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INTRODUCTION 
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         Please send your comments and your contributions to info@harpsichord.org.uk  
 

It is now a long eight months since our last edition, back then none of us 

could have foreseen the strange world in which we now live, with all concerts 

cancelled or at best postponed.  Now, making music together is only possible 

with the aid of technical wizardry and with the audience firmly placed on the 

other side of a computer screen. The Covid 19 pandemic has certainly had a 

huge impact on all the Arts but especially on the Music industry. We all look 

forward to a time when we can once again meet to play and or listen together 

without fear. Meanwhile we hope you enjoy reading the various articles 

recording past times and events when musicians were able to meet in person 

to explore music together.  

 

We were delighted when Elaine Funaro agreed to be Guest Edit for this edition 

but unfortunately, she became unwell and wisely delegated the task to Dan 

McHugh, her pupil and friend.  We are grateful to both Elaine and Dan for their 

hard work in producing this edition.   

 

Sadly, we record the deaths of Kenneth Gilbert, Mark Ransom and Elizabeth de 

la Porte, all who contributed so much not only to the harpsichord community 

but to music in general. They will be much missed. 

 

In these times of uncertainty and with travel restrictions in place, the majority 

of conferences, competitions and masterclasses have also been cancelled or 

postponed. Our usual Announcements page therefore remains blank. Instead 

please refer to the News page on our website. As lockdown eases, we will post 

details of any rescheduled events as soon as it becomes feasible and safe, for 

them to take place. 

 

Meanwhile we hope you enjoy this the fourteenth edition of Sounding Board.  

Your letters and comments are always welcome - please continue to write to 

us about this publication or of any harpsichord related matter.   Thank you.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

••• From our Guest Editor, Dan McHugh ••• 
 

My friend and teacher Elaine Funaro was going to be the original guest editor of this edition of 

Sounding Board. She asked for me to take over the project when she needed some time to focus on her 

health. I dedicate this issue to Elaine.   

***** 
My involvement with classical music began later than most people. Now, my life revolves around it. I 

played the baritone throughout high school and in the North Carolina State University Marching Band. 

I finally began taking piano lessons for my own personal development in grad school while studying 

European History at Providence College in Rhode Island. And it wasn’t until 2016 that I met Elaine 

Funaro and began harpsichord lessons. I’m proud to be one of those life-long learners who decided 

that late really is better than never.  

 

As far as work goes, I am the Membership Director at WCPE FM, The Classical Station in Wake Forest, 

North Carolina. I hope you will visit our website www.TheClassicalStation.org to listen to classical 

music wherever you might be. We are a nonprofit, listener supported station and have been for over 

forty years.  

 

I could never imagine that meeting Elaine would open up so many possibilities in my life. We met in 

January, 2016 and soon started our weekly Tuesday night lessons. After fumbling through a piece I 

had prepared, Elaine would say “alright move over!” and sit down to play it for me. We took Bach’s 

Inventions to the “wood shop” and focused on articulation and phrasing in Haydn’s sonatas.  

 

Elaine soon introduced me to the wider harpsichord world by 

encouraging me to participate in a masterclass/concert 

festival at Desert Baroque in Palm Springs, California with 

Margaret Irwin Brandon, Charles Metz, Sonia Lee, and other 

distinguished guest artists. For three years we travelled to 

California in the winter (twice encountering Biblical floods in 

the middle of a desert!) which became a benchmark for my 

progress. I made many friends on these adventures and it’s all 

thanks to Elaine.  

 

In addition to Desert Baroque, Elaine also introduced me to 

the Historical Keyboard Society of North America (HKSNA). 

The second conference I attended at Ann Arbor, Michigan was 

memorable for a couple of reasons. First, I was fortunate to 

perform an Allemande by Rameau in a masterclass with 

Edward Parmentier. This was a big deal for me not only 

because I worked really hard on this difficult piece, but also 

because the hall was packed with professors, musicians, and 

builders from around the world. Secondly, my friend Richard 

Kingston, a master builder located in South Carolina, 

encouraged me to purchase an Italian virginal kit to build 

together. I drove the kit all the way from Michigan to 

Richard’s house in Fort Mill, South Carolina for a once in a 

lifetime opportunity.  
Dan & Elaine at Joshua Tree National 

Park, California, Photo’ Dan’s Collection’ 

http://www.theclassicalstation.org/
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Dan and Richard Kingston building the virginal.  Photo’ Dan’s Collection’ 

 

I got to be the “sorcerer’s 

apprentice”, learning all I 

could about harpsichord 

making with Richard 

Kingston. He told me over 

and over again that “sand 

paper is cheap, labor isn’t.” 

He taught me how to 

plane, that sanding 

differentiates good work 

from great work, and about 

the fundamentals of 

voicing a harpsichord. 

From stringing to shaping 

the Plectra, he set me up 

to be self-sufficient. We 

bonded over sandwiches 

and coffee and became 

good friends. I am so 

grateful to Richard for this 

experience.  

 

Last year, Elaine and I worked on several Scarlatti sonatas so I would be ready for the workshop at the 

International Festival of Spanish Keyboard Music (FIMTE) conference in Mojácar, Spain. Luisa Morales, 

the director of FIMTE, and I actually met at Duke University in 2014 at my first-ever harpsichord 

concert. What an experience to travel to Spain and learn so much about Scarlatti and his music!   

 

For this issue, I wanted to focus on topics that are dear to Elaine’s heart. Elaine enjoys playing 

keyboard duets with her colleague Beverly Biggs, her husband Randall Love, and other friends and 

colleagues. I asked Rebecca Cypess (who I interviewed on the radio about her new CD) to write an 

article on keyboard duets.  

 

Elaine Funaro is a Past President of HKSNA as well as the founder and director of Aliénor - a nonprofit 

dedicated to commissioning new music for the harpsichord. The two organizations officially merged 

in 2018. One of the winners of the Aliénor Competition, Mark Janello, wrote an article on new music 

for the harpsichord. I also interviewed several past prize winners of the Jurow Competition, organized 

by HKSNA, about their experience as we prepare for the Ninth competition, now postponed until 2021 

due to COVID-19.   

 

Francis Knights wrote a fascinating article on Bach’s Inventions for the last issue of Sounding Board. 

This time around, he has contributed a piece on Bach’s cadences and basso-continuo. Penelope Cave, 

another long-standing friend of Elaine’s, has provided a further companion piece to the Bach 

Inventions.  

 

Thank you to the British Harpsichord Society for this opportunity to edit my first journal. I hope you 

enjoy this issue.  

 

 

Dan McHugh 
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FEATURE 

Of Keyboard Duets and Chess: 
  Sympathy and Play in the Enlightenment Salon 

 

Harpsichordist and Forte-pianist, Rebecca Cypess has done extensive research into domestic music making 

in 17th- and 18th-century Europe. Her interests include performance practice, the salon, music in Jewish 

culture, and women in music. Her most recent recording, Sisters, Face to Face: The Bach Legacy in 

Women’s Hands, includes duet performances with forte-pianist Yi-heng Yang and explores the role of 

women in eighteenth century performance. This recording also challenges the view that the harpsichord 

was merely superseded by the new fortepiano; instead, the two instruments lived side by side for decades.  

In this article she continues her exploration of the salon and incorporates chess as another example of 

playing together in harmony.   
 

In the second half of the eighteenth century, the institution known as the “salon”—a regular 

gathering of intellectuals, artists, philosophers, socialites, diplomats, and others, usually presided 

over by a female hostess or salonnière—spread across Europe. The customs of the salon had their 

origin in seventeenth-century France, but, with the decline of the ancien régime and the rise of an 

independent aristocracy and bourgeoisie, they became widespread, fusing with local customs of 

sociability as they spread across Europe and America.1  

 

Music, an important marker of taste, education, and erudition, sometimes assumed a central role 

in the proceedings of salons. While there were no clearly drawn lines separating “musical salons” 

from salons with other focal points, I suggest that consideration of musical salons broadly 

speaking—salons in which the hostess demonstrated a particular interest or talent for music, and 

in which music assumed a central role—is instructive in expanding our understanding of music in 

the Enlightenment. In particular, study of musical salons helps to shed light on how elite women, 

generally limited by social convention to the private sphere, acted as agents of musical culture. 

The salon, situated in the home, exuded a domestic ethos; yet, because it provided a space for 

women to interact with professional musicians and elite, amateur men, it enabled the flow of 

ideas from the private to the public sphere.2  

 

Within the context of the musical salon, keyboard duets—whether for two keyboard instruments 

or for four hands on a single instrument—held a place of special importance. Women were 

generally associated with keyboard instruments above all; “accomplishment” at a keyboard was a  

 

 
1 The classic work on the salon in the age of Enlightenment is Dena Goodman, The Republic of Letters: A Cultural 

History of the French Enlightenment (Ithaca, NY and London: Cornell University Press, 1994). 
2 These ideas are laid out in my book-in-progress, Rebecca Cypess, Women and Musical Salons in the 

Enlightenment (University of Chicago Press, forthcoming). The ideas in this essay form part of chapter 2 of that 

work. The notion of salons as occupying a liminal space between the private and public spheres is central to my 

notion of salon culture, and it is drawn primarily from Antoine Lilti, The World of the Salons: Sociability and 

Worldliness in Eighteenth-Century Paris, trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).  
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marker of a well-cultivated character and mind.3 (Women were also encouraged to sing and, 

sometimes, to play the harp or more specialized instruments such as the glass armonica.4) Playing 

keyboard duets together enabled women to exercise their technical skills and musical expression 

in concert: mirroring one another’s physical movements at the instrument reinforced the 

sympathetic emotions that they cultivated through sensitive listening and playing.  

 

In my past work, I have addressed the performance of keyboard duets as a manifestation of the 

Enlightenment-era interest in the cultivation of sympathy (what would today, perhaps, be called 

“empathy”) among friends and family members.5 Such sympathetic music-making was a central 

feature of salons; although it was by no means limited to the context of the salon, it resonated 

strongly with the purposes of the salon as a testing ground for shared intellectual, artistic, and 

emotional experiences.  

 

In this essay, I propose to expand the discussion of keyboard duets to encompass an element of 

play. In addition to being sites of intellectual and sentimental exploration, salons were sites of 

moral education. In an age when women were restricted from the kind of formal education 

available to men, the salon constituted a place where playful conversation and the playing of 

games offered a means for the cultivation of character, literary and rhetorical fluency, and 

technical skill. I will bring together two apparently disparate sources which, I argue, are mutually 

elaborative: first is a little-known description of the purposes of keyboard duets by Charles 

Burney, which I apply to evidence of women’s performances of such duets during the second half 

of the eighteenth century. The second source is “The Morals of Chess,” an essay by Benjamin 

Franklin—a frequent participant in the salons of Paris and London during his travels to those 

cities, and someone known both to have played chess and to have listened to keyboard duets in 

those salons. In bringing together Burney’s and Franklin’s essays, I argue that the keyboard duet 

and the game of chess shared the fundamental purpose of playful moral education. 

 

*** 

In 1777 Burney published a volume of sonatas for two keyboardists to play on a single instrument. 

In this collection—certainly among the first of its kind—he appended an introduction 

acknowledging the virtues of two-keyboard performances but justifying his more practical 

configuration:  

 

 
3 On the conventions that dictated which types of instruments had “feminine” associations, see Richard Leppert, 

Music and Image: Domesticity, Ideology, and Socio-Cultural Formation in Eighteenth-Century England (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1988). 
4 Heather Hadlock, “Sonorous Bodies: Women and the Glass Harmonica.” Journal of the American Musicological 

Society 53, no. 3 (autumn, 2000): 507–542; Annette Richards, “Ghost Music, or the Otherworldly Voice of the 

Glass Armonica,” Keyboard Perspectives 8 (2015): 1–42. 
5 Rebecca Cypess, “Keyboard-Duo Arrangements in Eighteenth Century Musical Life,” Eighteenth-Century Music 

14, no. 2 (2017): 183–214; Rebecca Cypess, “Fortepiano–Harpsichord Duos in two Late Eighteenth-Century 

Salons,” Harpsichord and Fortepiano (spring, 2018): 20–26. My understanding of fortepiano–harpsichord duos is 

informed in particular by the work of Michael Latcham; see, for example, Michael Latcham, “Swirling from One 

Level of the Affects to Another: The Expressive Clavier in Mozart’s Time,” Early Music 30, no. 4 (November, 2002): 

502–520.   
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That great and varied effects may be produced by Duets upon Two keyed-Instruments, has 

been proved by several ingenious compositions, some of which have been published in  

Germany; but the inconvenience of having two Harpsichords, or two Piano-Fortes, in the 

same room, and the short time they remain exactly in tune together, have prevented 

frequent trials, and even the cultivation of this species of music, notwithstanding all the 

advantages which, in other respects, it offers to musical students. The played Duets by two 

persons upon One instrument, is, however, attended with nearly as many advantages, 

without the inconvenience of crowding a room, or of frequent or double tuning.6 

 

In referring to the keyboard duos published in Germany, Burney may have been thinking of 

Duetto in E-Flat for two keyboards by Johann Gottfried Müthel, printed in 1771 and performed in 

Burney’s own musical soirées in 1775.7 Burney must also have been familiar with the double 

concertos and duets for two keyboards by Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, 

and perhaps also Johann Sebastian Bach, all of which continued to circulate in manuscript 

northern Germany in the second half of the eighteenth century. The Berlin salonnière and 

keyboardist Sara Levy collected and played many of these with her teacher, Wilhelm Friedemann 

Bach, until his death in 1783, and she perpetuated the tradition apparently by commissioning 

double-concertos from Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach and Johann Christoph Friedrich Bach.8 She 

played these duets and double-concertos with sisters and perhaps others in her salon. Such duo 

compositions were as much at home in the salon as the duo arrangements discussed above. And, 

while Burney’s published four-hands compositions opened the door to amateur performances in 

homes that lacked a second keyboard instrument, four-hands playing on one keyboard would also 

become an important performance practice of salons.9 The salonnière Caroline Pichler reported 

that, in one of her salon gatherings, 

 

when I was sitting at the pianoforte playing ‘Non più andrai’ from Figaro . . . [Mozart] 

suddenly moved a chair up, sat down, told me to carry on playing the bass, and began to 

improvise such wonderfully beautiful variations that everyone listened to the tones of the 

German Orpheus with bated breath.10  

 

 
6 See Charles Burney, preface to Four Sonatas or Duets for Two Performers on One Piano-forte or Harpsichord 

(London: Printed for the Author, 1777), unpaginated. 
7 See David Yearsley, “‘Nothing More to Conquer: Müthel’s Duetto in the Burney Drawing Room and Beyond,” 

Keyboard Perspectives 9 (2016): 1–31. 
8 See Christoph Wolff, “Sara Levy’s Musical Salon and Her Bach Collection,” in Sara Levy’s World: Gender, Judaism, 

and the Bach Tradition in Enlightenment Berlin, ed. Rebecca Cypess and Nancy Sinkoff (Rochester, NY: University 

of Rochester Press, 2018).  
9 On the widespread use of this practice in salons of the nineteenth century, see Thomas Christensen, “Four-

Hand Piano Transcription and the Geographies of Nineteenth-Century Musical Reception,” Journal of the 

American Musicological Society 52, no. 2 (summer, 1999): 255–298.  
10 Quoted and translated in Edward Klorman, Mozart’s Music of Friends: Social Interplay in the Chamber Works 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 108.  
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Likewise, the Irish tenor Michael Kelly recalled that, during his years in Vienna in the 1780s, he 

heard Mozart play keyboard duets with the salonnière and composer Marianna Martines: 

 

 

When I was admitted to [Martines’s] conversaziones, and musical parties, she was in the 

vale of years, yet still possessed the gaiety and vivacity of a girl, and was  polite and affable 

to all. Mozart was an almost constant attendant at her parties, and I have heard him play 

duets on the piano-forte with her, of his own composition. She was a great favourite of 

his.11 

 

In explaining his motivation for publishing four-hands keyboard music, Burney links this medium, 

as well as that of duets for two keyboards, to both education and sociability. These factors explain 

why keyboard-duo performance was so central to salons. In a household in which two keyboardists 

each need to practice, but in which only one keyboard resides, the two keyboardists run the risk of 

conflict—a risk that keyboard duos help to mitigate: 

 

Indeed, it frequently happens, that when there are two students upon the same keyed-

instrument, in one house, they are in each other’s way; however, by compositions of the 

following kind, they become reciprocally useful, and necessary companions in their 

musical exercises.12 

 

In addition, Burney argues, keyboard duets help the players to listen to each other well, assist one 

another in correcting errors, and improve each other’s technique. If either of the two players 

speeds up or slows down, the other will catch the mistake. More important, however, is how four-

hands music teaches the players to accommodate one another—a phenomenon that Burney likens 

to both painting and conversation: 

 

And with respect to the Pianos and Fortes, each Performer should try to discover when he 

has the Principal Melody given to him, or when he is only to accompany that Melody; in 

order, either to make it more conspicuous, or merely to enrich its harmony. There is no 

fault in accompanying, so destructive of good melody, taste, and expression, as the vanity 

with which young and ignorant Performers are too frequently possessed, of becoming 

Principals, when they are only Subalterns; and of being heard, when they have nothing to 

say that merits particular attention. If the part which would afford the greatest pleasure to 

the hearer be suffocated, and rendered inaudible, by too full, and too loud an 

accompaniment, it is like throwing the capital figure of a piece into the back-ground, or 

degrading the master into a servant.13 

 
11 Michael Kelly, Reminiscences of Michael Kelly of the King's Theatre, and Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, Including a 

Period of Nearly Half a Century; with Original Anecdotes of Many Distinguished Persons, Political, Literary, and 

Musical (London: Henry Colburn, 1826), 252.  
12 Burney, preface to Four Sonatas or Duets for Two Performers on One Piano-forte or Harpsichord, unpaginated. 
13 Ibid., unpaginated. 
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In contrast to solo music, which leads a single player selfishly to occupy the keyboard instrument 

to the detriment of others in the house who also need to practice, sociable music-making 

involving two keyboardists bestows both literal and figurative harmony, rendering the two players 

“reciprocally useful, and necessary companions” to one another. In addition, keyboard duets  

foster a sense of self within the context of the whole: neither player can be soloist for long, and 

the two must constantly accommodate each other through active listening and sensitive playing. 

As a tactile experience, keyboard duets instill in the body the lessons needed to become a sociable, 

sympathetic person. 

 

Benjamin Franklin heard keyboard duets and trios in the salon of Anne-Louise Boyvin 

d’Hardancourt Brillon de Jouy, his neighbor in the Parisian village of Passy during his diplomatic 

mission to France between 1777 and 1785. Brillon composed such works for herself and her 

daughters to play in their home. These manuscripts—among Brillon’s complete compositions, 

now housed in the library of American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia—are designated for 

“pianoforte allemand” (German piano), “pianoforte anglais” (English [square] piano), and 

“clavecin” (harpsichord), showing that, like Levy, Brillon collected various types of instruments 

and used them together.14 While these pieces were apparently didactic works and are not as 

satisfying, compositionally, as Brillon’s songs and sonatas, they point to the importance of 

playing keyboard duets in the environment of salons as a component of female education. That 

others in Brillon’s circle used pianos and harpsichords together is suggested by published works 

designated explicitly for that combination by Henri-Joseph Rigel and Jean-François Tapray. (Rigel 

dedicated another set of sonatas to Brillon, which strongly suggests that she would have known 

his keyboard duets as well.) 

 

In a letter to another American diplomat, William Carmichael, Franklin described his evenings 

chez Brillon: 

 

Mde. Brillon [is] a Lady of most respectable Character and pleasing Conversation. Mistress 

of an amiable family in this Neighbourhood, with which I spend an Evening twice in every 

Week. She has among other Elegant accomplishments that of an Excellent Musician, and 

with her Daughters who sing prettily, and some friends who play, She kindly entertains me 

and my Grandson with little Concerts, a Dish of Tea and a Game of Chess. I call this my 

Opera; for I rarely go to the Opera at Paris.”15  

 
14 Brillon’s manuscripts are catalogued and discussed in Bruce Gustafson, “The Music of Madame Brillon: A 

Unified Manuscript Collection from Benjamin Franklin’s Circle,” Notes 43, no. 3 (March, 1987): 522–543 and 

Bruce Gustafson, “Madame Brillon et son salon,” Revue de musicologie 2 (1999): 297–332. A biography of Brillon 

written from the perspective of a cultural historian and not a musicologist is Christine de Pas, Madame Brillon de 

Jouy et son salon: une musicienne des Lumières, intime de Benjamin Franklin (s.l.: Petit page, 2014). See also 

Claude-Anne Lopez, Mon cher papa: Franklin and the Ladies of Paris (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990). 
15 Benjamin Franklin to William Carmichael, June 17, 1780. Retrieved from https://franklinpapers.org (accessed 

August 2, 2019).  

https://franklinpapers.org/
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As this passage shows, Franklin’s visits to the salon of Madame Brillon frequently included both 

music and chess—a juxtaposition that is highly instructive. Two years before Franklin wrote this 

letter to Carmichael, also during his stay in Paris, Franklin had composed an essay titled “The 

Morals of Chess,” in which he expounded on its capacity to foster sociability. He begins the essay 

with the claim that “the game of chess is not merely an idle amusement. Several very valuable 

qualities of the mind, useful in the course of human life, are to be acquired or strengthened by it, 

so as to become habits, ready on all occasions.”16 He expounds on these qualities, which include 

foresight, circumspection, caution, and perseverance, offering practical advice on each that could 

be easily applied to life more generally. In closing, however, Franklin refers to a more sociable 

form of chess, in which a player’s adversary becomes more a friend than a foe: 

 

If the game is not to be played rigorously, according to the rules above mentioned, then 

moderate your desire of victory over your adversary, and be pleased with one over yourself. 

Snatch not eagerly at every advantage offered by his unskilfulness or inattention; but point 

out to him kindly that by such a move he places or leaves a piece in danger and 

unsupported; that by another he will put his king in a dangerous situation, &c. By this 

generous civility (so opposite to the unfairness above forbidden) you may indeed happen 

to lose the game to your opponent, but you will win what is better, his esteem, his respect, 

and his affection; together with the silent approbation and good will of impartial 

spectators.17 

 

Franklin’s description of the ideal sociable chess player bears much in common with Burney’s 

description of keyboard duets. Like the keyboardist in Burney’s four-hands compositions, 

Franklin’s ideal sociable chess player presents a “generous civility” that suppresses selfish 

inclinations in favor of the success of his friend. Just as one keyboardist makes way for her 

partner, placing herself in the position of her friend in order to anticipate and guide her next 

“move,” the sociable chess player anticipates the needs of her fellow player. She makes 

suggestions that help her player learn the rules and customs of the game; similarly, each 

keyboardist helps to guide and correct her partner. Through mutual imitation and careful 

listening, the two players of a keyboard duet hear one another’s faults and correct each other, 

increasing their technical education at the instrument as well as their enjoyment of the music 

they play. 

 

As early as 1752, the Scottish philosopher David Hume defended heterosocial gatherings centered 

around conversation and the niceties of life as beneficial to society. In Hume’s view, well-

developed arts and “luxuries” made society more refined as a whole. Drawing people out of their 

solitary existences, conversation about the arts had the power to increase sociability and shape 

the character of its participants. As Hume explained,  

 
16 Benjamin Franklin, “The Morals of Chess,” written before June 28, 1779, published in The Columbian Magazine 

1 (December, 1786): 159–161. Retrieved from https://franklinpapers.org (accessed August 4, 2019).  
17 Ibid. 

https://franklinpapers.org/
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Particular clubs and societies are every where form’d: Both sexes meet in an easy and 

sociable manner; and the tempers of men, as well as their behavior, refine apace. So that, 

beside the improvements which they receive from knowledge and the liberal arts, ’tis 

impossible but they must feel an increase of humanity, from the very habit of conversing 

together, and contributing to each other’s pleasure and entertainment. Thus industry, 

knowledge, and humanity, are link’d together by an indissoluble chain, and are found, from 

experience as well as reason, to be peculiar to the more polish’d and luxurious ages.18 

 

Hume would surely have counted both music and chess as “luxuries” that stimulated 

conversation, sociability, and refinement. Keyboard duets, played in the context of elite musical 

salons, resonated with the social niceties that he praised so highly. The ludic qualities of such 

music resonated with other social games that proliferated in salons, contributing to the 

sympathetic emotions and moral edification of the players.  

 

Rebecca Cypess 
 
 

Dr. Rebecca Cypess is the Associate Director of the Music Department at Mason Gross School of the Arts at 

Rutgers University. Her first book Curious and Modern Inventions: Instrumental Music as Discovery in 

Galileo’s Italy received much critical acclaim. Published March 2016 by University of Chicago Press: ISBN: 

9780226319445, it is also available as an E- book.  

With the ensemble that she founded, the Raritan Players, she released in 2017 the CD In Sara Levy's Salon,  

which received five stars from Classical Music. (Acis Productions, 2017 ASIN: B06ZYP8SRN). 

She recently contributed the article on Italian music in the new “Cambridge Companion to the Harpsichord”, 

edited by Mark Kroll, published by Cambridge University Press. ISBN: 9781316659359. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Sisters, Face to Face: The Bach Legacy in Women’s Hands  

Her latest CD;  ASIN: B07Q64NYKV, to which this article refers,  

is also available as a MP3 download 

 

 

 
 

 
18 David Hume, “Of Luxury,” in Essays and Treatises on Several Subjects, vol. 4, Political Discourses, 3rd ed. with 

additions and corrections (London: A. Millard and Edinburgh: A. Kincaid and A. Donaldson, 1754), 23–24.  

http://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/C/bo22541299.html
http://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/C/bo22541299.html
https://www.amazon.com/Sara-Levys-Salon-Raritan-Players/dp/B06ZYP8SRN/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1497828557&sr=8-1&keywords=in+sara+levy%27s+salon
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Luc Beauséjour outside the Hotel 

Reproduced with permission 

FEATURE 

Jurow Reflections  
‘Where are they now?’- Dan McHugh catches up with some of the former winners of this major 

Harpsichord Competition and asks about their experiences on the day and what they learnt from it.  
  
Sponsored by the Historical Keyboard Society of North America (formerly Southeastern Historical 

Keyboard Society), The Mae & Irving Jurow International Harpsichord Competition was established 

in the early 1980s, with the generous support of Mae and Irving Jurow and other donors, in the 

interest of creating competitive activities for harpsichordists, since very few such opportunities 

existed in the United States.  It has established a secure reputation, attracting entrants from many 

countries and musical institutions.   
 

In anticipation of the Ninth Jurow Competition, whose semi-finals and finals were planned for this 

August but postponed until next year due to Covid-19, I reached out to several former prize-

winners from the United States and Canada to talk about their experience in the Competition. In 

addition to recording some of their memories of the Competition, I wanted to ask the students-

turned-professionals what advice they would give to young harpsichordists today, why are 

harpsichord competitions still important, and what lessons would they pass on to the rest of us. 
 

I recorded these interviews by telephone and via email and have edited their contents for this 

essay. I want to thank everyone for participating and reminding me that even the most famous 

harpsichordists started off as students.  

 

A First Time for Everything 

Luc Beauséjour, based in Montreal, competed in the first ever 

competition in 1982. Since then, he has had a remarkable career 

as a recording artist with over 30 albums. He teaches at the 

Conservatoire de Musique de Montréal and is Artistic Director 

of Clavecin en Concert. We spoke about his experience as a 

young harpsichordist and how participating in the Competition 

affected his career.  

 

Not only was this Competition Luc’s first, but it was also the 

first time he visited the United States. When I asked him what 

he remembered most vividly, he recounted how excited he was 

to see ‘Welcome Harpsichordists’ on the sign of the hotel. One 

of the invited guest performers was Gustav Leonhardt. Luc 

fondly remembers the Gustav Leonhardt’s performance of W.F. 

Bach.  

 

The 1982 SEHKS Harpsichord Competition’s jury members for 

the final round included Ton Koopman, James Weaver, Glen 

Wilson, Doris Ornstein, and Louis Bagger. Luc took advantage 

of the preponderance of harpsichordists all in one place. While 

speaking with Ton Koopman, he asked if there were any spots 
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available in his harpsichord class at the Sweelinck Conservatorium in Amsterdam.  One year later, 

he travelled to Europe and enrolled as his student thanks to a grant from the Canada Council for 

the Arts. 

 

The judges of the first Competition in 1982 did not award a First Prize. Instead, Luc was one of two 

harpsichordists to receive a joint Second Prize, the result of which launched his career. Luc 

Beauséjour received an invitation to participate in a live concert by Radio-Canada that brought 

together five winners from different national and international competitions. The prize also led to 

an invitation to play at the prestigious Lanaudière Summer Festival in Quebec. 

 

Luc now teaches at the Music Conservatory in Montreal. I asked him what advice he gives his 

students as they prepare for their own competitions. He said, ‘I always advise my students to 

adopt a positive attitude and to view competitions as a source of motivation and a golden 

opportunity to learn repertoires that they never thought of tackling’. 

 

Haydn’s Humor and the Summer Heat 

The United States had a few early music competitions in the 1980s. Of those, a smaller number 

were dedicated to the harpsichord. Peter Sykes, based in Cambridge Massachusetts, participated in 

as many as he could. After securing a teaching post and church organist job, Sykes travelled to 

Washington, D.C. for the 1986 Second Competition.  

 

‘It was beastly hot!’, he told me, laughing. All of the participants bunked together in a college 

dorm without air conditioning. With the summer heat, anticipation, and nervousness it was the 

perfect place to make lifelong friends.  

 

I asked him what that competition was like. He said, ‘Back then, the competition was a series of 

solo rounds and you had to be prepared with several performances before you arrived, not 

knowing if you would even be able to play in the final round. The intermediate rounds were 

sparsely attended, but the grand finale took place at 8 p.m. at the Library of Congress!’ Luckily for 

Peter, he and his Haydn sonata in G major made it to the final round.  

 

‘I admired Haydn’s humor and, in such a stressful environment, it lightened up the tension in the 

competition a bit. The night of the finals, the judges didn’t announce their conclusion until two in 

the morning. Apparently the Haydn was well received!’ Just like the First Competition in 1982, a 

First Prize was not awarded. Sykes won the joint Second Prize with Bradley Brookshire.  

 

One of the most important lessons he learned through his participation in the Competition is ‘to 

have empathy and pity for the terrifying experience of competing’. 

 

Peter Sykes is now Associate Professor of Music and Chair of Historical Performance at Boston 

University. He will be a judge in the Ninth Jurow Competition in St. Paul, Minnesota.  

 

From Contestant to Director  

Vivian Montgomery teaches harpsichord at the Longy School of Music of Bard College in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts.  She won Second Prize in the Third Competition in 1991 in Winston-

Salem, North Carolina. She has been the Director of the Competition since 2010.  We discussed 

her journey from competitor to director and finding an authentic sound.  

 



13 

 

Participating in a competition means learning new repertoire that you might not otherwise 

encounter. Though familiar with early virginal music, Vivian recalled that learning a ‘big William 

Byrd fantasia’ was a breakthrough for her. Having to grapple with new pieces one might not 

otherwise learn challenged her to tackle other pieces which might have been intimidating.  

 

Many judges in competitions are well known harpsichordists and have made several recordings.  I  

asked Vivian if she ever felt influenced by someone else’s recordings. She told me that just prior to 

the semi-finals, she listened to a recording of a Frescobaldi toccata by one of the judges. ‘I realized 

that this was somebody who ornamented every single note! So, I felt required to add more 

ornamentation. These types of things you can’t help but be influenced by’. Looking back, Vivian 

told me that you have to rely on your own creativity and encourages her students to bring their 

own individual qualities to their performances.   

 

As the new director of the Competition, Vivian wanted to bring more attention to continuo 

playing, contemporary music, and women composers. The Competition features a winning 

composition from the Aliénor Competition, directed by Elaine Funaro, which commissions new 

music for the harpsichord. The contestants must also perform a round of continuo realization.   

 

On the importance of the Competition, Vivian said, ‘It’s an intense few days and there's always 

that chance that there's going to be somebody who's just out of this world. And that’s happened a 

couple of times in the past. I won't name names, you know, but it’s pretty wonderful thing to feel 

like you've gotten blown away by somebody. The Jurow is an illustrious competition and I hope it 

continues’. 

  

Procrastination and Good Luck Charms 

Joseph Gascho, Assistant Professor of Music at University of Michigan at Ann Arbor, won a joint 

First Prize with Michael Sponseller at the Fifth Competition (by now it was renamed the Mae and 

Irving Jurow International Harpsichord Competition) which was held at Bethlehem, Pennsylvania in 

2002. We spoke about what it was like preparing for the competition, meeting the love of his life, 

and what he tells his students as they prepare for their own competitions.  

 

Harpsichordists have technical difficulties all the time. Broken strings, humidity, and the ever 

pesky 4-foot (or is it just me?). But what happens when you forget to hit the record button the 

night before audition tapes are due?  

 

‘This was in the days of MiniDisc recorders, which I'm sure most readers won't have any idea 

about.  We had to send a physical copy of the recording by Friday at 5:00 p.m. It was Friday 

morning at 3:00 a.m. when I finally got a really good take. Unfortunately, the recorder was off! So, 

I had to play it all over again, probably a few more times.  I do remember one of the judges for the 

preliminary rounds commented that that the sound of my recording was really good, so I guess it 

was worth it to stay up late and getting it right’. 

 

Competitions are a great place to make lifelong friends. Belonging to a niche within a niche, 

finding people with similar interests can be difficult, especially in the small harpsichord world. 

Joseph shared an intimate memory with me from the Competition: 

 

‘I met my wife, Elena Tsai, at the competition. It was first time we ever met. And she was a 

competitor, too, and, you know, we instantly had a kind of connection and I had a little bit of a 

crush on her. For the first piece in the final round, I improvised some simple diminutions and 
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L to R- Back row: Judges Arthur Haas, Charlotte Mattax, Jacques Ogg, & 

Webb Wiggins. Front row: Judge Davitt Moroney, Prize-winners Sonia Lee, 

Chu-Chun Liang, Ilya Poletaev, & Gabriel Shuford.  Photo credit: John Jacob 

 

variations on a piece of Ortiz and I actually wrote her name with a little heart on the score for 

inspiration. It’s pretty funny how it all worked out. I guess she was a good luck charm even then’. 

 

A Most Promising Career 

Sonia Lee, based in Pasadena, California, currently serves as Guest Editor of the Early Keyboard 

Journal and has been the Editor of the Historical Keyboard Society of North America (HKSNA) 

Newsletter since 2012. She served as the President of HKSNA from 2014 to 2018 and had led its 

board overseeing the Eighth Jurow Competition held in 2016 Oberlin, Ohio. She took part in the 

2007 Sixth Competition in Denton, Texas. 

 

When Sonia competed in 

the Competition, she was 

still a graduate student. 

She remembers being 

fascinated by the lectures 

and presentations around 

her which encouraged her 

to continue her studies in 

keyboard performance. 

One vivid memory she 

shared with me is of 

attending a fortepiano 

recital by the late Virginia 

Pleasants, featuring the 

music of Alexander 

Reinagle, and an intriguing 

talk entitled ‘The 

Mysterious Allemande of 

Simon Renard de Saint-

André’, given by Davitt 

Moroney. 

 

Sonia was awarded the Jurow Prize for the Most Promising Semifinalist. I asked her if she made 

any lifelong friends or colleagues at the Competition. Sonia replied, ‘I did make new friends and 

colleagues whom I still keep in touch with today. One special mention goes to Asako Hirabayashi, 

composer of the required modern piece, Sonatina No. 2 (2003), in the semi-finals and first-prize 

winner of the 2004 Sixth Aliénor International Harpsichord Composition Competition. It was a 

delight to meet her in person after spending many months to practice the fascinating, compelling, 

yet difficult piece! It’s been a pleasure to follow her compositions since then. Just last year, I had 

the honor to perform her Concerto for Four Harpsichords and Strings (2010, rev. 2017) at the Desert 

Baroque Festival in California and her Quartet for Voice, Violin, Cello and Harpsichord (2019) in 

Seoul and Hong Kong’. 

 

I asked Sonia how the Jurow differs from other competitions and what makes it special. She said, 

‘The Jurow is one of the longstanding international harpsichord competitions with almost 40 

years of history. It has played an important role in promoting the harpsichord amongst young and 

emerging performers. One special feature of the competition is that it is held in conjunction with 

the HKSNA annual conference, a multi-day event featuring presentations on historical keyboard 

topics which brings together scholars, performers, builders, and the public’. 
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I asked Sonia what she has been working on during these challenging times, Sonia has kept busy 

by working on post-production work on a new album of music for the viola da gamba and 

harpsichord which she recorded on a French Double by Montreal maker Yves Beaupré. She is also 

practicing a collection of six contemporary sonatas written in late-eighteenth century style by 

California composer Michael Uhlenkott. Four of these premiered in the UK a couple of years ago 

and Sonia is scheduled to record the entire collection on an original Broadwood fortepiano later 

this year.  

 

Lessons Learned  

I asked several of the prize winners what advice they give their students as they prepare for their 

own competitions. Here’s what they had to say: 

 

‘I always advise my students to adopt a positive attitude and to view competitions as a source of 

motivation and a golden opportunity to learn repertoires that they never thought of tackling. 

From the Jurow Competition, I have learned to be more disciplined and to manage my time more 

efficiently. It also gave me a glimpse of what to expect as a professional musician with all the 

repertoire to having to learn constantly’. – Luc Beauséjour ‘82 

‘I think the biggest thing I would do is, compared to what I myself did, is to encourage earlier and 

stronger preparation. Competitions can be very helpful for your career, but it definitely doesn't 

hurt you not to win a prize. So, there’s really nothing to lose. There are a lot of positives in terms 

of meeting people and hearing how other people play. And, like many things, I think the  

preparation itself is probably the most valuable thing – to do that kind of really intense work. 

Whether or not you win, that's more valuable than the prize itself’. –   Joseph Gascho ‘02 

 

‘The important thing as a musician is not to recreate an experience that happened in the music 

room two weeks ago. That is what I call a “pickled” performance. What really needs to happen is 

the performer needs to have all of the possibilities at his disposal during the performance to create 

a real performance. To interact with the instrument, to hear the music, and to be present for the 

final performance’. – Peter Sykes ‘86 

 

More About the Competition 

The Jurow Competition has occurred approximately every 4 years since the first in 1982. It has been 

held in Tallahassee, Florida (1982 and 1996), Washington, D.C. (1986), Winston-Salem, North 

Carolina (1991), Bethlehem, Pennsylvania (2002), Denton, Texas (2007), Cincinnati, Ohio (2012), 

and Oberlin, Ohio (2016). Karyl Louwenaar was its first director, followed by Charlotte Mattax 

Moersch until passing the directorship to Vivian Montgomery in 2010. 

 

Dan McHugh 
The 2020/21 COMPETITION 

The Semi-finals and Finals for the 9th Mae and Irving Jurow 

International Harpsichord Competition have been postponed until 

the 2021 HKSNA Conference, and will take place, as was planned 

for this year, in St. Paul, MN, sometime during the summer of 2021. 

The set pieces for this historic competition includes contemporary repertoire, continuo, 

improvisation, and performance of a Bach concerto with the acclaimed Lyra Baroque Orchestra 

(Jacques Ogg, Artistic Director). The Jurow Competition will culminate in the final round, an awards 

ceremony, and a reception on the last day of the conference.  

For names of the Semi-finalists and the |Judges, see www.hksna.org for more details. 

../FormattedArticles/www.hksna.org
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FEATURE 

Writing for the Harpsichord:  
                    one Composer’s View 
 

I am fascinated by modern day harpsichord composers. I wonder - how do they stay true to the 

instrument’s history, and is this a worthy goal? Who are they composing for? What place does the 

instrument have in the 21st century besides playing “museum pieces”? I asked Mark Janello, 

composer and Associate Professor of Music Theory at the Peabody Institute, about his experience 

and the following article is an open invitation to his creative world. Following his essay, Prof. 

Janello generously includes his award winning composition Six Harpsichord Miniatures from the 

Eighth Aliénor International Harpsichord Composition Competition for your enjoyment. DMcH 
 
For reasons I could not reliably explain even to myself, I kept my careers as a composer and 

harpsichordist separate. I enjoy modern music for my instrument, though much of it sidesteps its 

history and its music, but I had never felt the urge to partake until encouraged by the work of the 

Aliénor Foundation. This organization energizes and supports the creation of new harpsichord 

music via its quadrennial composition competition.  It was founded in 1980, right at the time 

when compositional currents had been opening up away from modernism and the harpsichord was 

coming into its own as a historical (rather than a revival) instrument. 

 

The result has been 40 years of interesting and vital music for the instrument, and as Aliénor was 

based in societies for the historical keyboard, the audience for the music and the performers and 

enthusiasts were all from the early music world, and so the atmosphere encouraged by the milieu 

was always ‘we are part of and an extension to the harpsichord community’ — that is, 

harpsichordists exploring new music rather than the other way round. 

 

Elaine Funaro, the head of Aliénor for many years and a key figure in the world of new harpsichord 

music as a performer, organizer, and commissioner of new music, has this to say about the type of 

music being championed: ‘the Aliénor repertoire is intentionally an accessible repertoire 

characterized by a rich melodic content and profound emotional expression.’  

(http://elainefunaromusic.com/the-21st-century-harpsichord/) 

 

Now, as a composer I tend to cringe at the problematic word ‘accessible’ — which often means 

pandering to a limited aesthetic that underestimates and talks down to its audience — but in this 

case it merely observes that the driving force is harpsichord enthusiasts who want new music, but 

new music written for them, with their abilities, interests, and repertoire foremost. 

 

Thus there is very little in the way of extended techniques, live or recorded electronics, and other 

manners common to the mainstream new music world.  

 

A perusal of the composers, recordings, the prize winners, and anthologies from the Aliénor  

website ((http://www.historicalkeyboardsociety.org/competitions/alienor-competition/) will 

http://elainefunaromusic.com/the-21st-century-harpsichord/
http://www.historicalkeyboardsociety.org/competitions/alienor-competition/
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reveal Neoclassical leanings and a lot of dance-inspired music – interestingly not exclusively 

focused on Baroque dance forms; there are plenty of Tangos, Fandangos, and so on, and these 

modern, popular dance genres lend themselves to a compositional style more akin to guitar than 

piano music. A style stemming from modern piano music composition would be more typical of 

the pre-Aliénor United States and of current continental harpsichord music (for example, the 

Netherlands harpsichord competition “Prix Annelie de Man” springs from a more avant-garde and 

modernist backdrop (prizewinners from 2015: https://www.prixdeman.com/prix2015)). 
 

     
 

 

For me personally, I am attracted to writing not so much for the instrument, but for the 

instrument’s players and audience: meaning my music has to be harpsichord music (not easy! not 

pandering! not unchallenging to the mind or the fingers!). It needs to fit harpsichord hands and 

harpsichord technique (no ‘piano music’) and reflect the likely concert situations – that is, on 

programs with Bach and Couperin, played by performers used to that music and its demands. 

While early music audiences have open minds (they are there for new sounds, after all) they are 

perhaps not particularly enthused by violence done to their traditions. 

 

My first foray into harpsichord writing was prompted by the call for scores for the 2012 Aliénor 

competition, which asked for sets of short pieces suitable for good amateur performers, using 

Bartok’s Mikrokosmos as exemplar. (Harpsichordists will have already noted that much of 

Mikrokosmos is lovely and appropriate on our instrument). 

 

The score in its entirety may be found here:  

http://markjanello.com/composition-page  

 

a nice live recording by Dr. Paula Maust, may be found here:  

http://markjanello.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Janello-Recital-Zoom.mp3  

 

a video of a live performance by Rebecca Pechefsky at:        

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZwHvtKeKRx4 

 

Feel free to download the score and perform it! If you do perform it please let me know by email 

(mark@markjanello.com) and I will be very grateful. Include a picture of your concert program for 

my collection. 

 

In this set I purposely partake of genres and techniques from historical harpsichord literature, 

sometimes leaning on traditional tonality, and always interested in irregular meters, either 

consistent (such as 5/4 or 11/8) or constantly varied (shifting from 3/4 to 3/8 and so on). 

 

The first movement is a ‘pattern prelude’ — a rhythmic arpeggiated schema applied to a chord 

progression (Bach’s Well Tempered Clavier Book I C major Prelude the most famous example 

among many). In it I intermittently refer (at the ends of phrases) to functional tonality: 

 

 

https://www.prixdeman.com/prix2015)
http://markjanello.com/composition-page
http://markjanello.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Janello-Recital-Zoom.mp3
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZwHvtKeKRx4
mailto:mark@markjanello.com
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Next was a mournful slow dance, in the manner of a homophonic Pavane: 

 

 

In the Fanfare, I invoke the tradition of the keyboard imitating other instruments — this time 

trumpets and other strident outdoor instruments: 
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and in the contrasting slow middle section I use the contrapuntal technique of canon, first at the 

octave below in bar 17, then at the 5th above in 22: 

 
Another strict counterpoint technique, this time from the world of Renaissance counterpoint, in 

this case ‘4th species’, which is when a syncopated voice is added to a steady stream of notes: 
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The 5th movement is an odd sort of homage to non-harpsichord music, in this case the children’s 

keyboard music of Schumann, but with irregular shifting meters — this is the only completely 

tonal work in the set, and in fact has a key signature (!): 

 

 

The last movement is a traditional Passacaglia, and in this case honors both the very strong 

baroque tradition of this genre, but also the modern tradition, in that it hints at the 11/8 meter of 

Eastern European composers Bartok and Ligeti (Ligeti who wrote some very important 

harpsichord works, including two passacaglias, in the 1960s and 70s). 
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I have two other solo harpsichord works which may be of interest, the first a Toccata/Rondo (2013), 

written for Rebecca Pechefsky, and heard on the album “Uno Due Tre”:  

 

 See  http://elainefunaromusic.com/recordings/ 

 

 

 the score is here: http://markjanello.com/composition-page  

 

This piece is characterized by perpetuum mobile rhythm (as is appropriate to the Toccata, but 

here in irregular meter) and cascading ‘horn 5ths’ (the motion from a perfect fifth up to a 3rd), and 

by the recurring opening passage (making it a Rondo): 

 

 

Harpsichordists may have encountered this work already, as it was a required audition piece for 

the 2020 Jurow harpsichord performance competition (sadly postponed due to the COVID-19 

pandemic). 

 

Also, on that recording is my Concerto for Two, for two harpsichords, commissioned by Aliénor in 

2015. Email me for the score! 

 

My most recent solo harpsichord work was Prelude and Counterpoint No. 1, written for Elaine 

Funaro and recorded by her on her recent CD Time Flies (Centaur Records), with an irregularly 

metrical C major Prelude, building up from the simplest expression of the key, the basic scale…. 

 

http://elainefunaromusic.com/recordings/
http://markjanello.com/composition-page
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…..and then a strict canon in inversion (the second voice is upside-down to the first; the bass line 

is free)  

 

 
The second half of this piece reverses the order of the entries: the upper voice comes in first, and 

the middle voice has its inverse: 
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Canonic writing with irregular meter is an interesting musical problem, and here I address it by 

the consistent metrical pattern (11/16 + 11/16 + 10/16 + 7/16) so that the following voice can 

remain true to the accent pattern of the original. I have made the character of the leading voice 

melody distinctive enough (I hope!) that the following voice, though upside-down, is still 

recognizable. 

 

As can be inferred from the title ‘No. 1’ this is the first in a series (though whether I’ll get to 24 or 

48 is a very open question), and I am working on No. 2 now. Performers interested in Nos. 2 - ??? 

please get in touch. 

 

This article has focused on solo harpsichord music, and I will leave the harpsichord as a 

participant in modern chamber music for another time. For scores and recordings of works for 

harpsichord, gamba, and voice, and for harpsichord and string trio, see my website. 

 

Mark Janello 
 

Mark Janello (mark@markjanello.com) studied composition and music theory at Harvard, Duke, 

and the University of Michigan, and now teaches music theory, including counterpoint and 

partimento, at the Peabody Conservatory/Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland, USA. 

He studied harpsichord with Frances Fitch at the Longy School and Edward Parmentier at the 

University of Michigan. He won first prize in the 2012 Aliénor harpsichord composition 

competition and has been commissioned by Aliénor, by Elaine Funaro, the Mallarmé chamber 

players, flutist Marina Piccinini, and others. As a harpsichordist he specializes in baroque 

improvisation, partimento, and continuo, and has performed with the Washington D.C. Bach 

Sinfonia, the Baltimore Symphony, and the PostClassical Ensemble. 

 

Scores for Six Harpsichord Miniatures and Toccata-Rondo are available for free download on 

http://markjanello.com/composition-page  
 

mailto:mark@markjanello.com
http://markjanello.com/composition-page
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FEATURE 
 

Cadence patterns in Bach recitative: 
a guide for continuo players 

Francis Knights, the Cambridge based harpsichordist and musicologist, is an active member of the 

Early Music Community. Since starting this project I’ve followed him on Facebook and seen just 

how busy he is! He is currently writing several books on the clavichord and its repertoire, as well 

numerous articles for several keyboard journals. For this edition of Sounding Board, Francis 

submitted an in-depth exploration of cadences and basso continuo practices in the cantatas of J.S. 

Bach. I found his connection between the sung text and music especially interesting. Ed. 
 

A surprising number of Bach’s sacred and secular cantatas survive without figured bass parts, 

raising questions as to how and by whom these parts were performed in services and concerts. 

More critically, they leave us with little guidance as to the composer’s expectations of voice-

leading, dissonance choices and decoration by the keyboard continuo players in their recitatives. 

This study takes one principal component, the perfect cadence, and using the many examples of 

accompanied recitative in Bach’s cantatas, shows what he might have expected from his 

performers at this point, influenced by elements such as key, text and scoring. 

 

During the first years of Bach’s tenure at Leipzig he worked tirelessly to create complete liturgical 

cycles of cantatas of his own. The demands of composing, copying, rehearsing and performing 

difficult new works weekly was very considerable, and the surviving scores and parts are testament 

to this. The schedule for the sacred cantatas, as outlined by Alfred Dürr,1 involved three stages, 

and often many copyists, including his students and family:  
  

 [1] the score was used to create a set of parts;  
  

 [2] selected duplicates were copied from these as needed for the violins and for the 

 continuo2 (including a transposed version in Chorton for the organist);  
  

 [3] Bach revised the parts and added bass figuring.  
 

This last stage was not always completed or even attempted, due to lack of time - there are 

examples of copying only being finished a day or two before performance, barely in time for 

rehearsal - and many cantata copies do not have the bass line figured.3 This has implications for 

who performed or was able to perform Bach’s continuo parts, which were often so harmonically 

complex that old traditions like the ‘rule of the octave’ could never have sufficed; and whether the 

composer alone would have been capable of providing the keyboard harmony from a plain bass 

line, assuming he was not directing from the score at the keyboard (and in which case the 

sightlines and the different pitch would surely have ruled out the main organ as his instrument).4 

 

In the absence of bass figuring in recitative, the harmonic outline is usually clear enough from the 

shape of the vocal line, with the exception of cadences after the voice has stopped.5 Modern 

performers sometimes treat these cadences with a degree of imaginative freedom,6 but can easily 

overstep the boundaries of what seems appropriate in terms of Bachian style.7   However, very  
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useful guidance can be gleaned from the many examples of accompanied recitative Bach 

composed, and this study creates a typology of perfect cadences from these sources in order to 

identify the chord patterns that he actually used, both simple and decorated. 

 

Accompanied recitative8 is probably most familiar to listeners of Bach through the string ‘halo’ 

that accompanies Jesus in the St Matthew Passion. However, as Basil Smallman points out,9 it is 

the absence of such strings for Jesus in the St John Passion that is the exception, and this style of 

instrumental accompaniment is derived from the traditions of Bach’s predecessors. There are 

actually numerous examples of strings and other instruments accompanying recitative in Bach’s 

cantatas, both sacred and secular, and from these, four clear groups of perfect cadence types - 

major and minor, simple and decorated - can be identified. These are models which continuo 

players today can use when playing recitatives without surviving bass figuring. 

 

Cadence categories 
 

The following groupings are derived from the 111 examples of perfect cadences in accompanied 

recitative in Bach’s sacred and secular10 cantatas, plus the St Matthew Passion and the Christmas 

Oratorio. Perfect cadences are almost invariable at the end of recitatives, although they can also 

be found as ‘punctuation’ earlier in longer examples, up to a maximum of four in the longest 

recitatives. 

 

The groupings below use the Bach Gesellschaft numbering for the cantatas,11 with lower-case 

Roman numbers to indicate the movement number, followed by the original cadence key (upper 

case for major, lower case for minor) and date of composition. Thus ‘185ii b (1715)’ indicates 

Cantata BWV185 (composed 1715), second movement, perfect cadence in b minor. Multiple 

examples are given in chronological order. Only those cadences which are a syntactical 

‘punctuation’ (that is, not continuing from previous arioso orchestral lines, or where repeated 

patterns accompany the vocal recitative) have been included, and the final chord has in each case 

been schematically represented by a crotchet. In order to make possible a comparison of the 

chordal disposition and voice leading, all cadences have been normalized to C major or A minor, 

with the upper voices placed within the octave above middle C; they can of course be transposed 

to any key for use by continuo players today. The falling-fifth or rising-four bass line layout has 

been represented as correctly as possible, with some allowance made for compressed ranges as a 

result of transposition here. 

 

The four categories include major (M), minor (m), simple (s) and decorated (d); thus ‘Ms1’ is the 

first example of the simple major cadence grouping. The ‘simple’ groups contain two-chord 

cadences with no passing notes, suspensions or decorations, and form the majority (66% of the 

total). All are scored for four-part strings with basso continuo unless indicated; in the latter cases, 

there appear to be some connections between Bach’s decorated cadence types, instrumentation, 

keys and texts. 

 

Major keys, simple cadences (Ms) 
 

There are 39 examples (ex.1), of which 27 (69%)12 are of the first type, with the leading note at the 

top of the dominant chord (Ms1a-d); the two of these which are non-standard (1c-d), in five and 

three voices, are the only ones not scored for strings, which may be significant. It is interesting to 

note the paucity of 6/4-5/3 and 4-3 cadences (3% each) and dominant chords without the leading 

note at the top (5%), and that 7ths are present 31% of the time. 
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Ex.1 Major keys, simple cadences 

 

Ms1, plain cadences in close (1a) or open (1b) position, in four parts: 
 

 Ms1a (14 examples): 28iv C (1725), 32iv G (1726), 84iv F# (1727), 244xxvii Eb (1727), 

 201xiv D (1729), 140v b (1731), 213xii F (1733), 214vi A (1733), 214viii D (1733), 207x D 

 and D (1735), 206x D (1736), 210i E, D (c.1740) 

 

 Ms1b (11 examples): 63ii F (1714), 77iv G (1723), 62v E (1724), 78v Eb (1724), 87iv D (1725), 

 47iii Eb (1726), 55iv Bb (1726), 244xvii Eb, xxxiv A (1727), 207x A, G (1735), 197iv A c.1736) 

 

 Ms1c (1 example): 183i E (1725) (2 oboes d’amore, 2 oboes da caccia) 
 

 Ms1d (1 example): 248xxxii G (1734) (2 flutes) 
 

Ms2, 4-3 suspension at the top of the dominant chord: 
 

 Ms2 (1 example): 132ix D (1715) 

 

Ms3, with dominant 7th;13 3c-d with five-part wind instruments; 3e with full orchestra and 

dominant seventh at the top: 
 

 Ms3a (4 examples): 132iv D (1715), 22iii F (1723), 198x b (1727), 244xxxiv E (1727) 

 

 Ms3b (3 examples): 48ii Bb (1723), 59ii C (1723), 140vi A (1731) 

 

 Ms3c (1 example): 119v F (1723) (2 recorders, 2 oboes d’amore) 

 

 Ms3d (1 example): 119v C (1723) (2 recorders, 2 oboes d’amore) 

 

 Ms3e (1 example): 205ii G (1725) (3 trumpets, timpani, 2 horns, 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 

 strings) 

 

Ms4, 6/4-5/3, with falling 7th: 
 

 Ms4 (1 example): 116v A (1724) 
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Major keys, decorated (Md)  
 

 
 

Ex.2 Major keys, decorated cadences 
 

 

There are 16 examples of major cadences with some kind of harmonic or melodic decoration 

(ex.2); all are unique examples, and tend to be later rather than earlier in date, taking the first 

Leipzig cantatas as a mid-point in this genre of Bach’s. As these elaborations are likely the result 

of a mood (although not actual word painting) indicated in the text, translations14 of the final text 

phrase before the cadence have been provided in each case. 

 

Md1, in 3rds or 6ths, with appogiatura (1a), mostly in three rather than four parts: 
 

 Md1a (1 example): 23ii Eb (1723) (violin 2, viola), ‘and do not let You go without your 

 Blessing’ (241) 

 

 Md1b (1 example): 248xxvii E (1734) (2 flutes), ‘Go, this is what you shall find!’ (131) 

 

 Md1c (1 example): 112iii G (1731), ‘I devote myself to your Word’ (303) 

 

 Md1d 195iv D (1736) (2 flutes, 2 oboes d’amore), ‘And lets that which He began  / Also 

 achieve its desired end’ (754) 
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Md2, 4-3 suspension with decoration: 
 

 Md2a (1 example): 206x A (1736), ‘The earth’s sweetest delight / Derives his precious 

 name’ (846) 

 

 Md2b (1 example): 180iv Bb (1724) (2 recorders), ‘And marks the greatness of His Love’ 

 (590) 

 

Md3, with dominant 7th, decorated with anticipations or suspensions: 
 

 Md3a (1 example): 214vi D (1733), ‘Indeed, they that with her life / May long give us 

 delight’ (828) 
 

 Md3b (1 example): 140v Ab (1731), ‘And my right hand shall kiss you’ (649) 
 

 Md3c (1 example): 187vi Bb (1726), ‘Thus I know that he has determined my lot’  (450) 
 

 Md3d (1 example): 69iv F# (1723), ‘You will chasten but not kill us’ (738) 
 

 Md3e (1 example): 170iv G (1726), ‘When will He indeed give you / His Heavenly Zion?’ 

 (434) 
 

 Md3f (1 example): 209ii A (c.1734), ‘And satisfy the zeal of Minerva’ (922) 
 

 Md3g (1 example): 205x D (1725) (2 flutes), ‘Your wish shall come true’ (853) 
 

 Md3h (1 example): 204iii F (c.1727), ‘to despise them / is incomparably more’ (903) 

 

Md4, 6/4-5/3, decorated (both from the Christmas Oratorio): 
 

 Md4a (1 example): 248xxxviii C (1734), ‘Your Name inscribed within me / Has driven away 

 the fear of death’ (158) 
 

 Md4b (1 example): 248lii A (1734) (2 oboes d’amore), ‘And gives itself to Him all as His own 

 / Is my Jesus’s throne’ (171) 
 

Minor keys, simple cadences (ms) 

 
Ex.3 Minor keys, simple cadences 
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There are 34 examples here (ex.3), of which 24 (71%) are of the plain type, without dominant 7th 

and with the leading note at the top of the dominant chord. The layout of the inner voices is more 

varied than in the major cadences (Ms1), and there is not a single 6/4-5/3 or 4-3 cadence. 

Dominant 7ths are present (15%) half as often as in major keys, although with more of a tendency 

for the seventh to appear at the top of the chord. 

 

ms1, plain cadences in four (ms2d, three) parts: 
 

 ms1a (15 examples): 185ii b (1715), 187vi g (1715), 40v f (1723), 59ii d (1723), 75ii e, f# 

 (1723), 76ii e (1723), 2iv g (1724), 62v b (1724), 244xx e, xxvii g, xxx g#, xxxiv f# (1727), 

 213xii a (1733), 215viii b (1734), 248lvi f# (1734) 

 

 ms1b (8 examples): 148iii e, b (c.1723), 146iv g (c.1726), 244viii e, xxx b (1727), 201xiv f# 

 (1729), 207x b, a (1735) 

 

 ms1c (1 example): 112iii f (1731) 

 

 ms1d (1 example): 174iii f# (1729) (3 violins, 3 violas) 

 

ms2, with dominant 7th: 
 

 ms2 (1 example): 56iv g (1726) 

 

ms3, melodic descent from B to A, with dominant 7th: 
 

 ms3 (1 example): 119iv e (1723) (2 recorders, 2 oboes d’amore) 

 

ms4, 3rd at top of tonic chord: 
 

 ms4 (1 example): 244xv e, lii c (1727) 

 

ms5, 5th at top of tonic chord: 
 

 ms5 (1 example): 76ix a (1723) 

 

ms6, with dominant 7th, and 7th at top 
 

 ms6a (1 example): 159i c (1729) 

 

 ms6b (1 example): 48ii bb (1723) 

 

 ms6c (1 example): 171v b (c.1729) (2 oboes) 
 

Minor keys, decorated (md)  
 

There are 22 examples of decorated minor cadences (ex.4); all are unique examples except md4a, 

and they also differ from the Md group in their layout. 
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Ex.4 Minor keys, decorated cadences 

 

md1, melodic descent from B to A, with anticipation in upper voices and dominant 7th: 
 

 md1 (1 example): 186vii g (1723), ‘And pronounce blessing upon them’ (492) 

 

md2, melodic descent from C to A, sometimes 6/4-5/3, and with a falling 7th: 
 

 md2a (1 example): 204iii d (c.1727), ‘Nevertheless hovers in constant apprehension of it’ 

 (903) 

 

 md2b (1 example): 39vi g (1726), ‘So that what You promised I may one day yield from it’ 

 (394) 

 

 md2c (1 example): 120v f# (1742), ‘And Your blessed Name / May be glorified among us’ 

 (736) 
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 md2d (1 example): 22iii c (1723), ‘For flesh and blood quite fail to understand / - With your 

 disciples - what was said’ (245) 

 

 md2e (1 example): 37iv b (1724), ‘That before God we are justified and saved’ (325) 

 

 md2f (1 example): 19iv b (1726), ‘For his guard and defence / For his protection’ (698) 

 

 md2g (1 example): 113vi b (1724), ‘I have chosen you to be my friends’ (498) 

 

md3, with semiquaver patterns in 3rds or 6ths: 
 

 md3a (1 example): 113vi e (1724), ‘Shall henceforth be a child of Heaven’ (497) 

 

 md3b (1 example): 168ii c# (c.1725) (2 oboes d’amore), ‘And from the lightning of his 

 countenance’ (474) 

 

 md3c (1 example): 205x b (1725), ‘Since eternity / Prophesied his wise name’ (853)  

 

 md3d (1 example): 180iv d (1724) (2 recorders), ‘Who array themselves themselves in faith’ 

 (590) 

 

md4, with chordal anticipation or appogiaturas: 
 

md4a (3 examples): 128iii b (1725), ‘And do not seek to fathom this!’ (329), 244xxx a 

(1727), ‘The flesh is weak’ (87), 209ii f# (c.1734), ‘Comes his mother to console him’ (922)  

 

 md4b (1 example): 157iii f# (1727), ‘Unless your blessing remains with me’ (765) 

 

md5, falling 7th: 
 

 md5 (1 example): 190vi f# (1724), ‘Then shall we live this whole year in Blessing’ (146) 

 

md6, 6/4-5/3 with angular melodic line: 
 

 md6 (1 example): 147ii g (1723), ‘...the wonders the Saviour / Has done for her as His 

 handmaid’ (670) 

 

md7, dominant 7th falling to leading note: 
 

 md7a (1 example): 130iv b (1724), ‘Even now the angel’s help appears’ (696) 

 

 md7b (1 example): 244viii d (1727), ‘that I may be buried so’ (32) 

 

md8, upper voices in falling 3rds: 
 

 md8 (1 example): 107ii f# (1724) (2 oboes d’amore), ‘With joy you will see / How God will 

 deliver you’ (445) 

 

md9, dominant chord suspended, with decorated resolution: 
 

 md9 (1 example): 117v f# (c.1729), ‘Give honor to our God!’ (784) 
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Key usage 
 

An examination of the major and minor decorated cadences shows no real statistical significance 

either for liturgical purpose (sacred cantatas) or the solo voice used: soprano, alto, tenor or bass.15 

However, there is a significant difference in the variety of key usage in these cadences. Whereas 

there are examples in ex.1 in every major key except C# and B, but no more than three even for 

those most commonly used (D and A), for minor keys there are none at all in eb, f, g# or bb, only 

one in c, c#, e and a, but 18 in d, f#, g and b (82%). It is not evident that this is related to the 

probable keyboard temperaments in use, which suggests instead that certain key colours 

encouraged Bach to provide more complex recitative cadence types in particular minor keys, or 

(stepping further back) that certain texts suggested the use of certain keys. This may well be 

relevant for modern performers when deciding when decorated perfect cadences should be used 

instead of the simple type. 

 

The relevance of the text 
 

Although some of the text phrases in Md and md seem relatively neutral, a number of clear 

themes do appear in the sacred texts, particularly as relating to faith (‘deliver’, ‘save’, ‘Word’, 

‘Zion’, ‘faith’). ‘Soft’ words such as ‘delight’, ‘kiss’, ‘love’, ‘console’ and ‘help’ appear, and 

‘blessing’ or ‘blessed’ and ‘God’ or ‘Jesus’ occur six and four times respectively. These seem to be 

the components of the text that draw from Bach more elaborate cadence formulas, and more 

colourful orchestration (pairs of recorders, flutes or oboes, for example). Notice should be taken of 

the text content for those recitatives with unfigured basses, for the same reasons. 

 

Evidence from Bach’s bass figuring 
 

Although the numbers above are drawn from a sizeable statistical group, it should be remembered 

that Bach’s organ continuo practice may not have been identical to his cadence disposition in 

composed recitativo accompagnato. However, it is rather unlikely that the improvised continuo 

cadences were more ornate than the notated ones.  

 

By way of a comparison sample, the equivalent recitative cadences for Cantatas 1-10 can be 

counted:16 there are 24 in total. Discounting the six that are unfigured, the statistics show that 

eight are 6/4-5/3, seven are plain V-I cadences (three with a dominant 7th) and three are 4-3 

suspensions. The percentage figures for the 6/4-5/3 and 4-3 cadences are 45% and 17% of this 

sample, compared with the 15% and 2% for the accompanied recitative versions. Performers can 

therefore expect to make fairly frequent use of 6/4-5/3 and (less so) 4-3 cadences when playing 

unfigured recitatives. 

 

Guidance for performers 
 

Drawing on the evidence of the accompanied recitative data above, performers should expect the 

majority of major and minor unfigured perfect cadences to be of a simple two-chord form, with 

the leading note at the top of the dominant chord, and sometimes with a 6/4-5/3 or 4-3 

elaboration. Dominant 7ths and falling 7ths are relatively rare, as are parallel 3rds and 6ths. There 

are also some differences between chord layouts in major and minor keys. 

 

While it is possible that nothing beyond this was ever part of Bach’s continuo (as opposed to 

accompagnato) recitative practice, special texts, and certain minor keys, may encourage slightly 

more complex harmonic or melodic decoration, with very occasional anticipations, appoggiaturas  
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or trills. The use of any other note than the tonic for the top of the final chord should be regarded 

as unusual, and for a particular purpose; the decorated examples of exx.2 and 4 will serve as a 

useful guide in all these circumstances. 

 

Francis Knights 
 

Francis Knights studied at Royal Holloway College and Magdalen College, Oxford, and has held 

positions at the Royal Northern College of Music, Somerville College, Oxford and King’s College, 

London. He is a Fellow of Fitzwilliam College, Cambridge, Chairman of the National Early Music 

Association and Editor of Harpsichord & Fortepiano magazine. www.francisknights.co.uk 
     
 

Notes 

 
1 Alfred Dürr, trans Richard D. P. Jones, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach (Oxford, 2005), pp.48-49. 
2 For the background to Bach’s continuo sources and usage, see Laurence Dreyfus, Bach’s Continuo Group: Players 

and Practices in his Vocal Works (Cambridge, MA, 1987). 
3 See Dreyfus (1987), pp.183-207 for a catalogue of surviving cantata parts. 
4 For a discussion as to the use of the harpsichord in Bach cantatas, see Dreyfus (1987), ch.2. Remarkably, there 

are no fewer than 15 surviving unfigured Chorton parts (Dreyfus (1987), p.53); Dreyfus is perhaps optimistic in 

thinking how much a Bach pupil could achieve with only this resource.  
5 Typical harmonies can of course be gleaned from figured examples (see below), but the chordal layout and 

level of decoration is never indicated. 
6 One fine example is the final cadence of BWV52iv, as recorded by the Leonhardt Consort (Teldec Classics, Das 

Alte Werk 2564 69943-7, disc 17, track 4, (P) 1976). The debate on the performance of written long bass notes 

as short (Dreyfus (1987), ch.3) is not considered here. 
7 There are numerous examples on record, including some which owe rather too much to French or Italian 

baroque practice. 
8 The relevant English-language literature on Bach recitative and its performance is not large, but see Jack 

Westrup, ‘The cadence in baroque recitative’, in Knud Jeppesen, Bjørn Hjelmborg and Søren Sørensen (eds), 

Natalicia musicologica: Knud Jeppesen septuagenario collegis oblata (Oslo, 1962), pp.243-252 and Mark Radice, 

Scripture recitative from Schütz to Bach, dissertation, Eastman School of Music (1984). Some practical guidance is 

provided by Peter Williams, Figured Bass Accompaniment (Edinburgh, 1987),  Bradley Lehman, ‘Performance 

Practice: Plain Recitative in Bach's Vocal Works’, http://www-personal.umich.edu/~bpl/recits.htm (2003) and 

Kevin Class, ‘On the Accompanying, Coaching, and Conducting of Recitative: A few introductory thoughts on the 

art of coaching and performing recitative’, http://www.kevinclass.com/on-the-coaching-accompanying-and-

conducting-of-recitative. 
9 Basil Smallman, The background of Passion music: J. S. Bach and his predecessors (London, 1957), p.51. 
10 Bach appears to make no stylistic distinction between sacred and secular recitative style; where one type of 

work was repurposed for the other, the replacement text required new recitatives but the melodic and harmonic 

style remains similar. For a discussion of some of the literary and aesthetic concerns around such reworkings, 

using Cantata 198 as an example, see Laurence Dreyfus, Bach and the Patterns of Invention (Cambridge, MA, 

1996), pp.232-41. 
11 All are available conveniently online at IMSLP. 
12 Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number throughout. 
13 Viola normally at the lower octave (48, 59, 140), but may be above violin 2 (244). 
14 From Dürr (2005) for the cantatas and the Christmas Oratorio, and for the St Matthew Passion from Bach ed 

Alfred Dürr, trans. H. S. Drinker, St Matthew Passion [vocal score] (Kassel, 1974), with page numbers in 

parentheses afterwards. 
15 The alto is the least used voice, and in minor keys there is a preponderance of tenor and bass. 
16 These are not in chronological order in the BGG numbering; all but two date from the mid-1720s. 
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FEATURE 

Taking a walk with Bach 
             Interpreting Bach’s 2-part Inventions 
In the last issue of Sounding Board, Francis Knights gave an excellent overview of the technical 

requirements that Bach introduced within both his Two- and Three-part Inventions, he also pointed out 

that Bach created so much more than pedagogical exercises. In the suggestions that follow, I am using the 

concept of ‘exercise’ a little differently, to help expose the expressive content of these valuable works. It 

may appear facile or pointless: nevertheless, I believe it may enable you to look at the Inventions afresh.  
 

Exercise the Imagination: Think of going for a ramble with a friend and make a route-map of 

your chosen Invention, using any signs, symbols, words, numbers and colours that help make it 

clear to someone else. The aim of this is to demonstrate the interest of the walk so persuasively 

that someone viewing your tourist map will want to experience the exercise for themselves; 

exactly the same thing should apply to the way you play it, except the listener will be experiencing 

it as your imagination fires theirs!  
 

Photocopy your chosen Invention and Plot the course: show landmarks (such as cadences), 

and the type of terrain (smooth scalic hills and valleys, flat country or bumpy with jagged 

intervals).  

Is the layout of the land consistent throughout your journey, or changeable? Where is this walk 

taking place? 

Can you find one word or sentence sum up your impression of it? 

Describe the climate (use key-associations as one way to measure your emotional response). You 

might even insert sun or cloud symbols for lighter and darker places. 

Note where the left-hand walker swaps places with the right-hand one, where the second walker 

copies the first, (or where one walker replaces or carries another along the way?). 

Mark where they run, walk, stop or rest. Do they arrive at places of special interest? At which point 

is the best view?  

Who started the walk?  What is the relationship between the two protagonists? 

Where were the thickets or almost impassable places?  Should there be speed limits or danger 

signs?— (useful to mark places that need extra practise!). 

The more vividly you imagine your walk, and the more descriptively you answer these questions 

and mark-up your photocopied score/map— the more interesting your resulting performance of 

the piece will be. 
 

What was enlightening about the way this expedition developed for you?  
 

People have had varied responses to this exercise, but I hope some of this may assist in expressing 

the emotional content that is as surely present as Bach’s contrapuntal brilliance. 

  Penelope Cave 
Dr. Penelope Cave is an international prize-winning harpsichordist and musicologist. She is well known for 

her educational work and is now available for private online lessons. In 2014 she was awarded by the 

University of Southampton, a PhD on music making in the English Country House; she presently holds the 

post of Visiting Scholar at Wolfson College, Oxford.  https://www.impulse-music.co.uk/penelopecave/ 

                                                                                        

Do try this and send us your ‘stories’, they could be of interest to other readers. info@harpsichord.org.uk 

https://www.impulse-music.co.uk/penelopecave/
info@harpsichord.org.uk
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FEATURE 

a musical celebration   
      Mark Ransom 1934 – 2019 
A concert to celebrate the life and work of Mark Ransom took place at St Saviour’s Church, Eton 

Road, London NW3 on Saturday 7th March. The church was full of musicians and friends who 

came to remember Mark who had done so much to help them in their chosen career. A unique 

concert with ten harpsichordists listed on the programme and a great number more among the 

audience.  Our thanks must go to Oliver Sandig and Timothy Roberts who not only organised this 

concert but compiled a booklet which was handed out to all those attending. This programme and 

the following tributes are a record of the contents of that booklet and we thank Oliver, Timothy 

and all the contributors for permission to reproduce it here. Mark’s funeral took place on Thursday 

23rd January 2020 at Golders Green Crematorium, 62 Hoop Lane, London, NW11 7NL.  

  

 

 

              P R O G R A M M E 

 

Henry Purcell (1659—1695)   

Music for a While 

Emma Kirkby - soprano   

Terence Charlston - harpsichord     

Charles Medlam - viola da gamba 

 

Christian Ritter (c1645/50—?after 1725) 

Allemanda in discessum Caroli XI Regis 
Sveciae (from the Suite in C minor) 

Robert Woolley - harpsichord 

 

William Byrd (1539/40—1623)    

The Carman's Whistle 

Terence Charlston - virginals 

  

Orlando Gibbons (1583—1625) 

Pavan and Galliard: Lord Salisbury   

Rev. Paul Nicholson - harpsichord 

 

Giles Farnaby (c.1583—1640) 

Rosasolis 

Nicholas Parle - virginals 

 

 

 

        Photograph by permission of Marie-José Minassian 
 

 



36 

 

Marin Marais (1656—1728) 

Tombeau pour M. de Ste Colombe 

Richard Boothby - viola da gamba 

Robert Woolley - harpsichord     

Robert Rawson - viola da gamba 

 

Q U I E T   P A U S E 

 

reading by Charlotte Ransom 

 

James Nares (1715—1783) 

Prelude — Allemand 

(from the Suite No.1 in G) 

Julian Perkins - harpsichord 

 

François Couperin (1668—1733) 

Première Courante —  

Seconde Courante 

(from the Ordre No. 8 in B minor) 

Alastair Ross - harpsichord 

 

J.S. Bach (1685—1750) 

Sarabande  

(from the Suite in F minor BWV823) 

Jesus, meine Zuversicht BWV728 

David Gerrard - harpsichord 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Domenico Scarlatti (1685—1758) 

Sonatas in D minor K213 and A minor K175 

Carole Cerasi - harpsichord 
 

.         Antoine Forqueray (1672—1745) 

Allemande 

(from the Pièces à trois violes) 

Charles Medlam, Richard Boothby and  

Robert Rawson - violas da gamba 

 

Jacques Duphly (1715—1789) 

Les Graces 

James Johnstone - harpsichord 

 

Timothy Roberts (b.1953) 

M.R. in memoriam: Upon Saucy Jacks 

(Shakespeare, Sonnet No. 128) 

Emma Kirkby - soprano    

Timothy Roberts - virginals 

 

Henry Purcell (1659—1695)   

Pavan in B flat 

The Purcell Quartet 

Catherine Mackintosh and  

Elizabeth Wallfisch - violins 

Robert Woolley - harpsichord 

Richard Boothby - viola da gamba 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark preparing for a concert at The Temple in celebration of the tri centenary of 

Henry Fielding's birth in 2007       Photograph by permission of Marie-José Minassian 
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Charlotte Ransom - Mark’s niece 

What will matter by Michael Josephson.  A poem read by Charlotte during the concert  

Ready or not, some day it will all come to an end. 

There will be no more sunrises, no minutes, hours, or days. 

All the things you collected, whether treasured or forgotten, will pass to someone else. 

Your wealth, fame, and temporal power will shrivel to irrelevance. 

It will not matter what you owned or what you were owed. 

Your grudges, resentments, frustrations, and jealousies will finally disappear. 

So, too, your hopes, ambitions, plans, and to-do lists will expire. 

The wins and losses that once seemed so important will fade away. 

It won’t matter where you came from or what side of the tracks you lived on at the end. 

It won’t matter whether you were beautiful or brilliant. 

Even your gender and skin color will be irrelevant. 

So what will matter? How will the value of your days be measured? 

What will matter is not what you bought but what you built; not what you got but what you gave. 

What will matter is not your success but your 

significance. 

What will matter is not what you learned but 

what you taught. 

What will matter is every act of integrity, 

compassion, courage, 

or sacrifice that enriched, empowered, or 

encouraged others to emulate your example. 

What will matter is not your competence but 

your character. 

What will matter is not how many people you 

knew but how many will feel a lasting loss when 

you’re gone. 

What will matter is not your memories but the 

memories of those who loved you. 

What will matter is how long you will be 

remembered, by whom, and for what. 

Living a life that matters doesn’t happen by 

accident. 

It’s not a matter of circumstance but of choice. 

 

 

 

Poem originally broadcast as a radio commentary & posted on Josephson Institute’s website 2003 

https://whatwillmatter.com/2011/10/what-will-matter-745-3/ 

Photo credit:  Bernard Gordillo 

https://whatwillmatter.com/2011/10/what-will-matter-745-3/
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FEATURE 

Mark Ransom 
               Tributes from friends and colleagues 
 

Susan McGinness - friend  

A tribute to Mark on Radio 3 

On 29 January Petroc Trelawney read out the following text, written by Susan, on the BBC 

Radio 3 Breakfast show. 

A lynchpin of the world of period instrument performance, Mark Ransom, passed away last 

Monday. His is not a familiar name but if you have heard a harpsichord in a concert or recording in 

the UK over the past forty years, he is likely to have provided it, tuned it, restored or repaired it. 

He will have been the figure bending over the harpsichord before a concert or at the interval, 

tuning it. 

His elegant mews home became so full of harpsichords he had to buy the house next door to 

hold them all. It was a popular rehearsal space, not least because of his famous homemade soup. 

All the greats have passed through there: harpsichordists Gustav Leonhardt, Ton Koopman, Chris 

Hogwood and Trevor Pinnock, as well as the newer generation and all the chamber musicians that 

came with them. His harpsichords were his children and musicians his family. He was dapper, a bit 

fussy, but so generous and kind and much loved. 

As a tribute to him could you please play Trevor Pinnock playing some fiendishly difficult 

Scarlatti or other equally dazzling tour-de-force piece?   Thank you. RIP Mark. 

The tribute was followed by a recording by Trevor Pinnock of Rameau’s L’Egyptienne.  

                                                                        

Henry Thoresby - friend  

Mark   

I first met Mark when he was planning a trip to Egypt. We got on rather well and after several such 

meetings I became a member of his huge and varied circle of friends. They were a wonderfully 

mixed bunch, including birdwatchers, gardeners, art dealers, designers, hop-pickers, architects, a 

future Archbishop of Canterbury, and numerous people from the world of music. 

He liked his friends to know each other, so he mixed us up at all sorts of events: usually at 

dinner parties, because he was a very good cook, but also at impromptu lunches near his office and 

once a year at the Bayswater Festival held in a square near Queensway. 

Mark had a very good sense of humour and the idiosyncrasies of his friends delighted him, 

though being a highly practical person, he could never work out how on earth they made life so 

difficult for themselves. I think that might explain his love for biographies. He was a great reader 

and I was amazed that he had time to do all this reading. Maybe it was because he refused to own a 

television.  

Mark was full of surprises and after one summer when we had been looking for the grave of 

his uncle, a pilot in the Royal Flying Corps, he started a course of flying lessons. To begin with all 

went well at Biggin Hill, but in those days spinning and the art of spin recovery were very much on 
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the syllabus, and this was too much for someone who suffered badly from sea sickness. It was a 

shame there was no way of getting around this problem, for he had many of the attributes you 

need as a pilot, especially self-discipline and attention to detail. 

Mark took life seriously but there was a delightfully light-hearted, even subversive side to his 

personality, as became evident when he did his National Service with the Duke of Cornwall’s Light 

Infantry in Jamaica.     

He was in trouble with the authorities before he even reached Jamaica, because when the 

troop ship called at, I think, Barbados, he was told to attend and salute at some morale-boosting 

military event which involved a ceremonial march-past. The locals were all waving and cheering 

as the troops went by, but when Mark should have been saluting, he too was seen to be cheering 

and waving. A report of this unmilitary behaviour preceded him to Jamaica. 

There was more to come, because one hot Sunday a few weeks after the non-saluting event, 

some men in Mark’s company asked if he could arrange for them to go swimming. No driver was 

available, other than one under arrest in the guardroom, so without authority he released this 

man, and the swimmers had their afternoon by the sea. The adjutant was so upset by this incident 

that Mark was banished to a remote outpost in the hills, where he joined another officer who had 

fallen out with the authorities. There were no entertainments, but there were binoculars and 

plenty of wildlife and it was here that he developed his love of birdwatching. 

When Mark left Cambridge, where he collected an armful of lifelong friends, he joined Heals 

and became seriously interested in design. This continued throughout his life and at Heals it 

involved him in much overseas travel in search of new and innovative products. He made several 

trips to Mexico which resulted in a spectacular and much admired Mexican exhibition. One of his 

most testing jobs at Heals was to escort Princess Margaret around the shop when it was closed to 

the public — not an experience he wished to repeat. 

Although Mark enjoyed some aspects of working for a big company, he was really much 

happier working for himself and especially where that involved music. This was achieved through 

his work on harpsichords, both in building the instruments and tuning them both before and 

during concerts and recordings. Sometimes he had to carry out emergency repairs in the full 

public gaze, for which alarming operation he donned a sort of miner’s helmet equipped with a 

light that enabled him to examine the instrument’s interior. 

In January I received a letter which perfectly expresses the reassuring influence of Mark on a 

nervous performer. The writer said as follows: “Mark was a stalwart supporter prepared to tune my 

harpsichord [for no fee] before significant and stressful London concerts, and willing to loan me 

his own instrument when necessary. Above all things he was also prepared to put me up in his 

workshop when I needed a bed for the night.” There were many musicians, in particular young 

players and new groups, who benefited from Mark’s generosity in providing a convenient place to 

practise and rehearse free of charge; not forgetting the meals that he provided free when 

circumstances demanded. 

Mark was very fond of his family and welcomed younger relations when they were in London, 

providing them with company and introductions that he thought might be useful. He was 

particularly fond of children and understood the importance of presents. Rather unexpectedly he 

was amazingly tolerant of youthful misbehaviour, and when one godchild was expelled from 

school for raiding the housemaster’s wine cellar, the child came to live with him in his mews 

house while the parents were abroad. 

I think of Mark as someone who was a wonderfully steady and positive presence in the lives of 

many people. If there was one person who could supply you with company, sensible advice and 

some practical help when life was difficult, that person was Mark. How much we will miss him. 
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Terence Charlston - harpsichordist 

Keeping up to the Mark 

Mark Ransom looked after his musicians well, and fed me on many occasions. I therefore associate 

him with sustenance. In fact, I probably ate with him more than with any other harpsichord hirer I 

have worked with. He often referred to musicians as “minstrels”. This term of endearment 

(reserved for non-keyboardists only) nicely captures the vagaries of the itinerant musician’s life. 

Mark correctly surmised that we all “jongle” better on a full stomach and, recognising that square 

meals could be few and far between for musicians on the road, his hospitality was correspondingly 

generous. The first meal I had with Mark was in his house in Westbourne Terrace Mews near 

Paddington, in the late 1980s. The bold colour scheme, black rubber tiles and spartan, stylish 

furniture made a strong impression: of a clutter-free, almost ascetic lifestyle. I was just starting 

out as a harpsichordist and Mark provided his new German harpsichord by Bruce Kennedy (the 

only one of its type in London at the time) for my debut recital at the Purcell Room. I used Mark’s 

harpsichords for the next thirty years and, like many others, frequently enjoyed his fine coffee, 

delicious soups and upmarket confectionery when rehearsing at his home.  

It is a measure of the high esteem in which Mark’s work as a tuner and technician was held 

that his instruments were played by all the luminaries of the harpsichord world when they passed 

through London. His harpsichords were meticulously maintained and always worked perfectly. 

They were inspiring to play, demanded a flawless technique and taught me a lot about the 

inadequacies in my own playing. Mark’s voicing was very precise, aiming for purity and sweetness 

of tone rather than power, and his aesthetic alerted my own sensibilities to question what the 

sound of a harpsichord should or might be. 

Talking with Mark could also be an education. He was always direct in expressing and holding 

his opinion. One could never be sure what direction a conversation might take. It might 

encompass how an edition of music was laid out, the tuning errors of a violinist or singer in 

rehearsal, or his annual visits to France. I vividly remember Mark’s advice when I joined the 

chamber ensemble London Baroque: “just play beautifully”. I’ve been trying to do that ever since. 

One of the last hirings Mark undertook for me was a BBC recording at the Warehouse, 

Waterloo. For this he provided both his yellow Johnson double and an excellent cake. He would 

bring a single volume of the New Grove dictionary to read during recording sessions. Did he ever 

finish all twenty volumes?  

I have fond memories of the last meal I shared with Mark. This was in the Pelham Hotel in 

South Kensington, after a CD launch concert in 2015, when Mark kindly invited a large group to 

dine with him so we could catch up and discuss the music. A very enjoyable and convivial evening 

ensued. I last saw Mark in 2018 at a party to celebrate the 350th anniversary of François 

Couperin’s birth, hosted by Tim Roberts. We feasted on tricolour salad, soup and birthday cake. 

Mark was a gentle presence on this occasion. He said very little, an echo perhaps of his former self, 

but he listened to the music with rapt appreciation and a wry smile. Mark was after all a humorous 

man. That is how I will remember him.  

 

Dame Emma Kirkby -soprano  

Minstrels 

As we knew, scarily high standards might lie behind Mark’s subtle irony and wistful smile; but 

underpinning all this was his joy to hear “minstrels” in his beautiful house, and his unlimited 

kindness. 
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Marie-José Minassian - friend 

A tombeau for Mark 

Our dear friend Mark would have loved someone to write a tombeau commemorating his death, in 

the same old way as Schütz writing his Musikalisches Exequien for Heinrich Posthumus of Reuss, or 

in the manner of Froberger and Louis Couperin composing for the death of the lutenist Monsieur 

Blancrocher. The “Ransom fecit” painted on his harpsichords expressed his particular link to, and 

love for, an old tradition of craftsmen who themselves were usually fine musicians. 

Mark would have certainly enjoyed someone creating for him a new soup recipe, combining 

exotic vegetables and spices. And he would have baptised the soup “Mews Special”, instead of 

“Ransom’s Special”. I shall always remember a celeriac soup waiting for me one evening when I 

arrived at his house and he was out, a gesture of tender friendship and thought. 

He would have also loved growing a new variety of Streptocarpus, probably purple with a 

white heart, colours of spirituality and purity united in one flower. Again, he would have named it 

“Mews Glory”, instead of “Ransom’s Glory”. (During the last two years however, Streptocarpus 

were not doing well in the mews, as if the plants knew Mark was not his usual self.) For although 

he was very aware of his own merit, Mark never wished to put himself in the limelight. As the true 

friend he was, he would try to help others to put themselves forward, with his sound advice and 

kind inducements. 

When I met Mark in 1969, thanks to the architect Eva Jiricna, he was not very different from 

the man everybody has known him to be ever since: same silhouette, same strict clothing, same 

hairstyle (though his hair was then very dark). He would visit Paris regularly to see some design 

exhibitions. Then, towards the end of the seventies, having nothing more to do with design as his 

main activity, he started to build a harpsichord from a kit, and derived from that undertaking so 

much pleasure that he went on, deciding that henceforth harpsichords would be his sole aim in 

life: making, tuning, restoring, playing occasionally, admiring the lovely machinery and its subtle 

sounds he was keen to reproduce through his craftsmanship. In Paris, Musicora replaced design 

exhibitions... 

But one must not think Mark was only interested in 

“musicke”, Baroque or otherwise. He loved visiting 

gardens, sharing with his friends the wealth of 

landscapes, mansions and various treasures this island 

has to offer. 

In a previous life Mark would certainly have been a 

Gatherer and not a Hunter: at Glyndebourne he loved 

eating mulberries from the tree and in the country, he 

would gather sloes and blackberries; then the ever-

plentiful season of chestnuts in Hyde Park attracted his 

brisk way of walking.  Mark’s “green fingers” were always 

ready for plants and harpsichords!  

 

Katharine May - harpsichordist  

A calming presence 

I owe a huge debt of gratitude to Mark for his kindness towards me, particularly when I was a 

young graduate of the Royal College of Music. For a long time, my harpsichordist flatmate and I 

hired an instrument from Mark, at a generous rate — a lifeline at a time when I had no other 

Mark among the mulberries at Glyndebourne 
Photograph by permission of Marie-José Minassian:  
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means of practising. I distinctly remember him sitting in our kitchen in North Acton and 

delivering a gentle grilling on the care of his precious possession! 

Some years later I was giving a lunchtime recital at Bishopsgate, hardly an easy place to get to 

from my Windsor home. My father had offered to move the instrument (by now I’d bought my 

own) in a hired van, but the journey was extremely fraught: firstly, it turned out that the hire firm 

had moved, and then we got stuck behind a funeral cortege. When we finally arrived, very late and 

flustered to say the least, Mark was there to greet us, cool as a cucumber. Normally so exact, he 

was practical too and invariably wished to be helpful. His quiet demeanour did wonders for my 

nerves...  

 

Jane Clark - harpsichordist 

Trepidation 

I have very happy memories of Mark meeting my botanist brother and his wife at my home. As a 

botanist Simon was fascinated to hear of his family’s pioneering business in natural health 

products, and Ann said few people had such a wonderful smile as Mark: his whole face lit up. 

I was always rather nervous of his visits to my own garden. He went round with an expertly 

critical eye. And I was terrified when I was housing his Mike Johnson harpsichord and I knew he 

was coming. I tuned it in trepidation and have never been more relieved than when he said: “It’s 

very well in tune.” He was a wonderful friend, generously sharing both his endlessly varied soups 

and his equally varied friends. 

 

Claire Hammett – harpsichord builder and tuner 

Many famous players 

I first met Mark when he started hiring out his new harpsichord, a French double manual built in 

1983 by Michael Johnson. (His previous instrument had been a large French double by David 

Rubio, 1979). Changing career at the age of nearly fifty to become a harpsichord technician, 

hiring, tuning and repairing instruments, Mark initially worked on a few instruments alongside 

musicians who were at the start their careers, including Richard Boothby, Paul Goodwin and Nick 

Parle. Mark first tuned in 1987, for a recording by the Purcell Quartet, a fine group of musicians 

who remained dear to his heart. 

Mark and I started working together in the late 1980s when my first child was very young. I 

would work with Mark for a couple of days a week in a small upstairs room in his mews house. We 

refurbished harpsichords at first, then built a few kits from Marc Ducornet’s Paris workshop. We 

finished five of our favourite model, the Grimaldi, in the 1990s. Great instruments for continuo 

groups small and large, you still see them, our names on the nameboard, onstage for concerts and 

in the pit for operas. In 1991 Mark commissioned Bruce Kennedy to make the Mietke double, 

which attracted many famous players for concerts and recordings. That was also the year we made 

a trip to Germany to collect his new Italian single after Giusti by Denzil Wraight. 

We enjoyed our visits to Hatchlands, tuning and repairing the antique instruments in Alec 

Cobbe’s collection, and when the Handel House opened in 2001 Mark was there to tune and care 

for the harpsichords. In 2000, when my children were older, I started hiring out my own 

harpsichords and a Goetze & Gwynn organ. I now had less time to spend in the mews, but Mark 

and I remained good friends and colleagues. Oliver Sandig kindly took my place in the workshop, 

eventually also helping to care for Mark in more recent years. 

Particular about how things were done, Mark hated clutter and untidiness. But he was 

generous with his time, his harpsichords and his home, whether to the many musicians who 
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Mark at the Serpentine Gallery, Kensington Gardens 
Photograph by permission of Marie-José Minassian: 

 

stayed when they visited London, or to players and small groups who rehearsed down-stairs in 

preparation for concerts or recordings (it was a pleasure to have live music while we worked 

upstairs). He was always glad to go to a concert and would be happy to turn pages for the player. 

Mark had a set menu for lunch: homemade soup, best wholemeal bread with interesting 

cheeses, followed by fruit; quite often friends and musicians joined us for the meal. I enjoyed my 

days in the mews, puttering away, working on harpsichords and chatting with Mark; indeed, he 

was a major part of my life in London. He will be greatly missed by many. 

 

Maggie Cole - harpsichordist 

Interference 

One memory brings into focus many of Mark’s qualities for me. I was recording Bach sonatas with 

Cat Mackintosh and Jenny Ward-Clarke. Mark was tuning for the sessions but was also willing to 

turn pages for me, which seemed way beyond the call of duty. He did this very modestly and well 

for many hours. But suddenly, after we had come to the end of a slow movement and let the 

sounds fade in the room, Mark said in his wonderfully dry way, “I wonder if the three of you have 

actually thought about how long you would like the final note to last?” We were shocked; there 

was silence in the control room, to be followed by an explosion from the producer about Mark's 

“interfering”.  But in fact, he was absolutely right: we weren’t ending in a conscious way and 

needed to be prodded into thinking about it. 

 

Prue Raper – mezzo - soprano 

The lure of the eccentric 

Early in the 1970s the archaeologist brother of a friend of mine, Virginia, was living in Prague. 

Mark was on a buying trip there for Heals when he and Anthony (the archaeologist) were 

introduced at a party. Anthony was about to finish his dig and was looking for someone to bring a 

suitcase back to the UK. Mark had his car there, so it was a propitious meeting. The suitcase was to 

be left with Virginia, who was living in Chelsea.  In due course the delivery was made. 

Discovering that he was 

musical, Virginia invited Mark to 

the concert we were both about to 

sing in at St John’s, Smith Square, 

with a drink afterwards at the pub 

nearby. So that was where Mark 

and I met: he had just bought his 

first harpsichord, and kindly 

invited me round to listen to it and 

also to accompany me in some 

songs I was to bring. So began our 

long friendship. 

We discovered many other 

mutual interests: gardens, stately 

homes, art and design (old and 

new) to name but a few. Mark 

greatly enjoyed meeting eccentric 

people, and was particularly keen to visit my elderly cousin Molly, who lived in Algeciras in 

Southern Spain.  She said she would be delighted to see us: I would stay with her, and Mark would 
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take a room at the Reina Cristina Hotel up the road – a great refuge for British retirees, who in 

those days were able to take the ferry across to Gibraltar to buy their groceries at Liptons and 

change their books at the Garrison Library (though not for much longer, as it turned out). If you 

were keen on eccentric people, that was the place to be. 

Cousin Molly had often asked me to sing to her friends, and I had always made the excuse of 

needing an accompanist, so she was delighted that Mark could fill that role; though I impressed on 

her that he would need to have a keyboard of some kind.  

A flurry of letters followed, saying that she had found a piano and had invited guests, but 

impressed on us that we must not bring any music written after 1700 “as they don’t like anything 

modern here”.  Immediately we arrived she told us, “Your recital is tomorrow morning in the main 

lounge of the Reina Cristina!” This was normally full of coach parties arriving, but she assured us 

that the manager had told her there would be none tomorrow. Mark’s chief concern was how he 

was going to try out the piano, which was a concert grand.  It turned out that Maria, the hotel 

pianist, was extremely proprietorial about it and refused to yield up the key until half an hour 

before we were due to use it. 

At 11 a.m. a little circle of chairs was arranged in the centre of the lounge and half a dozen of 

Cousin Molly’s guests took their places. It turned out that the warning not to bring “modern 

music” was redundant, as it was only the local priest who found that abhorrent, and he didn’t 

come; principally because the Duquesa didn’t approve of him, and she was to be the guest of 

honour. 

Mark manfully tried to make the grand piano sound like an early instrument. I can remember 

very little of what I sang. There were no intrusive coach parties, just a small family group at the 

back. When we had enjoyed our applause, a young man came rushing up to us. We waited for him 

to beg for autographs, but he only had one question: “How did you get the key to the piano?” 

Mark came to Algeciras on two occasions after that.  Cousin Molly died in 1978, leaving me as 

her sole executor. Mark, saint that he was, volunteered to come over to clear the house and 

distribute its contents according to the will. I’d been networking hard to build up a coterie of 

acquaintances there (“the cast of thousands” was Mark’s name for them) and they were hugely 

helpful, but Mark was the star of the show, having a certain amount of Spanish, and above all in 

his brutal insistence on having only two classifications of house contents:  “keep” and “get rid”.  

“And what is that third pile over there?” “Not sure yet.”  “There is no third pile!” 

He was also equal to facing a police road block on the drive back through the outskirts of 

Madrid with a car load of Georgian silver. It turned out that the police weren’t interested in us, 

only in some Basque separatists who had just murdered a Spanish general. 

I relate this story as an example of Mark’s wonderful generosity of spirit. I could never have 

managed without his sangfroid and willingness to tackle a difficult job head-on, all without a 

murmur of complaint. The encounters with eccentrics were his only reward. Oh, and some plates 

he took a fancy to. 

 

Timothy Roberts - harpsichordist 

Music at home 

The open-plan architecture of Mark's small house must have made musical emanations from the 

ground floor inescapable throughout the building. All the more remarkable, then, that his doors 

were forever open to all manner of musicians whether professional or aspiring. Mark simply 

delighted in music, for its own sake certainly, but also above all as the food of friendship with the  

like-minded souls who would gather there — around the table at one end of the room, or the 

harpsichords at the other.  
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Back in the 1980s I held a series of continuo classes for less experienced players in the 

distinctly bohemian ambience of my own north London home. Undeterred by the presence of 

friendly cats and two pre-school children, Mark was a regular and willingly joined the other 

“mature students” in grappling heroically with the mysteries of figured bass.  

He was also a stalwart of my much more recent Club Scarlatti, a series of informal domestic 

evenings with wine and buffet that were based around the big Ahrend harpsichord. Arriving with a 

variety of homemade sandwiches in their tupperware boxes, and latterly also with his wonderful 

carer Nicholas, Mark seemed in his element in a mini-salon atmosphere that gave the instrument 

the chance to be heard at its best. 

His last visit, as Terry mentions above, was on 10 November 2018, Couperin’s 350th birthday. 

Hearing can be, I understand, the most enduring of the senses, so one can trust that Mark still 

found some echo of solace in the work of the great French master.  

 

Julian Perkins - harpsichordist 

Upwardly mobile 

Mark’s astute wit was a foil to his truly kind and generous soul. Like so many, I benefited 

enormously not only from rehearsing and performing on his fleet of immaculate harpsichords, but 

also from innumerable detailed conversations about instruments. Sustained by lavish helpings of 

his legendary soups, expressions of gratitude were often answered by a discreet yet knowing smile 

and a “Right you are”.  

To thank him adequately it seemed only right for Emma and me to invite him to the opera. 

But our standards didn’t match his... On taking his (rather economical) seat with us in the gods he 

exclaimed, with a mischievous twinkle in his eye: “What a lovely view of the ceiling!” 

 

Richard Boothby -viol player 

A Ransom note 

I can’t now recall the first time I met Mark; nor, indeed, the last. But he played a central role in my 

life as a viol player, and it’s difficult now to imagine what it would have been without him. 

I think that when we started The Purcell Quartet in 1984, I had already begun to help Mark 

with repairing, maintaining and constructing harpsichords, virginals and spinets. Those were lean 

years for me, and Mark’s inconspicuous generosity prompted him to suggest a way of keeping 

things ticking over in a flexible way that ensured I could also be available for any concerts and 

recordings that came in, while providing gainful employment. But he also allowed the group to 

rehearse nearly every day for months on end, as we played through almost every trio sonata ever 

written. He provided, in addition to the perfectly tuned and maintained harpsichord, copious 

quantities of coffee, soup, tea, biscuits and cake. 

Mark had a particular style of dry and sometimes caustic wit. He often attached amusing 

sobriquets to people’s names, sometimes with devastating accuracy. The style of his mews house 

was evidence of a previous life working for Heals — a modern, though not postmodern design, 

with a particularly startling kitchen designed by the now-famous Eva Jiricna, whom Mark had 

helped escape from Czechoslovakia in 1968. 

 He often helped out by providing instruments for poorly-paid events at discount rates, and 

we would try to restore the balance by asking for him when there was a bit more money to be had. 

In those days we often did recordings for the BBC, and he would sit outside the studio reading 

Early Music or the Grove dictionary. I remember one occasion in the old Pebble Mill studio in 

Birmingham, when Mark was accosted by some of the cast of The Archers, who were recording in 
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the adjacent studio, and taken to meet the rest of the actors. Mark, who had never heard a single 

episode of the soap, had to pretend that he was thrilled to meet these famous people. I’m sure he 

managed it with aplomb.  

I often think of those days as I come into Paddington station, and it’s difficult to imagine the 

“mieuws” (as Mark would pronounce it) without him and his welcoming presence. 

 

Oliver Sandig – harpsichord technician and tuner 

The case of the missing trill 

I met Mark around 1999 and I think it’s fair to say that he changed my life. I wanted to understand 

more about tuning, and Mark kindly began to teach me. He had enormous patience; I joined him 

around 2001 and remained with him until his death. 

Mark was a reserved man and it took us a little while to understand each other. In early 2000 

he accompanied me to a performance of Mahler’s Ninth Symphony at the Festival Hall, where my 

enthusiasm afterwards was met with, “It was a bit loud”. Obviously, I didn’t know Mark very well 

then. 

 His meals became legendary, and he always reminded you that one must eat according to the 

season. His gazpacho soup was the best, and Paul Goodwin’s recipe for a salad dressing was 

regarded as the non plus ultra. Any newcomer delegated to help in the kitchen was met with the 

question: “Do you know how to peel a potato?” I suppose this was Mark’s way of assessing 

whether the visitor was good at DIY and therefore had potential for dealing with the technical side 

of the harpsichord business. 

He often quietly paid for dinners after a concert or on social occasions, though as a member of 

“Pipedown” he would seek out the quietest restaurants or else ask in very few words, his voice 

trailing downwards in a cadence, whether they could “turn off that noise”. (At times we wondered 

whether we should use wire-cutters on the speaker cables…) 

His attention to detail could sometimes exasperate a player. When a graduating 

harpsichordist performed at his home, he asked her, “Why did you leave out the trill in that 

particular bar?” But he was ever so supportive to us, and though he was a man of few words he 

always had time to listen and to be kind 

 

Robert Woolley - harpsichordist 

A room of one's own 

On our arrival at the mews Mark would direct everyone to a precise parking spot that would not 

encroach upon neighbouring territory. He would then welcome us with pre-rehearsal coffee and 

biscuits, then lunch with the famous soup, then “tea-meal” with cakes and, sometimes, luxury 

“choc-lits”.  

He always welcomed any children brought along to rehearsals, and once lent our daughter 

Jessica some rather beautiful artist's crayons to draw with. On another occasion he produced a 

bowl of greengages for her. 

The ground floor successfully doubled as a sitting room, dining room and music room, with at 

least two harpsichords plus others neatly stored on their spines. The door had been specially 

enlarged to facilitate harpsichord transport, and his capacious estate car had room for a passenger 

besides a large harpsichord.  

Mark could swiftly transform the action of the most unpromising instrument to refined, 

recording-ready playing condition, and would relish the opportunity to cure the slightest stray 

harmonic, rattle or buzz.  His own instruments were always in peak condition. 
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He aptly referred to an excess of metallic upper partials as FIZZZZ….a sound not to be 

confused with the bottle of bubbly unwisely deposited in Mark's freezer at the start of a rehearsal 

— which was later found to have exploded... 

Whether at a recording venue at a remote country church or on a summer course, Mark was a 

consistent presence, while also free with his characteristically wry observations on the locale and 

locals. His turning of pages was perfectly timed and silent, and when recording he would offer 

constructive suggestions and comments between takes. If the dreaded lurgies struck, “Dr Ransom” 

would always be ready with suitable medicaments in a neat row in front of the harpsichord. 

A Fawlty Towers-style incident occurred during a lunchtime break when Mark, returning 

unannounced to his room at a B&B, was taken aback by a comprehensive array of ladders, planks, 

paint pots and brushes — a redecoration project intended to be completed before Mark’s return 

that evening. Declining the offer of a move to a different room, Mark declared decisively, “I want 

my own room.” 

 

Julie Anne Sadie Goode - friend 

Help and guidance 

Mark became one of my earliest acquaintances after I moved to London, and married Stanley 

Sadie, forty-two years ago. We met through the harpsichordist Virginia Pleasants, at a musical 

soirée in the flat in Victoria that she shared with her husband, the music critic Henry Pleasants. In 

1980 it was to Mark that we turned for help and guidance when on the occasion of Stanley’s 

fiftieth birthday his elder children presented him with a double-manual harpsichord by Mark 

Stevenson. Mark’s visits to our home in Hampstead, to look after both the harpsichord and a 

clavichord my father made lovingly for our daughter Celia, laid the ground for a lasting friendship. 

Over the next twenty years we also met regularly at concerts of early music, at Glyndebourne with 

his dear friend Marie-José Minassian, and at innumerable social events. 

       When in the early 1990s the opportunity arose to acquire the Handel house at No. 23 Brook 

Street in Mayfair, Stanley and I consulted Mark about the instruments the composer was known to 

have owned and kept there. He advised us to consider commissioning faithful copies of similar 

instruments from the best makers of our day. As support for the project grew, we began thinking 

about the ways in which we might bring the house back to life; along with building a collection, 

the provision for live music was central to our vision. So, it was again to Mark that we turned, not 

simply for recommendations but also for his collaboration, which he gave freely. For the 

harpsichords he introduced us to Bruce Kennedy and Michael Cole, and for the house organ 

Martin Goetze and Dominic Gwynn; in every case they did us proud. I have the fondest memories 

of Mark accompanying me on the tours of the derelict building that I gave to each of the makers, 

exploring together ideas for the specifications that Handel might have required of his 

instruments. When the instruments were completed, Mark arranged for their safe keeping until 

the museum was ready to receive them, and afterwards he continued to maintain the harpsichords 

on behalf of the Handel House Museum, until prevented by his illness. The organ has now resided 

some twenty-five years at St George’s, Hanover Square; been admired, played and enjoyed by 

London Handel Festival audiences; and will finally arrive (like the Queen of Sheba) at the museum 

when the final phase of the restoration of No. 23 is completed in 2023. 

        Like so many others, I have many happy memories of being invited to Westbourne Terrace 

Mews for private performances followed by supper. Perhaps the most touching occasion was when 

Pawel Siwczak played Stanley’s harpsichord, newly refurbished by Mark and Oliver Sandig, before 

it became Pawel’s own instrument. Mark had continued to look after it after Stanley and I moved 

to Somerset in 2000, ensuring that it was in its best playing condition for its many appearances in 

Cossington Concerts, the series that Stanley and I founded in 2002 and, even after Stanley’s death 
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in 2005, continued until 2012 with the help of David Goode. Mark became a regular attender of the 

series and always stayed several days on either side of the weekend events. When another type of 

harpsichord was deemed more appropriate he would transport it to Cossington as his contribution 

to the series. He even allowed us to “look after” his lovely little Beyer square piano for several 

years, and on one occasion to enjoy a recital on it by Oliver Davies. Eventually he suggested that 

he might renovate the Stevenson and sell it to a promising young musician. Mark did the same for 

the clavichord, which went to a child who was eager to master it. It was a huge relief to me to be 

able to do so well for the instruments and the players. For this and many other kindnesses I 

remain deeply grateful to Mark. However, his imprint on Cossington Concerts went still deeper, 

for he often alerted us to opportunities to invite musicians he knew to take part in the series; over 

the years they included Richard Boothby, Carole Cerasi, Maggie Cole, Laurence Cummings, Steven 

Devine, Alastair Ross, Robert Woolley and Sophie Yates. We took every opportunity to 

acknowledge his involvement and so, too, did the many local friends he made over the years. 

       Mark also visited us on other occasions, simply to enjoy the delights of Somerset. He usually 

came bearing exquisite varieties of flower bulbs. His first request was always a tour of the Manor 

garden and he took huge delight in the changes that had occurred since his last visit, offering 

suggestions and always stealing an opportunity to deadhead roses or weed the vegetable garden. 

Over the years he and I visited innumerable gardens open to the public throughout the county, 

and we often found our way to the Leach Pottery in medieval Muchelney on the Somerset Levels, 

where he invariably bought something as a gift for a friend. Indoors, we cooked together. He 

enjoyed taking the role of sous-chef and efficiently performed any task he turned his hand to. We 

had an easy rapport and I enormously valued his opinions on a wide range of subjects.  

      One never knows quite what someone as self-contained and urbane as Mark was is really 

thinking, but it seems to me that his actions spoke consistently and loudly of steadfast friendship 

and a shared love of music, performed well and interestingly articulated. He was unfailingly 

thoughtful, made timely suggestions and followed through on every initiative. For me, Mark 

remains a cherished, if absent, friend. 

 

Robert Rawson – viol player 

Do you like Czech beer? 

I first met Mark between 1996 and 2000 when I was a PhD student, the occasion being a London 

concert at which he was tuning. Mark, of course, often went out of his way to encourage students, 

and for me that support never really stopped.  

Around 1998 my then-girlfriend-now-wife Lisa and I went for our first dinner at Mark’s. 

Having handed us a glass of wine he started cooking in his unforgettable kitchen, and was happy 

when Lisa volunteered to help, saying with a wide smile, “Very well, you can help peel the 

potatoes” — adding dryly but in a serious tone, “Do you know how to peel a potato?”  

One of his stories, worthy of a cold-war novel, concerned an attempt to recruit him as an 

informer for the Czechoslovak government. He was having a chitchat with a chap who had 

approached him at the Czech embassy in London. “Do you like our Czech beer?”, the potential 

handler asked. Mark didn't drink beer, but wishing to be polite replied, “Oh, yes.” Then next 

morning a case of Pilsner appeared outside his workshop in the mews. Later the Czech rang him to 

ask, “Did you get the beer?” “Oh, yes. Thanks very much,” Mark replied, not seeing where this was 

going. After a week or so there were several cases of beer stacked in the corner of the workshop. 

Visitors were duly asked upon leaving, “Oh, would you like to take a case of beer with you?”  

There are simply too many other stories to tell. But one bit of advice he gave me I have followed to 

this day: “Never decorate your house with copies, but always buy original artworks even if the 



49 

 

artist is unknown.” I am grateful to have been amongst the countless “minstrels” who rehearsed at 

Mark’s house, and to have known him as a friend. I owe him so much 

 

Ketil Haugsand - harpsichordist 

Impeccably well-regulated 

Mark Ransom was a true lover and enthusiast of the harpsichord. 

He was a person utterly devoted to the instrument, to its music, and to the people around him 

that he respected and admired: people involved professionally with the harpsichord, people who 

gave him work, and people whose playing gave him pleasure. 

 In the very best sense he was a kind of wonderful “geek”, for as well as possessing the culture 

and back-ground of a true gentleman, he was someone who had learned to the letter everything 

about his craft, and in his quiet and non-invasive way could go about his métier and provide a 

service of definitive and reliable quality. 

I met him on several occasions, initially at the Casa de Mateus in Portugal. Later he supplied a 

beautiful and impeccably well-regulated instrument for a concert in London. He invited us to his 

home in its quaint mews: a perfect central location and undeniably a truly befitting place for a 

craftsman of his standing.  

His way of being was so special, warm-hearted and gentle — so lacking in self-importance that 

it almost hurt — yet so refined and cultivated that, although he “spoke in small letters”, his voice 

and natural authority could not be mistaken.  

We all loved Mark and his memory will live on in all of us!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark commissioned a variety of new instruments from the renown makers, Peter Bavington, Marc 

Ducornet, David Evans, Andrew Garlick, Alan Gotto, Michael Johnson and Bruce Kennedy. 

 

These tributes represent a small proportion of Mark’s many colleagues and friends. We apologise 

to those who, inadvertently, may not have been given the opportunity to contribute here. 

 

Mark with fellow harpsichord 

technician, Malcolm Greenhalgh 
Photo Credit; Claire Hammett 
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 

 IN MEMORIAM  

 

Elizabeth de la Porte: 1941 - 2020  
 

With the death of Elizabeth de la Porte on April 9th, the harpsichord world has sadly lost 

another of its champions.  One of the first solo career harpsichordists of the 1970s, she 

contributed significantly to the instrument's re-establishment into the mainstream, 

performing in Germany, Austria, Switzerland and the UK as well as in her native South 

Africa. 

 

Elizabeth de la Porte studied at the Vienna 

Academy and later at the Royal College of Music, 

London, and her teachers included Thornton 

Lofthouse, Rafael Puyana and Jane Clark.   In 1971, 

she undertook the first full-scale harpsichord 

recital tour of South Africa since that of Ralph 

Kirkpatrick in 1958, and garnered high praise at her 

London debut the following year, later managing a 

rare coup for the time in playing an all-François 

Couperin recital to a sold-out Purcell Room.  

Notwithstanding her far-ranging repertoire, she 

came to be particularly associated with the works of 

Couperin and J S Bach: her recording of the Six 

Partitas garnered high praise and all of her Bach 

recordings have been re-released by London Independent Records. Other recordings 

include "The Elizabeth de la Porte Collection" on Saga.  

 

She was much admired for the eloquence of her playing, and for her gift for musical 

narrative.  As reviewer John Duarte remarked of her Bach playing: “she plays as a good 

orator speaks” and “carries you in one sweep from beginning to end”.     

 

As a teacher, Elizabeth de la Porte inspired the greatest affection, and she leaves behind a 

legacy distinguished by long-held posts at Morley College and the Royal College of Music 

Junior Department - the latter for a remarkable 55 years.  She was awarded an FRCM in 

2016 for her services to music and music education.     

 

She commissioned harpsichords from Michael Johnson (Goermans/Taskin, 1973) and 

David Rubio (French double, 1976), and she also owned an Italian single (1970) by Michael 

Johnson.       
 

 Pamela Nash 
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 

IN MEMORIAM  

 

Kenneth Gilbert (1931-2020) 
We were saddened to hear of the death of Kenneth Gilbert on the 15th April, a great loss to the world-wide 

harpsichord community.  This tribute by Hank Knox first appeared in the Spring/Summer 2020 issue of the 

Historical Keyboard Society of North America Newsletter. We are grateful to them for allowing us to 

reproduce it here. E.L 

 

All of us who are active in the field of Historically Informed Performance, especially those of us 

who play keyboards, have been touched in some way or another by Kenneth Gilbert’s passage 

through our world. His contributions to the twentieth-century reevaluation and revival of early 

keyboard repertoire have had a significant and lasting impact on the way we play, hear, edit, 

teach, and think about music of the past. 

 

Kenneth Gilbert was born in Montreal, 

Quebec and studied organ with Conrad 

Letendre and piano with Yvonne Hubert. 

He was awarded the 1953 Prix d’Europe 

for organ and studied for two years in 

Europe with Nadia Boulanger 

(composition), Gaston Litaize and 

Maurice Duruflé (organ), and Sylvie 

Spicket and Ruggero Gerlin 

(harpsichord). He worked primarily as an 

organist for the early part of his career, 

and served at Queen Mary Road United 

Church in Montreal from 1952 to 1967. 

There he was responsible for the 

installation in 1959 of the first major 

modern tracker organ in Canada, built by 

Rudolph von Beckerath of Hamburg. This 

was the first of three major Beckerath 

organs to be installed in Canada, and 

among the earliest to be installed in 

North America. He was also involved in 

the nascent early music scene in 

Montreal, performing with the Montreal 

Consort of Ancient Instruments directed 

by Otto Joachim, the Montreal Bach 

Choir under George Little, and with 

gambist Gian Lyman. He went on to 

establish the Early Music Programme at 

McGill University in the 1960s.   

 

Photo credit; Maurice Decker 
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He returned to Europe for further study in the early 1960s with support from the Quebec 

government and from the Canada Council for the Arts. His interests then turned more and more to 

the harpsichord, and he became convinced that the best way to approach music of the past was to 

learn from the sounds of historic instruments and to study the prints, manuscripts, and treatises 

left by contemporary musicians. His interest in early French repertoire in particular led to a 

project to record the complete harpsichord works of François Couperin for Radio Canada 

International. And the preparation for this recording led him to produce a new edition for Heugel 

from the original eighteenth-century engravings. For the recording, he chose his newly 

commissioned instrument built by Frank Hubbard after an original instrument by Jean-Henry 

Hemsch in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. This groundbreaking set of recordings, which was 

released by Harmonia Mundi in Europe, firmly established him as one of the leading lights of the 

burgeoning Early Music movement. 

 

Over the course of an international career as performer and musicologist that spanned some four 

decades, he played solo harpsichord recitals in all of the major centres in Europe, North and South 

America, Australia, and Asia, and was heard in numerous recordings for radio and television 

around the world. As Stephen Plaistow, writing in Gramophone (May 1973), said, ‘Kenneth 

Gilbert’s achievement... is to rescue the music from a small circle of connoisseurs and to make it... 

universally enjoyable. He does so by harnessing the discipline of scholarship to his flair for 

performing the music... Not since Thurston Dart... has there been such a fruitful coincidence of 

the scholar’s mind and the performer’s fingers in this field’. He produced a steady stream of 

influential recordings, many on original instruments. A complete online discography (compiled by 

Antonio Lechasseur, http://hypatia.music.mcgill.ca/1/gilbert/gilbert_discography.html) lists 57 

original recordings and well over 250 reprints and reissues. Other than a very early album recorded 

on a Wittmayer, all of his harpsichord recordings were made on restored antiques or instruments 

inspired by original instruments.  

 

Beginning in the 1960s, he assembled a varied collection of instruments, including an anonymous 

Italian instrument signed ‘F.A. 1677’, whose plan is shown in Plate I of Frank Hubbard’s Three 

Centuries of Harpsichord Making (Harvard University Press, 1965), a single-manual instrument by 

Albert Delin (1768) on which he recorded works by Jean-Henri D’Anglebert, and a marvellous two-

manual instrument built probably by François-Étienne Blanchet II in 1757 around a soundboard 

and rose signed I.C. (Joseph Johannes Couchet) in 1671 and modified by Pascal Taskin in 1778 

heard on many of his own recordings, as well as a large collection of modern instruments based on 

historical models by such builders as Hubert Bédard, Frank Hubbard, William Dowd, Rainer 

Schütze, Willard Martin, and William Post Ross. Original harpsichords heard on his recordings 

include instruments by Joseph Collesse and Jean Franky, Carl August Gräbner, Andreas Ruckers 

(rebuilt by Hemsch), Jean-Claude Goujon, Nicolas Dumont (rebuilt by Taskin), Jean-Antoine 

Vaudry, Pierre Donzelague, Sébastien Garnier, and Pierre Bellot. While he is often associated with 

French repertoire, particularly Couperin, Jean-Philippe Rameau, D’Anglebert, Jacquet de la 

Guerre, and Jacques Champion de Chambonnières, his recordings include much of the harpsichord 

repertoire of J.S. Bach, along with collections of George Frideric Handel, Johann Jakob Froberger, 

and Henry Purcell. While he never recorded himself on the F.A., it can be heard in recordings by 

Bob van Asperen (Froberger), Paola Erdas (Luis Venegas de Henestrosa) and the present writer 

(Girolamo Frescobaldi).  

 

Following the international success of the Couperin edition (completed in 1972), Gilbert began the 

monumental task of preparing a new edition of the 555 sonatas of Domenico Scarlatti. Eleven 

volumes were published by Heugel (1971–84). Gilbert also prepared a facsimile edition of the 

http://hypatia.music.mcgill.ca/1/gilbert/gilbert_discography.html
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complete harpsichord works of François Couperin (Broude Brothers, 1973) and edited the 

complete harpsichord works of D’Anglebert (Heugel, 1975). He prepared new editions of Bach’s 

Goldberg Variations (Salabert, 1979), Frescobaldi’s first and second books of toccatas (Zanibon, 

1978 and 1979), and Rameau’s complete harpsichord works (Heugel, 1979). He became Président 

délégué of the Oiseau-Lyre publishing firm where he produced a reissue of suites by Charles 

Dieupart and oversaw the reissue of the thirteen-volume Paul Brunold edition of the complete 

works of François Couperin. Other editions include Bach’s Pièce d’orgue BWV 572a (Oiseau-Lyre, 

1993) and an enjoyable two-harpsichord arrangement of Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 6 (Ut 

Orpheus, 2001). He collaborated with Christopher Stembridge on the first volumes of the new 

Bärenreiter edition of Frescobaldi’s keyboard works. Among his last projects were keyboard 

‘transliterations’ of lute and chitarrone pieces by Giovanni Girolamo Kapsberger for Ut Orpheus 

(1997, 1998, and 2001). His method of transcription involved reproducing the note picture of the 

original lute tablature by printing the rhythms above the pitches rendered as stemless half-notes; 

these wonderful pieces, reflective of the works of Frescobaldi, deserve to be much better known to 

keyboard players. 

 

 

In parallel with his performing and editorial careers, Gilbert enjoyed a long teaching career at 

conservatories in Montreal, Quebec City, Paris, Antwerp, Stuttgart, and the Mozarteum in 

Salzburg, in guest positions at the Royal Academy and Royal College of Music in London, and at 

countless summer academies, of which the seminar of the Accademia Musicale Chigiana in Siena, 

where he taught for twenty years, is particularly noteworthy. His singular achievement as a 

teacher was to foster the particular artistic voice of each of his students, providing them with 

interpretive autonomy through his example as keyboard artist, researcher, and organologist. His 

students received a solid grounding in the technical aspects of harpsichord playing (fingering and 

articulation), familiarity with the various styles of keyboard composition (counterpoint, stylus 

phantisticus, and dance genres) and national styles, a critical understanding of source materials 

based on close examination of original material, especially contemporary pedagogical writings, 

and knowledge of the appropriate instrument for a given work. 

 

A conference dedicated to his many interests, ‘Autour du clavier d’autrefois: The Legacy of Kenneth 

Gilbert’, held at McGill University in 2012, highlighted the breadth and depth of his interests. The 

collection of essays from the conference, published in Perspectives on Early Keyboard Music and 

Revival in the Twentieth Century (edited by Rachelle Taylor and Hank Knox, Ashgate Historical 

Keyboard Series, Routledge, 2018), pays homage to all facets of his activities and offers a 

comprehensive overview of his many and varied contributions to the early music revival. (A 

paperback edition has just been released.) 

 

He received numerous awards for his work, including Honourary Doctorates from McGill 

University and the University of Melbourne, the Austrian Cross of Honour for Science and Art, and 

was made an honorary member of the Royal Academy of Music and the Royal College of Music, 

and an Officier de l’Ordre des arts et lettres de France. He was elected a Fellow of the Royal 

Society of Canada and named an officer of the Order of Canada, the highest Canadian civilian 

award. 

 

I am one of many who have been marked by his influence. Some four and a half decades ago, when 

I was just beginning to study harpsichord at McGill University in Montreal, my teacher, John Grew, 

invited his teacher, colleague and friend, Kenneth Gilbert, to give a series of masterclasses and a 

concert at McGill. That visit marked me profoundly. My most treasured memory of that encounter 
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was the concert. The programme was devoted to Bach’s French Suites, played, as I recall, on a 

large Italian instrument he had purchased from William Post Ross. For a young student, it was a 

revelation to hear someone in full control of their craft render that music so precisely and lucidly 

and at the same time so expressively. I remember being very aware that while all the details were 

carefully thought-out and controlled, there was still room for spontaneous delights of the 

moment; there were as many pleasures for the mind as for the ear and the heart. But it was the 

encore that made an indelible impression on me. After hearing the rational delights of Bach for 

over an hour, we were offered the Grand Chaconne of Louis Couperin, and I recall finding myself 

so moved by the rich sound, luscious ornamentation and intense rhythmic sensibility that tears 

were running down my cheeks. It was the first time (and one of the very few since) that I found 

myself so moved by a performance, and I remember thinking that I wanted to learn how to make 

that kind of music myself and hoped I would be able to study with such an artist.  

 

Following my studies at McGill, I had the privilege to spend a year studying with him privately 

while he was living on the grounds of the chateau at Maintenon. I would take the train from Paris 

and spend the day there, playing alone on the Delin or the Blanchet/Taskin, then having a long 

lesson. Years later, during a sabbatical from my own teaching position at McGill, he allowed me to 

record a CD of Frescobaldi’s keyboard works on the 1677 Italian harpsichord which was housed in 

the museum adjacent to the great Cathedral of Chartres. We had to do the recording sessions after 

business hours, which meant recording from 11 p.m. until we couldn’t keep our eyes open any 

longer. One evening, Kenneth came in to listen and ended up assisting with one of the tracks. At 

first it was somewhat intimidating to have the editor of the edition I was using and the owner of 

the harpsichord we recorded on listening intently in the recording booth. But Kenneth was a 

gracious and meticulous listener, and all of his suggestions were constructive and helpful and the 

final recording was better for his participation.  

 

During the many years when he would visit Montreal, he would come by the McGill campus to 

work in the library, to visit his instruments, or, as an Adjunct Professor at the Schulich School of 

Music, to advise graduate students. I could always count on a coffee or a meal together. I miss the 

freewheeling conversations that roamed all over the cultural landscape. Kenneth had a great 

interest in current thinking in science, politics, literature, and the arts and would offer readings or 

websites that were new to me. I feel his loss profoundly. But like so many others whose lives he 

touched, my professional and personal lives are the richer for his passage. 

 

 

Hank Knox 
 

Hank Knox is Associate Professor at the Schulich School of Music of McGill University in Montreal and co-

editor of Perspectives on Early Keyboard Music and Revival in the Twentieth Century (Routledge, 2018), 

a Festschrift for Kenneth Gilbert 

 

 

The British Harpsichord Society would like pay further tribute to Kenneth Gilbert in the next issue 

of Sounding Board. We are indebted to him for his ‘clean’ scholarly editions of so many early 

composers and for much more. You are invited to send us your appreciation and memories of him 

in his various roles; as a performer, as a colleague; as a teacher and as a friend.  

Please send your contributions to info@ harpsichord.org.uk 
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REPORT 

• • • • • •   BHS EVENTS  • • • • • • 
 

For several years the British Harpsichord Society in conjunction with ‘Handel & Hendrix in London’ have 

been promoting monthly harpsichord recitals at the former London home of George Frederick Handel in 

Brook Street, Mayfair. Below is a list of the more recent recitals to have taken place in this historic venue.  

 
TUESDAY 10th MARCH 2020 
PAWEL SIWCZAK 
‘An Italian Journey’ 
Frescobaldi, Froberger, Scarlatti and JS Bach 
Travelling Italian musicians and their influence throughout the rest of Europe 
 
 
TUESDAY 10th FEBRUARY 2020 
MEDEA BINDEWALD  
‘Scarlatti Fever’  
Highly contagious! Rhythmic energy, repetitive patterns and daring harmonies make the 
harpsichord sparkle in this virtuoso programme of keyboard sonatas by Domenico 
Scarlatti and his contemporaries 
 
TUESDAY 10th DECEMBER 2019 
JOCHEWED SCHWARZ   
‘A Musical Journey’ 
Harpsichord Music by Boehm, Arne, D'Anglebert, Handel, Purcell and Bach, celebrating  

the confluence of creative minds as well as the coming holiday season.   

 
 TUESDAY 12th NOVEMBER 2019 
 SHARON GOULD  
‘Cembalo, Cimbalom’ 
Buxtehude, Bartok, traditional Hungarian & Rumanian dances. Two Suites of 'Cembalo' 
dances and Variations by Buxtehude, alongside folk-dances collected from 17th century 
Hungary & 20th century Rumania, bringing colours of the traditional instrument, the 
'Cimbalom’ 

 
TUESDAY 8th OCTOBER 2019 
MARTA LÓPEZ FERNÁNDEZ 
‘Doulce Mémoire’ 
Music by Antonio de Cabezón and those he influenced in Spain and further afield. The  
programme bridges the gap between late Renaissance and early Baroque, featuring 
composers such as William Byrd and the Girolamo Frescobaldi. 
 
TUESDAY 10th SEPTEMBER 2019 
LINTON POWELL  
‘Dancing on the Keys’  
Spain has long been a country rich in folk music, especially the region of Andalucía.  
Music by Antonio Soler, Manuel Blasco de Nebra & Domenico Scarlatti giving examples 
of the xácara, canarios, fandango, zapateado, seguiriya, seguidilla, bolero and jota.   
  

 

***************************************************************************************************** 
FUTURE BHS RECITALS  

ASAKO OGAWA,  DUOCHORD- Emer Buckley & Jochewed, ROSÈ  BENE, NATHANIEL MANDER, 

CORINA MARTI, TOM FOSTER and ANHAD ARORA had all been booked to play at Handel &Hendrix 

in the coming months but because of the present restrictions under the Coronavirus Emergency 

rules, the dates have now been changed. The next recital will hopefully be Tuesday 10th November. 

Please check first with Handel & Hendrix in London on 020 7399 1953 or  https://handelhendrix.org/ 

 

http://www.harpsichord.org.uk/tuesday-13th-february-at-6-30-pm/
http://www.harpsichord.org.uk/tuesday-14th-november-at-6-30-pm/
http://www.harpsichord.org.uk/tuesday-10th-october-at-6-30-pm/
https://handelhendrix.org/
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