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Plate 904 – Cartouche of the Keene Spinet  
Musical Instrument Museum, Phoenix

 

 

Plate 905 – Cartouche of the Benjamin Sison Spinet  
Lady Lever Art Gallery  

 

Seaweed cartouches were made in a different way from the floral ones because of the 

complexity of the shapes needing to be formed.   The general procedure was to lay 

two veneers of contrasting colours together and to cut the pattern through both of 

them simultaneously with a knife.  Two cartouches of identical design would be 

produced by this method, one being the ‘negative’ of the other.13   Though these 

abstract designs are generally characteristic of a later period than the floral ones, 

according to Bowett (2002: 199), it is not thought that either the Sison spinet or the 

                                                 

13 The 1755 double-manual Kirkman harpsichord in St. Cecilia’s Hall is decorated in seaweed 
marquetry.  Burnett (2004: 25) suggests that the 1756 Kirkman at Finchcocks, Goudhurst, Kent, is the 
‘negative’ of the St.Cecilia’s Hall instrument. 
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Keene one are late instruments: both may exhibit cartouches which have been 

introduced after manufacture.  In this connection it is worth noting that marquetry 

cartouches are easily damaged, particularly by high temperatures and low humidity, 

causing the veneers to become loose. The Keene spinet of 1704 at St. Cecilia’s Hall 

has a central cartouche of a willow pattern design which is clearly a replacement.  

The same can be said of the image of a cat which appears on the Keene spinet at the 

Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (Koster 1994: 79).  This image seems to be of a 

nineteenth-century style and it is thought that it replaces some earlier veneers which 

have been lost. For these reasons and those mentioned earlier, the dating of a spinet 

is best done holistically, by reference to all of its features, not just to the cartouche.  

That said, the quality of the marquetry on spinet cartouches and on other marquetry 

furniture diminishes over time.  This tendency is visible in the monochrome plates 

above, in which the two 1700 Keene instruments show much more sophisticated 

marquetry than the Keene & Brackley of c. 1712, for example.  

 

4. Brass Furniture 

Those spinets which have retained their original brassware carry a matching set of 

furniture consisting of one long and two short strap-hinges for the lid, three equally-

sized flap hinges, a lock and hasp, and a lid closure fitting.14 Many of these brass 

fittings are illustrated in the descriptions of spinets in Chapters Five and Seven and in 

their appendices.  The fact that sets of brassware to an identical design have been 

found on spinets from different makers suggests that those sets must have been made 
                                                 

14 The Keene spinet at the Royal College of Music carries two identical lid closure fittings. 
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in the same forge, but it has not been possible to establish that directly.  Despite that, 

it is not thought that these items were bespoke – they seem to be pieces which were 

common to the furniture trade, as shown by some crude adaptations presumably 

made in the spinet maker’s workshop.  For example, the lock-plate shown in Plate 

913, that from Hitchcock spinet Serial No. 471, shows an alteration made in the top 

left-hand corner to accept the staple on the hasp: this lock plate was clearly intended 

only for a mortise lock. This alteration is commonly found: a similar one is shown in 

Plate 914. 

 

The Player spinet at York Castle Museum does not retain all of its original furniture, 

but those pieces which it does retain – three flap hinges – are in an early style 

characteristic of the reign of King Charles I or of the Interregnum.  A representative 

hinge from this spinet is shown in Plate 906.  The Russell Collection anonymous 

spinet has similar flap hinges. 

 

 

Plate 906 – Flap Hinge 
Player Spinet, York Castle  



 Chapter Nine - 334

Plates 907 to 910 show lid hinges from four late-Stuart spinets.   Despite the fact that 

these spinets span a time period of about 30 years, and that one of them is by Slade 

whereas the other three are by Keene, it is clear that the hinges are of the same 

pattern.15 

 

 

Plate 907 - Keene Spinet, Royal College of Music 
 

 

Plate 908 - Keene Spinet, 1704 

                                                 

15 It cannot be said that they are from the same mould since these hinges were made by sand casting.  
David Law, (Personal Communication, September 2006) states that he has measured a series of 
historic hinges and can detect a gradual increase in size over time, confirming the casting technique.  
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Plate 909 - Slade Spinet, Red Lodge Museum, Bristol 
  

 

Plate 910 - Keene & Brackley Spinet 
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Several spinets carry brassware which can be seen as intermediate between the cast 

and pierced hinges of the late-Stuart instruments shown above and the lighter styles 

which became established on Hitchcock spinets of the mid-1720s.   Amongst these 

spinets are the Slade spinet at the Bate Collection, Oxford, which is thought to date 

from about 1716, and the early Hitchcock instrument Serial No. 616, also at the Bate 

Collection, which carries a date of 1723. All of these spinets have brassware which is 

heavily cast but which is also decorated by chasing.  As is shown in Plates 911 and 

912 these sets of brassware are similar in style, but are not identical.   

  

 
 

Plate 911 – Slade Spinet, Bate Collection, Oxford 
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Plate 912 - Hitchcock Spinet Serial No. 616 
 

A similar design appears in the lock-plate of Hitchcock spinet Serial No. 471 shown 

in Plate 913.  Bowett (2002: 229, Plates 7:82 and 7:83) suggests that designs of this 

type have an Oriental inspiration, intended to be appropriate for japanned cabinets 

which were fashionable between 1700 and 1730. It is conceivable that these items 

are of Bristol-made English brass rather than the imported material, though no 

chemical analysis has been carried out to determine that.   

 

 

Plate 913 - Hitchcock Serial No.471 
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Hitchcock spinets from the mid-1720s onwards bear sets of brassware in which the 

casting is less elaborate than that illustrated above, but with more elaborate chasing 

applied after casting.  The items shown in Plates 914, a lock-plate from Hitchcock 

spinet Serial No.1335 at Sulgrave Manor, in Plate 915, a flap hinge from the St. 

Cecilia’s Hall Hitchcock Serial No.1241, in Plate 916, a lid hinge from the John 

Hitchcock spinet at the Royal College of Music Serial No. 1676 and Plate 917, a lid 

closure from Hitchcock spinet Serial No. 1243 are typical, though differences are 

found on individual instruments16 and several instruments appear to be furnished 

with items which do not match, as is apparent from Chapter Seven and its Appendix. 

    

 

Plate 914 - Hitchcock Spinet Serial No. 1335 
 

 

Plate 915 - Hitchcock Spinet Serial No. 1241  
                                                 

16 For example, Hitchcock spinet Serial No. 1241 has a ‘swan-neck’ lid closure, a pattern which 
appears quite frequently also. 
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Plate 916 - Hitchcock Spinet Serial No. 1676 
 

 
 

Plate 917 - Hitchcock Spinet Serial No. 1243 
 

From comments made by Gentle (1975: 102) about the distribution of brass 

foundries in eighteenth-century England, it seems likely that the brass furniture for 

Hitchcock and later spinets was made in the Birmingham/Wolverhampton area and 
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that the items were bought-in by the Hitchcocks and other makers from a factor.  

Following the re-opening of the Cornish copper mines in 1719, brass began to be 

made in Cheadle, near Warrington, Cheshire, and large quantities of it were sent to 

Birmingham for forming into domestic items, which would undoubtedly have 

included hinges.  Loose-leaf pattern books for many eighteenth-century brass items 

have survived and are stored at the Victoria and Albert Museum, but they are 

unsigned and undated (Gentle 1975: 62), so it was not thought valuable to search 

through them.   

 

The style of brassware found on a spinet is indicative of its age.  The cast, stamped 

and pierced hinges of identical pattern found on late-Stuart spinets and illustrated 

above were used at least from 1682, the date attributed to the Keene spinet at the 

Royal College of Music, London until 1712, the date attributed to the author’s Keene 

& Brackley spinet.  Those few Player spinets which have retained their original brass 

furniture appear with items of a different style which appears much older, but 

otherwise, no late-Stuart spinet has been found with any other design, so unless 

modern replacement hinges have been used, this pattern can be used to date a spinet 

within this admittedly wide range of thirty years.   

 

The somewhat more ‘gothic’ looking patterns illustrated in Plates 911 and 912 are  

found between 1712 and about 1723, after which the cast and chased designs found 

on the Hitchcock spinets and illustrated in Plates 914 to 917 become the norm until at 

least the mid-1750s. 
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5. Keyboards 

a. Late-Stuart Spinets 

The keyboards of late-Stuart spinets present a remarkably uniform appearance 

typified that of the Keene & Blunt spinet of c. 1702 shown in Plate 918.   The edges 

of the natural key-plates, which are of ebony, are heavily chamfered and the paper 

arcades applied to the proximal ends of the key-levers are formed with a decorative 

moulding of the trefoil design in Plate 919, which shows the proximal ends of three 

naturals from the 1707 Keene spinet.17  

 

 

Plate 918 – Keyboard of the Keene & Blunt Spinet 

 

Plate 919 – Arcades of the 1707 Keene Spinet  

                                                 

17 These arcades are available today newly manufactured and it is therefore difficult to determine 
whether a particular arcade is original or a replacement to the original pattern.   But because they are 
protected in their normal position within the spinet by the lock- board, they are durable items. 
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Though there is the occasional exception, sharp blocks are normally of solid ivory, 

tapered downwardly in height towards the nameboard.  In instruments which have 

remained unaltered in compass, key-blocks fabricated from veneers of 

walnut/ebony/box/ebony/walnut and having a scroll profile are found at either end of 

the keyboard.      

 
The natural plates are heavily scored as can be seen in Plate 920 which shows the 

bass end of the keyboard of the anonymous spinet at St. Cecilia’s Hall.  The general 

construction of the two keys having split sharps and one of the scrolled key blocks 

can also be seen in Plate 920.  

 

 

Plate 920 – Keyboard of the Anonymous Spinet 
St. Cecilia’s Hall 
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Though the scorings are construction lines – the nearer one showing the limit of the 

chamfer and the far one the limit of the excision for the sharp blocks - they are 

thought to have been regarded as decorative in the seventeenth century.  Evidence for 

this is that in one instrument – the serpentine-tailed Keene spinet at the Royal 

College of Music, London – two additional score lines have been added, as shown in 

Plate 921.  The additional scorings have no constructional purpose, leaving little 

doubt that they are decorative.   

 

 

Plate 921 – Score Lines on a Key of the Keene Spinet 
Royal College of Music 

 
The ebony key plate shown in Plate 921 exhibits a longitudinal join. Barnes (1985: 

17) notes that two other Keene instruments incorporate key plates which show joins 

– the 1668 virginal and the Keene & Brackley spinet – attributing this practice to 

economising on the use of expensive timber.  That the practice would not be 

acceptable today demonstrates a significant change in aesthetic attitudes over the 

three centuries since the Royal College of Music spinet was made. 
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The Royal College of Music Keene spinet also exhibits a further decorative 

distinction in the treatment of its keyboard – namely the provision of skunk-tail sharp 

blocks as shown in Plate 921. Since the other early Keene spinet described in 

Chapter Five also exhibits an uncommon treatment of the sharp blocks – using 

hardwood blocks with an ivory capping, see Plate 922, it is possible that Keene had 

not yet adopted a settled decorative practice at this early date, although both of his 

virginals have solid sharp blocks. 

 

 

Plate 922 – Skunk-tail Sharp Blocks  
Keene Spinet, Royal College of Music 

 

 

Plate 923 – Ivory Capped Sharp Blocks 
Keene Spinet, Hall i’ th’ Wood 



 Chapter Nine - 345

The John Player spinet at York Castle Museum also has sharp blocks of hardwood 

capped with ivory, see Plate 924. 

 

 

Plate 924 – Ivory Capped Sharp Blocks 
Player Spinet, York Castle 

 

The plates and the discussion above have referred to four instruments by Keene, one 

by Player and one anonymous instrument which is attributed to Player. But the 

decorative scheme applied to the spinets of these makers is quite general - other 

makers, including Haward, Slade and Sison also adopted it for their keyboards.   

 

It was said in Chapter Three that the influence on decorative schemes adopted by 

spinet makers was a French one. A feature of the keyboard’s decorative scheme 

which is decidedly French is one to which attention has already been drawn – the use 

of solid ivory (or sometimes bone) sharp blocks which are tapered in height away 



 Chapter Nine - 346

from the player. This feature appears, for example, in the anonymous French 

harpsichord of 1667 in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (Koster 1994: 43).18 

 

b. Early-Georgian Spinets 

Surviving spinets with natural key plates of ebony become uncommon at about the 

same date as the five-octave spinet became established, that is from about 1720.  

Thereafter, ivory naturals are normally found as shown in Plate 925 which shows 

part of the keyboard of Serial No.1241.  

  

 

Plate 925 – Keyboard of Hitchcock Spinet Serial No. 1241 

                                                 

18 The author is grateful to John Koster who drew this to his attention during the Early Keyboard 
Symposium, University of Edinburgh, October 2008. 



 Chapter Nine - 347

Hitchcock spinet No. 471, which is not a five-octave spinet, has natural key plates of 

ivory with moulded wooden arcades, and skunk-tailed sharps, though little of the 

keyboard has survived.  Most subsequent Hitchcock spinets have the decorative 

treatment shown in Plate 925 with ivory arcades to the naturals consisting of a slip of 

ivory which has been profiled with semicircular rings, presumably using an auger to 

produce a circle and cutting the result in half.  This is the standard decorative 

treatment for Hitchcock keyboards, regardless of which model of spinet is under 

consideration.    

 

 

Plate 926 – Keyboard of the 1726 Aston Spinet 

It has already been said that the Hitchcocks set the norms in the market for spinets 

after about 1720, and spinets by other makers adopt the decorative used by them.   

The 1726 Aston spinet at Colonial Williamsburg, Virginia has a keyboard of very 

similar appearance to a Hitchcock spinet, as shown in Plate 926, although in this 

instrument the natural plates carry three lines of scoring rather than two and there is a 
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difference in the profile of the key blocks, which are hooked in the Aston rather than 

convex as in the Hitchcock.  This seems to be a feature introduced to facilitate 

removal of the keyboard assembly from the instrument. 

 

Some Hitchcock instruments have natural plates of ebony as noted in Chapter Seven, 

and these instruments have reverse skunk-tail sharp blocks but retain the ivory 

arcades.  The keyboard of one of these, Thomas Hitchcock Serial No.1518, is shown 

in Plate 927 

.    

 

Plate 927 – Keyboard of Hitchcock Spinet Serial No. 151819 

A spinet at the Musical Instrument Museum, Copenhagen which bears the plain 

inscription Johannes Hitchcock Londini Fecit, without a serial number, has a 

keyboard with ivory naturals but with solid ebony sharps.  This instrument has not 

been inspected, but from a photograph supplied by the museum it can be seen to be a 

                                                 

19 The photograph in this plate was taken by Susana Caldeira who has kindly agreed to its 
reproduction here. 
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mitred-tail instrument which has an unusually high case height.  There must be 

considerable doubt whether this is a genuine John Hitchcock spinet.  

 

Although it is likely that the re-appearance of spinets with ebony natural plates in the 

second half of the eighteenth century can be accounted for by treating them as 

special orders, it is also possible that the late instruments, such as the spinet in 

Copenhagen, were made with ebony naturals in an attempt to mimic the newly 

introduced square pianos.  A square piano by Zumpe, now at the Cantos Musical 

Foundation, Calgary, Alberta having ebony naturals and dated 1766 is illustrated in 

Cole (1998: Plate 1). 

 

6. Stands 

The stands of late-Stuart spinets do not conform to a standard pattern.  It is thought 

that there are several reasons for that: - in the first place, it is not clear that these 

instruments were originally supplied with stands.  Provision of a stand may well have 

been the exception rather than the rule and many customers will merely have placed 

the instrument on a table or chest.  The portrait of Master Garton Orme (see Plate 

303) shows him seated at a late-Stuart spinet placed on what appears to be a small 

table with barley-twist legs.   The table has a front stretcher and he is seated 

somewhat sideways in the manner of a virginal player, though this may actually be 

an artifice required for the portrait. Also, it may be significant that the single 

surviving receipt for a late-Stuart spinet, made out to Lady Middleton, makes no 

mention of a stand.    Secondly the monopoly of the Joiners Company did not extend 
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to the craft of wood turning, for which a separate craft company existed20 and so 

strictly, it was unlawful for a Joiner to produce a stand for a spinet by turning.  The 

legs, at least, for any stand intended for a late-Stuart spinets would have to have been 

made by a Freeman of the Turners Company.  The requirement to involve another 

craftsman in the production of such a simple item may explain why some variation is 

found in the stands which have survived.   Thirdly, it is invariably the case that a 

genuine stand was made of a cheaper timber - frequently elm - than that of the 

instrument and was stained to provide a colour match.  Several of the spinets 

inspected had stands of that type.  A result of that is that many such stands have 

deteriorated either from rot or from insect attack and have not survived.  A good 

example of that is the stand of the Sison spinet at the Lady Lever Art Gallery, Port 

Sunlight, which originally had a stained elm stand, many of the original components 

of which have had to be replaced.   Last, as has been noted frequently, many of these 

early spinets have been modernised to make them appear more up-to-date than they 

actually were.  One of the ways of enhancing that impression would have been to 

provide a fashionable stand where none had previously existed, or to replace one 

which had become outmoded.   For all these reasons there is considerable difficulty 

in knowing whether a given instrument has an original stand.   A survey of a large 

number of early spinet stands shows considerable variation in pattern.   The oak 

spinet by John Player at the Victoria and Albert Museum has a stand, said by the 

Museum to be original (Yorke 2002: 67), having four turned legs and turned 

stretchers; the Charles Haward spinet at the University of South Dakota has a four-

                                                 

20 The Worshipful Company of Turners still exists; see http://www.turnersco.com accessed 16th 
January 2009. 

http://www.turnersco.com/
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legged rectangular stand with barley-twist legs and plain stretchers,21 and the stand 

of the Slade spinet at the Red Lodge Museum, Bristol has a stand with turned legs 

and moulded stretchers. These three spinets will probably be close in date, but 

whether their stands are original is moot. 

 

A common form of stand found with late Stuart spinets is that with four turned legs 

and moulded lower stretchers, of generally trapezoidal plan form.  A stand of this 

general type, from the 1707 Stephen Keene spinet at Grimsthorpe Castle, is shown in 

Plate 928.   

 

Plate 928 – Stand of the 1707 Keene Spinet 

                                                 

21 http://www.usd.edu/smm/Keyboards/HawardSpinet/HawardSpinet.html accessed 28th March 2007 

http://www.usd.edu/smm/Keyboards/HawardSpinet/HawardSpinet.html
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Because of the provenance of this instrument it is thought that it is the one most 

likely to be with its original stand.22   Perhaps because the upper stretchers are 

invisible when the instrument is in place, they are generally only roughly finished.  

No stand has been found with a top rail.  The reason for that must be economic, since 

though the stands are made so that they can be collapsed for easy transport, it would 

be a simple matter to arrange the same facility for a stand comprising a top rail.  The 

absence of a top rail considerably weakens the structure.   Though the turned legs of 

this stand are typical in being made up from standard architectural features, no two 

instruments from the late Stuart period have been found with identical leg profiles.  

 

Though the comments made about late-Stuart instruments apply to those spinets 

made before about 1715, a more consistent pattern of stand emerges in later years. 

The stand which appears with Thomas Hitchcock spinet Serial No.1335 at Sulgrave 

Manor, illustrated in Plate 929 below, is typical of those Hitchcock spinets having a 

serpentine tail.  The distribution of hoof-footed stands amongst Hitchcock spinets 

was set out in Chapter Seven, but in addition a ‘hoof’ foot has been seen on the 

Thomas Barton spinet said to be dated 1714, which was advertised in the Antique 

Collector of September 1937.   The hoof foot is said by Germann (1980: 436) to be 

of French origin and to date from the from the régence period.23  The upstanding 

pegs visible on the stand co-operate with holes drilled into the base of the spinet.  

                                                 

22 Unfortunately, the photograph does not show the profiling of the lower stretchers, since it was 
inadvertently taken from the rear, an error which was not noticed at the time of the inspection. 
23 By ‘régence’ Germann is presumably referring to the regency of the Phillippe, Duc d’ Orleans, 
which began on the death of Louis XIV in 1715, his heir, Louis XV then being only five years old. 
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They are intended to locate the instrument securely and are an original feature found 

on several Hitchcock spinets. 

 

 

Plate 929 – Stand of Hitchcock Spinet Serial No. 1335 

 
Germann (1980: 436) refers to the practice of French harpsichord makers of turning 

to the specialist furniture trade to provide the more complex stands for their 

instruments and it seems very likely that this practice was adopted by the Hitchcocks 

too. It was said in Chapter Five that Thomas Hitchcock the Elder was a chair maker.   

This business was continued by Thomas the Elder’s widow Mary after his death:-   

Mary Hitchcock, who was then living in St Brides Lane, took her daughter, also 

called Mary, into apprenticeship as a cane chair maker in 1712.24    It seems probable 

that the widow continued to make stands for the spinets made by the two younger 

Hitchcocks and that they were therefore willing to offer a choice of styles.   Support 

                                                 

24 London Guildhall MS 15864/3.   An Elizabeth Taylor was also bound. 
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for that lies in the fact that while many serpentine-tailed Hitchcock spinets have the 

more elaborate stand, some do not.  Because of the uncertainties about originality it 

is not thought that the style of stand found with a spinet is of great assistance in 

forming a judgement of the date of the instrument. 

 

7. Summary 

This chapter is concerned with the decorative detail found in spinets from the Keene 

and Hitchcock schools and in spinets of other makers.  The first part of the chapter 

details changes which took place in late-Stuart England in the availability of raw-

materials necessary for making keyboard instruments.  Though concern had begun to 

be expressed about supplies of oak, the move to walnut for building spinets was 

driven largely by the adoption of French styles of furniture making.   There were 

some uncertainties over the supply of walnut as a result of a cold winter in 1709. 

 

Early brass making in England was not successful and as a consequence, workers 

who produced brass items usually relied on importation for their raw material.  It is 

thought that the brass furniture of late-Stuart spinets were made in small forges close 

in the Port of London where metal was off-loaded.  By 1720, good quality 

domestically produced brass was being produced.  Much of the material was sent to 

Birmingham for conversion into domestic items.  It is thought likely that the brass 

items which appear on early-Georgian spinets were produced in the 

Birmingham/Wolverhampton area.   Brass wire was being made by 1720 initially in 
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Esher, close to London.   Ivory was being imported into London from West Africa in 

large tonnages by 1700. 

 

The similarities in the designs of marquetry cartouches, of brass furniture and of the 

stands found in spinets from different makers suggest that these items were sourced 

from specialist suppliers.  Analysis of the marquetry cartouches shows that they fall 

into four distinct groups – seaweed designs, floral designs, designs with stylised 

exotic birds, and designs containing both naturalistic images of both exotic birds and 

flowers.  There is a marked deterioration in the quality of the marquetry work in 

these cartouches in the later instruments. Some information about date can be derived 

from the style of the cartouche. 

 

The brass furniture found on spinets also provides information about its date.   The 

commonly found brass furniture on late-Stuart spinets is to a single pattern.  Later 

instruments (1715-1723) have a different style of furniture which has been found in 

more than one pattern, and the Hitchcock spinets, and instruments from other makers 

of instruments from post-1725, have furniture of a lighter casting which is chased.   

 

Stands for late-Stuart spinets are made using legs which have been turned to standard 

architectural profiles, but they do not appear in a consistent pattern.  Reasons for that 

are suggested, the most important of which is that the legal monopoly of the Tuners 

Company prohibited the making of turned items by persons who were not Freemen 

of that Company.  This necessitated a variety of third-party contractors supplying 

spinet stands, if stands were required.  Stands of early-Georgian spinets occur more 
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frequently in a consistent pattern and often exhibit the scroll foot.  It is thought that 

stands of Hitchcock and other serpentine-tail spinets which are of similar design may 

have been made by the Hitchcock chair-making firm.   
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Chapter Ten – Conclusions and Suggestions for 
Further Research 
 

1. Introduction and Re-capitulation of the Objectives 

This chapter summarises the conclusions, both substantive and methodological, 

drawn from the research described in this dissertation and adds some suggestions for 

further work.   In the previous chapters, care has been taken to preface conclusions 

with appropriate terms of academic caution.  But here that approach would result in 

innumerable repetitions of the words ‘probably’ and ‘it is likely’.  The events which 

are summarised here occurred about three hundred and fifty years ago, and some of 

the instruments from which conclusions have been derived are nearly as old.  There 

can be no certainties in such circumstances, but to avoid an unduly hedged account 

of the research conclusions, the author asks that in this final chapter proper academic 

cautions are taken as read. 

 

The research reported here had two main objectives:-  

 

First, to ‘place’ the spinet in the musical culture of Britain during the period 1660-

1740 and in doing so to question whether the soubriquet of ‘the poor man’s 

harpsichord’ withstands examination;   

 

Secondly to provide an organological characterisation of representative spinets from 

the Keene and Hitchcock schools.  The purpose of that characterisation was to 

investigate whether lines of development could be discerned which connect the 
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design of spinets made early in the period with that of those made later.  Within that 

task it sought to answer long-standing open questions about the lives and output of 

members of the two schools, and to determine whether dates accorded in the 

literature to some of their instruments are consistent with the historical facts.  

 

The research process has involved the gathering of data on English spinets not only 

from the schools of Keene and of Hitchcock but from several other makers.   The 

data has been acquired from a number of different sources.  The main source was 

empirical, the organological inspection of twenty-five spinets in the collections of 

museums, of universities and of private individuals.  The results of these inspections 

are set out in part in the text and in part in the appendices. Those results consist of 

textual descriptions, photographs, tabulated numerical data, and in most cases, scale 

drawings produced by CAD techniques of the outlines of the instruments.  A 

secondary source, which can be characterised generally as archival, was the 

published catalogues of major collections, which in some instances served to 

supplement the empirical data and in other instances was the only source of data.   In 

addition, three organologists have assisted the author by taking measurements and in 

one instance by tracing an outline of an instrument on the author’s behalf.  The 

internet has also provided some information, particularly on spinets sold in the rooms 

of the major auction houses. 

 

The conclusions of the research will now be considered under the headings of the 

two objectives set out above:-   
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2. The Spinet’s Place in English Musical Culture 
 

Two prominent discontinuities in the culture of late-Stuart England were conducive 

to the emergence of the bentside spinet.   The first of these lay in the surprising 

vibrancy of the economy and in its swift recovery after the Civil War.   That recovery 

was particularly marked in London, despite the setbacks caused by a severe outbreak 

of the plague in 1665 and by the Great Fire in the following year.   

Economic growth was in part a consequence of a halting of the decline in the 

population, and then the beginnings of a slow increase by about 1710.  The 

population numbers were fuelled by the arrival of large numbers of economic 

migrants and religious refugees, largely from Germany, the Low Countries and 

France, who introduced new craft skills to England.   The Huguenots were especially 

influential in introducing new techniques, and more importantly new styles, in the 

metalworking and furniture-making trades.    

One response to the Great Fire, enactment of the Rebuilding Acts, was especially 

significant since it introduced a degree of standardisation into the design of houses in 

London.   This enabled similar standardisation in furniture design which in turn 

allowed furniture, including the larger musical instruments, to be made speculatively. 

This speculative activity was one to which the newly-arrived workers were well-

placed to contribute.  

The second discontinuity was in the field of fashion and popular taste. The 

Restoration of the Monarchy in 1660 was generally welcomed, largely because King 

Charles II presented himself as a Protestant: Catholicism, which was associated with 
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absolutism, intolerance and cruelty, was rejected.  That rejection included 

Catholicism’s essentially renaissance aesthetic.  This generated a cultural paradox, in 

that the lead given by King Charles II, who had been brought up in Catholic France 

during the Interregnum, was to the adoption of French fashions: but that lead was 

enthusiastically followed, in the visual arts, in music, and the dance.  Charles 

introduced to his court French musicians, who brought with them not only French 

music but their French musical instruments tuned to French pitch, the Ton de la 

Chambre du Roy.   Additionally, because the Huguenots were largely of French 

origin, the styles which they introduced to manufactured items were French. 

Restoration Britain, then, had a growing economy and a quasi-French aesthetic.   It 

was into this environment that the spinet was introduced. The evidence of surviving 

instruments points to the development of the design of the spinet in Italy about 1630 

by a school which included Giralomo Zenti.  Whether Zenti introduced his design to 

England directly during his visit to the Court, or it was introduced indirectly from 

France by importation of one or more instruments is unknown.  The most likely 

mechanism by which the bentside spinet became first known and later copied in 

England was through visits to the Court to repair instruments by native craftsmen 

including Charles Haward and John Player.  It is clear from archival evidence and 

from the numbers of surviving instruments that the spinet quickly became popular in 

the latter part of the reign of King Charles II, from about 1675 onwards, maintaining 

its popularity at least until the mid-1750s.   

Although the design shows Italian origin, the manner in which it was adapted to 

English taste followed French fashions.  The use of walnut rather than oak as a 
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construction timber, the adoption of marquetry decoration in the keywell rather than 

gilded papers, and the presence of pierced brass hinges rather than gothic iron ones 

were essentially French adaptations.  They distanced the stylistic treatment of the 

spinet from the rectangular virginal which preceded it, reflecting the cultural 

distancing from Catholicism.  

The shape of the spinet is its most characteristic feature: nevertheless there was a 

great deal more to the design than just the shape.   The monolithic wrestplank above 

the keyboard and the use of a register in the form of box-guide attached to it, 

provided a markedly enhanced structural rigidity to the instrument compared with the 

English and Flemish Virginals.  The reversal of the earlier arrangement of the string- 

band, so that the longer strings were at the rear, improved the consistency of the 

pluck by plucking the bass strings close to the nut where vibrational amplitudes are 

low.  These innovations produced an instrument with better repetition in the bass and 

greater tuning stability than the virginal. It also produced an instrument with a new 

sound, at once lighter and more tonally varied through the compass.   

 

The general understanding about spinet ownership in the seventeenth- and eighteenth 

century has been that the spinet was an instrument acquired by a person who would 

have preferred a harpsichord, but who either could not afford one or who had 

insufficient space for one.   This understanding may reflect the position once the 

‘factory’ harpsichords of Shudi and Kirckman had begun to be made in increasingly 

large numbers after about 1740, but it is incorrect when applied to spinets made 

during the period 1660-1740.  On the contrary, during this earlier period, the spinet 
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was the instrument of choice and the harpsichord was seldom encountered in late-

Stuart England. 

 

A simple numerical enquiry is supportive of the harpsichord’s rarity: -   If the 

numbers of surviving English harpsichords built before 1740 is juxtaposed with the 

numbers of surviving spinets, and counting only the signed instruments, it is found 

that there are only fifteen surviving harpsichords from the period – those by Haward, 

Tisseran, Barton, Hancock, possibly three by Shudi, by Smith, Tabel, Slade, Coston, 

Hitchcock, Wilbrook and two by Mahoon1 – as compared with ninety or more 

spinets.  Furthermore, the makers listed are predominantly spinet makers, only 

Smith, Tabel and Tisseran being un-represented by surviving signed spinets. Only 

three harpsichords have survived from the late-Stuart period (1660-1714), those by 

Haward, Tisseran and Barton.   

 

It is a general principle of human behaviour that those things which are most valued 

are those things which are most carefully kept.   On that basis it can be expected that 

a harpsichord would have been more carefully kept than a spinet and would be the 

more likely to have survived.  So if, contrary to the numerical result above, there 

were more harpsichords than spinets in late-Stuart and early-Georgian England, then 

it could be expected that the number of harpsichords surviving to the present day 

would be very much greater than the number of spinets. But the opposite is true.  

Since that is the case, the number of spinets made during the period in question is 

                                                 
1 One of the surviving Mahoon harpsichords is stated by Boalch (1995: 499) to be dated 1742, which 
strictly, is outside the temporal period under consideration here, but it is not stated whether that date 
actually appears on the instrument. 
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likely to have exceeded the number of harpsichords by an even greater ratio than the 

seven to one ratio shown by the analysis above.   

 

That conclusion – that the spinet was relatively common and the harpsichord 

comparatively rare in late-Stuart England – forms one component of the general 

conclusion made here about the place of the spinet in English musical culture from 

1660-1740.  But there is a second conclusion, which is concerned with the pattern of 

ownership and purchase of spinets:- 

 

The evidence of ownership and purchase of spinets begins with references to the 

entries in the Diary of Samuel Pepys about his eventual purchase of a spinet from 

Charles Haward.   It was followed by a reproduction of the receipt issued in 1685 to 

Lady Katherine Brudenell, Countess of Middleton for a spinet ordered from Stephen 

Keene; the portrait (c.1707) of a young man from a prosperous family, Master 

Garton Orme seated at spinet is reproduced in Chapter Three; from 1707 is the 

account by Lady Grisell Baillie, Countess of Haddington, of the regime she set for 

her daughter which included ‘to play of the spinet’;  a later portrait, (1709-1715) of 

Lady Teresa Blount seated at a spinet by Francis Coston follows; the inventories of 

the ancestors of Lady Willoughby de Eresby are believed to show that her Keene 

spinet of 1707 has been in her family since it was bought new by Lady Jean 

Drummond, 2nd Duchess of Perth; and last, the evidence from the Will of Frances 

Purcell, wife of Henry Purcell, shows that Purcell owned two spinets and an organ 

(but no harpsichord) and other evidence shows that he taught keyboard skills to Lady 

Rhoda Cavendish on the spinet.   
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This is not evidence of the spinet being confined to those who could not afford a 

harpsichord or who could not find room for one: on the contrary it shows that the 

spinet was the keyboard instrument chosen by some of the most aristocratic members 

and influential members of British society, including perhaps the greatest composer 

of his time, Henry Purcell.  No doubt persons who were of a lower status and 

influence bought spinets too, but the fact that they may have done so does not 

demonstrate that the spinet was a ‘poor man’s harpsichord’.  Because of the large 

numbers of surviving spinets in comparison with harpsichords and because of the 

status of the early purchasers, the ‘poor man’s harpsichord’ characterisation of the 

late-Stuart and early-Georgian spinet is rejected as being inconsistent with the 

available evidence. 

 

But to say what the spinet was not, is not the same thing as placing it in its musical 

culture.  The technical advantages offered by the spinet have already been 

summarised but in addition, it must be recognised that the spinet was a fashion item: 

- the finish of the case, the use of stylish and elaborate brass furniture, the adoption, 

about 1690-1700, of the marquetry cartouche on the nameboard and the use of ivory 

for the sharp keys all contributed to the French allusions which were so sought-after 

in late-Stuart England.  The floral design of the hinges and the use of highly 

aspirational images – tulips and exotic birds – in the cartouche reflected in part the 

new interest taken by the late Stuarts in the natural world, and added to the 

instruments desirability.  The re-opening of the theatres and the new lighter and more 

accessible style of music which was brought to them by composers such as Purcell, 
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Locke, and Croft, together with the increasing use of the technique of engraving for 

publishing music also stimulated interest in the spinet. 

 

In summary, it is thought that the spinet was the first choice keyboard instrument for 

amateur players in late-Stuart England, at least in the domestic environment, and that 

it remained so at least until about 1730.  At the heart of that conclusion, almost 

inevitably, is an evaluative judgement, but it is a judgement which is fully consistent 

with the available evidence.   The soubriquet of the ‘poor man’s harpsichord’ is 

appropriate, if at all, only at a period considerably later than the prime focus here. 

 

That conclusion clearly has implications for historically–informed performance 

practice.  If it were to become widely accepted, then performance of the music of the 

late-Stuart period on a seventeenth- or early-eighteenth century spinet, or on a copy 

of one, should become the norm rather than the exception which it is today.  

 

3. Organological Characterisation and Comparison 
 

a. The School of Keene 

The second objective of the research was to provide an organological 

characterisation of representative spinets from the schools of Keene and Hitchcock.  

The School of Keene has four main members, Stephen Keene himself, Edward Blunt, 

Thomas Barton and Charles Brackley. 
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From the binding and freedom registers of the Joiners Company, and from the 

discovery of Keene’s Will, a family tree for the Keenes was constructed.  Keene 

came from farming stock and may have been introduced to his London apprentice-

master, Gabriel Townsend, through contacts in the furniture trade in High Wycombe 

made through his brothers, who were freemen of the Turners Company.  Keene’s 

freedom of the Joiners Company was granted in 1662.   His workshop was set up at 

least by 1668 and initially made virginals but continued in production, making 

spinets, uninterrupted until 1718 (under Brackley), a period of half a century.  During 

the later part of this period the workshop may have been producing a spinet as 

frequently as one every three weeks.  If that is so, then a very small proportion of the 

total output has survived, Keene became Master of the Joiners Company in 1704/5.    

 

Keene’s workshop always had at least one apprentice working in it: those apprentices 

who worked on spinets include John Harris, Edward Blunt, Thomas Barton and 

Charles Brackley.  The Keenes had no children, but some details of Keene’s Will, 

and of that of his wife Sarah point to a close family relationship with Edward Blunt 

and it is suggested that Blunt was Keene’s intended heir to his business.  But the 

archival records of Blunt, particularly the details of the baptisms of his children and 

the Land Tax Assessment records, show that Blunt left Keene and set up in business 

on his own close to Keene’s workshop in Threadneedle Street while making spinets 

inscribed only with his name.  He then moved into the premises vacated by John 

Player on the latter’s death in June 1707.  No records of Blunt later than 1711 have 

been found and he probably died that year.   
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By 1711, Thomas Barton, the apprentice who followed Blunt, had also moved into 

his own premises, probably in the South Seas House in Threadneedle Street, but 

away from the Keene workshop and set up in business either on his own or with 

Cawton Aston, Player’s last apprentice.  Because of that and because it seems that by 

that time Blunt had died, Charles Brackley became the successor to Keene’s 

business.  Brackley himself died in 1718.      

 

Keene’s Will shows that the accepted date of 1719 for his death is incorrect:  he died 

in December 1712.  This newly established date provides a terminus ante quem for 

his output of spinets, but in particular for his last and undated spinet, the Keene & 

Brackley, which can now be said to date from c. 1712.  Similarly, it provides a 

terminus post quem for the sole surviving Brackley spinet, which can now be dated 

1712-1718. Keene’s appointment as tax assessor for his parish in the 1690s, the 

hitherto unsuspected wealth detailed in his own tax returns, and his Mastership of the 

Joiners Company evince his ability as an administrator and show his prominence in 

his local community:  Keene was clearly a man of substance. 

 

b.  The Development of Spinets from the Keene School 

The spinets of Stephen Keene, of Edward Blunt, of Thomas Barton, and of Charles 

Brackley were treated as a continuous output from a single school of spinet-making 

during a period of over 40 years stretching from about 1680 to 1720 and beyond.  

Attention was drawn to significant changes in the design of these spinets with time.  

These changes include an increase in keyboard compass and consequent general 

increase in size, the adoption of a box-guide register in place of a register integral 
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with the soundboard, the adoption of a more elaborate decorative scheme including a 

marquetry cartouche on the name-board, a change to the orientation of the grain in 

the soundboard, and a construction method which eliminated the removable name-

board.   

 

The classification proposed for these surviving spinets of the School of Keene 

emerges from this analysis.  Two features from those listed immediately above were 

identified as providing clear points of characterisation – the construction of the 

register, and the keyboard compass.   Using these characteristics and arranging the 

classification chronologically, the instruments can be seen to fall into four groups 

forming a line of development:-   

 

1. The early instruments having a soundboard register and probably produced at 

the same time as virginals were being made in the Keene workshop, or 

shortly after virginal production had ceased.  Only two instruments having 

these characteristics have been definitively identified:- one, to which a date 

c. 1682 has been attributed is held at the Royal College of Music, and one at 

Hall i’ th’ Wood, near Bolton, Lancashire which has is thought to date from 

c. 1685. There is a possibility that there are two more early Keene spinets, 

the anonymous instrument at the Royal Northern College of Music, which 

may be by Keene, and the Keene spinet listed in Table 501 as belonging to a 

Mr E R Hawkins.  

 
2. A group of later instruments made either by Keene himself, or under his 

guidance by one of his apprentices, or co-signed by Edward Blunt, with a 54 
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note keyboard compass of GG/BB-d΄΄΄ and a box-guide register similar to 

that found on Italian and early-English harpsichords.  At least thirteen of 

these ‘standard’ instruments from the School of Keene are thought to have 

survived, and there may be several more.  Two of the instruments in this 

category bear inscriptions indicating that they were made during the time 

that Edward Blunt and Keene were in partnership.  All were produced 

between about 1690 and 1710.   Many are dated, but the work reported 

allows an additional attribution, that of the date c.1707 for the spinet 

formerly at the Kenneth G Fiske Museum in Claremont, California.  

  
3. The ‘transitional’ spinets made by Brackley, both while Keene was still alive 

and after his death in 1712, having an extended keyboard compass.  Only 

three instruments have been identified as belonging to this group.  One 

instrument is dated 1711, but in addition the Keene & Brackley spinet  can 

now be said to date from c.1712, and the Brackley instrument, which has a 

fully chromatic compass GG-e΄΄΄ of 58 notes from 1712-1718.   Thomas 

Barton may also have made instruments of this type, though none have been 

identified during the research. 

 
4. Five-octave spinets made by Barton.  Though only one of these has been 

definitively located, it is clear from the literature that a number of these have 

survived, perhaps even as many as ten.  

 
Adopting this classification, the surviving instruments which have been located or 

for which details have been obtained from secondary sources are set out in Table 

1001 below in their respective groups.   A number of these instruments are undated 
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but in Table 1001 date attributions, based on analysis of the data gathered during the 

research have been added.  These dates are in an emboldened font.   

 
Table 1001 

Proposed  Grouping of Spinets from the School of Keene 
 

Boalch 
No. Maker Date Owner/Location 

        
Group 1       

6 Keene c.1682 Royal College of Music, London 
24 Keene c.1685 Hall i’ th’ Wood, Bolton, England 

        
Group 2       

4 Keene 1700 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 
5 Keene 1700 Colonial Williamsburg Foundation 
7 Keene Undated Cantos Musical Foundation, Calgary  
8 Keene 1704 University of Edinburgh 
10 Keene 1705/6 MKG, Hamburg 
12 Keene 1711 Westwood Manor, Bradford-on-Avon 
15 Keene Undated Memorial Hall Museum, Deerfield, Mass 
17 Keene c.1707 Musical Instrument Museum, Phoenix, Az 
19 Keene 1707 Grimsthorpe Castle, Bourne, Lincs 
20 Keene Undated City of Hammamatsu, Japan 

28(A) Attributed 1708 Royal College of Music, London 
29 Keene & Blunt 1702 Dumfries House 
30 Keene & Blunt c.1702 Private Owner,  Lancaster 

  Blunt 1703 Sold at Sotheby's 2004 
        
Group 3       

31 Keene & Brackley c.1712  P G Mole, Shropshire, England 
  Brackley 1712-1718  Private Owner, Philadelphia 
        
Group 4       
  Barton 1724 Formerly Blickling Hall, Norfolk 

  Barton 1730 Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C. 
 

A striking feature of spinets from the School of Keene is that in no instance has clear 

evidence emerged of the keyboard compass having been altered.  That stands in 

contrast to the position for the instruments made by some of Keene’s competitors, 

Player and Sison for instance. It seems likely that the reason why no Keene spinet 

has been altered is that he had learned to take account of a changing market and that 
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he taught his apprentices to do the same.   Therein, probably, lies the source of his 

unusual wealth. 

c. The School of Hitchcock 

Research on the school of Hitchcock began with an investigation of the relationships 

within the Hitchcock family, which scholars have struggled to understand for 

decades.  The establishment of the dates of salient events in the lives of the 

Hitchcocks is a sine qua non of a proper understanding of the relationships between 

their instruments.  The conclusions of James, first published in 1930, have proved 

particularly influential, but in the light of new information obtained from archival 

sources during this research, they have been shown to be mistaken.  Thomas 

Hitchcock the Elder, who has been assumed in the past to have been a spinet maker 

was a chair maker, and his widow Mary continued with his chair-making business 

long after his death: that Thomas the Elder made any instruments at all is open to 

serious question.  The father-son relationship of Thomas the Elder to Thomas the 

Younger has been confirmed, but no similar relationship of Thomas the Younger and 

John Hitchcock has been found.  Though Thomas the Younger had several children 

from two marriages, no son named John has emerged from the records.  

 

The search for a person who provided John Hitchcock with the entitlement to take 

freedom of the Haberdashers Company by patrimony, and the existence of a spinet 

by Edward Blunt and dated 1703, which bears the initials and name of a Thomas 

Hitchcock, has lead to the identification of a hitherto unknown member of the 

Hitchcock family, ‘Thomas Hitchcock Free 1701’. This person was both the father of 

John Hitchcock and the author of the inscriptions on the Blunt spinet. 
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The identification of Thomas Hitchcock Free 1701 provides a new understanding of 

the chain of proprietorship of the Hitchcock spinet-making firm.  Although the firm 

could theoretically have been started as early as 1703 by the hitherto unknown 

Thomas Free 1701, it is thought more likely that it began between 1703 and 1715 

and probably, judging from evidence from property taxation, about 1711.   No 

reliable documentation of a surviving instrument forces a conclusion of an earlier 

date of commencement.   The firm then passed from the sole proprietorship of 

Thomas Free 1701 to a partnership that included Thomas the Younger. The date of 

death of Thomas the Younger, which had been lost for decades, has been re-

discovered: he died suddenly in 1737 as a result of a coaching accident.  At his death, 

Thomas Free 1701 again became sole proprietor of the Hitchcock business, but 

thereafter it passed to John Hitchcock, presumably after the death of Thomas Free 

1701, the date of which is unknown.   The business probably subsisted for only a 

short period after John Hitchcock’s death in 1774, since by then the popularity if the 

square piano had rendered the spinet obsolete.  

 

Many of the artisan craftsmen who worked for the Hitchcocks and who left names or 

initials on Hitchcock spinets have been identified.  That identification leads to an 

explanation of how the firm’s production run was managed during the proprietorship 

of John Hitchcock from about the mid 1750s until his death. It is suggested that John 

Hitchcock was acting as an ‘upholder’ by the mid 1760s – that is to say he adopted a 

role in which he acted as the interface between the customer and the craftsman who 

actually made the instruments.  He adopted the modern practice of out-sourcing the 
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production of his instruments from independent makers such as Thomas Culliford 

and Americus Backers.   

 

The earliest surviving Hitchcock spinet, Serial No. 471, has a 58 note keyboard 

compass (GG-e΄΄΄).  In the terms of Chapter Five it is therefore a ‘transitional’ 

instrument: it is thought to date from about 1715.   The surviving instruments which 

are later in date than No 471, those which are dated or which bear higher serial 

numbers than 471, are five-octave instruments. With one exception, which has a 

keyboard compass of FF-f΄΄΄, and which is stated in the literature to have been 

altered, all these five-octave instruments have a GG-g΄΄΄ compass.   The Hitchcocks, 

with Barton and some other makers were responsible for bringing the spinet to its 

maturity as a five-octave instrument. 

 

Analysis of the serial numbers of surviving Hitchcock spinets shows that they exist 

not in a single numerical series as has been previously presumed but in three 

incomplete series – those below 999, those from 1000 to 1999, and those of 2000 and 

above.  Within these series only three instruments are known to have survived from 

the group numbered up to 999, the highest serial number found being 616:  of those 

numbered from 1000 to 1999 thirty-three spinets are known to have survived with 

the highest number being No. 1677; and of those numbered above 2000, there are 

only two.  There are six other spinets for which the serial number is unknown, 

making a probable total of forty-three which survived to modern times, though one 

was lost in a fire in the 1970s.   The assumption that the Hitchcocks made over 2000 
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spinets, which the author and other scholars have made until now,2 is therefore 

almost certainly unfounded.   

 

To start a numbering system at No. 471 or to omit certain numbers on a random basis 

would be very eccentric, but that cannot be ruled out.  All that can be said with a 

degree of certainty is that the Hitchcocks made at least 146 spinets in the series 471-

616, 670 spinets in the series 1007-1677, and eight others which have survived, 

making a likely minimum output of 824.  It is difficult to know how far to extend this 

calculation, but it would be surprising if the total output reached 1200.   Since the 

Hitchcocks were in business from about 1711 until about 1774, at least, these figures 

would equate to an average production of about 13 to 20 spinets per year – a not 

unreasonable expectation given the resources of the Hitchcock firm.  It should be 

added that these average figures will have been subject to considerable variations.  

 

Not many Hitchcock spinets are dated and this has lead scholars, including the 

author, to attempt to establish a serial number/date correlation.  However, all the 

earlier analyses have taken it as axiomatic that the serial numbers are in a single 

series. A consequence is that the earlier correlations are in error.  A new serial 

number/date correlation curve is provided as Figure 702 of Chapter Seven.  

 

d. The Hitchcocks’ Two Models  

The organological analysis of surviving Hitchcock spinets focused on their plan 

form, the style of their veneering, and the design of their stands, since these features 

                                                 
2 Mole 2007 
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provided points of distinction.  Two basic case forms appear, those with a mitred tail 

and those in which the bentside has a serpentine shape, obviating the necessity for a 

separate tail.  Similarly, the spinets are found with two styles of veneering, a simple 

style in which the interior of the case and the nameboard are veneered in plain 

sycamore or perhaps later, satinwood, with a triple stringing inlay, and a more 

elaborate style using figured walnut veneer, feathered banding inlay and an ogee 

cartouche for the inscription on the nameboard.  Two designs of stand have also been 

found, a plain design in which the legs and feet are turned, and a more elaborate 

design including a ‘hoof’ or ‘scroll’ foot.  The results of this analysis have lead to the 

identification of two ‘models’ of spinet – a basic instrument having a mitred tail, 

simple veneer and  a turned stand and a superior model having a serpentine tail, 

figured walnut veneer and a stand with a scroll foot.  These two models were made 

side–by-side in the Hitchcock workshop right through the production run.  

 

It follows that unlike the School of Keene, which produced spinets which can be 

shown to stand in a line of development, the spinets from the School of Hitchcock 

were settled in their design at an early stage and then existed as two models.  The 

mitred-tail spinets were developed in size initially, but the serpentine ones appear to 

be substantially identical in case size and plan form. 

 

The Hitchcock workshop was substantial and was able to accommodate special 

orders. There are examples of instruments which are ‘hybrids’ in the treatment of 

their veneers and several instruments with ebony natural plates have been identified. 

In addition to those spinets which are seen as special by virtue of their decorative 
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treatment, there are surviving instruments which are structurally distinct from the 

Hitchcocks’ standard products.  Several spinets have a nut which is convex towards 

the player, which is shown to alter the timbre of the instrument in the tenor especially 

to make it more ‘flutey’ than the standard spinet with a dog-leg nut.   The tonal 

difference can be heard on tracks of commercially available compact disc recordings.  

 

An intriguing question is whether it is possible to determine which of the two 

Thomas Hitchcocks – Thomas Free 1701 or Thomas the Younger – made the 

instruments which have survived.  That has not been possible to determine with 

certainty, unless it can be said that the craft influences of Benjamin Slade and 

Edward Blunt, exerted on their former apprentices, can be seen to carry through into 

the two different models of Hitchcock spinet.   If that is the position, then it can be 

said that Thomas the Younger will be the man more likely to have made the 

serpentine spinets (because Slade is known to have made serpentine-tailed 

instruments also) and Thomas Free 1701 the more likely to have made the mitred-tail 

spinets (because Blunt is not known to have made spinets in anything but the mitred- 

tail form).  

 

The Hitchcocks were able to establish the spinet as an instrument of choice in early-

Georgian England to the point that it is difficult to define any significant competitor 

until Shudi and Kirkman began to make harpsichords by equally efficient 

manufacturing processes.   Though Hitchcock products were undoubtedly of very 

high quality, in retrospect it is possible to characterise the main contribution of the 

Hitchcocks to musical instrument making as being a marketing innovation - the offer 
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of standard instruments with a list of ‘options’.  This approach became standard 

practice once the larger factory instrument workshops became established at the end 

of the eighteenth century.  

 

4. Design and Decoration in Context 
 
The lines of development and the settled characteristics established in earlier 

chapters for the spinets from the schools of Keene and Hitchcock need to be set in 

context.   This task was approached by comparing and contrasting spinets from each 

school both with each other and with spinets from other makers.   By comparing the 

size and plan form of selected spinets from three temporal periods it is shown that 

early spinets by Keene and by Player were made to different plan forms but that the 

overall size of their spinets was generally comparable.  In the first decade of the 

eighteenth century the size and plan form of spinets became remarkably 

standardised.   The Keene 1704 spinet and the Benjamin Slade spinet at the Red 

Lodge Museum, Bristol are typical of what was termed the ‘standard’ Queen Anne 

spinet.  Later instruments dating from 1711 to 1718 such as the Thomas Hitchcock 

spinet Serial No. 471 show essentially the same plan form as the ‘standard’ 

instruments but are larger, the Hitchcock considerably so.   A standardisation similar 

to that of the Queen Anne spinets can be seen in the five-octave serpentine-tail 

spinets of the Hitchcocks and of Aston from the post-1720 period.  Though case 

height variations have been observed, it is not thought that these assist organological 

classification of the spinet. 
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Two different designs of register have been found in the spinets inspected, the 

soundboard register and the box-guide register.  Attention was drawn to the different 

designs of individual jack guides, the ones with parallel sides being thought redolent 

of virginal making and the cruciform ones being from a later practice. 

 

The classification of spinets into three temporal periods is reinforced by an analysis 

of changes in keyboard compass.  Early spinets typically have a keyboard compass 

of fifty, fifty-two or fifty-three notes, though the precise disposition varies from 

instrument to instrument.  The standard spinets made between about 1690 and 1710 

have fifty-four notes with a compass GG/BB-d΄΄΄ with two split sharps in the bass 

octave.  Later ‘transitional’ instruments built after 1710 have a wider compass 

approaching, though not reaching five octaves.  The two surviving transitional Keene 

instruments have keyboards in which the two extreme sharps, GG# and d#΄΄΄ are 

missing.   The five-octave spinet was established by 1720.  Except for Serial No 471, 

all Hitchcock spinets have five-octave compasses so far as is known and nearly all 

five-octave spinets have a configuration of 61 notes, GG-g΄΄΄, though there are 

exceptions which have only 60 notes, omitting a sharp in the bass. 

 

The pitch and the design of the string-band in a keyboard instrument are related.  The 

conflicting views of scholars about the pitch at which spinets were intended to be 

tuned were resolved by referring to cultural changes at the Restoration and to 

evidence from surviving contemporary recorders which point to a pitch of a΄΄~ 

403Hz. for the early spinets, with a tendency for this pitch to rise, reaching 420Hz. 

by 1740.  The string lengths found in spinets is consistent with this pitch even, in 
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most cases, if the instrument is strung in brass throughout the compass.  It is in only 

in the very early Keene spinets that it would have been necessary to resort to iron 

stringing at this pitch, and then only in the extreme treble.  It has been shown that 

like the virginal, and unlike the harpsichord, the geometry of the spinet allows timbre 

to be varied by variations in the plucking point of the strings.    

 

Attention was drawn to changes which took place in late-seventeenth century 

England in the availability of raw materials for making keyboard instruments.  The 

initial move to the use of walnut for building spinets was driven largely by the 

adoption of French styles of furniture making and walnut continued to be used until 

the mid-1730s. Early brass making in England was not successful and as a 

consequence, workers who produced brass items in the 1680s usually relied on 

importation for their raw material.    By 1720, good quality domestically produced 

brass was being produced.  Brass wire was being made by 1720 initially in Esher, 

close to London.   Ivory was being imported into London from West Africa in large 

tonnages by 1700. 

 

The similarities in the designs of marquetry cartouches, of brass furniture and of the 

stands found in spinets from different makers suggest that these items were sourced 

from specialist suppliers.  Analysis of the marquetry cartouches shows that they fall 

into four distinct groups – seaweed designs, floral designs, designs with stylised 

exotic birds and designs containing both naturalistic images of both exotic birds and 

flowers.  Some information about date can be derived from the style and 
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workmanship of the cartouche:  there is a marked deterioration in the quality of the 

marquetry work in cartouches in the later instruments.  

 

The brass furniture found on spinets also provides information about its date.   The 

commonly found brass furniture on late-Stuart spinets is to a single pattern and it is 

thought that these items were made in small forges close to the Port of London where 

the metal alloy was off-loaded.  Later instruments (1715-1723) have a different style 

of furniture which has been found in more than one pattern, and the Hitchcock 

spinets and instruments from other makers of instruments from post-1725 have brass 

furniture of a lighter casting which is chased.  It is thought that the brass items which 

appear on these early-Georgian spinets were produced in Birmingham or 

Wolverhampton.    

 

Stands for late-Stuart spinets are made using legs which have been turned to standard 

architectural profiles, but they do not appear in a consistent pattern.  Reasons for that 

are suggested, the most important of which is that the craft monopoly of the Tuners 

Company prohibited the making of turned items by persons who were not Freemen 

of that Company.  This necessitated a variety of third-party contractors supplying 

spinet stands, if stands were required.  Stands of early-Georgian spinets occur more 

frequently in a consistent pattern and often exhibit the scroll foot.  It is thought that 

stands of Hitchcock and other serpentine-tail spinets which are of similar design may 

have been made by the Hitchcock chair-making firm. 
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5. Methodological Conclusions 
 

This summary has set out the substantive conclusions of the research, but it is also 

important to note the methodological conclusions.  The research reported here relies 

on empirical data derived from physical inspection of a large number of spinets, but 

it also relies significantly on investigation of archival sources.  These sources have 

illuminated the lives of the spinet makers which have been studied: in several 

instances new evidence has provided missing items of historical data – the dates of 

death of Stephen Keene, of Charles Brackley, and of Thomas Hitchcock the Younger 

being examples – which allow dates to be attributed to some spinets with a new 

confidence.   The archival resources for English makers are exceptionally rich and 

much of the data which they contain has become accessible electronically in recent 

years.   In the author’s view, the research methodology used here, a combination of 

physical inspection of instruments and searches in the archival sources has been 

shown to be so powerful that it would be difficult to justify a study of English-made 

musical instruments now without reliance on both techniques. 

   

6. Further Research 
 
The research on which this dissertation is based is inevitably incomplete.  The 

English spinet of the late-Stuart and early-Georgian periods enjoyed considerable 

popularity.   Large numbers of these and later instruments have survived and some 

are still emerging from sources hitherto unknown, even in the early years of the 

twenty-first century. There is therefore ample opportunity for further studies to be 
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carried out to provide greater understanding. Three of these opportunities are set out 

below:-  

 

1. One opportunity stems from the limited time-frame of the present study. 

Spinets continued to be produced until they were made obsolete by the square 

piano by about 1785 and a substantial number of instruments from the years 

1740 onwards have survived.  It is thought that these instruments, which have 

been included here by exception, could provide the focus of one or more 

major research projects.  

 

2. A more limited opportunity would be to investigate the Harris family and 

their output of keyboard instruments.  One member of the family, John 

Harris, emigrated to Boston, Massachusetts.   The author has encountered 

considerable interest in the family from American organologists.  

 

3. In the choice of the scope for this research, which is the first comprehensive 

major study of the English spinet, one major maker, Charles Haward, did not 

receive any significant attention. A research project directed to Haward’s 

instruments would be valuable, though there are some practical difficulties 

inherent in this since the instruments are widely spread geographically. 

 

- END – 

 

 
 


