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ABSTRACT 
 

 

Welsh-born harpist and composer John Thomas performed for audiences 

throughout Europe serving as the harpist to Queen Victoria of England. He was trained in 

London at the Royal Academy of Music, yet remained loyal to his Welsh heritage 

throughout his life. He began composing at the age of 16 while still a student at the 

Academy and continued arranging and composing repertoire for harp well into the 

Twentieth Century.  

This document will show that John Thomas was instrumental in the development 

of virtuosic harp literature and the recognition of the double-action pedal harp as a 

concert instrument while maintaining a strong sense of Welsh Nationalism as 

demonstrated in his original compositions.  Like the Welsh harpists and composers 

before him, Thomas collected and preserved Welsh Airs. In addition, Thomas 

participated at numerous Eisteddfoddau, lectured on the history of the Welsh Harp, and 

wrote the “Welsh Music History” article in the first edition of the Grove Dictionary of 

Music and Musicians. However, unlike his predecessors, Thomas composed for the 

modern pedal harp and employed virtuosic techniques heretofore unexplored in Welsh 

harp music. 

Though this harpist, composer, and music historian produced a prolific output of 

virtuosic works and historical writings, very little has been documented on his life and 

career. There are no complete works lists in print. Many of Thomas’ manuscripts and 

published works remain out of print in the National Library of Wales. The Groves  
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Dictionary of Music and Musicians contains only a brief article on this composer’s life 

and career.  

 Thomas is internationally recognized as a leading composer and performer among 

harpists of the Nineteenth Century. His works are still performed by harpists in recitals at 

international conferences and competitions including the World Harp Congresses. 

Further, Thomas’ students became touring performers and made a significant mark on the 

performing arena throughout much of the Twentieth Century. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

John Thomas (1826-1913) composed and arranged over 100 works for solo harp, 

one harp concerto, two operas, several chamber works and overtures, and one symphony. 

As harpist for Queen Victoria of England, Thomas’ influence reached a vast audience. 

His extensive performing tours throughout Europe placed him not only within the inner 

circles of European aristocracy, but among the great composers and performers of his 

time. His works reflect the stylistic characteristics of his contemporaries during the 

Romantic period. In addition, he incorporated virtuosic elements within his compositions 

that place him among the celebrated harpists of his day including Elias Parish-Alvers 

(1808-1849) and Felix Godefroid (1818-1897).  

 Unlike many other harpists and composers who emigrated from Wales to the 

London performance arena, Thomas never abandoned his Welsh nationalistic fervor. His 

dedication to Welsh nationalism can be seen throughout his career. The great majority of 

his compositions are based on traditional Welsh airs which can be traced back to the 

bardic traditions of Northern Wales. Further, he participated as a judge or performer at 

nearly every Eisteddfod1 held in Wales throughout his lifetime.  In addition, in 1883 

Thomas endowed a permanent scholarship at the Royal Academy of Music in London for 

a Welsh harpist. Finally, Thomas’ active memberships in Welsh gentleman’s societies 

                                                
1 The Eisteddfod is a festival held annually in which members of the community gather to watch the bards 
and harpists perform in Penillion singing, a competitive performance practice where singers are 
accompanied by the harp. The eisteddfodau date from the sixth century when the competitions were 
sponsored by the aristocracy. 
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such as the Honorable Society of the Cymmrodorion and Cymreigyddion Society2 reflect 

his lifetime commitment to preserving the Welsh traditions and language.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
2 The Cymmrodorion Society was established in 1751 for the preservation of the Welsh language and 
traditions. Meetings were held often on a weekly basis as a gentleman’s society. Several Welsh 
publications were sponsored by this society and its members. The society was later disbanded, but its 
members became part of the Welsh gentleman’s society known by a similar name, the Cymreigyddion 
Society, which was active until 1951. 
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 I. JOHN THOMAS: A BIOGRAPHICAL OVERVIEW 

 

 

 

Figure 1: John Thomas, Percerdd Gwalia, Chief of Welsh Minstrels Photo c. 1860  
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John Thomas, also known as Pencerdd Gwalia, Chief of Welsh Minstrels, was born 

in Bridgend, Glamorgan Wales on Saint David’s Day, 1 March 1826.  Thomas’ father, 

John Thomas Sr. (1807-1895) was a tailor by profession but belonged to an amateur reed 

and brass band.  He taught John to play the piccolo at a young age and invited his son 

“clad in a pair of white ducks”3 to march along side the other musicians. It was not long 

after this that John Sr. and his wife, Catherine Jones (1806-1863) purchased a single 

strung harp from the widow Jones, of the blind harper of Nottage 4 for their son. At age 

12, Thomas competed at the Abergavenny Eisteddfod where he won a Welsh triple-

strung harp.   

Young Thomas began formal studies of the harp at the Royal Academy of Music in 

London in 1840 where he was required to play the standard double-action pedal harp 

rather than the Welsh triple-harp with which Thomas had been most familiar.  Thomas’ 

studies at the Academy with his teacher, John Balsir Chatterton, continued until 1846, 

where he was sponsored by Lord Byron’s daughter, the Countess of Lovelace.5  During 

this time, Thomas also studied piano with C.J. Read and composition with Lucas and 

Cipriano Potter.6  

 Thomas’ career as a composer began during his student days at the Royal 

Academy. During this time he composed a harp concerto, three operas, numerous 

chamber works and overtures, as well as a symphony.  Thomas published extensive 

works for solo harp including Welsh Melodies for the Harp Volumes I and II, The 
                                                
3 “John Thomas,” The Musical Times and Singing Class Circular 40, no. 681 (1899): 725. 
4 Ibid., 726. 
5 Ann Griffiths, “Thomas, John,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, (London: Oxford University 
Press, 2004). 
6 I. Thompson, International Cyclopedia of Music and Musicians (London: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1975). 
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Minstrel’s Adieu to his Native Land, March of the Men of Harlech, Echoes of a Waterfall, 

and The Seasons: Autumn, Winter, Spring, and Summer. In addition, Thomas transcribed 

for solo harp various works of Mozart, Beethoven, Blumenthal, Chopin, Schubert, 

Weber, and Mendelssohn. Thomas also published several volumes of studies for the harp 

including Six Studies Volume I and Volume II, which are still in use today. Thomas’ 

notable duets for two harps or harp and piano include the Grand Duet in E flat Major, 

Cambria, and Souvenir du Nord (a medley of Russian airs) which are remarkable for 

their charm and substance. Further, Thomas composed the Romance and Rondo 

Piacevole for harp and violin and Llewelyn, a cantata for the Swansea Eisteddfod.   

Thomas began his professional performing career in 1851 as the harpist for the 

Italian Opera summer seasons at Her Majesty’s Theatre, London, under the famous 

director Balie, and accompanied the well-known sopranos of the time, Jenny Lind and 

Adelina Patti.7 While at the Theatre, premiere performances of Rigoletto, Il Travatore, 

and Don Carlos by Verdi were staged. In addition, Les Prophètes by Meyerbeer and 

Benvenuto Cellini by Berlioz were first staged during Thomas’ tenure with the Theatre.  

During the off-season, Thomas toured as a solo harpist throughout Europe performing in 

Vienna, Leipzig, Dresden, Berlin, Rome, Saint Petersburg, and Paris. Thomas also 

accompanied the soprano Désirée Artôt, to whom he was briefly engaged.8   

During his tours, he repeatedly performed for the King of Dresden who presented 

him with a diamond ring.  In Hanover, Thomas stated that “after having the honor of 

                                                
7 Ann Griffiths,  Serenâd: Deuasdau telyn Pencerdd Gwalia, Elinor Bennett & Meinir Heulyn,  Sain 
Records, Wales, B000055XDL, (2000). 
8  Ibid., 2. 
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dining with their majesties, the King and Queen, conversing in the most homely manner 

over a cup of tea about the peculiarities of the Welsh language, and teaching the King to 

pronounce some of the letters in the Welsh alphabet, I played them several solos in the 

course of the evening.” 9 In 1861, Thomas acquired the official title Pencerdd Gwalia, 

Chief of Welsh Minstrels at the Aberdare Eisteddfod.  

Thomas had performed with the Societá di Santa Cecilia in Rome, the Societá 

Filharmonica in Florence and the Philharmonic Society in London, where he befriended 

Gioachino Antonio Rossini and Giacomo Meyerbeer.10  While in Paris on tour, Thomas 

was recognized by Hector Berlioz in 1854 in the Journal de Débats, where he 

enthusiastically commented,  

Voilà comment on joue de la harpe.  M. Thomas fait 
réellement ce qu’il veut de son noble instrument, mais il ne vise 
pas à la difficulté pour elle mệme; ses tours de force ont un charme 
réel. Son jeu est nerveux, passioné, fiévreux pour ainsi dire, mais 
sans aller jamais jusqu’aux nuances outrées, et sans jamais 
demander à la harpe effets violens si disgracieux, qu’elle n’accorde 
qu’en perdant le caractère des suprême élégance qui en fait un si 
puissant certaines organisations. Les morceaux composés par M. 
Thomas sont en outre d’une remarquable élévation de style. Il m’a 
charmé, fascine, magnetisé. Si  j’étais riche comme je me 
donnerais le luxe d’avoir un tel virtuose pour bercer mes tristes 
heures et me faire oblier le monde réel! ”11      

 
                   (Translation, by Ann Griffiths) 

 
 Mr. Thomas is thoroughly Master of his instrument, but he does 
not aim at difficulty for its own sake; his tours de force have real charm. 
His style of playing is nervous, impassioned, feverish, as it were, but his 
expression is never exaggerated, and he never seeks to draw from the harp  
 

                                                
9 “John Thomas,” The Musical Times and Singing Class Circular 40, no. 681 (1899): 727. 
10 Percy Young. “John Thomas,” Die Musik in Geschichte und Gegenwart,13 (1975): 356. 
11 Griffiths, Ann “John Thomas Harp Music” Lipman Harp Duo Naxos Recording 8.570372, Liner Notes, 
(2007). Quoted from Berlioz, Hector, Journal de Débats, 1854. 
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those violent, uncomely effects, which it only grants by losing that 
character of supreme elegance which gives it such power over supreme 
organizations. The pieces composed by Mr. Thomas are, besides, of 
remarkable elevation of style.  He charmed, fascinated, and magnetized 
me. If I were rich, how I should enjoy the luxury of having such a virtuoso 
to soothe my sad hours and make me forget the realities of life!12  

 
 

In 1871, Thomas became the conductor of the Welsh Choral Union. Finally, 

Thomas’ performing career reached a climax in 1872 when he became harpist to Queen 

Victoria.  

In 1882, Thomas succeeded John Chatterton as the harp professor at the Royal 

Academy of Music. Soon after, he also attained appointments at the Royal College of 

Music and the Guildhall School of Music. His students included well-known harpists, 

John Cockerill, Miriam Timothy, Gwendolyn Mason, and Nansi Richards-Jones (1888-

1979). Finally, Thomas published a history of the harp titled History of the Harp: From 

the Earliest Period Down to the Present Day which remains in print today.13     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
12 “John Thomas,” The Musical Times and Singing Class Circular 40, no. 681 (1899): 729. 
13 John Thomas, History of the Harp: From the Earliest Period Down to the Present Day (London: 
Hutchings & Romer, 1901): 17. 
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II. JOHN THOMAS’ WELSH NATIONALISM 

 

 John Thomas’ Welsh nationalistic fervor remained consistently in the forefront of 

his performing career. On 4 July 1862, Thomas “gave an important concert at St. James 

Hall, the first of its kind in London, which clearly demonstrated to the dwellers in the 

Metropolis, that Welsh music was not only worthy of attention, but in the hands of Mr. 

Thomas the music of the Principality was in the safekeeping of one of her most gifted 

sons.”14 Thomas gave yearly concerts of Welsh music at St. James Hall for more than 30 

years following this time, with the last one recorded in 1899.  Thomas included Welsh 

airs and poems as part of his concert repertoire throughout Europe. At the 1862 concert in 

St. James Hall, Thomas played the Welsh air David of the White Rock for harp solo. 

Sigismond Thalberg (1812-1871), the well-known Austrian pianist and composer, who 

was present at the concert stated, “Il-y-a l’âme de la musique dans cette melody là.” 15 

(There is heart in the music of that melody there.)  Thalberg transcribed the air for 

pianoforte and included it in his publication of L’Art du chant appliqué au Piano.  

 Thomas’ dedication to his Welsh heritage is further exemplified in his 

commitment to the yearly Welsh festivals known as the Eistedfoddau. During these 

festivals, Penillion singing, a practice of singing traditional Welsh airs accompanied by 

harp, had become a competitive and significant facet. The importance of the Eisteddfodau 

in the preservation of the ancient airs must not be underestimated. These festivals were a 

                                                
14 “John Thomas,” The Musical Times and Singing Class Circular 40, no. 681 (1899): 727. 
15 Ibid., 738. 
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means by which the oral transmission of ancient airs was passed on to each new 

generation. In his book, Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Harpists: A Bio-Critical 

Sourcebook, Govea states: “there was not an Eisteddfod of significance in which he 

[Thomas] did not participate as either performer or judge.”16 Govea further states: 

“Thomas, unlike some of his predecessors who suddenly anglicized, remained loyal to 

Welsh folk music.”17  In addition, Thomas wrote several works to be performed at 

Eisteddfoddau including Llewelyn for the 1683 Swansea Eisteddfod and The Bride of 

Neath Valley for the 1866 Chester Eisteddfodd. Further, he was a judge at the 1893 

Eisteddfod which was held in the United States at the Chicago World’s Fair.  

 Thomas’ devotion to the Welsh populace is exemplified in his work The Bride of 

Neath Valley, a cantata for four voices and orchestra, which tells of the experiences of 

Welsh Villagers.  It has been considered a Victorian precursor to the radio show and later 

film titled Under Milkwood by Dylan Thomas18 in which the dreams of the characters 

living in a small town in Wales are exposed to the audience.   

 In 1874, Thomas edited a set of Welsh Airs titled The Songs of Wales: a complete 

collection of the vocal melodies of the principality, with the addition of other Welsh airs 

and part-songs which have not hitherto appeared in this form. The introduction to this 

edition, 384 pages in length, consists of historical accounts of Welsh bards, bardic 

institutions, and the minstrelsy of Wales by Charles H. Purday. In addition, Thomas 

edited a compilation of the Welsh triple-harp player, John Parry (1776-1851), (Bardd 

                                                
16 Wenonah Milton Govea, Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Harpists: A Bio-Critical Sourcebook 
(Conneticut: Greenwood Press, 1995): 280. 
17 Ibid., 280. 
18 Percy Young, “John Thomas.” Die Musik in Geschichte und Gegenwart,13 (1975):357.  
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Alaw) titled The Welsh Harper.  Further, Thomas also compiled a collection of George 

Thomson’s A Select Collection of Original Welsh Airs. Thomas added several more airs 

to this final collection.  He also wrote a set of Welsh patriotic songs for chorus and harp 

in addition to his two volumes of Welsh melodies published in 1862.  

It is important to note that the compilations of the blind harpist John Parry of 

Ruabon (c.1710-1781) edited by his scribe Evan Williams, and the compilations of 

George Thomson were likely a great influence on John Thomas. Thomas continued in the 

tradition of collecting and compiling volumes of Welsh airs which had been passed on 

orally for generations since the first Eisteddfodau in the early twelfth century. Thomas, as 

did his predecessor, John Parry, not only collected these works and published them in 

their original form, but throughout his career used these airs as the basis for his solo 

arrangements.  Like Parry, Thomas also composed a number of theme and variations on 

these airs. This is a popular format in which to display a harpist’s skill and virtuosity, and 

furthermore, this form was a reflection of the form used for penillion singing at 

Eisteddfoddau.  

 The harp on which the bards were accompanied at the Eisteddfoddau ranged from 

the simple strung harp to the traditional Welsh triple-strung harp.  Though Thomas’ 

original compositions and transcriptions for harp were composed for the double-action 

pedal harp, the harp on which he was required to perform during his study at the Royal 
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Conservatory of Music in London, Thomas publicly praised his country’s Welsh triple-

harp as the more traditional bardic instrument.19  

Finally, Thomas’ strong Welsh traditionalism can also be seen in Thomas’ history 

of the harp titled History of the Harp: From the Earliest Period Down to the Present 

Day, in which Thomas presents a concise history of the Welsh bards and harpers and 

their place within the instrument’s history. In addition, Thomas added a chapter on 

ancient British music in Owen Jones’ The Myvyrian archaeology of Wales: collected out 

of ancient manuscripts.  Furthermore, Thomas wrote the scholarly article “Welsh Music 

History” in the first edition of The Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians informally 

known as Grove 1. 

Thomas’ association in Welsh gentleman’s societies including the Honorable 

Society of the Cymmrodorian and Cymreigyddion Societies--which were established to 

preserve the Welsh language, literature, and culture--further exemplifies his commitment 

to preserve Welsh music and tradition. Thomas often included Welsh poetry in the 

opening pages of his publications and also wrote a considerable amount of poetry 

himself.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
19 Wenonah Milton Govea, Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Harpists: A Bio-Critical Sourcebook 
(Conneticut: Greenwood Press, 1995): 280. 
 



 

 

22 

A. The Eisteddfoddau and Penillion Singing: A Manner of Preserving Welsh Airs 

 
 

John Thomas’ practice of collecting and arranging Welsh airs continued a 

tradition set by earlier harpists who included the airs in their arrangements for harp. John 

Parry of Ruabon (c.1710-1782), Edward Jones (1752-1824) of Llandderfel in 

Merionethshire, and Richard Roberts (1769-1855) of Caernarvon, were among the first 

chief collectors of the ancient Welsh airs.  These harpists all came from the areas in 

which the penillion singing (see below) was most common, that is, the mountainous areas 

of northern Wales.  These men integrated this important tradition into their arrangements 

and compositions. The blind harpist, John Parry and his scribe, Evan William’s 

collections, Ancient British Music (1742) and Ancient British Music: Part II (1745), 

provide insights into the melodies used in penillion singing. The manuscript of Ancient 

British Music: Part II shows that Parry and Williams incorporated the text into the music 

as it would have been performed in penillion singing.  Thomas would have certainly been 

familiar with these publications and similarly published two volumes of Welsh airs in his 

collection titled Welsh Melodies arranged for the Harp (Edwin Ashdown, London). 

Further, Thomas chose to arrange several Welsh airs that John Parry had chosen in his 

collection of Collection of Welsh, English, & Scotch Airs (1761).  These included Sir 

Harry Ddu, Sweet Richard (which Beethoven included in his 26 Wallsisch Lieder), Of 

Noble Race was Shenkin, and Rhydlan Marsh, also title The Plain of Rhuddlan.  

 

 



 

 

23 

B. Penillion Singing 

 

In order to understand the earlier historical context of the airs that Thomas and 

others published, one must be familiar with the penillion singing practice, which 

continues to be preserved at Eisteddfodau.  Penillion singing, (Canu Penillion), is an oral 

singing tradition of the bards20 from the region of North Wales. The word penillion 

comes from the British word Penill, or Pen, meaning head, which essentially meant 

having been kept in the head.  It was also defined as the practice of singing several 

stanzas of verse to a particular melody.  The oral tradition, which existed in both South 

Wales and England, was similar to the penillion singing of North Wales, except that the 

practice in the South consisted of a chorus rather than a soloist singing with harp 

accompaniment.  Penillion singing became associated only with those melodies 

specifically accompanied with the harp and is also defined as “singing epigrammatic 

stanzas with the harp.”21  It is also called Canu gyda’r Tannau or singing with the strings.  

Though these practices existed in the North and the South, it is in North Wales that the 

singing style has survived as a “democratic art,” probably due to the “Anglicizing 

influence of the Tudors.” 22   

The development of the North Welsh penillion singing manner, according to J. 

Glyn Davies, “was a fluke development, arising out of singing stanzas to wrong tunes . . . 

                                                
20 This practice would have been used by the bards of Wales. The bards were specifically those who had 
studied the Welsh manner of singing melodies according to the specific meters of poetry, often while 
accompanying themselves on the harp. It was not a practice used by common Welsh people, rather a trained 
and praciticed performance method.  
21 W.S. Gwynn Williams, Welsh National Music and Dance (Llangollen: The Gwynn Publishing Company, 
1971): 81. 
22  Ibid., 81 
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if the tune was too long, the stanza started at a point that allowed it to finish with the 

tune. If the tune was too short, it was doubled, and the stanza was spread over the double 

length, and ended with the tune.”23   The practice of penillion singing was much more 

complex than merely singing a stanza of verse to a tune;  specific rules governed the 

singing as well as the accompaniment on the harp.  John Parry (Bardd Alaw), author of 

Ancient and Modern Welsh Music (c. 1800), provides the following history of the 

penillion singing practice: 

  [Penillion singing is] confined to North Wales, and, indeed, was 
scarcely known in South Wales until the revival of the Eisteddvodau.  
This peculiar, unique and effective mode of singing must be very ancient, 
and probably derives its origin from the domestic bards of old, who used 
to play the harp, and sing with it, verses composed extemporally, in 
praise of their noble masters; and where more than one minstrel was 
retained in a family, or when several met to celebrate any particular 
event, it was usual with them to answer each other in stanzas; and this is 
the case to the present time with the poets in Wales.  To sing Penillion, 
with the Welsh harp, is not so easily accomplished as may be imagined; 
the singer is obliged to follow the harper, who may change the tune, or 
perform variations, ad libitum, whilst the vocalist must keep time, and 
end precisely with the strain.  The singer does not commence with the 
harper, but takes the strain up at the second, third, or fourth bar, as best 
suits the pennill he intends to sing; and this is constantly done by persons 
who are totally unacquainted with music!  Those are considered the best 
singers who can adapt stanzas of various metres to one melody, and who 
are acquainted with the twenty-four measures, according to the bardic 
laws and rules of composition. 24 

 
The “twenty-four measures” to which John Parry (Bardd Alaw) refers are twenty-

four categories of accents which occur in the poetry, established at the first Eisteddfodau. 

                                                
23 Ibid., 86. 

24 John Parry (Bardd Alaw), “Ancient and Modern Welsh Music”, quoted by Gwynn Williams in Welsh 
National Music and Dance, (Llangollen: The Gwynn Publishing Company, 1971): 83-84. 
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These twenty-four patterns or poetic meters categorize the various forms of consonant 

harmonies, called Cynghanedd, which allow the words to be woven into different poetic 

sounds.  The following list includes the names of the poetic meters revised between 1322 

and 1568 at various Eisteddfodau.   

1. Englyn Penfyr     13. Rhupunt 
2. Englyn Milwr     14. Cyhydded Fer 
3. Englyn Undodl Union    15. Byr -a- thoddaid 
4. Englyn Undodl Crwca    16. Clogyrnach 
5. Englyn Cyrch     17. Cyhydedd Naw Ban 
6. Englyn Proest dalgron    18. Cyhydedd Hir 
7. Englyn Lleddfbroest    19. Toddaid 
8. Englyn Proest Gadwynog    20. Gwawdodyn Byr 
9. Awdl - Gywydd     21. Gwawdodyn Hir  
10. Cywydd Deuair Hirion    22.Hir -a- thoddaid   
11. Cywydd Deuair Fyrion    23. Cyrch - a - chwta  
12. Dywydd Llosgyrnog    24. Tawddgyrch Cadwynog 
 
 

It is noteworthy that penillion singers could sing all twenty-four of these meters to 

the harp.  To be able to sing all twenty-four meters was considered the greatest triumph 

of their professional ability. These were difficult poetic meters with specific rhyme 

schemes. The first meter Englyn Penfyr, for example, is syllabic with three rhyming 

stanzas of 10, 7 and 7 syllable counts. The rhyming syllable can come in the seventh 

through the ninth syllables.  Then the beginning syllables of the second line will either 

match consonants with the last syllables of first line or rhyme with the last syllables of 

the first line.   It is said to be even better if the fourth syllable of the second line matches 

consonants with the tenth syllable of the first line.  This is all done in the Welsh 

language.25 However, an English example might be the following: 

                                                
25 Poetry Base, “Englyn Penfyr”, www.poetrybase.info/forms/001/113.shtml.  Accessed 10/13/08. 
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The evening slowly invades the small room 
But feeling gloom; pulling shades 

Quiet darkness cascades26 
 

In addition to having a working knowledge of these meters, penillion singers were 

encouraged to sing melodies on a great variety of topics.  Extreme religious or profane 

stanzas could not be used, but singing of hymns was considered acceptable. 

 In his work Musical and Poetical Relicks of the Welsh Bards (1794), Edward 

Jones discusses this practice, stating: 

There are several kinds of Pennill metres, that may be adapted and 
sung to most of the following tunes; and some part of a tune being 
occasionally converted into a symphony.  One set of words is not, like an 
English song, confined to one tune, but commonly sung to several.  The 
skill of the pennill-singers in this is admirable.  According to the metres of 
their pennillion, they strike into the tune in the proper place, and conduct it 
with wonderful exactness to the symphony or the close.  While the harp to 
which they sing is perhaps wandering in little variations and 
embellishments; their singing is not embarrassed, but true to the 
fundamental tune. 27 

 
The musician who accompanied the penillion singer had a somewhat independent role.  

This was most often performed on a Welsh triple harp.  If a harp was not available, a 

keyboard could be substituted.  The harpist would lead the performance and play the 

melody with or without variations from beginning to end in a strict meter.  The singing 

was based on the melody, rhythm, and harmony played by the harp.  The most popular 

melodies played in this manner were the traditional harp airs, many of which John 

Thomas arranged and published.  The harmonies of the airs were intended to benefit the 
                                                
26 Shadow Writer, “The Englyn Penfyr” www.writing.com/main/books/entry_id/413765.  2006 Shadow 
Writer.  Accessed 10/13/08 
27 Edward Jones, “Musical and Poetical Relics of the Welsh Bards,” 1974 quoted by Gwynn Williams in 
Welsh National Music and Dance, (Llangollen: The Gwynn Publishing Company, 1971): 82. 
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singer, while still appealing to modern taste.  The arrangements of the airs were not to 

be overly heavy, either contrapuntally or harmonically, with the harmony being 

“fundamental and full of natural melodic and rhythmic movement,” such that the singer 

was able to move easily through the piece.28  “The notes of a chord, which were often 

built upon a triad, were not to be greatly altered . . . [The arrangements should] bring 

out the character of the harp-melody and sacrifice nothing to the passing moods of the 

Datgeiniad [Penillion singer].”29 

The penillion singer was to remain independent of the harpist, while at the same 

time relying upon the melody and harmonies being played.  In other words, “the singer is 

not to expect any assistance from the instrumentalist, it being in a sense, if not a contest 

between singer and player, an independent performance by each, and the latter, especially 

in an Eisteddfodic competition, must show no favor, but play the air continuously and 

markedly in time, whether with or without variations.”30   The harpist was further given 

the option to change the tune or perform variations ad libitum.  There were, however, 

restrictions to which the harpist must adhere.   For example, it was necessary for each 

variation to be harmonically identical to the melody’s original harmonization.  In 

addition, it was the practice that where a melody could be broken into two separate 

sections, both sections were to be repeated ( a a b b).  This allowed the singer to fully 

                                                
28 W. S. Gwynn Williams, Welsh National Music and Dance (Llangollen: The Gwynn Publishing 
Company, 1971): 95. 
29 Ibid., 95. 
30 Emlyn Evans and Nicholas Bennett, “Alawon fy Ngwlad,” Vol. II, ii,  as quoted by  W. S. Gwynn 
Williams, Welsh National Music and Dance (Llangollen: The Gwynn Publishing Company, 1971): 95. 
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recollect the melody.  The harpist would then continue with a particular melody until a 

second tune was decided upon.   

          The singer was free to choose the words and the notes he sang.  The only 

requirement was that the final stanza had to end with the last note of the melody.  The 

singer had the choice of beginning between the first or fifth measures of the harp melody.  

Hence, the singer had to enter before the repeat of the first strain.  Finally, the singer was 

never to enter on the first beat of a bar, but rather in the middle of a measure or on the 

anacrusis to the next measure.  

The singer was then judged upon the following five aspects: measure, 

accent, harmony, time, and intonation.  The singer must first establish the meter.  

Then, as soon as the singer knew the air which the harpist would play, he must 

then decide which stanzas to set to the air, trying to set ones that will fit easily 

into the melody of the chosen air.  For example, short stanzas should be set to 

short airs, and longer ones to longer airs.  Additionally, the sentiment of the words 

and music should correspond as much as possible.  For instance, a bold or heroic 

tune would be set with bold words.  The main accents of the words should fall on 

the main stresses of the melody, and the words must not be sacrificed in order to 

create a given musical effect.  Slurred notes were not allowed in the harp nor were 

rests of more than one beat, so that the singer could not drag out the verse.  The 

singer was also not allowed to pause or rest in the middle of a word, and the 

words must be sung as if they were spoken.  
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In regard to harmony, the singer must harmonize with the notes of the 

melody played by the harpist, but he cannot sing the exact melodic line.  If the 

singer sings the melody exactly, it is “faulty” and not penillion singing, as it is 

known.  Hence, the true art of the singer is that of creating and improvising a 

counter-melody.  This counter-melody must, at all times, stay counter to and 

submissive to the main melodic line of the tune, while not detracting from the 

words of the verse. 

Time is of greatest importance, such that the two melodies, harp and 

voice, move independently yet rhythmically together with one another.  Finally, 

the intonation of the singer must be of the greatest quality with clear and distinct 

enunciation.  “The words should not necessarily be sung as a musical rendering, 

but rather cantillated or recited in a singing strain, as nearly as possible as if they 

were spoken.”31  This tone quality is specific to penillion singing and requires that 

the singer pay careful attention to phrasing and breathing.  The most famous 

penillion singers were those with beautiful voices, baritones being the most 

common among these. 

 

C. The Eisteddfod 

 

          The Eisteddfoddau (plural for Eisteddfod) became the greatest medium for 

penillion singing, and their importance in preserving the melodies of the ancient 

                                                
31. Williams, Welsh National Music and Dance, 99.  
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airs must not be underestimated. The term eisteddfod comes from the verb eistedd 

meaning to sit and literally is translated as a sitting together.   The eisteddfoddau 

date from as far back as the sixth century, when bards and their harpists would 

gather to compete with each other in the practice of penillion singing. This was 

not a lighthearted or friendly competition.  It was often sponsored by elite Welsh 

societies or even royalty, and it was taken seriously by competitors and judges 

alike.  In the fifteenth century, the Carmarthen Eisteddfod, presided over by 

Gruffudd ap Nicolas (fl.1425 - 1456), is said to have lasted for three months.  The 

purpose of these competitions, according to the proclamation of 1523, was to 

“regulate and correct bardic practices in accordance with the Statute of Gruffudd 

ap Cynan (c. 1055-1137), King of Gwynnedd.”32   

             Gruffudd ap Cynan33 was one of the first to hold the competitive 

Eisteddfodau and establish strict governing rules.  They were held at Caerwys and 

overseen by Gruffudd.  Gruffudd’s grandson, Rhys ap Gruffudd, also known as 

Lord Rhys, held what would be considered the first recorded Eisteddfodau.  In 

                                                
32. Hywel Teifi Edwards, The Eisteddfod (London: University of Wales Press, 1990) : 7. 

33. Gruffudd ap Cynan was the son of Cynan, a senior representative of the house of Gwynedd.  Cynan was 
killed in the battles of 1063, when Gruffudd was only eight years old.  Gruffudd was living with his mother 
in Ireland at the time, as she was the daughter of the Norse king of Dublin.  In 1081, at the age of twenty-
six, Gruffud ap Cynan became the senior representative of the Royal house of Gwynedd.   England was at 
this time ruled by William of Normandy and did not respect Gruffudd ap Cynan’s position.  Disagreements 
with William led to a twelve-year imprisonment for Gruffudd.  In 1094, Gruffudd ap Cynan escaped from 
prison and re-established himself as the ruler of Gwynedd.  A biography of Gruffudd ap Cynan was written 
twenty years before his death.  His biographer wrote in both Latin and Welsh, however, only the Welsh 
translation survives.  It states that harpists and poets came with Gruffudd to Gwynedd from Ireland.  With 
them, a tradition developed that transformed the orders of the poets and the harpists.  The Black Book of 
Carmarthen is the oldest surviving book of Welsh poetry.  It consists of the poetry sung to Gruffudd ap 
Cynan by the court poets, called Gogynfeirdd. 
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1176, near Christmas, Rhys held two contests, one between the bards and the 

poets, and the other between the harpists, crwth players, pipers, and string 

instrument players.  He offered generous prizes to the winners of the contests.  

The Eisteddfodau deteriorated after these initial competitions, and it was not until 

1451, when Gruffudd ap Nicholas appealed to Henry IV of England to hold an 

Eisteddfod at Carmarthen, that the Eisteddfod became a respected national 

tradition.   

              At the 1451 Eisteddfod, a silver harp was awarded to the best harpist, and 

a silver tongue to the best singer.  Gruffudd ap Nicholas, who acted as adjucator, 

awarded the silver chair, which he supposedly designed himself, to the gentleman 

poet of Hanmer in Flintshire, who “touched a word as though it were the leaf of a 

rose, or the string of a harp.”34   Gruffudd ap Nicholas also rearranged the twenty-

four meters, which had been known since the time of Gruffudd ap Cynan, by 

adding some new meters and making others more difficult.  His purpose was to 

prevent unqualified bards from entering the competitions.           

              At the Eisteddfod of 1523, the proclamation of the Statute of Gruffudd ap 

Cynan proclaimed the rights of the bards and minstrels, representing them as a 

privileged fraternity that would “at all times be consonant with the nobility of 

their calling.  Drunkenness, womanizing, and gambling were even then singled 

out for censure, long before the non-conformist thumpers of the nineteenth-

                                                
34 Dillwyn Miles, The Secret of the Bards of the Isle of Britain (Llandybie: Gwasg Dinefwr Press, 1992): 
26. 
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century Wales got the bit between their teeth.”35  The national Eisteddfoddau 

became a dominant part of Welsh culture during the Victorian age, and smaller 

Eisteddfodau allowed the minstrels, harpers, and bards a means of expression 

outside of street-begging, playing in beer-houses, and the like.  The Eisteddfodau 

formed an institution which preserved the content, style, and form of the ancient 

Welsh airs. These festivals still exist today on a yearly basis alternating venues 

between North and South Wales. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
35 Hywel Teifi Edwards, The Eisteddfod (London: University of Wales Press, 1990): 8. 
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III. THE WELSH TRIPLE HARP 

 

Figure 2: The Welsh Triple Harp, Photo from A Brief History of the Harp, Thomas 

Thomas, also known as Thomas Apthomas, brother of John Thomas 
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 It was at the Abergavaney Eisteddfod in 1837 that John Thomas won a Welsh 

triple-strung harp. This harp was considered by Thomas to be the more traditional bardic 

instrument of Wales even though he often toured and performed on the double action 

pedal harp. The Welsh triple-strung harp became known only as the Welsh triple harp 

because of its popularity in this region. The Welsh triple harp is an instrument quite 

different from the modern pedal harp or the single strung harp, both of which are 

commonly used today.  The Welsh triple harp consists of three rows or ranks of strings, 

allowing the performer to play a greater spectrum of chromatic notes than possible on a 

standard single-strung folk harp.  It was on this harp that the blind harpist, John Parry of 

Ruabon succeeded so greatly as a performer, composer, and arranger in the late 

Eighteenth century.  

 The triple-strung harp was first acknowledged by the German theorist Johannes 

Cochlaeus, who wrote in his Tetrachordum musices (1511) that a harp with three rows of 

strings was played by the English.  However, the theorist Marin Mersenne, in his 

Harmonie universelle (1636), credits the Neopolitan le sieur Luc Antoine Eustache with 

the invention, while Eustache was in the service of Pope Paul V (1605-21).36 Mersenne 

described the harp as being strung with three ranks of strings made of animal gut; it had a 

straight sounding box with a belly.  An example of a similar harp is represented by 

Domenico Zampieri  (1581-1641) of Bologna in his painting of King David.37 

                                                
36 Roslyn Rensch, Harps and Harpists (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988), 102. 
37 Ibid., 103. 
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 Zampieri’s painting of the harp differs from Mersenne’s description in only a few 

details.  The sounding box of this harp was ribbed in the same way that the lute’s back is 

ribbed, the size was somewhat larger, and the belly consisted of double reinforcements, 

such that it might handle the great pressure of the three ranks of strings.  A harp similar to 

this still exists in the Museo Civico in Bologna. Hence, the triple-strung harp likely 

existed in countries other than Wales at its inception.  This harp, however, became most 

popular in Wales, where it gained the title “Welsh harp.” Upon returning from his travels 

in Wales, the music historian Dr. Charles Burney commented on the differences between 

the simple harp, with which he had been familiar in Ireland, and the Welsh harp.  In a 

letter, dated 20 February 1776, to Lord Mornington, an amateur composer and musician, 

Burney wrote: 

 
 With respect to the difference between the Welsh & Irish harps, 

your Lord has already been so kind as to give some Criteria -- The Welsh 
harp is… strung wth strings made of the Intestines, commonly called 
Bowel-strings, & more commonly though erroneously, Cat-Gut strings, & 
the Irish Harp singly, wth those of metal. 38 

 
In a footnote on the same page, Mornington wrote: “the Improvements made upon the 

Harp by the Welsh make it a very different instrument from the Irish Harp which I 

believe has chang’d little of its ancient form or Powers.”39  

It is these “improvements” that make this harp unique.  The single-strung folk 

harp, an essentially diatonic instrument, is most commonly associated with Irish harpists. 

                                                
38Alvaro Ribeiro, ed., The Letters of Dr. Charles Burney, Vol. I (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 204. 

39 Ibid., 204. 
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If the performer wishes to add an accidental, it must be tuned into the harp beforehand or 

altered with the movement of a crook added to each individual string.  In contrast, the 

triple harp contains eighty-six strings, twenty-nine on the outer two ranks and twenty-

eight in a center rank, which is off-set slightly from the outer two rows. This allows the 

performer to reach between the outer strings to any string on the inner row.  It is then 

tuned such that accidentals can be played on the middle row, with the outer two rows 

tuned in unison in the key of the piece.  One example of this tuning is as follows: 

 

                              Outer Rank   -             F   G   A   Bb  C   D  E  F 

                              Inner Rank    -            E#   F#  G#  A#  B  C#   D#  E#   

                              Outer Rank   -             F   G   A   Bb  C  D  E   F40          

                    
 Performing on the Welsh harp required the player to reach between the outer rows 

of strings to pluck the inner accidentals. This required unique fingering and technique.  

Furthermore, because the two outer ranks were tuned in unison, enharmonic tones are 

possible.  This created an excessive vibration of overtones; hence, the harpist would have 

likely played closer to the sounding board to obtain the greatest degree of clarity.  It was 

for this harp that George Frederic Handel (1685-1759) scored his Concerto for the Harp 

in Bb, as well as several other obbligato parts for the harp. 

 

                                                
40John Parry, Four Lessons for Harp or Harpsichord, ed. Ann Griffiths (Abergavenny: Adlais, 1981), iv. 



The Welsh harp rested on the player’s left shoulder with the left hand playing 

the notes in the treble clef and the right hand playing the bass clef notes.  The sound, 

according to harpist Sioned Williams, editor of  Four New Sonatas for the Harp 

composed by John Parry, “was mellow but clear and bright; resonant, due to the double 

unison row, but not as loud as the modern harp, compared to which it would seem a bit 

thin--which is just as well, since damping (muffling) would be difficult.”41  

Surviving harps from the eighteenth century include those made by John 

Richards of Llanrwst (1711-1789). They remain in the Welsh Folk Museum, St. 

Fagan’s, Cardiff, and The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.  The harp made 

in Cardiff (dated 1764) has a column height of 81.5 cm, and a soundboard of 118.0 cm 

long with a width of 8.5 cm at the treble and 47.5 cm at the bass. The width across the 

harp from shoulder to column is 68.8 cm. 42  This harp is slightly larger than the triple 

harp that exists in Bologna.  Another triple harp, now in the Victoria and Albert 

Museum in London, includes a label inscribed “David Evans, instrument maker in Rose 

Court near Rose Street, Covent Garden, London, 1736.”43  The harp “was presumably 

made for a prosperous client, such as John Parry or one of the famous families of 

harpists, the Powells, working in aristocratic or high-grade professional 

circumstances.”44  

                                                
41 Sioned Williams, intro and ed., Four New Sonatas for the Harp Composed by John Parry (Chicago:      
Salvi Publications, 1988), 2. 

42 John Parry, Four Lessons for Harp or Harpsichord, ed. Ann Griffiths (Abergavenny: Adlais, 1981), vi. 

43 Joan Rimmer, “The Morphology of the Triple Harp,” Galpin Society Journal 16 (1963), 97. 

44 Ibid., 96. 
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It is in Wales where the triple harp had the greatest significance.  Though its 

introduction to the country is unknown, its popularity can be attested by the great 

number surviving today.  It became the leading instrument on which the most 

chromatic music of the eighteenth century was performed.  It was not until the 

invention of the double action pedal harp, at the turn of the nineteenth century, that the 

instrument had any competition.  Its prominence in Wales, however, continued until 

approximately 1950. 
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IV. THE DOUBLE-ACTION PEDAL HARP 

 

Figure 3: Modern Pedal harp, Photo from A Brief History of the Harp, by Thomas 

Apthomas, the brother of John Thomas. 
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John Thomas first learned to play on the double-action pedal harp at the age of 

14 upon entering the Royal Academy of Music. This undertaking required him to learn 

to play the harp on his right shoulder, with his right hand playing the notes of the treble 

clef, while his left hand played those in the bass. This position was the opposite of the 

Welsh triple-harp in which Thomas had played with the harp resting on his left 

shoulder, and with his left hand playing the treble. These harp methods were different 

due to the design of the two types of harps. The makers of the pedal harp positioned the 

strings on the left side of the neck of the harp as seen from the harpists perspective. 

This required a brass plate, known as a comb, to be placed on the back of the wood on 

the right side to stabilize the neck. Therefore, the harpist had to look at the strings on 

the left side of the neck so that the brass plate would not obstruct a clear view of the 

strings, and meant that the harp had to rest on the player’s right shoulder. This change 

of instruments and hand placement would likely have been a great challenge for 

Thomas. However, as his teacher, John Chatterton noted, it was a change that had a 

positive impact on his harp career.  

In an article in the Caernarvon and Denbigshsire Herald in November of 1869, 

Chatterton stated of his student, “It was the triple harp which Thomas, as a boy, played 

when he came to the Royal Academy of Music…I need not say what he has done since 

then, for his reputation as a harpist is well known all over Europe; and I have no 
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hesitation in saying that if he had not forsaken the triple harp for the pedal harp, he 

would never have accomplished what he has done.”45 

It is known that Thomas performed on the double-action pedal harp while 

touring Europe, from to a conversation Thomas divulged in 1899.  Thomas stated that 

upon the conclusion of a performance for the King in Hanover, the King stated: “I 

notice a remarkable peculiarity in your playing, which I have never found in any other 

performer on the harp. It is that your execution in both hands is absolutely equal.”46 

Thomas replied by stating:  

Your Majesty, I think I can account for that. As a boy, I 
commenced playing on the Welsh harp, the strings of which being 
placed on the right side of the comb, necessitate its being held on the left 
shoulder and played upon with the left hand in the treble and the right 
hand in the bass. Otherwise, the comb would intercept the view of the 
strings. Upon entering the Royal Academy of Music, I had to change 
position—to hold the instrument on the right shoulder and play the right 
hand in the treble and the left hand in the bass, as on the pedal harp, the 
strings are on the left side of the comb.47  

 
Thomas’ explanation signifies the prominence of the double-action pedal harp by this 

period.  

In the last quarter of the Eighteenth century, French instrument makers Georges 

Cousineau (1733-1799) and his son Jacques-Georges Cousineau (1760-1824) invented 

the single-action pedal harp. The action of the pedals worked through the movement of 

crutch mechanisms known as béquilles. The Cousineaus placed one béquille on each 

side of the harp string. These were then attached to foot pedals through mechanisms on 

                                                
45 Ann Griffiths,  Serenâd: Deuasdau telyn Pencerdd Gwalia, Elinor Bennett & Meinir Heulyn,  Sain 
Records, Wales, B000055XDL, (2000). 
46 “John Thomas,” The Musical Times and Singing Class Circular 40, no. 681 (1899): 727. 
47 Ibid., 727. 
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the neck and rods in the column which, when moved through pedal adjustment, raised 

or lowered the pitch of the string one half step. This allowed for some chromatic 

performance possibilities without the necessary addition of additional ranks of strings. 

However, due to the movement of each string only one half-step and back to its 

originally tuned position, this invention did not allow for the full chromatic possibilities 

of the Welsh triple-harp. Thomas states that in 1800, the single-action harp had 

“attained a stated of perfection that no further improvement in its mechanical 

construction was possible, although still very defective as to its power of 

modulation.”48 In 1782, the Cousineaus did produce a harp that included a double-row 

of pedals, fourteen in all, allowing for full chromatic possibilities. However, this 

instrument required cumbersome and complicated footwork.  

The invention of the modern, double-action pedal harp was first recorded in 

France on June 16, 180149 when Sebastian Erard obtained a patent for the harp and its 

newly developed fourchette (forked disc) mechanism.  Instead of using a crutch 

mechanism, Erard used two sets of two-pronged (forked) discs placed in alignment 

along each string. These were attached via rods in the column and mechanisms in the 

neck to the pedals. Each pedal could be moved to one of three positions allowing for 

the sound adjustment of two half-steps away from the initially tuned pitch. The prongs 

of the discs were able to raise the desired string a half-step without moving the string 

out of alignment.  

                                                
48 John Thomas, History of the Harp: From the Earliest Period Down to the Present Day (London: 
Hutchings and Romer, 1901): 17. 
49 Ibid., 18. 
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Erard’s invention made the chromatic possibilities of the piano available to the 

harp. In addition, it allowed for enharmonic pitches of adjacent strings through pedal 

adjustment. This provided for enharmonic pitches to be sounded within the glissando 

and the arpeggio, which had not been possible on the Welsh-triple harp.  

John Thomas commented on this invention stating that the double-action harp 

“is of all instruments with fixed sounds the most perfect; and as it possesses twenty-one 

sounds in the octave, instead of twelve as in the case with keyed instruments, it is 

susceptible of a much more perfect system of temperament.”50 This instrument allowed 

for the full chromatic possibilities that were necessary for inclusion of harp parts within 

the symphonic literature of the Romantic period. Thomas further stated: “It was not 

until the double-action harp was invented that operatic and other composers introduced 

it into their orchestral scores, whenever they wished to produce those romantic and 

poetical effects so peculiar to the instrument.51 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
50 Ibid., 18. 
51 Ibid., 19. 
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V. VIRTUOSIC CHARACTERISTICS FOR THE HARP IN THE COMPOSITIONS 

OF JOHN THOMAS 

 

John Thomas’ arrangements and compositions required greater virtuosic 

capabilities of the performer than did those of his predecessors. Earlier Welsh harpists, 

while composing moderately difficult works for the harp, had not composed works 

requiring virtuosity. The blind Welsh harpist and composer, John Parry composed over 

120 theme and variation works for the triple harp, the majority of which were based on 

traditional Welsh airs. However, his compositions lacked the technical demand that was 

expected from solo works of the late- Classical and Romantic Period.  Thomas was the 

first Welsh composer to include this virtuosity in his works, while at the same time 

preserving his Welsh style and heritage. Further, Thomas was the first harpist to include 

such techniques in compositions for two harps. Many of Thomas’ duets for two harps 

are some of the most technically demanding of such works still performed today.  

John Thomas was an exceptional harpist with the ability to perform works of 

great technical demand. He included characteristics such as the use of harmonics as 

repeated notes, enharmonic notes in rapid arpeggio passages (which can only be 

accomplished on the double-action pedal harp), octave melodies, double and triple 

harmonics, rapid passages of thirty-second notes creating continuous motion of the 

hands, chord expansion, and extensive use of hemiola.  

Several of the solo compositions in which Thomas employed virtuosic 

techniques, including “Winter”, “Spring”, “Summer”, and “Autumn” from The 
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Seasons; Watching the Wheat, Echoes of a Waterfall; The Mistrals Adieu to His Native 

Land; March of the Men of Harlech; and The Bells of Abernovey have become some of 

his most enduring works. These works have been performed at harp compositions and 

recitals throughout the United States and Europe for most of the Twentieth Century. 

Predecessors of Thomas who composed for the Welsh triple harp had included 

extensive theme and variation works in which the difficulty of the work increased with 

each variation. However, Thomas, who was now composing for the modern pedal harp, 

was the first to include techniques in his works that required skilled playing unique to 

the pedal harp and of greater technical demand than those used on the triple harp. His 

works move beyond the traditional Welsh triple harp style and reflect the virtuosic style 

of his contemporaries in France including Elias Parish-Alvers and Felix Godefroid.   

 

A. Enharmonic Notes in Arpeggios 

 

One technique Thomas employed extensively throughout his compositions was 

repeated enharmonic notes in arpeggios, a technique that is unique to the double-action 

pedal harp. This harp allows the performer to move the pedals so that the ‘A’ string, for 

example, can be made to A#, and the B string, if moved to Bb, will produce the same 

pitch.  Thomas used this technique to increase tension and resolve within a work. This 

can be exemplified in his composition Winter in mm. 79-80. These measures begin a 

passage of arpeggiated chords in which the tension of the passage is increased with 

each chord change.  The arpeggio with the repeated enharmonic notes, using the 
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enharmonic pitches A# and Bb, forms a resolution of the previous two chords. The first 

chord is an arpeggiated Eb minor 4/3 chord that moves to an A diminished seventh 

chord over a Bb in the bass, followed by a Bb minor chord as its resolution. Bb here is 

used as a pedal tone (See figure 4). This is then repeated in mm. 81-82.  

 

 

Figure 4: Winter mm. 79-80 

 

Thomas uses this same technique in Watching the Wheat in mm. 3-6, however in this 

passage he uses the technique as in introductory flourish (See figure 5).  
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 Figure 5: Watching the Wheat mm. 3-6 

 

B. Repeated Chords in Rapid Succession 

 

Another virtuosic technique is the use of repeated chords in rapid succession. 

Thomas often uses a practice of repeated chords as an accompanimental figure.  He is 

most known for this technique in his work March of the Men of Harlech. In this piece, 

the repeated chords exemplify the marching of soldiers, and is a demanding technique 

for the harpist. To perform these repeated chords in a clean, articulate manner, the 

harpist must replace the hand at the exact second necessary to produce the next chord 

without placing it too early and as to cause a buzzing sound. This is more difficult when 

the repeated chords are in the left hand and therefore lower on the instrument where the 

strings are thicker (See figure 6). 
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Figure 6: March of the Men of Harlech  mm. 27 – 39 

 

Thomas uses this same method in his work Winter (mm. 4-7). However, in this work, 

Thomas uses the technique to imitate a blowing winter storm.  He alternates the octave 

allowing for the use of opposing hands until measure 7 where he uses the repeated 

notes similar to the manner that he used in March of the Men of Harlech (See figure 7). 
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Figure 7: Winter  mm. 4-7 

 

C. Repeated Pitches Using Harmonics 

 

In The Bells of Aberdovey, Thomas uses a similar technique as he duplicates 

pitches with their lower harmonic, therefore repeating the pitch in the same octave.  

This creates a doubling of the pitch without the problem of muffling the string in order 

to replace the finger (See figure 8). This technique is very similar to techniques used by 

John Parry, in Count Sax’s Minuet.  However, Parry’s writing was to be done on the 

Welsh triple harp. On this harp, the player can repeat the notes or chords on opposite 

sides of the harp as the outer ranks of strings are tuned equally and the performer does 

not have to muffle the ringing strings to produce the next chord. The pedal harp, of 

course, requires that the hands be replaced on the same string unless harmonics may be 

substituted as the intermediate repeated note.  In the example of Count Sax’s Minuet, 

Parry utilizes notes a fair distance apart interspersed with notes in very close proximity 
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(See figure 9). Note the ‘b’ in the treble clef in m. 103 followed by the same pitch in the 

bass clef, to be played by the left hand, immediately following it in the same measure. 

This would create a stopped sound on the pedal harp, or at least be very difficult to play 

without extra sound. On the triple harp, however, this could be done with greater ease. 

 

 

Figure 8: The Bells of Aberdovey mm. 28-30 

 

 

Figure 9: John Parry’s Count Sax’s Minuet mm. 95-90 
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 Thomas also used this technique in Variation 2 of his theme and variation work The 

Minstrel’s Adieu to his Native Land. Thomas marked the variation Leggiero and used 

extensive dynamic markings (See figure 10). This technique, using a pitch immediately 

followed by its lower harmonic, creates a monophonic texture, hence distinctive 

characteristics within the section must be created through the use of dynamics.  

 

 

 

Figure 10: The Minstrel’s Adieu To His Native Land mm. 49-60 

 

D. Extensive Use of Harmonics 

 

 The use of harmonics was certainly not new to Thomas’ compositions. It was a 

practice that had been used by harpists for several decades. However, Thomas used this 

technique to modify timbre and octave. Through the use of harmonics, the higher 
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octave can be used for the melody without requiring a dampening of strings being 

played by the right hand. This would have been possible on the Welsh-triple harp 

without the use of harmonics, as the strings are duplicated on both sides of the harp. 

Further, this bell-like tone of the harmonic allows for a light, airy timber which Thomas 

uses to give the effect of trickling water in his work Echoes of a Waterfall (See figure 

11). 

 

 

Figure 11: Echoes of a Waterfall  mm.25-32 

 

E. Double Harmonics 

 

 Thomas doubles the harmonics later in this work to create an image of more 

water falling, instead of lowering the range. The harpist must play both harmonics 
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simultaneously in the left hand with the right hand still accompanying in the high 

register (See figure 12).  

 

 

Figure 12: Echoes of a Waterfall mm. 41-46 

 

F. Triple Harmonics 

 

 As a climactic finish to this pattern of using multiple harmonics with a single 

hand, Thomas ends this work with a triple harmonic figure in which the left hand plays 

three harmonics while the right hand actually plays a fourth creating the final chord of 

the work (See figure 13).   
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   Figure 13:  Echoes of a Waterfall m. 122 

 

G. Perpetual Motion 

 

To create a clear melody, while the left hand is moving in perpetual motion, Thomas 

uses another technique, that of octave melodies in the right hand. This allows the melodies to 

be clearly heard over the heavily ringing bass notes.  However, this method of playing a 

melody requires greater skill by the harpist to create the expressive melody that more easily 

could have been done with one pitch. Thomas uses this method in Spring in mm. 63- 66 (See 

figure 13).  Further, Thomas marks this section with dynamic markings and the notation con 

molto espressivo.  

 

 

 Figure 14:  Spring mm. 63-66 
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This type of melodic construction is also used in Thomas’ Winter in mm. 18-25.  This section 

is also labeled con espressivo and includes extensive dynamic markings. In this section, the 

melody is performed in octaves contrasted against the moving sixteenth notes and counter-

melody in the bass (See figure 15).  

 

Figure 15: Winter  mm. 18-26 

 

H. Leading Line Thumb 

 

Another method Thomas used to bring out a melody, which is even more 

technically demanding for the performer, is the leading line thumb. In this melodic 

passage, the right hand brings out the melody while performing the notes of the 

harmony immediately following in the same measure. Thomas did this with both the 
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right and left hands for the melody and counter-melody in his work Autumn in mm. 26-

32 (See figure 16).  

 

Figure 16: Autumn  mm. 26-32 

 

Thomas also used the leading line thumb in his work Winter in mm. 110-116. This 

section requires the harpist to play the melody notes with the thumb stronger than the 

notes in the other fingers of the same hand, which make up harmony notes interwoven 

between them (See figure 17).  
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Figure 17: Winter mm. 111-116 

 

I. Two-handed Arpeggios 

 

  As previously mentioned, Thomas used arpeggios to create dramatic tension as 

is seen in Winter, but they could also be used to create subtle and flowing textures as in 

Autumn. In Winter, Thomas requires the harpist to cross hands extensively in the 

arpeggio sections playing the arpeggios at rapid tempos with forte dynamics. In mm. 

87- 91, Thomas uses a series of arpeggios to increase tension as the work builds 

towards a “storm” marked Con fuoco in mm. 93-101.  The arpeggios preceding this are 

marked con anima with forte and crescendo dynamics.  Thomas includes the repeated 

enharmonic notes, mentioned earlier, but with octave displacement in measure 88 (See 

figure 18). 
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Figure 18: Winter mm. 87-91 

 

In Autumn, the effect is different, yet the technique similar. In this work, the 

arpeggios are used to create a more delicate effect, and the section marked marcato il 

canto e leggiero l’arpeggio. Further, the range of the arpeggios creates the sense of 

lightness as the melody is interwoven between the hands as they cross over for the 

arpeggios. This adds an increased difficulty for the harpist.  The dynamic markings 

temporarily are marked ff at the climax of the section, but the passage ends with a pp 

dynamic marking with the final six measures marked pp e leggierissimo. Further, while 
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the dynamic markings change, the range of the passage stays in the highest registers of 

the harp. This also increases the difficulty of the arpeggio (See figures 19 and 20). 

   

Figure 19: Autumn mm. 107–110 

 

 Figure 20: Autumn mm. 116-122 

 

Thomas uses perpetual motion in his arpeggios creating a continuous sense of sound 

with no rests in several sections of his works. However, in two of his compositions 

Thomas uses perpetual motion throughout the entire work.  The first is Echoes of a 

Waterfall, where Thomas does not include a rest or pause in the sound until measure 

120, which is the penultimate measure of this work. Thomas’ perpetual motion in this 

work is created by alternating arpeggiated sections with sections of descending and 
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ascending sixths in the right hand.  The perpetual motion creates the sense of 

continuously falling water (See figure 21). 

 

Figure 21: Echoes of a Waterfall mm.1-8 

 

In his work The Spinning Wheel, Thomas uses a leading right hand thumb among 

moving thirty-second notes to create the impression of a spinning wheel. There are no 

rests included in this movement until the penultimate measures as well (See figure 22).  
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Figure 22: The Spinning Wheel mm 104-105 

 

J. Chord Expansion 

 

A technique that Thomas uses throughout his works is chord expansion with 

large stretches.  This can be seen in his work Summer in mm. 114–122. These 

descending chords require a great stretch of the hand especially for those harpists with a 

smaller reach. Thomas likely had a greater reach than many harpists as many of his 

works include passages with significantly wide ranges (See figure 23). 
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Figure 23: Summer mm. 114-122 

 

In The March of the Men of Harlech, this wide chord expansion is used in a 

homophonic texture with an opening chord spanning an interval of a tenth in the left 

hand and an eleventh in the right hand. The passage continues with similarly expanded 

chords requiring a reach of a tenth in either or both hands (See figure 24). Chord 

expansion, due to its necessary reach, often requires the performer to roll or break the 

chords as exemplified in this passage.   
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 Figure 24: March of the Men of Harlech  mm. 1-2 

 

In measures 150 -151 of Winter, however, the chords are not marked to be 

rolled, though it is often tradition to roll these if one’s reach requires this. This section, 

marked f, is meant to create a grandiose sound (See figure 25). Finally, Thomas used a 

similar technique in the introductory measures of The Bells of Aberdovey (See figure 

26). In this opening, the grandiose, forte expanded chords are contrasted with a section, 

marked piano, using harmonics in both hands.  
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Figure: 25 Winter mm. 150-151 

 

 

Figure: 26 The Bells of Aberdovey  mm. 1-3 

 

 Thomas’ use of these different techniques, not only make these works more 

demanding for the harpist, but increase the virtuosity of the performance for the 

listener.  Thomas’ contemporaries, Godefroid and Parish-Alvers both included these 

techniques within their works.  However, their works did not include the preservation 
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of traditional Welsh melodies. While Thomas certainly could have abandoned the 

Welsh airs in favor of more showy, faddish themes, he did not abandon the precious 

songs and forms of his native heritage. Thomas continued to compose works for 

Eisteddfodau throughout his lifetime. He chose to simply incorporate these virtuosic 

performance techniques into this long-standing tradition. 
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VI. JOHN THOMAS SEASONS 

 

 The four works, Autumn, Winter, Summer, and Spring, collectively known as 

Thomas’ Seasons, reflect the importance of Thomas’ commitment to Welsh 

nationalism. First, Thomas used theme and variation form, the historical form used in 

Penillion singing, throughout this collection. Second, at the beginning of each work, 

Thomas expressed his admiration for his homeland by including Welsh and English 

poetry. Third, Thomas’ employment of grandiose passages exemplifies a virtuosic 

compositional style that would continue the Welsh tradition of excellence in harp 

compositions and build upon the repertoire of John Parry and other Welsh harpists. 

Two of these works, Summer and Winter, particularly exemplify these aspects of 

Thomas’ style and will be discussed at greater length.   

Thomas’ use of variation is seen in a large number of his works for solo harp. 

This form is one that has been used throughout music history from the early Baroque 

period through the Twentieth Century.  Its popularity alone could account for Thomas’ 

use in so many of his compositions. However, it is worth considering that Thomas’ 

fondness for this form is due in large part to the Welsh tradition of Penillion singing. 

It was at the Eistedfodd of 1838, where Thomas, at age 12, won the Welsh triple 

harp on which he worked toward entrance at the Royal College of Music. Further, it has 

been noted that throughout his life, Thomas competed in or acted as a judge for nearly 

every significant Eistedfodd in Wales.  The basis for each Eistedfodd performance is 

that of theme and variation.  Each time a performer repeats the theme, it is ornamented 
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or improvised upon with the singer performing the melody against the repeating 

harmonic underlay. Thomas’ Seasons reflect this compositional form.  

Thomas’ nationalism can also be seen in each of the works in the Seasons as 

they include one or two stanzas of poetry published on their cover pages. For Spring, 

the poem was taken from an old song, popularly known for its use in Summer is icumen 

in.  Thomas begins Autumn with the text to an old Welsh play. The poem at the opening 

of Winter was written by the poet Buchanan Read, while the poem introducing Summer 

which comes from a poem composed by Thomas. The works that comprise the Seasons 

vary only slightly in length. Winter is 198 measures in length, Autumn is 122 measures, 

and Spring and Summer are both 169 measures long. Thomas composed three of the 

works in a major mode and one in a minor mode; Winter, is in the key of eb, and 

Summer, in the key of Bb major. Autumn is in the key of Db major, and Spring is in the 

key of Gb major. It is known that Summer, was performed at the Abergavenny 

Eisteddfod in October of 1838.52  However, extensive research has not unearthed 

additional compositional dates for Winter, Spring, or Autumn. 

 

A. Summer 

 

 Summer, one of Thomas’ earliest compositions, composed c. 1838, was 

dedicated to The Countess of Lovelace, the poet Lord Byron’s only daughter. The 

Countess was a great fan of young John Thomas and later sponsored his harp studies at 

                                                
52 John Thomas, Summer, Introduction by Ann Griffiths, (N.D.): i. 
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the Royal Academy of Music and financed his first pedal harp. This work begins with a 

poem composed by Thomas. 

 
Blow, Breezes, Blow! How gladly bound the waters! 
And faith, my blood leaps with them – aye, as merrily! 
Have you no music in your harp, good Guilio? 
Fancy this a boat a dolphin, and yourself 
Arion on his back, and touch the strings 
As you would charm the daughters of the sea 
From out their caverns. Sweet! Oh passing Sweet! 
Methinks the waves in harmony are dancing, 
And the winds pipe the cadence of those sounds.   

 

A Summer’s Day at the Ocean is in rondo form with a variation of the rondo 

theme each time it recurs, A A’ B  A’’ C A’’’, again reflecting the use of variation 

form.  A four-measure sixteenth-note figure on the dominant introduces the rondo 

theme at each entrance. The main rondo theme begins in Bb major (See figure 27).  
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 Figure 27: Summer mm. 1-14 

 

Thomas then uses a Bb diminished chord as a neighbor chord, first seen in m. 8, 

to before moving to a perfect authentic cadence. This is then repeated with the use of 

octaves in the right hand, Thomas’ first example of variation of the theme, in mm. 9-14. 

He concludes this section with an extended dominant pedal before repeating the rondo 
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theme. However, on the second appearance of the rondo theme, the melody is varied 

with arpeggiated chords. Further, Thomas concludes this section with a modulation to 

Gb major.  

The B section, now in Gb major, marked con molto espressivo, changes texture 

as the melody is played in the thumb of the right hand while the fingers of the right 

hand play a repeating staccato figure. At the same time the left hand plays an ascending 

arpeggio figure. This section begins on the subdominant and again concludes with an 

extended dominant section, in which Thomas employs hemiola in mm. 100-109 (See 

figure 28).  
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 Figure 28: Summer mm. 98-109 

 

It is during the second variation of the rondo theme that Thomas employs the 

virtuosic technique of large stretches of the hands at rapid tempos.  This section, 

marked Ben marcato il Tema, reflects the work’s technical demands. (See Figure 39, 
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mm. 114-122) This virtuosic technique appears in several of his works including 

Winter. 

 

 Figure 29: Summer mm. 114-122 

 

 The next contrasting section, C, uses arpeggiated chords with sixteenth notes in 

the left hand while an ornamented melody continues in the right hand. Finally, the 

concluding return of the rondo theme begins in m.148. Again, this theme is varied using 

rolled chords. However, the second half of the rondo theme (often presented in the 

dominant) is eliminated here and the work ends with a hemiola section similar to the 

one presented earlier on the dominant. In this final section, however, it is presented on 

the tonic.  
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B. Winter 

 

Winter is introduced with two stanzas of a poem from Buchanan Read as 

follows: 

Lo, Winter comes! And all his heralds blow 
Their gusty trumpets – and his tents of snow 

Usurp the fields from whence sad Autumn flies- 
Autumn that finds a southern clime or dies. 

The streams are dumb with wo:- the forest grieves, 
As some fond Rachel on her childless breast 

Clasps her thin hands where once her young were prest, 
Then flings her empty arms into the air, 

And swells the gale with her convulsed despair! 
 

As when of old some mistrel woke the string 
To please the ear of his victorious king- 

And sung the triumphs of his monarch’s sway, 
And told what realms his scepter bade obey- 
Thus thy presence, would I come, oh, Lord! 

And wake to praise and prayer, the trembling chord; 
And sing how wide Thy banner waves unfurl’d 

O’er all the various empires of the world: 
Tho’ Spring proclaims the promise of the year, 
Or widowed Autumn walks in garments sere, 
Tho’ Summer cheers or Winter overwhelms, 

All these, oh, Lord, are Thine obedient realms! 
 

Just as the poem by Buchanan states, Winter begins in eb minor with a raging storm in 

motion. Thomas uses rapid arpeggios followed by doubled chords in alternating hands 

to represent this harsh aspect of nature (See Figure 30).  
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Figure 30: Winter mm. 1-5 

 

The pulse carried in the left hand, requires considerable strength in this hand. 

This is a trademark of much of Thomas’ music as he often employed melodies and 

strong passages in the left hand most likely due to the fact that he learned on the Welsh 

triple harp, a harp that rested on the left shoulder with the left hand playing the notes of 

the treble clef, thus strengthening the left hand.  Furthermore, as noted earlier, Thomas 

was often praised for the control and strength of his left hand.  Thomas also includes 

repeating staccato chords in the left hand, reminiscent of his famous work The March of 

the Men of Harlech.  
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This opening storm section, A, is varied throughout this work, again reflecting 

the importance of the principle of variation to Thomas. Here again, this work is in 

varied rondo form. It could be diagrammed as follows: A B A’ C A D C A’. Following 

the storm section, A, described above, Thomas moves into a contrasting expressive 

melodic section, B, as if the storm is residing. However, this is short-lived, and he 

begins another more treacherous storm-like section beginning in m. 26.  Thomas uses a 

descending ettouffé figure in the left hand while the right hand creates harmony with 

broken chords. This section seems to warn that the storm is not far off and leads to a 

variation of the storm theme, now marked A’. 

 A peaceful section, marked tranquillamente follows A’ starting in m. 72.  This 

section, C, performed in relative quietude becomes an introduction to a virtuosic 

section made up of running, thirty-second note arpeggios. The melody of this section is 

played as chords placed as half-notes and quarter-notes among the running arpeggios 

(See figure 31).  
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Figure 31: Winter mm. 79-80 

 

This section, mm.79-92, is likely the reason for Thomas’ choice of the key of eb 

minor, as through the use of the pedal harp, enharmonic passages are more easily 

obtained in this key. Due to the fact that most pedals are in the flat position, a sharp is 

obtainable on almost each note in the diatonic scale. Therefore, matching ‘a’ sharp 

against ‘b’ flat allows for these enharmonic arpeggios as in m. 80. This section is 

clearly composed for the modern pedal harp and would be difficult if not impossible on 

a triple harp.   

 The return of the tonic in m. 93, comes with the return of the storm section A.  

Here, it is played similar to the opening with only the last few measures altered. A 

second tranquillamente section follows as it did previously, reflecting a residing of the 

storm. The following, and penultimate section, titled “Hymn,” and marked Andante 

Expressivo, shows a dotted-sixteenth pattern similar to that of a folk style (See figure 
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32). This section is based on light Welsh-style melody with a chromatic, chordal 

accompaniment and modulates to the key of Eb major. Thomas use of a traditional 

Welsh melody is reflected among the more romantic and virtuosic writing seen in the 

rest of this work.    

  

 

 

Figure 32: Winter mm. 140-148 

 

 Following this unique section, Thomas repeats the virtuosic arpeggiated, section 

from earlier in the work in mm. 79-92. Thomas stays in the tonic of Eb major, a key 

that is also conducive to extensive enharmonic notes. Thomas ends this work with one 

last but brief reminiscence of the opening storm, A, in mm.193-196.   
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C. Spring 

 

 Thomas’ next work, titled merely Spring, begins with the following reference 

from an old song:   

Spring is Coming in; 
Loud sings Cuckoo; 

Groweth seed, and bloweth mead, 
And springeth the mood now. 

Sing Cuckoo!    
                                 OLD SONG 

 

This song is clearly reflected in the music. It is if Thomas wrote Spring on the cuckoo’s 

call. The opening measures reflect a cuckoo singing down an interval of a minor third. 

Further, the cuckoo’s calls are separated by rests, even a grand pause of a full measure 

in m. 7 (See figure 33).     

 

 

Figure 33: Spring mm. 1-11 
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 A dotted, ornamented melody begins in m. 8 followed by a bright arpeggiation 

in m. 12. It is reminiscent of a birdcall. Following this melody, Thomas’ use of 

variation is once again apparent. An immediate repeat of the opening melody contains a 

variation on its ending in m. 17.  A brief interlude using repeated triplets on the 

dominant and marked delicato is inserted before another variation of the opening 

theme. A variation on  repeated triplets lead into what sounds like a contrasting section.  

However, the melody of the contrasting section is a variation of the melody of the 

opening theme.  This section, accompanied by triplet figures, uses less dotted rhythms 

and places the melody in a two against three-pattern against the bass (See figure 34).  

 

 

 Figure 34: Spring mm. 63-69 

 

The conclusion of this section leads back to the introduction of the opening 

cuckoo calls as they were presented in the first 7 measures, including the measure of 

rest. It is as if the cuckoo has returned in m.87. The opening section is repeated, 

including the triplet interlude as was presented the first time, however, it is varied again 

on the return of the final opening theme in m. 126. Thomas ends this work with another 

example of his virtuosic writing with section of running thirty-second note arpeggios, 
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and concluding with a series of rolled chords followed by an enharmonic arpeggio and 

one last cuckoo call (See figure 35). 

 

 Figure 35: Spring mm. 162-169 

 

D. Autumn 

I love that moaning music which I hear 
In the bleak gusts of Autumn, for the soul 

Seems gathering tidings from another sphere, 
And, in sublime, musterious sympathy, 

Man’s bounding spirit ebbs and swells more high, 
Accordant with the billow’s loftier roll. 

   Old Play  
 

The text from this old Welsh play adorns the opening page of Thomas’ work 

titled Autumn, or Hydref in Welsh. This work, the shortest of the Seasons, was likely 

the last composed by Thomas. It reflects truly virtuosic writing and the requirement of 

the pedal harp to play the seamless arpeggios of the final pages where Thomas employs 
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many enharmonic passages. The final, six pages (27 measures), consist of rapid 

arpeggios with the melody interwoven in half-notes and quarter-notes between the runs 

of thirty-second notes, a technique Thomas also utilized in Winter (See figure 36).   

  

Figure 36: Autumn mm. 96-98 

 

 This final section, a variation of the opening theme presented in straight chords 

in m. 1-14, again reflects Thomas’ use of  theme and variations. The opening melody is 

repeated with a variation starting with eighth notes and then with triplets. In a  third 

variation, Thomas employs sixteenth notes with the melody incorporated throughout 
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the runs.  This variation also includes several enharmonic passages, that require a pedal 

harp to play these repeated pitches (See figure 37).   

  

 Figure 37: Autumn mm. 121-122 

 

 These works exemplify Thomas’ gifted writing of virtuosic passages using 

simple Welsh melodies as themes that can be varied.  His consistent use of variation 

leads one to reflect on the influence of the many Penillion singing competitions in 

which he participated. Though, not always employing a theme and variation form, 

Thomas uses a variation principle in each of the works that make up the Seasons. These 

beautiful works show Thomas’ contribution to the solo pedal harp repertoire of the 19th 

and early 20th centuries.  
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VII. JOHN THOMAS’ ENSEMBLE MUSIC 

 

 Thomas became known for his famous harp ensembles in concerts he gave 

throughout London, including an annual concert in London with up to 40 harpists. This 

was not entirely unique, as harp ensembles had existed throughout Wales among the 

Welsh triple harpists.  However, Thomas’ duets were more demanding on the players 

and consisted of techniques requiring the modern pedal harp. Thomas’ works for harp 

ensemble make up a considerable portion of his repertoire. He wrote many works for 

students, patrons, and even his famous teacher, John Chatterton. Thomas seemed to 

love performing with other talented harpists in this venue and his compositional output 

reflects this. His duets ranged from arrangements of traditional airs to arrangements of 

popular opera themes. He wrote one original composition for two harps titled The 

Grand Duet. It consists of three movements, Allegro con brio, Adagio, and Allegro con 

spirito and represents some of his most virtuosic writing for the instrument. 

 Thomas first began arranging duets while in on tour in Vienna in 1851.  His first 

partner was Countess Jeanette Esterházy, his patron.  Another student and patron, Mrs. 

Lucy of Charlecote Park and her sister “Miggy” ( Lady Willoughby de Broke) was a 

frequent host of Thomas to her estate. In her memoirs, she states this about her teacher, 

“Mr. Thomas kept me to scales and exercises for the first few weeks, and I did learn 

this way, and before I was very much older, I was able to play many a difficult duet 

with him. I would get up an hour earlier to have a good practice before breakfast, and I 
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would go to sleep trying to hold my thumb up.”53  Thomas dedicated two of his most 

famous duets to Mrs. Lucy of Charlecote Park.  Souvenir du Nord was dedicated to her 

in 1853 and the Grand Duet in 1865.   

 Thomas also composed a duet in honor of the soprano Adelina Patti. Thomas 

had accompanied her in her performance of La Sonnambula by Vincenzo Bellini while 

at Her Majesty’s Theater in 1861. Adelina Patti was only eighteen years old at the time. 

In her honor, Thomas composed La Sonnambula, a duet of themes from the opera.  

Thomas arranged several additional opera themes for harp duet including themes from 

Bellini’s Norma,  George Bizet’s Carmen, Luigi Venzano’s  Le Gassier Waltz (from 

the Forest Fairy), and Rossini’s Moses for harp duet.    

 Thomas arranged the well-known duet Scenes of Childhood, a multi-movement 

work for a concert with his teacher, John Chatterton, and premiered at a concert held at 

St. James’ Hall, Piccadilly, on July 4, 1862.54  Billed as The Grand Concert of Welsh 

Music, it included an ensemble of 20 harps and a choir of 400 singers.  The success of 

the concert required an encore performance which was held on 26 July 1862 at the 

Crystal Palace in London.  The success of Thomas’ ensemble concert led to another 

concert, again with his famous teacher at his side, on 28 February 1863. It was for this 

concert that Thomas wrote another famous duet Cambria. This duet consists of three 

movements, Y Gadlys (The Camp), Y Ferch o’r Scệr (The Lady of Sker), and  Tros y 

Garreg (Crossing the Stone).  

                                                
53 Ann Griffiths, Serenâd: Deuasdau telyn Pencerdd Gwalia, Elinor Bennett & Meinir Heulyn, Sain 
Records, Wales, B000055XDL, (2000). 
54 Ibid., i. 
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Cambria also exemplifies Thomas’ use of difficult and virtuosic passages in his 

ensemble compositions. The first movement of Cambria, Y Gadlys allows the 

performers to expose the harp’s full range with Harp 1 playing chords in the highest 

registers of the instrument and Harp 2 playing in the lower registers. Thomas then 

alternates with a short two-measure solo beginning with Harp 2, with Harp 1 

responding with a similar solo. (See figures 38-39).The solos consist of rapid 

arpeggiations ascending up the harp.  Thomas includes cross-handed arpeggios, rapid 

passages of scales alternating with arpeggios all on thirty-second notes marked 

Brillante, leading line thumb melodies, octave melodies, and hemiola throughout his 

duets.  

 

 

 

Figure 38: Cambria, Y Gladys, Harp 1, mm. 1-14 
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 Figure 39: Cambria, Y Gladys Harp 2, mm. 1-11 

 

Another well-known duet, Souvenir du Nord exemplifies similar virtuosic 

characteristics. This work, arranged for Mrs. Lucy of Charlecote Park, is a medley of 

Russian airs which Thomas collected while on tour in Russia. These charming airs are 

arranged in a theme and variation form with a recurring theme appearing at the end of 

each variation marked Allegro spiritoso. Thomas’ use of the theme and variation form 

allows him to present these delightful Russian airs just as he would use them as the 

basis for Penillion singing, through changing rhythms and accompaniments.  

This work also exemplifies the technical demand of Thomas’ solo works. In the 

opening section, Thomas incorporated arpeggiated sections with fast, two-handed runs 

of arpeggios alternately showing off the virtuosity of both harpists. In the final theme, 

Thomas included extensive triplet figures in the first harp while the second harpist is 

playing duplets in a slow, romantic melody.  Further, Thomas alternates a quick 

scherzo-like melody, marked allegro spiritoso, between the passages of slower march-
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like Russian melodies.  This melody enters at the end of the nearly each section 

including the Theme, Variation 1, Variation 2, and Variation 3 (See figures 40-41).  

 

 

Figure 40: Souvenir Du Nord, Harp 1 mm. 92-107. 
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Figure 41: Souvenir Du Nord, Harp 2, mm. 92-103 

 

However, the last variation of Souvenir Du Nord, marked Allegro scherzando itself, 

does not include this allegro spiritoso theme.  Though the second harp part has been 

titled for “second harp or piano”, the work is much more appropriate for the harp and 

does not lack in technical demands. Thomas uses these charming Russian themes to 

show off the capacity of two harps in consort. It is a beautiful, and not often enough 

performed part of the small repertoire available for harp ensemble music from the 

Nineteenth century.  

 Thomas’ annual performances at St. James Hall, as already noted, were some of 

the most elaborate productions of his day for the harp. They often included up to 40 
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harpists and hundreds of voices. Thomas’ duets have become some of the most 

performed works for harp ensemble of the Nineteenth century.  They provide a much 

needed compilation of works for the harp, an instrument with a significantly small 

number of substantial works for chamber performance.   
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VIII. CONCLUSION 

   

Despite the considerable body of work composed by Thomas, little has been 

written about this composer’s life and works.  The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 

Musicians contains a rather short article on John Thomas, one which does not contain a 

complete works list or a comprehensive biography of his life and influence.  There is a 

brief article published during the composer’s lifetime in The Musical Times and 

Singing Class Circular in 1899, which is taken from an interview with Thomas.  

However, beyond this article very little has been written in other sources. 

Thomas is mentioned in the sourcebook Harps and Harpists (1989) by Roslyn 

Rensch, but very little is said in depth about his life or compositional style.   A short 

article on Thomas does appear in Wenonah Govea’s Nineteenth and Twentieth Century 

Harpists: A Bio-Critical Sourcebook, however, it is very brief and mentions only a few 

aspects of this composers prolific career.55 In her well-known book The Harp: Its 

History, Technique, and Repertoire, harpist and historian Roslyn Rensch states: “(John) 

Thomas composed and published a great deal of music for the harp, including some 

attractive variations on traditional Welsh airs, and some harp duets – real “period 

pieces”- which are well worth reviving.” 56 Rensch, however, provides only a brief 

description of Thomas’ accomplishments as harpist and composer. Further, there are 

                                                
55 Wenonah Milton Govea, Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Harpists: A Bio-Critical Sourcebook 
(Conneticut : Greenwood Press, 1995). 
 
56 Roslyn Rensch, The Harp: Its History, Technique, and Repertoire (New York: Praeger 
Publishers,1969) :   116. 
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over 200 unpublished manuscripts of John Thomas’ works at the National Library in 

Aberystwyth, Wales.  

John Thomas’ published works were well-known in the United States by 1890’s 

as shown by the library of works held by the Chicago area concert harpist Emma Weast 

Bichl. Bichl studied with the well-known Viennese harpist Edmund Schuecker during 

the 1890’s when he was in Chicago performing with Theodore Thomas’ Chicago 

Orchestra.  Bichl’s collections show her virtuosity as a solo concert harpist.  Among the 

works in the collection was a bound portfolio of concert repertoire including works of 

Bochsa, Parish-Alvers, Spohr, and John Thomas’ Echoes of a Waterfall.57  

Thomas’ works have continued to be performed extensively throughout Europe 

and the United States over the last century.  Harp historian Roslyn Rensch notes that 

Thomas’ work Echoes of a Waterfall was performed several times by Edmond 

Schuecker during his tenure as a solo harpist with Theodore Thomas’ new Chicago 

Orchestra between 1891-1901.58  At her London debut in 1974, Dr. Carrol McLaughlin 

performed Thomas’ work March of the Men of Harlech at London’s Wigmore Hall.  In 

addition, Thomas’ works have been included throughout the twentieth century as 

required repertoire at many harp competitions. In 1983, at the first World Harp 

Congress held at Maastrict in the Netherlands, Emily Hayens and Edward Witsenburg 

performed several of Thomas’s duo-harp arrangements of Welsh airs.59 Thomas’ 

composition The Minstrals Adeiu to His Native Land was included as a required 

                                                
57 Ibid., 137. 
58 Roslyn Rensch, Harps and Harpists,  (Bloomington : Indiana University Press, 1989) : 204. 
59 Ibid., 265. 
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competition piece at the American Harp Society Competition in Los Angeles as 

recently as 2005, and in March 2006 was the required piece for the Irish National Harp 

Competition. 

Thomas’ students have also been considerably influencial throughout the last 

century. As stated earlier, Thomas’ student Miriam Timothy became the harp instructor 

at the Royal College of Music in London. According to Roslyn Rensch author of Harps 

and Harpists, Timothy’s students Marie and Sidonie Goossens (along with Russian 

born harpist Maria Korchinska) “dominated the London harp world for so much of the 

twentieth century.”60   

Thomas’ commitment as a harp teacher is also reflected in his several 

publications of Studies for the Harp. Many of these studies include extensive passages 

for the left-hand, which Thomas was so famously agile and strong. These studies 

remain in print today and are used by teachers throughout Great Britain and the United 

Stated. 

Finally, Thomas’ virtuosic playing made its mark on the world in the Nineteenth 

and early Twentieth centuries. His performance skills and beautiful musicality has been 

acknowledged by some of history’s greatest artists. His playing can perhaps best be 

described by his fellow student and friend at the Royal Academy of Music, Walter 

Macfarren, who stated, “having heard all the great harpists of modern times - to wit, 

Parish Alvers, Felix Godefroid, T.H. Wright, and the two Chattertons - I have no 

hesitation in saying that none of them approached John Thomas in the technical skill, 

                                                
60 Roslyn Rensch, Harps and Harpists (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1989). 209. 
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beauty of phrasing, and refinement of style which have raised him to the very head of 

his branch of the musical profession in this country.”61

                                                
61 “John Thomas,” The Musical Times and Singing Class Circular 40, no. 681 (1899): 730. 
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