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According to the rear insert of this release, Josef Schelb (1894–1977) “is one of the 
better-kept secrets of twentieth-century German music.” He was certainly secret from me, since I
had never before encountered his name, let alone his music. Hartmut Becker’s notes inform us 
that almost all of Schelb’s manuscripts were destroyed in a 1942 bombing raid, but he proceeded 
to make up for the situation by composing an additional 150 works in “nearly every musical 
genre.” Little of this music is available on recordings—only four other discs of his piano, organ, 
and chamber music are in circulation, mainly in Germany—despite the fact that at one time his 
orchestral works were frequently performed by orchestras in southern Germany, under such 
conductors as Hans Rosbaud, Otto Ackermann, Ferdinand Leitner, Bernard Haitink, and 
Hermann Scherchen. No recordings of music by Schelb appear in the Fanfare Archive. But 
based on the four lively and inventive chamber works for clarinet and various combinations of 
instruments featured on this Toccata release, Schelb is a composer well worth discovering.

Becker makes much of the fact that Schelb chose to go to Geneva, in the French-speaking
part of Switzerland, for his advanced study, and was there subject to French musical influences. 
But the 1947 Sonata for Clarinet and Piano, the earliest work on the program, is to me mainly 
suggestive of Hindemith, especially since the tempo markings for the four movements are given 
in German rather than Italian. Becker suggests that the French influence was in the form of 
conciseness, but this 19-minute work is in fact longer than many of Hindemith’s chamber 
compositions. True, there is a transparency and lack of density in the texture that might be seen 
as characteristically French. In any case, Schelb’s writing for both instruments sustains interest 
throughout. 

The 1954 Quintet for Clarinet and Strings is the only work on this disc that has been 
previously recorded. In three movements, marked Allegro moderato, Larghetto, and Vivace, it is 
written in a conservative-modern style, clearly of its time but not especially radical, although as 
Becker points out the first movement makes use of a 12-tone theme. With dissonances that are 
pungent rather than harsh, it is a lively, colorful work, and the composer displays impressive skill
in writing for this combination of instruments.

The remainder of the disc is devoted to two quartets for clarinet, piano, and strings, but 
for different combinations of stringed instruments—viola and cello in the 1955 work and violin 
and cello in that of 1965. The exuberant 1955 Quartet abounds in instrumental and harmonic 
color, and it is perhaps in this work that the French influence posited by Becker is most 
noticeable. At 15 minutes in length, the 1965 Quartet is the shortest of the works on the disc, but 
Becker argues that “Schelb’s contrapuntal mastery is far more rigorously apparent here than in 
the melodious sensuality” of its predecessor. The composer uses the instruments in unusual ways 
and employs 12-tone themes, but with its involved and polyphonic but transparent writing, the 
piece wears its learning lightly and is readily accessible and rewarding on the first hearing.



The performances by the Busch Collegium Karlsruhe are spirited and technically 
accomplished. The listener is treated to a continuous outpouring of skilled and engaging 
musicianship, and the mastery of clarinetist Bettina Beigelbeck deserves special mention. The 
recorded sound of this release is very good in terms of spaciousness, depth, color, and definition 
of the instruments. The frequency balance is good, although there sometimes is a slight edge at 
the top.

The Toccata label here continues its laudable practice of unearthing little-known music 
that deserves to be heard and has aroused my interest in hearing more music by Schelb, 
especially some of his orchestral works. The present release merits the attention of all those 
interested in 20th-century chamber music and music for the clarinet. Daniel Morrison

  


