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The Italian Edition of Berlioz’s Treatise on Instrumentation 
(1846–1848): The Brass Instruments

Renato Meucci

Italian composers of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, with some exag-
geration, are usually regarded as little interested in orchestral instrumentation, being 
of course primarily concerned with voices and the art of bel canto. An extensive survey 
of Italian operas of the period reveals in fact a sporadic use of particular instruments in 
concertante roles (namely, the occasional exploitation of a particular instrumental timbre) 
much more than an overall concern for instrumentation and orchestration. It may thus 
appear surprising that Berlioz’s Grand traité d’instrumentation et d’orchestration modernes 
was translated into Italian and published by Ricordi in Milan as early as 1846–48, 
shortly after the original French edition, which was begun in 1843 and completed in 
the following year.1 It is even more intriguing to learn that the Italian translation was 
promoted almost simultaneously with the Parisian edition.2 A catalog of the Ricordi 
publishing house of 1843 announced in fact that the translation of Berlioz’s work was 
already “in press” (sotto i torchj), even though the first of the separate fascicles appeared 
more than two years later (see Figures 1 and 2).

Figure 1: Title page of the Ricordi catalog of 1843.
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 Production of the Italian version of the Grand Traité3 had in fact begun probably 
as early as the end of 1845, the year of the appearance of the first German edition.4 
The Italian edition was printed in fascicles, the last of which came off the presses in 
1848; it was therefore the second foreign-language edition. This fact has long remained 
largely unnoticed, since the Ricordi Company, like many other music publishers of 
the nineteenth century, usually did not explicitly indicate the date of publication.5 

Figure 2: Announcement of the publication of Berlioz’s Grande Trattato  
in the Ricordi catalog of 1843.
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 As early as 1842, in issues of the Gazzetta Musicale di Milano, the official magazine 
of Ricordi, several essays on orchestration by Berlioz had already been translated into 
Italian,6 and the same topic was repeatedly dealt with in other articles appearing in 
that journal during the following years. This seems to highlight Ricordi’s noteworthy 
interest in instrumentation, which up to that point had been a simple subject of oral 
teaching in the composition classes of the country (whence, incidentally, the paucity of 
previous Italian publications on the same topic). The appearance of the articles in the 
Gazzetta Musicale di Milano, as well as that of the treatise itself, was of course driven 
by musical reasons, but one may suspect that there was also a non-musical agenda 
at work, given the political interests of the founder and owner of the firm, Giovanni 
Ricordi (1785–1853). 
 In disclosing this background, one should remember the political situation of Italy 
at the time: the North and Tuscany subject to Austrian domination, Piedmont and 
Sardinia to the royal dynasty of Savoy, the middle of the peninsula mostly belonging to 
the Papal State, the South of the country to the Royal House of Bourbon, with smaller 
areas under still further rulers. But what can relate a treatise on instrumentation to a 
political situation such as that of Italy at the beginning of its process of national reuni-
fication? A bizarre question indeed, if one takes into account the tenuous relationship 
between the terms of the question.
 However, the preparation of a paper on the Italian version of Berlioz’s Grand 
Traité, to be presented at a meeting in Siena for the bicentennial of the composer’s 
birth (2003), first led me to suspect that artistic and musical reasons were less relevant 
to this publication than the political ideas of Giovanni Ricordi, namely his faithful-
ness to the ideals promoted by the most famous Italian patriot of the time, Giuseppe 
Mazzini (1805–72).7 Mazzini played a fundamental role as leader of the reunification 
of the separate Italian regions, a movement begun in the first decades of the nineteenth 
century, which led in 1848 to the First War of Independence and continued until the 
complete unification of the country in 1861 (the Papal State, with Rome as the capital, 
being added in 1871). Mazzini was not only the political guide of the Italian liberation 
movement, but also an ideologue and theorist of the unification. His personal credo—
to be evaluated within the context of the time—can be defined as a kind of idealism 
rather than individual egoism, a recognition of the public duties to which the free man 
is subject: life itself constitutes a mission, the homeland is a faith, an ideal in which 
the wills and needs of a people converge. These principles must forge the destiny of 
the nation and, in his opinion, must bring down foreign tyranny by creating a single, 
free, democratic, and republican Italian state. It must be added at this point that, in 
Mazzini’s vision, music should have a role in this great project, a role which could not 
be limited to an aesthetic or spectacular dimension, but rather to an educational and 
moral one, as music can support a population in the struggle for the uprising from a 
foreign domination. 
 Initially exiled to France, then to Switzerland, and finally to London, it was dur-
ing this period that Mazzini devoted himself to political and philosophical writings. 
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The latter include a small essay on musical aesthetics published in 1836, Filosofia 
della musica, bearing the Latin dedication ignoto numini (“to an unknown genius”), a 
“genius”—musician and composer, of course—of whom he specifies in this pamphlet 
all the desirable skills, among which is a profound interest in instrumentation.8 The 
following excerpt, one of the most eloquent from this point of view, gives an idea of 
Mazzini’s vision, according to which instrumentation should support the dramatic ac-
tion of the melodrama, then the most representative and the most widespread musical 
genre in Italy.

Why not use the instrumentation more frequently and with more care, to 
symbolize, in the accompaniments of each character, the tumult of affections, 
habits, instincts, material and moral tendencies that most often act on the 
soul, spur it to the will, and thus enter into the fulfillment of its destiny, into 
the final deliberations that will clarify the event represented?9

The diffusion in Italy of Berlioz’s book on instrumentation was presumably the result 
of Giovanni Ricordi’s endorsement of this political vision.10 These ideals inspired 
Ricordi to assign, among the huge output of his publishing house, a suitable space to 
texts on instrumentation.11

 That the Italian version of Berlioz’s treatise was also due to ideological and politi-
cal reasons must not, however, let one underestimate the fact that this publication 
was also aimed at the improvement of the instrumental skills of Italian orchestras. It 
represented the most up-to-date information one could then find on the subject, far 
in advance of Italian musical practice. One can only emphasize the gap between the 
content of this ground-breaking instruction book and the meager Italian works that 
predated it, the booklets of Francesco Mirecki (1824), Bonifacio Asioli (ca. 1832), 
Luigi Picchianti (1834), Giuseppe Pilotti (1836), and a few others.12 
 We have already remarked that until the 1830s (and even later, as Verdi’s youth-
ful operas also demonstrate), Italian composers confined themselves to a rather un-
imaginative use of orchestral instruments. From the early 1840s, however, operas by 
Meyerbeer also began to be staged in Italy, and they involved a stronger commitment 
from orchestral forces. They had also a seminal influence on Italian composers of the 
time, in particular the performances of Robert le diable (Florence 1840, as Roberto il 
diavolo), and Huguenots (Florence 1841, as Gli Ugonotti), followed by many others, 
with a gradual and impressive increase in the number of performances.13
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 The staging of these grand operas of Meyerbeer, at least initially, presented the 
personnel of Italian theaters with unprecedented tasks, putting a strain on all the 
musical components of the production, from soloists to choirs, from instrumentalists 
to conductors, from the impresario to technical crews. Alberto Mazzucato, translator 
of Berlioz’s treatise and a collaborator of the Gazzetta Musicale di Milano from its 
foundation in 1842,14 commented on the Milanese performances of Roberto il diavolo 
at the Carcano Theater (1844) and then at La Scala (1846), stressing the difficulties 
to which the entire forces were subjected.15

  Thus, even though Ricordi’s publication was underpinned by an ideological vi-
sion, it is nevertheless apparent that musical and practical reasons favored the release 
of such a monumental work, a reference book that would last for a long time, at least 
until the publication in 1912 of an enlarged edition by Ettore Panizza (see below).16

Alberto Mazzucato’s critical notes

We now focus on the section of Berlioz’s treatise dedicated to brass instruments, in 
which the most relevant differences between Italian and French musical practices are 
made apparent by the comments of Mazzucato. As a skilled performer and theorist 
himself, Mazzucato felt compelled to add remarks to the original text that favor the 
present understanding of contemporary Italian practices.

The Horn
The section of the treatise dedicated to brass instruments begins with the discussion of 
the horn, which is said to play in all keys, from high C to low Bf, with the exception 
of Fs, Df, and low Bn. Berlioz also mentions the key of low A, stating that it is obtain-
able by inserting a small crook in addition to that for Bf. Mazzucato’s first comment 
is that in Italy horns are not used in the tonality of high C.17 He further observes that 
the horn in Af is also not in use, but this key can be obtained by adding “the small 
crook” to the horn in Bf;18 in addition, since high C is not used, one cannot play high 
Bn.19 Research carried out on numerous Italian scores of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

Years Performances Cities Operas
1840–50 35 16 32 Robert le diable, 2 Huguenots,  

1 Il crociato in Egitto
1851–60 64 28 34 Robert le diable, 16 Le prophète, 12 Huguenots,  

1 Il crociato in Egitto, 1 Étoile du Nord
1861–70 95 28 33 Robert le diable, 22 Huguenots, 15 Africaine,  

14 Dinorah, 9 Le prophète, 1 Étoile du Nord
1871–80 90 35 29 Africaine, 18 Robert le diable, 16 Huguenots,  

14 Dinorah, 9 Le prophète, 2 Étoile du Nord
Table 1: Operas by Meyerbeer produced in Italy (1840–80).
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centuries confirms the assertion by Mazzucato, that indeed, horns in high C and Af are 
extremely rare in Italian scores of the time. Moreover, one cannot fail to mention the 
famous horn quartet that opens the second act of Verdi’s Don Carlos (1867), possibly 
depending on Berlioz’s recommendations regarding the use of four horns in unison, 
each one crooked in a different key (Figures 3 and 4). A tribute, as it may be, by an 
attentive reader of Berlioz, and all the more in a score expressly written for Paris.

 Regarding the (piston or rotary) valves, Berlioz endorses the use of the three-valve 
system, which offers the advantage of increasing the range of the low register of the 
instrument by three full tones: considering the low C as the starting note, the valves 
then allow the hornist to obtain BB, BBf, AA, AAf, GG, and FFs. Mazzucato, in turn, 
points out that these notes, though less clear and more difficult, can also be obtained 
by using the traditional hand-horn technique. It would have been preferable, he con-
tinues, to state that the valve mechanism makes the attack much safer and the pitch 
more audible.20 The entire passage thus reminds us of an enduring Italian tradition of 
producing the notes below the second harmonic by exploiting a peculiar lip-relaxation 
technique.

Figure 3: Hector Berlioz, Grande trattato, p. 17: example of the use of four horns in unison.
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The trumpet
In the footnote following the section of the treatise on the trumpet, Mazzucato writes that 

the chapter on the trumpet is not very useful to us because it deals with the 
natural trumpet, which has not been used in our orchestras for several years. 
Our musicians employ the so-called trombe a macchina [“machine” trumpets], 
instruments to which a mechanism is applied different from that of piston 
and rotary valves. It offers practically the same possibilities, namely that of 
also producing the entire chromatic scale with the trumpet.21 

Figure 4: Giuseppe Verdi, Don Carlos (1867), Act II, horn quartet.
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One may observe that, contrary to the modern generic meaning of the term a macchina 
(a comprehensive term for “valves”), in this instance the term macchina indicated the 
Viennese valve system, widely used in those days for the trumpet. As numerous Italian 
documents show, this device, in particular when applied to the trumpet, was considered 
a valid alternative to the piston or cylinder models, all three commonly produced in 
those days by contemporary makers (see Figure 5).
 Mazzucato also states that the valve trumpet was established in Italy at an early 
stage, which is confirmed by the fact that one of the earliest methods dedicated to the 
valve trumpet was published in Italy as early as 1835, the author being Giuseppe Araldi, 
first trumpet at La Scala Theater.22 Throughout the nineteenth century the trumpet 
was traditionally pitched in G or F (rarely Af, for wind bands) with a few crooks for 
lower keys, mostly Ef and D. From the 1860s, however, soloists and orchestral players 
increasingly used a hybrid model, a sort of cornet/trumpet pitched in Bf. Unabashedly 
called tromba (“trumpet”), this hybrid was replaced only after WWII by the modern 
French/American piston trumpet in the same key.23

Figure 5: Catalogo della fabbrica-strumenti musicali di Giuseppe Pelitti  
(Milan: Stab. Sonzogno, (1872), 10–11, offering trumpets with rotary, piston,  

and macchina/mécanique (i.e., Vienna or double-piston) valves.



27MEUCCI

 Mazzucato further remarks in the same footnote, “However, if the trumpets, 
through the aforementioned mechanism, gained in completing their scale, they also 
lost in the ease of ascending to the highest pitches. We add this warning to this chapter 
by Mr. Berlioz, in order to prevent readers from believing that our trumpet players can 
ascend as high as the author claims.”24

 Concerning the valves and their invention, it is worth mentioning a letter preserved 
in the archives of the Academy of Fine Arts in Paris,25 sent in 1840 by Gaspare Spontini 
to clarify the issue, for some Parisian makers claimed the discovery to be theirs. This 
enlightening document, quoted extensively in the Manuel général de musique militaire 
by Georges Kastner (1848, pp. 190–92), has never been fully reproduced, to my 
knowledge, in modern literature.26 The witness definitely assigns to Blühmel, instead 
of Stölzel, the invention of the valves. In fact, Spontini’s declaration, unlike that of 
other witnesses, is that of a neutral third party, not interested at all in assigning the 
primacy to one or the other of the two men. The composer, who also mentions the 
other person involved, bandmaster Wilhelm Wieprecht, to whom the invention of 
German piston valves is attributed, declared in a letter dated 6 April 1840, 

The inventor Stoelzel, whom you mentioned to me, has made all the ver-
bal and written statements that were necessary for me, as has the inventor 
Wieprecht, both musicians of the Royal Chapel, that they received the first 
information on pistons from the inventor Blühmel, of Silesia, about twenty-
five to twenty-six years ago.27

In the same section devoted to the valve trumpet, Berlioz also specifies that this sys-
tem did not deprive the instrument of the sound of the natural trumpet, and that the 
intonation of the valve model is fairly satisfactory, which is not the case with keyed 
trumpets, still used “in some Italian orchestras.” This assertion is confirmed by several 
sources, as for instance by the instruments made in Modena by Antonio Apparuti from 
around 1831 to 1849, or by other Italian builders until ca. 1850, in particular in the 
south of Italy.28 Further to this point, two famous keyed-trumpet players, the Gambati 
brothers from Rovigo, in the Veneto region, had brilliant careers in Italy and abroad, 
and whose first names, Antonio and Alessandro, have been recently uncovered.29 
 Then, Mazzucato continues, “We must repeat what was already stated at the begin-
ning of this chapter, namely that the piston, cylinder, and a macchina [Vienna valve] 
trumpets cannot ascend as high as natural trumpets. Our musicians struggle to exceed, 
regardless of the key in which the trumpet is pitched, treble g2 at concert pitch.”30 It is 
thus confirmed that the adoption of the valves actually led to a reduction in the range 
of the instrument, a decrease due, in all probability, to the fact that the mouthpiece 
of the valve model was usually markedly different from that typically adopted on the 
natural instruments. It was slightly deeper, in order to ease production with the valves 
of the missing notes in the harmonic series. 
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The piston cornet
On the piston cornet, a very popular instrument in Paris already at the beginning of the 
1840s, Mazzucato adds in the translated version, “This instrument has not been adopted 
in our orchestras as yet.”31 This is one of the main shortcomings of Italian orchestras 
of the time, as underlined by the same writer in the Gazzetta Musicale di Milano on 
the occasion of the Milanese premiere of Roberto il diavolo at Teatro Carcano in 1844.
 

The performance was better than had been prejudicially rumored; miles away, 
however, from what one might want, what it should be. Since, apart from the 
paucity of bow instruments which, in order to balance the wind-instruments, 
and those of metal in particular, which have such a continuous and important 
role in this score, should be triple in number (a lack, however, which the 
impresario could have at least partially filled in); apart from insufficient male 
and female voices; apart from the absence of some needed instruments, such 
as for example four kettledrums instead of two; apart from the suppression 
of the piston cornets, which was not the fault of the company because this 
instrument has not yet been adopted here; apart from all these things, there 
was still the absolute impossibility that an opera of this type could conveniently 
be performed in a theater of small-scale dimensions, such as the Carcano.32

An almost identical remark is found a few years later in the most distinguished Italian 
treatise on instrumentation, that by Antonio Tosoroni (1850): “This cornet has had 
very good results in France since its inception and it would be desirable for it to be 
introduced into our orchestras as it was in Paris at the Opera House.”33 Berlioz then 
compares the range of the cornet to that of the trumpet, stating that the latter can go 
slightly higher than the former, reaching sometimes the g2 and a2. Mazzucato promptly 
adds, “It should be noted that the author talks about natural trumpets here.”34

 One should also mention Berlioz’s criticism of the “biting, boasting, shaming” 
sound of the cornet, but also his appreciation of the instrument when properly em-
ployed, as in the aria “Mon fils, mon fils, ma tendresse assidue” in Roberto il diavolo 
by Meyerbeer. A comment may further be added on the cornet in the melodramas 
written by Donizetti specifically for Paris, in particular the solo piston cornet in the 
aria “Cercherò lontana terra” in Don Pasquale, and the two trumpets and two piston 
cornets in La favorite and Dom Sébastien.35

Trombones
Berlioz points out that, although there are three sizes of trombones, alto, tenor and 
bass (the soprano being only used in Germany), the alto trombone is rarely played in 
France and the bass trombone, almost never. A similar situation exists in Italy where, 
as Mazzucato remarks, only the tenor is used, so that pieces written for the alto often 
require the first trombonist to transpose the notes one octave lower.36 
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Figure 6a: Illustration from the Pelitti factory catalog (1873),
reproducing valve trombones only. Disegni della Fabbrica Strumenti  

Musicali di Giuseppe Pelitti (Milan: Tip. del Commercio, 1873).
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 The long chapter dedicated by Berlioz to the trombone refers almost exclusively 
to the slide model, forcing Mazzucato to point out that in Italy, players mainly use 
“machine” trombones, which he judges as follows: “In many of our orchestras we find 

Figure 6b: Illustration from the Pelitti factory catalog (1873),
reproducing valve trombones only.
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the so-called ‘machine’ trombones which, thanks to a particular mechanism, provide 
greater ease of execution, thus avoiding the lengthening and shortening of the instru-
ment’s slide and consequently the impractical movement of the arm.”37

 This observation by Mazzucato draws attention to the fact that the entire Italian 
orchestral repertoire of the second half of the nineteenth century and the first decades 
of the following one is meant for the valve trombone, slide models being completely 
absent from the country during the same period. For example, the 1873 catalog of 
Giuseppe Pelitti, the most renowned Italian brass instrument maker of the nineteenth 
century, does not offer a single model of slide trombone (see Figures 6a and 6b).
 The knowledge of this Italian uniqueness sheds light on some orchestral excerpts 
for the instrument. For example, the famous opening of Verdi’s Otello (1887) includes 
a melodic passage written on a chromatic scale that is particularly arduous on a slide 
trombone, but much less difficult on a valve instrument.
 While Berlioz then describes the French notation in three different clefs, each for 
one of the three sizes of the instrument, Mazzucato further observes that “In Italy the 
three trombones are usually written on a single line, in bass clef.”38 The translator also 
states that the compass employed by Italian instrumentalists is a few tones less than that 
reported by Berlioz: “To be honest, we must warn that in general the trombonists who 
play in our orchestras do not easily reach the highest notes of the range noted here by 
Berlioz. They barely ascend beyond g1.”39 While Berlioz regrets that the bass trombone 
is not used in Paris, Mazzucato simply adds concerning Italy, “And here also.”40

Bugle and flugelhorn
As regards the bugle, Mazzucato restates what he has previously declared in the sum-
mary of the book: 

We have already said41 that we do not know these instruments. After some 
research, [I believe that] they should not stray too far from the flugelhorns, 
although they have a rather disgusting sound quality, at least if we follow the 
unfavorable judgment of Berlioz. Besides, we cannot understand how the 
author can affirm, with regard to the keyed bugles, that they exist in some 
Italian orchestras. We really do not know where.42 

Probably the translator was unaware of the situation in southern Italy, where such 
instruments were sometimes used. Having attended several orchestral performances 
in Naples, Berlioz would have been aware of this.43 In addition, Mazzucato’s state-
ment about the possible similarity of the bugle to the flugelhorn (the latter properly 
called flicorno in Italian) confirms that the instrument was already familiar to him. 
It is somewhat surprising, however, that he did not know the contemporary Italian 
counterpart for the natural bugle, known as corno segnale.44
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Ophicleide and bombardone
In this section Berlioz clearly refers to the keyed ophicleide (mentioning, among other 
things, a key invented by Victor Caussinus), and as Mazzucato does not add any com-
ment, it may seem that this instrument was also common in Italian orchestras, and in 
Milan in particular, where the translator resided,45 though it is possible that Mazzucato 
loosely interpreted the term as referring to the valve ophicleide developed by the 
Viennese firm Uhlmann and later imitated by Apparuti of Modena, which promptly 
replaced the keyed model in Italy.46 Its competitor was another instrument first built in 
Vienna, the bombardone, a bass instrument also briefly mentioned by Berlioz, invented 
in 1833 by the maker Wenzel Riedl.47 Both types were soon adopted in Milan and in 
Lombardy, then under Austrian rule and thus influenced by Viennese customs, and 
it was one of these valve instruments that Verdi had in mind when writing a cimbasso 
part in his earliest operas, beginning with Oberto (1839).48

Figure 7: Valve ophicleide, Antonio Apparuti, 
Modena, 1841 (Modena, Musei civici, 

inv. SM.51).
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Bass tuba
Surprisingly, Mazzucato does not remark that this instrument was totally unknown in 
Italy, possibly because Berlioz also speaks of it as a rarity, even in France. In fact, the 
bass tuba became common in Italy only in the 1930s, after a long period of predomi-
nance of the “Verdi contrabass trombone,” invented in 1881 and quickly adopted as 
the undisputed bass of all brasses in Italy (see below).
 Mazzucato then concludes the chapter on brass instruments with the following 
comment:

Mr. Berlioz chose to stop dealing with brass instruments here. However, 
readers will agree that the treatise may appear therefore rather incomplete. 
But the author is not responsible for this, as many brass instruments were 
invented after the French publication of his work. Among the models 
recently devised, those of the Milanese Pelitti are remarkable.49 

Thus it might appear that the treatise of Berlioz had been published much earlier 
than it actually was, allowing enough time for new instruments to be introduced. As 
this was not the case, one should assume here only a homage to Giuseppe Pelitti Sr. 
(1811–65), a maker who was then making a dramatic contribution to the construction 
of the brass instruments in Italy.50

Russian bassoon
Two further cup-mouthpiece instruments, mostly made out of wood and only par-
tially of brass, remain to be mentioned. The serpent, even though by then completely 
abandoned, may have been known to Mazzucato, but of the basson russe (Russian bas-
soon), he surprisingly exclaimed, “We do not know this instrument.”51 Quite likely it 
was only this instrument’s French name that was unknown to him, because a similar 
instrument, with a body of wood but with a brass leadpipe and bell, was then still used 
in Italian bands under the name corno basso (“bass horn”), or more often, abbreviated 
as cimbasso, the oldest and the most fitting of all the many meanings associated with 
this term ever since (see below, under “Verdi” bass trombone). 
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The second edition (1912)
The reprint of the treatise in 1912 was divided into three volumes, the third being dedi-
cated to brass and percussion instruments. This edition reproduces exactly Mazzucato’s 
translation of 1846–48, with the addition of a new concluding section consisting of 
comments by the conductor and composer Ettore Panizza (1875–1967).52 Panizza’s 
comments relating to brass instruments appear below.  

Horn
We observe what current practice dictates, namely that in nearly all Italian 
orchestras chromatic horns in F have been adopted. With this instrument, 
the professional [hornist] reads and transposes every part written for horns 
in other keys.53

Figure 8: Cimbasso by P. Piana, Milan (ca. 1820). Vermillion, South Dakota,  
National Music Museum, inv. no. 01275.
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It may be of interest in this regard to remark on the lowest of the horn’s keys, that of 
low A, encountered, for example, in the horn quartet in Verdi’s Don Carlos (1867) (see 
Figure 4), and that of low Af, requested for the onstage solo “natural” horn in Act III 
of Falstaff (1893).54 It is likely that players promptly adopted the transposition,55 and 
later the valves in order to obtain these very low keys (whatever Verdi’s judgment may 
have been on this choice). The lower of these two keys, in addition, seems a peculiar-
ity of Italian scores, which is also documented in a few Italian horn method books.56

Bass Trumpet in Bf
The [use of the] bass trumpet that was introduced by Wagner in the instru-
mentation of his Ring cycle has undergone a modification in Italy. Wagner 
employed it in the keys of Ef, D, and C, writing an octave above the usual 
trumpet notation; in Italy, instead, it was introduced in the key of Bf. The 
reason for this modification is explained by practice: indeed, as there are 
no professionals who devote themselves solely to the bass trumpet, it is 
easily played in the key of Bf by a trombone player. For this reason, as the 
actual pitch of the bass trumpet is one octave lower than written notes, it 
is preferable that composers write the part of this instrument in tenor clef, 
as for the tenor trombone.57

Figure 9: Bass trumpets (nos. 172 and 172A) from the catalog of the Milanese firm  
of Antonio Bottali, 1915.
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“Verdi” bass trombone (in Bf)
Berlioz does not mention the contrabass trombone. Its pitch corresponds to 
the lower octave of the tenor trombone. In Italy, we owe to Giuseppe Verdi 
the introduction of a new instrument of this type, which took the name of 
the famous musician. It is the “Verdi” contrabass trombone in Bf. Its timbre 
is beautiful, soft, and homogeneous, especially in the middle of its compass. 
It is a non-transposing instrument: its musical notation is at concert pitch, 
that is to say that the written pitch corresponds to the note heard, although 
this instrument is in Bf. Verdi assigned it to very important parts in Otello 
and in Falstaff. Today these trombones have become very widespread in 
Italian orchestras, and almost all the parts for ophicleide or tuba are played 
by Verdi trombones.58

Figure 10: Verdi contrabass trombone (No. 41, with rotary valves), from the catalog of the 
Milanese firm of Antonio Bottali, ca. 1900. Courtesy of Francesco Carreras, Pisa.
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While referring to my study on the cimbasso (see n. 48), I would remark that the Verdi 
contrabass trombone, invented in 1881, effectively supplied the lowest voice of the 
brass family until the 1930s in most Italian orchestras. After a hiatus of forty years in 
favor of the bass tuba, this model has been revived under the inappropriate name of 
cimbasso, whereas it should be called “Verdi trombone.” Only the rotary-valve contra-
bass trombone, not the piston model, is called “trombone Verdi,” in both the catalogs 
by Ferdinando Roth (ca. 1896) and by Antonio Bottali (ca. 1900), as well as in that 
of his sons and heirs Amedeo and Mario Bottali, ca. 1915. Finally, note that although 
this instrument is frequently termed a “bass” (even by Verdi himself ), its original fea-
tures are those of a contrabass in Bf, and not in F, as is nowadays usually maintained.

(Wagner) tuba
According to Panizza, “The purpose of this new type of instrument is to bring together 
in a single timbre that of the different types of horns, trumpets and trombones.… 
In Italy, however, these tubas are generally replaced by other band instruments, such 
as alto saxhorns, baritones, etc.”59 Evidently Italian orchestras at the threshold of the 
twentieth century did not use two pairs of instruments of this type but replaced them 
with other brass instruments. However, it should be mentioned here that today’s 
Wagner tubas (mostly made by Alexander, or after that model) were totally foreign to 
Wagner, as the shape so common today was devised long after his lifetime, as noted 
by William Melton.60

Saxhorns
The section added by Panizza ends with the presentation of the complete family of 
saxhorns, reporting their respective pitches and ranges. The choice of this term is 
somewhat surprising, however, as throughout the peninsula these instruments were 
called almost exclusively flicorni, even though the French name was also known. It is 
likely that the international background of Ettore Panizza (Buenos Aires 1875–Milan 
1967) as well as his experience abroad as a conductor led him to prefer this widely 
used name to the one most commonly used in Italy.61 

Brief conclusions

Setting aside the political reasons behind the publication of the Italian version of Berlioz’ 
treatise on instrumentation, the Italian situation described in Mazzucato’s annotations 
appears dramatically different from that observed in other European countries. This 
may also turn out to be of some interest to “historically informed” performances of 
the Italian operatic repertoire of the nineteenth century.
 Italian orchestral horn players were of course well-trained in the technique of 
hand-stopping. Some of them, however, promptly adopted the valve horn, and the 
foremost Florentine player Antonio Tosoroni was among them. He preferred a valve 
horn devised for him by Riedl of Vienna, a long-lasting model with fixed leadpipe, 
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three rotary valves, and slide crooks for the keys of G, F, E, and Ef, also illustrated in 
his Metodo per Corno a 3 pistoni of 1846 (“pistons” to be understood as valves). This 
model, still produced at the beginning of the twentieth century, made it impossible 
for the player to place his hand in the bell, since the valve block, operated by the right 
hand, is located close to the bell. This also makes it impossible to play stopped notes, 
which implies a clearer and less muffled tone as a general preference of the horn spe-
cialists, an enduring tradition in the Italian horn-playing practice. 
 Another peculiarity of the principal Italian orchestras was the early adoption of 

valve trumpets and the parallel ignorance of the piston cornets, a crucial difference 
in comparison with the Parisian orchestras described by Berlioz. A spring-off of the 
situation was the emergence, in the last quarter of the century, of a Bf trumpet shar-
ing some features of the cornet (a sort of “tromba-cornetta”), which was used in Italy 
thenceforth, and also gave way to a homonym usage of the two terms.
 As for the trombone, the constant and exclusive use of the valve instrument should 
be stressed, the slide instrument being recovered only in the post-WWI period. The 
trombone contrabbasso Verdi was in turn a BBf trombone with front bell and (at least 
at the beginning) rotary valves. Today resumed with the doubtful name of cimbasso 
(a term which should be reserved for the wooden bass-horn) and frequently pitched 
in F instead of BBf, this model is a mixture of modern and previous traditions, a con-
tradiction not infrequently encountered in the so-called period instrument movement 
of our times.

Figure 11: Riedl horn, from Antonio Tosoroni’s Metodo per il corno di tre pistoni (1846). 
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