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Transposing instruments

As families of woodwind instruments have deve-
loped, many musicians have become proficient 
on more than one member of a family. However, 
because each member has a different range of 
notes, problems arise in that each instrument 
demands a different fingering to produce a note 
of the same pitch. A player switching from, say, 
the concert flute to the alto flute should not have 
to learn a whole new set of fingerings. This pro-
blem is overcome by transposing the music, so 
that the player reads the music in a different 
key depending on the instrument. He or she can 
then use the same fingering for every instrument 
in the family. 

The recorder

The popularity of the recorder today is due prin-
cipally to the work of Arnold Dolmetsch and his son 
Carl, who were born in France but lived mainly in 
England. A. Dolmetsch began to make recorders 
in 1919, using an English instrument of the 1700s 
as a model. C. Dolmetsch and other members of 
the family became virtuoso players and encouraged 
people to take up the instrument.

It is not difficult to get a sound out of the re-
corder, but the fingering is not so easy. Except 
for a few low keys on the larger members of the 
family, all the notes have to be obtained without 
mechanical assistance. To play a chromatic scale 
involves cross-fingering, which may be awkward at 
first, and half-covering some holes. The family has 
six members, but the highest and lowest are not 
often played. The highest is the octave or sopra-
nino recorder, followed by the descant or soprano, 
the treble or alto, the tenor, the bass and the great 
bass recorder. The lowest note of the first, third 
and fifth member is F; for the others it is C. The 
music is written either at the pitch that is sounds 
or at an octave below. 

The flute

The modern flute was developed by the 
German flute-maker Theobald Boehm from 1832 
onwards. He placed the holes in the correct po-
sitions to obtain notes in tune – which are not 
necessarily the positions covered by the fingers. 
He also made the holes larger to produce a loud 
sound, and developed a system of keys and pads 
so that the instrument could be fingered easily. 
He gave the flute a cylindrical bore, though the 
head is conical inside, to produce a full and clear 
tone. Most flutes are now made of metal to give 
a bright sound, though some performers prefer 
the mellow quality of a wooden flute.

The main member of the family is the concert 
flute or flute in C. The piccolo is a  small flute 

sounding an octave above the concert flute. The 
alto flute, which is a transposing instrument pitched 
in G, sounds below the concert flute and the lowest 
member is the bass flute, which sounds an octave 
below the concert flute. The piccolo can often be 
heard piping away above the other instruments of 
the orchestra, but the deep, woolly sounds of the 
softer alto and bass flutes are much less evident in 
orchestral music.

Many composers have written pieces for the flute. 
Among the best-known are the Suite in B minor by 
Bach, the flute concertos by Mozart, the Serenade 
for flute, violin and viola by Beethoven, and Syrinx 
for solo flute by Debussy.

The clarinet

The clarinet has a cylindrical bore widening to 
a flared bell at lower end; a mouthpiece containing 
a single reed is attached to the upper end. It is 
usually made of wood. The instrument was deve-
loped from the chalumeau, a primitive forebear, 
by the German instrument-maker Johan Denner 
(1655–1707) in about 1700. The key system was 
radically improved in the late 1800s by adopting 
the Boehm system of the flute.

There are several members of the clarinet family, 
but only four are commonly played. The standard 
clarinet is pitched in Bflat, but some musicians also 
play a clarinet in A pitched a semitone lower where 
fingering is difficult on the Bflat clarinet. A small 
clarinet in Eflat is often called for to proved high 
penetrating notes, and the deep reedy sound of the 
bass clarinet in B flat, which sounds an octave below 
the standard Bflat clarinet, is common in orchestral 
music of the last hundred years.

Perhaps the best-known pieces for clarinet are 
the Clarinet Quintet and Clarinet Concerto by 
Mozart. In this century, the instrument has been 
well served by jazz musicians, notably the virtuoso 
Benny Goodman.

The oboe and cor anglais

The oboe has a conical bore with a slightly fla-
red bell, and the mouthpiece consists of a tube 
ending with a double reed. It is constructed of 
wood. Its forebear is the folk instruments generally 
known as the shawm, and it was probably invented 
in about 1650 by the French instrument maker 
Jean Hotteterre. Improvements have been made 
gradually since then. The standard oboe is not 
a transposing instrument. The only other mem-
ber of the family to be widely used is the English 
horn or cor anglais. It is lower than the oboe and 
is pitched in F.

Many concertos and much chamber music were 
written for the oboe in the baroque era. This tra-
dition has been continued, notably in the Oboe 
Concerto by Richard Strauss.

The bassoon

The bassoon also developed from the shawm, 
gradually evolving from about 1700. It consists of 
a conical wooden tube folded back on itself with 
a double-reed mouthpiece. Modern key systems 
and other improvements have not succeeded in 
retaining the bassoon´s distinctive sound, and 
it remains a rather awkward instrument to play. 
Experiments are taking place to simplify the finge-
ring by using electrically-driven keys. The bassoon 
is not a transposing instrument. The only other 
member of the family is the contrabassoon, which 
is pitched an octave lower.

Few composers have written for the bassoon in 
a solo role but it is important as a low voice in the 
orchestra.

The saxophone

The saxophone is a hybrid woodwind instrument, 
having the conical bore of the oboe but the single-reed 
mouthpiece of the clarinet. It is made of brass. The 
saxophone family was invented by the Belgian instru-
ment-maker Adolphe Sax in the 1840s. There are four 
principal members: the soprano in Bflat, alto in Eflat, 
tenor in Bflat and baritone in Eflat.

The saxophone has never become standard in 
the symphony orchestra, and is to be heard more 
in military bands and dance bands. Jazz musicians 
have made far greater use of the instrument. 

Vocabulary
range	 rozsah
fingering	 prstoklad
switch 	 přejít, změnit
recorder	 zobcová flétna
awkward	 nepříjemný,
	 nemotorný, nešikovný
key	 zde: klapka
	 dechového nástroje
pad	 podložka
bore	 zde: vrtání
mellow	 jemný, měkký
pipe	 pípat, hvízdat
woolly	 vlněný, hebký
flared 	 zvonový
bell 	 zde: roztrub,
	 trouba dechového nástroje
reed 	 plátek
forebear 	 předek, předchůdce
reedy	 ostrý
mouthpiece 	 zobec, hubička
shawm 	 šalmaj
fold 	 přeložit, přehnout
distinctive 	 charakteristický, typický
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Z hudebních výročí (leden–březen 2013)
Petra Bělohlávková

5. 1. – Pavel Kühn, 10. výročí úmrtí českého 
sbormistra (1938–2003)
8. 1. – Arcangelo Corelli, 300.  výročí 
úmrtí italského skladatele a houslisty (1653–
1713); 17. 2. – 360. výročí narození
16. 1. – Emil Hradecký, 100. výročí naro-
zení českého hudebního teoretika a skladatele 
(1913–1974)
21. 1. – Otakar Šín, 70. výročí úmrtí čes-
kého skladatele, hudebního teoretika a peda-
goga (1881–1943)
25. 1. – Witold Lutosławski, 100. výročí 
narození polského skladatele a  dirigenta 
(1913–1994)
27. 1. – Jana Veverková, 60. výročí naro-
zení české pedagožky a sbormistryně (1953)
30. 1. – Francis Poulenc, 50. výročí úmrtí 
francouzského skladatele (1899–1963)

* * *

4. 2. – Jan Kvapil, 70. výročí narození čes-
kého houslisty (1943)
8. 2. – Vladimír Poš, 85. výročí narození čes-
kého muzikologa, hudebního teoretika, redak-
tora, skladatele, propagátora a pedagoga (1928)
14. 2. – Alexandr Sergejevič Dargo-
myžskij, 200. výročí narození ruského skla-
datele (1813–1869)

13. 2. – Richard Wagner, 130.  výročí 
úmrtí německého skladatele, dirigenta, spi-
sovatele a divadelního režiséra (1813–1883)
16. 2. – Jan Václav Stich (zvaný Giovanni 
Punto), 210. výročí úmrtí českého hornisty 
a skladatele (1746–1803)
17. 2. – Andres Segovia, 120. výročí na-
rození španělského kytarového virtuosa, 
skladatele a pedagoga (1893–1987); René 
Leibowitz, 100. výročí narození francouz-
ského dirigenta, skladatele, hudebního teo-
retika a pedagoga (1913–1972)
19/20. 2. – Vojtěch Jírovec, 250. výročí na-
rození skladatele českého původu (1763–1850)
20. 2. – Jan Blahoslav, 490. výročí naro-
zení českého teologa, literárního historika, ja-
zykovědce, překladatele, hudebního teoretika 
a skladatele (1523–1571)
22. 2. – Jaroslav Kocian, 130. výročí naro-
zení českého houslového virtuosa a pedagoga 
(1883–1950)
25. 2. – Enrico Caruso, 140. výročí naro-
zení italského operního pěvce (1873–1921); 
Emil Hradecký, 60. výročí narození českého 
skladatele a pedagoga (1953)
27. 2. – Viktor Kalabis, 90. výročí narození 
českého skladatele, muzikologa a hudebního 
redaktora (1923–2006)

* * *

1. 3. – Václav Snítil, 85. výročí narození 
českého houslisty a pedagoga (1928)
2. 3. – Ladislav Kozderka, 100. výročí 
narození českého skladatele, dirigenta a kla-
víristy (1913–1999)
5. 3. – Sergej Sergejevič Prokofjev, 
60. výročí úmrtí ruského skladatele, klavíristy 
a dirigenta (1891–1953)
6. 3. – Lubomír Malý, 75. výročí narození 
českého violisty a pedagoga (1938)
18. 3. – Vlastimil Kobrle, 85. výročí narození 
českého sbormistra a hudebního pedagoga (1928) 
19. 3. – Max Reger, 140. výročí narození 
německého skladatele, varhaníka, klavíristy, 
dirigenta a pedagoga (1873–1916)
20. 3. – Jan Tesař – 70. výročí narození 
českého akordeonisty a pedagoga (1943)
25. 3. – Petr Fiala, 70. výročí narození čes-
kého skladatele a sbormistra (1943)
26. 3. – Ladislav Brábek, 80. výročí na-
rození českého muzikologa, klavíristy a peda-
goga (1933)
27. 3. – Antonín Tučapský, 85. výročí naro-
zení českého sbormistra, pedagoga a skladatele 
působícího ve Velké Británii (1928)
28. 3. – Sergej Rachmaninov, 140. výročí 
narození a 70. výročí úmrtí  ruského skladatele 
a klavíristy (1873–1943)

—
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