The Evolution of the Clarinet
by Megan Machnik

In the contemporary classical world, the clarinet holds a firmly established position as a mainstream instrument that can be found in virtually every orchestra and band across the world.  This instrument, relatively easy for beginners, is still difficult for the advanced student due to its capabilities of a beautiful tone color. It is popular in many countries for its free, earthy sound, either in popular folk songs or local tradition.  Often described as having a warm, autumnal tone, the clarinet is the instrument that most resembles a human voice, perhaps explaining part of its popularity with so many composers and performers.  Either as a solo instrument or part of an ensemble, it has appealed to audiences and musicians for generations.  However, the clarinet is a relatively new instrument, only being created at the beginning of 18th century and it has the unique distinction, as some would contend, of being invented rather then evolved from a previous instrument.  While it did have various ancestors, there is an unusual gap between them and the first recognizable prototype of a modern clarinet.  From its primitive state of only three keys, the clarinet has undergone a multitude of transformations throughout the centuries as performers and inventors alike have attempted to perfect the instrument.  The result of this evolution is the modern clarinet that, though still imperfect, is a far cry from its humble beginnings.
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Before there was any such instrument as a clarinet or its precursor the chalumeau, there existed single reed pipes as early as 3000 BC. While obviously not resembling the modern clarinet in the least, these pipes at least displayed the basest form of a reed and perhaps finger holes. (Lawson, 2000)  Once the peculiar sound of a split reed was discovered, people immediately exploited the newfound sound in popular folk songs. Examples of such ancient reed pipes were known as, zummarah, arghoul, the pighorn (Welsh hornpipe), or the Egyptian double pipe that had a separate reed inserted in the top of the pipe.  In the Middle Ages, there were simple peasant pipes called chalumeau, a name that can be misleading since this term was applied to many various instruments. It seems that the word itself had no real definition only a vague implication of being a type of horn.  This particular chalumeau had a separate single reed instead of just the original slit of flapping cane as well as a tapered mouthpiece and the absence of a simple sawn-off end.  During the Middle Ages, most players preferred to play double reeds, simply because they were easier to control. (Brymer, 1990)  The clarinet, though seemingly a logical musical progression, was thusly ignored for several centuries.  Though there is some dispute about this area, it seems as if the original clarinet didn’t really evolve from a set of woodwind pipes; instead, as mentioned before, this instrument required the genius of an inventor before it begin its long trek to perfection.
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Perhaps the most disputed and murkiest subject in the evolution of the clarinet is that of the chalumeau or chalameaux.  This name will be familiar to modern clarinet players because it still denotes the lower register of the instrument.  To illustrate the argument surrounding this distant ancestor of the clarinet, no one source could even agree on the origin of the word.  One proclaimed that the word chalumeau obviously implied a French origin, another said that it derived from the Latin word “kalamus” (meaning a small reed) while yet a third declared its origin Greek from “calamos” which denoted a generic term for any simple pipe. (Lawson, 1995)  While this discussion of word origin is not really relevant to the clarinet, it does serve as ironic symbolism regarding the schools of thought concerning the chalumeau.  Despite whatever an author may argue, the chalumeau was a close ancestor to the clarinet as well as the recorder, which it most closely resembles.  This particular instrument had the range of a twelfth, and seemed to have at least a minimal presence in the Baroque period.  It often appeared as an obbligato instrument in the operas and oratorios of the composer Johann Joseph Fux.  Other composers used it as an alternative to the oboe or paired it with similar sounding flute or recorder. There was even a concerto written for it in 1730 by a composer named Fasch.  Christopher Graupner, who held the post at Leipzig, was the most prolific composer for chalumeau, with over 80 cantatas in his output. Since no primitive chalumeau still exist today, it is impossible to determine the exact role it played in the creation of the clarinet.  At the time, some people termed the clarinet simply an improved chalumeau.  However others believe that its inventor had to do a substantial amount of original work in order to create the first primitive clarinet.  Indeed, at the very beginning of clarinet existence, the words chalumeau and clarinet were commonly interchanged. (Lawson, 2000)    Regardless of the quantity of impact that the chalumeau had on the clarinet, it obviously had some effect on the creation of this instrument and is thus an important aspect of clarinet history.  


Johann Christian Denner, a local inventor and instrument maker, invented the first clarinet in 1690 in Nuremberg, Germany.   This historical event was first recorded in J.G. Dopplemayers’ book “Historiche Nachricht van den Nurmbergischen Mathematics und Kunstlern” (1730), who attributed the “improved chalumeau” to Denner. (Lawson, 1995) The instrument was named for the Italian word “clarion” which meant trumpet.  This early clarinet consisted of a wooden, cyndrical tube with seven tone holes and two diametrically opposite keys, which were placed above the highest tone hole.  Startlingly low in pitch for its size, it possessed a range of approximately three octaves.  (Brymer, 1990)  In comparison to the chalumeau, this first clarinet also had a separate reed, and extended range, and a speaker key, the highest key on the clarinet similar to that of an octave key.  (Lawson, 1995)  Denner also managed to combine the reed with the tone chamber inside the clarinet, similar to the contemporary arrangement of the reed.  In this adjustment, the reed lays flat against the facing of the mouthpiece, with the tone chamber open beneath it in order to resonate more effectively.  With the addition of the two keys, this clarinet had a very pure sound, with the upper registers being obtained with accuracy by overblowing.  With an improved mouthpiece, Denner found he could split the air column with the speaker key at the top of the instrument and thus achieve the upper register with similar fingerings.  With this key, the clarinet would play a twelfth above the parallel lower register note.


After the initial invention of Denner, the clarinet was noticed by others and became the object of many attempted improvements.  The first prototype was flawed in respect to the B natural and the C, which need to be flattened.  Eventually the B natural was fixed by playing a low E and then overblowing by a twelfth. Eventually, the necessity of the B natural encouraged an elongated tube and a significant bell.  The third key added to the clarinet was the fourth finger in the left hand, the contemporary C sharp key.  The semitones, however, still did not sound good on this clarinet; in fact some were even completely unobtainable which obviously led towards problems with playing in a variety of keys. This then was the basic shape for the modern clarinet, though from the first they were always made in different sizes in order to play in different keys.  In 1760, the clarinet was expanded to 5 keys, adding a D sharp and a C sharp on the lower part of the instrument.  Even with these improvements, players were still reluctant to add more keys, and the felt pads used to seal the keys were incompetent.  In addition, the keys themselves were clumsy and the springs did not respond well. (Brymer, 1990)  At this point in its evolution, the clarinet was the most imperfect of all wind instruments, however it still had room for many improvements. (Klose, 1940)

 The “Complete Book for Mock Trumpet” was the first instruction book for clarinet and was published in 1706.  The clarinet was often likened to a trumpet because of the noticeable bell at its end, used to project the sound. (Brymer, 1990)  The first century or so of material written for the clarinet also included many concertos that were designed to display the tone and unique register of the clarinet.  Even though the clarinet remained limited to five or six keys during this time period, by the end of the 18th century the instrument had spread throughout most of Europe and even into some parts of America. (Gibson, 1994)  Many composers wrote concertos and quartets while Beethoven was one of the earliest composers to include the clarinet in his symphonies.  While this addition to the orchestra does have significance, many authors complain that Beethoven did not have a good grasp on the clarinet, causing him to write parts for it that simply did not suit the instrument or display its full range of abilities. (Rehfeldt, 1977)  Among other composers for the clarinet were Vivaldi, who wrote two concerto grossi for two clarinets and one oboe in 1740, as well as Handel and J.C. Bach.  Perhaps the earliest concerto written for clarinet was by Johann Melchior Molter, Kapellmeister of Durlach, who wrote the piece for a three-keyed clarinet.  In 1759, the Mannheim Orchestra employed two clarinetists, possibly the first of its kind to do so.  With this important step, the clarinet became recognizable and more commonplace within the world of music and eventually adopted by even more orchestras.  In 1780, when several changes were made to the bore and diameter of the instrument, which allowed the upper register to be reached more easily, several new works were written to accommodate this new facility.  Among these composers were Karl Stamitz, Ernst Eichner, and an especially difficult concerto by Franz Tausch. (Brymer, 1990)  Perhaps the most famous composer for clarinet in this time period was Mozart, whose works are still recognized and beloved by clarinetists today.  Mozart first used the clarinet in his symphonies in 1778 for his E-flat symphony. (Cailliet, 1960)    However, probably the most recognizable piece is Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto, written practically on his deathbed for Antonin Stadler, a famous clarinet player of the time period in Vienna.  Despite some argument, it appears that the original concerto was written for a basset clarinet in ‘A’.  A basset horn is basically a clarinet that is pitched in ‘F’, a fourth below the low B flat of the instrument.  The instrument itself appears very curvaceous.  Mozart wrote a multitude of works for this genre of instrument because he appeared to value its dark, dense sound.  Related to this is the basset clarinet, an instrument played by Stadler himself, which was similar to the basset horn except shorter and pitched in B flat or A.  (Brymer, 1990)

In 1812 the next level in clarinet evolution was reached as an instrumentalist named Ivan Muller developed a new clarinet with an additional seven keys.  Before this invention, there were several different types of clarinets each pitched in a separate key.   Due to the clumsy chromatics and semitones on the clarinet, it was impossible to play in all the different keys on the same instrument.  (Gibson 1994)  Muller’s new instrument had a total of 13 keys as well as completely innovative methods for construction, venting, and padding. The felt pads that were previously used were replaced with leather filled with wool that was then soldered into the hollow of the key, improving tone and precision of the instrument.  Muller first presented the clarinet to the Conservatoire in Paris for acceptance and approval.  Paris rejected the “clarinette omnitique”, as Muller called it, because it could play in every key.  Most musicians would appreciate this simplicity but the Conservatoire decided that “each clarinet had a special musical character and sound, according to pitch, and thus each had diverse musical value”.   Not to be daunted by this rejection, Muller toured as a soloist in 1815 through England, Holland, and Germany.  Playing his own renovated clarinet, he soon established its superiority to the musical world.  During the tour, Muller also made change to his mouthpiece and reed.  Muller replaced the length of cord typically used to bind the reed to the mouthpiece with his own prototype of a ligature that was similar to those used today.  He also thinned and tapered the reed to fit the mouthpiece better, yielding a greater variety of articulations. (Brymer, 1990)

It is important at this point to note that some of the differences between clarinet performers in the 18th and 19th centuries and contemporary performers.   First of all, it must be kept in mind that the barrel and the mouthpiece were once together as the same piece and that they were also made of wood.  Only in the latter half of the 19th century did performers begin making mouthpieces out of ivory, glass, metal, and ebonite.  Perhaps one of the most interesting differences is that of the embouchure, or the mouth set of the performer around the mouthpiece and reed.  Contemporary embouchure has some variations, but generally the reed is placed facing down towards the bottom lip while the teeth clench the upper part of the mouthpiece.  However, in the 18th century, many performers used a different embouchure: the reed would actually be placed against the upper lip while the bottom lip would hold the mouthpiece.  While this may seem incredibly radical to performers today, many players preferred it in this time period for reasons of articulation and breathing.  Reed above players mastered chest articulation and used their different methods in order to facilitate the changes between registers.  It even enabled players perform rapid passages with large leaps in them with only a minimal effort.  Even into the 19th century, clarinetists and teachers claimed that the reed above style increased the types of articulation coloring, which gave the clarinet a unique type of beauty.  Today, obviously this method has virtually disappeared, but it is still important to keep in mind that the current method was not always the accepted one.  In one last note about reeds, clarinetists in the 18th and 19th century selected their own cane and performed their own reed adjustments.  Pre-packaged reeds are purely a thing of the 20th century.  (Lawson, 2000)

The next great inventors in the history of the clarinet were Auguste Buffet and Hyancinthe Klose.   It is interesting to note that Klose himself said that the clarinet was the most imperfect of wind instruments.  H. Klose belonged to the school of Frederic Berr, founder of the French School of Clarinet at the Paris Conservatoire.  Eventually Klose replaced his master in 1838 and immediately began studying the current imperfections of the clarinet. (Klose, 1940 ed.)  The system that he came up with was based upon that of a previous inventor, Theobald Boehm.  The great breakthrough that Theobald invented was that of moveable rings.  In his quest to improve the purity of sound of the flute, he invented ring- keys that the fingers can close over a tone hole, thus operating a key somewhere else in the instrument.  On today’s clarinet, these are the rings of metal that encircle almost every tone hole and are attached to a thin metal pole on the side of the clarinet.   After studying the Boehm system, Klose contacted Auguste Buffet Jr., a well-known instrument maker and explained his ideas of adopting the Boehm system.  Eventually this Boehm system clarinet as it was known, was presented in Paris in 1839.  This was a major prototype for a clarinet that is now in use the world over.  Klose’s model had 17 keys and five rings to control 24 tone holes.  In addition to working better the new model was slim and elegant was a greatly improved aesthetic appearance.  (Brymer, 1990)

Though most American clarinetists would be most familiar with the Boehm system clarinet, there are still other offshoots of the previous Muller instrument, which did not evolve with Klose’s innovations.  In 1842, Adolphe Sax, who was trained in Brussels as a clarinetist, added right-hand finger rings on the lower joint of Mullers original 13-keyed clarinet.  This was the first step towards the modern German-style clarinet.  (Gibson, 1994)  Later, Carl Baermann also improved upon the Muller-style clarinet by extending certain keys and duplicating others so various fingerings could be used.  Even later, another experimenter, Robert Stark, added some more advantages of the Boehm system clarinet to the Muller-style instrument.  Eventually a German named Oskar Oehler, took this much improved upon clarinet and altered the shape of almost every single key as well as adding an extra vent piece.  The result was known as the Oehler clarinet, popular in Germany and with a few players in America.  With his changes, Oehler corrected the forked fingerings of the clarinet, the fingering which forces the air column through two holes with the player forcing the lower of those two into action.  The vent hole that was added corrected this problem and improved the acoustics of the instrument as a whole.  (Brymer, 1990)

Similar to the legion of different clarinets that were all pitched in different keys in the 19th century, there is also a contemporary clarinet family as well that play in different keys.  The fingerings of all the clarinets are the same, with the addition of some extra low notes, and they are all written in treble clef regardless of the register.  The A flat sopranino clarinet is the smallest, but it is not used very often any more, perhaps only being found in military bands.   Other clarinets that are not really commonplace are those pitched in C and D.  Most recognizable of course is the B flat soprano clarinet, the most commonly played instrument.  Next is the clarinet in A, which is an inch longer then that of the B flat.  Usually the A clarinet will be used to play in a key with many sharps while the B flat will be used for a multitude of flats.  The basset horn is an alto clarinet pitched in F, played with a standard mouthpiece and a curved neck.  It is commonly thought to be invented by Mayrhofer of Bassau in Bavaria in 1770.  Again, this is the horn the Mozart favored in many of his writings.  The E flat soprano clarinet is used to extend the range of the B flat instrument and was first used in Berlioz’s Symphonie Fantastique in 1831.  The E flat alto, often used as a wind viola for band, is another curved clarinet improved by the French acoustician Charles Houvanghel.  There were many attempts at a bass clarinet in the 18th century but Adolphe Sax developed the modern one in 1838.  The bass clarinet plays an octave below the B flat clarinet.  The E flat contra-alto and the B flat contra bass are the lowest of the clarinet family, also developed by Charles Houvenghal in 1910.  The contra-alto is one octave below the E flat alto while the contra-bass, pictured at left, is one octave below the B flat bass clarinet. (Cailliet,  1960)  Of course this is not the whole clarinet family; there have been many experimentation’s with several different types of clarinets.  However, those listed would be the most common to find in a clarinet choir, orchestra, or band. 

After this point, the clarinet is in its modern state of perfection, though clarinetists themselves might point out the myriad of minute flaws that are constantly being reconsidered in terms of improvement. Most of the contemporary improvements focus upon that the throat tone B flat, a weak note on any clarinet, and the A flat and A natural. Both problems stem from the dual function of the speaker key. Many inventors, conscious of this problem, have attempted to find solutions, none of which ever caught on and grew popular.  As early as 1912, maker Ernst Schmidt created a clarinet with two separate speaker holes for each purpose.  However, this is still a work in process, one that will most likely be the next modern step in the evolution of the clarinet.  Even though the instrument may not be perfect, the clarinet enjoyed a widespread popularity over most of Europe during the beginning of the 20th century that still continues today.  However, the vast improvements of the 18th and 19th centuries are likely to never be repeated, many players satisfied with the current status of the clarinet, despite some of its flaws.  Though its history is long and often delayed, the clarinet was well worth the wait as many players, composers, and listeners will agree.
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Welsh Hornpipe
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Clarinet Family: Bass,  Basset, A, Bflat, C, and Eflat  (Beaver, 2002)
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