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Welcome to Harp Perspectives, Cruit Eireann, Harp Ireland’s online journal.

One of our strategic aims is to establish thought leadership across the harp sector by
building up a body of thinking about the harp and harping through a historical and
contemporary lens.

Harp Perspectives is a conversation about harping and features key informants,
harpers and non-harpers, sharing their authentic views and ideas. We believe that
this combination of scholarly research and personal insights will highlight the harping
legacy inherited from our tradition bearers and help forge a contemporary harping

identity, secure in its understanding of its origin and how it wishes to evolve.

In our October edition of Harp Perspectives, Helen Davies offers us a fascinating
insight into the life and times of the Irish harpist Joan Frances Denny (1849 - 1926)

from Tralee, who married her teacher, the renowned Welsh harpist John Thomas.

Our thanks to each of our contributors for their willingness to add their voices. Their

contributions will no doubt enrich and inform our thinking.

Aibhlin McCrann
Editor
October 2026

Harp Perspectives is the Cruit Eireann | Harp Ireland online journal. Views expressed in any article
published belong to the author only. Cruit Eireann | Harp Ireland accepts no liability or responsibility for
the validity or accuracy of the information provided.



The Band of Harps

and Mrs John Thomas
IHelen Davies

A glimpse into the life and times of the Irish harpist Joan Frances Denny

(1849 - 1926) from Tralee. She married her teacher, the renowned Welsh

harpist John Thomas (1826 - 1913) and after their marriage was a regular
member of his harp ensemble, the Band of Harps.

Joan Frances Denny was born in o ' G
Tralee in 1849 and was baptised : g
in Tralee Church on 29th July that

year. Her father was William Denny,

youngest son of the 3rd Baronet,

Edward Denny and her mother was
Marianne Trueman, originally from

Exeter in Devon, England.

The Denny family was one of

the most powerful and historic

families in Kerry. The Dennys, the
Blennerhassets and the Herberts
were the three main families to be

given land in Kerry as part of the

Munster Plantations, and it was

|
|
i
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these families who ruled Tralee until ‘

the close of the 19th century.

Joan’s father William Denny was 1

Joan Frances Denny
(National Portrait Gallery, London)

born in 1811. He was a Justice of the
Peace, Deputy Lieutenant and Provost
of Tralee. He married Marianne Trueman in 1832 and they had two daughters and four

sons born between 1839 and 1849 — Joan was the youngest child.



Tralee at that time was a modern, new town. Writing in 1854, the historian Archbishop

Rowan said:

“If ever there was a new town, Tralee is one. There are in it men old enough to

remember the building of almost every house now standing. Everything in it

is new. There is a new courthouse — and a new jail — and the new barracks and

the new poor house — new houses, new scouts hall — new shops on all sides of

the streets — new plate glass in all their windows — new flagway underfoot —

new lights (gaslight) overhead, the new canal — and we soon hope to see the

new railway station.”

Joan Frances Denny
(National Portrait Gallery, London)

It must have been an exciting,
vibrant place in which to grow up.
Add to that the fact that the famous
author Charlotte Bronte visited the
Dennys on her honeymoon in 1854
— it all must have made quite an

impression on the young Joan.

But Joan’s mother died in 1860
when Joan was only 11 and her
father died in 1871. She may well
have spent time with different
branches of her family in England
and she had certainly met her harp
teacher John Thomas by 1870, as
she was one of the subscribers to
a volume of his arrangements of
Welsh melodies, listed as “Miss
Denny, from Kerry, Ireland”.

(John Thomas taught at the Royal

Academy of Music in London and

it is known that Joan was a pupil there at that time, but exact dates have not been

ascertained). She is recorded in the 1881 UK census as a visitor with the Woodham

family in Hampshire and is listed as an annuitant, which would indicate that she was of

independent means.



Very few facts about Joan’s early life have come to light, but she spent a considerable
amount of time between 1878 and 1883 travelling in Europe with “Aunt J and Maggie
and Marion”. Joan’s travel journals, together with many of her drawings and paintings,
are held in the National Library of Wales. These journals give a fine insight into the

travels of these Victorian ladies and a good glimpse of Joan’s character!

The first journal begins on August 20th 1878 as the party started their journey to visit
Belgium, parts of Germany and Switzerland. They went to church in Heidelberg

“where an Irishman read the lessons with such a brogue...”

Moving on from Heidelberg they crossed the Todensee Lake in very rainy weather:
“Aunt J was seated majestically on her old white steed, with an umbrella
defiantly held over her head and Marion, I or Maggie bringing up the rear
on our brown steed ... we were picturesque anyhow, notwithstanding our
troubles. It POURED and in time we were drenched, boots soaking, stockings
wet half way up — but what was this to travellers like us, our spirits were still
good ... We came to a small chalet, and I took off my stockings and boots
and petticoat and had a second drying match, but it was almost useless and
rather unwise as I might not have got into my boots again — but I did, though
they were so saturated it was not much use. Stockings and petticoat were dry
anyhow. Lunched barefooted. I felt a credit to my native land — sitting down

with a gentleman and his wife — barefooted and no petticoat!”

Joan’s travel journals cover tours made in 1878, 1879/1880 and 1883. The ladies
visited Belgium, the Swiss Alps, Germany, the Italian lakes and Austria. Much of

their time seems to have been spent visiting churches and museums, and Joan kept a
minute record of all that they saw and experienced. She was not always entranced by
the churches or the people, but wrote with a pithy humour throughout. In one place
“the hotel was very rough, the beds good, but it smells AWFUL and the food was only
passable”. In another place they “had some soup with an egg in it ... nasty!”. She wrote
with the eye of an artist. In Italy “... the scenery was magnificent in all directions,
great rocky mountains rising up and in the distance the snow covered Marmolata. The

various lights and shades were SO beautiful.”.

There are no specific references in the journals to any concerts attended, but in

Lyon the party visited “Madame Fourdes for a regular French dinner and music in



the evening. I played and the son sang and a very handsome son-in-law came in the

evening but he spoke no English. The best looking Frenchman I ever saw ...”.

The last entry in the 1883 journal reads: “September 29th — left Brussels at 77, Calais

at 12:30, good lunch on board. Very rough but not ill. Got to Dover in good time and

reached town (London) late in torrents of rain and so ends 5 weeks of touring on the

Continent of JFD from August 29th to September 29th”.

And her harp teacher John Thomas had become a widower in 1880.

John Thomas (National Portrait Gallery, London)

John Thomas — Pencerdd Gwalia
(Chief Musician of Wales),
harpist to Queen Victoria

and later King Edward V11,
international concert artist,
composer, arranger, professor at
the Royal Academy of Music in

London.

He was born on March 1st (St.
David’s Day) 1826 in Bridgend,
South Wales. His father was

a tailor and keen amateur
musician and young John
showed prodigious talent on
the harp (a traditional Welsh
triple harp) from an early age.
After winning a new harp at the
Abergavenny Eisteddfod in 1838
at the age of 12, he was invited
to London and it was here that
the brilliant mathematician
Lady Ada Lovelace — herself an
accomplished harpist — heard

him play and offered to pay for three quarters of his education at the Royal Academy

of Music in London if his family could find the other quarter. He studied there for six



years (learning to speak English instead of his native Welsh and changing from the

Welsh triple harp to the double-action pedal harps made by the Erard family).

After his studies he established himself in London and regularly toured Europe, becoming
more and more successful. He succeeded his own teacher John Balsir Chatterton at the

Royal Academy. Pupils flocked to study with him and there were high standards to meet.

He was extremely busy and did not marry until he was 51, when he married his 22 year
old pupil Alice Keate in 1878. Alice sadly died in 1880, six weeks after the birth of their

son Llewellyn.

r : _ ; _ ™ Amongst his former pupils

3 was Joan Frances Denny and
she and John Thomas were
married in 1885. They had
three children, Arthur Thomas,
Ada Myfanwy and Gwilym Ifor.

- Since Joan Frances Denny first

met her husband when he was

her teacher, it is interesting
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the morning to practise. I followed his example, and both of us, covered with a blanket

— for the rooms were bitterly cold — used to be at work at that matutinal hour ...”

One of his private pupils and good friend, Mrs. Lucy of Charlecote Park, gives an insight

into his teaching:
“Mrs. Lucy, you bring such a fine tone. I am delighted, but I am sorry to tell
you that you hold your hand badly with your thumb down instead of up. You
must unlearn what you have been taught and I will make you a really fine
player ... Mr. Thomas kept me to scales and exercises for the first year and I
did learn his way, and before I was very much older was able to play many a
difficult duet with him. I would get up an hour earlier to have a good practise

before breakfast, and I used to go to sleep trying to hold my thumbs up.”

His good friend and fellow student Walter McFarren wrote:
“An admirable student, he developed into an equally admirable Professor;
the most modest of boys, he is now the most modest of men ... no others
approached John Thomas in the technical skill,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.”

Even though his lived in London for the rest of his life, he was immensely proud of
being Welsh. He published four volumes of Welsh melodies arranged for solo harp
and many duets — either for 2 harps or for harp and piano based on Welsh folk tunes.
These and many other of his compositions are still extremely popular with present day

harpists.

On 4th July 1862 he began his series of Grand Concerts of Welsh Music at St. James’s
Hall in Picadilly. This was the premiere of the Band of Harps — 20 of his students —
accompanying a choir of 400 voices. This concert concept became an annual event and
continued for 42 years until 1904. Throughout the years of these concerts the Band of
Harps was made up of John Thomas’s students, and did not have the same pupils every
year — although after their marriage, the name Mrs. John Thomas appears regularly

as a member of the ensemble. So, unlike many of her contemporary Victorian women,
Joan Frances Denny did not give up performing after marriage. The ensemble usually
played arrangements of Welsh melodies and were also used to accompany a large

choir — and as can be seen from the 1899 programme,other instruments such as flutes,



cymbals and triangles were also added for effect. The aim of these concerts was to
show the London audience the richness and depth of Welsh music and John Thomas
himself arranged the music. The sight and sound of 20 or more young students (usually

women) dressed in white and playing Erard harps in perfect unison produced a strong,
beautiful and “heavenly” effect.
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It was not only in these Grand Concerts that John Thomas featured a harp ensemble.
In 1887 he composed a piece to celebrate Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee entitled
‘Cambria’s Homage to our Empress Queen’ for male voice choir and 13 harps. He also
travelled to America for the International Eisteddfod Days in Chicago in September
1893, where he conducted a performance of his oratorio ‘Prince Llewellyn’ with a
chorus of 1.000 voices accompanied by 20 harps from the Chicago Harp School and the

Max Bendix Exposition Orchestra.

John Thomas died (“entered into rest” as it says poetically on his gravestone in West
Hampstead Cemetery) on 19th March 1913. Joan Frances Denny survived him by

another 13 years and died in 1926.

After John Thomas’ death the fashion for these Bands of Harps dwindled, but harp
ensembles have come to life again in more recent years. When Wales celebrated

the Millennium, a call went out to form a harp orchestra of 100 players for a special
performance. All players had to have been born in Wales and the number was easily

found, reinforcing the popularity of Wales’ national instrument.
In Ireland, Janet Harbison formally launched her iconic Belfast Harp Orchestra in
1992. More recently, Music Generation and Cruit Eireann|Harp Ireland have provided

possibilities for the formation of harp ensembles throughout the country.

So it can be said that the spirit of the Band of Harps lives on, thanks in no small way to

John Thomas ... and Mrs John Thomas — Joan Frances Denny from Tralee.
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Joan Frances Denny (National Portrait Gallery, London)




[Ielen Davies

Helen Davies studied harp with Ann Griffiths in her native Wales and her career has been
diverse and eclectic. She has held orchestral posts in Ireland (RTE Concert Orchestra)
and Sweden (Gothenburg Opera). During her years in Ireland she taught at the Royal
Irish Academy of Music and was also one of the founders of Cairde na Cruite’s annual

festival An Chuirt Chruitireachta, International Festival for Irish Harp.

Helen Davies relocated to Denmark in 1989 where she has pursued an active freelance
career and performed world wide. Her interest in the history of the harp has led to
scholarly research in 18th and 19th century harpists and their music; her current field of

research is centred on the history of the harp in the nordic countries.
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