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PIANO MAKERS

ARTS AND CRAFTS

SCHIMMEL promises to offer pianists the ‘keys to happiness’, but what
makes its instruments stand out from the crowd? Claire Jackson visits
the maker’s factory in Braunschweig to find out

OST MANUFACTURERS
keep mum when pressed
about the process their

product undergoes before it reaches
the shelf or showroom. Just as Marmite
will never reveal its secret recipe for
fear of copycat production, piano
makers are naturally guarded about
what goes on in the workshop. For this
reason, when Schimmel pianos
announced that it would host a small
group of visitors at its factory in
Braunschweig, in collaboration with its
London dealer Peregrine’s Pianos, IP
jumped at the opportunity.

Schimmel is justly proud of its family
business heritage. The company has
been led by four generations of
Schimmels; it was founded in 1885 by
Wilhelm Schimmel, and taken over in
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1927 by his son, Wilhelm Arno
Schimmel. In 1961, Nikolaus Wilhelm
Schimmel took charge, until 2003, when
management passed to the charismatic
and affable Hannes Schimmel-Vogel,
who greeted us in Braunschweig early
one Friday morning in February.

The Schimmel ‘factory’ turns out to
be more of a workshop than a
production line. That’s not to say work
isn’t completed with the utmost
efficiency, but instead of conveyor belts
and machines there are pockets of
technicians poring over ribs and strings.
The factory itself is exceptionally clean
and light (while writing for a portfolio
of business magazines in a previous life,
I found myself on many factory tours)
with a small and highly skilled
workforce; many employees are

third-generation Schimmel workers.
Last summer, the manufacturers took
on 10 new apprentices; five piano
makers, three carpenters and two
industrial managers. Even without
publishing the vacancies, the company
received over 100 applications from
across the world, which, even in these
testing economic times, is testament to
the organisation’s appeal.

Creating instruments in this way has
its advantages. First and foremost, the
tone colour sounds, well, speczal.
Similarly, the aesthetic is far superior to
pianos rolled off conveyor belts, and the
handcrafted process means there is the
capacity to add bespoke touches. For
example, on our perambulation, we
witnessed a cast iron plate being
coloured silver, rather than Schimmel’s

usual orange-gold, as per a customer’s
request. The workshop in Braunschweig
has a specially made cellar to store
wooden parts (the soundboards were
sadly hidden away from prying
journalistic eyes) and the relative
humidity of the building is maintained
at a minimum of 45 per cent — the
optimum climate for piano wood.

VER HALF OF SCHIMMELS

revenue comes from its

exports, so the maker’s dealer
family is its lifeblood. With a network
that spans Tokyo, Paris, New York,
Berlin, London and Dubai, Schimmel is
now one of Germany’s leading resident
manufacturers. The warm tone and
handmade feel of its instruments found
favour with Dawn Elizabeth Howells,
proprietor of London’s newly established
Peregrine’s Pianos. Schimmel has
granted Peregrine’s exclusive London
representation for its instruments, and a
range of models are available to sample
there alongside instruments from the
likes of Feurich, Bliithner and Fazioli.

Howells certainly knows a thing or
two about pianos. The former concert
pianist previously owned the Belsize
Music Rooms, a north London rehearsal
facility that quickly evolved to offer a
domestic and concert piano hire service,
growing into a fleet of 50 instruments.

In 2010 Howells was ready for a
change of scene, and her new business
in Gray’s Inn Road opened in September
that year. The pianist transformed a
run-down greasy spoon into a reputable
music studio and piano showroom,
investing heavily in temperature and
ventilation systems as well as spending
an eye-watering amount on secondary
glazing. The practice rooms are some of
the quietest and best stocked in the city,
and attract musicians from all over the
globe. In fact, while we peruse
Schimmel’s newest offerings, we learn
that Chinese ‘prince of the piano’ Yundi
is back at Peregrine’s, practising for his
upcoming UK appearances (perhaps
even playing a Schimmel).

Schimmel takes a lively interest in
product development and has won
numerous awards for progressive design.
It’s all in the little details: the exquisite
edging, the cabinet construction, the

quality of the veneer. Recently, the
maker launched a series of piano stools
to match its instruments, an initiative
that earned a prestigious iF design
award. There’s a sense of playfulness,
too; Schimmel is still known for its
futuristic acrylic cabinets (pictured, far
lefl), first made in the 1950s and
reintroduced by Nikolaus Schimmel in
the 1980s, and the unusual oval shape of
the Pegasus (the model purported to be
owned by Eddie Murphy and Prince). In
1998 the maker collaborated with artist
and sculptor Otmar Alt to make the Art
model, a colourful and whimsical
instrument quite unlike any other

(pictured, lef?).

IKE SO MANY INSTRUMENT
L manufacturers — and indeed

businesses in general — Schimmel
faced many challenges when the latest
recession reared its ugly head. In 2010
the company underwent a restructure
and purse strings were tightened. The
hardship paid off. In 2011 Schimmel
announced the largest reinvestment in
the then 126-year history of the
organisation: €lm was pumped into
production and innovation at the
Braunschweig plant.

The reinvestment is starting to bear
fruit. Schimmel’s concert grands are
some of the finest in the world and the
Konzert range is constantly being
improved. These high-end instruments
are slightly cheaper than competitor
products, but many pianists prefer them
for their looser action, which offers a
more intimate performance. (This was
expertly demonstrated by Howells
during an impromptu performance
on a K280, pictured, right, at
Schimmel’s in-house recital
hall.) The uprights are
marketed as
having ‘the soul

of a grand piano’, which, for all its
marketing puff, is a fair assessment: the
Konzert piano has the tonal
characteristics of a much larger
instrument. At the centre of the
spectrum, Schimmel offers the Classic
and Vogel ranges, and its entry-level
education instruments come from the
May Berlin series (the only pianos not
made from scratch in Braunschweig,
hence their competitive price tag).

Steinway might still dominate the
concert hall, but Schimmel is a popular
choice for conservatoires; renowned
institutions including the Hannover
Musikhochschule, London’s Royal
Academy and the Paris Conservatoire
use instruments made in Braunschweig.
In fact, a fortnight before taking this
trip, the University of York announced
that it had bought five new Schimmel
C120 models from Manchester-based
dealer Forsyth’s (also represented on the
factory tour), taking its total number of
Schimmel uprights to 14. The university
commented on the quality of weighting
and tone of the instruments, which will
be toned to complement the acoustics of
York’s practice rooms.

The only thing that lets Schimmel’s
instruments down is the rather sickly
tagline: “Your keys to happiness.” Don’t
be put off: these pianos really will make
you happy. N

www.schimmel-piano.de
www.peregrines-pianos.com
www.forsyths.co.uk




