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The E-flat Contra Alto Clarinet by Maldura (1881) 
and B-flat Contra Bass Clarinets by Besson (1890) 

ALBERT R. RICE 

During the early nineteenth century, as found in surviving instru
ments and pate nts, several European makers produced a contra 

bass clarinet, two octaves below the normal size clarinet. These include 
contra basses in B-flat or C and contra altos in For E-flat by Dumas of 
Paris in 1808; Streit.wolf of Gottingen in 1829; Wieprecht and Skorra of 
Berlin in 1839; Kruspe of Erfurt in 1850; Adolphe Sax of Paris in 1851, 
and Louis M(iller of Lyon in 1855. Most instruments are in either bas
soon or ophicleide shapes except Sax's saxophone-shaped contra alto 
clarine t. developed by 1862. 1 However, very few were adopted by players 
or available for purchase. The impetus for the development after 1880 of 
these large and expensive instruments was lo provide a playable, loud 
contra bass to balance the newest, powerful woodwinds in wind bands 
and to introduce a novel tone color in opera orchestras. During the late 
nineteenth century, two large manufacturers began to produce modern 
designs: Maldura in Milan with a contra alto clarinet in E-flat in 1881, 
and Besson in Paris and London with a contra bass clarinet in B-flat in 
1890, both represented in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York 
City. Because previous published information is lacking or incomplete, 
this article discusses the design, construction, dissemination, and use of 
these late nineteenth century giants. 

Alessandro Maldura 's E-jlat Contra Alto Clarinet ( 1881) 

In 1850, Alessandro Maldura established his woodwind and brasswind 
factory in Milan. The factory made a ll types of woodwind instruments 
and received a first class medal at the 1863 Milan Exhibition, a medal for 
instruments al the 1868 Turin Exhibition, and at the 1881 Milan Exhi
bition exhibited a B-flat bass clarinet and its new E-flat contra a lto clar
inet called a con trabasso. 2 

I. See Albert R. Rice, From. the Clarint~I d'J\uwur to the Contra /Jass: 1\ 1/istmy of I.urge 
Size Clmiuels, 1740-/860 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 324-38. 

2 ... Ques La fabbrica, gia premiata con mcdaglia di prima classe a Milano nel 1863, 
dal Rcgio lslituto di scienze, leltere eel arti, con altra medaglia all ' espos izione dei 
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In 1866, Maldura took out a six-year Italian pate nt for a thirteen-key 
bass cla rine t, the cla rone Maldura, or Maldura bass cla rinet.~ Italian 
opera composers we re the first to write for the bass clarinet in 1834, and 
by the 1870s, it was part of many civic and mili tary bands such as the 
Municipal Band of Milan. 1 During this time, Maldura was one of the few 
Italian make rs wh o manufactured his own bass clarinets.'' The pate nt 

saggi industri a le di Torino ne l 1868, Cla roni, Ottavini , Te rzini, Flauti, Oboe, Corno in
gl ese c Fago ni. All a fabb ri ca Maldura d evcsi l' in ve nzio ne d e! Claroni, in va rie tonalita; 
Pi cco li in Nlib. e Fr, grandi in Sib e 1\llib bassi. " Giova nn i Pelitti, Rtdazione sugli isl r 11:11um l i 
i 11 legno, hi ollm1P. ed n jJen:u5sirmP. fTresn1lat i dalle dive1:w1 Jabbrir.he alla l~\'j){)sizione Nazionale 
di Milr1110 / 88 / , Mi lano, 188 1, quo ted in a co mmuni ca 1i o n to th e author from 
Fra ncesco Carre ras. See also "Esposizion e Nazional e d i Mi lan o 188 1, Rappono sugli 
istrum e nti musica li ," Cazzelln Mu.,icr,1£ rl i Milauo XXXVIII , no. 96 (Ju ly I , 1883) : 241 ; 
VVi ll ia m V\la le rh o use, The New / ,angwill hulex: J\ !Jit:limwry ,f \11ind-/uslnnnenl !vlakers m ul 
l mw11l01:s (Lo ndo n: To ny Bingha m, 1992), 25 1. 

3. Malclura 's s ix-year patent is entitled .. Au estato d i pri va tiva industrial e pe r anni 
se i a cla ta re d e l 3 1 ma rzo 1866, ri lascia10 a l Aig. Ma lclura Alessandro a Milano , per un 
trovato ch e h a per ti1 o lo : - Clarone Maldura" (5 Febb raio 1866 - Vo l. 6." N." 346). He 
describes the C la ro n e as equa l to the clarine t with a sim ila r but large r propo rtio n ed 
mouthpi ece; it has th e same compass as th e cl a rin e t in B-fl a t but an octave lowe r. "The 
sound o r th e Cla ro ne is similar to the hum an vo ice divid ed into four different regis
ters. Firs t, ii has the sound of the ce ll o and the bass in irs range from e to e 1 [wriu e n 
pitches sound two oc taves lower]. Second, from r 1 to b, a so und simil a r to the bassoon. 
Third, fro m c1 to c:" it sounds like a true hum a n voice be twee n th e cello and th e 
English ho rn . Fourth and fina lly from d '.i to a:1 it is the flut e so und o f the clarine t in A." 

4. In 1878, th e Municipal Band o f Mila n consisted o f fo rty instruments with a reed 
sec tio n o f two E-fl at so prano clarin e ts, seve n B-fl a t cl a rin e ts, and a lto and bass clar
in e ts. See Te mis tocl e Pace, J\ nt:ie /Jallenl i: SJ.ori11 -Fi.~iu1-l ,ellemtur11 (Firen ze: Ca rl o Cya , 
1943), 157. 

5. In 1870, 1he o pe ra company in Brescia produced Meye rbee r 's o pe ra /)inomh. 
Alcibiade Ge ra rdi wro te for advice conce rning th e bass cla rine t pa n to Franco Faccio , 
assisLa nt co nduc to r a t Lh e La Scala Thea te r in Mil a n fro m 1869 to 1870 and conducto r 
from 1871 to 1889. "As soon as I rece ived yo u r le tt e r I we nt stra ight to Mal d ura 
[Alessa ndro Ma lclura, an instrum ent make r in Mil anJ, wh o is th e only one in Italy li
ce nsed to make Cla ro n i [bass clarine ts]. He e xpl a in ed Lh e reasons why he couldn 't and 
wouldn ' t re nt o ut th e instrument in question, and added th at h e would make me one 
spec ia lly (n o t having any in stoc k) for the redu ced pri ce o f 160 Lire. You shou ld find 
out whet.h e r o r no t th e instrument, already wides p read amon g m ilitary bands, is in th e 
possess ion o f the regiment in Brescia at th e mom e nt ; if n o t, I would advise you to in
du ce th e ci ty co un cil to bu y it. Once iLSjob in th e th eatre is fini shed, it cou ld be passed 
on to th e c it.y band and sing, with its me lodi o us vo ice, th e praises of the Municipa lity. 
Anyway, yo u will find the best way of so rtin g this o ut , a lso so this bl essed Clarone, 
which is abso lutely n ecessa ry for performing / )i1wmh pro pe rly, can sh ow off iLS vo lup
tu o us form to o ur respectable lady th eatre-goe rs." Cla udio Sarto ri , "Franco Faccio e 
venti anni di spe ttacoli di he ra al Teatro Grande di Brescia. Caneggi e docum e nti 
in editi ," Re11isl11 mu:,ia1le ila limt(J xiii ( 1938): 8- 9; qu o ted in Fabrizio De ll a Se ta , "Fro m 
th e Glic iba ri fo no to th e Bass Cla rin e t: A Cha pt e r in th e Histo ry o f Orchestrat io n in 
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drawing (fig. I) shows a bass clarinet with a two-part body; thirteen keys 
as used on the common soprano clarinet; plateau or plate keys for LI, 
L3, RI, and R3; a prominent bell; and large swan-shaped neck. An exam
ple (fig. 2) that is very similar to the patent drawing is a bass clarinet 
from the Gorga collection (no. 3256) in the Museo Nazionale in Rome. 6 

Maldura's E-flat contra alto clarinet in the Metropolitan Museum (no. 
89.4.2819) is the earliest surviving example and was likely exhibited in 
1881 in Milan. It has an unmarked large mouthpiece and is similar to his 
bass clarinet (fig. 3), divided in two grenadilla sections with wide nickel
silver ferrules; thirteen pillar-mounted nickel-silver keys attached to oval
shaped plates; plateau keys for Ll, L3, Rl, and R3; a large prominent 
nickel-silver bell; and a nickel-silver swan-shaped neck. There are two 
register keys; a second or upper register key is located on the nickel
silver neck for playing more securely in the high register. It is stamped 
on the brass bell: "MibeMol" (E-flat) and on the body: "(flower) / 
MALDURA /MILANO/ (flower)/ CON BREVETTATO / (spade)," re
ferring to the design of his 1866 bass clarinet patent. This is the only 
known example, although others may exist. The total length of the 
instrument is 1,930 mm with a bell diameter of 203 mm. 7 

During the late nineteenth century, Maldura's E-flat contra alto clar
inet is in some wind band scores. For example, contra alto clarinets in F 
and E-flat are discussed by Alessandro Vessela in his D'lnslrumenlazione 
/1er Banda (/nslrumenlalion Studies for Band) published in 1897 by Ricordi 
in Milan. Vessella (1860-1929) was the band director of the Banda Com
munale in Rome from 1885 to 1924, taught at the Liceo Musicale, and 
was influential in improving band music in ltaly.8 In his book, Vessela 
provides two examples of a quartet for B-flat clarinet, Falto, B-flat bass, 
and E-flat contra bass (fig. 4). A transcription of Antonio Bazzini 's string 

lLaly," The Ojwm. On:Jwslra in 18th- and /9th-C'entu1y f,'urojJe. II. The Orchestra in llw Tlumtre
Cmn/wsers, Works, mul Pmfurmmu:es, eds. N. M. Jensen and F. Piperno (Berlin: BMV 
Berliner Wissenschafts-Verlag, 2008), 345, note 42. 

6. The author thanks Francesco Carreras and Renato Meucci for the photo of the 
Maldura bass clarinet and for help to gain access to the Musco Nazional e in Rome in 
2010. 

7. The author thanks Jayson Dabney and Joseph Peknik for information, a photo, 
and access to this instrument and the musical instrument collection at the Metro
politan Museum of An in 2012. 

8. The Nmo 1~·ucyclo/1edia of 1vlu.sir: aud Mu.'iit:ians, ed. \V. S. Pratt (New York: The 
Macmillan Co., 1929), 820; "Vessella, Alessandro," b,ciclopedio ddln Mu.,iw (Milan: 
Ricardi, vol. 4, 1964), 494. 
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FIGURE 1. Alessandro Maldura, Milan , bass clarinet Italian patent illustration 
(1866), vol. 30, 2168. 
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FIGUR E 2. Maldura , Milan, B-flat bass 
clarine t, ca. 1870, Museo Naziona le, 
Rome, 3256. With permission from the 
Museo Nazionale , Rome. 

,_ 

FIGURE 3. Maldura, Milan, E-flat con
tra alto clarinet, ca. 1881, Metro
polita n Museum of An, New York, 
89.4.2819. With pe rmission from the 
Metropolitan Muse um of An, New 
York. 

quarte t is for six B-flat first clarinets, six B-flat second clarinets, two Falto 
clarinets, two B-flat bass clarinets, and one E-flat contra bass. Finally, 
Verdi's Prestissimo from his String Quartet in E minor is transcribed for 
two E-flat cla rinets, six B-fla t first cla rinets, six B-flat second clarinets, two 
F alto clarinets, two B-flat bass clarinets, and an E-flat contra bass cla rinet 
(fig. S)Y The lowest parts were for Maldura's E-flat contra alto clarinet. 

9. Alessandro Vesse la, Sturli l)'/striwumtazirme /wr Banda (Milano: G. Ricord i & C., 
1897), 27, 96, 103. 
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FIGURE 4. Alessandro Vessela, Two quarte ts from Vessela, Studi d'lnstnmumtazione 
/Jer Banda, Milan, 1897. 
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FIGURE 5. Vessela, "Prestissimo" by Ve rdi from Vessela, Studi d 'Jnstrumentazione, 
Milan, 1897, 103. 
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Later Contra Alto Clarinets 

Not long after Maldura's contra alto clarinet appeared, a contra alto 
clarinet in F was developed by Albert Freres in Brussels by 1886. This in
strument had some success and was included in some clarinet choirs. 
From 1871, Gustave Poncelet, clarinet professor al the Brussels Con
servatory, directed a twelve-member clarinet choir; in 1886, it included 
several soprano clarinets, a basset horn, and an F contra alto by Albert 
Freres. 10 In 1898, Poncelet's clarinet choir consisted of thirty-five clar
inets, including Albert's metal contra basset horn in F and a Besson 
contra bass clarinet. in B--flat. 11 During the late 1920s, Simeon Bellison's 
sixteen-member clarinet choir in New York included an Albert contra 
alto along with two bass clarin e ts and two altos. 12 In Italy, Pie tro 
Mascagni's operas Lodo/,etta (1917) and ll Piccolo Marat ( 1921) probably 
used an Albert Freres For E-flat metal contra alto. 1:1 

Marthe Besson's Contra Bass Clarinet (1889) 

In 1837, Gustave Besson established a brass instrument making com
pany in Paris and in 1858 a factory in London. After Besson 's death in 
1874, his widow, Cecile, and her daughter, Marthe Josephine Besson, 
continued the firm. Marthe trained as a maker under her father and 
from 1878 was responsible for all the firm's patents. Mart.he headed the 
firm after the death of her mot.her and married Adolphe Fontaine in 
1880. Afterward, the company in Paris was named Fontaine-Besson; the 
London factory was F. Besson & Co. In 1888, Marthe became sole propri
etress of the business, supervised manufacturing, and patented a num
ber of brass instrument designs. 

IO. "A Concert of Clarinets," The 1v/usiwl World 64, no. 28 (July I 0, 1886): 437; see 
also Pamela Weston, Clari11el Virtuosi o/lhe l'osl (London: Robert Hale, 1977), 197. 

11. Wilhelm Altenburg, "Di e Contrabass-Klarinette von Fontaine-Besson 11nd 
Ponce let's KJarin ett-Concerte ," Zeit.w:hrifl fiir lnslr11.'mentatim1 19, no. 5 (November 11, 
1898): 122. Re ndall identified the F contra alto as made by Eugene Albert in Brussels, 
F. Geoffrey Rendall, The Clmi11el, 3"1 ed., rev. P. Bate, London: Benn, 1971, 149. 

12. See Kalman Bloch, "Reminiscences on Simeon Bellison ," The Clarinet 35, no. 3 
(Jun e 2008): 65 (photo). 

13. See Pace, Ancie Balltmli, 163. Pace also notes that Mascagni required a 
"Clarineuo grave o Contrabasso o Controclarone in rnih" (contra bass in E-flat) in the 
film music "Rhapsodia Satanica: Poema cinema-musicale" ( 1915). See Pac e , Auril! 
/Jall.n1ti, 163 engraved as fig. 81; Roger Fleury, JJ;dro 1\lloswffni: a /Jio-/JiblioffrajJhy (VVest
port, CT: Gree nwood Press, 2001), 133-38, 142-51, 158-59. 
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Besson developed a prototype contra bass clarinet in 1889 that is not 
extant. However, an engraving appeared in an advertisement for several 
new Besson instruments in the 1894 Annuaire des Artistes de l'enseignement 

dramatique & Musical (fig. 6). 11 It was called a "clarinette pedale" in or
der to distinguish it from other bass clarinets, and Besson frequently had 
to explain the name since it reminded people of an organ stop or organ 
pedal. The instrument consists of several sections joined together, begin
ning with a mouthpiece on a brass crook followed by a wooden section 
with one or more register keys on the back. A brass U-:joint is joined to a 
wooden left-hand section with plateau keys for Ll, L2, and L3, and keys 
for the left-hand little finger. A U-:joint placed at the top inserts in a long 
wooden right-hand section with plateau keys and keys for the right-hand 
little finger. A large metal section with a U-bend at the bottom ends with 
a long bell and three keys beyond low E for E-flat, D, and C. Not all the 
keys are visible on the upper joint, but those seen resemble the later 
patent illustrations and the shapes and placements on extant instru
ments. The extended length of this contra bass was about sixteen feet, 
and an English report of December 1891 described it as "a very large in
strument, and the musician has to rest it on a stand while playing." 1'• 

Marthe Besson's Patents (1890-1892) 

On August 5, 1890, Marthe Besson summited a fifteen-year French 
patent for a re-designed pedal clarinet or B,flat contra bass clarinet un
der Adolphe Fontaine-Besson's name. It was approved on November 29, 
1890, and an addition with corrections was submitted on September IS, 
1890 and approved on January 15, 1891.1(; A second patent for fourtee n 
years was approved in 1891 in England; the third patent was approved 
in 1891 in Spain for twenty years; a fourth patent was applied for in 
Belgium in 1891, and the fifth patent was approved in 1892 in 

14. A11nuain! des artistes, huiteme annCe ( 1894): 380. Accessible from Lh e Bibli
otheque Nationale de France, http: / /gallica.bnf.fr. 

15. "London Correspondence. (By Freeman Special v\'ire, From Our Correspon
dent), Freeman \'_Journal and Daily Comm.Nrial Adverti.w~r (Dublin, Ireland) , December 23, 
1891. 

16. "Brevet d'lnvention des quinze ans, pour nouvel instrument Ctabli a l'octave in
fCrieure de la clarin ette basse et dCnomCe Clarinette Contre-basse Si~,., French patent, 
no. 207,422. The author thanks Robert Adelson for this patent. The text and the addi
tion are reprinted in Descri/Jliou des uuu:hines !!l /nnclidis Jmur lesqutds des brevet d'invention 
onl ete /nis sou {.e rtfgim.e de la Loi du 5 juilfol /R44, vol. 65, 4th part, AnnCe 1890, (Paris: 
Imprimerie Nationale, 1893): 17-8. 
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MANUFACTURE D'INSTRUMENTS DE MUSIQUE, BOIS & CUIVRE 
" Syateme Prototype " 

F. BESSON 
96, 98, rue d'Angoulllme, Paris (Adreise 1;1;gr,pbiq,e: Foolaioe-Btsson, Paris) 

P11ral11t1r •u ArtDtt1, larian ti tnscrt1toirt1 de ltn1ct Ju Htio11, du Ct1mll da Cn1ttT1ltitt, LnlODHIII 
1l Celtnnt, dt Jt Garde de Puj1 ti de loalu In M1ulq11u d,ilo tl allitalm ta ripal11itD. 

52 Illl!DAILLES et DIPLOMES D'HONNEUR, la seule IIIEDAILLE D'OR Mcernee 
par le Minist~re de la Guerre en :l.889 

Ln plus haute Recompense et une Recompense spCcialc a I' Exposition de Chicago 
pour services rendue a l'art musical et aux compositeure 

L1" 
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EST U : SKUL 

assorant la parfalte justesse 

TOUS LF.S l)STP.U\IEt,~ 

conNOPHONE 

DERNIERES CREATIONS 

SAXOPHONES J.ES 

:\'.OUVBLI.C n:nr:s CORNETS 

ctts addlliu ttllti 
Solide 

Desideratum, Concerlistc 
,.~ 

" COAIIOPHOIIES " TAMBOURS 
CLAIROHS, TROMPETTES 

LA 
nBNPOnCJ!S 

CL IRIXETTE rfll.lLH Les souls modCles types 
adoptCs par dCCision spe. 

BASSES 
ciale du Min1s1ere de la. 
guerre. 

e l 

CONTREBASSES ~OUVELLE lJIROUCllORE 

hUIIIH PllflOIUOU ' " LA GUERRIERE ' ' 
CLARINE'ITE PtDALE (Brevett!e) 

TauL lnslromcoL o'ayauL pas I~ marque " PROTOTYPE " n'c,l pas uo BESSON 

FIG U RE 6. Advertisement for F. Besson, B-flat cla rine tte peclale (contra bass clar
inet), Annuai,~ des Artistes de l'Enseign.emen.t Dramatique et Musical ( 1894), 8'" yea r, 
380. 
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Germany. 17 The English and German patents are for a period of four
teen years each and are translations of the French text; 18 the Spanish 
patent includes texts from the French and slightly changed English 
patents. The Madrid patent office appointed Ramon Diaz, a physicist, to 
write a technical report and certify that the instrument could be manu
factured. Diaz states t11at he inspected an instrument in Madrid that fol
lowed the French patent, and that the maker and musician, Enrique 
Marzo, had the machinery and materials necessary to manufacture the 
instrument in Spain. 1" The pedal clarinet arrived in the United States for 
the 1893 Chicago International Exposition . Thus, Marthe Besson and 
her company were anticipating selling and marketing the contra bass 
clarinet in all six countries. From this point, the pedal clarinet is called 
the contra bass clarinet. 

The clearest illustrations of the contra bass clarinet appear in the 
English patent (fig. 7) and in an engraving from Charles Day's report 
on the 1890 London International Exhibition (fig. 8).20 They show an 
instrument built in three unequal wooden sections joined by brass U
joints. The mouthpiece on a crook is affixed to a wooden joint having 
two register keys; a U;joint connected to the left-hand section with 
plateau and other keys; and a U;joint at the top of the instrument con
nected to a long right-hand sect.ion with plateau and other keys, ending 
with a long, curved brass bell. The key mechanism is the same as a basic 
thirteen-key clarinet with seven plateau keys (one for the left thumb and 
three for the first t11ree fingers of each hand) and five or six addit.ional 

17. The author thanks Denis v\latel for information on the Belgian patent. 
18. Provisional Specification, "A New ½'ind Musical Instrument of the Clarionet 

Family. A communication from Adolphe Fontaine-Besson, of Paris, France, Manu
facturer of Musical InstrumenLS." English patent, no. 16,357; Patentschrift. Fontaine 
Besson in Paris. Contrabass-Clarinette. German patent, no. 64,576. For reproduction 
of German woodwind patents, see Gt"inter Dullat , Blasinslnt.meute u11d /)eutsdte 
Patenlschriflen 1877-1970 /lol.zbla:-;i11stru111e11/e (Nauheim: n.p., 1987); see also Dullal, 
200 Jaltre Paleule, Privil.11gie11 und Cebmusr:/1.Hnusler im. inlernalionalen I lolz- und 
Metallbl-.;inslrww1.ntenbrm (Wilhelmshaven: F. Noetzel, 2010). 

19. Spanish patent, "Memoria descripLiva correspondiente a una solicitud de pa
Lente de invension por 20 aiios a nombre clel Sor. FonLaine Besson, vecino de Paris, 
(Francia), por un nuevo instrumento musico que se titula clarinete pedal, contrabajo a 
bajo profundo." 9 August 1893, no. 12,353; "Espediente n(1mero 12,353" and Certifico 
[Technical Repon], 28 July, 1893. The author thanks Pedro Rubio for the Spanish 
patent and technical report and for the translation of Lhe documents. 

20. Charles Russell Day, A D,1scri/1li11e Catalogue of lite !vlusical lnslnu,umls recently ex
hibited al ilw Royal iHilitary l~Xhibitiou, l.m1dm1, 1890 (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 
1891), 108. 
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FIGURE 7. Fontaine-Besson , B-flat contra bass clarinet, English patent illustration 
(1891) , 16,357. 
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Cu:-.;-r1,A•B,\SS CLARI:'-ET. 

FIGURE 8. F. Besson, B-flal comra bass clarinet from C. R. Day, A Desc,iptive 
Catalogue of the Musical Instruments Recently Exhibited at the Royal Military Exhibition, 
Landan, 1890, London , 1891, 108. 

low notes for E-flat, D, D-flat, C, B, and B-flat, twenty-six or twenty-seven 
keys in all. These include two register keys and a separate key for the 
middle register b-flat (written "Bb 1") on the dorsal side. The patent text 
states that it may be made with either fifteen keys or with a Boehm
system mechanism. The keys are mounted on long rods as seen on the 
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example in the Brussels Museum (fig. 9) .21 This contra bass was consid
erably simplified using twenty-one keys; the key touches on the front are 
repositioned; seven keys are removed from the front; and the crook is 
cylindrical rather than conical. According to Altenburg, the Brussels 
Conservatory of Music acquired this contra bass in 1894. 22 All the 
patents show only the original design of the Besson contra bass clarinet, 
but starting in 1892, Besson & Co. in London marketed a smaller, sim
pler instrument designed for military bands. 

Marthe Besson's Promotions and Concerts 

Besson's contra bass clarinet was not included at the Paris 1889 exhibi
t.ion or at the London 1890 exhibition. The instrument was described 
but not listed in the Paris 1889 exhibition catalog by Constant Pierre,2'1 

and in the London 1890 exhibition catalog by Charles Russell Day. 21 In 
addition, both writers use similar illustrations likely supplied to them by 
Besson with similar descriptions, although Pierre gives a detailed ac
count of the fingering. 

Besson's promotion of the contra bass clarinet, a family of corno
phones (brass instruments with forward-pointing bells in different. sizes), 
and various other brass instruments began in the British press by Decem
ber 1891. Music recitals given at Besson's showroom on Euston Road in 
London featured these instruments on December 8 and 9, 1891 and 
December 21 and 22, for a total attendance of 1,200. Along with several 
demonstrations, Louis-Albert Bret.onneau, bass clarinetist of the Paris 
Opera Comique, began the recital by playing the contra bass clarinet in 
arrangements of a "Hymn" by Haydn and "Esclarmonde" by Massenet. 
The audience included many musicians, conductors, and heads of music 

21. Color photograph in Roger Bragard and Ferdinand J. De Hen, Les ins/rum.en.ls 
de u,.usiq1w duns l'arl el l'histoire, Rhode-St-Genese (Belgium: Albert De Visscher, 1967), 
VI-6; Roger Bragarcl and Ferdinand J. De Hen, Mu.'iical lnslnunenls in Art mu/ I listmy, 
trans. B. Hopkins (New York: The Viking Press, 1968), Vl-6. 

22. Altenburg, "D ie Contrabass-Klarinette von Fontaine-Besson und Poncelet's 
Klarinett-Concerte," 122. 

23. Constant Pierre, Lo Fm:lure h1str11mentule a f,'J:'xj}()sitiou {h1ivn:'iel!P. de IRR9: Notes 
d 'un m.usidn1 sur !es instrumwnts r/. sm1:/flP. humain no1wP.aux & j)mfutior1.nl~ ( Paris: 
Libraries de L'Art Independant, 1890) , 19-20, 77-82. Alfred Picard does not list a 
Besson conlra bass clarinel in Exf}()silim1 UniversP.llP. lnlernationalP. dP. 1889 i1 Pari.s: 
N..ajJjJorls du .fwy International, CroujJe II, 2f /){JrfiP. - Mathia! td /nnddt!s des arls likmu.x 
(Paris: Imprimerie National, 1891), 532-34. 

24. Day, J\ ne.w:rij,tivP. Calalog1w of the MusiuJ.! lnslr11.numls l?.eantly i','xhibited at lhP. Hoyal 
Militmy /:·xhibilion, l.mulon, 1890, 108-09. 
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FIGURE 9. F. Besson, Paris, B-flat contra bass clarinet, 1892-1894, Musical Instru
ment Museum, Brussels,JT0353. With permission from the Musical Instrnment 
Museum, Brussels. 

schools including George Grove, Lord Chelmsford, Col. Shaw-1-Iellier, 
Edmund Turpin, Luigi Ardi1j, Alberto Randegger, Alfred Hipkins, John 
Spencer Curwen, David Blaikely, and the well-known clarinetists Henry 
Lazarus and john Maycock. 2'• 

25. The original report appeared in the /)oily Chro11id1t. Shoner repons of Lhe con
cert appear in: .. London Correspondence," Frrtnnau\ Journot rnul /)oily Commrn:ial 
Arhwrtiser (Dublin), December 23, 1891; and "Messrs. F. Besson & Co.'s new 'Pedal' 
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By January 1892 several descriptions of the contra bass clarine t were 
printed in Germany, England, and America, all extolling its virtues of 
clear and distinct tone throughout the registe rs, a rich quality with an 
equal facility to produce fortissimo or pianissimo tones, and its light 
weight with the use of a special, expensive wood. 2fi In Paris, Besson be
gan advertising the contra bass clarinet on October 30, 1892 in Le Monde 
Musical. 27 In early 1893, a recital featured the contra bass clarinet and 
cornophones at F. Besson's showroom in Paris, along with special tests of 
each instrument for a group of French composers, judged by Charles 
Gounod and the composer Victorin de Joncieres. They concluded that 
both brought new tone colors to the composer and all resolved to in
clude parts for the m in future works. 28 

At the May 1893 World's Columbian Exhibition in Chicago, a proto
type of Besson 's contra bass clarine t was exhibited and successfully 
played, probably by Brettoneau.2" During the same year, Richard Kohl, 
professor at the New York Conservatory of Music, played the contra bass 
clarinet at a concert at Festival Hall "in a masterly manner," and was en
gaged to play with the New York Symphony Orchestra."° Kohl, who also 
played the basset horn, demonstrated Besson's contra bass clarinet in 
Germany during 1898 where it met with the warmest approval from 

Clarionet," Thi! 0n:heslral TimRs and /3mulsuwu 5 (January 1892): 6-9; "Messrs. Besson's 
Pedal Clarionet," A1usi<:al OJ,inion & Mn\·ir. Trar/11 Rrview 15, no. 172 (January 1892): 
154; see also Rendall, Tlw Clrrn'nrii , 151. The author thanks Ingrid Pearson for copies of 
the Fmem.an '.'i journal and Daily Commen:ial 1\dvertiser and The On:ltl!strn.l Tim.es and 
Bandsman. 

26. The wood on the extan1 examples is stained maple. The AtJ-11.sirnl Times 33 
(January 1, 1892): 43; "Vermischtes. Die neue Contrabafl-Clarinette von F. Besson in 
Paris," Zeit.w:lnifl .fiir lnslrummlndHlu 27, no. 11 (January 11, 1892): 170; l'ltilruldj!ltia 
!11quiwr (January 18, 1892); "/1,e Musical Timcs 33 (April 1, 1892): 209. 

27. /,e Mmule Musirn.l (October 30, 1892): 200; repeated throughout 1892 and into 
1893. 

28. See Mn,iwl 0/1i11io11 & Mn,iwl hrule 1/m,iew 16, no. 186 (March I, 1893): 330; 
Altenburg, "Die Contrabass-Klarinette von Fontaine-Besson und Poncelet's Klarin e tt
Concerte," 121. 

29. Musical lnstr nuumts al the World's Cohunbian F,x/J()silion (Chicago: Presto Co., 
1895), 248; "The VVorld's Fair at Chicago," Musical O/Jinirm & Musi<: Tradt! Revirw 16, 
no. 189 (June 1, 1893): 556; "When the band plays : its music tells of late improvements 
in the rea lm of tones. Two new instruments which have received the high approval of 
Gounod and his colleagues. Important European nove lti es shown for the first time 
here-a family of inventors-juror's repon," Tlw Daily Inter Ocean (Chiwgo) XXII, 
no. 160 (Jun e 1893): 5. The author thanks Jane Ellsworth for this article. 

30. "When the band plays," The Daily lnln- (hem, (Chiwgo) XXII, no. 160: 5. 
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Richard Strauss, Artur Nikisch, and Felix Mottl. 31 At the Paris Inter
national Exhibition of I 900, Besson exhibited the contra bass clarinet 
among a number of instruments.'.12 In 1902 Kohl substituted his contra 
bass clarinet for the contra bassoon in Richard Strauss' Serenade, op. 7 at 
a chamber music concert in New York;'13 and in I 9 I 2, Kohl joined the 
well-known Barrere Ensemble using a comra bass clarinet to play the 
contra bassoon parts in Mozart's Serenade in B-jlat and in Strauss' Serenade, 
op. 7.'11 Photos of Kohl (figs. 10-11) in I 917 and about I 924 show him 
playing a contra bass clarinet with a long bell and one more key than ap
pears on the Brussels instrument_'.\'• The contra bass clarinet and 
cornophones were awarded gold medals at the Universal Exposition in 
Saint Louis in 1904,36 at the Universal Exposition in Liege, Belgium in 
1905,'17 and were listed in a I 905 Besson advertisement.'18 

Besson 's Production 

In Besson's London facto1-y duringjanuary 1892, machinery was com
pleted to construct a milita1-y band contra bass clarinet with the thirteen 
keys of a simple-system clarinet.'19 In June, a first batch was sold, and a 

31. "Yermischtes. Der Gruppe der Holzblas-Instrumente," leilschrifl fii.r hislru
menlnilmu 18 no. 32 (August 11, 1898): 854. This desc ription is repeated in 1Wusiwl 
Of,inim, & Music '/imle Review 21, no. 252 (Sept. 1898): 806; "A New Wind Instrument," 
Mnsiwl Opinion & Music 'fimle l/1mie,o 21 , no. 252 (Sept. 1898): 845; "Passing Notes," 
Tlw Nonnmfonnisl Nlusiad.founwl 11, no. 129 (Sepl. 1898): 139. Kohl is sometimes men
tioned as the inventor of his bass clarinet, although the actual manufacturer, F. Besson, 
is not mentioned. It is possible, however, that Kohl modified his contra bass clarinel. 

32. Advertisement placed in /.e Mo11de Musiwl ( I 900-1901 ): 74-5; in the Collection 
of Lhe Musee de La Couture Boussey, and the Combulive Collection, Ivry-La-Bataillc. 

33. "Chamber Music al the Aschenbroedel," Nn11 York Times (January 27, 1902). 
34. "Music Here and There," New York Tiuws (December 1, 1912). For a discussion 

of the Barrere Ensemble's concerts and repertoire, see Nancy Toff, 1\tlonan:h oft he flute: 
The l.ife of Georges Iirmine (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 111-49, especially 
121. 

35. Figure 12 is from Esther Singleton , ·nw Orclwslra mu/ Its lnslr1u1w11ls (New York: 
The Symphony Society of New York, 1917), ill. next 10 102. Figure 13 is from an un
known source of photographs of New York Symphony Orchestra players, ca. I 924. The 
author Lhanks Michael Finkelman for a copy of this photo. 

36. OJ]icial Calalogw1 of Exhibits, llniven,al /~'xjJOsition, St. Loui-,· 1904 (St. Louis: The 
Official Catalogue Co., 1904): 66. 

37. G. Dutreih, J:'xj)(Jsition Unive,:,;ellft & fnlenwtionale de l.iPl{i! /905. Sn:lion Frmt(aise 

Classe 17 liaf,f!orl (Paris: Camile Fran(ais des Expositions a L'etranger, 1909): 55, 58. 
38. The author thanks Franc;ois Camboulive for a copy of this advenisemenl. 
39. "Messrs. F. Besson & Co. 's New "Pedal" Clarionet," Tlut Orclteslml Times mu/ 

Brnu/sman (.January 1892): 6-9. 
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CONTRA BASS CLARJ!fET 

<Mr, Richard Kohl i 

FIGURE 10. Richard Kohl with F. Besson B-flat conlra bass clarinet, Philharmonic 
Society of New York, ca. 1917. 

second batch (with one except.ion), was ordered. Subsequently, Besson 
offered two B-Oat contra bass clarine ts: a military model with the so
prano clarinet 's lowest note of E (sounding D) , and an orchestral model 
with a lowest note of B-natural (sounding A).10 In 1892, several musical 
organizations purchased the military model , including Gilmore's Band 

40. "A New Musical Instrum e nt," Tlw Pall !Vfall (;aze/,ff! (January 5, 1892); "The 
Pedal Clarionet," Tl"' tv/11-,irnl Stmu/ar,/ 12, no. 1132 (January 9, 1892), 31; "Mssrs. 
F. Besson & Co's New "Pedal Clarionet," 7; and "The New Pedal Clarionet," Ma~aziw? of 
1Wusir: 9, no. 2 (February 1892): 26; the latter includes an illustration of the orchestral 
model. 
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DOUBLE-BASS CLARINET 

SYMPHONY SOCIETY OF NEW YORK 
Ricbard Kobl 

FIGURE 11. Richard Kohl with F. Besson B-flat contra bass clarinet, New York 
Symphony Orchestra, ca. 1924. 

in New York; the Viennese Philharmonic Society;11 the 17th Lancers 
band; and the 1st King's Royal Rifles band.12 Later in London , from 
December 12, 1894 to January 19, 1895, the first Besson contra bass 

41. "Messrs. F. Besson & Co.'s New "Pedal" Clarionet," The Ordtestml Times mu/ 
/Jrn11/s11111n (June 1892), in notes take n by Geoffrey Rendall. 

42. Marthe Besson mentioned pedal clarinets used in these bands, see H. J. S., 
"Mssrs. Besson & Co.'s Factory," M11gazi11,ofMu.,ic 12, no. 12 (December 1895): 266. 
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clarinet was a part of the Second Musical Exhibition at the Royal 
Aquarium, a building used primarily for concerts.'" 

Marthe Besson sold the London firm to Arthur Bryans in 1895; he 
immediately sold it to a new company consisting of three investors. 
Fontaine then entered into litigation against his wife for selling the 
London Company, but the dispute was resolved in 1896.11 Considering 
there are so few extant Besson contra bass clarinets, it is fair to ask how 
many were made and when were they made. Table I lists only six extant 
examples, two orchestral and four military models, dating from about 
1892 to 1930. A diligent search by Arnold Myers and Jocelyn Howell 
through the minutes of the Directors of the London Besson Company 
reveals that on January 6, 1897, they discussed 'The cost of reviving [the] 
patent [of the Pedal Clarionet] is to be ascertained & Mr. Fontaine [is] 
to be communicated with." None of the patents were renewed from any 
of the five countries which indicates a limited or low interest. On June 9, 
1898, the Directors' minutes mention the Pedal Clarionet, "The difficul
ties attending the manufacture & sale of this Instr were discussed.""' This 
suggests that the Directors decided against manufacturing a number of 
pedal clarinets, but they like ly kept a few in stock up through the 
l 920s.16 The Metropolitan Museum's contra bass arrived by 1902 since it 
appears in Mary Elizabeth Brown's 1902 catalog.17 

43. "The Aquarium Musical Exh ibition," The J\1usirnl Stmulard 47, no. 52 (Decem
ber 29, 1894): 500. See a lso Th, I.mu/on F11cydoprnJir,, eels. B. Weinre b and C. Hibbert 
(Bethesda, Maryland: Ad ler & Adler, 1986), 662-63; and Lewis Foreman and Susan 
Foreman, /,011don: J\ /\llusical Gazetteer (New Haven: Yale Un iversity Press, 2005), 50-1. 

44. See Pierre, Les .fm:leun d'i11.strumeuts de mw;iqu.e, !P.s luthiers et la fru:ture inslrumeu
tafo: jJrecis historiquRs (Paris, E. Sagot, 1893), 340-43; VVaterhouse, The New /,m1.gwill 
lrufrx, 29; Arno ld Myers and Niles Eldredge, "The Brasswincl Production of Marthe 
Besson's London Factory," Th, (;r,/f,i11 So1:i,Ly.four11r,{ LIX (May 2006): 43. 

45. Some of the manufacturin g for Besson & Co. contra bass clari nets may have 
been done in the Paris Besson factory, then assembled or finished in Lhe London 
Besson factory. Since Besson & Co was separated from its parent company, it would 
have had to establish dealers in different countries to promote the contra bass clar
in ets. The author thanks Arnold Myers and Jocelyn Howell for searching through th e 
Besson & Co. Directors' Minute Book at the Horniman Museum (no. A227/ 179) in 
201 I. 

46. Kathleen Schlesinger devoted Chapter XI to the Pedal Clarinet, lavish with 
praise in 1\ifodern On:/wstral lnslru.uumls (/listmy, .'-ilnu:ture, Cafmbililies): J\ Vmctical 
llln,lrr,lnl I la.11rlbook (London: William Reeves, I 9IO),41-3. 

47. Mary Elizabeth Brown, CalaloRne rf tlu~ Crosby /Jrowu Co/.ler:tion of J'vlusfrrll 

Instruments rf J\ll Nations, vo l. I Europe (N ew York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
1902), I 35, no. 2639. 
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TABLE I. Extant Besson Contra Bass Clarinets. 

Location, No., Bell Stamp Keys Body Length 
Date Wood fmml 
Brussels, JT0353 SYSTEME PROTOTYPE (in a banner) 21 Nicke l- Black 1370 
1892-1894 / FR (monogram) / F. BESSON/ silver: 14 stained (height) 
fig . 9 BREVETE / S.G.D.G. / 96. RUE touches, 7 maple 

D'ANGOULEME/PARIS / (5-pointcd plateau 
star) / 12 5 

Oxford, Bate, 497 50 MEDALS OF HONOUR (in a 20 Nickel - Black 1110 
I 892-1898 banner) / FB (monogram) / silver: 13 stained (height) 
Fig. 17 F.BESSON/LONDON I (5-pointed touches, 7 maple 

star) I Pa1e111ed I R.M.S.M. I I olateau 
London, Homiman, 50 MEDALS OF HONOUR (in a 20 Brass: Cocus or 1110 
Boosey & Hawkes, banner) / FB (monogram) / F.BESSON 13 touches, Blackwood (height) 
2004.1165 & CO. I LONDON/ Patented / FROM 7 plateau 
I 892-1898 / Capt Moers / (star) 
Fies. 18-19 
New York, Pa1e111ed I 50 MEDALS OF HONOUR 20 Nickel- Black 11 10 
Metropolitan, (in a banner) / FB (monogram) / silver: 13 stained (height), 
89.4.2859 BESSON & CO. I "'Prototype" touches, 7 maple 3100 
1892-1898 (cursive) / 198 EUSTON ROAD / plateau (tube 
Fig. 20 LONDON I (5-oointcd sta r) length) 
London, Horniman, FB (monogram) I BESSON & CO. / 20 Nickel- Maple 2865.6 
Carse, 14.5/47/45 "Prototype" I 198 Euston Rd. / silver: 13 (tube 
1892-1898 LONDON / Patented touches, 7 length) 
Fig. 2 1 plateau 
Tokyo, Musashino SYSTEME PROTOTYPE (in a banner) 23 Nickel- Maple 1370 
Academia Musicae, / FB (monogram) I F. BESSON/ silver: 16 (height). 
AJ060 BREVETE / S.G .D.G. / 96. RUE touches, 7 3 I 75 
1920-1930 D'ANGOULEME / PARIS. (5-pointcd plateau (tube 
figs. 15-16 star) / GRAND PRIX / PARIS 1900 length) 

During the twentieth century, F. Besson in Paris continued to adver
tise the contra bass clarinet. A large engraving of the back of a contra 
bass clearly showing th e two register keys and B-flat key appears in 
F. Besson's two full-page advertisements (1900) for its contra bass clar
inet, bass cornophone in 8-flat, and other brass instruments (fig. 12). 
Here, Besson proclaims its grand prize in Class 17 and a gold medal in 
Class 20 at the 1900 Paris International Exhibition .18 In F. Besson's I9IO 
Catalogue the conu-a bass clarinet is prominently featured in the center 
engraving (fig. 13) . F. Besson 's 1929 Spanish Catalogue (fig. 14) features a 
large engraving of a military contra bass clarinet next to an alto clarinet, 
a 8-flat Boehm clarinet, and an E-flat Boehm clarinet. 

48 . In /,, Mo11d, Musical ( 1900), 74 - 75 in th e collect ion in the Musee de La 

Couturc-Bousscy, copy from the collect ion of Fran~ois Camboulive, lvry-la-Batail le. 
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FIGURE 12. Advertisement for F. Besson's clarinette pedale (contra bass clar
inet) , Le Mondi! Musical ( 1900), 74. With permission from Fran~ois Camboulive, 
Ivry-la-Bataille, France. 
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FIGURE 13. F. Besson, Paris, Catalog, ca. 1910 from Lmigot 5 (May 1989), 20. 
With permission from Bruno Kampmann. 
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FIGURE 14 . F. Besson , Paris and Madrid, Cata log, ca. 1929 from Lmigot 43 
(February 2009), 11 . With permission from Bruno Kampmann. 
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Extant Examples of Besson Contra Bass Clarinets 

The two orchestral models have long bells and four or five keys for the 
right-hand little finger. The earliest example in Brussels follows Boehm
system key work with a lowest note of E. The later example in Tokyo 
(figs. 15-16) has the longest bell and five keys for the right-hand little 
finger with a lowest note of E-flat. The four military models have a short 
bell and follow the simple-system key work with two keys for the right 
little finger. 19 They have a lowest note of E. The four military models are 
in the Bate Collection, Oxford (fig. 17); Horniman Museum, London 
(Boosey & Hawkes collection, figs. 18-19); the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York (fig. 20); and the Horniman Museum, London (Carse 
Collection, fig. 21). All of the Besson contra bass clarinets were made in 
B-flat and have two register keys with a third thumb key for B-flat'.,,o 

Table 1 lists Besson contra bass clarinets by locat.ion, approximate 
date, bell stamp, keys, body wood, and height without the bell length ; 
three include the tube or sounding length. In the stamp, the words 
"Systeme Prototype" and "Prototype" began to appear in 1885 or 1886. 
The word "prototype" is often engraved on brass instrument bells. It 
does not refer to an early design of an instrument but simply advertised 
Gustav Besson's 1856 method of making sections of instruments on steel 
mandrels. This ensured that once the instrument model's design had 
been determined, all subsequent production would exactly duplicate the 
original. Most of the contra bass clarinets include "prototype" engraved 
on the brass bells for publicity purposes. The Brussels contra bass stamp 
has an FR monogram that: stands for Forentine R.idoux, the maiden 
name of Gustave Besson 's widow. On the rest of the contra basses, the 
stamps have an FB monogram that stands for F. Besson.',1 The height of 
the orchestral instruments (1370 mm) is longer than the military instru
ments (1110 mm) because of the length of the body and design of the 
bell of the orchestral model. The actual tube or air length of the m ili tary 
contra basses is from 2865.6 to 3100; the orchestral bass, 3175 mm, de-

49. Illustrated in V\li lh elm Altenburg, "Die Contrabass-Klarinette von Fontaine
Besson und Ponce le t's Klarinett-Concerte/ 122. 

50. Described by Adam Carse for his contra bass clarinet in Carse, 1Wusiwl Wind 
lnslr11111enls [London, 1939] (reprint ed., New York: Da Capo Press, 1965), 174. The au
thor thanks Andrew Lamb and Bradley Strauc hen-Scherer for in formation concerning 
the contra bass clarinets at the Bate Co llection and the Horniman Muse um. 

5 I. See Myers and Eldredge, "The Brasswind Production of Marth e Besson's 
London Factory/ 50, 52. The author thanks Gery Dumoulin for information about 
this contra bass clarinet. 
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FIGURE 15. F. Besson, Paris, B-flat contra bass clarinet, ca. 1900-1930, Musachino 
Academia Musicae Museum, Tokyo, Al 060. With permission from the 
Musachino Academia Musicae, Tokyo. 

FIGURE 16. F. Besson, Paris, B-flat contra bass clarinet, ca. 1900-1930, Musachino 
Academia Musicae Museum, Tokyo, Al060, dorsal side. With permission from 
the Musachino Academia Musicae, Tokyo. 
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FIGUR E 17. Besson & Co., London, B
Oal contra bass clarinet, 1892-1898, 
Oxford Unive rsity, Bale Collection, 
497. With pe rmission form the Bate 
Collection, Oxford. 

FIGURE 18. Besson & Co., London , B
Oa l contra bass clarinet, 1892-1 898, 
Horniman Museum, London , Boosey 
& Hawkes Collection , 2004. 1165, from 
side. With pe rmission from the Horni
man Museum , London. 

pending on how it is measured. Besson con tra bass clarinets were report
edly brought for demonstrations to music conservatories in New York, 
Chicago, London, and Brussels!'1 Some schools purchased the instru
ment, such as the Brussels Conservatory, Nancy Conservatory, Liege 
(Belgium) Conservatory, and the Military School of Music at Kneller 

52. J. L. Casembroo t, trans. \V. Altenburg, "Moderne lnstrum entirung: Die 
O rchesterbesetzung in der Oper 'Fervaa l' von Vincent d' Ind y," 7.eil.<clnifl fiir l n,lr11.-
11wnl1mb"11 18, no. 32 (August 11 , 1898): 852. 
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FIGURE 19. Besson & Co., London, B
ilal contra bass clarinet, 1892-1898, 
Horniman Museum, London, Boosey 
& Hawkes Collection, 2004.1165, dor
sal side. With permission from the 
1-Iorniman Museum, London. 

FIGURE 20. Besson & Co., London , B
llat contra bass clarinet, 1892-1898, 
Metropolitan Museum of An, New 
York, 89.4.2859. With permission from 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York. 

Hall in London."" The Musashino Academia Musicae bought its contra 
bass from a dealer in Tokyo in 1974.'•1 

53. H.J. S., "Mssrs. Besson & Co.'s Factory," 266; Pierre de Brevillc and Henry 
Gauthier-Villars, Fenmal: J:·tude Thimu1lique et Aualylique, 2nd ed. (Paris: A. Durand et Fils, 
1909), 52, note 2; Martial Oury, "Etucte sur la Clarineue," 1\1n,;iq11e et C'o11rn11.rs 34 (May 
1934): 114 n. 5; Oury, "La Clarinette Contrebasse: son hiswire-ses panicularites-son 
emploi," I.a l/eu11e M115iw/e &/1-;e I 0/ 11 (June 5, 1934): 6; The l.011do11 bnydof!redia, 439; 
Foreman, l .oll(/on: J\ Musical Gau/leer, 184. 

54. The author thanks Dr. Noburo Morishige for information about the Tokyo con
tra bass, and Sawshi Kaneko for photos and measurements of this instrument. 
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FIGURE 21. Besson & Co., London, B-Oat contra bass clarinet, 1892-1898, 

Horniman Museum, London, Carse Collection, 14.5/47/45. With permission 
from the Hornirnan Museum, London. 

Competing firms that constructed B-flat contra bass clarinets were 
Evette & Schaeffer of Paris , which patented its metal fourteen-key model 
with a low E (sounding D) in 1891 (no. 218,375)'''' It was shown at the 
1897 Brussels Exhibition.'•,; A fourteen-key prototype Evette & Schaeffer 

55. The patent is listed in Desctif1Li011 des Nlru:hi11es el Proafrll!s jwur lesq-wds dl!s /Jnmels 
d'/nvention onl ell? /1ris sou5 [.,, rimige de la loi du 5.fuilll!l /844 (1891, part LXXIX): 38. See 
also William Waterhouse, The Nao /,angwill ludex (London, T. Bingham, 1993), 110. 

56. "Bericht derjury lM1ber die Blasinstrumente auf der Weltausstellung in Brt1ssel!' 
hitscluifl f,h /11.1/mienlenbnu 18, no. 7 (December I , 1897), 164. The author of this re
ported listed an Evetle & Schaeffer con tra bass clarinet in F, blll because these instru
ments are not known to have been made, it was likely in B-flat. 
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contra bass clarinet with seven plateau keys (for a total of twenty-one 
keys) was made about 1891, (serial no. 5) is in the Watel collectjon 
(fig. 22). It includes a low E-flat key added during the l 930s-l 940s in the 
Buffet-Crampon shopP Wilhelm Heckel of Biebrich made a metal 13-
key model with a low E in 1898 (fig. 23)''8 which began to be marketed in 
1902. In Heckel's 1906 catalog, the firm offered three varieties of low 
clarinets: a contra basset. horn in F, a contra bass clarinet in B-flat, and a 
"pedal clarinet" in B-flat.59 The Buffet-Crampon Company was reorga
nized in 1929 and during the 1930s began producing a Boehm-system 
contra bass that was later redesigned with a differently shaped neck. An 
example by Buffet-Crampon et Cie (ca. 1935) is in the Watel Collection 
(fig. 24)Y' 

Music for the Besson Contra Bass Clarinet 

Vincent d'Indy was the earliest composer to write for Besson's contra 
bass clarinet in his opera Feroaal orchestrated between 1893 and 1895,Gl 
and first performed on March 12, 1897 at the Theatre Royal de La 
Monnaie in Brussels. Bretonneau played the B-flat contra bass and, as re
quired in the score, doubled on bass clarinet in B-flat and bass clarinet in 
A.1;2 Later performances were in Paris on May 10, 1898 at the Theatre 
National de !'Opera Comique and on January 3, 1913 at. the Academie 
Nationale de Musique.G~ The contra bass clarinet plays only in the sec
ond and third acts but in a prominent role . D'Indy notes that "The role 

57. William Rousselet & Denis VVatel, Le /,ivre d'Orde la Clariuelle Frrmrai:-;,i: huliix de 
Jru:leun el des uurrqu.es illustre /mr les instru.1111-:11/s de l'mu:ie1111e col/.ecliou Rous.wdet, Paris: 
Association des Collectionneurs cl'InstrumenlS de Musique a Vent, 2012, 68. 

58. Wilhelm Hermann Heckel , 1hr I-r11sot1 (Leizig: Merseberger, 1931). The contra 
bass clarinet is in the Heckel ColleCLion, Bi ebrich. 

59. "Fabrik seiner Blas-Instrumente von Wilhelm Heckel, Preisliste r1ber seine 
Jnstrumente," Ausgabe 202 [Biebrich: W. Heckel, I 906], 5. The revision of Berlioz' 
hi.slnwumlalious!td1.11!, enlarged and revised by Richard Strauss (Leipzig: C. F. Peters, 
1905) mentions both Besson and Heckel instrum e nLS; English trans. T. Front (New 
York, Dover, 1991), 226. 

60. Rousselet and Watel, Ibid., 40. 
61. Vincent D'Indy, Fen)(Ja[: J\rtion 1\!lu.,;ir:oll! ,m Tmis J\cles l!l 1111 l'mlog1w, Poi!me l!l 

Musique (Paris: A Durand & Fils, [ 1899]), orchestral score. 
62. D'Indy, Fen""" (Paris: A Durand & Fils, [ 1899]), piano-voca l score, "Compo

sition de l'Orchestre." 
63. Vincent d'Indy, Fervaal: 1\dion !vlusir:al,t en Trois J\rttts el 11 -11 Prologue (Paris: 

Durand & Cie, 1895), piano-vocal score; Felix Clement and Pierre Larousse, 
/Jicliumwire des OJ1ems, revised ed. A. Pougin, 2 vols. [Paris: Societe Universelle, 1905] 
(re print ed., New York: Da Capo Press, 1969), 2:1219. 
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FIGURE 22. Evette & Schaeffer, Paris, B
flat contra bass clarinet, ca. 1891, Watel 
Collection, Arnouville. With pennis
sion from Denis Watel. 

FIGURE 23. Wilhelm Heckel, Bie
brich , B-flat contra bass clarinet 
from Heckel, Der Fagolt, Leipzig, 
1931. With permission from the 
Heckel Museum, Biebrich. 

of the Pedal Clarinet in Fervaal is very important, as many passages (no
tably in the emr'acte of the second act), could not exist musically with
out this instrument."M An excerpt of the score from the entr'acte in act 

64. "Le r6\e de C\arinene Pi:dale dans Fervaal est si imponant, que plusieurs pas
sages (notamment !'entr'acte du 2me acte) n'ex istent plus musicalement si !'instru
ment manque." Quoted by Casembroot, "Moderne lnstrumentirung," 852. 
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FIGURE 24. Buffet-Crampon et Cie, Paris, B-flat contra bass clarinet, ca . 1935. 

Watel Collection, Arnouville. With permission from Denis Watel. 

two (fig. 25) shows the contra bass doubles the bass clarinet al the oc
tave. In the third act, the contra bass clarinet plays five measures accom
panying an alto singer ending the section with a solo note (fig. 26). 6 '• 

65. One measure of the full score from the third act from Fen,aal is reproduced 
in Gabriel PiernC and Henry V\lollett, "Hisloire de L'orchestration," in /:'11.(:ydo/1tdie de 
la 1\tfusique el /Jictimnrnire du Consenwtoire, Deuxieme panic, Technique-EsthCtique
Pedagogie (Paris: Delagrave, 1929), 2684. For further observations on Fe111aal, see 
Steven Huebner, French Oj,em at the Fin de Sikr:le (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1999), 317-50, especia lly 323. 
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FIG URE 25. Vincent D ' Indy, Feroaal (1897) , Paris, 1899, Act 2, entr'acte, 290. 
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FIGURE 26. Vincent D'lndy, Femaal (1897), Paris, 1899, Act 3,378. 
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D'Indy skillfully uses the contra bass clarinet, writing in bass clef and lim
iting the compass in the second act from written e to d I and in the third 
from e to g2; thus, the part may have been played on a military model 
contra bass. 

Antonin Dvorak skillfully orchestrated his three act comic opera, The 
Devil and Kate ( Cert a Kaea), premiered at the Prague National Theatre 
on November 23, 1899. He specified a number of woodwinds including 
bass clarinets in B-Oat and A and the contrabass clarinet in B-Oat in Act 
1. This part, however, is technically limited and augments the sounds of 
the woodwinds in the first act only in measures 1018-1042.';,; It seems 
likely at the premiere the pan was played on a Besson contra bass 
clarinet. 

Ernest Chausson also makes important use of the contra bass clarinet 
in the prelude to Act 3 of his opera, Le Roi Arthus, completed between 
1886 and 1895. The first performance of this opera was on November 
30, 1903 at the Theatre Royal de La Monnaie in Brussels, supervised by 
d ' Indy; it was successful with at least ten perfonnances.67 Subsequent 
performances were limited to Act 3, including one at the Paris opera in 
March 1916. In England, Schlesinger observed, 

The tone [of Besson 's contra bass clarinet] is rich and full except for the 
lowest notes, which are unavoidably a little rough in quality, but much more 
sonorous than the corresponding notes on the double bassoon. The upper 
register resembles the chalumeau register of the B Oat clarinet, being reedy 
and sweet. The instrument is used as a fundamental bass for the wood wind 
at Kneller Hall [the Royal Military School of Music], and it has also been 
used at Covent Garden to accompany the music of Fafner and 1-Iunding in 
the Niebelungen Ring.';8 

In 1912, Altenburg mentions that a Besson contra bass clarinet is in daily 
use in the Monte Carlo orchestraY' 

vVilhelm 1-Ieckel's me tal contra bass came on the market in Germany 
in 1902. Heckel had business contacts in Vienna and on March 5, 1902 

66. Anlonln Dvof.ik, Crnn/J/ele 1~-dition (f Antonin /)vofrik's works, ed. 0. Sourek 
( Prague: Artia, 1972) , 185-94. 

67. See de Brevil le and Gauthier-Vi liars, Fenmal, 53 note I; Jean Gallo is, "Chausson 
(Amedee-Ernest)," Omve Nl-wdc Online. Ox.ford M·mir OnlinP, www.oxfordmusiconline, ac
cessed February 25, 2014. 

68. The use in Wagner's Ring cycle was most likely a doubling of the string contra 
bass pans. Kathleen Schlesinger, "Pedal Clarinet," l~ncydo/Jn/ia /hitannira, 11 ih ed., 
vol. 21 (Cambridge: University Press, 1910): 36. 

69. Wilhelm Altenburg, "Adolphe Sax und seine Verdienste um den lnstrumcnten
bau," 7-eitsd1riftfiirluslr11111cntn,lmu32, no. 27 (1912): 1020. 
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wrote to Gustav Mahler about his contra bass clarinet, copying a compli
mentary letter from composer and conductor, Felix Weingartner, who 
used I-Ieckel's contra bass in his opera Orestes on February 23, 1902.70 

Other contemporary writers who wrote about Besson's contra bass 
clarinet include Koch (1912, Besson and Heckel instruments); Forsyth 
(1914 and 1926); Daubeny (1920); and Blaikley (1927-1928). 71 By 1933, 
Besson's contra bass began to be overshadowed by competing instru
ments. For example, in his Traite Pratique d'Instrumentation, the French 
writer, Guiraud, mentions a Buffet-Crampon (Evette & Schaeffer) contra 
bass in B-flat with the lowest note of E-flat. 72 Composer Charles Koechlin 
listed a "Clarinette Contrebasse <lit Clarinette-pedale" in his 1954 instru
mentation treatise, mentioning an instrument made by Leblanc in La 
Couture-Boussey with a chromatic extension of the range of C, C-sharp, 
D, and D-sharp.71 

70. Beatrix Darmstadter, "Die Blasinstrumente im Orchester des Wiener Hofopern
theaters zur Direktionszeit Gustav Mahlers," Musikinstru:menle und J\f115izinj1mxis zur 7Lil 
Gustav J\1ahlers, ed. R. Kubik (Vienna: BOhlau, 2007), 62-3; Darmst3.dter, "Clarinets 
and Tarogat6s used in the Viennese Court Opera under the Directo r Gustav Mahler" 
in Avaeding·s of the Clrninel and Woodwind Colloquiu:m 2007: Cel.ebmting th.P Collection of Sir 
Nidw{as Sluu:kleton (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Collection of Historic Instru
ments, 2012), 228-31. Also Oskar Kroll, The Clrninel, rev. D. Riehm, trans. H. Morris, 
ed. A. Baines (New York: Taplinger Publishing Co., 1968), 117. 

71. Markus Koch, Abriss der Inslrumentenkunde (Kempten: Jos. K0sel'schen Buch
handlung, 1912), 166 (Besson and Hec kel instruments); Cecil Forsyth, On:hestmtion 
(London: Macmillan and Co., 1914 and 1926), 286; Ulrich Daubeny, On:hestml Wind 
lnstr1unents Ancient and Modern (London: VVm. Reeves, 1920) , 59; and D. J. Blaikley, 
"Peda l Clarinet," Grove'.'i Dictionmy of 1'11.usir mu! Musicians, Yd ed., ed. H. C. Colles, 
5 vols. (London: Macmillan, 1927), 1:658. 

72. Ernst Guiraud, Traiti Pmtique d'Jnstrwnenlation, new ed., rev. and expanded by 
H. Busser (Paris: Durand & Cie, 1933) , 62. Martial Oury wrote about the Besson and 
Evette & Schaeffer contra basses in "f.tude su r la Clarinette," 1\ilusiq-ue et r:mu:oun 34 
(May 1934): 114; and "Un instrument a scuffle peu connu, La Clarinelle Contrebasse, 
son histoire-ses particularites-son emp loy," /.r1. Revue 1vlusical !Jelge 10, no. 11 (June 5, 
1934) : 6-7. During the 1930s, Maino & Orsi in Milan mad e a prototype, brass contra 
bass clarinet in ophicleicle-shape to low C. It is located in the Orsi factory collection in 
Tradate, Italy. Ram pon e in Quarna, Italy also made an E-flat contra alto clarinet during 
the 1930s in a straight shape with long curved neck and curved bell, similar to the 
Evelle & Schaeffer B-nat contra bass. In 2010, it was displayed at the Rampone factory 
in Quarna; a second incomplete Rampone E-flat contra alto clarinet was on display in 
2010 at the Museo etnografico e dello strumento musicale a fiato , Quarna, Italy. 

73. Charles Koechlin, Tmiti de l'on:hestration (Paris: M. Eschig, 1954), 35 . By about 
1963, Charles Houvenaghel of Leblanc designed an octo-contra bass clarinet one oc
tave lower than the contra bass in B-flat. It is now on display at the Musee des instru
ments a vent in La Couture-Boussey. See Charles Houvenaghel, nmmatir: l?.e.'iulL'i of/,eblmu: 
Research in Clruinet J\r:ou.'ilics (Kenosha, VVisconsin: G. Leblanc Corporation, 1963). 
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Conclusion 

The Maldura E-flat contra alto clarinet was made in limited numbers, 
probably because of the high cost of manufacture. Some examples were 
undoubtedly purchased by large military and civilian bands in Milan and 
other Italian cities. It is unlikely that the Maldura firm marketed these in
struments outside Italy. Even though the Besson contra bass clarinet was 
bought by bands, music schools, and symphony orchestras, it never be
came a commercial success. Rendall blamed this lack of success on the 
design of the long conically bored metal crook paired with a mainly 
cylindrical bore. I-le described it as causing a disastrous effect on intona
tion. This crook, however, is only in the patent and the orchestral instru
rnent; the military instruments had mainly cylindrical crooks. Rendall 
also suggested that French professional clarinetists preferred the 
Boehm-system fingering rather than the simpler thirteen-key design of 
the military contra bass clarinet. 71 

A more obvious reason for the failure of the contra bass clarinet was 
its high cost. The Besson 1910 French Catalogue lists the price as an as
tounding 1,250 francs, more than three times the cost of almost every 
other brass and woodwind instrument. However, Besson 's enormous 
publicity effort brought its contra bass clarinet to the notice of many 
musicians throughout Europe and America. Its use by players in Paris, 
London, and New York until the 1930s helped to encourage the produc
t.ion of the later and ultimately more successful Boehm-system contra 
alto and contra bass clarinets by manufacturers such as Selmer and 
Leblanc. These instruments have an easy playing and sturdy mechanism 
that was accepted by players and composers in Europe and America, 
made in large numbers during the twentieth century, and still played 
today. 

74. Rendall, T/1.c Uariw,1., 151. 




