History of the Clarinet’s Development

It is generally agreed that Johann Christopher Denner of Nuremberg (1655-1709) invented the clarinet, around 1698, by modifying an earlier instrument called the chalumeau. The chalumeau was a single reed instrument having a limited range of one and a half octaves. It had eight finger holes and was usually fitted with had one or two keys.

Denner devised the speaker key allowing the playing of pitches that were a 12th above that of the chalumeau. This upper register was to be known as the clarion register (a type of high pitched trumpet) and it was from this that the instrument got it’s name. The lower register of the clarinet was to reflect its origins and to this day is knows as the chalumeau register.

 Jacob Denner (1681-1735) one of Johann’s sons continued making and developing the clarinets after the death of his father. One of the improvements made by Jacob Denner was the introduction of a vent hole in the bell section; this was also used on oboes
1730-1740-Several makers including Johann David Denner (another of Johann’s sons) made clarinets with an extended bell & a third key operated by either the left or right hand thumb. This produced low E & with the speaker key open B'. 

Circa 1750 Fourth & fifth keys added to clarinet by Barthold Fritz. The keys gave the notes Ab/Eb played with the left hand little finger & F#/C# played with the right hand little finger.

Note! Prior to these keys being fitted the clarinet could be played with either the left or right hand on the bottom. The lower joint had two holes drilled for the little finger; either hole could be plugged depending on which hand was to be used.

1770-1780 – Most clarinets of this period were made in C & Bb. Some Bb Clarinets had an interchangeable top joint to convert them to play in A.

During this period the Basset horn (or alto clarinet) was invented by an unknown German.
Also the first bass clarinet made by G. Lot of Paris. Both Basset horn and Bass used the same mouthpieces and had the same bores as C & A clarinets of the time.

Circa 1785-The mouthpiece was separated from the barrel. This development meant that it could be made in harder & more stable materials than previously. The joint was provided with a long tenon for use as a tuning slide. Earlier clarinets had the mouthpiece & barrel made in one piece and from the same material that the clarinet was made from; as a result very few early mouthpieces have survived in good condition.

 Just before 1790, and only in England, a key to trill between a' and b' was added.  In general, English clarinets of this time were not as developed as continental instruments.  The continental clarinets had larger tone holes and increasingly better sound in the chalumeau register.  This was important to Mozart as he started writing solo passages for the clarinet in the chalumeau register.
1791-The sixth key was added to the clarinet for the left hand C#/G#. 

 At this time J. F. Simiot was producing excellent clarinets & made several significant improvements. He devised a speaker key on the topside of the clarinet to avoid any problem of with water obstructing the speaker hole. He also devised a brass-lined thumbhole to avoid water problems there and a brass-tuning slide between the mouthpiece & barrel.

Circa 1806- Iwan Muller started to make improvements to the six-keyed clarinet’s design. Muller invented the forerunner to modern pads, made from leather or gut stuffed with wool. They were much more flexible than the strips of leather previously used. Muller is also credited with developing the metal screw ligature & the metal thumb rest. Earlier thumb rests, where fitted, were integral with the body.

1808- The Contra bass clarinet was invented.

1813-Iwan Muller designed a clarinet with thirteen keys. He presented it to the Paris Conservatory in 1815 but it was rejected. The 13-keyed clarinet could play in all keys so removing the necessity for clarinets in different pitches. The committee claimed they preferred the differing tone of the clarinets built in different pitches & rejected his design. 

1817-First recorded existence of a metal clarinet. French instrument maker Halari made a brass clarinet. 

Circa 1820-Clarinet players in France & England started to follow the Germans in having the reed at the bottom of the mouthpiece. Prior to this it was normal to have the reed on the top of the mouthpiece; this change gave the player more control. 

1837, August Buffet introduced the "needle spring" mounted on posts screwed into the clarinet.
1838-Adolf Sax (yes the same guy that invented the saxophone) designed a new bass clarinet. It had a straight body with accurately place tone holes each covered with a cup. A second speaker key was fitted to facilitate the high notes & it had a downward pointing bell. The modern bass clarinet is modelled on this instrument, the only real change being the fitting of, what we call, the “Boehm” key system.
1839-1843-Hyacinthe E. Klose a Paris conservatory teacher in collaboration with Louis-August Buffet developed the Boehm system clarinet. The French patent for this instrument was granted to Buffet in 1844. The instrument has changed very little since.

Circa 1840-Albert system clarinets developed from 13-keyed simple system by the Belgium woodwind making family of Albert.

1845-Mullar collaborated with Heckel in adding rings to the lower joint.

1885-The Englishman James Clinton developed a clarinet system based on the Muller clarinet. This instrument was first made by Boosey in England, this system somewhat obviously known as the Clinton system.
Circa-1860, in Germany Carl Baermann improved Muller’s clarinet in collaboration with Munich instrument maker Georg Ottensteiner.

1869-First machine made reeds, prior to this all reads were hand cut, often by the players themselves.
1900-1920-Oskar Oehler worked to acoustically improve Muller’s clarinet and this is the forerunner of the German system used today (in Germany).

1904-Selmer won a gold medal for clarinets at the Saint Louis exposition of the World trade Fair

Somewhere around this time Dr. R. H. Stein, a Berlin musicologist makes the most successful quarter-tone clarinet.  The quarter-tone clarinet was, however, abandoned.

1949-Robert Carree was employed as factory manager for Buffet Crampon where he designed his “polycylindrical” bore. Most leading clarinet makers have adopted this idea in various forms today.

1952-S-K mechanism designed, this provided separate holes and keys for a register key and a resonance key for the note b'-flat.  This design resulted in better tuned third partials and altissimo register. This has been manufactured by LeBlanc but the mechanism seems neither to have found favour with manufacturers nor players.

1961-Rosario Mazzeo gave Selmer the exclusive license to produce his MAZZEO system clarinet. Mazzeo introduced several modifications to the Boehm system clarinet. Main differences being a separate tone hole to improve the throat Bb & A covered plateau key for the thumb.

1975-Selmer Marchi system launched. Joseph Marchi spent more than 20 years leading research to develop the Marchi system. Incorporated an extra speaker hole in the barrel & gave extended compass.

1994-Arthur Benade demonstrated his NX design clarinet at the ICA conference in Chicago. Benade was a renowned acoustician who wrote numerous articles & books on woodwind acoustics. Benade designed the NX clarinet to incorporate the acoustical improvements made as a result of his research. Benade has researched and written a great deal about the acoustics of the clarinet, unfortunately none of the large manufactures seem to have listened to anything he has had to say. Remember the name you will here it again.
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