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TAIL ENDS 
Pitching it right 

Ever found pitch-notation confusing? In the very first issue of Early Music, in January 1973, 
Martin Davidson of Maryland (US) made a plea for the American Acoustical Society pitch­
notation system which involves numbering the octaves of the keyboard rather than using a 
mixture of dashes, upper- and lower-case letters. In the Guidelines for Contributors to H&F, the 
Editor suggests using the 1862 Helmholtz system which is employed by The New Grove, since this 
method is now found in many different kinds of publication. Tail Ends would welcome readers' 
Ofinions on this vital matter. Briefly summarised, the systems are these: 
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In the American Acoustical Society system: Ci C2 C3 C4 (= middle C) Cs C6 C1 

The same pitches in the Helmholtz system: C, Cc c' (= middle C) c" c'" c"" 

II 

A third type of notation, substantially similar to the Helmholtz, is also to be found, particularly 
in publications on keyboard instruments: CCC c c1 (= middle C) c2 c3 c4 

Thus, an instrument might be described as having a range: (a) F1-F6 (b) F,-f" (c) FF-f 

It is clear from this comparison that of the three systems the American one preferred by 
Mr Davidson has a number of merits: it is notationally uncomplicated; it is possible to calculate 
a range with great ease (the instrument referred to has five octaves: first to sixth); no different­
sized letters are required, which eases the question of distinguishing between C and c especially 
where there is punctuation or if the former were to be written in small capitals (thus: c). Against 
it one might cite the fact that middle C is called 4th C (C4), which seems bizarre until one realises 
that the A above (440--or 415-Hz) is A4. In any case, middle C is not a pitch that is used very 
much in referring to instruments except for teaching and tuning purposes. Helmholtz and its 
derivative are extendible in both directions, but this is a dubious merit with regard specifically 
to early keyboard instruments. 

I think the method found in this magazine ought to be as simple, as widely understood and 
as universally acceptable as possible all over the world. Mr Davidson's plea to Early Music was 
not heeded in the end, and the AAS system has never been widely accepted, except as the 
international standard for Braille music, as the Editor reminds me. However, I like it and appar­
ently so does he. Let me know your thoughts-perhaps H&F could start a trend? 

JACKSON AMERS 

I October 1994 1 



44 

CLASSIFIED 
TASKIN DOUBLE MANUAL 
Harpsichord with cabriole leg 
stand, 11 yrs old, £5,000. 
(0373) 461430 

SQUARE PIANO by Ganer c.1780 
carefully restored, £2,750. 
(0373) 461430 

SQUARE PIANO by Broadwood 
c.1820. Good Playing condition, 
lovely case. £2,000. (0373) 461430 

HARPSICHORDS-Franco-Flem­
ish. Single manual: £3,950. Double 
manual: £5,750. VIRGINALS­
from £2,950. Including delivery. In­
spection welcome. Xavier Leigh­
Flanders, 24 Cromwell Road, 
Basingstoke. (0256) 22846. 

FOR SALE Single-manual harpsi­
chord, 2 x 8' Ruckers style, £2,500 
o.n.o. Details from Edgar Hunt, 
8 Bois Lane, Amersham HP6 6BP. 

FOR SALE Attractive Square Piano 
c. 1830 in playing order. Offers 
considered. Ring for details Wilts. 
(0225) 754384 
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Early Keyboard Instruments and Restorations 
Concert hire, tuninl!, maintenance 
and repairs 

Colour brochure free 
upon request 

VAT not charqed 

Robert Deeqan Harpsichords, Tonnage Warehouse, 
St. Georqes Quay, Lancaster LAI 1 RB. Enqland. Tel. 01524 60186 

There may still be a place for you in 
London's most established 

HARPSICHORD COURSE 
for all levels 

at 

MORLEY COLLEGE 
6.30-8 .30pm on Wednesdays 

61 , Westminster Bridge Rd. 
Tel: 071 - 928- 8501 

with 

PENELOPE CAVE 

IBt,f llnzkumfni ¾!JJJorkzt,op 
7793A Highway 66 - Ashland, OR 97520 - USA 

Phone: 503 488 4671 Fax: 503 488 5846 
E-mail: IWCembalo@aol.com 

Parts, Plans & Accessories for Early Keyboard Instruments 
Send for free brochure 

Or $5.00 for full catalog for instrument makers 

SPECIAL: 

Brass Tuning Hammer with Stringing Hook for old 
style wrest pins (incl. postage anywhere) $20.00 

Nicholas Keen. 
BA Cantab, BPhil, ARCM 

VISA/MCok 

CLASSICAL HARPSICHORDS 
Clavichords, Spinets, Virginals, Fortepiano, 

Pedalboard instruments 
Individually produced kits. 

Catalogue 4 x 1st class stamps. 

CLASSICAL ORGANS 
2 to 4 manual & pt::dal 

81 HULL RD, YORK YO! 3JS 
Tel , 0904-411873 



National Early Music Association 

Nema - the national organisation for 
everyone concerned with 'early music', 

whether professional or amateur. 
Publications include a quarterly 

newsletter and a twice-yearly journal, 
Leading Notes , as well as the annual Early 

Music Yearbook. Nema looks for the 
support of new members in order to 

continue its work on behalf of the early 
music movement in Great Britain. 

Members receive free copies of 
publications and reduced entry to 
conferences, etc. Enquiries about 

membership should be made to the 
Information Officer. 

Early Music Yearbook 1995 
An essential reference book for the world of 
early music. Packed with information, including: 
• directory of useful addresses 
• the Register of Early Music, now listing over 2,700 

individuals and ensembles 
• Buyer's Guide to over 900 early-music instrument 

makers worldwide, with the types of instru­
ments offered for sale 

• articles on early music organisations in the UK. 

Price £12 (incl. p&p), from December 1994. 

NEMA(H) • 8 Covent Garden • Cambridge CBI 2HR • (01223) 315681 

Maria Boxall 

HARPSICHORD METHOD 
based on 16th to 18th century sources 

Several authors have written fine books on the his tory and 
construction of the harpsichord, and many worthy players have set 
down advice for the would-be harpsichordist. 

However this volume is for the complete beginner and may be 
used by anyone sufficiently interested in music to have grasped 
the rudiments of notation and a little theory. Both amateurs and 
students should find something of use. The instructions are 
based on the method and ideals of the men who wrote for and 
played the harpsichord, virginal and spinet from the 16th 
to mid-18th centuries. 

ED 11244 £ 11.95 

Available from all good music shops. 

In case of difficulty contact the publisher. ~ 
SCil(Yrr 

48 Great Marlborough Street, London WI V 2BN. Tel: 0171 437 1246 Fax: 0171 437 0263 



Special Off er to Readers of • 
Harpsichord 

& ./.,,._/. • 

SOPHIE YATES 
Spanish & Portuguese Harpsichord 

CHANDOS Early Music 


