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TWO EARLY FRENCH GRAND PIANOS

JOHN KOSTER

Piano Making” (Early Keyboard Journal 11 [1993]: 7-38), I argued that

the several extant grand pianos made by Pascal Taskin in the late 1780s
are probably not representative of the pianos, listed in inventories as
clavecins & marteaux, that are known to have been made in the 1760s by
Taskin’s predecessor, Blanchet. I suggested that the design of the now-lost
Blanchet grand pianos was probably derived from the instruments made in
Saxony by Gottfried Silbermann and that this style, itself largely derived
from the pianos of Bartolomeo Cristofori,' was transferred to France through
Gottfried’s nephew Johann Heinrich Silbermann of Strasbourg. Several
pianos made by the younger Silbermann were present in Paris by 1761.

The earliest French grand piano known to be extant (excepting J.H. Sil-
bermann’s work, produced in a city under French political control but cul-
turally Germanic) was made in 1781 by Louis Bas. Although Bas seems to
‘have worked at times in Marseilles and Lyons, this instrument, according to
an inscription recently discovered in its interior, was made in Villeneuve
near Avignon. The piano, now at the Shrine to Music Museum in Vermil-
lion, South Dakota, is similar to Cristofori pianos in the overall pattern of
its action and in the use of an inverted wrest plank. However, these and cer-
tain other details such as the lack of a check and the use of iron strings in
the treble correspond to J.H. Silbermann’s work. Thus, the Bas piano pro-
vides crucial physical evidence not only that the Cristofori piano-making

I n a previous article, “Foreign Influences in Eighteenth-Century French

Technical details of these makers’ pianos are provided by Stewart Pollens in
“The Pianos of Bartolomeo Cristofori,” Journal of the American Musical
Instrument Society 10 (1984): 32-68, and his “Gottfried Silbermann’s Pianos,”
The Organ Yearbook 17 (1986): 103-121. See also Antoine Leonard’s technical
drawing, Hammerfligel, Gotifried Silbermann, Freiberg/Sachsen 1749
(Nuremberg: Germanisches Nationalmuseum, 1984).
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tradition was practiced in France but also that this tradition came there
through the Silbermanns.

Taskin described in a letter of 1786 the development of a new piano action
in which bhe sought to eliminate as many points of friction as possible in
comparison with the action that was used previously. As I undertook to
show in “Foreign Influences,” his enumeration of how many points of fric-
tion were eliminated is consistent both with the extremely simple action in
his extant grand pianos and with the supposition that he previously had used
an action of the Cristofori/Silbermann type. Of the four extant Taskin grand
pianos, the earliest dated one is of 1787, now at the Musikinstrumenten-
Museum of the Staatliches Institut fiir Musikforschung in Berlin.

The Bas piano of 1781 and the Taskin of 1787 are important documents
of the earliest stages of piano making in France. The following descriptions
of the two instruments are intended to fill a significant gap in the literature
of the early piano. The description of the Bas piano, about which only min-
imal information has previously been published, is based on repeated exam-
inations made at leisure over many years. Because various information about
the Taskin piano has long been available in works by several authors, be-
ginning with Paul de Wit in 1890, my treatment of the instrument—based
on a necessarily rather brief examination in March 1993 and therefore far
less extensive than that of the Bas piano—is largely focused on aspects of
the instrument that seem to have been neglected by previous scholars. The
descriptions of the two instruments are followed by a consideration of their
historical positions relative to each other and to early French piano making
in general. I have kept to a minimum material already discussed in my
“Foreign Influences” article, to which the present article should be regarded

as a suppiement.

2paul de Wit, “Ein Fliigel von Pascal Taskin aus dem Jahre 1787, ein Beitrag
zur Geschichte des Klavierbaues,” Zeitschrift fiir Instrumentenbau 10 (1889-
1890): 185, cited by Konstantin Restle in “Der Hammerfligel von Pascal
Taskin” (a 1993 leaflet available at the Musikinstrumenten-Museum). See also
Emnest Closson, “Pascal Taskin,” Sammelbidnde der Internationalen
Musikgesellschaft 12, pt. 2 (January-March  1911): 260-263; Curt Sachs,
Sammlung alter Musikinstrumente bei der Staatlichen Hochschule filr Musik zu
Berlin, beschreibender Katalog (Berlin: Julius Bard, 1922), col. 92; and
Rosamond E.M. Harding, The Piano-Forte: Its History Traced to the Great
Exhibition of 1851 (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1933),
75.


























































































