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Making woodwind instruments: 1- Introduction 

 
  No manuals on making woodwind instruments exist from the 18th century or earlier. 
There are some pictures of workshops which give us some insight in the way how our 
ancestors made their instruments. 

 

 

This picture of a woodwind maker by Johann Christoph Weigel from his Musicalisches 
Theatrum (about 1720, Neuremberg) shows an interesting variety of woodwind 
instruments and tools, including a work bench with a clamp and some parts of a treadle 
lathe. In making copies of historical instruments, it is good to understand how they were 
originally made. It is an interesting approach for us to work in the same way as was done 
in the 17th or 18th century. A few modern instrument makers indeed do so, at least for 
some aspects of production. Maybe such an approach slows down the processes of 
making, but may mean that the chance of making errors is smaller - and it has also the 
advantage that you can do the work more cheaply. 
 





 
 

Do not think that the tools and engines from the past were always simple things. See for 
instance the picture above of a lathe in the Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des 
sciences, des arts et des métiers (Encyclopaedia, or a Systematic Dictionary of the Sciences, 
Arts, and Crafts), the first general encyclopedia by Denis Diderot and co-edited by Jean le 
Rond d'Alembert, published in France between 1751 and 1772 (with later supplements, revised 
editions, and translations). It was possible (but still not easy, I suppose) to turn several sizes of 
screw threads on this lathe, for instance. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This is from the book Manuel de Tourneur by Hamelin-Bergeron (1816): the left part of 
plate XI about making flutes, with (Fig. 4) an interesting device for measuring bore 
diameters. Fig. 17 shows a reamer (with cross section on the right) for a piccolo flute. 



These old books contain interesting bits of information for the person interested in 
traditional techniques, but are no real manuals on instrument making. No woodwind 
makers from the past wrote down their knowledge, but it is a pity that modern makers are 
also very reluctant to pass on information in a systematic and comprehensive way. There 
are some books about making musical instruments. The amateur wind instrument maker 
by Trevor Robinson (1981, University of Massachusetts Press, 240 p.) gives basic 
information about a variety of wind instruments (with mainly rather simplified drawings of 
them).  The Recorder, a Basic Workshop Manual (second edition published in 2009 by 
Dolce Edition) is by Adrian Brown, a professional recorder maker, is at 47 pages rather 
concise and does not deal not with important aspects such as tools for recorder 
manufacturing. Of course, many articles have been published in the last decade about 
various aspects of woodwind making, not least in the FoMRHI Quarterlies. It is good to 
have the search engine (http://www.fomrhi.org/pages/pdf-search) on internet. For instance: 
type the word ‘reamer’ in the search box and a list of articles appears where in the title that 
word occurs. But not all articles have the most appropriate titles and while a Google search 
may help here, it is hard to get a good overview of what there is or what you want to know. 
And that is just what I hope to present in this series of articles: an overview of the most 
important aspects of making woodwind instruments. I write these articles not because I 
think that I know all secrets of the trade, and certainly not because I believe that I make 
better instruments than other people. But I have had the privilege of seeing and 
investigating (and also playing) in my life many fine historical instruments, combined with 
contacts with professional players, craftsmen and participants on my courses. It gives me 
some satisfaction to pass on what I have seen and learned in the course of the years. Nota 
bene: that information is not - or not only - about how you can apply all kind of tricks in 
the field of making woodwinds; it is much more important is to show you what I believe is 
a good attitude to make good or interesting instruments. 

My advice (and philosophy): 
- keep it simple, it is possible (and as a start even advisable) making woodwind 
instruments with relatively cheap tools and machines; 
- in the beginning, you will discover that quite a lot of time goes in finding (or better: 
making yourself) the tools and learning how to use and keep them in good order; 
- have an investigative mind: reading articles, measuring old and new instruments; 
- do not start woodwind making with the idea of becoming rich in a short time; 
- you can learn a lot by repairing instruments and it is also good to do experiments 
(with materials, new types of tools, scaling instruments to a different pitch, etc.); 
- ask better musicians than you are yourself for advice, but keep in mind that they 
have often their prejudices and restrictions - over 30 years I have met only a very 
few people who played really well on my instruments. 

A preliminary order of articles in this series is as follows: 
- measuring instruments (measurement tools, interpreting drawings); 
- basic acoustics for woodwind instruments; 
- basic information about woods for the instruments;
- the search for information about historic instruments: literature, drawings; - 
setting up a workshop (also: safety in the workshop!); 
- working with old techniques, making a treadle lathe; 
- basic techniques: drilling and turning, making your own reamers; 
- making flutes (traversos): from simple instruments to copies of masterpieces; 
- the same for recorders and reed instruments. 

http://www.fomrhi.org/pages/pdf-search

	FoMRHI Comm. 2030       Jan Bouterse



