










a fret and string can produce vibrato. 
The musical potential of Harpejji is extended by the simple fact that the instru-

ment doesn’t have to be held. Sitting on a stand on a slight incline or completely flat,
it allows players to bring all 10 fingers to bear. This and the Harpejji’s unique design
result in almost limitless possibilities for improvisation and composition. 

While the layout of the Harpejji is somewhat different, its makers claim it’s more
accessible for keyboard players than any other tapping instrument and they say it
cures a common problem.

“There’s this thing called ‘guitar envy,’” Meeks explains. “Keyboardists have it,
bass players have it, drummers have it. Some people solve the problem by taking a
keyboard and strapping it on like a guitar or a ‘keytar.’ That’s one cure. We’re kind of
offering a cure for the guitar-envy disease in another way. We’re giving keyboardists
the sound and expressive capabilities of a guitar with a more familiar keyboard inter-
face.” 

Though the Harpejji was designed by a keyboard player for other keyboard play-
ers, Marcodi’s principals expect that it will draw guitarists and drummers, as well.
Melani says that he approaches the instrument with a drummer’s sensibility, playing
it percussively. And he suggests that guitarists may use techniques more familiar to
them. 

Meeks says the instrument is comparatively easy to master once you understand
its use of isomorphic scales. “If you’re learning to play piano, and you want to play a
major scale, you’ve got to learn 12 different patterns,” he says. “On the Harpejji you
learn one major scale pattern and you can move that finger pattern anywhere you
want – start on any note and the shape is the same regardless of where you start.” 

This should allow musicians and students to go “unconscious” faster in terms of
learning to play the Harpejji because the patterns quickly become muscle memory.
Instead of thinking, “B-flat,” you think, “this sound – this hand pattern.” Meeks and
Melani think the Harpejji could even find a place in the music education world.
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and a Les Paul,” Smith says. “They also filled a need for quality because many guitars
had poor quality at the time.”

In Smith’s view, the ability to fill a need is what makes the difference between
success and failure. “If a new instrument answers a question nobody’s asking or it
provides something nobody needs, it won’t work,” he says. “If you have a mandolin-
piano let’s say, it may be a fascinating instrument but if it doesn’t fill a musical need,
it’s not going to be adopted.”

So is the Harpejji the answer to a musical question? Does it fill a musical need?
That’s hard to say at this point. Meeks admits that he designed the Harpejji for him-
self. But the most important thing for Marcodi now, he explains, is to “create a
public recognition of the value of this instrument. That’s going to be a challenge”

With so few Harpejjis extant, Meeks and Melani plan to get the word about their
instrument out in three ways – two of them traditional and one whose power is mul-
tiplying daily: the Internet. Tappers are already catching on to the Harpejji via online
forums and videos of the Harpejji in action. Interest extends beyond the United
States, according to Meeks, who says that the company already has had inquiries
from musicians in Norway and other European countries. 

But as much visibility as the Internet can bring to the Harpejji, nothing can
replace seeing, hearing or playing the instrument in person. As Melani points out,
Marcodi needs to get Harpejjis into the hands of musicians, or at least provide
opportunities for the public to experience it live.

“Musicians are aesthetic learners, feelers,” Melani says. “They like to touch
strings or drum sticks. The hardest thing for us right now is to be patient and to get
people to the tipping point of saying that they want to see a demo, see it in person.
We want them to see it on stage, being played before them by someone who can
show them techniques for achieving some fantastic sounds – somebody like Jordan
Rudess.”

Jordan Rudess is a Juliard School of
Music-trained musician, a master key-
boardist who turned his attention to
modern music and modern instruments
(synthesizers in particular) in the early
1990s. Celebrated by fans of “progressive
metal,” Rudess has a kind of cult follow-
ing and is best known for his work with a
progressive heavy metal rock band called
“Dream Theater.” 

Meeks and Melani are Rudess devotees, impressed not only by the music the ver-
satile keyboardist has produced but by his willingness to experiment with new
instruments. Early this year they traveled to New York City to show him their cre-
ation. Rudess was so impressed he asked to keep the instrument to explore its capa-
bilities. At the time, it was one of only two examples in existence – the original had
been sold to Marcodi’s first-ever customer who took delivery of Harpejji number one
last winter. Rudess still has the demo Harpejji. In fact, the instrument I experienced
in late March was shipped back to Baltimore direct from the keyboardist’s studio. 

“We let him know we received it in great condition,” Meeks relates. “He said,
‘That’s great, now give it back!’”

In addition to performing, Rudess has written instructional books and filmed
instructional videos. Meeks and Melani have struck a deal with the keyboard wizard
to make an instructional video for the Harpejji. Rudess is not formally endorsing the
instrument as yet, but Marcodi’s partners hope such efforts will help to promote
their product. Getting the Harpejji into the hands of other artists with visibility is a
priority. Still, they acknowledge that artist endorsement can be tricky.

“The most important thing is how much they’re going to play it,” Meeks says.
“We could have Billy Joel call us up and say, ‘I want one of those. I’ll play it.’ But if
it ends up sitting in his studio collecting dust, how beneficial is that to us?”

If Rudess’ enthusiasm for the Harpejji is any indication, the Harpejji just may be
filling a musical need. But for now, job one for Marcodi is selling and producing
more of them. At this early stage in the company’s history, every order builds
momentum, generating word-of-mouth publicity and gradually exposing the instru-
ment to more people, thus creating demand. 

“If you’re teaching music to a student, it’s much easier to teach them a simple
pattern than to get them to understand what a scale is,” Melani says. “Once they
understand the pattern, then they can see the scale. On the Harpejji you understand
that it’s a whole step from one string to another and a half-step up. It’s extremely
simple.”

THE ANSWER TO A 
MUSICAL QUESTION

Musical terms – like “vibrato, crescendo” or “forte” – have their roots in the Ital-
ian language. With this in mind, Meeks and Melani sought a name for their instru-
ment that would suggest that Italian heritage.

“We looked through a list of Italian musical terms,” Meeks remembers. “‘Arpeg-
gio’ was one of the words. It means ‘harp-like’ literally. This instrument sort of looks
like a harp, and to play an arpeggio, you play a number of notes sequentially. So we
thought, ‘arpeggio’ is a cool word to start with. We just kind of morphed it and came
up with ‘Harpejji.’ It fits with the Italian look and feel of the instrument.”

Up close, the Harpejji is visually appealing with obvious attention to detail and
quality craftsmanship. The concept behind the instrument and its sound and musi-
cal potential are equally intriguing. But what’s the business potential of the Harpejji
and how do Marcodi’s leaders, currently its only employees, plan to sell it?

Paul Reed Smith is intimate with the challenge of introducing new products to a
very old industry – the musical instrument business. Smith began designing and
constructing high-quality guitars in the early 1970s. He struggled into the early
1980s, but by 1985, PRS guitars had a stellar reputation. Musicians like Carlos San-
tana were drawn to PRS guitars because of their craftsmanship and the musical ques-
tion they answered.

“What our instruments did was fill a need somewhere in between a Stratocaster “The hardest thing for us
right now is to be patient
and to get people to the
tipping point of saying
that they want to see a
demo, see it in person.”
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Currently, Marcodi’s Web site is the only direct channel to the Harpejji. The
partners say that there is the possibility that demo models may be in one of the area’s
largest musical instrument retailers by the fall. Having a physical presence in a retail
setting should contribute significantly to awareness of the Harpejji. Nevertheless, the
Internet will remain the only conduit to the instrument for most people. Given the
power of that young medium, online exposure may prove the most benefit to the
musical start-up. 

COMPOSITION
At press time, Marcodi had approximately seven orders for Harpejjis. Filling

them will take some time. According to Meeks, the minimum build time for the
instrument is currently 60 days. Marcodi’s president does all of the assembly and set-
up work himself, but the painting and fretting of the instruments is outsourced. 

Would the partners be able to handle larger orders? Meeks is confident in his
ability to pull together suppliers and vendors quickly to turn out a product. That’s
essentially what he has been doing with Polk Audio for many years. 

“I know how to put the people together,” he says. “If Guitar Center called us
and asked for one demo model for every store, we’d be sweating. We might have to
tell them, ‘no’ or ‘wait.’ We might have to parse them out at a rate of five a month,
but I’d love to have that problem. We’d find a way to solve it. The biggest thing is
that we protect the integrity and quality of the product. Everybody says that, but we
mean it.”

Marcodi doesn’t plan to expand or seek outside investment in the near future.
The business is currently 100 percent “self-financed” and its owners want to retain as
much equity as possible. Besides, the partners view their enterprise as a custom
instrument manufacturer, not a mass producer. 

“When I consider the fact that Emmett Chapman builds 400 Chapman Sticks a
year, he’s far ahead of us and he’s still doing it in a garage,” Meeks says. “That tells
me we shouldn’t be thinking too grandly yet. But I do think there are a lot of reasons
why this could surpass the Chapman Stick.” 

Melani agrees and adds that Marcodi might look to fill other musical niches
before any large expansion. “I think before we would go to major manufacturing in
a factory we would expand out product line,” he says. “We’ve had a lot of discussions
about what we want Marcodi to be. Do we want to make conventional instruments?
Or do we want to be pushing the envelope for brand new types of musical construc-
tion? We might invest in instruments that will simply give musicians instruments
with greater means of expression.”

Given the profitability of other new instruments like the Swiss-made “hang
drum,” a custom-made steel drum available only in small quantities at a high price
point, the Harpejji may never have to sell in great volumes to make a tidy profit for
Marcodi. Currently, the instrument’s price is negotiable, determined by the finish
(three are available) and features a customer selects. While it’s less expensive than
many other custom-made instruments, it still isn’t cheap.

Meeks indicates that he and Melani are working to bring the cost down and
stresses that he wants the Harpejji to be accessible. “I want this to be a quality prod-
uct, but I don’t want it to be an exclusive thing,” Meeks says. “I want as many people
in the world who would like to play a Harpejji to be able to afford one. I think we’ll
come out with more affordable versions of it, maybe with fewer strings.”

The partners see the Harpejji fitting into every modern musical genre either as a
stand-alone instrument or as part of a keyboardist’s rig. More broadly, they want to
build a loyal following of Harpejji players. Citing the book, Art of the Start, by
former Apple Computer marketing guru Guy Kawasaki, Melani would like to see a
Harpejji subculture emerge. 

“Apple created a subculture where people love their Mac computers and are ded-
icated to them,” he says. “We like that. We love the idea of creating a subculture
where people are proud to say, ‘I’m a Marcodian!’”

As a first step toward that subculture, Marcodi will hold a Harpejji launch party
in Baltimore sometime this summer. Meeks and Melani hope to have some notable
musicians on hand playing their innovative new product. By then they’ll be moving
past the downbeat and the musical start-up of Marcodi will be in full swing.     CEO
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