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A Resourceful Lockdown: The 2020 Experience of Restoring Harpsichords Built in the 1980s 

2020 was undoubtedly the strangest year in recent history, given the global changes in 
everyday conditions that seemed so stable just a while ago. A pandemic brought periods of 
lockdown during which creative people found themselves developing their habits and 
inventive abilities, while immersed more than beforehand in either their work (sometimes 
from home) or, conversely, in forced idleness. Thus, the author of this post had a unique 
opportunity to work successively on three instruments of the harpsichord group during the 
period of three lockdowns in Israel, which also led him to some generalizations, to which the 
lines below are devoted. 

Description of the context 

35-40 years – that’s the age when early keyboards (especially harpsichords) need either deep 
maintenance / replacement of strings and parts of the action, or rebuilding. Each instrument, 
depending of its type and philosophy of building, needs different approach for the 
maintenance plan. What does philosophy mean in this context? 

Throughout the 1980s, there were three such philosophies regarding the construction 
of the harpsichord: revival instruments, replicas (in the form of “kit”), and authentic making. 
That decade was a sort of junction of these three philosophies, part of which were then at a 
rise, whereas the other – at a decline in the history of harpsichord making. 

Formulation of the problem: 

Each of the above trends had their own advantages and disadvantages. The advantages are 
rarely of interest to the restorer, who usually faces problems that need to be solved. The 
problems typical of the three groups of harpsichords can be summarized as follows: 

• Authentic instruments: low reliability of the action parts (springs, sometimes 
tongues). 

• Replica (“Kit”): inaccuracy in amateur assembly, especially the drilling pattern that 
either makes the sound dark, or breaks the strings, or both. 

• Revival harpsichords: inauthentic sound and touch. 

There are several ways to solve the above problems: partial rebuilding with the 
replacement of parts with parts from a different material, primarily strings, plectra or springs. 
For every single instrument, considering (or even regardless of) the type of its building, there 
are various options for extended maintenance after 35-40 year from the building. Below I 
bring details of my recent work on three instruments – all built during the 1980s: Klop Flemish 
Harpsichord, Hubbard English bentside spinet, and Craig revival spinet. 

Rebuilding an Authentic Instrument  

Flemish harpsichords and spinets made by Gerrit Klop during the 1980s have established 
themselves among the finest examples of the authentic keyboard instruments of the period. 



The quality of the carpentry work, undeniable harpsichord touch and, finally yet importantly, 
indestructible soundboard – this is why Klop’s instruments have won the hearts of adherents 
of “historically informed” performance of early music. However, in about two decades, this 
image was somewhat clouded by discovered technical problems of an innate nature. The 
master used two types of jacks: plastic and wooden.  

The problem with plastic jacks was that the tongues shattered on the sides, which 
necessitated replacing most of them (along with the plectrum) after about 15 years. It was a 
completely solvable maintenance problem. Moreover, Henk Klop, who continued his father's 
work, found the optimal technical solution for the long-term operation of jacks of this design, 
having developed a wooden tongue for this construction of plastic jack. Replacement of the 
entire set of tongues is somewhat expensive but it provides you with an exclusively reliable 
result. 

The problem with wooden jacks, which are an order of magnitude more authentic in 
design, being noisier in operation and stiffer in the feel of the mechanism, is the low reliability 
of the fast repetition. The crux of the problem lies in the material of the bristle spring and the 
geometry of its location. This is an unrecoverable design problem, due to complaints about 
which the manufacturer (to the best of my knowledge) has finally abandoned it in recent 
years. However, many of the instruments with wooden jacks that were produced earlier were 
left with a problem that only gets worse over time. One of these instruments came to me two 
years ago, and I decided to find a technical solution that would allow to play on such an 
instrument works, in which the function of fast repetition is vital. 

Actually, having met such instruments in the past, I began to think over possible 
solutions to this problem, but only having acquired a Klop harpsichord for my own use and 
having a fraction of the time that the lockdown provided us, I conducted several experiments. 
The most successful solution was to replace the bristle spring with a steel one with a diameter 
of 0.20 mm (0.008 inch) using the standard holes from the previous spring, but fixing it on the 
rear side of the jack, for which an additional blind hole was prepared, into which the rear end 
(bent at 90 degrees) of the new spring entered. The pressing point on the tongue remained 
in the same place, the spring elasticity was adjusted in advance, and when the clamping force 
(in each specific jack) corresponded to the optimal one, the spring was fixed in the rear hole 
with a wedge (I used standard wooden toothpicks, closing the hole and cutting off the 
protruding part). Figure 1 shows the shape of the new spring and a process of preparing the 
blind hole. 

Rebuilding a Replica Kit 

British keyboards are rarely discussed in the literature, with the exception of virginal and early 
square pianos. However, it is worth mentioning other types of keyboards that were built in 
England in early and modern times, or were built elsewhere, inspired by British historical 
instruments. First of all, the connection between British and Italian instruments comes to 
mind, given the type of strings (brass throughout) and some other features. 



     

Figure 1. New spring design; making a blind hole for fixing a new spring 

Secondly, although among the pioneers of the harpsichord building in the 20th century, it was 
Arnold Dolmetsch (French-born English maker), who was one of the few who remained 
faithful to the traditional design of the instrument, the UK either was or became home for 
creative persons who developed what is now called “revival harpsichord” (Hugh Craig, William 
DeBlaise). And finally, the English bentside spinet made in 1765 by Baker Harris served as a 
prototype for the most successful ever replica of spinet developed by Frank Hubbard 
(Cambridge, MA) and distributed mainly as a kit. It was this model (assembled in 1988) that 
came into my workshop a year ago. 

The previous owner of the instrument claimed that the strings broke very often. I 
checked the specs (according to Hubbard’s datasheet) and also measured the length of the 
strings. It was concluded that the owner tuned an instrument designed for a'= 415 only (no 
transposing keyboard) to a' = 440. Many kits can be made for either modern (440) or baroque 
(415) pitch. However, few of them have the feature of transposing keyboard. Normally, the 
first owner knows what pitch he or she needs, but the second owner may not be aware about 
the pitch preference of his/her predecessor. This was the case. 

Retuning the instrument in the Baroque pitch and making a transposing keyboard – 
this was the plan of work on the instrument. However, it turned out almost immediately that 
the treble strings sounded then dull. The reason was the insufficient angle of the strings along 
the front pins, caused by inaccuracy in the drilling plan for tuning pins. The solution was found 
through an individual selection of different material for short and long strings of the 
instrument, namely phosphor bronze and brass. In a couple of places, to get a better angle, 
in addition to slightly bending the front pin, a small groove was stamped on the front bridge. 



Rebuilding a Revival Instrument 

Craig’s spinet that I bought in early 2020 was damaged as a result of an unsuccessful carrying. 
One of the legs was broken off along with a piece of the body and, more importantly, the 
wrest plank cracked in thickness. After completing the necessary work for restoring the 
integrity of the case and the wrest plank, I set myself the task of improving as much as possible 
the sound of this small instrument. 

Developed in the early 1970s, Craig’s spinet is a revival instrument that nevertheless 
combines the characteristics of authentic instruments. Thus, the soundboard is not too thick 
and the plastic jacks have a design typical of later replicas. However, steel strings and leather 
plectra make the instrument sound completely inauthentic. I had early experience with this 
model, changing the leather for a plastic (Delrin) plectrum, and as a result, the bass strings 
became very weak, losing the pitch component and gaining a pronounced click of the plastic 
plectrum. At the same time, the mid and especially treble strings began to sound pretty 
decent. 

In the instrument I bought, I decided to leave the leather plectra in the bass part of 
the compass, considering that they were replaced 10 years ago and, being relatively harsh, 
did not lose elasticity, while replacing the leather with Delrin in the middle and treble. The 
challenge was to find the transition point between the materials so that the transition was 
the least noticeable. Given the difference in sound character between left and right plucking, 
and following multiple testing, I found the d'/ d sharp' point to be the most appropriate 
transition point for this instrument. Another changes I made to this instrument were of rather 
cosmetic value: a new stick for the lid and a chiseled wooden profile on the side of the case. 
Figure 2 shows two English spinets and a Flemish harpsichord (in the background) rebuilt 
during the 2020 lockdown. 

 

Figure 2. English spinets and a Flemish harpsichord rebuilt during the 2020 lockdown 

 



Closing the circle  

The creative spirit in our family that accompanied the 2020 quarantine made it possible to 
use one of the restored instruments as one of the props to recreate a version of Jan Steen's 
painting “Harpsichord Lesson” (1660). My wife, artist Masha Orlovich, who was in charge of 
the props, portrayed the student herself, I portrayed the teacher, and our son Yehonatan was 
responsible for lighting, shooting and editing the photograph (see Figure 3). Thus, the 
rebuilding / restoration of English and Flemish instruments has closed the circle, using an 
English spinet to create a replica of a Dutch painting on a related theme. 

 

Figure 3. Jan Steen. Harpsichord Lesson (1660); Replica of this painting (2020) 

Conclusion 

Since, during the 1980s, the historical keyboards were built according to different trends (or 
philosophy) of building, their maintenance, restoration or rebuilding after the 35-40 years is 
subject to the knowledge of the maintainer about the different building philosophies that 
were prevalent during that period, availability of the spare parts, willingness of the owner to 
upgrade the instrument, budget allocated for this work and, of course, sufficient professional 
experience of the person who performs the work. 


