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PIANO exhibit
at the Minnesota
State Fair, 1886

a more musical if not a more popular instru-
ment. It will not be finished for public exam-
ination for several weeks to come, but when
it is finished we hope that some of the ex-
perienced pianists of our city will examine
Mr. Hazelhurst’s instrument and improve-
ments, believing they wil] pronounce it a
grand success. In the manufacture of musi-
cal insttuments, our city is making rapid
progress,” the article boasted. “Organs,
melodeons, cabinet organs, and now pianos
are produced here, by the musical instru-
ment makers of this city, who will soon
relieve us of dependence upon the Eastern
makers.” No further trace of Hazelhurst or
his piano has been found. Where did he
go, and what happened to the instrument he
had so nearly completed?

In 1860 the nation had 110 establishments

“ United States Census, 1860, Manufactures,
738; Duluth Herald, December 30, 1939, sec. 2,
p- 31. Three pianos of the 1860s and 1870s are pre-
served in Duluth museums. Two of them, owned
by the Hanter and Merritt families, are in the St.
Louis County Historical Society. The third is on
loan to the Chisholm Museum from Miss Agnes
Macfarlane. The Hunter and Macfarlane instro-
ments were made by Allison of London and are
superior examples of the cabinetmaker’s art in the
upright piano. The Merritt piano was made by
Mathushek of New Haven, Connecticut, and is rep-
resentative of the American square piano of that
period.
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manufacturing pianos. They employed 3,482
people and produced some 22,000 instru-
ments. The piano in the home was now so
common it was considered a “friend of the
family.” It was also appearing in ever-in-
creasing numbers in public places where
concerts were held. Such entertainments
were the rage, and even the newer towns
had caught the fever. In 1869 Duluth held
its first concert “in the upstairs of an un-
finished store building, with wood planks
as seats.” Although piano music was not in-
cluded in the program, Duluth could then
boast of four pianos and a music teacher.*”
In the larger cities the opera house (any
city worthy of its name had one) installed
a piano, and local inusicians played at inter-
mission.

The grand piano was the principal type
used for such concerts, and manufacturers
sought to associate their names with these
instruments in the public mind. One piano
maker and a local dealer must have been
proud when on April 27, 1867, a Minne-
apolis newspaper reported: “Everybody is
supposed to try and pronownce jndgment
on the new ‘Knabe Grand’ just received by
the Musical Union — so we tried it . . . as
we are informed it required eleven men
and a small dog to set it up, we conclude
that it is a ‘big thing.'” The Musical Union
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which got the “big thing” was a choral group
with an instrumental complement that made
musical history in early Minneapolis.*®

To capitalize on the prestige that the
larger grand piano held in the public eye,
manufacturers began to produce what was
known as a “square grand.” Mrs. Ignatius
Donnelly bought such a piano about 1867
shortly before her congressman husband
was defeated and the family moved back to
Minnesota. The piano, which was acquired
for the Donnellys” daughter, was made by
Hallet, Davis and Company of Boston and
has the words “sQuare Granp” boldly let-
tered on the nameboard. It has seven and
a third octaves, a full iron frame, and a fine
case with all the carved embellishments of
the cabinetmaker’s art. In a word, the Don-
velly piano, now owned by Mr. and Mrs. Ole
Forside of St. Paul, is representative of the
finest development of the square piano.*®

IT HAS BEEN estimated that in 1869 the
United States produced thirty thousand pi-
anos. The square was still the most widely
sold instrument, although American builders
had already introduced the upright piano,
which eventually was to replace it. One
American company, however, which later
achieved fame through the grand piano
started its business in this country by manu-
facturing square instruments. That com-
pany was Steinway and Sons, founded in
New York in 1853 by a family of German
piano makers who had immigrated three
years before. They very early adopted and
improved upon the iron frame, developed
more responsive actions, and entered their
pianos in expositions where they won high
praise 50

As carly as May 28, 1858 —as if to cele-
brate Minnesota’s admission to the Union
as a full-fledged state — the following Stein-
way advertisement appeared in the St. Paul
Daily Pioneer and Democrat: “First Pre-
mium Gold Medal Piano-Forte; Steinway &
Sons, Manufacturers, 84 Walker Street, near
Broadway, New York, invites public atten-
tion to their newly improved Piano Fortes,
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with and without Iron Frames, pronounced
superior to any other instruments now before
the public by the most competent judges.
. .. Every instrument warranted for three
years to give entire satisfaction, or the pur-
chase money will be refunded.”

The following year Steinway research
produced improvements in the grand piano,
and the instrument began to find favor
among the concert soloists appearing in the
United States. Heretofore these soloists, who
were primarily Europeans, had brought with
them grand pianos of European manufac-
ture, instruments considered superior to
those available in this country. Henry Stein-
way, Jr., writing to bis brother Theodore in
1859, soon after the finm’s grand pianos had
been improved, said: “We are now anxious
to make our name well known in Europe;
this is absoluately necessary in order to inter-
est those piano virtuosi who come here, so

*® Minneapolis Daily Chronicle, April 27, 1867,
Minneapolis Sunday Tribune, January 20, 1935,
sec. 3, p. 7.

** Interview with Philip C. Donnelly, September
11, 1965; personal property tax form, June 18, 1867,
Donnelly Papers, in the Minnesota Historical So-
ciety.

® People and Pianos, A Century of Service to
Music, 11, 12 (New York, 1953). Piano production
figures were only estimates. For a discussion of
them, see Industrial America, 346.

CARVED leg of the Ramsey piano
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THE piano §
purchased by
Alexander Ramsey
in 1872

welll get our hands on them.” And “get
their hands on them” they did. Steinway was
soon building grands to please the most
fastidious piano artists of the day.”!

In 1872 the firm began to sponsor concert
artists of international reputation. The first
of these was Anton Rubinstein, who for the
next two years toured the United States
under the auspices of Steinway and played
a concert grand manufactured by his spon-
sor. While such endorsement campaigns
aided the artist, they also made the Steinway
name known in all corners of the nation,
including Minnesota.5?

In the year that Rubinstein was electrify-

5 People and Pianos, 21.

= People and Pianos, 34.

* Receipt from Steinway and Sons, June 4, 1872,
Ramsey Papers, in the Minnesota Historical Society.
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ing audiences, Alexander Ramsey, who was
then in his second term as United States
senator, purchased a Steinway concert grand
for his newly built home on the corner of
Exchange and Walnut streets in St. Paul.
Ramsey’s piano, the largest of the three sizes
of grands made by Steinway in 1872, was the
forerunner of the concert instrument we
know today. Purchased at a cost of $1,400,
it is well preserved in the Alexander Ramsey
House and is an excellent illustration of the
extent to which the art of making pianos
had advanced by that time. It has a full cast-
iron harp, with overstrung base strings. The
case is finished in rosewood, which was pop-
ular at the time, and looks much like a
present-day concert grand except for the
carved legs and music rack, the latter being
a piece of scroll-saw workmanship.®3
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Although great improvements have been
made since 1872 in both tonal quality and
action, the Ramsey piano is representative
of the instrument that during this period
made Steinway famous the world over. In
the 1820s when Mrs. Plympton brought the
first piano to Minnesota, the United States
imported most of its instruments. But by
the 1870s American piano manufacturers
were noted throughout the world, and Stein-
way provided seven out of ten of the ex-
ported instruments. In the very month that
Ramsey bought his piano, Steinway ex-
ported a similar one to Grand Duke Alex-
ander (later Alexander IT] of Russia). Thus,
in 1872, when Minnesota was nearing the
end of its first fifty years of piano music,
and Marion Ramsey played Chopin’s “Valse
Brilliante” at a benefit concert held in the
“grand drawing room” of the Ramsey house,
she performed on an American instrument
with an international reputation

Looking back over this half century one
might well ask: why was the piano so popu-
lar, even during the earliest frontier days,
when the effort of transporting so large an
instrument was enormous? The answer lies
in the piano itself. The pioneer Minnesotan
loved to sing. The piano — which more than
covered the range of the human voice —
was a most p]easing accompaniment to vocal
music, Other instruments blended well with
the piano, and because it encompassed both
the melody and harmony, it was also emi-
nently suited for solo performances. Its range

and versatility won for the piano a place in
the pioneer’s parlor and on the concert stage,
for as its early name, pianoforte (“soft-loud”)
implied, it had the capacity for nuance of
tone, providing the sensuous beauty and
lyricism sought after in music by the roman.-
ticists of the nineteenth century.5

In the 1860s a good horse was important
to the Minnesota pioneer, yet at that time a
piano was worth twice as much.>® Unlike
the horse and buggy, the wood stove, and
the kerosene lamp, the piano has retained
its popularity. It has been called the “house-
hold orchestra”— an apt name indeed. Phys-
ically, culturally, and socially the piano
achieved a central place in the home. Tt is
still the pride of the parlor, as it was in pio-

neer times.

% John H. Steinway to the author, August 17,
1965; St. Paul Pioneer, December 21, 1872, In 1872
Steinway took out a patent on a “duplex scale,”
developed in collaboration with Herman L. F.
Helmbholtz, a German physicist; this innovation pro-
duced a revolution in piano sound.

% On the gradual shift from vocal to instrumental
music during the mid-nineteenth century, see John
H. Mueller, The American Symphony Orchestra: A
Social History of Musical Taste, 22-31 (Blooming-
ton, Indiana, 1951).

* §t. Paul Chamber of Commerce, Report, 1869,
p- 10. This report lists the assessment value of horses
in 1869 as $72.82, of pianos as $144.93.

THE SKETCHES on pages 312, 313, 315, and 326
are from Clarence P. Homung, A Handbook of
Early Advertising Art (1956). The photograph on
page 314 is by Eugene D. Becker; those on pages
324 and 325 are by Alan Ominsky. Other pictures
are from the collection of the Minnesota Historical
Society.
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