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Story And Clark Player
Piano

The Enduring
Legacy of the
Story And
Clark Player
Piano

For  music  lovers  and
antique enthusiasts alike,
few  names  evoke  the
golden age of automatic
music  quite  like  Story
And  Clark.  While  the
company  produced  a
wide  range  of  exquisite
pianos,  the  Story  And
Clark Player Piano holds a
particularly special place
i n  h i s t o r y .  T h e s e
instruments  represent  a

fascinating intersection of
c r a f t s m a n s h i p ,
technology,  and  popular
entertainment.  From
their  origins  in  the  late
19th  century  to  their
r esu rgence  among
modern  collectors,  Story
And  Clark  player  pianos
a r e  m o r e  t h a n  j u s t
furniture;  they  are  time
machines  that  bring the
sounds of  a  bygone era
back  to  life.  This  article
explores the rich history,
technical innovation, and
lasting  appeal  of  these
remarkable instruments.



The Birth of a
Piano Dynasty

The  story  of  the  Story
And Clark Piano Company
begins in 1857, when two
enterprising  young  men
named Hampton L. Story
and  Melvil le  A.  Clark
joined forces in Chicago.
Initially  known  as  the
Story  &  Clark  Organ
Company,  the  firm
quickly built a reputation
for producing high-quality
reed organs. As the piano
became  the  centerpiece
o f  A m e r i c a n  h o m e
enter ta inment ,  the
company pivoted to focus
on  piano  manufacturing.
By the late 1800s, Story
And  Clark  had  become
one  of  the  largest  and
most  respected  piano
manufacturers  in  the
United  States,  with  a
s p r a w l i n g  f a c t o r y
complex  on  Chicago's
South  Side.

The  company's  success
was  built  on  a  simple
philosophy:  combine  the
finest  materials  with
skilled  craftsmanship  to
produce instruments that
sounded  beautiful  and
lasted  for  generations.
This dedication to quality
set  the  stage  for  their
entry  into  the  player
p i a n o  m a r k e t ,  a n
innovation  that  would
define  the  company's
identity  for  decades  to
come.

How the Story And
Clark Player Piano
Worked

To  truly  appreciate  the
Story  And  Clark  player
p i a n o ,  o n e  m u s t
understand the ingenious
mechanism  that  powers
it.  Unlike  a  standard
piano,  which  requires  a
pianist  to  press  keys
directly,  a  player  piano
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uses a pneumatic system
to automatically  depress
the keys. In a Story And
Clark  player  piano,  this
system is controlled by a
perforated paper roll.  As
the  roll  passes  over  a
tracker bar, air is drawn
th rough  the  ho les ,
triggering  a  series  of
pneumatic  valves  that
a c t i v a t e  t h e
corresponding  hammers
and  dampers.

The  Story  And  Clark
implementation  of  this
t e c h n o l o g y  w a s
particularly  refined.  They
used a self-contained unit
built  directly  into  the
piano  cabinet,  rather
t h a n  a n  e x t e r n a l
a t t a c h m e n t .  T h i s
integration  meant  the
instrument maintained its
elegant appearance while
housing  the  complex
b e l l o w s ,  v a c u u m
reservoirs,  and  valve

systems  necessary  for
automatic  play.  Most
models also retained the
abi l i ty  to  be  p layed
manually,  offering  the
best  of  both  worlds  for
the owner.

The Golden Age of
Mechanical Music

The early decades of the
20th  century  were  the
heyday of the Story And
Clark  p layer  p iano.
Before  the  widespread
adoption  of  radio  and
phonographs,  the  player
piano  was  the  primary
source of recorded music
in  American  homes.
Families  would  gather
around the instrument to
hear  the  latest  popular
t u n e s ,  c l a s s i c a l
masterpieces,  and  even
operatic  arrangements
played  with  remarkable
accuracy and expression.



S t o r y  A n d  C l a r k
cap i ta l i zed  on  th i s
cu l tura l  moment  by
producing  an  extensive
library  of  music  rolls.
Their  catalog  included
everything  from ragtime
numbers  by  Scott  Joplin
to  waltzes  by  Johann
St rauss ,  as  we l l  a s
popular songs of the day.
T h e  c o m p a n y  a l s o
pioneered  the  use  of
"expression  rolls,"  which
inc luded  addit ional
perforations  to  control
dynamics  and  tempo,
creating  a  more  lifelike
performance than earlier
systems could achieve.

Sales  of  the  Story  And
C la rk  p l aye r  p i ano
peaked during the 1920s,
when  nearly  half  of  all
pianos sold in the United
Sta tes  were  p layer
pianos.  The  instrument
became a status symbol
as  well  as  a  source  of

entertainment,  gracing
the  parlors  of  middle-
class  and  affluent  homes
across the country.

Key Models and
Features

Story And Clark produced
several  notable  player
piano  models  over  the
years. Some of the most
sought-after  include  the
following:

The Style A
Player: An upright
model with a full
88-note range and
a sturdy, ornate
cabinet. This was
the company's
most popular
player piano and
remains common
among collectors
today.
The Style B
Player: A slightly
more compact
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version designed
for smaller homes.
It sacrificed a small
amount of bass
response but
maintained
excellent overall
sound quality.
The Virtuolo
Player: A premium
model that
featured Story And
Clark's most
advanced
expression
mechanism,
allowing for
nuanced dynamic
control during
automatic play.
The Console
Player: Introduced
in the 1930s, this
smaller model was
designed to fit into
modern living
spaces while still
delivering the full
player piano
experience.

Regardless of the specific
model,  Story  And  Clark
player  pianos  share
several  distinguishing
features.  The  cabinets
were typically made from
high-quality  hardwoods
such as mahogany, oak,
or  walnut,  with  intricate
carving  and  detailed
finish  work.  The
keyboards  were  made
from  genuine  ivory  and
ebony,  and  the  internal
action  was  built  to  the
same exacting standards
a s  t h e  c o m p a n y ' s
standard acoustic pianos.

Challenges and the
Decline of the
Player Piano

The  Great  Depression
dealt  a  severe  blow  to
the  piano  industry,  and
Story And Clark was not
immune.  As  disposable
income evaporated, sales
o f  n e w  p i a n o s



plummeted.  The  rise  of
r a d i o  a n d  t h e
phonograph  also  began
to  erode  the  p layer
piano's  unique  appeal.
Why  invest  in  a  large,
expensive  mechanical
instrument  when  you
could  hear  the  latest
music  through  a  much
more affordable radio?

Story And Clark adapted
by  sh i f t i ng  back  to
convent iona l  p iano
product ion  and  also
began  manufacturing
radios  and  phonographs
themselves.  However,
the company never fully
regained  i ts  former
prominence in the player
piano market. By the end
o f  W o r l d  W a r  I I ,
production of new player
p ianos  had  l a rge ly
ceased,  and  Story  And
Clark focused on building
standard acoustic pianos,
electric organs, and later,

electronic keyboards.

The  company  continued
to operate under various
ownership  structures
u n t i l  e v e n t u a l l y
discontinuing  piano
production entirely in the
l a t e  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y .
Despite  this,  the  Story
And Clark name remains
highly  respected  among
piano enthusiasts.

Restoring a Story
And Clark Player
Piano

Today, there is a thriving
community  of  collectors
and  restorers  dedicated
to  preserving  Story  And
Clark  player  pianos.
Restoring  one  of  these
instruments  is  a  labor-
intensive  but  deeply
reward ing  process .
Common  restoration
tasks  include  replacing
deteriorated  leather  and
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cloth components in the
pneumat ic  sys tem,
rebuilding  the  vacuum
pump, and restoring the
cabinet finish.

The most critical part of
any  restoration  is  the
pneumatics.  Over  time,
the leather pouches and
cloth valves that control
the  action  can  dry  out,
crack,  and  lose  their
ability to hold a vacuum.
A  t e c h n i c i a n  w i t h
experience  in  player
piano  restoration  will
typically  rebuild  the
entire  pneumatic  stack,
using  period-appropriate
mater ia ls  to  ensure
authenticity.  The tracker
bar  and  roll  mechanism
must  also  be  carefully
cleaned and adjusted to
ensure reliable playback.

For the casual collector, a
fully  restored  Story  And
Clark  player  piano  can

cost  anywhere  f rom
several thousand to tens
of  thousands  of  dollars,
depending on the model
and  the  quality  of  the
restoration.  Original,
unrestored examples can
be found for  much less,
b u t  t h e y  r e q u i r e
significant  investment  to
bring  back  to  working
condition.

The Modern Appeal
of Player Pianos

W h a t  e x p l a i n s  t h e
continued  fascination
with  Story  And  Clark
player pianos in the 21st
century? For  many,  it  is
the  tangible  connection
to  history.  Playing  a
paper roll  from 1915 on
an instrument built in the
same  era  is  a  uniquely
immersive  experience.
The  subtle  mechanical
sounds  of  the  bellows
and  valves,  combined



with  the  warmth  of  the
piano's  tone,  create  an
atmosphere  that  no
digital  recording  can
replicate.

Furthermore,  player
pianos have found a new
audience  among  those
who  apprec iate  the
aesthetics  of  antique
c r a f t s m a n s h i p .  A
beautifully restored Story
And  Clark  player  piano
serves  as  a  stunning
centerpiece for any room,
blending  visual  artistry
w i t h  m e c h a n i c a l
ingenuity.  For  collectors,
the  hunt  for  rare  music
rolls and the challenge of
m a i n t a i n i n g  t h e s e
complex  instruments
adds  an  extra  layer  of
engagement.

Another  compel l ing
aspect  i s  the  soc ia l
d imension.  Unl ike  a
standard  piano,  which

requires  a  skilled  player
to  produce  music,  the
player  p iano  a l lows
anyone  to  host  a  l ive
music  performance.  At
p a r t i e s  o r  f a m i l y
gatherings,  a  Story  And
Clark  player  piano  can
p r o v i d e  h o u r s  o f
entertainment  without
requiring  a  designated
pianist.  This accessibility
was a key selling point a
century  ago ,  and  i t
remains a significant part
of the instrument's charm
today.

Finding Music Rolls
for Your Story And
Clark Player Piano

One concern for potential
owners is the availability
o f  m u s i c  r o l l s .
Fortunately, there is still
a  robust  market  for  88-
note  player  piano  rolls,
which were the standard
used by Story And Clark.
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You  can  find  rolls  at
antique  stores,  estate
sales,  online  auctions,
and  specialty  music
shops.  Many  rolls  from
the 1910s and 1920s are
still in playable condition,
especially  if  they  were
stored properly.

If  you  are  looking  for
specific  titles,  consider
the  following  tips  for
building  your  collection:

Condition1.
matters: Check for
tears, mold, or
brittleness before
purchasing a used
roll. A damaged roll
can jam the
mechanism or
provide a poor
performance.
Prioritize2.
expression rolls:
Look for rolls
marked as "hand-
played" or "semi-

rolls." These offer
more dynamic
variation and a
more lifelike sound.
Explore genre3.
diversity: Build a
varied library that
includes classical,
ragtime, popular
songs, and even
novelty pieces to
showcase the full
range of the
instrument.
Buy reproduction4.
rolls: Some
modern companies
produce newly
manufactured rolls
of both classic and
contemporary
music, ensuring a
high-quality playing
experience.

Conclusion

The  Story  And  Clark
Player Piano stands as a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  a



r e m a r k a b l e  e r a  i n
American musical history.
These  ins t ruments
represent  the  perfect
marriage  of  fine  piano
c ra f t smansh ip  and
innovative  automation
technology.  From  their
rise  during  the  golden
age of mechanical music
to  their  modern-day
revival among collectors,
Story  And  Clark  player
p ianos  con t inue  to
captivate audiences with
their unique blend of art,
e n g i n e e r i n g ,  a n d
nostalgia.  Whether  you

are a seasoned collector,
a  musician  exploring
historical instruments, or
simply  someone  who
appreciates the beauty of
antique  craftsmanship,
the  Story  And  C lark
player  piano  offers  a
window into a time when
music  was  a  shared,
mechanical,  and  deeply
personal  experience.
Preserving  and  enjoying
these  i n s t rument s
e n s u r e s  t h a t  t h e
melodies of the past will
continue  to  echo  for
generations to come.


