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Greetings! 
 
 

This issue marks the 10th anniversary of the British Harpsichord Society, so has 
something of a celebratory feel. Regular readers already know the score – but for 
those new to us, the magazine has for each issue a different Guest Editor who 
selects, searches out and often writes the main features.  This time around it has 
been a pleasure to have harpsichordist Jane Chapman, who has done more to 
raise the profile of the contemporary instrument than anyone else in the UK; 
indeed The Independent dubs her ‘the hippest harpsichordist in the UK’. She has 
assembled a thought provoking, eclectic and engaging selection of harpsichord-
related features, news, opinions and ideas – not to mention some lovely images.  

As always, we love to receive your comments, suggestions, and articles, so please 
do keep sending them to editor@harpsichord.org.uk 

 

 
Karen Chung 

Editor 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Please note that opinions voiced here are those of the individual authors and not 

necessarily those of the BHS.  All material remains the copyright of the authors and 
may not be reproduced without their express permission 
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INTRODUCTION 

From our Guest Editor, Jane Chapman 
 

 was very pleased to be asked by the BHS to help compile this Summer's issue, 
particularly as it brings together and explores many of my passions and interests 
which I hope you will share.  

 
As a harpsichordist who has played much 
contemporary music, I was honoured to be a 
member of the final panel to choose the winner 
of the BHS Composition Prize, a competition 
instigated by Pamela Nash, which has received 
much support and encouragement from BHS 
members. I really recommend attending the 
concert on July 27 at the Foundling Museum, 
London, where a whole spectrum of short 
contemporary works shall be performed by 
established and young players. (see BHS Concert 
Diary and the website News page, for further details) 
You will hear an impressive variety of styles 
revealing how imaginative and idiomatic 
composers can be in the 21st century. A similar 
competition has now been launched at the 
Horniman Museum, so please encourage any 
young composers out there to enter.                           

Information can be found at              
http://www.horniman.ac.uk/get_involved/blog/blog/the-horniman-musical-
composition-competition 
 
As one of the professors of harpsichord at the Royal College of Music, I feel very 
fortunate that the Museum is in the same building as our teaching studios, and curator 
Jenny Nex has done excellent work in making it more accessible to students and the 
public, as can be 
seen from her 
interview. At the 
RCM, as well as 
having principal 
study 
harpsichordists, 
all keyboard 
students are given 
a short course of 
harpsichord and 
fortepiano 
lessons, receiving guidance on how to interpret music stylistically on the piano, which  
 

I 

 Trio Aporia, Jane Chapman with Stephen Preston-baroque flute, Richard Boothby-viola da gamba 

Jane Chapman in contemporary mode 
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subsequently leads to some students taking up the harpsichord as a serious study. The 
Museum is a fabulous resource, and is a great way of introducing students to original 
instruments, allowing them the opportunity to perform in public. Hélène Diot’s piece 
provides an in-depth analysis of harpsichord education in France, which is very 
interesting to compare with our education system, and also reminds us of the benefits of 
the Erasmus exchange programme, which the RCM also subscribes to.  
                                                               

Harpsichord decoration has always inspired me, particularly as I sometimes project 
images onto my instrument during performances, seeing this as a continuation of an 
established tradition. Catherine Peck brings together some of the most beautiful 
examples of painted lids and soundboards from the Russell Collection, Edinburgh. I am 
particularly drawn to the concept of ‘horror vacui’ or ‘fear of the empty’, and how this 
manifests itself visually.  The clavecin oculaire (in a book reviewed by Derek Connon) is 
something of an enigma, as can be our perception of the meaning and interpretation of 
music and the arts in 18th century France. Jane Clark aims to shed some light on this, 
and illustrates what may lie behind the seemingly obvious. My own recent research into 
The Oriental Miscellany, which is the first adaptation of Indian music transcribed 
specifically for harpsichord, has been a fascinating journey, encompassing not only 
Anglo-Indian cultural attitudes, but also Indian music performance practice of the late 
18th century. My article tries to put this in context, showing the harpsichord as an 
important cultural tool, particularly for women players who collected Hindustani Airs. 
The significance of religious institutions for the training of women musicians in the 17th 
century is examined by Andrew Woolley, and I’m greatly looking forward to his 
forthcoming publication on the Roper manuscript. An attractive Courante, possibly by 
Sister Caecile, can be accessed via the link in the article. 
 
The Bate Collection, Oxford, houses several harpsichords originally collected by Michael 
Thomas, an interesting figure in the world of early music. David Millard writes about 
the background to the purchase of these instruments, and his quest for information to 
create a database. Do contact him directly if you have anything to contribute. 
dwm@dwmillard.co.uk   Two pioneers of the harpsichord are celebrated: Zuzana 
Růžičková who is still active today, having made over 100 recordings of barque 
repertoire, and 20th century music by Czech composers, on both the traditional and 
revival instruments, and the flamboyant virtuoso Rafael Puyana who died earlier this 
year. His recording of Soler's Fandango, which I listened to on my first LP, was a great 
inspiration to me as a young player, and I'm sure his playing will continue to enthrall 
future generations. Finally I would like to offer my condolences to Jane Clark, wife of the 
late Stephen Dodgson, whose compositions have inspired many players, not only 
because of the affinity he has with the harpsichord, but due to a sense of humanity that 
is communicated in his music, and also to acknowledge the exquisite artistry of the 
internationally renowned soundboard painter Mary Mobbs, who passed away in 
February. 

Jane Chapman 
Guest Editor 

 
Jane is Professor of harpsichord at the Royal College of Music, and was recently 
artist in residence at the Foyle Special Collections Library, Kings College, London
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BHS- Celebrating 10 years  
A few words from our Founder 

 
The idea of starting a harpsichord society began from the difficulty I experienced 
in finding out much about the instrument when I first tried, in the late 80s. Over 
time, more information appeared but was quite scattered. The objective I set 
myself was to make as much information about the harpsichord available as 
possible, with as little effort as possible. So out went any notions of collecting 
subscriptions, sending anything out by post or reminding people to renew their 
memberships. In that, we were more fortunate than our predecessors in other 
societies, as the web and email made communication much cheaper and easier. 
  
I started knowing nothing and nobody, but set about creating a simple and 
effective website. Some suggested dropping the ‘British’, but I didn’t feel 
qualified even for that, much less the world, and there was also the question of 
time to cover more than the UK. So it was a pleasant surprise to find that almost 
half of the membership came from outside the UK, a trend that continues today. 
  
In time, some of the earliest members agreed to contribute their time and 
knowledge to build on the modest start I made. Many of them still do, and the 
continuing success of BHS is down to their efforts. 
  
We started offering performances with the support of The London Harpsichord 
Centre, but soon outgrew that space. Since then we have maintained a long-term 
association with the Handel House Museum to offer solo harpsichord recitals. 
  
Running the Society without membership funds has always been a challenge, but 
we have remained committed to the principle of free membership. Income from 
advertising instruments for sale has been augmented by donations. If you 
appreciate what BHS does, please consider a donation, however small. We can 
now accept donations by Paypal, via our website, www.harpsichord.org.uk . The 
Committee always welcomes new volunteers. 
  
Ten years ago, I planted the seed, which others have nurtured and all thanks are 
due to them for making BHS the success it is today. 
  

 
William Vine 
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NEWS 
 

ICHKM 19 – 21 July 2013 
The 2nd International Conference on Historical Keyboard Music 
The keyboard and its role in the internationalisation of music 1600-1800 
The University of Edinburgh, Scotland. 

 
                                      http://www.ichkm.music.ed.ac.uk/conference-programme/ 

 
This conference is intended as an international meeting of scholars and performers 
working in the field of keyboard studies. Following up on a successful conference in 
2011, the intention is to bring together a diverse range of expertise in musicology, 
cultural history, organology and performance. The 2013 conference seeks to examine 
the role of the keyboard in trends towards internationalisation in music in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, encompassing instruments, music for keyboard 
instruments, its exponents, and economic, political and socio-cultural contexts. 
 
There will be 3 public events taking place alongside the conference; on 20th July a lecture by Prof. 
Rudolf Rasch (University of Utrecht) and a concert with Julian Perkins & Jane Gordon (violin) with 
John Kitchen and on 21st July a recital by Prof. Davitt Moroney all at St Cecilia’s Hall.  For details see 
http://www.ichkm.music.ed.ac.uk/invited-speakersperformers/  
 

 
 

 
 

 
      www.ariadne.ac.uk 

 

 

The summer school for music lovers, Dartington International 
Summer School celebrates its 60th year at the magnificent Dartington 
Hall Estate in Devon from 27th July to 31st August. Participants can 
tailor-make their days, taking part in courses and performances by 
day and by night watching concerts performed by the professional 
musicians and their students. www.dartington.org/summer-school 

DARTINGTON
INTERNATIONAL

SUMMER SCHOOL

CELEBRATES 60
YEARS
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NEWS 
 

The BHS COMPOSITION COMPETITION  
PRIZE-WINNERS CONCERT  
will take place at  
The Foundling Museum, London on  
Saturday July 27th at 3pm  
with a Reception to follow to which all audience 
members will be invited. 
 
The programme will include a performance of the winning entries  
and a selection of the short-listed pieces. The concert is given ‘in 
memoriam’ to Stephen Dodgson (1924-2013) and a selection of his 
Inventions for harpsichord will be played. 
 

The performers at this event, in alphabetical order will be 
Penelope Cave 
Jane Chapman 
Maggie Cole 
Mahan Esfahani 
Elaine Funaro 
Goska Isphording 
Christoph Kaufmann 
 
PLEASE PUT THIS DATE IN YOUR DIARY NOW 
Full programme will shortly be posted on the BHS website  
NEWS page. http://www.harpsichord.org.uk/bhs-news.php  
 
Concert entry free with Museum admission  (£7.50/£5) 
 
For location and transport links to the Foundling Museum, 
http://www.foundlingmuseum.org.uk/visit-us/journey-planner/  
 
                                                   The Society is most grateful to the Arts Council 
                                                   for its generous support of this event. 
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NEWS 

 
Victorianweb.org 
 
The revival of interest in early music remains a prominent feature of the Western classical music 
scene. But the revival had roots in the late 18th, 19th and early 20th centuries with proponents as 
diverse as Felix Mendelssohn, Arnold Dolmetsch and Wanda Landowska. Without these 
pioneering and zealous individuals, and the famous 19th and early 20th century collectors of 
musical instruments, the revival may never have occurred nor reached such a wide public. The 
Horniman Museum holds one of the largest and most diverse collections of musical instruments 
in the UK, including over 8,000 objects. The Museum’s Music Gallery, displaying some 1,200 
instruments, is soon to be supplemented by a new permanent keyboard instrument exhibit, 
including several examples from the Victoria and Albert Museum. A current temporary 
exhibition, the Art of Harmony, featuring about 40 instruments of all types from the V&A will 
continue to run during the conference and remain open until the end of March, 2014. 
Call for Papers 
This conference will be a three-day forum for presenting research on the lives and work 
of collectors, enthusiasts, craftsmen and musicians who had an impact on the course of 
the 20th-century early music revival. Presentations concerning the historic models that 
builders such as Dolmetsch used as prototypes, accounts of their workshops and 
working methods, and of restorations that they undertook, are invited.  Research into 
19th and early 20th century notions about historic performance practice will also be 
welcomed. Abstracts of 250-300 words should be sent by email to 
rootsofrevival@horniman.ac.uk  Please include name, affiliation (if any), postal address, 
email address, and AV requirements on a separate cover sheet. Presentations should last 
20-25 minutes plus 5-10 minutes questions/discussion. Proposers of panel discussions 
(one hour) should submit, together with the abstract, a brief overview of the rationale for 
the session, together with a list of up to four participants and the topics that will be 
addressed.  Proposals for lecture-recitals (50 minutes + 10 minutes questions/discussion) 
should include, together with the abstract, full details of the proposed performance and 
any relevant requirements in their cover sheet. The closing date for receipt of proposals 
is 1 November 2013. All those submitting proposals will be notified of the outcome by 2 
December. 
http://www.horniman.ac.uk/visit/events/event/roots-of-revival 

 
Roots of Revival 

Conference at the 
Horniman Museum 
12-14 March 2014 
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FEATURE 
 

BRITISH HARPSICHORD SOCIETY’S 
gxÇà{ TÇÇ|äxÜátÜç VÉÅÑÉá|à|ÉÇ VÉÅÑxà|à|ÉÇ 

 
Looking for ways to celebrate the first ten years of the BHS, Pamela Nash proposed & then 

undertook to organise this important new competition which she describes below 
 

ollowing a long-intended plan to instigate a competition for composers under the 
auspices of The British Harpsichord Society, I was pleased to announce in early 2012 
the launch of the Society's Tenth Anniversary Composition Competition - the first of 

its kind to be run in Britain.  By now a brief had been written, adjudicators approached 
and sponsorship was actively being sought.  As well as the announcement on the BHS 
website, notices were sent to the music press, music colleges and conservatoires here and 
abroad, with the hope that this Competition would attract a wealth of interesting new 
music for the harpsichord. 
 
To ensure the competition was as inclusive as possible, submissions were invited from all 
ages and nationalities on an anonymous basis, and the entry fee was set very low, with 
student composers very much in mind.  It was decided also to admit already-existing 
pieces, on the condition that they had not been recorded or published, as it seemed 
somehow practical to allow composers to re-present works which might otherwise not 
have had a second look.    
 
The response to the brief - to write a solo acoustic piece for the harpsichord, no more than 
eight minutes in length - was highly encouraging, with over ninety entries from 18 
countries.  The First Round adjudication, conducted by Penelope Cave, Rob Keeley and 
myself, yielded a shortlist of twenty in advance of the Final Round decisions set for the 
end of October last year, when the panel comprised of harpsichordists Jane Chapman and 
Mahan Esfahani and composers Gary Carpenter and Larry Goves. 
The results were posted on the BHS web site with the announcement of First and Second 
prizes as advertised and in addition, Joint Third Prizes, created as a result of the 
exceptional quality of the shortlisted works. 
 
Several donors, to which the Society is extremely grateful, have generously supported the 
competition.  The Ida Carroll Trust, coupled with a donation for the Second Prize from a 
generous BHS member, provided the initial financial impetus for the project to go ahead.  
This was followed by grants from the Holst Foundation and the Garrick Charitable Trust, 
along with contributions from private donors, harpsichord makers and Society members.  
Additional support came from Cadenza Music who have offered to publish the winning 
piece - no small reward in these lean and difficult times – and from the Royal College of 
Music and Royal Northern College of Music who have agreed to house the shortlisted 
compositions in their libraries.   
 

F
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I hope that the competition has proven to mean considerably more than a mere exercise in 
producing winners.  Aside from the inevitable first, second and third places, there were 
other works to commend, and indeed recommend, some of which will be highlighted in 
the July concert.   There is much potential for the competition to act as a springboard for 
future activities in the hope not only of benefiting the harpsichord community at large, but 
also of gaining more followers of the instrument –through the circulation, teaching and 
performing of many of the pieces. 
 
Of course, the main thrust of the competition was to draw attention to the harpsichord as 
an exciting vehicle for contemporary composition and to stimulate composers to write for 
an instrument they may otherwise not have approached. This was very much on the 
understanding that to produce a work for the harpsichord of true originality is a tall order. 
It is an instrument whose historical associations can easily invite pastiche, and can also be 
susceptible to the kind of writing, however skilled, which is more suited to the properties 
of the piano, neither of which style can offer anything new or valuable for the harpsichord.    
 
Whilst, naturally, the competition was seeking those pieces which manage to 'say' 
something original and exciting, jurors were mindful of what a mercurially-difficult 
instrument the harpsichord is.  Composers are often heard to comment on the particular 
rigours or 'conditions' imposed on them by the harpsichord in trying to write effectively or 
idiomatically for it.  It can be a uniquely challenging and problematic endeavour for which 
a composer may undergo radical new thought processes in order to find musical solutions, 
to stretch the boundaries of what they thought they could do.  Yet, it is truly an instrument 
through which they can hone their craft; indeed it strikes me that a composer is never 
more resourceful and interesting than when writing for the harpsichord.   (That warrants 
its own article, in serialised form!) 
 
In my capacity as joint-juror for the initial round, I was delighted and fascinated to 
discover a myriad range of responses to this task, albeit with varying degrees of 
originality.   In the vast majority of cases, a tangible sense of high enjoyment came across 
from the page. I was certainly confident that the pieces selected for the final round would 
make for a lively but balanced and educative discussion and that each member of the 
panel would bring to the table their own brand of musicianship, wisdom, experience and, 
most importantly, humanity and fair-mindedness.  And indeed they did!   
 
In the interests of readers -  and in particular those who were competition participants! - 
here are some brief notes on the other panel members.  
 
The Judging Panel- the Composers 
 
Gary Carpenter is a widely performed composer who is known for his work in a multitude of 
genres encompassing dance, opera, cinema, radio, television as well as the concert hall. His 
current commissions include BBC Radio 4’s ‘The Listening Project’ and a saxophone concerto for 
Ian Ballamy and the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra. His works for harpsichord include music for 
recorder and harpsichord and for duo harpsichords, and he won the British Clavichord Society’s 
Composition Award in 2004 for Van Assendelft's Vermeer, which has been recorded for NMC. 
He is on the Faculty of both the Royal Northern College of Music and the Royal Academy of 
Music, and has extensive experience as examiner, teacher and adjudicator. 
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Rob Keeley, composer and performer, has written three volumes of works for the harpsichord 
(Manouevering and Finessing, Suite and Two-Part Inventions), published by Cadenza. He was 
the Benjamin Britten Fellow in Composition at Tanglewood,and is now Senior Lecturer in Music 
at Kings College, University of London. Active as a recitalist of 20th century piano music, he has 
worked with London Sinfonietta, and has given many premieres as well as lecture-recitals in the 
US and UK. His music has been performed by groups such as Lontano, Ensemble Bash, Fretwork 
and the BBC Symphony Orchestra. Forthcoming recordings include releases on the NMC and 
Lorelt labels. He is also Chairperson for the BHS competition Final round. 

Larry Goves teaches composition at the Royal Northern College of Music and is composer-in-
residence at Royal Holloway College, University of London. As a performer he specialises in live 
electronics, in particular with his experimental music group, house of bedlam. His compositions 
have been performed by the Nash Ensemble, the London Symphony, Halle and BBC Philharmonic 
Orchestras. His experience of composing for the harpsichord began with the Handel Oratorio 
Project at Handel House, and continues most recently in collaboration with artist and filmmaker 
Aura Satz, on a piece examining material from the Tatton Park Music Room, which led to a 
sequence of pieces for solo harpsichord, premiered by Jane Chapman, for the 2012 Tatton Park 
Biennial. 

and the Harpsichordists 

Penelope Cave, a Laureate of the Bruges harpsichord competition, has been much in demand for 
many years as a harpsichordist, chamber musician and educationalist, and her workshops and 
lecture-recitals are known internationally for their wit and scholarship. A supporter of new and 
20th century music for harpsichord, she gave the premiere of Karen Tanaka’s Jardin des Herbes for 
BBC Radio 3 and has recorded Martinu’s Promenades for Naxos. She has also recorded for 
Hyperion, Pace and Classic FM, and is currently completing her PhD thesis at the University of 
Southampton, entitled ‘Piano Forte Lessons in the English Country House from 1785 – 1845’. 

Jane Chapman has done more to raise the profile of the contemporary harpsichord than anyone 
else in the UK, having premiered over 200 solo, electroacoustic and chamber works by 
contemporary composers. Her many collaborators include Ian Ballamy (saxophone) and Mark 
Wingfield (electric guitar), and her recordings include The Lady's Banquet for Collins Classics, 
Wired for NMC and Berio’s Rounds for Mode, selected for a New York Times ‘Pick of the Year’. 
She is an avid supporter of young performers and student composers, and is Professor of 
Harpsichord at the Royal College of Music. She is an Honorary Fellow of Dartington College for 
the Performing Arts, and an Honorary Member of the RCM. 

Mahan Esfahani is the first harpsichordist ever to give a solo recital at the BBC Proms, and the 
first to become a BBC Radio 3 New Generation artist. Raised in the US with a musicological 
grounding at Stanford University, he has gained international standing as harpsichordist and 
director with ensembles such as The Hanover Band, The Academy of Ancient Music, The English 
Concert and Montreal’s Arion Baroque Orchestra. An avid follower of all things new on the 
harpsichord scene, he is a passionate advocate of young composers and contemporary music. He 
has played many new commissions and has recorded the harpsichord concertos of Martinu, 
Poulenc and Kalabis. He is currently Artist-in-Residence at New College, Oxford. 

I am most grateful to each of the members of the panel for their part in the judging and the 
final selection of the following well deserved prize winners.  
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First Prize to 
Alessandro Ponti  for In Fuga da Verona 
 
 
 
 
 

Second Prize to Jung Sun Kang for  
                       Stick Boy and Match Girl in Love 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Joint Third Prize to  
Jürgen Kraus (left) for The Ascent of K517 & Aled Smith (right) for Box Toccata 
 

The showcase concert celebrating this special competition will be held at 
The Foundling Museum in London on Saturday 27th July at 3pm. 

A reception will follow to which all audience members are cordially invited. 
 

The concert will be given in memorium to Stephen Dodgson (1924 -2013) and some of his 
harpsichord Inventions will be played.  The programme will also feature two further shortlisted 
pieces written by Enno Kastens from Germany and Ivan Božičević from Croatia.  The performers, 
in alphabetical order are: Penelope Cave, Jane Chapman, Maggie Cole, Mahan Esfahani, Elaine 
Funaro, Goska Isphording and Christoph Kaufmann. Full programme details will be posted on the 
BHS News page.  

 
The Society is most grateful to Arts Council England for its generous support of this 
event, and all those who helped in so many ways from the very beginning. 

Pamela Nash 

g{x j|ÇÇxÜá  
         tÇw à{x VÉÇvxÜà 
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REPORT 
 

A BHS visit to Cambridge 
As part of our 10th anniversary celebrations a special visit was arranged to see Christopher 
Hogwood’s large collection of historic keyboard instruments.  With a limit on numbers for 
each visit, interested members were invited to enter their names into a ballot.  This was 
thought to be the fairest way to select those lucky enough to join our Founder, William 
Vine, on this most exciting day out.  
 

On a Saturday in December 2012 a group of twenty fortunate members of the 
British Harpsichord Society gathered excitedly outside Christopher Hogwood’s 
home in Cambridge.  We had been generously invited to view his Collection of 
early Keyboard Instruments. 
 
Once inside the house, we were immediately made to feel at home by Christopher 
Hogwood and Ryan Mark, his assistant.  First the geography of the home was 
explained, since it consists of two adjoining houses in a terrace, interconnected, 
but each with its separate staircase!  The instruments themselves are distributed 
throughout the many beautiful rooms of both houses.  We were then each given a 
list outlining the details of the instruments that are in the collection and given 
permission to play on any or all that captured our interest. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Trying out the two stop, mid 
18th century North German, 
Chamber organ  
 
 
 
 
 
An anonymous member 
playing the Jacob Kirckman 
harpsichord built in 1766 
 

A room full of historic instruments; 
harpsichords, fortepianos, virginals, 
clavichords and a chamber organ. 
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Normally, not being allowed to touch such exhibits in a Collection of this nature 
(with the notable exception of Finchcocks), it was a wonderful indication of the 
generosity of our host that we were given such free reign with so many precious 
historical instruments!  The range of harpsichords including spinet and virginals 
as well as clavichords, forte pianos and chamber organs was very impressive for a 
private collection (details of the whole collection can be found at: 
www.hogwood.org/instruments).  It was fascinating to be able to savour the 
wide range of sounds and touch on so many different instruments.  Alas the 
excitement was so palpable that it was sometimes difficult to focus on an 
individual instrument against the general background cacophony of sound! 
 
In the middle of the afternoon a welcome 
tea break was called. An impressive 
selection of delicious cakes from 
‘Fitzbillies’ on Trumpington Street was 
provided by our hosts and greatly 
appreciated before we returned to review 
the instruments for a last time. 

 Members also enjoyed the chance to explore 
other types of early keyboards, the 1909 
Chickering/Dolmetsch free copy of a 1784 
clavichord and the Josef Johann Brodmann 
Fortepiano of c1815 
 

 
 
What a wonderful experience we had all enjoyed – as memorable for the generous 
warm hospitality as for the extraordinary opportunity to see and play on such 
interesting instruments.  A big Thank You!                                         Nicholas 
Newton 
 

Nicholas Newton is a retired Consultant Anaesthetist and a keen amateur harpsichordist 
and recorder player 
 
Photographs taken by members of the group and used with permission 
For more information on the collection, see  http://www.hogwood.org/instruments/  
 
 



 15

 
 

FEATURE 
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Sweet concord in the convents- Andrew Woolley discovers quite how crucial religious 
institutions were to the education and training of women musicians in the 17th century 

 
rguably the seventeenth century was blessed with more eminent women 
musicians than the one that preceded it or the one that followed. Harpsichordists 
are likely to immediately think of the French keyboardist and composer 

Elisabeth-Claude Jacquet de la Guerre (1665-1729). Others included the Italian singer 
and composer Barbara Strozzi (1619-77) and the Italian nun and composer Isabella 
Leonarda (1620-1704), the latter a member of an Ursuline convent in Novara. The 
musical life of convents was significant in many parts of Europe (see, for example, 
Colleen Reardon, Holy concord within sacred walls: nuns and music in Sienna, 1575--1700). 
An indication of this is also apparent from the obituary notices of Franciscan nuns in the 
Low Countries (The Book of the Dead of the Franciscan Nuns), recently digitised as part of a 
project called Who were the nuns? at Queen’s University, Belfast (see 
www.history.qmul.ac.uk/wwtn/). We read of, among other examples:  
 
Sister Seraphia a St Winefred, alias Ann Garnoons [d.1682] ‘... She was most exempler in 
her life, neuer absent from the quire night or day, & much giuen to mental prayer. She 
was Mistress of the Musick many yeares, being a perfect mistress upon the Organ, 
Leeraway [lyra-viol] & violin, & Bas viol, with all other parts.’ 
 
Sister Francis Stephan, alias Garnons [d.1689] ‘... was an 
excelent Mussition both of the Leeraway, violine & sea 
Trumpet [tromba marina].’ 
 
Reverend Mother Henrieta Marie Moore [d. 1704], who was 
for 3 yeares Abbess of this Monastery [at Bruge] ... She was 
one of a sound judgm’t and very good talents, particularly in 
Musick, she both singing & playing on the violin and 
Continuall Base and the organ all which she perform’d 
faithfully for the honour of God and Religion.’ 
 
Dear Sister Delphina More [d.1731] ‘... was a Person of a great 
Many Naturall Good Talent which she faithfully Improved. 
She had great Skill in Musick and Plain Song and also Played upon the Violin.’ 
 

 first became aware of the significance of religious institutions for the training of 
women musicians in the seventeenth century in 2009, when I was investigating a late 
seventeenth-century harpsichord manuscript in the Newberry Library in Chicago. It  
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is known as the Mary and Elizabeth Roper manuscript, and is a source mainly of French 
harpsichord music, although it also contains a small quantity of English music, vocal 
music, and music of uncertain provenance.  
 
 
My research has led me to believe that Mary and Elizabeth were, respectively, daughter 
and widow of Christopher Roper, 5th Baron Teynham, of Lynsted Lodge in Kent, who 
died in Brussels as a Catholic exile in 1689. Mary Roper (1676-1716) entered the Paris 
Augustinians in 1696, and it seems likely that much of the manuscript was copied by her 
mother, probably in order to help her prepare for convent life. The music that Elizabeth 
Roper copied is mainly by Nicolas Lebègue (c.1631--1702) and was, for the most part, 
selected directly from his first book of Pieces de Clavecin (1677) (see Bruce Gustafson 
French Harpsichord Music of the Seventeenth Century: a Thematic Catalogue of the Sources with 
Commentary (Ann Arbor, 1979), 3 vols., esp. i, 67–8, and ii, 155–73). All the music that she 
copied is presented anonymously, including a small quantity of French harpsichord 
music, similar in style to Lebègue’s, which was taken from manuscript sources. 

 
he music in the manuscript that I think will intrigue 
readers of Sounding Board most, however, is not in 
Elizabeth Roper’s hand, but in the hand of a slightly 

later contributor, one of the very few to offer composer 
attributions. Simply in terms of quantity, this contributor’s 
music is the third significant after the music copied by 
Elizabeth Roper, the music in the hand of a French 
musician, who may have been a harpsichord tutor for Mary, 
and the English music in the manuscript (which includes a 
handful of pieces by Purcell). It consists of six pieces altogether, one of which is called 
‘Allemande de Sr. Caecile.’, which is followed by a ‘Courante’ (actually a sarabande), 
and a ‘Gigue’ in the same key (D minor). The remaining three are anonymous or by an 
unidentified composer (‘Mr Leghi’). It is impossible to identify ‘Sister Caecile’ from the 
records of convent membership, since the name ‘Cecilia’ was popular, one often adopted 
in religious life. A number of features point to the likelihood, however, that she hailed 
from the Low Countries rather than Paris, and that the person who copied her music 
into the Roper manuscript was also from that region. This is suggested by features of the 
music notation, including the use of six-line staves (the sixth being added by hand), a 
feature of Dutch (and English) keyboard sources of the late seventeenth century, but not 
of French ones. The ‘Courante’ of the group also especially resembles a kind of 
stereotyped sarabande accompanied by sets of variations common to Dutch sources such 
as the Klavierboek Anna Maria Van Eijl (ed. Fritz Noske, Monumenta Musica Neerlandica 
2 (Amsterdam, 1959).   See  http://imslp.org/wiki/Category:Caecile,_Sister   
 

Andrew Woolley 
 
Andrew Woolley is a postdoctoral researcher in Music at the University of Edinburgh. A 
full write-up of his work on the Roper manuscript will appear in The Worlds of Harpsichord and 
Organ, ed. Bruce Gustafson (Hillsdale, NY, forthcoming).  
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FEATURE 
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Case Studies of Harpsichord Decoration from an Exhibition at Edinburgh 

University Collection of Historic Musical Instruments 
 

 

After an absorbing encounter with the Collection of Historical Instruments at Edinburgh 

University, Catherine Peck is convinced that the decoration of these splendid 

instruments should be treated as an art form in its own right.  
 

he exhibition, Painting Music (July 2012 – September 2012, St Cecilia’s 

Hall, Edinburgh), brought musical instrument decoration into the 

spotlight this summer.  The exhibition displayed decorated treasures from 

Edinburgh University Collection of Historic Musical Instruments.  Amongst an 

array of fine exhibits were harpsichords from the period c. 1620 – 1784.  

Harpsichords developed into highly decorative objects as patronage of the arts 

flourished and creative industries thrived during the Renaissance.  Illustrated by 

case-studies from the exhibition, this article hopes to provide an insight into the 

painted decoration of these instruments with particular reference to soundboards 

and lids.  The long and established tradition of harpsichord decoration suggests it 

deserves to be treated as an art form in its own right. 

 

The exact origin of soundboard painting is unclear but similarities with the 

stylised painting of illuminated manuscripts, pottery and furniture produced in 

the Low Countries is apparent.  The soundboards of Flemish instruments are 

crowded  with sensual  life  and  this ‘horror vacui’  or  ‘fear of  the  empty’ was  a 
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 feature of decoration  in the 16th and 17th centuries.  It is very likely that 

soundboards were intended as an allegory of the five senses: allegorical thinking 

was both accepted and expected during this period.  Accordingly, fruit and 

prawns represent taste, birds and their song signify hearing, flowers stand for 

smell and sight, and the keys of the instrument represent touch.  It is difficult to 

identify soundboard painters by name but close studies of form and brushwork 

reveal the hands of particular artists.  Ioannes Ruckers employed one painter 

from 1598 to c. 1625, then another painter until his death in 1642, who later 

worked for Ioannes Couchet.  The 1645 Couchet double-manual harpsichord in 

the Russell Collection, Edinburgh is an excellent example of this artist’s work.  

Typically soundboards include lacy blue wreaths and borders, large fruit, single 

or paired prawns between 

the 8’ bridge and bentside, 

one or more large parrots 

and overlapping stems of 

different plant species.  

Flemish soundboards were 

characterised by this 

profusion of life. 

 

French soundboard painters were undoubtedly influenced by Flemish styles but 

due to different guild structures and the popularity of Rococo designs in France, a 

distinct regional style developed.  In Antwerp, harpsichord builders, painters and 

printers were united in the Guild of St Luke but a separate guild system existed in 

France requiring French builders to rely on freelance decorators. As a result, work 

 
 

Soundboard detail, 1645 Couchet, Russell Collection, photo. C Peck 
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often reached a higher professional standard.  French soundboards in the 18th 

century were painterly and accomplished, executed with flair in comparison to 

the detailed and 

meticulous Flemish 

designs.  French 

soundboards moved 

away from ‘horror 

vacui’ depicting larger, 

more colourful flowers.  

A scrolling ‘Rinceau’ 

border, unique to 

French instruments, 

became popular between c. 1675 – c. 1775.  The sense of energy and movement in 

French soundboards is typical of the Rococo style which sought freedom from 

rules and symmetry. The artist known as the ‘Stehlin Painter’ produced the 

soundboard for the 1764/83-84 Jean Goermans/Pascal Taskin harpsichord in the 

Russell Collection, Edinburgh. The restless Rococo style is clearly identifiable in 

the elaborate rose garland, choice of layout and style of brushwork. 

 

Although accomplished, soundboards were not considered to be ambitious, the 

soundboard had to be prepared as part of the process of manufacture.  It is likely 

that painters worked from pattern books and in the context of the 17th century, 

‘mass-produced’ their designs. On the other hand lids could be detached and sent 

away for painting, they might be specially commissioned allowing the owner to 

flaunt their wealth and taste.  Occasionally lid paintings were  executed  by  

notable  artists  such  as  Rubens  and  Watteau. The  Ruckers  and Rubens studios 
 

Rose wreath, 1764/83-84 Jean Goermans/Pascal Taskin, Russell Collection, 
Photograph by. C Peck  
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were situated in the same neighbourhood in Antwerp making creative exchanges 

likely. The lid of the 1608 Ruckers 

double-manual harpsichord in the 

Russell Collection, Edinburgh is 

signed ‘PC IV’ and is attributed to 

Pieter Codde, an Antwerp painter 

of the Rubens School. Lid 

paintings tended to celebrate the 

existence of a wealthy and 

leisured upper-middle class 

lifestyle through landscape scenes, musical scenes and scenes from classical 

mythology.  Paintings are full of energy to complement the act of music-making.  

The lid of the 1638 Ruckers double-manual transposing harpsichord in the Russell 

Collection depicts a group of 

gentry in a woodland setting 

with two figures playing guitars. 

Body language and facial 

expressions suggest this is also a 

scene of courtship. Music was 

closely related to love and 

seduction in this period of Dutch 

painting.   The   mythology   of 

Ancient Greece and of Rome became 

a   popular   subject   following   the   revival   of   interest  in  classical   antiquity  in   the 

 

Artist's inscription on the 1608 Ruckers, Russell Collection,
photograph by. C Peck

Lid detail, 1638 Ruckers, Russell Collection, 
 Photograph by C Peck 
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Calliope with writing tablet
(epic poetry)

Renaissance.  Apollo, god of music and poetry, was popularly depicted because 

of  his  music  connection – he  is  often  pictured  playing  a  lyre.   Apollo  is  also  

 

Apollo with lyre

c. 1620 Anonymous Italian, Russell Collection,  

Erato crowned with flowers 
(love poetry) 

Terpsichore with Lute (choral 
dance and song) 

Polyhymnia arm outstretched (sacred 
poetry, sacred hymn and eloquence) 
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Lid detail, 1755 Baillon, Mirrey Collection, Edinburgh

considered to be leader of the Muses, the female personification of the inspiration 

for the arts, many of whom have a musical connection e.g. Polyhymnia (sacred 

poetry and sacred hymn), Euterpe (lyric poetry and music) and Terpsichore  

(choral dance and song).  Five of the Muses can clearly be identified on the lid of 

the c. 1620 anonymous Italian single-manual harpsichord in the Russell 

Collection: Calliope with writing tablet representing epic poetry; Erato crowned 

with flowers representing love poetry; Uriania with celestial globe representing 

astronomy; Terpsichore with lute and Polyhymnia with arm outstretched.  More 

unusually, the 1755 Luigi Baillon double-manual harpsichord from the Mirrey 

Collection, Edinburgh depicts the 

Triumph of Neptune and 

Amphitrite, god and goddess of the 

sea and water. Triton, their son, is 

identifiable to the far left carrying a 

trident and twisted conch shell 

which he blows to rouse the waves.  

It is fairly unusual to find a 

harpsichord lid painting of this nature.  One might make connections between 

love, marriage and music or comment on the aristocratic statement of choosing 

classical mythology as a subject but the lid might also reflect an owner’s 

particular interest in commissioning a work relating to the sea, particularly if this 

was how a fortune had been made. 

 

In France, harpsichord lids were often simply decorated with uniform colours 

and gilded edges or lacquered and decorated in the Chinoiserie style.  Chinoiserie 

designs were embraced in 18th century France because they blended excellently  
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with Rococo ideals which had gripped the French court since the death of Louis XIV in 

1715.  The exoticism and fantastical elements of oriental decoration complimented the 

charming and pretty Rococo style creating a 

new fusion commonly referred to as, 

‘Rococo Chinoiserie’.  The 1764/83-84 Jean 

Goermans/Pascal Taskin harpsichord in the 

Russell Collection, Edinburgh, was 

‘japanned’ locally in popular red and black 

lacquer. The instrument depicts a typical 

water garden scene illuminated with bronze 

powders and gold and silver leaf. 

Harpsichords were often built and decorated to reflect changing tastes in furniture; a 

harpsichord from the 18th century might be finished in very much the same fashion as an 

18th century French commode. 

 
In singling out some of the harpsichords from the exhibition, Painting Music, the 

world of harpsichord decoration has merely been touched on.  The soundboards 

and lids of these remarkable instruments reflect a variety of traditions and 

influences and act as windows into the cultures that produced them.  The craft of 

decorating these objects and the status of owning them suggests that harpsichord 

decoration deserves to be treated as an art form in its own right and is certainly a 

subject worthy of greater research and study. 

Goermans/Taskin 1764/83-84 Russell Collection 
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My thanks to Sheila Barnes, Darryl Martin, John Raymond and Eleanor Smith for  

their help and to Edinburgh University for permission to photograph and to use 

photographs from the Collection of Historic Musical Instruments.  

Catherine Peck 
 

Catherine Peck completed a ‘Collections Internship’ at Edinburgh University Collection 
of Historic Musical Instruments between September 2011 and October 2012. During this 
time she curated the exhibition 'Painting Music' at St Cecilia's Hall. Catherine is now 

working as House & Collections Officer for the National Trust at Saltram House, Devon. 
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