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The National Music
Museum (NMM) is now
home to what may be the
oldest playable harpsichord in
the entire world.

The instrument was made
in Naples, circa 1530, and was
acquired in 2009 by the
museum from its most recent
owner, who lived in
Argentina.

“Of the 16th-century
harpsichords that I’ve seen,
it’s in absolutely the best
condition,” said conservator
John Koster. “So, there was
really very little to do, most of
which was reversing some
alterations that were done in
the 17th century. The
soundboard is perfect. 

“The main thing I had to
do was to make a new set of
jacks, the thing that plucks
the strings. The original ones
were missing, and the ones
that came with it didn’t quite
work,” he said. “Other than
that, it was really very
minimal. Some cleaning,
things like that.”

The harpsichord had its
official unveiling Friday, Sept.
23, with a presentation by
Koster, followed by a
performance of four
selections by junior music
major Wyatt Smith. 

Assisting as page-turner
was Larry Schou, dean of the
College of Fine Arts at the
University of South Dakota.

“It’s a very exciting time
for this organization,” said
Ted Muenster of the
museum’s development office.

“We have a unique
opportunity tonight to hear
this wonderful instrument. …
It’s been in the loving care of
John Koster for the last year
or more, and John has been
working with has staff to
restore the instrument, and
tonight we’re going to hear it
play.”

The harpsichord first came
to the attention of those at the
museum in 2002, when it was
offered as an auction item on
eBay.

“It didn’t sell,” Koster said.
“Then we had a graduate
student here who knew the
instrument and put us in
contact with the owner. We
proceeded from that.”

The instrument was
purchased with funds from
the William Selz Estate, the
Mr. & Mrs. Clifford E. Graese
Fund and the Mr. & Mrs. R.E.
Rawlins Fund.

Koster said it is difficult to
say exactly when the
harpsichord was constructed,
but his estimation is based in
part of the age of the
instrument’s soundboard.

Another clue can be found
on the keyboard.

“There is a date on one of
the keys which is a little
unclear, but I read it as 1533.
That seemed to be the date of
a repair,” he said.

Apart from its playability,
the harpsichord is notable for
the fact that it exists in any
state.

“There may be somewhere
between 20 to 30 16th-
century harpsichords,” Koster
said. “Very few have survived. 

“This one almost landed

on a junk pile,” he continued.
“The former owner was
cleaning out his parents’
estate and put it on the burn
pile as a useless toy piano.
Somebody fortunately said,
‘Don’t do that.’”

Koster described the
instrument’s ownership
history over the course of the
20th century as “fairly

simple.”
“It was sold in Italy in the

1920s, and it remained in that
family until a harpsichord
maker acquired it about 15
years ago, and we bought it
from him,” he said.

Now that it’s at the NMM,
it joins a collection of 12-15
other, newer harpsichords.

“We have them from the

16th century to the late 18th
century, from England,
France, Belgium, Italy,
Portugal, Germany – from
pretty much everywhere they
made harpsichords. So, it’s
one of the more complete
collections in the world –
certainly in this country,”
Koster said.

Also in attendance at

Friday’s ceremony were Tom
Lillibridge, chair of the NMM
Board of Trustees, founding
director of the museum
André Larson and USD
President James Abbott.

For more information
about the museum, visit
http://orgs.usd.edu/nmm/.
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Less time.  
Fewer side effects.  

Happy outcomes.

Mary Milroy, MD, FACS
Yankton Medical Clinic, P.C.
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Italian harpsichord is now at home

Junior music major Wyatt Smith plays one of the National Music Museum’s newest acquisitions – a harpsichord made in Naples, circa 1530 – at
a ceremony the night of Friday, Sept. 23. Assisting as page-turner is Larry Schou, dean of the College of Fine Arts at the University of South
Dakota. 

(Photo by Travis Gulbrandson)

Instrument unveiled at
National Music Museum 

The University of South
Dakota ranks as one of
“America’s Top Colleges,”
according to Forbes. In the
magazine’s annual ranking of
the best undergraduate
institutions in the nation, the
University of South Dakota
ranks among the top 500
colleges and universities.
Additionally, Forbes ranks
USD as one of the top 200
Research Universities.

“America’s Top Colleges”
rankings are based on five
general categories: Post
Graduate Success, including
alumni in Who’s Who
America and alumni salary
via Payscale.com; Student
Satisfaction, which includes
professor evaluations from
RateMyProfessor.com and
freshman-to-sophomore
retention rates; Student Debt,
which takes into account
average federal student loan
debt load and student loan
default rates; Four-year
Graduation Rate; and
Competitive Awards, which
rewards schools whose
students win prestigious
scholarships and fellowships
like the Rhodes, the Marshall
and the Fulbright.

“America’s Top Colleges”
assesses the quality of the
educational experiences at
more than 600 institutions
nationwide. It also spotlights
quality of teaching, great
career prospects, and
emphasizes financial
prudence, particularly low
levels of debt, so students can
make an informed, consumer
choice when it comes to
selecting a college or
university. The rankings
2011 were prepared
exclusively for Forbes by the
Center for College
Affordability and
Productivity, a Washington,
D.C.-based research center.

The complete list of
“America’s Top Colleges” is at
www.forbes.com/sites/micha
elnoer/2011/08/03/americas-
top-colleges.

USD is one
of ‘America’s
Top Colleges’
according to

Forbes


