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Moondog and His Troubadour Harp: Interpretations of Louis Hardin

The facets of Moondog pull listeners towards him through a wash of sonic mediums. Whether it's
meditative Viking sound baths, folk-like rounds with a clockwork edge, or a pulsing drum— his musical
aesthetic is distinct. Born Louis T. Hardin, Moondog was a blind American composer, performer, music
theoretician, poet and inventor of musical instruments. Largely self-taught as a musician he composed
music with an unexpected link between the resurgent science of counterpoint, Arapaho, Navajo,
Blackfoot, and Sioux rhythms and song forms, the art of jazz improvisation, and the beginnings of a
repetitive and minimalist aesthetic. His strongly rhythmic, contrapuntal pieces and arrangements were
recognized by Igor Stravinsky and other contemporaries. His music both influenced and held court to the
ears of many notable artists in the 20th ¢. Charlie Parker and him talked about making an album together
(Hardin 1967, 17) David Bowie’s first New York memory is of him (Bowie), Janis Joplin covered his
round “All Is Loneliness” with Big Brother Holding Company (Big Brother 1966), and Phillip Glass
housed him for a year in the 1970s (Scotto 170). The iconoclast is renowned not only for his influence
and microcosm of compositions, but also his collection of invented instruments— most notably a set of
triangular tom drums called the trimba. In 1972, however, Moondog incorporated a more melodic
instrument into his collection, the troubadour harp.

In the Summer of 1972, following the release of Moondog 2, Moondog took a trip to the
American heartland to promote his recordings and play a number of shows. In September he visited
Madison, WI, where he had planned some concerts— “Evenings With Moondog” he called them. While
sitting under a crabapple tree he was approached by two fans who assisted in the creation of his
troubadour harp, an idea he had been fostering for two years prior. Essentially a lap harp, Moondog’s
troubadour harp was a 201b 27 string harp made of American oak and imported spruce wood. It was
strung with guitar strings which were more readily available at the time. He had the instrument built for
him by Glen Johnson and Dan Hecht— both classical guitar teachers who also made and repaired musical
instruments in their farm commune in Madison, WI (Scotto 215 - 216, Birdie). Like many who came to
know Moondog they were first drawn by the music, and at this time the blind bard had already written a
collection of songs for harp.

“Moondog’s Troubadour Harp Book, Sixteen Pieces in The Greek Modes” is a collection of
fifteen canons, grounds, and dances written for the troubadour harp. Though the book’s title implies there
are sixteen compositions, there are actually fifteen. There are two notable compositions from this

collection. The first song, “Pastoral” subtitled “Ground in The lonian Mode” was composed in Fall 1970
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and written for Gillian Stephens, who performed for the original recording on Moondog 2 released in
1971 (Hardin 1971)." This recording is likely called “Pastoral II” because Hardin wrote another “Pastoral
in C” which can be heard on Beyond Horizons. Stephens also performed for a service centered around
Moondog and his music at the United Church on The Green in New Haven, CT, on Sunday January 23
1972 (New Haven Register). Additionally, she notated this manuscript in discussion. The second song,
“Fantasia” subtitled “Canon In The Phrygian Mode” was composed in February 1972 (Hardin 1973). It
can be heard on Moondog Conducts Fldskkvartetten - Bracelli, but was also recorded with orchestras
conducted by Jean-Jaques Lemetre in 1976 and 1988.

A subset of this collection is in “Music For Little Hands, Troubadour Harp Book 1, pieces in the
Greek modes for harp or keyboard,” which contains six songs. They move in a sonic cycle, ionian,
aeolian, dorian, phrygian, lydian, and ending on ionian. There are a few recordings of these compositions
by Gavin Black, Xenia Narati and Stefan Lakatos, Frangois Mardirossian, and Julian Calv. Black’s
recordings are the earliest. A selection from “Sixteen Pieces” on harpsichord and organ were recorded for
Moondog Instrumental Music. The original 1978 album contained the first two listed, and the 2025 digital

remaster all of them:

#9 “Ground in The lonian Mode” which has another recording “Harpsichord Piece No. 3”
#10 “Canon in The Mixolydian Mode”

#2 “Ground in The Aeolian Mode” titled as “Harpsichord Piece No. 8”

#4 “Canon in The Lydian Mode” titled as “Organ Piece No. 24”

#14 “Canon in The lonian Mode” titled as “Organ Piece No. 25”

Narati’s and Lakatos’ recordings are from a concert with Bracelli in Essen, 2002. This collection
of recordings, which are unreleased, include #1 “Pastoral”, #14 “Canon in the lonian Mode”, and #2
“Ground in the Aeolian Mode”. Stefan Lakatos, Hardin’s trimba protege, is heard accompanying with the
trimba for each song. He plays a jogging-up-beat 2/4 pattern for #1, and a similar speed 5/4 pattern for
#14. #2 has a slower subtle thump from the low trum, pulsing throughout the whole song. Lakatos and
Black had a direct connection to the composer— Lakatos performing with him, and Black facilitating, and
playing on, the recordings released on Moondog Instrumental Music. Mardirossian and Calv are separated
from the composer by a generation. Mardirossian is a concert pianist who’s interpreted music for years

and fosters a deep understanding of Hardin’s music alongside Amaury Cornut, who knew Hardin and

1. Additional recordings of “Pastoral” are not introduced as it is a frequently recorded and performed composition.

See appendix for a list of known recordings.



wrote his French biography. Calv is Lakatos’ only trimba protege and credits Lakatos with heavily
reinforcing his interpretations of Hardin’s music.

Mardirossian’s recordings are the first on piano. The “Music for Little Hands” book is heard in
full on his album Moondog by Frangois Mardirossian - Piano. The sound is delicate and ringing, a proper
setting for these songs and fitting follow-up to Black’s recordings. He also recorded “Dance in The
Aeolian Mode” on his second album Hommage a Moondog. Both Mardirossian and Calv perform the
“Music for Little Hands” book in full. Calv’s interpretations include trimba and shruti box, a free reed

drone instrument. A recording is heard on a YouTube video “Epsilon Spires: Moondog on the Keys

6/13/25”. The trimba is used seldomly and merely outlines the strong beats of each song. Its low trum
thumps a soft impact that compliments the baritone drone tones pouring from the teak wood shruti box.
Like all music, these songs change with each unique interpretation. Hardin was very strict about
the interpretation of his music, requesting it not be performed in a manner that deviates from his original
notations. Even the music itself follows a particular set of rules employed by Hardin. It’s a contradictory
trait from an individual who was known for his anti-conventional attitude. Keep in mind conventional
classical music in the 40s-50s, his early New York City years, had increasing atonalist and avant-garde
composers. These are artists who continued to challenge concepts like the very definition of music, such
as Arnold Schoenberg or John Cage. It was something other forms of music were experiencing too— in the
realm of Jazz we can look to Sun Ra and John Coltrane for examples. Hardin was going against the grain
by writing tonal music. Upon understanding this contradiction, what’s intriguing is to now see how
different artists embody these two halves of Hardin. Some believe they align more to the composer's
original intent and some reimagine this music, going against the grain. There’s a quote from Hardin’s

authorized biography that captures this thought best.

“For his music to survive his presence it will need interpretations by diverse hands in other
venues; it will have to be gently but firmly weaned away from its creator.”

- Robert Scotto


https://youtu.be/qqYeowivkyg?si=AAHvkQKqRhtcO1ei
https://youtu.be/qqYeowivkyg?si=AAHvkQKqRhtcO1ei
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