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ELECTRIC KEYS

The keyboard has evolved over the last 600 years. Instrument 
designers and makers have explored ways to improve the tone, 
and manufacture higher quality, more reliable and accessible 
instruments. Over the past 70 years the humble piano and organ 
have been complemented by instruments using new materials 
and technologies, generating sounds that reflect the music of 
our times.
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ORIGINS

Virginal, 1629

This Virginal is one of the earliest 
keyboard instruments. It is 
representative of the broad style of 
plucked string keyboard instruments, 
including the harpsichord and 
clavinet, found in several parts of 
Europe from about the 1400s until 
the 1700s. The sound of the plucked 
strings was soft, making it a perfect 
instrument for practice.

Upright pianoforte, 1950s

A piano like this was often found in 
public houses and clubs where small 
ensembles of musicians would play.  
It would also have been an affordable 
instrument for a family. The popularity 
of the piano began to decline with 
the introduction of radio from the 
mid 1920s and the television from  
the 1950s.

Reed organ, 1870–90

Cheaper to make than a piano and 
with fewer moving parts, the reed 
organ was a familiar feature in 
churches and many homes in Europe 
and the United States in the late 
1800s to mid 1950s. The sound of the 
organ inspired mechanical engineer 
Laurens Hammond to develop his 
‘compact’ electro-mechanical organ, 
the Hammond, in the early 1900s.
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ELECTRO MECHANICAL

Hammond B3, 1955–75

With a big sound, the Hammond 
organ was able to displace small 
ensemble bands. The distinct  
sound of the B3 can be recognised  
in recordings across decades and 
musical genres, such as gospel, jazz, 
blues, soul, funk and progressive rock.

Leslie 142, about 1968

The Leslie speaker was created  
for the Hammond organ by audio 
engineer Don Leslie in the mid 1930s. 
Leslie’s design aimed to enlarge the 
sound of the Hammond, throwing  
it around the room by rotating the 
speakers. 

Wurlitzer 200A, 1968

This versatile keyboard can 
accompany a soulful ballad or a  
rock number, its ability to switch 
from go-to backing rhythm 
instrument to melody driver belying 
its technological simplicity. Using 
metal reeds instead of steel strings  
to produce an electric sound, the 
Wurlitzer replaced the mechanical 
piano in many studios and bars. 

Hohner Pianet N, 1965

In the early 1960s several 
manufacturers were searching  
for an electronic substitute to the 
acoustic piano. Developed by 
German instrument maker Hohner, 
the Pianet’s acoustic signature is 
powerful enough to compete with 
the sounds of the amplified electric 
guitar. It was adopted by musicians 
from a wide range of styles and 
influences, including funk, soul, 
reggae, psychedelic rock and pop.
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Mellotron M400, 1970

The Mellotron uses recorded sounds 
on tape as its source. Pressing a key 
activates the tape across a playback 
head. The instrument’s unstable tape 
speed and ability to produce low 
fidelity recordings only added to the 
character of the sounds it created. 
Popular sounds on the Mellotron 
included flute, choir, brass and string, 
but it also stored simple rhythms and 
melodies.

Rhodes Mark I Stage Piano, 1970

This electric piano was hugely 
popular throughout the 1970s. The 
Rhodes keyboard action is relatively 
stiff (has a short throw) and limits  
the range of the player’s velocity  
and weight. These limits became  
its saving grace in the hands of 
musicians who understood them  
and adjusted their playing style to 
coax the best tones from it.

Hohner Clavinet D6, 1971

The Clavinet has a biting plucked-
string sound much like an electric 
guitar. Some players, such as Stevie 
Wonder, employ the instrument to 
create a striking rhythm. The action, 
which is damped, means there is no 
sustain (the level of the sound’s 
duration until the key is released)  
and so the style of playing the 
Clavinet is quite percussive.

Yamaha CP-70B, 1978

This instrument can produce a  
tone that might almost be mistaken 
for a grand piano, but not quite. In 
the quest to emulate an acoustic 
piano sound in a robust, reliable and 
portable package, manufacturers 
such as Yamaha or Roland realised 
the complexity and made decisions, 
perhaps compromises, that resulted 
in unique sounds.
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Gibson G-101 Combo Organ, 1967

Rhodes Piano Bass, 1965

With less than 2000 units 
manufactured over a couple of years, 
the Gibson G-101 has an established 
cult following. The Rhodes Piano 
Bass was played by keyboardists in 
the absence of a dedicated bassist.  
It produces a deep bass sound 
utilising the same technology later 
employed in the Rhodes pianos. 

Both instruments were mastered by 
Ray Manzarek, the keyboard player 
for The Doors, who was known for 
using them in recordings and live 
performances. Manzarek’s primary 
requirement was the ability to stack 
his Fender Rhodes Piano Bass on top 
of his main (flat-topped) keyboard. 
The bass lines developed by Manzarek 
demonstrate boogie woogie origins 
in the way they settle on a constant 
hypnotic groove, which complements 
the verse of Jim Morrison. 

MECHANICAL TO ELECTRONIC

Farfisa Combo Compact, 1964

The soundwaves from this transistor 
organ are a bit squarer than those 
from the Hammond and the Vox 
Continental, giving it a more metallic 
or reed-like sound. The Farfisa 
engineers were experienced in 
designing electric accordions, which 
is evident in this instrument’s richer 
harmonic signature.

Vox Continental V301H, 1966

In the early 1960s, UK company 
Jennings Musical Instruments was 
making efforts to move from large 
vacuum tube-based organs to 
transistor designs. The Vox Continental 
was the result of those efforts. The 
instrument presented a portable 
alternative to those bands who 
wanted the organ sound and were 
reluctant to lug a 132-kg Hammond 
around to gigs.
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Ace Tone Top 5, 1965

Released in 1965, the Ace Tone  
Top 5 was made by Ace Electronics 
Industry Inc, a company established 
by Ikutaro Kakehashi. In 1972, 
Kakehashi went on to found a 
company dedicated to electronic 
musical instrument design and 
manufacture, Roland Corporation. 
His aim was to develop ‘creative 
products that gave musicians 
wonderful new avenues of 
expression’.

RMI Electra-piano 368X, 1974

Rocky Mountain Instruments (RMI) 
was revolutionary for developing 
pianos, harpischords and organs  
that operated entirely on electronics. 
RMI had developed a circuit which 
modified changes in the sound of the 
note over time (envelope), imitating 
the natural character of a keyboard 
instrument. The RMI electra-piano 
was the manufacturer’s most  
popular instrument, favoured by 
many musicians during the late  
1960s to early 70s. 
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SYNTHESISERS 

Minimoog Model D, 1970

The Model D reduced the complexity 
of earlier modular synthesisers and 
integrated a keyboard, which had 
been a separate part up to that  
point. Although it had technical 
flaws, such as unstable oscillators 
and an overdriven filter section,  
these became the most endearing 
features of the instrument, allowing 
for influential new sounds. 

ARP Odyssey, 1972

The release of the Minimoog 
combining keyboard and synthesiser 
prompted the launch of the Odyssey 
by instrument manufacturer Arp in 
1972. It was the first duo-phonic 
synthesiser, which could produce 
two notes at the same time, ever 
made. The Odyssey came in three 
basic models from 1972 until about 
1980 and was one of Arp’s most 
successful products.

Roland SH-101, 1982

The same year as the Roland SH-101 
release we heard its solid, punchy 
bassline on the classic Eurythmics 
song ‘Sweet Dreams’. The rediscovery 
of the SH-101 in the 1990s — along 
with other analog instruments from 
the mid-80s — by an emerging 
cluster of new musicians led to its 
elevation as one of the most 
important synthesisers in history.

Yamaha DX7, 1983

In the 1980s the world of analog 
synthesisers was blown apart by the 
first commercially successful digital 
synthesiser, the Yamaha DX7. The 
instrument uses frequency modulation 
to generate very realistic imitations 
of acoustic instruments, including 
piano, bass, strings and brass.  
The DX7 became a staple in music, 
television, and film production studios.
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Korg M1, 1988

Manufactured by Korg from 1988  
to 1995, the M1 uses digital sampling 
technology to produce preset sounds, 
which can then be manipulated and 
modulated by the user. The M1 was 
widely used in 1990s house music, 
beginning with Madonna’s single 
‘Vogue’, and is the biggest-selling 
synthesiser in the world. 

Roland JP-8000, 1996

The JP-8000 uses digital signal 
processing to generate virtual  
analog sounds. This indicates a  
return to hands-on control of signal 
parameters represented by knobs, 
sliders and buttons, like in analog 
synthesisers. The JP-8000 was 
renowned for introducing two  
sound modification parameters — 
supersaw and feedback — which 
found popularity in hardcore,  
trance and future bass music.
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Upright pianoforte gift of Lanz Priestley 
on behalf of the people who lived at the 
Martin Place safe space, 2018; reed 
organ gift of Gary Linnane, 2003; 
Mellotron gift through Dr David Worrall, 
Australian Centre for the Arts and 
Technology, Canberra, 1996; Arp 
Odyssey gift of R.Hughes, 2004; 
Minimoog Model D gift of Michael 
Crighton, 1987. Roland, Yamaha and 
Korg synthesisers purchased 2021, all 
other instruments purchased 2020–21 
from the private instrument collection of 
David Robertson.

Scan here for extended object information, 
details regarding the music used in the 
gallery and updates of scheduled 
performances in this space.




