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Introduction 
In 2017, I volunteered to fix my son-in-law’s pianola. I had no experience in fixing either pianos or 
pianolas. The player action was an “Original Stems Grandiola” in a 1920-ish “Schwechten of Berlin” 
concert upright piano. A “Stems” is really an up-market “Standard” from USA. It contained a non-
functioning transposer. 
 
The transposer of a player-piano (pianola) enables the original piece of music to be played in a 
higher or lower “key”. This is useful when singing-along if the original is played (e.g.) too high for a 
group of male voices. The transposition is achieved by simply “switching” the air connection for all 
notes up or down a semitone at a time, via two sliding rows of holes. The transposer switch is placed 
in the tubing loom between the tracker bar and the primary pouch manifold. 
 

 
Rear view of the original transposer 

 
This document offers a brief description of changing one transposer design to another during a 
restoration process.  
 
 

The Original Transposer 
Construction 
The original transposer consisted of two pieces of wood each 440 x 25 x 12.5mm (17¼ x 1 x ½ 
inch). Both had a row of 88 holes (3mm (1/8”) diameter) at 4.54mm (under 3/16”) centres.  
 
The wood remaining between each hole was about 1.4mm (less than 1/16”). 
 

 
Only 1.4mm of timber was between each lead nipple/tube 

  

Transposer 

Tracker-Bar 

primary pouch manifold 
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The two pieces of wood were held together by 4 leaf-spring clamps. These were held in grooves 
by adjustment screws. Slots for the screws in the upper piece of wood enabled the upper to slide 
on the lower. Such movement allowed 3 semi-tones up and down of transposition. 
 

 
Leaf-springs pressed the upper moving piece of wood to the lower fixed piece 

 
Each hole had thin “nipples” of lead tubing “glued” into it.  
 

Lead nipples in the upper moving piece of wood 

 
The tubes were cut flush on the sliding face of each 
timber. The internal diameter of each lead tube was 
about 1.8mm (<5/64”). 

 
 

Lead nipples were cut flush 
 
The sliding of the upper piece 
of wood was achieved by an 
arcing lever attached to a 
simple system of levers. 
 
The stop-position of each 
semi-tone of transposition was 
determined by a spring-loaded 
pin in the moving-handle. The 
pin was located in seven 
recesses on a semi-circle base. 
 
The lower piece of wood was 
fixed by two screws to the 
wooden frame of the player. 

The original transposer moving mechanism 
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Removing the lead and glue from the Transposer 
The original lead tubing was removed from the pianola, and thus from the transposer. The 
process left some lead nipples in the wood - many pulled out. “Whitish-glue” was removed with 
the help of a hot-air gun and scrapers. The resulting wood looked as follows… 
 

 

 
Outside surfaces of the upper and lower transposer timber after removal of lead and glue. 

 

 

 
Interface surfaces of the upper and lower transposer timber after removal of lead and glue. 

 
 

The Problems 
The original transposer had several problems and limitations… 

• The holes in the wood required very small diameter nipples which had to be bent in 
alternate directions to allow room for any tubing.  

• The timber between the holes had broken away in several places 

• The air seal between each hole (over only 1.4mm (<1/16”) of wood) was doubtful 

• The friction between the pieces of wood seemed very high and thus operation was difficult. 

• The location of the upper piece of wood on the lower was imprecise and difficult. Thus, 
holes did not align without leakage of air to neighbours. 

• The maximum range of 3 semitones in either direction was small gain for the effort required 
to reconstruct the transposer. 

Thus, I understood why some restorers omit the transposer. 
 
 

An alternative approach 
Rather than use the original design, an entirely new approach was embarked on.  
 

Desired features 
The new design needed to include the following features… 

• Space for standard nipples and tubing and thus, unrestricted air flow 

• Low friction between sliding pieces 

• Good air seal between adjacent airway holes 

• Useful transposition ranges 

• Alignment of transposed airway holes to be precise and positive 

• Any other player functions or features are not to be cramped or compromised 

• Moving mechanism to be simple and compact. 
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Design approach 
The desired features were achieved by the following approach… 

• Retain the original position and basic principle of an upper piece sliding on a fixed lower 
piece 

• Use acetal plastic (PolyOxyMethylene-C or POM-C) (e.g. Delrin® from DuPont™) in place of 
wood. Acetal is easy to machine and slides on itself with ease (i.e. It has a low coefficient of 
friction). 

• Use standard brass nipples (outside diameter 5/32”) at 7mm (9/32”)) centres. This left 3.5 
mm (9/64”) of bridging acetal between each nipple for a good air seal, and 1mm space 
between each attached “rubber” tube.  

The overall length of the acetal became 915mm (36”) upper, and 825mm (32½”) lower. Their width remained 
25mm (1”) and their thickness was 13mm (1/2”). 
There was room to fit the very much extended transposer bars when placed in the position of the original. 

• Allow a 6 semi-tone movement either side of “normal”. This was double that of the original. 
• Use magnets (Peter Davis’ idea) to (a) hold the two sliding pieces of acetal together and (b) 

to auto-locate each transposed position.  
Two 3mm diameter rare earth neodymium magnets on either side of each airway hole set just below the 
interface surface of each piece of acetal were used. A total of 4(88+6+6) = 400 magnets. This produced a total 
pressure of about 15Kg (33Lbs). A 90mm slot at each end of the lower piece of acetal enabled the two pieces 
to be held in position by two bolts – a necessity as the two have no magnetic attraction when half way 
between alignment. 
 

 
Under view of the end slots 

 

• Moving the upper acetal piece on the fixed lower presented a challenge. A very simple lever 
and two fulcrums was used. The lever was made from spring steel. 

The force required to “jump” from one position held by the magnets to the next required about a 16Kg 
(35lbs) initial force. Once half way it jumped to its next position. Space was also limited. Room had to be left 
at the rear of the lower take-up-spool of the pianola. The only access was under and to the side of the lower 
spool. Various cogs and gears were designed and rejected.  
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Construction notes 

Machining the acetal bars 
Fortunately, my co-worker (Peter Davis) had a computer-controlled milling/drilling machine. 
The rough acetal bars were milled to shape, then drilled. The nipple holes of 3.5mm were 
later enlarged in a simple drill press with a “stop position” (leaving a shoulder). A press fit in 
acetal for 5/32” brass nipples was 4mm. Rare earth neodymium magnets were 5mm x 3mm 
diameter. Holes of 3mm were a press fit for the magnets.  

 

 
Peter Davis’ CAD drawing of the acetal bars 
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Facing the acetal  
The acetal bars had their touching faces smoothed by hand. Progressively fine waterproof 
abrasive paper was placed on a plate-glass platter and the acetal bar faces rubbed on the 
abrasive. Very flat, close fitting faces resulted. 

 
 

Inserting Magnets 
The 400 or so rare earth neodymium magnets were pushed into each 3mm hole with a lick 
of Loctite 680. Technically Loctite does not adhere well to acetal. It did however hold well 
enough for the forces involved. A special tool was made to aid insertion and set each 
magnet just below the interface surface. 

Loctite and the pressing-tool used for both magnets and brass nipples 

 

     
Magnets towards an end of the lower and upper acetal bars 

 

Inserting nipples 
Nipples were cut (21mm) by hand from 5/16” (OD) brass rod. A small tube cutter, a 
measuring piece of wood with a hole and a wooden clamp (held in a vice) were used. 

 

 
Brass nipple cutting tools 

 
The 3.5mm nipple holes in the acetal bars (from the milling machine) 
were drilled out to 4mm so each brass nipple was exposed by the same 
amount. A shoulder in the acetal was left as an insertion-stop (i.e. the 
holes were not drilled through).  
Each nipple was pressed in by hand with a lick of Loctite 680. The above pressing-tool was 
used. 
 
 

Attaching the lower acetal bar to the player frame 
The lower acetal bar was attached to the player frame via angle aluminium. 

Brass-nipple inserting tool 
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The lower acetal bar was attached to the player frame via angle aluminium. 

 

Attaching to the acetal bars 
Attaching the upper acetal bar to its moving mechanism and the lower to the player frame 
was done via angle pieces bolted into vacated and threaded magnet holes. The angle pieces 
were drilled to allow brass nipples to pass 

Set screws in empty threaded magnet holes held angle pieces to the acetal bars 

 

The moving mechanism of the upper acetal bar 
The upper acetal bar (1) (the one that moves) was attached to an angle plate of thin sheet 
steel (2). This in turn had a steel bar (3) pivoting on it. The bar had 15 oblong holes in it at 
7mm centres. The holes were able to move behind a fixed angle iron (4) in which a window 
(5) displayed two adjacent oblong holes. Two brass fulcrums (6) stood on either side of the 
window.  
 

The moving mechanism parts 

1

2

3

4
5

6
7

8
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A lever (7) (made of spring steel) inserted through the 
window into an oval hole and rested on the appropriate 
fulcrum. Sideways pressure on the lever caused the upper 
acetal bar to jump to its neighbouring alignment position as 
its 88 odd magnets found those on the lower acetal bar. A 
pointer (8) on the steel bar indicated the relative position of 
the acetal bars. 
 
A window (9) had to be cut in the side timber of the player 
frame to allow the steel bar (3) to pass through. 

 

The mechanism in situ with the lever ready to swing to the left thus levering the upper acetal bar to the right. 
 
 

The lever had its own cradle in which two magnets were set to hold it in position. 
 

  

9

9 
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Tubing the transposer 
Because the brass nipples were of standard size and had generous spacing, tubing was easy. 
Grey silicone tubing was used, (obtained from Michael Boyd - Pianola Restorer, of East 
Sussex, UK). Silicone tubing should not perish and is very flexible.  
 
When tubing the upper transposer bar, it was set fully to its maximum offset position (6 
semi-tones up or down) so that all tubes would be long enough. Thus, the left half was tubed 
with the bar moved fully to the left, and the right half fully to the right. 
 
The rear view of the transposer became as follows… 
 

Tubing when transposer was set in its centre position 

 

Tubing when transposer was set 6 semi-tones down-scale to its maximum position 

 

Tubing when transposer was set 6 semi-tones up-scale to its maximum position 
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Function 
The transposer was not in use when this description was written. More restoration work was 
required on the piano and pianola. 
 
Observations were as follows… 

• The force (on the lever) required to move the transposer a semi-tone was about 1kg (2.2 
lbs). The mechanical advantage obtained by the lever was about 16:1 

• The airtightness between the acetal bars was excellent. 

• The room taken up be the moving mechanism was minimal. 

• There was no conflict with any of the player’s mechanisms 

• The transposer’s moving mechanism seemed obvious to users and learnt after one 
demonstration. The force required on the lever caused some initial fear that “something 
might break”. 

• Entry of dust into the system seemed unlikely 

• Maintenance was considered to be low. No adjustment, lubrication or cleaning was 
required. The estimated deterioration of a rare earth neodymium magnet is about 1% 
loss in 100 years. Acetal (Delrin) is a very stable plastic at room temperature and inside a 
piano. 

 

Conclusion 
An alternative design of a transposer for a pianola, and a brief account of its making has been 
described. It may be of interest to fellow restorers. The process was a challenge and fun. The 
result should work well. 

 
 

 
The result 

 


