ROELLIG – “Ueber die Harmonika”

(1787)

It seems gratuitous and contradictory to give an accurate description of the harmonica, as every enthusiast of elegant music knows that it (she) consists of a number of glass bowls *). 

Each of the bowls holds its own note; proportionally decreases in size; one will fit into the next size up; each is approximately one finger wide, all are fixed onto a spindle; cone-shaped; they all lie horizontal in a case; sprinkled with water one would use a steady footboard (?); it is being touched with bare fingers to created these beautiful sounds.

*)  Not only because of the outer shape but also because of the inner construction you would call the vocal instruments cups, rather than bells. You look at the pattern of a bell and you will understand what I am trying to say. The bell consists of brass knuckles, an upsweep and a dome etc. Each bell is different de pending on its strength, according to the principle of harmony. 

The cup however does not consist of any of the above mentioned. It starts off wide and then deteriorates; and characterises through its depth or surface area. You would then call it either a deep or flat cup.

Everyone knows that it was Puderidge who had the idea first. This idea was later explained by Dr. Franklin; in a letter to Father Baccaria.

Puderidge was the first one to finish what everyone anticipated. *)

*) There has never been an instrument more important for the future than the harmonica. 

Its development happened during an epoch when it was decided that because of the heavy design one would not add big tone threads (?). The invention of an instrument that’s perfection was only achieved through Largo or Udagio and its inventor had to be immortalized in history of music.

A product of Art by Dr. Franklin was going to show something unexpected; and although expectations of this instrument were high, she (it) still managed to reach above them.

She managed to get a lot of attention, undivided applause of everyone who heard her, and she was imposed to the most beautiful and pleasant instrument ever owned by mankind. 

I admit that if you never had the chance to hear this instrument, it might seem somewhat striking. –

But if you know that density and form are the fundamental attributes of a vocal instrument, you will also know that glass – which is highly heat resistant – is the densest material you can use for bringing up all the tones. 

On purpose it is built circular (rounded) and it is being touched by a very smooth body.

Through the harmonica the highest ideal of the enjoyable and beautiful has been put into effect. 

The impact of this instrument borders on the fabulous, and it is likely, if it ever should get lost, that the tale of this instrument for the future what the history of Orpheus is for readers.

You ought to have some experience to conclude that the harmonica shows the same impact in all situations. – 

Who doesn’t know how the mood of the person who plays the harmonica – the listener – and even the temperature of the air which surrounds both have a connection.

How much respect and consideration for a good instrument should one have?

You should have this respect of every kind of music but for no other instrument is it as necessary as for the harmonica.

If you believe that these things are banal then you will be disappointed. 

I have highlighted in the following letters – which I have sent to several friends - how much the impression of the harmonica can be modified by particular situations. 

The letters have all been written at different times but I always wrote them as soon as someone had made a special comment about the harmonica. 

Most of the audience is aware of the content of these letters. 

Although I have changed certain parts – which should be important to the researcher of this matter – I will tell you about them now just the way I wrote them at the time. 

The letters will give you an insight of what I am trying to say: 

I will try not to ignore the fact that we are talking about an instrument only whose impact lies in the firmness, form and the excellent tone which this fragile instrument can create.   

The excellence of the dulcet body of this instrument is so great that even if one assembles it completely erroneous it will still sound lovely. 

Hence the reason why even the sound of a really bad harmonica would still please an amateur.  

To explain the impact of this extraordinary instrument from a different point of view – one which has been hidden until now – is what I am writing about in my letters. 

I only aimed to deliver certain fragments, no disquisition on the subject, and definitely no instruction of how to build the instrument. –

But this is already visible from the title. –

Here are the letters.

FIRST LETTER.

Although I am counting on seeing you in town this week, I can not resist but to tell you before I meet you that the animus differences between the young M. – and Lieutenant L – have been cleared up. *)

*) Love was the reason for the discrepancy and they were about to challenge each other. 

N. – and I had arranged to meet up “by coincidence” – each of us with his man. 

So they had no choice but to travel with each other on the same wagon. 

I had sent the harmonica off in advance and agreed with R. to use it on the way back. 

The sun had just set when we reached the mountain and now we were able to see the majestic city in front of us.

It is a sight full of inner feelings – being able to overlook the great town mankind has created; to see how huts, palaces and towers have been magically formed; streams and rivers have been routed.

You should have heard our dear R. -  how he laid out his adorable eloquence; he tried to get our friends to make up, but unfortunately they were not interested. –

We then travelled through the vineyards into the forest, along narrow paths down the mountain into the village. 

Eventually we reached the spot where the harmonica was hidden. We needed to rest and decided to have a seat close by the instrument; the moon had already started to flood the place with light.  They chose a good place. 

One was able to overlook most of the town, the stream and on the mountain you could spot the lonely Kartheuserkloster (= monastery). 

I decided to leave my companions just when R started another attempt to unify the two brawlers. He conjured them to follow this picture of tranquillity and peace – so I supported him with the full power of the harmonica. 

Whenever he paused I would play and as soon as the sound of the harmonica stopped he started begging them again. 

Suddenly they came running towards me – sobbing – and asked me to stop playing. 

I would only answer them through my beloved instrument until they were finally overwhelmed from feelings of friendship and embraced passionately. 

I was just about to put the harmonica away - after it had been so successful – when we heard someone whispering the following words:

“You went away, you lovely sound, with pleasure you absorb my night. You went away!” *) 

*) Ossian (??)

At the same time a creature dressed all in white stepped out of the bushes.

It was Mrs Von W. – R. had informed her about our plan and she wanted to be a witness of this adventure.

We had hired a boat so we could travel part of our journey on water, and so she accompanied us. 

During various talks a big cloud enchained the moon, a sight we watched with pleasure.

You are aware of how easily Mrs von W’s ideas change from the present to the future. 

The moon appeared again and we were guided by the long shadows of the objects surrounding us, which kept on changing their shapes, without knowing into the empire of ghosts. 

We talked about tone and language of these supernatural creatures.

“D.” – said Mrs. Von W. – “if I should ever find him again, the one who went there ahead of me – how complete and harmonic will our liaison be! There, where everything sounds from enjoyment and blessedness!”

I was sat down advantageous behind my instrument, had pulled the blanket back and thought that this would be the right time to play it.

But as soon as I played the first few chords Mrs B. fainted, and only recovered just before we reached the dry land.

I did not know that she was such a sensitive soul. But she shall never hear the harmonica again without a warning in advance. 

R.S. We just received letters of M. and L.; these letters - hostile correspondence between them – were proof of their ongoing dispute. We were asked to burn them. 

This evening we will all be with Mrs. W. – come over soon and convince you of an ongoing, which yesterday morning still seemed impossible. 

(End of 1st letter)

~*~*~*~*~*

SECOND LETTER.

I had been introduced to Mr. N, and noticed that I made a very pleasant acquaintance.

It seemed that he has already been made aware of my arrival by you or one of my other friends. 

The harmonica was well received and got plenty of applause; he also spoke about several special trials, but he lost me at this point.

Only yesterday things started to look slightly clearer and I anticipated why he seemed to like me so much. 

Towards the evening we went over to his manor. The furnishing was exquisitely beautiful, especially the garden looked really nice. There were several temples, grottos, waterfalls, maze walks and subterranean arches and it was such a pretty sight for one’s eyes, one felt all charmed.

But there was this high wall which enclosed the whole garden, and it robbed you of the particularly pretty view. 

Mr. N. asked me to take my harmonica outside with me, and he made me promise that I had to play for him – only for a few moments, and at a destined place.

He then led me into a room in the forepart of the house and left me – by saying he had to attend other business like organising a ball and checking the lighting.

It was late and sleep overcame me when I heard several coaches arriving outside. I opened the window and was unable to see anything clearly, and I couldn’t make any sense of the quiet and secret whispering. –

Soon afterwards I fell asleep again.

I had slept approximately one hour when a servant suddenly came to wake me up. He suggested carrying my instrument and I was asked to follow him.

He was in a rush but because I only followed him slowly I had the opportunity – as I was guided by curiosity – to follow the dull sounds of trombones, which seemed to be coming from the cellar. 

But imagine to my amazement when I walked (and nearly fell!) down the stairs leading to the cellar, and suddenly spotted a burial vault. I watched people putting a corpse into a coffin, and while sepulchral music was being played one was busy bandaging a vein on the arm of a person who was all dressed in white and covered in blood. 

Everyone else, apart from the health professionals, was covered in long black coats, and showed bare swords. At the entrance to the vault dead bodies were lying upon each other. The only light in the room came from candles which smelled similar to burning alcohol, and this light made the whole view look creepy and frightful. 

As I didn’t want to lose my guide I hurried back. As soon as I arrived at the garden entrance the guide stepped inside. Impatiently he grabbed my hand and pulled me along. 

As soon as I entered the garden I stopped with amazement. I had never seen anything as beautiful as this. All seemed to be set alight by green flames – flames coming out of lamps – buzzing of far away waterfalls – nightingales sang sweetly – there was smell of blooming flowers everywhere – it all seemed unearthly and nature seemed to have dissolved in magic. 

I was shown my seat behind an arbour with heavenly decorated interior. 

Soon a person – who was unconscious – was carried into the arbour and I was given the sign to start playing. *)

*) I assumed it was the person I saw earlier in the vault, the one who got his veins bandaged. But I am not sure about this as all tradesmen wear noble robes.

I was too busy concentrating on myself that I did not really have a chance to notice what was going on.

But I did realise that the unconscious person – after I had played the harmonica for one minute – recovered and asked full of astonishment: “Where am I? The voices I can hear…whom do they belong to?”

Jubilation with trumpets and bass drums – that was the answer. 

Everyone suddenly grabbed their swords and rushed deeper into the garden, what happened then I can not recall. 

I am writing all this to you after a very short and agitated sleep, and If I hadn’t written this scene down last night before I went to bed, I would have thought this was all a dream. – Adieu!

THIRD LETTER. 

Just in case you wonder why I have sent you a letter from B. – this is where I went to - escorted by Earl E., Baron B. and my friend N.

We travelled through the mountains into H.

I was always very fond of our travels as I was travelling in R.’s company, which I enjoyed very much. He was an amazing artist, but I have already told you about him in one of my last letters. - - 

While staying in the mountains I made a discovery: It seems that mountain dwellers do not react as delicate as people who live in flat land, to the sounds of my harmonica. But perhaps I am wrong. –

A few days later we left the mountains behind and arrived in H.th. The residents of this town were famous for being very religious, and were also easily to impress. 

Even the name “harmonica” seemed impressive to them.  

When I offered to play for them the whole community gathered in church celebratory, as to where I followed them. 

The sacredness of this town and the extraordinary silence of such a big crowd of people – who were so soulful – made this whole event just beautiful.

The expression of impact the harmonica showed was new to me. 

No fainting, no tears but she created merry, hopeful and smiling faces; the same hope that is created when you look across the borders of our life.

We parted joyfully, after they had all passed me during the procession, looking at my instrument with silent admiration. 

Some of the men accompanied us through the forest to the castle of Earl R., where we stayed the night. 

Some of them carried the harmonica on their shoulders, and they treated it just like a sanctuary. The others guided the way by lighting up lanterns and candles in the street. -

