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An Introduction to the Conservation of Historical Pianos 

Historical pianos are to be found in increasing numbers in schools, concert halls, and 

private homes; yet few opportunities are available for acquiring the specialized skills 

needed to care for them. This intensive two-day academy, led by conservator-

technicians Ken Eschete and Ken Walkup, is designed primarily for piano technicians 

who are seeking to expand their skill set in that direction. 

Offered by the Cornell-Westfield Center for Historical Keyboards (and in conjunction 

with the 2022 Forte/Piano Summer Academy), the academy will host 10 participants 

on the Cornell University campus, drawing upon its unique collection of historical 

keyboard instruments.  
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Curriculum Overview 

Learning will take place through in-person and video presentations combined with 

hands-on assignments that provide opportunities to apply learned skills. The academy 

will consist of four 90-minute sessions on Saturday, July 30 and two on Sunday, July 

31 with ample opportunity in between to explore Cornell’s renowned keyboard 

collection and network with other participants and instructors. Topics (subject to 

revision) will include: 

1. Introduction to Basic Conservation Principles 

2. Working with Hardware 

o Making tuning pins; making new brass hardware look old; making a new 

“old” wood screw. 

3. Scale Evaluation and Modification 

o Different gauge systems; how to measure a scale; how to use the Paulello 

typogram to evaluate and modify a scale; current wire sources.   

o Making open-wound bass strings for square pianos. 

4. English Action Regulation 

o Origin of the English action; variants; period instructions for how to 

regulate; real-world situations, using examples from the CCHK pianos; 

hands-on experience with an 1865 Broadwood. 

5. Making Basic Repairs 

o Making replacement cedar hammer shanks; replacing parchment hinges; 

cloth dampers and threaded damper wires; loose tuning pins. 

6. Furniture Conservation Techniques 

o Veneer repairs; making moldings; color matching; French polishing; 

making new threaded dowels for stripped legs. 

7. Pinblock Consolidation Using Epotek 301 

 

https://bentsidearts.com/about-us/
https://www.historicalkeyboards.org/staff/
https://www.historicalkeyboards.org/
https://www.historicalkeyboards.org/summer-academy/
https://www.historicalkeyboards.org/pianos/
https://www.historicalkeyboards.org/pianos/
file:///C:/Users/Liza%20Z/Downloads/Forte_Piano%20Tech%20Academy%202022-final2.0.docx%23_Toc103040806
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Ken Eschete 

Ken Eschete is a native of New Orleans and has lived in Spokane since 2013. His 

experience as a conservator started with a fellowship at the Smithsonian Institution 

and continued with an internship at Colonial Williamsburg. He was elected to 

Professional Associate in the American Institute for Conservation (AIC). Conservation 

treatments have included three pianos at the Smithsonian, including Prince Albert’s 

Erard piano, a fortepiano by Graff, and the 1860 Chickering grand. Other 

conservation work has included the Abraham Lincoln piano at the Chicago Historical 

Society Museum. Most recently, he has done conservation work on Eleanor 

Roosevelt’s Steinway at the Roosevelt Presidential Library; and on Cornell’s 1843 

Pleyel grand piano.  

When not working on historic pianos, Ken operates a piano tuning business with a 

very active restoration shop serving pianists from all over the country. More 

information at www.BentsideArts.com  

 

 

Ken Walkup 

While attending Cornell University in the 

early 1970s, I began to take an interest in 

piano tuning and repair. In early 1974 I 

applied to the North Bennett Street School 

in Boston, then and now the best place in 

the country to study this subject. For a few 

months, while waiting for the next class to 

begin, I took a job at the Aeolian American 

factory in East Rochester, NY, 

manufacturer of Mason & Hamlin, 

Chickering, Knabe, and several other 

brands of piano. 

The director of the piano tech program at 

NBSS was Bill Garlick. In addition to being 

an inspiring teacher, he had an important collection of mostly 19th-century pianos, 

which were housed at the school. So, in addition to a practical education based on 

modern pianos, I got a terrific introduction to historical pianos as well. 

I returned to Ithaca in August 1975. Around Thanksgiving Day I got a call from 

Malcolm Bilson, who told me that the job of tuning pianos for the Department of Music 

was open. Malcolm’s interest in fortepianos grew, and I was of course interested. As 

the decades passed, the term “fortepiano” began to encompass much more than the 

five octave instruments made in Vienna at the time of Mozart. As the number and 

variety of his, and Cornell’s, instruments increased, I began doing more of the tuning 

and other maintenance, especially since about 2000. My own interest and knowledge 

increased as a result. 

I‘m now fortunate to be able to work with the amazing group of pianos at the Cornell 

Center for Historical Keyboards, covering the entire history of the instrument up to the 

present. I really enjoy working on the early pianos, and at the same time I am also 

very much engaged in working on contemporary pianos. 

Instructors 
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Registration Details 

Dates and location: 

- Arrival on Friday July 29, Cornell University (Ithaca, NY), check out on Sunday 

July 31, 3pm. Welcome Meeting on Friday July 29, 4pm. 

 

Eligibility: 

- We welcome any person with an interest in historical piano technology. Prior 

experience with keyboard technology is preferred but not required. 

- All accepted participants must be fully vaccinated by the time they arrive on 

campus per Cornell’s COVID guidelines for students in residence. 

Cost:  

- $450 

- Fee includes tuition and 2-night accommodation by Cornell Student Housing 

and daily breakfast and lunch provided by Cornell Dining Services. 

Registration instructions: 

- Registration is first-come-first-serve; 10 places available; 

- Send an email before July 10 to cchk@cornell.edu to introduce your 

background and interest in attending the academy (up to 500 words); we will 

respond by email within 24 hours to notify if places are still available; 

- If places are available, we will provide instructions in our email response for 

submitting a $200 deposit. After submitting the deposit, you will receive an 

email confirming your place in the academy within 24 hours of receipt. 

- Remaining balance of $250 due on Friday July 29.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For questions, please contact: cchk@cornell.edu 

https://covid.cornell.edu/vaccines/vaccination-cornell/
mailto:cchk@cornell.edu
mailto:cchk@cornell.edu
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