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Heaven on Earth: The Harplsts Convene

By Barry James
International Herald Tribune
EVRES, France — They've
brought their to a party

—and everyone is asking them to
lay. This town outside Paris is
heaven all this week, with
more than 800 players and lovers
of the instrument from 37 coun-
tries attending their fourth, and
biggest, world congress.

There are harp recitals
throughout the day, lectures
about and major concertsin
Paris and Versailles.

All the main manufacturers
have brought their wares, giving
Jubal’s children a chance to try
%te a wide variety o!fl instruments.

resulting cacophony prompts
the question: Can paradise really
sound like this?

Weighing up to 90 pounds (40
kilograms), a full-size concert

mmnolm“g’yed t;: Imp

Blooolo. said David Watkins, a
ritish virtuoso who found his
first harp abandoned under a
heap of coal and was immediately
seduced by its sound and shape.
With a combination of wire,
nylon and gut strings, all of which
behave dif! ercndy. a big concert
lmp is tricky to keep in tune,
when itions are

Imm:d. ts 48 or so strings tuned
in an empty hall will often require
retuning when the audience
comes in. In fact, it is cruell saad

of hanms that thcym s

ments and lhe other half playing
out of tune,

Still, the silvery,
sound of the instrument and its
harmonious form make up for a
host of defects.

“] experience a vague feeling of
poetic Iove when I breathe a beau-
tiful rose,” Berlioz said, “and I
have long felt similar
at the sight of a beautiful harp.
Whenever I saw this instrument,
had to contain n?ull' from falling
on my knees and embracing it.”
cting o, who s pced

oists, who uc
hnd. for Callau:cl %lnd PSuthm'
onteyn and Nureyev —
said playing it was both an intel-
lectual and a sensual experience
“on top of which i is all the mystery
and the mystique.”
“You play it with your bare

hands and nothing comes be-
tween you and the music,” he
said, as his fingers rippled over an
English air by Orlando Gibbons.

Not for nothing did wild Celtic
chieftans call for the bard to
soothe their savage breasts arﬁ
days of warfare or car

o is said to mduoe%mul

fee! of tranquillity, and there
may be sound scientific reasons
for this.

Acoordm&EWalhns , harpists
live 1 ther instrumen-
talists use of all the good
vibes to which they are subjected.

“As in the story of David and
Saul, the harp achieves remark-
able results in therapy, as it
mthes and releases tension,” he

“It induces what we call an al-
ha state of consciousness,” said
oyce Rosenfield, a professional
ist from California,
who describes herself as a sister in
lhc New Age GEM society —
d.m& for “God and Earth our
Moﬂm Dressed in a green habit
resembling that of a nun, Rosen-
field sits at a table in the congress,
radiating tranquil karma.

The attraction of the harp, with
its ethereal harmonics, has a lot to
do with the harmony of the
spham ized from the earli-

est times, said. In ancient
Greece, the harp and the flute
were the instruments of Apollo, in
touch with nature and the spiritu-
al world. Drums and fifes, on the
other hand, belonged to frenzied
Dionysus.

The harp, W its ancestor
the lyre, is possibly the world’s
oldest instrument, and the hunter
who first twanged his
was the world’s first Ac-
cording to Watkins, the used
to be a man's instrument, of trou-
badours and bards, until Queen
Marie-Antoinette b it into
favor as a fashionable diversion in
refined salons of France.

Thus the gilded concert instru-
ment supplanted the smaller Celt-
ic , and was in turn ousted
frm:|1b!’raslnon'.he latermthelS‘Luliacl:n-
tury increasing popularity
of the pianoforte. In genteel Vic-
torian in England, one of
thc llmcustommﬂyplayed

tcandoneofhlsmtmar

him on
dmﬂl‘p The gnweful action of

David Watkins, leading soloist:

laying the harp, Percy A. Scholes
ﬁom his al:tuegn wtlbniu;:-
was particularly suited to the
play of well-rounded limbs.
Young women, including a
large number from Japan, domi-
nate the scene in Sévres,
Most g.tt classical pla But a

few, like

nant, use lhe mcludmg elec-
tronically amplifi ed instruments,
to explore different avenues in

Jazzand so-called New Age mu-

If the is the instrument of
ot o el pigbidoy e
ve prompted its design. Un
its elegant shape lies a mechanism
of fearsome complexity. In the
early 19th century, a Frenchman
named Sébastien Erard invented
the double action that enables
concert harpists to raise the pitch

William Rankin

“Mystery and the mystique.”

by a semitone or a tone, using a
separate pedal for each of the sev-

en keys. The s connect with
the strings through a series of
. Although the harp looks

e, it contains more than
2 pieces. The Celtic or folk
, on the other hand, is rela-

y straightforward.

Kun Webby, the only profes-
sional maker in New Zea-
land, e more than 60 folk
harpsaftcrhmsmertookn 31.33

That included crafting each pan
by hand, even down to the screws.
Although the outside of the in-
strument is beautifully carved, “it
is what you do not see that mat-
ters,” he said.

Carl Swanson, another one of

the tiny breed of harp manufac-
turers, said making a harp en-
tailed construclmg a wooden
frame weighing less than 80
pounds and then hanging the
equivalent of a Volkswagen Bee-
tle from it without its warping or
coming apart.

Swanson, who has repaired

s in Boston for 14 years, has
designed and built the prototype
of a concert harp inspired by one
of Erard’s elegant gilded Empire-
style models, but in rating
modern materials and techniques.
After showing the harp at the con-
gress, he plans to put it on the
market next year.

“Starting up a harp production
line is murderously expensive,” he
said. “You cannot buy the parts
out of a catalogue, nor are the
parts interchangeable. You start
with a blank sheet of paper, then
g0 to the machine shops.”

A reasonable life for a harp
costing $11,000 to $30,000, Swan-
son said, is only about 30 years,
Man rw; harpists play for LheLr

and butter in restaurants
and hotels, and the pedal mecha-
nisms take a hammering because
popular music requires a lot of
modulations. Moving the instru-
ments in and out of the cold
makes the neck warp and the
joints open.

“It does sound very nice,
though,” Swanson said. “People
get hooked on the sound and the

before they realize all the
problems.”

The success of the congress in-
dicates that the hmr is making a
comeback after having been
eclipsed so long by the piano. The
popularity of folk music is reflect
ed in the increasing sales of the
Celtic harp.

People like Henson-Conant or
thc]au player Harvi Griffin are
some of the rhythmic

possrb ties of the concert harp.

Although modern chromatic
music presents dﬁﬁ%ﬁ for the
player, many compos-
le:;‘rp starting with Debussy and
Ravel, have appreciated the rip-
pling, impressionistic quality of
the instrument.

“It seems almost out of place in
the modern symphony orches-
tra,” Watkins said, “until a single
note breathes magic into the or-
chestral texture.”




