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eally, I had no idea what I was getting into when I accepted an invitation to 
attend a BHS committee meeting. There had been firm promises of excellent 

fruitcake, and I admit I had half expected fine wine, as well as the usual affable 
crowd... Well, to cut a long story short, someone had heard I’d been involved in 
some magazines or other, prior to my current occupation as a music student (no 
prizes for guessing which instrument), and before you could say ‘tremblement’, I 
was promptly assigned Editor of Sounding Board.  
 
The BHS exists to further the cause of (as one of us so charmingly put it) 
‘harpsichord nerds’. Whatever it is about this gorgeous instrument that calls to you, 
I trust you’ll agree it’s very pleasant indeed to find such informed and idiosyncratic 
fellowship. Our monthly events diary always contains a host of musical treats, and 
Sounding Board, we hope, further fuels this passion. 
 
And now for some housekeeping: My task is to oversee the magazine; every issue, 
we invite a real expert to take the helm as Guest Editor. This time around, we are 
very grateful to harpsichord builder, Andrew Wooderson, for the time and 
commitment he has given to put this issue together.  
 
As ever, we are always happy to have your comments, suggestions, articles and 
feedback at editor@harpsichord.org.uk. Enjoy the issue! 


^tÜxÇ V{âÇz 

Editor 
 
 

 
Andrew Wooderson Harpsichords 

5 Bourne Road, Bexley, Kent, DA5 1LG 
 

Andrew Wooderson doesn't have a fancy website at the moment, preferring to spend 
time in the workshop rather than at the computer! But he would welcome enquires about 
his work: New harpsichords built to commission after historical models; secondhand 
instruments; repairs, overhauls, restoration and maintenance; hire for concerts, 
recordings, broadcasts and festivals; lectures and talks. 
 
T 01322 558 326                   E andrew.wooderson@btinternet.com 
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 A few words from our Guest Editor 
 

hen I left school I was hoping to become a professional model maker, but 
instead I found myself serving for four years as a professional soldier in 
the Royal Engineers, initially as a Combat Engineer and later as a 

military cartographer. Bridges, explosives and maps are not perhaps the obvious 
route into harpsichord building, but eight months after leaving the Army, I enrolled 
on the Harpsichord course at the London College of Furniture. Quite what 
happened in those intervening months is still a little vague, but it did include work 
with a piano technician and the construction of a Storrs triangular spinet on the 
dining table! And probably most important of all was attending a concert at the RA, 
at which Trevor Pinnock and the English Concert performed all six Brandenburg 
Concertos. My musical interest had been developing throughout my teens, and the 
harpsichord in particular had become a fascination, but if there was ever a single 
moment that influenced my career, it was this concert. 
 
The four years in the chaotic but rather exciting Harpsichord Workshop at the 
London College of Furniture, under the influential guidance of Lewis Jones, 
allowed me to make a vast number of mistakes in a relatively short time and even 
produce a few reasonable instruments! Armed with enthusiasm, no business 
experience, few contacts and a modest grant from the Crafts Council, I blithely 
rented a small workshop in the autumn of 1986 and confidently expected to have to 
find a ‘real’ job after six months.  
 
But in fact I have continued working as a self-employed harpsichord builder ever 
since then, a fact that still sometimes surprises me. I principally build instruments, 
but have always done some repair and hire work too. The latter in particular has 
been valuable in allowing me to work closely with musicians – hearing my 
instruments in performance give me valuable insights that are useful in the 
workshop.  
 
In over 25 years, I have enjoyed countless wonderful performances and more or less 
bizarre experiences. Some of the many highlights that come to mind include 
commissions for the Monteverdi Choir Bach Pilgrimage in 2000, and HIH the Sultan 
of Oman; providing harpsichords for the EMN Young Artists concerts and 
Competition, and providing and tuning instruments for the Festival van Vlanderen 
Brugge, as well as supplying harpsichords for countless live BBC radio broadcasts. 
Or being locked in (or out) of car parks at crucial times, trying to tune on the ground 
floor of Selfridges during opening hours; watching an instrument of mine 
surrounded by stage flares, and being sprayed with confetti night after night on a 
Bjork tour; or wheeling another down (a closed) Bond Street for the opening of the 
new Louis Vuitton store. 
 
I’m looking forward to 2012…. 

TÇwÜxã jÉÉwxÜáÉÇ 
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Couperin at the  
Foundling Museum 
The Bloomsbury Festival in October 
2011 included a BHS harpsichord 
workshop, organised by Jane Clark , 
and featuring the kayboard music of 
Francois Couperin. It was standing 
room only for performances from 
Jane, Derek Adlam and Tom Foster. 
For details of forthcoming concerts, 
see the BHS monthly events diary: 
www.harpsichord.org.uk/concertdiary.php  
 
FANS OF MALCOLM MESSITER’S 
BRILLIANT AUTOMATIC HARPSICHORD 
CAN NOW VIEW A DEMONSTRATION: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ubwf
Ac0AKhk&feature=youtu.be  
 

BACHFEST 
A highlight of the latest Bachfest 
was its 18-30 Bach Club night, 
with Bach’s Sonatas for Violin and 
Harpsichord played by Rodolfo 
Richter (violin) and James 
Johnstone (harpsichord). The club 
is a 21st-century version of the 
weekly meetings Bach  
directed with the Leipzig 
Collegium Musicum. Margaret 
Steinitz of the London Bach 
Society, says: ‘Our aim is to 
provide the key that opens the 
door, without compromising the 
music. The free tickets and wine 
bar help too!’ www.bachlive.co.uk  

Save the date! 
This October the British Harpsichord Society celebrates its 10th birthday! Our 
members are scattered throughout the UK and for the most part do not get a
chance to meet each other. We hope to initiate a series of UK-wide events, to 
enable us all to celebrate and get to know our fellow enthusiasts. We are seeking 
your ideas and even more importantly your offers of help!  Are you prepared to 
organise an event? To offer a venue? To be a host? To lead a group? Would you
be willing to assist at an event? From courses/workshops; guided visits to local 
instrument collections; informal listening/discussion groups; visits to
harpsichord makers’ workshops; informal concerts to/by members; group visits
to local concert; a ‘Bring & Buy’ music sale; talk or demonstration. These are just a
few ideas. We are calling on professional players, teachers, collectors and makers
as well as all you amateur enthusiasts. Please think how you can use your skills,
talents, knowledge, time and energy to make this a memorable birthday
celebration. Please let us know what YOU can offer or suggest so that I can, on 
your behalf, contact other members in the area where you live.  
Edna Lewis, Secretary 
info@harpsichord.org.uk 



 Letters  

 
_______________________________________________________________________ 

 
Hello 
 
Many thanks for the memorial,and tribute to Trevor Beckerleg. I’m his nephew,  
and I’m wondering where Trevor’s Bruges 69 double is located, and also the 
Alligator piece? Do any readers have any information? I remember them both as a 
child. 
 
Tim Beckerleg 
 


______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Dear Ludmila Tschakalova, 
 
Thank you very much for your reflections on my article in Sounding Board, Issue 
3.You raise some very good points that I think are worth continued discussion. I 
will give my reactions to some of them here.   
 
I quite agree that we cannot be ‘completely sure’ of much of anything, but that was 
not my goal. It is rather to move towards better agreement with the historical 
evidence, increased musical resources, and more inspection of our current 
assumptions. Teachers of early music vocal techniques have a variety of historical 
documents to guide them in regards to the quality of tone, speech, etc. to be used by 
singers. Yes, there is variety in the present-day results, but the differences are of 
rather small, when compared to the amount of agreement in the field. The fact that 
it was not possible to be ‘completely sure’ what early vocal technique was like, did 
not stop the pioneering advocates of vocal technique from trying. Nor did it stop 
builders and players of other historical instruments. 
 
Things change, and that idea seems at the heart of the early music movement, since 
that appears based on the premise that historical music is better realised using the 
sounds for which it was composed, rather than modern sounds, taste and criteria.To 
ensure that we actually are matching the music to the historical sound, we 
periodically need to reexamine what we have come to accept as ‘historical’ against   
the  evidence, otherwise we risk judging with our more familiar unhistorical values. 
 
I quote: ‘Also,  there are, here and there, some extremely well-restored harpsichords 
which give us a very good idea of how they originally sounded. The single-manual  
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Johannes Dulcken in the Vleeshuis, Antwerp, is one, the instrument having been 
restored to a lower pitch.’ 
 
Your comment demonstrates a common assumption, but there is ample evidence 
against assuming that because an instrument has been carefully restored, that it 
gives us a good idea of how it originally sounded. Just because it sounds ‘nice’ or 
‘reasonable’ to us now, only tells us that it is in agreement with our current ideas, 
but there is little reason to believe that we are hearing or listening with the same 
expectations as historically, since, as you noted, these things are always changing.  
 
The restoration of antique harpsichords earlier in the twentieth century, using steel, 
hardened brass, and phosphor bronze wires, at inappropriate pitches and usually 
inappropriate tensions, were also considered then to have been well done, and to 
reveal what historical harpsichords sounded like. Further investigation and 
experience eventually revealed that they were not, and approaches were 
subsequently changed. What has not been confirmed yet, is whether those 
improvements were really sufficient to get us back to the historical sounds. The 
many contradictions that I described would seem to indicate that we probably have 
not ‘arrived’ yet. No other idea to explain these discrepancies has been proposed so 
far. 
 
The starting point of historical sound is the wire, and you mention that many 
European and North American builders use soft strings and historically made wire. 
This is certainly a common, virtually universal, impression, but unfortunately it is 
just not true. There has been no historically made iron wire available commercially 
for over a hundred years. All of the wire used in early keyboard instruments in 
modern times is made of steel.  And steel vibrates and stretches differently than a 
true historical iron wire, and so therefore has different speech, timbre, sustain, and 
tuning characteristics than those experienced historically. Most of the brass wires 
now available are noticeably harder and stronger than historical brasses, and 
subsequently also sound different.  
 
Probably the most serious impediment to achieving historical sound in keyboard 
instruments today is the assumption that we already have.  What would our 
historical performance be like now if we had assumed that Wanda Landowska and 
Ralph Kirkpatrick had figured it all out, and nobody had looked any further? 
 
Happy Exploring, 
Paul Irwin 
 

 
[Ed: Paul’s article dealing in full with the musical consequences of historical versus 
modern wires appears in Harpsichord & Fortepiano magazine] 

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or this issue, I had in mind a fairly carefully themed offering, which would 
explore various aspects of the study, interpretation and understanding of 
historical harpsichords, and the choices builders, such as myself, make when 

constructing new instruments. What I actually received was a far more varied (and 
probably more interesting!) range of contributions. Some connect well with my 
original theme – Laura Tivendale’s experience as a performer, playing original 
instruments, comes to mind, as does the detailed examination of the provenance of 
the very important Theeuws harpsichord, by Malcolm Rose. And Edmund Handy’s 
account of the Baldwin instrument provides a neat example of just how far some 
have gone in the opposite direction! Simon Neal and David Law have coincidentally 
both written about a completely different issue, and one I suggest is of great 
importance: Where are the younger generation of builders and technicians? This is a 
subject I feel passionately about, not just in our field, but in the skilled crafts in 
general. I am extremely grateful to all our writers who gave so much time to submit 
such high-quality contributions. 

 
Andrew Wooderson 

9

F 



I

 

 

Shameless Plug 
 
In   accepting  a   commission  to   restore  a   garish  1960s   electric 
harpsichord, which belonged to Robbie Williams’ co-writer, Edmund 
Handy still wonders if he should have known better 

 
n every harpsichord maker’s 
career there are some repair or 
restoration projects that are too 
hopeless, or awful, to 

contemplate, and one becomes 
increasingly hard-hearted and adept 
at turning them away.  But 
occasionally something, like this 
project, is intriguing enough to slip 
through.  A few years ago I was asked 
to restore a Baldwin Electric 
Harpsichord, an instrument dating 
from the late 1960s.  It was designed in 
the 1950s by a company called Cannon 
Guild, and went into production some 
years later by Baldwin, a successful 
American piano maker.  This 
particular example belonged to the 

songwriter and producer Guy 
Chambers, best known for his 
collaboration with Robbie Williams, 
and co-writer of many of Williams’ 
most successful songs including 
‘Angels’, ‘Millennium’ and ‘Let Me 
Entertain You’. 
 
The design is bold and undeniably 
eye-catching, but it couldn’t be 
described as a thing of any great 
beauty.  There is no casework as such; 
the instrument is made from a section 
of aluminium channel, formed into a 
harpsichord shape, with a double 
bentside.  The lid is clear Plexiglas, 
allowing a view of the vivid red-
orange Formica ‘soundboard’, which 



“The owners’ manual is a
triumph of optimism, with
moments of unintentional
comedy, such as the
suggestion that you whack
yourself on the head (being
a suitably resilient soft
surface) with a tuning fork
to make it sound” 

serves no acoustic purpose, as the 
instrument is amplified via a double 
set of pickups.  There is one set of 
strings, with plastic jacks.  The 
keyboard is heavy and presumably 
designed to appeal to a pianist rather 
than a harpsichordist, and above the 
keyboard is a control panel for the 
pickups.  The instrument would have 
been supplied with a 
Baldwin guitar 
amplifier, allowing 
tremolo and other 
effects, and a swell 
pedal.  Its novelty 
value probably led to 
its appearance on the 
Beatles’ 1969 ‘Abbey 
Road’ album, where 
it was played by 
George Martin and 
featured prominently on the song 
‘Because’. 
 
The repairs were straightforward, 
though the Formica soundboard had 
been badly split, and the original 
amplifier and swell pedal had long 
since disappeared.  As the instrument 
was basically unplayable when it 
arrived at the workshops, once it was 
repaired I was as curious as anyone to 
discover what it sounds like.  On the 
positive side, it can be as loud as you 
like; but to be honest, it’s pretty awful.  
It’s a bit like an electric guitar with the 
expressive qualities taken away.  
Unlike a guitar, there is no way of 
adding vibrato, or bending the note, 
and the steel strings lack any subtlety 
or richness of sound.  As a musical 
instrument, it is definitely less than 
the sum of its parts, having all the 
disadvantages of a traditional 
harpsichord, with none of the  
advantages. It compares unfavourably  
 

                               
 

with its contemporary, the Hohner 
Clavinet, which took its inspiration 
from the clavichord but was wisely 
developed into a musical instrument 
in its own right, adding the funk to 
countless 1970s and 80s disco tracks, 
and forever associated with Stevie 
Wonder’s ‘Superstition’. 
 

The original owner’s 
manual is a triumph of 
optimism:  “The Baldwin 
Solid Body Harpsichord 
brings a family of new 
sounds that are musically 
rich and natural in color…  
Where others hit the string, 
we pluck it to gain a whole 
new group of natural 
percussive colors.  Where 
others use multiple strings 
to a note we limit ourselves 

to one, to retain the purity in chordal 
playing.  Modern electronics enable us to 
seek out previously unavailable rich string 
tonal qualities, amplify them, control 
them, and mix them into a large number 
of new combinations….”  
 
The instructions for tuning have 
moments of unintentional comedy, 
such as the suggestion that you whack 
yourself on your head (being a 
suitably resilient soft surface) with a 
tuning fork to make it sound.  And the 
description of acoustic beats is given 
as “OOO-WAH-OOO-WAH-OOO-
WAH-OOO”, which would actually 
have served better as a song lyric in 
the 1960s. 
 

Having returned the instrument to its 
owner in full working order, I confess 
I was disappointed, although not 
altogether surprised, that I never 
heard  of  it  again!                             
     ………………    continued in section 2 


