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Care 
of 

Regular maintenance of 
your keyboard 

• 

W E have received a number of queries 
about sticking jacks. By 'sticking jack' 
I understand a jack body which is 

sluggish in its register slot. Before trying to solve 
this problem, make sure it is the problem you 
really have, by methodically eliminating other 
possibilities. Work mentally from the keyboard 
upwards through each component of the action, 
thinking about the other possible causes for the 
effect you observe: 

• Perhaps the key is sticking, not the jack. 
• Maybe the quill is hanging: that is, not 

repassing its string. 
• The tongue may not be returning fully. 
• The jack could be catching on a protruding 

pivot pin. 
• A damper may be obstructing the return of 

the jack . . . and so on. 

Then devise tests for each component which 
do not irreversibly alter the status quo. For ex­
ample, to check the key, remove the weight of 
the jack(s) from the key to be sure it is operating 
freely and smoothly. To see if a quill is hanging, 
push the string out of the way while the key is 
depressed and then release the key to see if the 
jack returns fully when the quill no longer has 
to repass the string. To check the tongue, oper­
ate it on its own. Remove the jack from the in­
strument and holding the body horizontal, with 
the plectrum pointing towards the ceiling, ob­
serve whether the spring is sufficiently robust 
to return the tongue against gravity. Make sure 
the tongue rotates freely about its pivot ... and 
so on. 

If the jack is sticking in the register, you will 
probably be able to see rub marks. Hold the 
jack in glancing light to see where it might be 
binding. If the marks are below the register level, 
the problem may be in the lower guide. Whether 
upper or lower guide is at fault, usually work-

I Harpsichord & fortepiano 

• • 
ing the jack by hand up and down in the slot a 
few times solves the problem. In effect, you will 
have burnished the sliding surfaces. Do not coat 
the jacks or register with graphite or any other 
supposedly slippery substance. This just in­
creases its dimensions and makes it dirty. In 
box registers, a particle of dust can cause a jack 
to stick, and simply blowing down the slot, dis­
lodging the dust, can solve the problem. 

Do not be tempted to swap jacks around to 
solve any problem . In a good harpsichord, each 
jack is individually fitted to its own register slot, 
and each plectrum is individually cut to the 
correct length and strength for the string in­
volved. Jacks simply are not interchangeable. 

Ask yourself why one jack alone should be 
sticking. Often, on well set-up instruments, many 
or all of the jacks may begin sticking at once, 
because the action is responding evenly and as 
a whole to some change in relative humidity. If 
the humidity is abnormally high, the stickiness 
will probably disappear when the humidity re­
turns to normal levels. To prevent sticking, try 
to control the environmental conditions­
temperature and relative humidity-and make 
them as stable as possible. Changes can.not al­
ways be avoided, especially if an instrument 
needs to be moved. Try to find out the condi­
tions at the new location and replicate them 
beforehand at home, observing the effects on 
the instrument. If possible, move the instrument 
into the new environment a day or two ahead 
of time to give it a chance to acclimatize. Many 
problems correct themselves once given the time 
to do so. Beware of excessively damp or dry 
conditions. No wooden keyboard instrument can 
accommodate extremes of wet or dryness. The 
latter can be particularly dangerous, causing 
irreversible d amage to structur al parts, 
soundboards and actions. The former is perhaps 
more likely to cause sticking, but when the in­
strument is returned to its normal environment 
it will correct itself. All this may cause you to 
pause before making a permanent adjustment 



to an instrument which, before a move, was 
functioning perfectly. In general, be suspicious 
of sudden problems. 

As a last resort, you may have to modify the 
register, but great caution should be exercised. A 
register must be made very precisely to function 
properly and misjudged or unnecessary alterations 
can seriously harm the action. If the slot is to be 
enlarged, one or two strokes with a very fine, flat 
needle-file will suffice. Do not scrub up and down 
with a file: it only cuts in one direction. Use it 
gently but firmly and at right angles to the edge 
which is to be reduced. Count the strokes-one or 
two should do the trick. Do not file the back edge 
of the slot, because this will have a detrimental 
effect on the repetition and the strength of the 
sound produced by the quill. If filing is necessary, 
file only from the front edge. Leather-covered 
registers should, of course, never be filed. 

Leather-covered registers present problems 
of their own, but sticking jacks is rarely one of 
them. As jacks travel up and down they wear 
the leather, usually making themselves too loose 
rather than too tight. Nevertheless, leather, like 
wood, is vulnerable to changes in relative hu­
midity, shrinking when dry and expanding 
when damp. Humidity changes or ragged cuts 
which leave feathery bits of leather protruding 
into the slot void can cause a jack to become 
sluggish. Only a very sharp pair of small side­
or end-cutters (which have never been used on 
metal) should be used to snip them cleanly 
away-if they' are visible. Take care not to cut 
or nick the slot sides. No greater modification 
of leather should be undertaken without remov­
ing the register from the instrument completely, 
and seeking advice from the builder. 
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S OMEONE has asked how to get dust off 
a soundboard. Good cleaning relies on 
good access and the only way to get good 

access to the soundboard is to remove all the 
strings. But this is not recommended as a routine 
maintenance measure. 

There are several ways to approach the prob­
lem. A pair of hand-held bellows can very effec­
tive in blowing dust to an open area of the 
soundboard-such as the spine side, beyond the 
lowest bass string. It is then possible to vacuum 
it up using a soft, long-bristle brush to push the 
dust towards the suction of a vacuum cleaner 
nozzle. Another method is to brush the whole 
soundboard in between the strings-covering 
the metal ferrule of the brush with masking tape, 
if necessary, to protect the strings from it. Both 
of these methods have as their principal draw­
back that much of the dust goes back into the 
air and settles again on the soundboard. Brush­
ing between the strings can also leave dust 
streaks on the soundboard, visible when strong 
light falls on it from the keyboard end. 

Custom-made wooden baffles which covered 
the strings and soundboards were provided for 
many early fortepianos. Although the intended 
function of the baffles is not known, they would 
certainly have acted as dust covers. Perhaps the 
best approach today is one of prevention: keep 
the instrument closed and covered whenever it 
is not in use. 

Mimi 
Waitzman 
• • • 
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CLASSIFIED 

HARPSICHORDS-Franco­
Flemish. Single manual: £3,950. 
Double manual: £5,750. 
VIRGINALS-from £2,950. 
Including delivery. Inspection 
welcome. Xavier Le ig h­
Flanders, 24 Cromwell Road, 
Basingstoke. (01256) 22846. 

TWO FLEMISH Double­
manual harps ichord, full y 
renovated . Mark Stevenson 
1981 £7,000 +VAT. Zuckermann 
1986 £5,000 +VAT. 
(0171) 723 9650 

SPINET Dolme tsch , 
Ottaumo, full y overhauled 
1993. Excellent condition. 
£1,550. Lindsey (01535) 275292 

r--------------------, 
H&F CLASSIFIED 

40p per word (plus VAT) 

Please send cheque/PO to Peacock Press, 
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Scout Bottom Farm, Mytholmroyd, West Yorkshire, HX7 SJS J ____________________ J ~ 
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The Recorder Magazine is the magazine for all players, teachers, pupils and makers 
of the recorder. 

Subscribe Today 
Just £ 12 per year 
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Maher & Restorer of Early Keyboard Instruments 

Authentic B,-assware for 

Early Keyboard Instruments 
1'he range i11c-l11des brass,rnre copied from lhe i11str11m e11ts nf Ruckers, 
Toski11, Mii!tke, Tisscra11, Smith, S lade, Keene & Brackley, Hayu:ard, 
Hitchcock and others; and l'Orious other items copied during the 
restoration of harpsichords and early pianos. These ore high quality 
fittings, cast i,~ 70130 brass, which u:ill grace any in strument. They are 
currently being used by 111011)' well k11ou·n makers and restorers,and by 
people who ore redec-oroti11g existing i,i.strumen ts. 
A catalogue and prit-e list git·i11g dime11sioned outline d rau·i11gs of the 
en tire ra11ge is ovoiloble. 

New Instrumen ts 

Joseph Tisseran harpsichord of 1700 
Orders are m rre11 tly being takefl for copies of the 1Yssera11, recently 
restored in this u>orkshop 011,d Iww in the Bate collection ill Oxford. A 
recording of Purcell suites played on this instrumen t by Martin Souter 
iso1:oilobleo1t the JSJSlabel (CD004). 17,e Tissera11 is beliel·ed to bet he 
earl iesl English double 111011110/, a11d is one of th e few poin ted English 
horpsid,ords. 

Other i11stn1111e11ls mode lo order iitdude harpsichords ofter R11ckers 

011d Blo11ch.et 011d o roriely of e:rcelle11t l'irgi11als. 

For further details p lease ,aile, or telepho11e: 

Da vid J Law 
Ash /louse, East Stre<'I, Lo11g Compton, Sl1ipslo11-011-Sto11r, 

U:aru·ickshire CV36 S.JT, E11glo11d • Telephone 0608-684 493 

ANDREW 
WOODERSON 
Early Keyboard Instruments 

Maker of Harpsichords and Clavichords. 
Also Concert hire, Tuning, 

Maintenance, Repair and Restoration. 
New and fully overhauled secondhand 

instruments available for sale 

5 Bourne Road, Bexley, Kent, 
DAS JLG, England 

Telephone 01 322 558326 
01322 525558 (also Fax) 

THE BROADWOOD 
ARCHIVE 

CONSERVATION APPEAL 
Help us preserve the history of the piano. 

The archive contains an almost complete record of 
the pianos sold by the firm from 1800 onwards. 
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The cost is £57,682 . So far we have raised £7,500 and 
the National Manuscrip ts Conservation Trust has 

doubled this. 
If we raise another £7,500 in I 995 this will also be 

doubled by the Trust. 

The work is going on as money comes in . Already the 
earliest volumes are being repaired by paper 

conservators at bookbinders. 

If you give £80 or more your name will be entered in 
one of the repaired volumes. 

All donations will be ack nowledged. Donations should be sent to: 
Broadwood Archive Conservation Appeal 
c/o Dr David Robinson, County Archivist 

Surrey Record Office 
County Hall 

Kingston upon Thames 
Surrey KT! 2DN 

Surrey County Council has set up a holding accou nt dedicated to 
The Broadwood Archive Co nservation Appeal. For legal and 

administrative reasons cheques should be made payable to 
Surrey County Council. 

Tubhole Harn - Dent -
Sedbergh- W.R. Yorkshire 

tel. 015396 25361 I.AHi SRE 


