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UNCOVER THE HARP
The poems set in this work come from two sources: the Bardic poems written in praise of the harp by medieval Celtic (Irish in this case) authors:

To A Harp: Gofraidh Fionn O Dalaigh

On A Blind Harper: Flatha O Gnimh

On A Blind Harper: Anon

Consolations: Anon

and two poems by the American Transcendentalist, Ralph Waldo Emerson, To A Harp and The Maiden Speech of the Aeolian Harp.

To the Celtic bards, the a harp was a source of romance and an object due high praise, linked as it was with the bardic tradition stretching back to the Arthurian legends, Camelot, and particularly Merlin the magician. Equally, harpers of distinction were also due praise, drawing from their instruments such sounds as could affect the listener’s mind and emotions as no other instrument. Harps in ancient times had proper names in the same way that ships do now – such was their importance in the Celtic culture, their centrality in musical life and their importance in the ongoing tradition of Celtic lore. This importance is still evident today, especially in Wales.

Emerson also made the connection back to Merlin in his poems about the harp, but carried matters a good deal further. To him, the harp (particularly the simple, most “natural” form – the Aeolian harp) was a symbol of beauty, harmony, and divine wisdom. In the Aeolian harp, the sound is produced by nature’s breath, and therefore becomes the voice of the “Over-Soul”, the overriding spirit which unifies all nature, including all men. The harp-playing bard was to Emerson the person who had the power to convey the secrets of the universe in order to achieve such unity of nature, and even if the bard himself was too sinful to do it, the pure instrument of nature, the harp, could.

Although very different in language and expression, the bardic poems and Emerson’s are thus closely linked, and have been used in this piece to praise the harp from the various points of view of the poets. Opening with a call to the harper to uncover the harp and let it work its almost medicinal magic, the chorus praises the harp for a variety of its properties, before introducing the Aeolian harp and the meaning it carries. In the central section, the solo soprano becomes the voice of the Aeolian harp itself, sent to make life a happier, more meaningful proposition.

The chorus return with bardic verses further extolling the harp before the final section, a call to play the harp with power and conviction, so that the listener may hear the echoes of the cosmos in its sound.

