Sibyl Marcuse and the Yale Collection of Musical Instruments (1952-1960)
 

Sibyl Marcuse (1911-2003), credited with organizing and documenting the Yale Collection of Musical Instruments, had wide-ranging interests and unflagging energy.  She grew up with limited options and was steered towards a career in librarianship.  This was considered to suit her prodigious language skills.  She emigrated to the US in 1938 and put her command of seven languages to use in seeking to reunite displaced persons with surviving family members on opposite sides of the Atlantic.  The details of Sibyl’s early life and schooling are unknown, but she had a deep-seated familiarity with chamber, choral, and keyboard music and a secure knowledge of Latin literature.  In the New York of the 1940s she spent her spare time attending concerts and rehearsals, with a predilection for early music.  By the late Forties, when refugee work was drying up, she became the secretary of Arthur Mendel’s Cantata Singers and soon thereafter decided to develop skills that would enable her to work in the music field.  

This led her to train to become a piano-tuner.  By 1950 she was especially interested in the harpsichord, primarily for its methods of construction and tuning.  She was fascinated by tuning systems and the mechanical means of supporting them.  Her first “case”, requiring her to fix a broken string on a Pleyel, was a challenge because Pleyels were atypical in their action.  She devised her own solution to deal with this, and in coming years she was inclined to seek practical solutions instead of using “textbook” approaches.  During the post-war years many conventional parts were unavailable.  In reading through her memoirs one can see how enterprising Sibyl was, for she and her peers few intellectual resources available.  She necessarily based her early instrument identifications on available information, but in recent discussions with John Koster it became clear to me that some of them were based on details less complete than those available today.  

Sibyl had immigrated to the US from Belgium in 1938.  She had spent much of the Thirties in transit between East Asia (mainly China) and Europe.  She made one trip by land (via the Trans-Siberian Express), another by sea (with an unplanned land expedition from Ecuador to Panama on the Europe-bound route), and a third (from Japan) by sea as far as San Francisco, then by land to New York.  Tuning harpsichords may seem a dull career by comparison with international journeys, but in her retellings, perils made life exciting both in tuning and in traveling.  

During one of her early tuning jobs she worked on a two-manual (unattributed) instrument she believed to be “a Ruckers from the early seventeenth century” and subsequently acquired it at auction.  Koster decoded Sibyl’s note that it later found a permanent home in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts to point to the maker as Joseph Joannes Couchet (1680).  This Couchet was the son of Ruckers’s nephew Jan Couchet, the last member of the Ruckers family to make harpsichords (see Koster’s Keyboard Musical Instruments in the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 1994, pp. 47-61.)  A subsequent “restoration” desecrated the soundboard painting, much to Sibyl’s dismay.  [Her examination of “Transposing Keyboards on Extant Flemish Harpsichords” was published in the Musical Quarterly 38/3 (1952); http://www.jstor.org/stable/739768.]
Apart from single instruments, harpsichord collections long interested her.  In 1948 she had been invited to Rome to meet Evan Gorga (1885-1957), the noted Puccini tenor.  Gorga had invested his high fees from leading opera houses in vast collections of Etruscan artifacts, hand-blown glass, and early musical instruments (the last two chiefly Venetian).  During the war nearly all of these riches were “stored” in the Castel Sant’Angelo as collateral for the taxes he was alleged to owe the state.  When Sibyl arrived in Rome, he had only three harpsichords to show her, and she was not impressed by any of them. He said he would part with them for $1,000 each but she declined the offer.  (Gorga’s instruments, including the Cristofori fortepiano originally belonging to Alessandro Marcello, reside today in the Museo Nazionale di Strumenti Musicali, while his other collections are housed in the Museo Nazionale Romano.)  

In 1952 Sibyl was invited to tune for Wanda Landowska (1879-1959), who was preparing to record Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier.  The commission required her to travel to Lakeville, CT often.  It also led to her becoming Landowska’s tuner in New York.  Late in life Sibyl recalled that Landowska insisted upon having all the jacks in condition to allow plucking of any set of keys simultaneously.  

As Sibyl’s network of contacts in Connecticut grew, the Yale collection began to occupy her attention.  Formed in 1900 with a substantial donation of instruments from the piano dealer Morris Steinert, it was housed on the third floor of Woolsey Hall, where pigeons nested overhead.  The collection was rich in keyboard instruments but poorly documented.
  Its care and maintenance had been the province of the music librarian, who was retiring in 1952.  Ralph Kirkpatrick (1911-1984) asked Sibyl whether she was willing to “do some work” on it.  After accepting, her initial enthusiasm was dampened by the discovery that a few early strings and woodwinds were also included. She had no expertise in their care and maintenance, but she compensated for that by recruiting an Austrian violinist to teach her the basics of making nuts, fixing soundposts, and straightening bows.  She later found an oboist to teach her how to cut reeds.  She began an apprenticeship in harpsichord-making with John Challis (1907-1974) of Detroit in the summer of 1952.  It continued over several summers, with interruptions.  She admired his skills in building sturdy instruments capable of staying in-tune while also furnishing them with “half-hitches requiring extremely exacting tolerances.”  

Sibyl’s contacts with collectors grew extensively in part because she sailed to Europe most summers and availed herself of opportunities to see private holdings and to attend organ concerts on historic instruments.  She was readily accommodated by various family members in Oxford, London, Paris, and Brussels.  In the aggregate her visits were interspersed with walking and sight-seeing tours in Spain, Italy, Greece, and sequestered Swiss villages in breath-taking locations.  In winter she rarely commuted between New Haven and New York without the company of books on loan from the Yale School of Music.  

Sibyl also had a substantial interest in historical organs.  She counted among her trophy invitations to private organ concerts those to Notre Dame de Paris and to San Petronio in Bologna.  She was interested in pipe measurements but never to the exclusion of organists’ own accounts of their experiences with an instrument.  Based on her pipe measurements, she maintained that organ pitch rose as one went north.  She dissented from the widely adopted early-music tuning standards (e.g. 392 or 415), for she maintained that in music requiring an organ the pitch used in the original venue should be considered.  In Baltic ports she found that organ pitch could be as high as 460.  

The triangular commute that Sibyl regularly took between New Haven, Manhattan, and Europe was disrupted in 1957 by an invitation from the dean of Yale’s School of Music to consider giving up tuning to become the designated curator of its instrument collection—and to move to New Haven.  Since it would take a year to work out the details, he suggested she take advantage of the chance to take the academic year 1958-59 off entirely.  He mooted that her salary might amount to somewhat less than her combined tuning fees but that the intangible benefits would be considerable.  She tentatively accepted the offer.  She was attracted to the prospect of increased intellectual stimulation, regular access to a library rich in cherished resources, and involvement in a lively musical community.  

Sibyl must have known before she sailed to Europe in 1958 that William C. Skinner was considering the donation of his late sister Belle’s collection to the Museum.  It is Sibyl who is credited in later accounts as having been the person who carried out the negotiations and, in the process, sought new premises to house the expanding roster of holdings.  The most attractive building, as judged by its inclusion of an acoustically suitable concert space for early music, proved to be a structure at 15 Hillhouse Ave. It was being vacated by the Chi Phi fraternity.  

While the negotiations continued, Sibyl sailed to Europe.  There she stayed for some time in Basel, where she took an interest in the university library, the musical instrument collection, and the city’s invigorating concert life.  The collection (a cornerstone of the Schola Cantorum Basiliensis) was then managed by Walter Nef, through whom she was invited to attend the lectures of Leo Shrade.  [Nef’s "Die Basler Musikinstrumentensammlung" in Das Basler Kammer-orchester unter Leitung von Paul Sacher 1926-1976, ed. Veronika Gutmann, Zürich and Freiburg im Breisgau, 1977, 161-185, gives details.]  Sibyl was offered a continuing appointment at the fledgling Institute of Musicology that Shrade was trying to set up, but she was eventually lured away by a forthcoming meeting of instrument specialists at The Hague. 

Upon her return the US in 1959, she was informed by the dean that while preparations were going well, her prospective salary had been further reduced.  This owed, he explained, to a Yale policy by which no staff member could be paid more than the lowest-paid faculty member.  He offered as consolation the possibility that she teach a course on musical instruments and expressed his full approval of her seeking complementary income.  [The dean of Yale’s School of Music (1954-1970) was Luther Noss, a pupil of Alban Berg and Marcel Dupre who in retirement served as curator of the Paul Hindemith Collection.]

Sibyl eased into complementary work that must have been distant from what the dean imagined.  She had been intrigued by the little red ticker in the window of a brokerage she regularly passed en route from the train station.  She stopped by one day to ask for a brief explanation.  The broker offered her what was to become a series of lessons on bond-trading.  Under his guidance, she developed an uncanny skill in anticipating movements in their prices.  Her success put into high relief the fact that the curatorial position offered no pension, and this caused her some concern.  In later years her trading skills replenished her savings as fluctuating balances required, and she had many stories to tell about her successes. 

By the autumn of 1959 she decided that complementary career options were greater in New York than in New Haven and declined to relocate to New Haven.  She had already brought the collection out of mothballs.  She had documented the provenance of many of its holdings.  She was involved in preparing an exhibition in the university’s art museum, and she had initiated negotiations to move it to larger, more suitable premises.  Feeling satisfied with these accomplishments, she agreed to return to Yale for one year while the collection was put in order in its new premises.  The exhibit opened on February 19, 1960.  

As her Yale departure date approached, Sibyl was invited by Doubleday to write a history of musical instruments.  She declined the offer but proposed instead a dictionary of instruments (published in 1964).  She then headed to Europe with an open agenda.  She worked for a time in the RISM office in Innsbruck, transcribed an inventory ("The Instruments of the King's Library at Versailles") for the Galpin Society Journal 14 [1961], doi:10.2307/842170), and did some contract research in the Venetian State Archives.  

Sibyl spent most of the next decade in New York City.  She moved from Washington Square to Midtown and worked briefly in Bloomingdale’s perfume department, where she was allowed to speak only in French.  She spent several years in an editorial position at Harcourt Brace.  Family affairs drew her back to England in 1968, after which she remained abroad for several years.  She did research in the Bodleian Library (Oxford), prepared the Survey of Musical Instruments (New York: Harper, 1975), and continued to visit instrument collections.  On her return to New York in 1975, she was dismayed by the state of the city and decided to resettle in San Francisco, where she lived from 1976 until her last months.  She died in Mill Valley, Calif, in 2003.  Those who knew her personally valued not only her musical expertise but also her countless tales of adventure and her ready enthusiasm for new languages and dialects.  Among her many qualities, her resourcefulness and her unconquerable spirit stand out.

Eleanor Selfridge-Field (2021)

� I first met Sibyl Marcuse in the late 1970s.  My quotations and chronology come from her (typescript) memoirs.  Out of respect for her wishes that these writings not be published, I have paraphrased, synthesized, and otherwise omitted most details of her engaging commentary.  


� This piece marks the recent expansion of the Yale collection through the large donation of Timothy A. Steinert (the great great grandson of Morris Steinert) and his wife Lixia Zhang.
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