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Regional Schools

of Harpsichord Decoration

SHERIDAN GERMANN

NLIKE the winds and bowed strings, early keyboard in-
struments could not rely on variety of overall form for
charm. This was partly because they presented uniform
large, flat, often rectangular surfaces which needed to

be broken into smaller increments to prevent a clumsy box-like
appearance. Some type of applied decoration was a continuing neces-
sity to make these instruments conform to contemporary concepts of
good taste; and with constant repetition traditional forms evolved.
These forms were often closely related to concurrent furniture styles,
but mutations of form and decoration peculiar to the instruments
emerged in each region, which are interesting variations on the
standard themes in the history of the decorative arts. These variations
are also a useful archaeological tool in determining the pedigree of the
many unlabeled (or dubiously labeled) instruments which continue
to provoke the speculative curiosity of organologists.

It is clearly impossible in a brief overview to consider the full
development of the harpsichord through its entire history in all the
many regions where it was produced; we shall consider only the
highest points of typical development in the five regions which have
the greatest production and the greatest musical and decorative
influence: Italy, Flanders, France, Germany, and England.

At these high points there is normally a degree of standardization,
both musical and decorative, which represents not only the most
typical productions of one time, but also polarizes the differences in
regional expressions of form and decoration that have existed as
tendencies in all periods.
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Italy

Although the harpsichord was probably first developed in Burgundy
by the early fifteenth century, it is the Italian harpsichord which had
the widest influence throughout Europe, and almost any survey of its
history must begin with Italy. Far more sixteenth-century instru-
ments have survived from Italy than from any other country, partly
because musically they changed little throughout their 300-year
history, and therefore were never wholly outmoded;! and partly
because they were simply too beautiful to be discarded. The sixteenth-
century instruments—especially the spinets, which must often have
been made for court ladies—are almost always more elaborately and
expensively decorated than the later instruments.

Italian harpsichords were normally very delicate objects of thin
wood, with case walls only three to five millimeters in thickness,
placed within separate storage boxes. These earlier thin-case instru-
ments relate to the violin-making tradition; they were fragile objects
which were presumably removed from their storage cases and played
on tables. The outer cases were usually made rather crudely by a
different hand; they were simple wooden, harpsichord-shaped boxes
with lids, often with large reinforcing battens on the sides and
exposed end-grain at the joints. But the inner harpsichords were a
total contrast, with their extreme fineness of workmanship, and, like
violins and lutes, were generally unpainted. They were made of
natural woods, with decoration mainly from the application of
purfling, marquetry, and delicate moldings along jackrails and case
tops and bottoms.

The great ornament of the instrument, as on lutes and guitars, was
usually a circular rose of paper, parchment, or wood (sometimes two
or three roses in early instruments), which is an anachronistic survival
from gothic church rose windows, and is found even in the earliest
representations of harpsichords in art.2 The most elaborate ones

1. But see John Barnes, “The Specious Uniformity of Italian Harpsichords,” in
Keyboard Instruments, Ed. Edwin M. Ripin (Edinburgh, 1971), pp. 1-10, for an
effective reminder that Italian harpsichords varied more than has been generally
thought.

2. See, for example, several representations of harpsichords in Edmund A. Bowles,

“A Checklist of Fifteenth-Century Representations of Stringed Keyboard Instruments,”
in Ripin, Keyboard Instruments, pls. 16—31.
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FIGURE 1. Harpsichord by Faby da Bologna, 1677. Musée Instrumental du
Conservatoire National de Musique, Paris.



penetrated deep into the instrument in several tiers like reversed
wedding-cakes.

The fine craftsmanship of the thin-case Italian instruments relies
almost exclusively on the use of natural materials, without the
illusionistic painted decoration which is so often found on northern
European instruments. Many forms of decoration can often be found
together: full-relief sculpture of human or animal figures; bas-relief
wood carving; mother-of-pearl inlay alla certosina, light- and dark-
wood purfling; punched wood; gilt painted arabesques; wood mar-
quetry; turned arcades on keyfronts; applied round ivory buttons on
case tops; star-shaped wooden buttons; a layered and tiered punched-
parchment rose; finely cut wooden moldings applied to the case;
moldings cut directly into the layered jackrail; and gilded Latin
mottoes.

All these fourteen forms of decoration can be seen in an area
perhaps twenty centimeters square on just one Italian spinet, made in
1540 for Eleonora d’Este, Duchess of Urbino, in the Metropolitan
Museum in New York.? None of them uses paint as an illusion of
something else. When a Flemish builder wanted an effect of figured
wood-grain, he printed it on paper and glued it to his plain wood lid,
as in Figure 3. When a French builder wanted an effect of marble, he
had it painted in trompe ’oeil, as on the keywell of the 1775 Collesse
in the Chambure Collection in Paris.* But when an Italian builder
wanted an effect of marble, he applied an actual piece of stone to the
instrument, as can be seen on a spinet of 1564 by Antonius Irena of
Rome.5

Most surviving Italian harpsichords are simpler than the early
spinets, but the 1677 Faby da Bologna harpsichord in Figure 1 is far
from plain. It has an elaborate decorative scheme in black and white,
with cypress wood inlaid with ebony, black-filled engraved ivory and
mother of pearl (even on the keys), and unusually turned ivory
buttons. Only the soundboard (the first area to be decorated on

3. See Emanuel Winternitz, Musical Instruments of the Western World (New York,
[1966—68]), pl. 20; idem, “A Spinettina for the Duchess of Urbino,” Metropolitan
Museum Journal, 1(1968), 95—108.

4. lllustrated in G. Thibault, Jean Jenkins, and Josiane Bran-Ricci, Eighteenth

Century Musical Instruments: France and Britain (London, 1973), pl. 111, no. 4.
5. In the Paris Conservatoire, no. E.704.C.314.
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FIGURE 2. Anonymous Italian harpsichord dated 1693. Smithsonian Institution, Wash-
ington, D.C. (The nameboard is typical but not original.) Photograph by Robert Lautman.



almost all northern instruments except in England) is in plain cypress,
though with a fine parchment rose. The landscape painting in the lid
is, of course, part of the separate outer case, and has been much
overpainted. But it is nevertheless a convenient illustration of the
Italian habit of confining the (relatively) inexpensive painted and
illusionistic decoration to the separate, cheaper outer case. The
harpsichord, in effect, is a stringed instrument. The outer storage box
was painted to look pleasing in the room (for it was too big to put
away like a violin in its case), but was not really part of the precious
instrument itself.

But beautiful as are these sumptuously embellished early Italian
instruments, there is equal beauty of line to be found in many finely
made but plainer cypress or cedar thin-case instruments. The anony-
mous 1693 harpsichord in the Smithsonian Institution, shown in
Figure 2, is an example. Its moldings, molded bridges, scrolled cheek
bracket, arcaded key-fronts, and scrolled jackrail supports and bridge-
ends are its only ornaments; originally, there was not even a rose in
the bare spruce soundboard. The key-end scrolls are a double thick-
ness of the case sides, so the case thinness is here disguised, just as the
top moldings disguise it behind the nameboard. Yet, with so little
ornament, the effect is sculptural, and very beautiful.

The string scaling of Italian instruments is short in the treble, and
causes the plan view to be a deeply curved wing shape, often with a
very long, pointed tail. The plan view is more graceful than the
northern harpsichords, and Italian decoration usually emphasizes
the plan rather than the elevation. The top and bottom moldings
surround the body of the instrument behind the nameboard like
rubber bands, leaving the projecting keywell isolated, a separate
area. Ivory buttons (which frequently function as tacks through
moldings) are often dotted along the top edges of the case, name-
board and jackrail, which further accents the contours in a manner
suggestive of the modern “form follows function™ aesthetic.

Line as contour is a quality of a sculptural rather than a painterly
mind, and the Italians have historically leaned towards sculpture,
even in the great paintings of the Renaissance. This sculptural think-
ing undoubtedly influences the tradition of using inlay and appliqué
techniques to build up the object out of natural materials, rather than
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FIGURE 3. Harpsichord by Andreas Ruckers the Elder, Antwerp, 1640.
Yale University Collection of Musical Instruments. Photograph by Thomas A. Brown.




IGURE 4. Soundboard of virginal at quint pitch by Andreas Ruckers the Elder, Antwerp,
520. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. (The soundboard has been overpainted,

1t follows the original design.)

making it flat and painting an illusion of relief upon it. Compare the
complex effect of the moldings on the 1693 harpsichord (Fig. 2) with
the painted illusion of top and bottom mock-moldings on the 1640
Andreas Ruckers harpsichord (Fig. 3), and the ribbon winding around
a bar in space on the 1760 Stehlin (Fig. 5). The northerners created
their three dimensions in paint on a flat “canvas.” The Italians
modeled their three dimensions into the object itself.

Outer case decoration took various forms—painted Mannerist
grotesques, painted Baroque arabesques, painted floral garlands,
gilded chinoiserie on various dark-colored grounds, decoupage (in
Italy called arte povera, or poor man’s art), or covering the outer case
with cloth or gilt stamped leather like a book. (Interestingly, both
decoupage and coverings of leather or cloth may be considered
further examples of “applied” decoration.)

Lid paintings are not usually of especially high quality, though
there are some exceptions. Some are serene pastoral scenes, but most
are humanistic mythological scenes or allegories, full of agitated
nudes, and often with a musical theme, such as Orpheus or Apollo
and Marsyas. A harpsichord lid is a difficult shape to compose, and
one of the most amusingly successful is that of the Alessandro
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FIGURE §. Harpsichord by Benoist Stehlin, Paris, 1760, before restoration.
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C.

Trasuntino of 1531.6 A large, pneumatic nude reclining on one
elbow completely fills the wing-shaped lid—another marvelous ex-
ample of “form follows function,” though in another sense of the
phrase.

[talian harpsichord bases also reflect the sculptural penchant.
Some, like the Donaldson Trasuntino, are simply three lathe-turned

6. In the Donaldson Collection, Royal College of Music, London. The lid painting
is from the seventeenth century, as are presumably the outer case decoration and the

stand. [llustrated as frontispiece, Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, sthed.,
vol. 1v.
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legs—the front two attached to each other by cross-bars, the rear leg
isolated on crossed braces. Some, of similar structure, follow the
international fashion for twist-turned legs. But the prevailing hu-
manism in Italy caused anthropomorphism in furniture. A surprising
number of harpsichords are supported by gilded sculptures. The
Metropolitan Museum in New York has an anonymous seventeenth-
century gilt extravaganza where the instrument is supported or
surrounded by no less than eight human figures, two dolphins, and a
serpent.” Even when using a simple uncarved cabriole leg, based on
the French Louis XV style, the Italians exaggerate the exuberance of
the curves to give the instrument an animal-like energy. And in the
more elaborately-carved abstract stands, such as that of the 1697
Grimaldi harpsichord in Niirnberg,®? the gilded energy overwhelms
the instrument, which becomes a mere accessory to the whole.

Although the history of the Italian harpsichord reveals little evolu-
tion in time, there was from the beginning a wide and imaginative
variety of forms of the instrument. Besides the standard harpsichord
at eight-foot pitch, there were four-foot harpsichords, clavicytheria,
claviorgana, ottavina spinets in pentagonal and rectangular form,
bentside spinets, polygonal virginals or spinets, and even an ogival
spinet. The various spinets, especially the earlier ones, tended to be
more elaborately decorated than the harpsichords; but the decora-
tive formulae were the same for all types.

One major development did occur chronologically: the gradual
emergence, beside the normal thin-case inner-outer instrument, of a
second structural type with a heavy case some thirteen millimeters
thick (like the northern instruments), and with no separate outer
case. In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries an odd
transitional variety appeared, called by Hubbard the “false inner-
outer” type.® The habit of seeing the separate molded inner instru-

7. Winternitz, Western World, pl. 57.

8. Carlo Grimaldi, Messina, 1697. Illustrated in J. H. Van der Meer, Wegweiser
durch die Sammlung bistorischer Musikinstrumente (Niirnberg, 1971), p. 30.

9. Frank Hubbard, Three Centuries of Harpsichord Making, (Cambridge, Mass.,
1965), p. 20 and pl. Iv. An example is the Boni da Cortona 1617 virginal (polygonal
spinet) illustrated in Cynthia A. Hoover, Harpsichords and Clavichords (Washington,
D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1969), pls. 19—21 and cover.

63



































































































































