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Preface
up in the music you play and provide a format for learning good, 
consistent, and dependable technique. If you study these etudes 
carefully, and therefore learn the patterns well, you will learn 
pieces much faster and more easily, and play them with more 
confidence and control. Also, because the etude variations cover 
a larger area of the instrument, you will learn to move around 
the instrument more easily, and to read music better, including 
ledger lines above and below the staff.

But remember, etudes are just a format for learning technique. 
They don’t teach you good technique by themselves. To get maxi-
mum benefit from these etudes, you have to study them with a 
good teacher guiding you. Where technique is concerned, your 
teacher should be demanding and exacting, a combination of a 
drill sergeant and schoolmarm, insisting that you use your fin-
gers, hands, and arms in a way that will work for any repertoire 
you play, regardless of the difficulty. Without that guidance, you 
can just as easily learn bad technique as good. 

What Is the Advantage of Etudes over just 
Playing Pieces?
The key to learning any musical instrument is a phenomenon 
called muscle memory. We live our lives on muscle memory. 
When we tie a shoe, sign our name, or even simply walk upright, 
we do it on muscle memory, and muscle memory comes from 
doing something over and over again until the brain creates a 
circuit for that specific activity. If you want to see someone try-
ing to do something without any muscle memory, watch a baby 
learning to walk. The baby wobbles and struggles and falls down 
because he has no muscle memory for walking.

So the key to learning to play any musical instrument is devel-
oping muscle memory for the various patterns that one will en-
counter: scales, arpeggios, octaves, jumps, chord patterns, etc. 
You will encounter those patterns when playing a piece of mu-
sic. But you won’t encounter them enough times to develop the 
muscle memory for them, and as a result, you will spend way 
too much time learning a piece because you have no reservoir 
of muscle memory patterns to draw on. Each etude in this book 
focuses on one pattern and works it to death, so that by the time 
you have learned the etude, you will have learned and developed 
the muscle memory for that pattern.

If you learn all of the etudes and etude variations in this book, 
and learn them correctly and well, you will have a technical foun-
dation that will allow you to play any kind of music you want, 
and to learn it more easily and quickly than simply learning piec-
es without the benefit of etudes.

What do you think of when you hear the word etude? Something 
that is fast and difficult? What you’re thinking of is called a con-
cert etude, which is a piece written in the style of an etude, but 
is intended to show off an established and advanced technique. 
The most famous concert etudes are the ones for piano by Cho-
pin. Teaching etudes, like the ones in this volume, are neither fast 
nor difficult. They are simply pieces of music that focus on one 
particular aspect of technique at a time and work it in a variety 
of ways.

The Bochsa Op. 318 etudes are one of the best ways of learn-
ing and developing harp technique, and they’re fun to play. They 
cover a wide variety of patterns, and they are all short and quick 
to learn. In this volume, all of the etudes and etude variations are 
just two pages long, except for Etude Variation XII, which is four 
pages.

There are some shortcomings to the original etudes though. They 
reflect how the harp was played when they were written in the 
1820s. At that time, the harp was thought of as a right-handed 
instrument, and many of the etudes are for the right hand, with 
no equivalent workout for the left. Also, most of the etudes are 
written in two or three octaves in the middle of the instrument, 
without ever using the lowest or highest parts of the harp. 

Harp music and harp technique have evolved over the past two 
hundred years, and for that reason I felt it was time to adapt these 
wonderful etudes to the way the harp is used today. In this vol-
ume, all of the original etudes are present. After each one, there 
is an etude variation built on the original etude. For those etudes 
that are primarily for the right hand, the etude variation puts the 
same technical material in the left. In many of the etude varia-
tions, I have expanded the range of the instrument used in the 
original etude. I have also added some elements that make the 
etude variation somewhat more difficult than the original etude. 
To cite a few examples: In the first etude variation, the right hand 
has octave jumps while the left hand plays the technical material 
of the original etude. In Etude Variation IV, which is already a 
left-hand etude, I’ve made the scales go in both directions, rather 
than only ascending or only descending scales as the original 
does. In Etude Variation XII, I’ve made the scales much longer 
than in the original etude, and alternated the fingering so that 
some scales cross 3 under, while others cross 4. 

There are numerous goals to be achieved and lessons to be 
learned by studying these etudes. The basis of good harp tech-
nique is a stable hand and arm position that will work for any-
thing you want to play, and finger motion that is the same no 
matter what the pattern or the direction in which you are play-
ing. These etudes will teach you patterns that constantly come sa

m
ple



H74

7

The Etudes
Etude Variation I moves the technical material into the left 
hand. In addition, the two-note chords and octaves, now in the 
right hand, have octave jumps. This means that, throughout this 
etude, the right hand is in constant motion and has to get quickly 
to the next material while the left hand is playing. In this varia-
tion, it is now the turn of the right hand to learn to move out of 
time with the music and get to the next material ahead of time. 
If you find the jumps too difficult initially, leave out the higher 
notes and just play the lower ones. You can always go back later 
on and add the upper chords and octaves.

* * * * * * * * *

Etude II is again primarily a right-hand etude and focuses on 
the pattern that is the basis for the scale, with a four-note pattern 
that is both ascending and descending. It is important to keep the 
same hand position no matter which direction you are playing, 
and to always pull the fingers into the palm in exactly the same 
way. The left hand should get to the next material as quickly as 
possible after playing something so you don’t have to stop to hunt 
for the next notes.

Etude Variation II puts most of the scale material into the left 
hand, and uses melodic line, chords, octaves, and jumps in the 
right hand to keep that hand in constant motion. This variation 
also has both hands playing the scale pattern in a wider range of 
the instrument, and also has the hands spread farther apart. As 
with the right-hand version, be consistent with your hand posi-
tion and how you use the fingers, pulling them down into the 
bottom of the palm.

* * * * * * * * *

Etude III is a right-hand etude focusing on thirds played by a 
variety of finger combinations. As with the previous etudes, it 
is important to use the fingers exactly the same way no matter 
what the finger combinations or the direction of the music (up 
or down). Focus on getting a nice even sound from all the fin-
gers and finger combinations. For example, make sure the thumb 
does not play louder than the second or third finger when they 
are played together. Where 4 and 2 are played together, and alter-
nate with 3 and 1, make sure the notes are played exactly together.

Etude Variation III puts much of the technical material into 
the left hand, but also has the right hand jumping octaves in the 
accompaniment. The left hand also has some octave jumps. In 
both cases, make sure to get to the next material fast after playing 
something. Each hand should be hovering over the next notes in 
advance, ready to play, so that you don’t have to stop and hunt for 
an octave or chord.

There are a number of technical points that run through all of the 
etudes, and there are others that are specific to a certain etude 
and pattern. One of the most basic and important points that 
runs through all of these etudes and etude variations is to use 
your fingers in exactly the same way, and to keep your hands and 
arms in the same position, no matter what the pattern you are 
playing, or which direction you are playing on the instrument. 
Your teacher will guide you in this and point out where you are 
altering your hand position or finger movement, so that you can 
correct it.

In many of these etudes and etude variations, the hand that is 
not doing the technical work is often doing a lot of jumping, and 
independent hand motion is an important lesson as well. The 
technical point here is to learn to move the hand making a jump 
while the other hand is playing, and get the jumping hand where 
it needs to be ahead of time, so it is sitting over the next notes it 
has to play, not over the last notes it played.

Lastly, pay close attention to the musical indications. Being able 
to make a gradual crescendo or decrescendo, an accelerando or a 
ritardando is also an important part of technique. Etudes are an 
excellent place to work on these nuances.

Here is a short synopsis of each of the etudes and etude varia-
tions.

Etude I is for the most part a right-hand etude. The main techni-
cal point is using all four fingers the same way, pulling the fingers 
down into the bottom of the palm each time, and articulating the 
thumb (bending it over the index finger) no matter what the fin-
ger combination. Whenever the thumb is used, there should be a 
slight rocking motion of the wrist, away from you as the thumb 
is played, and towards you as one of the fingers is played. But the 
motion is very slight and is meant to keep the whole hand and 
wrist relaxed and supple.

Don’t ignore the left hand. Those two-note chords have to be 
played clearly and cleanly. The biggest mistake students make 
with the left hand in this etude is to play something, and then 
leave the left hand there until the next chord or octave has to be 
played, rather than preparing the next material as soon as pos-
sible. The result is that the left hand is always late getting to the 
new material, with endless stops and starts throughout the etude. 
Use this etude to learn to move the left hand out of time with 
the music to get to the next thing it has to play ahead of time! A 
good way to make your octaves sound resonant is to squeeze the 
fingers (1 and 4) together on the strings slightly before releasing 
them, pressing the fingertips into the strings and then plucking 
the string. sa
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NICOLAS-CHARLES BOCHSA
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Moderato

Etude Variation I
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Andante

Etude III
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Andante

Etude Variation III
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Grazioso

Etude X
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Grazioso

Etude Variation X
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Moderato

Etude XVI
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Moderato

Etude Variation XVI
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* Fingerings below the notes indicate left hand.  Fingerings above the notes indicate right hand.
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