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

ALBERT R. RICE 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

,_ 

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

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

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

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

Marthe Besson's Contra Bass Clarinet (1889) 

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

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

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

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

13. See Pace, Ancie Balltmli, 163. Pace also notes that Mascagni required a 
"Clarineuo grave o Contrabasso o Controclarone in rnih" (contra bass in E-flat) in the 
film music "Rhapsodia Satanica: Poema cinema-musicale" ( 1915). See Pac e , Auril! 
/Jall.n1ti, 163 engraved as fig. 81; Roger Fleury, JJ;dro 1\lloswffni: a /Jio-/JiblioffrajJhy (VVest­
port, CT: Gree nwood Press, 2001), 133-38, 142-51, 158-59. 
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Besson developed a prototype contra bass clarinet in 1889 that is not 
extant. However, an engraving appeared in an advertisement for several 
new Besson instruments in the 1894 Annuaire des Artistes de l'enseignement 
dramatique & Musical (fig. 6). 11 It was called a "clarinette pedale" in or­
der to distinguish it from other bass clarinets, and Besson frequently had 
to explain the name since it reminded people of an organ stop or organ 
pedal. The instrument consists of several sections joined together, begin­
ning with a mouthpiece on a brass crook followed by a wooden section 
with one or more register keys on the back. A brass U-:joint is joined to a 
wooden left-hand section with plateau keys for Ll, L2, and L3, and keys 
for the left-hand little finger. A U-:joint placed at the top inserts in a long 
wooden right-hand section with plateau keys and keys for the right-hand 
little finger. A large metal section with a U-bend at the bottom ends with 
a long bell and three keys beyond low E for E-flat, D, and C. Not all the 
keys are visible on the upper joint, but those seen resemble the later 
patent illustrations and the shapes and placements on extant instru­
ments. The extended length of this contra bass was about sixteen feet, 
and an English report of December 1891 described it as "a very large in­
strument, and the musician has to rest it on a stand while playing."1'• 

Marthe Besson's Patents (1890-1892) 

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

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

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

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


























































