown, wearing a white sash printed with red 

letters: “Khomus Kuo 2009”. Kulichkina was the previous year’s winner of the 

“Khomus Kuo” (Miss Khomus) competition, a khomus playing contest for 

women under the age of 25.  

 

 
Figure 2.3: Maria Kulichkina performing in Kecskemét, 2010. Photograph: 

Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Norwegian munnharpe player Odd Sylvarnes Lund arrived onstage in a 

sheepskin vest, an ornate silver belt buckle, and a cravat, playing the munnharpe 

and the bukkehorn (ram’s horn). Russian multi-instrumentalist Nadishana 

dazzled the crowd with his high-speed playing and homemade instruments, and 

the New York band TriBeCaStan teamed up with friends from France and 
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Croatia to deliver an eclectic set incorporating banjo, mandolin, flutes, jew’s 

harp, and much more. Festival organizer Áron Szilágyi, son of the well-known 

Hungarian jew’s harp maker Zoltán Szilágyi, played a solo jew’s harp set, and 

we were treated to performances by Byon Kay (Japan), Tran Quang Hai 

(Vietnam/France), the duo of Luca Recupero and Alice Ferrara from the band 

iPercussonici (Sicily), Jonny Cope (UK), TurbodZen (Russia), and Neptune 

Chapotin (India/France). I contributed a lecture on my genggong research, a 

short solo set, and some duets with Chapotin. 

 The pleasant surprise of being recognized on my first day in Kecskemét 

highlighted the seclusion I normally felt as a jew’s harp enthusiast. The instant, 

eager connections between the players at the Hungary congress confirmed that 

many participants felt the same, and my experience in 2010 was consistent with 

Frederick Crane’s account of the First International Jew’s Harp Congress in 

1984: 
 

Most Jew’s harpists live in isolation from others. […] Only rarely does one enthusiast or 

advanced player get a chance at some extended contact with another. So here were 

suddenly brought together a score of players and fans for the most intense weekend of 

sharing what they have and know and have experienced of the Jew’s harp. Exciting is 

not the right word for the event […] but try absorbing, heady, exhilarating, and inspiring 

[…] (Crane 1985b, 95). 

 
Crane did not know it at the time, but his First Congress would have a 

tremendous impact on the formation of jew’s harp festivals and communities to 

come, a legacy which I explore in this chapter. I now provide an overview of key 

events and people from the late twentieth century to the present, explore 

recurring trends and themes in the jew’s harp movement, and set the stage for my 

case studies. 

 

 

Communities Taking Shape 

In the previous chapter, I detailed some of the earliest sources on the jew’s harp 

and analyzed the limitations of the literature. From the 1960s, however, there 

was a marked increase in jew’s harp books, articles, and audio recordings, 

particularly in Europe and North America. First, Leipp and Wright’s La 
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Guimbarde (1967) examined the instrument’s history and construction. Crane’s 

first article on the jew’s harp appeared in 1969, and his book on medieval 

musical instruments appeared in 1972, both with a mostly organological focus. 

That same year, John Wright (UK/France) contributed another organological 

article, Ola Kai Ledang (Norway) published an article on jew’s harp acoustics, 

and Hubert Boone (Belgium) published an article on the mondtrom of the 

Netherlands. Adkins’ (UK) acoustic study appeared in 1974. Interestingly, 

several ethnographic studies of jew’s harps in Papua New Guinea and Irian Jaya 

were published around the same time (Pugh-Kitingan 1977, Simon 1977, 

Tsukada 1977, and Grove 1978). John Wright and Geneviève Dournon-Taurelle 

published their catalogue of the jew’s harps in the Musée de l’Homme in 1978, 

on the heels of Dournon-Taurelle’s 1975 thesis. In Paris, Vietnamese musician 

Tran Quang Hai, who was already a jew’s harp player, began his acoustic 

analysis of “biphonic” (overtone) singing (Tran and Guillou 1980). In Norway, 

musicologist Reidar Sevåg taught at the University of Oslo, and began working 

in the Norwegian Collection of Folk Music based there. Sevåg was instrumental 

in documenting Norwegian folk instruments, including the munnharpe (see 

Thedens 1996). Notable jew’s harp performing and recording artists during this 

period included John Wright, Fritz Mayr (Bavaria), and Mario Ruspoli (Sicily).  

This generation of enthusiasts paved the way for what was to come, and 

contributed the first wave of serious studies and commercial recordings of the 

instrument.  

The patchwork of individuals began to crystallize into a social group in 

the 1980s. This was largely due to the efforts of American music professor 

Frederick Crane, who had discovered the jew’s harp as a university student and 

had read everything that he could find on the subject. For decades he collected 

information, instruments and contacts, corresponded with other jew’s harp 

enthusiasts, and befriended many fellow researchers. My own correspondence 

with Crane, which began in 2006 and continued until his death in 2011, was 

highly influential on my work. No single person has been as dedicated to 

publishing jew’s harp minutiae from around the world, and the scale of Crane’s 

output is evidenced by the number of references to it in this dissertation.  

In the early 1980s, Crane created an informal and irregular academic 

journal devoted entirely to the jew’s harp. From the beginning, his sense of 
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humour around the endeavor was evident: he named his publication 

“Vierundzwangsteljahrsschrift der Internationalen 

Maultrommelvirtuosengenossenschaft”, or VIM for short. The name translates 

roughly as “The Semi-monthly Publication of the International Society of Jew’s 

Harp Virtuosos”, a play on some famously long German academic titles. 

Originally, Crane’s “International Society of Jew’s Harp Virtuosos” was 

intended as joke, as no such organization existed at the time.  

In 1982, Crane published the first issue of VIM. In it, he suggested that a 

new generation of jew’s harp virtuosos was on the rise, and that the instrument 

was experiencing a golden age, perhaps even more significant – and 

unquestionably more widespread – than the one that had taken place in Central 

Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In 1984, Crane organized the 

first International Jew’s Harp Congress in Iowa City. “Until contrary evidence is 

brought to light,” he wrote, “the International Jew’s Harp Congress 1984 may be 

claimed as a new thing under the sun” (Crane 1985b: 85). The event was small, 

and attended by “a hard core of 21 dedicated Jew’s harp types” (ibid., 86). These 

included the American jew’s harp maker Tom Bilyeu (who took over making the 

famous Smith model jew’s harps in the late 1960s), Larry Hanks, Mike Seeger, 

and jew’s harp maker Fred Whitlow. International guests included John Wright, 

Rudolf Henning (Germany) and Ola Kai Ledang (Norway). The event was also 

attended by the well-known Canadian film composer Eldon Rathburn, who 

played a cassette tape recording of his 16-minute work, “The Rise and Fall of the 

Steam Railroad”, which featured the sound of jew’s harps (Crane 1985b: 92). 

With this event, the stage was set for budding jew’s harp communities. The 

publicity from it, and reports on it in ensuing volumes of the journal, spread the 

concept of the international jew’s harp festival far and wide. While the event 

may have drawn some curious onlookers from the general public, it proved that 

jew’s harp aficionados from around the globe were eager for a forum in which to 

meet and share their skills and knowledge. Further, they were willing to travel 

great distances for the opportunity. 

At this time, Crane had little desire to burden the group of enthusiasts 

with any kind of formal administrative structure. His report on the first Congress 

echoed the light-hearted tone of the first issue of VIM, where he had jokingly 

courted the idea of forming an international jew’s harp society:   
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An informal consensus resulted in the formation of a Jew’s harp society, to be called 

The Worldwide Association of Noble Guimbardists. There will be no officers, no 

organization, no dues, and no regular meetings, but the important things—T.W.A.N.G. 

T-shirts—will be forthcoming. (Crane 1985b: 93). 

 
At this point, the formation of the official International Jew’s Harp Society was 

still more than ten years away. However, the seeds had been planted.  The next 

issue of VIM, in 1987, demonstrated a new trend: it featured several articles by 

Yakutian authors, translated from Russian to English by Leonard Fox. For the 

first time, the audience was exposed to the jew’s harp scene in the Soviet Union. 

Russian material made up three quarters of the issue, foreshadowing the 

increasing involvement of the Yakutian community in the international 

movement. Fox’s book, The Jew’s Harp: A Comprehensive Anthology, was 

published the following year (1988), and was the first English language 

monograph on the jew’s harp. Despite the use of the word “comprehensive” in its 

title, Fox’s work consisted mainly of his translations of German-language 

writings. He also contributed an overview of the jew’s harp’s history and cultural 

contexts worldwide, and his book remains a standard reference for enthusiasts. 

So, by the late 1980s, global jew’s harp activity was on the rise. Inspired 

in part by Crane’s activities, the Yakutians held their first jew’s harp festival in 

1988. In 1990, Leo Tadagawa and the Japanese jew’s harp association founded 

the Koukin Journal, the second journal devoted entirely to the jew’s harp. It was 

published in Japanese, with English summaries of articles, until 1995. 

In July 1991, seven years after the first festival, the Second International 

Jew’s Harp Congress was held in Yakutsk, Sakha Republic, just five months 

before the official collapse of the Soviet Union (Fig. 2.4). A group of American 

players made the journey, including Mike Seeger, Larry Hanks, Gordon Frazier 

and, of course, Fred Crane. They were joined by international jew’s harpists John 

Wright, Leo Tadagawa, and Tran Quang Hai. In interview, Gordon Frazier 

described to me how he had never traveled outside of the United States before, 

testifying to the jew’s harp’s ability to unite its devotees across geographic, 

cultural, and even political boundaries. After finding Crane’s contact details in 

the back of Fox’s book, Frazier had subscribed to VIM. Not long after, he 

received an invitation to the congress in Yakutsk.  
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At first I thought, that’s just ridiculous. I’d never been out of the country before. And it 

would be just…a huge trip. But I thought it was cool that I was even invited. I carried 

around the letter with me, everywhere, like “look at this!” And someone I worked with 

[…] saw the letter and said, “Well, you’re going.” I said, “I can’t possibly go.” She said, 

“You’ll figure out a way. You have to go to this.” She was just matter of fact. “You 

have to.” (February 2011, Seattle). 

 
Frazier was encouraged, but funding the trip posed a challenge. “I tried to get a 

loan from the bank,” he told me, “and I think they probably had a good laugh.” 

Finally, his housemate, seeing his persistence, offered to lend him the money. 

Frazier described his shock at traveling from a culture in which jew’s harps were 

ridiculed, and good quality instruments difficult to find, to one in which men, 

women, and children proudly wore handcrafted khomus on strings around their 

necks: “The whole thing was just completely surreal. […] [The jew’s harp] was 

the cultural icon of this place.” 

 

 
Figure 2.4: Poster for the Second International Jew’s Harp Congress.  

© Khomus Museum, Yakutsk.  
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In the liner notes to his 2011 album, From Siberia to Cyber-Area, Leo 

Tadagawa recounts his experience of timbral playing and listening in Yakutsk in 

1991: 
 

In 1991, I visited the Sakha Republic for the first time. I was there to take part in the 

“International Jew’s Harp Congress”, an event which proved to be a revelation, 

showcasing many musical self-expressions with the Jew’s harp, and diverse playing 

techniques using the mouth, hands, and breath. A main focus of this music was the 

enjoyment of acoustic changes and the constructing of a variety of tone color or timbre. 

At this point, I realized that my thoughts about “music” had been too narrow-minded. In 

other words, the most important component of music does not have to be simply melody 

or rhythm. There is a music which considers tone color as a subject matter (Tadagawa 

2011, 10). 

 
Many other players had similar revelations in their encounters with Yakutian-

style playing, and this timbral focus would go on to have a lasting impact on 

global jew’s harp styles. 

By coincidence, Austrian jew’s harp player Franz Kumpl happened to be 

in Yakutsk doing humanitarian work during the 1991 Congress. Kumpl, who 

always travelled with a jew’s harp in his pocket, noticed festival signs around the 

city and decided to investigate. In interview, Kumpl related to me how he 

became acquainted with the core members of the jew’s harp community, and 

found himself drawn in:  
 

[The festival organizers] had rented a ship on the Lena River in Yakutsk, and all the 

jew's harp players and scientists in the world were on it: Trang Quang Hai, and John 

Wright, and Fred Crane. And so I got to know them, because I spent every free minute 

there (June 2014, Vienna). 

 
The Congress participants were delighted to discover Kumpl was Austrian, and 

had grown up not far from Molln, the Upper Austrian village that has been a 

major centre of jew’s harp production in Europe since the seventeenth century. 

He continued:  
 

They knew about Molln! We didn't know about Yakutsk, not at all. But they knew, they 

had read already about [Austrian Maultrommel virtuoso] Franz Paula Koch, and they 

knew about Molln, one of the worldwide centres of jew’s harp production. I was 

astonished (June 2014, Vienna). 
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Seizing the opportunity, Yakutian jew’s harp player and festival organizer Ivan 

Alexyev suggested that Kumpl should form a community in Austria. He agreed, 

and upon his return began organizing events. Kumpl’s efforts united the 

Maultrommel community over the next several years, and brought together many 

of the people who are part of it today. 

Kumpl was not the only person whose experience in Yakutsk had an 

impact on local jew’s harp communities. Gordon Frazier returned to the United 

States and paid a visit to some family friends who were interested in the jew’s 

harp, Bill and Janet Gohring. They had such a good time that they decided to 

create a gathering for jew’s harp players. Discussing the kind of event they 

wanted to create, the team settled on “Free and Fun”, striving to create an 

atmosphere filled with workshops and participatory activities where players of 

all levels and ages would feel welcome.1 In the summer of 1992, they organized 

the first Sumpter Valley Jew’s Harp Festival, named after the Gohrings’ 

hometown where it was held. Leo Tadagawa attended, and the audience was 

upwards of 300 people (Crane 1994a: 10). That fall, Frazier published the first 

issue of the American jew’s harp newsletter, Pluck. In 1994, the event was re-

named the North American Jew’s Harp Festival, and in 1996 it moved to 

Richland, Oregon. By 2001, the event’s focus on “jew’s harps and other unusual 

instruments” had made it too unwieldy, and it was scaled back to its original 

context as a small-scale retreat for jew’s harp players, though it remained a 

public event. The festival moved to Bay City, Oregon, in 2003, where it took 

place yearly until 2012, at which point it became inactive. Notable festival guests 

included Harvey “Job” Matusow (NAJHF 1998), the famous McCarthy era 

informer, whose group Harvey Matusow’s Jews Harp Band released the 1969 LP 

War Between Fats and Thins. 

The decision to restore the NAJHF to an event for players only points to 

the inherent solipsism of many jew’s harp communities. Festivals are often like 

retreats: participants share accommodation or stay close together, and 

spontaneous jam sessions take place amidst scheduled events. That the NAJHF 

started life as a get together for musicians, developed an audience, then returned 

to a more intimate model suggests that fellowship amongst players is a central 
                                                
1 Information taken from “History of the Festival – The Beginning,” Jew’s Harp Guild, accessed 
6 July 2016, http://jewsharpguild.org/festindx.html.  
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feature in some jew’s harp communities. Frederick Crane’s First International 

Congress, in Iowa City in 1984, was organized in a similar spirit: not to attract 

audiences or generate ticket sales, but to bring jew’s harp enthusiasts together in 

person. The North American Jew’s Harp Festivals that I attended always felt like 

family reunions. The international congresses, while maintaining this spirit, have 

generally grown in size; occupying bigger venues, attracting more participants, 

and often getting funding and sponsorship from local institutions and 

governments. 

After the 1991 congress, there was a period of relative quiet on the 

international festival front. Yet during this time, much was happening in local 

jew’s harp communities. 1998 was a bumper year: Phons Bakx published his 

article series in the Netherlands; Angela Mohr published her book on the history 

of jew’s harp making in Molln, Austria; Anton Bruhin published his book of 

jew’s harp drawings in Switzerland; the Norwegian Jew’s Harp Forum was 

founded, along with its quarterly newsletter, Munnharpa. However, the biggest 

event of that year was the Third International Jew’s Harp Congress in Molln, 

Austria.   

The festival’s main site was a large field in the village of Molln, Upper 

Austria. The significance of the congress for the local community was summed 

up in the opening speech given by its mayor: “Molln is known as just a little 

Upper Austrian market town, but for a week, it is a world capital” (cited in Crane 

1999b, 116). Crane, who was in attendance, noted that, “The round tent for the 

performances reminded me very much of the shape of a yurt […] the traditional 

dwellings of so many interior Asian peoples who are very familiar with the 

trump” (Crane 1999b, 115). The connection was an apt one, as many visitors 

from Central Asia attended this Congress, demonstrating the massive growth of 

jew’s harp activities in those regions since the 1991 congress in Yakutsk. The 

festival program cover featured an illustration of a woman playing the khomus 

(Fig. 2.5). Of the American guests in Molln, many were return visitors who had 

previously met in Yakutsk: Mike Seeger, Larry Hanks, and Gordon Frazier, who 

were joined this time by the Gohrings and folk musician David Holt. This was 

also the first time that participants from Norway (players Ånon Egeland and 

Svein Westad, and blacksmith Folke Nesland) and Sicily (player and collector 

Fabio Tricomi) attended an international congress.  
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Figure 2.5: Program cover for the Third International Jew’s Harp Congress 

in Molln, 1998. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

At this event, it was evident how many jew’s harp communities had 

developed in the seven years since the congress in 1991. Crane’s skills in 

German and Russian had allowed him to communicate with key jew’s harp 

researchers in Europe and the former Soviet Union, and he had published many 

translations, reviews, and summaries of their work. The VIM journal had become 

a repository for the fastidious documentation of any and all jew’s harp material 

that crossed his path. By 1998, Crane had become increasingly aware of the 

positive impact the publication had on contributors and those whose work was 

featured. He recalls a conversation with jew’s harp player and maker Robert 

Zagretdinov, of Bashkortistan, at the Molln congress: 
 



 81 

He told me of his delight to see his 1997 kubyz tutor reviewed in VIM no. 7, the first 

attention it had gotten outside of the country. He took it straight to the Ministry of 

culture, to show that his book was known and admired in the wide world (Crane 1999, 

115). 

 
The concerts and collaborative performances that had become hallmarks 

of international jew’s harp events displayed a new trend in Molln. As Crane 

observes: 
 

One phenomenon more than any others was responsible for making these collaborations 

work: the great influence of Asia – Tuva, Mongolia, and especially Sakha-Yakutia – on 

worldwide trumping styles in the most recent years. It was only during the 1980s that 

the playing techniques of these areas began to be known elsewhere; and only since the 

1991 Yakutsk congress, a period also of greatly increased dissemination of trumping on 

CDs, that these styles became really familiar. […] the impact of Siberia and neighboring 

countries was fully in evidence at Molln: a revolution seems to have occurred. […] 

throat and overtone singing, the gift of the same areas, was much in evidence as well 

(Crane 1999, 119). 

 
One moment in Crane’s account of the congress exemplifies the juxtaposition of 

cultures, sacred and profane, that is now characteristic of international jew’s harp 

festivals. The Molln congress coincided with the summer solstice, a timing with 

special significance for many delegates. The Ainu, Yakutian, and American 

participants came together to embellish the local Austrian custom of traditional 

midsummer bonfires:  
 

Thursday evening brought another solstice celebration, this one outside the Festival tent. 

While the stack of wood burned, each of several national groups of musicians staged a 

“ritual” performance in front of it. The Ainu women did a ceremony; there was an 

osuokhai by the Yakuts. The not-very-ritually-minded Americans had spent all day 

debating what to offer; in the end we invited the large crowd to join in a circle, and 

David Holt led us all in the “Hokey-Pokey,” which was much enjoyed (Crane 1999, 

119). 

 
In Yakutia, the main festival of the year, Ysyakh, coincides with the 

summer solstice in June. After the long winter, the height of summer is 

celebrated as the New Year. The osuokhai is a round dance performed by a group 

of people holding hands in a circle; a song leader improvises lines of text, which 
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are then repeated by the other participants. It is a sacred ritual that is performed 

at the opening ceremony of Ysyakh celebrations, and at other occasions (see 

Crate 2006). The khomus is linked with shamanic power through the blacksmiths 

who make it, whose ability to change metal and control fire give them an 

elevated status in Siberia (De Sales 1981). A proverb from the Kolyma district 

states “The blacksmith and the shaman are of one nest” (Sieroszewski, cited in 

Czaplicka 1914, 211). The osuokhai, along with the khomus, are symbols of the 

post-Soviet reconstruction of ethnic identity in connection with Yakut shamanic 

cosmology (Balzer 2008). The American offering of the “Hokey Pokey” (known 

as the “Hokey Cokey” in the UK), another call and response round dance, was an 

irreverent yet appropriate counterpart to the osuokhai.   

At the festival in Molln, it was agreed that the time had come to establish 

an international organization representing the jew’s harp, and an ad hoc board 

laid out the guidelines for the fledgling society. It was determined that the 

society’s primary communication channels would be via email, and its official 

languages would be English, German, and Russian. Franz Kumpl, with his 

mastery of all three languages, his organizational, oratorical, and diplomatic 

skills, and his position in the centre of Europe, became the President – a post he 

has held for eighteen years, and continues in today. Due to the inherent 

challenges of organizing a virtual, international, multi-linguistic organization, the 

official documentation of the Society’s nonprofit status was not completed until 

2003 (after the 2002 congress in Rauland), when, at last, the International Jew’s 

Harp Society (IJHS), many years in the making, was officially formed.  The 

Society took over VIM in 2004, renaming it the Journal of the International Jew’s 

Harp Society (JIJHS).   

The IJHS today is the largest international organization devoted to the 

jew’s harp. It is an umbrella organization that includes and represents many 

regional jew’s harp communities. It is currently comprised of over 20 board 

members from different countries, and its primary purpose is to act as the 

organizing body of the International Jew’s Harp Congress. This event takes place 

in a different location each time, organized by a local committee (Fig. 2.6). It 

occurs at irregular intervals, corresponding to the availability of appropriate 

hosts, venues and funding. There was a seven-year gap between the first and 

second congresses, and another seven-year gap between the second and third. 
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Since then, the event has become increasingly frequent, and now happens 

roughly every three years. The Euro-Russian centricity of the Society is 

evidenced by the history of festival locations: 

 

Date Location 

1984 Iowa City, USA 

1991 Yakutsk, USSR 

1998 Molln, Austria 

2002 Rauland, Norway 

2006 Amsterdam, Netherlands 

2010 Kecskemét, Hungary 

2011 Yakutsk, Russia 

2014 Taucha, Germany 

2017 Moscow, Russia 

 

Figure 2.6: International Jew’s Harp Congress dates and locations. 

 

Yakutia is the only place where the Congress has happened twice, and 

after the Ninth Congress in Moscow (2017), Russia will have hosted 33% of the 

total festivals. Other countries have so far been hosts for single events only. 

Board meetings take place at congresses, which are the only time when the 

majority of members are all in the same room. English is generally the lingua 

franca, but translation is required at board meetings, and translators are often 

present during congress lectures and presentations. The author generally reads 

their paper in the original language, pausing every few sentences for the 

translator. It is a slow process, and the original text of a presentation must be 

fairly succinct, but such is the cost of forging jew’s harp communities on an 

international scale. 

 

Jew’s Harp Communities Since 1998 

How have things changed since Crane spearheaded the emerging jew’s harp 

movement? There continues to be a growing number of events year-round that 

feature the jew’s harp as a versatile musical instrument. Since the First Congress 
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in 1984, dozens of smaller regional festivals have happened, and nearly every 

year a new event is added to the calendar. In recent years, annual jew’s harp 

festivals have appeared in Lithuania (2010), Ukraine (2011), India (2013), and 

Estonia (2014). At present, there are approximately 15 major festivals and 10 

smaller events each year, and five or more local groups holding regular meet-

ups. Nearly all these events are in Europe and Russia.  

The next major event after Molln was the Fourth International Jew’s Harp 

Congress in Rauland, Norway (2002). This was organized by Ånon Egeland and 

Svein Westad, and featured 131 participants from 26 countries (Crane 2004c, 

78). By this time, the increasing involvement of groups from Central Asia was 

well established, and the event was attended by performers from Sakha-Yakutia, 

Argentina, Norway, Austria, France, Hungary, Taiwan, Japan, Tuva, Kyrgyzstan, 

Altai, and Bashkortostan, to name a few. Like the last congress, Rauland was 

visited by a large, all-ages delegation of Yakutians. Svein Westad, who had been 

in attendance at Molln, described in interview a similar fire and osuokhai dance 

hosted by the Yakutians in Rauland in 2002. Westad related to me that: 
 

They had an evening performance, after dark, to show us some dances and make a short 

program for us. […] There was a big fire in the middle. And when they made the ritual, 

they read some religious [texts], and had some kumyz, [fermented] mare's milk, and they 

threw it in the fire, and threw some food in the fire for the fire god. After they performed 

this, they started to play and they invited us to dance in the big circle (October 2013, 

Kongsberg). 

  
As in previous years, the congress consisted of lectures and concerts 

followed by evening jam sessions, a format that was now a congress hallmark. 

Many of the formal concerts showcased traditional music from regional jew’s 

harp communities, with several groups performing in traditional costume. By 

contrast, the evening sessions yielded incredible cross-pollinations of musical 

styles that defied genre or place. As Gordon Frazier reports:  
 

At one point there was a set of Jew’s harp improv that sounded a lot like trance music, 

and the floor full of dancers looked an awful lot like the denizens of a rave. Over the 

course of the evening we danced to Yakut circle-dance music, and technopop, and fiddle 

tunes and a lot of other music as yet unnamed. There was Jew’s harp, of course, but also 

tuba and kalimba and didgeridoo and fiddle and flute and drums and throat singing, 
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sometimes all at the same time. It was silly and intense and beautiful and jarring and 

tender and raucous and weird (Frazier 2002, 4). 

 
The blended, “world music” aesthetic of these jams was a sign of things 

to come.2 2005, the same year I discovered my first jew’s harp on the floor of a 

friend’s house in Vancouver, saw the founding of new festivals in Hungary and 

Sicily (see Crane 2005b). The Hungarian Jew’s Harp Festival was organized by 

Áron Szilágyi, an excellent jew’s harp player with many bands, performances, 

and recordings to his name, and the son of the well-known Hungarian doromb 

maker Zoltán Szilágyi. Áron joined the IJHS Board and hosted the Sixth 

International Jew’s Harp Congress in 2010. He also started an annual jew’s harp-

focused New Year party, “Global Vibes Kecskemét”, around 2011. In Sicily, 

Luca Recupero founded the Marranzano World Festival, which now takes place 

annually at different locations in Sicily. Recupero also joined the IJHS Board and 

increased his involvement with the international Congress scene, processes 

which I will discuss in detail in Chapter 7 below. At the time of writing, both 

Szilágyi and Recupero played jew’s harp in bands fusing world music styles and 

instruments including didgeridoo, beat boxing, West African drums, kora, mbira 

and electronic dance music. I will discuss the rise of this aesthetic in the next 

section. 

The Fifth International Jew’s Harp Congress took place in Amsterdam in 

2006, organized by members of the Dutch community. The festival resulted in 

the release of a double CD of recorded performances. Ingrid Berkhout, a Dutch 

expat living in Seattle, USA and an active participant at North American Jew’s 

Harp Festivals, attended the event and reported: 
 

All of the past festivals have been in more rural settings; this one was the first in a major 

European city. There were concerts every day and evening and a lively marketplace 

where I purchased several new harps […] My personal goal for this festival was to meet 

and hear other women Jews harp players (Berkout 2007, 6). 

 
Berkhout was not disappointed, as the festival included appearances from the 

Ainu women’s mukkuri group from Hokkaido, Japan, and the Yakutian khomus 

group Ayarkhaan, led by Albina Degtyareva. It also included a surprise 
                                                
2 For a discussion of the term “world music”, see Taylor 2007, Brennan 2001, and Haynes 2005. 
Bohlman 2002 contextualizes the historiographic development of the concept. 
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appearance by Madosini, a virtuosic Xhosa musician specializing in the musical 

bow (uhadi), mouthbow (umrhubhe) and jew’s harp (isitholotholo) traditions of 

South Africa, who happened to be in Amsterdam and unexpectedly stopped by 

the festival to play.  

The first jew’s harp festival in the United Kingdom took place in Oxford 

in 2007, organized by Michael Wright and the Islands of the North Atlantic 

Jew’s Harp Association (IoNAJHA). The Wright Family jew’s harp band, 

consisting of brothers John Wright, Michael Wright and David Wright, was 

joined by David’s daughter Lucy Wright, specializing in the melodic playing of 

tunes from the British Isles. Lucy was then studying for a Master’s degree at 

SOAS, and the family took the opportunity to record several tracks in the SOAS 

studio. In an article published in the Pluck-N-Post, the American jew’s harp 

newsletter, Michael Wright describes the tremendous effort required to stage a 

jew’s harp revival in the United Kingdom: 
 

Getting some sort of acknowledgement here in the UK that the instrument is worth 

bothering with has been somewhat difficult. Brother John might have started things off 

in the ‘60s, but moving to France forty years ago left [Scottish player] Lindsay Porteous 

performing regularly and encouraging players pretty much on his own until the mid-late 

‘90s when I got interested in playing again after a break of some fifteen years. […] I’ve 

been plugging away running workshops, giving talks, writing articles for magazines and 

generally exploiting any and every opportunity to talk about things Jew’s harpish to 

anyone willing to listen. (Wright 2007, 4). 

 
For several years, Wright produced the newsletters of the IJHS and IoNAJHA, 

and has been a key link in the global jew’s harp communications chain. He has 

recently published a monograph on the jew’s harp in Britain and Ireland (2015), 

with an accompanying CD that includes many of the tracks recorded by the 

Wright Family at SOAS some years before. Wright continues to serve an 

executive role in the International Jew’s Harp Society. 

 

Techno, Trance, and the Global New Age 

The year 2007 also saw the founding of the Ancient Trance Festival in Taucha, 

Germany, organized by Clemens Voigt and Sven Otto, the founders of the jew’s 

harp store Dan Moi (danmoi.de). The duo’s marketplace table had had a strong 
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presence at the 2006 congress in Amsterdam, where they sold their jew’s harps 

from around the world. The company now stocks over 400 different jew’s harps, 

which remain the focus of its business, in addition to other unusual instruments. 

Undoubtedly influenced by their experiences in Amsterdam, Voigt and Otto 

organized their own “jew’s harp and world music” festival, comprising three 

stages, a marketplace, food stalls, a “healing area”, and a campsite. Despite its 

association with trance, the festival is a family friendly event that prohibits drugs 

and alcohol. Many young German families camp with their children, and food 

for performers is provided free of charge by a local Hare Krishna group. 

I attended the Ancient Trance Festival in 2010, which, at the time, was 

the largest jew’s harp event I had been to. I had traveled around Europe in my 

pre-jew’s harp days, but I was excited to return to the continent that I had since 

come to see as a bastion of jew’s harp communities. The first time I saw Tran 

Quang Hai in Taucha, it was like spotting a celebrity. He was perusing the jew’s 

harp makers’ stalls, and I approached him and introduced myself to him as a 

fellow jew’s harp researcher. He immediately broke into a large smile, welcomed 

me, and drew me in for one of his trademark “selfies”. I went on to meet many 

other figures in the scene. An energetic Sicilian set by Recupero’s band 

iPercussonici had the crowd dancing for an hour, as steam literally rose off 

drummer Carlo Condarelli. The next day, I took a marranzano playing workshop 

with Recupero, who demonstrated the iconic Sicilian triplet plucking techniques 

while his bandmate Alice Ferrara sang. Byon Kay (Japan) displayed a buoyant 

trance style using a jew’s harp, a nose flute, and a loop pedal, while Tran Quang 

Hai’s one-man show featured his trademark brand of jew’s harp “techno” style 

playing. The trend at this festival, as suggested by its name, was one of fast, 

rhythm-focused playing that made people want to dance. By 2010, it seemed, the 

jew’s harp was well established as a trance-techno instrument, which could be 

used to produce an acoustic version of electronic dance music. 

The link between the jew’s harp and electronic music is not new: Anton 

Bruhin had long experimented with an electric trump (an electric current 

maintains the vibration of the tongue so the player does not have to continuously 

strike the instrument), and Robert Zagretdinov displayed his own electric droning 

khomus for the crowd in Molln 1998. Crane’s comment about the jew’s harp 

being the “original synthesizer” (1994, 11) may have been influenced by a 1992 
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Dutch house music track that featured a sampled jew’s harp. The track, “Poing”, 

by Rotterdam Termination Source, centers around a repetitive, monotonous 

sample of a jew’s harp making its archetypal “boing” sound. The track occupied 

the number one slot on Dutch charts for at least seven weeks and sold tens of 

thousands of copies (Bakx 1998c, 7). Phons Bakx’s article draws a connection 

between the phase shifting sound of the jew’s harp and that of the Roland TB 

303 bass synthesizer, which created the hallmark basslines and sound of the 

“acid house” subgenre of EDM. Bakx writes: 
 

While playing monotonous sequences and different filtering settings [on the 303] it is 

possible to dominate the dancing audience. Actually, the listener will perceive the sound 

as a psychedelic sensation. To a lesser extent, but over a higher number of frequencies in 

the drone, a similar effect can be achieved in the tone of the Jew’s harp; that is why a 

real fan of acid house will listen carefully to the sound of someone who’s playing the 

Jew’s harp (Bakx 1998c, 7). 

 
The classic example of early acid house is the album “Acid Tracks” by Phuture, 

and in it the parallels between the sound of the 303 and the jew’s harp are 

obvious. Over the course of the 1990s, acid house was prominent at underground 

raves, finally making its way into mainstream dance clubs, and becoming a 

multimillion dollar industry, particularly in Britain. Participants reported altered 

states brought on by hours of dancing and drug use, and ascribed transcendent 

powers to the music itself. In 2000, anthropologist Scott Hudson analyzed ravers’ 

accounts of the therapeutic benefits of raves, framing them as “a form of healing 

comparable both to shamanic, ecstatic healing documented in ethnographies of 

small-scale non-western societies, and to spiritual experiences in modern western 

subcultures” (36). Based on my observations, the proliferation of techno-trance 

jew’s harp styles is a result of two main trends: the influence of Siberian and 

Central Asian playing techniques and shamanic contexts on the international 

jew’s harp scene (in both festivals and recordings), and the tremendous 

worldwide popularity of electronic dance music genres, both of which began in 

the late 1980s. 

The techno-trance jew’s harp style is characterized by several features. 

First is what I will refer to as “back and forth striking”, a technique in which the 

player strikes the instrument’s tongue in and out with a rapid back and forth 
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motion of the hand. This technique differs from many traditional jew’s harp 

styles which require either an outward strike or an inward one, but not an 

alternation between both. The Norwegian munnharpe, for example, is plucked 

with an inward motion, due to the construction of the tongue and the shape and 

direction of its trigger. Munnharpe are not built for back and forth striking, but 

some instruments, like the Rajasthani morchang, the South Indian morsing, and 

the Vietnamese dan moi (to name a few) work particularly well for it. Another 

characteristic technique in techno-trance playing is the use of a breath technique 

that I will term “power breathing”, that is, exhaling and/or inhaling with a more 

aggressive airstream than that generally used in melodic playing styles.3 Melodic 

players generally avoid power breathing because it enhances the volume of the 

instrument’s fundamental pitch, thereby drowning out the more subtle overtones 

that are used to produce melody. While this technique can be used in 

combination with melodic playing, it is most often used in techno playing 

because it creates the effect of a strong bass beat. Players who are known for 

employing the above techniques include Tran Quang Hai, Áron Szilágyi, 

Neptune Chapotin, the “varganaut” duo TurbodZen (Russia), Jean Jean (France), 

more famously known as the “guy playing rave techno on jew’s trump” on 

Youtube, 4  and Meister Jaan (Estonia). 5  Multi-instrumentalists like Steev 

Kindwald (USA/India/Indonesia) and Nadishana (Russia) have also developed 

trance-heavy styles. To contextualize the popularity of these styles in comparison 

with traditional styles, at the time of writing, a search for “jew’s harp ” on 

YouTube returned 62,700 results, “jew’s harp techno” had 10,400 results, and 

“jew’s harp trance” had 9,940 results. A search for “munnharpe”, by contrast, 

returned just 3,680 results. 

The most prolific proponent of the trance style is Áron Szilágyi (Fig. 2.7), 

whose personal technique has influenced an entire generation of players, 

particularly in Europe and Russia. Szilágyi has several different band projects 

                                                
3 This should not be confused with the technique of “overblowing” on wind instruments, where a 
change in air pressure or direction is used to produce harmonics. Power breathing has the 
opposite effect on the jew’s harp: it mutes the harmonics by amplifying the fundamental pitch 
instead. 
4 “Guy playing Rave Techno on Jew’s trump 2012 !! (!"#$"%)” YouTube, enjoypolo, 7 
December 2012, accessed 22 July 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mNIdT2sdthw.  
5 “Jew’s harp techno (Long live the bottleman) / Parmupilli techno”, YouTube, Kanal Parmupill, 
4 October 4 2012, accessed 19 July 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QxOw-zsQYJU.  
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which bridge the worlds of traditional Hungarian music and ethno folk trance: 

Navrang (world electronic new age), Airtist (“Biodynamic Trance” with doromb, 

beatbox, and didgeridoo)6 and Zoord (“Eastern European Jew’s harp music with 

traditional roots”, doromb, fiddle, drum). Airtist has played at many festivals, 

both in the jew’s harp scene and in the European alternative festival scene. Many 

young jew’s harp players emulate Szilágyi’s “ethnotronica” style, particularly in 

Russia and Ukraine.  

 

 
Figure 2.7: Sixth International Jew’s Harp Congress organizer Áron 

Szilágyi performing in Kecskemét, 2010. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Neptune Chapotin is a French-American jew’s harp player and seller 

raised in India. He runs the World Harps stall at the Saturday night market in 

Goa, and is the founder of the Mouth Harp Festival of India. Chapotin perfoms 

his personal techno style on South Indian morsing, an instrument in which the 

distance between tongue and frame is so finely tuned that it can be activated by 

breath alone, without being plucked. Chapotin employs this and other techniques, 

like using a finger to bend the tongue and change the pitch of the fundamental. 

He is the only person to play a jew’s harp while riding a unicycle, and this won 

                                                
6 “Airtist Sziget festival – Didgeridoo, beatbox, Jew’s harp trio,” YouTube video, Aron Szilagyi, 
15 Sept 15 2009, accessed 19 July 19 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y53Ek_mbzhg.  
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him a “virtuoso” medal at the congress in Yakutsk. Chapotin’s location in Goa, 

the famed birthplace of the electronic dance music genre Goa Trance, is loaded 

with significance both for his playing technique and for the Mouth Harp Festival 

of India. Past festivals have taken place right on Anjuna beach, a location once 

known as “the Mecca for global psychedelic trance” (Saldanha 2009, 71).  

The performance contexts for the techno-trance style of jew’s harp are a 

specific type of festival that combines elements of both rave and trance. 

Stephanie Marlin-Curiel’s description of this practice in South Africa applies to 

my own observations in Europe and North America:  
 

[A rave is] an indoor dance party that involved drugs, took place in an abandoned 

building on the outskirts of the city, and lasted only one night […] [A] trance party […] 

typically involves camping out in the open air for a few days, playing games, eating 

good food, and tripping out on music, not drugs. Trance parties descended from the 

I960s beach parties in Thailand and Goa and have become an equally popular aspect of 

South African, particularly white South African, youth culture. The rave and trance 

scenes in South Africa, however, often blend together in what is sometimes simply 

referred to as a festival. (2001, 164-5) 

 
Elements of both rave and trance culture were still alive and well in Kiev 

when I attended the Third Kiev Overtone Festival (Obertonik) in October 2013, 

just four months before the Ukrainian revolution of February 2014. Daytime 

lectures, performances, and an instrument marketplace all took place in the 

Ukrainian Decorative Folk Art Museum, situated in the grounds of the Lavra, the 

Orthodox Christian “Monastery of the Caves” in Kiev. Participants walked 

through the gold-domed monastery complex to the museum, where jew’s harp 

events were held against a backdrop of folk costumes and a wall of ornately 

woven rugs (Fig. 2.8).  
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Figure 2.8: Nikolai Shishigin, director of the Khomus Museum, giving a 

presentation at the Obertonik Festival, Kiev, 2013. Photograph: Deirdre 

Morgan. 

 

The venue for the festival’s evening headline concert, however, was 

markedly different. It took place in a derelict, abandoned opera house with no 

heat or electricity. Generators powered the stage, and despite the hundreds of 

people seated in the main space, the air was chill. The renegade ethos of the 

event was similar to that of an underground rave, and some of the acts 

incorporated loop stations and beats with jew’s harps and didgeridoo. The 

contrast between daytime and nighttime venues was dramatic: the first, in a 

popular area frequented by cultural tourists, the second, in the hollowed out shell 

of a site once devoted to culture, and now deserted. It was a reminder of the 

tenacity and risk required to produce events in precarious, underfunded contexts. 

I will never forget a conversation I had with festival organizer Yaroslaw 

Kaminskiy about Ukraine in the 1990s, after the fall of the Soviet Union: “We 

had to learn how to live again,” he said. “Do you mean, survive?” I asked. “No,” 

he said, “we survived. Survival is easy. We had to learn how to live. Our entire 

reality disappeared and we had to figure out how to live again” (October 2013, 
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Kiev). These sentiments have been refueled in the wake of the Euromaidan 

protests and the 2014 revolution, and the underground rave scene has since had a 

significant resurgence in Kiev.7 Despite the ongoing conflict, Kaminskiy and his 

co-organizers managed to produce the Obertonik again in September 2014. In 

2015, the event changed from an annual festival to a monthly “Overparty” 

(overtone party), but its website has not been updated since. Recent posts on the 

Obertonik Facebook page have instead been promoting the Vibronica Festival in 

Kiev, which in 2015 broadened the focus: 
 

As we believe that music should have no borders, we are open to share the special 

Vibronica experience with fellow inhabitants of the planet Earth. […] This year our 

event will host musicians from various countries (BGR, DNK, FRA, ITA, MEX, RUS, 

UA, UK) and musical genres (Ambient / Downtempo / PsyDub / PsyChill / Ambient & 

Stoner Rock/ World music).8 

 
Vibronica also offered workshops on jew’s harp, didgeridoo, and djembe, 

pointing to the cross referencing of world music, electronica, and New Age 

cultures. The jew’s harp also plays a prominent role in two similarly-oriented 

festivals in Western Europe: Ancient Trance (Germany) and Le Rêve de 

l’Aborigène (France). As with the first, the second is all ages, family friendly, 

and drug and alcohol free. Both also emphasize overtone instruments (jew’s 

harp, didgeridoo) and overtone singing, linking them with a discourse of 

collective evolution through the rediscovery of indigenous cultures. As Le Rêve 

de l’Aborigène states on its website: 
 

The festival features traditional music of indigenous peoples and showcases some of 

their instruments like the didgeridoo, Jew’s harp… or their singing like overtone singing 

[…] Rêve de l’Aborigène invites festivalgoers to share the consciousness of another 

possible world.9 

 

                                                
7 “Exploring Ukraine’s underground rave revolution,” YouTube, i-D, 31 May 2016, accessed 23 
July 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P4G1r2u8m9g. 
8 “Vibronica Festival”, Facebook page, posted 8 June 2016, accessed 23 July 2016, 
https://www.facebook.com/universevibrations/videos/1745737712308257/.  
9 “Le Rêve de l’Aborigène”, accessed 3 August 2016, http://www.lerevedelaborigene.org/en/, my 
translation. 
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According to Neuenfeldt, writing about the didgeridoo, “New Age 

discourse circulates in a global cultural economy of cross-cultural consumption 

predicated on the hyper-spectacularization and hyper-spiritualization of 

indigenous cultures” (1998, 74). This has been especially evident in the case of 

the didgeridoo, which was appropriated from indigenous people in Australia into 

a predominantly western middle class milieu. Here the instrument came to be 

associated with a form of spiritual healing embedded in New Age discourse, far 

removed from its original ritual context and local, gendered use, and 

commodified as an object with therapeutic and shamanic value within the global 

economy. Shamanism, a unifying category encompassing a spectrum of 

culturally-specific variants, is itself a western anthropological construction, an 

excellent overview of which is provided by Bu&eková (2010). Describing the 

appeal of neo-shamanism in western countries, experimental anthropologist 

Willis explains: “in a world of accelerating change it purports to connect people 

with cultural roots incomparably older than any of today’s ethnic or national 

groups, let alone social institutions” (Willis 1994, 16). Alberts takes it further, 

linking the attraction of the “symbolic capital” of indigenous cultures to the New 

Age penchant for bricolage (2016, 131).   

Upon hearing a jew’s harp for the first time, many listeners compare its 

sound to that of the didgeridoo, and there are clear similarities between them. 

Both instruments have contentious names in English: “didgeridoo” is an 

onomatopoeic term given to the instrument by non-indigenous English speakers. 

As my case studies will attest, there is significant overlap between jew’s harp 

and didgeridoo players, and I will discuss several performers and bands which 

make use of both. The instruments are both associated with healing: the jew’s 

harp is linked with the “animal magnetism” practice of German physician Franz 

Mesmer (1734-1815), and was also used in therapeutic practice by German 

medical physicians Wilhelm Ludwig Schmidt (1787-1858) and Justinus Kerner 

(1786-1862). It also has longstanding associations with shamanism in Yakutia, as 

discussed in Chapter 1 (55-56). The didgeridoo, undeniably an aerophone, is 

much louder than the jew’s harp, and its length and size mean it can be directed 

to specific parts of a person’s body in order to elicit a strong, local vibration. It is 

not surprising, then, that more has been written about the didgeridoo with regards 

to New Age, healing, and trance discourse (e.g., Neuenfeldt 1998), and that the 
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instrument is often found at alternative festivals, healing workshops, and 

didgeridoo gatherings like “InDidjInUs” (Oregon, USA).  

Another contextual difference between the didgeridoo and jew’s harp 

scenes is that the didgeridoo is linked geopolitically with one specific culture, 

from which it has been recently appropriated and transformed, whereas the 

global distribution of the jew’s harp has been a centuries-long process. The jew’s 

harp is embedded in diverse cultures and forms, where it is linked with local 

identity. Yet it is also a symbol of the wider world, as evidenced by the 

cosmopolitanism of both local and international jew’s harp events. The 

participation of indigenous jew’s harp players representing “their own” traditions 

is what sets jew’s harp communities apart from those of the didgeridoo, where 

Aboriginal players are few and far between on global stages. As I will explore in 

the next section, many jew’s harp events place an emphasis on performing local 

identities, even if those identities are by nature hybrid and cosmopolitan. Even 

techno-trance players like Szilágyi and Chapotin are linked with locality: the 

former through the incorporation of Hungarian traditional music into a type of 

ethno-techno, and the latter in the use of a local Indian instrument within the 

western context of Goa trance. To explore issues of identity and representation in 

jew’s harp communities and events further, I will use a case study of the 2011 

International Jew’s Harp Congress in Yakutsk.  

 

Yakutsk 2011 

As I prepared to attend the 2011 Congress in Yakutsk with great excitement, one 

detail made me pause: a letter from the event organizers, asking participants to 

bring a “national costume” for use at official performances and events. I 

struggled to identify what this could possibly be. There was no local jew’s harp 

tradition in Vancouver, so I considered other “national” options within Canada: 

the instrument did have a tradition amongst French-Canadians in the province of 

Québec, with archival recordings going back to the 1930s and a handful of living 

players today (Daniel Roy, Yann Falquet, etc.).10 It has also been used in some 

                                                
10 In Quebec, the jew’s harp is known by the names guimbarde, bombarde, and “ruine babine”: 
the destroyer of lips (the last of which is also used to refer to the harmonica). 



 96 

Inuit communities, like the community of Sanikiluaq in the Nunavut territory.11 

Yet I was in Vancouver, on the opposite side of the country, where I was more 

likely to run into jew’s harps from Europe or Asia in music stores, or in the 

private collections of people interested in world music, didgeridoo, throat 

singing, and beatboxing. Should I wear a Vancouver Canucks jersey (the local 

ice hockey team), despite my lack of interest in professional sports? Or should I 

attempt to represent my own identity, forged in the grassroots performing arts 

scenes of the Pacific Northwest? Ultimately, I decided to create my own 

“national costume”, and assembled an outfit incorporating my favourite colours 

and patterns as a child born in the 1980s: animal print, faux fur, and a homemade 

bedazzled jew’s harp headband. Probably the most Canadian thing about my 

costume was my hope that it wouldn’t offend anyone.  

 I wondered how the other festival participants were addressing this 

request. At the festival, I noticed that many of my colleagues seemed to have had 

an easier time with costume assignment. Players from Austria and Norway either 

dressed casually or wore various combinations of leather pants, peasant blouses, 

and vests. Later, during my PhD fieldwork, I discovered that both countries had 

experienced national costume revivals at various times: Norway’s bunad in the 

nineteenth century, and Austria’s tracht and dirndl in the latter part of the 

twentieth century. Sicilian players dressed informally, sometimes incorporating a 

coppola cap. Many costumes had associations with rural life, a sort of harkening 

back to a pan-European medieval culture. Yet zoomed out, on an international 

festival stage, these same garments became signifiers of national identities. 

iPercussonici drummer Carlo Condarelli of Sicily, who had attended the 

Amsterdam Congress in 2006, neatly summed up this phenomenon in 

conversation with me: “It was like Star Wars. Everyone in their traditional 

costume” (September 2013, Catania).  

As it turned out, I need not have worried about my costume being too 

outlandish. The Yakutsk congress was attended by all age groups from Yakutia 

and the wider Siberian and Central Asian regions. Everyone, young and old, 

wore bright, coordinated outfits accessorized with rhinestones, and the famous 
                                                
11 The jew’s harp in Sanikiluaq is featured, for example, in the Canadian documentary film 
People of a Feather, “a film about survival in a changing Canadian Arctic”, filmed in the Belcher 
Islands in Hudson’s Bay. See “People of a Feather”, accessed 3 August 2016, 
http://www.peopleofafeather.com/. 
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Siberian silver and diamonds. I experienced the full impact of these costumes 

during one particularly special event at the congress: the setting of a new 

Guinness Record for the world’s largest jew’s harp ensemble.12 A blog post I 

wrote in 2011 recounts the experience: 
 

Walking into the local circus ring in Yakutsk, surrounded by the 1344 Jew’s harpers 

who were there to set the Guinness World Record, I was almost overtaken with 

complete sensory overload as my mind raced to take in the 360 degrees of sparkling 

Jew’s harp-packed glory around me. Everywhere I turned, there was someone with a 

fabulously over the top costume and a Jew’s harp. The sound created by these 1344 

instruments moments later ushered me into one of the most bizarre, surreal, and moving 

experiences of my life.13  

 
The format for the record setting piece was familiar to the locals, and to 

the international attendees who had participated in osuokhai round dances at 

previous jew’s harp congress. This time, instead of a lead singer, a lead jew’s 

harp player improvised a short melodic phrase, which was then repeated in 

unison by the entire congregation. This went on for several minutes, while a 

Guinness Records’ employee flown in from the UK “verified” that everyone was 

playing exactly the same thing at the same time. From a “pitch-centered” 

listening perspective, this was a futile task: though everyone played in the same 

rhythm, nearly every jew’s harp had a different fundamental pitch, and every 

player had an individual interpretation of the tune. As a result, many 

simultaneous variants of the melody were produced, creating a heterophonic 

texture which I described as “a single buzzing hive mind” in my blog. From a 

timbre-centered perspective, however, the effect produced was complex, 

profound, and very special for everyone involved. When the piece ended, the 

members of the crowd spontaneously and silently raised their instruments in the 

air in front of them in an astonishing display of unity and connection. I barely 

had time to wipe my eyes before someone pulled me into the massive osuokhai 

circle dance that was forming in the central ring of the circus.14  

                                                
12 “Look how plays the greatest vargan ensemble”, YouTube, MrTrumper1988, 24 June 2011, 
accessed 31 August 2016, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I83p3hI3d_Y. 
13 This post appeared on my Overtone Arts blog, which is no longer online. 
14 The success of this event inspired the setting of another Guinness Record the following year: 
the Moscow Times reports that world’s largest round dance was recorded at the Ysakh new year 
celebration in 2012, where 15,000 people participated in an osuokhai. See “Dancing Yakuts 
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 In addition to celebrating the role of Siberian culture within the jew’s 

harp movement, the Yakutsk congress focused on another recurring theme: the 

jew’s harp virtuoso. The term “virtuoso” was first applied to the jew’s harp 

players of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries in Central Europe, 

some of whom achieved such celebrity that they toured the continent giving 

extensive solo performances in concert halls. This “golden age” of the jew’s harp 

lasted nearly 100 years before fading away in the mid-nineteenth century (see 

Chapter 5 below). The original title of Crane’s VIM journal had hinted, in jest, at 

a society of virtuosos, a term which was dropped when the journal was taken 

over by the International Jew’s Harp Society and renamed. Leonard Fox’s 1988 

book had opened with a dedication “to the memory of Karl Eulenstein, last and 

greatest virtuoso of the Jew's harp.” Yet more than two decades later, 22 

contestants from around the world competed for the title of “World Jew’s Harp 

Virtuoso” at the State Opera and Ballet Theatre in Yakutsk. By the 2011 

congress, the jew’s harp virtuoso was no longer an historical oddity or a self-

conscious joke, but an honorific title waiting to be bestowed upon deserving 

recipients. Ivan Alexeyev, in his presentation at Molln 1998, had drawn a 

connection between the old virtuosos and the new, proclaiming: 
 

We, the trump players and investigators of the trump and its music of the second half of 

the 20th century, were able to restore “a good old thing that has been forgotten.” We 

handed it over to the promising hands of a new generation that will not forget the names 

of Koch, Eulenstein, Schmidt, Albrechtsberger, and Kosmeli, and moreover, will open 

new pages of musical history in relation to the musical instrument of all mankind: 

vargan – Maultrommel – Jew’s harp (Alexeyev, 1999, 33). 

 

Indeed, the Yakutsk congress opened new pages of jew’s harp history by staging 

competitions to name both jew’s harp virtuosos and master blacksmiths. The 

contest aspect of this congress set it apart from the other festivals that had taken 

place in Europe. Looking at previous jew’s harp congress programs and reports, I 

found no mention of official matches. Yet music competitions are well 

established in Russia and the former Soviet republics, and once functioned as the 

site of Cold War antagonism with the West (see Tomov 2015). 

                                                                                                                               
Break World Record,” Moscow Times, 25 June 25 2012, accessed 27 July 27 2016, 
https://themoscowtimes.com/articles/dancing-yakuts-break-world-record-15667.  
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  I remember the first day of the Yakutsk congress: I had been ushered 

onstage at the State Theatre to give a speech, along with other regional delegates, 

before an audience of several hundred people. I was completely unprepared – an 

event steward had literally grabbed my arm as I was walking down a corridor, 

pulled me backstage, and, from behind the curtains, pointed to an empty chair 

onstage, in between jew’s harp heavyweights John Wright and Leo Tadagawa. I 

had not been asked to prepare anything, and, too stunned to decline, I found 

myself onstage, wearing flip flops amidst a number of international colleagues 

and government officials in business attire. I waited for my name to be called, 

then stepped up to the podium, which was emblazoned with a large khomus 

motif, and improvised a short speech on behalf of the North American delegates. 

I’ll never forget looking out from that podium and being struck by the size of the 

venue and the audience staring back at me. I remember thinking that playing 

jew’s harp for these attentive listeners would be like playing Coltrane to a room 

full of jazz connoisseurs. I felt exposed and vulnerable at the prospect of being 

heard by so many expert jew’s harp players. Intimidated and exhilarated, I forced 

myself onstage at the virtuoso competition. I was woefully unprepared, but knew 

I might never encounter the opportunity again.  

The Seventh International Jew’s Harp Congress has become a point of 

reference for people who were there. Many times over the course of my 

fieldwork, I found myself reminiscing with other participants about it. The 

experience was summed up well in interview by Svein Westad, who has 

participated in jew’s harp events for the past twenty years: “We were treated like 

VIPs, all of us. It was unforgettable! That was really one of my biggest 

experiences at an international jew's harp event.” The more I spoke with people 

about it, the more I realized that many of my colleagues agreed that Yakutsk had 

been the Woodstock of the jew’s harp movement. The heady mixture of 

costumes, virtuosos, competitions, awards, world records, excursions, and 

official events had given it a larger than life quality. The event united players 

under a common experience and solidified international friendships, and 

facilitated some of the fieldwork connections that were later to inform my 

research. 
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This chapter has traced the rise of jew’s harp communities to the key 

individuals who set up global communication channels (VIM) and events (the 

International Jew’s Harp Congress). These first avenues were international in 

nature, and led to the formation of local communities, though many local events 

continued to attract international guests. In the 1990s, several threads converged: 

the resurgence of post-Soviet ethnic identities and the embracing of the jew’s 

harp as a cultural symbol, the influence of Siberian culture and playing 

techniques on the international jew’s harp scene, the “re-spiritualization” of 

western cultures in the form of neo-shamanic and New Age discourses and 

markets, the rising popularity of electronic dance music, and the advent of the 

Internet. Finally, I have looked at how jew’s harp players negotiate locality, 

indigeneity, and hybridity in their performances and recordings, setting the stage 

for the site-specific case studies in Norway, Austria, and Sicily. The next 

chapters explore how individuals and communities forge translocal identities 

both at home and on the international stage, exploring different definitions of – 

and approaches to – the concepts of tradition, revival, and community. 
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Chapter 3 

The Norwegian Munnharpe: 

Context, Discourse, and Technique 
 

 

I had met some munnharpe players at previous jew’s harp events, and was eager 

to learn more about the munnharpe style and repertoire. I knew the technique 

combined precise melodic control of overtones with a strong sense of rhythm, 

and was admired internationally. Flying into Norway for the first time in May 

2013, I was surprised how similar it looked to my home province of British 

Columbia: large uninhabited swathes of wilderness, mountains draped in 

evergreen trees, fjords and lakes sparkling in the spring sun. I was there to attend 

the Gjøvik Music Weekend in eastern Norway, an event hosted by the Gjøvik 

Spelmannslag (Folk Musicians’ Club). Participants stayed in rooms or hytte 

(small cottages) at the local hostel, and spent their days at Eiktunet, one of 

Norway’s many outdoor museums, which features 33 restored buildings 

(including a working smithy) from the old village of Gjøvik (Fig. 3.1).  
 

 

Figure 3.1: Eiktunet outdoor museum, the site of the Gjøvik Music Weekend 

each May, Gjøvik, 2013. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 
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Eiktunet sits on top of a mountain overlooking the Gjøvik fjord, which 

provided a breathtaking backdrop for the weekend’s workshops in munnharpe 

smithing, seljefloyte (willow flute) whittling, langeleik (dulcimer) playing, and 

kveding (folk singing). In the evenings, participants gathered in the 

Spelmannslag building, Tingbygningenan, an old farmhouse which also 

functions as a traditional music archive. Surrounded by dulcimers, fiddles, and 

other folk instruments hanging on the walls, we took turns playing our 

instruments for each other, sometimes solo, sometimes breaking into small jam 

sessions. 

I had arrived in Norway with the usual associations: Norse mythology, 

Vikings, black metal, cross-country skiing, cheese slicers, the 1994 Lillehammer 

Olympics, and the adventurer Thor Heyerdahl, who had famously sailed across 

the Pacific Ocean on his wooden raft, the Kon-Tiki, in 1947. Despite its 

geographic position on the edge of Europe, Norwegian culture has had a 

tremendous impact on the continent, and Norse mythology’s enduring influence 

still reverberates in literature, philosophy, music, and popular culture across 

Europe and around the world. From the English names for the days of the week, 

the fantasy writings of J.R.R. Tolkein, the operas of Wagner, and Nazi occultism, 

to contemporary rock and metal music, film, television, and graphic novels, we 

encounter the products of Norse mythology nearly every day. The Vikings have 

also been the object of intense fascination, speculation, and misunderstanding; 

Cederlund (2011) describes how both popular culture and academia have been 

complicit in the construction of the “modern myth of the Viking”. The image of 

the Iron Age Nordic warrior has come to be associated with iconic symbols of 

weaponry, armour, ships, and fearlessness, all of which appear regularly in 

fiction, film, and advertising worldwide, and contribute to the promotion of 

tourism in the Nordic countries (Cederlund 2011, 4). 

In contrast with the centrality of Norse mythology and the ongoing 

interest in Vikings, Daniel Grimley notes that “Norway was […] peripheralised 

on at least two levels: both from continental Europe through its relative 

geographical isolation, and as a subject of the Danish crown” (2006, 24). Its land 

too mountainous for large-scale agriculture, Norway did not develop the feudal 

system of aristocratic landowners and serf farmers that permeated the rest of the 

continent (Maagerø and Simonsen 2005, 14). As a result, a relatively egalitarian 
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society emerged, which is mirrored in the country’s strong social welfare state 

today. A population boom at the end of the nineteenth century resulted in 

resource shortages, causing mass migration to Norwegian cities as well as large-

scale emigration, mostly to the United States (Goertzen 1997, 6). It is estimated 

that one third of the population left the country; today, 4.5 million people call 

Norway home. 

 

 

Grieg, Fiddles, and Folkemusikk 

Historically, Norway has occupied Europe’s economic margins as a producer of 

raw materials for the rest of the continent (Danielsen et al. 1995, 127). The 

discovery of the Ekofisk gas and oil fields in 1969 was a major turnaround for 

the country, and this new wealth fostered economic development and better 

infrastructure. Norway now boasts the world’s fourth highest GDP, but has 

proceeded cautiously with its resources, twice voting (in 1972 and 1995) against 

joining the European Economic Community. After the split from Denmark in 

1814 (when the country was ceded to Sweden for another century), Norway 

began focussing on the cultivation of a specifically Norwegian national identity, 

part of the growing movement of romanticism that had begun in Germany in the 

nineteenth century (Tønnessen 2005, 78-79). Following the model of the German 

ethnologist Johann Gottfried Herder and the Brothers Grimm, Norwegian 

folklore collecting began in earnest, gathering folk poetry, music, and dialects, 

and producing the folktale collections of Peter Christen Asbjørnsen and Jørgen 

Moe (see Grimley 2006, 23 and Tønnessen 2005, 79–82).1  Norway’s “national” 

composer, Edvard Grieg (1843-1907), is well-known for his settings of 

Norwegian folk songs and dances. A long-time influence on Grieg was the 

Norwegian classical violinist Ole Bull, who became interested in the hardingfele 

(Hardanger fiddle) and began playing the tunes of the folk fiddler Myllarguten 

(real name, Torgeir Augundsson). As Grimley puts it, “Bull’s popularization of 

Norwegian folk music […] reflected a more general trend towards the revival of 
                                                             
1 The fairtytale collection of Asbjørnsen and Moe contains at least one story which mentions the 
munnharpe: the title character, “Peik”, is described as “a quick-witted good-for-nothing brat who 
loved to pull people’s legs; full of clever ideas and pranks, who left nobody alone. At two 
dramatic points in the story Peik innocently plays his munnharpe while the king, mad as a hatter, 
wants to cut his head of then and there!” (Folkestad 2002b, 9). 
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folk cultures including music, language, dancing and national costume” during 

the nineteenth century (2006, 36). Interestingly, Bull had begun his exploration 

of Myllarguten’s tunes while studying classical violin in Paris. Similarly, Grieg 

consulted folksong collections for inspiration during his frequent periods abroad, 

like the anthology of Ludvig Mathias Lindeman, Older and Newer Norwegian 

Mountain Melodies, a three-volume set which contained simple piano 

arrangements of almost 600 song, dance, and instrumental tunes that he had 

collected through state-sponsored fieldwork. Grieg’s compositions for the first 

time introduced the rest of Europe to the folk music of Norway. Yet his long 

absences from Norway also stimulated an intense interest in his own country, his 

foreign exposure informing his nationalist stance. His first attempts at 

incorporating folk music, the 25 Norwegian Folk Songs and Dances (op.17), 

were based heavily on Lindeman’s transcriptions. Later works, written after 

Grieg had conducted a closer listening of live folk music in Norway and further 

developed his style, include Improvisations on two Norwegian Folk Songs (op. 

29), Four Norwegian Dances (op. 35), Norwegian Folk Tunes (op. 66), and 

Slåtter (Peasant Dances) (op. 72). 

Scandinavia as a region came into focus particularly during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when its economic and cultural resources 

put it on the map with the rest of the continent (Barton 2007, 26). The Nordic 

zone was seen variously as the birthplace of Norse mythology, the home of an 

untouched wilderness populated with noble peasants, and the site of political 

independence movements in post-Napoleonic times (Horton 1963, 87). 

According to Vedel and Hoppu (2014), historically:  
 

[T]he core of the region consists of the three old kingdoms Denmark, Norway and 

Sweden, usually described as Scandinavia, while the ‘edges’ consist of the independent 

republics of Finland and Iceland as well as the autonomous areas of Åland, the Faroe 

Islands and Greenland. Taken together these countries form what is known as the Nordic 

countries or — in Scandinavian languages — Norden (Vedel and Hoppu 2014, 3). 

 

Though Norway is considered to be one of the three “core” countries of 

Scandinavia, it has historically been overshadowed by Denmark and Sweden. 

This is evident in musicological overviews of the Nordic region, where Norway 
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is characterized as culturally dormant. Take, for instance, this passage from 

Yoell’s 1974 book The Nordic Sound, entitled, “Somnolent Norway”: 
 

From the fifteenth through eighteenth centuries a creditable, if not crushingly original, 

musical tradition grew up alongside the royal courts in Copenhagen and Stockholm. 

What was going on in Norway during these years? ‘Not much’ makes a fair reply. 

Norwegians are by no means devoid of creative genius, but political and economic 

reverses conspired to punch a hole in their country’s history. During the baroque and 

classical eras the cultivation of music depended on a leisured aristocracy; but no 

Esterházys lived in Norway (12). 

 

Norway’s lack of urbanisation severely limited the development of a 

concert culture that could attract wealthy patrons. This is what had driven Grieg 

abroad to become a composer: Norway, at the time, did not have the 

infrastructure to support the arts. In Yoell’s framing, the paucity of Norwegian 

classical composers during this period is seen as indicative of a less developed 

culture, and other forms of music are characterized as degenerate: “The 

governing upper crust of Dano-Norwegians naturally looked to Copenhagen for 

musical stimulation, leaving Norway’s ‘national voice’ slumbering in the ignored 

world of folk music” (13). Folk music is given a derogatory connotation here, yet 

in Yoell’s (and other) attempts to construct a Nordic sound, it precisely the is 

folk music instruments that are relied upon as evidence of  “ancient wellsprings” 

(3). Yoell cites Bronze age lurs, the natural horns cast in bronze whose remains 

have been found throughout Scandinavia, as evidence of an ancient shared 

culture (4-5). This demonstrates the paradox of “folk music”: that it is at once 

backward, remote, and exotic; and uniting, common, and timeless. Because of 

this dual nature, European folk music has often been invoked in the service of 

nationalistic agendas. As Philip Bohlman puts it, “Just as nations put music in 

museums, they employ music to ‘museumize’ the nation-state”, in an ongoing 

performance of myth and history (Bohlman 2004a, 27).  

 The fiddle in Europe is an excellent example of how a single instrument 

can be appropriated in the service of different identities. The modern European 

fiddle/violin emerged during the sixteenth century, and has since played a central 

role in both art and folk music. In the latter, it is largely associated with dance, 

and in its spread across the whole north of Europe, has become evocative of folk 
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music. The arrival of the fiddle in Norway is contested, and debates about the 

age and provenance of the local version of it, the Hardanger fiddle, are ongoing 

(Fig. 3.2). According to Bjørndal/Alver, the earliest Hardanger fiddle dates to 

1651, predating the regular fiddle (1710). Reidar Sevåg challenged this dating, 

but the general consensus is that the fiddle probably arrived at some point in the 

seventeenth century (see Ling 1997, 158-0). Norwegian instrumental music, 

particularly fiddling, underwent its most significant period of development from 

the late eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth centuries, with a great deal of repertoire 

serving as accompaniment for dance (Goertzen 1997, 15). 

 

 
Figure 3.2: Hardanger fiddle made by Knut Gunnarson Helland. Note the 

course of four sympathetic strings running beneath the main strings. 

Photograph: Frode Inge Helland.2 

 

Within the Norwegian folk music scene, discourses of age and value are 

prevalent. Traditional music is divided into two main categories, folkemusikk and 

gammeldans. Folkemusikk comprises the “older” dance repertoire known as 

slåtter (peasant dances), like the halling, springar, and gangar. Gammeldans, 
                                                             
2 Used without modification under Creative Commons Licence CC BY-SA 3.0. 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/legalcode. 
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which translates literally as “old dance”, is a slightly confusing term, as it 

actually refers to Norwegian versions of more recent “nineteenth century pan-

European social dances (principally waltzes, mazurkas, reinlenders, and polka 

types)” (Goertzen 1997, 99). Goertzen explains that folkemusikk “centers on 

relatively old and valued dance music genres for fiddle – genres cultivated as a 

sort of art music in Norway’s folk revival”, while the relatively recent 

gammeldans genres are considered less prestigious by the folk music elite (100). 

Interestingly, both folkemusikk and gammeldans are associated with dance, but 

folkemusikk is comprised of regional folk dances that are seen as quintessentially 

local and Norwegian.  

The debate as to whether gammeldans “belongs” within the Norwegian 

folk scene shows how the folk music revival has elevated folkemusikk to the art 

music of Norway, placing gammeldans in a marginalized position. Part of the 

reason for this is that gammeldans is associated with the accordion, which is seen 

as a foreign instrument from Europe, while folkemusikk is associated with the 

fiddle. Here we encounter a further divide, as there are two concurrent fiddle 

traditions in Norway: the vanlig fele (often referred to simply as the fiddle or the 

regular fiddle) and the hardingfele (the Hardanger fiddle, associated with western 

Norway). As Goertzen explains:  

 

Although both fiddle types have long and rich histories in Norwegian rural life, 

the Hardanger fiddle would be the focus of the folk revival for over half a 

century. This elaborately decorated instrument, with four played and four 

sympathetic strings, is visually arresting, has considerable antiquarian appeal, 

and since it is exclusively Norwegian, is a particularly apt vessel for 

nationalistic sentiment (1998, 100).  
 

The arrival of the accordion proved divisive in the fiddle world. In the 

regular fiddle areas, the accordion and the new dance genres that came with it 

received a largely positive reception, and accordions and fiddles could eventually 

be heard playing together. The accordion, however, posed different problems for 

the Hardanger fiddle zone, which, as Goertzen explains, “was both less 

accustomed to group performance – the resonance of the sympathetic strings 

tends to muddy the sound of ensembles – and less hospitable to the new dances” 
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(Goertzen 1998, 101). Norwegian folkemusikk is a largely solo tradition. 

According to musicologist Mats Johansson, with whom I spoke in February 

2014, folk music in Sweden used to be a solo tradition as well. However, Sweden 

was more influenced by the North American and British folk revivals of the 

1950s and 1960s than Norway. Nowadays, Swedish folk music is often played in 

ensembles and sessions, similar to the Irish traditional session. In Norway, by 

contrast, the solo tradition has remained constant.  

 

 
Figure 3.3: Map of fieldwork locations in Norway. Google Maps, 2016. 
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Munnharpe in Norway 

Norway is divided into nineteen counties, and my research mostly took place in 

and around Oslo, Valdres (Oppland), Gjøvik (Oppland), Setesdal (Aust-Agder), 

and Rauland (Telemark) (Fig. 3.3). The munnharpe tradition is mostly limited to 

southern and eastern Norway; there is very little evidence of the instrument in the 

country’s northern regions. This is mostly consistent with the focus of 

Norwegian folk music literature and recordings, which frame southern and 

western Norway as the heartlands of traditional music. Grimley notes how 

Lindeman’s folk music collections contributed to this framing: “His government-

sponsored collecting trips to southern and western Norway reflected (and 

reinforced) a common belief that it was in those parts of the country (as opposed 

to the relatively more urbanised south-east around Christiania [Oslo], or the far 

north) where the oldest and hence most ‘authentic’ Norwegian folk music could 

be found” (Grimley 2006, 37). Goertzen has suggested that there may have been 

an element of racial prestige to the early Norwegian folk music revival, since the 

indigenous Sami people of northern Norway were not included within it (1998, 

103). 

 The marginalisation of northern Norway in folk music discourse is also 

reflected in the munnharpe scene. Partially this is due to the fact that there is no 

known munnharpe tradition among the Sami.3 That said, there are some 

contemporary Sami artists who have seriously embraced the munnharpe in recent 

years. Torgeir Vassvik, for instance, combines the traditional yoik singing with 

frame drum, extended vocal techniques, and munnharpe. Also, Andreas 

Leonardsen is a Sami-Norwegian filmmaker who has recently produced a 

documentary film on the jew’s harp in Norway and Rajasthan, entitled “The 

Banisher of Thought”.4 

 Munnharpe player Bernhard Folkestad lived in northern Norway for 

nearly twenty years, and told me in October 2013 that he had very few 

encounters with it among the Sami people there. Folkestad, who worked as a 

teacher, completed a degree in folklore and was a musician and song collector. 

                                                             
3 Historically referred to as Lapps or Laplanders in English, Sami is the preferred indigenous 
term. 
4 “The Banisher of Thought”, Kort Filmfestivalen, accessed 16 May 2016, 
http://kortfilmfestivalen.no/en/pages/166-The-Banisher-of-Thought. 
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He interviewed elderly people and recorded the songs they remembered, 

conducting a fair amount of research on traditional music in the North. In his 

files, he had copies of two research surveys of Norwegian folk music that were 

conducted in 1947 and 1964. He showed me how the survey answers could be 

used to determine which regions had a munnharpe tradition. According to his 

interpretation, there was no munnharpe tradition north of Trondheim. This is 

largely corroborated by Gjermund Kolltveit’s work on archaelogical jew’s harps, 

which identifies a small number of munnharpe in, and just north of Trondheim as 

the northernmost points where finds have been documented (2006, 75).5 

According to ethnographic surveys in Folkestad’s possession, residents in 

northern Norway answered that they were familiar with the word “munnharpe”, 

but Folkestad hypothesized that many of those surveyed had mistakenly 

interpreted the term “munnharpe” (mouth harp) as referring to the harmonica 

rather than the jew’s harp.6 In contrast with the North, the residents surveyed in 

the southern and eastern regions of Norway showed a clear familiarity with the 

instrument, in particular those living in the inland valleys of Setesdal, 

Gudbrandsdal, Valdres, and Hallingdal, the regions which are most commonly 

associated with longstanding jew’s harp traditions (see Brokke et. al. 2006). 

When I asked Folkestad why he thought the munnharpe tradition had flourished 

particularly in hidden, isolated valleys, he said, “Because they are far off, this is 

back and beyond really ... the impulses coming from the outside were very slow 

to arrive.”  

 Due to the geographic isolation and cultural conservatism of many 

valleys and municipalities, a system of clear, regionally distinct identities has 

evolved. This is evident in the staggering number of spoken dialects of 

Norwegian, which vary widely by region and can be used to instantly identify 

their speakers as members of specific communities. In an attempt to standardize 

the many different dialects of spoken Norwegian, there are two official written 

forms: bokmål and nynorsk. While both are in wide use, they have not 

extinguished the spoken dialects, which remain important cultural markers for 

                                                             
5 The northernmost find in Europe is much further north, in Kvikkjokk, Lapland, Sweden 
(Kolltveit 2006, 75), though it is unknown if the instrument was used by Sami people there. 
6 Interestingly, this is a common problem in English as well, as the term “mouth harp” is 
sometimes used to refer to both the jew’s harp and the harmonica, creating confusion about 
which instrument is actually intended. 
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Norwegian citizens. This regional culture extends beyond language: in music, 

too, pride in local identity, style, and heritage is strongly felt. As Goertzen 

explains, “A few dozen kilometers may not seem like a great distance, but in 

Norway it is enough to signal the possibility of distinctly different fiddle styles” 

(2007, 27). The same can be said of other folk music traditions, and regionalism 

is prominent amongst munnharpe players, many of whom focus their playing on 

a particular regional style. In fact, some regional music styles bear such different 

characters that they can be identified by ear, just like spoken dialects.7 

 After Norway finally achieved its full independence in 1905, folk songs 

and dances continued to be collected well into the twentieth century, strongly 

influencing Norway’s creative class.8 Yet as Brita Gjerdalen Skre points out, the 

lack of institutional capacity for funded fieldwork meant that “a great part of the 

collecting has been done by amateurs who live in the country” (1952, 221). Skre, 

writing in 1952, notes the growing interest in regional history, as evidenced by 

the formation of local societies, district museums, and publications on local 

history and culture produced by those living in small, often rural communities. 

These organizations and their activities provide an important resource for 

scholars of folk music, even today. Many parishes have a local Spelemannslag, 

or folk musicians’ club, which produces a newsletter or yearbook containing a 

wealth of meticulously researched material. In addition to articles and news 

items, this can include photographs of musicians and instruments from local 

archives, interviews with musicians, musical transcriptions, and more. Chris 

Goertzen acknowledges the great deal of scholarship done by folk music 

enthusiasts, stating, “there is no clear dividing line between scholar and amateur 

or between researcher and performer in the world of Norwegian folk music” 

(1997, 19). Like Goertzen’s use of the Spelemannsbladet (“Fiddlers’ 

Magazine”), a publication produced by the National Fiddlers Association (noted 

in Goertzen 1998, 100), my own research relies heavily upon the quarterly 

newsletter of the Norwegian Jew’s Harp Association, Munnharpa. With issues 

dating back to the 1990s, this publication provides a rich record of the early days 

of the munnharpe revival up to the present. I am also indebted to a number of 
                                                             
7 Sigurd Brokke, a well-known munnharpe player from Setesdal, is also a dialect conservationist. 
Each week, he meets with a small group of dialect collectors to share new findings and enter 
them into into a database for preservation. 
8 See Grimley 2006, 33–7 for an overview of the earliest folklore and music collections. 
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district museums and archives, particularly those of Valdres and Aust-Agder, in 

addition to the national folk music archive in Oslo. 

Despite several claims of Viking Age munnharpe in Norway, the jew’s 

harp can only reliably be dated as far back as the thirteenth century in Europe 

(Kolltveit 2006, 30). In contrast to the widespread popularity of the fiddle, the 

munnharpe is a niche instrument. Despite being resonated inside the mouth 

cavity and using almost completely invisible techniques, the munnharpe tradition 

has managed to remain strong and even thrive in recent decades (see Thedens 

1998). Though it exists on the margins of the Norwegian folk scene, the 

munnharpe’s highly unique sound and form are sometimes employed as symbols 

of Norwegian identity. Its shape is used, for instance, to mark the volume 

numbers of a Norwegian folk music history series (Fig. 3.4). The munnharpe 

even functions as the trophy for the Spelemannspris, or Norwegian Grammy 

award (Fig. 3.5). This is somewhat surprising, as, like other televised awards 

shows, the Spelemannspris is mostly concerned with popular and commercial 

music genres, where the munnharpe is unlikely to appear. The trophies awarded 

at folk music competitions (kappeleik), on the other hand, would seem a more 

likely setting for a munnharpe-shaped prize, as the instrument is frequently 

present. Kappeleik trophies, however, are generally crafted wooden objects like 

bowls, painted with the traditional rosemaling floral motifs of rural Norwegian 

folk art. 
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Figure 3.4: Munnharpe images used to mark the volume numbers on the 

Norges Musikkhistorie book series, edited by Arvid Vollsnes (1999-2001), 

Oslo, 2013. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3.5: Spellemannspris promotional logo, 2013. 
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 The prevalence of the munnharpe in Norwegian folklore attests to its 

long-time presence and association with the supernatural. Norwegian folklore is 

filled with references to encounters with spirits who impart inspiration and even 

secret melodies in exchange for gifts (see Crane 2000b for a compilation of 

Norwegian folktales involving munnharpe). Magic and folklore are prominent in 

Norway’s celebrated dramatic work, Peer Gynt, written by playwright Henrik 

Ibsen (1828-1906). These themes are also evident in the incidental music for the 

play, written by Edvard Grieg. The best-known theme from Grieg’s score is In 

the Hall of the Mountain King, a piece that has achieved immortality through its 

frequent use in popular culture. Peer Gynt exemplifies some of the key themes of 

Norse mythology and Norwegian folklore: nature, the supernatural power of 

mountains, otherworldly realms, and beings in the form of spirits and trolls, and 

the heroic individual who triumphs above them all.9 Although Ibsen is cited as a 

bridge between romanticism and social realism, supernatural tropes are present 

throughout his work, and the link between this fantastical tale and the magical 

powers of folk instruments endures: a 2008 production of Peer Gynt, staged at 

Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis, USA, used hardingfele and munnharpe in its 

incidental music.10 Apart from Peer Gynt, some of Ibsen’s other works contain 

references to Norwegian folk music. Most notably, his play Little Eyolf features a 

sinister, Pied-Piper-like character: an old woman, the “Rat Wife”, who plays 

munnharpe to lure rats and mice into the water to drown them.11  

Two memorable televised appearances of the munnharpe have also 

spread awareness of the instrument in Norway and beyond. Several munnharpe 

players recalled the performance of a young musician, Kari Svendsen, on the 

NRK youth program “Folk Club.” Svendsen, a singer and banjo player who has 

since had a long career and is commonly known as “Banjo-Kari”, played the 

jew’s harp with a folk band on television in the late 1960s when she was still a 

teenager. According to several Munnharpeforum members I spoke with, 

                                                             
9 The Norwegian composer Harald Sæverud (1897–1992) in 1948 produced a new score for Peer 
Gynt in an attempt to counter the romanticism of Grieg’s version (Horton 1963, 137). 
10 “Alt om Henrik Ibsen”, Nasjonalbiblioteket, accessed 16 August 2015, 
http://ibsen.nb.no/id/11164557.0. 
11 The Rat Wife is described by Ibsen as playing the munnharpe with only one hand; see 
Kolltveit (2012, 9) for an overview of the now-forgotten technique of the player plucking the 
munnharpe’s lamella with his or her own tongue. This technique is still in use in present-day 
Kyrgyzstan. 
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Svendsen’s performance caused a run on munnharpe in the months that 

followed, and the music shops in Oslo could barely stock them fast enough. 

Svein Westad, first chairman of the Norwegian Jew’s Harp Association, recalled 

this period in the first issue of Munnharpa: 
 

Let us go even further back in the modern history of the munnharpa, to the 60s, when 

cheap munnharpes from Austria flooded the market, and were found in every music 

shop. Those of us who were in our tender years remember the time: a yo-yo in one 

pocket, and a munnharpe in the other. I played, or at least thought I played Å gjenta og 

jag or Per Spelmann until the striker broke, and I had to buy a new harp. Those were the 

days (Westad 1998, 2). 

 

Significantly, the instruments in the 1960s jew’s harp craze were Austrian 

imports, not locally made Norwegian munnharpe. Austria had long been mass-

producing and shipping inexpensive Maultrommeln around the world, and it was 

the logical place for commercial music stores to turn when they needed large 

volumes of instruments quickly. According to Ånon Egeland, approximately 

100,000 instruments were imported from Austria to Norway between 1966 and 

1969 (Egeland 2006a, 61). At the same time, there were living Norwegian 

munnharpe smiths like Knut Gjermundson Hovet in Setesdal, who I discuss in 

the next chapter. However, the cottage munnharpe industry in Setesdal operated 

in an artisanal, local sphere far removed from the cosmopolitan mentality and 

large supply demands of the city.  

Another iconic moment for the munnharpe was its appearance in the 

opening ceremony for the 1994 Olympics in Lillehammer. It was played by 

bukkehorn and munnharpe player Odd Sylvarnes Lund, whom Fred Crane called 

“the person who has played the trump to the most people at the same time”.12 In 

an interview in Munnharpa, Lund estimated the size of his Olympic viewership 

at 2 billion (Folkestad 2002a, 2). In another article in the newsletter, the Finnish 

munniharppu player Jarno Miettinen recalled seeing this performance: 
 

I remember the first time when I saw a munniharppu on TV. I was watching the opening 

ceremony of the Lillehammer Olympic Games on TV. There was this man named Odd 

                                                             
12 “[HD] 1994 Lillehammer Olympics Opening Ceremony Part 1/4 - Artistic program”, 
YouTube, Mintaka Alnilam, 8 August 2015, accessed 28 August 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=miN_hd-uJ8U. Lund’s playing begins at 12:55. 
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Lund playing the munnharpe. I just watched, like, “Oh! what the hell is he doing?” He 

holds his hand in front of his mouth and looks like plucking the air! I liked the sound but 

forgot the whole thing later. I didn’t know that I could buy the instrument in my 

hometown! (quoted in Folkestad 2001, 13) 

 

To give another example, a recent Norwegian-American television series, 

Lilyhammer, follows a New York gangster who goes into hiding in Lillehammer 

after testifying against his former boss. The show stars American actor and 

musician Steven Van Zandt (Little Steven), but is written, produced, and filmed 

in Norway with a supporting cast of local actors. It was the first “original 

content” program produced by the Netflix streaming service, and all three 

seasons also aired on Norway’s national broadcaster (NRK), which owns the 

rights to the show. The theme song of this popular program, which ran from 

2012–2015 and can still be watched on Netflix, opens with scenes of Manhattan 

accompanied by a jazzy, big band theme. As the scenery changes to footage of a 

train riding through snow-covered mountains, the music abruptly transforms into 

a Norwegian folk theme. This theme is played on a Hardanger fiddle by Daniel 

Sanden-Warg, a prominent Swedish fiddler who immigrated to Norway and also 

plays the munnharpe. Sanden-Warg’s fiddle is joined by the unmistakable sound 

of a munnharpe, here played by Norwegian musician Anders Røine. The show’s 

two-part theme is a striking example of how Norwegian folk instruments can be 

used to evoke place for local and international viewers alike.13 

The munnharpe, then, is likely to be on the radar of the average 

Norwegian. Those who stumble across a munnharpe festival, however, tend to be 

pleasantly surprised that the instrument holds cachet among a devoted group of 

followers. Since the early 1990s, Norway has been home to an annual 

Munnharpefestival offering workshops, lectures, and concerts. The first festival 

took place at the Valdres Folk Museum in Fagernes in 1995, and from the 

beginning attracted international guests: organizers Svein Westad and Ånon 

Egeland invited John Wright to attend. The positive response to the event 

exceeded all expectations, and it became an annual festival (Egeland 2006a, 61). 

As Viggo Vestel recalls: 
 

                                                             
13 “Lilyhammer Opening Credits / Theme Song,” YouTube, mpc12345678, 6 November 2013, 
accessed 27 July 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W1tl3vY3qXw.  
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My first jew’s harp festival was in 1996. The atmosphere in firelit rooms of the old log 

houses at the Valdres Folk Museum brought me closer to Norwegian folk music than I 

ever had been before. Magic tones from a tiny instrument filled the room. The sound 

was physical in a special way, it was hypnotic, a fairytale in real life. The asymmetric 

springar rhythms were exotic, dancing into the night. It was addictive! (Vestel 2006, 59) 

 

1998 saw the formation of the Norskmunnharpeforum (Norwegian Jew’s Harp 

Association), a non-profit organization founded to preserve the art of the 

munnharpe in Norway, with just over 140 members today.14 In 2002, the Fourth 

International Jew's Harp Congress was hosted in Rauland (Fig. 3.6), and the 

festivities “lasted for five days and featured 131 delegates from 26 geopolitical 

regions”.15 Since 2011, there has also been a yearly munnharpe forging course 

held at the Gjøvik Music Weekend, where participants make their own jew’s 

harp under the tutelage of a blacksmith.  

 

 
Figure 3.6: Back cover of the live album recorded at the Fourth 

International Jew’s Harp Congress in Rauland (Various Artists 2005, 

Grappa Musikkforlag). 

                                                             
14 “Norsk Munnharpeforum”, accessed 1 July 2015, 
http://www.munnharpe.no/Norsk_Munnharpeforum_eng.html. 
15 Frazier, Gordon. 2002. “Mixing It Up in Norway.” Pluck-N-Post 6(3): 2-5, accessed 1 July 
2015, http://www.jewsharpguild.org/jhgnews20.html. 



 118 

Competition and Collaboration 

To which camp does the munnharpe belong, then? Is it folkemusikk, 

gammeldans, or something in between? While munnharpe players today use the 

instrument to play material from both the folkemusikik and gammeldans 

repertoires (and beyond, as I will explore in the next chapter), the munnharpe’s 

primary identification remains within the folkemusikk camp. The concept of 

folkemusikk owes much to the advent of the kappeleik, or folk music and dance 

competition. Interestingly, the first official kappeleik was not for the fiddle, but 

for the modern, wooden version of the lur. The Bronze Age lur, as I have already 

mentioned, is a symbol of Scandinavia’s shared ancient heritage.16 Consistent 

with this image, the first kappeleik for the wooden lur was organized by the 

Norwegian Tourist Board in an attempt to market Norwegian culture to foreign 

visitors. The very notion of the kappeleik, then, is rooted in a formal attempt to 

showcase Norway’s uniqueness, authenticity, and primordial roots. As Goertzen 

recounts: 
 

The Tourist Board wanted to add traditional culture to the nature-based attractions of 

salmon fishing, boating, and skiing. They staged the contest at a saeter (upland summer 

pasture) which, not incidentally, was located well within the tradition-rich territory also 

nourishing the Hardanger fiddle (1998, 102). 

 

The advent of the kappeleik system encouraged the shift from playing 

musical instruments purely for dance accompaniment to playing instruments as 

an “art music” soloist on a concert stage. The Telemark fiddler Myllarguten, 

whose playing influenced the classical violinist Ole Bull, famously illustrated 

this trajectory: Bull performed Myllarguten’s arrangements in the concert halls 

of Europe, promoting Norwegian national identity abroad. As a result of the 

attention drawn to him by Bull, Myllarguten – who had previously only played 

hardingfele in the traditional context of dance accompaniment – now found 

himself giving solo concerts on stage (Horton 1963, 94). Other folk fiddlers 

began following Myllarguten’s migration from weddings to concert halls, and 

this shift in performance context had a profound effect for fiddle style. Fiddlers, 
                                                             
16 The majority of the Nordic Bronze Age lur finds were discovered in Denmark, where they 
continue to appear as a common symbol in everyday life. Denmark’s affinity for the iconic, 
curved horns is evidenced by the name and packaging of its best-selling brand of butter, Lurpak. 
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now unchained from their role as functional accompanists, could not only play 

more ornately, but could be heard by audiences that were focused on listening 

(Goertzen 1998, 2001). The rise of concert culture and urbanisation in Norway 

ultimately led Grieg and Bull to return home, where they shaped the country’s 

developing arts and culture scene from within its own borders.  

The kappeleik system still thrives today in the form of many smaller 

regional contests, as well as the national folk music competition, or 

Landskappleiken, a five-day event attended by 1,000 musicians, singers, and 

dancers that attracts audiences of 5,000 to 7,000 people each year.17 The 

competition categories at the kappeleik delineate clear boundaries about status 

and value, creating hierarchies amongst musical genres and instruments. As I 

have discussed, fiddles dominate the world of Norwegian folk instruments, but 

there is a divide between the two types. The Hardanger fiddle has historically 

held a higher status than the regular fiddle, though the gap has lessened in recent 

years. But aside from the fiddle, there are several other folk instruments that 

continue to be used today, many of which are prized as being uniquely 

Norwegian. Often dubbed “older folk instruments”, these include the munnharpe 

(Fig. 3.7), the bukkehorn (Fig. 3.8, ram’s horn with fingerholes, Hornbostel-

Sachs 423.1),18 the seljefløyte (Figs. 3.9 and 3.10, willow whistle, a transverse 

flute with no fingerholes; in Hornbostel-Sachs a single open flute with internal 

duct, without fingerholes, 421.221.11), the lur (Fig. 3.11, long natural horn with 

no finger holes; in Hornbostel-Sachs, end-blown labrosones with curved or 

folded tubes, with mouthpiece 423.121.22), and the langeleik (Fig. 3.13, 

Hornbostel-Sachs 314.122-6, chordophone/box zither sounded by a plectrum).  

 

                                                             
17 “What is Landskappleiken?” Lanskappleiken 2016, accessed 16 May 16 2016, 
http://www.landskappleiken.no/landskappleiken.379903.no.html. 
18 There is a rare form of ram’s horn with a single reed attached to the mouthpiece, called 
tungehorn (tongue horn). 
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Figure 3.7: Munnharpe and wooden case made by Folke Nesland, from the 

author’s collection, 2016. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

 
Figure 3.8: Odd Sylvarnes Lund playing a bukkehorn at Klangen før Fela, 

Oslo, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 
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Figure 3.9: Freshly cut willow branches awaiting transformation at the 

seljefløyte workshop in Gjøvik, 2013. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

 
Figure 3.10: Stein Villa playing an unusual seljefløyte he fashioned out of a 

forked branch. Gjøvik, 2013. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 
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Figure 3.11: Sissel Morken Gullord playing a wooden lur at the Eiktunet 

outdoor museum, summoning the participants of the Gjøvik Music 

Weekend to lunch, Gjøvik, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Reidar Sevåg (Fig. 3.12) wrote the standard reference work on older folk 

instruments, Det Gjallar og det Læt (1973), and spent many years gathering 

instrument-related materials at the Norsk Folkemusikksamling (Norwegian Folk 

Music Archive). Sevåg has been inducted into the Norsk Munnharpeforum as a 

member of honour, recognizing his contribution to the community. Writes 

Folkstad: 
 

[Sevag’s book] has become some sort of Bible for people who are interested in the 

history of our oldest music instruments. Through his series of broadcast programmes on 

old folk music instruments back in the 1970s many heard the munnharpe music of the 

old masters for the first time.  This has become an important part of the basis and 

foundation of today's interest in the munnharpe. (Folkestad 2008, 6) 

 

Sevåg’s radio programs on Norwegian folk music were highly influential: he was 

responsible for introducing the archival recordings of old munnharpe masters to 

the public. The lasting legacy of these recordings, and their central role in the 

munnharpe revival, is detailed in Chapter 4. 
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Figure 3.12: Reidar Sevåg examining a Sicilian marranzano during a visit to 

his home, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

The older folk instruments are associated with rural, pre-modern life, 

where some of them once served functional purposes tied to agricultural 

practices. As Ola Kai Ledang explains: 
 

Changes brought about by the modernization and mechanization of Norwegian 

agriculture, including the evolution of the dairy industry, made the mountain farm 

obsolete. Mountain farming, which had been an important part of agriculture at least 

since the Viking period, suddenly lost importance. A number of traditional musical 

activities functionally tied to this kind of farm work virtually disappeared along with it. 

This applied to cattle calls, a wide range of functional songs, specialized calls used as 

vocal communication between people, lur (wood trumpet) and ram's horn signalling and 

playing, and the seljefloyte. (Ledang 1986, 146) 

 

While the older instruments are still in use, I have observed that their 

communities of practitioners and aficionados tend to be fairly small and tight-

knit, with the revival and preservation of old traditions being their primary goal. 

Looking at the number of publications, concerts, recordings, and prominent 
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kappeleik slots devoted to the Hardanger fiddle, it is clear that the older folk 

instruments are lower in status. However, they are still actively performed and 

recorded by advanced musicians, and continue to be an indispensible site for 

Norwegian folk identity.  

The shared tonal resources of the older folk instruments are grounded in 

the harmonic series and the just scale, creating an archaic sound that is common 

to them all – namely, the raised fourth and the flat seventh. The use of the natural 

scale is both part of the appeal of the older instruments, and a cause for their 

marginalization within the wider folk scene. All of these instruments have their 

own idiomatic repertoires, which capitalize on their idiosyncrasies. However, 

their inability to modulate either excludes them from playing the repertoire of the 

fiddles and accordions, or requires significant modifications to the tunes.  

Modulation and ornamentation are prized features of the fiddle, which is 

privileged in the kappeleik system. In this scheme, the archaic instruments (with 

the exception of the langeleik, or strummed dulcimer, which has its own class), 

are grouped together in a class called Eldre Folkemusikkinstrumente (Older Folk 

Music Instruments). This class has been marginal at the kappeleik, the primetime 

concert slots being reserved for the fiddle classes. However, its popularity has 

seen some growth in recent years. In a 2014 article entitled “Older Folk 

Instruments – Go! Go! Go!”, Bitustøyl explains, “This class has developed slowly 

and quietly, but interest has increased formidably over a long period”. In a 

broadening of the focus on fiddles, the primetime concert gradually grew to 

include the song and dance categories. Finally, Bitustøyl reports that in 2014 the 

older folk instruments were included in the Saturday night showcase for the first 

time: 
 

[T]hey were presented in prime time – for a packed room. Well deserved! And the 

atmosphere was just as good as if there had been fiddles. The three finalists, Ole Aastad 

Bråten, Tom Willy Rustad and Silje Hegg, all had a firm grasp of the audience. A 

stripped down willow flute tone can touch one's heart just as a flowing harding fiddle 

tune, or a sad and heart rending song.19 

 

                                                             
19 “Heia dei Eldre Instrumenta!” Folkemusikk.no, 9 October 2014, accessed 3 August 2016, 
http://www.folkemusikk.no/heia-dei-eldre-instrumenta/. Many thanks to Bernhard Folkestad for 
providing an English translation. 
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At large competitions like the Landskappleik, older folk instruments are divided 

into junior and senior classes.20 Another class in which a munnharpe might be 

heard is the Åpne (Open) class, a category which permits instruments and 

repertoires that are prohibited from the other strictly traditional categories. In the 

Open class, it is possible to hear a munnharpe being used to play a non-

Norwegian tune or an improvisation – an act that could result in a low score or 

even disqualification if performed in the older instruments category. In the next 

chapter, I describe my own experience of playing in both the older folk 

instruments and the open class at the Winter Kappeleik in Rauland in 2014. 

Generally speaking, jew’s harps have been considered low status 

instruments in European music history, a point well illustrated by Mersenne’s 

1636 statement about the instrument being used by lackeys and people of low 

status, and the many sources describing it as a children’s toy (cited in Chapter 1). 

The suggestion that both jew’s harp players and their instruments are low status 

does not hold true in Norway, and its players are respected in the folk music 

scene. Further, the munnharpe repertoire includes many of the complex tunes 

associated with the most valued Norwegian instrument – the fiddle. While the 

munnharpe is not widely known to the Norwegian population in general, it 

enjoys a relatively high status among folk musicians. Though the older 

instrument category at the kappeleik is marginal compared with the fiddle and 

dance categories, the munnharpe has a high status within it. As Swedish fiddle 

player and ethnomusicologist Mats Johansson explained to me: “Within [the 

older instrument category], the best musicians, the most collectively valued 

musicians, are munnharpe players” (February 2014, Oslo). 

This points to a shift in the perceived value of the munnharpe over the 

past century. As Sigbjørn Solbakken points out, “When contests were first 

organized in the 1880s for ‘lur’, ‘langeleik’ and ‘prillarhorn’ (wooden trumpet, 

Norwegian dulcimer and goat horn), the jew’s harp was not included” 

(Solbakken 2006a, 76). The munnharpe was a relatively late arrival to the older 

folk instrument category: players did not start competing on it until the 1960s. It 

is likely due to the instrument’s suitability for “holicipatory” (using the term 

after Killick 2006) music making that it was not seen as being appropriate for the 
                                                             
20 “Competitions”, Landskappleiken, accessed 30 July 2016, 
http://www.landskappleiken.no/competitions.379905.no.html.  
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concert stage. In conversation, Ånon Egeland compared the jew’s harp to “an 

old-fashioned iPod” (October 2013, Rauland), which seems a particularly apt 

metaphor. The munnharpe is the ultimate instrument for solipsism, and its sound 

is so immersive for its player that playing it is like putting headphones on and 

listening to a private playlist. The advent of stage amplification in the mid-

twentieth century certainly played a role in enabling the munnharpe to be heard 

along with the trumpets and horns in public performance contexts. 

Today, the older instrument category continues to have an internal 

hierarchy, and the munnharpe’s new high status comes at the expense of other 

instruments, such as the langeleik (Fig. 3.13). The langeleik is a dulcimer with 

one melody string and up to eight drone strings. The Gjøvik Spelmannslag 

specializes in the preservation of the langeleik tradition in Valdres, and dates the 

oldest instrument known in the region to 1524.21 In its older forms, the langeleik 

could be plucked or bowed, and as Horten explains, “in some forms there were 

movable bridges for stopping the melody string, as in the mediaeval monochord” 

(Horton 1963, 95). Today, the instrument’s frets are fixed to a diatonic major 

scale, and it is strummed in a simple back and forth pattern with a plectrum.  

Figure 3.13: Two langeleik belonging to the Gjøvik Spelmannslag, 2014. 

Photograph: Øyvind Holmstad. 22 

 
                                                             
21 “Om Oss – Historik”, Gjøvik Spelmannslag, accessed 30 July 2016, 
http://gjovikspelmannslag.no/blogg/?page_id=41.  
22 Used without modification under Creative Commons license CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en.  
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Musician Anders Røine, who grew up in Valdres and plays both the 

langeleik and the munnharpe, among other things, told me that he suspected that 

at some point in the langeleik’s history its frets became permanently fixed to an 

equal-tempered diatonic tuning, distancing it from the just scale used by the other 

older instruments. Røine believed that older, pre-nineteenth century langeleik 

playing style(s) may have been closer to those found in the fiddle and munnharpe 

traditions. Lamenting these lost techniques and tunings, he told me that the 

modern langeleik was sometimes looked down upon by other folk musicians as 

being too simplistic: 
 

The hardingfele players and the jew's harp players, they don't like the langeleik. It's 

boring stuff [they say]. Langeleik, ugh. Only small girls play it in the kappeleik, in a big 

group, [with the instruments] on a table. So they don't like it (February 2014, Oslo). 

 

This statement reveals some important assumptions in the folkemusikk and 

kappeleik worlds. First, it shows the emphasis on the solo tradition: ensemble 

playing is seen as an activity for music students, not seasoned professionals. 

Second, it shows that the langeleik’s low status is linked with gender: it is seen 

as the instrument of young girls. As Veronica Doubleday explains, “The 

parameters of professionalism, heredity and class or caste typically intersect with 

gender” (2008, 5). To these interlocking power structures we can add age and 

ability; in other words, because the langeleik is seen as young and female, it is 

therefore regarded by professional male musicians as an amateur pursuit. An 

exhibition on folk music instruments at the Oslo Folk Museum in October 2013 

confirmed this narrative:  
 

Written and material sources from the 17th century indicate that most [langeleik] 

performers were women. At this time, the Norwegian zither was found in most parts of the 

country, but during the 18th century it lost hold to the fiddle and Hardanger fiddle in many 

regions. The zither decreased in prestige, and this may be why it continued as a women’s 

instrument (from the placard “Finstemte Kvinnfolk (Devoted Women): Langeleikspiller 

(Zither Players)” on display in October 2013). 

 

 A conversation I had with Mats Johansson reinforced the instrument’s 

perceived simplicity: 
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[T]he langeleik doesn't have the same status as the munnharpe, musically. Even within 

the folk music community, it tends to be treated as a toy. […] You cannot focus all your 

efforts as a musician, as an ambitious musician, on playing the langeleik. Of course you 

can, but it's not valued in the same way, at all (February 2014, Oslo). 

 

Here, the langeleik is again associated with youth and amateurism. Interestingly, 

the munnharpe in both these quotes is seen as separate from, and superior to, the 

langeleik. While the jew’s harp has historically been a low status instrument 

when written about by art music elites, a different picture emerges from 

conversations with members of the Norwegian folk music community.  

In my experience, there is a great deal of friendliness, mutual respect, and 

cooperation between the munnharpe and langeleik communities. Since the 

annual Munnharpefestival changes location each year, it is often produced in 

conjunction with a local folk music association. In both 2011 and 2012, it was 

organized in cooperation with the Langeleikforum (Dulcimer Association) in Ål, 

Hallingdal, and Bø, Telemark, respectively.23 The Gjøvik Spelemanslag (Folk 

Musicians’ Club), which is at the centre of the Norwegian langeleik revival, 

organizes the Gjøvik Music Weekend in cooperation with the Munnharpeforum 

and other groups. In recent years, there has been a move to further unite the older 

instrument communities through a festival called Klangen Før Fela (Sound 

Before the Fiddle). The event, founded in 2014, takes place every two years at 

the Rikscennen theatre in Oslo, and is co-organized by four older instrument 

associations: the Norsk Munnharpeforum (Norwegian Jew’s Harp Association),24 

the Norsk Langeleikforum (Norwegian Dulcimer Association),25 the Norsk 

Kvedarforum (Norwegian Folk Singers Association),26 and the Norsk Lur og 

Bukkehornlag (Norwegian Lur and Ramshorn Association).27 These 

organizations produce a weekend festival where participants get a taste of all of 

the instruments. Of a total of 87 attendees at the 2016 festival, 41 attended the 

folk singing workshop, 16 attended the langeleik class, 13 attended the 

                                                             
23 See the Norskmunnharpeforum website for a complete list of munnharpe festivals and their 
co-presenters: http://www.munnharpe.no/nmf_festivalar_eng.html. 
24 http://www.munnharpe.no/Norsk_Munnharpeforum_eng.html  
25 http://www.langeleikforum.no/  
26 http://www.kvedarforum.no/  
27 http://www.lurogbukkehorn.org/  
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munnharpe workshop, 13 attended the lur class, and 8 learned the seljefløyte 

(Solbakken 2016, 3-4).  

In these contexts, there is frequent musical collaboration between 

munnharpe players and langeleik players. For instance, the munnharpe player 

Svein Westad often collaborates with langeleik player Elisabeth Kvarne (Fig. 

3.14). 

 

 
Figure 3.14: Munnharpe player Svein Westad (left) watches while langeleik 

player Elizabeth Kvarne demonstrates a dancing horse doll attached to her 

instrument’s plectrum, Oslo, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

The langeleik duo of brothers Ole and Knut Aastad Bråten played on the 

Erik Røine and Hallgrim Berg album Munnharpe i 100 (Heilo, 2010). They also 

performed at Klangen før Fela in January 2014, and are highly regarded as some 

of the best langeleik players in the country. There is, then, a difference between 

the world of the kappeleik and the world of the non-profit enthusiast groups: in 

the kappeleik context, hierarchical lines may be drawn that do not necessarily 

exist when the instruments are heard together in non-competitive settings (Fig. 

3.15). 
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Figure 3.15: Sigbjørn Solbakken performs a solo munnharpe tune at 

Klangen før Fela, while Odd Sylvarnes Lund (bukkehorn, lur, munnharpe), 

Veronika Søum (munnharpe), Anders Røine (langeleik, munnharpe, guitar), 

and Ole Aastad Bråten (langeleik) listen attentively, Oslo, 2014. Photograph: 

Deirdre Morgan 

 
 

 

Playing Technique and Repertoire 
 

The munnharpe is a strange instrument, and more complicated than one should believe. 

 

–First line of the munnharpe instructional manual published by the Norsk 

Munnharpeforum, 2011. 

 

The Norwegian munnharpe is revered throughout the international jew's harp 

scene for the technical mastery of both its players and its instrument builders. 

Like several other jew’s harp enthusiasts, I was drawn to Norway to understand 

how munnharpe players had “cracked the code” of the Norwegian playing 
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style.28 The signature technique of the munnharpe involves the opening and 

closing of the player’s glottis to sound the degrees of a diatonic scale. The 

melodic range of the munnharpe extends roughly from harmonics six to sixteen 

in the harmonic series. Using the glottal technique, the even numbered harmonics 

are played with an open glottis, and the odd numbered harmonics are played with 

a closed glottis (Fig. 3.16). 

 

 
Figure 3.16: Oddvin Horneland, of the Norsk Munnharpeforum, holds up 

the diagram used to teach the glottal opening and closing technique at a 

beginners munnharpe playing workshop, Gjøvik 2015. Photograph: Bent 

Åserud. Used with permission. 

 

 It is not mandatory to close the glottis to play the odd numbered 

harmonics; many jew’s harp players, even some in Norway, prefer to play all of 

the pitches of the harmonic series with an open glottis and a gentle flow of air. 

Closing the glottis on alternating pitches, however, disrupts the airflow, creating 

a strong timbral distinction between the notes in the series, and generating a 

precise rendering of an idiomatic munnharpe “scale”. It also serves an aesthetic 

purpose, as Ånon Egeland explains: 

 

                                                             
28 John Wright of the UK/France was a regular attendee at Munnharpefestivals until his death in 
2013. In recent years, international attendees have come from the UK, France, Austria, Estonia, 
Ukraine, and Russia. 
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Although this [glottal technique] may not be strictly required on all instruments to 

obtain the harmonic series from harmonic number 6 to number 16, it is done by all good 

traditional players. I can think of two important reasons for this: 1) The opening and 

closing of the glottis, with the inherent difference in sound quality/timbre between the 

full set of harmonics and the odd numbered ones only, make the pronunciation of the 

notes clearer, and 2) this difference in sound quality – the “wah-wah” effect – is an 

important part of the musical aesthetics (Egeland 1999, 47). 

 

When the glottis is closed, the air flow in the player’s throat is temporarily 

stopped. The closed notes have a markedly different timbre from the open notes: 

the open notes are louder and fuller sounding, while the closed notes are softer 

and more metallic in quality. There is a great deal of complexity in refining the 

throat and mouth movements so that they create precisely the right shapes for 

resonating a specific pitch. This technique requires intention, focus, and fine 

muscle control, as the movements required are so subtle in range that they could 

be measured in millimetres. Once harnessed, the technique is powerful, as it 

opens up the possibilities of the instrument beyond the usual “limited bugle 

tones” that are so often associated with it. The exact age of this technique is 

unknown, but it can be heard on archival recordings going back to 1938. Though 

the extent to which the tradition predates the recordings is uncertain, the 

archaeological record shows that the munnharpe predates the fiddle in Norway 

by at least 300–400 years.  

This opening and closing technique, and variations thereof, can be found 

in several jew’s harp playing styles around the world, including in Kyrgyzstan, 

Rajasthan, and Colombia. However, the technique is not universal to all jew’s 

harp traditions, nor is it universal amongst players in the regions that use it. Why, 

then, does the technique have such a strong hold in Norway? Ånon Egeland 

(1999) suggests that the munnharpe glottal technique is related to the method of 

manipulating the harmonic series found on another Norwegian instrument, the 

seljefløyte. The seljefløyte is a transverse flute without finger holes, traditionally 

made in springtime when the bark of the willow tree is moist enough to be pulled 

off the branch in a single, tubular piece. The instrument is ephemeral and 

disposable: the bark dries out in a number of weeks, the flute no longer sounds, 

and by then the season for harvesting branches has finished until the next spring. 

For this reason, most modern seljefløyte are made of PVC pipe, though the 
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traditional version continues to be made seasonally. Ola Kai Ledang detailed the 

renewed interest in playing and making these flutes in his 1984 article, and the 

workshop on traditional seljefløyte whittling held by the Gjøvik Spelemannslag 

continues to draw participants each May.  

In order to move up and down the harmonic series, a seljefløyte player 

varies the pressure of his or her blowing: softer blowing generates lower pitches, 

while harder blowing begets higher pitches. For each level of blowing, there are 

two possible pitches: a higher pitch generated when the end hole of the flute is 

open, and a lower pitch sounded by closing the end hole with the index finger. 

The transitions between notes in traditional seljefløyte playing are smooth, and 

the instrument’s unique sound creates a sense of sliding up and down the 

harmonic series. As Egeland explains: “In the legato Norwegian seljefløyte style, 

one takes advantage of this idiosyncrasy to create highly idiomatic phrasings” 

(1999, 49–50). The alternation pattern between open and closed notes on the 

seljefløyte is identical to that on the munnharpe: the notes which are played open 

on the flute are played with an open glottis on the munnharpe. While there are 

other Norwegian folk instruments that use the harmonic series to generate natural 

scales (the bukkehorn, the lur, etc.), only the seljefløyte and the munnharpe 

alternate between open and closed positions to play their constituent pitches.  

The glottal technique is not the only feature that sets the munnharpe apart 

from other jew’s harp traditions. In addition to its link with the seljefløyte, the 

munnharpe also shares important musical facets with the Hardanger fiddle, 

which may go some way to explaining its relatively high status among the older 

folk instruments. First, the munnharpe follows the tradition of a solo player 

performing tunes for dance accompaniment. The dance context predates the 

advent of amplification, as the munnharpe smithing tradition prioritizes clear 

overtones and medium to high volume production so that the instrument can be 

heard over the sound of the dancers. As with the fiddle, munnharpe 

accompaniment is often done seated, so that the player can accompany himself 

with rhythmic foot stomping. The stomping rhythms are derived from the 

accented steps of the regional folk dance styles: a dance tune played on the 

munnharpe will be accented by the player’s feet on the same beats as those 

emphasized by the dancers (a slow gangar dance, for instance, has two even 

beats per measure, while a faster springar has three uneven beats per measure). 
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The dance context predates the advent of amplification, as the munnharpe 

smithing tradition prioritizes clear overtones and medium to high volume 

production which carry over the sound of the dancers.  

Another shared feature between the munnharpe and the Hardanger fiddle 

is the pattern of accented notes in the melody line. On the munnharpe, these 

accents are created by the player’s striking of the instrument’s tongue; on the 

Hardanger fiddle, they are created by the player’s bowing. The munnharpe and 

Hardanger fiddle also share certain types of musical ornaments. Due to the 

munnharpe’s relatively short sustain, the tongue must be continuously struck or 

plucked at regular intervals, much like bowing on the fiddle. Notes can, however, 

be articulated between strikes: a strong strike can provide enough sustain for the 

player’s mouth cavity to articulate an unaccented passing note in between each 

accented note. At faster tempos and/or note densities, a single strike can power 

groups of three or more sixteenth notes. Again, the first note is struck, while the 

subsequent notes are articulated through breathing, tonguing, or changing the 

shape of the mouth cavity. As with the seljefløyte, the munnharpe playing style is 

largely shaped by its physical and acoustic peculiarities. Egeland points out that 

“there is a similar ‘natural law’ governing the Jew’s harp; certain successions of 

notes, played in one stroke, seem to be easier to articulate than others” (1999, 

50). Thus the idiomatic motives of the munnharpe style are born out of its 

physical limitations. The munnharpe’s hallmark sound, then, is a trifecta 

combining the glottal technique related to the seljefløyte, the melodic accents and 

ornaments related to the Hardanger fiddle, and the stomping beats related to folk 

dance choreography. A player is only considered to have mastered the tradition 

when all three of these elements are heard together.  

A great deal of energy was put into understanding and reconstructing 

these techniques during the munnharpe revival of the 1990s. This was 

accomplished through the use of archival recordings, a transmission method 

which I detail in the next chapter.  In interview, Ånon Egeland suggested that the 

munnharpe community had been mostly preoccupied with the glottal technique, 

and pointed out that it was easy to forget that the repertoire being played was 

really dance music, which requires attention to rhythmic subtlety and timing as 

well (October 2013, Rauland).  
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The glottal technique has a solid following in the munnharpe scene, and 

has created an impressive generation of players with fine melodic control and 

articulation. At festivals and events, workshops are provided for players of 

varying levels (from beginners to masterclasses) to teach and refine this 

technique. It is the core around which the Norwegian sound is built and taught to 

others. For those wishing to play folkemusikk, the ability to produce a clean, clear 

melody is paramount, and the glottal technique provides a tonal palette with 

strong distinction between pitches, making it the technique of choice for those 

steeped in the folk idiom. However, not everyone agrees that this technique is 

necessary. There are those who feel that presenting a “correct” technique is 

overly prescriptive, and many players choose not to use it. For munnharpe player 

and smith Reidar Ottesen, the focus on the glottal technique forces the 

munnharpe into an art music-like discourse of right and wrong, which he does 

not feel is appropriate for such a folk instrument: 
 

Are these “closed” notes really necessary?  When the old masters played: did they 

always employ the closed notes?  Do we want the munnharpe to become a classical 

instrument, or should we accept it as a folk instrument that renders the harmonic series 

in a traditional way? (Ottesen 2006, 4) 

 

Odd Sylvarnes Lund derives much of his repertoire from the Norwegian 

folk dance idiom, but has developed a personal munnharpe style that avoids the 

glottal technique. He has been vocal about the importance of incorporating 

creative elements and original (or non-canonical) repertoire into his 

performances. He has also suggested that as a newcomer to the scene, it can be 

difficult to gain appreciation unless one adheres to tradition. In an interview in 

Munnharpa, he explains: “until now, at least in the years I have been part of the 

munnharpe circuit, only the new elements and tunes which are presented by the 

established stars are accepted and applauded” (quoted in Folkestad 2002, 2-3; 

underlining in the original).  

The issue of the munnharpe canon has been brought up by others as well, 

and there are some who feel that the same tunes are repeated far too frequently, 

as Einar Turtum points out:  
 

Could we have some more variation in the playing?  […] Other tunes than the standard, 
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traditional folk dances like “gangar” and “springar” […] I have an impression that it is 

only the traditional repertory from the Landskappleik that counts. Geir Ivar, my 

youngest son, thought that he had to learn a “springar” after he had been to his first 

festival. I told him he'd better start with a tune he already knew (Turtum 2008, 13). 

 

The statement above points to the significant influence of the kappeleik system 

on the munnharpe community. As a formal institution, the kappeleik and the 

Landskappleik (in its national form) wield incredible normative power in 

deciding what is good folk music, and has become the primary arbiter of 

canonical repertoire and appropriate performance style in the Norwegian folk 

scene. Chris Goertzen describes two pitfalls of the kappeleik system in reference 

to the fiddling contests, which I note apply to the munnharpe as well. First, a 

two-piece limit means that the same tunes are often heard again and again, 

resulting in a “contest canon”. This Goertzen describes as “a smallish number of 

tunes that seem, owing to a felicitous combination of level of complexity, 

general attractiveness, and (temporarily) sufficient rarity, to be used by player 

after player in contests” (1997, 53). Secondly, the issue of regional authenticity 

can penalize those with “blended styles”, whose playing straddles regional 

borders or shows influence from more than one tradition (54). 

For the munnharpe players devoted to playing in the traditional style, 

performance is frequently a solo affair, and the majority of Munnharpefestival 

presentations are within this realm. Yet the festivals differ significantly from the 

kappeleik; they include informal sessions in which participants sit around tables 

with their beers, and take turns sharing tunes. Both onstage and off, exceptions to 

the solo tradition abound. Some munnharpe players collaborate together in duos, 

notably Erik Røine with Hallgrim Berg, and Bernhard Folkestad with Sigbjørn 

Solbakken. Others compose their own material and blend the munnharpe with 

other Norwegian instruments, including Anders Røine and his duo Sudan Dudan 

with singer and langeleik player Marit Steinsrud, or Odd Sylvarnes Lund and 

guitar player Roar Vangen. Others still collaborate with folk singers or folk 

musicians from other cultures, such as munnharpe smith and player Bjørgulv 

Straume with Norwegian singer Kirsten Bråten Berg and Senegalese 

musicians Solo Cissokho and Kouame Sereba; again, the munnharpe player 

Svein Westad with Nepali musicians Shyam Nepali, Durga Khatiwada, and 
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Jiwan Rai, and musicians in Kyrgyzstan. Juniper Hill noted similar “global folk” 

collaborations in contemporary Finnish folk music:  
 

By appropriating music, creating fusions, and collaborating with musicians from 

multiple countries, cultures, and ethnicities, Finnish musicians perform their ideal 

transnational relationships. They reify abstract ideas about their connections to different 

people and cultures into lived musical activities and sounds (Hill 2007, 50). 

 

As I discussed in Chapter 2, the rise of jew’s harp communities in the late 

twentieth century was predicated upon transnational relationships and the 

performance of regional identities. The same is true of the munnharpe 

community: the first local munnharpe festival in Fagernes (1995) was attended 

by international guests, and this trend has continued throughout the past 20 years 

of Norwegian munnharpe events. Yet Bernhard Folkestad, in interview with me 

and in the pages of Munnharpa, has questioned the relevance of Norwegian 

melodic playing within the broader world of international jew’s harp trends. 

Folkestad notes the growing popularity of techno-trance and rhythmic styles 

based on the fusion of world music genres, a scene in which he feels melodic 

playing techniques must struggle to maintain their place: 
 

Will the intricate melody playing on the munnharpe survive in competition with the 

rhythmic world music? That is not obvious, as it requires active participation in 

workshops and good course materials; conscious attitude to, and knowledge of, 

traditions, and good instruments. The making of good instruments for melody playing is 

extremely important – not all Jew’s harps can be used for the “open-close” technique 

[…] Fortunately, there are new aspirants willing to shoulder the difficult task to preserve 

the traditional melodic playing. One finds inspiration across borders: a Russian can learn 

a Norwegian halling tune, while a Norwegian can try a British reel (Folkestad 2014, 10-

11). 

 

Folkestad’s “inspiration across borders” refers to the transnational interest in the 

revival of the melodic idiom of the jew’s harp. It began with the English 

musician John Wright and his interest in the Norwegian munnharpe revival: 

Wright not only began learning Norwegian tunes, but he started playing his own 

British and Irish repertoire using the glottal technique. The reverse effect was 

also true, since Wright’s appearances at Munnharpefestivals introduced new 
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repertoire to Norwegian audiences, and some munnharpe players began learning 

tunes from Britain and Ireland. Ånon Egeland’s position as a lecturer at the 

Telemark University College Department of Norwegian Folk Culture in Rauland 

has also had an impact on the spread of the melodic idiom. Egeland has taught 

and supervised several Masters’ students studying the jew’s harp: Juhan Suits 

and Cätlin Jaago from Estonia, and Sylvain Trias from France. The thesis by 

Suits (2007) focused on Norwegian munnharpe making techniques, while Jaago 

(2009) focused on the Estonian parmupill jew’s harp. Upon returning to Estonia, 

both Suits and Jaago became active in the parmupill revival. Inspired by the 

Norwegian munnharpe revival’s use of archival recordings to reconstruct playing 

techniques, Jaago published an anthology of archival Estonian parmupill 

recordings, photographs, and transcriptions (Jaago 2011). Estonian musician 

Katariin Raska has also studied munnharpe playing with Egeland, and sometimes 

performs at Munnharpefestivals. In the most thorough acoustic analysis of the 

jew’s harp to date, Trias (2010) analyzed melodic jew’s harp playing styles from 

Norway, Rajasthan, and Colombia under Egeland’s supervision.  

Despite the critiques of the munnharpe community’s conservative 

approach, the movement has successfully spread awareness of the instrument not 

just in Norway, but abroad. In recent years, the Norwegian technique has spread 

even further afield: Vladimir Markov of Irkutsk, Russia, has been an active 

promoter of Norwegian-style melodic playing, founding the Baikal Jew’s Harp 

Orchestra and the duo Olkhon Gate with Irina Bogatyryova. In both projects, 

Markov focuses on new arrangements of Norwegian and Russian tunes. 

Bogatyryova, from Kazan, Russia, is also an excellent interpreter of solo 

Norwegian munnharpe tunes, as is the Ukrainian jew’s harp maker Alexandr 

Dernovoi. All have attended and performed at Munnharpefestivals in Norway.  

 This chapter has provided context for the closer examination of the 

munnharpe tradition that will be given in Chapter 4. How does the revival work? 

How do tunes and styles get passed down, rearranged, and recreated? Who adds 

new tunes to the canonical repertoire, and how? Who becomes a munnharpe 

smith, and why? I now turn my focus to the players and makers, examining how 

different individuals negotiate the themes presented here – conservatism, 

continuity, and individual expression. 
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Chapter 4 

Cracking the Code: 

Archives, Transmission, and Smiths 
 

 

As we have seen, the munnharpe community is deeply embedded within 

Norwegian folk music discourse. In its conservatism, it shares features with other 

revival movements, particularly the Early Music revival: a focus on antiquarian 

nostalgia, historically informed performance practice, and authenticity (Bithell 

and Hill 2014, 19; Haines 2014 73-74; Ronström 2014, 46-47). But how did the 

munnharpe community become, as the board of the International Jew’s Harp 

Society put it, “the most active and alive Jew’s harp organization in Europe”? 

(Kumpl et al. 2008, 2). How did Norwegian musicians and blacksmiths in the 

1990s manage to revive a dwindling tradition? What sources did they use, and 

what challenges did they encounter?  

Two recurring themes arose consistently during my fieldwork in Norway: 

nearly every interviewee mentioned the importance of archival recordings for the 

reconstruction of traditional playing techniques, and the role of munnharpe 

smiths in providing instruments to ensure the continuity of the tradition. Many 

people told me that particular regional styles could only be played on instruments 

made specifically for that style by a local blacksmith who knew the tradition. 

Upon further investigation, I learned that the link between players and makers 

was central to the revival: several makers had developed their instrument designs 

in close consultation with players; some had even started making munnharpe at 

the insistence of players.  

In this chapter, I focus on the transmission of munnharpe playing and 

smithing techniques. I investigate how Norwegian players have mastered the 

glottal method, and how they approach the issue of adapting the music of other 

instruments for the munnharpe. The Norwegian munnharpe scene is one of the 

only jew’s harp communities in the world that explicitly focuses on preserving 

the instrument building tradition by organizing regular educational opportunities 

with master blacksmiths. 
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Aural Transmission 

Because jew’s harps are resonated inside the mouth cavity, their techniques are 

almost completely invisible, making them difficult to learn and even harder to 

master. As a result, jew’s harp techniques are often described in figurative rather 

than literal terms, which makes any kind of verbal teaching a challenge.1 These 

obstacles closely resemble those faced in vocal pedagogy: both processes are 

hidden, and force their performers to rely largely on proprioceptive feedback, or 

sensory input, to map a spatial awareness of their bodies (Nair 2007, 28). As Nair 

explains in The Craft of Singing, “learning to sing well has always been a lengthy 

process dependent on trial and error” (2007, 30). The munnharpe is no different, 

and the glottal technique is a code that has proved difficult to crack. In fact, 

Ånon Egeland used the phrase “cracking the code” in interview while discussing 

the process of unlocking the munnharpe glottal playing technique (October 2013, 

Rauland). In a later interview, Anders Røine used the same phrase to explain 

how he had developed his style after listening to recordings (February 2014, 

Oslo). This suggests that the top proponents of the glottal technique consider it 

enigmatic, and conversations with other traditional players revealed that some of 

the techniques found on archival recordings are still a mystery. As Hallgrim Berg 

wrote in Munnharpa: 
 

Some characterise the munnharpe as a mysterious instrument.  The trump is peculiar: 

some become masters, while others, even good musicians, can manage but a few notes.  

The instrument is unfathomable. […] On the fiddle or the piano you can observe what 

the musician does to arrive at a certain result.  On the munnharpe you see the grip, the 

frame against the teeth, the opening between the lips, the strike pattern/rhythm.  But why 

some individuals arrive at beautiful sounds and melodies, while others sound like a box 

full of flies and grasshoppers, is difficult to explain (Berg 2001, 7). 

 

Even the availability of living tradition bearers in some regions does not 

always shed light on the technique for those who want to learn. Anders Røine 

described an interview he conducted with an elderly player he discovered in the 

Setesdal valley who was using the glottal technique:  

                                                
1 During my Master’s research on the jew’s harp of Bali, genggong. I asked my teacher Pak 
Marca how he isolated the different pitches inside his mouth. He replied, “Genggong you play 
with your mind. If you want the sound neng, you have to think neng” (Morgan 2007, 56). 
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When I tried to ask him, what do you do down in your throat, there? How can you get 

this distinct melody? He just said, “You just sing and play. Just sing and play, sing and 

play.” That’s what he said. [laughter] So there were no words [for] it at all. Everybody 

played jew's harp, and that's the way [they] played (February 2014, Oslo). 

 

But how was this technique transmitted and learned? As I spoke to people 

who had attempted over the years to teach munnharpe to others, I began to notice 

a trend. All spoke of the difficulty, if not near impossibility, of teaching anyone 

to play in the traditional Norwegian style. In interviews, Munnharpefestival 

founder Ånon Egeland suggested that familiarity with the repertoire and 

immersion within the folk music milieu seem to be more reliable methods of 

transmission than verbal explanation. Bernhard Folkestad, editor of the 

Munnharpa newsletter, described the difficulty of teaching even the most basic 

techniques to beginners at festivals, who often cannot master the tiny movements 

required to change pitches, and give up at that point. Svein Westad, the first 

president of the Munnharpeforum, reiterated the difficulty of teaching the glottal 

closing technique, and pointed out that there are few other instruments on which 

it is so difficult to play a basic scale. Bernhard Folkestad, who regularly leads 

beginners munnharpe workshops at Munnharpefestivals, described the difficulty 

of teaching beginners even the most basic techniques: 
 

Some people can whistle. But the problem is that the movement of the tongue inside the 

mouth cavity [for munnharpe] is much smaller than when you whistle. So it’s very 

difficult to ask people to play a triad for instance, because their tongues are moving too 

far, way off. So that’s why they find it difficult to copy. Some people give up at that 

stage, and think this is too difficult. […] Playing a scale is very unnatural on jew’s harp, 

(October 2013, Horten). 

 

Again, in this difficulty, the jew’s harp is comparable with the voice. The 

biomechanics of jew’s harp playing are incredibly subtle, and the shifts require to 

move stepwise up a scale are barely perceptible to most beginners. However, 

caution must be exercised in making too much of the visual component of 

musical learning. Is a munnharpe more difficult to learn than the fiddle, whose 

players can glance at their hand positions on the instrument’s neck? Taking an 

idea from Jonathan Sterne’s writing about the act of listening (2003), there is a 
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danger here of privileging the visual as “rational” and the sonic as “elusive”. In 

reality, all music making is embodied, and even the fiddle player who can see his 

own hands relies tremendously on aural feedback in order to achieve proper pitch 

and intonation.  

Further, many prospective learners of musical instruments approach their 

study with unrealistic expectations, not realizing that there are ergonomic and 

conceptual learning curves for all instruments. Many beginners may be put off 

the munnharpe precisely because they expect it to be simple. The equation of 

technical advancement with progress and complexity results in the assumption 

that an old folk instrument must be easier to play than a piano or a violin. Some 

prospective players are disappointed when they discover that the jew’s harp, like 

any other instrument, requires patience, practice, and a bit of humility. A sense of 

humour does not hurt either, which is perhaps why so many members of the 

munnharpe community, like a number of folk music traditions, are friendly, 

supportive, and highly tolerant of beginners.  

There have been some attempts to notate munnharpe music and make it 

“visible”, but they have been met with challenges. Ånon Egeland describes his 

own experiences with transcribing munnharpe tunes: 
 

In any circumstances the process of transferring sounds to paper is difficult and open to 

interpretation. Munnharpe music is especially ambiguous and offers extra challenges.  I 

have countless examples of both munnharpe players and listeners interpreting the tune 

very differently. For my part I feel that I benefit from knowing the fiddle tunes well. In 

the case of several notes competing to be the melody note, I often end up by choosing 

the note that is most meaningful and stylistic, musically speaking – or quite simply 

because I know the fiddle tune. When it comes to other aspects of taking down 

munnharpe music, for example striking, it’s only a matter of experience (quoted in 

Folkestad 2011, 4-5).2 

 

Transcriptions of more complex tunes are seen as approximate, rather than 

faithful, representations. There is some similarity to jazz lead sheets here, which 

sketch out the core structure of a tune but do not account for individual variations 

and ornamentation – which are actually the defining elements of the tradition. 

The feeling is that while one can notate what one hears for oneself, it might be 

                                                
2 Examples of Egeland’s transcriptions can be found in Egeland 1999 and 2006b. 
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totally different from how another player hears it. As I explored in Chapter 1, 

there is an issue of perception with jew’s harps, and the player and the listener 

never hear exactly the same thing. This is true of singing as well, because we 

cannot perceive our own internal sounds from the outside (see Nair 2007, 29).  

Another major issue in jew’s harp perception is the subtlety of the 

instrument’s overtones, which can escape detection by some listeners. Anders 

Røine described the time he was contacted by a television studio that was 

producing a “name that tune” game show, in which celebrities tried to guess 

popular tunes played on unusual instruments. Røine excitedly arranged two well-

known tunes by the Norwegian pop group a-ha, in the style of a Setesdal gangar 

for munnharpe.  
 

I sent it to them, and I got the answer, “Which tune is it?” They didn’t hear it, of course. 

And then they asked, “Can you try to make it a little easier to hear?” And then I tried to 

make it a little more easy listening, and then I got the answer, “This is very nice. We’ll 

call you.” [laughter] They never called me (February 2014, Oslo). 

 

Nevertheless, Røine remains proud of his a-ha gangar, and sometimes performs 

it at his concerts. Despite the obstacles in teaching, notating, learning, and 

hearing the munnharpe, many players in Norway have achieved remarkable 

proficiency on the instrument. But how do those who persevere learn to play? 

And how are munnharpe aficionados initiated into the traditional style? 
  

  

 

Archival Recordings  

Many of the contemporary Norwegian players told me that they had learned their 

craft not from formal teachers, but by studying archival audio recordings of early 

twentieth-century munnharpe masters. Sylvain Trias, who conducted spectral 

analysis of jew’s harp audio recordings from various traditions, writes that 

“analyzing playing techniques by only listening to recordings is very difficult to 

achieve, indeed even impossible (2010, 9). Yet during my fieldwork in Norway, 

it was clear that one hundred years into the era of recorded sound, musicians 

were using recordings as an extension to, or a surrogate for, other modes of 

transmission. Several people even reported being inspired to play the munnharpe 
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by the exact same archival recording: the Mikkjel Kåvenes version of the tune 

Fille-Vern (Fig. 4.1).3 

 

 
Figure 4.1: Mikkjel Kåvenes, Setesdal. Photograph: Anders Beer Wilse.  

© Norsk Folkemuseum. 

 

To illustrate the significance of this recording, I now turn to some of the 

Norwegian players, beginning with Svein Westad, who described a turning point 

in his musical life: 

 
I was working one afternoon, and we had the radio on, the folk music program, and 

suddenly I heard Mikkjel Kåvenes play. […] It was an old recording. There was a man 

who spoke about the old folk music [Reidar Sevåg] And then he came to the 

munnharpe, and said “So, here is a very good recording, of Mikkjel Kåvenes playing the 

Fille-Vern.” Ahhh, and I stopped. I stopped doing my work. I stood completely still. I 

was really hypnotized by it. And I think that was the start of my real fascination about 

                                                
3 Track 2, Disc 1, Fille-Vern: Gamle og nye mestre i norsk munnharpetradisjon (Talik, 2006). 
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this way of playing. That was the very start of my playing traditional music (October 

2013, Kongsberg). 

 

Svein did not come from a musical family, but the sound of Kåvenes’ playing 

inspired him. He was not alone: this recording, and others, appeared on an 

unauthorized cassette tape of archival recordings that circulated amongst the 

emerging munnharpe scene in the early 1990s. This mix tape became the teacher 

for an entire generation of jew’s harp virtuosos. Virtually every munnharpe 

player I spoke to had a copy of this tape, and recalled listening to it repeatedly, 

going over each tune in minute detail and trying to recreate an exact copy of the 

old playing. 

There were other tapes, too. Several munnharpe players reported that the 

home taping of the weekly Folk Music program on NRK (Norwegian 

Broadcasting Corporation) was common practice amongst folk music 

enthusiasts. With many Norwegians living in rural areas, isolated from record 

stores, those interested in folk music would use the public broadcaster’s national 

archive to build up their own personal archives. For nearly 15 years, the canon of 

prized archival munnharpe recordings lived primarily on privately owned, and 

privately circulated, cassette tapes. According to Jansen, the culture of mix-

taping flourished from the late 1970s to the early 1990s (Jansen 2009, 43). The 

cassette recordings of munnharpe which circulated in the 1990s no doubt had a 

dual nostalgic appeal: they connected the listener to the archaic sounds of old 

players who were no longer alive, and reminded the listener of the outdated but 

fondly remembered technology of the tape. As Jansen puts it, “a mix tape ties 

together reminders of many heterogeneous elements of a past life-world, which 

include music, technology, and social relations” (51). To receive a munnharpe 

tape was to be initiated into the community of aficionados. Ownership of tapes 

signified an insider status, and continues to play an important role in the origin 

stories of community members more than 20 years later.  

By the late 1990s, cassette tapes were becoming a defunct technology, 

and soon after the founding of the Norsk Munnharpeforum in 1998, discussions 

within the organization made it clear that members wanted easier access to the 

recordings for better study and preservation. The project took nearly seven years: 

in 2006, the Norwegian record label Talik teamed up with NRK and the Norsk 
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Munnharpeforum to produce a commercial release of the best of the archival 

munnharpe recordings. The resulting double album is titled Fille-Vern: Gamle og 

Nye Mestre i Norsk Munnharpetradisjon (Fille Vern: Old and New Masters of 

the Norwegian Munnharpe Tradition), named after the tune cited by many 

players as inspiration (Fig. 4.2).   

 
Figure 4.2: The Fille-Vern double album, released in 2006. 

 

The first disc contains 62 tracks from the NRK archive, from the 1930s to 

1970s. The second disc features 31 recordings from contemporary revival players 

during the period 1995–2005, many of whom were influenced by the contents of 

the first disc. The extensive liner notes, in both Norwegian and English, are the 

result of a group effort, with Norsk Munnharpeforum members from across  

Norway contributing articles on their regional traditions. By 2016, many of the 

contemporary Norwegian players had produced solo and collaborative 

commercial recordings of their playing as well: see Westad (Etnisk Musikklubb, 

2000), Straume (Grappa Musikkforlag 1996), Egeland (Northside, 1999), Berg 

and Røine (Heilo, 1999 and 2010), Brokke (Etnisk Musikklubb, 2012 and 2015). 

 It is interesting to explore how the munnharpe’s recorded presence 

compares with other folk instruments. According to Gronow and Englund, the 
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early Scandinavian record industry, c.1899–1925, focused primarily on 

recordings of opera stars, and later, on comic singers and accordion players. 

Recordings from Norway for the most part followed this trend.4 At the time, the 

recording industry largely existed to persuade consumers to purchase 

gramophones. Therefore, what was recorded during this era had to be perceived 

as having popular appeal. According to Gronow and Englund’s data, of the 363 

Norwegian recordings made between 1903 and 1925, 9.6% of them featured the 

Hardanger fiddle, and 13.2% were of the accordion. This data demonstrates the 

increasing popularity of the accordion in Norway.5 The numbers also show the 

Hardanger fiddle’s continued cache: it is the only Norwegian folk instrument 

listed by name, and it occupies a sizeable portion of the recordings. We can see 

that the Hardanger fiddle and the accordion were perceived as roughly equal in 

popularity at the time, which supports the notion that they were in direct 

competition with one another as the most well-liked traditional instruments of the 

era.  

Folk music and singing are otherwise not explicitly represented during 

this period, though some folk recordings may have been included under “other 

solo instruments”. The earliest recordings of the munnharpe date to the 1930s, 

but they were part of the impetus to collect regional music styles for archival 

preservation, not commercial distribution. These recordings later became high 

value items within the munnharpe community, but have little mainstream appeal 

within a folk milieu that continues to be dominated by fiddles and accordions. 

Rather, their value lies in their ability to transmit the munnharpe playing 

technique to new players. 

                                                
4 Gronow and Englund’s figures, in descending order: “Opera, operetta and concert singers: 110; 
Revue artists, comedians, declamation: 98; Accordionists: 48; Hardanger violinists: 35; 
Orchestras and bands: 31; Pianists and organists: 13; Choirs and vocal ensembles: 12; Other solo 
instruments: 7; Cultural personalities (authors, etc.): 5; Conductors: 4” (2007, 289).  
5 It is not clear how many of these recordings were “folk” accordion and which were “popular”, 
as the instrument bridges both categories. 
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Figure 4.3: The Jews Harp, Sir David Wilkie, c.1850. From the author’s 

collection. 

 

It can be tempting, when speaking of aural musical traditions, to assume 

that transmission happens in a linear way. In the famous British wood etching 

“The Jews Harp” by Sir David Wilkie, (c.1850), a man plays the instrument for 

two enraptured children and a dog, presumably his own (Fig. 4.3). This image 

encapsulates an imagined ideal of how folk music traditions are passed down 

aurally from father to child, and functions as a compelling symbol of a bygone 

way of life. My conversations with munnharpe players, however, revealed that 

this was only part of the story of musical transmission. Amongst munnharpe 

players, even those coming from a family tradition spoke of the value of the 

archival recordings. As Anders Røine recounted: 
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My father played the jew’s harp, and my grandfather, and my uncle. But they didn’t play 

with this closing technique [...] So when I got these old recordings from NRK 

[Norwegian Broadcasting Corporation], in the beginning of the 90s, then, nobody played 

like that. And I got this recording, and I just [thought], Wow! I can’t play any of this, 

with my style. I had to figure out how they did it, so I just started from scratch. And I 

just sat there until I figured out how they did it (February 2014, Oslo). 

 

In another example, I spoke with the player Sigurd Brokke, who grew up 

with the sound of his grandfather, Torleiv Bjørgum, playing the Hardanger fiddle 

and munnharpe, but never learned from him directly: 
 

I have not many memories of munnharpe at all. I started playing seven years after my 

grandfather had died. So I did not learn anything from my relatives. But I have learned a 

lot from them from the recordings (October 2013, Brokke). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.4: Sigurd Brokke with his drawer of personal recordings, Brokke, 

2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 
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Figure 4.5: Sigurd Brokke’s personal archive, Brokke, 2014. Photograph: 

Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Fortunately, Torleiv Bjørgum’s playing had been well documented by 

both his family and the Agder Folkemusikkarkiv (Folk Music Archive) in 

Setesdal (Figs. 4.4 and 4.5). But what would have happened had Brokke not had 

access to recordings of his grandfather and great-grandfather? He reported 

attending a local munnharpe playing workshop, but despite this, he said he 

struggled for years to learn and improve his playing. It was the old audio 

recordings that he returned to time and time again for inspiration – he even 

mentioned the same recording that inspired Svein Westad:  
 

SB: [Munnharpe] was not the easiest thing for me to learn, absolutely not.  

DM:  But why did you continue, even though it was difficult?  

SB: I had some fascination about the instrument and the tunes, the old recordings, 

scratching recordings from 1938 with Mikkjel Kåvenes and others (October 2013, 

Brokke). 

 

Even in cases where a living munnharpe player was available, recordings 

have still been the key element in continuity across generational gaps. Ånon 

Egeland described to me meeting one of his musical idols, Anders Rysstad, in 
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Setesdal while he was still alive. Despite this real-life encounter, Rysstad was 

unable to play by the time of Egeland’s visit, and it was only through the old 

recordings that Egeland was able to study Rysstad’s playing: 
 

Take Anders Rysstad – as I told you he didn't play the jew's harp any longer when I met 

him. But when I listen to him playing the jew's harp on recordings, I know perfectly well 

what he wants to say (October 2013, Rauland). 

 

There are benefits and drawbacks to this method of transmission. An 

audio recording provides the possibility of repetition and playback, yet the 

permanence it offers is bound to the lifespan of both its own format and the 

devices required to read it. Recordings break down eventually through use, and 

their longevity is always subject to the deterioration of the physical objects that 

house them. Jonathan Sterne, in an article about the “preservation paradox” in 

digital audio, sums the situation up: “Sound recording is an extension of 

ephemerality, not its undoing” (2009, 58). Still, a recording does not tire of a 

student who needs to repeat a single bar several times in order to unlock its 

subtleties. Yet there are certain details that can be better perceived during a live 

encounter: postural information, like how to hold and strike the munnharpe, and 

the secrets behind concealed ornamental effects. And of course, contextual and 

historical information about tunes and technique, which might come out in casual 

verbal exchanges with a player, often do not make it onto munnharpe recordings. 

Many of the stories that accompany tunes, or the lineage of the tune or style, are 

lost to us on the surviving munnharpe recordings. As Evan Eisenberg put it, 

“Record listening is a séance where we get to choose our ghosts” (1988, 46). 

 There is an element of “schizophonia”, Murray Schafer’s term for 

splitting sounds from their original contexts, at play in the munnharpe revival 

(Schafer 1977, 88). A few players have pointed out the fact that the munnharpe 

tradition is “not unbroken”, referring to the oft-referenced 10-year hiatus of 

munnharpe blacksmiths in Setesdal, about which I go into greater detail in the 

next section. The munnharpe community is aware of the gaps in the record, and 

has self-consciously reconstructed the instrument’s playing technique from 

archival recordings. This may be part of the reason that the community has no 

qualms about calling itself a revival.  
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Audio recordings remain at the core of the movement today, and when a 

neophyte attends a Munnharpefestival and expresses interest in the traditional 

Norwegian style, he or she is always directed to the Fille-Vern CD. This 

production, like the unauthorized tapes that came before it, is regarded as an 

indispensable resource for anyone serious about the munnharpe. Further, the 

encyclopedic booklet that accompanies the CD is arguably as important as the 

recordings themselves; various expert players from the munnharpe community 

were called upon to contribute their regional and thematic areas of expertise 

(Brokke et al. 2006). The album is a truly collaborative effort that showcases the 

individuals who have been responsible for the instrument’s survival into the 

twenty-first century. This includes, importantly, the blacksmiths who have been 

at the centre of the revival, producing high quality instruments, as well as the 

players who have devoted themselves to preserving and expanding the traditional 

styles of playing. 

 

 

Blacksmiths and Production 

The use of archival recordings by munnharpe players is clearly a major factor in 

the revival’s success. But there is another element in music revivals that must not 

be overlooked: the instrument makers. Equally important to the players, the 

contributions of instrument makers are essential, as without quality instruments 

at their disposal, the players would not be able to uphold the levels of technical 

precision that define the tradition. Musical instrument builders and their roles 

within music communities are a less studied aspect of revivals, but notable 

literature includes Dawe (2005, 2007, 2010), Browning (2014), Roda (2014), and 

Balosso-Bardin (2015). Looking at the dynamic between munnharpe blacksmiths 

and the players who use their instruments, I here explore how munnharpe 

smithing skills are acquired and transmitted, and how the instruments both shape, 

and are shaped by, the musical features of the tradition. I draw upon my 

fieldwork observations and interviews with musicians and smiths in their forges, 

homes, and at festivals, and participating in the annual munnharpe forging 

workshop in Gjøvik, Norway. 
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There are two concurrent streams of the munnharpe tradition: the valleys 

of Setesdal and Valdres. Although Setesdal is often referred to as the seat of the 

munnharpe revival, there have been other instances of revival activity elsewhere 

in Norway. As I discussed in Chapter 3, there was a surge of interest in the jew’s 

harp in the 1960s after musician Kari Svendsen played one on television. 

Svendsen did not play a Norwegian munnharpe, but a mass-produced Austrian 

Maultrommel, and she played it in a blues style far outside the bounds of the 

conservative munnharpe tradition. However, many Norwegian viewers were 

inspired to purchase jew’s harps after seeing this televised performance, and over 

the next several years there was an influx of Austrian jew’s harps (numbering 

approximately 100,000) into Norway. This phenomenon, however, did not 

directly cause a revival of the traditional Norwegian munnharpe. It did provide 

the first jew’s harp exposure for many of the people who would later become 

part of the munnharpe revival, but it is doubtful whether the revival would have 

happened at all if Norway had only had imported instruments.  Despite the surge 

in sales of imported jew’s harps, local blacksmiths were – and remain – at the 

centre of the munnharpe revival.  

I have already mentioned Reidar Sevåg’s contributions to the munnharpe 

sphere: his 1973 book on older folk instruments, his work in the Norwegian Folk 

Music Archive, and his broadcasts of munnharpe recordings on the NRK folk 

music program. Sevåg was also instrumental in reviving the munnharpe smithing 

tradition in the 1960s. At the time, Arne Haugli was a caretaker at the 

Folkemuseet (Folk Museum) in Oslo, where he was exposed to the old 

instruments on display (Berg 2001, 7). Sevåg encouraged Haugli, who modeled 

his munnharpe after designs from Gudbransdal. Haugli’s business was later 

taken over by Jakob Lavoll of Hallingdal. “Munnharpe-Jakob”, as he was better 

known, had been encouraged to start making munnharpe by the player Hallgrim 

Berg, whom he met in 1972 (Solbakken 2006, 101). Ten years later, Berg 

brought Lavoll to visit Haugli’s workshop. Recalls Berg, “[Haugli] was 

overjoyed when Jakob Lavoll and I showed up in his home in 1982 and asked to 

buy all his equipment and raw materials. The production of munnharpes must go 

on, we said, and he fully accepted the idea” (Berg 2001, 7). Lavoll had passed 

away by the time of my fieldwork, and I focus the bulk of this section on the 

living makers in Setesdal. Still, an active smithing tradition in Valdres is 
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evidenced by a number of fascinating munnharpe in the Valdres Folkemuseet 

collection that deserve closer attention.  

I have already outlined the importance of archival recordings in the 

reconstruction of the munnharpe playing technique. But how do instrument-

making skills get transmitted? My data suggests that, just as there is no clear 

teacher-student system in the transmission of munnharpe playing technique, 

there is also no clear master-apprentice system in place for the smiths. The 

annual munnharpe forging workshop in Gjøvik is one attempt to transmit this 

highly specialized knowledge to interested people (Figs. 4.6 and 4.7).  

 

 
Figure 4.6: Ole Bjørn Skoe instructing participants at the annual 

munnharpe smithing workshop, Gjøvik, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 
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Figure 4.7: Gjøvik Music Weekend regulars with their morning coffee: 

blacksmith Stein Terje Mathisen, Gjøvik Spelemannslag chairman Stein 

Villa, and Norsk Munnharpeforum board member Oddvin Horneland, 

Gjøvik, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Still, it is hard to convey the secret of making an excellent munnharpe. 

Just as attending a munnharpe playing workshop does not guarantee the 

development of virtuosic playing skills, attending a munnharpe making 

workshop does not guarantee the development of marketable forging skills. Even 

professional smiths like Folke Nesland, who has been selling his instruments for 

25 years, described the difficulty of making excellent munnharpe: “You can 

make ten jew’s harps, and nine will be OK. One will be especially good” 

(October 2013, Bykle). So who becomes a munnharpe maker? In Norway, it 

tends to be men who work in the trades professionally (mechanics, foresters, 

engineers, and carpenters) who have the space and the means to set up a 

workshop, and the time do smithing as a hobby.6  

For well-known Setesdal smith Folke Nesland, making munnharpe was 

not so much about money but more about the social aspect. He explained: 
                                                
6 In Austria, Jofen was a blacksmith by trade, and apprenticed with his father-in-law, the Molln 
Maultrommel maker Hörzing, to learn the Maultrommel technique. In Sicily, most of the 
marranzano makers are blacksmiths by profession (only one has a day job doing something else).  
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[Making munnharpe] gives me a little extra money for meat, beer, and tobacco. I like 

the jew’s harp. I meet very nice people with the same interests. I go to Austria and teach 

people to make the jew’s harp, and Galicia, Spain. I meet people who write to me and 

say they’re interested. All the people in the jew’s harp field are very nice (October 2013, 

Bykle). 

 

That munnharpe smithing tends to be a part-time activity is significant: most 

smiths sell few instruments in a year. There are some jew’s harp makers whose 

output is large scale and from which they make their living, for instance, the 

Hungarian doromb maker Zoltán Szilágyi. However, most Norwegian makers do 

not depend on the sale of munnharpe to support themselves. As pensioners in a 

country with a strong social welfare infrastructure, munnharpe smiths are not in 

an economic position that pressures the sale of their instruments. Those who are 

not retired work in full-time day jobs, which places constraints on the time they 

can devote to their hobbies. These factors all result in a slow-paced cottage 

industry with a relatively small output. For these reasons, some Norwegian 

smiths have waiting lists of several months for their instruments.  

Most smiths are not players, but there are a few exceptions to this. 

Bjørgulv Straume began his involvement with the munnharpe as a musician first, 

making his name as a performer and recording artist before becoming an 

instrument maker. Other munnharpe smiths have studied traditional munnharpe 

playing, such as Sven Häkon Jorgensen, and Ole Bjørn Skoe. Yet many players I 

spoke with said they had no interest in smithing: Anders Røine found he did not 

have the patience for it when he began an apprenticeship with Folke Nesland, 

and Sigurd Brokke said he preferred to focus on playing. Who, then, becomes a 

munnharpe smith, and how? To answer this question, let us travel to Setesdal, a 

deep, narrow crevice of a valley in southwestern Norway. This isolated sliver of 

land is famed for producing some of Norway’s best Hardanger fiddlers (e.g. Aani 

Rysstad and Torleiv H. Bjørgum), munnharpe players (both Rysstad and 

Bjørgum also played the jew’s harp), and munnharpe smiths. In both playing and 

making, Setesdal dominates the munnharpe community’s origin stories. The 

region is self-conscious of its centrality within the revival; a giant munnharpe 

monument welcome visitors to the Valle municipality (Fig. 4.8). The monument 
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was modeled after the munnharpe design of local player and maker Bjørgulv 

Straume, and was built by local blacksmith Bjørgulv A. Bjørgum.7  

 

 
Figure 4.8: The author at the munnharpe monument in Valle, 2013. 

Photograph: Sigurd Brokke. Used with permission. 

 

 

Setesdal Smiths: 1960s to present 

Knut Gjermundson Hovet was the last of the munnharpe makers in Setesdal 

before the revival. In a 1968 film produced by musicologist Reidar Sevåg, 

entitled Munn-harpa, the famous Setesdal fiddler and munnharpe player Torleiv 

Bjørgum pays a visit to Knut Gjermundson Hovet to acquire a new munnharpe 

from him. The film is not commercially available, but the Agder Folkmusikarkiv 

in Setesdal kindly provided me with a copy.  

                                                
7 Bjørgum is not, however, involved with the manufacture of regular sized munnharpe. 
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Figure 4.9: Hallvard T. Bjørgum (father) and Torleiv H. Bjørgum (son), 

both well-known Hardanger fiddlers and munnharpe players from Setesdal. 

Photographs: Liv Helga Brokke and Ingebjørg Vegestog Homme. Used with 

permission. 

 

At the beginning of the film, Torleiv and his father (Hallvard Bjørgum, 

also a famous local fiddler and munnharpe player, Fig. 4.9) are sitting at home 

watching Kari Svendsen’s famous 1968 jew’s harp performance on television. 

Importantly, the instrument she plays is not a forged Norwegian munnharpe, but 

one of the mass-produced Austrian instruments. Torleiv rises, switches off the 

television and says, “Come on, Dad, show us how it’s really done”. Hallvard 

then plays the traditional tune Fiskaren (The Fisherman) on a Setesdal 

munnharpe. Following this, Torleiv pays a visit to Knut Gjermundson Hovet to 

watch him make a munnharpe. In the affective space of the forge, we see Hovet, 

here representing the authentic, the traditional, and the local (Fig. 4.10). He 

works in the dark and with his bare hands, which are apparently immune to the 

heat.8 Finally, Torleiv plays on his newly made harp, first solo, and then as 

accompaniment for a community dance.  

                                                
8 According to Anders Røine, Hovet was known by the nickname “Fare Knut” (Bad Knut), most 
likely a nod to his toughness; he was often seen riding around town in an army tank he had 
purchased. 
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Figure 4.10: Knut Gjermundsen Hovet, Setesdal. Screen capture from 

Munn-harpa. © 1968 Norwegian Film Institute. 

 

 The film certainly must have had a local impact: the year after it was 

made, 1969, the munnharpe was included in the local Setesdal kappeleik for the 

first time (Brokke 2006, 72). At age 75, Hallvard was one of three munnharpe 

contestants, and won the first prize (Brokke 2006, 72). However, after Hovet 

died in 1976, there was a ten-year gap in Setesdal during which there were no 

living makers, and therefore no new munnharpe being produced in the region. In 

1986, Hallvard’s son Torleiv Bjørgum, the protagonist from the film, made a 

pivotal move: he decided to establish a new maker in Setesdal. To do so, he 

approached a local car mechanic, Knut Tveit, who had been a blacksmith during 

his army service years before (Fig. 4.11). Tveit’s specialty, however, had been 

shoeing horses, and he had never made a munnharpe before. Bjørgum brought 

Tveit some of his old harps that had been made by Hovet, and with Bjørgum’s 

guidance and encouragement, Tveit began trying to build munnharpe based on 

Hovet’s style (Fig. 4.12).  
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Figure 4.11: Knut Tveit displays one of his munnharpe during a visit to his 

home, Rysstad, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

 

Figure 4.12: Munnharpe by Knut Gjermundsen Hovet (left) and Knut Tveit 

(right). Note the extra long, narrow frames on both. Rysstad, 2014. 

Photographs: Deirdre Morgan. 

  



 161 

In the early 1990s, Folke Nesland, an engineer at the hydroelectric power 

station in Bykle, also started making munnharpe, but as a hobby (Fig. 4.15).9 

Another smith, Sven Håkon Jørgensen, had moved to Bykle and worked at the 

plant as an engineer with Nesland (Fig. 4.13). The two colleagues shared an 

interest in traditional knife making, and spent most Saturdays forging blades in 

Nesland’s smithy. Both received copies of the munnharpe mix tape of archival 

recordings, and became fascinated by the instrument. It was not long before 

Jørgensen suggested to Nesland that they try to make a munnharpe. “Making the 

frame was easy enough,” Jørgensen told me, but the issue of finding the right 

material for the tongue proved an obstacle. One day, Nesland decided to phone 

Knut Tveit for insight about his fabrication techniques for the instrument’s 

tongue. Jørgensen remembers the moment: 
 

Folke called Knut, at work one day. And I was excited, sitting in my office and waiting 

for the answer [about how to make the tongue]. We didn’t work much in these days, we 

were just more or less planning all this [munnharpe making]! [laughter]. And it took 

some minutes, maybe 10, 15, 20 minutes. And then Folke came back from the phone. 

And he was standing in the door, and I saw on his face that it was... I saw it didn’t turn 

out well (Jørgensen  February 2014, Oslo). 

 

Tveit, who had struggled for years to make the munnharpe for Torleiv Bjørgum, 

had reportedly told Nesland that he, too, would have to struggle and figure it out 

himself. Tveit had brought the instrument back from obscurity with no living 

makers to consult, and at the time, he evidently viewed the struggle with the 

tongue as a rite of passage for would-be munnharpe smiths. Jørgensen pointed 

out that in later years, Tveit opened up about his techniques and “now it’s no 

trouble asking him about anything.”  

                                                
9 Nesland told me in October 2013, Bykle, that his first jew’s harp was an Austrian 
Maultrommel, purchased for 12 Kroner around 1967. 
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Figure 4.13: Sven Håkkon Jørgensen adjusting a frame with tongs, Gjøvik, 

2013. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Then, in the early 1990s, a new player named Bjørgulv Straume emerged 

and took the munnharpe scene by storm (Fig. 4.14). Straume, a forester by trade, 

made his debut at the age of 50, where his explosive playing style won him a 

number of music competitions, including the older folk music instruments 

category at the national folk music contest, the Landskappleik. Straume told me 

he had been inspired to start playing after hearing Torleiv Bjørgum perform at a 

local gathering. He had studied the old recordings, but had developed his own 

individual style, incorporating percussive breath elements. Straume famously 

performed on a munnharpe made by Knut Tveit, which had been made of steel 

from the wreckage of a B-17 bomber plane that had been shot down over 

Setesdal in World War II (Thedens 1998, 2). Straume composed a new tune, 

“Luftslaget” (Air Battle), and his energetic performances on this instrument led 

to radio and television appearances, and the release of his solo album on cassette 

tape (Thedens 1998, 2). Straume traveled around giving munnharpe playing 

workshops in the wake of his success, and many players I spoke with cited him 
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as an influence. When I asked Straume what he liked best about the munnharpe, 

Sigurd Brokke translated his response: “It is the tone of very old, ancient times. 

The sound is what he likes best about the jew’s harp. He feels that this is real 

music, of a very old age. There is nothing fake. It is real stuff” (October 2013, 

Brokke). 
 

 
Figure 4.14: Bjørgulv Straume playing one of his own munnharpe. Note how 

from this angle, the instrument is completely invisible as he plays, concealed 

by hands and mouth, Brokke, 2013. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Straume was also highly influential in the munnharpe making sphere. 

When Folke Nesland was denied assistance from Knut Tveit, he turned instead to 

Straume. He was a star who needed good instruments to play on, and his opinion 

mattered. By giving valuable feedback to Nesland from his perspective as a 

player, Straume helped the smith hone his craft. Straume soon took an interest in 

the construction of munnharpe, and eventually decided to become a smith 

himself. He was welcomed to Nesland’s smithy, and Nesland encouraged 

Straume on his path to becoming a smith. Straume’s style of instrument at first 

bore resemblance to the instruments of Knut Tveit, but he has gradually amended 

his design so that his instruments are now unique and instantly recognizable. 



 164 

Straume’s munnharpe evolved into very small, short instruments, with high 

polish and distinctive ridges along the bent part of the frames. Straume’s are the 

most compact munnharpe in Setesdal (Fig. 4.17). 

 

 

Figure 4.15: Munnharpe smith Folke Nesland in his workshop, Bykle, 2013. 

Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

In Setesdal, the smithing tradition has largely been transmitted between 

smiths and players. Here, there is a vital link between the material and intangible 

aspects of the revival. Munnharpe smiths rarely accept apprentices, and they are 

sometimes even reluctant to share information with each other. Yet, devoted 

players often develop close relationships with their favourite smiths. Witness the 

case of munnharpe player Sigurd Brokke and the smith Folke Nesland. Brokke 

plays Nesland’s harps exclusively, as he has found them the best fit for his mouth 

and style (Fig. 4.16). In return, Nesland offers Brokke an extensive “aftercare” 

service: Brokke regularly brings in his harps for fine-tuning and maintenance, 

which Nesland is delighted to provide. 
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Figure 4.16: Sigurd Brokke’s collection of munnharpe made by Folke 

Nesland, Brokke 2013. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

 

 
Figure 4.17: Munnharpe made by Bjørgulv Straume, in the collection of 

Sigurd Brokke. Note the stylistic evolution from left (oldest) to right (most 

recent), Brokke, 2013. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 
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Another smith who became active in the 1990s is Reidar Ottesen, who 

saw a programme on Knut Tveit and his munnharpe on television in 1991, and 

decided to try it himself (Ottesen 2001, 3). Despite his own experimentation in 

his home smithy, and his regular attendance at munnharpe forging workshops, he 

describes how he could not “crack the code” and make a truly excellent 

instrument:  
 

When Ånon Egeland and others organised the munnharpe festival, a course in 

munnharpe forging included, in Fagernes in 1995 I thought: finally, I will have all the 

secrets!  I went to this festival and the next three, and got to know both players and 

makers. […] And I was always optimistic when I came home and started on the next 

munnharpe.  But although the result was somewhat better, it was not good enough.  The 

years went by.  My smithy was rebuilt, but my munnharpes did not improve (Ottesen 

2001, 3-4). 

 

Finally, Ottesen phoned Folke Nesland, much like Nesland had phoned Knut 

Tveit years before, to ask about the tricks of fine tuning. Nesland obligingly 

shared some tips, and Ottesen’s next attempts were successful. Here, Ottesen 

made the same discovery that Nesland and Tveit had before him: becoming a 

munnharpe smith takes time, trial and error, and a fair amount of frustration. As 

with learning to play traditional tunes, forging munnharpe requires practice and 

perseverance. In an article reflecting on his experiences as a smith, Ottesen 

confesses: 
 

I had just not taken the matter seriously enough. One does not become a good 

munnharpe maker by taking part in a couple of courses.  In addition one needs 

experience. A good munnharpe is a finely tuned instrument deserving respect. One 

should stick to one’s last. Not everybody will become a good munnharpe maker 

(Ottesen 2001, 3-4). 

 

 

The Next Generation 

What of the next generation of makers? The youngest Norwegian munnharpe 

smith is Ole Bjørn Skoe, from Bø, Telemark (b.1977) (Fig. 4.18). His harps are 

widely regarded amongst contemporary players as some of the finest instruments 

currently available in the country. When I asked Skoe, a carpenter by trade, how 
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he learned to make munnharpe, I expected him to say that he had studied with 

one of the several senior smiths living in Norway. Instead, Skoe surprised me by 

saying that he had learned his technique by studying the same 1968 film of Knut 

Gjermundson Hovet that I described earlier. 

 

 
Figure 4.18: Ole Bjørn Skoe checks the alignment of the tongue within the 

frame by holding it up to the light, Gjøvik, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre 

Morgan. 

  

This confirms the importance of archival materials in the munnharpe 

tradition, not just for the preservation of the musical technique, but for the 

smithing technique as well. In a way, Skoe's use of an archival film functions as 

a sort of twentyfirst-century version of the master-apprentice relationship. 

Further, his approach mirrors that of the numerous munnharpe players who study 

archival sound recordings. And just as many munnharpe players who learn from 

recordings never meet their musical mentors, it seems that many munnharpe 

smiths have honed their craft in the absence of physical teachers. Skoe’s place in 

the revival is further marked by his use of archival photographs and extant 

munnharpe in museums to reconstruct a historical model of munnharpe that may 

have once been prevalent in his region. His harps have distinctly different 
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features from the Setesdal harps, though it is a sign of their quality that many 

Setesdal players use them today (Fig. 4.19). Skoe’s design is a nod to the 

heritage of his own region, displaying an interest in fostering a distinct living 

tradition in that area. 

 

 
Figure 4.19: The munnharpe case of Hardanger fiddler Daniel Sanden-

Warg. All harps made by Folke Nesland, except for the centre front, which 

is made by Ole Bjørn Skoe. Rysstad, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Despite the munnharpe smithing revival, Austrian Maultrommeln 

continue to be sold in Oslo music stores. In fact, most shops do not stock 

handmade Norwegian munnharpe. In 2015, a cardboard display in an Oslo music 

shop advertised “Mauli-Bear” jew’s harps, made by the Schwarz company in 

Molln (Fig. 4.20). The ad featured an animated bear wearing an Alpine hat and 

playing a Maultrommel, and was clearly aimed at children. Artisan munnharpe 

remain the territory of a handful of specialized smiths who generally do not 

advertise their products. But, the international reputation of Norwegian 

instruments and players has been forged at jew’s harp festivals since the 1990s, 

and word of mouth referrals keep most smiths in greater demand than they can 

supply.  
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Figure 4.20: “Mauli-Bear” (Schwarz) Maultrommel display in an Oslo music 

shop, 2015. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

To conclude, I have shown how the munnharpe revival hinges on the use 

of archival materials as well as communication and mutual encouragement 

between players and makers. Arguing for an instrument-centered approach to 

music revivals, I have suggested that to exclude instrument makers, and the 

dynamic between them and the people who play their instruments, is to miss a 

fundamental axis of the musical revival process. The complex interplay between 

the musical and the material aspects of the munnharpe tradition demonstrates 

that clear lines of transmission cannot be taken for granted, and innovation and 

communication are present at every turn of the process. The following chapters 

further explore the relationship between players, makers, and archives in the 

revival of jew’s harp traditions.  
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Chapter 5 

Arcadian Tones: 

The Rise and Fall of the Austrian Maultrommel 

 

 

 
Figure 5.1: Austrian fieldwork locations. Google Maps, 2016. 

 

When I first compiled a map of my Austrian fieldwork locations, I was taken 

aback. While my maps of Norway and Sicily showed many pinned locations, my 

Austrian map seemed relatively empty (Fig. 5.1). Reviewing my field notes, I 

realized that much of my research had taken place in Vienna. Most of my 

Maultrommel colleagues were based there, and much of my research had been 

conducted within the walls of national institutions in the capital city. Many 

revivals are based in urban centres, a hallmark of the “gradual process of 

professionalization, institutionalization, commercialization, and 

commodification” that shifts the contexts of traditions away “from the fireside, 

barn, village square, or other intimate location” (Bithell and Hill 2014, 16-17). 

The migration of the Maultrommel revival from the village of Molln to the 

capital city followed this trajectory, yet it was not as connected to the city’s 

historical institutions as I had expected. When I made a second map, this time 
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zoomed in on Vienna, a clearer picture of my research emerged (Fig. 5.2). My 

institutional focus in this case study had arisen through my fascination with the 

use of archival materials in the revival of the Norwegian munnharpe. Arriving in 

Austria, I had been eager to investigate the country’s jew’s harp collections. I 

soon discovered that there were hundreds of antique jew’s harps held at various 

locations around the capital, yet many were in storage and could only be viewed 

by special appointment. At some institutions, curators told me that I was the only 

jew’s harp visitor who had appeared in recent memory. I was intrigued: how 

could the land that was one of the world centres of jew’s harp production have 

such a lack of interest in its archival holdings? 

 

 
Figure 5.2: Institutional fieldwork locations in Vienna. Google Maps, 2016. 

 

I realized that the Austrian Maultrommel community was focused not on 

old instruments or recordings, but on a different kind of artefact: playing 

technique. In the next two chapters, I analyze the ways in which the 

Maultrommel scene has written its own history through the inclusion of certain 

techniques and the exclusion of others. By examining three centuries of 

Maultrommel playing techniques through visual artwork, archival recordings, 

and contemporary performances, I trace the lineage of two different styles: the 
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Wechselspiel technique, which has become canonized as intangible cultural 

heritage with UNESCO, and the Alpine style, an antecedent technique which is 

no longer used by present-day musicians. What are the processes that shape some 

techniques into artefacts and relegate others to obscurity? And what can the 

survival of certain styles tell us about changing tastes and technologies? 

Addressing these questions, I suggest methods for interpreting playing 

techniques, and demonstrate their applicability towards the understanding of folk 

music traditions.  

Austria is a landlocked country that shares borders with nine other 

nations, and is often overshadowed by its much larger and more populated 

neighbour, Germany. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Prussia and 

Austria vied for supremacy as leaders of the German-speaking world, in a 

conflict known as Deutscher Dualismus (German Dualism). Today the Germanic 

people are still divided by religion, culture, and geography: Protestantism in the 

North, and Catholicism in the South. Though Bavaria was not part of the 

Habsburg Empire, the separation between the Alemannic and Bavarian branches 

of German dates back to the medieval period. Today, the Bavarian dialects of 

Upper German extend through southeastern Germany, most of Austria, and a 

small portion of South Tyrol (Italy). While German is the lingua franca of 

business, media, and education in Austria, the Austro-Bavarian dialect, Boarisch, 

is still commonly spoken in family homes around the country.  

Modern Austria is divided into nine provinces with distinct geographies 

and cultures. Vienna is the smallest, most densely-populated, province. It is an 

enclave within Austria’s largest province, Lower Austria. Burgenland lines 

Austria’s eastern border with Hungary, and Styria and Carinthia flank the 

country’s southern borders with Slovenia and Italy. The northern provinces, 

which border Germany, are Upper Austria, Salzburg, Tyrol, and Vorarlberg. 

Tyrol is a narrow region sandwiched between Germany and Italy,1 and 

Vorarlberg’s western edge borders Switzerland. Sudtirol (South Tyrol) is an 

autonomous province in the North of Italy, where the Austrian-Italian border 

                                                
1 The Tyrol region is a borderland between Germanic Europe and Romance Europe. See Cole 
and Wolf (1974) for an ethnography of two Tyrolean villages, one German-speaking and the 
other Italian-speaking. Though located only one mile apart there are significant cultural 
differences between the two communities. 
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divided the historic German-speaking region of Tirol.2  Likewise, a political 

border divides the German province of Bavaria and its neighbour Upper Austria, 

drawing a line across a shared cultural heritage. Though my ethnographic 

research on the Maultrommel is limited to present-day Austria, the Maultrommel 

tradition is part of a larger shared culture that spans the Alpine regions of 

Switzerland, Bavaria, Austria, and South Tyrol: in Switzerland, the jew’s harp is 

known as “Trümpi”, and in northern Italy, “ribebe”.  For this reason, several of 

my collaborators noted the limitations of studying the Maultrommel from a 

purely Austrian perspective, and were hesitant to lay sole claim on what they saw 

as a larger, transnational tradition. My fieldwork was centred largely in the 

Bavarian-speaking regions of Vienna and Upper Austria, where much of the 

present-day Maultrommel activity takes place. This is not to suggest a lack of 

jew’s harp activity elsewhere; rather, my fieldwork focused primarily on the 

regions that have produced the major players and makers associated with both 

the Austrian Maultrommel community and the international jew’s harp revival. 

This case study could alternatively have been framed as the “Alpine 

Maultrommel” or the “Bavarian Maultrommel”. In the interest of clarity, 

however, it remains grounded in a site-specific ethnography of the Austrian 

community, while acknowledging its links across the broader Alpine and Central 

European regions. 

In Norway, the munnharpe was embedded within the discourse of 

folkemusikk, a term which was used unambiguously by the people I spoke with 

during my fieldwork. Folkemusikk signified fiddles, old instruments, and song 

and dance styles. The relatively late development of urban concert culture in 

Norway meant that music stayed in its old contexts: weddings, dances, church, 

home. By the twenty-first century, folkemusikk was still a discreet milieu, 

identifiable through common consensus. In Austria, however, the situation 

differed in a number of ways.  

                                                
2 After its annexation by Italy in late 1918, the Trentino-South Tyrol region was subjected to the 
fascist policy of “Italianisation” until the 1940s. The suppression of the region’s German 
speaking population led to a radical separatist movement that shared links with Neo-Nazism. 
Today, the movement appears to be on the rise again. See Rosenberger, Malte Patrick. “Self-
Determination in South Tyrol – The Red Eagle Spreads its Wings.” Fair Observer, 20 January 
2012 accessed 31 August 2016, http://www.fairobserver.com/region/europe/self-determination-
south-tyrol-red-eagle-spreads-its-wings/. 
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Austria’s geographic position in Central Europe and its long line of 

powerful rulers have placed it firmly at the cosmopolitan centre of European 

affairs, immigration and culture. Austria’s hereditary Habsburg dynasty, 

stretching back to the Middle Ages, held Central European power until the 

beginning of the twentieth century as the rulers of large, multi-ethnic empires, 

from the Holy Roman Empire, to the Habsburg Empire, and finally the Austro-

Hungarian Empire, which was destroyed by World War I. The Empire’s 

longevity was partially due to the Habsburg family’s policy of arranging strategic 

marriages in place of (or in addition to) invasions. In interview, Franz Kumpl, 

president of the International Jew’s Harp Society and the Austrian Maultrommel 

Society, recited the famous Habsburg motto, in practice since the time of 

Emperor Maximilian I in the fifteenth century: 
 

Let others wage war, but thou, O happy Austria, marry; for those kingdoms which Mars 

gives to others, Venus gives to thee (June 2014, Vienna).3  
 

This policy harnessed the sprawling lands of the former Holy Roman 

Empire, which covered most of German-speaking Europe, excluding Switzerland 

but including Belgium, Luxembourg, Bohemia and Moravia; and the Habsburg 

Monarchy, which comprised “most of present-day Austria, the Czech Republic 

(then Moravia and the Kingdom of Bohemia), Slovakia, Hungary (another 

kingdom), Slovenia, Croatia, much of Romania and parts of Poland” (Wyn Jones 

1996, 7). Though the modern Austrian nation and its eight million inhabitants are 

a fraction of the size of its former empires, it is a country that has largely been 

formed through inland migration within the monarchy (Hemetek 2001, 140). As 

Philip Bohlman explains: 
 

Through centuries of expanding and contracting, Habsburg imperialism in Austria laid 

the foundations for Mitteleuropa, or “Central Europe,” whose very centrality, 

paradoxically, was determined not in small part by the centrifugal push toward the 

peripheries, namely the linguistic and religious, regional, and national cultures of much 

of Eastern and Southeastern Europe (Bohlman 2004, 133). 

                                                
3 This translation is found in Wilson (2016, 429). The original Latin phrase, Bella gerant ali!, t" 
f#lix Austria n"be/ Nam quae Mars ali!s, dat tibi regna Venus, can be found in the 1869 
publication A New Dictionary of Quotations from the Greek, Latin, and Modern Languages. 
Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 50. 
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Austria, as a result, has a long history of multiculturalism, including 

many ethnic and religious minority groups from neighbouring regions. It is under 

these auspices that Vienna became a pluralist centre for arts and culture on the 

continent. Vienna’s rise as the musical capital of Europe dates to Austria’s 

increasing involvement in European affairs during the Counter-Reformation in 

the early seventeenth century (Graf and Mendel 1940, 10). As Vanessa Agnew 

puts it, “Somewhere between about the 1750s and the 1810s, the German states 

would be transformed from a cultural terra incognita to Europe’s acknowledged 

‘nation of music’” (2008,14). In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the 

highly developed concert culture in Vienna attracted composers and musicians 

from across the continent. Write Graf and Mendel, “Here all the elements of 

European culture met and were fused: German, French, Italian, and Spanish, with 

admixtures of the Hungarian, Turkish, and Slavic East” (1940, 11). 

Vienna was, and still is, characterized by the grandiose buildings 

constructed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the Italian baroque 

style. Many Italian musicians and composers lived and worked in Austria as 

well, and Italian influence dominated the European music scene during this time 

(Graf and Mendel 1940, 13). In the late eighteenth century, the influence of 

French opera was felt, through Empress Maria Theresa’s connections with the 

French court. Austria and Vienna feature heavily in the biographies of many of 

the great German composers: Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Brahms, Mahler, 

Bruckner, Schubert, Johann Strauss Sr. and his son, Johann Strauss Jr. Yet during 

these centuries, the folk music of the various ethnic groups of the Empire was 

also omnipresent, and many composers took their inspiration from these multiple 

influences. As Graf and Mendel explain, 
 

Haydn derived inspiration from the melodies of the various nations under the Austrian 

Crown. He made use of Croatian, and – like Beethoven, Schubert, and Brahms after him 

– of Hungarian melodies. Viennese music is not conceivable without this mixture of 

various national strains. It was a mighty river into which flowed tributaries from many 

lands. It was never the music of a national culture – always the wonderful union of 

musical influences from the entire European community (1940, 14). 

 

This eulogy for Vienna, written just two years after Hitler’s rise to power, is 

steeped in an understandably anti-nationalist sentiment. Austrian music is 
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characterized as quintessentially European, not bound by national borders. 

Writing nearly 70 years later, Agnew notes that the national paradigm is still 

prevalent when discussing German identities, and argues instead “against 

national isolation and monogenetic theories of aesthetic innovation in an age of 

self-conscious cosmopolitanism” (2008, 15). Indeed, the story of the 

Maultrommel can only be understood within the pluralistic contexts of Austrian 

music. 

Agnew’s penetrating overview of the rise of musicological thought 

during the Enlightenment outlined the importance of travel in the eighteenth 

century: “Travel positioned the individual within a domestic social hierarchy; it 

also positioned the nation relative to its neighbors and the rest of the world” 

(Agnew 2008, 26). In this era, large-scale colonial expeditions were launched by 

political states both to expand their territories and to display their power, wealth, 

and worldliness. European travel and expansion shaped the early forms of 

ethnomusicology (Meyers 2001, 368-369). At the same time, the collecting of 

folk music had begun in earnest in Austria, following the ideas of Johann 

Gottfried Herder. As ethnomusicologists Haid, Hemetek, and Reyes point out, 

the discipline of ethnomusicology in Austria is steeped in the dual heritage of 

comparative musicology and folk music research: “Whereas comparative 

musicology at the end of the nineteenth century usually dealt with the so-called 

“other” (i.e., non-European), folk music research was very much engaged in 

studies of European national traditions as the so-called “self” (Haid, Hemetek, 

and Reyes 2008, xi). By the time of my fieldwork in 2013 and 2014, the fault 

lines between these two branches were still visible in the museums, archives, and 

other institutions that housed Maultrommel materials. In fact, my journey to 

connect the historical roots of the instrument with its contemporary revival in 

Austria became a journey into the history of ethnomusicology itself. 

The main office of the Österreichisches Volksliedwerk, or ÖVLW 

(Austrian Folk Music Society) is in Vienna, directly across the street from the 

renowned Wiener Staatsoper (Vienna State Opera), a setting which reflects the 

proximity between classical and folk music in Austria. The Vienna office 

contains the central archive, and is linked with the regional ÖVLW branches in 

each province. The Society is linked with the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek 

(Austrian National Library), and operates as a specialist archive housed 
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separately from the main collection at Neue Burg. The focus of the Austrian Folk 

Music Society today remains closely aligned with its nineteenth century purview 

of preserving and archiving folksong, music, and dance materials from within the 

provinces of Austria. 

Likewise, the Österreichisches Museum für Volkskunde, or ÖMV 

(Austrian Museum of Folk Life and Folk Art) in Vienna is concerned with the 

objects of everyday Austrian life. In this collection, a fascinating array of 

Maultrommeln can be viewed by appointment. Here, I discovered two Tirolean 

Maultrommeln in wooden shoe cases that had originally come from the 

collection of the Archeduke Franz Ferdinand, an avid antiques collector and 

music lover (Figure 5.3). The two Maultrommeln had come to the ÖMV from 

Ferdinand’s country estate in Tirol, Schloss Ambras, which today still functions 

as a museum for several of his collections.  

 

 
Figure 5.3: Tirolean Maultrommel and shoe-shaped case from the collection 

of Archeduke Franz Ferdinand (ÖMV/81.815), Vienna, 2014. © Austrian 

Museum of Folk Life and Folk Art. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan.  
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While Ferdinand was reported to have played string instruments (lute and 

cittern), it is unknown if he actually knew how to play Maultrommel. Still, he 

must have had some fondness for the instruments, as I discovered a third 

Maultrommel that had been relocated from his collection at Ambras (Figure 5.4). 

This curious object is an oversized ornamental Tirolean Maultrommel (Figure 

5.4), currently on display in the Collection of Ancient Musical Instruments at the 

Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien (Vienna Museum of Art History). Though I 

was not able to examine the instrument outside of its museum display case, a 

2004 article by Hopfner confirms that it is not merely an objet d’art, but is 

actually playable. According to Hopfner, the decorative curls function as both a 

stand and a grip with which to hold the instrument while playing it. Apart from 

that, they serve no acoustic function. Further, the instrument’s playability 

demonstrates that it was made by a competent, if imaginative, blacksmith 

(Hopfner 2004, 38). The crudeness of the frame and stand suggests the work may 

have been rushed, yet the fine-tuning around the instrument’s embouchure shows 

that it was built to be played. Hopfner points out that despite claims the 

instrument dates to the sixteenth century, a 1596 Ambras inventory makes no 

mention of it. Therefore, it is more likely the instrument was acquired in the 

seventeenth century at the earliest (Hopfner 2004, 37). 

 
Figure 5.4: Ornate Tirolean Maultrommel from the Ambras Collection, as 

displayed in the Collection of Ancient Musical Instruments (WA 1518), 

Vienna, 2014. © Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien. Photograph: Deirdre 

Morgan.  
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In contrast with these organizations, the jew’s harp materials at the 

Phonogram Archive of the Austrian Academy of Sciences (Phonogrammarchiv 

der Österriechischen Akademie der Wissenschaften) revealed a more 

comparative approach to ethnography, that is, the study of cultures outside 

Austria. In 1899, Sigmund Exner, the founder of the Phonogram Archive, noted 

“The collection of musical performances of savage peoples may prove to be 

especially fruitful for a comparative musicology, which would probably be 

made possible in this way” (Pudor 1901, quoted in Vallier 2010, 40-41). 

Alongside the several recordings of jew’s harps from Central, South, and 

Southeast Asia, the collection contained only five recordings relating to the 

Austrian Maultrommel, three of which were made between 1927–1933 on wax 

cylinders. The sound quality is very poor, but they provide evidence of the 

survival of both the solo jew’s harp and the Alpine style into the twentieth 

century. In a recording made by Karl Klier in 1933, for instance, we hear Max 

Haager, age 27, playing two Maultrommeln tuned a fifth apart (roughly Ab and 

Eb), an example of the Alpine technique.4 

Finally, the extensive collection of musical instruments at the 

Weltmuseum Wien (Vienna Museum of Ethnology) contained approximately 

150 jew’s harps from expeditions to Central, East, South, and Southeast Asia, but 

not a single Austrian Maultrommel. There is a clear distinction, then, between the 

institutions set up to catalogue the Austrian “self”, and those that exist to index 

its “others”. The former house objects that are national in nature and contribute 

to the project of building a distinctly Austrian identity, among the dozens of 

ethno-linguistic cultures united under the imperial banner of the Habsburg 

Monarchy. The ethnographic collections, by contrast, focus on Austria’s colonial 

aspirations and expeditions in the wider world, and showcase the trophies of the 

grand era of collecting and cataloguing the Other.  

During my fieldwork in Austria, former ages of prosperity were still 

evident in the gold-encrusted Baroque churches that dotted the countryside, 

vestiges of the close relationship between state and church during the Holy 

Roman Empire. The legacy of the later periods of Habsburg rule could be felt in 

the palaces, museums, and galleries of Vienna, housed in grand marble buildings 

                                                
4 See Various Artists 2004, CD 2, track 27. 
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that remain well loved today. At Vienna International Airport, Classical music 

was piped through speakers to welcome visitors and residents alike. Grocery 

stores throughout the city stocked the ubiquitous Mozartkugeln: chocolate balls 

with a golden wrapper bearing a portrait of Mozart. Even the smallest corner 

shops abounded with memorabilia featuring the portrait of the most beloved 

Habsburg monarch, “Sisi” (Empress Elisabeth of Austria, 1837–1898). Empress 

Sisi was an immensely popular but tragic royal figure, who remains an Austrian 

icon.5  

Icons of music and monarchy were everywhere. But what exactly was 

Austrian music? The legacy of Mozart continues to draw tourists to Salzburg, 

and the waltzes of Strauss Sr. and Jr. symbolize Viennese culture at the height of 

its powers. For others, the enduring musical image of the Austrian Alps is the 

singing Von Trapp Family, as they were depicted in the Broadway musical The 

Sound of Music (1959) and the subsequent film adaptation of the same name 

(1965). Though based on the true story of the Von Trapps’ singing career, escape 

from the Nazi regime, and subsequent migration to the United States, the 

sanitized, Hollywood version of the story is virtually unknown to Austrians. The 

real Von Trapps sang Renaissance and Baroque music, madrigals, and folk 

music, led by their stepmother Maria, who had been placed with the family as a 

temporary tutor while studying to become a nun.6 Yet the Broadway version of 

the story contains none of the Von Trapp Singers’ actual repertoire, instead 

consisting entirely of newly composed numbers by Rogers and Hammerstein. 

Though many fans of the musical assume the song “Edelweiss” is a traditional 

Austrian song, it is, like the rest of the score, pure Broadway. During my 

research, I was surprised to discover that most of the Austrians I spoke to were 

not familiar with the iconic musical. In Hallein in June 2014, I quizzed one group 

of musicians, naming the film’s most famous songs, until at last they admitted 

they were familiar with “Favourite Things” – but only the John Coltrane version. 

“Edelweiss”, on the other hand, drew blank stares.  
                                                
5 Faircloth, Kelly. “The Most Miserable Princess Ever: Sisi, Empress Elisabeth of Austria.” 
Jezebel, 18 December 2014, accessed 7 August 2015, http://jezebel.com/the-most-miserable-
princess-ever-sisi-empress-elisab-1671950113. 
6 Gearin, Joan. 2005. “Movie vs. Reality: The Real Story of the von Trapp Family.” Prologue 
Magazine 37(4), accessed 23 October 2015,    
http://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/2005/winter/von-
trapps.htmlhttp://www.archives.gov/publications/prologue/2005/winter/von-trapps.html. 
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Other Austrian musical tropes abound in the popular imagination: 

yodeling, brass “oompah” bands, dulcimers, fifes and drums, and button 

accordions mix with visions of string quartets, pianofortes, and orchestras. 

However, the dualism between classical and folk music does not hold up under 

closer scrutiny. In practice, a normative line between art music and folk music in 

Europe is difficult to draw, despite the reification of art and folk as distinct 

categories. This divide has its roots in theoretical approaches to the study of 

music (and more broadly, culture), which sought to make a distinction between 

self and other. Philip Bohlman, in the preface to The Music of European 

Nationalism, observed that the categories of art and folk music in Europe are 

both constructions of nationalist discourse:  
 

Much of the attention given to nationalism and music, it follows, has been devoted to art 

music, especially traditions of national opera, or to composers who plumb folk music in 

a small nation that wishes to resist the hegemony of a larger nation or empire […]. That 

other invention of European musical discourse, “folk music,” provides the counterpart 

for identifying and exploiting the national in music. Folk music becomes the property of 

the nation and the language of national discourse, but only after it is collected and 

anointed as a canon, the product of age and the icon of agelessness, as a manifestation of 

the classical (Bohlman 2004a, xxiv). 
 

The proliferation of art music forms based on folk dances (waltzes, mazurkas, 

rondos, tarantellas) points to a profound discursive relationship between art and 

folk culture in European music. As Bohlman sees it, the collection and 

canonization of folk music has made it, in a sense, classical. During the transition 

from the Baroque to the Classical style, the focus on “easily assimilable melody” 

saw many folk tunes and instruments crossing into art music territory 

(Federhofer and Suppan 2001, 228). This trend continued into the Romantic 

period, which saw the development of the Viennese waltz (made famous by 

Johann Strauss) using musical source material derived from Austrian and 

German folk song and dance genres (Ländler, Steirer, Deutscher). This cross-

pollination and fusion was also evident in the Maultrommel community, whose 

musicians drew upon diverse repertoires and genres to create a virtuosic personal 

style. This approach, I discovered, was part of a tradition stretching back more 

than two hundred years, a process which I will now examine in greater detail. 
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Maultrommel in Austria 

In eighteenth century Central Europe, a curious phenomenon occurred. During a 

one hundred year period, several virtuosos of the Maultrommel appeared. These 

performers were renowned in courts and concert halls across the region for 

playing on up to sixteen Maultrommeln at a time (Fox 1988, 27). By the mid-

nineteenth century, however, the virtuosos had disappeared, and the instrument 

settled back into relative obscurity until its revival in the late twentieth century. 

What happened? What caused the Maultrommel’s sudden rise in popularity, 

followed by its disappearance for nearly a century? And how do Maultrommel 

players today engage with this former golden age in their own performance? 

Blending historical sources with ethnographic data, this section tells the story of 

the Maultrommel both as it is written, and as it is reinterpreted by its present day 

practitioners.  

 Jew’s harps are known by a handful of different names in German 

dialects. “Maultrommel” is the most commonly used name in the Upper German 

language, and translates roughly as “mouth drum”. In the Austro-Bavarian 

dialect, the instrument is known as “Brummeisen”, which literally means 

“growling iron”. Several of my collaborators pointed out that the word “Maul” in 

German refers to the mouth of an animal, like the English words “snout” or 

“muzzle”. Because of this association, it is also used as a derogatory term for the 

human mouth, as in “trap” or “gob”. Maultrommel, then, has a deprecating 

connotation that the English translation “mouth drum” conceals. Crane translates 

a 1686 passage written by Abraham a Sancta Clara: “[A]bove all things, a 

woman should constantly remain intent on keeping her trap [Maul] shut. […] 

Keep in mind, women! That usually war breaks out at home when someone beats 

on that kind of mouth drum [Maultrommel]” (Crane 1998b, 18). The play on 

words here suggests a close connection between the jew’s harp and human 

speech, comparable to the English expression “harping on”. Another dialect 

name, “Dirndllocker”, literally “girl lurer” (Haid 1999, 62), points to the 

longstanding association between the Maultrommel and courtship, which I 

explore below. 

The earliest iconographic depictions of jew’s harps in Europe date to the 

fourteenth century (see Crane 2003, 3-4). From the very beginning, the 
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instrument is frequently shown in recurring themes: in the hands of young 

people, angels and cherubs, jesters, peddlers, peasants, and in pastoral scenes. In 

the first depictions of Austrian jew’s harp players, it is clear that only a single 

instrument is used, held in one hand and plucked by the other. The earliest of 

these is a plate from the extensive woodcut print Triumph of the Emperor 

Maximilian I by Hans Burgkmair (c1516-19), which depicts the emperor’s court 

jester Guggeryllis playing a jew’s harp (Fig. 5.5). The work, an impressive piece 

of royal propaganda, portrays a fictional procession of carriages bearing 

everyone from nobility to peasants. One plate, titled The Fools, shows 

Guggeryllis sitting on the back of a carriage, playing a large jew’s harp amidst a 

group of grotesque figures. One of the figures on the carriage reaches towards 

Guggeryllis, arms outstretched. Is he trying to take the jester’s jew’s harp? Or is 

he merely singing along? Interestingly, this plate comes at the end of a series of 

carriages all transporting musicians of various ranks, which seem to appear in 

order of their social status: lutes and violas first, then horns, pump organ, fifes 

and drums, choir, then finally The Fools with Guggeryllis and his jew’s harp. 

This earliest Austrian depiction of the Maultrommel links the instrument and its 

player with both the rustic and the absurd, connotations which have persisted 

throughout the instrument’s life and continue in its contemporary Austrian 

contexts (Chapter 6). 
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Figure 5.5: Detail from Burgkmair’s The Fools, from Triumph of the 

Emperor Maximilian I. © Victoria and Albert Museum.7 

 

The pastoral associations of the Maultrommel are also well evidenced by 

the Austrian sculpture Boy with jew’s harp as an allegory of Summer (c.1750), 

by Johann Christoph Ludwig Lücke (Fig. 5.6). The work is part of a series 

depicting children in various poses as allegories of the four seasons.8 The nude 

jew’s harp playing boy is covered by a leafed branch that curls up from the 

ground, suggesting a strong association between the instrument, youth, and 

nature. Depictions of Maultrommel players endure in Austrian artwork until the 

late nineteenth century, then continue in photographic works in the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries.  

 

                                                
7 “Triumph of the Emperor Maximilian I”, Victoria and Albert Museum, accessed 31 August, 
2016, http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O675756/triumph-of-the-emperor-maximilian-woodcut-
maximilian-i-holy/.  
8 “Imperial Porcelain Manufactory Vienna: Boy with Jew’s Harp as an Allegory of Summer”, 
Liechtenstein: The Princely Collections, accessed 31 August 2016, 
http://www.liechtensteincollections.at/en/pages/artbase_main.asp?module=browse&action=m_w
ork&lang=en&sid=87294&oid=W-112201020435123. 
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Figure 5.6: Boy with Jew’s Harp as an Allegory of Summer (left), by Johann 

Christoph Ludwig Lücke, c.1750. © Elisabeth Sturm-Bednarczyk. 

  

Outside of Austria, the single jew’s harp technique remains the most 

common worldwide, though exceptions to this rule do exist. In Southeast Asia, 

single jew’s harps are sometimes played by two players in a courtship duet, and 

in the twentieth century, traditions of ensemble playing (with more than two 

players) have developed in Siberia and Bali. There are very few examples of 

traditions in which a single player uses multiple jew’s harps. Michael Wright has 

uncovered two references to English players who were said to play on two jew’s 

harps at once. The first, Peter Kelly, was a murderer, executed in 1729, who 

reportedly made a meagre living by playing on two jew’s harps. Of the second, 

Signr Lielly, nothing is known apart from the detail that he played two jew’s 

harps in 1840 (Wright 2005, 21-22). Recently, the karinding revival in Java has 

produced some players who played on multiple karinding tuned to different 

pitches, similar to the southern Chinese kou xin technique of holding several 

idioglot jew’s harps in a fan-like shape in one hand and plucking them with the 

other. Yet Maultrommel-savvy visitors to Austria today will likely witness a 

distinct and unusual technique: virtuosic jew’s harp players hold several 
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Maultrommeln at once, sometimes multiple instruments in each hand, and switch 

rapidly between them.9 This style is known as Wechselspiel, which translates 

roughly as “alternating technique”. It is ubiquitous amongst Austrian 

Maultrommel players, and is used in all styles of music where the instrument is 

found, from traditional folk to rock to art music. It is, for instance, the signature 

technique of the comedic avant-garde Austrian duo Maul und Trommelseuche, 

whose name, a play on the word Maultrommel, translates as “Mouth and Drum 

Disease”.10 But how did this peculiar style come about?  

 

 

The Alpine Style 

To answer this question, we must return to historical sources. While Austrian 

artwork of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries featured players holding a 

single instrument, jew’s harp depictions in the eighteenth century begin to 

indicate a new development: the playing of two jew’s harps simultaneously.11 

This trend is found particularly in Alpine settings, for instance, in an 1837 

lithograph by the German artist Robert Lecke (Fig. 5.7). The piece shows the 

Tirolean Maultrommel player J. L. Daburger in mid-performance. He is dressed 

in traditional costume and holds a Maultrommel in each hand, while several more 

lie on the table in front of him. This work may be the earliest evidence of a 

proto-Wechsel technique: Daburger is clearly holding two instruments, and 

switching back and forth between them. 

                                                
9 This technique is clearly demonstrated by the Styrian folk music group Stubaier Freitagsmusig. 
See “Stubaier Freitagsmusig: Wirthausmarsch”, YouTube, Heinz Fechner, 20 November 2013, 
accessed 31 August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YkoQTzBFgqw. 
10 “Maul und Trommelseuche ! "#$#%&'( ")(*+( ,-*#.#”, YouTube, jewsharper, 20 July 2011, 
accessed 31 August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6c1MP9nIfsM. 
11 I have adapted Frederick Crane’s term for this technique: “Alpine-style” (see Crane 2003, 98-
99). 
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Figure 5.7: Robert Lecke’s portrait of J. L. Daburger, G-Z 2566, 

© Münchner Stadtmuseum, Sammlung Graphik/Gemälde. 
 

By the end of the nineteenth century, representations of this “Alpine 

style” of Maultrommel were firmly embedded in pastoral scenes from the region, 

as evidenced by an 1896 sculpture by Giacomo Ginotti, which clearly depicts 

one of the methods by which the two instruments can be played simultaneously 

without being switched or removed from the mouth (Fig. 5.8) 
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Figure 5.8: Detail of Ginotti’s sculpture of a young woman playing two 

ribebe, in Valsesia, Italy. Photograph: Alberto Lovatto. Used with 

permission. 

 

The Alpine style of using two Maultrommeln was also associated with a 

courtship practice known as “Fensterln” (or Gassln) in the Austro-Bavarian 

dialect. Fensterln, which translates loosely as “windowing”, is a rural courtship 

tradition where a young boy serenades his beloved at her window. Gerlinde Haid 

explains the ritual: 
 

The sweetheart is behind the window, her lover on a ladder in front of the window, in 

the darkness of the night. The art is to induce the girl – or girls, for often several girls 

slept in a single room or “Menscherkammer” – to come to the window. This was done 

with a “gassl” rhyme accompanied by the trump [Maultrommel] (Haid 1999, 60). 

 

The earliest visual evidence of the tradition is the nineteenth century painting 

“Serenade” (1813), which unmistakably shows two Maultrommeln being played 

in the Alpine style (Fig. 5.9). This work is by the Upper Styrian painter Johann 

von Lederwasch, from an 1813 manuscript published by S. N. F. Knaffl, 

documenting Upper Styrian folk life. 
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Figure 5.9: Serenade, by Johann von Lederwasch. © Steiermärkisches 

Landesarchiv Graz. 

 

In the eighteenth century, Empress Maria Theresa (1717–1780) was said 

to have banned the practice of Fensterln on the basis of its immorality. Despite 

the ban, the practice endured into the nineteenth century. Peter Rosegger’s 1883 

essay, “Wilde Musikanten: Ein bunter Reigen aus den Alpen” (Wild Musicians: 

A Colorful Round-Dance in the Alps), contains a colorful passage about the 

Alpine practice of courtship, which appeared to be alive and well a century after 

the supposed ban: 
 

Something altogether different and downright dangerous for the female sex is the trump, 

and the trumper […] In the peaceful hours of Saturday nights, when unmarried menfolk 

swarm around outdoors like earthbound ghosts that would very much like to be blest, 

the trump murmurs at many a window. […] Just as Jericho’s walls were brought down 

by brass instruments, the buzzing of trumps on a quiet Saturday night brings down 

windows and everything that goes with that, and then the two irons are quickly stuck 

into the bag, and the play of mouth harping is continued with the mouth, but without the 

instruments […].12 
 

                                                
12 Translation by Frederick Crane. For the full excerpt, see Crane (1998, 15-16). 
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The allusion to “the two irons” in this passage is a clear reference to the two 

Maultrommeln used in the Alpine style of playing. Several sources indicate that 

the practice of Fensterln persisted well into the twentieth century. In a 1956 

article, “The Jew’s Harp,” musicologist Karl Klier recalled his experiences while 

conducting fieldwork in rural Austria in the late 1920s: 
 

Its magical tone and simple sonority made the Jew’s harp the preferred rural serenading 

instrument, which the boy played in front of the girl’s window, and which was, 

according to folk belief, irresistible. “A woman will do anything because of a Jew’s 

harp,” states an old saying which I heard in 1928 on the Blaa-Alm, near Ischl. A boy 

sings in a quatrain: 
 

Znachst han I Trumml zupft 
Zwishen die Zähnd, 
Und da is glei mei Diandl 
Zun Fensta herg’rennt. 
 
I first plucked my harp 
between my teeth 
and my girl ran 
to the window right away.  (Klier 1956, translated in Fox 1988, 69) 

 

One detail about the custom is of particular interest in connection with 

the jew’s harp. According to Peter, the Gassl rhyme was recited in a quiet, 

monotonous, “droning” voice: 
 

[T]he rhymes are murmured quickly in a muffled and disguised voice with no pause 

before the start of a new sentence […] [T]he speaker achieves a far greater effect with 

his secretive droning and monotonous insistence than he would with flourishes of 

rhetoric. With his words he succeeds in creating an atmosphere of wonder, unreality – a 

dream world. The rhymes with their extraordinary content are comparable with a magic 

spell (Peter 1981, 42-43, quoted in Haid 1999, 61). 

 

This use of a droning, masked voice in courtship practice mirrors other customs 

in which the jew’s harp itself was used as a surrogate for the voice, as mentioned 

in Chapter 1. In several Asian traditions such as those of Vietnam and the 

Philippines, the youth would whisper poetic lines through the instrument. In the 
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Austrian case, the Maultrommel was not used to replace the voice, but to 

accompany it. As Haid explains, “the young men often went around in groups; 

the most courageous climbed up the ladder to recite the rhyme, the others waited 

below; perhaps one of them would play the instrument” (1999, 60).  

Ilka Peter’s 1953 book on Gassl rhymes and practice suggests a decline 

in the practice from the 1930s onwards (Haid 1999, 60). Yet archival materials I 

consulted during fieldwork confirm the existence of the Alpine style throughout 

the twentieth century.13 At the Vienna Phonogrammarchiv, on a 1938 wax 

cylinder recording made by Karl Klier, we hear a young Josef Wimmer of Molln 

playing a single Maultrommel (Ph 3208/1,2,3). Also in 1928, Klier recorded 

three tracks by Leopold Einhirn of Alt-Aussee (Ph 3227, Ph 3228, Ph 3229). The 

sound quality of these is very poor, but the notes specify that Einhirn is playing 

two Maultrommeln. Further, a photograph of the recording session (probably 

taken by Klier) shows Einhirn playing two instruments simultaneously in the 

trademark Alpine position (Fig. 5.10). 

 

 
Figure 5.10: Leopold Einhirn recording Alpine style playing in 1928. 

Photograph: Karl M. Klier. © Phonogrammarchiv, Austrian Academy of 
Sciences. 

 

                                                
13 See Schüller 2004, 58, 61, 62, 73; Deutsch 2004, 160–161. 
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A better quality recording made by Leo Hajek in 1933 presents a tune by 

Max Haager of Görz, in which two Maultrommeln tuned a fifth apart can clearly 

be heard (G 2895). In the archive, I also listened to a field recording collected by 

Hans Haid in 1971 (Arch. Nr. 16 617), in which he interviews an elderly man 

who recites a Gassl rhyme and discusses the use of the Maultrommel in 

courtship. At one point, Haid asks the man if he and his friends ever used more 

than one Maultrommel when they played during Fensterln; the man says yes, and 

remarks that some still do. A 1987 recording from Styria held at the Austrian 

Folk Music Archive confirms this: the trademark sound of the simultaneous 

Alpine style technique can be detected by a characteristic overlapping between 

two fundamental pitches tuned a fifth apart (ÖVLA IDN: 82791).  

These sources suggest that there were two co-existing streams of 

Maultrommel tradition from the eighteenth until the twentieth century: the solo 

technique, which probably emerged first, and the Alpine style, historically 

associated with courtship. Yet Peter and Haid both mention that Maultrommel 

was not the only instrument used in Fensterln: later on, harmonicas and even 

accordions were employed as well (Haid 1999, 61). Peter reports a 1947 

interview, which recounts:  
 

The group of young men wanders to the bedroom window, they knock quietly on the 

pane, one of the boys plays the trump [Maultrommel] or mouth organ [harmonica], then 

the rhymes are murmured in short intervals, in a muffled voice (Peter 1981, 178, quoted 

in Haid 1999, 62). 

 

Haid points out that “in many cases the mouth organ was used to replace the 

older instrument,” and that “the main idea that led to the invention of the mouth 

organ probably stemmed from the trump” (1999, 61). How, then, did the modern 

Wechselspiel style of three or more jew’s harps emerge? For this, we must 

examine two concurrent phenomena during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries: the rise of jew’s harp virtuosos, and the proliferation of free reed 

instruments in Europe. 
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The Rise of the Virtuosos 

Although Empress Maria Theresa’s Roman Catholic reign was associated with a 

time of increased religious fervour and intolerance throughout the Habsburg 

Monarchy, her anti-Fensterln policy seems to have had little impact on the 

Maultrommel’s survival. In fact, it was during this era that the instrument 

reached the height of its popularity. The first known Maultrommel virtuoso was 

Father Bruno Glatzl (1721-1773), a monk at the Benedictine monastery in Melk, 

Austria (Fig. 5.11).  

 

 
Figure 5.11: Melk Monastery, 2010. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

In 1764, Maria Theresa’s eldest son travelled to Frankfurt to be crowned 

as Emperor Joseph II of the Holy Roman Empire.14 On the journey back to 

Vienna, the royal party stayed at the Melk monastery over the Easter weekend, 

where they were fêted and entertained by the residents of the abbey (Crane 
                                                
14 Joseph II is well-remembered for his embracing of Enlightenment ideals and championing of 
the arts. He co-ruled with his mother until her death in 1780, at which point he began to govern in 
his own, more liberal style. 
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1998c, 64). There, they were treated to a virtuosic Maultrommel performance by 

Father Glatzl. In the prior’s diary, it is recorded that he played before His 

Majesty “on two Jew’s harps. Namely, he played the Primus and the Secundus 

both at once, making from the notes minuets, concertos and a thousand other fine 

artistic things” (Kirsch 1982, 11). From this account, we can safely deduce that 

Glatzl was performing in the Alpine style. It is not clear whether Glatzl 

performed solo or in an ensemble on this occasion. However, Crane suggests that 

“it is likely that Glatzl was accompanied in a least part of his repertory by Father 

Caspar Ebner (1719–1777), a player of the mandora, a member of the lute 

family” (Crane 1998c, 64).  

A fictional dramatization of the royal jew’s harp performances at Melk 

survives under the title Triumph der Zehnten Muse (The Triumph of the Tenth 

Muse). The work, written in 1764 by an anonymous author, is a cross between 

two literary forms: the Arcadian idyll and the epic poem (Crane 1998c, 65). 

Rudolf Henning offers a summary of the six books, which trace the trajectory of 

a jew’s harp player named Damöt and his lute-playing friend Meliban, clearly 

representing Glatzl and Ebner: 
 

Damöt, to entertain himself one evening, plays his trump. Meliban hears him and gets 

his lute. They enthusiastically make music together. When both have gone to sleep, the 

aristocratic lute and the lowly trump argue about which is the better instrument. The 

argument goes on, until the lute breaks a string in its anger. This awakens Damöt, who 

experienced everything in his dream, and tells it to Meliban (summarized by Henning in 

Crane 1998c, 66). 

 
Damöt and Meliban continue to practice together, but are mocked by soldiers 

who are said to convulse with laughter at the curious music. The duo is then 

spurned by a group of singers representing Apollo, the Muses, and Mercury. At 

last the imperial guests arrive, and Damöt and Meliban perform for the Emperor: 
 

[T]hey receive a universal acclamation. Apollo announces: Parnassus was inhabited up 

to now by nine Muses; Damöt plays so beautifully and harmoniously that henceforward 

he will be honoured with the name and title of the Tenth Muse! (summarized by 

Henning in Crane 1998c, 66). 
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Damöt goes from being ridiculed for his jew’s harp to receiving praise from the 

god Apollo and the Emperor, a trajectory that would be mirrored by the technical 

development of the jew’s harp in the years that followed. The author of the Tenth 

Muse was not the only person to take inspiration from Glatzl’s performance for 

the royal entourage. The organist at Melk at this time was Johann Georg 

Albrechtsberger, a composer who is best known as one of Beethoven’s teachers. 

Albrechtsberger was in attendance at the concert, and was so impressed by 

Father Glatzl’s ability to play on two jew’s harps that he went on to compose at 

least seven concerti for jew’s harp, mandora, and chamber ensemble between 

1765–1771. Only three of these survive (E Major, F Major, and D Major), and 

their manuscript scores are housed in the National Széchény Library in Hungary.  

Written in the galant style, the Albrechtsberger concerti reflect the 

growing interest in folk instruments, songs, and melodies in the eighteenth 

century (as Kirsch 1982 notes). Pastoral elements had begun to emerge during 

the Baroque period, for instance in the pastorale, pastorella, and pastoral mass. 

These forms were associated with sacred music at Christmastime, employing 

rustic musical features to complement the nativity story and featuring shepherds 

and other rural images. In Austrian pastorellas, folk song and dance elements 

were commonly evoked through musical references to folk instruments, dance-

like rhythms and phrasing, lyrical melodies, drones and pedal-points, and a focus 

on homophony over polyphony. As MacIntyre puts it: 
 

Simplicity and stasis characterize the harmony of pastoral masses. Bucolic drones and 

pedal points frequently recall the bagpiping of shepherds […] By their nature such 

drones and pedal points often generate biting dissonances that enliven the rustic tone of 

the work (MacIntyre 1996, 123).  

 

However, Chew explains that the rustic elements in eighteenth century 

pastorellas were often musical allusions to folk music, rather than direct 

quotations of it (Chew 1996, 133). He terms this use of pastoral elements “stylus 

rusticanus”, a mode that crossed genre boundaries and could manifest in settings 

far removed from the pastoral masses of Christmas. Rustic elements could be 

refined, like the galant settings of the Albrechtsberger concerti for Maultrommel, 
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or comedic, as found in German comic opera, or Singspiel.15 Mozart’s Die 

Zauberflöte famously exemplifies the use of stylus rusticanus in Singspiel, where 

many of Papageno’s scenes evoke musical clichés associated with the 

shepherds.16 Chew argues: 
 

Mozart’s use of the magic flute and the magic bells is very comparable with the use of 

bells and toy instruments in certain pastorellas half a century earlier, best illustrated 

perhaps by their analogous use in the so-called Toy Symphony and in other pieces by 

Leopold Mozart (Chew1996, 184). 

 

The use of the pastoral is frequently a rhetorical device intended to imply 

the naïve and rural. As such, it can be inherently comical. In over ten years of 

playing excerpts of the Albrechtsberger concerti at conference presentations and 

for curious friends, I have observed that the sound of the jew’s harp in a chamber 

music context is almost always met with laughter, surprise, and delight. A 2012 

article in the Toronto Standard demonstrated a contemporary reaction to the 

concerti: 
 

They’re typical of that era’s Western classical music in terms of structure, aesthetic, and 

tonality, but since the instrumentation is unorthodox, the pieces sound satirical, like 

someone’s added that boingggg-ing sound to mock the squareness, rigidity, and 

formality of such traditional pieces. Albrechtsberger wasn’t a comedian, though.17 

 

Putting aside the reviewer’s misconceptions about western classical music, the 

contemporary reception of the pieces raises important questions. Was 

Albrechtsberger’s use of the jew’s harp intended as an injection of stylus 

rusticanus into art music, and was the comedic element deliberate? Were his 

concerti a lighthearted nod to Leopold Mozart’s Toy Symphony? Or were they 

something more serious, an attempt to legitimize an under-rated folk instrument 

by featuring it in an art music setting? Since most music at the time was 

commissioned, the works pose another question: who paid for them? Did Glatzl 

                                                
15 The German-language answer to Italian opera buffa, Singspiel, is notable for its use of spoken 
dialogue, often in the vernacular (Branscombe 2001, 438). 
16 See Chew (1996, 184-193) for a thorough examination of the opera’s rustic elements. 
17 “You’re Playing What? (The Jew’s Harp)”, Toronto Standard, 9 May 2012, accessed 17 July, 
2016, http://www.torontostandard.com/culture/youre-playing-the-what-the-jews-harp/.  
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himself commission Albrechtsberger’s concerti, or were they written for 

someone else? These pieces came into being on the cusp of changing patterns of 

music patronage, production and consumption in late eighteenth-century Vienna. 

Music sponsorship until that point had been the purview of elites and aristocrats, 

focused on “the simple quantitative sponsorship of musical ensembles (and a 

concept of music’s function as entertainment and celebration)” (DeNora 1991, 

312). Yet the shift towards “serious music” created a new class of cultural 

connoisseurs who used patronage to assert an aesthetic ideology. Music no 

longer existed simply to glorify and please patrons: it could be difficult, esoteric, 

or challenging. DeNora holds up Albrechtsberger’s pupil, Beethoven, as a 

famous example of composers of the era who were beginning to act more 

independently – and who, by doing so, turned into musical stars (1991, 315-317).  

Whether the concerti were intended to amuse, by lifting the lowly 

instrument temporarily above its station, or to amaze, by composing music of 

such artistic merit and technical proficiency that it elicited the audience’s respect, 

there is as yet insufficient evidence surrounding the conditions of their creation. 

The Albrechtsberger concerti also contain an important musical enigma: the 

Maultrommel parts were composed for jew’s harps in several different keys, 

requiring the use of four to seven instruments and marking a dramatic departure 

from the two-instrument Alpine style. How exactly was the player meant to 

negotiate such demands? And did Bruno Glatzl himself ever attempt these 

pieces, which had been inspired (if not commissioned) by him? The complexity 

of Albrechtsberger’s written jew’s harp parts suggests that he himself did not 

play the instrument, and thus his composition was unfettered by technical 

concerns about what was or was not possible for the Maultrommel soloist. 

Whatever the case, the expanded technical demands of Albrechtsberger’s pieces 

may have planted the seeds for the Wechselspiel technique in use today.  

The gradual transition from Alpine style playing to using multiple jew’s 

harps happened over the course of several decades. After Glatzl, a steady stream 

of jew’s harp virtuosos continued to appear well into the nineteenth century. Like 

Glatzl, many used the Alpine technique (associated with Fensterln) in their 

performances. The popularity of the Maultrommel benefitted from the aesthetic 

shift to German Romanticism and its lionization of nature and the pastoral. The 

player Franz Paula Koch (1761-1831) was famous for turning out the lights 
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while he played, creating an environment in which deep listening and meditation 

were encouraged. One of Koch’s private concerts was immortalized in Jean Paul 

Richter’s novel Hesperus (1795), which described the experience in supernatural 

terms:  
 

[T]he sweetest sounds that ever flowed over human lips as consonants of the soul began 

to well forth from the trembling mouth-harmonica […] Victor looked into the still, black 

air before him, which a few minutes ago had been filled with hanging-gardens of tones, 

with dissolving air-castles of the human ear, with diminished heavens, and which now 

remained a naked, black firework-scaffold. But the harmonica soon filled this darkness 

again with meteorological apparitions of worlds (quoted in Fox 1988, 25-26).18 

 

In his youth, Koch had served in the Prussian army, where he had refined 

his Maultrommel playing during his nightly guard duties. As the story goes, he 

was overheard one night by a passing officer, who brought him to play before the 

local governor, who in turn sent him to Berlin to perform for the king of Prussia, 

Friedrich Wilhelm II (Kahlert 1835, quoted in Fox 1988, 155). From there 

Koch’s touring career was launched, and his appearances attracted many literary 

luminaries of the time including Richter, Herder, and Goethe. He provided 

guestbooks for his audiences to sign after his performances, a tradition which 

generated four remarkable volumes of Romantic poetry and prose praising his 

abilities, including entries from the German literati of the day. “The soul finds its 

Arcadia again in these tones,” writes Jean Paul Richter in 1800 (quoted in 

Kahlert 1835/Fox 1988, 156). That same year, Herder proclaims: “Harmonious 

spirits of the air resound in the ear, approaching from afar and departing in these 

fluting tones” (quoted in Kahlert 1835/Fox 1988, 157). Goethe’s 1820 entry 

thanks Koch “for the pleasure of an evening rich in tones” (quoted in Kahlert 

1835/Fox 1988, 157). Note how all three entries mention the “tones” produced 

by Koch, endowing the sound of his playing with an enchanting quality. 

Despite the glamour surrounding Koch and his imitators, an 1816 article 

by Heinrich Schiebler critiqued the limitations of playing in the Alpine style with 

two jew’s harps:  
 

                                                
18 The terms “mouth-harmonica” and “harmonica” both referred to the jew’s harp at the time. 
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For a long time, however, it has been played in the same manner – especially in 

Piemonte – namely, with two Jew’s harps […] Since Herr K. [Koch] and Herr T. 

[Teichmüller], like the Piemontese, only played on two Jew’s harps simultaneously (and 

without a special device it is not possible to alternate more of them quickly enough), 

they could not change over into other keys. (Scheibler, quoted in Fox 1988, 87).  

 

Even the eighteenth century virtuosos were exponents of the rural Alpine style of 

playing, a technique far removed from the modern Wechselspiel style of multiple 

jew’s harps used today. The attitude of Schiebler’s passage above indicates that 

by the nineteenth century, the Alpine style of playing was beginning to be 

viewed as somewhat restrictive. Schiebler’s mention of a “special device” that 

would enable players to switch quickly between multiple jew’s harps was a sign 

of things to come.  

 

 

The Death of the Drone 

While Maria Theresa’s threat to the Maultrommel did little to abate its popularity 

(and perhaps even encouraged it) during the eighteenth century, musical tastes 

began to shift. Throughout the Middle Ages, drone instruments had been popular 

and prevalent across Europe (see Deutsch 1981). In interview, bagpipe and 

Maultrommel player Albin Paulus noted that the drone began to disappear in 

eighteenth-century Central European music as the ability to modulate became 

increasingly desirable (June 2014, Vienna). This was the same impulse that had 

seen the fiddles and accordions dominate the older folk music instruments in 

Norway (as elsewhere). In Austria, Paulus cited the dominance of the new 

popular music, the Straussian waltz, as marking the “death” of the bagpipe, 

hurdy gurdy, and jew’s harp. The Strauss waltz was the sped up, urbanized 

version of rural dance styles played by string quartets, as van der Straeten 

explains: 
 

An important element in the evolution of the waltz was supplied by the musicians from 

the Austrian Alps, the Styrians, and the fiddlers from Linz. They formed quartets 

generally composed of two violins, a guitar, and a bass, sometimes with a clarinet 

instead of the second violin. These quartets played on the boats sailing down the 

Danube, and when they arrived at Vienna they went from one beer- or wine-house to 
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another […] The Viennese temperament, however, was too vivacious for slow-time 

dances, and from an amalgamation of the Styrienne, the “Teutsche” or “Deutsche Tanz” 

(German dance), and the “Langaus,” emerged eventually the waltz (van der Straeten 

1928, 894). 

 

Paulus, speaking with me in Vienna in June 2014, conjectured that the modern 

Wechselspiel technique on the Maultrommel had arisen from the pressure to 

modulate quickly to different keys in order to play the popular music of the era, 

including waltzes. “The death of drone music,” he explained, “was the beginning 

of the multiple jew’s harp technique.” 

Development in musical instrument design and production in the early 

nineteenth century further impacted the jew’s harp’s popularity. Acousticians 

and instrument builders began experimenting with vibrating substances, 

particularly metal springs and reeds. Here, the action of the jew’s harp’s tongue 

was of particular interest to the English instrument maker Charles Wheatstone. 

Writes Wayne, 
 

The years from the closing decade of the eighteenth century up to 1825 saw a profusion 

of new musical inventions in Europe involving the use of metal free reeds, which was 

said to stem from the appearance in Europe of examples of the Chinese free-reeded 

mouth organ or sheng, and also from modifications of plucked idiophones such as the 

Jew's harp (Wayne 2009, 235). 

 

By 1830, Wheatstone was presenting his new instrument, the concertina, 

at the Royal Institution, where “instruments including the sheng, Jew’s harp, 

Æolina, symphonium and concertina were used to demonstrate aspects of the 

nature of sound, resonance and of musical tones” (Wayne 2009, 236). Wayne 

follows Howarth (1961, 319) and others in suggesting that European instrument 

builders were influenced by free reed mouth organs from East Asia. There is, 

though, no evidence of a direct connection at this time, as these instruments 

would have been in Europe long before the nineteenth century. Still, the physical 

parallels between the tongue of the jew’s harp and the vibrating reeds used inside 

the new generation of free reed instruments (including the harmonica, the 

concertina, and the accordion) are noticeable, and acoustically related. 
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Figure 5.12: The reed plate of a diatonic harmonica. Photograph: Carlos 

Henrique.19 

 

Concurrent with the age of acoustic experimentation and the age of 

industrialization, the nineteenth century also saw the growth of musical 

instrument building from a cottage industry to large-scale factory production. 

New instruments could be manufactured relatively quickly and distributed to 

consumers across the continent, and the world. The small, portable harmonica 

now joined the Maultrommel in the category of Hosensackinstrumente, literally 

“trouser pocket instruments”. The growing popularity and availability of the 

harmonica challenged the jew’s harp’s status as the pocket instrument of choice. 

Though somewhat larger and bulkier, the harmonica provided several advantages 

over its predecessor. First, its tone was louder and its timbre clearer than the 

jew’s harp, which meant it could be better heard both as a solo instrument and in 

an ensemble. Second, the diatonic and chromatic tunings available on the new 

free reed instruments meant that unlike the jew’s harp and its archaic harmonic 

series, they could play equal-tempered scales and dispense with the drone 

entirely.  

                                                
19 Used without modification under Creative Commons Licence CC BY-SA 3.0 
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en. 
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In response to these developments, Heinrich Scheibler invented a device 

called the Aura, a circular clamp that allowed a player to hold up to five jew’s 

harps in each hand (Fig. 5.13). Using several jew’s harps tuned to different keys, 

scales and effects could be produced which widened the instrument’s range. The 

Aura also raised the number of jew’s harps that could be played in quick 

succession from two to ten (Scheibler 1816, translated in Fox 1988, 87–88).  

Figure 5.13: The Aura, by Heinrich Scheibler (1816, 521).20 

 

 

The Aura found its greatest advocate in the jew’s harp player Dr. 

Wilhelm Ludwig Schmidt, who in 1840 wrote a treatise promoting it as a 

musical instrument in its own right (Schmidt in Fox 1988, 97). Although 

Schmidt was the Aura’s biggest fan, even he could see that the jew’s harp was 

already in decline, conceding that, “the sound of the Jew's harp is, in relation to 

contemporary instrumental music, like a sigh which dies away unheard in the 
                                                
20 “Die Aura”, Allgemeinde Musikalische Zeitung, Internet Archive, accessed 31 August, 2016, 
https://archive.org/stream/bub_gb_Mt0qAAAAYAAJ - page/n299/mode/2up. 
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storm” (Schmidt 1840, translated in Fox 1988, 99). Another jew’s harp virtuoso, 

Michael Kosmeli (1773-1844) was Schmidt’s teacher, and was known for 

playing the jew’s harp on his sightseeing tours of Central Europe and Russia. 

The two men had much in common: they were both jew’s harp playing 

physicians from Silesia (modern day southern Poland). In 1816, Kosmeli paid a 

visit to Schmidt, where Schmidt reported that Kosmeli “played with six separate 

trumps, spurning any assemblage of them [e.g. screwing together as is done with 

an aura] as a hindrance” (Henning 2005, 24). Despite Schmidt’s efforts, the Aura 

never caught on in its time. Unbeknown to him, however, the idea of attaching 

differently tuned jew’s harps together by means of clamps would become widely 

adopted by Maultrommel revivalists in the twentieth century, facilitating the 

Wechselspiel technique that is widely used today (Chapter 6). 

Interestingly, Schmidt preferred to call the Aura by another name: the 

Mundharmonika (“mouth harmonica”).  He explained, “…for the assembled 

instrument used for music, the most suitable denominations seem to me to be 

Aura or Mouth-harmonica. In its assembled form, the Jew’s harp is most similar 

to the harmonica” (Schmidt in Fox 1988, 102). During this era, the harmonica 

(i.e. mouth organ) was also referred to as the Mundharmonika.21 The Aura, then, 

was an attempt to raise the Maultrommel to the level of the harmonica, by which 

it had been overtaken in the hierarchy of instruments. Musical instruments rise 

and fall in popularity; some die out and are replaced, while others are 

redeveloped and reimagined. The harmonica and accordion have since 

undergone many changes, with early accordions progressing from simple button 

boxes to complex keyboard instruments. Likewise, harmonica producers 

expanded the instrument’s capabilities by fabricating holders that could enable a 

player to switch rapidly between instruments in different keys. The German 

company Hohner, for instance, still produces “quartet” and “sextet” 

harmonicas.22 

                                                
21 Schmidt was not alone in his use of the same term for both instruments in German. This is 
another example of the phenomenon I mentioned in Chapter 1 with the English term “mouth 
harp”, and in Chapter 3 with the Norwegian munnharpe, both of which can refer to either the 
mouth harp or the mouth organ.  
22 “Hohner 53/288 Tremolo Sextet 53-6 Harmonica”, R. W. Harmonicas, accessed 29 August 
2016, https://goldharps.com/hohner-53/288-tremolo-sextet-53-6-harmonica.html. 
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The relationship between the Maultrommel and the Mundharmonika was 

certainly competitive, but it was also complementary. The new clamping 

methods for playing the jew’s harp in multiple keys certainly influenced the 

techniques of the later Maultrommel performers. The Bohemian player Friedrich 

Kuhnert is said to have used Scheibler’s Aura to play 16 tuned jew’s harps in his 

performances (Klier 1956 in Fox 1988, 69). This may have influenced the 

unusual playing style of Karl Eulenstein (1802–1890), the last and the most 

famous of the Maultrommel virtuosos. Eulenstein, who had witnessed one of 

Koch’s performances, was determined to make himself into a jew’s harp 

sensation. His dogged approach to practicing paid off, and he became known 

across Europe and Britain for performing on up to 16 jew’s harps in a single 

piece. He had, however, a peculiar method of doing so: he would lay all 16 

instruments out on a table in front of him, and quickly pick one up while putting 

another one down at the same time (Eulenstein 1988, 211). An anonymous writer 

describes Eulenstein’s success in securing an English patron and dazzling 

audiences in London: 
 

Under the aegis of the Duke of Gordon he appeared in London in the year 1827, and 

attracted such attention that he speedily became one of the musical lions of an age by no 

means wanting in lions or lionesses. Unlike [Koch], however Eulenstein was not content 

with two jew's harps. He contrived to play on no less than sixteen and the effects which 

he produced are described by con-temporary critics as ravishing in the extreme (anon 

1890, 398). 

 

Unfortunately, the mastery of this technique cost him dearly, and his teeth 

became so badly damaged that he was forced to stop playing in 1834, ushering in 

the end of an era (Fox 1988, 28). By 1850, reports of jew’s harp virtuosos had 

completely faded away, and Eulenstein lived out the rest of his life as a guitar 

teacher in Germany. Shortly after his death, an English-language obituary in the 

Musical Times ridiculed Eulenstein’s jew’s harp virtuosity, listing it with other 

examples of “perverted talent”, including “a man who used to rap out tunes on 

his chin with his fist in such a way as to be distinctly audible in a small concert 

room”; “those who extract music from coffee-pots or fire-irons or hair brushes”; 

and whistlers, banjo players, and those who play the nose flute (Anonymous 

1890, 399). The author’s tone is consistent with the discourse surrounding 
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“serious music” which had developed over the course of the nineteenth century. 

The author declares, “when a man remains wedded to the jew’s harp or the 

banjo, no matter how brilliantly he may play it, it is because he lacks that 

inseparable concomitant of genius – the faculty of taking pains on a worthy 

object” (anon 1890, 399). 

In Austria, however, Eulenstein’s legacy is remembered more generously. 

In 1892, two years after his death, Vienna hosted the International Exhibition for 

Music and Theater. Many musical instrument collections were loaned to the 

Exhibition, including objects from Archeduke Franz Ferdinand’s collection at 

Ambras (Anonymous 1894, 808). Jew's harps, too, were exhibited among other 

important and historical musical instruments (see Marr 1893, and Hipkins, 

Steinart and Schneider 1894). According to Eulenstein’s daughter, Fanny 

Roodenfels, her father’s Maultrommeln were displayed at the Exhibition (Fox 

1988, 210). Philip Ther describes the event: 
 

The six-month event was a world's fair for music and drama, where participating 

countries and nations showcased their instrument-making traditions and leading 

composers. Officially opened by Emperor Franz Josef, giving it the monarchy's seal of 

approval [...] The Music and Theater Exhibition presented a unique opportunity for the 

different peoples of the Habsburg Empire to show themselves to the public as cultural 

nations. The government allowed the Czechs and Poles to manage their own booths in 

the permanent exhibition. Thus they appeared almost as independent nations, conveying 

an impression of the empire as an oasis of multicultural tolerance. The German Empire, 

which had decided against stands for the individual federal states, seemed drearily 

uniform in comparison (Ther 2014, 119). 

 

The inclusion of Eulenstein’s instruments suggests that he was seen as 

belonging to the Habsburg cultural zone, despite being German and having lived 

in Britain and Germany for many years. Brodbeck (2014) quotes an article in 

Austria’s liberal paper, the Neue Freie Presse, which illustrates the rhetoric 

behind the event: 
 

For us Austrians, the world “international” has a more comprehensive meaning than for 

all others […] Since we are not a nation, and our empire itself is made up of a collection 

of nationalities, every project that helps to overcome the separatist impulse of the 

peoples and unite them in pursuit of a common goal brings a double blessing: it unites 
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us with the other nations and unites us with ourselves. The more deeply and painfully 

we feel every day how very much the latter above all is necessary for us, the more we 

must appreciate that the Viennese Exhibition of Music and Theater is also an 

international undertaking in this sense, one that creates contacts in the realm of art 

between peoples within our own state who often turn their backs on one another in a 

hostile manner. In one respect at least they are brought closer together, an experience 

that will perhaps have a positive effect on many other areas of interaction (Brodbeck 

2014, 267). 

 

The hopeful tone in this passage would be dashed by the dissolution of the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire two decades later. Franz Ferdinand, the consummate 

instrument collector, would be assassinated by a Serbian teenager, precipitating 

the onset of World War I.  

The next chapter moves the clock forward: I trace the Maultrommel 

through the First and Second World Wars, and examine the instrument’s rebirth 

in the mid-twentieth century. I provide ethnographic detail about the 

Maultrommel-producing town of Molln in Upper Austria, and overview the 

instrument’s contemporary associations with avant-garde Alpine culture and 

identity. 
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Chapter 6 

Breathing Life to Iron: 

The Maultrommel Revival 
 

 
Is this the wondrous lamenting of spirits? 

Is this the soul’s speech that is resounding? […] 

Your breath brings life even to iron. 

Thus can an artist understand nature! 

 

–Dr. Wilhelm Ludvig Schmidt, on the playing of Dr. Michael Kosmeli (Schmidt 1988, 

125) 

 

References to the Austrian Maultrommel in the first half of the twentieth century 

are sparse, but clues as to its whereabouts during this period do exist. According 

to Angela Mohr, jew’s harp production in Molln at the end of the nineteenth 

century employed 21 master makers, 26 journeymen, and 3 apprentices, who 

manufactured two million instruments per year (Mohr 1998, 53). According to a 

local newspaper in 1929, the Great Depression had brought the knife-making 

industry to a halt, yet Maultrommel production continued, relatively unaffected 

(Mohr 1998, 53). Molln maker Karl Schwarz reported that in 1930, there were 18 

masters and 14 journeymen producing one and a half million instruments per 

year. However, during the 1930s production slowed significantly, and by the 

start of the Second World War in 1939, all but ten of the master makers had been 

called to military service. The main Maultrommel business during this time came 

from the Nazi social welfare programme known as Winterhilfswerk (Winter 

Rescue and Emergency Services, also translated as Winter Relief Fund or Winter 

Help). The programme, which ran annually for all 12 years of the Third Reich 

(1933–1945), solicited donations from German citizens in order to help those 

still unemployed or in need in the wake of the Depression. Described as “the 

instrument which enables us to make the most comprehensive appeal to the spirit 

of national solidarity,” the campaign was carried out by brown-shirted storm 

troopers rattling donation tins incessantly from October to March. In exchange 

for donations of either money or goods, people were given tokens and badges. 
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These tokens were not just rewards, but a means of monitoring those who had – 

or had not – already donated to a particular campaign; Grunberger reports the 

public shaming of those who abstained from donating (1995, 80).  

It is against this backdrop that the Maultrommel briefly re-appeared. 

According to an interview I conducted with Franz Kumpl, one Maultrommel 

maker, whose name I have redacted, was contracted by the Nazis to produce 

donation tokens for the Winter Relief Fund (June 2014, Vienna). Over 8,000 

different kinds of tokens were produced throughout the program’s duration, and 

Angela Mohr reports that 15,000 small Maultrommeln were among them (1998, 

54). While Winter Relief lapel pins, stamps, and toys are highly collectible 

today, there is little trace of the instrument among them. However, the term 

“Maultrommel” can occasionally be found in auction lot inventories of Nazi 

Winterhilfswerk memorabilia.1 

The project of rebuilding a modern national Austrian identity in the wake 

of National Socialism began in 1945. To distance itself from Germany, Austria 

engaged in a dual process of re-connecting with its imperial heritage and 

asserting the tenuous and oft-misused concept of Heimat (Lamb-Faffelberger 

2003, 291). The term refers to a plethora of concepts, including home, 

hometown, homeland, and native country. Through the twofold imagery of 

Habsburgs and Heimat, Austria reinvented itself as “the inheritor of European 

civilization as well as the keeper of a simpler and thus, uncorrupted rural life” 

(Lamb-Faffelberger 2003, 294).  

 This notion of Heimat Austria was certainly present when the 

Maultrommel resurfaced after the Second World War. In 1947, five master 

makers in Molln resumed production, and brought annual output back to 300,000 

pieces (Mohr 1998, 54). In 1951, the instrument made its comeback when 

Austria hosted the international Boy Scout Jamboree in Bad Ischl. The German 

Scout troops had been disbanded and subsumed into the Hitler Youth in the late 

1930s, a mandatory policy under the Third Reich. 2  This had created a 

considerable stigma against German scouts, and the international scouting 

                                                
1 “64th Auction: Winter Relief”, Hermann Historica International Auctions, 4 May 2012, 
accessed 5 February 2015, http://www.hermannhistorica.de/auktion/hhm64.pl?db=kat 
64_WHW.txt&f=ZAEHLER&c=0&t=temartic_W_GB&co=9. 
2 A similar fascist co-opting of Scouts occurred in Italy under Mussolini. 
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community had disowned them. The 1951 Jamboree was the first international 

scouting event after the war to lift the ban on German scout participation. 

Further, Austria was allowed to host the Jamboree, marking the country’s re-

entry on the world stage. The “History of Scouting” website contains the 

following entry for the event: 
 

1951 – 7TH WORLD JAMBOREE – Austria was chosen for this Jamboree. There were 

many obstacles due to the country being split into occupation zones by the Americans, 

British, Russians and French. With limited resources the theme was a “Jamboree of 

Simplicity”. The site was Bad Ischl east of Salzburg in the American Zone. 12,884 

Scouts attended from 41 countries and territories. A German contingent of Scouts was 

welcomed for the first time at a Jamboree.3 
 

The Jamboree of Simplicity needed a clear, simple logo to epitomize its 

modest theme. The result: a Maultrommel was selected as the event’s emblem. 

Additionally, 100,000 Maultrommeln were ordered for the event from Molln 

(Mohr 1998, 54). The authorized logo was an amalgamation of the Boy Scout 

logo (a fleur de lis) and a Maultrommel (Fig. 6.1).  

 

 
Figure 6.1: Cancel mark featuring the 1951 Jamboree logo, from the 

collection of Franz Kumpl, Vienna, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

                                                
3 “World Jamborees”, The History of Scouting, copyright 2009, accessed 6 February 2015, 
http://historyofscouting.com/programs/world_jamboree.htm. 
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This symbol permeated every level of the event. The Jamboree’s official 

temporary newspaper was titled “Die Maultrommel”, perhaps an allusion to the 

instrument’s communicative role in Fensterln courtship practices, which were 

still active in rural regions. Scout Jamborees also had a tradition of setting up a 

temporary post office from which participants could mail special postcards and 

other commemorative items on bespoke stationary.4 The Austrian government 

issued a special stamp with the 1951 logo, and the temporary post office even 

had its own cancel marks featuring the design. 

 

 
Figure 6.2: Official stamp issued for the 1951 World Jamboree, from the 

collection of Franz Kumpl, Vienna, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

                                                
4 “The World Jamboree’s Registered Mail”, World Jamboree Philately, accessed 6 February 
2015, http://sossi.org/maarsen/wjregmail.htm. 
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Figure 6.3: Mail sent from the Jamboree featuring jew’s harp imagery, from 

the collection of Franz Kumpl, Vienna, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Why did the Austrian scouting organization choose the jew’s harp as its 

logo?5 According to Franz Kumpl, Austria wanted a symbol that could convey 

how it wanted to be perceived after the war. He told me the Maultrommel was 

chosen because it was regarded as small, traditional, and humble (June 2014, 

Vienna). This ethos was later echoed by German economist E.F. Schumacher, 

who argued that “Simplicity and non-violence are obviously closely related […] 

We need a gentle approach, a non-violent spirit, and small is beautiful” (1973, 36 

and 109). The jamboree combined the symbol of the Maultrommel with the 

international scouting symbol of the fleur de lis, which scouting founder Lord 

Baden-Powell described as “a lily, the emblem of peace and purity” (Baden-

Powell 1928, 18). However, Baden-Powell later explained that this was not the 

reason he had chosen the emblem. Instead, he had taken it from the symbol for 

North widely used on maps and compasses since the Middle Ages, “since, like 

the compass, these Scouts could show the right direction for going over a strange 

country” (Baden-Powell 1928, 18). Scouting mirrored other early twentieth-

                                                
5 It is important to stress once more that unlike the English term “jew’s harp”, the German term 
Maultrommel (mouth drum) bears no association with Jews. 
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century movements linked with physical culture, nature, and self-sufficiency: 

sport festivals, Olympiads, celebrations of youth, camping, and the rediscovery 

of the rural idyll. 

Yet Austria’s turn to pastoral imagery after the war went beyond the mass 

movements of the time. The dissolution of the Monarchy meant that the Alpine 

regions which had, prior to 1918, been peripheral, took on increasing political 

significance (Hughes 4). According to Hughes, during the interwar period, the 

Austrian identity associated with the imperial, the urban, and the cosmopolitan, 

had migrated towards a foregrounding of the Alps and regional folk cultures to 

represent Heimat:   
 

True, [the Alps] remained for many a site of nostalgia and sentimental Bauernpathos 

[rural pathos] in popular culture, […] in the Heimatphotographie [provincial 

photographs] of the early twentieth century, and in the popular Bergfilme [mountain 

films] of the 1920s and 1930s (Hughes 4). 

 

Since the mid-nineteenth century, the Alps had increasingly become a destination 

for research, health, leisure, and sport (Hughes 4), and the images of Austrian 

Heimat made famous in the latter-day mountain film The Sound of Music were 

quickly appropriated by the post-war Austrian tourism industry as a commodity 

(Wickham 1994, 55). Nearly two centuries before, Albrechtsberger had found 

inspiration in the Maultrommel as an emblem of humility and levity, using it to 

temper the formal mileu of art music with an element of bucolic charm. Now, for 

the Jamboree, the Maultrommel upheld the moral imperative of the pastoral: a 

rustic innocence that could mend, in some small way, the horrors of modernity. 

 

 

The Rebirth 

By 1955, the village of Molln had six working Maultrommel masters producing 

550,000 pieces per year (Mohr 1998, 54). In the 1960s, the Maultrommel began 

to make a significant comeback in Austria. Based on my observations of the 

Maultrommeln in the Austrian Folklife Museum, the instruments from the 1960s 

displayed a noticeable shift in design: it was at this point that the Molln 

Maultrommel began to be painted in bright, modern colours. The local practice 
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of mass producing the instruments and shipping them around the world dates to 

at least 1930, when Molln Maultrommeln were shipped to India, South Africa, 

Russia, and the Balkans (Mohr 1998, 53). During the 1960s, the recovering 

industry returned to this practice in full force, and Molln Maultrommeln began 

their domination of music shops around the world. In Chapter 3, I discussed the 

influx of imported Maultrommeln in 1960s Norway (100,000 pieces); by the 

latter half of the twentieth century, these signature brightly coloured harps could 

be found in Japan, Canada, South America, South Africa, and a host of other 

places. In fact, my own first jew’s harp, which I discovered in Vancouver in 

2005, was one of these ubiquitous Molln harps, painted green.  

Another development, according to Albin Paulus, who I interviewed in 

Vienna in June 2014, was that the Maultrommel began to be taught in Austrian 

primary schools after the Second World War, along with yodelling. This mirrors 

the revival of the recorder, which had surged in popularity with the Early Music 

and folk revivals, and was being used in schools across Europe and North 

America (Reichenthal 1957). The brightly coloured Maultrommel and its 

association with children appear to be part of Austria’s return to innocence: the 

re-branding of relics of the past in order to create an idealized version of the 

world before the war – or even to deliberately forget the war. As with the 

recorder, this association probably also perpetuated the notion that the 

Maultrommel was little more than a child’s toy, a dismissal from which both 

instruments still occasionally suffer. 

The return to innocence after National Socialism left a mark on both the 

practice and study of folk music. The Austrian Folksong Foundation was 

relaunched in 1946, and the Institute for Folk Music Research at the Hochschule 

für Musik und darstellende Kunst, Vienna, was founded in 1965. However, 

following state misappropriations of folk music during the Third Reich, Austria’s 

return to folklore was guarded. In 1968 Klaus Beitl reported that “[t]he 

directorships of the existing folklore associations and institutions have passed 

over into the hands of politically untainted and, for the most part, younger 

scholars” (Beitl et al. 1968, 216). Yet Dow and Kammerhofer-Aggermann argue 

that “[t]here were indeed Austrians who remained committed to their Nazi 

ideology long after the era was over, and who continued to play important roles 

in the [folklore] discipline for decades following the war” (2005, 35).  
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Debates about authenticity in Austrian folk music, which Wiora (1949, 

14) traces to at least the mid-nineteenth century, once again came to the forefront 

of music discourse. True, unspoiled folk music became the object of music 

research, severing ties with folk music that was labelled as commercial, popular, 

cultivated, or “second-hand”, in other words, influenced by the state and its 

institutions (Lenk and Fujie 1999, 64). A review by Födermayr, commending an 

album of field recordings made by Jonny Parth and Chris Strachwitz in 1967, 

displays the antagonism between folklore and folklorism: 
 

In Austria today the traveller is subjected to a "folk" music which is none other than the 

popular music of the country; attractive as it may be, it is not true folk music. This 

Arhoolie recording presents a cross-section of authentic Austrian folk music, and its 

editors should be commended in searching out reliable informants and suitable 

performers of a music no longer easily accessible (Födermayr 1969, 412). 
 

The study of folklore defined itself through the notion of a pure folk 

music, untouched by outside influences. Interestingly, a Maultrommel track is 

among the “authentic” recordings on the aforementioned album: musician Lois 

Blamberger plays the folk song “Wohl der Niederschwing” (Various Artists, 

1967). Cultivated folk music, or folklorism, on the other hand, was seen as 

tainted and was excluded from scholarly attention. By the 1990s, caution was 

still being exercised: a 1997 album produced by the Tiroler Volksliedwerk, the 

Tirol branch of the Folk Song Institute, contained the following notes: 
 

Tourism came early to this land, soon bringing certain economic advantages but also 

folklore shows and stagecraft. The fine line between a living folk culture and kitsch, 

between traditions passed on with vitality and mere public performance poses a constant 

challenge. The people here are forced time and again to come to terms with the image 

they wish to convey of themselves and their region (Walcher and Weißbacher 1997). 

 

Ursula Hemetek of the Institute for Folk Music in Vienna echoes this sentiment: 

“Particularly in folk music, one cannot be careful enough when trying to avoid 

the fostering of political misuse or commercial exploitation” (Hemetek 1998, 

179).  

How, then, did the Maultrommel come to be re-embraced as an 

instrument worthy of virtuosity in the late twentieth century? As is often the case 
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with music revivals, much of the influence can be attributed to a single, well-

connected individual with activist intentions (Bithell and Hill 2014, 10). 

Individuals in the cultural sphere, however, rarely act alone, and successful 

music revivals must ally support from grassroots networks and/or institutions. 

The dual role of individuals and institutions is evident in the revival of the 

Maultrommel, in which a folklore enthusiast with ties to Bayerischer Rundfunk 

(Bavarian Broadcasting) played a central role. Hence, Lenk and Fujie outline the 

reconstruction of Bavarian folk music by focusing on the activities of one of its 

primary “cultivators”, Otto Peisl. They suggest that Peisl’s actions are 

representative of the post-war folklore cultivation movement in general: “Peisl 

seems to stand for many who took a similar path at the same time, in a similar 

way and under similar conditions” (65). They also name the Bavarian 

Broadcasting Station as playing a major role in the folkloric effort, producing 

distinct stylistic and contextual changes in the music despite its emphasis on 

tradition (63). The Maultrommel revival bears striking parallels with this 

movement: the most influential jew’s harp revivalist of the post-war era was the 

Bavarian musician and broadcaster Fritz Mayr. A folk music presenter with 

Bayerischer Rundfunk (Bavarian Radio), Mayr, like Piesl and his 

contemporaries, became interested in the preservation and revival of Bavarian 

folk traditions in the 1960s. Aware of both the Alpine style and the former 

virtuosos who had used multiple jew’s harps, Mayr and his brother Helmuth 

developed their own style of Wechselspiel: first using two instruments, Alpine 

style, then progressing to four instruments, held together in pairs by wooden 

clamps. Mayr describes the progression from Alpine style to Wechselspiel: 
 

We Mayr Brothers enjoyed playing on two jew’s harps, and discovered that a guitar and 

string bass provided a nice accompaniment for Maultrommel music as well. Other 

musicians became interested in this technique, and new Maultrommel players began to 

appear. Perhaps this was also attributable to our construction of a device in the early 

sixties which could connect two Maultrommeln together (Mayr and Mayr 2009, 21, 

translated by the author). 

 

In 1982, Mayr released a recording of two of the Albrechtsberger concerti 

with the Munich Chamber Orchestra (Mayr et al, 1982). This was widely played 

on Austro-Bavarian airwaves and reached a number of listeners who went on to 
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form the vanguard of the Maultrommel revival. Albin Paulus is one of those 

inspired to pick up the Maultrommel after hearing Mayr on the radio. Describing 

him as the most important Maultrommel pioneer of the twentieth century, Paulus 

considered Mayr’s reconstruction of the Wechsel technique to be “A very big 

step. Maybe the genius step” (June 2014, Vienna). 

Mayr’s influence cannot be overestimated: he was an innovator with 

institutional ties, and his connections and position of influence allowed him to 

disseminate his vision for the Maultrommel across the Alpine regions. Working 

in conjunction with Helmuth, the Mayr brothers produced performances, 

recordings, and also published tutors and songbooks for the Maultrommel (1990 

and 2009). Today, virtually all of the contemporary players in Bavaria, 

Switzerland, and Austria trace the lineage of their technique to Mayr. Molln 

musician Christian Hatzenbichler wrote a Master’s thesis on the Maultrommel in 

2010, in which he places brothers Fritz and Helmuth Mayr at the top of a 

diagram of Maultrommel revival players in the shape of a family tree (87). My 

fieldwork in 2013 and 2014 confirmed that the Mayr brothers’ influence was still 

a dominant narrative in the revival. 

There was also an Austrian Maultrommel player active at the same time 

as Mayr, though he appears to have had less impact on the revival. Max Engel 

was one of the ten children that made up the famed musical Engel Family. The 

Engels resembled the Von Trapps in several ways: led by their father, they all 

sang and played multiple musical instruments. The Engels (or “Angel Children” 

as they were known), made their debut in 1946 at a house concert in Tirol, and 

toured the world until 1982. Max Engel, one of the eldest, went on to a career as 

a classical cellist, though his talents as a multi-instrumentalist broadened his 

performance and recording output into the overlapping realms of early music and 

folk music. Of all the Engel siblings, Max was known for his proficiency on the 

Maultrommel and went on to make several recordings with it (see Various Artists 

1974). 

Between 1963–1973, Engel recorded Johann Heinrich Hörmann’s 

Parthia ab Octis Instrumentis (Partita for Eight Instruments) at the ÖRF studio in 

Tirol (Various Artists 2007). Originally published around 1730 in Innsbruck, the 

Partita pre-dates Albrechtsberger’s concerti by some 40 years. It was composed 

for four violins (two muted and two pizzicato), two recorders, one cello, and one 
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jew’s harp (listed as “crembalo unisono” in the original manuscript). This earlier 

work suggests that, unlike Albrechtsberger, who was inspired by Father Glatzl’s 

ability to play in the Alpine style, Hörmann was only interested in the jew’s harp 

as a single instrument in a particular key, not its ability to modulate. 

Albrechtsberger expanded upon the Alpine style’s use of two jew’s harps by 

composing pieces calling for multiple instruments in different keys, and it was 

this concept, rather than the single jew’s harp or Alpine technique, that Fritz 

Mayr took up in the 1960s. Mayr’s approach also demonstrated a second 

influence from the former age of virtuosos: expanding on the concept of 

Schmidt’s Aura, Mayr used clamps to attach Maultrommel of different keys 

together for faster switching between them. Despite these developments, Angela 

Mohr recounts that in the 1970s, the local Maultrommel playing tradition was 

seen as a dying art in Molln: 
 

In the year 1970 one could read in the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, published in Mainz, 

under the title “An Almost Forgotten Folk Instrument”: “The visitor to Molln can’t help 

observing that this instrument lives on only as a sounding toy, and as such is exported 

overseas in considerable numbers. Folk music on the trump has itself fallen silent in its 

homeland – probably forever” (Mohr 1999, 13). 

 

This foreboding pronouncement ultimately did not come to pass, but it did take 

nearly two decades for the Maultrommel revival to gain significant traction.  

 

 

The Revival 

The next major advances in the Maultrommel community occurred in tandem 

with the development of the international jew’s harp movement in the 1990s. 

Franz Kumpl returned to Austria in 1991 after his experience at the Second 

International Jew’s Harp Congress in Yakutsk, and immediately got to work. In 

1993, he organized a concert tour in cooperation with his employer, the 

humanitarian aid agency CARE-Österreich, bringing a troupe of Yakutian 

khomus players to Vienna. This was the same agency that had sent Kumpl on the 

aid job to Yakutsk in 1991, where he had encountered the Second International 

Jew’s Harp Congress and been drawn into the movement. The Yakutian artists 
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on this tour included brothers Nikolai and Spiridon Shishigin, and Albina 

Degtyareva, now leader of the khomus ensemble Ayarkhaan. The album Chomus 

was recorded in Vienna on the final day of the tour (Various Artists 1993).  

The success of this tour and recording project encouraged Kumpl to 

produce an even larger event. “Organizing a jew’s harp festival became my 

dream”, he told me in Vienna in June 2014. Kumpl decided to organize a smaller 

festival to test the waters before producing a full scale international congress. As 

with Fritz Mayr before him, Kumpl was well-positioned in the non-profit and 

cultural sectors, and soon made contact with the European Union representative 

for regional culture programs in Austria. The representative was immediately 

interested in supporting a jew’s harp festival in Molln, because it connected with 

the larger region rich in iron ore stretching from Styria to Upper Austria, known 

as the “Land of the Hammers”. Molln was situated in the centre, famous for its 

metalwork including knives, swords, and, of course, Maultrommeln. Local 

Maultrommel musicians and makers also jumped at the opportunity to promote 

culture and tourism in the region, and in 1996, the first jew’s harp festival took 

place in Molln. A local organizing committee was established, and a board of 

directors was appointed for a new non-profit society, the Mollner 

Maultrommelfreunde (Molln Friends of the Jew’s Harp). Kumpl was its 

president. This event forged the goodwill and community connections necessary 

for producing a larger event, and the team began gathering further partners and 

funders for the staging of the Third International Congress in Molln. 

In preparation, the society was renamed the Österreichischer 

Maultrommelverein (Austrian Jew’s Harp Society), and Molln jew’s harp player 

Manfred Russmann was hired as festival manager. Multiple grants from varying 

levels of government were secured, and the event quickly became the largest 

jew’s harp congress of its day. The grandiose scale of the occasion was summed 

up by Gordon Frazier: 
 

On the way to Molln from Vienna, the day I arrived, Franz Kumpl told me there would 

be a giant Maultrommel projected “up there.” I thought he was kidding. The first night, I 

remember walking out of the green room into the night air. An enormous [40 foot tall] 

red Maultrommel was lit up on the side of the mountain. It was awe-inspiring, bigger 

than life. I doubted nothing after that (Frazier 1998, 3). 
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 The congress was timed to coincide with the “Year of the Hammer”, an 

event that promoted regional tourism, along with the founding of a local museum 

focusing on the craftsmanship traditions of Molln, the Museum im Dorf 

(Museum in the Village), built in 1998 (Fig. 6.4).6  

 

Figure 6.4: The Museum im Dorf and its Maultrommel-themed logo, Molln, 

2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan 

 

It also involved the production of several audio recordings of festival 

performances, behind which Franz Kumpl was again a driving force. ATS 

Records produced a double CD (Various Artists 1998b) as well as a separate 

album of live improvisations from the event, Free Harpin’: 

Maultrommelimprovisationen (Various Artists 1998c). The latter album contains 

one electronic track, “Confrontation”, which was commissioned especially for 

the festival: 

                                                
6 Museum im Dorf, accessed 31 August 2016, http://www.museum.molln.cc/. 
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The experimental electronic musician Franz Pomassl composed a piece by electronically 

processing the sounds of the Jew’s harp on his PowerBook. […] In the last part of his 

concert he invited three musicians on stage for improvisation. The result, which is 

presented here, lives from the tension between the avant-garde electronic music and the 

harmonious music of the Turkic peoples (Kumpl 1998). 

 

As I discussed in Chapter 2, the Third Congress solidified the link 

between European and Asian jew’s harp cultures, and resulted in the founding of 

the International Jew’s Harp Society. The congress also self-consciously echoed 

elements of the 1951 Jamboree: Swiss jew’s harp player Anton Bruhin produced 

a daily newspaper during the event, titled Vierhundertfünfundfünfzigseelendorf-

Edition (Four Hundred and Fifty-Five Souls Village Edition). This may have 

referred to the number of attendees at the congress, and may also have poked fun 

at the comically long German title of Fred Crane’s jew’s harp journal, VIM 

(Vierundzwangsteljahrsschrift der Internationalen 

Maultrommelvirtuosengenossenschaft). There were eight eight-page issues 

published from June 21–28, in German, French, and English. The paper 

contained “Short essays, palindromes, typewriter art, and much more, including 

even news of the festival” (Crane 2000c, 40–41). Further, “[t]he Festival issued 

two special cacheted covers, and a special postal station was set up where the 

covers were stamped with two special Festival cancellations” (Crane 1999, 127). 

Like the Jamboree, the congress announced Austria’s presence on the world 

stage, only this time, it was the world jew’s harp stage. 

The congress introduced specifically Austrian themes to its international 

audience, highlighting the growing interest in using the Maultrommel in 

experimental and avant-garde music. Festival co-organizer Manfred Russmann’s 

band Mollner Maultrommler, founded in 1992, is a prime example of the musical 

eclecticism that had begun to manifest in the Maultrommel revival. Russmann 

studied the Wechsel technique with Fritz Mayr, and also learned from Anton 

Bruhin. The band’s varied repertoire and instrumentation reflects this hybridity, 

and they play both folk tunes and original pieces in unusual arrangements, 

describing their genre as “Alpine-Ethno”. Fred Crane recounts the group’s 

performance at the Molln congress: 
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The Mollner Maultrommler were four young men, the local trumping stars, with guitar 

and tuba, and variously drums, fujara, didjeridoo, and voice. Their seven selections were 

greatly varied, from an Alpine-style song, to improvisations variously metric, nonmetric, 

moody, jazzy. Manfred Russmann acknowledges that he has learned from Anton Bruhin 

(Crane 1999, 121-122). 

 

Another band occupied a headlining performance at the congress: the Austrian 

rock duo Attwenger, founded in Linz in 1990. Crane also describes their concert: 
 

The evening was wholly given to Attwenger, a duo (Markus Binder – drums, trump, 

vocals, and Hans Falkner – accordion, vocals) billed as “Austria’s only non-stop-live-

groovin’-down-beat-slang-sound,” which it was, though for those of us who have to 

pigeonhole, it was rock. To hear some of their trumping, I stayed through their 15-

minute-long first piece, a passacaglia, believe it or not, Baroque fans. […] If you like 

putative world records: it’s likely that no trump has ever before been heard at such a 

decibel level (Crane 1998b, 117). 

 

Though Austria was influenced by the popular musics of America and Britain, a 

distinct domestic pop scene had begun to evolve in the 1980s (Larkey 1992). 

Falco, a well-known Austro-pop artist of the 1980s, was one of the few to 

achieve fame outside of the country. His hit single, Rock Me, Amadeus, was 

accompanied by a music video featuring the artist dressed as Mozart, rapping in 

various Viennese locations.7 The duo Attwenger is part of the vanguard of 

contemporary Austrian pop (Austro-pop, New Volksmusik, and Alpine Rock) in 

which the Maultrommel has sporadically been used. These genres were marked 

by a hybrid blending of pop, rock, and punk with local folk and classical 

references. Hubert von Goisern is a major artist in the Alpine Rock genre, who 

with his band die Alpinkatzen (the Alpine Cats), is known for combining 

Austrian folk music elements like the button accordion and yodeling with rock 

and world music. He also occasionally plays a Maultrommel during concerts.8 A 

1993 article in Billboard magazine reports on the growth of the domestic 

                                                
7 “Falco - Rock Me Amadeus”, YouTube, FalcoVEVO, 25 October 2009, accessed 13 August 
2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cVikZ8Oe_XA. This song was parodied in the 
American animated television series The Simpsons, in which the chorus melody was replaced 
with the words “Dr. Zaius”, in a musical theatre version of the film Planet of the Apes. See The 
Simpsons Season 7, Episode 19, “A Fish Called Selma”. 
8 “Hubert von Goisern – Suah as in others in 2011”, YouTube, fritz51255, 29 December 2011, 
accessed 13 August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vFYs2BxC2us. 
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recording industry in Austria, listing von Goisern’s album sales as a sign of 

locals “eschewing Anglo-American pop” (Schreiber 1993). 

 

 

The Alpine Avant-Garde 

A recent (2013) German film, Stimmig: 10 Vokalexkursionen (Harmonious: 10 

Vocal Excursions; English title: Human Voices), opens with footage of Swiss 

yodeler and overtone singer Christian Zehnder, who proclaims, “I don’t make 

traditional music, I make Alpine music. That is a substantial difference, and out 

of the technical fundamentals of yodeling, I try to create contemporary music.”9 

Zehnder says he did not study traditional yodeling repertoire, and was only 

interested in the technique itself, as well as its links with other cultures. In the 

same film, German overtone singer Wolfgang Saus explains how western 

overtone singing has its roots in the contemporary music scene of the 1960s 

spearheaded by Le Monte Young and Karlheinz Stockhausen. Saus declares “All 

Western overtone music is avant-garde.” This applies to the Maultrommel as 

well: many of the Austrian players use the Wechsel technique to create their own 

compositions and arrangements in addition to, or in place of, traditional 

repertoire. 

Albin Paulus is another musician who personifies Alpine hybridity (Fig. 

6.5). Paulus is a multi-instrumentalist who specializes in European drone 

instruments, and who teaches bagpipe in various music schools around Vienna. 

The Maultrommel was his first instrument, and he was in attendance at the 1993 

Yakut khomus concert in Vienna organized by Franz Kumpl. In the late 1990s, 

Paulus began to make a conscious effort to reinterpret the Albrechtsberger 

pieces. He recorded them in 1998, 2003, and again in 2009, the latter with the 

Baroque Ensemble de Limoges (see Quatuor Mosaïques et al. Laborie Classique, 

2009).  

                                                
9 “Stimmig: 10 Vokalexkursionen”, Vimeo, Lena Giovanazzi, 2013, accessed 13 August 2016, 
https://vimeo.com/54681834.  
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Figure 6.5: Albin Paulus playing the Maultrommel in his courtyard in 

Vienna, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Paulus was clear that while the recordings of Engel and Mayr had opened 

his eyes to the instrument’s possibilities, he had developed his own interpretation 

of Albrechstberger independently: 
 

I never met [Mayr or Engel], and I never tried to play like them. I wanted really to start 

from the beginning. And the thing was, I started to play the concert[i] before I bought 

Mayr’s first CD (June 2014, Vienna). 

 

In addition to his solo career, Paulus is a member of Hotel Palindrone, a quartet 

that has been playing music with the same personnel for over twenty years. As its 

name suggests, the group emphasizes early European drone instruments like 

bagpipes, jew’s harps, bombardes, hurdy-gurdy, and nykkelharpa, which it 

combines with yodeling, accordion, fiddle, electric bass, saxophone, bouzouki, 

beatboxing, and synthesizer. Hotel Palindrone is connected to the pan-European 

folk revival, and has pioneered the bal folk (French folk dance) movement in 

Vienna. The band’s repertoire encompasses Austrian folk dances, Haydn, rock, 

and original compositions, and the group describes its music as “Austrigenous” 

(indigenous Austrian):  
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Albin, Stoney, John and Nag blend Austrigenous music (incl. yodeling!) with influences 

from diverse other folk traditions, some classical music and jazz and an electrified 

edge... feeling at home at festivals, bal folk and clubs all over Europe.10 

 

In performance, Paulus is a showman with a sense of humour, often 

incorporating comedic elements such as yodeling while playing the jew’s harp. 

Paulus befriended a fellow Viennese Maultrommel player, Wolf Janscha, on a 

train in the 1990s. Paulus overheard Janscha playing didgeridoo in one of the 

compartments, and joined him for a jam session. Janscha, who since the early 

2000s has become an active member of the Maultrommel revival, teaches 

classical guitar in Vienna, and has also taught Maultrommel in private and group 

lessons at the Institute for Folk Music at the Hochschule für Musik und 

darstellende Kunst (Fig. 6.6). In 2007, Janscha released the jew’s harp album 

Aufleben (Revival) with guitarist Kerstin Neubauer, featuring arrangements of 

traditional Austrian folk tunes. Janscha released his solo jew’s harp album, 

Sulfur, in 2009. He compares the act of playing the jew’s harp with alchemy: 

“The iron jew’s harp is forged in fire, quenched with water and then aspirated by 

the player with air to unfold its sound […] the jew’s harp grants you the 

experience of being embodied sound and inspired space” (Janscha 2009).  

In interview with me in June 2014, Janscha described learning how to 

play the jew’s harp from recordings, including the Chomus album produced by 

Franz Kumpl. However, he gradually became more interested in creating his own 

style and repertoire:  
 

Over the last 20 years, I think the most important aspect in the jew’s harp community in 

Austria is to check out new ideas. We have such a mighty tradition: the changing 

technique, folk music, and Classical […] But because Austria is so small, we are always 

thinking beyond our borders. And we cannot make our land bigger, only our minds. 

 

Janscha feels confident adapting a wide range of melodic and rhythmic material 

to his style, and is more interested in composing and arranging than he is in 

being a traditional Austrian Maultrommel player. He has made several trips to 

the Norsk Munnharpefestival, where he has been exposed to, and influenced by, 

                                                
10 “Hotel Palindrone”, Facebook page, accessed 4 February 2015, 
https://www.facebook.com/hotelpalindrone/info?tab=page_info. 
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the glottal technique. Nonetheless, he has avoided imitating the Norwegian 

approach, committing instead to expanding the jew’s harp’s range and repertoire 

and showing how it can be used to play a wide range of material. Two of 

Janscha’s major contributions are the development of a comprehensive notation 

system for the jew’s harp, and the publication of a systematic pedagogic manual 

(Janscha 2012). Janscha draws on ancient Greek modes, Turkish and Arabic 

repertoire, and Mediaeval, Renaissance and Baroque music from Europe. 

Recently, he has played jew’s harp with the group Supersonus, the European 

Resonance Ensemble, a quintet in which early music meets overtone instruments 

and overtone singing.  

 

 
Figure 6.6: Wolf Janscha demonstrating his Maultrommel collection, 

Vienna, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Janscha has also collaborated with another Viennese jew’s harp player, 

Bernhard Mikuskovics (Fig. 6.7). Mikuskovics is an overtone specialist who has 

played in solo and group projects. He works with a range of instruments 

including jew’s harps, flutes such as the ney and fujara, didgeridoo, and 

techniques of overtone singing.  
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Figure 6.7: Bernhard Mikuskovics playing jew’s harp in Moscow, 2011. 

Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

One of Mikuskovics’ bands, NAM, describes itself as “Mediaeval World 

Music”, and specializes in arrangements of early material. The five-piece band 

lists its instrumentation as vocals, shawm, hornpipe, whistles, recorder, ney, 

jew´s harp, dulcimer, dombra, rübab, strumstick, didgeridoo, ocarina, droneflute, 

fujara, Celtic harp, saz, davul, frame drums, other percussion, sound design, 

keyboards and programming.11 The band’s drone-heavy arrangements feature a 

pastiche of instruments and melodies that are assembled as signifiers of the past, 

evoking the “divine soundstream” of shared human experience: 
 

From primeval times the fertile regions of the Danube have always been a melting pot of 

different cultures. As a rich environment and living space for many ancestors: Celts, 

Germans, Romans and many more the central heart of Europe remains up until today as 

an intermediary between East and West. While in Europe of Medieval times epics as the 

Song of the Nibelungs emerged and drone music has been in full bloom, even in other 

parts of the world epics and ballads have been recited and the people contacted the 

otherworld by using ancient instruments and sounds rich in overtones: The Australian 

aborigines played Didgeridoo, the Siberian shamans played jew´s harp and the 

indigenous people of Africa played mouth bow. Following these roots & traditions the 

Ensemble NAM cross-culturally fuses ancient instruments with an old European and old 

                                                
11 “Ensemble Nam”, accessed 11 February 2014, http://www.ensemble-
nam.com/english/portrait.htm. 
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Oriental song treasury, modern soundscapes and visionary lyrics to an epic, powerful 

and atmospheric music reflecting in the mirror of Now... 

 

Paulus, Janscha, and Mikuskovics are all multi-instrumentalists rooted in 

drone traditions for whom no musical material is out of bounds. Bohlman (1996, 

73) notes that, due to their association with medieval Europe, “in the present, 

[…] drone-producing instruments have considerable importance in revivals,” and 

these three artists use them to operate within the nexus of the early, folk, and 

world music movements. Haines (2014, 83) describes how Early Music 

enthusiasts borrowed liberally from contemporary folk traditions, as well as 

classical Arabic music. Yet while antiquarians aimed for the restoration of old 

things to a former – and sometimes imagined – pristine state, the Maultrommel 

revival is contemporary in its acceptance of musical fusion and technical 

innovation.  

There are, of course, examples of traditional Maultrommel ensembles that 

focus primarily on folk repertoire, for instance the trio Stubaier Freitagsmusig 

from the Tirol, and older groups like the Mittenwalder Maultrommler and 

Saalfeldnre Maultrommler. Duo Allegri (Günther Arnold and Annelies 

Brandstätter from Tirol/Bavaria) are a Maultrommel and harp duo focussing 

largely on arrangements of classical repertoire. However, the most active 

members of the Österreichischer Maultrommelverein have been innovators. 

Further, the Maultrommel revival’s association with the avant-garde is not 

limited to music. In Chapter 5, I discussed the instrument’s golden age among 

nineteenth-century literati. Building on this tradition, a generation of twentieth-

century Austrian writers have been open jew’s harp enthusiasts. These include 

Georg Decristel (b.1937), Peter Handke (b.1942) and Bodo Hell (b.1943) (see 

Crane 2007b, 13). Decristel was an interdisciplinary dissident artist from Tyrol 

who centered much of his work on a strong fascination with the jew’s harp 

(Decristel 2003, Crane 2004a). He was responsible for introducing the jew’s harp 

to Bodo Hell, a Viennese writer who attended the Third International Jew’s Harp 

Congress in Molln and is himself a player. Handke, another Austrian writer, 

produced a spoken word album on which he played jew’s harp interludes in 

between passages of his short story “Lucy in the Woods with the 

Whatchamacallit” (Crane 2004a). He is well-known to president Franz Kumpl, 
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who told me that he regularly forwards him jew’s harp newsletters. Swiss writer 

Peter Weber also loves the instrument, and references it in his 1999 novel Silber 

und Salbader, where one of the title characters (Silber) is a jew’s harp player. 

According to Kumpl, Descristel, Weber, and Anton Bruhin used to play jew’s 

harp together (interview June 2014).12  

After the success of the 1998 congress, the Austrian jew’s harp festival 

scene went dormant for several years. Individual musicians continued their 

activities, but the community was relatively inactive. The Maultrommel scene 

was re-launched in Vienna in 2009, where it continues to the time of writing 

(2016). This latest period is marked by the establishment of a monthly jew’s harp 

session in Cafe Concerto in Vienna (Fig. 6.8), and the formation of a new online 

identity and social media presence for the Österreichischer Maultrommelverein.  

 

 
Figure 6.8: Maultrommel jam session in Café Concerto, from left to right 

Robert Koch, Bernhard Mikuskovics, Franz Kumpl, Deirdre Morgan, 

Neptune Chapotin, Vienna, 2010. Photographer unknown. 

 

The choice to move the centre of the revival from Molln to Vienna is 

connected with a long tradition of the Viennese Café as “productive public 

                                                
12 See Henning (2004) for more on the jew’s harp in German language prose. 
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space” (Timms 2013, 199). In Peter Handke’s 2008 book Die morawische Nacht 

(The Moravian Night), there is a passage where one of the characters encounters 

a jew’s harp gathering outside Vienna, clearly inspired by the sessions at Café 

Concerto. Since relocation, several new musicians have joined the 

Maultrommelverein, including Christoph Schulz, Bernhard Hanreich, and Robert 

Koch.  

Like Paulus, Schulz brings humour and absurdity to his performances 

(Fig. 6.9). In the early 2000s, he formed a jew’s harp duo with his friend Jörg 

Horner. On trips to Molln to purchase instruments, they discovered clamps for 

the Maultrommel, and began experimenting with the linking together of several 

jew’s harps.  

 

 
Figure 6.9: Christoph Schulz performing his Wechselspiel technique using 

four instruments in his right hand and five in his left, Moscow, 2011. Screen 

capture.13 

 

Schulz is now known for using the largest number of linked 

Maultrommeln in the revival, sometimes playing with six connected instruments 
                                                
13 “Maul und Trommelseuche ! "#$#%&'( ")(*+( ,-*#.#”, YouTube, jewsharper, 20 July 2011, 
accessed 31 August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6c1MP9nIfsM.  
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in each hand. Schulz told me in June 2014 in Gemeinde Engerwitzdorf that he 

had been largely unaware of traditional playing, and instead came to the jew’s 

harp through a spiritual realization around the age of twenty: 
 

I took a jew’s harp and sat in a nice place, a magic place. I started to fall into trance. I 

don’t know how it worked, I just played and played and played, I don’t know for how 

long. And when I woke up, I felt really good. I sat on the ground quietly, looking at the 

countryside. It was a very good experience for me, so I began to play more. 

 

He said that he did not consciously set out to emulate the virtuosos of the past. 

However, his experimentation with, and expansion of, the Wechsel technique 

makes him perhaps the closest modern day equivalent to the players of the 

golden age. At the time of fieldwork, Maul und Trommelseuche had taken a 

break, and Jörg Horner, a woodworker by profession, had decided to focus on 

making Maultrommeln with wooden frames. Meanwhile, Schulz had developed 

several other jew’s harp projects, including a solo act with a loop pedal, a duo 

with his partner (The Cimi Schulz Show), and a band (Mischkultur). 

 Bernhard Hanreich is another newer member of the Maultrommel scene. 

He is a jew’s harp player and overtone singer whose family lives in Schloss 

Feldegg, a sixteenth century castle in Upper Austria.14 Hanreich’s father bought 

the property and restored it, and today it houses three generations of the family, 

who operate it as a living museum open to the public. Hanreich, a master 

furniture restorer by profession, built a stage on the property and the castle hosts 

a year-round program of arts and cultural events. When Hanreich became 

involved with the Maultrommelverein, he offered Feldegg as a jew’s harp 

festival venue. Thus, the Feldegger Maultrommeljam was born in 2010, and has 

taken place annually since then. This small, intimate festival draws both Austrian 

players and international guests for a weekend of concerts, workshops, and jam 

sessions. Another Maultrommelverein member, Robert Koch, releases his brand 

of jew’s harp fusion music under the name Ing.LOOP. Before he was aware of 

the Austrian jew’s harp community, Koch assembled the Looping Jaw Harp 

Orchestra, “a virtual orchestra for the preservation and expansion of musical 

biodiversity [that] has left the well-trodden paths of mainstream” (Koch 2009). 

                                                
14 “Schloss Feldegg”, accessed 31 August 2016, http://www.schloss-feldegg.at/. 
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The band combines Koch’s jew’s harp, steel pans, and other percussion 

instruments with saxophones, trumpet, and electronics, and has released two 

albums, Elephant Road (2009) and Universal Language (2011). 

Fuelled by the energy of its old and new members, one of the 

Maultrommelverein’s main projects since its re-launch has been the registering 

of the Wechsel technique on UNESCO’s Representative List of the Intangible 

Cultural Heritage of Humanity. Several ethnomusicologists have pointed out the 

connections between UNESCO and the renewal of music traditions (e.g. Norton 

2014, Howard 2014, Bithell 2014b). In this case, Franz Kumpl re-established 

contact with an acquaintance from the culture sector who had been a partner in 

the 1998 congress, and had gone on to employment with UNESCO. Kumpl was 

then encouraged to submit applications for both the Wechsel technique and the 

manufacturing tradition in Molln. Both bids were successful, and were added to 

UNESCO’s list in 2012.15 Interestingly, it was the Wechsel technique itself that 

was chosen to represent the Maultrommel tradition. Musical genres and 

repertoire were not specified, demonstrating that the Maultrommel community 

identifies with the innovative, pluralistic approaches encompassed within the 

Wechsel style. In contrast with other traditions which have used UNESCO as an 

impetus for revival fuelled by “nationalist anxiety and pride” (Norton 2014, 162), 

Kumpl’s hope was that the community’s success with UNESCO would pave the 

way for other regional jew’s harp organizations to get their traditions recognized, 

opening them to new avenues for cultural funding. Eventually, he said, the goal 

was to have various jew’s harp cultures recognized in a joint application and see 

them listed as a multiple-country tradition. 

 The former Central European virtuosos challenged the technical and 

creative boundaries of their time, and pushed the Maultrommel across the 

margins of folk and art music. Likewise, many of the contemporary Austrian 

players have focused not on historical preservation, but on developing their own 

individual sound and style. Today, the Wechsel technique is alive and well, and 

the Austrian jew’s harp tradition continues to be about experimentation and the 

pursuit of virtuosity. The modern Wechsel technique has been enshrined as a 

                                                
15 “Intangible Cultural Heritage in Austria: Jew’s harp playing in Austria”, Austrian Commission 
for UNESCO, accessed 1 December 2015, http://immaterielleskulturerbe.unesco.at/cgi-
bin/unesco/element.pl?eid=84&lang=de. 
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marker of national identity, and Austrian Maultrommel players are a popular 

mainstay at international jew’s harp festivals. At the Seventh International Jew’s 

Harp Congress in Yakutsk in 2011, a competition was held to crown several 

“world virtuosos of the jew’s harp”. Albin Paulus won one of the titles for his 

solo Wechselspiel performance: a medley combining a Mozart melody, the 

Electric Light Orchestra’s 1979 single “Don’t Bring Me Down”, an Austrian folk 

tune, and an Austrian yodel (which he sang simultaneously while playing).16 

 

 

Molln Today 

 

 
Figure 6.10: One of many Maultrommel monuments in the village of Molln, 

2010. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

At the Third International Jew’s Harp Congress in Molln, local historian Angela 

Mohr gave a presentation, recounting how, “[i]n my school days I learned that 

                                                
16 “Albin Paulus at 7th International Jew’s Harp Congress Festival 2011 Yakutsk”, YouTube 
video, jewsharper, 22 July 2011, accessed 26 August 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tQ7-SDPiiKI 
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Molln was the only place in the world in which trumps were made, and I was 

proud of it” (Mohr 1999, 13). By that time, Molln’s legend had spread 

throughout the international jew’s harp scene. American musician Gordon 

Frazier has shared an excerpt from his journal, in which he recounts his first visit 

to Molln for the congress: 
 

It was a trip into a dream. Molln! How often had I thought of it? A little town drenched 

in Jew’s harp lore. When I got to the outskirts and saw the sign saying Molln I stopped 

and took a picture. An inadequate picture. It could not convey how I felt. I was there – a 

place I could not be. A place in the center of it all (Frazier 1998, 3). 

 

In addition to Molln, there was at least one other major site of Alpine 

jew’s harp manufacturing: Riva Valdobbia, a village in Valsesia, South Tyrol, in 

northern Italy. Before the Second World War, Tirol had been a single region; 

post-war, it was split across three nations. It is not certain how production started 

in Valsesia, although a local man who had returned home after a period in Styria 

is said to have brought the techniques with him (Lovatto 2004, 6). Whether this 

is a reference to Molln, which is in Upper Austria (not Styria), or another site of 

manufacture, is unknown.  

Of the five remaining master Maultrommel makers left in Molln after the 

Second World War, only three are active today: Jofen (Hörzing), Wimmer, and 

Schwarz. Still, the town continues to be an important emblem of the instrument’s 

past and present, and is still responsible for a large share of the international 

jew’s harp export market. Molln is situated within a national park, and as a 

result, a fair amount of tourist traffic passes through. Given the town’s location 

as well as its history of Maultrommel making, it has gradually been transformed 

into a jew’s harp destination. Instruments can be found for sale in the visitor 

information centre that welcomes tourists to the area, and in displays at the local 

Museum im Dorf (Museum in the Village), where an entire room is devoted to 

the history of jew’s harp making in Molln. Add to this several public sculptures 

around town depicting over-sized metal jew’s harps, shaped in the distinctive 

Molln style (Fig. 6.10).   

The legacy can also be detected in the names of streets where jew’s harp 

making families lived (and in some cases, still live), like  “Maultrommelstrasse” 
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(Jew’s Harp Street), where the maker Franz Wimmer still runs his business. 

Nearby sits the Hoisn Haus, the restored residence and former production site of 

the jew’s harp making Hoisn family that now functions as a museum and 

community centre for local events. Even the Molln town crest, designed in the 

1970s, features a blue background with two white flowers flanking a black jew’s 

harp in the centre (Fig. 6.11). This ubiquitous logo, found on buildings, signs, 

and vehicles around town, is part of the Molln brand, and the Maultrommel 

cannot be separated from its identity.  

 

 
Figure 6.11: The Molln town crest, 2010. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Another important feature of the Molln landscape is where the three 

smiths live. All three operate their workshops out of their own homes, keeping 

the traditional way of the village. Karl Schwarz’s house is the largest of the 

three, as is his jew’s harp output. Schwarz is also a manufacturer of high quality 

accordions, and operates a sizeable retail shop in the front of his house. The 

family also operates a small guesthouse on the property, the “Ferienhaus zur 

Maultrommel” (Jew’s Harp Cottage), no doubt taking advantage of the stream of 

Maultrommel-related traffic passing through the village.17 Schwartz carries a 

staggering number of jew’s harp models in different shapes and sizes, some with 

playful English names like the “Fun Harp”, “Joy Harp”, and the “Mozart Harp” 

(Fig. 6.12). Despite the variety, all these products are of similar quality and price 

range, namely, inexpensive. Schwarz does not produce professional instruments, 

                                                
17 “Ferienhaus zur Maultrommel”, accessed 31 August 2016, http://www.ferienhaus-
Maultrommel.at/. 
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but he does re-sell the high-end instruments of another maker, who will be 

discussed below. 

 

 
Figure 6.12: The “Mozart Harp” made by Karl Schwarz, Molln, 2010. 

Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Another maker who comes from a long family line of Maultrommel 

producers is Franz Wimmer (Fig. 6.13). Wimmer’s workshop and display room 

occupy the front room of his residence. Upon entering, one is greeted by two 

large world maps hanging on the left wall, covered in colourful pushpins 

marking the places where Wimmer’s harps have been ordered. Enlarged 

photographs adorn the walls, mostly depicting international jew’s harp visitors 

who visited Molln for the 1998 Congress. A jew’s harp-curious visitor to 

Wimmer’s shop is always welcomed with an extensive presentation by Wimmer 

himself, recounting the history of jew’s harp making in his family (it was the 

trade of both his father and grandfather) and producing old black and white 

photographs. Wimmer has even kept the antique jew’s harp making machines 

and tools his relatives used, though he no longer uses them himself. A signature 

of Wimmer’s demonstration is to cold-bend a diamond wire into a jew’s harp 

frame on the spot, to show the visitor how it is done. He is at ease with the 
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routine of entertaining visitors and the media, and is often the smith who is called 

on to speak with interested parties. Schwarz and Wimmer are examples of the 

Mittelstandt, a small or medium-sized company “located between a small town 

and the world market” (Fear 1998, 653). 

 

 
Figure 6.13: Signs directing visitors to Wimmer’s Maultrommel production 

house, Molln, 2010. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

While Schwarz and Wimmer both have posted signs advertising their 

businesses and directing visitors to their houses, the third maker, Josef Jofen, is 

more difficult to find (Fig. 6.14). Indeed, he does not advertise his presence at 

all. His workshop, less ostentatious than the others, is in the back of his house. 

However, this has not prevented keen jew’s harp players from finding him; 

Jofen’s wife Gertraud keeps an extensive photo album documenting many of the 

visitors who have stopped by since the 1990s. The scrapbook is not only an 

important archive of the Austrian jew’s harp scene, but of the international scene 

as well. Visitors from places as far flung as Yakutia, Japan, and North America 

have all come to pay their respects to Jofen, who is widely regarded as the 

Austrian Maultrommel master.  

Though there are no external hints of jew’s harps around the exterior of 

the house, the inside is another story. Upon entering, one passes through a 

hallway with colourfully painted jew’s harps hanging on display. These are the 
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old models of Jofen’s father-in-law, Hörzing, from whom Jofen took over the 

business. A welder by trade, Jofen moved to Molln in 1966, aged 21, and 

married into the Hörzing family of jew’s harp makers. Jofen’s wife Gertraud told 

me that she used to make around 30,000 Maultrommeln each year in the 1970s. 

She said it was harder work then, because at that time they were using a different 

type of steel for the tongue of the instrument, which had to be tempered. She said 

in those days, her father’s Maultrommeln cost approximately five (Euro) cents 

each. 

Jofen began helping his father-in-law to make jew’s harps, then went on 

to develop and improve upon those models, while creating his own designs. 

Though Jofen’s contemporary models (No. 10, Jakut, and Rabach) are his own 

creations, he has continued to sell them under the Hörzing name, thus creating 

the brand’s reputation as the go-to for professional jew’s harp players. The 

professionalization of the Hörzing brand was not matched by the competing 

Molln makers, and Jofen’s instruments continue to be sought after. 

 

 
Figure 6.14: Gertraud and Josef Jofen at home with a large display case of 

Maultrommeln, Molln, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Jofen’s innovative production methods and designs were influenced by 

significant developments in the 1990s, including the establishment of contact 
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between the Austrian and Yakutian jew’s harp scenes, the visit of the Yakutian 

smith Christoforov to Molln, and the rise of the local Russmann brothers 

(Manfred and Robert), whose band, Mollner Maultrommler, featured the jew’s 

harp prominently. Jofen was the first Austrian maker to produce a chromatic 

tuned set of Maultrommeln. The 1990s in Molln saw a local demand for higher 

quality instruments, and a skilled smith who could rise to the challenge. His 

contribution to the contemporary Austrian revival was summed up neatly by 

player Wolf Janscha, who remarked to me in Vienna in June 2014: “Sepp Jofen 

made the Austrian sound.”  

In 1994, the Yakutian khomus blacksmith Christoforov came to visit the 

Jofens in order to learn and share techniques. According to the Jofens, none of 

the other smiths invited Christoforov into their workshops because they feared he 

would steal their techniques. As a result of the exchange, which is well-

documented in the Jofens’ photo album as well as in the Museum im Dorf, Jofen 

began making his high-end “Jakut” model, which was influenced by the hot-

forging techniques of the Yakutian master. Jofen’s other hot-forged, professional 

model was the “Rabach”, named after his neighbourhood in Molln.  

 Throughout his working life, Jofen has been a professional welder and 

blacksmith. He worked in a large metal factory where he was able to develop and 

experiment with various metals to find the most suitable material for his 

Maultrommel tongues. He would sometimes stay late at the factory, testing 

different types of steel, and learning how to work with them. Through this 

process, he fabricated his own proprietary tongue steel and technique.18 Sepp 

reported to me that during his career he would often wake up in the middle of the 

night with a new metal working idea, and spring out of bed to try it in his 

workshop. He told me he made his best jew’s harps on Sunday mornings, when 

his wife was at church and the house was quiet. He worked seven days a week, 

making 20 jew’s harps at a time, step by step. He said that to make one standard, 

cold-bent jew’s harp (No.10 model) from start to finish would take one and a half 

hours, but because he makes them in batches it is difficult to say exactly how 

                                                
18 The sharing of tongue materials and techniques is a recurring theme amongst jew’s harp 
smiths. The Dutch jew’s harp smith Steven Stoop, who often visits Molln, uses Jofen’s tongues. 
When Ukrainian smith Alexandr Dernovoi attended the Norwegian jew’s harp smithing 
workshop in 2014, Norwegian smith Ole Bjørn Skoe gifted him some of his own treasured 
tongue material to take home. 
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long each one takes. His models with heat-forged frames (Jakut and Rabach), 

however, took about seven hours each to complete. 

In recent years, Jofen’s Maultrommel output had slowed significantly. At 

the time of my fieldwork, he no longer produced his forged Jakut and Rabach 

models. Around 2011, he passed these two designs to his friend Milosch in Brno, 

Czech Republic. The two men had known each other for over 40 years. Milosch 

was not a blacksmith but an engineer by profession, and was, at the time of 

fieldwork, assisted by his son with the administrative end of the jew’s harp 

business. Due to the increasing scarcity of Jofen’s Maultrommeln over the past 

few years, some professional Austrian players had begun using other 

instruments. In 2014, I observed that Christoph Schulz had switched to Estonian 

harps, and Wolf Janscha to Ukrainian harps made by Sergei Pishov. Are we at 

the end of an era, I asked? Has the centuries-old Austrian Maultrommel making 

tradition finally reached its end? Christoph Schulz didn’t think so, citing his 

Maul und Trommelseuche partner Jörg Horner’s recent foray into Maultrommel 

making. Horner, a woodworker by trade, had begun making wooden-metal 

hybrid jew’s harps. Christoph Kopf, a member of the band Mollner 

Maultrommler, also had begun forging his own frames, into which Jofen set the 

tongues. Horner and Kopf may prove to be the vanguard of a new generation of 

Maultrommel smiths in Austria. 

Meanwhile, Jofen was in 2014 still producing his No.10 model harps, 

though he was only selling them to a small network of friends and aficionados. 

Jofen had also made an arrangement with his neighbour Karl Schwarz, who had 

begun selling them in both his retail and online shops. Schwarz’s own stock, 

while satisfactory for beginners, did not satisfy the need for professional 

Maultrommeln. By reselling Jofen’s instruments, he was able to offer a higher 

quality product to his customers. Though Jofen has nearly stopped producing, the 

reputation of his instruments lives on. They can still be seen in the hands of 

many jew’s harp players today, including, until recently, the late Leonard Cohen. 

Schulz explained his switch to Estonian jew’s harps as necessary because his 

forceful playing style required a steady supply of replacement instruments. Yet 

when I asked him what he thought was most special about the Austrian jew’s 

harp tradition, he said, without hesitation, “Jofen”. 
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The Austrian jew’s harps are special, you can play very hard, very fast, very excitedly, 

and they work. They don't go “clink clank”. They are very good quality instruments […] 

The great Austrian jew’s harp maker, Jofen, is for me the Austrian jew’s harp. And 

when I go to other countries, I say “Hey, look! This is a Jofen” (June 2014, Gemeinde 

Engerwitzdorf). 

 

To sum up, the Maultrommel revival is based on a mid-twentieth century 

recreation of the golden age of the jew’s harp that had flourished between 1760–

1850. Likewise, the modern Wechsel technique is a re-working of eighteenth and 

nineteenth century developments on the jew’s harp, re-imagined for the 

contemporary world. The 100-year hiatus of jew’s harp virtuosos, from roughly 

1850–1960, was the result of a new generation of free reed instruments which 

overtook the jew’s harp in volume, tuning, and versatility. Meanwhile, 

throughout the rise, fall, and rebirth of the Maultrommel, the Alpine style of 

playing survived quietly in rural areas, like Tirol and Styria. Though archival 

materials demonstrate that the Alpine style has been a virtually unbroken 

tradition since at least the eighteenth century, Maultrommel revivalists have 

largely overlooked it. Instead, they perform a contemporary style of 

Wechselspiel, which they unanimously view as the “true” Maultrommel tradition. 

In my Norwegian case study, archival recordings formed the basis of the 

munnharpe canon. The Maultrommel revival in Austria, however, was not the 

product of archival research or historical documentation. Instead, it was 

instigated largely by individual reconstructions and re-imaginings of the Wechsel 

technique. Today, each player has developed a personal style according to 

individual preference, testifying to the selective power of a music revival to write 

its own history. 
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Chapter 7 

The Sicilian Marranzano: 

Song, Style, and Voice 

 

 

With great anticipation I flew to Catania, Sicily, for the first time in September 

2013. I had encountered the Sicilian marranzano at international jew’s harp 

festivals before, and had been captivated by the instrument’s triplet rhythms and 

the vocal songs it was used to accompany. The instruments themselves were 

distinctive in both size and sound: larger than the average heteroglot jew’s harp, 

with a characteristically wide, rounded frame. In contrast with my Austrian 

fieldwork, in which I interacted with national institutions devoted to the study of 

music, my Sicilian research was grounded in grassroots institutions and cultural 

activists. Much of my research was centered in and around the province of 

Catania in eastern Sicily, whose eponymous capital city was my base (Fig. 7.1). 

The city of Catania is nestled at the foot of Mount Etna, which locals are quick to 

point out is Europe’s largest active volcano. Catania has over the centuries been 

buried several times by its eruptions, and been rebuilt on top of its own ruins. 

Amidst the Baroque buildings of the city, there are the remains of both a Greek 

amphitheatre (still in use today) and an excavated Roman settlement lying en 

plein air below street level; passers-by peer down at its abandoned walls while 

they do their shopping.  

A sense of layers is everywhere in Sicily but is particularly striking in 

Catania, where the people living under Etna’s shadow are under constant threat 

of a new eruption. The streets of the city are paved with black volcanic stone, the 

buildings and walls rising out of the same material that could one day reclaim 

them. In the summer, all this dark rock bakes in the sun, making the heat seem 

even more oppressive. “This is a hell city,” declared Sicilian filmmaker Diego 

Pascal Panarello, as we walked through the streets. “It is hot like an oven.” The 

proximity between the Italian words inferno (hell) and forno (oven) took on a 

visceral quality amid Catania’s opaque, blazing stone. This was the setting for 

my introduction to the marranzano in Sicily. 
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Italy is a peninsular country divided into North and South. The North 

claims the capital city of Rome, the better infrastructure, greater wealth, and 

closer ties with Europe. The southern provinces, which include the islands of 

Sicily and Sardinia, are by contrast some of the poorest and least developed in 

the country. These regions are collectively referred to as il mezzogiorno (the 

midday) or il meridione (the South). Italy is shaped like a heeled boot, and the 

mezzogiorno regions form its foot: Calabria is the toe, Basilicata the arch, Puglia 

the heel, Campania and Abruzzo the ankle, and so on. The island province of 

Sicily floats off Italy’s southwest tip, geographically separated from the 

mainland by the Strait of Messina. A glance at the map shows where Sicily fits in 

with the boot metaphor: sitting directly opposite the toe of Calabria, the island 

appears as though it is being kicked away from the mainland. That Sicilians see 

themselves as virtually a separate country is as much an historic attitude as a 

physical reality, and the boot image has come to symbolize Sicily’s sometimes 

tenuous relationship with Italy. As I stood with musician Giorgio Maltese on a 

balcony in Taormina in September 2013, looking out across the Strait, he said 

that when Sicilians cross the water and land in Calabria, a sign welcomes them to 

Italy as though they were arriving from another country. 

 

 
Figure 7.1: Map of Sicily fieldwork locations. Google Maps, 2016. 
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The South has produced some of the country’s greatest thinkers, writers, 

and artists. These include the Sardinian political theorist Antonio Gramsci, who 

wrote extensively about Italy’s “southern question” – the economic gulf and 

power imbalance between northern Italy and the mezzogiornio (1926). This 

divide continues to be felt today in the unequal effects of the recent recession, 

and a recent article in The Economist reported that employment in the Italian 

south was the lowest in the European Union.1 Sicily, however, is by no means 

isolated from the world. It is the largest island in the Mediterranean, and has long 

been a crossroads for travellers coming from all directions. Several locations in 

Homer’s Iliad are associated with the island, and history and its remnants are 

everywhere. There is almost no nearby empire of the last 3,000 years that has not 

at some point attempted to colonize the island: the Greeks, the Romans, the 

Byzantines, the Spanish, the Normans, the Bourbons, and the Italians, to name a 

few. All have left their mark, and this history of subjugation has had profound 

repercussions for Sicilian identity, culture, and ecology. In recent years, southern 

Italy has also been strongly impacted by the refugee crisis in the Mediterranean 

(Lucht 2012).  

“Like the past,” writes David Lowenthal, “the island seems laid out for 

inspection; we are encouraged to feel we can know all about it” (2007, 210). 

Islands, with their clear physical boundaries and geographic isolation, create 

laboratory-like conditions that have long lured observers from across the 

sciences and humanities (after Baldacchino 2003, 272). Indeed, island-based case 

studies shaped the embryonic stages of zoology, ecology, and anthropology: 

Darwin’s Galapagos Islands (1859), Alfred Wallace’s Aru Islands (1880), 

Malinowski’s Trobriand Islands (1922), Margaret Mead’s Samoa (1928), and 

Raymond Firth’s Solomon Islands (1937). Island studies were also implicated in 

the development of musicological disciplines, following Vanessa Agnew’s 

explanation introduced in Chapter 5: “it has long been recognized that 

ethnomusicological thought arose in conjunction with European travel and 

exploration” (2008, 78). Much of this travel took place in and around the islands 

of the South Pacific, and studies of islands and islanders formed the cornerstone 
                                                
1 “A Tale of Two Economies,” The Economist, 16 May 2015, accessed 15 August 2016, 
http://www.economist.com/news/finance-and-economics/21651261-north-limps-ahead-south-
swoons-tale-two-economies.  
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of many early musical encounters (see Agnew 2008, 78 for extensive literature 

on this topic). A long narrative tradition in which western urbanites “go native” 

on remote islands stretches from Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719), through 

Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954), and continues today in the long-running 

American reality television series Survivor (2000–). The image of the island 

fulfills a psychological yearning for an Arcadian realm, untouched by the outside 

world. Yet the island is rarely, if ever, a finite entity, and my case study on the 

Sicilian marranzano is bounded within the larger Mediterranean context. 

Jew’s harps are found all over Italy; in the North, the scacciapensieri, 

(scatterer of thoughts) bears closer resemblance to the Alpine jew’s harp tradition 

than it does to its southern neighbors. According to an edited volume on the 

collection of musical instruments at the National Museum of Art and Popular 

Traditions in Rome, the jew's harp is included among instruments having a 

highly regional distribution across the peninsula: “in the extreme north of the 

Alpine area and in the deep south of Sicily” (Sorce Keller 1994b, 540). This 

uneven diffusion, according to Sorce Keller, “reveals how cultures succeed in 

localizing and circumscribing some of their practices, even when contacts with 

nearby environments would seem easy to establish” (539). Just as my 

Maultrommel case study drew an imaginary line around the borders of present-

day Austria, cutting through related music cultures in Bavaria, South Tyrol, and 

the Swiss Alps, so this chapter creates an artificial boundary around Sicily. As 

Kevin Dawe observed in Island Musics, islands “make tempting and convenient 

units for study. One can, after all, draw a neat line around them on a map. But 

this line [is] continuously breached, eroded and even washed away” (Dawe 2004, 

8).2 Jew’s harps can be found on the neighbouring island of Sardinia, and in the 

province of Calabria across the Strait. The Sardinian jew’s harp trunfa was 

recorded by Lortat-Jacob (1995, 35 and track 4 on accompanying CD), and 

continues to be used in contemporary performance. In Ricci and Tucci’s 1988 

overview of Calabrian musical instruments, however, there is no mention of 

jew’s harps. The Sicilian marranzano tradition is distinct from others in terms of 

instrument design, construction, playing technique, and its connection with vocal 

music. Further, marranzano enthusiasts have coalesced into a community that 
                                                
2 Dawe’s edited collection is an ethnomusicological study featuring much on the Mediterranean, 
though lacking a chapter on Sicily. 
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positions itself within the international jew’s harp movement.  

Sicily’s distinctive image and individualism is also reflected in the way it 

is constructed as an Other by mainland Italians, an example of what Schneider 

would term “orientalism in one country” (1998). Baldacchino points out that, 

“[i]slands, especially small islands, lack hinterlands, but that does not prevent 

islands from serving as material or spiritual hinterlands to others” (2007, 169). 

Indeed, Sicily represents a sort of hinterland to mainland Italy – and the 

marranzano is part of this image. Despite the instrument’s presence throughout 

Italy, it is deeply associated with Sicily and is unanimously considered to be a 

Sicilian instrument. A review of the 1986 album La Baronessa di Carini states 

“The instruments used in these performances are trumpet, mandolin, guitar, 

accordion, harness bells, and jews harp (an instrument whose sound has to Italian 

ears a definitely Sicilian connotation)” (Keller 1990, 345). In my travels and 

conversations, I have encountered several Italians who, despite using the 

northern Italian term scacciapensieri rather than the Sicilian term marranzano, 

have declared that the instrument is not only popular in Sicily, but that it comes 

from Sicily. This points to a pervasive sense of ownership over the marranzano 

that is reinforced by Sicilians and Italians alike. 

 

 

Italian Ethnomusicology 

The study of folklore and ethnomusicology in Italy has long been preoccupied 

with the culture of the rural South, particularly Sicily and Sardinia. The first 

systematic folk music collecting took place in the late nineteenth century, and the 

monumental anthologies of Sicilian folklorist Giuseppe Pitrè (1891) were among 

the first to include musical transcriptions. Cocchiara describes how Pitrè’s 

contribution marked the early seeds of Italian ethnomusicology: 

 
[Pitrè’s] merit consists not only in having emphasized the historical and poetical nature 

of folk compositions, but also in having understood that songs, stories, proverbs, and 

riddles remain as organisms without life, philological pieces, branches broken from a 

tree, if they are not placed within the context of the custom that harmonizes and enlivens 

all of them (Cocchiara 1974, 135). 
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Pitrè’s notion that folk music was itself a form of poetry that must be 

understood within its wider cultural context was a departure from the work of 

contemporaries like Herder, who privileged the documentation of vocal song 

lyrics and tended to ignore instrumental music. Similarly, the 1860 ballad 

collection of Francis James Child only focused on lyrics, although the melodies 

were later notated and published by Bertrand Harris Bronson between 1957–

1973. Beyond Pitrè, other Sicilian folklorists produced collections of Sicilian 

folk songs in the early twentieth century: of particular influence are Carrado 

Ferrara’s work on market vendor cries in Noto (1896), and the extensive study of 

Alberto Favara (1957), who transcribed over 1,000 tunes from 1896 to 1923. Of 

note here, the last song in Favera’s Corpus is listed as “Mariolu” – the term for 

the jew’s harp in the Palermo dialect. His analysis identified three quarters of his 

samples as having a modal structure matching ancient Greek modes, thus arguing 

that Sicilian melody had a separate, and more archaic, genesis than Italian 

classical music (Carpitella 1974, 89). The question of separate “ethnic” roots in 

the South forms a critical part of the discourse on Italian folk music. In contrast 

with Austria, Italian ethnomusicology has been marked by its focus on the folk 

music of the home country, not that of other cultures. As Giuriati explains: 
 

This choice was determined by the development of research in close ties with folklore 

studies, in turn profoundly influenced by the strong literary tradition of studies on canto 

popolare. Musicologists were interested in folk music mainly in a nationalistic 

perspective. On the other hand, due to the limited and short-lived colonial power of the 

country and the cultural isolation of the fascist regime, there was little interest for non-

European musics in Italy (Giuriati 1995, 106). 

 

As with Austria, the fascist regime of the 1920s through to the 1940s 

appealed to the people by adapting Italian folk music to its own nationalist 

purposes, marking a divide between folklore and cultivated folklorism. After the 

war, the Centro Nazionale Studi di Musica Popolare (CNSMP) was founded in 

1948 at the Academy of Santa Cecilia in Rome, and the systematic recording of 

“real” folk music began in earnest. Post-war ethnomusicology took a renewed 

interest in the cultures of the rural South in a cultural movement known as 

meridionalismo (Giuriati 1995, 107) and once again, studies of Italy’s Others in 

the South took centre stage in the evolution of the discipline. Giulio Fara’s work 
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on Sardinian music, particularly the triple pipe launeddas, and Ernesto De 

Martino’s study of tarantism in Puglia (1961) were particularly influential. Italian 

ethnomusicologist Diego Carpitella was also part of the meridionalismo 

movement, notating the music of tarantism for De Martino, and it was during the 

post-war focus on audio documentation that Carpitella embarked on an eight-

month recording trip throughout Italy with Alan Lomax in 1954. This fieldwork 

was the most panoramic of its kind, collecting 3,000 documents from various 

regions and social and ethnic groups (Carpitella 1974, 87). The project was 

recorded for the Columbia World Library of Folk and Primitive Music, and the 

recordings were archived at the CNSMP.3 

During this heyday of recordings, Belgian musicologist Paul Collaer also 

embarked on a project to record Sicilian songs in 1955. Sergio Bonanzinga 

explains that Collaer considered his study to be an extension of Favara’s, and 

that his purpose was “to verify the reliability of [Favara’s] Corpus, and at the 

same time to supply it with recording tapes” (Bonanzinga 1987, 127). Collaer’s 

work culminated in two volumes published in 1981. His main contribution is the 

refinement of Favara’s argument that Sicilian folk music was influenced by 

ancient Greek music. Carpitella summarizes Collaer’s conclusion:  
 

[T]he modality of Sicilian and, in part, Mediterranean ethnic music, is not the result of a 

“descendence” from the classical Greek musical theories, but is a basis of musical 

expression, pre-Hellenic and verifiable in diverse and distant civilizations and cultural 

areas (Carpitella 1974, 93).  

 

Both Bonanzinga (1987) and Lortat-Jacob (1983) have critiqued errors and 

omissions in Collaer’s approach, most notably his relatively small sample size of 

193 recordings and his adherence to a comparative, evolutionist approach 

insufficiently grounded in ethnographic data. Still, his thesis of the independent, 

separate genesis of Sicilian folk music within a wider cultural area has 

implications for the story of the marrazano and for Mediterranean music in 

general.  

Pan-Mediterranean studies of music have their roots in the etnofonia 

                                                
3 The original reel-to-reel tapes are now housed in the Library of Congress. In the 1990s, Santa 
Cecilia took Lomax to court over copyright issues, claiming ownership over the materials. See 
Lomax (2008) for editor Goffredo Plastino’s account of the conflict. 
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approach of Giulio Fara (1922), who analyzed Sardinian music in comparison 

with other Mediterranean music styles. The Mediterranean has long been a 

highway for the spread of trade, culture, and conquest, and the forces that 

occupied Sicily also left vestiges on neighbouring lands and islands. Bithell has 

framed the relationships as “a shared portfolio of cultural practices and a wide 

diffusion of stylistic traits across the Mediterranean region as a whole” (Bithell 

2005, 158). Edited volumes by Plastino (2003) and Dawe and Cooper (2005) 

assemble case studies from across the panoply of Mediterranean music. Sorce 

Keller (1994a) argues that Italian folk music displays traits of both continental 

Europe and the Mediterranean region. Certain styles are endemic to the whole 

area, but are tempered locally into distinct variants. 

 

 

Activism and Resistance 

Sicily’s long track record of occupation by outside forces culminated in 

revolutions and upheavals in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Since the 

Risorgimento unification of the disparate regions into the Kingdom of Italy in 

1861, Sicily has been home to numerous nationalist and separatist movements 

that span the political spectrum. One of the famous figures of Sicilian 

independence is the outlaw Salvatore Giuliano (1922–1950). Scottish writer 

Gavin Maxwell’s book about Giuliano’s life and death, God Protect Me From 

My Friends (1972) was written during the period of turmoil and change 

following the Second World War. As the story goes, Giuliano was a young 

peasant who killed a caribiniero military policeman who had caught him 

smuggling corn. It is unsure whether the crime was the result of an accident, self-

defense, or poverty-induced frustration. Now a criminal on the run, Giuliano 

escaped to the caves outside his home village of Montelepre, where he found 

other men in similar situations. During this time, Maxwell reports, banditry 

flourished on the island:  
 

All over Sicily the mountains were far from uninhabited; there were thousands of other 

outlaws […] deserters from several armies, political criminals in the eyes of one party or 

another, robbers and bandits in the old Sicilian tradition, as yet uncontrolled by the 

Mafia (Maxwell 1972, 64).  
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According to Eric Hobsbawm, the bandit is an icon of resistance to the 

formal power structure who exercises his own power outside the law (Hobsbawm 

2000, 12). Giulano fits with Hobsbawm’s definition of a “social bandit”, a Robin 

Hood figure who is not just seen as a criminal but as an icon of popular rebellion 

(19). In exile, Giulano’s strong sense of persecution and injustice drove him to 

align himself with the separatist movement, on whose behalf he waged guerilla 

warfare on leftists and carabinieri. After the separatists dissolved, Giuliano sided 

with monarchists, and continued his war on the caribinieri while he waited for an 

alliance with someone – anyone – who would pardon him and grant him 

amnesty. In the meantime, his violence escalated and he began to make fatal 

errors, staging, for instance, a bloody massacre of civilians during a Communist 

May Day celebration. The final straw was his killing of a local old mafia boss, at 

which point he lost the support of the Christian Democratic party. The party had 

been using Giuliano’s influence to get votes by promising him amnesty. 

However, as Maxwell explains, the Christian Democrats “had come to a working 

arrangement with the ‘old’ Mafia, as every Italian government in power must, 

and even secretly they could not lend support to the prodigy who thus dared to 

flout the true and ancient rulers of Sicily” (139). It is still uncertain who actually 

murdered Giuliano; his body was found full of bullet holes in a courtyard, 

shrouded in mysterious circumstances. His cousin and right hand man, Gaspare 

Pisciotta, was accused of the crime and sent to jail, where he was later poisoned 

before he could publish his autobiography, the manuscript of which then went 

missing. The layers of complicity between government, caribinieri, and mafia 

mean the case remains unsolved. 

The legend of Giuliano was brought up frequently during my Sicilian 

fieldwork in connection with the marranzano, a relationship which I explore in 

greater depth in Chapter 8. Giuliano’s story contains within it many seeds of 

what Schneider and Schneider term the “myth of Sicily”. Stereotypes about 

poverty and parochialism, corrupt governments acting in collusion with 

organized criminals, and characterizations of the island as a sinister place have 

created an origin story for the tenacity of the mafia: 
 

Since Italian Unification, outside observers have represented Sicily as a timeless island 

whose inhabitants, although buffeted by foreign tides, cling to homegrown passions, 
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homegrown habits of crime and corruption, and homegrown pessimism about change. 

Many Sicilians themselves subscribe to the same stereotype, giving it even greater 

weight. The resulting “myth of Sicily” evokes a primordial, racialized past, more or less 

outside of history; it encompasses Sicilians in their diaspora as well as at home, and it 

purports to account for Sicily’s notorious institution, the mafia (2005, 502). 

 

The mafia is an organization that arose in cultural conditions which 

fostered distrust of the state and its institutions. As Bandiera explains, in the 

nineteenth century, “the Sicilian mafia developed to protect land from predatory 

attacks at a time when publicly provided security was scarce and banditry 

widespread” (Bandiera 2003, 218). As the feudal system broke down, large 

estates were divided and distributed among landowners, whose new properties 

were vulnerable. “By buying protection”, writes Bandiera, “each landowner 

deflects thieves on others’ properties” (2003, 219). Sicily’s mafia organization, 

the Cosa Nostra, is still active today and is one of the four largest in Italy, along 

with groups in Calabria, Naples, and Puglia – all in the South (Cayli 2012, 123). 

As Schneider and Schneider suggest, stereotypes of the South have been 

perpetuated within Sicily itself. Take, for instance, the famous writer Leonardo 

Sciascia (1921–1989) who coined the term Sicilianità (Sicilianness). Sciascia’s 

concept is pessimistic, characterizing mafia mentality, corruption, and the 

subjugation of the peasant as deeply rooted conditions of identity. Chu (1998, 

84) discusses how Sciascia’s self-positioning as an authority on Sicilianità 

demonstrates his complicity in the Orientalization of Sicily. Schneider and 

Schneider argue against the essentialist criminalization of the entire population, 

and note that the social movement against the mafia in Sicily is also home-

grown. Cayli, writing in 2012, reports that across Italy, “there are dozens of 

volunteer civil society organisations against the Mafia that have grown in the last 

two decades” (103–104). In Chapter 8, I will examine anti-mafia and related 

movements with regards to the cultural activism with which the contemporary 

marranzano is associated. 

As Maxwell observed in the 1950s, resistance has long been a Sicilian 

trope: 
 

Each successive conquest, occupation, and misrule had contributed something to a 

specifically Sicilian attitude of mind, a viewpoint from which the occupying Power and 
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its government seemed always alien and fundamentally hostile [...] In Sicily it was as 

though [there was] a perpetual Resistance movement, whose underlying spirit was 

centuries old (Maxwell 1972, 44).  
 

One of the key figures in Sicilian oral culture is the cantastorie, or epic 

singer (literally, a storysinger). Cantastorie are the bards of Sicily; they 

accompany themselves on guitar, and often augment their stories with a painted 

backdrop depicting key scenes from the narrative. Marcella Croce has traced the 

Sicilian chivalric tradition across the spectrum of folk and performing arts, 

including the opera dei pupi (puppet theatre), the cantastorie, the contastorie 

(epic storytellers), and the carretti, spectacular painted carts depicting famous 

scenes found around the island. The chivalric stories originated in the ninth 

century tales of Charlemagne, which migrated from France to Italy and became 

established in the epic repertoire of rural Sicily by at least the fifteenth century, if 

not earlier (Croce 2014, 15). 

The cantastorie functioned as a form of mass media, spreading political 

news and cultural criticism along with legends, as had the troubadours of old 

across much of northern Europe. They formed, according to Anselmi, an 

“alternative to mainstream music”, harnessing “marginal subjectivities more in 

tune with the oral than the written culture” (Anselmi 2002, 20). Kehoe (2016) 

discusses how the illiterate residents of the province of Palermo received 

alternative versions of the national discourse on the Risogimento, through images 

and narratives disseminated by popular street balladry. Cantastorie are still 

active today, and while the chivalric stories remain, they continue to be updated 

and augmented with current events. Plastino points out how the poetry of the 

cantastorie, “reflects the political and social restlessness of contemporary Italy 

[…] appropriate[ing] elements of the language of the press and the visual media” 

(2000, 208). Indeed, the storytellers and singers of the twentieth century adapted 

new technology: innovators like Peppino Celano in the 1960s added costumes 

and posters to their performances (Croce 37), while singers like Cicciu Busacca 

(Figs. 7.2 and 7.3) began using microphones and amplifiers, and producing 

recordings of themselves (conversation with Andrea Coppola, Paternó, April 

2014). The cantastorie highlight the activist dimension of the voice in Sicilian 

culture, a theme that sets the stage for understanding the contemporary revival of 
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the marranzano. 

 
Figure 7.2: Mural depicting cantastorie Cicciu Busacca, Casa Museo del 

Cantastorie, Paternó, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 
Figure 7.3: The recording and amplification equipment used by Cicciu 

Busacca, Casa Museo del Cantastorie, Paternó, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre 

Morgan. 
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Sicilian Marranzano 

The Sicilian marranzano is found in two main contexts. First, it is used to play 

instrumental tunes, either solo or with an ensemble of other folk instruments. 

Second, it is used to accompany the voice of a singer, usually as a duet. For both 

instrumental pieces and songs, only a single marranzano is used. Most advanced 

marranzano players employ the glottal technique, but generally do not give it a 

name. The instrument is heat-forged, noticeably larger in size than most other 

types of jew’s harp, and, importantly, very loud. Its large size and volume are 

often points of pride for marranzano players, and some even deem it superior to 

other jew’s harps based on these qualities.  

The musical basis of instrumental marranzano tunes is grounded in the 

family of popular southern Italian dances known as tarantella. The dance has its 

roots in the taranta ritual, a therapeutic possession dance practiced in southern 

Italy, particularly in Puglia (see De Martino 1961). The tarantella, however, is a 

popular form that has evolved into a couple’s dance with many different regional 

variants. Both the music and the choreography are distinct from that of tarantism. 

The tarantella is a popular form with rural origins, an example of what Carpitella 

(1974, 83) describes as a “popularesque-artisan” tradition:  
 

[T]hese terms must be understood within the Italian sociocultural context, which might 

be characterized by a strong dichotomy between city and country, urban and rural, 

which has given rise to a kind of popularesque-artisan style, which certainly contained 

ethnic elements from the Italian country-side, but which, within the urban mass, has 

undergone certain changes and acculturations, partly because of urban music itself. 

 

Neapolitan song is another classic example of a popular Italian genre that 

has developed across the class divides of the rural peasantry and the urban 

bourgeoisie. Many singers in the genre are heavily influenced by bel canto, 

resulting in a quasi-operatic vocal style that has seen commercial success around 

the world. As Plastino explains, “[i]t is not what is sung, but how it is sung; 

Neapolitan song exists wherever there is a voice in which resonated this complex 

musical mediation between folk music qualities and the aesthetic sensibility of 

the citizenry” (Plastino 2007, 431). Likewise, the Neapolitan version of the 

tarantella was absorbed into art music by composers such as Liszt, Chopin, 
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Schubert and Tchaikovsky and remains the strongest example of the dance in 

popular culture. 

The Neapolitan tarantella is often in 6/8, and so is the typical Sicilian 

marranzano tune. That said, the musical content played on the marranzano is 

flexible, and players develop their own stylistic signatures within the parameters 

of the marranzano aesthetic. There is no canon of specific repertoire and, like 

much folk music, the tunes are not written down, existing solely in oral tradition. 

Some instrumental tunes have names, and some players play specific tunes, but 

often when a traditional marranzano player is asked for the name of the tune 

they just played, he or she will reply with, “marranzanata” (marranzano tune), 

“tarantella”, or, “there is no name!” (Pippo Giaca, September 2013, 

Linguaglossa). Ciaran Carson describes a similar experience with tunes lacking 

names in Irish traditional music (1996, 7-13). One player, in response to my 

constant probing for the title of each piece I heard, finally shrugged and said, 

“It’s always a tarantella.” For him and several other players I spoke with, this 

sufficiently answered the question. Repertoire was viewed as fluid rather than 

fixed, and the musician was judged on the personalization of his or her style.  

The marranzano has a strong association with rural life and its sound is 

imbued with social meaning. Literary references to the instrument date back to at 

least the sixteenth century. An anonymous letter from 1544 argues vehemently 

about the authenticity of vernacular song (strophic and poetic) versus notated 

music (like the polyphonic madrigal). Written in Rome, it mentions the jew’s 

harp, albeit using one of its less desirable names, cacapensieri: “Non mi 

pervenne mai all'orecchie di quel Contadino che stridere faceva si dolcemente 

un’ Cacapensieri?” (quoted in Nosow, 218). The author lists several examples of 

folk music and instruments (bagpipes, castanets), arguing that their performers 

can still uphold excellence; notated music, he says, “never came to the ears of 

that farmer that was screeching gently on a cacapensieri.”4 This reference uses 

the jew’s harp as a rhetorical device for folk authenticity, implying the 

superiority of the rustic, vernacular improvisation over learned, elite composition 

(see Nosow 200). 

 During fieldwork in April 2014, I encountered an artist in Taormina, 
                                                
4 Frederick Crane translated the passage with a slightly different tone: “Don't my ears still hold 
the memory of that rustic fellow who made a cacapensieri squeak so sweetly?” (Crane 2007a, 2). 
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Franco Cannata, who sometimes incorporated the marranzano into his rustic 

Sicilian scenes. One painting featured objects he associated with his childhood 

home: a marranzano, a hook, and a key, flanked by prickly pears and hanging 

dried garlic and chili peppers (Fig. 7.4). Since the last two were commonly 

associated with folk medicine and warding off evil in Italy, I asked if the 

marranzano had been included in the painting due to its healing properties. 

“No,” Cannata replied, then upon further thought he added, “but it is an 

antidepressant.” 

 

 
Figure 7.4: Painter Franco Cannata holding one of his works featuring the 

marranzano in Taormina. Photograph: Stefano Scarano. Used with 

permission. 
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For Sicilian poet Salvatore Quasimodo, who won the Nobel Prize for 

Literature in 1959, however, the marranzano was connected with sadness and 

rural solitude. His poem “Road near Agrigentum” meditates on the ruins of a 

Greek temple near Agrigento, and links the sound of the marranzano to a 

carrettiero (cart driver): 
 

There a wind endures that I remember flaming  

in the manes of horses oblique  

in flight along the plains, a wind  

that stains and gnaws the sandstone and the heart  

of the gloomy telamones, prostrate  

upon the grass.  

[…] 

How alone in the space still left to you!  

And you are the more disheartened when you hear again the sound  

that moves out into the open sea  

where Hesperus already streaks the morning sky:  

the jew's-harp vibrates sadly  

in the cartman's throat as again he climbs  

the hill brightly neat with moonlight, slowly  

amid the murmur of saracen olive trees. 

[Full poem included in PhD submission but removed for copyright reasons. Refer to 

Rossi 1960, 16-17 for the full translation.] 

 

Quasimodo’s Sicily is melancholic: a solitary observer surveys toppled, 

moss-covered telamones – a supporting structure common in classical 

architecture in the form of a male figure (also known as an atlas) – now lying on 

their backs in the relentless sea wind, their function lost to time. The sound of the 

jew’s harp heightens the bleakness of the scene; its tone is profoundly sad and 

disheartening. It is also connected with the cart driver, invoking the Sisyphean 

nature of his profession (“again he climbs the hill”). Quasimodo’s placement of a 

marranzano in the hands of a cart driver, however, is not just poetic license. The 

carrettieri have their own repertoire and song style, with which the instrument is 

associated.  

The voice has long played an important role in Sicilian culture, and I 

have discussed the role of street balladry as an important medium for news, 

politics, and ethics. Likewise, the voice has played a central role in commerce, 
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evidenced by recordings of work songs and the cries of market vendors. During 

fieldwork, I observed that in busy trade contexts, like the famous Catania fish 

market and the Ballaró market in Palermo, high volume vocal projection was still 

used for advertising wares. Vendors had an individual call or phrase that was 

designed to set them apart and cut through the cries of their competitors. The 

carrettieri flourished until the mid-twentieth century until the advent of 

motorized vehicles made them obsolete. Capito states that in 1923, Palermo was 

home to five thousand, who were also instrumental in military operations during 

the First World War (Capito, quoted in Washburn 1996, 151). Theirs was a 

nomadic profession, transporting merchandise across difficult terrain in horse- or 

mule-drawn carts (Schultz 2015). The carts were brightly painted with panels 

depicting chivalric scenes, and their animals were adorned with feathered 

headdresses and ornate harnesses. It was a proud profession, and the carts remain 

a potent symbol of Sicilian life. Washburn reports that a painted cart was gifted 

to General George C. Marshall, recognizing his efforts in Italian economic 

recovery after the Second World War. The notes of an anonymous curator at the 

Smithsonian, where the cart is now held, display a reverence for the tradition: 
 

Here is no namby-pamby, self effacing, half-apologized insipid décor […] Here is a 

thundering great circus of a wagon – not to carry but to transport a man over the country 

roads, a wagon strong enough to carry his goods and bright enough to announce for 

miles in the sunlight that a man is coming and he wants it known (anon., quoted in 

Washburn 1996, 153). 

 

The brightness of the carrettiero’s cart was matched by the timbre and 

volume of his voice, and the men “were accustomed to sing for hours as they 

wended their lonely way over Sicily’s steep and difficult roads” (Washburn 

1996, 151). Singing kept the drivers occupied, but also, like their carts, it 

signaled their arrival in a village and served as an advertisement for their wares. 

While on the road, the drivers would stay at! fùnnachi rest stops, where they 

would socialize and sing. A spirit of fierce but friendly competition among the 

men manifested in cart races, and contests of eating, drinking, and singing 

(Schultz 2015). It was in this lively atmosphere that the carrettieri song style 

evolved. Garofalo describes the style as “an exquisite sonorous game, in perfect 

balance between norms and creativity, between individual improvisation and 
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adherence to rules that time and tradition have codified” (Garofalo 1991, 31, 

translated in Schultz 2015).5 

Giorgio Maltese told me that marranzano player Pippo Giaca of 

Linguaglossa had a Sicilian friend in Australia whose father had been a 

carrettiero before emigrating. The son had asked Giaca to send him a 

marranzano, because his father, ailing and nearly 100 years old, wanted to see 

the instrument one last time before he died (April 2014, Ramacca). The 

carrettieri were not the only labourers who felt a strong connection with the 

marranzano. In interviews, elderly marranzano singers I spoke with recalled 

learning songs from the boys they worked with on the farm. Salvatore “Toto” 

Cusumano, of Licata, was 84 years old when I met him in September 2013 in 

Licata. He was a shepherd and farmer who grew up on a farm in the countryside, 

where he heard others singing. The marranzano blacksmith Giuseppe Alaimo of 

Resuttano, age 90 in April 2014, when I met him in Resuttano, also knew many 

old marranzano songs. Acquired by osmosis in the absence of other diversions, 

these songs were used to pass the time, the performers filling the space with their 

own voices. In the countryside, where a day consisted mostly of manual work, a 

song was self-produced entertainment, an activity nearly forgotten in today’s 

consumer-driven world. As contemporary marranzano singer Stefano Spoto 

explained to me in Catania in April 2014, the jew’s harp was transformed into 

the marranzano in Sicily precisely because of its connection with labour and 

nature: 
 

We [Sicilians] adopted these instruments, like many other instruments. […] And it was 

connected with the life of the country, the life of nature, the life of the contadino 

[peasant farmer]. It was connected with this, with people who worked so much and 

traveled all around. 

 

Spoto’s acknowledgement that Sicilians adopted the marranzano went against 

the standard, pan-Italian narrative of the instrument’s Sicilian origins. Rather, 

Spoto took an historical perspective, detailing how the instrument had become 

Sicilian. It was precisely because it fit rural life, and the mobility that 

                                                
5 The following video is an excellent example of a gathering of carrettieri singing with 
marranzano: “Canzuni antiche campagnole siciliane. Musica!” YouTube, Salvatore Pellegrino, 
14 July 2008, accessed 27 August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hJDv36EL4JU. 
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accompanied certain professions, that the marranzano had found a home. 

Further, the instrument’s timbral qualities had made a prodigious match with the 

unique style of Sicilian lyrical singing. 

 

Marranzano Songs 

The canzuna marranzano (song with marranzano accompaniment) is a unique 

jew’s harp tradition in which the instrument is used to accompany lyrical singing. 

In Chapter 6, I discussed how the Austrian Maultrommel was used to accompany 

courtship poems, which were chanted or whispered rather than sung. Other jew’s 

harp traditions combine some vocalization on the part of the player: on the 

Yakutian khomus, for instance, the sounds of wind, birds, horses, and other 

features of the natural world may be vocally produced by the player as they 

sound the instrument. That said, no other jew’s harp style is so deeply connected 

with the singing voice. The connection between the marranzano and song raises 

a classic methodological problem: it deals with both music and lyrics, which 

have historically been separated in Italian scholarship (and studies of folksong in 

general). As Carpitella explains: 
 

In the historiography of the field of Italian ethnic musical studies, the problem arises of 

the comparison between musical and poetic structures (with all of the problems which 

emerge in any comparisons of two different “systems of signals,” such as the musical 

and the literary systems) (Carpitella 1974, 93). 

 

Carpitella argues that in the study of song, lyrics have been privileged 

over the music, a trend common to folklore in general. In this section, I try to 

strike a balance between both “systems of signals”. The vocal repertoire of the 

marranzano song belongs to the category of lyric ballads, an omnipresent song 

form in southern Italy. The genre dominated Favara’s collection, Corpus di 

Musiche Popolari Siciliane (1957): of over 1,000 entries, 492 were lyric songs, 

and only 27 were narrative (as assessed by Comparetti 1958, 249). There are 

many types of lyric songs, and like the solo marranzano repertoire, the 

marranzano songs do not appear to have a fixed repertoire. Instead, there are 

several different lyric song genres that can be sung to marranzano 

accompaniment. One such song type is the stornello, or courtship song. I 
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encountered several of these during fieldwork: most were sung by men and 

addressed to women, though they could also be sung by women. Sometimes the 

lyrics were passionate outpourings of love; at other times, they were the 

contemptuous words of spurned lovers. Occasionally, they were graphic and 

ribald. Stornelli are characterized by their hyperbolic imagery and volatility; they 

can turn from sacred to profane in an instant. Vaughan notes how quickly the 

singer’s tone can change if he is rejected by the object of his attention:   
 

To sing of the beloved is a wonderful and holy rite, and a woman is everything: queen, 

Madonna, angel, and sun […] Sometimes the lover is accepted and sometimes he is not. 

In the latter case, he may turn against her and indulge in irony and even curses (Vaughan 

1930, 68). 

 

In a stornello recorded on James McNeish’s 1965 album of Sicilian 

music (track 16), a marranzano accompanies a singer. In the notes, McNeish 

proclaims: “The jaw’s harp is normal accompaniment for courtship serenades in 

central Sicily. The vocal idiom, which grows out of the harp’s drone, is almost 

pure Arab, and is also an echo of street cries heard in Palermo markets.” Here, 

McNeish suggests that the Sicilian lyric voice is deeply connected with the 

drone, provided in this example by the jew’s harp. Second, he links the 

marranzano song with the vocal production of street vendors. Finally, he equates 

vocal style with a perceived oriental Other, a quality that he regards as “almost 

pure Arab”. 

 First I will address the issue of the drone. What is the texture of the 

marranzano song, and what exactly is the role of the marranzano in it? The 

question of whether the marranzano provides a sustained drone, a rhythmic 

ostinato, or a complementary or even contrapuntal melody to the voice is really a 

question of who is playing it. Not all jew’s harp players are equally proficient, 

and many never get past making a tuneless “boinging” sound. This obstacle does 

not prevent people from playing, however, and some of the recordings in which 

marranzano accompanies the voice belong to this category, particularly those 

directed at tourists. In such cases, the simplicity of the accompaniment suggests 

that the voice is the main focus of the songs, and the instrument provides little 

more than a background drone. During fieldwork, however, virtuosic 
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contemporary players like Giorgio Maltese argued against this notion, stressing 

the importance of creating a melodic and musically interesting marranzano part.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Image included in PhD submission but removed for copyright reasons. Refer to 

Collaer 1960, 57 for full transcription.] 

 

Figure 7.5: Transcription of a marranzano song by Paul Collaer (1960, 57). 

 

Paul Collaer recorded and transcribed two marranzano songs in the 

Sicilian village of Grotte in 1955. Collaer observes that the final note of each 

phrase is the most important: the last note is generally the tonic, and the melody 

moves in a descending motion towards it. When the melody arrives at the tonic, 

the end of the phrase is marked by the tonic being sustained over an extended 

duration. Collaer also points out that a drone does not necessarily have to be a 

single sustained note; it can also be a single note repeated isometrically with the 

melody. This is the case with much marranzano accompaniment. However, in 

his examples Collaer decides to notate the instrument as a single sustained drone 

(“scacciapensieri ostinato”), and does not specify rhythm or make any mention 

of overtones (Fig. 7.5). Collaer’s transcription, then, is not an accurate 

representation of the texture of the jew’s harp accompaniment, and serves as 

another example of the historic oversimplification of the jew’s harp in 

scholarship.  

His approach may in part be due to the longstanding organological 

classification of jew’s harps as idiophones, a category in which their melodic 

capabilities are overlooked. The entry for “Italy” in New Grove mentions the 

jew’s harp (by its English name only) as a traditional instrument, but it is 

grouped with idiophones: “Many instruments are used in folk traditions, often 

deriving from art music. Idiophones include castanets, bells and cow-bells, 

crotales, cymbals, rattles, Jew's harps, setaccio, traccola and triangle” (Sherr 
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2001, 677). This grouping suggests that the marranzano is capable of little more 

than single pitch accompaniment. This viewpoint has been perpetuated by both 

amateur players and the perceptual issues of distinguishing the overtones of the 

jew’s harp in general, problems which are compounded by the addition of the 

voice of a singer to the texture. Also, Collaer states that the drone can either be 

the tonic or the dominant of the mode. However, this was not always the case 

with the singers I observed: some would begin the melody at a preferred or 

habitual point in their range, seemingly without regard to the pitch of the 

marranzano. Advanced marranzano musicians create accompaniment that is 

complementary, but far from identical, to the melodic line of the song. The 

resulting polyphony between the voice and the marranzano remains unexamined, 

and is an avenue for future analysis.  

The other primary parameters for understanding marranzano song are 

timbre and ornamentation. Canzune marranzani are typically monodic, modal 

songs with melismatic ornamentation. They are situated within the broader 

spectrum of Mediterranean vocal production, sharing traits with neighbouring 

music cultures.  The vocal production of the Sicilian lyric, for example, matches 

Caroline Bithell’s description of “the old indigenous style” of Corsican song:  
 

[I]ncantatory, long, drawn out and often highly melismatic, with frequent use of 

quartertones and other reduced intervals, extended finals and a tendency towards 

nasalization (sometimes with an element of glottal constriction) (Bithell 2005, 157). 

 

Though the emphasis is on personal expression, there are certain stylistic traits 

that are common in marranzano songs. First, they are frequently, but not always, 

sung by men. Second, they tend to be placed in the high end of the male range, 

using what the bel canto technique would refer to as head voice to project a 

clear, piercing tone. Some singers, however, render the songs in a lower range, 

using the chest voice. The use of head voice, however, increases the volume, in a 

stylistic trait that runs from Spanish flamenco, Sardinian tenores, polyphonic 

song in Corsica, song traditions in Malta, and beyond. 

In order to analyze marranzano song style, I will examine what is 

arguably the most famous example of the genre: a recording made by Alan 

Lomax during his travels around the island in 1954. The song Surfarara 
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(alternatively titled Sulfetara in some versions) was featured in Italian filmmaker 

Vittorio de Seta’s 1955 short film, Surfarara. The film depicts the grueling 

conditions faced by sulphur miners in Caltanissetta, using Lomax’s recording in 

its opening title sequence.6 The recording was also used in the 2004 film Lomax 

the Songhunter, directed by Rogier Kappers, where it plays as Kappers retraces 

Lomax’s steps to find the son of the singer in the recording, interspersed with De 

Seta’s footage of the Sicilian mines. The Lomax recording is widely regarded as 

an excellent example of marranzano song style, both in the quality of the voice 

and the marranzano part (Various Artists, Columbia, 1954). The text of the song 

is about memory and forgetting, a lament emerging from deep within the mines. 

At the Marranzano World Festival in 2013, I was fortunate to attend a Sicilian 

singing workshop with Veronica Racito, who taught the song with the following 

lyrics (the English translation is my own): 

 

Surfarara 

Mi scuordu mi scurda' scurdatu sugnu,  I forget, I forget, I have forgotten, 

mi scurdu di la stessa vita mia,  I have forgotten my own life.  

mi scurdavu lu beni di ma mamma,  I have forgotten the goodness of my mother, 

era cchiu' duci, cchiu meglio di tia,  She was much sweeter and better than you. 

mi scurdavu lu beni di ma patri,  I have forgotten the goodness of my father, 

passa lu mari tri voti ppi mia,  He crossed the sea three times for me. 

mi scurdavu l'amici poi a ma frati,  I have forgotten my friends and brothers, 

di li santi mi scurdu e no di tia.  The saints, I forget, but not you. 

 

This song evokes the erasure of the self that results from hard labour in a dark, 

enclosed environment cut off from daylight. The world above, and with it an 

individual’s sense of connection to family, society, and even religion, recede like 

a faint memory. The theme of parental sacrifice is prominent, as is the irony of 

recollection: it is precisely in recounting what one forgets that a kind of pained 

remembrance occurs. The final line hints at love’s redemptive power, tempered 

by a mixture of hope, nostalgia, and resignation.  

The rhythm of the marranzano in Sulfetara provides a stable pulse for the 

                                                
6 “Surfarara – Vittorio De Seta”, YouTube, amusicamiachere, 4 September 2011, accessed 20 
August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=izGW3yGF0mM&index=10 
&list=PLCKyhuCHLggc33-5AeUj5I8lfZS87y2F. 
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singer’s verses, but is flexible enough to speed up and slow down to match the 

voice. The playing is sometimes metered, and sometimes unmetered. During 

metered sections, the player creates a sense of rhythmic drive by accenting 

certain beats at regular intervals, using a sharp diaphragmatic exhalation. If we 

hear the marranzano part in this example in 6/8 time, the accents fall most 

frequently on beats one and/or beat four of each bar. The singing is highly 

melismatic, and the melody moves in a descending line towards the tonic. When 

the voice arrives at the tonic note at the end of each phrase, this note is sustained, 

unornamented. During these long held notes, the marranzano rhythm becomes 

unmetered, accelerating and contrasting with the relative stability of the voice. 

The instrument then returns to its metrical rhythm as the singer starts the next 

phrase.  

 Leaving aside the rhythmic dimension and moving to the parameters of 

timbre and ornamentation, we enter a loaded discourse in which ancient and/or 

eastern roots are sought for Sicilian song. The tendency to link vocal production 

with an “Arabic” or “Oriental” genesis has been perpetuated by musicologists, 

travel writers, journalists, writers of album liner notes, and sometimes by 

musicians themselves. Sorce Keller (1994a) writes that in Sicily, “the 

embellished character of the melodies and the nasal quality of voice production 

are strongly reminiscent of Arabic music” (1994a, 45). A 1952 article in the 

London newspaper Evening Standard about the rise of communism in Sicily 

used song style to characterize the island’s distinctive culture: “your carriage 

driver makes the latest Italian tune sound like a muezzin’s call to prayer”.7 

Ornamentation and timbre are used to represent Sicily’s otherness and its 

proximity to the Arabic cultures of the Mediterranean. The region, as a 

crossroads between Europe and the Arab world, contains elements of both, but 

does not fit neatly with either. Alan Lomax, writing in 1959, also indulged in an 

Orientalist description:  
 

The old kingdom of Naples, together with Sicily and Sardinia, is another Italy and is so 

regarded by many Italians of the North. From the point of view of music style, it is 

indeed another world. The norm of Southern Italian singing is in solo, in a voice as 

                                                
7 Hauser, Ernest O. 1952. “Is Sicily Ready to Blow Up in Our Faces?” Saturday Evening 
Post 224, no. 35: 26-121. 
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pinched and strangulated and high-pitched as any in Europe. The singing expression is 

one of true agony, the throat is distended and flushed with strain, the brow knotted with 

a painful expression. Many tunes are long and highly ornamented in Oriental style 

(Lomax 1959, 942).  
 

There are parallels here with the neighbouring island of Malta, which like 

other Mediterranean islands, occupies a liminal zone. Sant Cassia (2000, 283) 

discusses the orientalist discourses about Maltese folksinging, ghana, whose 

ideal voice type, like that of canzuna marranzano, is high tenor. Sant Cassia 

shares the observations of a nineteenth century Arab visitor to Malta, who 

commented: 
 

In music as in other things, the Maltese waver; they are neither like the Franks nor like 

the Arabs. Their villagers have but a few songs, and when they sing they strain their 

voices excessively, so that they shock the ear. They resemble the Franks in that they 

confine themselves to the rasd, and the Arabs in that when a number of them assemble 

to sing they use sounds which belong to one mode only, also in that one of them stands 

up to recite and the others respond. Their notables learn Italian melodies (quoted in Sant 

Cassia 2000, 283).  

 

For Lomax, an American listener, Sicilian singing was Arabic. To an 

Arab listener, Maltese singing was Frankish (European). Where, then, do Sicilian 

singers locate themselves? The Fratelli Mancuso (Mancuso Brothers) are a duo 

of Sicilian-born musicians, conversant in pan-Mediterranean vocal and musical 

styles, but grounded in a Sicilian aesthetic (e.g. Fratelli Mancuso 1998, Amiata). 

They note the Arab influence in Sicilian singing, but they also index the 

dramatic, tragic element of Sicilian song with a quality of Greekness: 
 

In the peasant song there are many lasting Arab melismas (the move between notes 

whilst singing one syllable of text). It isn’t a light song style; it always has a strong 

dramatic element. As Sicilians we are also sons of the Greeks, and their sense of the 

tragic.8  
 

                                                
8 Luque, Alejandro. 2013. “Fratelli Mancuso – Sicilian Musicians: ‘The local barber’s shop was 
our music academy’.” Times of Sicily, 28 March 2013, accessed 15 August 2016, 
http://www.timesofsicily.com/fratelli-mancuso-sicilian-muscians-the-local-barbers-shop-was-
our-music-academy/. 
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In all of these examples, the metaphors used to locate the song style (muezzin; 

Arab; Frankish; Greek) reveal the Mediterranean crucible: to the West, its 

singing seems eastern, but to the East, it seems foreign. Further, the words used 

to describe the sound and content of the songs (agony, distended, flushed, 

knotted, pain, strain, shock, dramatic, tragic, etc.) point to another important 

parameter in Sicilian singing: timbre.  

The closest timbral analog to canzuna marranzano is the style of Maltese 

singing known as ghana fil-gholi (high-pitched) or ghana il Bormliza (from 

Bormla). In this, a male voice sings loud and high in its range. As with canzuna 

marranzano, the last note of each phrase is extended. Songs are sung to the 

accompaniment of guitars, which play rhythmic and melodic accompaniment 

(see Zahra 2006, Track 3). Zahra explains how fil-gholi contrasts with the other 

styles of ghana that focus on “verbal play and narrative”:  
 

Ghana fil-gholi favours the musical qualities of the voice […] [t]he long drawn out 

words draw the listener along with them, inviting him to stay with the sense and colour 

of the sound, rather than attempt to follow the meaning of the words (Zahra 2006, 32). 

 

In all three genres of ghana, singers often vocalize with a hand cupped over one 

ear (Cassia 2000). Typically, Sicilian lyrical singers also perform doing this, and 

it can also be found on Corsica (Bithell 1996, 48). 

Timbre, as Olwage (2004) points out, is an elusive analytical category 

that has tended to evade definition, and was frequently overlooked in early 

ethnomusicology in favour of the more measurable parameters of pitch and 

rhythm. As such, many approaches have been inadequate, a fact well-illustrated 

by the present survey of descriptions of Sicilian singing. Take, for example, the 

liner notes to a 1986 recording of Sicilian traditional music: “the classic Sicilian 

canzuna tradition [is] a melismatic, modal song rendered in harsh, loud, tense 

voice, some with marranzano (jews harp) accompaniment” (Various Artists 

1986). The words used to describe Sicilian vocal timbre (harsh, loud, tense) map 

seamlessly with those we have seen previously. Olwage has outlined the links 

between vocal timbre, class, and race in early ethnomusicology, as well as the 

long tradition of “othering” voices on the basis of their timbre (2004, 212).  

There are historical precedents for describing certain voices as “harsh” (Olwage, 
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207), and it is hard to ignore the orientalist impulse behind the use of such a 

word, whether used in liner notes or in academic articles. Roland Barthes’ well-

known essay The Grain of the Voice highlights the inadequacy of such adjectives 

for discussing timbre. Barthes was not interested in aesthetic descriptions of the 

voice, but in its ability to convey the materiality of the body (1977, 182). For 

him, the grain of the voice is the “voice within the voice”; the friction between 

the voice, language, and the body (185–6). How, then, do Sicilians themselves 

discuss vocal timbre? Do they also fall prey to the adjective, or are there other 

ways of understanding and experiencing this vocal quality that circumvent the 

problem? 

The Mancuso Brothers, interestingly, characterized the grain of the 

Sicilian voice as something psychologically unsettling. They described their 

process of learning the style: “We tried to modulate our voices like the old men 

in the village, precisely opposite to bel canto. A troublesome voice, deliberately 

discordant, that makes those listening feel somewhat less relaxed” (Luque 2013). 

Here, they describe the effect of the voice on the body and mind of the listener 

and highlight its timbral opposition to the classical Italian voice. Both bel canto 

and the Sicilian folk voice focus on the head voice of high tenors, and both focus 

on volume and projection. But bel canto, despite its volume, is a light voice, and 

vocal pedagogues talk about it as an open, unrestricted technique. In the Sicilian 

folk voice, the tension and restriction of the singing creates a markedly different 

timbre. Further, the tenseness of the singer’s body and voice in lyric singing 

creates a deliberate uneasiness in the listener. The Mancusos cast bel canto as a 

normative art music force, against which the Sicilian voice forms a grassroots 

resistance. Here, the grain of the voice implies class, destabilizing the listener’s 

physical state, and getting, as it were, under the skin. 

During fieldwork, I encountered other iterations of this psychosomatic 

paradigm of the Sicilian voice. Sicilian singer Stefano Spoto, who specializes in 

the performance of marranzano songs, described to me in Catania in April 2014 

the effect of the canzuna marranzano in corporeal terms: 
 

[Marranzano] for us, in the past, was to sustain the singing […] But when in the past 

they were singing like this, it was like it’s your heart singing, it’s your spirit, it’s 

something strong […] It’s something that [exhales sharply] it beats you […] It makes 
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you free of something. 

 

Spoto’s use of verbs rather than adjectives is key here. His acknowledgement of 

the bodily origins of the sounds (“your heart”, “your spirit”) and the physical 

impact they have on the body (knocking the air from the lungs, “it beats you”) 

seem to answer Barthes’ call for an embodied approach to vocal timbre. Alice 

Ferrara, lead singer of the Sicilian band iPercussonici, expressed a similar 

sentiment. She told me in September 2013 that she was drawn to Sicilian singing 

after hearing some old recordings, and became obsessed with capturing the 

sound and the power of the voice. She said the rawness of the Sicilian vocal style 

creates an immediate effect, likening the experience to a visceral process of 

energetic channeling. Months later, in April 2014, we spoke about the specific 

power of marranzano songs again. Alice said that even though she is accustomed 

to Sicilian singing, she experiences something “extra” when she hears 

marranzano songs. For her, they are a heightened form of expression within the 

already intense field of Sicilian vocalization.  

In this chapter, I have described how Sicily’s history of occupation by 

outside forces has resulted in a distinctive identity characterized by resistance. I 

discussed the role of song and oral culture as vehicles for media and 

communication, chronicling the events and heroes of the day, from chivalric 

stories to contemporary social bandits like Salvatore Giuliano, whose story 

remains preserved in song by the cantastorie. Against this backdrop, I 

investigated the musical qualities of the marranzano, and the ways in which its 

idiosyncratic sound have been so well matched to the vigour of the traditional 

Sicilian voice. I then surveyed contemporary Sicilian singers to explore the 

psychosomatic effects of timbre, and the bodily and extrasensory associations it 

conveys. Building on the notion of the Sicilian voice as a form of grassroots 

resistance, and armed with knowledge of traditional marranzano playing and 

song style, the next chapter turns to the contemporary marranzano revival, 

further exploring the tropes of resistance and activism in their present-day 

musical contexts. 
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Chapter 8 

Rustic Chivalry: 

Heroes, Outlaws, and the Marranzano 
 

 

Since the early 2000s, the Sicilian marranzano has been embraced as a symbol 

of local identity and cultural renewal. At the same time, the instrument’s 

resurgence is self-consciously cosmopolitan, and tethered to the transnational 

jew’s harp movement taking place around the globe. In the sections that follow, I 

further develop the concept of musical or sonic activism introduced in Chapter 7, 

locating the marranzano within it. Isn’t all art, to some extent, political? And 

why the marranzano in particular? I do not mean to suggest that the marranzano 

has always represented resistance in Sicily, or that activism is implicitly linked 

with its present-day symbolism. Nor can it be assumed that the marranzano is 

universally understood by all Sicilians to be an activist trope. Rather, I examine 

the ways in which a more recent association between politics and music has been 

forged by contemporary artists and their engagement with the instrument. For 

practitioners of the traditional marranzano, the instrument is a means of 

reconnecting with a pre-modern past, and a way of life that is viewed as more 

authentic than mainstream culture. For cosmopolitan players, the marranzano 

represents another Sicilian authenticity, not defined by what Tamara Livingston 

refers to as “historical fidelity” (1999, 66) but, rather, through the construction of 

a modern Sicilian identity engaged with social justice. At the forefront of the 

marranzano revival is a small core group of activists who fall on various points 

of the tradition/innovation spectrum.  

  

  

Traditional Marranzano 

Contemporary Sicilian musician Fabio Tricomi is an important bridge between 

the marranzano players of the 1970s or before, who were recorded during the 

post-war Italian audio archiving boom, and the present day. Tricomi, hailing 

from Catania but based in Bologna, was not present in Sicily during my 

fieldwork, but was referred to by several other players as an avid collector of 
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instruments, and as an advocate for the famous marranzano blacksmith Giuseppe 

Alaimo. Tricomi performed in the earliest editions of the Marranzano World 

Festival, where he contributed both solo marranzano tunes and accompaniment 

for singing (Fig. 8.1). Tricomi is known for playing tarantella in the style of 

Catania’s famous marranzano player Giuseppe Giuffrida.1 Giuffrida, nicknamed 

“U Curtigghiaru” (the gossiper), was recorded by Roberto Leydi (Various Artists 

1968, track 8). The recording is of excellent quality and Giuffrida’s use of the 

glottal technique is clearly audible.  

 

 
Figure 8.1: Fabio Tricomi performing at the Marranzano World Festival in 

2007. Screen capture.2 

 

Tricomi is part of an axis in which folk music, early music, and Arabic 

music are combined: he plays marranzano, tambourello, oud, vielle, lyra, and a 

range of other instruments. This is the same realm inhabited by jew’s harp 

players Svein Westad (Norway), Albin Paulus (Austria), and others. Tricomi has 

used the marranzano in projects like his band Al Qantarah, particularly on the 

album Abballati, abballati! Songs and Sounds of Medieval Sicily (2001). The 

                                                
1 “Marranzanata di Giuffrida (Fabio Tricomi al marranzano)”, YouTube, MarranzanoWorldFest, 
12 March 2009, accessed 21 August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JNXZ_2n4aeg. 
2 “Marranzano: Tarantella di Leonforte (Fabio Tricomi), MarranzanoWorldFest, 13 March 2009, 
accessed 31 August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jmJYbrzhk_4. 
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influence of Giuffrida’s style is evident in Tricomi’s playing on this record, and 

he performs Giuffrida’s Assolo di Marranzanu (Al Qantarah 2001, track 5). 

Tricomi is also a member of the group Zahr, led by pianist Francesco Turrisi, 

which describes itself as an improvisatory exploration of the Mediterranean 

zone: 
 

Focussing primarily on the influence that arabic music has had in many countries 

touched by the Mediterranean Sea, the ensemble tries to combine Italian traditional 

music, jazz improvisation, mediterranean music and early music.3  

 

Zahr’s 2012 album features one track, Piccola Suite per Marranzanu e 

Tammureddu, which is a duet between Tricomi’s marranzano and a tambourine 

(track 4). In another project, with Iranian musician Faraz Entessari, Tricomi 

combines the marranzano with Entessari’s tar.4 

Another important figure in the revival of traditional marranzano is 

Giorgio Maltese. A regular participant at Marranzano World Festival events, 

Maltese is, at the time of writing, a young Sicilian musician who plays several 

instruments and is a stalwart promoter of the traditional marranzano style (Fig. 

8.2). Partway through a degree in Environmental Studies, he spends much of his 

time travelling to villages, looking for old players and singers who know canzune 

marranzano. On an early song collecting trip with Maltese, I found myself on the 

streets of Racalmuto, the home village of writer Leonardo Sciascia. Here I was 

introduced to Maltese’s standard research method: he would drive into the centre 

of town, roll down the car window, and ask passers-by if they knew any local 

singers or marranzano players. In Racalmuto, we parked the car and walked 

down a main road, stopping to speak with locals not far from a life-sized statue 

of Sciascia. At one point, Maltese produced his marranzano and began to play, 

and a crowd soon gathered around us. One elderly man with a mischievous 

expression sang several verses in Sicilian dialect. Thinking we had struck gold, I 

was surprised when Maltese expressed his disappointment on the ride home. 

That was not real marranzano song, he said, just someone playing around. 

                                                
3 “Zahr”, accessed 31 August 2016, http://www.francescoturrisi.com/zahr/. 
4 “Faraz Entessari & Fabio Tricomi – Pish Daramad Esfahan”, YouTube, Felmay, 9 October 
2012, accessed 24 August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M37U3jBnM2o. The 
marranzano clip runs from 18:24 – 23:03. 
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Thanks to the post-war folk music recording boom, there are several 

recordings of marranzano from the second half of the twentieth century (see 

Various Artists 1965, 1968, 1974b, 1986). However, many of these are found on 

out-of-print LPs. I observed that those interested in traditional marranzano (and 

folk music in general) tended to go out song collecting instead, building their 

own private archive of field recordings. In this way, Maltese had created an 

impressive collection of songs, which he used for personal study in order to carry 

on the tradition as a performer. Maltese was highly concerned with history and 

tradition: his other hobbies included the traditional Sicilian art of scherma del 

coltello (knife fencing), and spelunking in caves looking for prehistoric artefacts. 

Maltese’s room was full of Paleolithic stone tools, Roman pottery shards, and old 

musical instruments: giant tambourelli, warped with age, hung lopsided on the 

wall. Maltese also boasted an extensive collection of antique Sicilian 

marranzani, twenty of which I catalogued for further research. 

 

 
Figure 8.2: Giuseppe Alaimo sings while Giorgio Maltese provides 

marranzano accompaniment, Resuttano, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre 

Morgan. 

 

Maltese’s mission appeared to be the documentation and preservation of 

tradition. Yet, when I asked him how he felt about the role of audio recordings, 



 273 

his stance was clear. “Recordings are fossils,” he told me in April 2014, in 

Catania. It is not the same as learning from a living person. He told me that many 

people interested in traditional music lack something in their own playing: it is 

the fact that they have only listened to recordings, and have never gone and 

studied with a living person. If they had, they would know that if they returned to 

the same singer or marranzano player several times, the same piece would be 

performed differently on each visit. He argued that direct transmission produced 

a musical sensibility that could only come from a living person. For Maltese, 

recordings were unable to keep a tradition alive if there were no living people 

actually practicing it. You cannot preserve something if the context is lost, he 

said. And, to him, the context for this music no longer exists.  

The “context” that Maltese referred to was the world in which folk music 

functioned as a means of self-produced entertainment before the advent of mass 

media. While there were a few remaining traditional singers and players in 

Sicily, he felt that the traditional marranzano style was at risk of being lost to 

younger generations. Even if recordings remained, Maltese feared the divide 

between the present and the bygone world that produced this music would soon 

become too great for it to be faithfully and accurately reproduced. He was also 

convinced that this gulf had already begun, and was perhaps already 

insurmountable. Anthropologist George Marcus referred to this attitude as the 

“salvage mode” (1986, 165), and it has long been evident in the discourse of 

Sicilian folk music, particularly since the postwar recordings. Take, for instance, 

these liner notes written by James McNeish, accompanying his 1965 album of 

Sicilian field recordings:  
 

Sicily, the bridge between the cultures of Europe and Africa, is one of the last 

strongholds of primitive music in the West […] Now, with television, industry and 

emigration, the music is dying. In a generation or two it will be dead (McNeish 1965). 

 

McNeish may have overstated his point, but as I drove through the 

countryside with Maltese, I began to get a sense of this loss. We passed by entire 

villages that had been abandoned, ghost towns serving as a reminder of the mass 

migrations from country to city that had emptied rural Sicily. Here were dry 

fields, flanked by vacant shells of buildings built under Mussolini in an attempt 
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to encourage agricultural production. Other derelict structures, particularly in the 

Northwest, were testaments to disastrous mafia construction ventures. As 

Antonina Quirke reports, “abandoned housing projects, high-rise flats 

inexplicably built in the middle of supposedly protected orange groves, endless 

roadworks and half-finished bridges […] scar the landscape”.5 Rural desolation 

existed in eerie contrast to the traffic and bustle found on the congested streets of 

Catania and Palermo, where simply driving across town was a competitive sport. 

As we traveled between metropolitan and provincial zones, it became 

increasingly clear that the world spoken of by the oldest living generation of 

marranzano singers, players, and smiths was a world with a completely different 

soundscape to the one urban Sicilians inhabit today.  

Maltese’s sense of urgency was pressing, and echoed the call to action of 

salvage ethnography, the discourse of dying cultures in which the researcher 

attempts to “preserve” traditions before they are lost forever. This current runs 

through the field of ethnomusicology and has been the subject of much debate, 

exemplified in recent years by the discussion of UNESCO’s “safeguarding” 

scheme for intangible cultural heritage (Grant 2014, 37). Today, the streams of 

applied ethnomusicology, music sustainability, and music endangerment are 

constantly developing (see, for example, Titon 2008–, Schippers 2015, Grant 

2014).6 Catherine Grant’s book reframes the issue by examining the rhetoric of 

language endangerment, and discussing how linguists approach the problem of 

language “death”. Indeed, one of the main occupational hazards of Maltese’s 

approach was the problem of aging informants. “In the ten years I’ve been doing 

this,” he told me, “I have been to so many funerals.” Elder generations were 

dying without passing on their knowledge, partially because they did not have 

anyone to transmit it to. Maltese explained that while he played all kinds of 

music, including pop and experimental, he had become a stalwart purist when it 

came to traditional music. 

The contemporary side of the marranzano revival, including the annual 

Marranzano World Festival, suggested that the instrument was certainly not 

                                                
5 “The Sicilians who can’t escape the Mafia,” BBC News Magazine, 28 September 2014, 
accessed 31 August 2016, http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-29364585. 
6  Titon, Jeff Todd. 2008-2016. Sustainable Music: A Research Blog on the Subject of 
Sustainability and Music, accessed 24 August 2016, http://sustainablemusic.blogspot.ca/. 
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dead. Yet I sensed tension between the conservative and innovative approaches 

to the instrument, each offering different perspectives on its present-day role. On 

the traditional side, there was interest in preserving the quickly receding sounds 

of an older Sicily, though there was uncertainty about the extent to which this 

was achievable. On the modern end, the instrument was being exposed to a new 

generation of Sicilians, functioning as a symbol that connected them with both 

local and global cultures.  

 

 

Cosmopolitan Marranzano 

My introduction to the contemporary marranzano scene was through Luca 

Recupero and his band iPercussonici, whose regular participation at international 

jew’s harp congresses has spread awareness of the Sicilian tradition throughout 

the global jew’s harp scene. iPercussonici was founded in 2002 by Recupero, 

Stefano Spoto, and Carlo Condarelli. That same year, the three men also 

established a cultural organization called Mondo di Musica (MOMU). Recupero 

explained to me in Catania in April 2014 that, “the band and the association were 

two different branches of the same project.” Through MOMU, Recupero, Spoto, 

and Condarelli organized courses and workshops on musical instruments and 

genres from Sicily and beyond, and presented them in schools. The association 

was also a way to manage iPercussonici, and provide paid work and gigs for its 

members. In interview, Recupero recounted how the marranzano had always 

been part of the founding vision of MOMU and its endeavours: 
 

The marranzano was in the project since the beginning […] The concept of the band 

was born of the meeting between didgeridoo and marranzano and the idea of percussion 

and sound coming together, without words. In the beginning, it was mostly an 

instrumental project to link these two apparently very far away worlds, the Sicilian 

marranzano and the Aboriginal didgeridoo, which were actually very linked [through] 

the harmonic series (April 2014, Catania). 

 

Percussionist and singer Alice Ferrara joined iPercussonici in 2004. Since its 

inception, the band had been an instrumental outfit, and Ferrara initially joined as 

a percussionist. She had sung in other bands, including the Sicilian reggae group 
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Anzikitanza, and it was not long before the other members of iPercussonici asked 

her to try singing with them. Ferrara’s strong vocal and stage presence were a 

natural fit with the band’s music, and she has been the group’s lead singer ever 

since. A fifth permanent member, electric bass player Michele Musarro, was 

added in recent years to fill out the band’s sound (Fig. 8.3). 

 

 
Figure 8.3: iPercussonici members Michele Musarro, Alice Ferrara, and 

Alberto Paternó, Santa Lucia la Mela, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

In all its activities, MOMU links traditional musical instruments with a 

global consciousness. This worldliness is partially a product of the experiences 

of the organization’s core members: all three founders have travelled and studied 

music outside of Sicily. In fact, Recupero and Spoto both reported that their 

travels abroad were responsible for connecting them with their Sicilian identities. 

Spoto told me in Catania in April 2014 that his childhood love of the 

marranzano had been extinguished by the realization that folk music, at the time, 

was “absolutely not cool”. As an adult, Spoto planned a trip to Australia to study 

the didgeridoo. He wanted something small, portable, and uniquely Sicilian to 

take with him and sell on his travels, and thus the marranzano re-entered the 

picture. In Australia, Spoto encountered many members of the Sicilian diaspora’s 

sizeable Antipodean chapter, and was surprised by the interest that the 

marranzano generated amongst Sicilian-Australians. He had long thought of it as 
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a folksy trinket, and had not expected it to evoke such strong feelings of “home” 

for many émigrés – or for himself. This reaction rekindled his own interest in the 

instrument, and he began to notice a connection between it and the Australian 

didgeridoo: 
 

I was there to study didgeridoo. [laughs] But I came back also studying marranzano. 

And you know, in the traditional style, didgeridoo is made to play with voice, with 

singing. They are always together: the didgeridoo, the voice, the singing and the dance. 

And [marranzano] also, in Sicily was made to follow the singing, to sustain the singing. 

So for me, it was “wow!” [laughs] It was like two instruments made for the same 

purpose. 

 

Spoto, who now boasts his own repertoire of canzune marranzano, told me it 

was this trip to Australia that inspired him to learn Sicilian singing. For 

Recupero, this local/global dichotomy was a special property of the jew’s harp 

and was an important factor in its global resurgence. As Recupero is quoted by 

Dan Moi: 
 

Through the Marranzano, people get to experience their own culture and at the same 

time also learn about different other cultures. The Jew's harp comes from the past but 

equally follows a course to the future, this is what makes the instrument fascinating in 

my view. It is almost a sacred intersection between worlds.7 

 

Consistent with the above manifesto, Recupero told me that iPercussonici 

was founded as a project of collaboration, mixing, blending, and fusing different 

music. It was not, however, conceived as a revival initiative by its members. For 

Recupero, the concept of revival carried a connotation of traditionalism and 

parochialism which was at odds with the cosmopolitan outlook promoted by the 

group: 
 

The project of iPercussonici was not born with the intention of reviving Sicilian 

traditional music. Not at all. It’s an independent artistic project, in which of course it can 

happen that we use themes, taken from traditional songs, and […] at points we use 

                                                
7 “‘The Jew’s harp can make the world a better place.’ – The Marranzano specialist Luca 
Recupero.” Dan Moi blog, accessed 26 February 2016, http://www.danmoi.com/wp/tag/luca-
recupero/. 
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material from Sicilian stuff or African stuff, or different traditions. But […] we have 

never enforced the idea of remaking traditional Sicilian songs (April 2014, Catania). 

 

The band emphasized its focus on global popular forms and fusion rather than 

tradition. As drummer Carlo Condarelli put it to me in Catania in May 2014, “we 

were thinking about doing world music, but in the most rock n’ roll dimension 

that it represents anywhere.” Indeed, the band’s incorporation of popular and 

world styles into a danceable, high-energy, and genre-bending ensemble gives 

them broad appeal: they were once accepted into a music competition featuring 

rock and metal acts, which they won. 

iPercussonici is an activist party/dance band with a loyal following in 

Sicily, and the group plays regularly at festivals and events around the island. 

The band’s main configuration is a blend of vocals, marranzano, didgeridoo, 

West African drums, and electric bass, resulting in a world music sound 

influenced by rock, blues, reggae, and electronic dance music. The group 

regularly incorporates percussive Sicilian instruments like marranzano and 

tambourello with African instruments. Drummer Carlo Condarelli’s bespoke 

setup consists of a set of traditional drums from Guinea, arranged like a rock n’ 

roll drum kit: a bass drum surrounded by small and medium drums and cymbals 

(Fig. 8.4). The band’s latest album at the time of writing, Carapace, takes the 

African fusion further, featuring West African guest artists playing djembe and 

kora, with Recupero also playing the Zimbabwean mbira – an instrument he 

encountered when studying for a Master’s degree at SOAS in London.  
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Figure 8.4: Carlo Condarelli and his drum kit, Santa Lucia la Mela, 2014. 

Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

iPercussonici’s songs are deliberately non-traditional, a means of 

generating new sounds with old symbols. Its musicians are creators, not 

conservationists, yet they operate from a distinctly activist position. Theirs is an 

act of preservation that projects Sicilian culture outwards to new audiences, and 

largely avoids nostalgia and romanticizing the past. Their 2008 album, Tutti Pari 

(All Equal), consisted entirely of songs sung in the Sicilian language, with liner 

notes in both Sicilian and English translation. Their 2012 album Carapace, on 

the other hand, did not feature any English translations. Alice Ferrara told me in 

May 2014 at Santa Lucia la Mela that it was intended for an Italian audience, 

while the material from Tutti Pari was better suited for international audiences 

like those at WOMAD in the UK, where the band performed in 2010. 

A look at Recupero’s own musical influences sheds light on the nature of 

his use of the marranzano in the band. In an interview with the German jew’s 

harp company Dan Moi, he recounts:  
 

My musical roots lie in Rock and Blues and in the experimental music scene. I didn't 

learn to play the Sicilian Jew's harp, the Marranzano, in Sicily but rather did so in 
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Amsterdam in 1996 during my Erasmus studies. I got to know the Swiss musician 

Antenna Tony Monorail and played a lot of music with him. It was strange, the further 

away from Sicily I went, the more I discovered about the musical traditions of Sicily.8 

 

Recupero’s time with Swiss musician Antenna Tony Monorail (Anthony Glass) 

was highly influential on his jew’s harp style, and the two men were regular 

performers in the local underground scene. Recupero and Glass have remained in 

contact, and Glass performed his one-man show at the Marranzano World 

Festival in 2012. Glass fits within the Alpine avant-garde tradition: he often 

plays solo rock n’ roll jew’s harp while accompanying himself with foot 

percussion, and sometimes uses clamped Maultrommeln and the Wechsel 

technique in experimental settings.9 His aesthetic is described by his record label: 
 

The wild man of the jew’s harp (Maultrommel, mouth-harp, guimbarde, 

scacciapensieri), master of bzoiing and duke of twang, Antenna Tony Monorail is 

probably the most exciting one-man band to come out of the wilderness today. However 

his raucous two-minute songs owe more to early blues, punk and the hypnotic monotony 

of Suicide than to the Folkways field recordings of Mongolia. Other instruments include 

a suitcase with a kick pedal, tambourine shoes, harmonica and a mastodontic voice. 

Played 100% live, no electronics involved.10 

 

After Amsterdam, Recupero studied ethnomusicology and organology as 

an undergraduate student in Bologna, during Roberto Leydi’s tenure there. In 

Bologna, he re-encountered Carlo Condarelli, a school friend from Catania, who 

was also active in the alternative music circuit. In Bologna, Recupero played 

electric bass in the garage rock scene, while Condarelli was into the hardcore 

punk scene. Soon the pair began experimenting with music together, with 

Recupero describing their early collaborations as “avant-garde electro trance” 

(May 2014, Catania). After finishing his studies in Bologna, he completed a 

Master’s degree in Ethnomusicology at SOAS, University of London, where he 

                                                
8 “‘The Jew’s harp can make the world a better place.’ – The Marranzano specialist Luca 
Recupero.” Dan Moi blog, accessed 26 February 2016, http://www.danmoi.com/wp/tag/luca-
recupero/.  
9 “Antenna Tony Monorail with David Max Time Circles On Live”, YouTube, David Max, 15 
August 2015, accessed 21 August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vtnBRXe4_aI& 
feature=youtu.be. 
10 “Antenna Tony Monorail”, A Tree in the Field Records, accessed 21 August 2016, 
http://atreeinafieldrecords.com/artists/antenna-tony-monorail/. 
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focused on the North Indian tabla. Upon his return to Sicily, Recupero 

reconnected with Condarelli and Spoto, and MOMU and iPercussonici were 

formed (Fig. 8.5). 

 

 
Figure 8.5: Luca Recupero playing marranzano with iPercussonici, Santa 

Lucia la Mela, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

The ethos of iPercussonici is shaped by the group’s commitment to 

political, environmental, and cultural issues. The band has been actively involved 

with the controversy surrounding the MUOS (Mobile User Objective System), a 

military communications satellite dish that has been installed by the US Navy in 

Niscemi. Located in a nearby nature reserve, the MUOS satellite has been 

protested by locals on the grounds of cultural and military imperialism, as well as 

its impact on the local environment and the health and safety of its residents. The 

No MUOS movement in Sicily is an aggregate of several left-wing groups which 

include environmental, cultural, and anti-mafia organizations. iPercussonici 

performs regularly at No MUOS rallies, and band members often sport No 

MUOS t-shirts and a No MUOS banner onstage at gigs. 
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The band’s environmental activism extends beyond Sicilian issues, and 

has also been linked with the anti-nuclear movement. The Mururoa atoll, 

southeast of Tahiti, was for thirty years a nuclear testing site used by France, 

until that country signed the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty. In 2011, 

iPercussonici released a single and video entitled “Mururoa”. The song, written 

by Condarelli, was used by Greenpeace in its campaign against nuclear energy in 

Italy, and later appeared on the album Carapace, dedicated to Greenpeace. The 

video begins with white text on a black background, detailing (in Italian) how 

“from 1966 to 1996, the French army made over 180 nuclear experiments here.” 

Band members are then shown playing their instruments on a beach, wearing 

black t-shirts with the yellow nuclear hazard symbol on them. At the end of the 

video, there is footage of an unnamed nuclear explosion test and its resulting 

mushroom cloud.11 I provide a translation of the final stanza of Condarelli’s 

lyrics below: 
 
Mi ha copito una stella brillante   I have understood a shining star 
un boato assordante    a deafening roar 
un esplosione devastante che cancella  a devastating explosion that erases 
il respiro della vita in un istante   the breath of life in an instant12 

 

iPercussonici is part of a long tradition of anti-corruption artists in Sicily. 

Anselmi (2002) traces the evolution of what he terms the “the Italian engaged 

and antagonistic music scene” from the politicized cantastorie of the 1960s 

through to the posse rap-reggae-raggamuffin fusion groups of the 1990s. 

Impegnato (engaged) music in Italy, Anselmi writes, emerged in the 1950s and 

1960s among a generation of musicians who “presented everyday materiality and 

the suffering conditions of a marginalized humanity” (2002, 20). Among its 

artists was the great Sicilian folk-singer Rosa Balistreri, often nicknamed the 

“Voice of Sicily”. Balistreri is known for her protest songs, like Mafia e Parrini 

(Mafia and Priests), and Buttana di to mà (Whore of Your Mother) from the 

1974 album Noi siamo nell’inferno carcerati (We Are Prisoners in Hell). 

iPercussonici released a reworked version of Balistreri’s autobiographical 

                                                
11 “Ipercussonici – MURUROA official video,” YouTube, ipercussonici, 23 July 2011, accessed 
30 August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XiccraUeABA.  
12 iPercussonici. 2012. “Mururoa”. Carapace. Catania: Viceversa Records. Lyrics © Carlo 
Condarelli. 
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requiem, Quannu Moru (When I Die), on its 2012 album Carapace. I provide a 

translated excerpt of Balistreri’s lyrics below:  
 

When I die, do not say Mass,  

but remember your friend. 

When I die, bring a flower, 

a flower large and red like bloodshed. 

[…] 

When I die, sing my songs, 

do not forget them, sing them for the fields 

When I die, think of me occasionally, 

who for this land, died without a voice.13  

 

iPercussonici’s version of the song, retitled Quannu moru (faciti ca nun moru) 

(When I die, act as though I have not died), is played at a faster tempo than the 

original, with a modified melody and additional lyrics. The band released it as a 

single in 2012, on the twentieth anniversary of the Capaci massacre, 

commemorating the murder of anti-Mafia judge and magistrate Giovanni 

Falcone by the Cosa Nostra. In the liner notes, the song is dedicated “to all who 

continue to live struggling against the mafia.” The band also released a music 

video for the single, reinforcing its anti-mafia message: the musicians and a cast 

of extras are shown wearing paper masks printed with the faces of Sicilian 

activists including Rosa Balistreri, Giovanni Falcone, and the journalist Pippo 

Fava who, like Falcone, was murdered by the mafia.14 The video ends with a 

quote from Fava: “a che serve viviere, se non c'e il corragio di lottare” (what 

good is living, if there is no courage to fight).  

 In the previous chapter, I discussed how the cantastorie represented and 

operated within the subaltern strata of society. The impegnato tradition reinforces 

the notion that the exploited classes must rise up to combat dominant power 

structures like capitalism and the mafia (Anselmi 2002, 26). The rap/reggae 

fusion posse groups of the 1980s and 1990s added anti-racism to this discourse. 

                                                
13 “Canti Siciliani: Testi. Quannu iu moru”, Aulos Centro Ricerche Tradizioni Popolari, accessed 
26 February 2016, http://www.tradizionipopolariaulos.com/testo_quannumoru.php. 
14

 “IPERcusSONICI – ‘Quannu moru, faciti ca nun moru!’ (con Lucia Sardo e Rosa Balistreri),” 
YouTube, ipercussonici, 18 July 2012, accessed 22 August 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pjN5sLXiaKY. 



 284 

An interview with Luca Recupero in support of the release of iPercussonici’s 

Carapace album shows how the band situates itself within this resistance 

paradigm: 

 
Carapace is also an explicitly anti-militarist invocation, and this title also contains the 

idea that music can be a real defense against rampant individualism, media 

bombardment, racism, cultural and military imperialism, against all mafias.15 

 

In the 1990s, the Apulian group Sud Sound System began fusing reggae and 

dancehall with southern Italian folk instruments and local dialect, creating a 

genre dubbed “tarantamuffin”, a portmanteau of the taranta ritual of Puglia and 

ragamuffin, a subgenre of Jamaican reggae (see Lüdtke 2008, 103). iPercussonici 

takes this a step further, combining traditional Sicilian instruments with those 

from Africa and Australia, Sicilian dialect with reggae and rock-inspired vocals, 

and electro-acoustic processing and effects pedals. “The jew’s harp”, said 

Recupero in the above interview, “becomes an emblem of the entire sonic 

universe”. 

It is in this spirit that Mondo di Musica’s other main project arose. The 

Marranzano World Festival, founded in 2005, promotes what Recupero calls 

“unity in diversity”. 16  The English name hints at its global outlook and 

programming, and the event has helped to regenerate interest in the marranzano 

for a new generation of young players. While the festival takes its name from the 

instrument, it often features the jew’s harp in alternative or experimental genres, 

creating a sort of sonic symbol of that which is traditionally Sicilian within a 

contemporary global context (Fig. 8.6). Recupero was not the first to note the 

cosmopolitan, world-bridging potential of the jew’s harp: since the First 

International Jew’s Harp Congress in Iowa City, jew’s harp festivals, no matter 

how small or local, have always attracted international guests. Recupero was, 

however, the first to found a regional jew’s harp festival with an explicitly 

multicultural basis, a tradition which continues today in newer events like the 

                                                
15 de Rosa, Ciro, “Marranzano, Sicilia & World. Intervista con Luca Recupero”, Blog Folk, April 
2014, accessed 23 August 2016, http://www.blogfoolk.com/2014/04/marranzano-sicilia-world-
intervista-con.html (my translation). 
16 “Marranzano World Fest”, Facebook group, accessed 31 August 2016, 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/MarranzanoWorldFest/. 
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World Mouth Harp Festival of India, an annual festival in Goa, founded in 2012 

by Neptune Chapotin, and Global Vibes Kecskemet, an annual jew’s harp-

themed new years event in Hungary hosted by Áron Szilágyi. The “world” focus 

and attendance at these local jew’s harp events reflects the growing self-

awareness and cohesion of the transnational nature of the jew’s harp community. 

 

 
Figure 8.6: Marranzano World Festival programs, Catania, 2013. 

Photograph: Paige Pemberton. Used with permission. 

 

Not surprisingly, many of the foreign performers who attend the 

Marranzano World Festival are members of the international jew’s harp congress 

circuit. Sicily’s visibility on the world jew’s harp stage is largely thanks to 

Recupero’s activism: Recupero and/or iPercussonici regularly perform at 

international jew’s harp festivals, and Recupero also frequently offers Sicilian 

marranzano playing workshops at these events. Sicily’s commitment to showing 

up on the world stage has in turn brought the world to the Marranzano World 

Festival, and the event is on the wishlist of many jew’s harp performers and 

aficionados, including those who have already attended.  

In Sicily, then, the marranzano has been revived not through recordings 

or the excavation of playing techniques, but through a social and musical 
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reframing of the instrument, where it now functions as an emblem for alternative 

cosmopolitan culture in Sicily. Recupero’s description of the Sicilian festival 

sums it up nicely: 

 
[A] biennial event that celebrates the marranzano as a metaphor for all that is typically 

Sicilian but at the same time spread throughout the world, for all that has ancient roots, 

but extends into the future. A multidisciplinary event to promote the idea of Sicily as a 

land of music, in the perspective of generational exchange and the culture of tolerance 

and cooperation. The musical instruments sound as a bridge between the local and 

global, between old traditions and new experiments.17 

 

Like many folk traditions navigating their way through the twenty-first 

century, there has been an unavoidable tension between “old traditions and new 

experiments”. Yet it was clear to me during field research that both traditionalists 

and innovators viewed their engagement with the marranzano as a form of sonic 

activism, and a key to the future of Sicilian identity. As in many other cases, the 

act of playing traditional instruments could not be completely divorced from the 

political.  For Maltese, being a traditional musician was a duty, a service to a 

society that would otherwise forget about its valuable heritage. His collecting 

trips were imbued with a sense of urgency, a feeling that it might already be too 

late but that he had to keep trying, regardless. On the other hand, artists like 

iPercussonici transformed the instrument into an emblem of Sicily’s rural past, 

and at the same time, an icon of the interconnectedness of people around the 

world. Regardless of the genre influences on the material played (reggae, rock, 

hip hop, world fusion) the sound of the marranzano in the mix emitted dual 

resonances: the Sicilian and the global, the old and the new. Whatever the 

motivations behind it, I observed that the cultural activism surrounding the 

marranzano revolved around the act of saying music mattered, then working to 

ensure it did. 

 

 

 

 
                                                
17 “Marranzano World Festival a Catania,” Sicilia in Festa, accessed 6 May 2013, 
http://www.siciliainfesta.com/manifestazioni/marranzano_world_festival_catania.htm. 
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The Marranzano in Film  

During my fieldwork, I discovered that this new image for the marranzano had 

not entirely superseded the instrument’s enduring mythology: that it was once the 

instrument of bandits, in particular, the outlaw Salvatore Giuliano. Was this 

association born of fact or fiction? Did Giuliano and his band really use the 

marranzano? And are such legends compatible with the urbane, activist bent of 

the present-day revival? This section uncovers a long tradition of criminal 

depictions of marranzano in Italian cinema and Hollywood which, I argue, is at 

the heart of the instrument’s lasting legacy in local memory. I suggest that these 

popular representations are not wholly at odds with the anti-corruption advocacy 

of the present marranzano resurgence. Rather, they co-exist along the spectrum 

of resistance and pastoral nostalgia that is a defining axis of Sicilian heritage.  

The Central European depictions of the jew’s harp, discussed in Chapters 

5 and 6, placed the instrument within a context of rustic idyll: it was portrayed in 

scenes of shepherds, courtship scenes, and rural innocence. In Italian and Italian-

American films, the pastoral setting remains consistent, but here the jew’s harp is 

placed in the hands of criminals. As I have discussed, Giuliano was what Eric 

Hobsbawm has termed a social bandit, a Robin Hood type figure who pitted 

himself against the oppressive government and the strong arm of its security 

forces. Giuliano was widely admired and highly regarded, and his legend has 

been kept alive through the songs of the cantastorie, and in films and plays. 

During my fieldwork in 2013 and 2014, 60 years after his death, Sicilians were 

still talking about him. In fact, I discovered that marranzano smiths, players, and 

filmmakers mentioned Giuliano repeatedly. The frequency of this correlation led 

me to investigate how the marranzano became so deeply entwined with banditry 

and the Giuliano legend. The connection seemed reasonable enough at first 

glance. After all, the jew’s harp itself was a sort of outcast instrument: difficult to 

classify, difficult to play, sometimes maligned, and often associated with the 

introspective, quiet lives of shepherds and those living on the fringes of society. 

As I dug deeper, however, I discovered a complex web of associations 

between the marranzano and bandits, both within Sicily’s popular history of 

itself, and in outside conceptions of Sicily. The very term “marranzano” has a 

multitude of variations, each with possible translations and connotations in 
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Sicilian dialect. Marranzano (or ‘u marranzanu), for instance, means “cricket”. 

Around Palermo, the instrument is sometimes referred to by the name mariolu 

(mariuolo in Italian), which means “rogue” or “scoundrel”. In conversation, 

musician Giorgio Maltese recalled that long before he started playing the 

instrument himself, his grandfather occasionally addressed him as 

“Marranzano!” when he had misbehaved as a child (September 2013, San 

Giovanni la Punta). 

 Occasionally, “Marranzano” has surfaced as a Sicilian surname as well: 

Salvatore Maranzano (sic) (1886–1931) was a mafia boss from Castellammare 

del Golfo, the large bay on the northwestern coast between Palermo and Trapani. 

Certainly Maranzano can be said to have been a scoundrel: he was briefly Boss 

of Bosses before being assassinated by Charles “Lucky” Luciano in New York. 

The Sicilian-born Luciano himself went on to become immortalized as “the 

father of organized crime” in television and film, and remains one of the most 

famous mobsters in Italian-American history (Klerks 2005). I was intrigued to 

discover that the “Lucky Luciano” moniker had been adopted by one of the 

marranzano players I spoke with. Luciano Occhino was a multi-instrumentalist 

with regular hotel restaurant gigs around the tourist mecca of Taormina, in which 

he sang and played marranzano, frischalleti, tambourello, quartara (musical 

jug), and guitar.18 He was also a member of a folkloric music group in Taormina, 

Triskele, which played locally and sometimes toured across Europe.  

I interviewed Occhino at his home in Taormina, the picturesque coastal 

city famous for its appearances in Francis Ford Coppola’s Godfather trilogy. 

Though the real Corleone family was from inland, western Sicily, Taormina was 

clearly chosen for visual appeal rather than historical accuracy. Nestled into the 

side of its dramatic cliffs, which rose up from the rugged eastern coast, the 

Italian mainland was visible from Luciano’s back deck; looming across the 

water, yet feeling like a distant world apart. In September 2013, against this 

backdrop, Occhino brought out several of his prized folk instruments for me to 

see. These included a tambourello upon which he had painted fruit, and on the 

back had inscribed the words “Lucky Luciano Taormina”. Occhino’s nickname 

suggested an affinity for Sicilian outlaws, a theme that continued over the course 
                                                
18 “Luciano Occhino: il Maranzano”, YouTube, Canale di 55Cantante, 24 July 2016, accessed 22 
August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UMH810qu838. 
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of our visit. Though I had heard others mention the connection between 

marranzano and bandits, Occhino connected the instrument specifically with the 

story of Salvatore Giuliano. In Occhino’s telling, the marranzano played an 

important role during Giuliano’s years of hiding from authorities: it was used as 

a warning signal between members of his band.  
 

I'm talking about many years ago. This famous Sicilian bandito, he took from the rich 

and gave to the poor. The police were looking for him. He went and hid in the 

mountains of Palermo, Montelepre [a village west of Palermo]. So, when the police 

arrived […], the shepherds wanted to alert Giuliano. But they couldn't just yell 

“Giuliano, polizia!” No, they played the marranzano. And he understood that the police 

were there. It’s true! And he escaped. It’s a mode of communication. It’s like a 

telephone. 

 

When I asked if there was any possibility that it was a legend, rather than a true 

story, he replied: 
 

No no no! It’s the truth. An old man told this story. I was small when I heard this story. 

Twelve or thirteen years old. And this old man told me that this instrument was used by 

bandits to communicate. Not only Giuliano, others too. For communication. The 

marranzano can be heard for miles, mamma mia! For kilometres and kilometres. 

 

According to Diego Pascal Panarello, this same story about the the 

marranzano being used to signal from corner to corner had been recounted to 

him as an historical event rather than a legend, by a Sicilian marranzano 

blacksmith (September 2013, Augusta). This notion has also circulated within 

the international jew’s harp scene, as evidenced by an interview conducted by 

German jew’s harp player Gerd Conradt with an expat Sicilian marranzano 

player in Germany. Conradt recounts how the man refused to discuss any mafia 

connection, and instead associated the instrument with courtship ballads:  
 

Antonio Di Salvo reacted with astonishment to our question about the importance of the 

trump for the Mafia. “A Sicilian does not speak of the Mafia,” he answered. It is known 

that the marranzanu, as the trump is known in Sicily, has been used as a signal 

instrument in Mafia circles. For Signore di Salvo the trump is an instrument of love 

songs. Under the balcony of the one he adores, the potential lover tries to win her favor 

by playing the trump (Conradt and Korte 2005, 41). 
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Interestingly, Occhino referred to Giuliano as “il bandido mafioso 

Giuliano.” There appeared to be some confusion between bandits and mafia, and 

polizia (police) and carabinieri (military police). Giuliano was a bandit who 

fought against the carabinieri. He was, according to Maxwell, initially in league 

with the police and the “new” mafia. Ultimately, it was the mafia who disposed 

of Giuliano after he killed five of its members, including a boss, thus souring any 

alliance.  

Giuliano himself was never a member of the mafia. So why did so many 

people, both inside and outside Sicily, associate bandits and mafia with 

marranzano? Sicilian filmmaker Diego Pascal Panarello explained how the 

Mafia collaborated with shepherds, hiring them to watch over the properties they 

had been paid to protect. Said Panarello: 
 

The shepherds became mafia men without knowing what the mafia was. And the 

shepherds used to play marranzano. So, when the shepherds came from the land to the 

city, they used to play marranzano, but just for enjoying the sound. Now the legends say 

that the mafia used to send messages from corner to corner of the city with marranzano. 

For example, if there was an outlaw and the police were coming, the mafia men went 

“doing ding doing dang” [on the marranzano] (September 2013, Augusta).  

 

Again, this account demonstrates a correlation between bandits and mafia, which 

are grouped together under the banner of outlaws, despite being different groups 

who were sometimes at odds with each other. Panerello went further, suggesting 

that the popularization of the marrazano-mafia-bandit link sits not just in oral 

tradition, but in Italian cinema: 
 

People used to play marranzano, and it’s something very nice to put in [a film]... 

[Directors] found cinematic inspiration with it because it’s something mysterious. […] 

Before a director makes a film, he does research about the location: its history, its 

culture, its sounds, and its way of thinking (September 2013, Augusta).  

 

Here, Panarello suggested that the marranzano was used as a sonic symbol of 

Sicily in film, its mysterious sound evoking the atmosphere of the rural South. In 

the same conversation, in Augusta in September 2013, iPercussonici drummer 

Carlo Condarelli agreed, saying “the connection between jew’s harp and 

mafia…I think it’s something built inside the screen.” I decided to investigate. 
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Were these stories real, or were they the product of cinematic indulgences on the 

part of film directors, who used romantic ideas of the South to perpetuate its 

image as a rustic, backward land full of criminals? I now turn to a brief overview 

of filmic representations of the marranzano in a selection of Italian and Italian-

American films. 

 One of the earliest cinematic depictions of marranzano can be found in 

the 1939 film Cavalleria Rusticana (Rustic Chivalry), directed by Amleto 

Palermi. The story is based on a play by the Sicilian writer Giovanni Verga, 

which had earlier been turned into a successful opera by the composer Pietro 

Mascagni, premiering in Rome in 1890. The 1939 version is one of several film 

adaptations of the popular opera, and a testament to its enduring popularity 

(Sansone 1990). In Palermi’s version, the marranzano is used both diagetically 

as part of the action of the scene, and extra-diagetically in the soundtrack. In a 

video combining musical scenes from Cavalleria Rusticana and an earlier 

Palermi film from 1936, Fiat Voluntas Dei (God’s Will Be Done), we see a 

carrettieri (cart driver) singing while his friend accompanies him on 

marranzano, among other scenes (Fig. 8.7).19  

 

                                                
19 “Sicilia,” YouTube, Zefiro Torna, 3 May 2014, accessed 29 August 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kuanS9OrzCo. A marranzano can be heard accompanying a 
choral song from 2:00-2:46, then is shown accompanying a solo carrettiero singer from 2:47-
3:30. From 3:31-4:45, a marranzano player is shown accompanying another choral number 
depicting the threshing of hay. 
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Figure 8.7: Marranzano player accompanying a carrettiero singer in 

Cavalleria Rusticana (1939). Screen capture.20 

 

Many of the musical numbers in these films show happy villagers going about 

their traditional, everyday lives. These earliest filmic sources link the 

marranzano with the carrettieri and the purity of rural life – any suggestions of 

criminality are, for the time being, absent. It bears pointing out that both films 

were made before Giuliano’s rise to fame, his criminal career spanning the years 

1943–1950. It is also worth noting, as Hobsbawn has, that Giuliano “lived and 

died in the high noon of press photographers and celebrity interviews in exotic 

places” (Hobsbawm 2000, 151). Giuliano was an image-conscious person whose 

every move was chronicled by mass media, adding glamour and mystique to the 

traditional Sicilian bandito.  

In the years following Giuliano’s death, the association with bandits and 

marranzano began to appear. In the opening seconds of Francesco Rosi’s film 

Salvatore Giuliano (1962), we see locals using a marranzano in the middle of 

the night to send a signal that the carabinieri are coming.21 Was Rosi’s film 

single-handedly responsible for creating the image of the marranzano as an 
                                                
20 “Sicilia,” YouTube, Zefiro Torna, 3 May 2014, accessed 29 August 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kuanS9OrzCo, 3:15. 
21 “Salvatore Giuliano di Francesco Rosi”, YouTube, bifest2016, 14 November 2012, accessed 
31 August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-1D9IbBHW6E. Marranzano playing 
occurs from 0:29-0:35.  
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outlaw communication device? An extensive survey of contemporaneous films 

would be necessary to answer that question. In any case, the Salvatore Giuliano 

film was certainly popular: it was awarded Best Director at the Berlin 

International Film Festival in 1962, and is said to have launched Rosi’s 

international reputation (Shipman 1991, 1088–1092). Rosi made several more 

films dealing with the topics of mafia and corruption in southern Italy and Italo-

America, including Lucky Luciano (1973).  

Other Italian directors were working with similar themes in the 1960s. 

Sergio Leone was busy creating an entire genre around the figure of the outlaw, 

the Spaghetti Western. Leone’s Dollars Trilogy featured a jew’s harp in the first 

and second films. Was the instrument an Italian jew’s harp or an American one? 

Was it intended to represent Sicily, America, or an imagined link between the 

two? According to film historian Christopher Frayling, both Leone and the film’s 

composer Enio Morricone were not “inspired in any way by the American 

Western” (Frayling 2000, 154). Referring to the score of the first film, Fistful of 

Dollars (1964), Morricone spoke of his deliberate use of the jew’s harp to create 

an “Italian sound”: 
 

Certain characters in [Leone’s] films, the bad ones in particular, are very Italian […] 

Nothing to do with American history, really, and to underline the irony and craziness of 

these Italian characters, I created an “Italian” sound. I wanted to hammer out a kind of 

music which was more pressing, more troubled, more of a direct experience. So I used 

the Sicilian guimbard and the marranzano, a Mediterranean instrument which is also 

played in North Africa and Asia (quoted in Frayling 2000, 155).22  

 

The use of the jew’s harp to evoke an “Italian” sound by creating an 

unsettling timbral experience echoes the Mancuso brothers’ comments on the 

psychology of the Sicilian singing voice. For Morricone, the grain of the 

instrument could create an immediate physical reaction in his listeners, a 

property he also connects with the sound of folk song: 
 

                                                
22 Curiously, Morricone refers to both the “Sicilian guimbard” (a misspelling, since guimbarde is 
the French name for the jew’s harp) and the marranzano (the Sicilian name for the jew’s harp). 
Why would he refer to two different names for the same instrument? I suspect an error in the 
interview transcript. Instead of “the Sicilian guimbard and the marranzano”, perhaps he means 
“the Sicilian guimbard, that is, the marranzano”. Morricone also states that the instrument is 
played in North Africa, which is incorrect.  



 294 

Both the guimbard and the folk-singing were associated with the “music of remote 

places”, […] I wanted simply to use the idea of the escape to the prairie or desert and the 

expression of solitude. I wanted to put all this in music: isolated locations, a long way 

away from the noise and bustle of towns; I tried to re-create in my music this sense of 

wildness (quoted in Frayling 2000, 155-56). 

 

Morricone’s music of remote places and solitude was not intended to conjure the 

pastoral, domestic cosiness of the Austrian courtship scene, but the empty realms 

of wilderness associated with the Wild West. In the next film in the trilogy, A 

Few Dollars More, Morricone took his use of the jew’s harp further. First, the 

opening theme features jew’s harps tuned to different keys, reminiscent of the 

Austrian Wechselspiel style.23 Morricone then uses the instrument throughout the 

film as a motif for a character – specifically, a bad character, Colonel Mortimer. 

As Kausalik explains: 
 

The title sequence begins with the Jew’s harp establishing D as an important pitch (in 

this case the tonic), setting the tempo, and introducing the listener/viewer to its unique 

timbre. As the first episode of the film begins, the audience is introduced to Mortimer as 

he is hunting down Guy Callaway in Tucumcari. When Mortimer unwinds his satchel 

full of custom weaponry (00:10:13), the Jew’s harp plays a single note cue. From this 

point onward, the sound of the Jew’s harp is associated with Mortimer (Kausalik 2008, 

39). 

 

In conversation, marranzano player Giorgio Maltese identified this very 

film with the revival of his fascination with the jew’s harp. He recalled being 

enthralled, at the age of six, when a storyteller with a marranzano performed at 

his school. Ten years later, he saw A Few Dollars More, and recognized the 

sound of the jew’s harp in the film. Not long after his rediscovery of the 

instrument, the first Marranzano World Festival took place in Sicily in 2005. 

Spurred by his encounter with the film, Maltese attended and was exposed to top 

players from Sicily and abroad, including Fabio Tricomi, the Hungarian Áron 

Szilágyi, and the French-Vietnamese Tran Quang Hai. This marked the 

beginning of his growing interest in the marranzano (September 2013, San 

Giovanni la Punta). 

                                                
23 “For a Few Dollars More Theme Song”, YouTube, diogo goncalves, 3 January 2010, accessed 
31 August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WtblCZQXRsA.  
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To conclude, I will briefly touch upon another commercially successful 

Italian-American trilogy: Francis Ford Coppola’s Godfather films (1972, 1974, 

and 1990). The series, based on Mario Puzo’s novel of the same name, has 

become the textbook for the Italian-American mafioso image, and is a canonical 

example of Hollywood’s long fascination with gangsters of Sicilian descent 

(Gardaphé 2003, 59–60). A jew’s harp appears only in the third film, the least 

successful of the series. Unlike the first two films, the score of Godfather III was 

composed by the director’s father, Carmine Coppola. As with the film, the 

reception of its score was mixed. One positive reviewer characterized Coppola’s 

use of the jew’s harp as “offbeat”: 
 

The film’s music by Carmine Coppola is wonderful as his approach to lush string 

arrangements and somber horns play into the sense of melancholia that looms over the 

film along with some very offbeat cuts such as the use of the Jew-harp that serves as a 

theme for Don Altobello.24  

 

Coppola’s use of the instrument as a character theme echoes that of Morricone in 

A Few Dollars More. 25  Another reviewer, however, disparaged the score, 

pointing specifically to the presence of the jew’s harp as evidence of Coppola’s 

“butchery” of the music:  
 

Further evidence of nepotism gone wrong is director Coppola's father Carmine's 

absolute butchery and misarrangement of Nino Rota's brilliant musical themes. Did I 

hear a Jew's Harp? Please.26 

 

Sicilian filmmaker Diego Pascal Panarello has been working on a feature 

film about the jew’s harp for the past several years. Shot in various locations, the 

film was originally titled The Jew’s Harp: From Sicily to Yakutia – The Road to 

Rhapsody. As its title suggests, the film follows Panarello as he travels from 

Sicily to Yakutia investigating the music and appeal of the jew’s harp in both 

                                                
24 “The Godfather Part III”, Surrender to the Void blog, 27 February 2015, accessed 24 August 
2016, http://thevoid99.blogspot.ca/2015/02/the-godfather-part-iii.html. 
25 “Il Padrino parte III – Don Altobelli”, YouTube, maoz84, 15 February 2011, accessed 31 
August 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=18YSjchmIGg. The jew’s harp can be heard 
from 0:00-0:30.  
26 Dorr, Gregory P., “The Godfather Part III”, The DVD Journal, ©2001, accessed 24 August 
2016, http://www.dvdjournal.com/reviews/g/godfathercollection.shtml. 
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locations. In 2012, Panarello ran a successful online crowdfunding campaign to 

finance the Yakutian leg of his journey, which I discuss in detail below in 

Chapter 9. As a filmmaker and a Sicilian, Panarello is well aware of the local 

associations of the jew’s harp. In his “Director’s Statement” on the film’s 

website, he writes:  
 

I am Sicilian and the [jew’s] harp in Sicily is tied to the idea of the Mafia, because in 

movies like “The Godfather” or “Salvatore Giuliano” appear mafious [sic] “picciotti” 

playing it. Indeed, these bandits, before enrolling in the Mafia army, were simple 

shepherds, who played the mouth organ in the solitude of their pastures. The harp has 

always been an instrument made to meditate, not to threaten.27 

 

Here, Panarello acknowledges the instrument’s connection with 

criminality in popular film culture, but he is quick to distance his own filmic 

vision for the instrument. Instead, he invokes a pastoral setting of quiet solitude 

and personal enjoyment, suggesting that this is the instrument’s original context 

and this sets the stage for the angle of his film. At the time of writing, Panarello 

has changed the title of the film to The Strange Sound of Happiness, which 

further suggests the meditative state brought about by playing the jew’s harp.28 It 

is also a conscious move to restore the image of the marranzano in Sicily. For 

Panerello, the pastoralism invoked by the instrument should be one of purity, not 

foreboding. How he negotiates this reframing remains to be seen, as the film has 

not yet been released.  

 

 

Blacksmiths and Production 

Worldwide, a good jew’s harp is a testament to the skill and workmanship of its 

maker. In Sicily, Recupero told me in Catania in September 2013 that the 

marranzano was widely considered to be the “ultimate test of the blacksmith.” 

Recupero also highlighted the Promethean undertones of the blacksmith’s trade 

                                                
27 “Jew’s Harp Film”, accessed 13 April 2015, http://www.jewsharpfilm.com/en/director-
statement. 
28 Interestingly, Panarello’s musical duo, in which he plays marranzano, is called Graziella 
Criminale, which appears to be a reference to the instrument’s association with outlaws. 
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in Sicily. The god Hephaestus (Greek) or Vulcan (Roman) was the deity of 

blackmsiths, of metal, fire, and volcanoes. His forge was situated beneath a 

volcano; in Sicily, this is naturally said to be Mount Etna. Giacomo Tremoglie 

was a blacksmith during the First World War, making horseshoes – the same 

profession held by munnharpe maker Knut Tveit in Norway during his army 

service. According to Recupero, Tremoglie underwent official training and 

certification in his trade, and for his final exam made a marranzano to prove his 

mastery (May 2014, Catania). Tremoglie’s production of marranzano peaked in 

the 1950s and 60s, and he passed away in the late 1980s.  

 During fieldwork, I visited the workshops of most of the active smiths on 

the island. Instruments made by an older generation were still evident in private 

collections. Musician Luciano Occhino, for instance, had some antique 

marranzani from makers active in the 1970s. At the time, a Catania blacksmith 

named Lagana made marranzani for that city’s top player, the aforementioned 

Peppino Giuffrida (U Cuttigghiaru). According to Maltese, Giuffrida would tune  

the instruments himself. Occhino also had an instrument from another maker, 

Giuseppe Cannaró (nicknamed Peppino U Lantirnaru), from the vicinity of 

Taormina. Lantinaru was also a player, and tuned his own instruments. His 

marranzani are distinguishable by an “x” marked on the back of the frame (Fig. 

8.8). 
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Figure 8.8: Marranzano made by Peppino U Lantinaru, in the collection of 

Luciano Occhino, Taormina, 2013. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Pippo Giaca is another player who is a bridge between generations (Fig. 

8.9). He owned several large marranzani made by Peppino Lantinaru in 

Taormina. Giaca kept his instruments in a bespoke briefcase, which was a source 

of great pride (Fig. 8.10). Giaca told me he began playing at the age of six thanks 

to a friend who had a tourist marranzano. He later graduated to professional 

instruments, playing in a folklore group with marranzano, tambourello, 

frischaletto (cane flute), organetto (diatonic button accordion) and quartara 

(ceramic jug). Giaca noted the expensive price of Lantinaru’s instruments, saying 

he had paid 10,000 and 20,000 lire respectively for two instruments 

(approximately 100 and 200 Euros today). Giaca played at the Marranzano 

World Festival in 2013.  
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Figure 8.9: Pippo Giaca playing a large marranzano, Linguaglossa, 2013. 

Photograph: Paige Pemberton. Used with permission. 

 

 
Figure 8.10: Giaca’s marranzano collection, Linguaglossa, 2013. 

Photograph: Paige Pemberton. Used with permission. 

 

During my fieldwork, Giuseppe Alaimo, in the western village of 

Resuttano, was the archetypal artisanal smith among the living makers (Fig. 

8.11). I was extremely fortunate to visit his workshop just three months before 
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his death at the age of 90 in the summer of 2014. Until that point, he had been 

the most senior of the smiths and his instruments occupied the highest point on 

the price spectrum. He was one of few to make a living from the sale of 

marranzano, and could command high prices due to his reputation for quality, 

hand-forged instruments. According to those who had known him over a longer 

period, the quality of his work took a downturn during the last years of his life. 

Part of Alaimo’s reputation was thanks to the marranzano player and collector 

Fabio Tricomi, who would purchase 10 instruments on each visit and resell them, 

becoming the smith’s chief ambassador among advanced marranzano players. 

Through Tricomi, Alaimo soon came to the attention of Luca Recupero. 

Alaimo’s fondness for Recupero was evident during our visit, as he recalled 

being invited to attend the Marranzano World Festival in Catania. The city’s 

palaces had amazed him, he said, as he seldom travelled so far from Resuttano. 

Alaimo was the top marranzano smith of his generation and was known 

to the older generation of players. He was an important link between the 

instrument’s past and present. Alaimo told me in April 2014 that when he was 

young, everyone played marranzano. They had no television and no radio, he 

said, just music. His cultural significance lay not only in his smithing skills, but 

because he also remembered a lot of old songs (Fig. 8.12). During our visit, 

Giorgio Maltese provided marranzano accompaniment, and Alaimo sang a 

prison song and several stornelli serenades – including bawdy ones. 
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Figure 8.11: Giuseppe Alaimo playing a marranzano, Resuttano, 2014. 

Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

 
Figure 8.12: Giuseppe Alaimo singing, Resuttano, 2014. Photograph: 

Deirdre Morgan. 

 

Alaimo had learned his craft from another smith in Resuttano, Giuseppe 

Restivo. Restivo had been married to Alaimo’s childhood schoolteacher. Maltese 

and I were fortunate to locate a local family who owned a marranzano made by 

Restivo. We paid a visit to the home to Archangelo Mugavaro, whose father 
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produced the antique instrument for us while we sipped espresso around the 

kitchen table, enjoying a friendly visit. Mugavaro also produced a book 

containing the lyrics of several marranzano songs from the vicinity of the 

village. Maltese and I were permitted to photograph the lyrics in the book, and 

promised to learn the songs.  

Maltese’s influence in the field of blacksmithing was highly evident. The 

top two active makers during my visits had both begun making marranzani at 

Maltese’s request. The first of these was a professional blacksmith in Maltese’s 

home village of San Giovanni la Punta, nestled on the slopes of Etna above 

Catania. Here Maltese discovered the blacksmith Salvatore Petralia, or Turi 

L’Umericanu (Turi the American), as he was locally known (Fig. 8.13). In his 

youth, Petralia had spent several years working as a welder on ships in Alaska 

and British Columbia. He spoke some English and was known for being one of 

few people to have left the village. During my research, he was housebound, 

though still physically active. Due to his situation, he was no longer able to do 

house calls, which meant that his regular income making railings, window 

frames, and other custom blacksmithing work requiring onsite visits had largely 

dried up. Instead, he had dedicated himself to making marranzano.  

When Maltese had become interested in marranzano, he had been 

concerned by the lack of high-quality instruments available. He began seeking 

out blacksmiths in and around his village, carrying a marranzano made by 

Alaimo as an example of what he was looking for. His search, after some dead 

ends, eventually led him to Petralia. On his first visit, the smith declined to make 

him an instrument. Maltese persisted, returning again, and his resolution paid off. 

Unlike the other smiths he had spoken to, Petralia was intrigued by the idea of 

making marranzano. Petralia told me that as a child, he had gone to his 

blacksmithing master’s forge every day after school and had watched the work. 

He recalled having seen the older man making marranzano, though he had never 

tried making one himself. Finally accepting Maltese’s challenge, Petralia set to 

work learning the specialized trade, and now produces what are arguably the best 

instruments on the island (Fig. 8.14). 
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Figure 8.13: Salvatore Petralia playing marranzano in his smithy, San 

Giovanni la Punta, 2013. Photograph: Paige Pemberton. Used with 

permission. 

 

 
Figure 8.14: Marranzani made by Petralia, hanging on hooks in his smithy, 

San Giovanni la Punta, 2013. Photograph: Paige Pemberton. Used with 

permission. 
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Carmelo Buscema, of Monterosso Almo, is another blacksmith who was 

encouraged to make marranzano by Maltese (Figs. 8.15 and 8.16). At the time of 

my fieldwork, Buscema had an office job with the local municipality, but he 

possessed a full professional smithy and would spend hours there after he 

returned home from work. After becoming interested in making marranzani, 

Buscema paid a visit to Alaimo to observe his techniques. Buscema had received 

some media attention for his new trade, and local newspaper cutouts of articles 

about his craft adorned the walls of his smithy. Of particular pride were the 

photos of his visit with Alaimo, which he pointed out to visitors. He had recently 

been the subject of a television feature on the marranzano, in which Recupero 

had also appeared. On a visit to his workshop in April 2014 in Monterosso Almo 

with Recupero, Buscema explained how he had experienced a surge in business 

after a promotional video of him working in his smithy was posted on YouTube. 

The man who shot and edited that video himself became interested in making 

marranzani, and returned to Buscema’s smithy as an apprentice. He quit, 

however, after the first day. “These young people,” remarked Recupero, “They 

don’t realize it’s tough work.” 
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Figure 8.15: Carmelo Buscema in his smithy, Monterosso Almo, 2013. 

Photograph: Paige Pemberton. Used with permission. 

 

 
Figure 8.16: The hands of Carmelo Buscema. Left: marranzano, right: 

trinacria, the three-legged symbol representing the triangular island of 

Sicily, Monterosso Almo, 2013. Photograph: Paige Pemberton. Used with 

permission. 
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Marranzano Economics 

In my visits to the six main marranzano makers in Sicily, the subject of pricing 

revealed much about how instruments were valued by both makers and players 

(Fig. 8.17). At the time, the prices direct from the makers were approximately as 

follows (from highest to lowest): 

 

Marranzano Maker Location Price 

Giuseppe Alaimo Resuttano 90–120 euro 

Carmelo Buscema Monterosso Almo 100 euro 

Salvatore Petralia  

(“Turi L’Umericanu”) 

San Giovanni la Punta 70 euro (direct from him) 

159 euro (though 

www.danmoi.de) 

Ignacio Verona Catania 20 euro 

Carmelo Giue Marineo 8–15 euro 

Cosimo Garberino Palermo 5–8 euro 

 

Figure 8.17: Marranzano prices in 2013-14. 

 

There was a noticeable gap in the market: there were no marranzani 

available in the mid (20–70 euro) range. This lack revealed a major issue with 

the marranzano trade, since consumers had to choose between low-cost 

“industrial” instruments, or higher-cost “artisanal” ones. The debate around 

whose instruments were industrial and whose were artisanal was sometimes 

intense, not least since some mass-producers of low-cost marranzani viewed 

their instruments as being totally artisanal. Yet high end makers and advanced 

players did not consider such instruments to be traditional at all. 

Of all the makers on the island, Cosimo Garberino’s instruments were the 

least playable, although they were also the most affordable (Fig. 8.18). Based in 

Palermo, Garberino marketed his wares extensively, and ran an active Facebook 

page for his marranzani. He presented his instruments as a family tradition, and 

produced two main styles. The first were cast harps, with a distinctive, circular 

frame, both features that differentiated them from the other makers who forged 

their instruments. Garberino also produced marranzani based on the style and 
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shape of the Maultrommeln made in Molln. Garberino’s version was covered in 

thick paint, which further compromised the instruments’ sound quality. Both 

styles were also assembled without the precise fine-tuning between the tongue 

and the frame that is required to produce a rich harmonic spectrum.  

 

 
Figure 8.18: Cast (left) and painted (right) marranzani by Cosimo Garberino 

for sale in Palermo, 2013. Photograph: Paige Pemberton. Used with 

permission. 

 

Carmelo Giue, in the nearby village of Marineo, is at the time of writing 

Garberino’s main competition. Twenty years ago, said Giue, a local blacksmith 

had shown him an antique marranzano from Catania, and suggested that Giue 

start making the instrument. He began experimenting with techniques, and told 

us that he quickly figured the process out. His manufacturing process became 

increasingly faster, and his output grew to 100–200 instruments per day. Giue 

used an array of machinery for each step of the building process, and a visit to 

his workshop confirmed that his output was staggering: there were containers 

and oil barrels full of marranzano nestled into every available corner. When we 

asked to try some instruments, Giue pulled out an endless parade of boxes 

containing dusty, uncleaned marranzani for us to test. He had so many 

instruments that he tossed them around, the boxes landing on the table before us 
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with a loud clatter. The striking thing, aside from the sheer quantity of 

instruments, was their price point: we paid eight euros for some marranzani of 

decent, playable quality.  

 

 
Figure 8.19: Marranzani by Carmelo Giue, marketed as professional 

instruments in a tourist shop in Palermo, 2013. Photograph: Paige 

Pemberton. Used with permission. 

 

Garberino and Giue were both based in western Sicily, and competed 

with each other for the tourist market (Fig. 8.19). While Giue once dominated 

this market, in recent years Garberino has gained ground, and at the time of 

fieldwork, most tourist shops on the island had a small basket or display selling 

marranzani made by both smiths. When I spoke with Giue, he was annoyed by 

this development, asserting that his instruments were of better quality than 

Garberino’s. However, he conceded that Garberino’s aggressive marketing 

campaign had contributed to his success. 

Ignacio Verona, based in Catania, occupied an intermediary place in the 

marranzano economy (Fig. 8.20). He hand-forged his instruments, but was able 

to do so at an alarming speed. During a visit to his forge, I watched him make a 

marranzano, from start to finish, in thirty minutes. As such, his output was much 
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higher than the other smiths who hand-forged; Salvatore Petralia, for example, 

told me that it took him an entire day’s work to make a single instrument. As 

with nearly all smiths, he used a tongue that was already cut (which significantly 

reduced the time to complete an instrument). Jew’s harp smiths rarely forge a 

tongue from scratch, instead opting to cut pre-made tongues out of an appropriate 

source of steel (sawblade steel, spring steel), or even in rare cases where 

necessity dictates, using found materials (bicycle spokes, umbrella tines). 

Verona, like the other high-end smiths, was a blacksmith by profession. 

However, two main factors set him apart from others. First, he had taken over the 

production of marranzani from his father, which made him the only heat-forging 

smith with a claim to a hereditary tradition. Secondly, he was an extremely 

capable and talented smith, but he was not a perfectionist when it came to the 

marranzano. This allowed him to finish instruments quickly and move on, 

accounting for the difference in his pricing and that of the high-end smiths. 

Alaimo, Buscema, and Petralia, on the other hand, all took their time, and time 

came at a price.  

 

 
Figure 8.20: Ignacio Verona with an antique marranzano made by his 

father, Catania, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 
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As anyone who has ever made or tried to make a jew’s harp knows, the 

bulk of the labour is spent on fine-tuning the instrument. The forging of the 

frame is reasonably straightforward, but once the tongue has been set, the minor 

adjusting of the frame around the tongue can take hours. It is this detail that is 

most important on a jew’s harp: the distance between the edge of the tongue and 

the edge of the frame must be as small as possible without causing the tongue to 

touch the frame while in motion, and the edges must be sharp and in good 

alignment. The high-volume producers of tourist instruments tend to omit these 

steps, resulting in a noticeable compromise in the instrument’s sound. The 

human eye is required for the final positioning of the tongue, and artisanal jew’s 

harp makers will hold the instrument up to a light source to inspect the 

relationship between the tongue and the frame at the crucial point where the arms 

narrow. When the dark frame is backlit, even minor imperfections, barely 

noticeable to the naked eye, appear larger and can be identified (Fig. 8.21).  

 

 
Figure 8.21: Giuseppe Alaimo holding a marranzano to the light to check the 

alignment of the tongue, Resuttano, 2014. Photograph: Deirdre Morgan. 

 

I have outlined traditional and innovative approaches to the revival of the 

marranzano, and discussed the role of independent song collecting and fieldwork 

for its current practitioners. Linking the urban, cosmopolitan marranzano 

movement with a long history of grassroots activism in Italian alternative music, 

I then explored the role of cinematic depictions in the construction of the 
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instrument’s association with outlaws. Finally, I surveyed the marranzano 

blacksmith scene, and, as with my Norwegian and Austrian case studies, 

discovered several examples of mutually supportive relationships between 

players and makers. At the same time, competition between smiths on the island 

resulted in a diverse spectrum of prices and instrument varieties. Groups and 

events like iPercussonici and the Marranzano World Festival have used the 

instrument as a symbol representing cross-cultural cooperation and liberal 

cosmopolitan values. In Chapter 9, I expand on this discourse with regards to 

jew’s harp communities online, exploring the extent to which Internet interaction 

can facilitate pluralism and exchange across geographic boundaries.  
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Chapter 9 

Jew’s Harp Communities Online 
 

 

There is something about the Jew’s harp that attracts more than usual affection 

for the instrument and everything about it. Other instruments have fans, 

enthusiasts, aficionados; the Jew’s harp attracts zealots and fanatics. The 

explanation, I believe, is in the fact that the more irrational any behavior is, the 

more tenaciously one clings to it (Crane 1982a, 6). 

 

As American musicologist Frederick Crane suggested on the opening page of the 

first issue of his jew’s harp journal, VIM, the instrument inspires the kind of 

devotion that galvanizes people at an international level. During the early stages 

of the global jew’s harp revival in the 1980s, contributions to VIM arrived from 

the USA, Germany, the UK, France, and Russia. Since 1984, the congresses of 

the International Jew’s Harp Society have likewise attracted attendees from 

around the world. Not surprisingly, the connectedness of this transnational scene 

has only increased since the advent of social media, YouTube, and crowd-

funding sites, and jew's harp enthusiasts are now interacting with each other at an 

unprecedented rate both online and in person.  

Despite the recent acceleration of technology-mediated contact, I argue 

that jew’s harp communities have, from the very beginning, been predicated on a 

virtual connectedness. Long before the Internet, enthusiasts were bridging geo-

political divides by creating a network within which knowledge, instruments, and 

events could be mobilized. But can virtual connectedness actually have an 

impact on geographic mobility? Building on contemporary cyberethnographies 

(Brinkerhoff 2009, Gajjala 2006), I here use an ethnographic approach to 

understanding the processes of social engagement in both its online and offline 

spheres. This chapter, then, will give a brief overview of jew’s harp communities 

in their online dimensions, then delve into two case studies. The first will 

examine the harnessing of collective knowledge in a Facebook conversation 

thread, and the second will look at the gathering of social and financial capital on 

an online crowdfunding campaign. I will use these case studies to explore the 
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extent to which social media can be framed as a living cultural archive, and to 

consider some of the methodological implications of doing ethnography online. 

 

 

Discourses of the Internet 

The Internet has long been a site of projection, interpretation and speculation. On 

one hand, it can be seen to promote pluralism, dialogue, open access to 

information, and opportunities to develop both social and commercial capital. On 

the other, its critics suggest it risks fracturing human society into an 

uncomfortable dichotomy of “virtual reality” and “real life”, whereby individuals 

may eventually lose their sense of community, sociability, and even humanity. In 

short, Internet discourse is deeply marked by both the hope of greater connection 

and the fear of greater disconnection.  

However, the emerging Internet of the 1990s and the Internet of today are 

very different entities. Early Internet discourse focused on cyborgs and 

cyberspace, virtual worlds and virtual reality. According to Ferreday, 

cyberculture theory was shaped by the tension between optimistic technophiles 

on the one hand and feminist and postcolonial critiques of technocentrism on the 

other (Ferreday 2009, 2). Much has been written about “virtual worlds” within 

the context of the online gaming community (e.g. Boellstorff et al. 2012), and the 

separation between the “real” and the “virtual” is still evident in contemporary 

ethnographies of online communities that treat the online sphere as an imagined 

space with its own geography. 

However, the concept of virtuality as a separate world does not always 

match with the ubiquitous, and even mundane, experience of everyday social 

media interaction. Following sociologists and anthropologists who have 

conducted ethnographic research online, (e.g. Brinkerhoff 2009, Miller and 

Slater 2001, Gajjala 2006), I agree that the virtual vs. real binary is an 

oversimplification of the processes in online social engagement. To explore this 

point, I decided to observe the online dimensions of jew’s harp communities, and 

look at how they overlapped with their members’ offline experiences.  

A common trope from the Internet-positive end of the spectrum is the 

purported democratizing potential of a Web where everyone has an equal voice. 
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While the Internet’s perceived liberal potential, as Brinkerhoff puts it, may 

promote cosmopolitanism and “respect for human rights and democratic 

practices,” it can also facilitate the highly selective pursuit of information and 

interactions (Brinkerhoff 2009, 45). In other words, while the Internet can open a 

door to a diversity of opinions, communities, and information, it can also allow 

the user to construct a limited depth of field that can reinforce, rather than 

challenge, the boundaries of his or her identity, assumptions, and knowledge. 

Andrew Keen is cynical about the democratizing narrative of the Internet, 

arguing that through unlimited access and freedom to produce any manner of 

content, the Internet actually creates a “flattened world”, lacking the reverence 

for skills, training, and expertise that create a hierarchy of value in society (Keen 

2007, 22). He argues that through the myth of equality, quality of content is 

being sacrificed for quantity, suggesting that, “[t]oday, on a Web where everyone 

has an equal voice, the words of the wise man count for no more than the 

mutterings of a fool" (2007, 30). From an ethnographic perspective, however, 

even information that is foolish is not necessarily insignificant, and can be of 

great value in the study of online interaction. 

 

 

Harnessing Participation 

In previous chapters, I have discussed some of the defining features of jew’s harp 

communities. First, the jew’s harp is a niche instrument and there is a general 

scarcity of jew’s harp players and scholars. Second, these enthusiasts tend to be 

separated by geographic divides. Third, these individuals tend to congregate in 

small, regional pockets of interest. Yet even regional jew’s harp communities 

like the Norsk Munnharpeforum have many members who live in rural areas of 

the country and are not able to attend festivals regularly, experiencing extended 

periods of isolation between events. For these reasons, I argue that the 

international jew’s harp revival, which began in the early 1980s well before the 

Internet, has always been founded on virtual connectedness. 

One of the first ringleaders of the virtual jew’s harp community was 

Frederick Crane, who founded his journal to harness the collective knowledge of 

enthusiasts of the world. The first issue in 1982 was a concrete result of the 
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virtual connectedness that had been growing between the journal’s founding 

contributors. Already implicit in the title, VIM, was an imagined community of 

jew’s harp virtuosos: Vierundzwangsteljahrsschrift der Internationalen 

Maultrommelvirtuosengenossenschaft, or “The Semi-monthly Publication of the 

International Society of Jew’s Harp Virtuosos”. At the time, no such 

international society existed. Yet through Crane’s efforts, an international 

movement did begin to mobilize. In 1984, two years after the first issue of VIM, 

Crane organized the First International Jew’s Harp Congress in Iowa City. That 

event was such a success that it would become a recurring one, hosted by a 

different country every few years. By the Third International Congress, held in 

Molln, Austria, in 1998, it was clear that Crane’s fictional society of jew’s harp 

virtuosos was no longer a joke. National branches were forming and the 

momentum of the revival was picking up.  By 1998, the movement had reached 

sufficient critical mass to warrant the official establishment of the International 

Jew’s Harp Society. The folly had given way to something more concrete: the 

virtual connectedness had become institutionalized.  

Despite the flurry of local and international festival activity in the 1990s, 

however, the jew’s harp community did not really experience an acceleration in 

online interaction until Facebook was launched in 2004. The formation of jew’s 

harp groups and pages on the site began after this, and some of these are now 

populated by hundreds and even thousands of users. The most populous group to 

date is that of the Marranzano World Festival. When I first began observing 

jew’s harp communities online in 2012, the “Marranzano World Fest” Facebook 

group had just over 2,000 members. By 2016, a Facebook page of the same name 

had appeared, gathering 3,431 “likes”. In this and many other cases, a direct link 

can be drawn between online groups and offline jew’s harp activity. The IJHS 

Facebook page, for instance, was created after the Sixth International Jew’s Harp 

Congress in Yakutsk. The profile picture shows a hand holding a jew’s harp in 

front of an airplane cabin window, a photo that was taken by festival participant 

Áron Szilágyi on the plane between Moscow and Yakutsk. 

Often there is increased online activity after an event. For example, the 

popular Facebook group “Khomus & Khomus” (828 members at the time of 

writing) did not exist before the 2011 Congress in Yakutsk, which made many 

attendees more aware of the instrument’s diversity and its international 
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communities. One of the ways it did this was by staging a Guinness World 

Record for the largest jew’s harp ensemble, assembling 1344 players of all ages 

to play together.1 The “Khomus & Khomus” group was founded by a Yakutian 

player who had attended the festival, and was created as a place for attendees and 

aficionados to stay connected with each other and learn more. Festivals and 

events are a significant factor shaping online interaction. In many cases, social 

media activity attempts to extend the co-presence felt at festivals. However, 

online contact is not a replacement for in-person exchange. Rather, it serves as a 

placeholder until the next event brings people physically together again.  

 

 

Personal Networks and Social Capital 

It is clear that the online and offline spheres of the jew’s harp revival overlap and 

co-produce each other in significant ways. One way of looking at online 

engagement is through the lens of globalization. While Marshall McLuhan’s 

(1962) global village was marked by pluralism, dialogue, diversity, and 

disagreement, Hampton and Wellman’s “not so global village” (2002, 346) 

found that computer-mediated communication strengthened, rather than 

weakened, local ties. They saw the Internet as a means by which individuals 

could extend and strengthen their own “personal communities.” 

Building upon the idea of community as a personal network, perspectives 

from sociology on social capital are particularly salient to my understanding of 

online jew’s harp communities. Gajjala writes: “cyberspatial social life is 

situated within digital capitalism”, that is, online interaction mirrors the political 

economy as it permits individuals to market themselves to their personal 

networks (2006, 274). At the same time, such interactions with one’s own 

personal network help support community building and collective identity. 

Brinkerhoff observes how, “[b]eing part of a collective identity is a primary 

psychological need” that “generates a sense of belonging that is necessary to 

ward off identity crisis” (2009, 36, 38). In the case of the jew’s harp community, 

personal networks both online and offline allow members to develop social 

                                                
1 “Khomus & Khomus.” Facebook group, accessed 2 April 2013, 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/415451305170082/?fref=ts. 
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capital by providing access to people of dissimilar backgrounds who share a 

collective identity surrounding the instrument. In some cases, relationships or 

connections made online can be leveraged into opportunities for increased 

mobility, and online relationships can lead to invitations to festivals and events. 

Social media, then, is not just an idealized realm where free speech, community, 

and collective identity flourish. It is also a site where the greater political 

economy plays out as individuals use it as a platform to cultivate social capital 

and create opportunities for themselves.  

The relationship between mobility and social standing goes back to 

Enlightenment ideas about travel. Vanessa Agnew’s description of the prestige of 

travel in the eighteenth century still rings true three centuries later: “[O]ne could 

say that travel conferred symbolic capital – a reputation for competence and 

respectability that raised a person's social status” (2008, 25). Indeed, those who 

are able to leverage social capital into travel generate an enhanced image of 

themselves as cosmopolitan, active members of jew’s harp communities. Of 

course, not everyone is afforded greater mobility by simply joining a Facebook 

group. For every example of virtual connectedness blossoming into physical co-

presence, there is an outlier who is excluded from participating in events. This is 

usually due to a combination of geographic isolation and economic hardship. In 

my second case study, then, I examine  whether virtual connectedness alone is 

enough to bridge the financial and geographic divides in the offline world. 

 

 

Social Media as Archive: Two Case Studies 

My first case study owes the idea of social media as a living cultural archive to 

ethnomusicologist Michael Frishkopf's filmmaking project with the Facebook 

group “Songs of the New Arab Revolutions”.2 This is a page that has self-

consciously been set up as an archive, and its description reads: “A collaborative 

social network project to assemble an archive for the study of the role of music in 

the new revolutions across the Arab World.” From here, a group of filmmakers 

harvested the videos posted to the group and edited them into short films based 

                                                
2 “Songs of the New Arab Revolutions”, Facebook group, accessed 31 August 2016, 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/songsnar/. 
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around broad themes like folk music, gender, and so on. The resulting shorts 

were then screened at the SEM conference in New Orleans (Frishkopf 2012).  

This led me to think about my own experiences with the online jew’s 

harp community. As a member of and active participant in this community, I 

have enjoyed seeing and posting materials to jew’s harp groups, and have often 

benefited from the discussions surrounding such materials. But Frishkopf’s 

project made me start to wonder about their value and longevity. Can social 

media be an archive? Can its materials have a life beyond their online platforms? 

And can they be made somehow more permanent, less ephemeral, and easier to 

locate? With these questions in mind, I decided to investigate the archive 

surrounding the jew’s harp. While I had initially seen jew’s harp communities on 

Facebook as a sign of largely unproblematic international participation, I began 

to question my assumption. It is true that to access this social media archive, all 

you have to do, aside from having a Facebook account, is join a group or “like” a 

page. However, I quickly realized that finding or remembering things in this 

archive is more difficult. For example, there is no search function on Facebook 

for locating key words on the contents of a page, though there is a search 

function for groups. Facebook orients itself around the vertically scrolling 

timeline, yet it does not treat the timeline like a searchable document. It is 

structured only by chronology, and navigable only by scrolling.  In effect, one 

must become an archaeologist, digging down through the timeline, through the 

sedimentary layers of the recent but steadily receding past.  

One of the primary utilities of Facebook for online jew’s harp 

communities is the forum it provides for asking questions. For those interested in 

the instrument, information can be difficult to access, and the most frequently 

asked question is “where can I buy a good jew’s harp?” Social media is the new 

oracle: a hive mind or collective consciousness, from which one can probe the 

communal intelligence of one’s personal network. I have observed that a single 

question might receive several different answers, pointing to the plurality of the 

platform. Seldom is there one single, authoritative response. In this way, 

questions are often answered in pieces, and it is up to the original poster to 

evaluate the responses. An example of this principle at work is a discussion that 

followed the posting of a 1898 archival photograph of two young girls in Borneo 

on the Facebook group “Khomus & Khomus”. The girls were pictured holding 
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musical instruments, one playing a jew’s harp and the other a flute (Fig. 9.1). 

The photo was posted by a young Javanese jew’s harp enthusiast who had found 

the photo online and had passed on his discovery to the group.  

 

 
Figure 9.1: Portrait of Edoh Soelang playing a tong and Dëwong Gehad 

playing a flute, Upper Mahakam, Indonesia, 1898-1900 (RV-A10-123). 

Photograph: Jean Demmeni. © National Museum of Ethnology, Leiden.3 

 

Within hours, the post had been commented on by Dutch jew’s harp 

enthusiast Harm Linsen. Coincidentally, Linsen works for the National Museum 

of Ethnology in the Netherlands – the very institution that houses one of the 

original prints of the photo in question. The post also attracted the attention of a 

jew’s harp player Steev Kindwald, who travels the world as a multi-

instrumentalist and jew’s harp maker, and who has spent considerable time 

studying jew’s harps in Indonesia. I also participated in the conversation, which 

continued over the course of three days and generated a total of 16 comments of 

varying lengths. At the time, this was an above average response rate within the 

norms of this group. The resulting discussion thread offered a prismatic 

interpretation of the photograph that could not have been generated by a single 

person, as it drew on the collective experiences and resources of those whom it 

                                                
3 “Portret van Edoh Soelang, een ‘tong’ bespelend en Dëwong Gehad met een fluit”, Geheugen 
van Nederland, accessed 31 August 2016, http://collectie.wereldculturen.nl/Default.aspx 
?ccid=888734&lang=. 



 320 

had touched in some way. As if almost by accident, participation had been 

harnessed. 

With examples like this, it is tempting to paint a picture of unproblematic 

international cooperation and community. Go deeper, however, and problems 

quickly appear. For one thing, the majority of material that gets posted 

disappears down the timeline without ever being commented on. In other words, 

the Borneo photo was remarkable precisely because it had been remarked on. 

Secondly, when observing posts and discussion threads, it can be difficult to 

evaluate the veracity of the comments people make. Of the information 

volunteered, rarely are sources pointed to. In this example, Harm Linsen 

provided the link to the original photograph, and upon discovering that the link 

did not work, he provided detailed instructions on how to find the correct 

webpage. In most conversations, however, this level of information is absent. 

Rather quickly, issues of intellectual authority arise. Who is most or more 

credible? Who is best or better informed?  

This is a pitfall inherent to the analysis of social media interaction. On 

one hand, it is tempting to celebrate the dissemination of authority and expertise 

as being more egalitarian. On the other hand, it is not always clear which 

accounts are authoritative and which are pure conjecture. To complicate matters 

further, the field of jew’s harp studies is by definition one of authoritative 

conjecture: because so little has been recorded about the instrument and its users 

over the centuries, much has been speculated based on scant evidence. 

Nonetheless, conjecture is the domain of all who work with ideas, and it may be 

precisely through this hypothesizing and storytelling that a more nuanced picture 

of these archival materials can be painted. 

My second case study deals with the use of social media to bridge 

economic and geographic divides. In 2012, Sicilian filmmaker and jew’s harp 

enthusiast Diego Pascal Panarello ran a successful IndieGoGo campaign in 

which he raised over US $9,000 towards the completion of his documentary The 

Jew’s Harp:  From Sicily to Yakutia – The Road to Rhapsody (now retitled, as 

mentioned in Chapter 8).4 Panarello had already conducted much of the filming 

                                                
4 Panarello, Diego Pascal. “Jew’s Harp – From Sicily to Yakutia, the road to rhapsody”, 
Indiegogo, July 2012, accessed 2 April 2013, http://www.indiegogo.com/projects/jew-s-harp-
from-sicily-to-yakutia-the-road-to-rhapsody?website_name=jewsharp. 
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in Europe, and focused his campaign on raising funds to complete the 

documentary. To finish the journey he wanted to travel to Yakutia, the site of the 

most active and well-supported jew’s harp revival. He marketed the campaign on 

Facebook, to both the international jew’s harp network and his personal network. 

He provided a justification of his costs, and offered various incentives and 

rewards for different levels of contribution. He followed this up with regular 

updates on the campaign’s progress, posting “name that tune” video contests to 

keep his audience engaged. He ended up raising more money than his goal (Fig. 

9.2).  

 

 
Figure 9.2: Diego Pascal Panarello’s Indiegogo campaign, 2012. Screen 

capture.5 

 

After the campaign ended successfully, Panarello thanked contributors, 

instructed them on claiming their rewards, and stayed in touch via email and 

social media, sending out links to short clips of footage he had filmed in Yakutia. 

This was a highly effective tactic, instilling trust and confidence that he was 

                                                
5 “Jew’s Harp – From Sicily to Yakutia, the Road to Rhapsody” Indiegogo, 2012, accessed 31 
August 2016, https://www.indiegogo.com/projects/jew-s-harp-from-sicily-to-yakutia-the-road-to-
rhapsody#/. 
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indeed using the funds for their intended purpose, and giving investors a sense of 

satisfaction for having been partly responsible for the completion of the film. 

Panarello also ran the campaign bilingually in both Italian and English, appealing 

to both his local community and the wider international audience. 

So, where did the funding come from? One of the features of an 

IndieGoGo campaign is that all contributors are visible as it progresses. As soon 

as a contribution is made, one’s name, and sometimes even a photo and a brief 

profile, show up under the “Funders” tab. With a single click, one can see who 

has already contributed to the campaign. In Panarello’s case, I was curious to see 

what percentage of contributors I recognized as members of jew’s harp 

communities (who were already in place as a group of likely contributors), and 

what percentage were Italians who the campaign had reached through social 

networking. By gathering the data available in the Funders section, I discovered 

that approximately 75 percent of the contributors to Diego's campaign were 

Italians.  

It may have been Diego's framing of the film, “From Sicily to Yakutia”, 

which grounded it firmly in a local identity and helped mobilize largely Sicilian 

networks to contribute to a project perceived as homegrown. In this case, local 

Sicilian identity trumped the virtual international jew’s harp identity, supporting 

Hampton and Wellman’s concept of the not-so-global-village, in which, as they 

suggested, computer-mediated communication can strengthen, rather than 

weaken, local ties. To sum up, the results of Diego’s campaign go against the 

assumption that the Internet's global reach can automatically appeal to, and 

mobilize, an imagined international community. On the contrary, his 

international campaign found its greatest support in his own regional community, 

through the clever engagement of local networks as well as global ones.  

This second case study may not be as obvious an archival gesture as the 

first. In the first example, an archival photograph was discursively analyzed, and 

the discussion became part of the Facebook archive. But, consider again the 

contributors page of Diego’s campaign. Here is a public registry of all 

individuals who have financially backed a project. Six months after the campaign 

ended, these names and profiles were still visible online. They were, for the 

moment at least, archived. As with all things that live online, though, the 

longevity of this archive is unknown. However, they can provide us with a sort 
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of census, which in Diego’s case I would call a registry of value. Here, the social 

media archive provides rich data by answering questions like: Who values this? 

How many people value this? And how much do they value it? The availability 

of this data may open up statistical avenues for ethnographers that have 

previously belonged to the domain of sociology. 

On the surface, it would appear that social media is set up to facilitate 

virtual connectedness, and there is a tendency to link its usage with increased 

social connectivity. However, using examples from the jew’s harp community’s 

past, present, and online dimensions, I have argued that the jew’s harp revival 

has always been based on virtual connectedness. I have demonstrated how virtual 

interactions can help support the development of social capital, which in turn can 

be leveraged into opportunities for increased mobility and co-presence in the 

offline world. Finally, I have shown how in conducting fieldwork both online 

and offline, data emerges that goes beyond the superficial assumptions about the 

role of social media. 

I have also used the online jew’s harp community to illustrate some of the 

problems of framing social media as a cultural archive. I have shown how this 

living cultural archive bridges online and offline worlds, giving us prismatic 

interpretations of objects and registries of value. I have also shown how this 

archive raises issues of authority, retrieval, and reliability. Social media’s 

strength appears to lie in its ability to harness data that normally would live in 

private bodies and memories, and thereby disappear with that individual’s 

demise. But the question remains, what will become of these communal 

interpretations and registries? What will happen when Facebook falls out of 

fashion, or is replaced by something else? These are questions that prompt the 

online researcher to become an archivist, a hoarder, a master of the screenshot 

and the video grab. In so doing, however, the public archive gradually becomes 

private again. It may well be that the materials harnessed by the living cultural 

archive of social media will prevail as they began: housed in private collections, 

hard drives, and memories.  
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Cyberethnography: Methodology and Ethics 

As already mentioned, much has been written, idealized, feared, and predicted 

about the beginnings of the Internet through to the current age of Web 2.0. Yet 

due to the rapidly evolving nature of information technology, research involving 

the Internet has had difficulty keeping up with current trends. While to some 

extent all scholarship of the present appears to be an observation of the recent 

past, in writing about and attempting to theorize the online realm, the material’s 

expiry date can at times seem uncomfortably close. There is also a delay from the 

time research is conducted and processed to the time of publication, which could 

be a factor in the current lack of academic literature about social media. As a 

result, the majority of current publications are how-to manuals from the business 

sector, rather than academic studies. It is, then, not surprising to find very little 

literature on social media, or even the Internet, in the discipline of 

ethnomusicology (the same holds true for musicology). It is therefore necessary 

to look to closely related disciplines, particularly anthropology and sociology, for 

clues on how to proceed.  

Cyberethnography, the practice of using the online “field” to gather 

qualitative and quantitative data, is an emerging area in anthropology and 

sociology. As Gajjala (2006, 273) points out, cyberethnography takes the issues 

typical of ethnographic discourse (participant observation, etc.) and adds a new 

dimension: through cyberethnography, the line between ethnographer and 

ethnographic subject is further blurred, allowing subjects to “talk back” as 

research progresses. The author’s own experience of conducting 

cyberethnography in an online group of which she herself was an active member, 

demonstrates both the benefits and the perils of this type of research. When she 

asked group members for their permission to be observed, she experienced a 

backlash from some in the group who had previously seen themselves as being 

members of a closed community and not subject to outside scrutiny – even (or 

perhaps, especially) in the guise of an insider. This cautionary tale demonstrates 

how “Cyberethnography confronts new challenges to the researcher's ‘authority’, 

and to modes of representing and writing the Other.” 

As a member of online jew’s harp communities, I face similar challenges. 

As a constant observer, occasional participant, and in some cases the 
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administrator of groups I am a member of, I am positioned to have seemingly 

unrestricted access to the interactions therein. In this situation, the concept of 

native ethnography or “ethnography at home” merges with cyberethnography 

from home, creating ethical hurdles. The main concerns Gajjala’s group 

members had about her research revolved around issues of methodology, 

privacy, and how the members themselves would be represented (2006, 277). 

These three issues have become increasingly heightened as more research has 

been conducted online. The feedback loop of representation, which in early 

anthropology often never made it back to the people who were being written 

about, is now drastically altered by the immediacy of online communication. 

Informants can now ask to see work much earlier in the writing and publishing 

process. As a result, ethnographers today must be more transparent in their 

representations and more accountable to their subjects than ever before. 

Particularly when doing “insider ethnography”, allowing subjects the opportunity 

to see the work and provide feedback before it goes to publication can help 

alleviate some of the crises of representation. 

Self-consciously, Gajjala asks if, as cyberethnographers, we are 

“ventriloquizing the voice of the ‘subaltern’? That is, do we speak as 

‘representative’ Others or are we appropriating the voice of the Other?” (2006, 

281). As an insider and administrator of several jew’s harp groups on Facebook, 

there is no obvious Other relationship between myself and group members. 

However, as one of the few academics in the scene, I have to be careful about 

ventriloquizing other members in my representations of jew’s harp communities. 

I must avoid the assumption that I know how others feel about the jew’s harp 

based on my own experiences and perspectives. The problem of intellectual 

ownership of ideas shared online is also an issue. Now, more than ever, it is easy 

to appropriate people’s digital voices: one need only copy and paste an 

informant’s comments into a word processor, removing the necessity (and 

perhaps also the rite of passage) of spending hours transcribing to extract text 

from an audio or video interview. While this may be convenient and cost-

effective, it is fraught with ethical challenges and the delicate balancing act of 

maintaining trust, managing expectations, and protecting the privacy of 

community members.  

Andrew Keen, in a pointed critique of the Internet, notes that in the digital 
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age millions of people now write about themselves, their experiences, and their 

inner thoughts for all to see (Keen 2007). This highlights the issue of the public 

writing voice in the digital age: we now tend to communicate intimate or 

informal content to a large audience. From here we can question not only where 

self-reflexive (cyber)ethnography might belong and be relevant in the age of the 

blog, but also how it can be made academically credible. What kinds of 

methodologies are most appropriate and effective? The following brief 

discussion addresses these questions by examining some key cyberethnographic 

texts. 

As Miller and Slater (2001) have observed, many early 

cyberethnographic attempts were actually ethnographies of cyberspace itself, as a 

reified virtual place distinct from the “real world”. Moving into the 2000s, 

cyberethnographies have progressed into looking at the Internet as material 

culture, and as an activity that is part of everyday life. However, in 

ethnomusicology this perspective has not yet been firmly established. 

Cyberethnographic texts are rare in the discipline, with the exception of Lysloff 

and Gay’s 2003 book Music and Technoculture. This volume has its roots in the 

1995 Society for Ethnomusicology conference in Los Angeles when the topic 

first arose. However, by the time it was published in 2003, the call to establish an 

“ethnomusicology of technoculture” would have already seemed out of date in 

other disciplines. The focus on technology as a thing or place unto itself had 

already begun receding in anthropology and sociology in favour of an 

ethnographic approach that could go deeper, focusing on individual and group 

uses of particular platforms. 

An important factor in my own methodological approach is that my 

ethnography was not conducted entirely online, and I have maintained and 

developed research relationships in person as well as electronically. When it 

comes to researching a community that operates both online and offline, 

Christine Hine rightly points out that “[a]ny difference between the ways that 

people present themselves online and offline is also a potential methodological 

drawback for the generalizability of research findings” (2005b, 18). While this is 

true, it may also be universal; people tend to present themselves differently 

depending on context and audience regardless of whether they are online or 

offline. The danger of generalizing too much based on responses and 
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observations obtained online holds true for traditional, face-to-face ethnography 

as well. Our interactions are constantly shaped by the various factors of the 

moments in which they occur, and therefore all ethnographers must take care to 

situate their findings in location, time, and specificity.  

Joinson (2005) outlines some fascinating methods for optimizing 

disclosure from online informants, based on a social psychology perspective. He 

highlights confidentiality and anonymity during online research as being 

paramount, because the idea of privacy is what facilitates self-disclosure and 

reciprocity (26). Echoing Gajjala’s experience, he observes that if Internet-based 

research is seen as a social encounter, “then issues of power, status, privacy and 

vulnerability come to the fore, and should ideally inform the design of virtual 

methodologies” (33). By contrast, research methodologies which reinforce the 

social presence of the researcher (face-to-face interviews and telephone 

interviews, for example) typically yield lower levels of disclosure because of the 

researcher’s social presence and reactions to responses, which create increased 

self-consciousness in participants. Owen Coggins, in his work on the drone metal 

scene, handed out paper flyers at gigs with links to an online survey, a method 

which he discusses in detail (Coggins 2015, 87). In my future research on jew’s 

harp communities and their online counterparts, I will certainly refer to Joinson’s 

and Coggins’ methods for making use of this potential area of data. 

Another approach to ethnographic research online involves the email 

interview, a methodology that can take place over a longer timeframe and a 

slower pace than other types of interviews or interactions. In this method, 

establishing trust with informants is again key for disclosure, as is using face-to-

face interviews to explore topics that remain underdeveloped in the participants’ 

email accounts (Orgad 2005, 61). As Shani Orgad notes, using both online and 

offline methods in conjunction is helpful because, “in some cases informants 

were more collaborative and articulate online, in some cases it was rather the 

move to offline interaction that encouraged them to open up and be more 

talkative” (2005, 63). Hugh Mackay goes a step further and argues that 

participant observation is also a crucial in addition to interviews (both online and 

offline) because “it allows the researcher to get beyond respondents’ own 

account or rationalization of their activities and preferences” (Mackay 2005, 

137). I have found it useful and critical to combine participant observation and 
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in-person interviews with email and instant messaging follow-ups with particular 

informants. My multi-sited approach limited my time in each field site, therefore 

online communications allowed me to extend my fieldwork through the writing 

of this dissertation. It also allowed me to maintain transparency by checking 

details with informants who were experts on particular topics in their own right.  

Returning to the theme of reflexivity from my introduction chapter, these 

guidelines for online research highlight the shifting positions of authority and 

voice in ethnographic inquiry today. I have used the present chapter to argue that 

the Internet is itself a field site that can complement geographically bounded 

research locations, and is particularly well-suited to multi-sited projects. Further, 

online research foregrounds reflexivity, as it positions researchers in dialogue 

with the “intimate publics” they study (after Marcus 2006, 21), potentially 

transforming the researcher-subject dichotomy into a forum of peers and 

collaborators. Cyberethnography has great potential to augment traditional 

ethnographic tools in the study of the globalized world, and online and offline 

approaches should be used in conjunction to complicate, enrich, and expose the 

data generated by the other. Further, online research can be a powerful method 

for facilitating increased reciprocity and challenging the power structures 

inherent to classic fieldwork models. 
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Conclusion 

 

 
Change and loss is everywhere; other instruments in large numbers have been 

introduced. But the trump is in the hands of millions today, in the form it has had from 

the beginning. Have no doubt: a God has protected it! (Anon. 1779, translated in Crane 

2000e, 69-70). 

 

For the anonymous eighteenth-century writer quoted above, the survival of the 

jew’s harp was the result of divine intervention. More than two centuries later, 

the instrument is still with us, thanks to a devoted network of supporters. “Many 

revivals are driven by impassioned and committed individuals”, write Bithell and 

Hill (2015, 10), referencing Antony Wallace’s “charismatic evangelists” (1953) 

and Ronström’s “burning souls” (2014, 45). Throughout the jew’s harp’s history 

the instrument has attracted a small number of strong-willed advocates, many of 

whom have gone against the grain of mainstream tastes in their tireless 

promotion of its unique qualities. The nineteenth century had Dr. Wilhelm 

Ludwig Schmidt, who claimed, in earnest defense of the Maultrommel, that 

“[t]rivial things are also often of the greatest importance in life […] One can 

develop a great deal of skill through trivia” (1988, 118). The missionizing 

attitude of jew’s harp enthusiasts remains consistent today, evidenced by the 

communities and revivals discussed in this dissertation. As Russian jew’s harp 

researcher and player Aksenty Beskrovny told me in Moscow in 2011, “One 

crazy jew’s harp player is enough to change the world.”  

 Individual enthusiasm, I have come to understand, is what fuels jew’s 

harp communities. During my 2010 trip to explore the jew’s harp festivals of 

Europe for the first time, I found myself on the flight from Vancouver to Berlin 

seated next to a man who turned out to be one of Norway’s foremost 

televangelists. Bracing myself for a long ten-hour flight, the conversation that 

ensued was engaging and revealing. He asked me about the purpose of my trip, 

and was delighted when I replied that I was interested in the jew’s harp. This 

individual, who made a living doing live televised miracle healing, excitedly 

recalled having a munnharpe as a child. He became intrigued by the subject, 

asking many questions about the instrument and its worldwide distribution and 
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history, which I happily responded to at length. At one point, he began to speak 

about his own work and then caught himself, jovially saying that he did not want 

to preach to me. I realized then that I was the one who had been doing the 

preaching. In this moment, I recognized the isolation faced by most jew’s harp 

enthusiasts. Many of us yearn to engage with an interested (and in this case, 

captive) audience, to discover a society of peers. This must be why we 

congregate, I thought. And, by the end of my European trip, during which I 

attended jew’s harp events in Berlin, Vienna, Molln, Prague, and Kecskemet, I 

felt at last that I had found a community of kindred spirits.  

 

My case studies in Norway, Austria, and Sicily provided a cross-section 

of Europe: the North, the Centre, and the Mediterranean. Methodological 

nationalism served the Norwegian and Austrian examples, though in practice 

their national boundaries were frequently breached. Sicily’s island identity 

provided an alternative way of looking at geographic regions that were both 

bounded and permeable. I grouped my field sites geographically, drawing lines 

around specific pockets of culture that have produced and maintained their 

interest in the jew’s harp according to local needs, customs, and conventions. At 

the same time, I detailed how jew’s harp communities situate themselves on the 

world stage, stretching across political, cultural, and historical boundaries. 

Beyond the goal of producing a multi-sited ethnography of jew’s harp 

communities, this project was shaped by several broader questions. What value 

can the examination of understudied musical instruments provide for 

ethnomusicology, and for the humanities at large? By which methods can we 

understand transnational communities in an increasingly globalized world? What 

can a detailed examination of the jew’s harp as a signifier reveal about identity, 

musical discourse, and the historical dimensions of the present? And finally, how 

can research findings be expressed in a way that speaks to academic peers while 

remaining accessible to enthusiasts in the public domain? 

Due to its size, timbre, and marginalization in mainstream society, the 

jew’s harp provides a useful lens through which to problematize long-standing 

rhetoric about music, economic and cultural value, identity, virtuosity, and the 

tropes of the serious, the comic, the national, and the pastoral in music. The 

jew’s harp sits at a liminal junction between classical and folk, public art and 
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private enjoyment, traditional and contemporary, high and low, urban and rural, 

and for this reason it gets to the very heart of knowledge and meaning production 

in European music. The musical ethnography of Europe continues to be a growth 

area in ethnomusicology, and with this work, I hope to have contributed an 

example of how it might be approached. This dissertation is also intended as a 

call for more studies fusing the historical approaches of musicology with the 

ethnographic methods of ethnomusicology.  

There are several themes raised in this work that require development, 

and open up avenues for further exploration. First, my discussion of playing 

techniques could be expanded to analyze how they materialize in the music itself, 

using transcription and analysis of specific pieces. In Chapter 3, for example, I 

discuss rhythmic and melodic accentuation in folkemusikk tunes. By referring to 

a specific example, this enquiry could be extended to analyze a tune and 

demonstrate representative features, as well as consider stylistic overlap between 

tunes that exists in the shared repertoire of the munnharpe, seljefløyte, and 

Hardanger fiddle. A close analysis of three different versions of the same tune 

could be used to show how playing techniques are adapted to the idiosyncracies 

of each instrument and result in changes in ornamentation, phrasing, and groove.  

Musically, the Austrian case study could be expanded to analyze 

contemporary technical innovations on the Maultrommel, such as the building of 

harmony through the simultaneous layering of instruments with different 

fundamental pitches, or the focus among some artists on amplifying the 

instrument’s fundamental tone over its partials. The issues raised in the Austrian 

chapters also pave the way for a deeper inquiry into the concept of virtuosity and 

its broader implications. As touched upon earlier, the jew’s harp gets to the core 

of prejudices about musical value and “serious” music, and uncovers the notion 

that virtuosity is not only tied to the technical ability of the performer, but to the 

technical complexity of the instrument. 

From the marranzano research, a vocal song with jew’s harp 

accompaniment could be analyzed to demonstrate how the resulting texture goes 

beyond drone and melody and is, in fact, polyphonic. This case study could also 

be expanded into the neighbouring regions of Sardinia and Calabria, drawing 

together a multi-sited regional study of the jew’s harp in the Mediterranean. 

Further, I am intrigued by the notion of using the instrument as a focal point to 
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explore the changing role of archaic drone and overtone-based music traditions at 

the peripheries of twenty-first century Europe. 

The cases presented here reiterate the notion presented in Bithell and 

Hill’s edited volume on music revival: that music revival is not a monolithic 

process, but rather a multifaceted set of practices. The diverse spectrum of 

revival activities – including those that appear revivalist from an etic perspective 

but are not framed that way by emic participants – provides a valuable 

hermeneutic lens through which to draw together a variety of phenomena and 

discourses. As I have argued here, an interdisciplinary approach is essential to 

better understand music revivals, and is particularly applicable when their 

activities result in the formation of transnational communities and transcend 

disciplinary boundaries. 

Having presented the individual cases in depth, there remains the 

important work of bringing them all together, of applying comparison to create 

synthesis. I will conclude by outlining some of the overarching themes emerging 

from the research, and exploring their potential application and expansion. When 

I embarked on this project, I selected my case studies on the basis of musical, as 

well as geographic, criteria. All were solo traditions that could also be found in 

highly social contexts: the Norwegian munnharpe in dance accompaniment, the 

Austrian Maultrommel in courtship, and the Sicilian marranzano in vocal 

accompaniment. It became clear during fieldwork that, in all three cases, the 

instrument’s technical challenges and social marginalization meant that few 

people progressed to playing it at an advanced level. As Luca Recupero put it to 

me in Catania in May 2014, “It’s easy as a hobby, but difficult as a musical 

instrument.” At the same time, he said, it was difficult to be a professional 

player, because nobody would take you seriously if you only played the jew’s 

harp. In Norway, many of the top munnharpe players were also fiddle players or 

professional musicians on other instruments. In Austria, most Maultrommel 

players were professionally proficient on other instruments, particularly drone 

and/or overtone-producing ones. In Sicily, the best contemporary marranzano 

players, again, were multi-instrumentalists. Players of all levels were drawn to 

the holicipatory, inward-reaching effects of the jew’s harp, but what set the 

advanced players apart was their understanding of how to project the 

instrument’s tone outside of themselves. The task of using an innately solipsistic 
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instrument to communicate with an audience and reach a listener was a skill 

developed only by a select group of individuals, each of whom was equal parts 

talented and determined. As a result, distinct musical styles and advanced 

playing techniques deeply impacted the identities of each revival I studied. 

In Norway, Austria, and Sicily, recurring festivals formed an important 

axis around which jew’s harp communities revolved. The development of folk 

music, and the connotations of the term itself, had different qualities in all three 

locations. In Norway, the munnharpe was situated firmly within the discourse of 

folkemusikk. In Austria and Sicily, there was more trepidation surrounding 

commercial or “cultivated” forms of folk music, which were seen as inauthentic, 

and in some cases, echoes of state misuse, particularly leading up to and during 

the Second World War. Still, in Austria, many Maultrommel players proudly 

wore lederhosen on stage, sometimes paired with peasant blouses, vests, and 

other tropes selectively assembled from the past. Musically, their offerings 

ranging from Medieval, Renaissance, Arabic, Indian, Classical, Romantic, and 

European folk dance traditions. They displayed an eclecticism in which there 

was no need to draw arbitrary lines between art and folk music. In Sicily, a small 

network of musicians, instrument makers, festivals, and workshops kept the work 

of folk music conservation going. Yet the largest event dedicated to the 

marranzano was cosmopolitan in its outlook, largely featuring world music 

fusion acts interspersed with shorter sets of traditional marranzano. 

 Using an interdisciplinary approach, I spent time in museums and 

archives, analyzing photos, sound recordings, films, and instrument collections 

and corroborating these with my ethnographic findings and observations. In 

Norway, I explored the importance of archival recordings. In Austria, I 

augmented ethnographic accounts with historical, literary and iconographic 

sources. In Sicily, I examined the role of timbre and voice, and turned to films to 

unpack themes that arose during ethnographic interviews. 

In Norway, much song collecting had taken place in the twentieth 

century, and the recordings had formed a canon of munnharpe repertoire and 

style. Contemporary musicians largely focused on studying this repertoire, with a 

view to creating their own individual take on it. In Austria, located at the 

crossroads of Europe, the blending and blurring of genres, and the sharing of 

stylistic elements across them, had been going on for centuries. The 
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establishment of national institutions during the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries had gone some way towards protecting folk music material. Outside the 

archive, however, the Austrian folk scene has continued to evolve, still bearing 

traces of Germanic art music (and its Italian and French influences) and stylistic 

elements drawn from the folk traditions of the Alpine regions and the lands once 

ruled by the Habsburg Empire. Here, musical cosmopolitanism had become an 

institution that remained prominent in the Maultrommel scene. In Sicily, a few 

extant recordings from the post-war period gave some indication of the 

traditional marranzano playing style. However, with an aging folk music 

community, song collecting took on an urgent quality among those wishing to 

preserve the tradition. Various streams of musical activism have embraced the 

instrument in order to carry the traditional forward into the twenty-first century, 

in arrangements both recognizable and transformed. While archival recordings 

have played a role in these three revivals, my data shows that just because a 

sound is archived, it does not mean that it will be used. All three cases 

demonstrated a strong correlation between the use of archival recordings and the 

degree of musical conservatism being expressed by musicians. Ultimately, 

however, these revivals owed their existence not to archives, but to motivated 

individuals devoted to creating new frameworks for traditional instruments.  

Building on this, I have argued that musical instrument creators are 

equally as important as artistic creators when it comes to building successful 

musical communities. I examined the economic and cultural conditions faced by 

jew’s harp smiths in the twenty-first century, and explored how their handcrafted 

instruments are commoditized in today’s market. I investigated individual 

motivations for becoming a jew’s harp maker, and explored the value of 

handmade jew’s harps both to those who produce them, and to those who 

purchase them. Finally, I focused on the transmission of jew’s harp smithing 

skills in the digital age, tempering time at festivals with visits to smithies and 

considering this frequently overlooked group of creators. 

Many makers were very proud of their reputations and the international 

visitors they received. Kevin Dawe has pointed out the cultural significance of 

lyra builders’ workshops in Crete, noting that “[t]he workshop was a cultural 

space and a social world as much as a place of work” (Dawe 2005, 65). He 

remarked how memorabilia were displayed on the walls of the Agrimakis 
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workshop, acting as storyboards of the maker’s family history, but also the 

history of Cretan folk music: 
 

Signed portraits and business cards feature many of the well known faces, figures and 

names making up Cretan music history. Many are now dead, so the boards take on the 

role of a shrine to Cretan music and its musicians. The memorabilia also act as 

credentials for the Agrimakis workshop, a seal of authenticity that draws attention to the 

firm's continued engagement with ‘the tradition’, whilst supplying its performers with 

first rate instruments (Dawe 2005, 66) 

 

In Norway, Folke Nesland kept scrapbooks containing articles, photos, and 

correspondence with customers, which he would proudly pull down from the 

shelf to show visitors. In Sicily, Carmelo Buscema's smithy was a social space, 

decorated with photos and press clippings, and with bespoke wooden signs 

advertising his marranzano trade. In Austria, Franz Wimmer’s workshop was 

adorned with jew’s harp paraphernalia: every wall was covered in photos and 

maps, arranged in eye-catching displays. This, combined with Wimmer’s love of 

demonstrating the antique Maultrommel making equipment used by his father, 

has seen his workshop frequently used as a setting in media features. Josef Jofen 

had displays of the old Hörzing instruments made by his father-in-law hanging in 

the entrance of his house. A few photos in his workshop displayed highlights, 

like the visit of the Yakutian smith Christopherov. Jofen and his wife Gertraud 

kept a comprehensive series of photo albums in which were preserved decades’ 

worth of visits from Maultrommel customers. Going through these albums on a 

visit in 2014, I discovered a page devoted to my own first visit in 2010.  

 Encountering a photo of myself in Jofen’s jew’s harp album drove home 

the point that I had become a member of the communities I studied. It also 

symbolized what Parkin terms the “long-term fieldworker” (Parkin 2000). The 

continuous evolution of field sites and the people and scenes within them is 

inevitable, and ethnography can only provide snapshots of particular places in 

time. This echoes Giorgio Maltese's notion that faithful representation involves 

return visits to the singer, who may present a different version of the song each 

time. The researcher may return to find that things have shifted and emerged in 

their absence, and that other things have been embellished or obscured as a result 

of the researcher’s presence. To return, then, is critical not just for augmenting 
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data already gathered, but also for reinterpreting it. 

Fieldwork, as Watson put it, is a matter of “being there” (Watson 1999). 

Yet, as Hannerz points out, ethnographic disciplines prevent the researcher from 

spending extensive time in the field beyond the prescribed fieldwork period: 
 

Professional or domestic obligations make the possibility of simply taking off for a field 

for a continuous stretch of another year or two appear rather remote [...] But then 

ethnography is an art of the possible […] Often, no doubt, this will be a matter of being 

there – and again! and again! – returning to a known although probably changing scene 

(Hannerz 2012, 406-7). 

 

It is my intention to “be there” again, in all of my field sites, returning, 

discussing, and digesting my research in dialogue with the people who feature in 

it. The availability of this dissertation online will permit open access to its 

material, and I hope will provide a springboard for further research on the 

instrument and its communities. I firmly believe in the potential of ethnography 

to empower practitioners today, and it is my sincere desire to continue working 

with jew’s harp communities in the years to come. 

 

*  *  * 

 

May 2014, Pantalica. We were sitting on the banks of a blue stream in the 

Necropolis of Pantalica in Sicily. The water had carved out a path beneath the 

overhanging rock face, and spring sunlight filtered through the tree branches that 

reached across it. The water shimmered as marranzano player Turiddu Costa 

recited a poem he had written about the Sicilian blacksmith Carmelo Buscema, 

followed by a poem about the marranzano. Then Costa, Giorgio Maltese, and I 

all took our instruments and began to play. Maltese and I took turns providing 

accompaniment while the other sang canzune marranzani. At one point, after a 

rare moment of silence, Maltese said, “To think we are here because of the 

marranzano. Marranzano people are special. We are so different from each 

other, but it is like we are part of the same family.” I recalled the words written 

by C. von Holtei in one of the concert guestbooks of the Maultrommel virtuoso 

Franz Paula Koch, nearly two hundred years before (quoted in Kahlert 1988, 

159): 
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 Travel on, surrounded by gentle tones, 

 Travel on in good fortune, 

 For in the kingdom of truth and beauty, 

 Every place is home. 
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