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A Hypothesis on the Symphony
FOMRHIQ 10, January 1978, Comm. 96

While engaged on astudy of the indruments of Beverley Minger, an idea came to me on which
| would value the opinions of fellow members. Asin a number of other representations, the
symphony isasmall rectangular instrument with the crank at the tuning peg end. Thiscan, | think,
be easly explaned in that if the wheel isto be held firmly upright the axles must be securely
bedded and if, as seems probable, the rectangular instruments are completely hollowed out inside
as resonance chambers, the only way of doing thisis by running the axle from end to end of the
instrument; once one is doing this, it becomesimmaterial from the maker’s point of view which
end of the axle carries the crank. If, asis possible, the symphony players were also familiar with
the portative organ, the only other portable keyboard instrument of the period, thereis nothing
surprising about them preferring to crank with the left hand, ingead of pushing the bellows, and
playing with the right. This arrangement isthus not particularly a problem.

Where aproblem does ariseis the position of the keys. These run right along the body, with
some of them on the wrong sde of the whed. There are far too many representations of
instruments with such keys for them all to be wrong (two examples easily to my hand are
Cantigas, Escoria Jb.2, f.154v and Luttrell Psalter, BL Add. ms 42130, f.176 (plates 16 and V
inmy World of Medieval & Renaissance Musical Instrumentsrespectively). A possibility isthat
the key-barswere cranked, as onthe gebunden clavichord, but if one assumes, as one does, that
the keys of the symphony were pushed inwards so that the tangents press the strings from the
side, such an arrangement is mechanically disadvantageous, to put it mildly, whereas the
clavichord arrangement of the key-bars pivoting so that tangents rise to touch the strings works
alright. Now what hasoccurred to meisthat how do we know that the key-bars of the symphony
pushedin? Those of thelater hurdy-gurdy do, but those of the earlier organistrumturned so that,
indeed, wooden blades did rise up and stop the strings. Might an arrangement similar to that of
the clavichord been possible on the symphony?.And would it have worked successfully?| can’t
seewhy not, but | would valueanybody’ sopinion, and it would be especially interesting if anyone
would like to try building such a machine.*

If I amright, two things follow from this. Oneis that thisis how the Luttrell Psalter player
could use his ingrument with the keys on the upper side of the instrument, which isimpossible
without aspring arrangement if heispushing the keysin (and if so, | waswrong in saying on p.30
of my book that theartist got it wrong, and Eph was right to pull me up for doing so in Comm.
44c).

The other is, wasthis how the clavichord started? Did a symphonist move the keys without
cranking and find that he produced a sound? Certainly some of the early clavichords that Ed
Bowles illustrates in his checklist in Edwin Ripin’s Keyboard Instruments (Edinburgh UP &
Dover) arevery little bigger than a symphony and are only 50 yearsor so later than Beverley.

| would begrateful for comments asquickly aspossible. becausel have been writing an article
on this, and if enough of you say it’s impossible, 1’d better cut it out before it’s printed! Hence
this hasty Comm.

*  Ephraim Segerman did make such an ingrument after reading this Comm. and it did work
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