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PREFACE

The purpose of this study is to trace the development

of a practically extinct woodwind instrument, the basset

horn, and its use by composers as both a solo and an

orchestral instrument. The first chapter concerns the

development of the basset horn from the earliest imperfect

specimen to the modern-day instrument. The second chapter

deals with the physical characteristics that are peculiar to

the instrument. The third chapter discusses the literature

and musical history of the basset horn. An appendix provides

a comprehensive listing of literature for the instrument.
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CHAPTER I

MECHANICAL DEVELOPMENT

Introduction

In order to better appreciate and understand the

mechanical history of the basset horn, a description of the

clarinets (circa 1770) is in order. F. Geoffrey Rendall,

the leading English authority on the clarinet family, states

in his book, The Clarinet, that "this [closed g sharp] and

the f sharp key are both found on a 5-key clarinet by

T. Collier of London, dated 1770. . . ." In further dis-

cussing the clarinets of the last quarter of the eighteenth

century Rendall says

The material was almost invariably wood, although
at least two ivory clarinets by Scherer are known,
and generally boxwood, in its natural state or
stained to a dark brown with acid. . . . The use
of ebony or cocus was very uncommon for body-joints,
but mouthpieces were sometimes made of these
materials. The three joints of Denner's clarinets
were generally by the third decade of the century
increased to five or six, namely

(1) The Mouthpiece. This had now been con-
siderably reduced in width. It was now generally
tapered, and after the mid-century was fitted with
a reed rather narrower and shorter than that now
in use.

(2) The Barrel or Socket. This was now piri-
form. Hence the German Birne. English makers

were still inclined to make it in one piece with
the mouthpiece.

1F. Geoffrey Rendall, The Clarinet (London, 1957),

p. 73.
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(3) Upper or Left-hand Joint. This carried
the four finger holes for H.H. and the a' and
speaker keys mounted in rings left in the turning
or in knobs.

(4) Right-hand Joint carrying three finger-
holes for R.H.

(5) Lower Joint, carrying the g hole for R.
little finger and the three keys. These were
mounted in a swelling in the wood which enabled
the finger-hole to be bored obliquely to secure
some approximation to correct intonation and at
the same time to bring it within reach of the
finger.

(6) The Bell. This was sometimes made in
one piece with the preceding.

It may be assumed, then, that the 5-key
clarinet was known in 1770. That it must have
enjoyed considerable popularity is2 indicated by
the large numbers still surviving.

The quest for more facility on the instrument certainly

did not end with the 5-key clarinet; to be sure, it had

just begun. Rendall, for example, refers to the comment

that "a player with a six-keyed clarinet had just passed

through Berlin [1776].1"3 It is difficult to believe that

the famous clarinetist Lefevre, born in 1763, could have

been the inventor of the sixth key at such an early date.

However, in his method Lefevre says: "I have also added a

sixth key which serves to produce c-sharp or d-flat of the

chalaumeau; without this key this note is so false, that

one is unable to distinguish if it is c-sharp or d-natural."

2 Rendall, pp. 73-74. 3ibid., p. 74.

4 Eugene Rousseau, "History of Clarinet," Woodwind World,
VI (December, 1965), 6.
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The date for Lefevre's addition of the sixth key may be put

at circa 1790.5 The search for more keys and the desired

facility in all key signatures that these additions brought

about was and still is never-ending. It is well known that

Anton Stadler, the great virtuoso, for whom it is supposed

that Mozart wrote the imperishable concerto, had an extension

down to low c fitted to his B-flat clarinet and may well

have had this addition on his A clarinet as well.

"Hardly any other instrument has been made in as many

keys as the clarinet, unless it is the French horn. Along

about 1800 there were in use as many as twenty different

keys of clarinets." 6 Rendall mentions that in the last

quarter of the eighteenth century "the tonalities then

commonly in use were A, Bb, B natural, C and D, F and

E natural."7  Upon casual examination the reader may become

thoroughly confused with the appearance of the four-keyed

"clarinet d'amour, which was built in Ab and G, more rarely

in F, accordingly a fourth or fifth lower than the C

clarinet. "8  This clarinet d'amour, Liebesklarinette (love

clarinet), most examples of which date from 1750-1820, had

5Ilbid., p. 7.

6H. W. Schwartz, The Story of Musical Instruments
(Elkhart, Indiana, 1938), p. 127.

7 Rendall, p. 79.

8Wilhelm Altenburg, "The Clarinet, Part III," trans-

lated by Himie Voxman, Woodwind Magazine, II (April, 1950),
6.
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a straight body, a short, slightly curved metal mouthpiece

crook, and a bell that curved inward and resembled that of

the English horn. Compounding the confusion was ". . . la

grande clarinette in low G, mentioned by Roeser, Laborde, and

others."9 See Figures 1, 2 and 3 for pictorial examples of

the aforementioned instruments.

The Invention of the Basset Horn

Though its emergence is clouded by several conflicting

theories and an abundance of confusing facts, above, the

basset horn does stand as a separate and distinct low-voiced

member of the clarinet family. In spite of the dispute as

to the name of the instrument and its inventor, one basic

concept prevails as to the discovery or origin of the new

species. Most authorities agree, as do Altenburg and

Rendall, that the basset horn was a development of the

clarinet in F or G, the clarinet d'amour or la grande

clarinette, "The idea of an extended lower range in the

existing instrument in F gave rise to the discovery of a

new species. . .10 The popularity of the Liebesklarinette

in Germany during the last decades of the eighteenth

century seems to have waned and the instrument was, in the

main, replaced by the basset horn. "It is possible that the

basset horn was developed from it [the Liebesklarinette] and

10Altenburg, p. 7.9 Rendall, p. 79.
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a. English. Five keys.
Late eighteenth century.
Key of A.

I?

b. German. Six keys. Late
eighteenth century. Key
of Bb.

11Fig. 1--Early Clarinets

111"250 Years of Clarinets" (author not given), Selmer
Bandwagon, XVI (February, 1968), 9.
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a. Anonymous, Four keys. b. Payne of London. Five
1760. keys. Circa 1795.

tion. .2-Early English clarinets 
from the Bate Collec-

12Rendall, Plate II.
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Fig. 3--Clarinet d1 amour or Liebesklarinette, circa

1750.13

that Mayrhofer's invention, . . . consisted merely in re-

placing the bulbous bell with an extra length of tube."
4

The Inventor of the Basset Horn

The common misconception found in creditable sources,

Schwartz' The Story of Musical Instruments and Daubney's

Orchestral Wind Instruments, to name just two, is that an

instrument maker from Passau named Horn invented the basset

horn. This misnomer probably was derived from the fact that

the instrument in its original sickle shape paralleled that

1 3 Eric Blom, editor, Grove's Dictionary of Music and

Musicians, Vol. II (New York, 1954 ,Plate 12.

14p
Rendall, p. 133.
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of the cor angi15 In his Musical Wind Instruments,

Carse discredits this primary misconception and J. G. H.

Backofen's belief that Theodor Lotz was the inventor of

the basset horn by saying,

According to Gerber (1792) the basset-horn
was invented in 1770 at Passau in Bavaria. It
has been repeatedly stated that the name of the
inventor was Horn; there is no authority for this,
and no such name is found either on instruments
of the period nor in contemporary musical litera-
ture. There is every reason, however, for
supposing that the originator of the basset-horn
was, not the mythical Horn, but an instrument-
maker (or makers) named Mayrhofer who worked in
Passau at the time. Two early specimens bearing
that name survive, and on the one which is pre-
served at Hamburg the following inscriptions will
be found: "Ant et Mich: Mayrhofer Inven. &
Elabor. Passavii" [see Figure 4].16

The Term "Basset Horn"

The elongated clarinet pitched in F and/or G was called

cor de basset by the French, Bassetthorn by the Germans, and

corno bassetto by the Italians.17 Leeson mentions that the

French de serves no grammatical function, and that as early

as 1774 they called it a contre-clarinette.18 Rendall says

that it is unfortunate that the Italian term corno bassetto

15 Ibid.

1 6Adam von Ahn Carse, Musical Wind Instruments (New
York, 1965), p. 168.

17 Sibyl Marcuse, "Basset Horn," Musical Instruments:

A Comprehensive Dictionary (New York, 1964), p. 41.

1 8 Daniel Leeson, "The Basset Horn," Instrumentalist,
XII (March, 1968), 56.
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a. A and M, Mayrhofer, Passau, circa 1770
b. Kirst, Potsdam, circa 1790
c. Griessling and Schlott, Berlin, circa 1820
d. Grundmann, Dresden, 1799
e. Grundmann, Dresden, 1787
f. Zencker, Adorf (?), circa 1820
g. Strobach, Carlsbad, circa 1815.

Fig. 4--Basset horns from the Museum FUr Hamburgische
19

Geschichte.

many times has been corrupted to become corno di basseto.
2 0

"The English name has always been 'basset horn,' though

Mahon in his tutor of 1803 calls the instrument the 'Clara

Voce' or 'Corno Bassetta.' The final a in 'basseta' may be

charitably regarded as a printer's error."21

19Rendall, Plate VI.
2 1 Ibid

2 0Ibid., p. 134.

g .

7A



The reader will have already noted how the term horn

has been applied-to this originally sickle-shaped instru-

ment. But it is important to note that the term "basset"

indicates the register of the instrument and is derived

from "a common South German musical term for small bass. "2 2

Bessaraboff defines the term "basset" as relating to a

string double bass of reduced size. 23

Further Developments

"The shape of the basset horn varied considerably."2 4

(See Figures 4 and 6.) "No instrument, unless it be the

bass clarinet, has been made in so many peculiar shapes. "2 5

The contortions of the instrument were a direct result of

the efforts to shorten a tube over forty inches in length,

bring the finger holes within reach of the fingers, and make

the instrument easy (or easier) to hold. A characteristic

of the basset horn from its invention until even after the

middle of the last century was the peculiar manner in which

sufficient tube length was provided without making the

instrument inconveniently long and awkward to hold.26 At

the lower end of the tube the air entered a sort of wooden

22 Anthony Baines, Musical Instruments Throucfh the Ages
(Baltimore, 1961), p. 247.

2 3 Nicholas Bessaraboff, Ancient European Musical Instru-
ments (Boston, 1941), p. 101.

2 4 Ibid. 2 5 Carse, p. 170.

26 Ibid., p. 168.
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box that more or less resembled a closed book. This strange

box, as has been noted, was an inseparable component of all

early basset horns.27 Inside the Buch, Kasten or Kstchen,

as it was called, the air zigzagged up and down three

parallel passages before emerging through a brass bell at

the bottom.28 The three passages were connected in much the

same way as in the butt of a bassoon.29 See Figure 5.

1, f i

Fig. 5--Buch or Kasten3 0

2 7 Rendall, p. 135. 2 8Ibid.

2 9 Carse, p. 169. 3 0 Rendall, p. 135.
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"The box, above, was effectively sealed at top and

bottom by screwed down plates of brass, far less commonly of

wood or Ivory." 3 1  Other methods were tried to encompass the

elongation of the tube, but the problems of manufacture were

quite difficult due to inflexibility of wood. Such tubes

cannot be steamed to shape without risking serious damage to

the bore; therefore, other means were adopted.3 2

A very obvious solution to this problem was to excavate

the bore in two halves in two pieces of plankwood, and then

to glue and peg them together with brass or wooden pins. 3 3

However, this method was rather laborious and often detri-

mental to sonority. 34 Altenburg believes the former manner

was the means by which the first instruments were constructed. 
3 5

Another method, often adopted in the case of the
bent cor anglais, was to make a series of deep
and angular saw cuts into and through the bore
to allow the removal of triangular pieces from
the inside of the intended curve. . . . The series
of deep cuts allowed the tube to be bent to the
desired shape and a thin strip of wood was some-
times glued to the inside of the bend to serve
as a reinforcement. A covering of leather, added
for security and as a precaution against leakage,
afforded convenient scope for gilded tooling and
decoration. To give a lighter and a more elegant
appearance to the instrument the tube was often
chamfered to a hexagonal or octagonal section.
This would seem a weak method of construction,
but so well was the work executed that many of
these instruments survive to ?stify to the
maker's skill [see Figure 4].

31 Ibid. 3 2 Ibid.

33Ibid., pp. 135-136. 3 4 Ibid., p. 136.

3 5 Altenburg, p. 6. 3 6 Rendall, p. 136.



The features of Mayrhofer's invention were the extension

of the clarinet compass from written low E to written low C;

bending the tube; and, by using the box, providing a means

of handling the extended tubing. 37 Though the ideas were

certainly not new they were nevertheless very effective.

The bent tube was obviously taken from the cor anglais; the

Buch or Kasten was found in the seventeenth century Racket,

Ranket or Cervelas, the miniature bassoon (sausage bassoon)

in which the bore is turned upon itself nine times.
3 8

The bells of these instruments were almost exclusively

of brass; however, their shapes did vary.

The bell was built in either a round or an

oval shape. If the instrument were to be gripped
between the knees, the oval shape was more
appropriate. Otherwise, the basset horn was held
to the right of the player in a manner similar to

that of holding a bassoon. The player gained
additional support through the use of a cord
attached to both 1 9 ring on the horn and one of
his coat buttons.

According to Rendall, "Mayrhofer's instrument was pro-

vided with the five keys of the contemporary clarinet, and

the two basset keys, giving, when closed, written d and c."
40

To support this Carse says,

The earliest basset-horns were provided with
seven keys, of which only four corresponded to
the four keys of the contemporary clarinet; these

37Ibid., p. 135. 38Ibid.

3 9John Mohler, "The Basset-Horn," American Music

Teacher (July-August, 1965), pp. 15, 32.

4 0 n
'Rendall, p. 135.
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were the "speaker" and the a' key at the upper
end, and the closed g sharp and open e key at
the lower end; the fifth key was an open f key
covering the hole which on the clarinet was then
closed by the tip of the R. little finger. This
hole was out of reach of the little finger on the

basset-horn, hence an open key was a necessity.
The levers of the two "basset-keys" (d and c)

were brought up underneath the instrument to the
thumb of the R. hand. An eighth key soon made
its appearance; this was the closed f sharp key
of the five-keyed clarinet [see Figure 4]. .1

The eight-keyed basset-horns of about 1800 had the

five usual clarinet keys, including the closed F-sharp, an

open F key, and two thumb keys for the extra low notes D and

C142

Upon examining many articles on the subject of woodwind

history, one becomes well aware of some disagreements with

the foregoing material. The open F key seems to make its

appearance on early basset horns, Mayrhofer's for example;

however, Ivan Muller in the first decade of the nineteenth

century is often credited with the invention. 43 Anthony

Baines in discussing the basset keys says:

The surviving Mayrhofer instrument (at Hamburg,

Museum of Hamburg History) has but one key for
this extension, adding only the c to the normal

clarinet compass, but most old examples also
have a d key and some also the two c lomatic
keys, all worked by the right thumb.

41Carse, p. 169. 42Ibid.

4 3 Rendall, p. 137. 4 4Baines, p. 249.
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New Shapes

Theodor Lotz' name is associated with the basset horn's

development. Lotz of Pressburg was most certainly a musician

of many talents.45 In Count Esterhazy's orchestra he played

the contra bassoon, clarinet, and basset horn, as well as

other instruments.4 6  He was also violist and clarinetist

in Cardinal Bathyany's orchestra. Later, while in Vienna,

he is said to have been an instrument maker and to have made

dubious improvements on the basset horn.48  No one is quite

sure as to what these improvements might have been, but it

seems reasonable to believe that he substituted two straight

tubes connected by a short knee joint of ivory, horn or wood

for the original half-moon shape. In Rendall one finds

the following information to shed light on Lotz' supposed

inventions or improvements.

It is significant that an instrument by Joseph
Rosmeisel of Graslitz with the usual seven keys,
dated 1782, in the Prague Museum (No. 12209),
has two straight limbs set together at an angle
of 90 degrees. This was the first step in the
improvement of the instrument and exactly con-
temporaneous with Cramer's description. An
instrument of similar design is illustrated in
Sachs's Berlin Catalogue, cd. 297. The Berlin
collection possesses a basset-horn by Lotz himself
(No. 2911) with the two limbs set at a more obtuse
angle, and with eight keys. So his invention
may again have consisted in resetting the angle
and in the addition of an eighth key, that for
low f already mentioned."

4 5 Carse, p. 169. 4 6 Rendall, p. 137.

4 7Blom, p. 326. 4 8 Rendall, p. 137.

4 9Mohler, p. 15. 50 Rendall, p. 137.
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Most of the instruments up to the first half of the

nineteenth century were made with the characteristic box;

some, however, were made with a bend in the middle of the

tube and also just above the bell. The kastenuas then

discarded, and the extra tubing handled in an original

manner. 51 Rendall describes three instruments of this

genre thus:

A rectangular model survives in the Baierisches
Nationalmuseium, Munich (No. 139). Another
interesting and curious type by Strobach of
Carlsbad is thus described in Day's R. M. E.
catalogue, No. 272. "This curious instrument
is in shape almost unique. It is of boxwood
with ivory mounts and mouthpiece. There are
ten keys of plated metal, with square flaps,
working upon knobs. The bore of the instrument
is bent at an angle of about 120 degrees near
its centre. The bell is globular and very much
contracted at the mouth, and is turned back towards
the player at right angles to the lower joint of
the instrument." A very similar model by Ignazio
Miraz of Udine is in the writer's possession [see
Figures 4 and 6].52

Bessaraboff describes another interesting instrument with

kasten and a stock of triangular shape made in 1791 by

Grundman of Dresden.53 Except for the triangular stock,

and possibly the incomplete diatonic extension to C, this is

a fine example of the basset horn of the final decade of the

eighteenth century.

In F. Seven keys. Incomplete diatonic exten-
sion to c. Boxwood, stained light yellow-brown,
hor tips, brass bell. Made in seven parts:

5 1 Carse, p. 170. 5 2 Rendall, p. 137.

5 3 Bessaraboff, p. 102.
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F1 g. 6--Basset horn by Ignazio Miraz, Undine, circa
1825.54

mouthpiece, barrel-joint bent backward, right-
hand (upper) body-joint, 1200 elbow-joint,
left-hand (lower) body-joint, the stock of
irregular triangular shape with three parallel
bores joined by passages and covered with corks
forming a continuous tube, and a bell. Six
finger holes in the front; thumb-hole in the
rear. The keys are c (open key, long lever
operated by right thumb), e (open, long lever,
left little finger), f-sharp (closed, right
thumb), f (open), g-sharp (closed), a', the
speaker key; all 5 keys are mounted on knobs
[see Figure 7].55

In spite of the instrument makers' search for a better-shaped

bore, the form of the basset horn stayed the same well into

the first three or four decades of the nineteenth century.

5 5 Bessaraboff, p. 102.54 Blom, Plate 12.,
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ir

'Ii,
Ii

a. b. c.

a. Seven keys. Incomplete diatonic extension to C. Key
of F,

b. Fourteen keys. Complete diatonic extension to C. Key
of F. Made by Griesbacher of Vienna

c. Sixteen keys. Chromatic extension to C. Key of E-flat.
Made by Grenser of Dresden

Fig. 7--Eighteenth century basset horns5 6

It consisted of two straight members set together at a 120-

degree angle in a knee joint, with- the upper member carrying

a straight or bent socket for the mouthpiece, and the lower

joint having the box and bell.5 7

By no means were the improvements and experiments con-

fined to the search for a better shape; instead, the

instrument was constantly being fitted with new and useful

5 6 Bessaraboff, Plate III. 57 Rendall, pp. 137-138.
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keys. The improvements on the basset horn seem to parallel

those for the clarinet, as is noted by Carse:

During the course of the first half of the
19th century all the keys of the clarinet were
gradually added to the upper part, and two addi-
tional keys on the "box" provided for the two
missing semitones in the extension. Any number
of keys from eight to seventeen occur on basset-
horns made between 1800 and 1850; the seventeen-
keyed instrument had all the usual keys of the
thirteen-keyed clarinet and in addition, the
four low "basset-keys." 8

Bessaraboff gives two excellent examples to substantiate the

information above.

In f. Fourteen keys. Complete diatonic
extension to c. Boxwood, stained dark brown,
ivory tips, brass bell. Made in eight parts:
ivory mouthpiece, barrel, left-hand (upper)
body-joint, ivory 1200 elbow, a short right-
hand (lower) joint, a short key-joint holding
six key levers, stock with [kasten], and a flat-
tened brass bell. Six finger-holes in the
front, one of which (the third from the top)
is bored double for half-stopping; a thumb-hole
in the rear. The keys are c (open, long lever,
left little finger), f (open), f-sharp (long
lever, left little finger), g-sharp (closed),
b-f'lat, b, c'-sharp, on the ivory elbow,
e'-flat, f', a' (two duplicate keys), the
speaker-key. The low c, d, and e keys are en-
closed in brass cages. The keys beginning with
b-flat and upwards are mounted on brass saddles.
Stamped on the stock "Griesbacher, K. K. Hof 59
Instr. Macher in Wien, 2," [1802, see Figure 71.

Though many of the dates and credits for invention vary,

Marcuse credits Anton and Johann Stadler of Vienna with

adding "two more basset keys not really basset keys, for F#

5 9 Bessaraboff, p. 102.58 Carse, p. 169.
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and G#. "6 0  He adds that by 1825 basset horns were being

made with fourteen keys.61

In E-flat. Sixteen keys. Chromatic exten-
sion to c. Box wood, stained dark brown, brass
bell. Made in seven parts: mouthpiece, barrel
(ivory tips), left-hand (upper) body-joint, 1201
elbow, right-hand (lower) body-joint, an irregular-
ly shaped stock with [box], and a flattened brass
bell. Six finger-holes in the front; a thumb-hole
in the rear. The keys are c (open), c-sharp (open),
d (closed), e-flat (open); the levers of the c,
c-sharp, and e-flat keys are interlocked, so that
by pressing on the low c lever all these open keys
can be closed simultaneously; [the rest of the keys
are similar to those ?9nthe instrument by Griesbacher
above-see Figure 1) .

The basset horn in E-flat, above, was made in Dresden

by Grenser and Wiesner. The name Heinrich Grenser is

mentioned by Curt Sachs in his Handbuch der Instrumentenkunde

as the German inventor, in 1808, of the straight-bodied

basset horn.63 Marcuse seems to verify this fact by saying

"Heinrich Grenser of Dresden made changes that ultimately

led to the present form: straight, with the reed carried

on a curved barrel and terminating in an upturned bell." 6 4

Groves contains another statement from Sachs:

In 1808 Grenser of Dresden was building . .
truncated basset-horns without the kasten and
basset keys, possibly at the instigation of
Iwan MUller, who is known to have used a basset
horn of his making and who no doubt would have 65
found the basset keys an out-of-date encumbrance.

6 0Marcuse, p. 42. 61 Ibid.

62Bessaraboff, pp. 102-103. 63Rendall, p. 146.

6 4 Marcuse, p. 42. 6 5 Blom, p. 327.
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It is very difficult to tell when the knee joint was

dispensed with, and exactly who was responsible for this

innovation. Rendall suggests that instead of Grenser in

Germany it very well might have been Thomas Key of Charing

Cross, England, who gave the basset horn its present shape.6 6

An example of Key's workmanship is given by Rendall:

. . . the body-tube is entirely straight, united
in the middle by the usual tenon and socket joint;
a short bent brass crook carries the mouthpiece,
the lower member terminates in a big wooden bell.
There is no box. The use of boxwood for the tube,
of ivory for the tips, and the general design of
the brass keys mounted in knobs, suggests a date
not much later than 1825. . . . The basset keys
are located . . . at the back of the instrument
[see Figure 8].67

For one to set the exact time, place, or instrument

maker responsible for first using improved MUller or Boehm

key work on a basset horn would be difficult at best. But

again, Rendall is at the front in giving an excellent

description of an instrument which he notes to be the first

basset horn with Boehm fingering.

The first basset-horn with Boehm fingering
noted by the writer is branded Pask, London--
a maker active between 1842-1870--and was formerly
owned by Henry Lazarus. It is probably of French
workmanship, since the Boehm clarinet was all but
unknown at this period in England, and the keywork
is of typically French design. It may be dated
circa 1865. The body is shortened by providing
the basset keys with a separate tube, parallel
to the main body joint and joined to it with
long metal pins: the bores are united at the

6 7 Ibid.6 6 Rendall, p. 138.
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a. Key of London. Circa b. Pask of London. Basset
1825. horn, Boehm model. Circa

1865, formerly property of
H. Lazarus.

Fig. 8--Nineteenth century English basset horns6 8

bottom with an U bend of metal. A similar model
of neater design was made by E. J. Albert of6 9
Brussels in the early 1900's [see Figure 8].

The basset horn by Thomas Key is most certainly a

prelude to the modern-day instrument. However, as one can

see by the description of the instrument made by Pask, no

one shape or key mechanism seemed to dominate the musical

scene. And in fact, the instrument fell into a state of

disuse in the second half of the nineteenth century. It was

6 8 Rendall, Plate III. 69 Ibid., Ip. 138.
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not until the 1880's that the manufacture of basset horns

was revived by Mahillon of Brussels.70

70Ibid., p. 144.



CHAPTER II

THE MODERN BASSET HORN

Introduction

With the revival of basset horn manufacture the reader

may find himself wondering just what kind of an instrument

might he be dealing with. Therefore, a description of the

modern basset horn(s) is in order. The placement of the

basset horn in the clarinet family is the point of departure.

See Figure 9 for illustrations of modern basset horns.

Classification in the Clarinet Family with
Regard to Size of Bore and

Color of Tone

Ideally the basset horn serves, or would serve, as "a

voice of tenor pitch, to link up the soprano and bass

clarinets, and to reinforce the upper register of the

latter."1 Rendall seems to place the basset horn in the

tenor family of clarinets by saying, "Tonally the [tenor

clarinet] is indistinguishable from the basset horn, but the

alto, with its wider bore and bigger reed, has a voice of

considerable distinction and character. "2 In discussing

the Selmer and Leblanc instruments in the key of F,

1Rendall, p. 144. 2Ibid., p. 145.

24
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Traugott Rohner prefers to call them "F Alto Clarinets (a

,3
name preferred to the obsolete Basset Horn). ( (See Figure 9.)

a. Selmer. Note extension b. G. Leblanc. This may be
to low C. more truly an alto clarinet

in F, due to the lack of any
extension to low C. Note
the wooden bell.

Fig. 9--Modern basset horns (F alto clarinets)4

He justifies his choice of names by discussing tone quality:

Theoretically, the alto voice should sound
halfway between the soprano and the tenor (the
bass clarinet is actually the tenor voice). Thus,
moving the alto voice two half-steps nearer to
the soprano will result in its being an interval
of a perfect 4th away from the soprano and a
perfect 5th away from the tenor. (Eb is a 5th
from the soprano and a 4th from the bass clarinet.)
Hence, there is no loss for the F instrument here.
In fact, actual use--as judged by a Haynes F Alto

3Traugott Rohner, "New F Alto Clarinet," Instrumentalist,

X (February, 1957), 28, 55.

4Ibid., p. 28.
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Clarinet which the writer owns--might convince
us that the tone quality of the F is preferable
to that of the Eb.5

In further discussing nomenclature Rohner says

Though the F Alto Clarinet is called a
Basset Horn by some, this is undesirable in our
opinion because

1. The instrument is actually an alto
clarinet, a term which is meaningful to profes-
sional and amateur alike. Basset Horn is not
accurately descriptive.

2. The F Alto Clarinet is not a horn in
the true sense of the word.

3. The Basset Horn of old is an obsolete
instrument. Let's not saddle a superior F Alto
Clarinet with this undesirable connotation.
Let's call it an F Alto Clarinet which it actually
is.6

Daniel Leeson seems to take exactly the opposite view

and chooses instead to say:

. . . we deduce that a lower sounding instrument
should have a larger bore and greater finger
spread than a higher sounding instrument. But,
the basset horn refuses to follow this reasoning.
It has a bore only very slightly larger than a
Bb clarinet and markedly smaller than its closest
alleged relative among the Eb alto. While there
is a change in the clarinets, tone hole spacing
between it and the Bb clarinet, the change is
much smaller than would be expected from the in-
creased length of the basset horn. 7

It is Leeson's view that the basset horn is a soprano clarinet

with the tone holes markedly lower in position than the Bb

clarinet, and that it is the placement of these tone holes

which results in the instrument's being in the key of F. 8

5 Ibid., p. 28. 6Ibid., p. 28.

Leeson, p. 56. 8 Ibid., p. 56.



27

It is the bore size which gives it its special
sound. It is its length and additional basset
keys which permit it to play down to written
low C. If we accept these arguments, the set
of normal soprano clarinets constitutes one family
with four genera. They are:

1. The C clarinet;
2. The Bb clarinet;
3. The A clarinet;
4. The F clarinet (basset horn). 9

One could debate the question interminably; however, one

point remains to be covered which may serve to confuse the

reader or to bend him toward one argument or another. The

point of consideration is the actual bore size of represen-

tative basset horns. The present-day Selmer and Leblanc

instruments measure .621 inches and .707 inches respectively.

In examining the measurements furnished by Selmer and Leblanc

one may see that the Leblanc instrument (.707 inches) is

truly an alto clarinet when compared to the .621 inch bore

of the Selmer basset horn.10 The differences in bore design

are even more striking when one considers some other con-

temporary instruments and then contrasts these measurements

with some of the earlier basset horns.

. . . the Uebel instruments of the Vienna
Philharmonic have a 15 millimetre bore
[.590 inches] (though in the French instru-
ments hitherto used by most London players

9Ibid., p. 56

1 0 Letters from P. J. Holcomb, Assistant Dealer Service
Manager for H. and A. Selmer Co., Elkhart, Indiana, March 5
and March 20, 1968.
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the bore is 16 millimetres [.636 inches], and
Schmidt too has enlarged the bore).

Bessaraboff mentions that a basset horn in F, dated 1791,

measures 14.5 millimetres (.571 inches), and another in F,

from the early nineteenth century, measures 15 millimetres,

while still another from this same period has the same bore

diameter but is in the key of Eb.12 In deciding how to

classify the basset horn by bore diameter alone, Gibson

introduces one limiting factor by saying that he "has never

measured a professionally tolerable B flat clarinet which

had a cylindrical diameter of more than 15 mm. in its

smallest portion." 13  Seemingly, then, there is no real

solution to the problem of classification or nomenclature;

but, call the basset horn what you will, it has a voice or

color of tone all its own.

One aspect of design has not been dealt with so far, and

that is the interrelationship of bore shape and diameter with

the size, shape, and placement of the tone holes. These

factors combine to give the basset horn its peculiar color

and timbre, in addition to determining the response and in-

tonation for the entire range of the instrument.

11 Anthony Baines, Woodwind Instruments and Their History,

(London, 1957), p. 126.

12 Bessaraboff, pp. 102-103.

1 3Lee Gibson, "Fundamentals of Acoustical Design of the
Soprano Clarinet," Music Educators Journal, LIV (February,
1968), 114.
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Historically speaking, the early basset horns must have

sounded like elongated Bb clarinets due to the similarity of

their bores; present-day instruments with small bore dimen-

sions seem to bear out this assumption. These smaller-bored

instruments have a characteristically brighter and stuffier

sound, which seems to be the principal reason for the larger-

bored, more mellow-toned alto clarinet's replacing the basset

horn during the last half of the nineteenth century. Accord-

ing to Gibson, "the smaller the bore for a clarinet in a

given pitch, the more strictly cylindrical it may be; the

larger the bore, the greater the need for the enlargement of

the reversed cone. "14 In these smaller-bored basset horns,

i.e., those having a diameter of less than sixteen millimeters,

one will also encounter considerably smaller tone holes and

slightly less enlargement of the reversed cone in order to

help maintain the proper relationship of the twelfths between

the chalumeau and clarion registers.15 For example, the

Selmer Series 9 basset horn has no fraised tone holes.1 6

Other instruments that were examined had a small amount of

undercutting where needed. It seems logical, therefore, to

keep the bore under sixteen millimeters in order that the

eighteenth or nineteenth century tone quality may be preserved.

14Ibid., p. 114. 15 Ibid., p. 114.

1 6 Letter from P. J. Holcomb, Assistant Dealer Service
Manager for H. and A. Selmer Co., Elkhart, Indiana, March 5,
1968.
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In describing the tone of the basset horn many adjectives

have been used, and some have probably been used a bit un-

kindly.

It is essentially a soft-toned instrument,
with less ictus and carrying power than might be
expected from a hearing at close quarters.
The tone of the chalumeau is fuller, more
vibrant and reedy than that of the orchestral
clarinets; the medium register is at once sweeter
and more diffuse, while the extreme notes are
lacking in bite and brilliancy. Generally speak-
ing the tone-quality, if luscious, tends to sombre-
ness and melancholy. It reminded E. T. A. Hoffmann
of "red carnations." It is in fact quite incapable
of gaiety or brilliance. It has of course in common
with all the clarinet family a quite phenonal
control of dynamics and great flexibility.

Berlioz, in his Treatise on Instrumentation, commented

that

the tones above this [chalumeau] range
are risky; besides, there is no good reason for
employing them since the clarinets can produce them
without any difficulty and with much more purity.
. . . The low tones are the finest and the most
characteristic. It should be observed . . . that
those below e . . . can only be played slowly and
detached from each other.18

During the basset horn's history, composers have rarely,

if ever, shared the above opinion. 19 George Bernard Shaw is

quoted as saying the "devil himself could not make a basset-

horn sparkle."20 But perhaps the most apt description of

17 Rendall, p. 139.

18Hector Berlioz, Treatise on Modern Instrumentation
and Orchestration (New York, 1948), p. 226.

19Mohler, p. 32. 20Ibid.
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the basset horn's tone color is given by Gevaert when he

says "the quality of this instrument is remarkable for its

unctuous seriousness.,21

Mechanical Considerations

The Bell

The greatest majority of basset horns of a relatively

modern design have a metal bell that is carried up in front

of the body, in a mnner similar to the alto and bass clarinet.

In some models, particularly the older German instruments,

the bell pointed straight downwards and was made of wood.

Some players objected to the seemingly stuffy response of

the basset notes, and therefore would place a dome-shaped

reflector directly beneath the bell so as to direct the low

tones up and out. To correct for this problem many of the

German instruments now have an upturned metal bell which in

a sense is a dummy, for the lowest note issues through a

large vent-hole at the base of the bottom joint in order to

equalize its quality with that of the other notes. The bell

then acts as a reflector and directs the sound up from the

floor.22 Many of the French and English basset horns feature

a metal bell in which the lowest tone hole is placed on the

F. A. Gevaert, A New Treatise on Instrumentation (New

York, 1945) , p. 180.

2 2 Baines, Woodwind Instruments, p. 126.
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bend of the bell. Rendall strongly condemns this practice

and seems to prefer the older German design.

The substitution of a short thick-walled wooden
bell and the prolongation of the bore, if re-
quired, will effect a quite surprising improve-
ment in tone, not limited to the lower notes, but
discernible throughout the compass.2 3

Speaker Mechanisms

The present-day basset horn, which is pitched in F, a

perfect fourth below the soprano clarinet, has several

register mechanisms available. All of these modern mechanisms

have only one register key. On most instruments the register

keys have two vents, the first vent opening for third line

B flat when the register key is pressed. The second vent

opens automatically on third line B natural, causing the

first vent to close automatically. The second vent stays

open for the rest of the upward range. Another popular

mechanism also has two vents operated by a single key. The

first vent opens on B flat and continues to be open through

fourth line D sharp. The second vent opens automatically on

E natural, at which time the first vent closes automatically.

Just as for bass and alto clarinets, there exists a theory

that the single register key mechanism interferes with the

production of certain notes in the high register. Conse-

quently, some basset horns of earlier vintage have two

independent register keys. On these instruments the first

2 3 Rendall, p. 139.
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key opens for the notes from B flat to D sharp in the staff.

The second register key is used for the notes above. Because

each instrument has its own individual peculiarities, it is

well to experiment with adding the second register key on D,

D sharp, and even E, to find which works best. A modern

German design, primarily for bass clarinets, proposes to

clear the notes from E natural in the staff to G sharp above

the staff, which sometimes do not speak clearly with just the

second speaker key.24 This mechanism, if not too complicated,

may well be the answer for taking the stiffness from the

clarion register of the basset horn.

Half-Hole Plate

Almost all modern basset horns are equipped with a

plate or plateau-system key which covers the first tone hole.

The small vent hole that is drilled in this plate or key

allows one to play easily above high C (first C above the

staff). This half-hole fingering acts as another register

key; and, without it, the tones above C are virtually im-

possible with conventional soprano clarinet fingerings.

Proper usage of the half-hole mechanism will give the basset

hornist the satisfaction of playing five C's, and give the

instrument a full four-octave range. See Figure 10.

2 4 Baines, Woodwind Instruments, p. 128.
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Fig. 10--The five possible "C's"

Leeson states that "above high E severe intonation

problems develop [using standard clarinet fingerings]. These

require compensatory false fingerings and, in some cases,

playing a half tone higher than written." 25 The truth of

the statement would depend on the instrument being played.

It is possible to produce the notes above high C by using

combinations of the throat tone fingerings and the register

key. Thornton gives a list of the fingerings used by Alfred

Gallodoro, noted bass clarinettist:

High C sharp--throat F sharp plus register key
High D--------throat G-------plus register key
High D sharp--throat G sharp--no register key
High E--------throat A-------plus register key
High F--------throat B flat plus register key
High F sharp--A above the staff plus thumb and

register key
High G--------B flat above the staff plus the

thumb and register key. 6

Other methods of using these throat tone fingerings for

the notes above high C are shown in the fingering charts of

the alto and bass clarinet methods by Himie Voxman27 and

2 5 Leeson, p. 56.

2 6 James Thornton, Woodwind Handbook (San Antonio, 1960),
p. 90.

2 7 Himie Voxman, "Introducing the Alto or Bass Clarinet,"
School Musician, LXVIII (February, 1950), p. 49.
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Paul Mimart. The system of fingering to be used should be

determined by the intonation of each individual instrument

and by the technical problems of the musical passage.

The Basset Keys

Beside the luscious tone, the extension to low C is the

very essence of the basset horn's existence.

The German maker, following old tradition, usually
placed the basset keys at the back to be controlled
by the right thumb; some French makers, however,
prefer to fit them in front, giving the right
little finger six touchpieces to control. This
would seem a far less convenient arrangement and
makes for heavy and complicated mechanism. The
finger stretch is also considerable.2 9

As the reader will have noted in the previous descrip-

tions of the basset horn's development, many mechanical

innovations were developed in order to simplify the fingering

problems. Suffice it to say that these inventions and addi-

tions were well applied, or for that matter still are, to

the basset keys.

Leeson provides an excellent illustration of a modern

basset horn with one thumb key beneath the thumb rest. In

addition, the left little finger has five touchpieces while

the right little finger has six touchpieces. 3 0

2 8 Paul Mimart, Method for Alto and Bass Clarinets and
Sarrusophones (Boston, 1922).

29 Rendall, p. 138.

30 Leeson, p. 57.
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Fig. l--Key mechanism and basset fingerings for a
modern basset horn. 3 1

Upon examining Figure 11 one will note that there are

some impossible slurred intervals due to a lack of alternate

fingerings. These have been categorized in Figure 12.

Fig. 12--Impossible slu ed intervals for key mechanism
as illustrated in Figure 11.

A variation of the above key arrangement is most common-

ly found on bass clarinets or German basset horns. Instead

31Ibid. 3 2Ibid.
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of having extra touchpieces for the little fingers, all or

most of the basset keys are placed below the thumb (see

Figure 13). Rollers, such as on the bassoon and the

saxophone, are normally supplied in order to facilitate more

rapid fingering.

Thumb
rest

Db

Db

Fig. 13--Key mechanism for basset horn with four thumb
keys.

The above key mechanism makes almost all slurred

intervals possible; however, a slurred pattern involving two

or more basset notes consecutively tends to be a bit slow or

awkward (see Figure 14). Some manufacturers have, in the

I I

-

INAM 
womo- -m"o WOAVN soomoo

Fig. 14--Awkward intervals for basset horn with four
thumb keys.
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past, chosen to complement these thumb keys by adding one or

two touchpieces for the left and/or right hand little fingers.

The most common addition, however, is the inclusion of the low

E-flat key for the right hand; in fact one might say that

this is a standard mechanism for the lower-pitched clarinets.

A common key arrangement is found on the basset horn

or alto clarinet in F manufactured by G. Leblanc Corporation.

This mechanism is similar to the example provided by Leeson;

however, the thumb key produces low C and the right-hand

D-flat and E-flat are in a different position. In addition

there is a left-hand low D lever. See Figure 15.

Thumb
Rest

C

Eb Db

Fig. 15--Key mechanism on a Leblanc basset horn

With this key arrangement, as with Leeson' s example,

there are some problem slurs. Most of the problems arise

from the lack of a left-hand A-flat-E-flat key. The pro-

vision of an extra key for the thumb or left-hand D would
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also simplify some rather awkward slurred passages. See

Figure 16.

Fig. 16--Impossible slurred intervals for key mechanism
as illustrated in Figure 15.

The basset horn manufactured by H. and A. Selmer gives

the prospective player still another choice of key mechanism.

Low C and D-flat basset keys are placed by the thumb rest,

while an alternate left-hand D is supplied for the little

finger. 33 Low C may also be played by depressing the left-

hand F-C key while at the same time pressing the right-hand

low D-flat key with the little finger. Due to the lack of

a current model Selmer basset horn for examination purposes,

the writer has had to approximate the positioning of the two

basset keys in Figure 17.

Using the fingering arrangement provided by Selmer

gives one more fingering choices; however, there are still

several problem intervals. These are due also to a lack of

33 Letter from P. J. Holcomb, Assistant Dealer Service
Manager for H. and A. Selmer Co., Elkhart, Indiana, March 20,
1968.
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cciD
Thumb
Rest

D t

F or (C + RH C#)

D

Fig. 17-Key mechanism of a Selmer basset horn

a left-hand A-flat-B-flat key and the lack of another touch-

piece for either low C or low D-flat. See Figure 18.

- I I

bosm*

Fig. 18--Impossible slurred intervals for key mechanism
as illustrated in Figure 17.

In discussing the possibilities of removing the slurred

problems in the lower register of his own instrument, Leeson

says:

Rearrangement of the existing keys will not
solve the problem. Only the addition of at least
three keys (plus a minor reorganization of the
existing touchpieces) will permit practical per-
formance on these intervals while still retaining
the existing capability for easy chromatic descent/
ascent. . . . fingering.

v 
*AWANOMMIMMO
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. . . fingering difficulties . . . would
be only of intellectual interest were it not
for the fact that much of the basset horn litera-
ture ca js for just the passages that cannot be
played.

With Leeson's opinions in mind one might wonder just

how to improve the fingering mechanism so as to give a

greater degree of flexibility and eliminate impossible

slurred intervals in the low range of the basset horn. To

improve even the most practical of the key arrangements one

would have to add two keys to the Selmer instrument. There-

fore the writer wishes to propose an improved variation of

the old German system of key placement.

First of all, the instrument must be equipped with a

left-hand A-flat-E-flat touchpiece placed between and

slightly below the levers for F-sharp-C-sharp and E-B (see

Figure 19). Secondly, at least three basset keys must be

provided for the right thumb. These would be arranged much

in the manner as the keys for low C-sharp, B and B-flat on

the saxophone (rollers included). These keys would be

coupled at the back of the key plates and/or on the key cups

so as to allow for the closure of the low D and D-flat holes

while just depressing the low C key. This proposed mechanism

would undoubtedly pose some adjustment problems, but no more

so than many of the key arrangements now in common use.

3 4 Leeson, p. 57.
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(C + RH C#)

D

Eb
D

DbCCC
fjDb

Fig. 19--"Improved" key mechanism for basset horn

Playing Problems

Reeds and Mouthpieces

The basset horn was originally designed to be played

with the same mouthpiece as that of the soprano clarinet.

This may be taken for granted when considering that the

early virtuosi played both the clarinet and basset horn, and

that these instruments had nearly or exactly the same bore

diameter. Most of the basset horns in contemporary use have

a slightly larger bore than that of the soprano clarinet;

however, these instruments are still normally played with a

soprano mouthpiece or a soprano mouthpiece that has had the

bore reamed to more nearly match the diameter of the neck.

H. and A. Selmer Company formerly distributed a C* (medium

facing) alto clarinet mouthpiece with their instrument

(.621 diameter); however, they have recently returned to
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supplying an HS** soprano mouthpiece (medium open).35

G. Leblanc supplies an alto clarinet mouthpiece with their

basset horn; but this instrument has a considerably larger

bore of .707 inches.

It is not practical to recommend one mouthpiece-reed

combination for a prospective basset hornist, due to the

great differences in bore and tone holes of individual

instruments. However, one might wish to keep the following

information in mind when experimenting with mouthpieces and

reeds.

In principle, the basset horn should use a Bb
clarinet mouthpiece. Even more than this, it
is felt that the player should use the same
mouthpiece that he uses in everyday performance
on the Bb clarinet. In practice, several things
prevent this obviously desirable situation from
occurring.

In my view, the basset horn requires a reed
of at least one-half strength less than that to
whicK the user is accustomed when playing a Bb
clarinet. Once he has become acclimated to the
lighter strength, the search for the mouthpiece
may properly begin. Because of the resistance
of the instrument, a very open facing may be
preferable, but this is a matter of individual
taste.36

Frank Gordon was engaged to play one of the basset horn parts

for performances of the Mozart Requiem. After much search-

ing he settled upon "a No. 2 white plastic [Bb clarinet]

35 Letter from P. J. Holcomb, Assistant Dealer Service
Manager for H. and A. Selmer Co., Elkhart, Indiana, March 20,
1968.

3 6 Leeson, p. 57.
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mouthpiece together with a reed that had plenty of resistance

and a thin tip. . . ."37 Leeson relates a story describing

the need for a standard clarinet mouthpiece which had been

modified to fit a particular instrument. A basset hornist

owned a very fine Buffet instrument built around the turn

of the century.

The case contained no mouthpiece but there was
a pocket built to contain one. When he tried
to insert a normal Bb clarinet mouthpiece in
this hole he found that it would not fit. The
pocket was too short. Also, in his examination
of the instrument, he found that the bore of
his clarinet mouthpiece was smaller than the
neckpipe bore of the basset horn. From this
latter piece of information he concluded that
the bore of the mouthpiece should be widened.
But, this would make the instrument sharp.
Yet, from the fact that a normal mouthpiece was
too long for the case's slot, he rightly reasoned
that cutting off the bottom of the mouthpiece
would compensate for this intonation deficiency.
All of this convinced him that the normal clarinet
mouthpiece is not a proper candidate for the
basset horn [at least not this particular instru-
ment]. Thus, he had his mouthpiece cut off at
the bottom and the bore of the mouthpiece widened
appropriately.38

Embouchure Adjustments

The approach to playing the basset horn is similar in

many respects to that of the soprano clarinet. The differ-

ences appear when the larger size of the basset horn is

taken into consideration.

3 7Frank Gordon, "Playing the Basset Horn," The Clarinet

(Spring, 1951), p. 29.

3 8 Leeson, p. 58.
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The lower vibrations produced by the longer-tubed

basset horn are somewhat slower than those of the higher-

pitched soprano clarinet. And the resistance factor is

greatly multiplied due to the greatly increased length with

little or no expansion of bore diameter. Leeson had the

playing of a basset horn described to him as "like blowing

into a stuffed sofa. "39 Due to the slowing of vibrations

and the increase of resistance, the embouchure of the basset

horn player should be more relaxed. It seems as if the

major fault of the soprano clarinet player, in changing to

basset horn, is that he will tend to retain the tighter

embouchure used for the smaller instrument. Too much

pressure on the reed will cause a thinner tone quality,

possible squeaking, restricted tongue facility, and diffi-

culy in producing tones of the upper register. Therefore,

contrary to soprano clarinet practices, one must relax the

basset horn embouchure when ascending into the clarion

register. However, some players will find that relaxation

or adjustment is ever so slight. Because of the narrow bore,

the clarion register will naturally be quite bright. It is

the performer's responsibility to darken the tone, and re-

duce any strident tendencies. The basic embouchure of a

basset horn player should be more of a pucker and less of a

smile than that of the soprano clarinet player. However,

3Ibid., p. 57.
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the corners of the mouth should still remain firmly set in

against the teeth, but not so tightly so that there can be

no flexing for the coloration of tone and effective registra-

tion.

Depending on the size of the mouthpiece, the player

must take a larger portion than on the soprano instrument.

The lower lip must be far enough along the mouthpiece to

cover the point at which the reed begins to open away from

the mouthpiece. The position of the embouchure on top of

the mouthpiece is similar to that of the soprano clarinet,

considering the relationship of the size of mouthpieces

(or the same if a soprano mouthpiece is used). McCathren

has stated that "the pressure on top of the mouthpiece must

be greater than on the soprano clarinet to keep the mouth-

piece from wobbling in the mouth.,"4 0

Most players will agree that in playing the basset horn

the syllable "0000" or "HOOO" will produce the best results.,

and that one will have to be careful not to make the upper

register too bright by using an "EEE" syllable. Consistent

breath support is a necessity in order to keep the air

moving through the longer length of instrument. When play-

ing extensively in the middle register, one might find that,

due to resistance, some of the air may have to be expelled,

as in oboe playing, before inhaling.

4 0Don McCathren, Playing and Te the Clarinet

Family (San Antonio, Texas, 1959), p. 11.
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Tonguing is much the same on the basset horn as it is

on the soprano clarinet because of the obtuse angle of the

neck. However, when an alto clarinet mouthpiece is used a

broader surface of the tongue must touch the reed than is

used on the soprano mouthpiece.

The correct position of the basset horn is directly in

front of the player with the instrument parallel to the

player's body, or with the bell inclining slightly toward

the body. Though most instruments are not fitted with a

peg, many players prefer this arrangement for several reasons.

First, the strap needed to properly support the instrument

has two hooks, and the several chains or cords involved in

holding the instrument may tend to get in the way of the

thumbs. Second, because of the need for facility of the

right thumb in playing the basset keys, the peg supports the

instrument more securely and relieves pressure from the right

thumb.

Range

The written range of the basset horn is the same as

that of the soprano clarinet except for the chromatic ex-

tension down to written C, sounding F a fourth above the

'cello C string. 41 The written range for all practical

purposes extends from this low C to G an octave above the

staff; however, as Leeson mentions, if one wishes the

41 Walter Piston, Orchestration (New York, 1955), p. 183.
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satisfaction of playing five C's then the upper range may be

extended from C to C (see Figures 20 and 21).

Theoretical range Practical range

42
Fig. 20--Theoretical and practical basset horn range

Written Sounding

= = =, t
We

Fig. 21--Written and sounding basset horn range43

Notation

Although the basset horn has been made in many keys,

notably E, E-flat, D, and G, the basset horn in F will

occupy the discussion in this chapter.4 4 Prout states that

In order to avoid the use of too many leger
lines, it was the custom in the time of Mozart
and Beethoven to write the lowest notes of the
instrument in the F clef; but instead of giving
the true notes, those in the F clef were written
an octave lower than their proper pitch. The
consequence is, that whereas all in the G clef

4 2 Leeson, p. 56.

4 4 Carse, p. 170.

4 3 Gevaert, p. 179.

__ 

.
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sounds a fifth lower than written, that which
is in the F clef sounds a fourth higher. 4 5

See Figure 22 for examples of this notation.

MOZART: ILa Clemenza di Tito.

a.

b.

c.

a. Excerpt from Clemenza di Tito using Mozart's notation
b. The same passage written in G clef
c. The actual sounds

Fig. 22--Examples of Mozartian notation4 6

Most composers after Mozart and Beethoven note the

basset horn in the G clef exclusively. Piston has this to

say about Richard Strauss' notation:

Strauss writes the basset horn parts
generally in the treble clef, even when it
necessitates the leger lines for low C. Some-
times, however, the bass clef is used, and on
these occasions the part is written to sand
a perfect fourth higher [see Figure 23].

Forsyth mentions that in England there is an "Alto-

Clarinet-in-F--the old Bassett-Horn under a new name. In

fact it is the old Bassett-Horn with a modern mechanism.

4 5 Ebenezer Prout, The Orchestra, Vol. I (London, 1897),

p. 166.

46_ 47,. ,
Ibi. ,p.167. Piston, p. 183.
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Strauss-Elektra

Langsam

I

BASSET

HORNS

sound

BASSET

HORNS

7A

JL 0W
i I---------7

Ij~I~ 'l==~..+t~~- ~ ~~j*dim7

sound

Tj TT-q 4f - -w W _ _ _ Ro- wI I -I F

Fig. 23--Examples of Strauss' notation for basset horn4 8

Compass, downward extension, and technique are all the same.1"

The following excerpts from two of Holbrooke's works (Figure

24) will provide examples of the most common present-day

means of writing for the basset horn or alto clarinet in F.

4 Piston, pp. 183-184.

4 9 Cecil Forsyth, Orchestration (New York, 1936), p. 284.

pA~

- dim.
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Holbrooke. Apollo and the Seaman.
Poco Allegro.

anF.f---L
Alto Clarinet

Bass Clarinet

in B6.3

Hoibrooke. Ch idren of Don.
Motto Allegro.

tCorrio di .AI
BaSsetto

f /PocO manO massa

Fig. 24T-Examples of G clef notation for the basset
horn or alto clarinet in F.50

5 0 Forsyth, pp. 183, 185.



CHAPTER III

MUSICAL HISTORY

Introduction

The large number of basset horns that survive from the

eighteenth century shows a rapid rise to popularity, par-

ticularly in southern Germany, Bohemia, Hungary and Austria.

Of probably more than fifty known makers of eighteenth

century basset horns, only three or four were located east

of the Rhine. As the reader will see, the instrument

attracted little attention in France, but this neglect was

atoned by the great demand for the instrument in its

"spiritual home," Germany, Austria, and Bohemia. There are

a great number of instruments in museums and private collec-

tions in these countries, which would suggest that they were

intended for wealthy dilettanti.4

Rendall provides an interesting insight into the growth

in popularity of these instruments when he quotes Schiedermair

in saying:

In the 1770's the Hauskapelle of Prinzessin
Elisabeth in Freiburg could muster three basset-
horns if required, Kirrstein playing Bassethorn
en pr er and clarinet, Czerny Bassethorn

1 Rendall, p. 139. 2Mohler, p. 32.

3 Rendall, p. 140. 4 Ibid.

52
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en basse or bassoon, and Matauschek bassoon and
Bassethorn en basse.5

It is important to note that two of the basset hornists were

Bohemians. It seems as if the new instrument penetrated

more slowly into northern Germany, or at least it was slower

to find acceptance there. C. F. Cramer, writing in 1783 in

the Magazin der Musik, tells the reader that the basset horn

is a completely new and unknown instrument. 6 In Johann

Forkel's Musikalischer Almanach fur Deutschland of 1784 there

is contained another early reference to the basset horn which

illustrates the importance that itinerant virtuosi had upon

the musical development of the instrument.

Herr David and Herr Springer have recently
played this instrument for the first time in
several German courts and towns, and according
to several accounts have not only overcome many
difficulties, but have in every othe5 respect
played it in a most masterly manner.

Anton David (1730-96), a clarinettist, who is said to

have learned the clarinet in Hungary, and his pupil Vincent

Springer (1760-?), a Bohemian, were chief among the touring

virtuosi. "They were occasionally assisted by another

Bohemian, Dworschack, who appears to have played the clarinet

and bassoon as well."8 This trio successfully introduced

the basset horn to London audiences in 1789. 9 Paris had been

5 Ibid. 6Ibid.

7 Mohler, p. 14. 8 Rendall, p. 140.

9 Ibid.
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treated to a performance on the instrument fifteen years

previously, in April of 1774 by M. Valentin.1 Unfortunately,

the instrument attracted little more than passing attention

in France.

The Mozartian Era

One does not know exactly when and where the basset

horn was first noticed by Mozart. Rendall mentions that

the Stadler brothers possibly could have introduced it to

11him. He also suggests that the performance of the Serenade

in Bb, K. 361 in 1781, was the first time Mozart used the

instrument which was subsequently used in more than twenty

of his recorded works.12 Leeson does not challenge the

foregoing statement but brings up a curious point:

We find, in Leopold Mozart's catalogue of
his son's works, an interesting entry from 1767.
He lists the young Wolfgang as having written
several pieces which include parts for "2_ corni
di bassetto"! How an inaccurate Italian name
was employed three years before the instrument
was 1invented is a point which has always eluded
me.

The works in question are the Wind Pieces, K. 41b, which are

lost. In effect, Rendall has probably chosen the safe date,

if not the correct date, in determining Mozart's first use

of the basset horn.

There is no doubt that Mozart was this instrument's

first and greatest champion. "It need hardly be said that

10 Ibid. 11Ibid.

12Ibid., pp. 140-141. 1 3Leeson, p. 56.
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Mozart realized at once the possibilities of the new instru-

ment and used them to best advantage."'4  In writing for the

basset horn he treated it much like a clarinet.15 His truly

great insight into its capabilities was far-reaching in all

forms of compositions. At times he seems to have considered

its sombre tone more suited for the adagios rather than fast

moving allegros (Kanonische Adao, K. 410, and Adagio,

K. 411). In the Requiem, K. 626, the only reed instruments

he used were two basset horns and two bassoons. An appro-

priately sombre coloring is given to the orchestra by the

absence of all the "acute" wind instruments.16

In the music of the temple scene in Die Zauberfl6te
they are introduced with a similar design. In
the airs Traurigkeit ward mir zum Loose in Die
Entfuhrung and Al desio inpFgr they replace
the clarinets, to Pve a mellower tint to the
wind combinations.

He did not restrict its use for slow legato melodies, for he

also made use of bold, sweeping arpeggios, diatonic and

chromatic scales, broken chords, and so on. The Serenade

in Bb, K. 361, clearly illustrates his high regard for the

facility of the instrument. In spite of his regard for the

instrument, he uses it only once in a concertante setting,

in the aria "Non piu di fiori" from La Clemenza di Tito,

where he provides a splendidly elaborate obbligato. Leeson

14 15.
Rendall, p. 141. Ibid.

16 17IiProut, p. 169. Ibid.
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likens this obbligato's importance to the one for clarinet

in Schubert's Der Hirt auf dem Felsen.18

Other less-known but no less important works are the

five Divertimenti for two clarinets and basset horn, K.439b.

These works nowadays are most commonly performed by two

clarinets and a bassoon. There are six delightful Notturni

for two sopranos, bass, and three basset horns (or two

clarinets and basset horn). Three rather controversial

works are brought to mind. The twelve duets K. 496a (487)

are supposedly for two basset horns or two horns. Recent

literature points to the conclusion that they are for French

horns and not basset horns. 19 This minor point makes them

nonetheless enjoyable. The next two pieces are curiously

unfinished. There are 102 bars of an allegro from a Quintet

in F major, K. 580b, for violin, viola, clarinet, basset-horn,

and cello. This work was completed in 1962 by Emil Kornsand,

formerly of the Boston Symphony. 20 From December, 1789,

come 199 bars of the opening movement of a concerto, K. 584b,

for basset horn in G. Rendall says:

It is in fact the first half or rather more of
the opening allegro of theclarinet concerto,
of October, 1791. Why it was rewritten is not

18Leeson, p. 54. 1Ibid.
20 Huot Fisher, "The History and Literature of the Basset

Horn," unpublished notes for a proposed lecture-recital,
Department of Music, University of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona,
1966.
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known; it is only one of the queries connected
with this puzzling work. Possibly the demands
on Stadler's virtuosity were too great; or
possibly the sombre tone of the solo instrument
was considered by the composer less suitehto
the Allegro and Rondo than to the Adagio.

Rendall also brings another point to mind when he quotes

George Dazeley in the Music Review.

Dazeley repudiates the possibility of a simple
transposition of a complete work written for
basset-horn in G. He argues, not without plausi-
bility, that the Concerto was originally written
for a clarinet in A with a compass extended to
low c. This explains much obvious patching in
the accepted version.

A final work, Maurerische Trauermusik, K. 479a, is worth

consideration, not for its musical value but for an illus-

tration of the fact that the basset horn, like the trombone,

"had an almost ritual significance for Mozart," and it

appears frequently in his masonic works.23 (See Appendix

for a complete listing of Mozart's works employing the

basset horn.)

Other Continental Composers and Virtuosi

One would naturally assume that Mozart's use of the

basset horn in the orchestra would have been followed by

other composers. This is not the case, according to Rendall,

who states that "a solitary, but effective, instance of its

use comes to mind in the Prometheus Ballet of Beethoven. "24

2 1 Rendall, p. 141. 2 2Ibid.

23 Ibid. 2 4 Ibid.
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In the second act there is a beautiful and "lengthy Adagio

followed by a delightful Allegro for basset horn and oboe in

duet,"25 After this work, its appearances, particularly in

the orchestra, are infrequent and sporadic.26 Adam Carse

agrees with Rendall by quoting Kastner.

the Abbe Vogler [1749-1814] had also
written for the basset horn in church music,
but added that it was now neglected. It is
more than likely that parts for basset-horn
could be found in forgotten scores written 27
contemporaneously with Mozart's latter works.

Due to its relative neglect by composers, the basset

horn became almost exclusively a solo instrument, and many

successors to David, Springer, and Dworschack made themselves

known.28 Some of the more prominent were Heinrich and Carl

Barmann, Rothe, Iwan Muller, Theodor Lotz, Tausch (father

and son), K. F. Bauersach, Beerhalter, and Backofen. J. G. H.

Backofen (1768-1839) was not only a noted touring performer

but also wrote a considerable amount of solo music for him-

self. Notable among these works is the Concertante for

basset horn, harp, and optional cello. "This work is a theme

and variations which get progressively more difficult as the

work proceeds."29 Aloysius Beerhalter (1800-1852) was one

of the last virtuosi of note. He was a clarinettist in the

2 5 Leeson, p. 59. 2 6 Rendall, p. 141.

2 7 Adam Carse, The Orchestra from Beethoven to Berlioz
(New York, 1949), p. 33.

2 8 Rendall, p. 142. 2 9 Leeson, p. 59.
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Stuttgart orchestra who had a considerable success in London

in 1843. 30 He, like Backofen, is credited by Altenburg as

being both a composer and performer, 31 though none of his

works seem to be extant.

There were many other lesser-known composers who wrote

solo works for the basset horn, most of which are not extant.

Among them were Robert Bochsa, C. Koch, Christian Rummel,

and G. A. Schneider (two concerti for basset horn with

orchestra). 32 Kastner is said to have included a basset

horn part in his Paris opera Beatrice (1839). 33 Franz

Danzi's Sonata, 'Op. 62, offers a contrast to the splendid

virtuoso writing exhibited in Mozart's works. Leeson

criticizes it by saying, "musically it is rather stagnant

and, in the final movement, becomes a sonata for piano with

basset horn accompaniment."3 4

Though Weber, Spohr, and Hermstedt did not appear to

favor the basset horn, Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy and

Heinrich and Carl Barmann (Baermann) figure prominently in

the musical history of the instrument. It was for his

good friends, the Barmanns, that Mendelssohn wrote the

Concertpiece No. 1, 9p. 113 and Concertpiece No. 2, 2p. 114.

3 0 Rendall, p. 142. 3 1Altenburg, p. 8.
32 Ibid.

33 Carse, The Orchestra, p. 33.

34 Leeson, p. 59.
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By reading the dedication on the manuscript of the first

concertpiece, one can easily see the close relationship that

these three musicians shared.

The Battle at Prague! A big duet for Steam-
noodle or Creamcake, Clarinet and Basset Horn.
Composed and humbly dedicated to Baerman senior
and Baerman junior by their completely devoted
Felix Mendelssohn-Barthold. 35

These pieces for basset horn, clarinet, and piano, while

rather lengthy and notof exceptional musical value, are

nonetheless quite challenging. Mendelssohn was to observe

in 1839:

Think of that old duet for Clarinet and Corno
di Bassetto coming to the surface again--
Dear me! What an old sin of mine that is,--
with perhaps some touches of virtue, if I
recollect right!36

Mendelssohn never wrote for the instrument in his orchestral

works but he introduced parts for two basset horns into both

the pieces he wrote for a military band at the "baths" in

Dobbean, on the Baltic. These two works are the Overture

for Band (Ouvertiire fUr Harmoniemusik) in C, O2. 24, of 1824,

and the Funeral March, 22. 103, respectively.

The Basset Horn in England

"If the basset-horn did not attract more than passing

attention in France, it had a phase of popularity in

3 5 Gomer Pound, "Mendelssohn and the Baermanns," Woodwind
World, II (May, 1958), 4.

36 David Whitwell, "Mendelssohn--His Music for Winds,"
Instrumentalist, XXI (February, 1967), 41.
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England. "3 7  David and Springer, in 1789, gave "most finished

performances on novel instruments to this country."138 These

events served to promote the performance of a concerto on

the basset horn at a Salomon Concert in April, 1791. The

clarinettist Mahon was possibly the performer. 39 "In 1801

two 1corni di bassetto" were available at Covent Garden for

the performance of Mozart's Requiem."4 0  The instruments

used during this period were most likely similar to the one

described in John Mahon's tutor of 1803 (a seven-key sickle-

shaped model).4 Between 1800 and 1820 Willman helped to

promote the basset horn's popularity. Lazarus continued

Willman's role.

But by the turn of the half century the instru-
ment was all but forgotten, and it was not always
easy to find players for the occasional performance
of Mozart's Serenade or the Konzertstuicke by
Mendelssohn. . . . Correspondence in the English
Mechanic of 1876 shows that the basset-horn was
very rare at this date, but that Maycock, a player
second only to Lazarus in popular esteem, still
used it for solos in Balfe's Bohemian Girl [see
music list in Appendix]. 4 2

The Decline of the Basset Horn and Its
Use in the Military Band

The basset horn has always hung onto the orchestral

fabric by the most slender thread.43 Carse says:

3 7 Rendall, p. 143. 38 Ibid.

39 Ibid. 4 0 Ibid.
4 1 Ibid. 4 2 Ibid., pp. 143-144.

4 3 Carse, The Orchestra, p. 32.
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Its reputation in the early 19th century rested
entirely on its association with Mozart, as it
does to this day, and it is only the occasional
performance of certain works by that one composer
that has saved the basset-horn from becoming
completely obsolete and forgotten.4 4

It seems as if many orchestras of the nineteenth century were

perfectly satisfied with the substitution of clarinets or

some other instrument for the basset horn parts. Carse even

mentions performances in London of 'Tito in 1806 where a

harp or viola played the obbligato parts. 45 Even in Germany

the sixty-year popularity had waned, and by 1855 the basset

horn was dead. 46 In November of this year Brahms, writing

to Clara Schumann, could say:

The aria by Mozart was sung by Frau Guhrau with
orchestra. To my great joy she was accompanied
by two basset-horns which has been obtained with
great difficulty. I do not think any instrument
blends more perfectly with the human voice.4 7

Mohler verifies the former statements and hints at its mili-

tary use by saying that:

Although basset-horns were used extensively
in German and Russian military bands primarily
for their register depth, orchestral use of the
basset-horn had declined almost to the point of
extinction by the middle of the nineteenth
century.4 8

One will find that though the instrument was fast

losing ground in the orchestra, it was welcomed by the

44 Ibid. 4 5Ibid., p. 33.

4 6 Rendall, p. 142. 47 Blom, p. 326.

48 Mohler, p. 32.
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military bands which were looking for a bass woodwind to

thicken the middle and low harmony parts.4 9

That many were used by Prussian and other German
bands is indicated by the numerous specimens
surviving from the workshops of Griessling and
Schlott of Berlin and the Potsdam maker, Kirst,
and others. These were of the conventional bent
type with Kasten. Russia, too, made extensive use
of them, supplied no doubt by the German makers.5 0

Unfortunately the alto and bass clarinets soon displaced the

basset in the wind band. These two new instruments were

easier to manipulate and were also able to fill the bass and

alto voices with a darker, broader, and more mellow tone,

because of their larger reeds and wider bores. Although

Berlioz had wished that the basset horn would be taught at

the Paris Conservatoire, he was correct in conceding that

the bass clarinet could do all that the basset horn could do

and better. 51

A Modest Revival

Curt Sachs is able to explain the hint of a revival for

the basset horn just as this instrument seemed in its darkest

hour.

The desire to rediscover the treasures of
ancient music began as early as the middle of
the nineteenth century. In 1850, a society of
conscientious historians and musicians started
the gigantic publication of Johann Sebastian
Bach's complete works. Many other complete
editions were to follow. . .

4 9Rendall, p. 142. 5 0Ibid.

51 Carse, The Orchestra, p. 33.
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The purpose was not so much to be complete
as to be correct and replace those numerous
unreliable editions which left out, added and
altered according to the personal taste of the
"editor" or to the contemporary mode.

Correctness also became more and more the
password for the performance of ancient music.
Ancient instruments were revived in order to
avoid substitution of inappropriate instruments;
oboi d'amore, basset horns . . re-entered the
orchestra and chamber music.52

The manufacture of basset horns was revived in Brussels

during the 1880's by Mahillon. Baines says that "Mahillon

revived it for Mozart's works, as the oboe d'amore was re-

vived for Bach's."' In Germany Robert Stark (1847-1922)

taught it in the music school at WUirzburg.

After Mendelssohn the basset horn litera-
ture scarcely knew an enrichment until the
Sonata and the Pastorale with which Robt. Stark
closed his great clarinet school, and the
pieces for three basset-horns by the same
composer, likewise the arrangements of different
works of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Mendelssohn,
Gade, Schubert, Schumann, Raff, Volkmann, and others,
and several (in more elaborate settings) for the
clarinet, basset-horn and bass clarinet. Presum-
ably the Wtrzburg music school was the only one
in Germany where, in addition to the clarinet
and bass clarinet, this instrument is [sic]
adequately fostered and appreciated.5 4

In England Francisco Gomez "reintroduced 'Non piu di fiori'

to audiences at Promenade Concerts after a long lapse., 5 5

Molbe and Poldowski created more interest by including the

instrument in several chamber works.

52 Curt Sachs, The History of Musical Instruments

(London, 1940), p. 449.

5 3 Baines, Musical Instruments, p. 249.

5 4Altenburg, p. 8. 55 Rendall, p. 144.
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By about 1900 many opera houses and orchestras could

include basset horns in their inventory of instruments.

There were numerous instruments available elsewhere, so

there was little excuse for replacing them with clarinets or

other instruments as had been done in the past. This avail-

ability, and a desire for another "new" voice, were to enable

Richard Strauss to use the basset horn in several important

works.

Richard Strauss and Beyond

Richard Strauss was to the basset horn in the twentieth

century as Mozart was to this instrument in the eighteenth

century. Beginning with the opera Elektra of 1909 he in-

cluded it in seven of his major extant works. He began with

the operas by reinforcing his remarkable clarinet chorus of

Elektra with two basset horns.56 He continued by using this

instrument in the following works: Die Frau ohne Schatten,

Der Rosenkavilier, Daphne, Capriccio, Der Liebe der Danae,

and Zwei Gesne, 2. 51 for bass voice and orchestra.

Leeson mentions that Strauss used the basset horn in several

posthumous wind pieces that are now unobtainable.57 One may

assume that the works are Sonatina No. 1, of 1943, and

Sonatina No. 2, of 1944-45. In writing for the basset horn

Strauss seems to prefer to use it in pairs. However, he

uses but one in the operas op. 65-85, and alternates a

5 6 Ibid., p. 143. 57 Leeson, p. 60.
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basset horn part with a bass clarinet part in Der Rosenkavalier.

He treats the instrument much as he would a clarinet but is

ever cognizant of its greatly extended range.

On the other hand, Charles Ives (1874-1954) seems not

to treat any instrument, let alone the basset horn, with any

great understanding of its musical individuality. Excepting

Mozart and Strauss, Ives used this instrument more than any

other composer. He seems to have used the basset horn not

for its particular tone color, but rather for its particular

placement in the voice spectrum (combining tenor, or alto,

and soprano ranges). In Ives's published works one will

find many references to the basset horn in place of some

other instrument, i.e.,, Allegretto Sombreoso for trumpet or

English horn or basset horn, and other instruments.

Strauss' example was followed by many other composers

from several countries, the most notable of these being

Van Diern and Holbrooke in England, Marius Flothius and

Rudolph Escher in Holland, and more recently, Frederick

Converse in the U.S.A.58 For a more complete listing of

literature for the basset horn, and most particularly con-

temporary works, see the Appendix.

The :Basset Horn's Dubious Future

With the composition of a twelve-tone work for E-flat,

B-flat, and bass clarinets and basset horn by Hans Jelinek,

5 8 Rendall, p. 144.
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and an aleatory work by John Heineman, one would hope that

this richest-toned woodwind instrument would gain favor among

composers. Rohner suggests that the improved alto clarinet

in F (his recommended term for the basset horn) carry on the

duties of the basset horn and those of its less versatile

rival, the E-flat alto clarinet.59 Rendall comments on the

basset horn's future by saying:

Whether the basset-horn will ever be more
than an occasional visitor in the orchestra is
open to doubt. Although in theory it is immediate-
ly playable by any clarinettist, in practice it is
a difficult instrument to handle (the length of
the lower member makes it a difficult instrument
to tune; and the "basset" keys do not recommend
it to the occasional player), and players with a
reputation to consider tend to fight shy of it.
There are a few specialist players available,
and these only in the big musical centres, so
composers are not encouraged to include the
instrument in their scores. It is to be regretted,
however, that an instrument of such range and of
such an individual tone-colour should be lost to
the orchestra, and that every woodwind solo of a
tender plaintive character s uld be automatically
assigned to the cor anglais.

Leeson pleads for the instrument's preservation by saying:

Without a Mozart or a Strauss to write for
the instrument, the basset horn is almost totally
without a future. This is not to say that the
instrument will go the way of the passenger pigeon,
because there will always be a need for it. Rather,
it will remain on the fringe of the woodwinds,
sticking its lovely neck in on those occasions
when it is required and, otherwise, remaining
silent. The sad thing is that this need not be
so. The basset horn could be used as a substitute
for the Eb alto clarinet. . . . The presence of
the basset horn voice, so unique and beautiful,

6 0 Rendall, p. 144.59RP ohner, p. 28.0
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should generate interest in composers to exploit
it fully. After a period of time the instrument
might emerge and be capable of standing on its
own merits. 6 1

61Leeson, p. 60.



APPENDIX

Literature for the Basset Horn

The problems are manifold for one wishing to catalog

the works for an instrument whose wealth of literature lies

primarily in the classical period and then seems to be

championed by only one composer. To compound the problem,

many of the works, both past and present, are not available

in either manuscript or published form. Therefore, one has

to rely upon literary references for proof of a particular

works existence.

The reader will find that the works known to the writer

have been listed-by composer in each of several compositional

areas. The publisher, when known, has been listed in abbrevi-

ated form at the end of the entry. In the references to

Mozart's and/or Mendelssohn's works, one may find almost all

of these in the "Complete Works." Those that have been

published separately will be noted, as will those that have

been completed at some later date by a competent scholar.

In cases where more than one publication is available, the

several publishers known to the writer have been listed.

Whenever there may be reason to doubt a composer's

having written for the basset horn, or to doubt the publica-

tion or publisher of a certain work, or to doubt the very

existence of a composition, there will be given a footnote
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to substantiate the entry. The same will be done to dispel

an incorrect notion about a piece.

A Comprehensive List of Literature for the Basset Horn

Abbreviations

Instruments

fl. flute tpt. trumpet
ob. oboe hn. horn
e.h. english horn tromb. trombone
cl. clarinet vl. violin
b.h. basset horn vla. viola
bcl. bass clarinet v.c. 'cello
bsn. bassoon pf. pianoforte
cbsn. contra bassoon vb. vibraphone
tsx. tenor sax
bsx. baritone sax

Publishers

B.-H. Boosey and Hawkes, Inc.
BrH. Breitkopf und Hartel
CFS. C. F, Schmidt
CW Complete Works: of Mozart or Mendelssohn
Hof. Hofmeister
Int. International
McGM. McGinnis and Marx
MS Manuscript or unpublished work
Peer Peer International Inc.

I. Early Works

A. Solo

1. Backofen, J. G. H. (1768-1839)
a. Concerto
b. Variations with Orchestra. "Both manuscripts

were contained in the Stadtbibliotek
Darmstadt; and were probably destroyed in
World War II."

1 Huot Fisher, "The History and Literature of the Basset
Horn," unpublished notes for a proposed lecture-recital,
Department of Music, University of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona,
1966.
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2. Bochsa, Robert (1789-1856)
a. Rendall mentions that Bochsa composed sonatas

or concerti.2 No listings of these works
are currently available to the writer.

3. Danzi, Franz (1763-1826)
a. Grand Sonata, Pp. 62, b.h. & pf., Hof., 1961

4. Mozart, W. A. (1756-1791)
a. Concerto K. 584 (621b). This fragment of

199 bars Iris in fact the first half . . .
of the opening allegro of the clarinet
concerto. . ."3

5. Rummel, Cristian (1787-1849)
a. Rendall mentions that Rummel composed sonatas

or concerti. No listings of these works
are currently available to the writer.

6. Schneider, G. A. (1770-1839) 5
a. Two concerti. Mentioned by Altenburg.
b. Rendall mentions that Schneider composed

sonatas or concerti.6 The writer has no
information with which to verify the state-
ments by the above authors.

B. Chamber Works

1. Backofen, J. G. H.
a. Concertante, b.h., v.c., and harp, Brussels,

Conservatory. This work is available on
microfilm.7

2. Leye, L.
a. Sextet, Op. 3, fl., b.h., 2 hn., pf., Sinner,

Coburg, 1844. The only reference to this
work or composer has been through Helm.8

2
F. Geoffrey Rendall, The Clarinet (London, 1957), p. 142.

3Ibid. 4 Ibid.

5 Wilhelm Altenburg, "The Clarinet, Part III," translated
by Himie Voxman, Woodwind Magazine, II (April, 1950), p. 8.

6 Rendall, p. 142. 7 Fisher, p. 3.

8Sanford Helm, Catalog of Chamber Music for Wind Instru-
ments (Ann Arbor, Michigan, 1952), p. 54.
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3. Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Felix (1809-1847)
a. Concertstuck #1 in f minor, Op. 113, b.h.,

cl., & pf. BrH seems to be out of print.
Photolith copies available through McGM.
2 cl., & pf. arrangement available through
Int.

b. Concertstuick #2 in d minor, Op. 144, b.h.,
cl., & pf. The above publishers' informa-
tion is true for both works. They are also
available as copies of the original Johann
Andr6 edition in Series 7 of the CW.

4. Mozart, W. A. References to the works below may
be found in the CW or the Koechel Catalog.
a. K. 41b Wind Pieces. The manuscript is lost.
b. K. 361 Serenade, 2 ob., 2 cl., 2 b.h., 4 hn.,

2 bsn. & cbsn. BrH., Eulenberg.
c. K. 410 Kanonische Adai 2 b.h., & bsn.,

BrH.
d. K. 411 (440a) Adagio, 2 cl., & 3 b.h., BrH.
e. K. 439b Five Divertimenti, 2 b.h. and bsn.,

BrH. These works are commonly found as
arranged for 2 cl. & bsn.

f. K. 496a (487) Twelve Duos for Two Winds,
T2b.h., or 2 hns., BrH., McGM. See Chapter
III for a discussion of these works.

g. K. 580b Allegro from Quintet in F Major,
vl., vla., cl. in C, v.c., and b.h., 102 bar
fragment "Completed by Emile Kornsand
formerly of the Boston Symphony." The com-
pleted work may be obtained through Rosario
Mazzeo or Daniel Leeson.9

5. Stadler, Anton (1753-1812)
a. 18 Terzettes, 3 b.h.1

C. Opera

1. Kastner, John George (1810-1867)
a. Beatrice. Carse mentions Kastner's using a

basset horn in this opera.1 i

9 Fisher, p. 2.

10WilliamJ. Maynard, "Anton Stadler: Composer," Wood-

wind World, VIII (January-February, 1968), 9.

1 1 Adam von Ahn Carse, The Orchestra from Beethoven to
Berlioz (New York, 1949), p. 33.
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2. Mozart, W. A.
a. K. 336a (345) Thamos, K in Aegypten.

Altenburg mentions that basset horns
appeared in this opera.12 Upon examining
the score in the CW, one finds only horn
parts in G which may have led Altenburg to
believe that the parts were for basset horn.

b. K. 384 Entfufhrung aus dem Serail, Constanzes
aria "Traugheit ward mirzum loose," scored
for 2 b.h.

c. K. 492 Le Nozze di Figaro. The aria for
Susanna in the supplement, is scored for 2
b.h.13 Upon more careful examination the
writer has found this to be K. 577 listed
below.

d. K. 620 Zauberfl*te. The Temple Scene and
the March of the Priests are scored for
2 b.h.

e. K. 621 Clemenza di Tito. Vitellia's aria
"'Non piu di fiori," is scored for b.h.
obbligato.

D. Ballet

1. Beethoven, Ludwig von (1770-1827)
a. Gesch6pfe de Prometheus. Scored for 1 b.h.

E. Vocal Music

1. Mozart, W. A.
a. Six Notturni. These are originally scored

for two soprano and bass voices, and three
b.h. or 2 cl. and b.h. These works are
available in their original form or in
arrangement for 2 cl. and bcl. from McGM.
K. 346 "Luci care, luci belle," 3 b.h.
K. 436 "Ecco quel fiero instante," 3 b.h.
K. 437 "Mi lagner tacendo famille amanti,"
3 b.h. in G.
K. 438 "Se lontan, be mio, tu sei," 3 b.h.
K. 439, "Due pupille amabile," 3 b.h.
K. 549 "Piu non si trovano," 3 b.h.

b. K. 577 Rondo for Soprano, "Al desio di chi
T' adira," 2 b.h. See Figaro above.

1 2 Altenburg, p. 7. 13Fisher, p. 2.

14 Daniel Leeson, "The Basset Horn," Instrumentalist, XII
(March, 1968) , 60.
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c. K. 626 Requiem, scored throughout for 2 b.h.

F. Miscellaneous Works

1. Beerhalter, Aloysius (1800-1852)
a. Credited by Altenburg as having written

music for the basset horn.15 The writer
has no information to verify the statement.

2. Koch, Heinrich, Christoph (1749-1816)
a. Credited by Altenburg as having written

music for the basset horn.16 The writer
has no information to verify the statement.

3. Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Felix
a. Ouverture fur Harmoniemusik, 22. 24,

Originally scored for 2 b.h. Several modern
arrangements are available; however series 7
of the CW does give the original instrumen-
tation.

b. Trauer-Marsch fur Harmoniemusik, Pp. 103,
uses 2 b.h., see series 7 of the CW.

4. Mozart, W. A.
a. K. 479a (477) Maurerische Trauermusik, uses

3 b.h. in the orchestra.

5. Vogler, George Joseph (Abbe) (1749-1814)
a. Carse mentions Vogler's use of the b.h. in

church music.1 7

II. Later Works

A. Chamber Works

1. Heineman, John (contemporary)
a. Views, Eb cl., Bb cl., b.h. or tsx., bcl. or

bsx., & vb., Composer Performer Edition,
330 University Ave., Davis, Cal.

2. Ives, Charles Edward (1847-1954).
The material relating to Ives' compositions is
so conflicting that Cowell and Cowell1 8 has been
chosen by the writer as a point of reference.

15Altenburg, p. 7. 16Ibid., p. 7.

17 Carse, The Orchestra, p. 33.

18 Henry Cowell and Sidney Cowell, Charles Ives and His
Music (New York, 1955).
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a. Adagio Sostenuto, e.h. or b.h., fl., 3 vis.,
or 2 vis. & 1 vla., v.c. ad lib., pf. or
harp or celesta, Peer.

b. Allegretto sombreoso from the Incantation,
trpt., or e.h. or b.h., fl., 3 vl., pf. &
voice ad lib., Peer.

c. The Indians, e.h., b.h. or tpt. or ob., bsn.,
strings, pf., and indian drum, MS.

d. Like A Sick Eagle, e.h. or b.h., string
quintet, fl., pf., and voices ad lib., MS.

e. Luck and Work, b.h., fl., 3 vl., pf. and
drums, MS.

f. The Rainbow or So May It Be, fL., b.h., or
e.h., strings and pf., MS.

3, Jelenik, Hanns (1905)
a. Zwolftonwerk, Eb cl., Bb cl., b.h. bcl.,

Universal.

4. Molbe, Heinrich F. von Bach (1835-1915)
a. Octet in d minor, Op. 45, ob., b.h., hn. &

string quintet, Hof., 1898.
b. Serenade in Bb, 22. 46, same instrumentation

as above, Hof., 1897.

5. Poldowski (pen name of Irene Regine Wieniawska--
Lady Dean Paul) (1880-1932)
a. Octet, 2 fl., e.h., ob. d'amore, b.h., &

bcl., MS.19

6. Stark, Robert (1847-1922)
a. Sonata ing minor, 2 cl. and b.h., C.F.S.
b. Serenade in Ebm r 2. 55, 2 cl., b.h. &

bci., C.F.S.
C. Altenburg mentions a work for 3 b.h. The

writer has not been able to verify the state-
ment.2 0

7. Strauss, Richard (1864-1949)
a. First Sonatine in F major for 16 Winds, 1 b.h.,

B.-H., 1964.
b. Second Sonatina in Eb major for 16 Winds,

i b.h., B.-H., 1952.
Note the copyright dates. These works are
very difficult to obtain, and this writer
does not know if the parts are for sale, or
available only on a rental basis.

1 9 Rendall, p. 144. 20Altenburg, P. 7.
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8. Tuthill, Burnet C. (1888)
a. Intermezzo, Op. 1 #2, 2 cl., and b.h., Carl

Fisher.

B. Opera

1. Converse, Frederic S. (1871-1940)
a. Pipe of Desire, 1 b.h.

2. Holbrooke, Joseph (1878-?)
a. Apollo and the Seamen, 1 alto cl. in F
b. Children of Don, 1 b.h.

3. Strauss, Richard
a. Elektra, 22p. 58, 2 b.h.
b. Der Rosenkavalier, 2p_. 59, 1 b.h.
c. Die Frau Ohne Schatten,~92_. 65, 1 b.h.
d. Dahne, Op. 82, 1 b.h.
e. Der Liebe der Danae, 22. 8 3 , I b.h.
f. Capriccio, Pp. 85, 1 b.h.

C. Vocal Works

1. Strauss, Richard
a. Zwei Gesange, 2. 5_1, bass voice and orchestra,

scored for 2 b.h.

D. Miscellaneous Works

1. Dieren, Bernard Van (1884-1936)
a. Rendall mentions that he wrote music employ-

ing the b.h.2 1 The writer cannot verify the
statement.

2. Escher, Rudolph (1912)
a, Rendall menti ns that he wrote music employ-

ing the b.h.2 The writer cannot verify the
statement.

3. Flothius, Marius (1914)
a. Rendall mentions that he wrote music employ-

ing the b.h.2 3 The writer cannot verify the
statement.

4. Sessions, Roger (1896-?)
a. Violin Concerto, scored for 1 b.h.

21Rendall, p. 144. 22Ibid.
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