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German Square Pianos wit~ Prellmechanik 
in Major American Museum Collections: 

Distinguishing Characteristics of Regional 
Schools in the Late Eighteenth and 

Early Nineteenth Centuries* 

SABINE K. MAUS 

UNTIL NOW, NOT MUCH HAS BEEN PUBLISHED about German square 
pianos of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries beyond 

descriptions of their actions. 1 Most earlier authors dealing with the 
different kinds of actions found in German square pianos concentrate 
on instruments preserved in Europe. 2 However, a remarkable number 

*I am most grateful to Laurence Libin, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, for his 
help in arranging an Andrew W. Mellon Fellowship to undertake this research project, 
and for his and Kathryn S. Libin 's great support during my year in the U.S .A. Further, 
I would like to thank Herbert Heyde, Cynthia Adams Hoover,John Koster, Darcy Kuro­
nen, Andre Larson, Joseph Peknik, Stewart Pollens, and Richard Rephann for their 
help, interest, and encouragement of my work, and for permission to examine instru­
ments under their care. I also want to thank Klaus Martius for promptly sending me 
information about instruments at the Germanisches Nationalmuseum and archives in 
Nuremberg. 

I. Recent articles about German square pianos include Bernard Brauchli, "Christ­
ian Baumann 's Square Pianos and Mozart," The Galpin Society Journal 45 (l 992): 29-49; 
Laurence Libin, "The 'Lying Harp' and Some Early Square Pianos," Early Keyboard 
Studies 8, no. 3 (July 1994): 1-8; Michael Cole, 'Johann Socher's Square Piano of 
1742," Fellowshi/1 of Makers and Researclwrs of Historical Instruments Quarterly 83 (l 996): 
75-84; and Cole, "Tafelklaviere in the Germanisches National museum: Some Prelimi­
nary Observations," The Galpin Society Journal 50 (l 997): 180-207. Three catalogues 
containing more detai led descriptions of square pianos are Hubert Henkel, Besaitete 
Tasteninstrumente (Frankfurt am Main: Erwin Bochinsky, 1994); John Koster, Keyboard 
Musical Instruments in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (Boston: Museum of Fine Ans, 
1994); and Sabine Katharina Klaus, "Studien zur Entwicklungsgeschichte besaiteter 
Tasteninstrumente bis etwa 1830 unter besonderer Beriicksichtigung der Instrumente 
im Musikinstrumentenmuseum im Miinchner Stadtmuseum" (Ph.D . diss. [5 vols.], 
Tiibingen University, 1994), vol. 4, Tafelklaviere (microfiche edition, Tutzing: Hans 
Schneider, 1998). 

2. For example, Rosamund E. M. Harding, The Pianoforte: Its History Traced to the 
Great Exhibition of 1851 (2nd ed., London: Heckscher & Co., 1978) and Walter Pfeiffer, 
Vom Hammer (3rd ed., Frankfurt am Main: Erwin Bochinsky, 1979). 
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of eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century German square pianos 
are also to be found in American museum collections. This body of 
material was the subject of a research project undertaken by the 
author in 1995-96, which was made possible by an Andrew W. Mellon 
Fellowship provided by The Metropolitan Museum of Art. During 
this year of research thirty-five stringed keyboard instruments were 
studied in detail, among them twenty-two square pianos originating 
in German-speaking areas of Europe and America. These instru­
ments are housed today in five public collections: the Department of 
Musical Instruments of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
(MMA); the Division of Cultural History of the National Museum of 
American History at the Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
(SI); the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (MFA); the Yale University 
Collection of Musical Instruments, New Haven (Yale); and America's 
Shrine to Music Museum, Vermillion, S.D. (Shrine). 

The present article offers a report on the first stage in an on-going 
research project about German square pianos of the eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. It deals with square pianos having an action 
type in which the hammers are attached to the keys, the so-called 
Prellmechanik (fig. 1). (Square pianos with an action in which the ham­
mers are pivoted independently from the keys, the so-called 
Stoj3mechanik/' will be the subject of a futi1re article.) Square pianos 
which are currently located in American museum collections will be 
described and compared with related instruments preserved elsewhere 
(see Table 1 for a complete list). Relying on unequivocally signed and 
dated square pianos, the discussion will emphasize technical features 
which may serve as evidence to establish the existence of regional 
schools of German square piano building, whose characteristics can 
then be used as criteria for dating and determining the provenance of 
unsigned instruments. In addition, some German-American instru­
ments will serve as examples of how German traditions of square piano 
building might have influenced makers in other regions. 

The term Prellmechanik has been defined most clearly by Walter Pfeif­
fer: 

The principal characteristic of the Prellmechanih is the pos1t1on of the 
hammer: the hammer shaft is .. . attached to and pivoted on the key lever 

3. A glossary of th e terms used throughout the article can be found in Koster, Key­
board Instruments, 333-43. 
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damper lever 
string 

Kapse/ 

key lever 

lateral guiding pin key frame 

FIGURE 1. Parts of a Prellmechanik. Drawing: Sabine Klaus, computerized version 
by John Watson . 

. . . and [therefore] moves with it; besides that it is mostly built as a two­
armed lever. The hammer is usually set into motion, when no intermedi­
ate lever is present, by the hammer's "nose," "tail," or "beak" [i.e., the rear 
end of the hammer shank] striking against an obstacle .4 

The oldest surviving unambigously signed and dated square piano 
with this action type known to the author is an instrument by Joseph 
Anton Boos, built in Mainz in 1767.5 Joseph Anton Boos was baptized in 
Mainz on May 9, 1739.6 On the occasion of his first marriage on Octo­
ber 28, 1764, he was listed as an organist in the parish of St. Peter in 
Mainz. This position is also mentioned in 1785/86, when Boos lived 
"Am Petersweg."7 The date of his death is not yet known, but after 1801 

4. Pfeiffer, Vom Hammer, 16: "Das grundsiitzliche Merkmal aller Prellgetriebe ist die 
Lagerung des Hammers: <las Hammerglied ist ... auf oder an der Taste drehbar befe­
stigt ... und mit deren Bewegung verknupft; im ubrigen ist er vorwiegend als 
zweiarmiger Hebel ausgebildet. Der Hammerantrieb erfolgt, sofern kein Treiber 
dazwischentritt, im allgemeinen <lurch Aufprall der "Hammernase", des "Hammer­
schwanzes" oder "Schnabels" gegen ein Hindernis." (The usual German terms for this 
obstacle are Prelleiste or Prellzunge.) See also Koster's definition of Prellmechanik in Key­
board Instruments, 339. For an explanation of the term "two-armed lever," see n. 18 
below. 

5. Germanisches Nationalmuseum Nurnberg, MINe 170. I am grateful Lo Klaus Mar­
tius for sending me information about this instrument. The authenticity of a square 
piano with Prellmechanik, inscribed Gottfried Silbermann I fev(rier) 1749 at the Gemeente­
museum, The Hague, EC 132-x-1952, is doubtful (see Cole, "Tafelklaviere," 202). 

6. Stadtarchiv Mainz, Kirchenbucher 20/ 49. I am grateful to Dr. Wolfgang Do bras, 
Municipal Archive Mainz, for sending this and the following information on Boos. 

7. Heinrich Schrohe, "Die Mainzer Stadtaufnahmen des 16.-18. Jahrhunderts, 3. 
Tei!," Beitriige zur Geschichte der Stadt Mainz 8 (1931): 187. 





TABLE 1, continued 

Maker 

Nuremberg 
G. F. Trautner 

J. J. Bodech tel 
J. J. Bodechtel 
J. F. J. Schneider 
J. F. J. Schneider 
G. E. Hufner 
unsigned 

Origin 

Wendelstein nr. 
Nuremberg 

Nuremberg 
Nuremberg 
Nuremberg 
Nuremberg 
Nuremberg 
Nuremberg (?) 

From and influenced by Augsburg 
J. D. Schiedmayer Erlangen 
F. J. Wirth Augsburg 
J. A. Mahr Wiesbaden 
G. Winkler Munich 
I. J. Senft Augsburg 
I. J. Senft Augsburg 
J. A. Mahr Wiesbaden 
unsigned 

German-American 
J. Huber 
J. Huber 
unsigned 
unsigned 

Northampton, Pa. 

Date 

1801 
1802 

<1785/ 97 
1798 
1801 
1802 
1804 

1805 

Present Location 

Orgelbaumuseum SchloB Hanstein, Ostheim/ Rhon 

Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg 
Private collection, Nuremberg 
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
Yale Univ. Collection of Musical Instruments, New Haven 
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, no. 89.4.1197 

Wurttembergisches Landesmuseum, Stuttgart 
Deutsches Museum, Munich 
Musikinstrumenten-Museum, Leipzig 
Stadtmuseum, Munich 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York 
Musikinstrumenten-Museum, Berlin 
Deutsches Museum, Munich 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, no . 11.176.4 

Wachovia Historical Society, Winston-Salem, N.C. 
Northampton County Historical Society, Easton, Pa. 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, no. 1987.229 
Old Sturbridge Village , Sturbridge, Mass. (on loan at MFA) 
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he is no longer listed in the Mainz city directory. Although no archival 
confirmation of his activity as an instrument builder has yet been found, 
this is proved by the signature of his square piano: Fait. I I Ant: Boos Fais­
seur / des Cl,avecin et organiste I de St: pierre a Mayence I ao 1767. (fig. 2). 
This handwritten signature on a paper label is found in the toolbox to 
the left of the keyboard, also the traditional place for signatures in clavi­
chords. The Prellmechanik found in this square piano (fig. 3) resembles 
the action of the square piano part of the claviorganum by Adrien 
L'Epine, Paris 1772, which is depicted in Frarn;:ois Dom Bedos de Celles's 
L'Art du Jacteur d'orgues,B the first written source describing a Prellmechanik. 

Square Pianos in the Vicinity of the Rhine River 

Square pianos by Baumann, Eppel, and Bogner. There is a body of 
surviving instruments from south of Mainz, in the vicinity of the 
Rhine River (see fig. 4), which have a similar Prellmechanik and share 
several other characteristic features. The earliest instrument of this 
group was built in 1775 by Christian Baumann (1740-1816) in 
Zweibrucken.9 The Prellmechanik of Baumann's square piano has ham­
mer shanks pivoted by threads in wooden forks, or Kapseln, and an 
underdamper system (that is, dampers which touch the strings from 
underneath) reflecting this action type by using two-armed damper 
levers pivoted in the same way (fig. 5). A similar action and damper 
construction is found in an unsigned square piano at the Musikinstru­
mentenmuseum im Munchner Stadtmuseum, inv. no. 43-424 (fig. 6). 
In these two instruments springs or counterweights press the cloth­
padded back ends of the damper levers against the strings from 
beneath. When the key is depressed the damper lever's back end is 
lowered by touching a wire stretched from the belly rail to the hitch­
pin plank, which serves as a kind of axis, transforming the damper 
part behind the Kapsel into a two-armed lever (see fig. 6). Bernard 
Brauchli mentions six instruments of this type, four of which are 
signed by Baumann and dated 1775, 1776, 1782, and 1783. 10 Another 

8. Vol. 4 (Paris , I 778), pl. 130; facsimil e re print, ed. Christian Mahrenholz (Kasse l: 
Bare nrei te r, 1966). 

9. This instrume nt is now ke pt a t the Museum Carolina Augusteum (MCA) in 
Salzburg, cat. no . B 15/ 1; see Kurt Birsak, "Klaviere im Salzburger Muse um Ca rolina 
Auguste um," Salzburger Museum Carolina A ugusteum, jahresschrift 34 (1990): 57-60. 

10. Brauchli, "Christian Baumann 's Square Pianos," 29-49. 



GERMAN SQUARE PIANOS WITH PRELLMECHANIK 33 

FIGURE 2. Signature of the square piano by Joseph Anton Boos, Mainz, 1767. 
Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg, MINe 170. Photo: Klaus Martius. 

FIGURE 3. Action of the square piano by Joseph Anton Boos. Germanisches 
Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg, MINe 170. Photo: Klaus Martius. 

square piano by Baumann, dated 1777, belongs to a private collection 
in Hamburg. 11 A further unsigned square piano of this type is found 
in the Germanisches Nationalmuseum in Nuremberg, MINe 182. 

11. I am grateful to Prof. Dr. Andreas E. Beurmann for th e opportunity to examin e 
this instrument. 
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FIGURE 4. Map showing places of origin of the square pianos discussed. 

Berlin 

There are also two square pianos of this type bearing the name 
Thiebaut Eppel, Selestat (Schletstat), 177812 and 1779.13 Thiebaut Eppel 
(ca. 1732/3-1817) was an organist and instrument maker active in 
Alsace . His square pianos so closely resemble the instruments by Bau­
mann in the shape of action and damper parts, the construction of the 

12. Aude Cordonn ier and o th ers, La Collection Hel: Instruments de musique anciens 
reunis fmr deux luthiers lillois, exhibition cata logue (Lille: Musee de !'Hospice Comtesse, 
1989) , 51 - 52, inv. no. 33-1 817. 

13. Ala in and Marie-Christine Anselm , "La coll ection Yannick Guillou," Musique, 
Images, Instruments: Revue franraise d'organologie et d'iconographie musicale, ed. Florence 
Getreau (Paris: Editions Klincksieck, I 997), 143-44, cat. no. 7. 
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FIGURE 5. Dampers of the square piano by Christian Baumann, Zweibrucken, 
1775. Museum Carolino Augusteum, Salzburg, cat. no. B 15/1. Photo: Sabine 
Klaus. 

FIGURE 6. Action of an unsigned square piano. Musikinstrumentenmuseum im 
Munchner Stadtmuseum, inv. no. 43-424. Drawing: Sabine Klaus, computer­
ized version by John Watson. 

hand stops and of the hitch-pin plank with its characteristic ornamenta­
tion at the treble end, and a particular kind of double nut pinning, that 
one might have been tempted to attribute them to Baumann if they had 
not been signed by Eppel. Therefore one can conclude that Baumann 






























































































