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The Tromlitz Flute 

ARDAL POWELL 

T HROUGHOUT THE COURSE OF THE E I G H TEENTH CENT U RY , changing 

ideas of tone, intonation , a nd pe rformance style ke pt the des ign 

and construction of the flute in a sta te of continuous transformation.' 

Among the flutes of numerous types and models made in differen t 

places at various times, the instrument invented by the Leipzig vir­

tuoso, teacher, author , a nd flute maker J ohann George Tromlitz (1725-

1805) surpassed others in its technica l development and influe nced 

la ter changes in the flute in some of the most las ting ways.:! Especially in 

today's climate of interest in the historically informed performance of 

German class ical music, the construction of the Tromlitz flute, the ideas 

behind its design, and its musical capabilities, all merit attention . 

Tromlitz and his contem poraries recognized ce rta in weaknesses of 

tone and in tonation common to a ll designs for the flute . Indeed, basic 

problems in the instrument had been identified from the beginnin g of 

the eighteenth ce ntury, foremost a mong the m the fact that the notes in 

the first oc tave which called for forked fin gerings, F, G#, B ~, a nd C, 

An earlier ,-c rsion of this essay was read al 1he 1995 Nat io nal Meetin g of 1he American 

Musica l lnstru 1n e 111 Socie1y in Sail Lake C in·. I shou ld like LO ac know led ge a 199,\-94 

fe llowshi p fro111 1he Na tio na l E11 dow111e nt for 1he Hu111 a nities Program for College T each­

e rs and Independe nt Scho la rs fo r resea rch 0 11 the T ro 111li1z Allle. A trans lat ion o f T ro m ­

li1 z's I 800 keyed-flute tutor , as we ll as furth er d e tail a nd d oc u111 e ntation 011 Troml itz and 

his ins t ru111 e 111s , 111 a y be found in Ania! Powell , 1rans. and ed., The Keyed Flute b_,, j olta1111 

Ceorge Tro111/i/ z (Ox ford: C larendon, 1996) (hereinafte r , Keyed Flute). 

I . Some of the factors at work before ca. 17:i0 are d escribed in Arda I Po we ll with D,1\'id 

Lasoc ki , ··Bach a nd the Flute: The Pla ye rs, the Instrume nts, the lvlusic," Early f\!/usir 23, 11 0. 

I ( 1995): 9-29. Howc,·er, this is not the com ·e ntio na l ,· iew as a rticulated by other modern 

wri1 e rs 011 1he flute. including Phi li p Bate , The Flute (London : Ernest Be n n, 1969), 95- 100: 

J a ne Bowe rs, .. New Lig ht o n the De\'e lopment of the Trans\'erse Flu te between about 1650 

and a bout 1770, " I his J OURNA L 3 ( 1977): 5-56; and Howard Maye r Brown, '"Flute," in New 

Crove Dictiu11a1 )' of f\!lwirn l !11s/ru.111e11/s (London and New York: Macmillan , I 984), I: 769-

88, who ha,-c ma inta in ed that 110 sig ni fica nt chan ges took place in the way flutes were 

111ade be tween ca. I 720 and ca. 1760. 
2. An exce lle 111 stud y of Troml itz's life a nd wo rk may be found in Fritz De mmle r , 

·Joha nn George T ro mlitz ( 1725- 1805): Ein Be itrag zur Entwicklun g der Flote und d es 

F101e 11sp iels" (Ph .D. diss., Freie U nive rsita t , Berlin , 196 1; published, Bure n: Frits Knuf, 

1985). 
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sounded softer in tone color than the others. 1 Many of the flute designs 
of the early eighteenth century had by a skillful balance of acoustical 
elements reduced such flaws to a barely perceptible minimurn. 4 None­
theless, in the continuing search for designs that would satisfy changing 
conditions, conform to new pitch standards, and accommodate a ltered 
ideals of tone, many of the achievements of the early makers had to be 
le ft behind. 

Tromlitz was concerned principally with the same two factors in flute 
making as the makers of the baroque period: evenness of tone and 
security of intonation, but he achieved these qualities in ways that were 
quite new.'' Tromlitz eventually developed a flute with a combination 
of bore, tone-hole location and undercutting, key configuration and 
springing, and voicing of the embouchure that gave it a large dynamic 
range and an almost trumpet-like sound in a measure that had never 
been possible before. However, despite the new flute's excellence, a 
number of factors prevented it from taking his world by storm. 

The Tromlitz flute's advantages came at the cost of a fingering system 
with some unfamiliar features, particularly a key for c'.Z operated by the 
left thumb, which was normally used to hold the flute. 1

' This novelty 
posed what may have been the most serious obstacle to general accep­
tance of the Trom litz-system flute, particularly in a market largely com­
posed of amateu r players. Another barrier to the proliferation of Trom­
litz's keyed flutes was their high price. In 1796, for example, a keyed 
flute of the most advanced d esign cost around four times as much as a 
one-keyed flute , and three times as much as a four-keyed flute (E\,, F, G# 
and Bl, keys). 7 Thirdly, Tromlitz's one-man shop was competing for the 
most part with small factory-like operations, whose levels of manning, 
specialized working style, and division of labor gave them a greater 

,\. Pri11ti/H'S dt la /trite trrwtnihe (Paris , 1707) by .Jacq ues-l\fan i11 Hottctcrrc ("Le Ro­
main") is the hrs! of many Hute llltors to obsen·c that 1.hc forked fingerings arc sha rp in 
pitch if blown i11 the same way as the other notes (see p. 11 ) . The difference in 1.one color 
resulted front th e correction oft.his anomaly, by turning the embo uchure in wards a nd 
blowing more soft ly. 

4. For a list of sur\'i vi11g co11ical-borc flutes made before about 1750, see Powell and 
1.asock i. "Bach and the flute," 21 - 3. 

5 . .Johann George Tromlitz, A11 das 111.usilwlisrht Publilm111 (Leipzig, 1796; rcprilll , 1982) , 
I , ,l; trans. i11 Kntd Flull', App. II. 

6. Names of keys in this article refer to th e note produced when the key is opened. 
These names arc not specific as to octa1·c-pi1.ch, except in the case of c", so ca lled to al'<>id 
confusion with the c 1 key o n an extend ed foot joint. 

7. Tromlitz, Au das 11msikalisrlu· Publilm111, 7- 8. 
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volume of production at a more economical cost. As a result of all this , 
the Tromlitz flute, though it seems to have been well known among 
connoisseurs in Germany and England, met with far from universal 
acceptance in Europe as a whole and lost ground to other models which, 
though less rational, were more easily available and less demanding to 

learn to play. The recent reawakening of interest in the instruments of 
the classical period has largely overlooked Tromlitz's revolutionary con­
tributions to the design of the flute , at least partly because specimens of 
the Tromlitz flute are so scarce: the single surviving instrument with the 
key configuration that was his most noted contribution languished prac­
tically inaccessible in a Russian museum until the recent disintegration of 
the Soviet Union.8 

To appreciate Tromlitz's achievements today it is important to see 
them in a true perspective of his period's musical life and of the flute's 
place in it. Recent writings have explained the addition of keys in the late 
eighteenth century by citing increasing chromaticism and use of the high 
register in orchestral flute parts. In 1979 Catherine P. Smith investigated 
the flute parts in Haydn's symphonies, while more recently John Solum 
called the classical flute more "flexible" than the baroque flute and 
claimed that it "sacrific[ ed] power in the lowest notes for more easily 
produced higher notes."(> 

Such an evaluation of late eighteenth-century flutes says more about 
modern playing techniques than it does about the instruments them­
selves: as we shall see, eighteenth-century musicians spoke quite differ­
ently about flutes and flute playing. Moreover, such a focus on orchestral 
flute parts is a mistake: the privileged position of the orchestra in our 

8. The six sun·i1·i11g Tromlitz flutes located to date are listed in the table. St. Petersburg, 
Museum of l'vlusical Instruments , 110. I, is th e onl y example with the c" and Bl, thumb kcl's 
characteristic oft he Tromlitz system. Conditions of access to the St. Petersburg museum in 
the period be fore Perestroika arc detailed in Grant Moore, --comments 011 a Visit to the 
State Institute of Theatre, Music , and Cinematographie (Leningrad)," FoM/U-11 Quartnl_r 
12 (July 1078): 43-4 : and Simon Lc,·in , --collect ing i'vlusical Instrurnems in Russia and the 
So,·ict Cnion ," this Jou R:-.IAL 16 ( I ()90): 118-cl I. 

9. Smith in --changing Cse of the Flute and Its Changing Construction 1774-1795 ," 
A111erica11 Recorder 20, no. I ( 1979): 4-8, quoted examples of specific passages from classical 
music for orchestra. Solum in The Earl_r Flute (Oxford: Clare11do11, 1993), 50, likewise 
concentrated 011 the flute in the orchestra but witholll gi,·ing any examples. Surprisingh·, 
these were the first attempts to identify a musical reason for the tcclrnological changes in 
the flute: Bate, in Flute, 95, ascribed it entirely to the emergence of .. what we might call a 
·mechanical' instead of a purely acoustical approach 10 the intonation problems of the 
f-lutc." 
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musical life, inherited from the ninetee nth century, makes it difficult for 
us to appreciate that most of the music flutists played two centuries ago 
was of a domestic character: solos, songs, chamber pieces, and concertos 
performed at amateur concerts-a large body of music almost totally 
neglected in today's performances and recordings. Whereas orchestral 
flute parts of the period do te nd to avoid the low register because in that 
range the flute 's sound cannot carry through that of the other instru­
ments, in chamber music the whole range of the instrument is equally 
audible . 

Contemporary accounts state that it was at the bottom of the flute's 
range, not at the top, that a powerful tone was considered most appro­
priate and the keys made their most valuable contribution. In works 
published in I 785 and 1786 Tromlitz wrote: 

The evenness of tone produced by these keys in the lowest octave has a 
splendid and quite unaccustomed effect ll'hich is not otherwise expected of a 
flute , especially on sustained or growing and diminishing notes, ,1·hich are not 
possible at all on the dull and dead notes of an ord ina ry flute. 111 

Other sources confirm Tromlitz's view: the fingering charts of the many 
anonymous English tutors of the period directed the keys to be used in 
the first octave but often retained one-keyed flute fingerings in the sec­
ond and third. 11 The Paris Conservatoire at the end of the century had 
strong objections to the additional keys, perhaps not least because they 
were associated with England and the English. However, the benefits the 
keys conferred on the low register eventually overcame such reserva­
tions.12 

Thus, in the minds of late eighteenth-century flutists and make rs, 
keyed flutes were evidently closely linked with a strong tone in the low 
register, a new sound which appears to have been associated with the 

I 0 . .. Die durch diese Klappen her\'orgebraclne Gleichheit der Tiine in der un1crstcn 
Oktave mache1 e in e 1·onreHiche uml ga nz ungewi)!mliche v\lirkung, die sons1 ,·on ciner 
Flote nicht e rwartet wird, zurnal bey hah end en und ll'achsenden, ode r abnehmc11den 
Tonen , welche auf den stumpfcn und matten Tilnen eincr gewilh nliche n Fliite gar nicht 
moglich sind" (Johann George Tromlitz , .. >leuerfundenc Vortheilc zur bcssern Einrich­
tung der Flote," in Mi.lfclla11ec11 artislisrh,•11 lnhaltcs 26 [ I 785 ]: I 04-9). Translation by the 
author. The same ma1crial was repeated in Trornlitz's K11rze Ablw11rlh111g vo111 Flotc11sj,icf,,,, 
(Leipzig, 1786) . 

I I. A full list of these tutors is in Thomas E. Warner, A11 A1111otaterl Bibliogmf,hv u( 
Woodwi11d lnstr11rtio11 Books: /600- 1830 (Detroit: Infonnation Coord in ators, 1967). A dis­
cussion of se\'eral of 1he most irnportalll ed ition s is in the Imroductio n to Kned Flute. 

12. Fran~ois Dc\'icnne, No11vclle Metlwde t/11'oriq11e et Jm1tique J,ou.r la j!Ote (Paris, 1794), I. 
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period's professional playe rs. Tromlitz's own flute playing evidently fea ­
tured a powerful and even tone, as this aspect of it was emphasized by 
all who gave accou nts of his performances ; indeed , he appears to have 
been a leading figure in the g rowth in popularity of these qualities in 
Germany, England , and perhaps elsewhere. 13 Tromlitz's obitua ry in the 
Allgemeine musilwlisc!te Zeitung recalled: 

As a vinuoso he was distin guished by perfection, but st ill more by complete 
purity [ of intonation] and securi ty of tone, as by precision in perfo rma nce. He 
\\·as also one of the first , and in res pect of the influence he had, the fi 1·st, to 
introduce the now usual brnvura- and concerto-style 1,·ay of playing the flute , 
a nd es peciall y the strong, cutting tone bes t su ited to it, and frequent, sk illful 
use of the double tongue . ... 1•1 

The same words, "strong and cuttin g" (stark und scharf) , a re used to 
describe Tromlitz's tone in Gerber's Lexicon. His conce r tos we re deliv­
e red with "as much fire as perfection. His tone was, however, more the 
ringing tone of a trumpet than the soft so und of a flute ." 1'' An anony­
mous reviewer of Tromlitz's book Uber diP Flaten mit meltrer11 KlajJjJen 
(The Keyed Flute) gave a still more evocative description of his tone: 
"Anyone who still remembers the author's public appearances as a flute 
playe r knows ... that he melted the tone of the flu te and oboe in to each 
other. " 1i; Tromlitz was said to have demonstrated "how much power and 
how much tenderness the flu te offered in the hand of him who des ires 
them and knows how [to execute them]." 17 His style of playing stood in 

1:-l. On idea ls ofAute tone in th e late e iglnee n1h century, see J a ne Bowers, ··1v1ozar1 and 
the Flu te ," Eady M11sir 20 , no. I ( 1992): 3 1-42, and Keyed F/1111' , I ntrod. , sec. 2. 

14. ··A is Virtuos wa r e r <l urch Fert ig ke i1, noch mehr abe r clurch n, ll kon1rnene Reinhe i1 
und Siche rhe it des Tons, wie durch Genauigkeit im Spiel ausgezeich11e1. Er 11"ar auch e iner 
de r Ersten , und in Absich t auf Ei nAuss der Ers1e, die die jetzt gewiihnl iche braYour- und 
kon zertmassige Behandlung de r Flhte und ,·ornehm lich den clazu am bes1e 11 gee igne ten 
starken , scha rfen Ton un d haufigen, kiin stli che rn Gebra uch der Doppelzun ge e infuhrten , 
(""Nachricht iiber das Ableben rnn Trom litz," Allge111ei111' 11111si/wlisrh1· Zeit1111g 7 [ 1805]: 337-
38). Translation by the autho r. 

15. ·· ... trug er mit eben so ,·ie l Feuer a ls Fertigkeit Yor. Sein Ton war aber mehr der 
scl11ne1.te rnd e Ton e ine r Trompete, a ls cler sanfte Ton eine r Flbte" (E r11SI Ludwig Gerber, 
Hi.,torisch-biogmphisches Lexico11 der Tn11kii.11stler [Le ipzig, 1790-92; reprint. ed. O tl11n a r Wes­
sely, Graz: Akadem ische Druck-u. Ve rlagsans ta lt, 1977]. 2: 686). 

16. "We r sich noch claran er in nert , wie cler Verfasser a ls Fl6tenspieler ii!Temlich 
auft rat , de r weifl ... , clal3 er den Ton der FWte und de r Oboe ineinande r 1-crschrnolz" 
(Allge11u:i111' mwilwlische Zeit1111g 2 [ 1800]: 600 ff.; quoted in Demmler, "Troml itz," 39). 

I 7. "Hierdurch ... that e r dar, iiber wclche Kraft und iiber welche Zarthe it die FWte 
in cle r Hand d esse n, der da wi ll uml ka nn , gebietet" (Ibid ., 39) . 
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direct opposition to a more relaxed manner popular earlier in the eigh­
teenth century, and still cultivated by amateurs, perhaps especially 111 

England . tH 

It seems that changes of taste in the flute 's tone quality, not new 
de mands on its range or its tessitura, were the most significant factors 
affecting the instrument's construction. Moreover , the alterations in de­
sign which produced the more fashionable tone also tended to make the 
underlying flaws in the flute's design more noticeable and more trou­
blesome. Though pitch standards were far from uniform and though 
some makers had been producing models with up to seven cmjJs cir 
1nlw11gt at pitches as high as A440 since the middle of the century, f-lutes 
increasingly used higher tunings towards the latter part of the period_ I\> 

Partly because of the resulting shorter sounding length and partly be­
cause of changing tone ideals, the forked-finge red notes on these flutes 
had a less penetrating sound in comparison with the others. At the same 
time the scales and stepwise melodies of classical music juxtaposed bright 
and dull notes in a way which baroque music, with its arpeggiated pas­
sage work and violinistic themes, had tend ed Lo avoid. The added keys, 
by pro,·iding new tone holes for th e fork ed-fingered notes, removed 
these inherent contrasts altogether. 

Nothing is known of how Tromlitz learned Lo play the f-lute or to 

make instrume nts. He was famous primarily as a flute virtuoso in 
Leipzig in the third quarter of the eighteenth cenLUry. Of his flute mak­
ing he wrote: 

To classif)' me as an instrument make r is not correct, for I am not one; I on!)' 
make my inst rum en I as a scholarly musician and Hute pla yer. I do not knOII' 
an y of th e ordinary instrument makers " ·ho "·ork from principles; all just 
imitate, inside and outside Germany.~" 

18. Bowe rs , ··Moza rt and th e Flute,"· :l 1-2 . 
I 11. The widespread re putation of August Cre 11Se r ( 1720- I 807) as a f-lut e make r 11·as 

based upon such a lllodel , t,-pif-ied b,· the instrullle nt in the Dayton C. \1iller Collection 
(no. 140 , mad e I 744 -:i6) , Library of Congress. Washington, D.C. For further d e tails sec 
Kn·l'd Flute. App. I, the section headed "The Grc11Scr workshop ... 

20. ··nal3 lll a n rni ch umcr di e Instrutne mcnlllache r sClzt, ist nicl11 rccl11 , d c nn ich bin 
Kciner: !ch lllach e nur lllein Instrum e ntals wisscnschaftlichcr i'vlusikcr und Fliit c nist. Von 
d e n gcwiihnlichcn Instn1rn c nt c nrnachcrn kc nn c ich Kcinen, d c r nach Criincl e n arbeitetc, 
alle Jllachc n 1111r nach , in Ull(I aulkr Dcutschland " (Knw/ Flute, chap. 7, par. 22). English 
tran slations or ·rro111li1z 's writings arc li ste d in 1111. 21 and 28. 
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FIGURE I. Johann George Tromlitz. Engraving by his son Jacob Tromlitz. Photo 
courtesy of Karl Ventzke. 
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Tromlitz's career began as a law student at the University of Leipzi g; 
he late r held the post of solo Aute in the Grosses Konzen from 1754-76. 
His re putation grew as a result of solo concert tours, which may have 
con tinued into his old age . In the last quarte r of the century he retired 
from regular playin g and devoted himself to teaching, writin g, and the 
improvement of the Aute. All his elated accomplishments in Au te design 
are associated with publications during the last phase of his life, from 
178 1-1 805 . 

Fortunate ly, in th is late period T rom litz took to record in g his ideas in 
print.~ 1 In the first of his didactic writings , Kwze Abha11dlung vom Flote11-
sf! icll'11 (Short Essay o n Flute Play in g) of I 786, it became clear at the outset 
that his standards we re higher than ave rage. Tromli tz introduced the 
e lements at the core of his be liefs about exce lle nt Aute playing, es pecially 
clarity of articulation and express ion , perfect intonation in a ri gorous 
tuning system hav ing pure intervals and ma kin g a distinction between 
flattened and sharpened degrees ,>f the scale, and th e tota l emotional 
involvement of the performer. 

These themes were developed an d expanded in the monume ntal 
179 1 A11.1fiihrlichcr und griindfichN U11 /Nricht di!' Flofr' zu sjJiclen (Deta iled 
and Thorough Method for Playi ng the Flute). The tutor was designed 
for the two-keyed Aute Tromlitz considered the minimum req uirement 
for a good playe r. However, his writings throughout th e 1780s had 
conta in ed frequent references to Autes with add ition al keys. T here was 
no question for him of th e keyed flute's superiority, yet he was aware 
tha t playe rs wou ld res is t cha ngin g to the unfamiliar instrument out of 
re luctance to learn new fingerings , and though he insisted that consci­
entious professionals must use a keyed Aute, he und erstood that th is was 
too much to expect of the amateu rs who were the majority of h is read­
ership. This notwithsta nding, his method for the keyed Aute was 
published in 1800, as a supplement to the 1791 tutor . Th is book gave a 
methodical explanation of the use of the ke ys on a Aute of Tromlitz's 
own design , which by then had reached its ul tim ate stage of devel­
opment. 

2 1 Trnrnlitz's didactic writin gs arc: ( I) K11r:c 1\hha11,l/1111g vo111 Fliite11.,pitlt11 (Le ipzig, 
I i86): (2) A11sjii/11·/i1l11•r 1111,I grii11dlirh,•r l'11tari1ht ,lie Fliitc :11 .1/1ic/,,11 (Leipzig, I i!J I ; trans. 
a 1HI ed .. Arda! Powell, as T/11· \lirt,wso Fl11fl' -Pla1•1·rby.Joha1111 George Trm11/it z [Cambridge a nd 
\icw York: Cambrid ge L.:n i,·c rsity Press, 19\J 11): ('\) Obi'/' die Flufl'11 111it 111c/11·1•m Klafi!N'II 
(Leipz ig, 1800: trans. as Kn·c,I F/11/c); a nd (4) "Abha ndlun g Ober d e n scho nc n Ton a uf dcr 
1-'li\tc," i\llgc11ll'i111· 11111.,ilwlisr/11· ll'it1111g 2 (Jan. 1800): 30 1- 4 a nd '.1 16-20. 
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FIGURE 2. Schuchart Senior flute , ca. 
1755. Cambridge, Massachusetts, Rob­
e rt Straus. 

FIGURE 3. Schuchart flute, ca. I 758-
65. London, Sotheby's auction, 15 May 
1978, lot 13. Photo courtesy of Sothe­
by's . 
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Many of the elements in the flutes Tromlitz built had been introduced 
by others. I have argued elsewhere that there are compelling reasons for 
considering a keyed flute stamped SCHUCHART SENIOR (fig. 2) the 
earliest to survive, at ca. 1755, a quarter century before Tromlitz's first 
announcement. 22 Though keyed flutes at this early date may well have 
been rare, at least one other flute of very similar design with the stamp 
SCHUCHART (fig. 3) has survived. 2 :1 

These early English keyed flutes had a relatively large bore and, gen­
erally speaking, a round a nd rather thick tone. It is perhaps surprising 
to find that their forked-fingered notes were comparatively robust and 
stable in pitch, but this in itself reveals something about the way the 
instruments were played . If keys had first been added to flutes with very 
weak forked fingerings, we might deduce merely that more evenness of 
tone was desired by players, no matter what kind of tone they favored, 
hard or soft. As it is, we see that players must have been pushing the tone 
in the first octave as far as these exceptionally well-balanced instruments 
would tolerate, and thus that they were most likely producing an already 
extremely incisive sound, a propensity which the keys would have en­
couraged even further. 

The transmission of the English keyed flute to Europe and thus to 
Tromlitz's environment is very difficult to trace: even in England written 
sources do not begin to mention the keyed flute until about 1766, and no 
evidence has come to light that English keyed flutes were known in 
Germany or Austria until the 1780s, though traveling virtuosi returning 
from London doubtless introduced a few specimens. 24 From a survey of 

22. Arcia! Powell, "An English Keyed Flute, ci rca 1755," Trawno 7, no. 3 (July 1995): 
1-3: and Keyed Flute, lntrod. and App. I. 

23. London, Sotheby's auctions, 15 May 1978, lot l '.1; and 21 Mar. 1995, lot 375. T he 
present location s of these Hutes are not known: perhaps the same instrument appeared at 
auction twice. In Keyed Flute I ha Ye suggested that instruments like this were made in 
Charles Schuchart\ shop between John Just's dear.h in 1758 and Thomas Collier's succes­
sion of Charles in (or shortly after) 1765. 

24. As far as I ha,·e been able to determine, the ea rli es t references to keyed flutes arc 
in the anonymous The Comp/eat Tu.tor for the Cen11a11 Flute . Translated Ji-om the French 
(London, ca. 1770) and The Com.pleat Tu.tor fur the Cn111a11 Flute ... and a Concise Scale & 
rlescri/1tio11. o/a new invented Cer11w11 Flute with additional Ke_vs, made b_,, T. Calmsac, such as pla/d 
011 by the two celebrated Masters, Tacet and Florio (London, ca . 1766): Warner, A1111otated 
Bibliography, listings I 06 and I 11. 
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the oldest surviving keyed instruments2" it is clear that the extension to 
low C was an integral part of the first English keyed flutes, not an 
optional extra as modern writers have stated .2" Tromlitz, like most con­
tinental writers, did not approve of the C-foot.27 However transmission 
occurred, the English keyed Aute lost its integral C-foot in the process 
-as indeed it did in England after a few decades: foot joints to D, C#, 
and C were made both in England and in Germany throughout the 
1780s and '90s, some makers providing more than one type for a single 
Aute. 

Though we can discover little of Tromlitz's early contacts with other 
makers' keyed flutes , a series of announcements about the instruments 
he himself was making throughout the 1780s and I 790s gave a com­
mentary on his changing ideas. 28 On all occasions he advocated the use 
of both D# and B keys and an intonation system in which, even for a 
fully keyed Aute, he provided separate fingerings for sharps and Rats , 
differing by one-ninth of a tone . In the first publication of this kind , in 
1781, Tromlitz announced that he was making flutes with Bl, and G# 
keys and a C-foot. At this stage he seemed reluctant to advocate the keys 
too strongly: 

25 . These include a ··Florio'" flute by Thomas Collier, dated 1771 (London , Smheby"s 
auction, 14 July I 990, Im 149); and the well-known Caleb Gedney Hute, dated 1769 
(Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, no. 1983.330 [e" Shorey, e" 'v!oskowitz, e" Champion]; 
illus. in Soh1rn, Earlv F/11/c , 61 ): as well as those stamped SCHUCHART and SC!-IUC!-IART 
SENIOR me nt.ioned abo\'c; and others li sted in Keyed F/11te's .. Register of lnslrumcllls 
Cited." 

26. On uses of the C-fool in England, sec Maurice Byrne, ··Schuchart and the E"tendecl 
Foot-Joint ," Calj1in Societ_v .Journal 18 (1965): 7-13. On ea rlier indications of its use , see 
Arda! Powell, ··science, Technology , and the Art of Fll!lemaking in the Eightee mh Ccn­
lllry," Fl11tist Q11artal_\' 19, no. 3 ( 1994): 33-42; and Powell and Lasocki, ··Bach and the 
Flute ," 13 , notes 30-1. The rnemion in Dc,·icnnc, No11vcllc Mctlwcle, I , seems to indicate 
that the C-fool was nol at all co mrnon in France after th e Rew,ll!lion. 

27. Trnmlitz cnicizcd an English keyed Attt.e he had seen , with panicular scorn for the 
C-fool, in An das 111usikalische P11blilmm (1796) 4-5: and in the keyed -flute lllt.or (Ke_ved Flute, 
chap. 7, par. 16. and App. II). 

28. These are his (I) "Nachricht ,·on Tromlitz Floten ," in Mi.,rellanern artistisrhrn lnhalte.1 
8 ( 1781 ): 115-21 ; (2) " Nachriclll von Tromlitz'schen Flotcn, " in Magazi11 der Mu:ik I , no. 
2 ( 1783): IO 13-21; trans. by Arcia! Powell as ··1 nfonnation on Tromlitz Flutes ," Traveno 6, 
no. I (Jan. 1994): 1-2 ; (3) ·· Neuerfundene Vonheile zur besse rn Einriclnung der Flote," 
in i\llisrellaneen artistisrhm lnhaltes 26 (1785): 104-9; (4) .. An das rnusikalische Publikum ,'" 
Musilwlisrhe Korresponden: cler te11tsrhen jilannonischen Cesellsclwji 32-4 ( I 0-24 Aug. 1791 ): 
252-69; (5) An das musilwlische Publik11m (1796; trans. in App. !I of Ke_yec/ Flute); and (6) 
··Replik auf die Anfrage, ·Sollten niclll unsere Flote n durch die ,·iclcn Klappcn schr ,·er­
loren haben; und hat j emand bewicsen, claB diese not.big waren'," Kaiserlich-privilegierter 
Reichsanzeiger 98 (Gmha, 1800): 1271 -2. 
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I have tried as far as possible to Lake away the dull notes by means of the 
inte rior construction and by means of the fingering system, so that one can 
achieve a moderate evenness of the notes in the bottom octave if one is just a 
bit careful. I have also tried to do it by means of a few added keys , such as: 
Bl, or A# in the first octave, G# or Al,, which does produce a strong and bright 
tone, but it makes playing much more difficultY' These keys can only be used 
to advantage in slow and moderately quick movements. A key for the first­
octave E#, and one for the second octave C can also be added, but these are 
quite unnecessa ry. I have also added the first-octave C and C# in the low 
register by mea ns of a long foot joint together with a long key. :io 

In a 1783 article the same material was repeated, but in 1785 Tromlitz 
waxed e nthusiastic for his keyed flutes as he announced what is de­
scribed here as the "Tromlitz system." This configuration was charac­
terized by an F key for the left-hand fifth finger as well as a short F, and 
a c'.! key in "a very special arrangement," which doubtless referred to the 
open-standing c'.2 thumb key and closed B~ (fig. 4a). Tromlitz remarked 
that he had tried making a key for tone hole 6, which produced e 1 and 
e'.!, but now instead tuned Ea little flat so that it could be blown harder 
and vented with the D~ key to strengthen its tone . 

The long F key announced in 1785 made it possible to play F with a 
key after D, 0#, or El,, when the short F could not be used. Credit for its 
invention has traditionally been ascribed to Tromlitz on the basis of this 
announcement. However, as I have shown elsewhere, it seems more 
likely that the key was invented in March 1783 by the father of the blind 

29. 11 should be llotccl 1ha1 in naming the keys as Bl, or A#, e tc., Trnrnlitz is 1101 
suggcstillg tha1 the same fillgerillg may be used for both notes, only that the same key is 
used ill both fillgcrillgs. Thus b l, 1 is fillgered I Bl,27 , while a# 1 would add 4 to this fingcrillg 
( I Bl,427). A full list of the separate fillge rillgs used in sharp and !fat tollaliti cs is ill Kl'yl'ri 
F/1111', chaps. 4-6. 

:\0. --1ch babe zwar, so ,·icl rniiglich , durch d e ll inllcrn Bau und clurch die Fingcrord­
nullg die s1urnpfen Tone zu heben gcsucht, claf.l mall, welln mall nur cinigcrmalkn n,r­
sichtig is1. cine zicrnliche Gleichhei1 cler Tone in cle r untersten OktaYe e rhalten ka,rn . 
Auch habc icl, cs durch einige hillzugcftigtc Klappen, als: das eingcstrichene b oder ais; gis 
oder as miiglich z11 mache n gcsucht, wodurch mall zwar den Ton stark uncl hcllc be­
kornnll , aber das Spielcll daclurch schr crschwcret, uncl diese Klappcn kiinn e n llUr bey 
langsa1ncn und 111~iGig· gcschwinden S~itzen n1it. Vonhcil angewcndet. wcrden. Man kann 
auch c ine Klappc zu d e rn eillgestrichellcn eis, und c ine zu elem zwcyges1richellcn c, an­
bringcll, abcr dicsc sind ganz unni:ithig. !ch habc auch noch das cingcstrichcnc c und cis 
in cle r Tiefc durch ein bnges Ful3st[ick llCbst ciner lallge n Klappc angcbracht" (Tromli1z, 
.. Nachrich, .. [ 1781 ]: I 17). 
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FIGURE 4. Drawings by Stephen Korbel. 
a. Left: The left-hand section of a Tromlitz flute shows th e "very special 

arrangement" of thumb keys for c~ and Bl, , first used in the 1785 system, and 
below them the second B~ lever, announced in 1796. 

b. Center: The right-hand section of a Tromlitz flute shows the long F key, 
adapted to form a lever acting on the short F. 

c. Right: Tone-hole undercutting forms, showing Tromlitz's use of fraises. 
St. Petersburg, Museum of Musical Instruments , no. I. 
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child prodigy Friedrich Ludwig DLilon and communicated to Tromlitz 
when the three met in 1784. '.31 

The "very special arrangement" for c2 and Bl, is shown in Figure 4a. 
In the 1785 article Tromlitz went into some detail about his experiments 
on this account, describing what were probably the first attempts to 
supply a key for c2 _:32 However, beca use the left thumb was used Lo hold 
the flute, it required playe rs to disrupt the familiar manner of fingering 
and even to learn a new way of supporting the instrume nt. Though 
other types of c2 key, particularly a long key for the right index finger, 
emerged in the early nineteenth century, Theobald Boehm in 1832 
revived a configuration for c2 and Bl, based on Tromlitz's in a radical 
revision of the flute's mechanism. Boehm retained this feaLUre in his 
1847 cylindrical flute, which is the basis of the standard mod ern instru­
me nt: thus Tromlitz's concept of using the left thumb for a C/BI, com­
bination is now familiar, in a different form, to the majority of the 
world's flutists . 

In the 1791 LUtor, Tromlitz again mentioned Bl, and c" ke ys for the 
left thumb. He repeated his recommendation of the 1785 specification 
for the best flute, with ke ys for El,, D#, F, F, G#, Bl, , and c2 _:u Another 
1791 publication, "An das musikalische Publikum" (To the Musical Pub­
lic) , while advocating the same key configuration, contained significant 
new information about the transmission of Tromlitz flutes to England. 

The eight-keyed Tromlitz flute, a slight advance on the seven-keyed 
instrument of 1785, was first announced in the 1796 pamphlet An das 

musikalischr' Puhlikum. The flute had two F keys; BI, with a second lever, 
or a second separate Bl, ke y; and again a c2 key of the "qu ite sin­
gular and very useful design " announced in 1785. The newest ar­
rangement was El,, D#, F, F, G#, Bl, , Bl,, and a c" key. A C-foot was 

3 1. Kn'{'(/ F/11/t , lntrod. The accoulll of the long F's i11\'C11tion is in Friedrich Ludwig 
Diilon, Diilons dts blindt11 Fldln1sj1itfrrs Ltbt11 1111(/ Mtv111111gen, vn11 i/1.111 .,,,fbst bearheilel, 2 1·ols. 
(Zurich, 1808), 2: 47. Sec also Karl Ventzkc, ··r. I.. Dulon [sic], dcr blindc Fliitenspic lc r 
( 1769- 1826): C he r 'Leben um! Meynungc n' eines re isende n Vinuose11," in C:011rcmi11g !h.t 
F/11/e , ed. Rien d e Reeclc (Amsterdam: Broekrnans & Van Poppel, 1\)84 ), 90 - 106.John A. 
Rice's article "The Blind Diilon and His Magic Flute ," Mwir & Le!ll'rs 71 ( 1990): 2!i-!i 1, 
contains so me new accounts of Diilon's playing while on tour during the period whe n he 
re port ed using keyed fillles by Trornlitz and Gre11Ser. 

32. In the Nac hwort to J. .J. H. R[ibock], Bm11'r/11111g1'11 iiber die Fliile 1111d Vasurh einer 
A11/eilu11g w r btssatn Ei11rirh./1111g unrl Beha11d/1wg rfrr.w:lbn1 (Stendal, 1782), Ribock described 
a c" key of his own im-cmion for the left thumb. Althou gh the date of this a nnoun cemem 
was earlier than Trornli1.z's, Ribock re1-caled in it that at t.h e time he wrote, Trom litz was 
alread y makin g the c"i Bl, arrangemem he announced for the first time three yea rs late r. 

:-l:l . Powell, \lirluuso F/11/e-Pla_ver, 327. 
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F1GURE 5. Three views of the 1796 Tromlitz flute, as described in his Uber die 
Flo/en mil mehrern KlajJpen (Leipzig, I 800). Reconstruction by Folkers & Powell, 
based on St. Petersburg, Museum of Musical Instruments, no. I. Draw ings by 
Stephen Korbet. 



104 JOLRNAL OF THE AMERICAN MUS ICAL I NSTRUi'vlENT SOCIETY 

ava ilable but not recommended. Thus the only material difference be­
tween the 1796 Aute and the one of 1785 was the duplicate key for Bb. 
In his 1800 keyed-Aute tutor, Tromlitz advocated the 1796 system with 
the slight refinement of double levers instead of two separate keys each 
for Bb and F, and with the keyAaps curved to the body of the Aute rather 
than closing on Rat key-seats. 

Clearly the main points of the Tromlitz key system had evolved rather 
suddenly. In the 1783 article Tromlitz was apparently not yet ready to 
announce the thumb c~ key and found the F key "quite unnecessary," so 
that his recom mendation was for D#, Eb, C#, and Bl, keys only. However, 
by 1785 he had alread y developed not only one F key but also a second, 
which was probably not his idea, a nd a c'.! key for the left thumb, which 
probably was. The I 785 system had keys for D#, B, F, F, C#, Bb, C-all 
those of the 1796 system except the second Bb. In terms of the instru­
ment's development, then, we should view the 1785 Aute as the first 
appearance of the Tromlitz system's characteristic features and the 1796 
Aute as a refinement of this. 

Six instrumen ts by Tromlitz survive and are listed in the accompany­
in g tab le . From th ese we ca n learn in deta il about the acoustics of the 
instrume nts and T romlitz's unusual construction techniques .:0• 1 He was 
o ne of a small number of makers to undercut tone holes with fraises: 
these were small metal cutters, most often with a rounded profile, passed 
up inside the bore and engaged by a threaded rod placed through the 
tone hole to be unde rcut. Most of Tromlitz's fraises were unusual in 
havin g a straight conical profile. Figure 4c shows the three differe nt 
cutte rs identified from the tone holes of St. Pe tersburg, no. I, while a 
fourth (not shown) was used on certa in other Autes. The largest has left 
marks showing it was a lso used to make the embouchure holes- this is 
ve ry rare in eighteenth-centu ry Au te makin g.:35 T he foremost practical 
advantage of using fraises was their contribution to accuracy and con­
sistency, while the particular shape ofTromlitz's fra ises affected the tone 
of his Au tes. All th e keys on the Tromlitz Autes a re sprung with tem­
pered steel rather than the brass almost universally used at the time: 
some keys are fitted with o nly one thickness of metal, and one has three, 

:-14. A co mpa rison of these inst ruments on the basis of th e ir bore an d tone-ho le loca­
tions, tone-hole and e mbo uchure undercutting, pitch , key configu rat ion , and manufac­
wring technique is g iY en in A pp. I of Keyl'd Flute. 

,l5 . T he fraises shown a re those identifi ed in Knw/ Flute, App. I, as A, B, a nd C . Fraise 
A was used in the embouchure hole. 



TABLE. The Six Trom li tz Flutes 

LOCATION KEYS MATERI AL PITCHES 

Cologne: Gunther Holler , loan from v\lalther Di.irr 1 

Bl, , G# , F, D#, C#, C ebony 430,435,440 

St. Petersburg: l'vluseum of Musical Instruments, no. I 
c~, Bl,, G#, F, F, D# , B ebony 430,435,440 

Antwerp: Museum Vleeshuis, no. 67.1.239, loan from Koninklijk Vlaams \'vluziek Conservatorium ~ 
D#, B lig num vitae all 7 missing 

St. Petersburg: Museum of Musica l Instruments, no . 855 
D# 

Wurzbu rg: Rybert Mynter :, 
Bh , G#, F, D#, B 

Dieppe: Regnier Family ·1 

[Bh JG#, D# 

boxwood 423,430,435 , 442,448 

ebony 425 [#I, ##3-5 missing] 

ebony [415), 425,430, [430) , 435 

11\lus. in Trom litz Uber die Flaten (reprint, Buren: Frits Knuf, !99 1; and Solum, Em-/y Flute, 53) . 
2J eannine Lambrechts-Douillez, Catalogus van de Muzielii11str11we11le11 uit de versmneling van het 1\1/usewn Vleeshuis (Antwerp: 
Ruckers Genootschap , 198 1 ), lists the instrument as ano nymous. 
:11\lus. in Tromlitz, An das Musilwlische Publilw.m (reprint, Celle : Moeck Verl ag, 1992) , 4; and Peter Spohr, Kun1thandwerli im 
Dienste der Mmik (Frankfurt: T he a uthor, 199 1 ), listing A 16. 
' 1The Regnier flute was orig inally made with three middle joints and keys for G# and D#. T 1rn further middle joints were 
added later, each \\"i th a key for B h. 
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but most are fitted with a double spring, gwmg a very light and even 
action without being either too heavy or too spongy. 

Tromlitz's publications and his instruments apparently influenced 
only the foremost among contemporary makers. The paths his influence 
took demonstrate that these indi vidu als either failed to understand or 
did not accept his total concept of the flute 's design. A boxwood 1796-
system Au te with brass keywork for c'.!, B ~, B ~, G#, F, F, 0#, EI,, by Pots­
dam maker F. G. A. Kirst (ca. 1750-1806) , has survived, but in this 
instrument Kirst has retained his own bore and acoustical proportions, 
simply superimposing Tromlitz's key system. 36 Though Kirst may have 
realized the value of this particular configuration of keys and probably 
copied it directly from a Tromlitz flute , he evidently preferred the tone 
and intonation of his usual flute s. 

The famous Dresden woodwind maker Heinrich Grenser evidently 
knew of Tromlitz's work, for in 1800 he published a rather sarcastic 
review of the keyed-flute tutor published in that yearY Despite his 
negative attitude, what he read may have spurred him to ex periment 
with or even adopt some of Tromlitz's ideas. One of Grenser's flutes 
(Stockholm, Musikmuseet, no. 22649) shows how he took Tromlitz's 
idea for the c:1 thumb key and double B~ and simplified it by providing 
a simple c'.! thumb hole together with a B l, key operated by the right 
index finger , corresponding to the second leve r for this key that Trom­
litz had announced in 1796 and omitting the thumb Bl, entirely. The 
Stockholm flute is of a type probably made between 1798 and 1806, 
during which period the first double F keys, the first Cij foot joints (as 
opposed to C foot joints made earlier) , and the first c'.! thumb holes all 
appeared on flutes from the Grenser workshop.:18 A somewhat later 
Grenser instrument (Stockholm, Musikmuseet, no . 237) was originally 
made with the same key configuration but was late r altered by the 

36. The Kirst f-lute, which belongs to 1he collection of 1he Toulouse Conservatoire, is 
illustrated and described in more detail in Kned Flu.le, figs. 5 and 13 and A pp. l , as are 
details of Kirst's ,·arious flute pa11erns and th e mode ls he imitat ed. 

37. Heinrich Grenser, untilied re,·iew in fllttllignn-Bla/1 wr !\llgemei11en 11111oilwlisch.e11 
Ztitu11g 2,110. 11 (Mar. 1800) : 43-6. 

38. The Stockholm flute (i'vlusikmuseel. no. 22649) is illustrated in Phillip T. Youn g, 
Th.t Looh nf Music (VancouYer : Va ncou,-c r Museums and Plan etari ulll Assoc iation , 1980), 
143. Datings of flutes lllade by the Grcnscr workshop arc based on discussions in Kever! 
F/11/e and in Arcia! Powell , .. The G rensc r Flutes ," Trmwno 7, no. I (.Jan. 1995): 1-3. 



THE TROMLITZ FLUT E 107 

addition ofa c2 for the right index finger-before its owner reali zed that 
this finger (un like the left thumb) could not operate both c2 and B~ keys 
at the same time and took it off aga in . These variations in key configu­
ration had no material effect on the tone, intonation, or response of the 
subject instruments . 

One critical evaluation of the Tromlitz flute by a contemporary was 
published in 1803, when the doctor and amateur flutist Heinrich 
Wilhelm Theodor Pottgiesser presented a long anonymous essay full of 
radical suggestions for redesign of the Aute. 39 His ideas were apparently 
stimulated by a keyless design that Tromlitz had described in his Ober die 
Flaten ... (1 800) ,-1° but he may possibly have developed some of them 
earlier: 1 1 The first installment of Pottgiesser's essay rema rked on the 
general problems in Aute design , citing Tromlitz's writings as evidence 
of the effort needed to overcome them. He made his observations par­
ticularly with respect to Tromlitz's instruments, since they were the best 
known to him and, according to the claims of their inventor, the most 
perfect. Pottgiesser's objections to Tromlitz's Autes were that the left 
thumb was used for two differen t keys; that there were altogether too 
man y keys, ma king fingering d ifficult ; that the keys we re not perfectly 
silent in operation; that intona tion was still not perfect; that E was weak, 
and that many trills remained faulty. The objection as to the le ft thumb 
might have been valid but only as a cri ticism of the 1785 system: the B~ 
lever for the right index finge r introduced in 1796 resolved the diffi­
culty. By optimal tone-hole place ment, siz ing, and undercutting, Trom­
litz gave the e 1 and e2 on his flutes a strength of tone few of his 
contemporaries managed to match, though it is true that the most in­
tense tone was not availab le on that d egree of the scale on a ny Aute:12 

39. [H . W. T. Pougiesser], ··C be r die f chlcr dcr bishc rigcn Floten , besonders dc r 
Klappenflotcn , ncbst einem Vorschlage zur bcsscren Einrichtung derselben ," Allge111ei11e 
111.11silwli.,rhe Zeit1111g 5 ( 1803): 609-16 , 625-38, 644-54, 673-83. 

40. Sec Knwl Flute, chap. 7, par. 25. 
4 1. Sec Powel l, \lirtuoso Flute-Playa, 25 and 11. 2. 
42. With a small number of exce ption s in e ightee nth-century finge ring charts for the 

on e- keyed Hl!lc, the key for D#IEI, (tone ho le 7, counting from the e mbouchure encl) 
re mains closed for all the notes of the first octm·e except f #. The closed hole a t. the lower 
end of the wbc has liule effect on the tone of these notes, which are Yented by sc,·cral open 
tone ho les abo,·c it. HoweYc r , the effect of the closed se·emh tone ho le in muffling the 
tone of e I and e" is far g reater, since these fingerings a re Yented on ly by the open tone ho le 
6 -a ll the othe rs, including tone ho le 7 be low it , are closed. Morem·er , as Gre11Sc r obsen ·ecl 
in his re,·icw of 1800 , the sixth tone hole must a lways be placed highe r tha n its acoustica lly 
correct position so that the right-hand third finger can reach it eas ily; consequently it is 
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Pottgiesser's criticisms were more convincing when he turned his atten­
tion to the trills: some problematic ones did indeed remain; but the 
majority were far more functional and were provided a larger number 
of alternative fingerings on Tromlitz's flute than on other keyed flutes of 
the time-an advantage for which the light and comfortable key action 
deserved much credit. Pottgiesser's view of the flute 's tuning was essen­
tially incompatible with Tromlitz's, calling for equally sized semitones in 
conformity with the keyboard . 

Tromlitz himself realized the limitations of his flute, particularly its 
dependence on the use of the received basic fingering system. He began 
the invention of a chromatic flute with only one key, probably with a 
conical bore, and with an even more unfamiliar fingering. He described 
the flute in chapter 7, paragraphs 25-7 of his Ober die Flaten mit mehrern 

KlapfJen. However, by the time he had written this description in 1800, 
he had come to the conclusion that his keyed Tromlitz-system flute was 
the best practicable solution to the instrument's problems , and he con­
signed his experimental flute to posterity. 43 

It is the exceptional good fortune of a modern researcher to find a 
subject like Tromlitz, whose activities as a performer, an instrument 
maker, and a teacher all illuminate one another. Even the fact that 
Tromlitz has remained a somewhat obscure figure over the past two 
centuries operates in our favor : although his name has long been 
used in Germany as a generic label for all types of pre-Boehm keyed 
flutes, it is at least not necessary to penetrate nineteenth-century inter­
pretations of his work to understand his message. '14 Too often in the 
investigation of early music, performance practice, and instruments, it is 
difficult to take what we learn from any source at face value, but in the 
complex interrelationship among music, instruments, technique, and 
instructions for performance, the body of evidence Tromlitz provided is 

made smaller than it might otherwise be. The relati,·e weakness of e 1 and e~ on conical­
bored flutes is thus clue to two factors: the forked nature of the fingering and th e small size 
and consequelll reduced ,·enting of the sixth tone hole . 

43. Kever! Flute, chap. 7. pars. 25-7. 
44. For a description of the confusion and error that ha,·e afflicted the history of 

another supposedly re,·olutionary des ign for the flute , see Arda! Powell, "The Hotteterre 
Flute: Six Re plicas in Search of a Myth ," .Journal of the Alllerican iv/n,icological Society 49 
(forthcoming, 1996). 
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refreshingly complete. From the extremely detailed instructions he left 
in print, from what was written about him, and from the instruments he 
made, we can form a three-dimensional view of the man and his ideas on 
music-a view clearer than that we have of any eighteenth-century flut­
ist, including Hotteterre and Quantz. Students of early music and in­
struments are fortunate to possess in these sources the matrix of the 
musical experience of a fine eighteenth-century virtuoso for whom the 
design of his instrument, the music he played , and the special sound and 
style of his performance were all in1imately linked. The remarkable 
potential of this combination has yet .o be explored : with Tromlitz's 
tutors and the Tromlitz-system flute in hand, the process can begin. 




