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My thanks to Marie for discussions and for greatly improving my English, Sarajane Williams, Christina Tourin, Alix Colin and Rémi Myrdhin for discussions and contributions….and all the musicians, people and beings mentioned who each contributed to my path and understanding.




Cover photo by Cathal Ryan, Arc Images, Limerick Besides being a wonderful image, it shows a Celtic ceremonial henge near Lough Gur, Co. Limerick. A circle always reminds us of being equal members of a whole. It was most likely used as an outdoor meeting place for equinox and solstice celebrations and suchlike; it connected the participants with nature, simplicity, and with the universe. Even nowadays people in remote rural areas of these Celtic parts of Europe know that landscapes are just the visible part of a multi-dimensional structure, that is also inhabited by many invisible beings. No wonder they venerated both the visible and the invisible as manifestations of the Mother Earth Goddess or the sacred feminine, welcoming every being in her boundless generosity, patience, and hospitality.


“The mystical conception of landscape as a gateway to the unseen is a strong force in much work by Irish artists and writers.”


Jessie Lendennie in Irish Spirit A




Introduction


What an extraordinary time.


The earth seems to fall apart and we are flooded in an unprecedented way with suffering from all over the world. We seem to be walking naked and vulnerable towards the abyss, as our religious and spiritual guidelines have almost completely decomposed.


The harp is a carrier of hope, joy, and mystery, an instrument to facilitate the connection with feelings, spirit, and guidance.


I have been a harpist for forty years and own a pedal harp, a Celtic harp, and a replica of a bow harp from ancient Egypt. It is only in recent years that I became aware that hundreds if not thousands, of mainly female harpists own Celtic harps and are playing mostly Irish music.


What fascinates me is the fact that the smaller harps, the no-pedal harps, are widely called ‘Celtic harps’ all over the world. They could have been called ‘small harps’, ‘troubadour or bardic harps’, ‘folk harps’ or something else. But the term ‘Celtic harp’ has remained. Believing that there is more to it than just a technical term, I want to explore what attracts people to buy a ‘Celtic harp’ and play ‘Celtic Music’. The term points at something deeper, something many people are looking for and need today. I am convinced that the term leads beyond ‘Irish traditional Music’, even beyond traditional music from ‘Celtic’ countries like Scotland, Wales, Britany, etc.


I have a long history with Ireland and my bonds with the country are multiple and deep. I believe so called traditional music and oral tradition sometimes carry traces of memories from thousands of years ago. These form part of our spiritual roots that we so badly need to be reactivating now. I will explore this in the following pages.


Some of the inspirations for this book have been brought to light by the superb collection of texts from Irish expats reflecting on their ties to Ireland edited by Patricia Monaghan in 2001 ‘Irish Spirt – Pagan, Celtic, Christian, Global’.


That being said, this book here is not particularly about Ireland, and even less so contemporary, urban Ireland as this, I believe, is not the reason Celtic harpists are attracted to the harp. I am interested to explore what exactly brings them to this quite unique instrument, and why the term Celtic is used. I will give also reflect on and explore the reasons why they play mainly Irish traditional music on it.


I will not go into the history of the Celtic harp, nor the music, nor much of traditional mythology of Ireland or old or new pagan rituals and considerations of a more contemporary revival, as others who are more knowledgeable have already written about this.


I want to focus on what brings harpists to the Celtic harp and what the unique contribution for our time may be. In that sense, my interest in tradition or Irish history is a limited one for this book, although I know the importance of it very well. I have been studying and teaching spiritual healing for well over thirty years. ‘Spiritual’ means always keeping in mind the divine Source of everything, of the spirit level, and never becoming trapped in just the problem level. Just as little as the crown of the tree is not separate from its roots, the spiritual is not separate from our earthly life. The knowledge of energy as a bridge to the unseen is my field. The present-day problems of planet and people are my main focus.


Many historical facts about Celtic harps can be found on internet as this very interesting one on Wikipedia:


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Celtic harp; also in the booklet: La harpe des Celtes / La Lutherie, Editions de la Tannerie, 2001 E
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St. Hermenegild, Santa Maria at Montserrat Abbey


(Catalonia, Spain) Visigoth prince of 6th century




Getting on track


In 1981 we drove up to Sainte Croix in the Swiss Jura mountains in a friend’s van to get my pedal harp. We arrived at what later on, in 1986, became the ‘manufacture de harpes David.’ It must have been a former watch factory like so many places in this part of Switzerland. Here they were assembling the very complex mechanics of Salvi pedal harps. This work certainly needs the watch makers precision skills. In forty years, the mechanics of my harp have never failed me. Andreas Vollenweider had told me about this factory which is where he bought his Daphne Salvi harp. He had then electrified his harp. When I arrived at the factory, I quickly realized that the, in those days, smaller Daphne did not have a satisfying acoustic sound. I found myself in front of two large Aurora harps to choose between.


Then my dilemma started. As I did not know how to play a harp, how could I possibly choose between the two. How could I tell the difference? The sounds of both harps were equally satisfying. I began to panic so I asked my friend and the shop assistant to leave me alone in the show room for a while. I then lay my hands on the first harp and felt its wobbly energy, moving in all directions. When I felt that the second harp had a calm pulsation rhythmically swaying from side to side, I knew that this was the one. We became firm friends from that moment onwards.


This was back in 1981. I had met my spiritual teacher Bob Moore (1928-2008 10), an Irish healer from Belfast, two years before and had started to learn how to sense energy in his courses. Sometime later I called my work « Music & Energy ». These words became one of my life’s main guidelines. In those days in his courses, Bob Moore used to regularly play recordings of Joel Andrews and Georgia Kelly, two very fine American harpist who were both brilliant at improvisation. My meeting with Bob Moore and hearing these two harpists changed my music completely.


Before that, in the early seventies I had met Alan Stivell with his Celtic harp. He was one of the founding pillars of the Brittany folk revival and quite innovative in using modern technology in his music. I remember one evening, probably in 1969, going to eat the renowned Brittany pancakes in a little restaurant outside Brest, Le Stivell. We were not more than ten people sitting at small tables and Alan Stivell was playing in the middle of the room. His way of playing, especially beautiful on the album ‘Au-delà des mots’, inspired me to buy a Celtic harp in 1989 and I had steel strings put on. I wanted a harp with an altogether different sound from the pedal harp.


I had been going on summer holidays every year to my uncle and aunt’s home outside Brest in North West France since 1958. This gave me the opportunity to follow the Brittany folk revival right from the start. In the early seventies I learned the Scottish pipes with Daniel Bicrel from the Brittany Celtic group ‘An Triskell’; the two brothers Pol and Hervé Quefféléant played Celtic harp in this group.


Playing the Scottish pipes led me to discover the stunning and deeply moving Pibroch solo piping tradition of Scotland. This music had a profound impact on me, as it showed me a way of using traditional music for something other than dancing. Pibroch music pieces can sometimes develop over 45 minutes and are not dissimilar from classical Indian ragas, building up long, quiet improvisations and variations on a drone background. There is a healthy and quite unique strength and pride emanating from pibroch music. I sometimes play pibroch on my harp.


My musical journey had started when I was 18 in 1968 – a very good year for musical inspiration. The Beatles had released ‘Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’ the year before and Miles Davis would come out with ‘In a silent way’ and ‘Bitches Brew’ shortly afterwards. My main inspiration though, was the American and British Folk Revival that had started in the early sixties and was making a strong impact in Switzerland in 1968. In the summer of that year I heard the New Lost City Ramblers on Swiss radio. I immediately knew I had to plunge into this type of music. I was quickly attracted to the Irish roots of old-time country music and came across Finbar Furey’s stunning uilleann pipe playing. His incredibly soft playing sounded like a violin and its sound haunted me in a timeless manner. Later, as co-founder of the Zurich Folk club we invited Finbar and many other traditional musicians for concerts.


In 1971, I started the Folk Festival on Lenzburg Castle with a friend from Bern. Planxty came and played there as well as many brilliant musicians and singers mainly from the British Isles.
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