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ou learn something new every day – or, at least, it’s probably a 
good idea to try. This edition of Sounding Board has a particularly 
educative slant: Our guest editor is Philip Thompson (equal parts 
English and French), who trained as a French-horn player, and 
recently made the valiant switch to the harpsichord. He takes the 

helm this issue, and two of our features paint a jolly picture of the future of 
harpsichord education, first here, in England, and across the channel in France 
– and provide us with our adorable cover star!  
 
With a different guest editor for each of issue of Sounding Board, we are lucky 
to be able to draw on a diversity of expertise and opinion, and hopefully, learn 
something new – if not every day, at least every issue!  In keeping with the 
‘intense pedagogical contemplation’ that Hélène Diot mentions in her piece, 
we also questioned whether this focus on education (mainly of the younger 
generation) means adult learning for its own sake – not just in music – is a 
particularly British idea. Surely the British aren’t unique in this respect? 
Elsewhere, I was slightly unnerved to learn that the National College of Music 
examines its students with a digital keyboard set to ‘harpsichord’ sound. Tiens!  
 
Such horrors aside, we aim always to make Sounding Board edifying, rather 
than terrifying. On behalf of us all, I would like to thank Philip for his hard 
work this issue, as well as his willingness to ‘muck in’ , his persistence and 
patience, and his general all-round good-egged-ness. 
 
Our growing and international membership (1400 plus, and increasing fast) 
means we can answer queries and connect (always with permission!) with 
others all over the world, whether it’s advising a Russian dance company who 
want to purchase ‘the best harpsichord in the world!’ or finding a sympathetic 
teacher for a beginner in Lancashire. Happy reading – and please keep your 
comments coming! 
 

^tÜxÇ V{âÇz 
Editor 
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Greetings!  
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 Introducing our guest editor 




Coming to the harpsichord many years after I graduated as a horn 
player from the Guildhall, with some freelancing and brass teaching in-
between, I wonder whether my background in orchestral playing leaves 
me at something of a disadvantage when it comes to evolving a specific 
method of practice. Add to that the particularities of the instruments 
themselves – well (cue sharp intake of breath!) it really is a whole new 
world for me. Now that I’ve taken the plunge and decided to focus 
seriously on studying the harpsichord and its repertoire, it seems fitting 
that this issue leans quite heavily towards discussing music education, 
specifically as it relates to the instrument. We include an account of a 
masterclass in Puglia; a pianist’s account of introducing her young 
students to the harpsichord, and a feature on how harpsichord education 
works in France (where there are over 160 classes across the country!). 
Elsewhere there is an update on our 10th birthday celebrations, including 
details of our composition competition, fast approaching in October, and 
a renewed call encouraging all members to get involved. And of course 
I’d like to acknowledge and thank all those contributors whose labours 
make up this summer’s edition of Sounding Board, and those others 
whose support, experience, inside knowledge and technical wizardry 
have made this possible.  


Philip Thompson 
Guest Editor 
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The British Harpsichord Society’s 10th Birthday in October is fast 
approaching, and to mark the occasion, we have launched a Composition Competition 
(sponsored by The Ida Carroll Trust, Cadenza Music and the Holst Foundation), which 
is open to all. First prize is £1000, and the winning entry will be performed in London 
and published by Cadenza Music. The judging panel includes Mahan Esfahani, Jane 
Chapman, Penelope Cave, Pamela Nash (harpsichordists), and Gary Carpenter, Rob 
Keeley and Larry Goves (composers). Results will be announced October 2012. For 
details, see harpsichord.org.uk/bhs-news.php. The Ida Carroll Trust, The Holst 
Foundation and Dr George Assousa have kindly agreed to help, but we need more 
sponsorship money. Membership of the BHS is free, but we would like to appeal to all of 
you for a very modest donation of just £2 or more (or foreign equivalent). You may give 
via Paypal, by using the Donate button on the Contacts page of the website.  
( http://www.harpsichord.org.uk/contactus.php). If you prefer to give by cheque, 
please contact treasurer@harpsichord.org.uk. Alternatively, if you have contacts with 
any  helpful organisations, please let us know. Also in the pipeline are a number of visits 
and events, from a visit to Christopher Hogwood’s instrument collection in Cambridge, 
to an open afternoon at the London workshop of harpsichord builder and technician 
Mark Ransom, to informal events such as a concert at Melton Old Church in Ufford, 
Suffolk on Sunday 28 October, 2-5pm, where members can find out more about the 
harpsichord and the work of the East Anglian Academy of Organ and Early Keyboard 
Music... Thank you! 
 

 News  
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The whole Hogwood
Following recent building works, Christopher Hogwood’s collection of

historical keyboard instruments is once more accessible: players, makers,
scholars and enthusiasts are encouraged to visit and to make use of the

instruments for research, solo practice and small ensemble rehearsals.
Among the plucked keyboards are a 17th-century Florentine harpsichord,

a copy by Derek Adlam of a muselar virginal by Couchet, a bentside spinet
by Thomas Hancock, and a fine Kirckman harpsichord.

 The collection is of particular interest to clavichordists, who will find ten
instruments representing the complete tradition of clavichord building,

with 18th-century originals and 20th-century reproductions in single-,
double- and un-fretted configurations and variously designed for practice,
performance and ‘travelling’. The clavichords by Hass and Bodechtel have

served as models for several modern replicas now in use world-wide.
The collection also includes struck instruments, such as a Brodmann grand

reputedly owned by Weber, as well as piped ones, including a north
German chamber organ recently copied by Marcus Stahl. A catalogue of

the instruments is available online at www.hogwood.org/instruments . To
arrange a visit, contact Ryan Mark, 10 Brookside, Cambridge CB2 1JE.

Tel:01223 363 975. ryanmark.musicology@gmail.com
 

HOUSE PROUD 
London’s less salubrious areas have had a renaissance of late – and nowhere is
this more evident than the early music concert series inaugurated by Simon
Peterken at his house in – wait for it – Brixton. After a wonderful programme of
French music last year, a recent offering of rarely performed English music from
the mid-17th century opened this year’s series in June. Last year’s recital of
original music for two harpsichords, by Masumi Yamamoto and Takako Minami,
was recently followed with a programme of music by W.F. Bach, Matheson,
Handel and others. To ensure proceedings run smoothly, wine, juice and nibbles
are provided, with just a modest donation requested at the end, for the musicians
and to help to cover costs. ‘Being a cosy house concert, there is only a certain
amount of space,’ laughs the affable Mr Peterken, ‘but we welcome anyone who
would be interested or might like to go onto the mailing list!’
(simon.peterken@arqiva.com or tel: 07860 928 650). First Starbucks, now
Couperin. My, the gentrification of Brixton really is complete. KC 
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EarlyMusicNews.org is a useful 
resource with information and 
news about the Early Music 
scene in all parts of the globe. 

The 11th International Symposium on 
Spanish Keyboard Music ‘Diego 

Fernández’ will be held at the 
Parador of Mojácar, Almería, 

Andalusia , on the 11 to 12 October 
2012, as part of FIMTE 2012 (11-14 

October): the 13th International 
Festival of Spanish Keyboard Music. 
The festival will feature mainstream 
and fringe concerts and a workshop 

on performance-related issues.
http://www.fimte.org

OUR ONLINE ‘Sale and Wanted’ section 
has, until now, been used solely for 
instruments. We would now like to include 
other items, such as spare parts, tuners, 
printed harpsichord music, books on 
harpsichord related subjects etc. We 
propose to charge 10% for items advertised 
at more than £50, with no charge for items 
of £50 or less. (But please note, we reserve 
the right to withhold listing those items we 
feel not relevant…)   
info@harpsichord.org.uk.                                  

                                                       

Don't leave home without it! Use our monthly concert diary to help you 
plan your musical excursions: http://www.harpsichord.org.uk/concertdiary.php 
Picture: La Confraternita de Musici, Quirnale, Capella Paolina



A few words from our Guest Editor 
 

 
 

 
eaders will detect a somewhat European bias in this edition. Across the channel 
to France, and Nice in particular, where the ‘Living Keyboard’ exhibition runs 
until the 29 October. My thanks to Robert Adelson, Conservator of the Musical 

Instrument Collection of the Palais Lascaris, whose help has been invaluable. My thanks 
also to Hélène Diot, a young professional harpsichordist, who gives a thoughtful account 
of harpsichord education in the country, in the first of a two-part feature. The 
pedagogical theme is continued in Lorraine Liyanage’s excellent and charming article on 
introducing the instrument to youngsters at her piano school in Greenwich; these efforts 
to popularise what is often perceived as an antique and outdated instrument amongst 
the young are laudable. The BHS is honoured to have forged a link with Cosimo 
Prontera, and our review of his scholarly edition of Leonardo Leo’s keyboard works 
features here, alongside Angela Gillon’s account of a master class in Puglia. I am also 
grateful to Sophie Yates and Penelope Cave for their articles, both of which raise 
questions about the meaning of that controversial word: ‘authenticity’. Ms Yates’ 
account of her recording of the Westwood Park instruments, and her musings of 
encounters with other historic instruments, stands in sharp, but complimentary, contrast 
to Penny’s inquiries into a fake Iberian eighteenth-century harpsichord. Sounding Board 
would welcome any opinions on this matter that readers care to offer – and the more 
contentious the better! For anyone about to embark on their first recording, engineer 
John Buckman’s tips will prove invaluable. Finally, I would like to thank our editor aren 
Chung for her patience and ‘savoir-faire’; her ability to perceive text as geometry was a 
conceptual revelation to me. 

 
Philip Thompson 

Guest Editor 
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          FESTIVALS 
                                                         

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The Brighton Early Music Festival 2012 celebrates its 10th birthday in 2012.
Known for its lively and inspiring programming, this year’s highlights include its

most spectacular production yet: ‘The 1589 Florentine Intermedi’. Organisers
promise ‘a thrilling experience with all sorts of surprises.’

For more information, see http://www.bremf.org.uk
     Photo: ©BREMF

 

GOING 
FOR A 
SONG 

Cambridge Early Music 
Italian Festival  
28-30 September 
Italy was the source of many of 
the musical innovations of the 
fifteenth, sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, and 
CEM’s Festival of Italian Music 
explores this fertile period, 
welcoming some of Europe’s 
foremost performers of these 
genres. It was exactly 300 years 
ago that Vivaldi published his 
ground-breaking set of 12 
concertos, L’Estro Armonico 
(The Birth of Harmony), which 
La Serenissima (pictured), the 
Vivaldi orchestra par excellence, 
will be playing with terrific 
verve and style. 
www.CambridgeEarlyMusic.org 
 tel. 01223 847330 
 

Julian Perkins, one of the leaders of the new 
generation of virtuoso keyboard players in the 
UK, will play Frescobaldi and the Scarlattis – 
father and son – in a lunchtime clavichord 
recital on 30 September. 



 
  

 

Come and Play! 
 
 
Lorraine Liyanage, who runs a piano school in south 
London, has always been intrigued by the harpsichord. 
Inspired by a colleague to introduce the instrument to her 
young students in her home, she tells how the experiment 
has gone from strength to strength – and led to the 
purchase of a spinet that fits obligingly in her bay window… 
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ast Summer, I received an email from Petra Hajduchova, a 
local musician enquiring about the possibility of teaching at 
my piano school. I opened her CV, and the first thing I noticed 
in bold letters below her name were the words: Harpsichord, 
Piano, Organ. I was immediately intrigued, as I have always 
been fascinated by the harpsichord, and the few times I have 

played one, I absolutely loved it. My piano teacher is a first-study 
harpsichordist, and she regularly organised opportunities for us to play the 
harpsichord in our area of Ealing. When I met Petra, it became clear that I 
could offer the same opportunity to my piano students, as Petra has an 
English harpsichord at her home. 

After Petra began teaching piano here, we arranged a masterclass in the 
autumn term, for all students who wanted to try playing one of their pieces 
on a harpsichord. The first class involved students from beginner to 
advanced, aged five to 40(ish!), with students playing the following pieces: 
Suite de la Rejouissance by Daquin (from the 2011 ABRSM Grade 2 Piano 
syllabus), Bach’s Prelude in E flat (Trinity Grade 8 Piano syllabus), various 
Bach Inventions, and Bach’s Partita No.1. In the one-hour session, Petra gave a 
brief introduction to the harpsichord and the various different types, each 
with a different name in each language. There was also little quiz at the end  

L 



        

 

to see whether students could remember the name for the harpsichord in 
various languages! Using a diagram of the shape of the sounding board, the 
students had fun identifying Petra’s harpsichord (hers is English). 

hen we had a fascinating demonstration of the inside of the 
instrument. My piano students are always sticking their heads inside 
the grand piano and love seeing how it works, and the harpsichord 
was possibly more exciting, as it is much easier to see how it is 

constructed. Petra explained that the instrument differs from the piano in that 
the strings are ‘plucked’ by what used to be a crow’s quill, or leather, but is 
now a plastic plectra. We were all particularly delighted when Petra showed 
us that you can pull out all the jacks of the instrument! A well-played 
harpsichord requires regular tuning, and it was great to see how Petra tuned 
the instrument with a small tuning key. She also gave a brief explanation on 
the different temperaments used for tuning. The student playing the Bach  

          

T 

Petra kindly 
brought her 
instrument to 
our student 
recital. The 
harpsichord 
was the 
highlight – 
suddenly lots 
of pianists – 
both young 
and old – were 
asking if they 
could try it! 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Prelude and Fugue had never really questioned the meaning of The Well 
Tempered Clavier, so this was of great interest to him. At the end of the session, 
we presented all participants with a certificate of attendance. 
 
Petra most obligingly brought her instrument to our student recital in January 
2012 at Kingsdale Foundation School, in West Dulwich, so we invited all the 
harpsichord masterclass attendees to perform a piece for an audience of 
around 100. The harpsichord was the highlight of the recital and lots of 
pianists – both young and old – were suddenly asking if they could try it! 
 
Following on from the success of the first masterclass, my interest in the 
harpsichord was sufficiently piqued to start looking around for one to buy, 

 
Petra also provided a 
brief explanation on 
the different 
temperaments used 
for tuning. The 
student playing the 
Bach Prelude and 
Fugue had never 
really questioned the 
meaning of The Well 
Tempered Clavier,  
so this was of 
particular interest  



 
both for my students to play in their lessons and for my own practice. My 
piano room is a reasonable size, but as it is currently used for small informal 
concerts, I reluctantly decided against a harpsichord, that would reduce the 
audience capacity, in favour of a spinet that fits rather nicely into the bay 
window! Having the spinet in the piano 
room means that all our students can try it 
out in their lesson; about half our students 
have played it now, and they are all 
captivated by it. I have heard all sorts of 
pieces played on it, from baroque to pop. I 
personally do not mind what the young 
pianists play on it, as anything that inspires 
them to try make music is fantastic. 
 
A second masterclass was planned, 
specifically for young pianists studying 
towards their ABRSM Graded examinations. 
This masterclass was run by Petra on the 
newly acquired Storrs spinet, from Peter 
Barnes in Bath. We had six students working towards their Grades 1 and 2 
exams. They came ready with an A list ABRSM piece to try out at the class, 
which lasted around an hour. The culmination of the masterclass was a 
performance to their parents at the end of the session.  
 

My piano room is a
reasonable size, and

currently used for small
informal concerts, but I

reluctantly decided
against a harpsichord

(which would reduce the
audience capacity), in
favour of a spinet that
fits rather nicely into

the bay window!



 
 
In this class, we heard performances of pieces by Jean-Christophe Naudot, 
Louis-Claude Daquin and James Hook. Alanna, one of our more advanced 
students, performed a Bach invention. Petra discussed different ways to 
compensate for the lack of dynamics by varying the touch and articulation.  
 
The A-list piece in the ABRSM exam is usually the piece that takes the longest 
to learn, as most students find the interpretation 
and notes harder to master than the B and C list. 
Being able to offer students the chance to play 
the piece on the harpsichord adds an interesting 
dimension to their learning. If a student starts 
learning this piece on the piano and loses 
motivation with it, this is a good time to swap 
over to the harpsichord to keep them motivated.  
 
With so many of our students now bitten by the 
harpsichord bug, I started researching the 
options available for exams. A quick search of 
the major examination boards revealed that 
ABRSM start at Grade 4 – too high an entry 
point. I decided to go with the Victoria College 
of Music, primarily as they offer Special Visits, where they will come to us on 
a chosen date as they do not have a centre in London with a harpsichord. I 
also looked at the National College of Music, but decided against it, as the 

 
If a student starts 
learning a piece on 
the piano for their 
exam, and loses 
motivation, this is a 
good time to swap 
over to the 
harpsichord, to keep 
them motivated  



exam would be taken on a digital keyboard set to ‘harpsichord’ sound! 
There are currently two students preparing for their Grade 2 Harpsichord 
exams this July. The pieces they have chosen are King’s March by Jeremiah 
Clarke, Rondino by Rameau and Purcell’s Air in D minor. I hope to be able to 
report back to Sounding Board very soon with their favourable exam results! 
 
I am keen to keep introducing new students to the harpsichord, so I have 
arranged a school trip, in the October half-term, to Handel House. We run 
two school trips a year, open to all musicians in the local area, not just our 
students. The last was to Cadogan Hall, where eight of our students 
performed on-stage with the Southbank Sinfonia.  The trip to Handel House 
will allow participants to learn about Handel’s music, see where he lived and 
composed, dress up in Georgian clothing, hear a recital, and take part in a 
masterclass.  
 
Finally, there is one event that I have in mind, after a recent visit to Alleyn’s 
School in Dulwich. The school has offered its rehearsal space, the Lanchbery 
Room, as the venue for the 2013 Dulwich Piano Festival. This idea is very 
much in its early days, but if anyone has any thoughts on including a class to 
appeal to young harpsichordists, please get in touch.  If the idea has potential 
to grow, I would love to organise a harpsichord festival in the near future!  
 

 

Lorraine Liyanage 
can be contacted 
at the SE22  
Piano School: 
 
Se22piano.co.uk 



 
 

 
 

REVIEW 
 

Leonardo Leo, Le Composizioni Per Tastiera  
Edited by Cosimo Prontera. Two Volumes.  

Vol. I. Rome: ‘Il Melograno’, 2003 
 

lthough Leonardo Leo (1694-1744) is well-represented in vocal and 
choral works of Neapolitan origin, his keyboard works have not been 
available in a complete scholarly edition, until now. Cosimo Prontera, 

professor of Early Music at the University of Basilicata, and founder of La 
Confraternita de Musici, has championed Leo, as musical director of the 
eponymous annual festival;1 in recordings, and with the publisher, Ezio 
Monti in Rome, by publishing his keyboard works. The first of two volumes 
contains the 14 toccatas, in their first annotated edition, plus the eight fugues 
and some extra pieces including minuets, marches, and a gentle pastorale.  

                                                 
1 Barocco Festival, Leonardo Leo in towns around Leo’s birthplace, in Puglia, including Brindisi, every 
August - now in its 15th year.  

A



 
It has been suggested that the Franco-Flemish Giovanni de Macque left his 
mark on the early Neapolitan style, and certainly both Leo and Durante were 
interested in stile antico and used it in their church music. Fellerer suggests 
that whilst Durante wished to fuse the old style with the modern idiom, Leo 
preferred to keep the two types separate.2 Dent proposed that ‘Durante was 
sentimental and Leo was not’,3 but I think this is not borne out in the pieces 
for harpsichord – although this will depend on how they are interpreted.  
 
Leo’s toccatas are not offshoots of the earlier Italian toccata model; they do not 
have free opening material, or virtuoso passages, and are not multi-sectional, 
but varied in form. Some are more like sonatas than toccatas, and there are 
fugal works, a giga with strong 
rhythmic interest and a mastery of 
melodic line. As a set, these pieces 
provide attractive, diverse and 
pedagogically useful material. Some 
are written in the Neapolitan 
partimento style which Ralph Krause 
describes, in the introduction to the 
volume, as a sort of guided 
improvisation with the occasional 
assistance of figures, beneath some of 
the bass notes. This device was in 
general use in Naples, and the first 
toccata has just such an opening with a 
single figured bass line, allowing a 
great deal of scope for improvisation 
in the right hand, before the  entry of 
the written-out part. Those in two distinct voices seem more akin to Bach’s 
two part inventions. Readers will recognise the opening of Toccata 13, which 
begins like one of the G major minuets found in the Anna Magdalena 
collection. 
 
The second volume will consist of Leo’s 186 Partimenti which, as well as their 
function as teaching material, should prove an ideal introduction to the style. 
4As they are not played frequently in concerts, I warmly recommend 
Prontera’s recording of all 14 toccatas, which sets them beside his concerti: 
one for four violins and a couple for flute: Leonardo Leo, La Musica da Stanza, 
performed by Cosimo Prontera and La Confraternita de’ Musici (Tactus, TC 
693702). PC 

                                                 
2 Grove quotes Fellerer and uses the terms, ‘Duranismo’ and Leismo’ 
3 Once again, the quotation is cited in Groves from Dent 
4 For further information on this fascinating subject, pre-order Sanguinetti, Giorgio, The Art of 
Partimento. Oxford: OUP, 2012. 
 
 

 
Certainly both Leo and Durante
were interested in stile antico in
their church music. Fellerer
suggests that whilst Durante
wished to fuse the old with the
new, Leo preferred to keep the
two compositional types
separate.1 Dent proposed that
‘Durante was sentimental and
Leo was not’,1 but this is not
borne out in the pieces for
harpsichord, in my opinion 



 

Pointers in Puglia 
Angela Gillon reports on a harpsichord study week in Puglia, where 
the drama and high emotion of the Neapolitan musical tradition, is 
pleasantly lightened by al fresco lunches and the local wine 
 

ow do you locate a harpsichord in the heel of Italy, at short notice, 
and a scanty knowledge of Italian?  No challenge for Edna (Secretary 
of the BHS) who swiftly emailed all Italian BHS members, and came 

up trumps when one put us in touch with Cosimo Prontera, director of La 
Confraternita de Musici in Brindisi.  After several emails, and bottles of wine, 
to an Italian colleague for translations, negotiations were complete, and 
Cosimo agreed to hire us his own harpsichord for the week.  
 
This is how Penelope Cave came to take ten of her regular students to Puglia. 
We stayed in a delightful masseria (a sixteenth-century fortified farmhouse) 
among olives and orange groves near the medieval town of Oria. The 
harpsichord proved to be a handsome copy of a Giusti instrument, strikingly 

H



decorated in a suitably flamboyant style, with a full, bright tone which 
sounded very well indeed, in the tall vaulted stone rooms of the masseria.  
 
Although the starting point for our study week was the Neapolitan tradition, 
we looked mainly at Leonardo Leo, Francesco Durante, Domenico Scarlatti 
and Domenico Cimarosa, as well as at Bernardo Pasquini and Michelangelo 
Rossi (whose careers were in Rome rather than Naples).  As we had recently 
done a course on Frescobaldi, Penelope was keen for us to study the influence 
Frescobaldi had on his pupils, so Froberger was included.   
Cosimo, who teaches at the University of Brindisi, and has produced a 
scholarly edition of the keyboard works of Leonardo Leo, attended on the day 
we studied him. With some trepidation, we each worked on one of the 
toccatas.  At the end of our session we invited Cosimo to play his favourite; he 
had us spellbound with his interpretation of the beautiful Toccata in C minor, 
No. 8 in his edition. Although Penelope insisted her Italian was non-existent, 
and Cosimo claimed the same of his English, you would not have thought so 
when you heard them passionately discussing the finer details of the music!   

 

We learnt that the rather bare style in which Leo and Durante wrote was by 
no means the way in which they intended their pieces to be played. Durante 
was the master of partimento teaching practice in Naples, and Prontera’s 
edition of Leo makes it clear that he, too, made use of thoroughbass figures to 
assist improvisation where necessary. Appropriate use of ornamentation is of 
course taken for granted by both, even though scarcely indicated in the score.  



 

 
Another interesting discovery was that quite a lot of what now seems ‘exotic’ 
and ‘Spanish’ in the Sonatas of Domenico Scarlatti has clear echoes in the 
music of his compatriots in southern Italy; there were, after all, longstanding 
links between Spain and the Kingdom of Naples, and the strong folk tradition 
of tarantella music in southern Italy may also have had its influence on the 
young Scarlatti before ever he heard the folk music of Spain.  We listened to 
some tarantella music and also (what a contrast!) to a recording of Pergolesi’s 
Stabat Mater, both very convincing demonstrations of the Neapolitan love of 
dramatic vocal colour and high emotion. 
 
The intensity of the lessons, particularly, for example, the day dedicated to 
Rossi’s toccatas, was lightened each day by a fantastic Italian lunch taken al 
fresco and served with the delicious, local Primativo.   All sourced, prepared 
and served by Gill, a member of the party who somehow managed to achieve 
all this as well as participate in all the music sessions. 
 
Of course, we didn’t of course spend all our time sitting around the 
harpsichord.  The town of Oria nearby turned out to be a bit of an 
undiscovered gem, with a vast castle looming over it, and a fine cathedral 
with a crypt, in which mummified sixteenth and seventeenth century monks 
stand upright in their niches.  It also has a pretty seventeenth century 
Neapolitan organ.  There are other attractive towns nearby, each of which 
seems to have at least one fine baroque church, but our main excursion was 
southwards to the town of Lecce, famous for the extravagance of its baroque 
architecture, and well worth seeing – though not to everyone’s taste!   
 



The week ended all too soon and it was time to say goodbye to the 
harpsichord as it was loaded into Cosimo’s car. We would like to express 
thanks to Penelope, whose expert guidance and attention to detail kept 
everyone fully engaged on this often-unfamiliar repertoire, and to Cosimo for 
entrusting us with his harpsichord! 
Cosimo Prontera runs an annual early music festival in Latiano in August, near 
Brindisi:   http://www.laconfraternitademusici.it/associazione.htm  
 
 

 
PS: Italy comes to Handel House! 

 
A BHS recital is given on the second Tuesday of each month at the Handel 

House Museum, and Jane Clark runs our concert series, selecting performers 
and liasing with them and the museum. Last year, she responded to a request 
from the group of BHS members who had returned from Italy, excited by the 

performance of Cosimo Prontera, the director of the Brindisi Leonardo Leo 
festival and La Confraternita de’ Musici, and an invitation was dispatched to 

Puglia to invite him to give our June recital.  As a specialist in the baroque 
music of Southern Italy, he offered us a showcase of how imaginative and 
expressively rich this repertoire can be. Whilst, in general, the BHS tries to 
promote British performers, it is a long-held English tradition to welcome 

foreign musicians and, indeed we have learnt much from them. Our sold-out 
June 2012 recital was no exception; a master class in the interpretation of 

Southern Italian music by a natural communicator, who brought the scores to 
life with improvised rococo embellishment and persuasive melodic shaping. 

The concert opened with a vigorous performance of a Gregorio Strozzi 
Cappriccio, and included the first London performance of an unpublished 

toccata and corrente by Gaetano Greco. It was also most revealing to hear the 
composer, Giovanni Salvatore, who rivals Frescobaldi in his keyboard works, 

and surpasses him in his output of sacred music. Salvatore's toccata, whilst 
sharing elements of Frescobaldi's style, had a continuity between sections 

which lent it a cohesive fluency. Cosimo Prontera explained that the reason 
Salvatore was overshadowed was to do with geography, patronage and 

indeed, marketing. Cosimo suggests it was because Frescobaldi, in Rome, had 
the backing of the Pope, he had the funds for those beautiful title-pages which 

helped market them, whilst Salvatore’s music looked much plainer. He 
played music by both Scarlattis, the first of whose reputation and success was 

huge within his lifetime and Domenico’s, only after his death. A brilliant 
performance of the folia variations by Alessandro Scarlatti finished the 

concert to much applause. CB 
 
 
 
 



 

 
FOR THE RECORD 
Negotiating your first solo harpsichord recording session need not 
be a traumatic experience. In the first of a series, John Buckman, 
recording engineer at ToneGnome.com, presents reassuringly 
jargon‐free tips on finding a recording style that suits you to a tee 
 

here is no ‘right’ way to record a solo harpsichord CD - though there are 
plenty of bad ways to do it. Here I’d like to give you an overview of the 
issues to consider. As I’ve grappled with the challenges of recording 

early instruments, I’ve realised there are lots of thorny issues! 
 
Your first step will be to decide how your harpsichord should sound. This is 
more complicated than it seems! I came to love the sound of the harpsichord 
when I met my wife-to-be, a pianist about to make the move to the 
harpsichord. My experiences of the instrument had not been positive. I had 
heard it played in a church, from some distance away, and I found it echoey, 
tinny and percussive. The CDs I had heard captured this sound, which was 
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very tiring to listen to, I also found it difficult to follow the melodic line, and 
thus found most harpsichord music ‘sameish’. 
 
That changed when I visited a music store and heard the instrument up close, 
in a medium-sized room. Suddenly, the harpsichord came alive, with clear 

basses, separate melody lines, a subtle chorus 
effect, clear pitch and minimal percussive and 
mechanical noise. I fell in love with that 
sound - and unfortunately for our budget, we 
bought a harpsichord and a bentside spinet. 
 
Ever since that day, my ideal harpsichord 
sound is one played in a medium-sized room, 
with not too much echo, a clear separation of 
voices, a perceptible and pleasing stereo 
image, and very crisp, full bass notes. That’s 
my personal ideal sound, but it doesn’t have 
to be yours. 
 

Another ideal sound, for example, is the one the performer hears at the 
keyboard. Here, the basses are on the left, and trebles on the right, so you 
have an extremely wide ‘stereo image’. You will also get a very full bass 
response. With the lute stop engaged, the sound bounce about in joyous, 
plucky abandon. Equally pleasing is the sound in the first few pews of a 
church, where the echo creates a kind of drone, warming up the whole 
acoustic space. 
 
Finally, another common sound is akin to listening from the back of a church. 
As I mentioned, this isn’t to my taste, but evidently not everyone feels this 
way, as it is very common on recordings. For performers, it has the advantage 
of creating a wash of echo, drowning out any small mistakes! This also 
mimics the concert experience for many people, as only a few sit in the front 
pews. 
 

How to decide on your perfect sound 
 

As everyone has their own ideal sound, how do you find yours? Clearly 
different instruments from different periods sound… well, different, and the 
repertoire you are recording must affect your 
choice. Personally, I feel that earlier, simpler 
harpsichords benefit from a closer sound, 
while bigger, later instruments can take some 
distance. Both approaches should reflect the 
simplicity of tone of earlier instruments, and 
the traditional venues in which the music 
was performed.  

An ideal sound is the one the 
performer hears at the 

keyboard. Here, the basses 
are on the left, trebles on the 

right, so you have a wide 
‘stereo image’

My experiences of the
instrument had not been

positive. I had heard it
played in a church, from

some distance away, and I
found it echoey, tinny

and percussive. The CDs
I had heard captured this

sound, which was very
tiring to listen to



Your best first step is to listen to recordings of the same repertoire, and take 
notes. Ideally, focus on just one movement in one piece. Even better, find a 
piece with a very clear opening motif in the right hand, followed by the left 
hand, allowing you to hear each line separately and together. Is the melody 
clear and pleasing on its own? When the left hand enters, can you hear the 
two hands clearly, or are they blended together? Are the lower pitches clear, 
crisp and full? Or thin, sounding as though the left hand is playing mid-
keyboard? 
 

Next, try to find where there is a short pause in the playing (such as between 
movements) but the recording volume isn’t faded down. This is useful for 
determining how large the ‘echo’ is. For this, I strongly recommend getting a 
pair of Sennheiser HD600 headphones, as these are accurate, fast, full-
frequency and comfortable, and the ones most recording engineers use when 
recording classical music. With the harpsichord, there are lots of quick, 
transient sounds that other headphones miss, such as the plectrum gliding by 
a string. If you’re making a CD, you need to be able to hear all of them. It’s 
especially important that your headphones can reproduce these sounds, or 
you may end up with a recording that is pleasing on low-end equipment, but 
sounds quite the opposite on a quality hi-fi. 
 

What to listen for 
 

Get a sense of how ‘large’ the room is. This is the amount of time between a 
sound, and when it stops repeating. A very small room creates a ‘short’ echo, 
which can be pleasing – or it can sound like you’re playing in your bathroom. 
In a complicated, real-world space, such as a small church, there might be a 
mix of short and long echoes, caused by nearby stone walls to the sides, 
mixed with the longer echo created by the length of the church. Generally, 
this sort of complicated echo is pleasing to the ear. However, a short echo 
from the side walls, can create a ‘slap back’ echo, where melody lines sound 
doubled, as though two musicians are playing them slightly out of time. 
Generally, this is remedied while recording by putting damping cloth on the 
side walls. 
 

Work out how long the echo lasts. This is largely a function of how hard the 
walls are, and how much sound-absorbing material there is. Some echoes are 
loud, and can obscure the music. Others may last a long time, and at a lower 
volume, and create a pleasant 
atmosphere. A very large church or 
auditorium, with microphones placed 
near the instrument, will create this 
kind of sound.   
 
Define the echo. Different materials 
absorb different frequencies. One 
reason the harpsichord sounds so 
‘trebly’ from a distance in a church is 

Get a sense of how ‘large’ the
room is. This is the amount of

time between a sound, and when
it stops repeating. A very small
room creates a pleasing ‘short’
echo – or can sound like you’re

playing in your bathroom



that stone is good at reflecting high-pitched sounds, but tends to absorb the 
sounds from the bass. When you hear a harpsichord like this, you’re mostly 
hearing reflected (echoed) sound. Now listen to the ‘stereo image’ of the 
recording (again, with headphones on) Are the right and left hand clearly 
separated, or mixed together? Does the recording sound flat and monophonic, 
or (at the other extreme) overly separated, bouncing from ear to ear and 
confusing? Bear in mind that the stereo image is significantly stronger with 
headphones on than it will be with speakers. Headphones are great for 
hearing details, but be sure to get a ‘real world’ feel for the sound by listening 
on speakers. 
 
Your goal at this stage is simply to analyse what you like about a recording, 
so you can communicate it to your recording engineer. It will be their task to 
figure out how to get you the sound you like.    

To be continued… 
  
 
John Buckman is a recording engineer at Tone Gnome 
Recordings. john@tonegnome.com 
 
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
 
If all this talk of different harpsichord sounds are confusing, don’t 
panic! Magnatune.com, which I run, has a number of recordings that 
can be heard free of charge on the site (search for ‘harpsichord’). For 
example, compare the Harpsichord suites of Chambonnières 
http://magnatune.com/artists/albums/proosdij-chambon/ with 
Les Baricades Misterieuses 
http://magnatune.com/artists/albums/proosdij-baricades/ both by 
Hanneke van Proosdij, to hear the difference between a warm church-
recorded sound (Chambonnières) with a closer recorded-in-a-home 
sound (Les Baricades). 
 
––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 
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While in Nice, Philip Thompson finds the ‘Living Keyboard’ 
exhibition at the grand Palace Lascaris, which boasts France’s  
second-largest collection of historical musical instruments  
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he casual and uninformed visitor to ‘Old’ Nice can easily miss the 
Palais Lascaris. When I went some two years ago, the only thing 

that attracted my attention was a sign by a very modest entrance, saying 
‘Entrée Libre’.  That, in itself, would not usually have been enough to incite 
me in, but I had nothing better to do… So, dodging the other tourists, and the 
homicidal scooter riders darting about like startled fish, I made my way in. 
 
I passed through a small, dark, and utterly unpromising vestibule. From this 
point on, everything is a delight to the eye and to the soul; from the grand 
formal staircase with its trompe-l’oeil; to the gilded and painted panels and 
walls, the frescoed ceilings, the mirrors, the tapestries… In the Palais Lascaris, 
genuine faded grandeur, proud of its age, greets today’s visitor with a 
benevolent and kindly smile. Here, history still sighs gently through its salons  
 
  

 
                                                                                                                             The Debedan harpsichord (1770) 
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Its origin is the private collection, bequeathed to the city, of Antoine Gautier 
(1823-1904); it has continually been added to ever since. The Axa Group’s 
Gaveau-Erard-Pleyel collection and archive were deposited here in 2009.  
 
The three main contributing organisations to the exhibition are the Palais 
Lascaris itself, the Société Ad Libitum and Axa Group, but some exhibits have 
been loaned by private individuals, most notable of which is the Labrèche 
1699 harpsichord, which has recently been awarded National Monument . 
The other institutional contributor is the ‘Institut de France’, contributing a 

 

 
and corridors, and its heart
throbs to the rhythms of
the old city of Nice. 
How fitting, then that the
major exhibition that the
Palais Lascaris is holding,
until 29 October  this year,
is entitled ‘The Living
Keyboard’; most of the
instruments on display are
in playing condition and
some, as part of the
exhibition, have and will
be, featured in several
concerts and recitals. 
 
 
The first hint I had of the
importance of the Palais
Lascaris, in organological
terms, was a glass display
cabinet containing two or
three sack-butts - and of
course, an enormous red
harpsichord, holding pride
of place in an upstairs
room. In fact the Palais
Lascaris holds the second-
largest collection of
historical musical
instruments in France.   



 
                                                                                                                                              Photo: Muriel Assens 

 
 child’s hurdy-gurdy of 1771, an anonymous clavitherium (made in the 
nineteenth or twentieth century, from eighteenth-century components), and a 
grand piano by Erard (1904). 
 
As might be expected, Erard instruments are 
well represented here, and among the highlights 
must be considered the 1790 square piano (Palais 
Lascaris Collection), and the particularly 
significant and rare 1795 harpsichord-shaped 
piano (Société Ad Libitum), the earliest of its 
type in a playable condition. Only 263 of these 
instruments were built between 1790 and 1808, 
very few have survived, but they represent the 
first manifestation of grand piano building in 
France. By gifting two of these instruments to 
Haydn and Beethoven, the firm had a 
fundamental influence on Viennese piano building.  Also from 1795 is an 
English M & W Stodart ‘grand’ piano, a term first appearing on a patent 
request by Robert Stodart as early as 1777. The 1795 Stodart ‘grand’ piano also 

From the Palais Lascaris’ 
own collection is the 
anonymous red double-
manual harpsichord, 
 whose contradictory and 
incongruous elements are 
still puzzling experts  
today: French sound  
board and decoration, 
English-style keyboard… 



 
Pierre Sibieude’s personal harpsichord, based on an anonymous 17th-century French instrument 

 
has National Monument status, and is in playable condition. Of the three 
Viennese instruments on show, the earliest are the 1795 school of A. Walter 
grand piano, and an 1828 J. Schätzel grand piano (again, both playable), and 
both from the Société Ad Libitum collection. The third is a beautiful square 
piano (circa 1830) by J. Simon, from the Palais Lascaris’ own collection. 
 
Of the other instruments in the Palais Lascaris’ 
collection, one deserves a special mention (apart 
from the big red harpsichord, on which, more later). 
The ‘Calderarpa’, a keyed harp, by Luigi Caldera, is 
a gorgeous object in its own right. Three patents 
were registered for this instrument; in 1887 in Italy, 
and the United States in 1888 and 1889. Presented at 
the Paris World Exhibition in 1889, its mechanism 
sought to emulate the touch of the human finger on 
the harp-strings. With the keyboard on one side and 
the strings and sounding board facing the other, it 
was designed to be played with the performer 
facing the audience directly. This is one of only 
three such instruments by Caldera  known to exist – 
and the only one on permanent public display, 
incidentally – the others being in private hands and 
in storage at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, in 
New York.  

While in construction 
and the decoration, 
Sibieude strictly 
follows historic 
tradition, the zebra-
striped metal stand, 
and the post-modern 
lid painting, full of 
ironic double-
meanings and 
allegorical quotation, 
attest to his work as a 
contemporary artist 



Four harpsichords are on show. From the Palais Lascaris’ own collection is an 
anonymous red double-manual, whose contradictory and incongruous 
elements are still puzzling experts today. French soundboard and decoration; 
English style keyboard, English disposition of bridges, tuning pegs, dogleg 
coupling mechanism and machine stop. Additionally, the instrument shows 
traces of having once been a claviorganum! Discovered in Nimes and 
acquired by the Fonds Kosla of Nice in 1978, it has been partially restored and 
features on two recordings. The case is in pine, and the soundboard painting, 
which is of high quality, shows similarities in style to that of the Dumont 1697 
harpsichord.  A short account of the anonymous harpsichord is available in 
Michael Thomas’ article ‘Harpsichords which have been found recently in 
France’ in No 7 Volume 2 of The English Harpsichord Magazine. 
 
The work of the famous harpsichord painter and restorer Pierre Sibieude  
(1945 – 2006) is represented by his personal instrument, which he built in 
collaboration with Alain Anselm and Jacques Lemaire. Based on a privately 
owned, anonymous French seventeenth-century 
instrument, the construction features lute-style 
bracing and a particularly thin soundboard, and is 
made of wood of an age which approximates to the 
historic harpsichords Sibieude made during his 
career.  The soundboard painting, equally 
traditional, is particularly fine, and a testament to its 
maker’s professionalism.  While in construction and 
the decoration Sibieude strictly follows historic 
tradition, the zebra-striped metal stand, and the 
post-modern lid painting, full of ironic double-
meanings and allegorical quotation, attest to his 
work as a contemporary artist.  The harpsichord 
will feature in several concerts being held as part of 
this exhibition. 
 
The Claude Labrèche 1699 harpsichord, having been granted National 
Monument status in 2001, is currently undergoing restoration to playing 
order, and will feature in a concert by Frédérick Hass on 27 October. Its 
restoration will also be the subject of a seminar on 26 October.  No 
documentation relating to Claude Labrèche’s early life has survived, but we 
know that he was born in Aix-les-Bains (about 70 miles east of Lyon) circa 
1641-2, and is to be found in 1665 exercising the profession of master 
carpenter, and later, master cabinet-maker in Riez.  In 1688 he moved to 
Carpentras (about 16 miles from Avignon), where he died in 1711. This 
instrument spent its first 170 years in Vaison-la-Romaine, situated only some 
30 miles north of Carpentras, before being moved to the Cote d’Azur in the 
1960s, and has remained in the same family since it was built. It remains in a  
particularly good state of preservation, with the registers sliding perfectly and  

The Claude Labrèche 
1699 harpsichord,  
having been granted 
National Monument 
status in 2001, is 
currently undergoing 
restoration to playing 
order, and will feature  
in the concert by  
Frédérick Hass on  
27th  October 



retaining most of the original jacks with their quill plectra, the keyboards 
showing little misalignment, and the case bearing no evidence of movement.  
A second harpsichord, attributed to Claude Labrèche, is in the 
Wurtenbergsches Landesmuseum in Stuttgart. Accounts of both of these 
instruments are in ‘Musique – Images – Instruments’ No 7. The final 
harpsichord in the exhibition is the 1770 Debedan harpsichord (latterly of the 
Smithsonian Institute) and recently acquired by the Société Ad Libitum. The 
instrument will undergo a two-to-three year restoration programme to 
playing order after the exhibition. The only known harpsichord surviving 
with its original music stand, it was equipped with genouillères in the 1780s. A 
more complete description of this instrument – as well as the others in the 
exhibition – is in the exhibition catalogue. I chanced on this exhibition by 
accident, but I’d certainly recommend making a beeline for it –you could 
certainly do worse than spend some time in the Palais Lascaris. 
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Friday 26th October, 15h00  
Seminar ‘The Restoration of the Labrèche Harpsichord’; F. Bal, R. Carli, M. 
Foussard, P. Frétigné, P. Hazael-Massiex, A. Sidey. 
In the Grand Salon 

 
Saturday 27th October, 15h00  
Harpsichord recital by Frédérick Haas on the harpsichord by Claude 
Labrèche 
In the Grand Salon 

 
Sunday 28th October, 15h00  
Harpsichord recital by Frédérick Hass, Goldberg Variations, on the harpsichord 
by Anthony Sidey 
In the Grand Salon 
 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Learning the Harpsichord in France 
Years ago, most harpsichordists began with piano 
lessons. Now, thanks to conservatoires and music 

schools, there are more than 160 harpsichord 
courses in France, and beginners are able to start 

with the harpsichord. Hélène Diot narrates the 
journey from beginner to professional musician 
 
hile some years ago most harpsichordists began with piano    
studies – whether because no infrastructure existed for lessons, or 
because the discovery of the instrument came late in life – today 
the younger generations in France are able to begin directly with 

the harpsichord, thanks to the conservatoires and music schools. Concerts and 
recordings of baroque music have led to the democratisation of the 
instrument, and attracted a larger public into these teaching institutions. At 
the time of writing, there are more than 160 harpsichord classes in France. 
 
The harpsichord can be tackled by anybody, at any age, and whatever the 
individual musical journey, from the absolute beginner to the experienced 
pianist or organist interested in the baroque repertoire. This apprenticeship, 
which takes several years, is supremely systematic and punctuated by a 
number of important milestones. The apprenticeship begins with what we call 
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‘l’éveil musical’, or ‘musical awakening’, basically a ‘hands-on’ workshop 
where children can enjoy trying out and exploring different instruments 
before they finally choose one. It was at one of these that I was so drawn to 
the harpsichord that, in spite of my parents’ misgivings, I embarked, at the 
age of six, on the long road which was to lead to my becoming a professional 
musician. 
 
In some schools and conservatoires, children can trial 
two or three different instruments over the course of a 
year, before finally making their choice. Unfortunately, 
it can also happen that beginners on the harpsichord 
are not there of their own free will, but will have been 
transferred from over-subscribed piano classes! Beyond 
the absurd reasoning that suggests there is little 
difference between these two ‘keyboard’ instruments, 
this policy is an open door to a lack of motivation, 
despondency in the teacher, and finally the withdrawal 
of the pupil. 
 
Once the instrument is chosen, the student embarks on 
a course of study, averaging ten years. Teaching in 
France is organised on the basis of academic cycles, 
allowing flexibility to cope with different rates of 
learning. Each cycle is defined by specific objectives, 
and constitutes a coherent structure of acquired skills 
and knowledge. The academic cycles also structure 
musical training into different stages, roughly 
corresponding to the stages of the school curriculum. Progression from one 
academic cycle to the next is by examination and continuous assessment. 
 

Le Premier Cycle 
Two to four hours weekly, with a minimum of 30 minutes individual tuition 

 
Duration:  3-5 years 
Content:  Aural work and establishment of cultural reference points 
Group vocal and instrumental work 
Individual work on first study 
Objectives: 
To be able to play from a musical text or extemporise, in accordance with 
individual technical skill 
To understand a musical text: structure, phrases, tonality, rhythm, vocabulary 
To acquire practical technical and cultural fundamentals. 
Assessment: 
Continuous assessment, portfolio of written work and assessments 
 

 
Alas, sometimes 
beginners on the 
harpsichord are there 
simply because they 
have been transferred 
from over-subscribed 
piano classes! Beyond 
the absurd reasoning 
that suggests there is 
little difference 
between these  
two ‘keyboard’ 
instruments, this 
policy is an open door 
to a lack of motivation



This academic cycle, sometimes preceded by a probationary period, 
corresponds to the beginning of an artistic apprenticeship; it allows for 
foundations to be laid, and for a methodology to evolve. Continuous 
assessment allows a holistic view of the student’s progress. 
 
The teaching of the harpsichord is recent; there are few modern methods and 
most are derived from piano teaching. Teachers therefore need to be creative: 
to create ‘games’ to encourage the discovery of the instrument, its colour, its 
touch; to invent short pieces and exercises to work the fingers, explore historic 
sources, to find adaptable and interesting piano pieces, and works by 
contemporary composers. It is essential to start with simple pieces so that the 
focus can be on the delicate and quite specific touch of the instrument. 
 
Some parents hesitate to sign up their children for harpsichord lessons for 
fear of the cost of the instrument (up to 8000 euros for a study harpsichord). 
The music schools and conservatoires are able to allow students to practise on 
the school instruments, and sometimes are able to offer instruments for hire 
for a modest sum.  
 

Le Deuxième Cycle 
Four to seven hours weekly, with a minimum 45 minutes of individual 

tuition. Also possible is a personalised or non-certificated stream. 
 

Duration:  3–5 years 
Objectives: 
Personal artistic and musical development with an emphasis on: 
Greater cultural breadth 
Development of autonomous working and study practices 
Competence in group activities 
 
Content: 
Aural work 
Acquisition of musical and cultural knowledge in line with technical 
requirements 
Group vocal and instrumental work 
Individual tuition 
 
Organisation: 
Option to evolve a personalised individual course, or to follow either a course 
leading to a certificate or not. 
 
Assessment: 
Continuous assessment, portfolio as above 
Final exam giving access to third academic cycle (Troisième cycle) and 
entrance exam to the ‘Cycle d’Orientation Professionnelle Initiale’. 



This academic cycle reinforces and builds upon the knowledge and skills 
acquired in the previous one; it emphasises artistic development and stylistic 
awareness by the introduction to the standard repertoire. 
At this point, the student can choose to follow either an amateur stream (with 
or without a diploma or certificate) or a professional one. 

           

 
 

Le Troisième Cycle amateur diplômant 
The course is modular in structure and lasts between 2 and 4 years (300 hrs). 

 

Objectives: 
To develop a personalised artistic syllabus or project 
To develop autonomous study practices 
Structured and contextualised knowledge 
Integration into the amateur music-making community 
Content: 
Aural work, music history, analysis and aesthetics 
Content geared towards acquisition of skills necessary for amateur music-
making 
Practice and technical work related to interdisciplinary syllabus or project 
Assessment: 
Continuous assessment, portfolio as above, and final exam 
Successful completion certified by the Certificat d’Etudes Musicales (CEM) 
Possible equivalences for transfer to ‘Cycle d’Orientation Professionnelle 
Initial’ 
 

Le Troisième Cycle amateur non diplômant 
 

Duration: variable and dependant on contract agreed with the establishment 
Objective: Greater depth of knowledge and skill 
Content: Musical culture and/or relevant participation at the conservatoire 
Assessment: Continuous assessment of ‘personalised syllabus’, references 



 

Le Cycle d’Orientation Professionnelle Initiale 
 
Duration : 2-4 years (750 hours) of which a minimum of 1 hour a week is 
individual tuition. 
Objectives: 
Increase in personal motivation with a view to professional orientation 
Confirm aptitude for advanced study 
Content: 
Increased focus on first study 
Cultural and group activity modules 
Personal project 
Organisation: 
Entrance exam 
Personalised learning 
Possible change of first study and/or double first study 
Assessment: 
Continuous assessment, portfolio as above, final exam at regional level 





Successful completion is certified by the ‘Diplôme national d'orientation 
professionnelle’ (DNOP). 
 
The number of students obtaining the Troisième Cycle diploma are relatively 
few, many giving up through lack of time or motivation, which leads teachers 
to continually rethink and reassess the teaching or the syllabus to reverse this 
trend. One should also bear in mind that the main objective of these 
conservatoires and music schools is to favour the practice of amateur music-
making and not to train professional musicians, an objective which they 
sometimes forget, in favour of a certain elitism which induces them to favour 
the best or youngest students, and to marginalise the less able during the 



course of successive exams. I can offer as proof the case of adults wishing to 
begin the study of the harpsichord. Establishments willing to accept them are 
rare, and when they do, the courses offered are short (1-3 years) and are 
biased towards workshops. The adult learner is thus forced to rely on private 
lessons. These teachers are most often either Conservatoire teachers or 
advanced students, but there are unfortunately cases of non-qualified 
‘teachers’ abusing this state of affairs. 
 

The course of study outlined above applies to all instruments. For 
harpsichordists, the subjects offered by the conservatoires are generally as 
follows: Harpsichord; continuo playing; chamber music; 
ornamentation/diminution; tuning and temperament; extemporisation. 
 

More and more teachers are beginning to believe it 
is possible to introduce these disciplines at the 
earliest age; however most establishments offer 
continuo playing or chamber music only from the 
second academic cycle, and the other three subjects 
only from the third academic cycle. Objectives 
would be: Acquisition of technical skills specifically 
related to period instruments; discovery and ever-
greater knowledge of early music repertoire; group 
work (consort, chamber music, orchestra). 
 

Currently, there prevails a mood of intense 
pedagogical contemplation as to the method of 
teaching, which has prompted several debates and 
seminars, organised in particular by Clavecin en 
France (the French harpsichord society, clavecin-en-
france.org), the commissioning of new methods at 
all levels, and the publishing of catalogues or 
repertoire lists for each cycle, covering all styles and 
periods. 
 

Apart from the study available at these academic institutions as outlined 
above, there is the possibility in France of attending summer-schools, holiday 
courses, master-classes as early as the first academic cycle, and these offer 
varied opportunities for studying solo repertoire, chamber music, orchestral 
work, tuning etc. For students on the road to professional musicianship, these 
are also a good opportunity to meet established musicians, to raise their 
profile and to consolidate their skills in specific areas, as some courses focus 
on specific themes. 
 

Hélène Diot continues her discussion on harpsichord teaching in France in a future 
issue of Sounding Board 

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                     Obituary
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Helena Brown 
19 October 1948 – 4 April 2012 

 
It is with great sadness that I find myself writing an obituary for Helena 
Brown, my keyboard duet partner and much loved friend since 1975. We met 
as participants in a harpsichord master class with Kenneth Gilbert. Helena 
had recently started the instrument with Jill Severs, whilst recovering from 
radiotherapy for Hodgkins disease. For the second time in her life she was not 
expected to have a life expectancy of more than a couple of years, but she was 
a fighter, and despite further onsets of other cancers, became the pride of the 
Royal Marsden hospital in later years. 
 
Helena Waley was educated at Oxford High School and then won a 
scholarship to Dartington College of Arts in Devon, where she met her 
husband, the composer and university lecturer, George Mowat-Brown. She 
subsequently studied at the Royal College of Music with Hubert Dawkes. 
After leaving the college as an exceptionally able accompanist, she worked for 
the Royal Ballet. Helena was a consummate professional and could read and 
transpose any music at sight. Her sensitivity as an accompanist coupled with 
a profound knowledge of harmony, made her an excellent and much sought-
after continuo player who preferred to play from a figured bass. She taught at 
the RCM and St Paul’s Girls School, gave baroque chamber music courses at 
Roehampton University, Morley College, Hawkswood, and Benslow Music, 
amongst many others.  She also performed with Musica Dolce, the Telemann 
Players and our four-hand duo, For Two to Play, which included 
performances for York Festival, Great Elm Festival, the Barbican, the National 
Theatre, Handel House, Hatchlands, the Jane Austen Festival, the Edinburgh 
Festival, Hull University, the Ashmolean Museum and many more. 
 
Appearances on television included a film about Venetian opera, playing for 
Nigel Kennedy and French & Saunders, and she performed at Kew Palace for 
Her Majesty the Queen’s 80th birthday. 
 



 
Helena became a respected Examiner for the Associated Board, excelling at 
every stage to become a Senior Examiner, mentoring others, regularly sent 
abroad, and assisting with the harpsichord syllabus and training video. She 
wrote a short piece on harpsichord examinations for the third issue of the 
British Harpsichord Society’s Sounding Board in November 2010, ‘We live in 
such fortunate times…’  
 
In addition to local teaching and willingness to be a deputy organist for a 
number of churches, perhaps her most important legacy is a number of 
community projects, the most prominent being Isleworth Baroque, which she 
founded in 2002. As Musical Director, she asked Catherine Bott to be their 
patron. This thriving group commemorated her with a memorial concert in 
July. Helena’s humour, and generous and open-minded acceptance of those 
she met made her liked by all, and she will be sorely missed. They have set up 
a wonderful remembrance page on their website, with photos and comments. 
www.isleworthbaroque.co.uk/index.htm. Penelope Cave 
 
        

 

         
  ‘Celebrating Helena’, a sing-and-play-along event held 8 July 2012, 
  to commemorate Helena’s life         (Photos thanks to Isleworth Baroque) 
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The virginals at Westwood House 

Best of the Westwood 
Sophie Yates passionately believes that whenever possible, 
antique instruments should be played and heard. Here she 
writes about her experiences of recording on a 16th-century 
Italian ottavino and an English spinet at Westwood Manor  
 

his article is really a collection of thoughts on the experience of 
recording on antique instruments, stimulated by my latest recording – 
Concord of Sweet Sounds – in which I play a 16th-century Italian ottavino 

and an early 18th-century English spinet. These instruments are housed at the 
National Trust property, Westwood Manor, in Wiltshire and the disc was 
made on the instigation of the tenants, Emily and Jonathan Azis. They 
fervently believe, as I do, that if instruments are in a suitable condition, they 
ought to be played and heard. With this in mind, money for a recording was 
raised from a number of subscribers, who were keen to hear the instruments 
being played more extensively than is possible in a quick demonstration 
during a visit to the house.   
 
Clearly there is always a fine balance to be struck between conservation and 
restoration, and in recent years that balance has often tipped in favour of the 
restrictions of conservation. Speaking as someone who was fortunate enough  
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to play original instruments regularly as a student, when there was a much 
more relaxed approach to this issue, I am keen to convey that experience to a 
wider audience now.  Of course, recording is an ideal way to allow many 
people to enjoy the instruments whilst causing minimal wear. 
 
Coming into contact with original instruments so much as a student has 
inspired me to continue to seek opportunities to get to know them throughout 
my career. Although we have wonderful instrument makers working today to 
recreate the sound-world of the 17th and 18th centuries, as craftsmen they 
cannot help but bring their own modern day experience to bear on the 
instruments they create. Of course this can contribute to smooth, reliable 
actions and strong sounds that can command modern concert halls; however I 
find that after a time spent playing an old instrument, coming back to a 
modern one, however fine, is something of a jolt!  
 
Sometimes, old instruments can place considerable demands on a player. 
They demand a flexibility of technique – the ability to adapt to an 
idiosyncratic action, different key size and pitch, for example. There may be 
characteristics endemic to that particular instrument which cannot be 
changed owing to the exigencies of conservation, as well as the obvious 
problems of wear.  However, my experience is that finding strategies to cope 
with these problems helps me towards a better understanding of the music I 
am interpreting and the world from which it sprang. 
 
       ************************************************************************** 
 

or players and listeners, putting music back in context is one of the 
main thrusts of the period performance movement, and original 
instruments can provide us with a very direct way of doing this. As a 
player I find the particularity of these instruments so stimulating to the 

imagination and feel that they bring me in touch, in a literal sense, with the 
period in which the music was composed. Whilst studying treatises and 
forming opinions based on academic research are vital to an increasing 
understanding of our musical world, the physicality of an instrument from 
the time in which the music was composed communicates with us on a 
different, more visceral level. 
 
There are problems associated with recording on old instruments that differ 
from those encountered when playing a recital; however, my experience of 
recording various antiques in both public and private ownership over the 
years gave me some idea what to expect during the Westwood project. One of 
the things that sets the situation apart from that of a conventional recording 
on a modern copy is that you - the player - and the team you have alongside 
you, are not in charge. If the instrument is in a museum or a house which is  
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open to the public, there can be all sorts of restrictions in terms of access and 
often the freedom to research a programme and simply to get to know the 
instrument in peace and quiet is hard to come by.  
 

Old instruments can place considerable demands on a player. 
They demand a flexibility of technique – the ability to adapt to 
an idiosyncratic action, different key size and pitch, for example 
 
Sadly, although playing an antique instrument in a beautiful, period setting 
might be inspiring for the player, the acoustics which are favourable for 
recording are not always the same as those suitable for an intimate, domestic 
recital. Since the instrument's environment is almost always a given, the 
challenge is to make the best of whatever acoustic there is. Moving the 
instrument into another room in the building that has a better acoustic may 
present a solution but almost always throws up other problems at the same 
time: there is probably a reason why the instrument was situated where it was 
in the first place! Although not ideal, another option is to treat the recorded 
sound in some way, which is where your engineer’s skill comes to the fore.   
 
Additionally, re-positioning the instrument within the room may be 
necessary in order for microphones to be placed the right distance away; but, 
if there are other objects and artefacts that can't be moved (as is frequently the 
case in historic buildings), this can be tricky. Even such a simple thing as 
finding a way of supporting music on the instrument can be very problematic. 
It is rare for earlier instruments to have a music desk and yet it isn't always 
possible to place anything on delicate decoration that might be harmed by the 
pressure of a heavy book. The ingenuity of whoever is tuning and caring for 
the instrument during the recording may have to be employed to make some 
flimsy contingency that can survive for as long the sessions last. I was lucky 
to have Andrew Garlick in attendance and he rigged up a glorified retort 
stand that we placed alongside the instrument. 
 
At Westwood, I was fortunate enough to have the understanding and support 
of the Azises in all these areas, which was vital in terms of making the 
recording a success. Having the help of a sympathetic curator who can tread 
the fine line between being practical and at the same time ensuring that the 
instrument and its environment are protected within the parameters of any 
over-seeing body (such as the National Trust) is essential.    
 
Because I live round the corner from Westwood, I was able to devote time to 
finding repertoire that would bring out the individual characters of the 
instruments - one of the joys of working on such a project. The choice of 
repertoire for the ottavino was particularly interesting. It was a revelation that  
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The spinet at Westwood House 

 
many of the dances with divisions in the right hand over a bass pattern were 
simply too high and brilliant for the pitch. I found that the pieces which 
worked best were ones with a cantus firmus or where the main interest was in 
the tenor register, rather than at either extreme of treble or bass. I was also 
pleasantly surprised to discover how well slower, more contemplative pieces 
could work at the higher pitch. Something I learnt from the recording was to 
take octave instruments a bit more seriously – their pitch can actually bring 
out different characteristics of a piece and I would also imagine that they 
could play a very useful part in an ensemble. I hope to explore these 
possibilities further in the future. 
 
The fact that antique instruments have survived is stunning in itself, as many 
have endured changes of ownership and lodgings, differing aesthetics and 
varying restoration criteria over the years.   Listening to them now does cause 
me to wonder what their original makers would have intended? After all, 
tastes change and, just as we don’t always appreciate our Georgian ancestors’ 
pea-green walls, how much should we question our modern aesthetic criteria? 
Another important question is whether or not these instruments’ sound can 
actually improve with age. Clearly this is something we have never been able 
to measure or understand objectively, yet my feeling is that in fortunate 
circumstances - where a good instrument is kept in stable conditions, cared 
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Detail of soundboard 

 
for and played - it is probably the case. It may be far-fetched but it could be 
that our descendants will be able listen to our recordings and judge for 
themselves... In the meantime, I value the sense that recording - which 
involves intense, repeated exposure to an old instrument’s sound in a 
appropriate acoustic - can refresh my expectations and allow me to listen with 
‘new ears’ to the next instrument I play. 
 
To sum up, I have always found the experience of playing antique 
instruments to be inspiring, especially in the surroundings in which they 
would originally have been heard; I also hugely value opportunities to share 
that experience, through recording, with a wider audience. Original 
instruments have a vast amount to teach modern players about technique 
because they demand a correct and particular approach. While a robust 
modern instrument will respond to a variety of techniques, an old one cannot. 
In the same way, I think they can also educate listeners to appreciate a wider 
variety of timbres and textures. In this way, getting to know an original 
instrument’s particular voice and disposition is immensely rewarding for 
player and listener alike.  In a fascinating and rather touching way, we 
become part of that instrument’s long history.      
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A Final Note 
 

A Harpsichord Whodunit 
 

?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
A Harpsichord with Attitude: technical Specifications,  

and a personal Reaction to an Iberian Fake 
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? 

 

 
 
Musical auction catalogues rarely boast of antique 
harpsichords, and it is even rarer for an Iberian example 
to come up for sale. This instrument appeared at 
Sotheby’s and enjoyed a brief spell in the limelight when it 
entered a large historic keyboard collection, before 
doubts began to grow over its authenticity. Penelope 
Cave picks up the intriguing story 
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his harpsichord is one of a number of instruments, to emerge some 
years ago, purporting to be late 17th or early 18th century originals from 
the Iberian school. It is now recognised as being a 20th century 

representation of a region and period from which very few original 
instruments survive. After doubts began to grow about its authenticity, it 
went into storage, until Andrew and Robert Durand of the Music Room 
Workshop bought it. Whilst agreeing that it was a fake, the Durands were 
curious about the methods used, and prepared to spend some time on 
restoring its playing capacity, with minimum intervention. The Durands offer 
some pictures and details of their restoration, on their website, which they 
have kindly agreed to share.  
 
When I first saw the harpsichord, my immediate impression was one of 
delight in this faded 'old' instrument that seemed to have migrated from a 
Spanish monastery or an Italian villa. It is in complete antithesis to the 
spotless coach-painted finishes of the early reproduction-harpsichords of the 
last century, and it oozes character and charm. When I played it, I was 
delighted that it sounded like an historic instrument. It has two eight foot 
registers, and a wonderfully nasal lute stop. When coupled together, it 
produces a robust dynamic.  I had so wanted it to be the real thing, but the 
more we looked, the more pointers there were to the fact that it is not.  
 

he marks of a machine-planer on the key-levers are perhaps the most 
obvious indication that the keyboard was intentionally aged. The base-
board appears to be genuinely old pine, from a brief inspection of its 

underside, but if the next owner were to bore a small hole in it, and insert a  
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camera, more might yet be revealed. There are some apparent ‘repairs’ 
although the cheeks both have oblique top-corners, certainly a place that gets 
worn but these twin dents seem a little extreme; there is no corresponding 
damage to the lid corners, although it is liberally cracked. The lid extends 
across the whole instrument with what appear to be old and mended 
hinges.  Whoever built it, appears to have been unwilling to make it appear 
too professional, so the mouldings and keyboard are rustic. 
 
The naturals appear to be made of boxwood with the sort of dipped wear that 
can be the result of being frequently played with particularly acid fingers; 
they have been heavily stained and the walnut sharps have undergone similar 
treatment. The pins on the bridge are so uneven that they look to be 
deliberately naïve, and there has been an exaggerated old-varnish effect 
applied to the outside that I longed to rub back, but the Durands have wisely 
left ‘as found’. Strangely, the rather handsome turned stand seems to have 
suffered from the hand of ‘the distresser’ even more keenly than the rest of 
the instrument. The overall multitude of scratches just does not quite ring 
true, and I think it would benefit from some re-touching. 
 
There certainly are things one might want to do to it, not in order to make it 
look newer/smarter, but actually to make it look more original! That is, 
perhaps, the beauty of the thing - if it is not a historic original, one can make 
alterations without qualms. A small easing of the space between the sharps in 
the groups of three, the removal of the varnish-gone-wrong on the outside, a 
turned prop-stick, and some subtle gilding to the yellow mouldings to enliven 
it would be my inclination, as long as nothing is done to alter its personality, 
or that is brash and out of keeping with what does, from a distance, look like 
the real thing.    
 
The general thinking is that it is not as old as the fakes of Franciolini, but was 
possibly the work of a 20th-century maker. So what is its fascination? Why 
would I actually like to own it?  
 
It is a piece requiring detective-work that is bursting with potential. It is an 
object of delight to the eye, to match the music one might play on it. It is no 
more expensive than many new instruments. But most of all, it sounds 
wonderful. However, this was not written in order to do the Durand’s 
advertising for them, but because I am fascinated by it. It is truly a curiosity 
that must appeal to most harpsichordists and makers, but it also begs a 
number of questions: 
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hat sort of finish do most players want? How far might one go in 
distressing the finish of a harpsichord? Do you copy an original, as 
is, or copy what you think it might have looked like when it was 

new? What is an-inner lid painting for?  
 
It also begs the important question of how much of the value of an instrument 
is as a decorative item? Roger Fry’s painting for a Dolmetsch instrument of 
1918 is an example of a decoration to fit an artistic style, and because it is that 
of the Bloomsbury set, adds value to the instrument.  
 
Should an instrument match its surroundings? (An architect pupil of mine 
decorated his modern harpsichord kit in Corbusier colours to match his 
contemporary house and furnishings. In the late 18th century, the Kirckman 
harpsichord at Tatton Park handsomely complemented the collection of 
Gillow’s original furniture). Might a time of austerity engender more modest 
decoration or, conversely, a more flamboyant demonstration of wealth?  
 
Finally, if you have any further knowledge of the origins of this instrument, 
please send your information and/or ideas on these questions, and any others 
that this instrument might have inspired, to the British Harpsichord Society: 
editor@harpsichord.org.uk 
 
To view the instrument, apply to the Music Room Workshop. 
www.musicroomworkshop.co.uk 
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