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Pianos and Other “Expressive’ Claviere in J.S. Bach's Circle

John Koster

Part Two

In the first part of this article the likelihood was
established that J.S. Bach first saw one of Gottfried
Silbermann's pianos in 1736, after which the maker, in
response to Bach's criticisms (i.e., constructive sugges-
tions for improvement) temporarily stopped releasing
any more of these instruments. By May 1744 Sil-
bermann introduced a new model which, not long
thereafter—almost certainly before September
1746—he showed to Bach and for which he gained the
latter's “full approval.” Bach played a Silbermann
piano in May 1747 at the court of Frederick the Great
in Potsdam and was involved in the sale of a Piano et
Forte, presumably made by Silbermann, to a Polish
nobleman in 1749, Thus it seems clear that Bach for
about the last five years of his life was well-acquainted
with Silbermann pianos that he found musically satis-
factory. Less clear is the degree to which he might
have known and used pianos by other makers. Any
clarification would be especially important with regard
to the period before the mid-1740s. Because the docu-
ments that have been discovered do not explicitly, or
even implicitly, link Bach to any hammer-action
instrument other than Silbermann's, one can, at least
for the present, only point to circumstantial evidence:
that such instruments were well-known in Bach's
environment, and that passages in his keyboard com-
positions seem to be suited to them.

Bach's pupil J.F. Agricola, to whom we are indebted
for a crucially important account (quoted in part 1) of
Silbermann'’s piano making career and Bach's rela-
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tionship to it, went on to write that “meanwhile, even
before Mr. Silbermann undertook his newer model,
other skilled instrument builders had also made
instruments of this type but with a somewhat differ-
ent action design.”! Indeed, the Cymbal-Clavir by
Wahl Friedrich Ficker of Zeitz, advertised in a Leip-
zig newspaper in 1731 (see part 1),2 seems to have
preceded the completion of Silbermann's first piano
by about a year. Ficker's instrument, which Bach
might well have seen, was explicitly likened in that
advertisement to Pantaleon Hebenstreit's Pantaleon
and was presumably inspired by it rather than by
Bartolomeo Cristofori's pianos, which were the
unacknowledged source of Silbermann's new model
of the 1740s and probably also of his first efforts in
the early 1730s.

The Pantaleon was a large hammered dulcimer
developed shortly before 1700 by its virtuoso player,
Hebenstreit. In the absence of extant examples® one
must rely on contemporary descriptions, no single
one of which is complete or entirely clear. Taken
together, however, the sources, principally Johann
Kuhnau (who played the instrument and described it
in a letter of 1717), J.G. KeyBler (who visited Heben-
streit in 1730), and Charles Burney (who saw the late
Hebenstreit's Pantaleon, then in decrepit condition,
while visiting Dresden in 1772), provide a general
idea of the instrument.* It was quite long (nine feet
according to Burney; 13%2 spans according to Keyf-
ler), rectangular, and had a five-octave compass (EE
diatonic to G, then chromatic to e’ in Kuhnau's
instrument). Burney mentions 186 gut strings, which
would imply an average of about three strings per
note—or more (at least in the treble) if, as on the
common Hackbrett type of hammered dulcimer,
some of the strings were divided by bridges so as to
sound different pitches on either side. (Hackbretter
of this period usually had three strings per choir in
the bass, four in the treble.’) KeyBler mentions over-
spun gut strings “on one side” and “on the other
[side], however, in the treble [in der Héhe der Téne]
steel strings.” Kuhnau describes Hebenstreit's “leaps’
while playing. This might be explained by a layout in
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Pianos and Other Claviere

(continued from page 1)

which there would be a set of steel treble strings at
one end of the instrument (say, to the right) and a set
of gut strings (perhaps only for the central portion of
the compass) at the other end (i.e., to the player's
left), and, perhaps, with the diatonic (gut) bass
strings along the entire length of the instrument on
the long side near the player, who would leap from
side to side while reaching for either the gut or the
steel strings. The instrument was played with two
wooden sticks that, to soften the tone for certain
pieces, could be covered with cotton. The player had
considerable control of expressive dynamics, and the
instrument's forte was quite loud. Needless to say,
there was no damping mechanism. The tone of the
bass strings was, according to Kuhnau, quite long
sustained, “like [a note] held on an organ,” and the
middle and upper strings had a “pleasant after-ring.”

Jacob Adlung, in writing about the lute-harpsi-
chord, remarked that “today one can imitate most
instruments with the science of the keyboard.” There
is no clear evidence that anyone had attempted to
make a keyed Pantaleon before 1727, when Adlung
presumably wrote this passage.’” But such efforts
were inevitable. Four years later, in 1731, appeared
Ficker's Cymbal-Clavir, which, bearing in mind Kuh-
nau's term Pantalonisches Cimbal for the instrument
devised by Hebenstreit,* one can almost literally
translate as “keyed Pantaleon.” Although Ficker's
instrument was shaped like a harpsichord rather than
the rectangular Pantaleon, other features were
clearly imitative of the latter: the downstriking ham-
mer action, the provision of a muting device to obtain
the sound of “cloth-covered hammers,” and the pos-
sibility of playing the instrument with its dampers
disengaged. Even the size of the Cymbal-Clavir, “in
the form of a 16-foot [i.e., very long] harpsichord,”
might be related to the large size and deep bass com-
pass of the Pantaleon. Although harpsichords could
of course have four choirs of strings (e.g., 16, 8', 8,
and 4"), it is likely that the quadruple stringing of the
Cymbal-Clavir involved four strings of the same
pitch for each key, like the multiple stringing familiar
from the Hackbrett and presumed for the Pantaleon.

The brief description of Ficker's Cymbal-Clavir
published in 1731 can be supplemented by Jacob
Adlung's discussion of such instruments in a text that
he completed in 1754. (Passages in parentheses are
Adlung's own footnotes.)

Hdmmerwerke or Himmerpantalone are similar
to the harpsichord in the form of their main case,
or to the clavicytherium if they go upright; but the
impulse is given by hammers of wood or horn
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Hlustration 1. Anonymous German square piano, about 1775 (Brussels Museum of Musical
Instruments): detail of double set of hammers.

which are attached to metal or wooden shanks and
cause the strings to sound, coming either up from
below through the soundboard™ or down from
above; and those that are found here [i.e., in Erfurt]
are all of the latter construction. Most that are to be
seen here have been made by Fickert [sic] in Zeitz,
who uses quintuple stringing in the upper octaves,
quadruple in the middle, but triple at the bottom,
partially thereby to maintain equal strength of tone,
partially for the fine strings better to withstand
together the strong blow [of the hammer]. (I have
also found them strung with fewer strings, which
nevertheless gave a strong tone.) If the hammers
strike the strings from below, these [strings] must
somehow be fastened to the bridge [i.e., the nut] so
that they are not lifted up. Fickert's instruments
have an attachment, containing the keyboard and
hammers, which covers the wrest plank. Thus, it
must be removed when one wants to tune [the
strings].

Whoever thinks that this is too troublesome can
place the wrest plank completely in front of the
keyboard or between the keyboard and the ham-
mers. (One local maker uses the latter design, in
which, however, the case rightly must be larger
than it would be otherwise, since the keyboard
takes up space beyond that of the string lengths.
The wrest plank is rounded in front of the keyboard
so that the wrest pins are placed more horizontally
than vertically; thus, one can tune without having to

remove anything.) Whoever does not like the
long-sustained resonance of the strings can put a
damper rod into mortices in the keys [or, can
attach a damper rail to the notched key-lever
guide?: kann den Ddmpferstock in die Gabeln der
Tasten riicken], so that the cloth-covered rods
[Docken, a word also used for harpsichord jacks]
fall onto the strings as soon as one removes one's
fingers from the keys. [That is, with the keyboard
above the strings, a small rod is attached to the
underside of each key beyond the balance rail.
When the key is played, this rod is lifted. When
the key is released, the rod falls and its cloth-
covered bottom damps the strings.] There is a lute
stop [Lautenzug] near the nut as in the harpsi-
chord... . Most beautiful is the alternation of forte
and piano by means of a pedal [Tritt] without
having to stop in the midst of playing, in that the
action causes pieces of cloth or leather to move
under the hammers [i.e., between the hammers
and strings]. (...)

Such Hdammerwerke do not, to be sure, have the
brilliant silvery tone of the harpsichord, but they
have sufficient strength for chamber music [zu
einer Kammermusik], and, what is best, they are
not so troublesome as harpsichords, which must
be quilled. On the other hand, they are more dif-
ficult to tune because there are no registers that
one can turn on and off. One therefore must tune
one string for each key throughout the entire com-






