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Introduction

The late seventeenth century through to the end of the eighteenth century saw the development of woodwind instruments and the composition of a vast body of music for those instruments. For some people this period, which encompasses the work of Vivaldi, Bach, Handel and Mozart, provides all the music that they would ever desire both to listen to and to play. During this period a large amount of music for domestic consumption was written for a growing amateur market, a market which has re-emerged in the latter part of the twentieth century. With the regrowth of this market the makers of reproduction baroque and classical instruments have added to the list of instruments available to the point where it is possible to obtain virtually any baroque instrument as a faithful copy. In 30 years the standard of performance by professionals on these instruments has risen enormously. The advent of digital recording and the compact disc have also contributed to a massive growth in the amount of recorded baroque music on historical instruments. This baroque industry has grown to service a demand from the public which has in turn grown from a desire to rediscover something of the past, a desire to recreate original ideas and in some way discover something of that enigmatic and always controversial word, truth.

This book is the culmination of twenty-five years’ experience in playing the music of the Baroque era on both modern and reproduction baroque woodwind instruments. By modern woodwind instruments I mean late twentieth-century instruments with sophisticated key work, refined bores and developed construction; by baroque woodwind instruments I mean copies of instruments which were used in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The main aim of the book is to provide a guide to the history of the four main woodwind instruments of the Baroque era, the flute, oboe, recorder and bassoon, and to help those who are interested in acquiring a basic technique for playing these instruments. The clarinet and its relation, the chalumeau, are beyond the scope of this study but are well covered by Colin Lawson1 and Albert Rice.2

This study cannot claim to contain all that is necessary to learn a baroque woodwind instrument. It does, however, provide enough information to enable a person who has achieved reasonable facility on a modern instrument to play a baroque woodwind instrument to a basic level. It is hoped that for the player or student who does not have access to a teacher that this book will also make it possible to attain a reasonable standard without one. An important point which is stressed throughout this book is that the help of a good teacher is most desirable.

The concept of a book which teaches several instruments is not a new one. During the eighteenth century there were numerous attempts to provide manuals or tutors which contained instructions and fingering charts for most instruments. A cursory examination of most of these tutors reveals the most basic technical instruction and fingering charts which are often incorrect or incomplete. We are fortunate that some musicians such as Quantz, Corrette and later Tromlitz and Ozi wrote tutors and treatises centred on their own instruments, a focus which enabled them to pass on their own detailed and clear insight into the problems posed by those instruments. Quantz,3 of course, provides us with more than a tutor for the baroque flute. His book has become, for better or for worse, the unequivocal Bible for many modern performers seeking to recreate baroque performances. More recently the writings of Leopold Mozart, Muffat, C.P.E. Bach, Rameau and Mattheson have also begun to find their way into the lives of performers.

It must be stressed that the Quantz tutor was written in 1752, at the end of what has loosely been called the Baroque era, and that in many ways its contents applied specifically to the performance practice in Berlin and Frederick II’s court. If all performances depended solely on Quantz then the result would probably be akin to some of the soulless interpretations of baroque music of the period before the resurgence of early music performance practice (a period which began in the last 30 years or so of the twentieth century). This is an important point to note: that performance has to be a vital activity, it has to be conscious and alive otherwise it becomes mechanical and dead. It is possible to have assimilated all that the eighteenth century has given us in the way of performance practice guidance, to have the ‘right instruments’ for the ‘right music’, to be using performing material of the most accurate kind and yet produce a performance which is essentially dead. The use of baroque instruments does not automatically produce a performance which is alive and relevant to the music; there are as many if not more performances of baroque music on modern instruments which have life and spirit as there are performances on baroque instruments which are dead.

There is still a large part of the Western classical music world, however, which finds the concept of using instruments such as the ones discussed in this book as an anathema, and the prejudices surrounding the subject will take a long time to break. This is a great shame as there are many exceedingly fine performers on ‘modern’ instruments who, without detriment to their technique, could assimilate the technique necessary to play ‘old’ instruments and discover a whole new world of possibilities. As well as finding new ways of approaching the performance of baroque music, they would discover that much of their acquired knowledge of ‘modern’ performance practice has a relatively recent origin. It is important to see that these prejudices work in both directions and that the only true resolution will take place when both sides, that is those who play ‘modern’ instruments and those who play baroque instruments, come to a greater understanding of the issues involved.


Choosing an instrument

It is difficult to rank instruments in order of difficulty to learn. One of the best routes is to start with the recorder. This, for a modest outlay, will enable an absolute beginner to learn to read music, develop basic finger and mouth coordination and generally assimilate baroque performance practice. The recorder, quite unfairly, has earned the reputation of being a school instrument and therefore an easy instrument to play. Fortunately, numerous great musicians have shown over the past 30 years that the recorder is an outstanding virtuoso instrument.

Learning a woodwind reed instrument presents the student with the problem of finding or making reeds, which is an important factor to bear in mind when deciding which instrument to take up. While an experienced woodwind player making the transition from a modern bassoon to a baroque bassoon may already have a reed-making technique which can be adapted to the production of baroque bassoon reeds, a complete beginner will have to rely initially on a supply of commercial baroque bassoon reeds; however such a supply should not and cannot always be relied on. If the student of a reed instrument has access to a teacher then the teacher may be able to give reed-making instruction and may also supply reeds in the first instance.

The choice of instrument may well depend on repertoire. The baroque flute has one of the largest repertoires of any instrument, much of it unpublished and unexplored, just waiting to be discovered and performed. The flute’s repertoire also covers music which ranges from simple sonatas to the most fiendishly difficult of concertos. The baroque recorder’s repertoire is not as large but also covers a wide range of technical difficulty culminating in the sopranino recorder concertos of Vivaldi. Vivaldi also takes the baroque bassoon to the very edge of what is technically possible on a woodwind instrument and provides a very large part of that instrument’s concerto repertoire. The baroque oboe is served by a wide and varied repertoire and, for many, the oboe-part writing of Bach is reason enough to play that instrument in all its sizes. The baroque clarinet suffers most of all the baroque woodwind instruments from lack of repertoire, although there is a small amount of excellent music for it and its relation, the chalumeau, by Vivaldi, Telemann and Graupner.

Once a decision has been made as to the type of instrument that is to be learnt then the next stage is to acquire one.


Making a purchase

Most baroque woodwind instruments are bought from makers or retail outlets, for example the Early Music Shop in Bradford or Saunders in Bristol (see the directory of makers and shops at the back of this book, pp 168-73). Both types of sources have their pros and cons. A shop may well have an extensive range of instruments but may not be able to stock instruments by all makers. Usually the only opportunity for a purchaser to try an instrument before purchase is at an early music fair or in a shop. If the purchaser has a clear picture of the instrument that they wish to purchase then buying directly from a maker may provide more choice. Most makers will put a prospective purchaser in touch with one of their satisfied customers in order that the purchaser may elicit a suitable reference or occasionally the opportunity to try one of the maker’s instruments. It is important to bear in mind that most makers will have a waiting list; this will demand patience from the purchaser.

Recordings of baroque instruments, as well as concert programmes, often carry information about the instruments used by the performers and this usually includes the instrument makers’ names. Thus by listening to as many different recordings as possible, or better still by going to as many concerts as possible, the purchaser can hear a number of instruments. It is important to bear in mind that different performers make different sounds on instruments by the same maker, but an overall average should be apparent.

Approaching professional players for advice on instrument purchase should be undertaken with sensitivity. Most players can be contacted by writing to a conservatoire in the case of professors, to a record company (care of) in the case of soloists, to the orchestral office if they are orchestral musicians, or simply care of the relevant concert promoter. Many players (and makers) can be found in directories such as the NEMA directory,4 The British Music Year Book5 or regional musicians’ union directories.6 Some players may be simply too busy to help, others may have little interest in giving advice but most will help if they can. Not all players who have achieved a high standard of playing make good teachers or even claim to be such. Likewise many players who excel on the concert platform or in the recording studio sometimes know little about the market as regards their own instrument.

The Early Music Shop in England and its franchises throughout the world will always be a good starting point for the beginner as well as for the more experienced musician who wishes to explore baroque woodwind instruments. Most shops of this sort will supply instruments on approval and give excellent advice on the choice and purchase of instruments. These shops usually exhibit at the various international early music exhibitions in Europe and the United States of America.

Early music exhibitions provide the potential purchaser with a veritable bazaar of instruments. They are one of the quickest ways to obtain information about makers and to try instruments. Most makers are happy for complete beginners to try their instruments and will give useful advice such as the length of time it will take before the purchaser can take possession of an instrument.

Many makers at exhibitions do not advertise internationally and because of this they only become well known through such events. This is worth taking note of, because it is often very difficult to track foreign makers down and nothing can be more frustrating than having heard a beautiful instrument on a recording to find that the maker does not advertise in any of the regular journals. If a decision is made to order an instrument from a maker who operates from another country it is important to remember that delivery and after-sales service add a different dimension to the situation. It is essential to insure the instrument while it is in transit and to insist that the maker packs the instrument well; most do, but it is worth mentioning. Most baroque woodwind instruments will need some minor adjustments once they have been played for a while, a process known as ‘blowing in’, and it is a good idea to keep the packing box or tube that the instrument was supplied in to return it to the maker. The best, but not always possible, way to return an instrument for adjustment is to take it in person. This will allow the maker to have direct contact with the player and enable finer adjustments to be made in direct consultation.

The purchase of secondhand baroque woodwind instruments should be undertaken in the same way as if the instrument were new. If the instrument is being bought privately, the vendor should allow a period for approval; it is important to make sure that the instrument is comprehensively insured by the vendor so that in the unfortunate event of an accident occurring to the instrument while on approval, the potential purchaser is not left with a large bill and an unusable instrument.

The experience of the purchaser is bound to vary from individual to individual. For the complete beginner the acquisition of an instrument may appear to be a daunting task, but by accumulating as much information as possible, and by careful consultation, a purchaser should be able to find a suitable instrument which will serve him or her well for many years. Once the desired instrument has been obtained then the process of learning the technique of that instrument can be started by referring to the relevant section of this book.

There are two other main areas which complement the study of baroque instruments and which complete the set of information necessary in the quest for historically informed performance. These are the music itself, whether it be printed or handwritten, and the performance conventions, the performance practice, of the Baroque era itself. Having addressed the subject of instruments the next thing to examine is the music.






Performing material

In the same way that the choice of a suitable instrument, the ‘right instrument’ for the ‘right music’, should be an informed one, the selection of the music itself should be undertaken carefully. The whole concept of the historically informed performance depends heavily on reproducing the composer’s original intentions. These original intentions depend mainly on the composer’s ability to communicate on paper a clear set of instructions. Often all that remains of a composer’s work are early printed editions which sometimes contain errors. A musician or player has first, therefore, to decide whether to use a modern printed edition or, alternatively, produce a score and parts from a composer’s score or early printed edition, thereby undertaking the preparation of the music themselves. If a modern printed edition is used then certain points must be made clear. For a start, some of these editions do not convey the composer’s intentions as closely as one would wish, being subject to modern additions and occasionally subtractions. It is also worth being aware that instrumental parts are not always available even when the score of a piece is.

The greatest problem that has to be dealt with is that of ascertaining the composer’s intentions. Given the passage of time and the change of notation conventions, care is essential. John Caldwell’s book Editing Early Music7 is an excellent guide to the subject.

Choice of suitable music is a subject which generates its own problems and is often overlooked both in tutors and by teachers. Obviously a beginner is going to be unwise tackling a Vivaldi bassoon concerto at too early a stage, but so too is the professional in doing the same thing. Most of the eighteenth-century instrumental tutors contain simple pieces which are an excellent starting point for anybody wishing to learn an instrument. Books such as Frans Vester’s Flute Music of the Eighteenth Century8 are invaluable sources of repertoire, even when some of the works are tantalizingly listed as lost.

When selecting performing material, a player or musician has to establish whether or not a particular piece has been published in the last 30 or 40 years. Even if a suitable score can be found, the parts for performance may be out of print. This then means that the player has to learn that ancient but time-consuming art of music copying, unless of course they have access to a computer music-copying software program such as ‘Sibelius’.9 Using Sibelius is not difficult and the results are as good as any printed music which has been produced by conventional printing methods. Scores can be produced and individual parts extracted and printed; a professional standard music-printing facility is now available to any player or musician who has a modicum of computer literacy.


The modern printed edition

Modern printed editions of baroque music have over the past 40 years improved considerably over those of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. The German word ‘Urtext’, literally original text, has been applied to editions of baroque music which have endeavoured to follow the original source as closely as possible. Because editorial decisions have had to be made to bring these editions into line with modern notational conventions there are necessarily variations from the source. Most Urtext editions are on the whole a reliable source of performing material and are usually well printed and clear in presentation. Most modern printed editions of baroque music have originated in Germany where such music publishing firms as Henle, Bärenreiter and Möseler have produced excellent Urtext editions of composers such as Bach and Telemann. The companies of Schott and Amadeus have also published a lot of reliable and clear editions. The Italian firm of Ricordi has undertaken, since 1945, the publication of the complete works of Vivaldi (only recent editions have been Urtext) and Domenico Scarlatti, and this trend of nationalist publishing has extended to England where Novello has enterprisingly published the complete works of Purcell twice, the second time in a scholarly and historically informed edition. This last example is an interesting and encouraging one. Music publishing has in the latter part of the twentieth century gone through a slow decline. The production of performing material by music publishers has slowed down and new editions of baroque music are more often than not confined to chamber music, in other words to music that has a wide market very much as it did during the eighteenth century. Despite this climate Novello has undertaken the revision of a complete edition of Purcell’s music reflecting the demand for reliable and scholarly editions. The company Musica Rara, as its name suggests, has published many rare baroque works in good, clear editions and although its catalogue has not expanded very much over the past ten years the company has established a reputation for interesting and reliable scores, mostly of music for wind instruments.




Modern facsimiles

The printing of modern facsimiles has increased significantly over the past 15 years and, while the standard of production has varied in quality, the availability of works which mainstream publishers would find economically unviable to publish has helped to expand the repertoire of most instruments and especially those of the woodwind family. The company of J.M. Fuzeau in France has published some truly wonderful facsimiles and their catalogue is expanding. Mark Meadow of Basle produced many useful facsimiles during the 1970s and 1980s but is sadly no longer in business. Also based in Switzerland, Editions Minkoff of Geneva have produced some of the finest and most expensive facsimiles of a whole range of baroque music, including some of the most important tutors such as Corrette’s method for the flute. The Italian company Studio Per Edizioni Scelte (SPES), based in Florence, has published a large body of flute music in facsimile with the sort of stylish presentation and finish that only the Italians seem to be able to achieve. Most of SPES’s facsimiles are of early printed editions although a few are reproductions of the composer’s original score and rely on the player’s ability to read the composer’s handwriting. Broude Brothers and Garland Publishing, both based in the USA have successfully tackled areas of repertoire which were in need of attention and now complement their European contemporaries in quality of both production and selection. In England, Clifford Bartlett’s publishing concern, King’s Music, has produced useful and interesting facsimiles as well as pasted-up parts derived from out-of-copyright editions. Urtext computer set editions are also part of the ever expanding catalogue. More recently the Belgian publishers Alamire have produced some beautiful and unique facsimiles as have the Swedish company Autographus Musicus.

Mention must be made of three or four retail outlets which have always been, in the author’s experience, reliable suppliers of baroque music. The music publisher Schott has one of the last publisher’s showrooms in London and, apart from their own excellent catalogue, represent many publishers such as Universal and Musica Rara, all of which have an extensive list of baroque music in print. The second is Brian Jordan’s shop in Cambridge, which has been a veritable ‘Aladdin’s cave’ of baroque music for many years with a comprehensive stock of Urtext editions and facsimiles. Also in Cambridge, the Cambridge Music Shop stocks a good selection of facsimiles. The company Jacks Pipes and Hammers, located in Cumbria, has begun to establish an interesting and useful catalogue of facsimiles including works by English composers like Babell and Hebden, as well as supplying publications by other companies. When searching for facsimiles and books on music, both new and old, it is also worth trying companies like Rosemary Dooley in Cumbria and Travis and Emery in London. Other shops, publishers and dealers can be found in British Music Worldwide.10

Having looked at the various types of performing material available to the performer, it is now necessary to examine how this material is used.




Performing on more than one type of instrument

A performer’s use of more than one instrument in a concert creates problems which have to be examined carefully on an individual concert basis. During the Baroque era most woodwind players played more than one instrument. For example Michel Blavet (1700-68) played both the flute and the bassoon; both of the Philidor brothers, André Danican Philidor (c.1647-1730) and Jacques Danican Philidor (1657-1708) played both the oboe and the bassoon. This versatility continued throughout the eighteenth century and into the nineteenth with such virtuoso performers and composers as François Devienne (1759-1804), who played both the flute and the bassoon. The idea of being a virtuoso on more than one instrument is one which seemed to have passed away with Devienne. Many players of ‘modern’ instruments, both woodwind and strings, have been imbued with the fear that playing more than one type of instrument will seriously damage their ‘modern’ technique. This is of course nonsense, and is one of the main prejudices which need to be overcome to restore balance and sanity to the world of music.

It is clear that for professional woodwind players of the Baroque era, doubling and trebling were expected practices, oboe players doubling on recorder, bassoon players doubling on chalumeau and so on. Some players played both string and woodwind instruments. In his treatise Principes de la Flûte Traversière, ou Flûte D’Allemagne, De la Flûte-à-bec, ou Flûte Douce, et du Haut-Bois (1707), Jacques Hotteterre le Romain (c.1674-1763), bassoonist and gambist in the Grand Écurie du Roi of Louis XIV, gives instructions for the flute, recorder and oboe. In the section on the oboe he remarks, ‘The oboe has much in common with the traverse flute in the manner in which the notes are formed, that one can easily learn to play it with the same principles ... These instruments do not differ (with respect to the arrangement of the fingers) more than a few notes’.11 In the Paris edition published by Ballard, Hotteterre finished with the reassuring offer that if anybody found his carefully written principles difficult to understand, he would be pleased and honoured to clarify any problems if the reader called on him at his address at Rue Christine, in Monsieur Royer’s house. Forty-five years later Quantz was to write, ‘The oboe, bassoon and german flute have, apart from different embouchures and fingerings, many similarities with regard to playing technique. Those who master either oboe or bassoon can take advantage of the entire method for the flute, in addition to the two different tongue strokes ti and tiri’.12

For the performer who plays a number of woodwind instruments, concert programming will reflect personal experience in the most suitable order of playing those instruments for that performer. Some players find that they do not have enough stamina to play for extended periods of time. On the whole, stamina can be developed by regularly increasing the amount of practice time and by taking fewer breaks during that practice. Both the oboe and the bassoon demand a higher degree of strength in the muscles around the lips and it obviously takes a longer time to build up the sort of stamina needed to play in a concert. Because double-reed instruments require exertion of the muscles around the lips, changing over to playing the flute immediately after playing the oboe or bassoon must be carefully gauged to accommodate the physical limitations of the individual player. For the player new to performing on different woodwind instruments in the same concert this can be a difficult and severely traumatic experience. Before attempting to play the flute after the bassoon or oboe it is essential that a player has total confidence that they he or she is capable of the adjustment to embouchure that such a change will require. The flute requires a different tension in the muscles, difficult to achieve after playing the oboe or bassoon which have their own unique embouchure demands. Another important consideration when changing from one instrument to another is that of scale. For example, playing the sopranino recorder after the bassoon presents the performer with a quite massive adjustment in the span of fingers as well as the distribution of the weight of a different instrument.

Differences in the breath pressure required for different instruments should also be taken into account, for example playing the recorder after the oboe will demand a great drop in breath pressure and adjustment of control. Personal experimentation during practice will help establish the methods that will ensure successful transition from one instrument to another.

There is one last point which will ensure success rather than disaster and that is very simply not to attempt too many instruments. The old adage ‘Jack of all trades, master of none’ will always hold true for the player who tries too many instruments and does not master any of them.






Style and ornamentation - an overview

What do we mean by style? Very simply, the way in which we perform music on a particular instrument using phrasing, dynamics and the conventions of the period of the music which we are playing. By ornamentation we mean the way in which a piece of music is altered from the way it appears on paper during performance, by the performer, again using relevant conventions for the period of music in question. By reading the treatises of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries a certain perspective will be formed which can be applied to performance. But it must be stressed that no treatises can provide an absolute guide to style. Perhaps an overall picture can be formed, but there are still gaps which cannot be filled which the passage of time will have obscured still further. Style in performance will always be influenced to an extent by the age that the performer is living in. This is an inescapable fact; the passage of time sees everything change, sometimes in an obvious way, sometimes almost imperceptibly.

Ornamentation in baroque music falls into two categories, simple ornaments such as trills, mordents and turns, and the more complex embellishment of parts with the addition of notes not written in the composer’s original. With regard to the former category there are numerous examples and tables of ornaments in sources like Quantz and François Couperin’s Pièces de Clavecin. Such ornaments do not pose great problems for the average performer, the most obvious being simply the assimilation of the various signs for such ornaments, some of which mean different things to different composers.

The second category of ornamentation involves greater application and depends on the performer’s ability to improvise around a given line without changing its identity beyond recognition. Then, as now, the art of such ornamentation depended on the taste of the performer. Taste develops through an assimilation of much information in the form of the music chosen, the performer’s own technique as well as his or her emotional and intellectual development.

Having acquired the technique to play an instrument and having assimilated the various performance conventions relevant to the music, all that remains is the performance. At this point the whole concept of historically informed performance becomes very unstable. We at the end of the twentieth century have lifestyles so far removed from the performers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, that we cannot be sure that we are performing the music in the way that our predecessors did. We can calculate just so far, we can guess, but we cannot say that we are being historically faithful. We can only say that we are sincerely trying to perform the music in a way that we perceive to have been possibly the way it was performed at the time it was written.



Notes

1 For a full listing of Colin Lawson’s books and writings on the clarinet and chalumeau see the bibliography at the end of this book.


2 Albert Rice (1992), The Baroque Clarinet, OUP.


3 Johann Joachim Quantz (1752), Versuch einer anweisung die flöte traversière zu spielen, Berlin, trans. Edward R Reilly, Faber 1985, Schirmer Books 1985, facs. Barenreiter 1992.


4 NEMA directory: see directory of makers and shops at the end of this book.


5 British Music Yearbook, published annually by Rhinegold Publishing, London.


6 Musician’s Union Directory, published by District MU central London branch.


7 John Caldwell (1985), Editing Early Music, Oxford; OUP.


8 Frans Vester (1985), Flute Music of the Eighteenth Century, Monteux: Musica Rara.


9 See directory of makers and shops.


10 See n. 4.


11 Jacques Hotteterre le Romain (1707), Principes de la Flûte Traversière, ou Flute Allemagne, Paris, facs. Barenrieter 1990, p.44.


12 Quantz (see n. 3), p.71.


Sources

Original source models for style and ornamentation include:

Telemann (1728), Methodische Sonaten, published by Barenreiter (1955).

Corelli, Sonatas. Le Clerc’s (1745) arrangement is published by Zen On (1978). Walsh’s publication (1702) is also worth consulting.





1 The bassoon

The early history of the bassoon, like that of most woodwind instruments, is obscure, so the evolution and development of the instrument has to be looked at fairly broadly. The bassoon, by the nature of its sturdy construction, had a better chance of survival than a flute. Because reeds and crooks are the most fragile part of the instrument, examples of these from the eighteenth century and before are extremely rare. Surviving instruments are rarely dated and only represent a very small part of the original picture. Iconography, while helping to fill some gaps in our knowledge of the bassoon, also leaves us with questions which are difficult to answer, especially in the case of inaccurate drawings.

The history of the bassoon is further complicated by the different names which were applied to the same instrument. This inconsistent terminology does not help research and care must be taken to ascertain which type of instrument is being described. Broadly speaking, the bassoon is part of a family of instruments originating in the first part of the sixteenth century, the two main features of which are a double reed and a long tube that doubles back on itself. Of this family, the curtal (chorist-fagott or dulcian) and bassoon (fagott, basson or faggotto) form the main branches.

The name curtal finds its root in the Latin curtus, meaning short; an allusion to the shortening of the instrument by the doubling back of its tubes. Its other name, dulcian, derives from the Latin dulc meaning sweet, presumably referring to the instrument’s tonal contrast to the brash shawms in use at the time. The German name, chorist-fagott, refers to the use of the instrument in providing a strong bass accompaniment for choirs.

It is not clear exactly when or where the curtal was invented, one of the problems being the above-mentioned diversity of names. Most of our knowledge of the existence of curtals comes from court inventories which list, in various localities, instruments called fagotto, dulzin and curtall, to give but a few of the numerous nomenclatures. Two important sources are Praetorius and Mersenne. Michael Praetorius (1571-1621) in his De Organographia of 1619 makes no mention of a jointed bassoon, only referring to various sizes of ‘fagot’ of single-piece construction. In such a comprehensive survey of instruments this would have been a serious omission had a jointed bassoon been in existence. In 1636 Marin Mersenne (1588-1648) describes various types of ‘Bassons, Fagots’ in his Harmonie Universelle, clearly referring to members of the curtal family. He does make a distinction between ‘bassons’ and ‘fagots’, the ‘bassons’ being one-piece instruments and the ‘fagots’ being in two pieces, resembling a bundle of wood. The illustrations in Praetorius (see Figure 1) are clear and accurate in contrast to those in Mersenne (see Figure 2) which are crude and misleading.

Figure 1

Praetorius (1619): instruments 3 and 4 are chorist/fagotts; 2 is a doppel-faggot; 5 is a tenor chorist-fagott; 6 is an alto, and 7 is a discant chorist-fagott

[image: images]


The curtal is usually made from one piece of wood of oval cross-section with two tubes of conical bore, side by side and sealed at the bottom end with one or two plugs so as to form a continuous pipe (a crude precursor to the u-tube of the bassoon). At least one example has survived which has been made from two pieces of wood, bound with gold embossed leather (Frankfurt Museum). The widest end of the instrument was usually flared in the shape of a bell and was occasionally capped with a piece of perforated brass. Maple or pear wood were the most common types of wood used in their construction. Six finger holes, two thumb holes and two brass keys gave a range of two and a half octaves, from C to g. The two brass keys (F and D1) were encased in perforated brass boxes to protect them from damage and catching on clothing. The F key on the curtal was of the swallow-tail type which enabled the instrument to be played either left hand uppermost or vice versa. This feature, which appeared on a number of other wind instruments of the period, also appeared on oboes and bassoons until well into the eighteenth century. Another more fundamental similarity between the curtal and the bassoon was the way in which the fingerholes were drilled at an oblique angle through the walls of the instrument into the bore. This was necessary to facilitate the ergonomic layout of the finger holes. Given the length of the bore, if the finger holes were drilled straight into it, they would be too far apart for the fingers to reach. The double reed was not dissimilar from a bassoon reed although Mersenne notes that the blades of the reed were sometimes mounted on a brass staple. It is interesting to note that modern bass curtal reeds made by the German maker Rheindhart suit many historical copies of bassoons. There were up to eight sizes of curtal although the bass curtal (chorist fagott, bass dulcian) was the most successful of the range. As Baines so rightly points out in his classic book on wind instruments, ‘The bassoon has never shone in small sizes’.1

Figure 2

Mersenne (1636): two ‘Fagots’. The centre instrument is a Courtaut

[image: images]


It is clear that the curtal was in wide use as a bass woodwind instrument throughout Europe from the 1540s until the beginning of the eighteenth century. Not only did it serve as the bass for consorts and bands but, in the hands of a virtuoso, it was an astonishing solo instrument.

Bartolome de Selma e Salaverde was a Spanish Augustinian friar employed by the Archduke Ferdinand of Austria as a solo curtal player from 1628-30.
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