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Foreword
ANTHONY BAINES

I feel it an immense honour to be given the
opportunity of introducing this most neces-
sary book. There will probably always be
some room among people who take an
interest in instruments for those, like myself,
who are purely executants and historians.
But times have changed, and we all now re-
cognize the supreme importance of those
others who are, in addition to these two
things, instrument makers also. To one who
has witnessed it over recent years, this
widening of attitudes appears as an astonish-
ing revolution. One looks back across the
long years through which, in the field of
revival of ancient instruments, the Dol-
metsch family operated in this country vir-
tually as lone wolves. For us, they began it
all. Then, after the last war, new artist-
craftsmen appeared on the scene, led by two
distinguished contributors to the present
volume, Dietrich Kessler and, later, Ian
Harwood. Yet it still took a few more years
for the great ‘psychological barriet’ to be
generally removed: namely that the skills of
actually making a successful instrument do
not, after all, necessatily have to be handed
down from father to son, from foreman to
apprentice, as trained artisans after the ways
of the last century — men who were some-
what patronized in a jovial manner by the
better-paid musicians, celebrated or rank-
and-file, who appeared before the public.
T'rue, there were always men like Heron-
Allen - how many hundreds of amateur
fiddle-makers must have profited from his
book! —~ but they were exceptions to what
was generally expected. Today, and one re-
cords the fact with genuine excitement,

people who feel the urge come upon them,
often young people with no more previous
training than perhaps a little woodwork at
school, simply plunge in, quickly to produce
some passable work and confident of even-
tually producing very good work and an-
nouncing a waiting list. How few would have
contemplated — one could say, dared - even
to embark on the first stage fifty years ago?

Best it is, of course, when the novice
maker, perhaps one who wishes to go beyond
‘kits’, has the advantage of guidance by a
craftsman already experienced, successful and
enterprising (meaning in particular by the
last, having a thoughtful interest in history).
Failing this guidance, published manuals are
needed, and within these covers there are a
whole series of them, each by an acknow-
ledged expert in his field — whereby the
chapters will prove no less valuable to
makers who have already had some exper-
ience. No one need doubt the worth of
following instructions in print. In our work-
shop here a young friend who had barely
touched a lathe before has just completed a
beautiful set of small-pipes in boxwood,
working wholly from Cocks and Bryan.? All
who open this book will no doubt imme-
diately think of similar examples of personal
enterprise, probably led by himself or her-
self, but has it always been possible to back
the enterprise with a comparable set of expert
instructions? I know that this cannot have
been so. So now please find your chapter and
read on.

A.B. Oxford, 1978

1. E. Heron-Allen, Violin-making as it was and is, London, 1884, etc.
2. W. A. Cocks & J. F. Bryan, The Northumberland Bagpipes, Newcastle upon Tyne, 1967.






Editor’s Preface

CHARLES FORD

Making musical instruments is a most satisfy-
ing art and, as a reaction to our mechanical
age perhaps, many people are eager to learn
once more the old skills which gave hand-
made instruments their special value. This
book is intended to guide and encourage
those who want to make their own in-
struments; professional as well as non-
professional makers will find much useful
information here, for when experts talk or
write on their subject even the learned may
learn something new. The final chapter in
this book, on the conservation of musical
instruments, should also be of great interest
to makers and restorers alike, for the value
of existing historical instruments and their
careful preservation and restoration is now
fully appreciated. Our attitude towards the
making of new instruments or reproductions
of historic instruments, and the methods of
construction, must be flexible, for an instru-
ment’s personality is surely determined
largely by the maker’s own style and methods
of construction. The contributors to this
symposium describe how they themselves
make musical instruments, and for this they
have assumed that the reader already has a
basic knowledge of woodworking and of the
use and handling of tools, which is a subject
in itself. Those who are encouraged to make
one of the instruments described here will
benefit enormously from the experience and,
by closely following the experts’ advice, will
learn a great deal; and producing the first
instrument usually results in a life-long
involvement!

The instruments featured in our book, viol,
lute, violin, guitar, and harpsichord, have

been chosen because they seem to represent
the most popular string and keyboard in-
struments. Neither wind nor percussion
instruments have been included as it was felt
that the very different construction principles
and techniques, and the vastness of those
subjects, would fill another book. String and
keyboatd instruments can be made with
surprisingly few tools and, with ingenuity,
one can do without many of the ‘special’
tools used by professional makers. Well-
seasoned timbers, so essential to the instru-
ment maker, such as spruce, ebony, rose-
wood, and so on, are becoming increasingly
difficult to find; however, there are various
sources and some of these can be found
advertised in the pages of magazines con-
cerned with music and musical instruments.
Many museums now have available scale
drawings of the instruments in their collec-
tions and these, and the study of the
instruments themselves, provide unique in-
formation for those who are concerned with
making historically accurate instruments.

It remains for me to thank my colleagues
who have contributed these chapters and
who have co-operated over the long period
of this book’s preparation. For generous help
given throughout this period, my sincere
thanks to Dr Anthony Baines, Professor
Robert Donington, Mr David Godden, Mr
Friedemann Hellwig, Miss Judith Osbotne,
Mrs Diana Poulton, Mr José Romanillos,
Mr Howard Schott, Mr John Thomson, Mrs
Keith Witt, and Dr Berthold Wolpe. For the
design of the book, my thanks to Shirley and
Michael Tucker.

C.F. London, 1978
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The Vol

DIETRICH KESSLER

1. Introduction

It is very nearly thirty years since I started making my first viol; it was a vastly different
looking — and sounding — insttument from the ones being made now, some hundred-and-
sixty viols later. With every one of these I have tried to achieve as good a result as possible,
both tonally and from a workmanship point of view, but because one’s own taste and
ideals change, the latest viols are bound to be different from the earlier ones. This process
of experimenting and — hopefully — improving is something that is bound to go on. The
most that can be claimed for this chapter, therefore, is that it is a faithful record of how I
feel viols should be made at the moment.

+ Thave never been of the opinion that, simply because an instrument is old, it is bound
to be good; there were good and bad makers, then as now. Over the years I have adopted
more and more of the ideas of seventeenth-century English makers, but this approach
had to be selective, as I have never been interested in making copies for museums, only
real instruments for musicians. In selecting certain features as worth copying and rejecting
others, I have tried to learn from both their successes and their failures. Future generations
of players will have to decide if I have made the right decisions.

This chapter describes how the bass viol illustrated here was made. I have assumed
that any reader who intends to make a viol has had some previous experience, if not in
instrument-making, then at least in fine woodwork. For those who would like more
detailed guidance of a practical nature, the book by E. Heron-Allen, Uolin-making as it
was and is (London, 1885), should provide most of the answers. For more information
on design and proportions of viols, their sizes and tunings and a lot of other background
material, Nicholas Bessaraboft’s book, Ancient European Musical Instruments (Boston,
1941), cannot be too highly recommended. Many of the processes described in this chapter
sound complicated and difficult, but I hope no potential maker is put off by this; I, for
one, find making a viol much easier than writing about it.

2. Tools and Materials

There are only a few special tools required for making a viol over and above the ones a
cabinet-maker uses. I am only going to list the most important of these; anybody seriously
interested in making viols will soon find out which others can be helpful and save time.

One of the most obvious is a bending iron, which is basically a piece of metal tubing,
approximately 4 cm in diameter and some 15 cm long which is heated through the centre
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Making Musical Instruments

by a gas flame, and which can be made easily. More elaborate ones are available — usually
from Germany — in which the heating is done by electricity and the temperature is con-
trolled by thermostats.

A set of three or four small violin-maker’s planes is important. It is very difficult to
make an arching, or to thickness a belly without them, and once one has got used to
handling them, any number of other jobs can be done with them more quickly than by
conventional methods.

Purfling tools exist in various designs, although the idea behind them is always the
same. The gaps between the two cutters and between the cutters and the guide must be
fully adjustable. The type illustrated is superior to other types if one wants to inlay
purfling ornaments: the cutter assembly can be removed from the rest and used without

the handle and guide.

\
T ﬁ’FF_)

Fig. 1.1 A simple gas-heated bending iron Fig. 1.2 Purfling tool and cutter assembly

For gluing backs and bellies most instrument-makers use cramps similar to the one
illustrated. This (Fig. 3) is made entirely from wood but sometimes spindle and thread are
of metal, and, depending on the size of the discs and of the viol, between thirty and forty
cramps are needed to go round a bass viol. To apply the pressure evenly they are best
placed close together without any gaps in between.

About the most important tool for a maker is his knife. It is usual to buy the blade
and make the wooden handle to fit your hand. The three most useful blade widths are 6,
15 and 2o mm. The latter two are for all purposes, whereas the narrow blade is for
cutting soundholes and bridges.

Apart from a big cabinet-maker’s scraper (approximately 15 x 7 cm) it is a good
idea to have one or two smaller ones made from spring steel 0.4 to o.s mm thick. These
should be so shaped that concave sutfaces can be scraped, such as the inside of a belly for
example. These thin scrapers should be ground from one side at 45° all round, and honed
until perfectly sharp, when with the help of a scraper steel the edge should be pushed
over towards the flat side to form the burr.
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