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In his 1860 biography of Sax, Oscar Comettant establishes an intimate link between
progress, invention and genius:

“[…] in order to lead humanity on the way of progress, God did not choose the rich, nor always the
great of the earth, but rather often obscure and hard-working people endowed by the Almighty with
the grace of initiative. […]
Not only do we enjoy the presence of these profound minds that discover new paths, but we recognise
their services and we look for ways to reward them. […]
It has finally been recognised that a country is great and prosperous only by its men of genius. We
have counted the nations and found that their wealth was proportional to the protection given to
inventors.”

“[…] pour diriger l’humanité dans la voie du progrès, ce ne sont point les riches que Dieu a choisis;
ce ne sont pas toujours les grands de la terre non plus; ce sont le plus souvent d’obscurs et laborieux
travailleurs dotés par le Tout-Puissant des grâces de l’initiative. […]
Non seulement on fait grâce de la vie aux profonds esprits qui découvrent des voies nouvelles, mais
on reconnaît leurs services et on cherche les moyens de les en récompenser. […]
On a reconnu enfin qu’un pays n’est grand et n’est prospère que par ses hommes de génie. On a compté
les nations, et on a trouvé qu’elles étaient riches en raison directe de la protection accordée aux
inventeurs.”1

Throughout his biography of Sax, Comettant continuously stresses these three com-
ponents. His approach resonates down to today.2 Although a semantic discussion of
“genius” in the 19th century would be interesting, this paper shall discuss the topic as
Sax’s contemporaries understood it. An interesting paradigm seems to be the theoretical
framework offered by Tia DeNora in her book on the social identity of Beethoven.3

According to DeNora, Beethoven’s patrons in Bonn and especially in Vienna profited
from his new musical style and succeeded in imposing a new canon of musical style and
performance on Viennese concert life. Moreover, Beethoven himself very much contri-
buted to the construction of his own aura as a genius.

1 Oscar Comettant: Histoire d’un inventeur au dix-neuvième siècle. Adolphe Sax, ses ouvrages et ses luttes, Paris
1860, p. 193. All English translations by the author.

2 See for example Paul Gilson: Les géniales inventions d’Adolphe Sax, [Brussels] 1939 (Brochure programme
de l’i.n.r., Série française N° 26); J. G. Prod’homme: Un inventeur de génie. Adolphe Sax, père du
saxophone, in: L’Illustration, N° 5122 (N° spécial, 10 May 1941), p. 9; Jean-Pierre Rorive: Adolphe Sax
1814–1894. Inventeur de génie, Brussels 2004; idem: Adolphe Sax. Sa vie, son génie inventif, ses saxophones,

une révolution musicale, Luxembourg 2014.
3 Tia DeNora: Beethoven and the Construction of Genius. Musical Politics in Vienna, 1792–1803, Berkeley 1995.
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An excellent résumé of Tia DeNora’s theoretical framework appeared in her response to
a critic, Charles Rosen, in The New York Review of Books:

“Between 1792 and 1803, the musical field – concert-giving conventions, critical discourse, music
technology – was restructured such that Beethoven’s unconventional works came to condition the cri-
teria by which they were judged. The result was a virtuous circle within which Beethoven flourished.”4

DeNora’s theoretical framework can also be applied to Sax. Indeed, between 1842 and
1870, French army bands adopted several formations imagined by Adolphe Sax5 – as did
the banda at the Paris Opéra under his direction.6 The mainstream critical discourse on
wind instrument-making in France was focused on Sax’s innovations,7 and the vertically
integrated production that he introduced in Parisian wind instrument-making changed
the industrial conditions of production.8 One could thus say that, between 1842 and 1870,
“the field of wind instrument making in Paris was restructured such that Sax’s uncon-
ventional new musical instruments came to condition the criteria by which they were
judged. The result was a virtuous circle within which Sax flourished.”

How important are competition, networks, the critical discourse and canon in Sax’s
career?

Competition It is well known that Sax adored launching challenges and competing
against rival musicians and makers. Let us consider four of them:

Bachmann Shortly after Sax patented his bass clarinet (1838), he joined the Brussels
Société de la Grande Harmonie as a bass clarinet player. Georg Christian Bachmann (1804–
1842), the first clarinettist of this ensemble and himself a wind instrument maker,9 cannot
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4 Tia DeNora/Charles Rosen: Beethoven’s genius. An exchange, in: The New York Review of Books, 10
April 1997; see www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/1997/apr/10/beethovens-genius-an-exchange (25
June 2018).

5 See Malou Haine: Adolphe Sax (1814–1894). Sa vie, son oeuvre et ses instruments de musique, Brussels 1980,
pp. 98–115.

6 See Ignace De Keyser: Adolphe Sax and the Paris Opéra, in: Brass Scholarship in Review. Proceedings of

the Historic Brass Society Conference at the Cité de la Musique, Paris 1999, Hillsdale ny 2006, pp. 133–169.
7 Music professionals such as François-Joseph Fétis, Henri Blanchard, Jean-Georges Kastner, Léon

Kreutzer, Hector Berlioz, Maurice Bourges and Oscar Comettant, and scientists like Jean-Baptiste
Jobard and Félix Savart confirmed the originality of Sax’s inventions and affirmed Sax’s superiority
in the field. See “Writings” in Tables 2 and 3 of the present article, and the corresponding biblio-
graphic references in Table 5.

8 See Malou Haine: Les facteurs d’instruments de musique à Paris au 19e siècle. Des artisans face à l’industria-
lisation, Brussels 1985, pp. 69, 71 and 74.

9 Bachmann was born in Paderborn (at that time in Prussia) and married Amélie Louise, a sister of
Charles Mahillon; after her death in 1839, he then married her younger sister, Jeanne Mahillon. Bach-
mann produced not only clarinets, but also brasswind instruments. His influence on both Barthélemi

http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/1997/apr/10/beethovens-genius-an-exchange


have been amused by the arrival of this young, talented man. Sax was 18 or 19 at that time,
and threw down a challenge to his competitor: they would both present their clarinets in
public and let the public judge their respective qualities. This is how Comettant drama-
tised the contest:

“When the day of the concert arrived, there were four thousand people in the hall. Sax began, and truly
thunderous applause greeted the young virtuoso. Despite all the admiration for M. Bachmann on the
part of the Brussels public, he enjoyed no success when he came in turn to play a solo on his old
instrument.
Since then, M. Sax has played all the bass clarinet solos in the Grande Harmonie royale and the Société
philharmonique. We can only add that all the pieces written for M. Adolphe Sax and played by him on
the bass clarinet in the Grande Harmonie and the Société philharmonique have not been able to be played
since his departure from Brussels, for they present such difficulties.”

“Le jour du concert arrivé, il y avait quatre mille personnes dans la salle. Sax commença, et un véritable
tonnerre d’applaudissements accueillit le jeune virtuose. Malgré toute l’estime que le public de Bru-
xelles professait pour M. Bachmann, ce dernier n’obtint aucun succès, quand il vint, à son tour,
exécuter un solo sur l’ancien instrument.
Depuis lors, M. Sax joua tous les solos de clarinette-basse à la Grande Harmonie royale et à la Société
philharmonique. Ajoutons que tous les morceaux écrits pour M. Adolphe Sax et exécutés par lui sur la
clarinette-basse à la Grande Harmonie et à la Société philharmonique ne peuvent plus se jouer depuis son
départ de Bruxelles, tant ils présentent de difficultés.”10

In short, Sax won the contest and he was invited to play the bass clarinet in both the Société

de la Grande Harmonie and Société philharmonique in Brussels.

Buteux Sometimes the challenges that Sax made were not followed by a live com-
petition, but instead by a virtual competition in the form of a controversy in the news-
papers. That was the case with Claude-François Buteux, the first clarinettist of the Paris
Opéra, who apparently offended Sax’s pride by saying that his bass clarinet was worth
nothing. In an unsigned article in Revue et Gazette des théâtres, Sax suggests that Buteux
choose a piece of his liking, and that they should each perform it on their own instrument
before an audience.11 Buteux did not reply. However, the article went on to quote positive
witness accounts of Sax’s clarinets by Hector Berlioz, Georges Kastner, Federico Ricci,
Giacomo Meyerbeer, Adolphe Adam, Ambroise Thomas, Michele Carafa and Jacques
Fromental Halévy.
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and Charles Mahillon must have been considerable; see Ignace De Keyser: De geschiedenis van de

Brusselse muziekinstrumentenbouwers Mahillon en de rol van Victor-Charles Mahillon in het ontwikkelen van

het historisch en organologisch discours omtrent het muziekinstrument, Ghent [Diss.] 1996, Vol. 1, pp. 34–37.
10 See Comettant: Histoire d’un inventeur, p. 8.
11 “Je propose donc à M. Buteux, première clarinette de l’Opéra, de choisir tel morceau qu’il lui plaira, et

lui sur son instrument, et moi sur le mien, nous le jouerons en public.” See M. Sax et ses adversaires,
in: Revue et Gazette des théâtres, 3 December 1843, pp. [ii] f.



Make your own Saxophone In his defence before the Court of Appeal on 16 February
1850, Sax claimed that in 1845, one year before patenting his saxophone, he had challenged
his competitors to make a saxophone of their own: “You say you know the saxophone. I
challenge you to make one, and to do so I give you one year, during which I will not patent
it.”12

There was now radio silence again, which Sax considered to be proof that his com-
petitors were indeed unable to make or imitate the saxophone with the technical know-
ledge and experience they had.

Champ-de-Mars On several occasions during his Parisian career,13 Sax had the oppor-
tunity to demonstrate his orchestral concept for wind bands, including saxophones,
saxhorns and saxotrombas. The fact that the contest between the rival bands of Michele
Carafa and Adolphe Sax at Paris Champ-de-Mars on 22 April 1845 became so emblematic

F i g u r e 1 Sax on the bass clarinet and Bachmann on the clarinet (bottom right)

in a rehearsal of the Brussels Société de la Grande Harmonie (1842). Notice the

presence of four ophicleides and one Russian bassoon. Drawing by

Louis-Joseph Ghémar: Dédié à la Société de la Grande Harmonie.

Courtesy of the Library of the Brussels Conservatory
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12 “Vous dites que vous connaissez le Saxophone, je vous défie d’en faire un seul, et pour cela je vous en
donne un an, pendant laquelle je ne prendrai pas mon brevet.” See Adolphe Sax: Note pour Messieurs

les conseillers [3e Chambre de la Cour d’Appel, 16 février 1850], Paris: Simon Dautreville & Cie [1850], p. 20.
13 See the relevant details in Table 4.



is partly due to the dramatic circumstances in which it took place14 and partly (perhaps
mostly) due to the dramatic descriptions given of it, especially by Le Charivari and Oscar
Comettant.15 Although Sax is at the heart of this contest, he himself seems relatively
absent as a protagonist: he refuses to take part in the organising committee, he does not
conduct his own band(s), but replaces a missing musician on the bass clarinet, and seems
to be absent in the procedure following the contest that will determine the introduction
of his band model in the French Army.

Sax’s networks Tables 1–3 in the appendix contain information on 135 personalities who
helped or supported Sax’s actions, mainly in Paris. They form three major groups:

– Politicians and the army establishment – see Table 1;
– Writers, scientists and artists who supported Sax and/or wrote reports on his musical

instruments in industrial exhibitions – see Table 2;
– Music professionals: mainly composers, virtuosos, conductors and music critics, and

sometimes people who combined these specialities – see Table 3.

The list is not exhaustive.16 The ratio between the three sub-groups is as follows (see
Figure 2). The support given by these sub-groups evolved over time following the shifts
in the political system of Sax’s time:

– The July Monarchy until 1848;
– The 1848 Revolution and Second Republic: 1848–1852;
– The Second Empire: 1852–1870;
– The Third Republic: post-1870.

Since the premises of a support for Sax during the Second Empire already started in the
years before, the time span between 1848 and 1870 is treated as one period. On the other
hand, no effective support for Sax from the political and army establishment can be
confirmed for the period of the Third Republic: it vanished, so to speak, after the Second
Empire (see Figure 3).17
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14 A month before this contest, on 22 March 1845, 31 Parisian wind-instrument makers wrote a letter of
protest to the Minister of War; see Haine: Adolphe Sax, p. 101.

15 See [Anonymous]: Un bulletin moderne. Pour faire suite aux bulletins de la Grande Armée, in: Le

Charivari 14/115 (25 April 1845), pp. [i] f.; Comettant: Histoire d’un inventeur, pp. 102–110.
16 Exhaustive research into Sax’s networks still has to be done. Excluded from the lists are those people

who were hired by Sax for his concerts or for the banda, including the many musicians of his Fanfare
and Grande Harmonie.

17 Despite their loss of influence during the Third Republic, several army officials still retained a trace
of sympathy for Sax after 1870. In the summer of 1874, General de Lichtlin, the Prince of Joinville,



Writers, artists and scientists were rather hesitant to give their support to Sax until his
merits as an inventor and an innovative musical instrument maker became evident, that
is, during the Second Empire (see Figure 4). Scientists such as the mathematician Jules
Lissajous,18 Jean-Baptiste Jobard19 and Nicolas Savart20 wrote very positive reports on
Sax.

Music professionals represented Sax’s most faithful supporters. They remained so,
albeit on a reduced level, until the end of his life (see Figure 5).

F i g u r e 2 Sax’s networks.

A statistical overview

F i g u r e 3 Sax’s networks.

Politicians and army establishment (totals)

F i g u r e 4 Sax’s networks.

Writers, artists and scientists (totals)

F i g u r e 5 Sax’s networks.

Music professionals (totals)
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Commander Piquemal, Captain of Staff Chavaud and General Mellinet contributed to the sub-
scription organised by the newspaper Le Figaro in order to save Sax from bankruptcy; see Table 5 under
Le Figaro 187408. The author would like to thank Astrid Herman of Brussels mim for communicating
this.

18 See his report in favour of Sax’s nomination as on Officer of the Légion d’honneur, in: Malou Haine:
Un réseau d’influence. Les démarches d’Adolphe Sax pour obtenir la croix d’officier de la Légion
d’honneur, in: Revue belge de musicologie 70 (2016), pp. 9–22, here pp. 16 f.

19 See Bibliographic Sources under Jobard: Exposition […] 1839.
20 See Bibliographic Sources under Halévy: Rapport d’expertise. Nicolas Savart should not be confounded

with his brother, the physicist Félix Savart (1791–1841), who gave his name to the savart and to Savart’s
wheel, and whose particular interest in the violin led him to create an experimental trapezoidal model
for that instrument.



Who were these music professionals?
In the first period, I would call them “general supporters”: renowned artists who

sympathised with Sax’s creative ideas and innovative musical instruments. They included
the Director of the Brussels Conservatory François-Joseph Fétis, the composer and music
critic Jean-Georges Kastner, and the writer Oscar Comettant. They were unconditional
supporters of Sax.

In the second period we find a number of composers who wrote for Sax instruments
at the Paris Opéra: Armand Limnander de Nieuwenhove, Léon Gastinel, Charles Gou-
nod, Jacques Fromental Halévy, Giacomo Meyerbeer, Abraham Louis Niedermeyer, Józef
Michal Poniatowski, Ambroise Thomas, et cetera. Richard Wagner was obliged to colla-
borate with Sax, while Giuseppe Verdi, although a reluctant partner to Sax, wrote by far
the most beautiful banda score, the “Auto-da-Fé” scene of Don Carlos (1867).

This second period includes the composers who wrote music for Sax’s own music
editions as well. Some of them are worth considering in more detail. The works of Sax’s
compagnon de route, Jean-Baptiste Singelée, are relatively well known today,21 but those of
other composers await rediscovery. The most loyal musician to the case of Sax, Jean-
Georges Kastner, integrated Sax instruments in several of his compositions.22 Jérôme
Savari,23 a prolific army band leader (who is confused on occasion with the bassoon maker
Nicolas Savary), preached the gospel of the saxophone in army bands throughout France
and contributed to the popularisation of that instrument. He must have written con-
siderably more pieces for saxophone and saxophone ensemble than can be deduced from
Sax’s catalogue of music editions:24

– Fantaisie sur le Freischütz for E flat saxophone and piano (1855)
– Première fantaisie sur un thème original for alto saxophone and piano
– Deuxième fantaisie sur un thème original for alto saxophone and piano
– Troisième fantaisie sur un thème original for B flat saxophone and piano
– Duo for sa or tb saxophone
– Trio for sab saxophone (dedicated to Kastner)
– Quatuor for satb saxophones
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21 Singelée wrote his compositions for saxophone between the early 1850s and 1864, mainly as examina-
tion pieces for the Paris Conservatoire; see http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Baptiste_Singel%C3%
A9e and www.singelee.com (25. June 2018).

22 See Table 5 under “Kastner”.
23 See www.classicalmusicnow.com/savari.htm, and the raw material for a biographical sketch at http://

saxophonemes.fr/saxophonemes.fr /A_la_recherche_de_Savari.html (25. June 2018).
24 See “Inventaire des planches lithographiques du fonds d’éditeur dépendant de la faillite d’Adolphe

Sax, 1878”, in Haine: Adolphe Sax, pp. 182–186.

http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Baptiste_Singel%C3%A9e
http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean-Baptiste_Singel%C3%A9e
http://www.singelee.com
http://www.classicalmusicnow.com/savari.htm
http://saxophonemes.fr/saxophonemes.fr/A_la_recherche_de_Savari.html
http://saxophonemes.fr/saxophonemes.fr/A_la_recherche_de_Savari.html


– Quintetto for ssatb saxophones
– Sextuor for ssaatb saxophones
– Septuor for ssaattb saxophones
– Octuor for ssaattbb saxophones

The French composer and pianist Émile Jonas25 taught at the Paris Conservatoire. A
Sephardic Jew, he was a cantor at the Portuguese Synagogue in the rue Lamartine. He
not only wrote for the Sax Fanfare and for saxophone, but he also conducted the Garde

Impériale and in that function contributed to the spread of the Sax canon. His composi-
tions were highly praised by Sax himself. In the 1872 Catalogue of his music editions,
Adolphe Sax testifies:

“We believe to be useful for the popular instrumental art by strongly recommending to the Musical
Societies the newly published Fanfares by Mr. Emile Jonas. These pieces are written with as much
science as with taste, and seem to us very suitable for developing the musical knowledge of the
performers, from the purely technical point of view as well as from the higher point of view of thought
and expression. […] These fanfares can be performed with or without saxophones.”

“Nous croyons être utile à l’art instrumental populaire en recommandant vivement aux Sociétés
musicales les Fanfares nouvellement publiées par M. Emile Jonas. Ces morceaux sont écrits avec
autant de science que de goût, et nous paraissent très propres pour développer les connaissances
musicales des exécutants, tant au point de vue purement technique qu’au point de vue plus élevé de
la pensée et de l’expression. […] Ces fanfares peuvent s’exécuter avec ou sans saxophones.”26

In the last period we mainly find composers for the Opéra, who all included more or less
important parts for the Sax banda and/or saxophone in their works. At least six composers
among Sax’s supporters wrote symphonies.27 Unfortunately, none of these works con-
tains parts for Sax instruments.

Two other music professionals, Wagner and Verdi were not especially happy to
feature in Sax’s network, and Berlioz and Distin were changing sides.

1 2 0 i g n a c e d e k e y s e r

25 See http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89mile_Jonas (25. June 2018).
26 See Catalogue  de musique de la  maison  Adolphe Sax, 50, rue saint-Georges, Paris [post 1872], published in

Florence Gétreau: Adolphe Sax éditeur de musique, in: Quatre siècles d’édition musicale. Mélanges offerts

à Jean Gribenski, ed. by Joann Élart, Étienne Jardin and Patrick Taïeb, Brussels 2014 (Études de Musi-
cologie/Musicological Studies, Vol. 5), pp. 211–220, here 217–220.

27 Léon Kreutzer: 2 symphonies (1863 an 1864); César Franck: 2nd and 3rd symphonies (1872 and 1887/88);
Léon Gustave Cyprien Gastinel: 2 symphonies (1850 and 1888), 2 ouvertures and several symphonic
poems; Camille Saint-Saëns: 5 symphonies; Félix-Ludger Rossignol, dit Victorin de Joncières: Sym-
phonie romantique (1873) and La Mer, ode symphonique (1881); Émile Paladilhe: Symphonie (1862/63); Ger-
vais Bernard Gaston Salvayre: Symphonie biblique (1882). Georges Bizet’s Symphony in C, although
written in 1855, remained unknown until it was rediscovered in the 1930s. On the other hand, Bizet
included an alto saxophone in his two Arlésienne suites (1872).

http://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89mile_Jonas


Berlioz Berlioz defended Sax and his inventions in many of his articles and in his
treatise on orchestration.28 An ardent supporter of Sax from the beginning, he wrote of
him as being a genuine inventor:

“At this moment, Adolphe Sax is making small and large trumpets with cylindrical valves, at all possible
pitches both common and uncommon; their sound is excellent and the perfection of their making
indisputable. Can one imagine that this young and ingenious artist has the greatest difficulties in
holding his own in Paris? In their opposition to him, people are reviving persecutions worthy of the
Middle Ages, and which recall exactly the actions undertaken by the enemies of Benvenuto, the
Florentine sculptor. They remove his workers, they rob him of his plans, he is accused of madness,
they take him to court; with a little more daring, they would kill him. Such is the hatred that inventors
always excite among those of their rivals who invent nothing.”

“[…] Adolphe Sax fait à cette heure des trompettes à cylindres, grandes et petites, dans tous les tons
possibles usités et inusités, dont l’excellente sonorité et la perfection sont incontestables. Croirait-on
que ce jeune et ingénieux artiste a mille peines à se faire jour et à se maintenir à Paris? On renouvelle
contre lui des persécutions dignes du moyen-âge, et qui rappellent exactement les faits et gestes des
ennemis de Benvenuto, le ciseleur florentin. On lui enlève ses ouvriers, on lui dérobe ses plans, on
l’accuse de folie, on lui intente des procès; avec un peu plus d’audace, on l’assassinerait. Telle est la
haine que les inventeurs excitent toujours parmi ceux de leurs rivaux qui n’inventent rien.”29

Despite his explicit support for Sax’s case, Berlioz almost never used any Sax instruments
in his works.30 He employs a banda with Sax instruments on three different occasions.
In the Marche at the end of the 1st act of Les Troyens (1856/1858), Berlioz uses a piccolo
saxhorn [petit saxhorn suraigu (en si � )] in the first orchestra and, in the second orchestra, a
fanfare with two soprano saxhorns, one alto, a tenor and a double bass. The Petit Saxhorn

suraigu comes back in the “Premier” and “Troisième Tableau” of Act v. In his Te Deum,
he again uses a piccolo saxhorn [petit saxhorn suraigu]. In one of his last works, the 1864
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28 See Malou Haine: Hector Berlioz, chantre inconditionnel d’Adolphe Sax, in: Revue belge de musicologie

70 (2016), pp. 23–43. Between 1842 and 1861, Berlioz refers 46 times to Sax in his musical critics
published in the Journal des débats politiques et litéraires. See the details in Hector Berlioz. Critique musicale,
ed. by Anne Bongrain and Marie-Hélène Coudroy-Saghaï, Paris, Vol. 5 (1842–1844), 2004, Vol. 6 (1845–
1848), 2008 and Vol. 7 (1849–1851), 2014, and on The Hector Berlioz Website under “Sax”, as follows:
www.hberlioz.com/search.php?zoom_sort=0&zoom_query =Sax&zoom_per_page=10&zoom_and=1
(25. June 2018).

29 See Hector Berlioz: Feuilleton. Voyage musical en Allemagne (Septième Lettre). A Mademoiselle
Louise Bertin. Berlin, in: Journal des débats politiques et littéraires, 8 October 1843, pp. [i] f., here p. [i].

30 In 1856, Berlioz himself confirmed this attitude in his Mémoires (Post-scriptum du 25 mai): “[…] on
me reproche d’abuser les instruments de Sax (sans doute parce que j’ai souvent loué le talent de cet
habile facteur). Or, je ne les ai employés jusqu’ici que dans une scène de la Prise de Troie, opéra dont
personne encore ne connaît une page.” – “I am accused of abusing Sax’s instruments (probably because
I have often praised the talent of this clever instrument maker). However, until now, I only used them
in a scene of The Capture of Troy, an opera from which nobody even knows a single page.” See www.
hberlioz.com/Writings/HBMPS.htm (25 June 2018).

http://www.hberlioz.com/search.php?zoom_sort=0&zoom_query=Sax&zoom_per_page=10&zoom_and=1
http://www.hberlioz.com/Writings/HBMPS.htm


concert version of the Marche troyenne, Berlioz integrates a complete banda with Sax
instruments. In some of his reviews, Berlioz acknowledges that Sax’s brass instruments
sound too loud:

“[…] then military bands entered on stage, and finally the large Sax instruments, which, compared to
the other instruments of the orchestra, are as a cannon compared to a gun.”

“[…] l’on vit entrer sur la scène les bandes militaires, et enfin les grands instrumens de Sax, qui sont
aux autres voix de l’horchestre [sic] comme une pièce de canon est à un fusil.”31

The most intriguing question, however, is why Berlioz did not use the saxophone. Apart
from the famous Hymne sacré, the score of which is lost, and which, by the way, is scored
for trompette Sax, saxhorn, clarinette basse and saxophone basse. Berlioz wrote nothing for the
instrument. As a matter of fact, he left open staves for an alto and a tenor saxophone in
La Damnation de Faust, but they remained blank. Since he was an ardent supporter of
Sax’s new families of musical instruments, why did Berlioz not write a single note for
saxophones – an instrument whose merits he praised on several occasions?32 On the
occasion of a concert by the orientalist Soualle in Paris in 1851, Berlioz gives the following
reason for not using them:33
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31 See Hector Berlioz: Feuilleton. Académie impériale de musique, in: Journal des débats politiques et

littéraires, 6 February 1853, pp. [i] f., here p. [ii].
32 In the Feuilleton of Le Journal des débats of 21 August 1849, p. [ii], Berlioz describes the saxophone’s

sound qualities as follows: “La voix du saxophone, dont la famille comprend sept individus de tailles
différentes, tient le milieu entre la voix des instrumens de cuivre et celle des instrumens de bois; elle
participe aussi, mais avec beaucoup plus de puissance, de la sonorité des instrumens à archet. Son
principal mérite, selon moi, est dans la beauté variée de son accent; tantôt grave et calme, tantôt
passionné, tantôt rêveur, ou mélancolique, ou vague, comme l’écho affaibli d’un écho, comme les
plaintes indistinctes de la brise dans les bois, et mieux encore, comme les vibrations mystérieuses
d’une cloche, longtemps après qu’elle a été frappée. Aucun autre instrument de musique existant, à
moi connu, ne possède cette curieuse sonorité placée sur la limite du silence. […] Mais on n’a encore
rien composé pour cette voix nouvelle […].” – “The sound of the saxophone, a family consisting of
seven individuals of different sizes, is midway between the sound of the brass and that of the woodwind
instruments; it also shares, though with much more power, the sonority of bowed [string] instruments.
Its main merit, in my opinion, is its capacity to vary its character. Sometimes it is serious and quiet,
at other times passionate, sometimes dreamy, melancholy or vague, as the faint echo of an echo, like
the indistinct wail of a breeze in the woods, and even better, as the mysterious vibrations of a bell,
long after it was hit. No other extant musical instrument known to me has this strange sound that
emerges on the edge of silence […]. But nothing has as yet been composed for this new voice […].”

33 Robert Howe, partly relying on Peter Bloom’s The Cambridge Companion to Berlioz (Cambridge 2000)
and Jacques Barzun’s Berlioz and His Century (Chicago 1956), gives external causes for Berlioz’s reluc-
tance to use saxophones: (a) the Parisian musical public being deaf to Berlioz’s works, (b) his travelling
abroad, and (c) the difficult politics at the Paris Opéra. See Robert Howe: The Invention and Early
Development of the Saxophone, in: Journal of the American Musical Instrument Society 29 (2003), pp. 97–



“Mr. Soualle returned recently from London and produced a great sensation by playing Sax’s master-
piece, the saxophone, for the first time here in Paris, showing off all its advantages. This instrument
has incomparable expressive qualities; the accuracy and beauty of the sound it produces when handled
by somebody who has the technique for playing it is such that it may challenge, in slow movements,
the most skilled singers. This instrument cries, sighs, dreams, it has a crescendo and is able to soften
its voice gradually until it is the echo of an echo of an echo, finally becoming the sounds of twilight.
In a few years, when the use of the saxophone will be widespread among performers, this wonderful
‘organ’ will enable composers to produce effects that we cannot imagine today.”

“[…] M. Soualle, qui, récemment revenu de Londres, a produit une grande sensation en faisant en-
tendre pour la première fois à Paris, avec tous ses avantages, le saxophone, chef-d’œuvre de Sax. Cet
instrument a des qualités expressives, incomparables; la justesse et la beauté des sons qu’il produit
quand on en possède bien le mécanisme sont telles qu’il peut, dans des morceaux lents, défier les plus
habiles chanteurs. Il pleure, il soupire, il rêve; il possède le crescendo, il peut affaiblir graduellement sa
voix jusqu’à l’écho de l’écho de l’écho, jusqu’au son crépusculaire. Dans quelques années, quand l’usage
du saxophone se sera répandu parmi les exécutans, les compositeurs pourront, au moyen de cet
admirable organe, produire des effets dont on n’a pas d’idée en ce moment.”34

What Berlioz says here is: I adore the saxophone, but we will have to wait for more skilled
musicians before composers will be able to use it. In his treatises on orchestration, Berlioz
offered a rather authoritarian vision of the tone qualities he wanted for the different
instruments of the orchestra, categorically rejecting those instruments that were unable
to produce a homogeneous timbre over their entire compass.35 In his review of Soualle
and the saxophone, Berlioz seems to distrust not the man, but the distinctive tone quality
produced by each individual player. That is exactly what in another, more positive context,
has been considered to be the advantage of the saxophone:

“In fact the saxophone doesn’t really have much of a ‘core’ sound. It merely responds to the way you
blow it. This is what makes living close to a saxophone beginner such a character-building experience.
However, once a building player learns to control the instrument reasonably well this apparent
limitation turns out to be a most precious quality. It means that you can imagine the sound you want
to make and, with time, practice and a modicum of talent, it will emerge.”36
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180, here p. 115 (footnote 45). Although arguments regarding social constraints are generally valid, one
cannot imagine Berlioz simply acquiescing to purely social or political circumstances. For example,
his opera Les Troyens was never produced on stage complete in his lifetime, but this work perfectly
reflects Berlioz’s aesthetic programme. As a consequence, it seems to be more appropriate to this
author to consider the reasons arising from Berlioz’s own aesthetic.

34 See Hector Berlioz: Feuilleton, in: Journal des débats politiques et littéraires, 13 April 1851, pp. [i] f., here
p. [ii].

35 See Ignace De Keyser: Les instruments de musique jugés par Hector Berlioz in: Berlioz. Homme de

lettres, ed. by Georges Zaragoza, Neuilly-les-Dijon 2006, pp. 131–155.
36 See Dave Gelly: Jazz saxophone, in: Brian Priestly/Dave Gelly/Paul Trynka/Tony Bacon: The Sax &

Brass Book. Saxophones, Trumpets and Trombones in Jazz, Rock and Pop, London 1998, Paperback edition
San Francisco 2003, pp. 30–69, here p. 44.



There is a second reason. Berlioz only heard the saxophone in its earliest stage, namely
a bass saxophone or “ophicleide-à-bec” as he called it. If he had known, for example,
Singelée’s Solo de concert No. 7, op. 93 (1863) for baritone saxophone – the virtuosity of
which is simply astonishing – he would perhaps have drawn different conclusions.

The third reason for Berlioz not having used saxophones, is their orchestral concept.
According to Sax, the saxophones constitute an entire, distinct instrument family. As a
consequence, the concept of a saxophone family is here in competition with the string
family as found in the Romantic symphony orchestra. As an excellent orchestrator, Ber-
lioz would surely never have preferred a set of saxophones instead of the strings in a
symphony orchestra. To use the saxophone orchestra as a full orchestra would have been
a draconian measure, even for a progressive composer such as Berlioz.

The Distins The Distins acknowledged this specifically orchestral concept of the sax-
horns: they played and promoted a saxhorn ensemble in Britain and even in the us.
According to Eugenia Mitroulia and Arnold Myers, “it is believed that they were so
influential there that they were responsible for the popularisation of the term ‘saxhorn’,
which later was associated with the over-the-shoulder instruments that became known
as ‘over-the-shoulder-sax-horns’.”37

The collaboration with Sax that had started in 1844, when Distin became Sax’s com-
mercial agent in Britain, came to an end in 1851. Just like some of Sax’s competitors in
France, the Distins integrated Sax instruments into their own production. 1845 they
registered saxhorns in Britain – a lower form of protection than a genuine patent. That
was completely legal, since patent protection at that time was limited to the country in
which the patent had been registered. Incidentally, the design of these “registered sax-
horns” only shows a four-valve contralto saxhorn equipped with Berlin valves. In Februa-
ry 1851 the Distins announced the use of their “newly invented euphonic horns”. The fact
that they were making their own instruments might have contravened their contract with
Sax. After revoking their contract with Sax, “the Distins’ main preoccupation was the
improvement of brass instruments, but two of their patents were related to percussion
instruments and one of the three registered designs was for ‘an improved clarionet’.”38

Unlike Sax, the Distins developed a commercially successful musical instrument busi-
ness; Henry Distin sold it to Boosey & Company in 1868.
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38 Ibid., p. 7.

http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.849.4175&rep=rep1&type=pdf
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.849.4175&rep=rep1&type=pdf


Critical discourse We have already referred to the intellectuals who supported Sax’s case
(see above), but what were the negative critical voices? The best-known of them is the
letter of protest of 1845, signed by 34 French wind instrument makers, which has often
been quoted:

“By introducing the monopoly of Sax […], the Commission has at the same time claimed for itself
the incredible mission of setting limits on art. Any further progress will be paralysed, any improve-
ment will become impossible. If that is the goal that is being proposed, then no doubt success is
assured.
[The instruments of our system] are good and leave nothing to be desired: no one has ever thought to
complain. The musical instrument manufactory has made tremendous progress. Further develop-
ments are made every year, and the army has benefitted from this in every respect.”

“En introduisant le monopole Sax […], la Commission s’arroge en même temps l’incroyable mission
de fixer des limites à l’art. Tout progrès ultérieur sera paralysé, toute amélioration deviendra impos-
sible. Si tel est le but qu’on se propose, on réussira infailliblement.
[Les instruments de notre système] sont bons et ne laissent rien à désirer: nul n’a jamais songé à s’en
plaindre; la facture a fait des progrès immenses, qui se sont développés annuellement, et dont l’armée
a, sur tous les points, ressenti les bienfaits.”39

This letter of protest reflects the fear of unfair competition on the part of Sax’s colleagues.
However, it also reflects a remarkable, conflicting discourse with regard to the question
of progress. Although the signatories invoke the idea of progress, they pay lip service to
an ideology that is not their own. From our point of view, Sax’s competitors were con-
servative. What they really wanted to do was to produce fine instruments of high quality,
of which they could be proud. The idea of making revolutionary, new musical instru-
ments was beyond them. As late as 1867, the same refrain comes back again:

“We note that the jury did not take into account the proper or improper making of musical instru-
ments, but mostly paid attention to the accuracy of tone and the quality of sound. It is true that both
qualities are essential. However, would it not be possible to recognise the degree of perfection attained
by every maker in the manufacture of their products? Some of them excel in fine and elegant work,
while others are noticed for the reliability of their instruments.
We know that the members of the jury are not competent to judge the industrial aspects of the
instruments on display in the Exhibition. Why not include craftsmen in their committees who might
help to make their analysis more substantial and more comprehensive? We notice this gap, since we
know that manufactories whose production is far superior to that of their competitors are nevertheless
awarded with the same rank by the jury.”

“Nous ferons observer que le jury n’a pas tenu compte de la bonne ou de la mauvaise construction des
instruments, ce qui attire le plus son attention c’est la justesse et la sonorité; il est vrai que c’est
l’essentiel, mais ne serait-il pas possible de reconnaître le degré de perfection que chaque fabricant
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apporte dans la fabrication de ses produits? Tel d’entre eux brille par le soin et l’élégance, tel autre se
fait remarquer par la solidité de ses instruments.
Nous savons que mm. les membres du Jury ne sont pas compétents pour juger de la partie industrielle
des instruments exposés; ne pourrait-on pas alors les adjoindre des hommes du métier qui rendraient
leur examen plus sûr et plus complet? Si nous signalons cette lacune, c’est que nous savons que des
maisons dont le travail est bien supérieur à d’autres se trouvent classées au même rang par le Jury des
récompenses.”40

As we have seen, Sax’s military networks allowed him to survive the 1848 Revolution, and
they helped him to become accepted after the establishment of the Second Empire, under
Napoleon III. But why was he ruined afterwards, when the Second Empire was abolished
and the Third Republic declared? Was this only because he lacked the necessary political
networks and support?

In 1877, Sax went bankrupt for the third time, but more importantly, his sales and
consequently his production declined dramatically after 1870. In that same period, Gau-
trot and Thibouville-Lamy embarked on mass production at low retail prices. Comettant
– a loyal supporter of Sax’s case – quoted a certain Lacome who claimed that Gautrot
preferred to produce on a large scale and at very low prices rather than produce instru-
ments of good quality that were well-tuned and solidly made.41 A year after Sax’s death,
Auguste Tolbecque (1830–1919), a solo cello player of Belgian origin at the Paris Société

des concerts du Conservatoire, provided complementary information about Thibouville-
Lamy in a letter to Victor Mahillon (1841–1924), the first curator of the Brussels mim.
Tolbecque compared Sax to Thibouville-Lamy in the following terms:

“In Paris where I lived at that time, I could follow a part of this hero’s [Sax’s] life; […] despite the
honours that were awarded to him, I find that this poor devil was roughly shackled by the jealousy of
his competitors; when I compare his life of labour and the intellectual energy of this martyr of talent
and genius with the life of glory and wellbeing that hawkers like Thibouville Lamy!!! enjoy, my hair
(the little that I have left) stands on end and I would almost like to bite someone.
The one knew misery and sorrow, trouble of all kinds, and bankruptcy at the end, and was exploited
on all sides, copied and counterfeited. The other has an excellent shop where everything is rubbish,
violins embossed, articles from Germany, rosin at two pennies the piece, instruments built in La
Couture and Mirecourt against all common sense. But he is president of every committee, decorated,
an officer and a millionaire. The potentate at whose feet most instrument makers submit. I must be
dreaming!”

“J’ai pu suivre à Paris où j’étais une partie de la vie du héros, et […] je trouve que malgré les honneurs
qui lui ont été décernés, ce pauvre Diable a été rudement étrié [sic] par la jalousie de ses concurrents
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40 See Rapport adressé à la commission d’encouragement par les délégations des facteurs d’instruments
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et quand je compare la vie de labeur, la dépense cérébrale de ce martyr de talent et du génie, à la vie
toute de gloire, de bien être des camelotteurs du genre de Thibouville Lamy!!! mes cheveux (le peu
qui m’en reste) se dressent et j’ai presque envie de mordre.
A l’un misère et chagrin, ennuis de toutes sortes, faillite terminale, exploité par les uns et par les autres,
copié, contrefait. A l’autre, excellente boutique où tout est camelote, violons gaufrés, articles d’Alle-
magne, colophane à 2 sous le morceau, instruments de La Couture et de Mirecourt construits en dépit
du sens commun; Mais Président de toutes les commissions, décoré, officier, millionnaire. Le potentat
aux pieds duquel la plus grande partie des facteurs font leur soumission. Je crois rêver!”42

Apparently, Sax production was embedded in a different logic and perhaps he too much
relied on his networks, neglecting the merciless laws of the musical instrument market.

Sax’s canon What, indeed, was Sax’s canon? It has in part been described by Malou
Haine and the present author,43 and has been well formulated by Eugenia Mitroulia and
Arnold Meyers:

“The uniformity and regularity of the saxhorn group and the pedagogical advantages in their use, such
as the same treble-clef notation and the same fingering, should definitely be ascribed to him.”44

This combination of an organological entity, a pedagogical concern and an orchestral
concept is valid not only for Sax’s brasswind instruments, for the same is of course true
of saxophones. Sax’s concept of family-building for groups of musical instruments re-
presents an “idée fixe” that can be traced not only through his patents but also in his
activities as a band director and concert organiser. The 1843 “saxhorn” and the 1845
“saxotromba” patents provide initial evidence of Sax’s concept of family-building with
regard to musical instruments. Later innovations, such as the 1846 saxophone patent, the
1852 saxtuba patent and the 1852/1859 patents for the “nouveaux saxhorns”, merely con-
firm how Sax strived to realise his initial concept. Moreover, Sax’s ideas on family-build-
ing in musical instruments were not restricted to brasswind instruments. In 1847, Berlioz
wrote of a project by Sax to rebuild the family of stringed musical instruments:

“In order to provide the very large symphony orchestras with all possible resources and a fullness of
sound, A. Sax proposes to join to the various families of wind instruments a large family of bowed
stringed instruments. These would consist of violins in different registers, such as suraigus, sopranos,
tenors, altos, baritones, basses, and double basses in different sizes and pitch. That means that the
current non-transposing violin in C would be replaced by other violins of higher and lower registers
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in the nomenclature that I have just mentioned, but still tuned in fifths. However, they would become
transposing violins in F, in G, in E � and in B �, just like wind instruments. By increasing their range,
especially in the lower registers, and through the effect of the intersection of their open strings, they
would give to this instrumental mass a much greater sound.”

“A. Sax propose, afin de donner à un très grand orchestre symphonique toutes les ressources et toute
la sonorité possibles, de réunir aux diverses familles d’instrumens à vent une famille nombreuse
d’instrumens à cordes, à archet, composée de violons suraigus, soprani, ténors, altos, barytons, basses
et contrebasses de diverses dimensions et dans différens tons. C’est-à-dire qu’en supposant le violon
actuel non transpositeur en ut, il y aurait d’autres violons plus aigus et plus graves sous les diverses
dénominations que je viens d’indiquer, qui, accordés toujours par quintes cependant, deviendraient
des violons transpositeurs en fa, en sol, en mi bémol, en si naturel, comme les instrumens à vent, et,
tout en augmentant l’étendue de l’échelle, au grave surtout, donneraient par l’entrecroisement des
cordes à vide une beaucoup plus grande sonorité à la masse instrumentale.”45

It is likely that Sax’s “idée fixe” of family-building for musical instruments was influenced
by Fétis46 or Wieprecht,47 though it is difficult to prove. As a musicologist, Fétis could
have been aware of the consort principle of Renaissance music. However, there is no
evidence of such a link in his writings. In 1841, Fétis indeed welcomed the bass, double
bass and “bourdon” clarinets, patented by Adolphe Sax in 1838, as an opportunity to build
a complete family or “a complete system of clarinets” as he called it, “now that a search
for variety in instrumentation is occupying many composers”.48

On the other hand, before leaving Brussels and settling in Paris, Sax had travelled to
Berlin where he became acquainted with German brasswind instrument making49 –
probably with Wieprecht’s family of cornets in particular (1833–1835).50 Either way, build-
ing a family comprising an organological entity as both a pedagogical concern and an
orchestral concept was something unique to Sax’s oeuvre.

There is a fourth aspect to this: the use of his family name to designate this combi-
nation of an organological entity, a pedagogical method and an orchestral concept. For
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49 Haine: Sax, p. 57.
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the saxophone, there is enough evidence that Sax used his own name to designate what
Berlioz rightly called an “ophicléide-à-bec” when it first appeared on the Paris concert
scene. For the saxhorns, things are not so clear: the 1843 patent does not mention any
saxhorn. It was perhaps Georges Kastner who called the new instruments thus. The list
of 53 neologisms used to designate musical instruments with the name of the inventor
in Table 6 makes clear that Sax set the tone – in other words, that he established a new
canon.

Conclusions

1. Musical competitions, networks, a critical discourse and a “canon” of instruments
significantly contributed to the perception of Sax as a “genius” by his contemporaries
and to his creation of the aura of a genius around himself – not unlike the example
of Beethoven among composers.

2. Sax’s networks among French and international music professionals, the French
army establishment and political elite, writers, artists and scientists considerably
helped him in his career in Paris as an inventor and maker of new musical instru-
ments – just as had been the case in Brussels with his father Charles-Joseph.

3. Sax’s political networks were no longer of any use with the establishment of the Third
French Republic after the 1870 Paris Commune. The falling away of this important
support, together with Sax’s inability to shift to more market-oriented production,
caused his third and final bankruptcy. At the same time, more commercially oriented
makers such as Gautrot and Thibouville-Lamy emerged, who enjoyed success.

4. Sax’s most long-lasting, loyal supporters were the music professionals. Initially these
were renowned composers of the day, but subsequently they included a broad range
of composers, virtuosos and bandleaders whose influence in musical life was much
greater than has hitherto been supposed. However, more research is needed on this
topic.

5. Some music professionals changed sides. Berlioz’s concept of orchestration did not
match with that of Sax, while the Distins broke with Sax for purely pragmatic reasons,
preferring to set up their own business.

6. In his last period – after the 1870 Commune – Sax’s supporters among these music
professionals were mostly opera composers. Their support coincided with Sax’s
greater involvement in the direction of the Opéra banda in his final years.

7. Sax’s canon consists of instruments named after him, with new or renewed organo-
logical entities, a pedagogical “road map”, and an orchestral concept. During his
lifetime, Sax was able to impose his musical canon (a) directly through the army,
through teaching military musicians, through his activities with his own Fanfare
and Harmonie ensembles, and in the Opéra banda; and (b) indirectly through the
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actions of musicians and makers such as the Distins, and through his music publish-
ing fund.

8. However, Sax’s patrons in the army establishment and the political elite only partly
succeeded in pushing through his ideas – essentially as a consequence of the political
earthquakes of the time. During the July Monarchy (Louis-Philippe) and the Second
Empire (Napoléon iii), Sax’s instruments were imposed on the army bands and
withdrawn after a period of just a few years.

9. One unexpected result of Sax’s canon can be found in the durability of neologisms
for new instruments based on the name of their inventor. Sax was one of the first
inventors to name instruments in this fashion, and was certainly the most successful.
Everyone knows the saxophones. On the other hand, sarrusophones and rothphones
are known only to organologists – not to mention bimboniphones, müllerphones
and even the termenvoksa, the last of one perhaps being the most innovative musical
instrument ever invented. If Sax had called his saxhorns “newly invented euphonic
horns”, as did the Distins in 1859, perhaps no one would even remember them.
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T a b l e 1 Sax’s networks among politicians and the army establishment
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T a b l e 2 Sax’s networks among writers, artists and scientists
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T a b l e 3 Sax’s networks among music professionals
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T a b l e 4 Dates, description and sources of events. “00” in a date means

“unknown month/day”; “33” in a date means “at the end of the month”.
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T a b l e 5 Bibliographic sources
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T a b l e 6 (opposite side) Neologisms for musical instruments using the name of the inventor.

This list is based on information gathered from Christian Ahrens: Fast vergessene Blasinstrumente

aus zwei Jahrhunderten. Vom Albisiphon zur Zugtrompete, Nauheim 1982; Dr. Francesco Carreras (Pisa),

personal communication and idem: Combination Clarinet Patents in Italy, in: Journal of the American

Musical Instrument Society 37 (2012), pp. 6–33; Malou Haine/Nicolas Meeùs: Dictionnaire des facteurs

d’instruments de musique en Wallonie et à Bruxelles du 9e siècle à nos jours, Liège 1986; Malou Haine:

Les facteurs d’instruments de musique à Paris; Herbert Heyde: Das Ventilblasinstrument; Bruno

Kampmann: Le Saxophone “Système Georges”, in: Larigot 26 (May 2006), pp. 20–26; William

Waterhouse: The New Langwill Index. A Dictionary of Musical Wind-Instrument Makers and Inventors,

London 1993; The New Grove Dictionary of Musical Instruments, ed. by Stanley Sadie, London 1984;

and The Grove Dictionary of Musical Instruments. Second Edition, ed. by Laurence Libin, Oxford 2014.
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