
























































his German partner, establish himself
as the Henry Ford of the Early Instru-
ment world.

Nowhere was Bill more discussed
than “chez” Ginette de Chambure, the
fairy godmother of us baroque musi-
cians in Paris. Ginette had a splendid
townhouse that had belonged to the

ueen of Naples; it was in Neuilly on
the outskirts of Paris, complete with
private museum crammed to the rafters
with old instruments. She was also
curator of the Early Instrument Collec-
tion at the Paris Conservatoire. Her
Court, for she was a patroness of the
arts in the grand tradition of the Poli-
gnac (her cousins) and the Noailles, met
often to discuss old music or rehearse
for her concerts, but mostly to eat: she
had one of the best cooks in Paris, and
her table was legendary. It was during
one of her lunches that an amusing
incident took place; the subject of con-
versation: the shortcomings of the Wil-
liam Dowd harpsichords. Ginette, be-
ing well brought up (she was Comtesse
de Chambure), said little and let the
others around the lunch table do the
talking. One of her not-so-young “pro-
tégés” (a pre-war model) was adamant
about the fact that Bill Dowd spent far
too much time working on the actions
(“la mécanique”) of his instruments.
When I asked if that meant that the
instruments were playable and reliable
(“jouables, fiables et sans mauvaise sur-
prise”) the reply, dripping with aesthetic
venom, was a long drawn-out YESSS!—
“OUAAIS!”

Well, Bill did arrive! He established
himself in Paris, I bought his first Paris
instrument, and more importantly, we
became friends. During his twelve years
of activity in Paris we saw each other
frequently. His instruments were in-
deed reliable, but more than that, they
spoke eloquently and they contributed
greatly to improving the level of a milieu
that was in need of serious
professionalism.

Bill would get a Légion d’Honneur if
I had anything to say about the matter
and I would sing out as they pinned on
his medal: “Here is a lover and a creator
of beautiful things, a foreigner who has
shown the French through his work how
durable and desirable is their own
beauty, an American in Paris who has
made Paris a more beautiful musical
place. God bless you, dear Bill!”

—William Christie
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As I entered Albert Fullers harpsi-
chord repertory class at Juilliard one
day late in 1970 I had no idea that the
man seated at Albert’s harpsichord
“Maude” would figure so prominently
in my professional life during the next
20 years. Bill Dowd was there to do a
routine maintenance on the studio in-
strument. I don’t remember much from
that initial meeting except that at one
point the class discussion was inter-
rupted when he plucked a paper clip
from somewhere inside the harpsichord
and threw it at us, barely missing a
human target by inches, muttering all
the while about irresponsible students.
I thought to myself, “How can this man
care so much about what he is doing?”
That has been my overwhelming im-
pression about Bill through the years: a
man who cares passionately and lov-
ingly about his profession.

I really got to know Bill several years
later when I was living in Paris, for he
would come regularly to France to over-
see and finish instruments. One partic-
ular incident stands out in my mind:
early in my professional career Bill
attended a chamber music concert in
which I was playing. Minutes before
the start of the concert I noticed that
the harpsichord was horribly out of
tune, even though a tuner had been
there earlier. Spying Bill in the audi-
ence, I sought his help, and, without a
word, he tuned for me. The next day,
when I arrived at his shop for my daily

ractice session, I was summoned into
Eis presence and given a kind, yet stern,
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William Dowd in the Hubbard & Dowd
shop, notching the corners of a harpsi-
chord case to insert splines or keys to
strengthen the joints.

lecture concerning the “art of being a
harpsichordist,” which includes the
ability to maintain the instrument even
under the most dire of circumstances
as well as ability as a performer!

Bill has lived his entire life this way:

rofessional from A to Z. Not only do
ﬁis harpsichords sound beautiful, they
always work. I think of his profession-
alism often for courage and inspiration
in my own continuing career.

One final glimpse from those Paris
years: I would go gequently to his little
apartment at the place du marché Ste.
Catherine in the Marais, where first 1
would be regaled with a home-cooked
meal (his petit salé is unequaled!) and
then, over a glass of wine, we would
discuss everyt?i"ling from fine points of
harpsichord voicing and antique instru-
ments he had examined to Mozart, jazz,
or the wonderful patisserie on the
corner.

Bill Dowd has retired, but his instru-
ments continue to help harpsichordists
become better players.

—Arthur Haas
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It was in 1956, while I was staying in
Cambridge, MA, that Mrs. E. Power
Biggs invited me to meet some young
harpsichord makers who were said to
buli-ﬁi outstanding instruments; these
young men turned out to be William
Dowd and Frank Hubbard. It was not
difficult to recognise, from the very first
moment we entered their workshop,
the excellent quality of their work. They
were real craftsmen and they had a
Eerfect understanding of the classical

arpsichord.

In my own work I was also admiring
the qualities of the organs of the past,
which made it easy to understand the
goals of these young harpsichord mak-
ers. It didn't tai:e much time before we
understood each other and we began to
discuss the problems we had in com-
mon. It was a very memorable meeting
on which I still think back with
pleasure.

Then, years later in 1980, John Fes-
perman together with the Friends of
Music at the Smithsonian organized a
series of lectures to be given at the
museum in Washington by William
Dowd and me. In the course of these
lectures it became apparent that the
number of things we had in common
was striking. We approached our crafts
in the same way and had a similar vision
both about the work we did and the
history of the instruments we made. It
struck me that if the word “harpsichord”
had been changed to “organ” in Bill's
story, or “organ” to “harpsichord” in
mine, what we said would still have
made perfect sense.

Most recently we met again in 1991,
this time casuaﬁ]y at the house of mutual
friends. From this time together I
learned that Bill Dowd is still as enthu-
siastic about harpsichords as he has
been during a long life of making, with
great skill, his fine and outstanding
instruments.

—D. A. Flentrop
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Wiatching Bill Dowd approach the
watershed age of 70 we are very aware
of the unusual experience we have in
getting to know well this legendary
maker in the semi-retirement phase of
his career. We are more acuteﬁf aware
of the valuable ways in which he has,
by example, had a positive influence on
our work and instruments. Some of
these lessons have been communicated
through our own observation, by means
of the force of his personality; others
have come in the form of tangible
items—his own work.

Bill is a real lover of facts and infor-
mation—not only about instruments,
but about everyti;ing from food to fal-
cons. He is by nature a cataloguer, a list-
maker, someone who likes things to be
in their place at home, on a sailboat, in
the shop, or in the unwieldy body of
information we confront about the in-
struments, lives, and times of earlier
makers. His appetite for facts allows
him to be captivated by new ones, even
if they force reconsideration of previous
opinions. Bill is always eager to share
information, to disseminate it, and to
enlarge the general body of knowledge.
The urge to masticate data, to organize
it until specific patterns or truths can
be discerned, has also enabled him to
reassess his own work, to admit errors
or lack of enlightenment, and to grow
into new ways of doing things. One
image we hope to carry into our sev-
enties is that of Bill struggling doggedly
to improve various older Dowd instru-
ments, to bring them as much as possi-
ble into line with his current
understanding.

One could imagine Bill throwing his
weight around in our shop as “le
maitre” —handing down advice and
opinion with all the authority he com-
mands. Interesting, he treads lightly for
the most part, paying particular atten-
tion not to disrupt final voicing and
musical finishing work. His appreciation
of shop problems and pressures is some-
times supportive simply because he
does understand them. When Bill has
a piece of advice he wants to emphasize
especially, he introduces it by saying,
“Now this is Father Harpsichord s ea]%—
ing . . .,” and it is usually very direct
and sensible.

Bill’s basic pragmatism, complemen-
tary to his affection for facts, has
strengthened his relationship with the
performing world for decades. He tends
to call a spade a spade, and if something
is not up to snuff—either instrument or
player —he tends to say so. Correspond-
ingly, any natural competitiveness yields
to his appreciation for real ability (mu-
sical, scholarly, technical). It can ﬁe lots
of fun to sit with Bill at a concert
because he genuinely so enjoys good
playing. His willingness to take younger
glayers and makers very seriously has

een of great importance to many from
both categories. Certainly we have been
encouraged to do difficult things or to
maintain high standards when receiving
a deserved compliment from Bill.

Yachting has been important to Bill
since his youth, when he raced Snipe
class dinghys on Long Island Sound,
through World War II, when he was
stationed aboard a large wooden sail-
boat on watch for German submarines
off the New England coast. During his

ears in Boston he usually kept a sail-
Koat on Buzzards Bay or Boston Harbor;
he maintains a boat on the Chesapeake
today. Bill’s fascination with yacht de-
sign (he can identify the wor{( of Her-
reshoff, Alden, Step{lens, Howland and
many others at sight and reminisce
about particular boats and cruises) is
reflected in the clean, complete nauti-
cal-like drawings he has made of harp-
sichords, both of his own design and of
historical instruments.

Drawn in pencil (never in ink) on
paper or Mylar, they project a simple
elegance that belies the contemplation
and considerable labor that goes into
them. Most makers crowd an entire
harpsichord drawing with elevation and

details onto one sheet, which can make
it difficult for a cabinetmaker or key-
board technician to sort it all out. Bill
usually prepares three drawings of each
design: a full-size string band, showing
musically important parts—scaling,
ribs, bridges, hitchpin rails, etc.; a quar-
ter-size dimensioned plan and eleva-
tion; and a full-size dimensioned key-
board elevation. Often there are
additional drawings of handstops, slides
and guides, music desks, or stands. The
importance of these drawings could be
lost on a maker working alone, but as
soon as more than one person is in-
volved in the building process, the
drawings serve as a standard and inspi-
ration for the precision and clarity nec-
essary for consistent work. Indeed,
since the advent of Bills presence in
our shop, our own drawings have im-
proved in quality and detail.
The examples could go on, but the
oint is that we have benefited greatly
gy having close at hand the distillation
of more than 40 years of experience in
harpsichord making. Everyone ac-
knowledges that we progress {])y stand-
ing on our masters shoulders: having
found our footing and our way in the
shops of Eric Herz and Frank Hubbard,
it is gratifying to be lifted once again by
Bill Dowd when we are able to take
good advantage of the gift.
—Thomas and Barbara Wolf
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Dowland and Purcell choosing
their texts with William Dowd in
mind

O how happys he, who from bus'ness free

Music for a while (Yes, a very good while,—
since 1949)

While bolts and bars my days control[ed]
(The last two letters added by the editor
make comment superfluous)

From silent night (Only since aquiring a
telephone answering machine)

If my complaints could passions move
(Deliver them at No. 100)

Shall I sue?

Here let my life (Bostonia amata)

Now, o now I needs must part (Boston
abandonata)

Shall I strive with words to move? (Well, it
actually was done with a van)

Welcome to all the pleasures (Of
Alexandrias feast

Love those beams (Oh, those joists and
summers in the olden workshops)

Thou tunest this world (Which is mean and
needs a lot of tuning)

If music be the food of love (Eat on)

Fine knacks for ladies (A man is never too

0
What if I never speed (Keep your Chevrolet)
Flow my tears (For good humidification)
Lachrimae (The same, for another kind of
customer)
An old plebeian let me die (H.P. must have
been confusing WD. with another maker)
O lull me, couch’d in soft regose (Bless you,
but isn’t that a little early?)
—Gustav Leonhardt

Glenn Spring is Professor of Music at Walla
Walla College. He has provided the following
short note about the harpsichord work,
printed in this issue of THE DIAPASON:

The presence olf a new Dowd harpsichord
on the Walla Walla College campus provided
the stimulus and the inspiration for my 1982
work entitled William Dowd: His Bleu. A
string player myself, 1 was nonetheless in-
triguedp with the sonorous capacity and po-
tential of this particular instrument. The
imaginative stimulus of hands-on involve-
ment spawned the purely musical ideas em-
bodied in the work but once it was finished,
the influences became more obvious (for
instance, the French harpsichord was blue,
and thus the title, suggested by a friend,
seemed appropriate. William Dowds healthy
interest in many styles of music, including
jazz, makes this work particularly apt as a
tribute to the builder of Walla Walla’s
harpsichord.

William Dowd: His Bleu was a 1990
winner of an Alienor Harpsichord Composi-
tion award.

Jane Johnson lives in Crab Orchard, TN,
with her husband, a retired physicist. An
organist, harpsichordist, and musicologist
with a special interest in Iberian music, her
drawings have been seen in several previous
issues of THE DiAPAsON.
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