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Jacques Duphly: Pièces de clavecin 

 

Jacques Duphly (1715–1789) is one of those French composers of the Classical era whose entire 

career was lived in the shadow of contemporaries who forged ahead into a new and more dramatic 

style. To be sure, he grew up when Baroque harpsichord masters such as François Couperin were 

achieving their own success, and moreover he was already beginning to publish his own works 

in an imitative style about the time that Jean-Philippe Rameau entered the scene as one of the 

most important of Couperin’s successors. By 1768, when Duphly was already in middle age, he 

had published four volumes of keyboard works, all of which were quite popular, even though 

increasingly dated. Thereafter, he apparently composed little or nothing, but even then he was 

considered mainly as one of the premiere keyboard teachers in Paris. That is generally where his 

reputation was made, for, as my colleague Jerry Dubins notes in Fanfare 38:6 regarding a disc of 

his music by Anders Daman, his works are generally too old-fashioned to be seen to be at the 

cutting edge of musical style for the period. Indeed, the Couperin tradition, alive and well in 

virtually all of his 52 surviving works, seems to be a nod to the past rather than any attempt to 

carve out a professional career as a composer, and it may not be beyond reason to suggest that all 

four volumes were de rigueur work designed to advertise his own pedagogical prowess rather 

than as attempts to prolong an outmoded style. Indeed, harpsichordists have recognized Duphly 

for his skillful works even today, though Dubins’s point of recommending a broader selection of 

contemporaries for the uninitiated to such keyboard works of the same period is well taken, given 

that Duphly is interesting but not especially ingenious in these pieces. 
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They do, however, allow for a broad display of both the ability of the keyboardist and the various 

ways of bringing out the subtle (and sometimes not so subtle) nuances that form the heart of this 

style of music. In short, they are excellent pieces to show off the skill of a performer, as well as 

an instrument. Such is the case here, with Japanese harpsichordist Aya Hamada playing a two-

manual instrument. This was allegedly a reconstruction of one by Nicholas Lefebvre from 1755, 

done by Martin Skowroneck in 1984. It was owned by Gustav Leonhardt, who made a number of 

recordings over the next decade. However, in 2002 Skrowroneck revealed that his instrument was 

actually modern, constructed using 18th-century techniques after Henri Hemsch, a Parisian maker. 

This became a bit of an embarrassment, for most had thought it authentic, and thus it vanished 

from recordings, being retained by Leonhardt in his private collection until his death a couple of 

years ago. Hamada evidently liked what she heard on the early recordings from the years around 

1990 and was able to track it down. Skowroneck, who passed away last year, continued to make 

instruments noted for their fine voicing and clear, crystalline sound, though he did so under his 

own name. 

 

Hamada’s playing is skillful and adroit. For example, in the piece entitled Médée from the third 

book, she brings out the tortured soul of Jason’s jilted queen with powerful strokes and phrasing 

of music that seems to flash from one subject to another, now an ostinato bass, now rushing runs 

and sequences. The rapidity of the passagework expands towards the abrupt end, like mounting 

rage. In La Lanza the same sort of virtuosity is evident but less dramatic, with some nice opening 

sequences that mimic themes. A secondary section includes a change in registration to bring out 

the more lyrical minor key moment before a full-voiced final theme returns with increasingly 

more difficult passagework that seems right out of Domenico Scarlatti. In La de Vaucanson the 

use of Alberti bass makes the sequencing seem more “modern,” in that it supports a stable 

harmonic center, above which galant thematic elements leap and twirl. As this is from his last 

book from 1768 it represents the culmination of style for Duphly, demonstrating that he was 

capable of incorporating the latest trends. This perpetual motion bass line gives Hamada room to 

exercise more rubato, which it turn creates a fluid phrasing that gives life to the mechanical 

figuration. 

 

There are the usual tombeaux, honorifics to Couperin, Fouqueray, and Rameau, all of which 

Hamada performs with grace, such as the C-Major Rondeau and La Fourqueray. In short, this is 

an excellent recording that not only allows for the re-emergence of Skowroneck’s wonderful 

instrument but also sensitive and dramatic interpretations by Hamada. As her debut recording, it 

is a great beginning to what is hopefully a bright future as a harpsichordist. Bertil van Boer 

 

This article originally appeared in Issue 39:2 (Nov/Dec 2015) of Fanfare Magazine. 

 


