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Helicon~rWord with...gr...ong mganing onlg.

In the U.K. at the moment, the biggest
box-office success is a film called “Lock-
stock and two smoking barrels” which
has, as its central plot line, the theft and
search for two ancient shotguns. (At this
point the reader may be excused for
thinking the TUBA Journal has briefly
turned into a film society. But stick with
me. | will at some point soon show you
the reason for the reference). For many
years, the-sawn-off shotgun, by which I
mean a shotgun with the barrel sawn-off,
has beenthe preferred weapon of nasty
criminals on film and TV. This brings me
to the definition of a helicon. Yes, you've
guessed it. A helicon is a sawn-off
sousaphone!! But why, I hear you cry,
would anyone want to saw-off the
glorious bell of our proud marching bass.

I mean— it makes such a joyous sound.
Well, the helicon was around first, of
course. The idea of taking a helicon -
essentially a circular wrap-around tuba -
and rotating the bell forward to face in
the same direction as the rest of his wind
band appealed to Sousa. But what of the
instrument that was its forerunner; what
are they like to play? What do they sound
like? And why is this column talking
about helicons when we should be
receiving some informative discussions on
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ophicleide mouthpiece dimensions of the
mid-Victorian period. Well, I have to
confess that I'm having an affair with a
helicon. Please forgive me, O beloved
ophicleide. Whilst practising ophicleide I
often sneak away for a quick go on the
helicon just because it’s such fun. Playing
pedal tones is amazing! The whole
instrument vibrates, which means that
you do as well, because it’s wrapped
around your body - a lovely feeling,
indeed. It is also a huge exercise in self
control as it’s very difficult not to play
pedal tones all day long!

The helicon in question is a Bohemian
instrument with three rotary valves made
around 1875ish (many thanks to John
Webb of Swindon for lending the
instrument from his collection). The
pitch, however, is a bit of a problem.
This beloved helicon only works in E
which suggests that it was built in a very
high pitch E-flat. This gives an E-flat
scale of:

A-flat

B-flat

As you may have guessed, many notes
are out of tune. So the 1st and 3rd valve
slides have been greased with super-slick
slide cream and are proving useful! The
reason | am using this instrument is that
the Wallace Collection is doing some
19th century quintet concerts. We
decided to use the helicon in some of our
transcriptions of popular brass band pieces
(although in the William Tell, the solo
‘cello opening has been transcribed onto
ophicleide). [ have to admit that once
the noise has been sorted out with regards
to intonation, the helicon makes a very
compact sound (with only a 9 inch bell!),
which suits the group since they are
playing small bore instruments. More-
over, the helicon curiously has a good
weight of sound - maybe because my body
is inside! Helicons are still being made to
this day in the former Eastern block
countries. Perhaps it’s time to book
holiday to Poland . . .

Weleome to the Millgnniclgide!

As many of you will know, shortly we
shall be entering a new millennium.

Deciding how to celebrate this event
has given the powers-that-be many
sleepless nights. We are all aware of the
problems entailed in setting-up celebra-
tions commemorating someone’s birthday,
golden wedding, or eighty years’ member-
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ship of the athletic club, but there we are
talking about a period of 2,000 years.
What would be an appropriate symbol of
the progress achieved during that time?
What artifact has conferred continuity on
the progress of civilisation so unmistak-
ably that people of all ages, in all places,
will recognise it as a symbol of civilisation

itself?

I hear you murmuring the answer even
before I confirm that you are right. It is,
of course, the ophicleide. Just in case
there are any waverers, any doubters, any
who chose to spend the history period
surreptitiously smoking behind the bike
sheds, the Historical Instrument Column
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of the TUBA Journal is proud to support
its assertion by publishing an illustrated
supplement on this auspicious occasion.
Let us first of all consider the evidence
of some ancient civilisations, taking those
from two widely-separated continents as
our sources. Figure 1 illustrates an ancient

structure built in south-west England and
popularly known as Stonecleide. Here, in
order to keep warm through being active,
the early inhabitants of that misty isle
exercised mind and muscle through
devising ways to fit together numerous
instruments. Meanwhile, thousands of

miles to the west, native Americans took
the opposite approach, constructing
might totem-cleides which impressed by
their very isolation and immense height
(Figure 2).

In the medieval period, the Italians
were responsible for many wonderful
edifices. Figure 3 illustrates the Leaning
Cleide,
built by
Pisa artists
in the
thirteenth
century.
This
established

a standard

for vertical lines still used by companies
building cheap and selling quick.

During the late eighteenth century and
throughout the nineteenth, revolutionary
events took place. Some were political,
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others technological. Figure 4 depicts a
manufacturing town typical of many
established in north American and

western Europe. Note the proudly
smoking vertical ophicleides; a sign of
confidence, wealth and the approach of
global warming.

In the middle of the nineteenth
century numerous countries mounted
exhibitions to demonstrate the success of
their industries and the wealth that could

Figure 5.
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be produced by poorly paid workers living
in sub-standard housing. Figure 5 depicts
the Ophil tower, one of the most
distinctive features of the Parisian skyline,
and landmark well-known to both hot-air
balloonists and those given to making
parachute jumps.

Present-day governments have found it
difficult to match the optimism of their
Victorian predecessors, and none more so

than the British government, In this
small and self-opinionated island we find
Greenwich and its meridian, the custo-
dian of correct time throughout the
world, as most conductors signally fail to
realise. However, in a brave gesture, here
a mighty dome is being constructed.
Nobody seems quite certain what it will
hold, but you can stuff a great deal into a
big dome so there should be no problems
in charging high admission prices.
Readers will be interested to note that in
Figure 6, our artist’s impression of the
finished Millennium dome, a large
number of cleides can be seen, stuck into
the structure like candles in a birthday
cake.

It will, of course, need a great many
ophicleidists to blow out so many large
candles, but I am assured that all
volunteers will be welcome on the night
of 31 December 1999 when one and all
will cry, “Welcome, the millennicleide!”

Will you be there?
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