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The collection of historical
harpsichords at the National Music
Museum is notable not only for the beauty and rarity of its
individual instruments but also for its diversity. The Museum’s
twelve harpsichords, three virginals, and two spinets range
chronologically from some of the earliest known historical examples
to some of the latest; geographically they extend from southern Italy
and Portugal to France, the Low Countries, and England. Although
only about half of the instruments are maintained in playing
condition, they represent many of the different types of instruments
available to composers and performers during the three centuries
of the harpsichord’s heyday. In restoring and maintaining these
instruments, every effort has been made to apply the most current
knowledge of such details as stringing materials and tuning to
appropriate pitches and temperaments. Except in one instance
noted below, all the instruments are voiced in bird-quill plectra.
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The first instrument to be heard

on this recording
is the crown of the NMM’s keyboard collection. Made by an unknown
Neapolitan master about 1530, this harpsichord (NMM 14408; purchase
funds from the William Selz Estate, Mr. & Mrs. Clifford E. Graese Fund, and
Mr. & Mrs. R.E. Rawlins Fund, 2009){ page 3 } is one of the finest, earliest, best
preserved, and most significant historical keyboard instruments in existence. With
such typical Neapolitan features as its sharp tail angle and thin-walled maple case
(intended to be kept in a separate outer case), the instrument beautifully exemplifies
the art of harpsichord making in Renaissance Italy. Of remarkable versatility despite
its seemingly limited resources — a single keyboard of just 45 notes, C/E to c3, and
a single set of strings plucked by a single row of jacks — this harpsichord is perfectly
suited to the varied genres of sixteenth-century keyboard music, from complex
counterpoint to percussive dances. A very similar instrument is depicted on the title
page of Andrea Antico’s Frottole intabulate da sonare organi (Rome, 1517), the source
of Chi non crede (track 3).
The harpsichord heard next (NMM 4657;
purchase funds gift of Margaret Ann and Hubert H. Everist, Sioux City, Iowa, 1989)
{ facing page } lacks its original nameboard, but from similarities in design and
various technical characteristics to instruments by Giacomo Ridolfi it can firmly
be attributed to this master who worked in Rome from about 1660 to 1690.
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The compass is the same as that of the preceding instrument, C/E to c3. With its
cypress soundboard and walls, and its two choirs of 8’ strings plucked by two sets of
jacks both normally left in the “on” position, this is a textbook example of an Italian
Baroque harpsichord. After about 1625, Italian harpsichords were typically made
with the doubled 8’ rather than the single 8’ (or single 8’ plus 4’) most common
during the sixteenth century. The rise of the 2×8’ disposition to predominance is
associated with the rise of basso continuo for which harpsichords were needed that
could provide a solid harmonic foundation for accompaniment. This registration,
however, is also ideal for the bold gestures characteristic of the Italian and Italianinfluenced solo repertoire of the period.
The spinet by Charles Haward ,
London, 1689 (NMM 10773; purchase funds gift of the Tony and Bonnie Vinatieri
Family Trust, 2004){ facing page } , is a typical English instrument of the late
seventeenth century, when the fashionable French-style bentside spinet replaced the
virginal in popularity. Haward, who made a spinet for Samuel Pepys in 1668, was
London’s leading maker of harpsichords and spinets in the latter half of the
seventeenth century. The NMM’s example has a fine walnut case, with natural
keys of snakewood and sharps of solid ivory (not bone, as in French instruments).
The compass is GG/BB to c3 (51 notes) with divided E-flat, the front portion of
which can be tuned to B or B-flat. The fine workmanship and valuable materials
with which this and other spinets were made, as well as their ownership by members
of the upper classes, suggests that they were not the poorer cousins of harpsichords
but rather that they were a preferred medium for domestic music-making.
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Next to be heard, the little virginal by Onofrio Guarr acino , Naples, 1694
(NMM 6041; purchase funds gift of Margaret Ann and Hubert H. Everist, Sioux
City, Iowa, 1997){ facing page } , is this maker’s latest known work. Guarracino
(born 1627 or 1628, active until 1698) was the most notable and prolific seventeenthcentury Neapolitan harpsichord maker. Although several harpsichords, a bent-side
spinet, and about ten large rectangular virginals at 8’ pitch by or attributable to
Guarracino are known, the present virginal is his only known instrument designed
to be tuned to octave (4’) pitch. Nevertheless, such features as its rectangular case
with dovetailed joints, wrest plank placed to the left, under the nut (left-hand
bridge), and C/E to c3 compass are fully characteristic of the distinctive type of
virginal made in Naples. The English music historian Charles Burney observed in
1770 that “throughout Italy they have generally little octave spinets to accompany
singing, in private houses, sometimes in triangular form, but more frequently in the
shape of our old [rectangular] virginals; of which the keys are so noisy, and the tone
so feeble, that more wood is heard than wire.” The Guarracino of 1694 shows,
however, that such instruments, when well designed and made by a great master,
can have both a relatively quiet action and (except, perhaps, for the very lowest
notes) a full-bodied tone.
Although the piano was invented at the very end of
the seventeenth century, essentially as a type of harpsichord with hammers instead
of jacks, conventional harpsichords continued to be made and played throughout
the eighteenth century. The NMM collection includes five instruments, four of
them playable and recorded here, from the century’s final decades. Rather than
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representing a sad period of obsolescence and decadence, these instruments attest to
a final blossoming of the art of the harpsichord.
In its outer form, layout of the
soundboard, and scaling, the harpsichord by José Calisto , Portugal, 1780
(NMM 6204; Rawlins Fund, 1999){ facing page } strongly resembles instruments
of the Florentine school founded by Bartolomeo Cristofori (1655–1732). With an
increasing influx of Italian musicians into Spain and Portugal beginning towards the
end of the seventeenth century, Italian harpsichords influenced Iberian makers more
and more. Of particular importance was the importation of Florentine instruments,
the beginning of which can be associated with Domenico Scarlatti’s arrival in Lisbon
in 1719. Ten years later he and his pupil, the Portuguese Princess Maria Barbara,
transferred to Spain when she married the Spanish Crown Prince. Documents
indicate that many of the harpsichords played at the Spanish royal court were
Spanish instruments made in the Florentine style. Only one Spanish example of this
type of “Scarlattian” harpsichord is known to survive, but there are a fair number
from Portugal. All the dated examples, like the NMM’s Calisto, are from the decades
following the disastrous Lisbon earthquake of 1755. Although nothing is known
about Calisto, the design and workmanship of this instrument, his only known
work, are particularly fine. The compass, common in Iberian instruments of the
second half of the eighteenth century, is GG to g3 (61 notes), as in many of
Scarlatti’s late sonatas. It has a single manual and two 8’ registers, of which the front
one is fixed in the “on” position; its tone can be altered by a buff stop. The plain
green exterior, tropical-wood veneered interior (principally tulipwood, imported
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from Brazil, then a colony of Portugal), and trestles with inverted-heart cutouts are
typical Portuguese decorative features.
The spinet by Johann Heinrich
Silbermann , Strasbourg, 1785 (NMM 6205; Rawlins Fund, 1999) { f acing
page } is the only instrument from this great family of builders outside of Europe.
Silbermann (1727–1799) learned instrument making from his father, the prominent
Strasbourg organ builder Andreas Silbermann. In the 1740s he worked in Saxony
with his uncle Gottfried Silbermann, the outstanding German organ builder of the
period, who was also famous for his clavichords, harpsichords, and pianos.
Beautifully designed and meticulously crafted, J.H. Silbermann’s spinets, of which
the Museum’s example is particularly well preserved, are superb musical instruments
in their own right, not merely compromised harpsichords. The compass is FF to f3
(61 notes). Although the jacks are original, they have been fitted with plastic plectra.
The harpsichord by Jacques Germain , Paris, 1785 (NMM 3327; Rawlins
Fund, 1983){ page 15 } , is one of the latest surviving examples of historical French
harpsichord making, which ceased a few years later with the social upheaval of the
French Revolution. The instrument has the standard late-eighteenth-century French
disposition: two manuals with compass FF to f3; lower manual with quilled 8’,
peau de buffle 8’ (soft leather, plucking the same set of strings as the quilled 8’), and
4’; upper manual with 8’; buff to the upper 8’; and shove coupler. Presumably, as in
other instruments of this type, the registers were originally controlled by genouillères
(knee pommels), but these were replaced some time ago with hand stops. Jacques
Germain (about 1740–1789), who adopted a French form of his family name,
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continued the workshop tradition of his father, Jean Goermans, a Flemish immigrant
active as a harpsichord maker in Paris by 1730. Except for the inclusion of the peau
de buffle register, the NMM’s instrument of 1785 is essentially similar to French
harpsichords made in the first half of the eighteenth century. The peau de buffle,
however, provides another delicious sonority that (along with the possibility of
changing registrations with genouillères) can be put to good use in the lateeighteenth-century repertoire.
The two-manual harpsichord by Joseph
Kirckman , London, 1798 (NMM 3328, Rawlins Fund, 1983){ back cover } ,
is one of the last made by the firm which, alongside the rival Shudi firm, dominated
English harpsichord making for most of the eighteenth century. The Kirckman
business had been known under the family name since 1738, when Joseph’s greatuncle Jacob married the widow of his (and Burkat Shudi’s) master, Hermann Tabel.
Both Kirckman and Shudi harpsichords remained closely similar in musical
resources, design, and construction to the one surviving Tabel harpsichord, made
in 1721. The NMM’s Kirckman has the standard English two-manual disposition
of five-octave FF-f3 compass, lower manual with 8’ and 4’ registers, a “dogleg” 8’
shared by both keyboards, a nasal (“lute”) 8’ on the upper, and a buff stop to the
lower-manual 8’. Like most of the later examples it has, in addition, two pedals:
a “machine stop,” which as it is pressed down turns off the 4’ and dogleg registers
while it engages the nasal; and a Venetian swell, which opens louvers over the
soundboard. All the available stops and pedals except for the Venetian swell are
used in this recording.
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