


A Century of Domestic Keyboards (1727-1832)
played by Joanna Leach

Spinet by Thomas Barton, 1727

[1] F. Couperin: Les Barricades Mystérieuses - Rondeau [2.46]

F. Couperin: Les Folies Françaises, ou les Dominos
[2] La Virginité : Virginity – Transparent Domino [0.42]
[3] La Pudeur : Modesty – Rose-coloured Domino [0.40]
[4] L’Ardeur : Ardour – Flesh-coloured Domino [0.29]
[5] L’Espérance : Hope – Green Domino [0.33]
[6] La Fidélité : Fidelity – Blue Domino [0.54]
[7] La Persévérance : Perseverance – Flax-coloured Domino [0.38]
[8] La Langueur : Languor – Violet Domino [0.58]
[9] La Coquetterie : Flirtation – Multi-coloured Domino [0.24]

[10] Les vieux Galants et les Trésorières surannées : Elderly Galants
& Antiquated Treasurers – Purple and colour-of-dead-leaves Domino [1.14]

[11] Les Coucous bénévoles : Benevolent Cuckoos – Yellow Domino [0.32]
[12] La Jalousie taciturne : Taciturn Jealousy – Moorish-grey Domino [1.19]
[13] La Frénésie ou le Désespoir : Frenzy and Depair – Black Domino [0.35]

[14] W. Byrd: Pavan - The Earle of Salisbury [1.17]

[15] G.F. Handel: Fantasia in C, G.60 [3.32]

Longman & Broderip square piano, 1787

[16] G.F. Handel: Sonata in G minor, G.273 [2.33]
[17] G.F. Handel: Toccata in G minor, G.276 [1.10]

[18] J. S. Bach: Prelude in E, BWV 933, No.5 [1.47]
[19] J. S. Bach: Prelude in E minor, BWV 933, No.6 [1.52]

[20] G.F. Handel: Air and Variations, G.56 [4.09]



Stodart square piano, 1823

[21] A. Soler: Sonata No.84 in D [3.15]

[22] W.A. Mozart: Adagio in B minor, KV 540 [8.47]

F. Schubert: Six Dances
[23] Walzer, D.145 No.6 in B minor [1.19]
[24] Walzer, D.365 No.24 in B major [0.43]
[25] Ecossaise No.1, D.783 No.17 [0.20]
[26] Deutscher Tanz, D.783 No.4 in G major [0.38]
[27] Ländler, D.790 No.4 [0.46]
[28] Valse Sentimentale, D.779 No.13 in A major [1.16]

[29] F. Schubert: Ungarische Melodie, D.817 [3.41]

Clementi square piano, 1832
F. Mendelssohn Bartholdy:

Lieder ohne Worte : Song Without Words
[30] Venetianisches Gondellied in F# minor, Op.30 No.6 [3.10]
[31] Venetianisches Gondellied in A minor, Op.62 No.5 [3.19]

[32] Wie die Zeit läuft! : How Time Flies! * [2.27]
[33] Lieder ohne Worte, Duetto, Op.38 No.6 [3.25]
[34] Albumblatt in E minor, Op.117 [4.54]

Total CD duration [66.21]

* published by Breitkopf & Härtel
Tracks 1-15 and 21 recorded 1999 – Felden Street, Fulham, London
All other tracks were recorded in the Music Room, Shute House, Axminster, 2007-2008
Mike Beville – Sound Recording & Post Production
Martin Ness – Tuning : 415Hz
Front Cover: Music Room, Shute House

Listening Levels: If your normal playback level is set
for piano music, the relative power of the various
instruments will be apparent.



A Century of Domestic Keyboards

The four instruments used on this disc span a period of just over one hundred years. It was a
century which saw huge change in the tone of keyboard instruments, from the then familiar
sound of the harpsichord and spinet to the new, and to people at that time exotic, timbre of
the fortepiano.

The instruments chosen are typical domestic instruments of the period. While the
harpsichord, and later the grand piano, were to be found in theatres, assembly rooms or larger
houses, the spinet and the square piano were designed for a more ordinary domestic setting –
though, due to the expense, they would be found only in rather upmarket homes.

Thomas Barton Spinet, 1727

The spinet used here is a five octave instrument by Thomas Barton, dated 1727 and made in
London. Like the harpsichord, the sound is produced by a jack being pushed upwards by the
key lever and plucking the string with a quill. On the return, the jack has a piece of cloth
attached which touches the string and stops it from vibrating, so ending the note – the
damper. This means that there is no ability to play the note louder or softer; however hard the
note is struck, the volume remains the same. But in his L’art de toucher le claveçin, Couperin
instructs the performer to make the instrument as expressive as possible by being rhythmically
flexible except where expressly marked measuré. Neither the harpsichord nor the spinet has any
means of raising the dampers to sustain the note; once the finger was removed from the key
the note stopped. Unlike the harpsichord, the spinet had only one string per note.

Les Barricdes Mystériéuses [1] is part of the 2nd Book of Pieces de Claveçin dated Paris 1716-1717
and the Folie Française [2] – [13] is in the 3rd Book dated 1722. The Earle of Salisbury’s Pavan [14]
by Byrd is a much earlier work of the Elizabethan period and would originally have been
played on the virginals. It has always remained a popular piece. The Handel Fantasia in C [15]
is an early work very suitable for the spinet.



Thomas Barton Spinet, 1727



The Square Piano

Cristofori and others had experimented early in the 18th century creating a hammered
instrument with dynamic capabilities based on the Harpsichord, a Grand Fortepiano. The
essentially domestic square piano seems to have been invented in London by Johannes
Zumpe around 1763. The sound was produced, not by a jack plucking the string, but by a
small leather covered hammer being propelled upward to hit the string, causing it to vibrate.
Depending on the force with which the hammer hit the string, the note could be made to
sound loudly or softly, hence the name of the new instrument, “forte – piano”. Within a very
few years, London was experiencing a veritable square-piano fever. Many musical
instrument makers, and, one suspects, cabinet makers too, leapt onto this most lucrative
bandwagon and began to manufacture square pianos.

Early designs of the square fortepiano generally had three hand levers, two of which raised the
dampers, up to c’ (“middle c”) and above c’. This meant that the note could carry on
sounding after the key had returned to its rest position, the “sustain” mechanism. The third
lever raised a leather covered strip of wood into contact with the string, producing a plucked
effect, the so called “lute” or “harp” stop heard in Handel’s Air and Variations [20].

These early pianos have, to our ears in the 21st century, a very antiquated tone similar to the
timbre of the spinet. However, to the listener in the mid 18th century this was a new effect
altogether and the square piano became enormously fashionable. Performers of the time
would of course continue to play the repertoire which was familiar to them; all of their old
favourites presumably transformed by the use of dynamics and sustained notes.

Composers of the period were quick to exploit the new effects available and a whole new
opus of works employing graded dynamics and sustained passages were published, with
clearly marked staccato, legato and dynamic markings which demonstrate which of the
keyboard instruments they were composed for.



The compass of the square piano increased to five and half octaves during the 1790’s and the
damper mechanism became more sophisticated, with a pedal to operate the sustain, which
completely freed the performer’s hands to concentrate on the notes. At the same time, the
case of the instrument became more substantial, to allow for thicker strings with a greater
tension, and the hammers began to be covered in a softer leather giving a sweeter, more
pianistic sound. The more sophisticated action allowed a greater degree of control and
dynamic range and it was at about this time that the name of the instrument changed to
“piano-forte”.

By the 1790’s the harpsichord family had effectively been superseded by the pianoforte, so
much so that in Jane Austen’s “Emma”, Mrs Cole is able to lament that, while she owned a
Broadwood Grand pianoforte, Jane Fairfax had not even the pitifullest old spinet to play on!

Performers used only to “modern” pianos (and I mean instruments from about 1890 onwards
here!) are often pleasantly surprised at the insights into the music and the probable intentions
of the composers with regard to interpretation and performance of their works , when played
on period instruments. A whole new soundscape opens up.

It is evident that in the space of forty years the piano had become a significant feature in the
home. Although the upright piano eventually ousted the square piano, it was the sudden
enormous popularity of the square piano which produced such a change in the mindset of the
nation that music, from being viewed as an entertainment to be enjoyed outside the home,
became very much a domestic occupation. It is probable that, in 1720, the majority of people
who wanted to hear music would have had to leave their domestic setting. By 1820 the reverse
would have been the case; such was the ubiquity of the piano. The square piano had taken
society by storm.



Longman & Broderip square piano, 1787



Longman & Broderip square piano, 1787

The first square piano used on this disc, was made in c.1787 by Longman and Broderip. It is
interesting to note that the piano predates the start of the French Revolution (1789). It was
already quite a sophisticated piano in contrast with the very earliest; the first half century of
square piano production were years of great innovation and development. This piano has five
octaves and is housed in an elegant mahogany case with inlaid stringing and a satinwood
nameboard with inlaid swagging. It has a bright, singing quality which perfectly suits the
galant style of Mozart, Haydn and their many contemporaries, as well as established
composers such as Bach and Handel. The tone, while still reminiscent of the spinet family,
has evolved quite a long way.

The short one movement Sonata in G minor [16] by Handel, ends in the dominant and is here
coupled with the Toccata in G minor [17]. The Sonata is a much more expressive piece than the
earlier Fantasia [15] and may have been adapted by Handel from a lost sonata for violin and
continuo. The two Preludes in E major [18] and E minor [19] by J.S. Bach are from Six Little
Preludes for Beginners, developed from exercises given to his pupils - beginners in this
context clearly does not mean someone just starting piano lessons! The Handel Air and
Variations [20] comes from Suite No.1 of the 2nd Book of Suites. The lute stop effect
mentioned earlier is used in parts of Variation 1, 2 and 5. Brahms used for his famous
Variations on a theme by Handel.



Stodart Square Piano, 1823



Stodart square piano, 1823

The second square piano used on this CD is by William Stodart, c. 1823. It is of five and a
half octaves, in a mahogany case with rosewood crossbanding, six turned reeded legs, a pedal
leg and plenty of brass embellishment – a very “Regency” instrument. The sound is more
robust and powerful; suitable for the newly emerging repertoire with its emphasis on a bel
canto melodic approach, as well as to the earlier works – Scarlatti and Soler sound particularly
exciting on such a vibrant instrument.

The Soler Sonata No.84 in D major [21] would have originally been played on a harpsichord,
although Soler was certainly aware of the piano and its dynamic possibilities. Like Scarlatti,
with whom he may have studied, Soler found inspiration in Iberian dance rhythms. Mozart’s
Adagio in B minor, K.540 [22] was composed in Vienna in the spring of 1788 – a period when
Mozart experienced many personal difficulties. It is characterised by dramatic dynamic
contrasts and a declamatory style.

Tracks [23] – [28] are a selection of six Schubert dances taken from various sets. These
dances were probably originally improvised for Schubert’s friends to enjoy at informal musical
evenings. Schubert wrote Ungarische Melodie, D.817 in September 1824 while employed as
music teacher to the Esterhazy family at Zselich, the family’s summer palace in Hungary (now
Slovakia). Schubert used this theme in an extended version for the 3rd movement of the
Divertissment à la Hongroise for piano duet.



Clementi Square Piano, 1832



Clementi square piano, 1832

The fourth instrument in this collection, the third square piano, is by Clementi and Co,
c.1830/1832. This is a six octave piano in a substantial case with a heavier gauge string. The
hammers are, bar the top two octaves, covered in cloth (not yet felt) which gives a very
different tone.

On this piano Joanna Leach very ably and convincingly demonstrates some of the
performance characteristics which express the more romantic qualities which were admired in
this period. It is the great age of Romanticism, where emotion and melodrama were admired
in architecture, landscape, theatre, literature, poetry and, of course, in music. The use of
Rubato, where a steady pulse in the left hand would be the bedrock for a more flexible and
emotional interpretation of the melody, was reported by his pupils to be much favoured by
Chopin, who encouraged his students to adopt this approach. Mendelssohn’s “Songs without
Words” are particularly effective on this later square piano, the Venetian Gondola Songs here in
F# minor [30] and A minor [31] sounding with all of the emotional sensibilities of the time. Wie
die Zeit lauft – How Times Flies [32] composed in 1847, was dedicated to Louise Augusta Sachse
a young piano student who had impressed Mendelssohn with her pianistic accomplishments.
She died a few months later and her family put aside the manuscript. Recently it was
rediscovered and was finally published in 2002 as a special edition for the Mendelssohn-Haus
in Leipzig – his last private dwelling.

Mendelssohn’s study where he composed, containing a square piano, is preserved in the
Mendelssohn-Haus. Duetto, Op.38 No.6 [33], one of the Songs Without Words collection, is
typical of Mendelssohn’s skill in interweaving the “voice” and piano accompaniment: in this
case soprano and baritone. The disc closes with Albumblat, Op.117 [34] published
posthumously. This particularly demonstrates the singing qualities and richness of timbre of
the Clementi piano.

© 2008 Andrew Lancaster more information from: http://www.squarepiano.net



Joanna Leach

When Joanna Leach inherited a Clementi square piano in
1987, it was out of curiosity and for its historical interest that
she decided to have it restored. It was during her quest for an
expert restorer that she met Andrew Lancaster. Until then
she had played modern pianos, giving recitals at the Wigmore
Hall, Purcell Room, St. John's Smith Square and the Franz
List Academy in Budapest both as soloist and chamber
musician. Joanna studied piano with Joseph Dichler in
Vienna and later in London with Peter Katin.

Having only experienced square pianos in poor condition or
badly restored, it had never occurred to her that she would
actually prefer playing works of classical and early romantic
composers on original period pianos. She became increasingly
fascinated with the influence that the pianos imposed on a
player's performance by their inherent characteristics. She
discovered that music composed in the18th and early 19th

centuries, took on new meaning and life when played on pianos of the same period with their
transparency and contrasting colours in the various registers. There is also the fact that the sound
colours and balance on these instruments are similar to those heard by the composers at that time.
As Peter Katin has said, “The modern pianist has to re-think many of his ideas when playing music
of the period on square pianos. It is illuminating for any serious pianist to play - even briefly - one of
these instruments; it may forever influence their performances of these works on the modern piano”.

As a result of this growing passion for square pianos, Joanna acquired the three pianos used in this
recording and with her husband David Turner (d.1993), established the ATHENE label in 1991. It
was launched with a recording of the John Field Nocturnes (ATHCD1) played on three different
square pianos of Field’s period. The disc was well received by critics among whom, Dr. Peter
Grahame-Woolf for Classical Music on the Web wrote, “I would urge readers to listen to Joanna
Leach's recording of John Field nocturnes on square pianos - it might change their lives!” Joanna’s
playing has received most favorable reviews in Penguin Guide to Compact Discs and Gramophone Good
CD Guide among others.

Mike Beville
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