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Abstract

Compendium of Sonic Possibilities of the Contrabass Clarinet: A Study of Cross-
Compatibility and Composer Collaboration is a resource for composers and performers
detailing the use of contemporary techniques on the contrabass clarinet. Due to a lack of
standardisation of the instrument, the results of using these techniques can vary greatly
between instruments from different manufacturers. This resource discusses new and known
techniques from the clarinet and wind-instrument lexicon, noting their differences when
played on the contrabass clarinet, with particular focus on the cross-compatibility between
instruments from the three most-used manufacturers — Leblanc, Selmer, and Eppelsheim.
Through collaboration with composers, new techniques were developed with ways of
composing for them. Included are fingering charts for the altissimo register, quarter-tones,
multiphonics, colour-fingering combinations, and double trills for each of the three
contrabass clarinets, audio and video examples of many of the techniques performed on each
instrument, and recordings of new compositions created through the collaborative process
and improvisations demonstrating the use of the techniques.

The results of this thesis bring greater attention to the contrabass clarinet and provide

tools for promoting its use among composers and performers.
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Introduction

The Bb contrabass clarinet is the largest member of the clarinet family in use,

sounding one octave below the bass clarinet and two octaves below the Bb clarinet. There are

currently three primary instruments used professionally—those produced by Henri Selmer
Paris', G. Leblanc?, and Benedikt Eppelsheim.? All three instruments have different designs,
keywork, and capabilities that will be discussed.*

Lack of standardisation poses a problem when writing music using contemporary
techniques—particularly those requiring special fingerings—as many aspects are non-
transferrable between instruments due to design differences. When commissioning new
works, composers desire a piece to be playable regardless of instrument make; thus, a need
exists for a resource that details the cross-compatibility.

This research creates a compendium of contemporary technique possibilities on the
contrabass clarinet, useful for both performers and composers, as there are currently limited
resources dedicated to the instrument. There is a focus on the production of fingering
charts—particularly for multiphonics, quarter-tones, altissimo register, and colour
fingerings>—however other techniques, such as singing while playing and slap tongue, are
examined with particular regard to any differences between the three contrabass clarinets or
other members of the clarinet family.

The contrabass clarinet is a relatively new instrument, and its repertoire

comparatively limited.® A second aim of the research is to add to this body of literature. I

! Henri Selmer Paris. https://www.selmer.fr/

2 Conn-Selmer (Leblanc). https://www.conn-selmer.com/en-us/our-brands/leblanc

3 Benedikt Eppelsheim Wind Instruments. https://www.eppelsheim.com/en/

4 A visual comparison of the three contrabass clarinets can be seen in Figure 23.

> Further explanations of techniques can be found in Chapter 3.

¢ The first instrument regarded as a Bb contrabass clarinet was produced in 1889 by Fontaine-Besson
(Paris). The history of the contrabass clarinet and its repertoire is examined further in Chapter 1.


https://www.selmer.fr/
https://www.conn-selmer.com/en-us/our-brands/leblanc
https://www.eppelsheim.com/en/
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have collaborated with composers to explore the instrument’s sounds and develop new
compositions, endeavouring to discover new contemporary techniques and ways to compose
for them. These collaborations and my own improvisations have guided the direction of my
research into contemporary techniques, discovering new possibilities in addition to those
already known from existing clarinet repertoire.

Chapter 1 discusses the historical development of the contrabass clarinet and its
repertoire, detailing its slow acceptance into compositions. Chapter 2 examines the Leblanc,
Selmer, and Eppelsheim instruments’ design differences and their impact on contemporary
techniques. Chapter 3 categorises and describes sound possibilities through contemporary
techniques, with references to fingering charts, recorded examples, and their use in
composition. Chapter 4 reviews my collaborative processes with composers, how our
mutually beneficial relationships helped discover and use contemporary techniques, the

compositions produced, and my own improvisations.

Notation
I will refer to pitches as written in standard French notation, treble clef sounding two
octaves and a major second lower than written. All notated examples and fingering charts are

in this transposition unless otherwise specified.

.
e ®
A 1q!:::::
v T — E—
G A — —
J 4 5 &
»
C

3 B3 C4 B4 Cs B5 Co B6 C7 B7 C8 B8

Figure 1. Range by octave, transposed for Bb contrabass clarinet. Sounding pitch is two octaves and a second lower.



Introduction

The accidental markings used in the fingering charts and text are:

# - Three-quarters sharp
g - Sharp

t - Quarter sharp

b - Natural

d - Quarter flat

b - Flat

4 - Three-quarters flat

The double trill fingering charts use these additional accidentals:

3 - A bit higher than sharp
P - A bit lower than sharp

E - A bit higher than natural
h, - A bit lower than natural
T, - A bit higher than flat

l, - A bit lower than flat



Chapter 1: The History of the Contrabass Clarinet

The contrabass clarinet in Bb is the primary focus of this research; however, clarinets

in the contrabass range in other keys were also made, particularly in Eb.” Contra clarinets in
C and F have also existed but are now obsolete. The instrument manufacturer G. Leblanc
(Paris) has made a Bb octocontrabass and Eb octocontra-alto clarinet, one octave below the

contra instruments of the same pitch; however, the only extant examples currently reside in a

museum.®

Nomenclature

The terms Eb contrabass clarinet, contrabasset-horn, contra-tenor clarinet, contra-alto

clarinet, and contralto clarinet were all used at varying points in history to refer to the
instrument sounding one octave below the alto clarinet. Adolphe Sax’s” clarinette-
contrebasse is referred to in 1846,'° and Altenburg uses Kontrabafklarinette in Es, Kontra-
Altklarinette, and Kontrabasset-horn'! in 1912. Lavignac writes about the clarinette-

contralto in 1927,'> and Koechlin uses that term in 1954."3

7 The Eb contra(alto/bass- discussed in detail below) clarinet is one octave below the alto clarinet and a

perfect fourth above the Bb contrabass clarinet.

8 Le Musée des instruments d vent in La Couture-Boussey, France houses the octocontra clarinets.

% Adolphe Sax was a Belgian instrument-maker and invented, among other instruments, the saxophone
as well as designing the modern bass clarinet.

0P, H., “De La Musique Militaire,” in Revue Britannique: Ou Choix D'articles Traduits Des Meilleurs
écrits périodiques De La Grande-Bretagne, ed. Pichot Amédée, vol. 2 (Paris: La Revue, 1846), p. 432.

'Wilh. Altenburg, “Adolphe Sax Und Seine Verdienste Um Den Instrumentenbau,” Zeitschrifi Fiir
Instrumentenbau, June 27, 1912, pp. 1017-1021.

12 Albert Lavignac and Lionel de la Laurencie, “Des Instruments A Vent,” in Encyclopédie De La
Musique Et Dictionnaire Du Conservatoire, vol. 2 Technique, Esthétique et Pédagogie (Paris: Delagrave, 1927),
p. 1417.

13 Charles Koechlin, “Clarinette,” in Traité De L'orchestration En Quatre Volumes, Vol. 1 (Paris:
Editions Max Eschig, 1954), p. 35.
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The Bb instrument one octave below the bass clarinet has been called a contrabass

clarinet or double bass clarinet.'* Earlier iterations of the instrument were called pedal

clarinet, clarinette-bourdon, batyphone, and Miillerphone ou Contrebass a anche. Henri
Selmer Paris produced the first widely-distributed instrument in 1931 and called it an Eb
contrabass,'® and the term became the most widely used for the instrument in this pitch.
Around 1959, Leblanc produced an Eb contra-alto; however, they were the only company to

use the term until the 1990s, when Selmer also began using it. Selmer now uses the term
contralto'®, which can cause additional confusion as the term contralto in Italian refers to the

alto voice, between soprano and tenor. Giamperi refers to the clarinetti contralti in Fa and

Mib with a transposition chart indicating it is referencing the alto clarinet,!” and Rehfeldt also

uses Eb contralto, in English, for the alto clarinet.'® Rendall states that the contra clarinet in F
was called a contra-tenor clarinet,'® only further confusing the matter, as it is pitched higher
than the Eb contra. Using the term Eb contrabass has also caused uncertainty, as the pitch

indicator is not always used when referring to the instrument. In researching repertoire, this
meant that pieces might be listed simply as having contrabass clarinet with no pitch
indication. Further score investigation was then required to determine the intended pitch.
Today, contra-alto or contralto is more widely used to distinguish between the instruments;

however, there remains debate regarding its accuracy as a term.?

14 Double bass clarinet is particularly used when translated from other languages.

13 Further discussion of this instrument on page 11.

16 Henri Selmer Paris, “Contralto Clarinet | Henri SELMER Paris,” Henri Selmer Paris, June 27, 2019,
https://www.selmer.fr/en/product-sheet/contralto-clarinet.

17 Alessandro Vessella, Studi D'istrumentazione per Banda (Milano: G. Ricordi & Co., 1955).

18 Phillip Rehfeldt, New Directions for Clarinet (Berkeley and Los Angeles, CA: University of
California Press, 1994), p. 3.

19 Francis Geoffrey Rendall, “Chapter 12: The Contrabass Clarinet,” in The Clarinet, Some Notes upon
Its History and Construction (London: Williams and Norgate, 1954), p. 158.

20 Bret Pimentel, “Bret Pimentel, Woodwinds,” Bret Pimentel, Woodwinds (blog), September 6, 2017,
https://bretpimentel.com/naming-the-low-e-flat-contrabass-contra-alto-clarinet/. See also Bret Newton, Band
Orchestration, 2nd ed., vol. 2 (Newton Press, 2019), p. 293, where the term Great Bass is proposed.


https://www.selmer.fr/en/product-sheet/contralto-clarinet
https://bretpimentel.com/naming-the-low-e-flat-contrabass-contra-alto-clarinet/
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Development of the Contrabass Clarinet

Early Instruments
First developments of contra clarinets include the bassoon-shaped contre-basse

guerriére in Bb (Dumas, Paris 1808), 2! Kontrabass-Klarinette in F and Eb?? (Streitwolf,
Gottingen 1829), batyphon in C (Wieprecht and Skorra, Berlin 1839), and the Miillerphone
ou Contrebass a anche (Miiller, Lyon 1855). In 1850 Kruspe (Erfurt) built an ophicleide-
shaped Bb batyphon. Adolphe Sax (Paris) was building bassoon-shaped contrabass clarinets
in Eb and F and the clarinette bourdon in Bb in the 1840s and -50s, and a metal saxophone-
shaped Eb contrabass clarinet in 1851. Maldura (Milan) developed a bass clarinet-shaped Eb

contrabasso by 1881,% and Eugene Albert (Brussels) made a 15-key metal contra clarinet in

sl dIp G gy Jraee ppagdy e ) s uuylwy&
+a L] ‘ol

Figure 3. Wilhelm & Skorra Wieprecht,
Bathyphone, Ident. Nr. 2904. Musikinstrumenten-
Museum, Staatliches Institut fiir Musikforschung.
Jiirgen Liepe.

Figure 2. Kruspe Bathyphone in B-flat.
From a price list of the Carl and Eduard
Kruspe Company, Erfurt, c. 1865.

2l Albert R. Rice, “Bass, Contra Bass, and Contra Alto Clarinets,” in From the Clarinet D'amour to the
Contra Bass: a History of Large Size Clarinets, 1740-1860 (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2009),

pp. 325-338.
22 Altenburg, “Adolphe Sax und seine Verdienste um den Instrumentenbau” refers to Streitwolf’s

instrument as a contrabasset-horn.
23 Albert R. Rice, “The E-Flat Contra Alto Clarinet by Maldura (1881) and the Contra Bass Clarinets

by Besson (1890),” Journal of the American Musical Instrument Society XLII (2016): p. 161.
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F by 1886, for Gustave Poncelet’s clarinet ensemble.* Evette and Schaeffer (Paris) made a

21-key metal instrument to E3 in Bb in a bass clarinet-shape in 1891.%

sk 6

o min Al il

dy o Conicbunne e

Figure 4. Miillerphone ou contrabasse a anche illustration
from patent.

CLARINETTE COMTRE SABSE MI B

Figure 5. Adolphe Sax E-flat contrabass clarinet,
Sax, prospectus (1867), reproduced in Haine and
De Keyser, “Catalogue des instruments Sax”.

24 Rendall, The Clarinet, p. 158-159. See page 25 for more about Poncelet’s ensemble.

25 William Rousselet and Denis Watel, Larigot No. XXIV Spécial: Le Livre D'Or De La Clarinette
Frangaise, 2nd ed. (Paris, France: ACIMV c/o M.B. Kampmann, 2013), p.68. The instrument in the Watel
collection, serial number 5, has a prototype extension to Eb3. An instrument in the private collection of Pedro

Rubio, serial number 6, is only to E3. Rendall, The Clarinet, p. 160 states the patent was obtained 29 December
1891 and that it could be made of wood or metal.
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Fontaine-Besson

The first usable instrument that is truly classified as a Bb contrabass clarinet was

developed in 1889 by the Fontaine-Besson company (Paris and London).?* Two models were

available utilising either simple-system or Boehm?’ fingerings,?® with a range to either
written E3 (military model) or Bb2 (orchestral model).?’ The construction consisted of a

mouthpiece connected to a conical metal neck which connects to a series of wooden joints.

At the bottom of the final wooden joint is an upturned metal bell with a pad.>® An engraving

MANUFACTURE D'INSTRUMENTS DE MUSIQUE, BOIS & CUIVRE
FONTAINE-BESSON

96, 98, rue d Angnuléme Paris (m- w w miuw F-uhm- Paris)
Toarsiviene des_irmie et s e s e vatirr, Lomearrar
o G, n i o nu  Paria o ek .l....... eniles n -m.m- n n.-u-.-

59 MEDAILLES et DIPLOMES D'HONNEUR. la seule MEDAILLE D'OR décernée
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