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Preface 

Jede Gegenwart muss sich immer wieder fragen: Wieviel 
Vergangenheit sie braucht auf dem Weg in die Zukunft.1 

 
Bruno Flierl 

 
Around the time of World War I, Ghentian horn player Charles Heylbroeck cut an 

acoustic recording of two short melodic pieces for horn. When I discovered this 
hauntingly beautiful time capsule around fifteen years ago, it intrigued me as much for 
its historical value as for its outrageous artistic extravagancy. The seemingly improbable 
link between this record and my own artistic identity as a Ghent-trained horn player was 
the starting point of my artistic exploration of the Ghentian horn legacy. 

 
At age 43, I have been working at the center of the Historical Informed Practice (HIP) 
movement, performing music of the past on “period” instruments. I have tried to enhance 
the future, passing on a passion for music through the horn to students, audiences and 
peers for most of the past twenty years. From my threefold perspective of performer, 
educator and researcher a particular multifocal research methodology has developed, 
providing a profound insight into artistic practices of past and present, directly 
transferable into my own artistic and educational practices. 
The experience also taught me ‘the hard way’ that a seemingly small research domain 
could generate an ever-continuous number of new research questions, projects and 
interest fields.  
 

 
 

1 ‘every present should ask itself how much of the past it needs on the trail to the future.’ Bruno Flierl (1927) was 
one of the most important architects of the German Democratic Republic, who expressed with this quote his 
opinion on the large-scale demolition of GDR buildings after the Wende. See: Kirchhoff, Jörg. Press Release: 
Palastportrait: DDR-Sonderbauten Fotografisch Eindrucksvoll Dokumentiert. Universität der Künste Berlin, 
August 3, 2002. Retrieved on 10 November 2019 on https://idw-online.de/en/news45367. 
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I strongly believe artistic research to be a quintessentially multidisciplinary matter, and 
the work I present here is no exception to this. The scope of this thesis might seem purely 
historical, or in large intention linked to modern-day Historically Informed Performance 
(HIP). I have explicitly merged this ‘museal information’ into a broader and practice-
based framework that is useable for future wide-focus artistic research.  
In the span of the Brave Belgians-project, the focus of this study moved from a historical-
artistic case study into a multifocal horizon merger,2 assimilating past and present, 
exploring the loop between players, their instruments, repertoire, educational methods 
and artistic impact in past, present and future.  

 
This contribution to the general knowledge of horn playing during the romantic era is 

not intended to change or reject any finding of canonic musicological literature. It is 
mostly conceived as an additional reflection on the art of music and its link with history, 
on the intriguing artistry of people that have shaped horn playing worldwide, as a case-
study of an artistic microsystem that never was subject to any comprehensive study.   
But can profound knowledge of past traditions be a resource for modern-day artistic 
development? The fact is that we know surprisingly little about local playing traditions 
of the past, let alone their true typological connection with performers of today.  
 
The artistic rediscovery of the world of the Ghent horn players, of which you will read a 
report in this thesis, evolved to some extent as an identitarian quest. 
The work presented here might be the ending point of my past five years as a doctoral 
fellow at Royal Ghent Conservatory and Ghent University. However, the varied output of 
this Brave Belgians project that serves as an extensive supplement to this dissertation in 
not intended as a way to preserve the past for present or future. It merely shapes an 
artistic testimonial of a man driven by true passion, the power of a deep interest in people 
and their achievements, and a tribute to true artistry. 
 
In the end, the music talks.  
 
Jeroen Billiet, January 2021

 
 

2 Gadamer, Hans-Georg. ‘Truth and method. Part 1.’ London: Continuum International Publishing Group, 1975. 
When discussing language, Gadamer argues that we are influenced by our own historical and cultural 
frameworks, and that interpreters of texts must find the way to articulate historical information from their own 
background. The same idea could be applied to other texts, including musical ones which, like their literary 
counterparts, require an assimilation of the past and the present. 
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Abstract (NL) 

‘Brave Belgians of the Belle Époque’ is een artistieke case-studie, die het paradigma van 
een bloeiende Gentse hoorntraditie in de late negentiende en vroege twintigste eeuw 
ontrafelt.  

Omstreeks 1870 onderging het hoornspelen in België een drastische stilistische 
ommezwaai. De vroegere vrolijke en elegant versierde speelstijl die ontwikkeld was onder 
eminente musici als Martin-Joseph Mengal (1784-1851) en Jean-Désirée Artôt (1803-1887) 
transformeerde plots tot een uitgesproken lyrisch-poëtisch idioom met een klemtoon op 
transparantie, eenvoud en toegankelijkheid. Een sterke generatie spelers, opgeleid met 
en bijgestaan door de artistieke-educatieve ideeën van conservatoriumdirecteurs 
François-Auguste Gevaert (1828-1908) en Adolphe Samuel (1824-1898) ontwikkelden een 
hoornschool die functionele techniciteit in dienst stelde van vrije artistieke expressie. 
Vanaf het einde van de Negentiende eeuw centraliseerde het zwaartepunt van deze 
traditie zich in de hoornklassen van Jean Deprez (1840-1902), Charles Heylbroeck (1872-
1945) en Maurice Van Bocxstaele (1897-1974) aan het Koninklijk Conservatorium te Gent.  
Deze hoornschool ontwikkelde een specifieke educatieve methodiek en zou componisten 
inspireren tot het schrijven van een bijzonder educatief repertoire waarin ‘verbale’ 
expressie van primair belang was. Ze had een duidelijke impact op de kunst van het 
hoornspelen wereldwijd, door een diaspora van migrerende hoornisten die door hun 
tijdgenoten vaak met de bijnaam ‘dappere Belgen’ (‘brave Belgians’) bedacht werden. Hun 
levensverhalen en verwezenlijkingen illustreren als geen ander de wisselwerking tussen 
de muzikale, educatieve, sociale, organologische en algemeen-artistieke ontwikkelingen 
die België te beurt vielen tijdens de Belle Époque. 
 
Analyse van een omvangrijke tijdscapsule van gerelateerde instrumenten, partituren, en 
archiefstukken leidde tot een herontdekking van het universum van deze ‘verloren’ 
traditie. De bevindingen werden in de context en het perspectief van een hedendaagse 
uitvoerder geplaatst en resulteerden in een praktijkgericht denkkader dat tools aanreikt 
voor reflectie over muzikale uitvoering en -perceptie, artistieke identiteit en de opleiding 
van musici in verleden, heden en toekomst. 
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Abstract (ENG) 
 
‘Brave Belgians of the Belle Époque’ is an artistic case study that unravels the paradigm 

of a flourishing legacy of horn playing in Ghent at the end of the nineteenth and the 
beginning of the twentieth centuries.  

 
In around 1870 Belgian horn playing undertook a drastic stylistic volte-face. The earlier 
joyful and elegantly ornamented manner instigated by such eminent musicians as 
Martin-Joseph Mengal (1784-1851) and Jean-Désirée Artôt (1803-1887) suddenly changed 
into a highly lyrical and poetic musical language with an emphasis on transparency, 
simplicity, and accessibility. A strong generation of horn players trained, aided and 
abetted by the artistic and institutional achievements of François-Auguste Gevaert (1828-
1908) and Adolphe Samuel (1824-1898) developed a horn school that emphasized 
functional technical proficiency in the service of free artistic expression.  
From the end of the nineteenth century onwards, the center of gravity of this tradition 
was located in the horn studios of Jean Deprez (1840-1902), Charles Heylbroeck (1872-
1945), and Maurice Van Bocxstaele (1897-1974) at the Royal Ghent Conservatory. This 
training line developed a particular educational methodology and inspired composers to 
create a highly evocative repertoire in which verbal-style expression was of primary 
importance. This had a notable impact on horn playing worldwide through a diaspora of 
émigré players, commonly nicknamed ‘brave Belgians’ by their contemporaries. Their life 
stories and achievements are exemplary of the relation between musical, educational, 
social, organological and artistic developments that emerged in Belgium during the Belle 
Epoque era. 

 
The rediscovery of this lost legacy was enabled by analysis of a comprehensive time 

capsule of related archival findings, historical instruments and repertoire. Findings were 
contextualized from the perspective of a modern-day performer, creating a practice-
based framework that reflects musical performance and perception, artistic identity and 
the education of musicians, past, present and future. 
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Introduction 

Belgium developed a thriving brass playing tradition during the 19th and early 20th 
century. Besides the Royal Brussels Conservatory, with such eminent teachers as Jean-
Désiré Artot, Jean-Hippolyte Duhem, Henri Séha, Henri-Louis Merck and Théophile 
Goeyens, two other schools had an important share in the development of brass and wind 
instrument training: the Liège and Ghent Conservatories.  

 
Inspired by their visionary directors, brass teachers at these institutions acquired a high 
level of playing and trained some of the leading international brass players of the 
romantic era. The horn class that emerged at the Ghent conservatory is a fine example in 
this context. Players from this institute obtained important positions worldwide during 
the romantic period and inspired many composers to write a substantial and highly 
particular Ghentian repertoire. Their preference for horns of the Brussels-based 
manufacturer Ferdinand Van Cauwelaert is a vital element of this artistic legacy. 

 
Julius Caesar's backhanded compliment from De bello gallico might never have been used 
more ironically than in a letter written in 1924 by British musicologist Walter Fielding 
Holloway Blandford. Commenting on the capacities of Raymond Meert, the Belgian 
principal horn of the Hallé Orchestra in Manchester at the time, he wrote:  

‘The first horn is one Meert, a Belgian—quite good and with a fine command of the 
high register, though like other braves Belges he is overfond of the B-flat alto 
crook.’1  

By “Brave Belgians”, Blandford referred to the well-trained musicians that graduated 
from the Royal Conservatories of Brussels, Liège, and Ghent in the Belle Époque era (1870–
1914) and spread to the musical scenes of France, England and the United States.2 The 

 
 

1 Letter of W.H.F. Blandford to R. Morley Pegge of 29/11/1924 in Blandford/Morley-Pegge Correspondence. 

Oxford: Oxford University, Faculty of Music/Bate Collection (by courtesy of John Humphries). Raymond Meert 
(Ghent, 1884–Pwheli [UK] 1967) graduated with honors from Charles Heylbroeck’s class at the Royal Ghent 
Conservatory in 1903.  
2 The Belle Époque (literally, “Beautiful Era”) was a time of general improvement—cultural, social, and 
scientific—between 1870 and 1914. The high level of artistic migration to other countries was a result of the 
large output of highly skilled workers from the Belgian musical education system in combination with poor 
domestic working conditions. 



 

28 

playing skills of these Belgian-trained players apparently made them stand out from their 
contemporaries. They have undoubtedly influenced the generations after them through 
their performances as well as their teaching practices.  

Intriguingly, some of the most influential horn players of the Belle Époque Era seem to 
have been trained at the Royal Ghent Conservatory. Philip Farkas (1914-1992), by far the 
most important horn pedagogue of the second half of the twentieth century, cited his 
Ghent-trained teacher Louis-Victor Dufrasne (1878-1941) as ‘the single biggest influence 
in his life’.3 Ghent-related compositions such as Joseph Ryelandt’s Sonate in E opus 18 
(1897), Jane Vignery’s Sonata opus 17 (1942), Prosper Van Eechautte’s Night Poem (1938) and 
Robert Herberigs’ Cyrano de Bergerac (1912) have become seminal works for horn players 
worldwide. Even today, a majority of Belgian and many international professional horn 
players are trained by teachers that have their educational roots in this Ghentian 
pedigree. 

In a broader context, the Belle Époque can be regarded as the final transition era of the 
natural horn towards the modern valve horn, and —more importantly— of the romantic 
into the modern performance style.4 By the end of the nineteenth century the natural 
horn entirely disappeared as an orchestral instrument in favor of the (crooked) valve 
horn and —from 1893 onwards— the ‘modern’ double horn,5 resulting in massive changes 
in repertoire choice and sound texture, but also in educational methods. As will be made 
clear in the following chapters, the Ghentian reaction to these events was particular and 
exemplary for the framework in which artistic practices occurred. 
This artistic doctoral research highlights the small but essential contribution of the 
flourishing Ghentian Belle Epoque horn school to the evolution of horn playing in the 
broader paradigm of today’s performance practice. 
  

 
 

3 Fako, Nancy. Philip Farkas and His Horn, a Happy, Worthwile Life. Elmhurst, Il: Crescent Park Music Publications, 
1998, 12. 
4 Haynes (2007: 32-47) 
5 Humphries (2000: 34-5) 
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Perspective 

Research into instrumental ‘traditions’ is often limited to the indexing of historical, 
biographical, or even anecdotal evidence.6 The present study does not intend merely to 
document a ‘player legacy’ of once-famous performers, the development of playing 
practices and instrumental design, nor to perform canonic works primarily in the context 
of historically informed performance practice. Although all of these fields are of foremost 
relevance in the context of classical music research, artistic legacies can be regarded as 
complex microsystems in which a large number of factors interacted.  

 
The current study uses a research model with three artistic interactors: 
 

• The performer — in this study: the Ghentian horn player,  
• music —represented by the composer/creator of music or his/her heritage in 

the shape of scores, writings and recordings,  
• musical instruments —represented by the instrument manufacturer  

 

 
Figure 1-2 ‘perspective of the performer’: a model for artistic interaction. 

 
 

6 Note that musicology traditionally focuses on the artistic developments instructed by composers, organology 
on those instructed by instrument builders. ‘Everyday’ performers —as horn players in the romantic era— are 
rarely well documented. 
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In the romantic idiom, all three interactors are essential for the accomplishment of the 
playing process. The instrument builder uses his art and craftmanship to conceive a voice 
for the performer. The performer will order an instrument that complies with his/her 
artistic ideas and desired expression style. The romantic composer creates repertoire as 
an expression of his/her musical ideas, often inspired by the individual art of a particular 
performer. As this thesis is intended primarily as an artistic study, the perspective that is 
presented here is that of the performer as a driving force behind artistic development, 
supported by the instrument builder and inspired by the composer. 

Research Goals and -Questions 

The aim of this study is to contextualize, perform and immerse:  
 
• to provide a historical study that defines and explores the loop between players, 

instruments and their preferred repertoire in the Ghent horn tradition.  
• to define the stylistic performing identity of the repertoire used in the Ghentian 

horn class during the Belle Époque era, leading to recommendations for 
performance of romantic horn repertoire from both a historical and 
contemporary performance perspective. 

• to discuss the effect of educational policies, social conditions, cultural context, 
important non-horn playing influencers on the players of the Ghent legacy, and 
the evolution of artistic and educational ideas in the Ghent horn studios of Jean 
Deprez, Charles Heylbroeck and Maurice Van Bocxstaele .  

• to clarify the loop between instrumental preference in the artistic processes of 
the Ghent horn class from a performer’s point of view. 

• to reflect on the importance, and possible revaluation of repertoire written for 
Ghentian performers and on the use of ‘historical tradition’ in a general musical 
context. 

• to present a research model that is applicable to future artistic research in (local 
and national) instrumental traditions. 

• to enhance the understanding of the educational system of the Belle Époque era 
and its common practices in the Belgian context. 

• to enhance and widen understanding of artistic practices in the current global 
horn playing world. 

 
This multitude of initial research goals called for a series of interconnected research 
questions that could only be answered by the use of a wide variety of sources, and through 
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a dedicated methodology. Both will be explained in the next paragraphs and are discussed 
in more detail in the relevant chapters of the dissertation corpus. 
 
What follows is a number of ‘departure questions’, issued from my own playing practice 
of the past twenty-five years. They served as a spine of the four chapters of this study. 

 
Historical background: 
 

What were the achievements and importance of players and educators trained 
in the Ghent horn class during the romantic era? (biographical) 
 
What was the political, social, educational and artistic background in which the 
Ghent horn tradition was shaped? (contextual) 
 
What made the Ghentian situation particular compared to other training 
centers? (peculiarity) 

 
Playing Practice: 

 
What stylistic considerations apply when performing Ghentian romantic solo 
repertoire on the horn?  
 
What information can be provided by practice on historical instruments?  
 
How does instrumental and stylistic preference influence instrumental 
technique, and what are the consequences for the performance of romantic 
solo- and orchestral repertoire?  

 
Is the repertoire written under the Ghentian influence relevant to today’s 
performance or educational practice? 

 
How does the historical context of the Belle Époque Ghent horn school relate to 
my own artistic identity?  

 
Education: 
 

What was the influence of the educational system on the creation, development 
and maintenance of a particular playing style? 
 
What were the incentives that led to an effective educational system for the 
horn classes of Ghent Conservatory and how did it integrate with the artistic 
world of its day?  
 
What do we know about educational practices of the Belle Époque era, and what 
can we learn from them today?   
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Musical Instruments: 
 

What was the reason for the preference of Ghentian players for the horns of the 
Brussels manufacturer Van Cauwelaert, and how do the playing characteristics 
of these instruments relate to repertoire, educational context and development 
of playing style? 

 
What is the artistic value of these instruments and what technical requirements 
need to be added to master their pecularities?  
 

Meta-questions: Tradition & Legacy: 
 

Is the term ‘playing school’ appropriate, and if so, what defines the Ghentian 
school? 

 
How much of this history-based information is needed for current-day and 
future performance of Ghentian Romantic repertoire, and for the performance 
of seminal romantic horn works in general? 

 

Limitations 

The timeframe of the Belle Époque era —roughly 1870-1914— is the central point of 
focus, however it is not intended as an explicit limitation. Traditions, educational 
methods, instrumental use and repertoire choice were slowly evolving processes, and this 
was surely so in the Ghentian school. To fully understand this build-up, it was necessary 
to include events in the connecting ‘historical’ timeframes: the startup of Ghent 
Conservatory in 1835 up to the takeover by the Liège horn school in 1872, and from World 
War I up to the end of the professorship of Maurice Van Bocxstaele in 1962. Assimilation 
of the retrieved historical information from the perspective of a modern-day performer 
will be discussed in detail in chapter four. 
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Sources 

In the course of this multidisciplinary research project, a wide variety of sources was 
used. The importance of the Ghentian horn legacy was already discussed concisely in my 
postgraduate thesis 200 Years of Belgian Horn School.7 This text comprised a concise 
historical overview, fragmentary curricula of a selected number of players and a catalog 
of works based on information retrieved during a preliminary survey of the Ghent 
Conservatory archives in 2003.  
 

Seven types of sources have been used for the completion of this study: 
 

published historical sources 
published contemporary sources 
archival documents  
musical scores 
(playing practice on, and technical analysis of) musical instruments  
anecdotic/oral evidence 
historical and contemporary recordings by key performers 
a variety of artistic output produced during the research project 

 
Details and accountability for the use of these sources are given in the methodology 

sections below and in the different chapters of this dissertation. I will limit this section to 
a brief overview of these six source categories while explaining their purpose in the 
research process.  

Published historical sources 

Only a limited number of written sources explore local playing traditions, and those 
that exist seldom treat the subject in a multidisciplinary and practice-based artistic 
context.  

 
Existing published historical evidence on this particular episode in horn history is scarce, 
and a large amount of work was put into the retrieval of information from historical 
publications. Of particular use were Charles Bergmans’s monumental Le Conservatoire 
Royal de Gand (1901), Adolphe Samuel’s La Musique en Belgique (1880) as well as his highly 
revealing tribune L’Art libre et l’enseignement de la musique (1893), as they contained 
valuable information on the evolution of musical education in late-nineteenth century 

 
 

7 Billiet (2008: 40-53) 



 

34 

Belgium and in Ghent in particular. François-Auguste Gevaert’s Nouveau traité 
d’instrumentation provided a significant context on the instrument’s playing idiom and 
technique. Also, the yearly Programme des concours and Distribution des prix, i.e. the 
‘graduation yearbooks’ of the Ghent Conservatory and concert programs of orchestras 
employing Ghentian players found during field and archival research at numerous places 
in Europe were obvious starting points to retrieve information on performer’s 
movements, professional accomplishments and repertoire focus. Concert reports and -
announcements, exam reports, obituaries and contextual information found in historical 
press articles proved to be of particular interest, particularly those found in locally-issued 
newspapers as La Flandre Libérale and Le Journal de Gand, as well as in specialized musical 
newspapers as Le Guide Musical (Brussels) and Le Ménestrel (France).8 Concert reviews in 
foreign newspapers reporting on performances of migrated Ghentian players have 
contributed towards the creation of a solid contextual framework.  
 

Published contemporary sources 

A large number of recent publications bear on the subject of this research project. 
Publications on performance of romantic music that were consulted include various 
writings by scholars as Bruce Haynes (2007), Clive Brown (2008), George Kennaway (2011), 
David Milsom (2003) and Emily Worthington (2013). Publications by John Humphries 
(2000), Anneke Scott (2019) or Richard Seraphinoff and Linda Dempf (2016) served for the 
understanding of the broader framework of horn playing practices in the romantic era, 
as were journals series as the Historic Brass Society Journal, the Revue Musicologue Belge and 
the Horn Call. Recent studies tackling other local instrumental playing traditions include 
those of Kurt Bertels (2020) exploring the emergence of Saxophone playing and education 
at the Brussels Royal Conservatory and of Kathryn Bridwell-Briner (2014) who discusses 
the roots of horn playing in early America. Various other publications helped broaden my 
view on instrument building, particularly those by De Keyser (1995), Ver Eecke (2016), 
Myers (2004) and Grenot (2016).  

 
Many of the above stated authors have also contributed to this study as peers, whose 
input proved to be essential for the completion of this work. 

 
 

8 A large number of press titles were published in Ghent during the Belle Époque period. Belgian press was in 
those days largely based on denominational segregation between three major groups in society: catholic, liberal 
and socialist.  
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Archival documents 

Horn players have never been at the centre of public attention, hence their under-
representation in published musical histories and encyclopedic works. As a result, 
archival research was crucial for documentation of the Ghent horn legacy. 

 
The Royal Ghent Conservatory possesses exceptionally well-preserved archives that were 
of crucial importance to this research project. Besides these, several other archives have 
intensively been consulted, as was the case for those of the Brussels (aB-Bc) and Liège (aB-
Lc) conservatories as well as the Ghent city archive (B-Gar). Less obvious, although 
extremely rewarding, were surveys of the historical funds of orchestras in the city 
archives of Pau, Rouen, Angers and Boulogne-sur-Mer in France, Glasgow and Manchester 
in the United Kingdom and the Washington Archive of Music and Musicians in the United 
States. Private archives, such as those of the Heylbroeck family in Ghent and the Meert 
family in Manchester (UK) gave more background information on the life and work of 
distinguished players of the past.  

 
Sources issued from archival research brought a wide variety of information on several 
topics handled in this study: 
 

• Enrollment registers and tokens 
• Employment files and payment lists 
• Information on the organization of concerts and section lists 
• Letters, correspondence 
• (in some cases): Pictures 
• Exam reports 
• Invoices for the purchase of musical instruments 
• Documents related to course organization 
• Miscellaneous documents 

 
A more comprehensive overview of archival sources used for the biographical 
information is contained in the Appendix pp 9-17.  

Music Scores 

A surprisingly large canon of pieces was written for Ghentian horn players. Reflection on, 
and possible re-evaluation of these works was one of the aims of this study, as the practice 
of this music in both a historical as a contemporary context enhances the understanding 
of stylistic and technical development in the Ghentian school. A complete list of 
repertoire pieces that were used as a source for this study can be found at the back of this 
dissertation. 
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Many of the original manuscripts could be retrieved from Belgian Conservatory libraries 
of Ghent, Brussels, Liège and Antwerp or in private music collections as the Dubois and 
De Koninck music collections.9 A majority of these works had never been published or had 
fallen into oblivion. A substantial number of these works have been subject of a new 
critical edition published at Golden River Music Editions in 2019 and are part of the output 
of this research project.10  

Musical Instruments 

The Royal Ghent Conservatory has preserved a total of seven historical valve horns 
acquired between 1851 and 1939 for the use of the Ghent Conservatory horn classes of 
Norbert Herteleer, Jean Deprez, Charles Heylbroeck, and Maurice Van Bocxstaele. Six out 
of seven instruments were produced by the Van Cauwelaert workshop in Brussels. The 
usage of these horns is documented by a large number of original invoices, notices of 
repairs, correspondence with teachers and manufacturers, reports, inventories, registers 
of use and much more, all preserved in an extraordinary condition in the school's 
comprehensive archives.  
Researching this time capsule revealed a highly detailed insight in brass instrument use 
during the romantic period. The combination of a ‘full service history’ for brass 
instruments with surviving specimen from the original collection makes a unique 
resource for scholars aiming to link everyday instrumental practice with manufacture, 
repertoire and pedagogy.  

The exploration of this unique collection also provided an essential source of information 
for the exploration of particular playing techniques and musical esthetics. These 
instruments could help us to provide more contextual information on this transitional 
era between natural and valve horn from both an artistic and an organological point of 
view.  

Besides the seven horns from the Ghent collection, a total of eleven other reference horns 
with construction years ranging from 1825 up to 2015 have been used in the artistic trials 
described in chapters III and IV. 

 
 

9 The music collections of Henri Dubois and Pieter De Coninck are currently in the posession of the author. 
10 Billiet, Jeroen, Jan Huylebroeck, and Steven Vande Moortele. Brave Belgians! Belgian Romantic Repertoire for the 
Horn. Brave Belgians. Dendermonde: Golden River Music, 2019. 
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Figure 1-3 overview of the historical horn collection from Ghent conservatory 

Anecdotal evidence 

Anecdotal information can be entertaining and often represent information on the 
complexity of historical facts. In the case of the Ghent horn school, a large number of 
anecdotes exist on the legendary horn virtuoso Maurice Van Bocxstaele. Anecdotes 
retrieved from interviews and correspondence with several ‘witnesses’ of the offshoots 
of the tradition were mostly used as a tool to contextualize retrieved information.  

Recordings 

Recordings dating from the Belle Époque era in Belgium are extremely hard to find. As 
stated in previous paragraphs, by far the most important recording is the acoustically 
recorded 78RPM disk cut by the Ghentian horn teacher Charles Heylbroeck around World 
War I. Some other historical recordings of interest date from the interbellum and cover 
performances of migrated Ghent-trained players Louis-Victor Dufrasne and Raymond 
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Meert. Three post-war solo recordings by Maurice Van Bocxstaele survive and served as 
an important source to define the transition from the characteristic Belle Époque style 
towards modern playing. These recordings could be retrieved from digital archiving 
projects such as archive.org, private collections (Jones, author) and public institutions (B-
Gc, B-Br, GB-Bl, F-Pn, VRT). 
During the run of the research project a considerable number of recordings were made 
for project reflection and documentation, but also as illustrative material of recitals, 
experiments and concert performances; some were part of commercial recording 
projects. A reconstruction of the acoustic ‘Heylbroeck’ recording served as a final step in 
the project, merging past and present horizons. 
A complete list of used recordings can be found at the back of this volume. 
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Methodology 

What follows is a general overview of the methodology used during this research 
project. Technical aspects of methodologies and details will be explained in the relevant 
chapters of the dissertation corpus.  

 
In a first phase, research was mainly aimed at gathering historical background 
information on the research topic. As previously mentioned, no specific sources 
document the Ghent horn tradition or any of its performers in a sufficiently 
comprehensive way. Contextual information was first assembled through a literature 
study of publications on a cluster of meta-topics: Belgian and international musical life, 
romantic performance practice, brass organology and educational development. 

 
Detailed information on the Ghent horn legacy had to be deduced almost entirely from 
archival research. Many sources were retrieved in the extensive historical archives of 
Royal Ghent Conservatory. This document fund, currently held in the basement of the 
HoGent de Wijnaert campus, turned out to contain a considerable part of the documents 
produced by the school’s administration over the period 1850-1950. It revealed a wealth 
of information on the horn class, its teachers and educational development in the form 
of registers, reports, letters, invoices, personnel files, newspaper clippings and 
miscellaneous administrative documents.  
 
At the start of the project in September 2015 the conservatory archives were inaccessible 
due to a previous relocation from several rooms on the top floor of the old Conservatory 
building at Hoogpoort to the current music library. Document containers and folders had 
been gathered in over thirty cubic meters of cardboard boxes piled up in the basement of 
HoGent campus de Wijnaert. The fund also lacked a detailed catalogue,11 yet the different 
folders had been left mostly untouched, and the complete pre-World War II archive had 
to be restored to its original historical structure by the author before a browsing of the 
folders could start. 
 
The page-by-page examination of this large volume of archival documents was time-
consuming but proved to be extremely revealing. A considerable number of previously 
unknown documents were found which helped to draft an outline of the most important 
moments in the Ghent horn tradition, as the assignment files for new teachers, history of 
instrumental purchases, discourses and correspondence. 
 

 
11 The only available catalogue was made by the author and concerns a part of the archive: the so called “green 
boxes” containing mainly correspondence and administrative documents.  
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More information was retrieved from various other archives, libraries, private collections 
and online databases. Information on Ghentian players with careers abroad was in most 
cases first found through online research, followed by searches of the foreign archives 
cited in the previous paragraphs. 
The search for written historical sources was completed with a newspaper search in both 
online databases (RIPM, BelgicaPress, Liberas, BNF Gallica, British Newspaper Archive) as 
well as in physical press collections (B-Gu, B-Gar, B-Bmim, B-Br) and genealogy databases.  
These archival research actions resulted in the creation of a repository of over two 
thousand records, providing a thorough insight into the functioning of the Ghent horn 
studio. 
 
In a few cases, archival findings included both historical documentation as music parts. 
Most of the Ghentian solo repertoire that is listed in the Annex at the back of this volume 
only existed in manuscript, or in some rare cases as old, often out-of-print editions of 
debatable editorial and publication quality. All found manuscripts, apographs, printed 
orchestral parts and historical transcriptions were indexed and scanned for later use 
where they were compared, corrected, edited and eventually published in collaboration 
with experts in the field. A special case is offered by the historical music libraries of 
Belgian players that were acquired by the author in the run of the research project. 
Retrieved repertoire works also broadened insights into musical education practices and 
repertoire used in the Belle Époque era. A contextual historical research on the repertoire 
and a selection of non-Ghentian reference works was also performed and can be found in 
chapters III and IV of this volume.  
 
Historical recordings could be retrieved from several online databases, public library 
collections (B-Br, F-Pn) and private collections and were investigated for their stylistic 
particularities. Historical recordings of which no professional digital transfer existed 
were digitalized with a basic setup consisting of a regular 78RPM turntable in a simple 
transfer with an appropriate Shure N91ED-stylus attached to a Pioneer A331 audio 
equalizer and a USB audio import device. 

Historical horns from the Ghent collection were first checked and documented in their 
“museal” condition at the start of the project. As these horns had not been played for over 
sixty years and were —in some cases— even incomplete, most instruments received a 
restoration to playable condition at the workshop of Meister Daniel Kunst (Bremen, 
Germany) in the spring of 2016. On two horns (CG2, CG6), valves had to be replaced by 
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cast-iron replicas because of extensive wear-and-tear of the originals.12 The horns were 
documented with help of archival findings (invoices, repair bills, lending registers) and 
further investigated with the help of Dr. Hannes Ver Eecke (Oskar Walcker Hochschule, 
Ludwigsburg, Germany) and Dr. Markus Raquet (Musical Instrument department of the 
Germanisches Museum, Nürnberg, Germany). Construction setup and acoustic behavior 
was performed with visual checks, impedance measurement, X-ray fluorescence test and 
analog measurement tools. All instruments were professionally photographed by Bieke 
De Meyer. Along with the documentation found in the Ghent Conservatory archives, this 
provided a ‘passport’ for every instrument in the Ghent collection that linked it explicitly 
to repertoire and players.13  

In order to put the historical collection of seven horns and four mutes into a wider 
organological and artistic perspective, a series of eleven selected reference horns and 
three mutes from different eras and origins were added to this ‘pool’ of musical 
instruments and used throughout the research project. The instruments were then 
subjected to a large series of performance trial sessions, often recorded, in which as many 
as possible different setups and environments were applied. The goals of these trials were 
threefold: 

• enable acoustic analysis of playing characteristics, sound quality and artistic 
possibilities of every instrument in the ‘pool’. 

• merge contextual information retrieved in the archival and repertoire sections 
into the performance of period repertoire  

• empirically discover technical, stylistic and artistic information  

Four-dimensional recordings were performed on the entire batch of instruments in an 
acoustic neutral cabin in order to complete the documentation section of the historical 
collection. This resulted in a sound bank that documented the ‘naked’ playing qualities and 
sound color from different angles of the instrument of every individual horn, as well as 
visual Fourrier and Fast Fourier analyses of projection, amplitude and overtones.  

Besides this, a large number of trials took place in concert conditions, covering nearly the 
entire Ghentian repertoire on both historical as modern instruments.14 A final step into 
the search for qualitative performance methods of late-romantic horn repertoire was the 
implementation of the Ghent conservatory collection in several orchestral and (lecture-
)recital projects. Further empirical methods included use of alternative playing 

 
 

12 It is debatable if the change in sound produced by the improvement in air tightness caused by the new cast-
iron valves is desirable when performing in a historical context 
13 See the section on the collection in Appendix pp 124-176 
14 A final recording was postponed to January 2021 due to the corona pandemic. It will be made available for the 
final presentation of this research project.  
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techniques, including alternations in hand and embouchure position and fingerings. 
Permanent analysis of these practice-based findings completed the retrieved 
documentation and fed succeeding artistic experiments.  
 
As one will notice in chapters III and IV, the documenting phase already incorporated a 
large number of experiments and fundamental analysis of found data.  

Results from both source study and empirical findings were finally implemented into my 
own playing practice, writings, lectures and eventually also in an educational context, 
resulting also in a large amount of peer feedback. Hosting of the 51st International Horn 
Symposium ‘Moving Horns’ in July 2019, including the setup of an academic congress on 
historical horn playing “Moving Horns: Worldwide Migrations in Horn Playing” and an 
exposition of historical horns from private collections “the Early Horn” induced an 
invaluable stream of reflection. 
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Structure of the corpus 

The following corpus is intended to provide a complete overview of aspects related to the 
development of the Ghentian horn playing tradition and the artistic implementation of 
historical information into current-day performance practice.  

A first chapter will provide a chronological timeline of the evolution and main events of 
the Ghent horn studio in the perspective of the local, national and international cultural 
context of the Belle Époque. In a second chapter I will focus on the socio-cultural 
incentives, educational artistic practices and views that lead to a particular Ghentian 
situation and playing style. The importance of historical informed performance, and the 
use of specific material and artistic views (repertoire, musical instruments) as identity-
defining tools link to chapter three in which the accomplishments, artistic importance 
and emigrational flows of players from the Ghentian school are discussed. A fourth 
chapter handles the use of musical instruments and repertoire, and links retrieved 
observations to playing practice. The conclusions expressed at the end of this thesis are 
kept as concise as was possible. 
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Figure 1-4 Group picture of the Royal Ghent Conservatory administrative and teaching personnel at the school's 75th 
anniversary (1910) published in Antheunis et al. (1912: 99). Horn teacher Charles Heylbroeck is marked with an arrow. 

 



 

 

 1 Chronicle of the Ghent horn classes 
during the romantic era 

Il est un reproche que l’on adresse souvent aux écoles 
d’art : c’est qu’elle jette une foule de gens dans une fausse 
voie, en offrant des facilités d’étude à des personnes sans 
vocation, sans avenir, et de contribuer ainsi à multiplier 
les médiocrités.17 

  

 
 

17 Samuel, Adolphe. L’Art Libre et l’enseignement de La Musique. Brussels: Bulletin de l’Académie Royale, 1893. It is a 
criticism that is often addressed to artistic education: that it sets a number of people on a wrong track by 
offering training opportunities to people with no vocation or future, hence contributing to the multiplication 
of mediocrities. 
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1.1 Brussels, Liège and Ghent: three emerging horn traditions 
in 19th-century Belgium  

In the early 18th century, the crude hunting horn was transformed into an orchestral 
instrument. It was soon embraced by important composers of the German influence as 
Christoph Graupner, Johann-Sebastian Bach, Georg Philipp Telemann and Georg 
Friedrich Handel. By 1750, the horn had gained a permanent status in European 
orchestras and the proliferation of hand stopping technique by that time greatly 
enhanced the instrument’s melodic possibilities as a solo instrument.18   

 
The horn was first introduced in Belgium in the early days of the Austrian period.19 
Joseph-Hector Fiocco (1703-1741) prominently called for a pair of horns in his Missa pro 
Defunctis written around 1720,20 and Pierre-Hercule Brehy (1673-1737) experimented with 
obligato horn parts in a polyphonic Mass in 1729.21 Early performers were presumably of 
Austro-Bohemian origin, as was the case elsewhere in Europe, and they were likely to 
have trained local players of the second generation such as the famous Othon Van Den 
Broeck (1759-1832) and Jacques-Joseph Mengal (1753-1826).22  
Musical education in emerging musical centers such as Liège, Ghent, Antwerp, Mons and 
Brussels in the 18th century was mainly performed by Maîtrises attached to a clerical 
structure, or by private tuition. Secular counterparts of the church schools were active in 
some areas and would gain importance by the end of the century. 

 
Adolphe Samuel (1824-1898) deemed the musical art in the provinces that now shape 

Belgium during the 17th and 18th century as ‘obscure’ compared to the flourishing art at the 

 
 

18 Humphries (2000: 7-26) 
19 The region we now call Belgium was part of the Austrian Netherlands from 1715 until 1795. 
20 Recorded by the author on:  Canto LX, Frank Agsteribbe, and Ensemble de la Chapelle Saint-Marc. Flemish 
Requiem. CD. Et’Cetera KTC 1642, 2019. 
21 Ibid, CD liner by Stefanie Beghein 
22 The development of the horn in 18th century “Belgium” is mostly a blank field. Ypres-born Othon-Joseph Van 
Den Broeck had an impressive career as a horn player in the low Countries and France. In 1787 he performed as 
a soloist in the Parisian Concerts Spirituels, and was appointed as one of 12 horn professors at the Académie 
Impériale de Musique between 1794 and 1800. He is the author of two tutors for the horn. See Billiet (2008: 80-82). 
Jacques-Joseph Mengal  (Brussels 1753-Ghent 1826) was principal horn of the Ghent theatre from the early 1780’s 
onwards and father as well as  first horn tutor of his sons Martin-Joseph, Jean-Baptiste and Guillaume Mengal.  
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time of the 15th century Flemish masters.23 This biased vision24 is somehow approved by 
the British music critic Charles Burney, who wrote disdainfully that the horns of the 
Brussels opera house of la Monnaie were ‘bad and out of tune’ in his 1773 report of a 
performance of Grétry’s Zemire et Azor.25 Charles Bergmans (1901: 11-15) maintained in his 
introductory chapter on music education that the old-style music school network had 
been dismantled nearly entirely after the French revolution. On top of this, and despite 
such private initiatives as the music courses directed by Lecamus in Brussels, Beckers in 
Antwerp and Van Synghel in Ghent, local musical education came to a near standstill in 
the early years of the nineteenth century. 

 
It was only in 1827, in the final days of the Dutch governance, that two institutional music 
schools were founded in Brussels and Liège in order to comply with the rising demand for 
skilled musicians in both civil and military formations. This included the founding of the 
first ‘institutional’ horn courses in Belgium: in 1827 in Liège by Hubert Massart (1793-
1858) and one year later in Brussels in by Dieudonné Bertrand (1797-1845). Both Académies 
Royales de Musique26 prospered immediately and even managed to raise local interest in 
music while providing a solid educational base for young musicians. Unfortunately, this 
prolific awakening of the musical arts was trampled by the events that surrounded the 
Belgian independence disturbances in 1830. The resulting chaos caused the 
discontinuation of several courses in the Académies, and the existential relevance of both 
institutions was even questioned.  
However, the new Belgian king Leopold I acknowledged the importance of sciences and 
arts and the subsequent need for appropriate institutions to enhance their development. 
This led in November 1831 to the official founding of a new Liège music school, and a few 
months later to a similar one in Brussels, both initiatives replacing the former Académies 
that had been established under the Dutch government. Around the same time, a dense 
network of music schools and conservatories was established in the Belgian provinces.  
The first schools that were founded were those of Mons (1820), Tournai (1827), Spa (1830) 
and Ath (1834). Then, in 1835, the Ghent conservatory was founded with horn player 
Martin-Joseph Mengal (1784-1851) as its first director (see p 52).  

 
Most of these new music schools offered horn courses from their first year of existence. 

This proves the need at the time for professional tutoring of the instrument, presumably 

 
 

23 Samuel (1881: Tome III-20): Depuis le XVII° siècle jusqu’en 1830, la musique n’a rempli en réalité qu’un role effacé dans 
les provinces qui forment aujourd’hui la Belgique.  
24 Samuel’s goal was clearly to glorify the status of musical life and education at the time of writing. 
25 Burney, Charles. The Present state of Music in Germany, the Netherlands and the United Provinces. London: T. Becket. 
1773. 26 
26 In Liège: Ecole Royale de Musique Instrumentale et Vocale; in Brussels: Ecole Royale de Musique et de Chant. 
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led by rising demand for capable horn players in both civil and military musical 
formations.  
 

Soon, three important horn classes emerged from the musical scene of the ambitious 
Belgian nation. The Brussels teacher Dieudonné Bertrand was succeeded in 1843 by valve 
horn protagonist Jean-Désiré Artôt (1803–1887) after the personal intervention of 
director François-Joseph Fétis (1784-1871).27 At the Ghent conservatory, director Martin-
Joseph Mengal would also fulfill the function of horn teacher from 1835 until his death in 
1851. However, it was the class of Hubert Massart (1793–1858) at the Liège conservatory 
that became by far the most influential Belgian horn studio of the first decades after 
Belgian independence. In his 28-year-long professorship (1828-1856) Massart trained the 
lion’s share of mid-19th Century Belgian horn soloists, including his own successor 
Toussaint Radoux (1825-1889), Louis-Henri Merck (1831-1900),28 and natural horn 
virtuoso Alphonse Stenebruggen (1824-1895).29   
 
The leading position of the Liège tradition of horn playing is illustrated by the success of 
its graduates. By 1870, horn-player graduates from this tradition had not only obtained 
nearly all of the important teaching jobs in the country but also most of the principal 
horn positions, and Liégeois players were in high demand in ensembles, in Belgium and 
abroad.30 The reason for the success of the Liégeois, as will be further discussed in 2.1, 
undoubtedly was a combination of artistic superiority topped up with vision, persistence, 
good educational practices as well as strong networking skills. The early introduction of 
the valve horn in the Belgian educational system by Massart around 1840, as well as the 
introduction of a new lyrical and poetic playing style by his successor Radoux would be 
determining for the development of the Belgian horn playing tradition.  

 
Belgian players had embraced the valve horn from the late 1830s onwards, and the 
appointment of Jean-Désirée Artôt as horn teacher at the Royal Brussels Conservatory in 
1843 mentioned above had accelerated this process considerably. Contrary to France —
where the natural horn class and the valve horn class were two entirely different 
universes—31 Artôt and Fétis installed a system in which natural horn (classe de premier 
cor) and valve horn (classe de second cor) were both taught in the same class and by the 
same teacher. On the Brussels horn exams, the valve and natural horn students regularly 

 
 

27 On Bertrand, Artôt, and Massart, see Billiet (2008: 82-88)  
28 L.H. Merck succeeded Artôt as teacher at the Brussels Conservatory in 1866. 
29 See Billiet, Jeroen. De ‘style distingué’ van Alphonse Stenebruggen. Een artistiek onderzoek naar de interpretatieve 
uitdieping van het romantische hoornrepertoire. Forum+ 22:5 (November 2015): 30–41. 
30 Samples of 6 French orchestral listings (Pau, Angers, Tours, Boulogne-sur-Mer, Rouen and Aix-les-Bains) from 
the final decades of the 19th century all revealed names of Liège-trained horn players.  
31 Humphries (2000: 18-21) 
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performed together in accompanied duets or in horn ensembles.32 Also in the next 
generation of teachers, the natural horn remained a basic component of the educational 
system. Jean-Toussaint Radoux reintroduced the instrument to the Liège Royal 
Conservatory curriculum in 1863 whereas its use in the Liège horn class had been 
discontinued for nearly a decade. The natural horn would continue to play an important 
role in horn training into the twentieth century: the Ghent Conservatory purchased its 
last natural horn as late as 1903,33 and the Brussels Conservatory even required candidates 
for the premier prix to perform part of their recital program on the natural horn until 
1928!34 In real concert life however, the natural horn had already become obsolete by the 
beginning of the Belle Époque. An important observation in this context is that most 
Belgian players trained in this long transitional era had training experience on the 
natural horn at some point in their careers. 

 
How this artistic and educational evolution at Belgian conservatories happened will be 
explained in the following chapter. What follows in the section below is a historical 
overview of the horn class at the Royal Ghent Conservatory. 

1.2 Notes on the historical evolution of the Ghent horn class 
(1835-1962) 

1.2.1 The creation of a conservatory 

As cited above, the state of musical arts in Belgium in the first three decades of the 
nineteenth century was deplorable, and Ghent was no exception. A first ambitious 
attempt to enliven the deplorable state of the Ghentian musical scene was made in 1814 
by a group of prominent local musicians founding a musical chapter of the Société des 

 
 

32 The repertoire folders of B-Bc files ARC-M-019-021 show this practice in the applied repertoire, often by 
combining the students for natural horn with those for the valve horn.  
33 aB-Gc, Fin1903, Invoice Heylbroeck  
34 Exam regulations and Annuaire for the year 1928, B-Bc. See Interview Leloir in Billiet (2008: 156-157). Note 
that the last person to perform this épreuve du cor simple was Edmond Leloir (1912-2003), who graduated from B-
Bc in 1928. By 1975, Belgian natural horn pioneers as Francis Orval (1944), Petrus Dombrecht (1946) and Claude 
Maury (1956) had emerged on the growing scene of period performance. As a consequence, the gap that divides 
both the ‘historical’ legacy of natural horn playing and the ‘new tradition’ of this practice is considerably smaller 
than what is commonly thought.  
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Beaux Arts et de la Litérature. In a joint statement the intentions of the chapter were thus 
revealed: 

  
‘The chapter of Music of the Société des Beaux-Arts, whose intention is to spread in this city 
the taste for and education of music, has founded an academy in which the power of 
emulation (achievement, artistic inspiration) will be utilized as a tool to shape artists of 
excellence in the fields of composition, vocal and instrumental music’35  
 

However, and despite all the good intentions and encouraging results, the educational 
system that could be offered by the organization was incomplete and did not respond well 
to the needs of the time. Therefore, from 1818 onwards, the Académie would insist upon 
the creation of an institutional education center, where an official and complete 
curriculum could be offered. Nevertheless, it was only in 1835 that this Conservatoire 
would finally be established.  

 
As stated above, the Liège and Brussels Académies Royales had restarted their activities 
with governmental funding around 1832. This obviously created a musical buzz in Belgian 
provincial towns, which despite the presence of a concise number of good musicians had 
been deprived of a proper music education system since the disappearance of the 
Maîtrises. Especially in the musically developed province of Eastern Flanders, the zeal for 
this cause seemed prominent.36 In 1834-1835, the Société des Beaux-Arts renewed the 
demand to the Ghent city council for the founding of a new music school.  

‘The council of Mayor and Aldermen has addressed a proposal to erect in this city a 
music school, mainly aimed at the middle classes. 
The city of Ghent has a university, an athenaeum, free elementary schools, an 
industrial school, an arts academy, but no institution for the education of the 
Musical Arts. We regret that on this detail we are behind most of the cities in our 
Kingdom. 
The musical arts are neglected in such way that the shortage of good artists is 
already imminent. 
We advocate that the city of Ghent, already making considerable sacrifices for 
public instruction and the spread of sciences and arts, should not remain indifferent 
to the current abandon of an art with such positive effects on customs, and that 
provides such joy. 

 
 

35 Bergmans (1901: 3-5) “La classe de Musique de la Société des Beaux-Arts voulant propager dans cette ville le gout et 
l’enseignement de la Musique, vient de former une académie dans laquelle on emploiera utilement le grand resort de 
l’emulation, proper à former des artistes habiles tant dans la composition que dans la partie vocale et instrumentale” 
36 Bergmans (1901:6) states that Belgium counted 60 choral societies in 1841, half of which were located in 
Eastern-Flanders. In 1901 the province counted the largest number of subsidized music schools of all nine 
Belgian provinces. See also Van Driessche (1998: (vol.1) 22-26) 




