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D

uring his long life and extensive travels Domenico Scarlatti would
have encountered a wide variety of harpsichords. Several of the
most important of these different types in the collection of the
National Music Museum are presented in this recording. Although
Scarlatti’s hometown Naples had been a major center of Italian harpsichord
making since the fifteenth century, this status was fading towards the end of the
seventeenth century. Some of the most significant experiences of his early years
must have occurred during visits to Florence in 1702 and 1705, when he would
have come to know the instruments of Bartolomeo Cristofori, harpsichord maker
to Ferdinando de’ Medici, Grand Prince of Tuscany. Today Cristofori is famous
as the inventor of the piano, already present at the Medici court in 1700, but
he also developed a distinctive style of harpsichord easily recognizable from its
thick walls and right-angled tail. Nevertheless, like most Italian harpsichords of
the period, those of Cristofori and the subsequent Florentine school generally
retained the usual single-manual disposition with just two 8' stops. The layouts
and construction of Florentine pianos and harpsichords are nearly identical, and,
indeed, the piano was commonly regarded as a variety of harpsichord “with soft
and loud” or “with hammers.”
Scarlatti’s appointment in 1719 as master of the Portuguese royal chapel in
Lisbon doubtless led to the acquisition of Florentine instruments by his patrons.
Scarlatti’s pupils included King João V’s daughter, Maria Bárbara, and his brother,
Prince António. The latter, as dedicatee of Ludovico Giustini’s Sonatas for
3

Cimbalo di piano, e forte, published in Florence in 1732, must have possessed
one of these instruments by Cristofori or a pupil. Several Florentine instruments
were listed in 1758 in the estate of Maria Bárbara, who had married the Spanish
crown prince, later King Fernando VI, in 1729, also transferring her teacher
Scarlatti to the Spanish royal court. In Madrid, the royal family’s harpsichord
maker, Diego Fernández, surely following Scarlatti’s advice, constructed
instruments strongly influenced by Florentine models with just two 8' stops.
Some of these had the enlarged five-octave compass of GG to g3 (61 notes)
necessary for many of the composer’s sonatas. Sadly, only one harpsichord
attributable to Fernández survives, in unrestorable condition, but the Florenceinfluenced Iberian style in which he worked is splendidly represented by a fair
number of Portuguese instruments.
Portuguese makers almost certainly began to produce harpsichords and pianos
influenced by Florentine models shortly after their, and Scarlatti’s, arrival in
Lisbon, but these instruments have been lost to time, particularly as a result of the
great Lisbon earthquake of 1755. The reconstruction of the city and its cultural
assets after this disaster, however, led to a golden age of harpsichord and piano
making, exemplified by the instruments of José Calisto and Manuel Antunes
heard on this recording. Although nothing is known about Calisto, the design and
workmanship of the harpsichord of 1780 (NMM 6204; Rawlins Fund, 1999), his
only known work, are particularly fine. Its outer form, soundboard layout, and
scaling are basically Florentine in style, while the robust construction and subtly
wrought action (with jacks and leather-covered guides similar to those made in
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France) stem from Iberian traditions related to those of northern Europe. It has
a single manual with compass GG to g3 and two 8' registers, of which the
front one (heard solo in K. 471 and K. 208, tr acks 2 and 5 ) is fixed in the “on”
position. Its tone can be altered by a buff stop (which is not used in this recording
but can be heard on BSF171 “The Art of the Harpsichord”).
The present performances on the Calisto bear out Ralph Kirkpatrick’s observation
that “Scarlatti’s sonatas do not seem to call for a harpsichord with a wide variety
of registers; his writing itself is too colorful.” Nevertheless, Scarlatti’s keyboard
works were widely known throughout Europe and would have been played
effectively on the various harpsichords made in different regions. Scarlatti
himself must have played French harpsichords when he visited Paris in the
mid-1720s. Although evidence of Scarlatti’s travel to England in the fall of 1719
is inconclusive, a number of second-hand English harpsichords were advertised
for sale in Madrid in the latter half of the eighteenth century. In any event,
collections of Scarlatti sonatas, including the thirty Essercizi dedicated to João V,
were published in London and Paris in the late 1730s and early 1740s. Although
the French and English harpsichords recorded here were made about fifty years
later, they are quite similar to the harpsichords made in Paris and London earlier
in the century.
The harpsichord by Jacques Germain , Paris, 1785 (NMM 3327; Rawlins
Fund, 1983), has the standard French two-manual disposition with 8' and 4' stops
on the lower keyboard, 8' on the upper, and a shove coupler. (A late eighteenth6
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Harpsichord by
Joseph Kirckman
London, 1798
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century feature, the peau de buffle 8' register with soft leather plectra plucking the
same set of strings as the lower-manual quilled, and the buff stop for the upper 8'
can be heard on BSF171.) The compass is FF to f3 (61 notes).
The two-manual harpsichord by Joseph Kirckman , London, 1798 (NMM
3328, Rawlins Fund, 1983), 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. Joseph’s great uncle, Jacob Kirckman, had been the successor
of his (and Burkat Shudi’s) master, Hermann Tabel, to whose one surviving
instrument, made in 1721, both Kirckman and Shudi harpsichords remained
closely similar in musical resources, design, and construction. The Kirckman
of 1798 has the standard English two-manual disposition of five-octave FF-f3
compass (61 notes), 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 lowermanual 8'. (The nasal and buff stops can be heard on BSF171.) Like most of late
eighteenth-century English harpsichords, the instrument 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. The latter device, which allows one to prop the frame with the
louvers up against the main lid, is not used in this recording, but the machine
stop is heard with fine effect in the crescendi in K. 248 (tr ack 13 ). Although
Scarlatti himself might not have known English harpsichords with the machine
pedal, he must at least have tried out an elaborate harpsichord with five registers
controlled by ten pedals that Diego Fernández made especially for Maria Bárbara.
9

In 1711 Scipione Maffei, in the earliest published notice of Bartolomeo Cristofori’s
pianos, described their tone, disappointing at first, as soft and dull in comparison
with the silvery tone of normal harpsichords. This description could aptly be
applied to the piano by Manuel Antunes , Lisbon, 1767 (NMM 5055,
Rawlins Fund, 1990), the hammers of which, like those of the Florentine
instruments after which it was modeled, are covered with thick soft leather. In
1760 Antunes obtained the exclusive right to make “harpsichords with hammers”
in Portugal for a period of ten years. In design and construction the piano of
1767 strongly resembles the Florentine-influenced Portuguese harpsichords. The
action is identical in principle to that in the surviving Cristofori pianos, but with
some improvements in detail doubtless resulting from decades of accumulated
experience with Florentine-style pianos. Being among the dozen earliest extant
grand pianos, the instrument, which in every detail displays its maker’s superb
craftsmanship and comes to us in an almost miraculous state of preservation, is
one of the most precious documents of the first stages of historical piano making.
The compass is C to d3 (51 notes). There are no pedals, knee levers, or stops,
but the una corda effect, heard in K. 208 (tr ack 20 ), by which each hammer
strikes only one string instead of two, is available by shoving the entire keyboard
and action to the left by hand. Opinions vary as to whether Scarlatti might have
intended that some or all of his sonatas should be played on the pianos of his day,
or that he might at least have allowed this as a viable alternative to performing
them on quilled harpsichords. The present recording provides a close-to-ideal
opportunity for listeners to judge for themselves.
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Also available from

Byron Schenkman & Friends
“ For devotees of the
harpsichord and fans of
early music, indeed
for any music lover,
this is an essential
acquisition.”
– Ch ristoph er
Brodersen,
Fanfare
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