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“Giraffonflügel”, highly decorated giraffe piano by Josef Wachtl, Vienna, c. 1817
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Upright grand piano by Muzio Clementi & Co., London, 1816
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Pyramid piano by Leopold Sauer, Prague, c. 1805
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Marie Antoinette’s square piano, by Erard, Paris, 1787
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“Sewing Box” piano, maker unknown, southern Germany, c. 1805



CHAPTER 1

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE INSTRUMENT AND ITS MAKERS
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Giraffe piano, maker unknown, probably Vienna, c. 1835
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THE EARLIEST ANCESTOR of the modern piano is generally considered to be the instrument described in a 1700 inventory of the Florentine court as an arpicembalo che fà il piano e il forte (literally, the “harpsichord that can play quietly and loudly”) and credited to Bartolomeo Cristofori, a Paduan harpsichord builder in the employ of a Medici prince. Searching for a way to increase both the volume of sound that could be produced and the keyboard’s response to the musician’s touch, Cristofori made a crucial modification in his instrument’s action by devising a mechanism that struck the strings with variable force, depending on the amount of pressure placed upon the keys, and then withdrew so the note could be repeated rapidly. Inadvertently, Cristofori had “invented” the instrument we now call a piano.
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There are only a few methods by which the strings in any instrument can be excited, or set to vibrate, thereby making sound. They can be bowed (as in a violin, cello, or any member of that family), plucked (as in a guitar, harp, or zither), or struck by an object. Before Cristofori’s invention, the only keyboard instrument in which the strings were struck to produce




















































































































ARIA DA CAPO

STEINWAY PIANOS are built to last. This is as true today as it was in the middle of the nineteenth century. The company’s reputation rests both on the quality of the instruments they are currently producing and on the durability of the instruments they have made throughout their 140-year history. In light of this fact, some space be should be given to the older ones, because there are a lot of them out there, and any person thinking of acquiring a Steinway will probably consider an antique or previously owned instrument at some point. This is fitting, for many of the basic design elements in the modern piano (such as the scale, the iron frame, and the tubular metallic action frame) have withstood the test of time and can be found in an instrument made in the 1920s as plainly as in one manufactured last week. With a Steinway piano there is also the advantage of knowing that the technology, which was often pioneered by the firm and has since become the industry standard, is combined with strict quality control of materials and workmanship.

However, it is as inevitable with pianos as with people that age will make some mark. For example, the soundboard will lose its crown over time owing to the down-bearing pressure from the strings. This happens in the natural course of events —pianos by both nature and design do not last forever. It is not easy, therefore, to assess the value of a particular piano either as an instrument or as an investment without a certain amount of knowledge. Luckily, that knowledge is available to you either by your own research or through the assistance of a trained professional. If you are interested in an antique or previously owned Steinway piano (indeed, any piano), you can use this book as a starting point, but there are also two avenues open to you: a network of authorized Steinway dealers around the world, and the services of a professional piano technician in your area. The perspective of an independent piano technician (a person who does more to pianos than just tune them) will be of tremendous value in your search, and the assistance of the House of Steinway can give you both peace of mind and an assurance of added value should you choose one of their instruments. If you select an older Steinway that may need repair, you should know that the company does a great deal of restoration work at its New York factory, and they make many of the parts available wherever they are needed.

So how can you tell if the piano you have just seen is worth the price its present owner is asking? That’s a simple question that unfortunately does not have a simple answer.

If you are a adept pianist, your own feelings should guide you. If you love a particular piano, that may be all you need to know. That feeling can also guide you in your proper investigation of the instrument’s merits. What exactly is it that you love? Does the keyboard have a touch you like? This may indicate that the action is in good shape however much use it has had. Is the case in good condition and does it please you? An important consideration, because you may live with this object for a long time. Is the sound to your liking? This is, perhaps, the crucial question, but any determination of sound quality is an immensely subjective matter. If some things are obviously wrong with this piano, can they be fixed easily?

Even if you don’t play the piano, there are a few things you can do to answer these questions. Most important, try to find out the instrument’s history—history, that is, in terms of ownership and, more significantly, of maintenance. Ask questions, and examine the instrument. Open the top and take a careful look at the soundboard, strings, and hammer felts. Don’t forget to crawl underneath or behind the piano and take a look. Heavy use may be indicated by a number of signs, but it is not necessarily a had thing. More important is the type of use a piano has had. the maintenance (if any) the piano has received, and the conditions under which the piano has been maintained.
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PRACTICE

How you get to Carnegie Hall.


Remember that the primary material of a piano is wood, a substance tremendously responsive to changes in climate but quite durable when kept under the right conditions. Temperature fluctuation doesn’t affect pianos as much as do changes in humidity, although in many areas of North America, Europe, and Asia these climatic variations are obviously linked. A seventy-year-old model B that has been lovingly maintained by someone who plays chamber music on a regular basis may be in better shape than a twenty-year-old piano that has never been touched and has sat in full sunlight next to a radiator its whole life.

Of the three avenues readily available to the person who is looking to acquire a piano (a private sale, a sale from a knowledgeable piano person or qualified dealer, or a sale from a venue with no specialty in pianos such as an auction), the safest course may be to stick with a reputable dealer. A Steinway dealer can steer you directly to the company for parts and restoration work, which is warranteed if performed at the factory. If you are looking at a private sale or an auction, a technician hired for the occasion to accompany you when you inspect the piano could be particularly helpful. In this instance, too, the firm can assist you. If any repair or restoration work on a piano has been done at the New York factory anytime in the company’s history, they have a record of it. This is another advantage of dealing with a company with as long a history and as proud a heritage as Steinway & Sons.




APPENDIX

STEINWAY & SONS currently makes seven models of pianos: five grands and two vertical, or upright, pianos. With the exception of the largest grand piano (the concert grand. model D), they are all available in the classic black ebonized finish, in mahogany, and in walnut. The model D is available in ebonized and walnut only. Additionally, the company’s “Crown Jewel Collection” of exotic hardwoods is available for certain models—check with your local Steinway dealer or with Steinway & Sons in New York. All the finishes are available in both high-polish and satin lustre.

For the grand pianos, the model names are as follows (in ascending order of size): S (5′1″, or 155 cm), M (5′7″, or 170 cm), L (5′10½″, or 179 cm), B (6′10½″, or 210 cm), and D (8′11¾″ or 274 cm). A good mnemonic for the model sizes is Small, Medium, Large, Big, and Damn big. The vertical pianos come in two different heights: K (52”, or 132 cm) and 1098 (46½″, or 118 cm).

Recently, the company has been making limited-edition specialty pianos. An “1885” Victorian-style piano, available in models M and B, was released in 1995; and an “Instrument of the Immortals” piano. celebrating the 200th anniversary of the birth of Henry Engelhard Steinway, was made available in 1997.

For prices, financing, and availability, please see your local authorized Steinway & Sons dealer, or you can contact the company directly. In New York City. you can visit the company’s showrooms at Steinway Hall, where a complete selection of new and previously owned Steinway pianos awaits your inspection.

For information on factory restoration of older instruments, please contact the company. There is a complete listing of the options available lo you if you wish to have your Steinway piano restored, refurbished, or rebuilt with original parts at the Long Island City factory. The addresses are:






	Steinway Hall
	Steinway & Sons


	109 West 57th Street
	Steinway Place


	New York, NY 10019
	Long Island City, NY 11105


	(212) 246-1100
	(718) 721-2600
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