Harpsichords which have been found
recently in France
by Michael Thomas
A number of harpsichords of various nationalities
have recently been found in France. While none of
these show tendencies which we did not know already to exist, several of them are more complete
examples of what was believed to exist when scars
and alterations were examined on instruments which
had been altered.
Recently a large harpsichord which originally had
an organ, was found in Provence (Photo 1). This
instrument is larger than the usual one in size, being
almost identical in shape with the Cranz of 1745
which used to be in my collection. The case and
soundboard are made of 'white pine', a wood found in
the Cranz undated spinet. That Cranz knew foreign
customs cannot be doubted, for the spinet has jacks
of olive wood, and sculptored braces to the case, and
chamfered liner, like a Blanchet instrument. Is it
possible that Cranz made this instrument in France?
It has a machine stop like the Weber - Tschudi Kirckman, but quite simply hand-forged, not a
production piece of work. It has a lute stop. Unlike
the Cranz in England it has not only the Ruckers type
of bars, but three crossing under the bridge. This was
the reason that I let it go to the Nice Conservatoire,
preferring to keep the 1758 Kirckman (Photo 2).
However, it was successfully restored by M. Humeau
and had a far more balanced tone, strong fundamental
and less harsh harmonics than the English instrument.
This confirms the opinion of many people that it is
the case wood that is so important in tone, pine always
giving a good result.
The argument that this is a French instrument is
that the soundboard painting is French and that one
guide appears to have 'Quatre Pieds' written on it.
However, there appears to be earlier painting, like
that of Cranz, round the bridge, and the French words
could have been added later.
There has always been some doubt about the
authenticity of the two Thibaut instruments. I
remember when I was broadcasting on the one in
Brussels that the restorer said in an ominous voice
that he would not copy it. More especially I have
been told that the boudin of the Paris 'Tibaut' was
altered from pear to beech-wood by a dealer. Now
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it so happens that by a certain irony this very same
dealer heard of a third Thibaut. It seemed to me
imperative to see it before he or some museum
restored it. I therefore bought his 'rights of purchase'
and the two photos (3a & b). Tn the event they
turned out to be the world's most expensive photos as
the 'rights of purchase' were somewhat worthless as
the instrument had been previously

sold. Until the instrument can be examined properly I
can only offer the photos! (The Vincent Thibaut
described as No. 3 by Donald Boalch* is really the
same as his No. 2).
However, the Tibaut (1679) in Brussels is G/B -c3.
The 8' bridge is parallel to the side at 5|" or so. The 4'
hitch pin rail is nearer to the 8' bridge than in later
harpsichords. It is |" away in the treble, 2" in the
middle and 4" in the extreme bass. The 4' bridge and
bourdin are S shaped.
Another instrument that I have already mentioned,
one of the two big walnut instruments (EHM Vol. 1,
No. 3, p 76), I have now seen with the lid open. It is of
exceptionally fine quality. This instrument is thought
by some people to be by the same maker as the one in
Nice, signed Lebrecht of Carpentras. Others say that
the bridge, which goes straight towards the point of a
long acute-angled Venetian-style of tail, must
therefore be German. The compass is GG (no GG
sharp) to c3. The bridge is parallel to the side at 5". An
unusual feature is that the 4' bridge is parallel to the
boudin at I f " approx. The soundboard appears to
have been cross-barred with 5 bars passing under the
bridge, but this is difficult to say at this stage. The
soundboard, like the Nicolas Blanchet, is crossgrained at 10-15°. The case is solid burr walnut and the
legs are turned in the barley-sugar style.
Two single-manual early Blanchet-type instruments of the late seventeenth century have been
found, and another small harpsichord with the
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double bent side.
The photo No. 2 shows the 1758 Kirckman,
originally in Russia and which was found in Russia.
This is not in Boalch.
A most interesting instrument is the Trasuntinis of
1572 (Photos 4 and 5). It is said to have belonged to a
Princess in Vienna and bears her arms. The outside is
grey and the internal painting is of a high order. It is
85.5cm wide 225cm long, giving a bottom D string
of 185.5cm, a length consistent with a fairly standard
Italian pitch, c2 is 27cm. As the keyboard appears
not to have been altered, indeed any alteration would
be obvious on the wide notes at the bottom, this is
obviously not a transposing instrument. It has been
argued that both the Trasuntino Alessandro of 1531
in the Royal College of Music and the Baffo in the V
& A were transposing instruments. According to this
hypothesis the notes on the keys originally were C/Ef3 while the size of the instrument suggested G/B-c3.
Personally I have always regarded this as guess
work, and certainly the instrument in Paris would
confirm that the standard Italian pitch (with slight
variations) suggested by the string length is in
accord with the keys. I have tried to examine every
extant Italian harpsichord and have never yet seen
one in which the keys appeared to be original, which
did not conform with a pitch consistant with c2 being
10J" to 111".
*Donald H. Boalch: Makers of the Harpsichord and
Clavichord 1440-1840, 2nd edition 1974, Oxford.
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These speculations may have arisen by the fact
that Francioloni, whose store I went into, kept his
keyboards separate from the cases. Confusion may
have resulted by looking at just one instrument.
Indeed a lot of errors and false statements have
been made as a result of people relying on their own
observations without checking the origins of the
instrument and especially the keyboards. It is
curious that Donald Boalch (page 182) gives the
description of the keys of the 1552 Trasuntino as
described by Dr Mirrey in 1963 and John Barnes in
1966. Why were the people who knew the history of
the instrument not consulted? It was an outer case,
bottom and wrest plank turned into a clavichord by
Franciolini and sold to a Mr Oliver. A keyboard
was obtained, originally made by Mr Alec Hodsdon
from Franciolini parts and rejected by Mr Hugh
Gough, and fitted by the next owner with some reject
jacks. How then can a positive statement like that
on page 182 be made? 'Compass now C-C, 4
octaves, chromatic - formerly G/B-C, but originally
C/E-F as is proved by alterations to keys and
keybed.' This same owner, a young man whose
name I forget, was also responsible for concocting the
14-note octave keys from two Franciolini keyboards
obtained from Franciolini by Mr Hodsdon. This
has also been described in Mr Barnes's article 'The
spurious uniformity of Italian harpsichords' as
though it were serious. In fact I believe the young
man got the keyboard very close to a genuine old
one, but one can never take

anything from Franciolini as first evidence unless it
can be justified by comparison with a genuine
unaltered instrument. As far as 1 know, no unaltered low pitch instrument from Italy has been
found to exist. To try to prove the existance of such
instruments, some organologists have seized on any
altered keyboard and claimed that the alteration
showed that the original instrument was low pitched.
In many cases, had they traced the origins of the
instrument, they would have discovered a simpler
explanation - the keyboards were not original to the
instruments, or the alterations were just repairs. So
while the newly-found Trasuntino gives evidence
for the standardization of pitch to compass, it does
raise another doubt about the originality of the 4' in
these instruments.
The 4' bridge appears, under scrutiny, not to be
by the same hand as the 8' bridge. Certain pin
holes, and the fact that the 8' wrest-plank bridge
appears to have been removed at some time,
suggest it was once, and therefore perhaps originally
2 x 8'. The removal of the 8' bridge would be to drill
holes for the 4' strings to pass through.
The problem of drilling for strings to pass
through is very obvious, and beautifully arranged in
the last instrument to be found, a small Italian with
two keyboards and three choirs of 8' strings. We
have often referred to the large number of
instruments of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries which had either three sets of eight-foot
strings or three rows of jacks on two sets of strings.

(The Miiller, the 1622, two Webers, the Swiss twomanual, and the scars of double bridges on many
Italian instruments, etc.)
However, this is the first time an Italian instrument that has not been touched in recent times, has
been found with all its four 8' bridges and pins intact
(from the Gilbert collection).
The bridge nearest the player is a low one with
two 8' strings (c2 = 10J"). These strings pass through
holes in a high bridge at the back of the

wrest plank and play from a low bridge on the
sound-board. These two choirs are hitched to the
sound-board in front of the fourth, and distant
bridge which carries the third set of strings which
are hitched to the side in the normal manner. So
here is a two-manual Italian harpsichord of a size
suggesting C/E-c3 with three 8' strings. This
instrument should warrant a further article when a
more extensive examination can be made.
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