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Bevan's book is a handy size for the traveler who wants to explore 
collections in the UK. It is nicely printed, has some interesting black­
and-white illustrations, and includes a useful map, so one can tell at a 
glance what collections are where. I would encourage anyone interested 
in the subject to buy it, but it is a real pity that Bevan apparently failed 
to search the relevant literature before he began the project or failed to 
keep his eyes and ears open to what others were doing on the subject 
once he had started. The committee working on the revision of the 
International Directory will want to study it carefully. 

One final caveat: before you set out to visit some museum collection 
in the UK or elsewhere, if you have a special interest be sure to write 
and/or telephone beforehand to be sure that the museum is open and 
that what you want to see is on display. In 1982 I went on a tour with 
George Lucktenberg visiting musical instrument collections in Europe 
and we stopped off for a few hours in Chester. Being a recorder player 
and the proud owner of a Bressan recorder (now in The Shrine to Music 
Museum, Vermillion, S.D.) in a splendid state of preservation, I natu­
rally rushed to the Grosvenor Museum. The only thing I knew about 
Chester was that the famous set of four recorders, plus two other trebles, 
all by Bressan, were at the Grosvenor Museum, and I assumed that they 
would be prominently displayed. Alas, the Bressan recorders were not 
only not on display, but I was unable to get permission to see them, even 
after making a special plea and returning a second time to the museum. 
I did get to see many historic recorders, including a considerable num­
ber by Bressan, on that tour, and again on a similar tour in I 984, but I 
hope that you, dear reader, do not face such a disappointment. 

DALE HIGBEE 

SALISBURY, N .C. 

Grant O'Brien. Ruckers: A Harpsichord and Virginal Building Tradition. 
Cambridge Musical Texts and Monographs. Cambridge, England: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990. xxii, 346 pp.; 157 black-and-white 
plates, 29 figures, 22 tables, 6 graphs, 1 musical example. ISBN: 
0-521-36565-1. $ 125.00. 

"More scholarly effort has been devoted to the study of the group of 
harpsichord makers which gathered in Antwerp during the sixteenth 
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century than to any other branch of the craft. In view of the immense 
influence of the Flemish style which was exerted in every part of Europe 
except Italy until harpsichords ceased to be made, this study has not 
been misplaced." So begins the chapter "Flanders" in Frank Hubbard's 
pathbreaking Three Centuries of Hmpsichord Making. 1 Undoubtedly, little 
of this research would have occurred were it not for the achievements of 
members of the Ruckers family, who are almost universally regarded as 
standing at the pinnacle of musical instrument making along with only 
one or two makers of other types of instruments. Thus, any examination 
of the Ruckers' work is potentially important not only to the history of 
keyboard instruments but also to organology more generally. Long be­
fore this book appeared, there was every reason to believe that Grant 
O'Brien, Curator of the Russell Collection of Early Keyboard Instru­
ments at the University of Edinburgh, would be fully equal to the daunt­
ing task of producing the first comprehensive study of the Ruckers 
family and their work. It must be said at the outset that in this magnif­
icent book the author has altogether justified one's expectations: his 
years of work, well organized and handsomely presented within two 
covers, have resulted in a masterpiece thoroughly worthy of its subject, 
a triumph of modern organological method. 

Although before Hubbard's time much was published about the 
Ruckers family and their colleagues, the bulk of that material, docu­
ments culled from archives,2 lists of extant instruments largely compiled 
from secondary sources,3 and an occasional iconographical study,4 now 
appears to a great extent to have been the result of misplaced effort. 
Only rarely does an old document or painting tell us much that is certain 
or is of importance about how these instruments were conceived, made, 
or used, 5 and mere lists compiled uncritically are bound to include many 

I. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, I 965, p. 43 . 
2. See, for example, J. A. Stellfeld, '"Bronnen tot de gcschiedenis der Antwerpsche 

clavecimbel- en orgelbouwers in de XVI._. en XVIIc ecuwen," Vlaamsch jaarboek voor 11m­

ziekgeschiedenis 4 (1942): 3-110. 
3. See, for example, the list in Grove's Dictionary of 1Wusic and 1\1usicians, 2nd ed. (New 

York: MacMillan, 1908), 4:180-89. 
4. See , for example, the chapter "Iconographic der Ruckers" in Andre M. Pols, De 

Ruckers en de klavierbouw in V/aanderen (Antwerp: Nederlandsche Bockhandel, 1942), 5 1-
54. Of Ruckers-like instruments seen in Dutch and Flemish paintings, O'Brien concludes 
that "most often it is clear that the instrument is not by one of the Ruckers" (p. 191 ). 

5. Needless lO say, occasionally there are important exceptions, for example, the c0t·· 
respondence of 1648 among G. F. Duarte, Constantijn Huygens, and Joannes Couchet, an 
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misattributions and outright fakes. 6 O'Brien's approach, present embry­
onically in the work of A.J. Hipkins7 and more fully in that of such 
scholars as Hubbard, John Barnes (together with his wife Sheila, the 
book's dedicatee),8 and John Henry van der Meer,9 is stated in the first 
sentence of his Introduction: "I have always tried to get as much infor­
mation as possible from the instruments themselves." The author ap­
plies this method with admirable breadth to consider instruments from 
many aspects (e.g., design, construction, epigraphy, decoration, physics, 
and acoustics). 10 Moreover, the implications of his observations, supple­
mented by critical reexamination of information from other sources 
(e.g., documents, iconography, and conventional musicology), are mas­
terfully integrated into a convincing overall picture of the Ruckers fam­
ily's work (including that of the closely related Couchet family; as the 
author explains on p. 15, "the contribution of the Couchets is always 
implied when I speak of the 'Ruckers tradition' and 'Ruckers instru­
ments' ") and its place in history. 

English translation of which is included by O'Brien, pp. 305-306. A painting by Gerard 
Dou or of his school (formerly in the collection of W. E. Duits, London, reproduced as 
"Woman at the clavichord" {sic; clearly, an octave virginal is depicted] in Lucas van Dijck 
and Ton Koopman, Het klavecimbel in de Nederlandse kunst tot 1800 [Zutphen: De Walburg 
Pers, I 987], pl. 129), not mentioned by O'Brien, could be used to show that the child part 
of a double virginal was sometimes played solo. 

6. Of92 "Ruckers·· instruments listed in the second edition of Grove (see note 3, above), 
O'Brien has authenticated only about 40. 

7. The discussion of Ruckers transposing two-manual harpsichords in the first edition 
of Hipkins, A Description and History of the Pianoforte and of the Older Keyboard Stringed 
instruments (London and New York: Novello, Ewer and Co., 1896), 81-82, was based on 
Edmond vander Straeten's French translation of Quirinus van Blankenburg's account, 
published in Dutch in 1739. This was greatly improved in later editions (for example, the 
third, published in 1929; facs. reprint with an introduction by Edwin M. Ripin, Detroit 
Reprints in Music [Detroit: Information Coordinators, 1975], 87-88) by the inclusion ofa 
brief description and drawing of the unaltered Joannes Ruckers harpsichord of 1638 (now 
in the Russell Collection, Edinburgh), which the writer had seen after completing his 
original text. 

8. See his "The Flemish Instruments of the Russell Collection, Edinburgh," Colloquium: 
Restauratieproblemen van Antwerpse klavecimbels (Antwerp: Ruckers Genootschap, 197 l ), 35 -
39. 

9. See, for example, his "Beitrage zum Cembalo-Bau der Familie Ruckers,"jahrbuch des 
Staatlichen lnstituts fiir Musikforschung Preussischer Kulturbesitz (1971): I 00-53. 

l 0. One eagerly awaits publication of O'Brien's further work on the acoustics of sound­
boards and strings, intriguing glimpses of which are given in the present book. 



112 JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN MUSICAL INSTRUMENT SOCIETY 

Two introductory chapters present biographies of the Ruckers family 
(mostly derived from such collections of archival material as those pub­
lished by Jeanine Lambrechts-Douillez and her colleague M.-J. 
Bosschaerts-Eykens 11 ) and a brief history of pre-Ruckers harpsichord 
making. Although the latter chapter, as a precis, does not always state 
with sufficient detail the bases for some of the author's conclusions, 12 it 
does include descriptions of several important sixteenth-century Flem­
ish instruments, two of which have never previously been published in 
significant detail. 13 Succeeding chapters cataloguing the many different 
models of Ruckers instruments, discussing the makers' stringing and 
scaling practice, and explaining the author's methods of determining the 
original dispositions of instruments that were later altered will be a rev­
elation to those unfamiliar with Dr. O'Brien's previous publications. 14 

I I. See vols. I. 3, 4, and 5 of Mededelingen van het Ruckers-Cenootschap (Antwerp: Ruck­
ers Genootschap, I 982-1986). 

12. For example, assertions (pp. 19-20) that long-scaled Italian harpsichords were 
strung in iron and therefore sounded at a normal 8' pitch (rather than strung in brass and 
sounding at a pitch considerably below normal) ignore evidence that some early Italian 
harpsichords were tuned a fourth lower. See, e.g., a document of about 1630 (cited on p. 
103 of Friedemann Hellwig, "Strings and Stringing: Contemporary Documents," Calpin 
Society Journal 29 [1976] : 91-104) that mentions a harpsichord "alla quarta bassa" made in 
1570 by Vito Trasuntino. One assumes that the author's argument will be stated more fully 
in publication of his cited "work in progress" on the subject. Likewise , his promised future 
paper about the anonymous early Flemish three-register transposing harpsichord in the 
Brussels Conservatorium collection (described on pp. 29-32) will presumably include a 
fuller presentation of the evidence which suggests that the middle register originally had 
dogleg jacks, thus affording an 8' and 4' disposition on each keyboard. From what is said 
in the present work, it is not altogether clear why the upper manual, at normal pitch, might 
not have had only one 8' stop. If so, the 4' only on the lower manual might be regarded 
as a foil to its fourth-lower pitch. Further, this arrangement could be seen as analogous to 
an alternative interpretation of the situation in Italy: the use both of harpsichords a fourth 
lower in pitch with a 4' stop and of short-scaled single-register harpsichords at normal 
pitch. This latter group of early Italian instruments is barely mentioned by O'Brien; 
several examples are described in Friedemann Hellwig, "The Single-strung Italian Harp­
sichord," in Edwin M. Ripin, ed., Keyboard Instruments: Studies in Keyboard Organology (Ed­
inburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1971), 27-36. 

13. These are a polygonal virginal by loes Karest, Antwerp, 1550 (in the Raccolta 
Statale degli Antichi Strumenti Musicali, Rome) and the three-register transposing harp­
sichord mentioned in note 12, above. 

14. Especially "The Determination of the Original Compass and Disposition of Rucke rs 
Harpsichords" and "'The Stringing and Pitches of Ruckers Instruments," both in J. 
Lambrechts-Douillez, ed., Colloquium: Ruckers klavecimbels en copii!n: Universele instrumenten 
voor de interpretatie van de muziek uit Rubens tijd (Antwerp: Ruckers Genootschap, 1977; also 
issued as The Brussels Museum of Musical Instruments Bulletin 7), 36-47 and 48-71; and 
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His treatment might be regarded by some as confoundingly technical, 15 

but it is necessarily so. In any case, the overall conclusions are clear: 
harpsichords (all, except for a few late ones by the Couchets, strung with 
only a single set of 8' strings and a 4' set) and virginals (of two types, 
muselar and spinett) were made at several distinct pitch levels; and there 
is no evidence that the Ruckers family made harpsichords with two 
keyboards at the same pitch. 16 Further, the author demonstrates by 
example a general organological lesson that, with sufficient attention to 
detail, a great deal of information about an instrument's original state 
can be determined even if it has been altered almost beyond recognition 
and, further, that the various different models within a maker's oeuvre 

"loannes and Andreas Ruckers: A Quatercentenary Celebration," Early J\1usic 7 (October 
1979): 453-66. 

15 . The author explains in his "Introduction" that he expects the "reader to have had 
some basic knowledge about the construction and history of keyboard instruments" and 
refers the novice to the books of Raymond Russell (The Harpsichord and Clavichord: An 
lntroducto,y Study [London: Faber and Faber, I 959]) and Hubbard. 

16. That is, all extant Ruckers harpsichords that originally had two manuals were 
transposing harpsichords, i.e. , with the keyboards a fourth apart in pitch (or a tone apart, 
as they seem to have been in one exceptional example). Still, the reviewer must note that 
the possibility remains that loannes Couchet might have made a few two-manual harpsi­
chords with keyboards al the same pitch, i.e., so-called "expressive" or "contrasting" dou­
bles. The only evidence for this is a passage in a leuer wriuen by Constantijn Huygens 
shortly after Couchet's death in April 1655: "Je suis bien ayse d'en avoir une des dernieres 
de sa fac;on a deux Claviers, comme estoit celle de M. de Chamboniere ... " (the original 
text is given in W.J. A. Jonckbloet andj. P. N. Land, Musique et musiciens au XVII' siecle: 
Correspondance et oeuvres musicales de Constantin Huygens [Leyden: E. J. Brill, 1882], pp. 
24-25). A straightforward translation, "I am well comforted by having one of the last 
[instrume nts] of his making[,] with two keyboards, like that of M. de Chamboniere," leaves 
little room for doubt that Huygens and Jacques Champion de Chambonnif:res each owned 
a Couchet two-manual harpsichord that (if one assumes that a French musician of the 
period would not be likely to have used a transposing harpsichord) was of the contrasting 
type. O'Brien creatively translates the passage as "It is a comfort to me that I own one of 
the last of his invention with two keyboards and made by him, like that of M(onsieur) de 
Chamboniere" (p. 307) and suggests further that by Claviers "Huygens surely means two 
registers here!" because only a two-register harpsichord is mentioned in the 1648 corre­
spondence regarding Huygens's purchase of a Couchet. One might, however, question 
whether the musically knowledgable Huygens would have made such a mistake, whether 
a harpsichord made in 1648 would have been called one of Couchet's last, and whether 
ChambonniCres, whose works imply that he used an instrument with a GG/BB short octave 
(as noted by O'Brien on p. 231 ), would have had an instrument, like that made by Couchet 
for Huygens in 1648, with a chromatic bass octave. It is not inconceivable that (as suggested 
by Hubbard, op. cit., p. 63) Huygens owned two Couchet harpsichords, a single made in 
1648 and a double-presumably non-transposing-made six or seven years later and 
similar to one owned by Chambonnieres. 
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can and should form a pattern that is logically consistent (even if ulti­
mately "unprovable") both internally and externally, i.e ., in relation to 
other viewpoints, such as those of physics and music history. 

One of O'Brien's more radical conclusions, for which the little avail­
able evidence seems to be persuasive, 17 is that Ruckers clavecimbels (the 
author has adopted this useful old Netherlandish term that encompasses 
both harpsichords and virginals) were strung quite heavily, i.e., with wire 
in the treble of instruments at 8' pitch almost as thick, the late Hubert 
Bedard observed, as that used in some eighteenth-century pianos. An­
other revelatory deduction, based on the numbers written on instrument 
parts in the Ruckers workshops, is that their output was astonishingly 
high: the author estimates (p. 59) that Andreas Ruckers the Elder made 
as many as thirty-five to forty instruments a year. 18 Obviously these were 

17. In a footnote to his discussion of thick stringing, the author notes (p. 64) that 
twisted strings (consisting of two relatively thin intertwined strands instead of a single thick 
wire), of which some apparently quite old examples existed until recently on the Hans 
Ruckers double virginal of 1581 (in the Metropolitan Museum of An in New York; these 
strings can be seen in figs. 5-7 of Jamesj. Rorimer, ""A Double Virginal, Dated 1581, by 
Hans Ruckers," M etropolitan Museum Studies 2 [ 1929-1930], pp. 176-86, and in Emanuel 
\Vinternitz, Keyboard lnstrume11 ts in the 1\1etropolita11 1vluseum of Art: A Picture Book [New York: 
The Metropolitan Museum of An, 1961], p. 14) , would be a ··valid alternative·· for string­
ing the lowest notes. The reviewer would point out that, since the hitch pins of the mother 
virginal have been moved, the strings that were attached to them were unlikely to have 
been original. Nevertheless. since the twisted strings were placed in accordance with the 
short octave (about which any modern restorer likely to have worked on the instrument 
between its discovery in Peru and its acquisition by the Museum is unlikely to have known), 
it seems probable that the twisted strings were put on the instrument sometime in the 
seventeenth century, pe rhaps reflecting Hans Ruckers's original stringing. Further, Claas 
Douwes, whose stringing lists are shown by O'Brien to be applicable to Ruckers instru­
ments, recommended "annealed potter's wire" for very low notes (Grondig ondersoek van de 
toonen der musij"k [Franckcr, 1699; facs. Amsterdam: Frits Knuf, 19i0], p. 124 ; sec also 
O'Brien's translation of this passage on p. 295). This might refer to the twisted wire used 
like saw blades by ceramists to cut moist clay. 

18. While near the beginning of his discussion of Ruckers instrument numbers the 
author cautions that "many of the conclusions drawn are at best only tentative" (p. 46) , 
further along he indulges in what the reviewer regards as overly optimistic specificity, e.g., 
that the makers were "producing about twenty-six harpsichords pe r year" (p. 53). While 
the overall output of the Ruckers workshops might be plausibly estimated in very general 
terms, numbered instruments arc so few that some of the author's individual interpreta­
tions (which often rely on arbitrary assumptions-for exa mple, that Andreas Ruckers 
numbered two series of 4-voet virginals) are questionable. With so little data available, false 
patterns can easily appear (as the amhor admits, on p. 46, was the case in his earlier 
publication on the subject, "The Numbering System of Rucke rs Instruments," The Bntssels 
1"11 L5e1tm of M1L5ical Instnm1ents Bulletin 4 [1974], pp. 75-89). Some of the curves on his 
graphs (p. 4i) are, especially for harpsichords, based on a single datum (e.g., that based on 



BOOK REVIEWS II 

large, well organized workshops, 19 and, in separate chapters for virgin­
als and harpsichords, the construction of the instruments that were 
made in them is described . By observation of myriad details, the author 
has succeeded in reconstructing many of the workshop procedures. 
Scorch marks, for example, indicate that bentsides were formed by ex­
posing the wood to a fire. For the first time (according to this reviewer's 
recollection) in any literature about keyboard instruments, there are full 
technical descriptions of action cloths. A substantial chapter given to the 
decoration of the instruments includes a catalogue of the thirty decora­
tive papers that were used, 20 analyses of the several styles of soundboard 
decoration (attributed to several different painters), and discussion of 
sources of some of the designs. Further chapters describe the details that 

an Andreas Ruckers harpsichord of 1637) or even none at all (e.g., that for Andreas 
Ruckers starting at 0 in 1623), while, for no apparent reason, he fails to draw a line based 
on Joannes Ruckers 5-voet virginals of 1640 (no. 46) and 1642 (no. 78), which would seem 
to indicate a high rate of production of this model. The graph indicates that the author 
would estimate that Joannes Ruckers made about 90 6-voet virginals during his career as 
compared with several hundred two-manual harpsichords, a ratio of about 1 :4. Since 
virginals were increasingly obsolescent in the eighteenth century while harpsichords re­
mained prized, it would seem that harpsichords should have survived at a higher rate. 
Thus, one might expect the ratio of extant 6-voet virginals to extant two-manual harpsi­
chords to be, say, on the order of I :8. The actual ratio is 7: 16. Such considerations (along 
with the very high proportion of virginals depicted in seventeenth-century Dutch and 
Flemish paintings: see van Dijck and Koopman, op. cit.), might well lead one to conclude 
that O'Brien has underestimated the Ruckers family's production rate of virginals. 

I 9. The author's remarkable observations (pp. 120 and 126) that the separate work­
shops of the brothers Joannes and Andreas seem to have used sharps and jacks from 
common suppliers suggest that there was an almost modern-industrial division of labor. 

20. To O'Brien's lists of the occurrences of various patterns, the reviewer can add one: 
the earliest known use of type 12 (p. 139) is on the 1595 child virginal by Hans Ruckers 
now at the Cincinnati Art Museum. A small fragment of the paper, upside-down from the 
pattern's usual orientation, remains visible on the original exterior of the case, now hidden 
in the interior of supplementary case walls added much later. The author, one might note, 
attributes the Cincinnati instrument and another with a rose initialed HR, a spinett virginal 
of 1598 (at the Paris Conservatoire), to Hans's son Ioannes. (Hans died in 1598.) This may 
be so, but one might note that on these instruments and on the 159 I double virginal (at 
Yale) the maker's Christian name is written IOHANNES, not IOANNES, as the instruments 
made after I 598 are signed. "Iohannes" might be regarded as the Latin equivalent of 
"Hans" (itself a contraction of the Germanic "Johannes") and "Ioannes" as the equivalent 
of "Jan," as the younger maker was usually known in the vernacular: see the documents 
transcribed inj. Lambrechts-Douillez and M.-J. Bosschaerts-Eykens. "Joannes Ruckers (II) 
en Maria Waelrant," Mededelingen van het Ruckers-Genootschap 3 (1983): 15-30. 
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distinguish authentic Ruckers instruments, their musical uses,21 the in­

fluence of the Ruckers family on later makers, and the ways in which the 

instruments were altered to keep them musically useful in later periods. 

The main text of the book is completed by a descriptive catalogue of all 

authentic Ruckers clavecimbels known to be extant. This is followed by a 

catalogue of unauthentic instruments, nineteen appendices, and a "se­

lect" but quite extensive bibliography. 
In any such monumental work, compiled from countless details , a few 

errors will be found . In addition to a few minor lapses of proofreading 

(e.g., the scale of Plate 5.2, p. 75, is I : IO not I: I) there are some less 

obvious oversights that might confuse the reader. Pla te 7.40 (p. 167) is 

printed upside down.22 There is no caption for the diagram on p. 92, 

and the text that refers to it is on p. I I 7. The Hans Ruckers double 

virginal of 159 1 is not in Cambridge, Massachusetts (as sta ted on p. 159) 
but (as correctly stated on p. 238) in New Haven, Connecticut (Yale, not 

Harvard!). In the sources cited in footnote I , p. 34, it is the du.im that is 

d ivided into eigh t (or, rarely, eleven) parts called "lines," not the voet. 

The harpsichord by Gommarus van Everbroeck (not "Eversbroeck," as 

twice misspelled on p. 153), is no longer in Paris but has been at T he 

Shrine to Music Museum in Vermillion , South Dakota, since 1986. Table 

4.8 (of Claas Douwes's stringing lists rearranged accord ing to sou nding 

pitch), to which the reader is d irected on p. 291, is nowhere in the book, 

and the related discussion is not to be found in footnote 7, p. 57, to 

which the reader is referred on p. 289.23 The proper botanical name fo r 

the species of soundboard wood used by the Ruckers fam ily is indeed 

Picea abies, not "more properly Picea excelsa," as stated on pp. 73 and 

I 00.24 The reference on p. 268 to "Plate XXXV of Hubbard's book" 

2 1. T he author, eschewi ng the contorted reasoning of some OLher write rs (sec, for 
example, R. T. Shann, "Flem ish Transposing Harpsichords-An Explanat ion," CaljJir1 So­
ciety journal 37 [1984]: 62 - 7 1), concludes that what we now call ··transposing" two-manual 

harpsichords were indeed used for transposit ion. 
22. T he correct o rientation (in which the stripes between th e pa in ted imitat ion marble 

and the outer grey bands are dark above and light below) is shown in a photograph of the 

sa me instrument (a Joannes Ruckers two-manua l harpsichord of 1637 in the Rome col­

lection) in John H enry van der Meer, "Flamische Cembali in italicnischem Betsitz," Ana­
lecta Mmicologica 3 (1966): 11 4-2 1, fig. I. 

23. Both the table and the discussion arc found in O'Brien's 1977 paper "The Stringing 
and Pitches ... ," cited i11 note 14, above. 

24. See F. W. J ane, The Structure of Wood, second ed. (London: Adam & Charles Blac k. 

1970), p. 5. To be perfectly proper, the names (often abbreviated) of the botanists who 

origina lly described and named the species (Linnaeus in th is case) and who, if any, revised 
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might better have been made to the original eighteenth-century engrav­
ing25 that Hubbard reproduced. 

Overall, the choice and quality of the illustrations, both photographs 
(many of them by the author) and line drawings (by Darryl Martin), are 
excellent, but it is unfortunate that, in so expensive a book, no color 
plates (especially of painted decoration) were included. The decision to 
reproduce all of the plan-view photographs at the same I: IO scale was 
astute: this greatly facilitates comparison between the various instru­
ments. Although these plan views of exterior and interior layout convey, 
along with the descriptive text and detailed illustrations, a nearly com­
plete impression of how the instruments were designed and constructed, 
it seems regrettable that no plan drawings (such as those in Hubbard, 
Plates 1, VI, etc.) were included. Instead, it is "assumed that the serious 
student would have one or more of [the full-scale plans of Ruckers 
instruments that have been published by some museums] available to use 
in conjunction with this book" (p. 2). If so, a list of these plans and their 
sources should have been included as a supplement to the bibliography, 
and references to them should have been included in the catalogue 
entries of the instruments for which they are available. In any case, the 
two elevation drawings of harpsichord keywells that are included in the 
book (pp. 94 and 95) refute the author's excuse that small-scale diagrams 
of an entire instrument would inherently "be neither accurate enough 
nor detailed enough to be of any real use" (p. 2). The plan photograph 
of the interior of a muselar virginal (Plate 5.2, p. 75) does, for example, 
of course convey some details that a small plan drawing might not be 
able to show. Nevertheless, a drawing could demonstrate the relation­
ship between the bridges and the soundboard ribbing (these can be 
shown only in separate photographs) and would reveal the carefully 
placed end of the cutoff bar, which in the photograph is hidden by the 
lower guide. 

In a few instances the appropriateness of the specific instrument cho­
sen for photographic illustration of a typical overall design or detail is 
questionable. The moeder of the 158 I Hans Ruckers double virginal (now 
at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York) is shown in exterior 

the taxonomy and nomenclature (here Karsten) should be included: thus, Picea abies (L.) 
Karst. This is a synonym of Picea excelsa (Lam.) Link, but Lamarck and Link's works do not 
have priority. 

25. Denis Diderot and Jean leRond d'Alembert, eds., Encycloptdie ou Dictionnaire rai­
somu! des sciences, des arts, et des mttiers, set of plates "Lutherie," Seconde suite, pl. xv. 
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plan view (Plate 3.1, p. 36), but this earliest of extant muselars is atypically 
long and has other differences from later examples (there are, for ex­
ample, two roses instead of the usual one). 26 While the inclusion of a 
photograph (Plate 5.3, p. 75) of the author's copy in lieu of an unob­
tainable photograph of a well-preserved original spinett virginal interior 
seems justifiable and likewise, perhaps, the use of photographs (Plates 
7.1 and 7.2, pp. 128-29) of his copies of a virginal and a two-manual 
harpsichord as examples of typical Ruckers-style decoration (no original 
examples have survived that include all typical decorative details extant 
within one instrument), the illustrations of his copies of a stand (Plate 
6. 18, p. 127) and hinges (Plate 7.42, p. 170), which must have been 
copied from accessible originals, might appear to suggest a touch of 
hubris inconsistent with traditions of scholarly publication . 

This reviewer would question a few of the author's observations about 
specific instruments. The Ioannes Ruckers muselar of 1620 (now on loan 
to the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston) is described (p. 247) as having 
had a section added to the bass of its right-hand bridge. In fact, the 
entire straight bass section of this bridge has clearly been replaced. In 
the same maker's muselar of 1622 (now at the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art in New York) it seems obvious to the reviewer not only that both 
bridges are later replacements but also that the right-hand bridge is not 

26. Data in the author's catalogue of Ruckers instruments show his observation (p. 69) 
that "mother virginals are one to three duimen longer than 6 voeten" (6 voeten = 66 large 
duimen = 1708 mm., according to his credible interpretation of Ruckers standards of 
length) to be true only of the 1581 instrument (1786 mm. long) and an Andreas Ruckers 
of 1644 (1734 mm.; it is in the Leipzig collection). All other Ruckers 6-voet muselars, 
including three mother virginals, are from 1706 to 1712 mm. long (except for one, which 
is 1668 mm.). Although the reviewer has no explanation (if one is needed) for the slightly 
greater than normal length of the I 644 instrument, the significantly greater length (3 
duimen longer) of the 1581 double virginal would seem to be rela ted to its longer-than­
normal scaling (this is especially noticeable in the child, in which, for example, c"' is I 00 
mm. long, equivalent to 400 mm. at pitch c", which is usually about 355 mm. in Ruckers 
instruments). Longer case lengths and scalings than Ruckers norms are also to be found in 
instruments by other sixteenth-century Flemish makers. The case length of the mother of 
a double virginal made by Martin van der Biest in 1580 (at the Germanisches National• 
museum in Nuremberg), for example, is 1804 mm., and the length of iLS c" string was 
originally 390 mm. It seems likely, in the reviewer's opinion, that these early Flemish 
in.struments were tuned to a lower standard of pitch than that used later by the Ruckcrs 
family. The 1581 double virginal in size, scaling, and other aspects of design (e.g., sound­
board ribbing) is a link between earlier and later practice, the full implications of which are 
the subject of a forthcoming study by the reviewer. 
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even in the original position; the author's lack of comment (and inclu­
sion of comment about replaced bridges in similar instances) suggests 
that he overlooked this.27 The nuts of the Ioannes Ruckers harpsichord 
of 1642 (now in the collection of Hugh Gough in New York) were not 
both "extend[ed] ... in the treble" (as stated on p. 254): the 8' nut was 
replaced entirely when the compass was extended.28 Such lapses are, 
needless to say, minor, and one assumes that they are largely absent in 
Dr. O'Brien's descriptions of the mainstream Ruckers instruments, 
made between about 1600 and 1650. At the outer fringes of Ruckers­
family activity, however, mistaken or missed observations are perhaps 
slightly more frequent. For example, the bridges of the child of the Hans 
Ruckers double virginal of 1581 have curved sides, not flat (as stated on 
p. 76). While it is mentioned (p. 238) that the 1591 Han Ruckers double 
virginal was apparently decorated by the maker's usual soundboard 
painter, the exceptional nature of the soundboard of this instrument is 
not remarked upon: instead of the usual colorful fruits, flowers, and 
insects surrounded by blue borders and arabesques, there are only bor­
ders and arabesques executed in gold-colored paint.29 That such gold­
only soundboard decoration is not discussed in the chapter about dec­
oration is surprising, since, at the other outer fringe of Ruckers-family 
activity, it seems to have been frequently applied by one or more of the 
Couchets in the second half of the seventeenth century. 

27. We all make mistakes. The author rightly chides the reviewer for having failed to 

notice that three of the jack slots in the mother virginal made in 1600 by LODVVICVS 
GROVVEL VS (as it is inscribed, not LODOVVICVS as in O'Brien's transcription) are later 
additions. In reexamining the instrument, the reviewer has recently observed that we both 
apparently also failed to notice that the left bridge is not in its original position. 

28. Further, the reviewer does not recall observing that the bridges were extended in 
the treble, as stated by the author. Inquiries to those close to this harpsichord would seem 
to establish that the author has never examined it himself. Some of his statements about it 
that cannot have been based on the previously pulished literature that he cites must 
therefore have been derived from information or photographs supplied to him. Although 
this reviewer has in principle no objection to authentications (especially in regard to this 
superb example of Ioannes Ruckers's work) and descriptions based on such secondary 
sources as photographs, it would have been helpful to future researchers had the author 
noted the fact in this instance and, one might well surmise, one or two others. 

29. In writing about other instruments with such soundboard decoration, the author 
refers to it as having been executed in "bronze powder" (e.g., pp. 274-75). In the opinion 
of Scott Odell of the Smithsonian Institution, who has closely examined the Couchet of 
1679 there, shell gold, i.e., paint with real gold as the pigment, was used, although the 
decoration might later have been retouched with bronze paint. 
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While the harpsichords built by the four craftsmen surnamed "Ruck­
ers" were made according to a few standard models, the author notes 
that "every single Couchet harpsichord is individual in some way" (p. 
230) . Thus each Couchet instrument is uniquely significant in a sense 
that each earlier Ruckers is not. O'Brien's description and analyses of 
several of the relatively few extant Couchet harpsichords are to be wel­
comed as careful and thorough. The author's grounds for suggesting 
(pp. 273-74) that a Joannes Couchet harpsichord of 1652 originally had 
a machine stop to control the registers are persuasive, and there is every 
reason to accept his authentication of the remarkably long and wide­
compassed undated Couchet harpsichord at the Nydahl Collection in 
Stockholm.30 In some other instances, however, he has uncharacteristi­
cally faltered, especially with the 1680 Couchet at the Museum of Fine 
Arts in Boston. The author, who mentions "a curious lack of any of the 
usual construction marks on the soundboard" (p. 177), seems not to have 
been aware that some of these marks (e.g., scratched line segments in­
dicating the position of the 4' hitch pin rail) were obliterated during a 
clumsy restoration in the 1940s (they are clearly visible in a pre­
restoration photograph freely available for consultation in the Museum's 
files) 31 and that others (e.g., the bridge positioning pin holes) are ob­
scured by a dark varnish. Clearly visible on the underside of the sound­
board, these holes and the associated bridge reinforcement nails are 
shown in this reviewer's full-scale plan of the instrument, available from 
the Museum's Collection of Musical Instruments, which published it in 
1983.32 Further, the author's ingenious rule of locating the pitch c" 8' 
bridge pin by measuring 49 cm. behind the nameboard has been erro­
neously applied: this pin would have been about the twentieth from the 
top, not the fifteenth indicated by O'Brien's analysis (pp. 177 and 275).33 

By applying some of the methods described by O'Brien (principally his 
observation that bridge positioning pins are found at C and F-sharp in 

30. The authenticity of this splendid harpsichord had been rejected in Donald H. 
Boalch, Makers of the Har/isichord and Clavichord, 1440-1840, second ed. (Oxford: Oxford 
Un iversity Press, I 974), p. 28. 

3 I. The reviewer was present during the author's examination of this instrument and 
informed him about the unfortunate restoration and the availability of the photograph. 

32. A copy of this drawing was sent to the Russe ll Collection several years before the 
publication of O'Brien's book. 

33. Funher, because the author has concluded (p. 276) that his 49-cm. rule does nm 
apply in the usual manner to the Stockholm Couchet of about the same date, he might 
have questioned whether it should have been applied at all to the Boston instrument. 
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each octave) along with a consideration of the plucking points implied by 
various supposed scalings, this reviewer's tentative reconstruction of the 
original state of this much-rebuilt instrument is that it was made with the 
compass GG/BB tog" (without fl!'"), sounding a semitone above the usual 
Ruckers reference pitch.34 (O'Brien's conclusion, admittedly somewhat 
tentative, is that it originally had an FF to d"' compass sounding at ref­
erence pitch.35) 

The date of circa 1650 traditionally assigned to the Couchet harpsi­
chord at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and its conse­
quent attribution to Ioannes Couchet the Elder is unquestioningly ac­
cepted by the author. This reviewer believes that, because of various 
details of decoration (e.g., the gold soundboard painting, typical of 
Couchet harpsichords dated in the 1670s) and construction, it might just 
as well have been made about twenty-five years later by Ioseph Ioannes 
Couchet. Two of these features, the placement of the front bottom brace 
parallel to the lower belly rail and the lack of a tool compartment with an 
opening in the spine, are also found in the I. I. Couchet of 1679 (at the 
Smithsonian Institution) and the Boston Couchet of 1680. Further, 
these instruments contradict the author's statement that if "there is no 
sign of the former existence of a toolbox flap on the spine, or if the 
toolbox braces are parallel instead of being slightly angled, the instru­
ment displaying these features is almost certainly not by one of the 
Ruckers or Couchets" (p.190). 

Just as one might question a small fact here and there, one might 
question some of the author's secondary conclusions. This reviewer does 
not understand why a harpsichord inscription reading (in translation of 
the author's highly plausible interpretation of the slightly abbreviated 

34. A complete discussion of the reviewer's analysis of this instrument is included in his 
forthcoming Catalogue of Keyboard Instruments at the Muse um of Fine Arts in Boston. 

35. Given the layout of the instrument, O'Brien's conclusion is, essentially, impossible : 
at c", for example, the 8' nut would have been only about 7 cm . behind the nameboard, not 
the usual 12 to 14 cm. One should also mention that the author's discussions (pp. 211 and 
233) about the instrument's stringing and scaling in its state as rebuilt by Pascal Taskin in 
1781 probably do not take into account subsequent alterations by misguided restorers. 
Because the bridges were reglued in wrong positions, the scalings were lengthened in the 
extreme treble; and the moving of the 8' wrest pins about a semitone to the right could 
cause one easily to misread the pitches intended for Taskin's string-gauge markings, 
which , according to the author, imply that Taskin rebuilt the instrument to sound a 
semitone above his usual pitch. 
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Latin original36) "Andreas Ruckers, son of Andreas, made me in Ant­
werp" should imply that "Andreas I was still actively building instru­
ments" (p. 9) at the time, i.e., that Andreas the Younger so signed the 
instrument in order to distinguish it from his father's work. Might not 
Andreas the Younger have been proud to point out his distinguished 
heritage even after his father's retirement? 

There is a tendency for the author to see direct Ruckers influence 
almost everywhere in the work of later builders without consideration of 
alternative explanations. Thus, for example, the long Stockholm 
Couchet is seen as "the prototype for the later eighteenth-century in­
struments made by Dulcken" (p. I 99). But might not Dulcken have 
derived his long design from the pre-Ruckers 16' transposing double37 

or even himself have developed it from first principles? Two of the 
"several sources" cited by the author (p. I 99) to show that the influential 
early eighteenth-century London maker Hermann Tabel had "worked 
with the successors of the Ruckers in Antwerp, i.e. with the Couchets," 
are derived from the third source, which consists of hearsay published in 
1862.38 Various legends that Handel owned a Ruckers (as stated on p. 
201) are hardly credible.39 

In some places the author suspends scholarly cautions expressed else­
where in the book. For example, while in his main discussions about the 
unusual Joannes Ruckers two-manual harpsichord of 1612 (now at Fen­
ton House, Hampstead) words such as "possibility" (p. 179) and "prob­
ably" (p. 243) are used in reference to its surmised original state, in the 
discussion of its possible musical uses no such reservation is expressed: 
"This harpsichord had ... " (p. 229) . The reader who chooses to read 
only this relatively non-technical part of the book might be misled. 

36. The inscription is twice transcribed (pp. 9 and I 70) with small errors. It is AN­
DREAS RVCKERS AND:F.ME FECIT ANTVERPIAE according to She ridan Germann 
(personal communication). 

37. This instrument, in the Brussels Conservatorium, is described by the reviewer in "A 
Remarkable Early Flemish Transposing Harpsichord," Galpin Society journal 35 (1982): 
45-53, and by O'Brien, pp. 32-33. 

38. The same sentence in Some Notes Made by J. S. Broadwood, 1838, with Observations & 
Elucidations by H. F. Broadwood, I 862 (London, I 862), p. 4, that mentions Tabel's connec­
tion with the Ruckers family also states that he "was, it is believed, the first person who 
made Harpsichords in London, where he resided between 1680 and 1720." There were, 
needless to say, harpsichord makers in London before Tabcl, who lived there until his 
death in 1738 (see Boalch, op. cit., s.v. "Tabel, Hermann"). Because of these errors, no fact 
about Tabcl from this source should be regarded as reliable. 

39. See Raymond Russell , op. cit. , Appendix 12. 
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Although Dr. O'Brien's suggestion (pp. 43 and 229) that Ruckers 
single-manual harpsichords with chromatic bass octaves were made for 
use in England is supported by some documentary evidence,40 his sup­
position that their chromatic-bass two-manual transposing harpsichords 
were made for export to France seems much less well founded. That the 
four extant examples of these large doubles "are found in France and 
appear to have been there for a very long time" (p. 180), i.e ., since the 
eighteenth century, is hardly compelling evidence that they were there a 
hundred years earlier, and, as the author admits (p. 230), seventeenth­
century French keyboard music does not require the extended bass com­
pass. Further, had these fine instruments been present in France since 
they were made in the first half of the seventeenth century, one might 
expect that the Ruckers style of making harpsichords would have influ­
enced native makers. There is, however, no evidence that this occurred 
before the end of the century. These large harpsichords do seem to have 
been known to Claas Douwes in Friesland in 1699,41 and he likens their 
extended bass keyboards to those of large organs. Organ keyboards 
starting on F (like the upper keyboard of these harpsichords) or on FF 
(like the lower keyboard, if one assumes that the apparent keys CG and 
CG# were tuned to FF and CG: this might explain Douwes's vague­
ness in writing that their lowest note is "G or F") were common in the 

40. Or, at least, these instruments were made with English practice in mind. See the 
contracts of 1656 and 1657 between Joannes Couchet's widow and Simon Hagaerts, tran­
scribed as nos. 22 and 23 in M.-J. Bosschaerts-Eykens, "Documenten betreffende de fa­
milie Couchet," Mededeli11gen van het Ruckers-Genootschap 5 (1986): 7-41. These mention 
harpsichords "op sijn engels" ("in the English fashion") with "de bassen recht vuyt" ("basses 
straight on," i.e., chromatic). Although , as O'Brien suggests (p. 43), the presence in Eng­
land since the eighteenth cenmry of most of the extant Ruckers chromatic-bass single­
manual harpsichords might imply that they were specifically made for export there in the 
seventeenth century, it remains possible that the instruments were made for use in the low 
countries, where English music was very influential (see Alan Curtis, Sweeli-nck's Keyboard 
Music: A Study- of English Eleme11ts i11 Seventeenth-Century Dutch Composition [Leiden and 
Oxford University Presses, 1969]). N.B.: none of the chromatic-bass Couchet harpsichords 
have an English provenance, and in 1660, "Virginals" (i.e., virginals and harpsichords) 
were not listed among goods frequentl y imported into England but amOng those fre­
quently exported (see Guy F. Oldham, "Import and Export Duties on Musical Instruments 
in 1660," Galpin Society journal 9 [1956] : 97-98). 

41. This is suggested by O'Brien, p. 180. It is, however, possible that the reference by 
Douwes to harpsichords "acht voeten lang" ("eight feet long") and with keyboards down to 
GG or FF (op. cit, pp. 105 and 107) is to large single-manual instruments, such as those 
made by the Couchets. The 8-voet harpsichords mentioned in the contracts of 1656 and 
1657 (cited in note 40, above) appear from the context to have been singles. 
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Netherlands in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.42 Further, there 
is at least some Dutch keyboard music of the period (many of the works 
of J.P. Sweelinck) suited to a compass starting on F. This repertoire 
might well, upon occasion, have been played an octave lower in order to 
make full use of keyboards starting on FF. If so, these harpsichords 
could be regarded as related to the sixteenth-century 16' transposing 
double now in the Brussels collection.43 Although this argument that the 
Ruckers family made chromatic-bass transposing doubles for Dutch or­
ganists is pure speculation on the part of the reviewer, that an alternative 
explanation for their existence can be proposed suggests that it is un­
fortunate that O'Brien has, perhaps indelibly, marked these doubles as 
"French." 

The reviewer should stress to his readers the peripheral nature of the 
few reservations that he has expressed . This is the book about the Ruck­
ers family, and it is difficult to imagine that it will ever be surpassed. The 
dust cover blurb that this "book will be essential for all harpsichord 
builders and indispensible for players, collectors and scholars" -and, for 
that matter, for all music libraries-is, for once, no exaggeration. Espe­
cially if the author's urgent plea for the conservation (not restoration) of 
Ruckers clavecimbels is observed by those to whose care they are en­
trusted, there will remain, as he writes (p. 234), "doubtless much more 
information still to be recovered from Ruckers instruments." Neverthe­
less, it is unlikely that whatever will be found in the future will be any­
thing more than a footnote to Grant O'Brien's great work. 

JOHN KOSTER 
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In 1988, from the 25th to the 27th of May, a group of engineers and 
scientists from both academe and piano manufacturing met at the Royal 

42. See Maarten A. Vente, Die Brabanter Orgel (Amsterdam: H.J. Paris, 1963). 
43. See note 37, above. 


