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Oboes Beyond Compare: 
The Instruments of Hendrik and Fredrik Richters 

CECIL ADKINS 

AMONG THE INSTRUMENTS manufactured by the more than three-dozen 
wind-instrument makers active in the Netherlands during the first 

half of the eighteenth century, 1 the oboes of Hendrik and Fredrik Richters 
are without rival. The surviving instruments produced by these brothers, 
who were active from about 1700 until the mid-century, are preserved in a 
number of museums, with perhaps the largest collection held in the Ge­
meente Museum in The Hague. Phillip Young, in his 1982 inventory 2500 
Historical Wind Instruments, listed thirty oboes under the Richters' name, 
and of these at least twenty-two can be judged authentic by virtue of the 
Richters mark as well as by the consistency of their manufacture.2 Since 
then seven other instruments have been found and authenticated, bring­
ing the total to twenty-nine. The marks used by the brothers are the same 
except for the first initial and the stem of the trefoil, which turns to the 

I. The mosL recent summary of Du Leh wind-instrument makers is that of Rob van Acl1t, 
"Dutch Wind-Instrument Makers from 1670 to 1820," The Gal/Jin Society Journal XLI 
( 1988), 83-99. Van Acht summarizes and expands material selected from such studies as 
"Van wieldraaiers/A.uitenmakers tot fabrieken in blaasi nstrumenten" by S.A.C. Dudak van 
Heel and Marieke Teutscher, published in the exhibi tio n catalogue 1Wuziek in Amsterdam 
(Amsterdam, 1974 , 40-43), and the re produCLions of instrument makers· marks in 
Langwill's An Index of J\1usical \,\lind-lnsfrnmenl 1\tlakers (6th ed., Edinburgh, 1974, 211 -27) . 
This list of marks, incidentall y, originall y compi led by Friedrich von Huen e and published 
in GS) XXVII ( I 974, 3 1-47), has the stems of the Richters marks reversed, as do all of its 
subsequent inca rnations. Other investigat ions cited by Van Aclll include the earlier work or 
Bredius, Balfoon, Giskes, and Burgers. 

2. Phillip Young, Twen fJ-five Hw1dred H istorical Woodwind Instruments (New York, 1982), 
100-02. Of Young's list of thirt y oboes (incl uding Mic hael Zadro's partial instrument) un­
der the Richters' name in his in ventory, twenty-two ,. re confirmed or attributed in Table I 
below; eight others are unknown. There are t\,·emy-one instruments listed in Table I under 
Hendrik's name of which Young cites seventeen , though the one which he lists as belonging 
to E. Van Tright (p. 102, no. 7) is now BMF A 1985.705; three others unknown to Young at 
that time are OBC 2037, VSM 4547 , and the instrument by Fredrik (AHV-2) belonging LO 

Han de Vries. Onl y three of the seven instruments by fredrik were known to Young under 
that name. HGM 4-X-1952 and HGM 5-X-1952 are my a ttributions and are listed in his sec­
tion "Attributed to 'H. Richters' Oboes" (p. 10 I); the other two instruments are those in the 
possession of Han de Vries (AHV-2) and Waddesdon Manor (BWM). Young recently men­
tioned to me ye t anot her boxwood Richters with brass keys and partial ivory mountings 
which has recently been "found.°' 
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right (when facing the mark) on Fredrik's instruments (HGM 624-1933) 
and to the left on Hendrik's (WLC 158) ; of the twenty-nine instruments 
only four bear Fredrik's mark (fig. l). 3 

Table I (page 66) provides basic descriptions of these twenty-nine 
oboes. All but three of Hendrik's instruments have ivory mounts while two 
of the four marked with Fredrik's name are distinguished by silver mount­
ings. On the basis of the silverwork I have attributed three of the instru­
ments (BWM , HGM 4X-l952 , and HGM SX-1952) in the last group of the 
table to Fredrik. 4 

The wooden tubes of the Richters instruments are carefully turned (fig. 
2). To say that they were identical would be misleading, but comparable 
measurements frequently differ little , sometimes with no more than. I mm 
difference in the diameter or the placement of a decoration. This suggests 
that the tubes may have been lUrned with the aid of a jig or a device similar 
to the machine a raisea.u which was used to turn banisters, vases, and the like 
(fig. 3). Certainly, compared to the complexity of the machine used to carve 
the mountings, such a device would have been simple. 

The overall shape of the oboes is consistent and typical of the bold pat­
terns of the early Dutch style (fig. 4). Because of the striking contrast of the 
ivory with the shiny black wood, Hendrik's oboes give a visual impression 
of greater uniformity than is actually borne out by a study of their mounts. 
Fig. 5 allows a comparison of scaled profiles of the baluster sections of ran­
domly selected groups of instruments by four different makers, all con-

Of the e ight unknown instruments, HG J\-1 1933-0442 \,·as unavailable lo me at 1he Ge­
meente iVIuseum, though it is still listed in Clemens \'OTI Gleich and Henk Quast, Com/1/ete 
List of Euro/Jean 1\;f usical Instruments and 1\1akers (The Hague, 1989), 12. The remainder, gar­
nered from Lang\,·ill's \·arious editions (Loup Sale, Paris 1888, nos. 199 and 204; Samary 
Sale, Paris 1887, no. IOI ) and the 1959 Galpin Exhibition Catalogue (Colonel Myddleton), 
have not surfaced, though it is now believed that th e oboe cited in Bingham's ca talogue 7 is 
that belonging to Michele Piguet (BMP). Those !isled as Hagu e Ea 707 and Ea 717 a re not 
now known by these numbers: no. 707 is listed in the Hague catalogue ( 11) as an oboe by VV.

1 

Milhouse under the number 1933-0434, and no.717 is 110\\" numbered 1933-0624, an oboe 
by Fredrik Richters. 

The Richters, O\'erstamped Rijkstijn (Rukstyn or Ruistyn). cited by Langwill (6 th ed., 
145) per Bingham, is now in the possession of Daniel Bach of Lausanne (LDB), while that 
from the VVeishaupt sale (Paris, 1895) found its way to Guy Oldham. 

This corrected list has bee n prepared in consultation with Phillip Young and is in agree­
ment with that to appear in the second edition of his 2500 I-list01·ical Woodwind l mtruments, 
which is being published b)' Tony Bingham as 4500 HL~torical Woodwi11d Instruments . It will 
appear as a companion volume to \N. \Naterhouse's The New Langwill hulex. 

3. None of the Richters' marks occurs without the accompanying initial. 
4. Note the mount designs and especially the key shape and decoration. I-IGivf 4X-l 9S2 

is solidly in the Frederik camp because of the date of 1744 on the bell: Hendrik died in 1727. 
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FIGURE 3. Machine a raiseau. 

temporaries of Hendrik Richters, some of whose instruments are included 
as one of the groups. 

One would not expect the mechanically produced mountings of Hen­
drik's oboes to have as much variety in shape as do the presumably free­
hand turned instruments of his peers, yet the outlines are freely drawn, 
showing consistency mainly in the placement of the larger rings. Although 
the carved mountings do not demonstrate the freedom of expression that 
one finds on decorated oboes like that of Johannes Anciutti (ca. 17 I 7-
1740) (fig. 6-1) or that stamped with the name of Willem Beukers (ca. 
I 669-1750) (fig. 6-2), within the bounds of their technical idiom they sug­
gest the possibility of almost infinite variation, restricted only, as with the 
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FIGURE 4. Dutch Oboes of the Late Seventeenth and Early Eighteenth Centuries 
Richard Haka (HGM 6-1952) 

Conrad Rijkel (HGM 6X-l 952) 
Fredrik Richters (HGM 5X-1952) 

Hendrik Richters (HGM 7X- l 952) 
Thomas Boekhout (HGM I 6X-l 952) 

(Courtesy of the Hague Gemeentemuseum) 

freely carved oboes, by the imagination, ingenuity, and skill of the 
operator. 

Perhaps the most distinctive features of these earl y eighteenth-century 
oboes are the pronounced pirouette shape of the finial (fig. 7-1 ), the g1·ace­
ful contour of the bulb, and the emphatic roundness of the socket turnings 
(fig. 7-2), characteristics which are intensified by the mountings. The key 
rings maintain the customary pattern of a square upper ring and a 
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FIGURE 5. Baluster Profiles of Some Dutch Oboes. 
(R. Haka,J. Steenbergen, A. van Aardenberg, H. Richters) 

rounded lower (fig. 7-3), and for the most part the bell rim preserves the 
flared edge typical of its shawm heritage (fig. 7-4). Earlier traditions are 
also reflected in the design and decoration of the instruments, which reveal 
a geometric proportion of 1 :2:4:8 from the top down (fig. 8-1). Further, 
several elements reflect in their placement the influence of the golden sec­
tion ( 1.618), e.g., the middle-joint bulb of OBC 2037 which lies at a distance 
of 220 mm from the top and the upper key ring whose distance is 354 mm 
from the top (fig. 8-2). The keys are also proportionally designed, for the 
touches of both the E-flat and C keys utilize a 4:3 ratio, and the relationship 
of the touch to the shank of the C key is that of the golden section (fig. 8-3). 

As Young observed in the Vancouver Exhibition Catalogue of 1981, it is 
surprising how rarely one finds "ivory mounts carved with any design but 
rings turned on a lathe,"5 yet all but three of the instruments marked with 

5. Young, op. cit., 8 I. 
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FrcuRE 6. Carved Oboes of the Early Eighteenth Century. 
Left: (!)Johannes Anciutti (ca. I 7 I 7-1 740) (LVA 1127-1869) 
Right: (2) Willem Beukers, (ca. 1669-1750) (LVA 808-1869) 
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(1) Pirouette Shaped Finial. (NYMMA 53.56.11) 

(2) Rounded Socket Turning. (LGO) 

(3) Key Rings. (HGM SX-1952) 

FIGURE 7. Distinctive Features of the Richters Oboes. 
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Fig. 7 (continued) 
(4) Flared Bell Rim. (WLC 158) 

Hendrik's name display these ornate carvings. Ivory was the favored mate­
rial for such decorations in that it machined easily and took its finish from 
the tool. T he clarity of such work depended upon the crispness of the cut­
ting, and any attempt to improve the finish invariably detracted from the 
clarity. 

Such turning is a very complex process and was done on a touriiguilloche 
(fig. 9), or " rose-engine" lathe, often referred to simply as a rose lathe or 
Holzappfel lathe. In fact, only the first of these terms is correctly applied to 
this kind of eighteenth-century ivory turning machine, for "rose lathe" des­
ignates a machine used mainly for milling designs on flat surfaces, and the 
last name refers to a later device developed by John Jacob Holzappfel, a 
German immigrant whose family firm supplied England with such ma­
chines from the l 780's until 1914. 

Ornamental turning began in the sixteenth century and reached its 
peak with the Holzappfel family during the Victorian age. The earliest 
treatise on the subject, Charles Plumier's L'art du toumer of 170 I , outlined 
techniques that had been developed over the preceding century. For ex­
ample, the eccentric lathe, capable of only one type of turning, had been 
depicted in Jacques Besson's Thea/rum machinarum (Lyon) as early as 1578 
(fig. 10). By the end of the seventeenth century, when Plumier's work ap-
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FrcuRE 8. Proportional Aspects of the Richters Oboes. 
(I) Geometric Proportions of a Richters Oboe. 
(2) The Golden Mean Applied to a Richters Oboe. 
(3) Proportional Relationships of Richters Keys. 
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Tournear, Tour iz,.Jwiw;,,, t;ud/odtir a O"tib m.,M,., 

FIGURE 9. A Lathe for Ornamental Turning. 
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FIGURE l 0. A Lathe for Eccentric Turning. 

peared, turning machines were capable of all the tasks necessary for intri­
cate ornamental work. Simply put, the main difference in plain and orna­
mental turning is that in the first instance only the workpiece moves, while 
in the other the tool can move as well.6 The tool may move in any direction 
while cutting, and sometimes both the tool and the work may be in con­
trolled movement at the same time. For example, the series of arbors in fig. 
11 show some of the cams used to produce lateral, axial, and elliptical mo-

6. It is often necessary to plain turn the form before decorating it. 




































































































































