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THE OLD IRISH HARPERS

Those were not the instruments

of angels up in clouds

but of human beings

blinded by smallpox

Their hearing grown sharp as a fox’s

Their nails grown long as the talons of eagles
to pluck strings of brass or silver

that would cut modern fingertips like razors

The last of them

Denis Hempson from Magilligan
Taught by Bridget O’Cahan

He lived to one hundred and eleven
Now he’s buried in St. Aidan’s

with the bones of my O’Cahans

And his songs are just symbols on a page
Oh I could steal a sallow harp

from a glass museum case

I could sharpen my nails

to quill-points

But who is left to teach me to play
those strings that ring like bells
but cut like knives,

the music of the old Irish harpers?

Julie Kane

Note: O’Cahan is pronounced “oh KAH hen.”

Sallow is another word for willow.

PROGRAM NOTE

The Sallow Harp was commissioned by the Macalester College Chorale, directed by Michael
McGaghie.

PERFORMANCE NOTE

Sopranos may omit the B below middle C if range is an issue.

The final measures of the piano part involve plucking the strings inside the instrument while the
pedal is held. Small post-it flags may be placed in advance to identify the strings/pitches without

damaging the strings. If the pianist plucks the wrong note by mistake, they should simply let the
wrong note(s) be a half note, then continue on with the other note(s).
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