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Charles Jean-Baptiste Soualle and the Saxophone 

 

Introduction 

Charles Jean-Baptiste Soualle is an enigmatic figure in the history of nineteenth-century 

music. It is sometimes recognized that he achieved distinction as a clarinettist and 

saxophonist in Paris and London in the late 1840s and early 1850s, before undertaking a 

world tour that was prodigious by the standards of the time; and that he adopted the 

orientalist stage persona of ‘Ali Ben Sou Alle’, performing on a modified version of the 

saxophone which, in keeping with his stage act, he renamed as a ‘turkophone’. But details 

beyond these bare facts are often elusive.  

This paper explores Soualle’s global concertizing in the mid-nineteenth century and 

endeavors to set out an authoritative version of a story that makes tantalizing appearances 

elsewhere.1 It considers Soualle’s contribution not only to the saxophone’s dissemination and 

repertory in the nineteenth-century, but also, because of several modifications to the 

instrument that he protected by patent in 1860, to its technical development. In short, the 

paper seeks to position Soualle as a rather more important figure in saxophone history than 

has previously been accepted. 

 

The World Tour of Charles Jean-Baptiste Soualle 

  

1824-1853: Paris and London 

 

Charles Jean-Baptiste Soualle was born in Arras, northern France, on 16 July 1824.2 After 

attending his local conservatoire for several years he was accepted into Klosé’s clarinet class 

at the Paris Conservatoire, achieving a second prize in 1842 before graduating with the first 

prize in 1844.3 He then appears to have spent time as Director of Music in a marine guard 

band in Senegal, at that time a French colony.4 It was perhaps this posting that gave Soualle a 

taste for international travel which he was to pursue with some dedication over the next two 

decades. At some point he returned to Paris to take up a position as clarinettist in the 

orchestra of l'Opéra Comique. After the 1848 uprising that led to the overthrow of King 

Louis Philippe, Soualle travelled to England, becoming first clarinet of the Queen’s Theatre 

in London. Here he met the impresario Louis Jullien, and was persuaded to join Jullien for 

some of the latter’s popular musical extravaganzas, his promenade concerts. Thus Soualle 

appeared in 1850 as a performer in one of Jullien’s monster quadrilles (requiring 207 
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instrumentalists), playing an instrument described as a ‘corno musa’, accompanied by a 

harp.5 Newspaper descriptions of the time make it clear that this ‘corno musa’ was 

undoubtedly a saxophone, although Jullien continued to use the neologism on several later 

occasions: the Manchester Guardian was still using the term two years later, as was the New 

York Times in 1853.6 Soualle’s 1850 performances would have been one of the earliest 

appearances of the saxophone in England, and his initial engagement by Jullien was 

sufficiently noteworthy to have been recorded in Paris by La Revue et Gazette Musicale de 

Paris (RGMP) that same year.7 

In February 1851 Soualle was back in Paris, giving a concert on the saxophone at the 

Union musicale. His performance elicited several favorable reviews, suggesting that the 

standards he achieved on the instrument were commensurate with those prevailing on other 

woodwind instruments. Berlioz, writing some two months later in the Journal des débats, 

observed that Soualle, ‘recently returned from London, produced a great sensation in making 

heard for the first time in Paris, with all its advantages, the saxophone, masterpiece of Sax’.8 

Henri Blanchard, writing in the RGMP, similarly noted that although the velvety, suave tone 

of the saxophone was well known, Soualle had demonstrated that the instrument was equally 

capable of detached notes and fast, complicated movements: ‘A clarinet, a flute would not have 

played better. We don't doubt that after this decisive test, skilled virtuosos will hasten to adopt 

an instrument that promises to produce new effects.’9  

In later life Soualle recalled that on his return to Paris in 1851 he played the 

saxophone in a performance of Félicien David’s oratorio Le désert, a work that was 

premiered in 1844 but repeated regularly thereafter in Paris and beyond because of its 

popularity. There is no independent verification of Soualle’s involvement, nor is there a 

saxophone part in David’s original score. However, the score does call for an ophicleide, 

which largely reinforces the third trombone part. Since the saxophone was originally 

conceived as a replacement for the ophicleide, and in its earliest incarnations was closely 

modelled on this large keyed bugle, it is possible that Soualle played a bass version of the 

saxophone in some of these performances. But the significance of Soualle’s recollection lies 

not so much in its accuracy or otherwise, but more in the fact that he sought to associate 

himself with a work that was decidedly orientalist in nature, which David had been inspired 

to compose after visits to Egypt and the middle East.10 If Soualle’s assertion is true, this may 

have marked the beginning of his own extensive commitment to musical orientalism. The 

development of such interests on Soualle’s part is perhaps unremarkable given that, as 
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Edward Said puts it, ‘for something more than the first half of the nineteenth century Paris 

was the capital of the Orientalist world.’11 

 In November 1851 Soualle was back in London with Jullien for the autumn season, 

participating in Jullien’s own supposedly orientalist fantasy, his Indian Quadrille. Like Le 

désert, this sought to connote for its large audience distant lands and peoples and, so the concert 

program assured, ‘the novelty of the instruments of the native Indians used in their dances, 

festivals, sports, wars, rallies and ceremonies. &c.’ But as The Illustrated London News 

observed, ‘many of the listeners were rather startled at hearing familiar Scotch melodies, 

Tyrolean airs, and other well-known acquaintances […Jullien] has of course worked up the 

subjects after his own fashion, more promenadish than Indianic perhaps, but none the lest 

piquant and quaint.’12 Soualle stayed with Jullien’s company through the winter, including for 

their performances in Dublin in January 1852, in which he was once again advertised as playing 

the ‘corno musa’ in Jullien’s Aurora Serenade.13 After some concerts given in London in 

March 185214–now unashamedly playing the saxophone–Soualle re-joined Jullien for his 

autumn series later that year, which was billed as ‘M. Jullien’s last annual series of concerts 

prior to his departure for America’.15 Here he played alongside Henri Wuille, a renowned 

Belgian clarinettist whom Jullien had also hired. But in 1853, when Jullien and a group of his 

star soloists travelled to the United States for his inaugural tour, it was Wuille who 

accompanied him, not Soualle.16 

 

1853-55: Australia and New Zealand 

 

By the time Jullien arrived in the United States in August 1853, Soualle had already 

completed the much longer journey to Australia, landing sometime before mid-June that 

same year. His migration is easily explained: he was joining the Australian gold rush, a fact 

that was confirmed on several occasions in later years as well as being evidenced by the titles 

of some of his compositions, such as the ‘Goulburn Waltz’ and the ‘Diggers Polka’.17 By this 

time European–especially British–migration to the colonies of New Zealand and Australia 

was well established, largely driven by this search for gold. One estimate suggests that 

Australia's total population nearly quadrupled between 1851 to 1871. 370,000 immigrants 

arrived in 1852 alone, and the state of Victoria saw 290,000 British immigrants between 1852 

and 1860, with a further 15,000 from other European countries.18 Such rapid population 

growth made significant demands on local infrastructure. As the novelist Anthony Trollope 

later put it, ‘not only miners came, but also the miners’ wants. Houses were built, and banks 
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were opened–and with the banks, schools and churches. And thus a colony was formed, 

owing its existence almost as much to those who failed as those who succeeded’.19 Soualle 

clearly hoped to be part of the latter category, but like so many others, in terms of gold 

prospecting, he was part of the former. 

In addition to ‘banks, schools and churches’ these new communities also needed 

entertainment, and Soualle was just one of many European musicians who made their way to 

Australia, drawn not only by its auric lure but also in the knowledge that they could fall back 

on their musical skills to support themselves if needed.20 Perhaps the most financially 

successful of these was the bassoonist John Winterbottom. Like Soualle, Winterbottom had 

been part of Jullien’s entourage in the late 1840s, and it is therefore almost certain that they 

knew each other. Unlike Soualle, Winterbottom quickly established himself as a major 

concert promoter in Australia, successfully replicating Jullien’s style of promenade concerts, 

including ‘Monster Concerts’, for a decade after his arrival sometime in 1851, until he 

returned to Europe in 1861.21 By the time Soualle arrived in mid-1853, therefore, Jullien’s 

populist admixture of polkas, waltzes, gallops and quadrilles, etc., interspersed with songs 

and occasional extracts from standard orchestral repertoire, was already a familiar cultural 

event in certain colonial quarters of Australia. 

Soualle’s first performance was given on Monday 13 June 1853 as part of a concert at 

the Mechanics’ Institute in Melbourne, Victoria, the performance having been advertised 

over the previous few days.22 Somewhat confusingly, while the short commentary piece in 

the Melbourne Argus on Saturday 11th heralded the arrival in Australia of ‘a newly–invented 

and most remarkable instrument styled the saxophone’, the advertisement of the day before 

had made no reference to the saxophone, describing the instrument instead to be a 

‘turkophone’. The Argus, doubtless having received some swift communication from Soualle 

over the weekend, was at pains to clarify the situation for its readers in the Monday edition: 

‘We perceive that the saxophone of which we made honorable mention on Saturday is 

christened for this evening’s concert by a new name. M. Soualle, availing himself of the fact 

of his being of Turkish extraction (literally, we believe, the son of a Turk), to add a little 

novelty to his entertainment, will appear in the picturesque costume of that country.’23 

Soualle had clearly learned a great deal from Jullien in matters of musical novelties, 

neologisms and the telling of tall tales to enhance the exotic mystique of musical acts.  

Doubtless drawing on his experience of Jullien’s Indian Quadrille, and possibly also 

recalling the impression made on him by David’s Le désert, Soualle’s act on his musical 

travels would henceforth be based around an orientalist stage persona involving exotic 
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costumes, and the rebranding of the saxophone as the turkophone (see Figure 1). The first 

three adverts for his Australian concerts described him as ‘Ali Ben Soualle’, but by Tuesday 

14th June the Argus, again probably under instructions from Soualle himself, had modified its 

orthography to enhance Soualle’s mystical qualities and further distance him from his 

European heritage in his audiences’ imagination: henceforth Soualle would always be known 

as ‘Ali Ben Sou Alle’, not only on his travels over the next few years but also on his eventual 

return to Europe. He pursued this characterization with considerable determination, often 

travelling under this pseudonym as well as using it to register later patents and businesses. 

Figure 1  

 

Caption: A contemporary engraving of Ali Ben Sou Alle by R. G. Hamilton, date unknown. 

It was used as the cover image of piano variations on Soualle's ‘Polka’, published in London, 

c.1864. 

 

Soualle’s orientalist act, coupled with his obvious abilities as an instrumentalist, 

appears to have been a successful combination. He gave numerous concerts over the next two 

years in New South Wales, Tasmania and New Zealand. Moving in and around the major 

centers such as Sydney and Melbourne, Hobart and Wellington, he refined both his expertise 

on the turko/saxophone and honed an act that would be widely repeated over the ensuing 

years. At times his performance schedule was relatively intense. In December 1854, for 
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example, he gave concerts in Sydney on the 21st, 27th and 28th of December, before moving 

on to what was then described as ‘our principal provincial towns’, where he planned to give 

concerts in Liverpool, Cambelltown, and Camden on successive evenings the following 

week, before following this with several concerts in Goulburn.24  

 Soualle’s concertizing around Australia and New Zealand was by no means unique, 

and he found himself to be one of a small roster of artists who sought to take advantage of the 

growing communities of migrant Europeans who wished to remain in touch with European 

musical culture. Miska Hauser, for example, a relatively well-known Austrian violinist, 

similarly toured extensively between 1853 and 1858, spending time in California, South 

America and Australia. Notices about Hauser’s concerts are often found alongside those for 

Soualle in the Australian press at this time.25 Indeed, to mark Soualle’s departure from 

Goulburn in February 1855 a breakfast was thrown in his honor, at which Hauser was an 

invited guest, with the Goulburn Herald noting that the latter was ‘the other of the twin stars 

that have shone in our musical firmament’.26 

Soualle’s programs comprised a potpourri of light classical fare that was typical for 

such concerts at the time, and regularly included many of his own compositions. Perhaps 

because of his own familiarity with military music-making, local bands were often invited to 

join him. His program at the Mechanics’ Institute in Melbourne on 5 August 1853 may be 

taken as representative, comprising overtures from Auber and Mozart played by the band, 

operatic arias from Bellini, Rossini and Donizetti given by a variety of singers, and a range of 

pieces by Soualle himself, including a ‘Sultana Ugalda Polka’, a ‘Fantasia’, and two pieces 

‘composed expressly for the concert’: ‘Cheerily Men’, described as a sailor’s song, and a 

waltz titled ‘L’Australienne’.27 The latter provides the first evidence of Soualle’s tendency to 

record his travels in the titles of pieces he composed en route, notably in those works 

described as ‘Souvenirs’ (Soualle’s compositions are considered in more detail below). He 

also engaged local artists to support or augment his concert programs. On 14 April 1855, for 

example, at a concert in Wellington, New Zealand, an audience of over three hundred people 

‘heard his unfortunate lady accompanist struggling to keep up with him’.28  

Quite when Soualle left the antipodes is unclear. The last press references to his 

activities are in June 1855, but his orientalist influence was certainly still being heard in June 

1856, since the band of the 40th Regiment was performing his ‘Turkish Polka’ in Melbourne 

that month.29 Presumably Soualle had left the parts for the music in the country (a notable 

gesture given that they would have been handwritten), since he had by then long moved on 

elsewhere. 
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1856: Singapore, China, and Hong Kong  

 

By November 1855 Soualle was in Singapore, and advertising a concert there on the 15th of 

that month.30 The city provided a springboard for a number of concert trips around east and 

south-east Asia. One press report suggests he visited Batavia (now Jakarta),31 which would 

account for his ‘Souvenir de Java’, and it seems most likely that his ‘Souvenir de Manila’ 

would have been inspired by a similar trip to the Philippines around this time, although no 

specific record has been uncovered. In 1856 Soualle travelled to Hong Kong, where he gave 

three concerts in August of that year, before sailing to Shanghai. Further evidence of the 

trailblazing nature of his activities is provided by the North China Herald’s description of his 

concert on 19 September as ‘the first public concert (properly so called) that has ever been 

given at Shanghai.32 But expatriate publications of this kind were mixed in their assessment 

of Soualle’s act, and particularly the saxophone. The Herald observed that ‘the compass of 

the instrument is very great but we confess to some disappointment as regards its quality of 

tone, and correctness of tone also, in some few notes, and altogether we think it an imperfect 

instrument – it may however, improve on further acquaintance’. The writer suggested that the 

‘turkophonini’ (most likely a modified version of the soprano saxophone) was ‘by far the 

most perfect and pleasing instrument of the two’, whereas the China Mail rather 

patronizingly asserted that ‘the instrument is well adopted for that class of music’ and felt 

unable to speak of the instruments ‘in very warm terms of praise at least as regards their 

suitability for solo performances’.33 As ever, in matters of musical taste, such sentiments 

were not uniformly held. The editor of the Herald felt obliged to offer the comment a few 

days later that ‘the critique of our reporter has been much discussed in fashionable circles and 

the correctness of his judgement as to the perfection of these new instruments questioned.’ 

Soualle then returned to Hong Kong, giving a further concert there on 16 October, before 

sailing back to Singapore and on to India. A review in the Singaporean Straits Times from 2 

December gives a good overview of his act, noting that he played on 

 

 the Turkophone, Turkophonini, Grand Clarionet, Petit Clarionet, and an instrument which 

produced sounds in imitation of the Scottish Bagpipes, and elicited great applause. Mr Ali 

Ben Sou Alle also displayed his vocal powers by singing ‘Partant Pour La Syrie’ and ‘Les 

Canotier de Paris’ accompanying himself on the Harmonium. Mr. Hewetson Junr. presided at 

the Piano Forte. The band of the 38th M.N.I was present and played several pieces of music, 



 8 

one of which, the ‘Battle of the Alma Polka’–composed by Mr. Ali Ben Sou Alle–was much 

praised.34 

 

1857-63 India, South Africa, Madagascar, Mauritius 

 

By 1857 Soualle had moved on to the Indian subcontinent, with the French-language 

Moniteur Official of India reviewing two concerts given in Pondicherry that year. Reprinting 

these articles for its Parisian readers, the RGMP made it clear that there was in fact little 

difference between Soualle’s turkophone and Sax’s saxophone, and that it was an error of 

other newspapers in describing it as a new invention.35 Soualle’s concerts comprised the by 

now familiar mix of light classics and original works, including his various souvenirs of Java, 

Ireland and Shanghai, together with fantasias on a variety of themes, including one drawn 

from Mozart’s Don Giovanni. Several writers, seemingly following claims made by Soualle 

himself, have asserted that Soualle spent time working for the Maharajah of Mysore (now 

Mysuru), and that he also converted to Islam during this period.36 There is no independent 

verification for this, although Soualle almost certainly was in India, particularly since his 

Souvenirs de L’Inde is dedicated to ‘Governor Lord Harris’, who was Governor of Madras in 

the late 1850s. But the religious conversion seems quite unlikely and is almost certainly a 

consequence of the story-telling with which Soualle embellished his act to enhance its 

mystique.37  

Later that year Soualle journeyed across the Indian ocean to the island of Mauritius, 

arriving there in October 1857.38 The Port Louis Gazette’s announcement of his arrival is 

worth repeating at length, as an indication of the marketing material that Soualle was by now 

releasing in support of his act: 

 

For these last three or four years Ali-Ben-Sou-Alle has been delighting and 

astonishing all parts of Australia and India with his extraordinary talent. His 

principal instrument is the turkophine [sic], which combines all the melody and 

sweetness of the flute with the roundness and depth of the French horn. It 

possesses a peculiar richness and fulness [sic] of tone, and is of great compass, 

while it is capable of the most rapid execution. Besides this instrument Ali-Ben-

Sou-Alle plays on the turkophinini [sic], with which he imitates the scotch 

bagpipes, and sings the Scotch airs in such a way as to entrance the patriots of 

Scotland. The most popular of Moore's melodies he plays admirably,39 as well 
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as an endless variety of selections from the most familiar operas. With all these 

attractions, besides a picturesque and graceful costume, and a handsome and 

commanding appearance, Ali-Ben-Sou-Alle will be sure to attract a well-filled 

theatre.40 

 

Soualle appears to have particularly enjoyed Mauritius, and over the next six years he 

would spend several long sojourns there. But this first visit was comparatively short, and by 

February 1858 he was already in South Africa, having probably arrived in Cape Town on the 

22nd of that month. His first concert was given a few days later, on 4 March.41 Following the 

pattern he had established in Australia, over the next twelve months Soualle gave numerous 

concerts among European expatriate communities in South Africa, in towns as diverse as Fort 

Peddie, King William’s Town, Alice, Fort Beaufort, Bedford, Somerset, and Cradock,42 and 

by December 1858 he had arrived in the larger town of Durban. His stay there was reflected on 

some 50 years later by one George Russell, who had emigrated there in 1850. Russell repeats 

a contemporary newspaper’s observation that, ‘the whole of this performance, both 

instrumental and vocal, elicited the warmest applause. Ali Ben Sou Alle’s gorgeous and costly 

dress and commanding graceful presence added to the effect.’43 

Other local papers hint mischievously at Soualle being nursed through a period of 

illness by the wife of his Durban host, a British expatriate named William Fraser, who then 

transferred her affections to the French musician, only to have her own heart broken when the 

latter left Durban in March 1859.44 A different concert, given further inland at Graaf Reinet, 

was notable for Soualle’s performances being interspersed with what appears to be a 

blackface minstrelsy act, in which ‘a young gentleman amateur set the audience in a roar of 

laughter by singing some negro melodies, accompanying himself on the banjo’.45 There are 

no other references to Soualle’s performances being similarly twinned with such minstrelsy, 

but the obvious overlap between the exotic ‘Turk’ and ‘nigger’ in the mid-nineteenth century 

European popular imaginary may have made this sharing of the concert stage appear very 

appropriate to this particular audience. 

Soualle left South Africa on 30 March 1859,46 and by April he was once again in 

Mauritius, giving a benefit concert in support of the nearby island of Réunion, where a 

cholera epidemic had recently broken out. The local Mauricien newspaper observed that not 

only did Soualle’s generosity equal his talent, but that the 1104 piastres the concert raised 

was ‘an enormous figure for our little theatre and which we should attribute, in large part, to 

the public sympathy for our neighbours’.47 This may have been the same benefit concert that 



 10 

stimulated a rather flowery and poetic review from ‘Matou’, (possibly the pseudonym of Petit 

d’Hauterive), who noted that Soualle’s generosity in giving this concert should change the 

old proverb to say ‘as generous as a Turk’.48 Soualle’s willingness to give such benefit 

concerts appears to have made him popular. When he left again on 4 March 1860, the 

Mauricien noted that he had given eleven concerts on the island, ‘five of which alone were 

for his individual advantage’ and that he had been sufficiently well received that ‘his last 

concert was as well attended as his first’.49  

It is not clear where Soualle travelled after his departure from Mauritius. It seems 

likely that he returned to Paris, since he submitted a patent for his modifications to Sax’s 

saxophone in September 1860 and a further addition to that patent in September 1861. 

Soualle’s two patents (of which more below) are written in very different hands, and signed 

on his behalf by the two different lawyers depositing them. Therefore, it is not impossible 

that he was organizing this remotely from elsewhere. But many of his compositions, 

published in Paris by L. Parent, bear the publication date of 1861, further suggesting that 

Soualle returned to the French capital around this time with manuscripts composed on his 

travels, and persuaded a publisher to engrave them. Curiously, if he was in Paris, there appear 

to be no references to any concerts he might have given at that time, but neither have any 

performances elsewhere currently come to light.  

By July 1862 Soualle was certainly back in Mauritius, composing a piece titled ‘La 

Radamienne’, also described as a ‘hymn national malgache’, and performing it in honor of 

the coronation of Madagascar’s Radama II in a concert in Port Louis on 5 July.50 Soualle’s 

extended sojourns in Mauritius are unlikely to be explained by his musical activities alone. 

The mid-nineteenth century expatriate community there was quite small, and the novelty 

attaching to Soualle’s act would quickly have worn thin.51 It seems likely that his 

entrepreneurial spirit was now manifesting itself in other ways and that he had business 

interests in the area, since on 24 October 1862 he submitted in Mauritius a patent for ‘Paste 

for the Manufacture of Paper’, which was granted a few days later.52  

It is notable that his baptismal name had by now been left behind, even in these 

official patents, and that he was consistently identifying himself by his stage name. 

Nevertheless, generating a certain ambiguity around his true identity appears to have been 

part of his act. At one point in his travels around Australia he may have anglicized ‘Ben Sou 

Alle’ to ‘Ben Sullivan’, as part of a concert where several performers punningly changed 

their names.53 In South Africa he appears to have taken the Sullivan persona one stage 

further, incongruously adopting the Irish moniker ‘Patrick Sullivan’, as part of a concert 
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given with the 45th British Infantry regiment in Durban in 1858.54 Yet when he requested 

naturalization as a British citizen in Mauritius in 1863 he was listed as ‘Augustin Edouard 

Sou-alle, alias Ali-Ben-Sou-Alle’.55 Soualle’s continual obfuscation of his personal identity 

may well have been part of an aspiration to blur the boundaries between life and art. 

 

1864-65: Paris and London 

 

By 1864 Soualle had returned to concert stages in Paris and London. On 23 April he took part 

in a benefit concert given in aid of farmworkers’ orphans, at the Grand Hotel in the Louvre, 

Paris, performing alongside a select cast of musical luminaries including the 

composer/violinist Wieniawski (who performed his own ‘Souvenir de Lubin’ on the piano). 

Soualle’s appearance provoked two laudatory articles: one by Marie Escudier in La France 

Musicale, and another in La Semaine des Familles.56 Both served to re-introduce Ali Ben Sou 

Alle to Parisian audiences, recycling the now familiar stories pertaining to Soualle’s travels, 

including his time with the Maharajah in Mysore, with the latter article also asserting that, 

notwithstanding these travels, ‘within this foreign name was retained a French heart’.57 

Perhaps more important to Soualle than his francophone heart, however, was the 

wallet that nestled close to it, and shortly thereafter he travelled to London again for the 

summer season. Although Louis-Antoine Jullien had died in 1860, his son (also christened 

Louis) continued to mount summer promenade concerts in a similar vein to those of his 

father. But Soualle chose instead to join Alfred Mellon’s competing concert season at the 

Royal Opera House in Covent Garden, performing there from August to October. A poster 

for one of these concerts, given on 18 August 1864, advertises him playing a set of variations 

on ‘In My Cottage’ on the turkophone.58 Mellon had brought together some of the top 

performers of the day: the pianist Marie Krebs, flautist Robert Pratten, clarinettist Henry 

Lazarus, as well as the bassoonist John Winterbottom, who had now also returned from his 

antipodean adventures. That Soualle should not only be asked to join them but also billed 

more prominently than many of them demonstrates the reputation that he had by then 

acquired, notwithstanding that he was usually placed last in the programs in which he 

appeared, his quasi-theatrical act obviously deemed to provide some light relief to the 

potpourri of light classical extracts that otherwise characterized the performance.  

If Soualle had largely impressed the critics on his global travels, the London critics 

proved somewhat harder to persuade. They often disparaged the musical content and 

aspirations of Mellon’s concerts and were mixed in their views of Soualle’s abilities. A 
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review in the Musical Times sniffed that a ‘vapid fantasia’ was played on ‘a new instrument 

[by] a gentleman with the unmistakably Oriental name of Ali ben Sou-Alle’. Earlier the 

reviewer had noted of such concerts that ‘in the attempt to offer sufficient attraction to the 

educated and uneducated in art, a middle course is pursued which has the effect of 

disappointing both’.59 Although The Daily News noted that Soualle displayed a perfect 

command over his instrument,60 The Standard observed that whereas nothing needed to be 

said of the fiddlers on the program, ‘less may be said of Ali-Ben Sou-Alle, the player on the 

turkophone, whose name might have been omitted from the program with credit and 

advantage’.61 But if the critics disdained Soualle’s performances, they were sufficiently 

popular with the general public that for his own promenade concerts Jullien fils dressed a 

clarinet player by the name of Tyler in a Turkish costume, by way of a spoiling act, who 

performed a series of saxophone solos under the improbable pseudonym of ‘Ali Ben 

Jenkins’.62 In fact, one newspaper went so far as to describe him as ‘Ali Ben Jen Kins’, 

deliberately mimicking the orthography of Soualle’s alter ego. According to the same paper, 

Jenkins had ‘the house in roars when from a grave oriental march he breaks into “Sally in our 

Alley”’.63 Soualle also made sufficient impression that a humorous poem about his 

performances appeared in the satirical magazine Punch, in which the curiosity value of the 

turkophone becomes a running gag, as exemplified by the lines: ‘Oh, what is a Turkophone?/ 

I cannot make out, I own/ Is it wind, is it string, oh what sort of thing/ Is this wonderful 

Turkophone?’64 
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Figure 2 

 
 

Caption: Soualle photographed in London in 186465 

 

Whatever the newspaper critics felt of Soualle’s act, he appears to have had sufficient 

celebrity status that at some point in 1864 he was invited to perform in front of the Prince of 

Wales, to whom he gave a bound copy of many of his published works.66 Different pieces in 

this collection indicate saxophone or turkophone as the melody instrument, and there are also 

some songs and pieces for solo piano, demonstrating Soualle’s wider musical gifts.67 Later 

that year, in December 1864, Soualle gave his first performance in his home town of Arras, 

northern France.68 Given his international exploits and his minor celebrity status at the time, 

this must have felt something like the return of the prodigal son for one of the most 

successful graduates of Arras’s small music conservatoire. Soualle’s reputation was by now 

sufficiently high that he was invited to join singers from the théâtre Italien in Paris for 

concerts at the Tuileries palace and l'Hôtel de ville (City Hall) on 27 March and 1 April 1865. 

The RGMP records that Soualle had been called to perform before ‘their majesties’ 
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(presumably Emperor Napoleon III and his wife Empress Eugénie) at the Tuileries, as part of 

a series of concerts that were by then a regular annual feature during the Lent period at the 

French Court.69 

 

1866-99: The final decades 

 

After these successes, Soualle’s celebrity status appears to have waned, and reports of his 

appearances are increasingly sporadic. He seems to have given concerts in the south of 

France through 1866, and his presence in that region would appear to be confirmed by the 

last of his published compositions, the 1866 ‘Toulouse-polka’ for piano solo. The short-lived 

journal Jean qui rit, published in the southern French town of Pau, provided a review of two 

concerts given by him in January 1866 and there was at least one further concert given in 

Perpignan on 2 July.70 Attention was drawn by La Comédie in July to the opening of a new 

variety theatre in Beziers, at which Soualle was rumored to be appearing, but there is no 

evidence of the concert actually taking place.71  

But these 1866 references provide the last record, at present, of Soualle’s 

performances, and from this point on his activities, and references to them, become yet more 

enigmatic. A short story titled ‘La Fortune et la Clarinette’ written by ‘B. Saint Marc’ (the 

pen name of the writer Agricol Beynet) published in Le Monde Illustré in November 1872 

provides a highly romanticized version of Soualle’s time in India, and a description of the 

meeting with the maharajah in Mysore, at which the writer claims to have been present. 

However, it appears to be a revised version of an elaborate story first published around 

1860,72 suggesting that Beynet became aware of Soualle’s activities on the latter’s return to 

France at that time. In the earlier version Soualle’s name is mistakenly (or perhaps 

deliberately?) written as ‘Loualle’ and the character plays a smaller role in a complex overall 

narrative based around conversations at the Palais Royale. In the revised 1872 version the 

description of the first meeting with Soualle–‘after a night of walking through forests of 

gigantic trees, oaks, sapirs, cypresses, poplars, palm trees, banyan trees (fig pagodas), without 

having been devoured by tigers or impaled by rhinoceroses’73–illustrates the flowery rhetoric 

of the narrative, and the story is further adorned by an account of a fiancée that Soualle 

supposedly left behind, but who he discovered had married another man when he returned to 

France to place his Indian riches at her feet. The story is highly fanciful and appears to 

contain little more than occasional kernels of reality, but Beynet was obviously 
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knowledgeable of Soualle’s activities, and the revised version of the story was deemed 

worthy of being republished in La Mosaïque in 1880.74  

Soualle’s story takes a final enigmatic turn in the pages of Le Figaro between 1875-

77. A cryptic notice in May 1875 advertises the coming arrival of ‘Docteur Soualle’ in the 

autumn,75 and this is followed in December by a short article titled ‘Une future célébrité 

Parisienne’. The latter was almost certainly planted by Soualle, since it now serves to 

advertise his transformation from globally itinerant musician to quack doctor. Retelling the 

familiar story of his international travels, his time in Mysore is now inflected to cast himself 

as one of the early victims of the 1857 uprising. Afflicted by rheumatism which ‘seized all 

his body’ on his return to Europe, he remembered the restorative power of certain Indian 

herbs and ‘sailed to fetch them and heal himself completely’. Needless to say, Soualle was 

willing to pass on his expertise in the medicinal properties of Indian herbs to those suffering 

from gout, rheumatism, neuralgia, etc., to anybody willing to visit him at his new 

establishment at 350 rue Saint-Honoré in Paris.76 A follow-up article in October 1876 (‘Une 

prophétie réâlisêe’) endeavored to promote Soualle’s perceived successes over the past year, 

as well as introducing his ‘merveilleuse’ ‘Essence Soualle’.77 A final advertisement for 

Soualle’s business appeared in January 1877, and the lack of any further announcements 

thereafter suggests that Soualle’s Essence was perhaps not quite as marvelous as was 

claimed.78 

These Figaro references provide at present the final sightings in the historical record 

of Soualle’s unceasing entrepreneurialism. He died in Paris on 21 September 1899, aged 75, 

although it is not clear how he occupied himself in his final decades.79 It might be assumed 

that, like Adolphe Sax, whose most well-known innovation Soualle developed and exploited, 

he passed his final years in some degree of penury, with neither his music nor his temporary 

celebrity status in the 1860s having yielded sufficient financial reward to provide for a 

comfortable dotage. But there is no evidence to support either this supposition or any 

contrary one. 

The word ‘turcophone’, in its French orthography, does resurface occasionally after 

1866: a popular song with that title was being heard in Oxfordshire in the late 1870s, and 

there was even a horse, owned by the Duke of Portland, who was given that name in 1886 

and raced with some success in the late 1880s. It is difficult to know whether either of these 

were influenced by Soualle’s activities–although the former seems more likely than the 

latter–but if so, we may infer that in some small way Soualle, his alter ego and his renamed 
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saxophone remained in European cultural memory for some time after his own musical 

activities had ceased. 

 

Soualle and the saxophone  

 

Although Soualle (and Jullien) sought to employ neologisms such as ‘corno-musa’ and 

‘turkophone’–probably to avoid the risk of litigation over an instrument that was still covered 

by Sax’s patent–there is no doubt that he performed on a saxophone. Yet his instruments 

were modified from Sax’s original designs in some important ways. As can be seen in Figure 

2, he played on straight instruments with a slightly turned bell, but without the distinctive ‘U’ 

bend that characterizes most saxophones then and now. Not immediately evident from the 

photograph, however, are several modifications Soualle made to the key work, which he set 

out in a patent submitted in 1860 (supplemented by a patent addition in 1861).80 Inspired by 

Auguste Buffet’s Boehm–system clarinet key work, these included revisions to the fingering 

system for the lower notes of the instrument and, more intriguingly, a revision to the octave-

key mechanism.81 

The first of these comprised additional keys and linkages that more easily facilitated 

certain patterns involving the little fingers of each hand.82 They would certainly have made 

the instrument feel more comfortable for a clarinettist used to the cross-finger relationship on 

Buffet’s clarinet, in which certain notes could be produced by either the right-hand or left-

hand little finger (e.g. f#/c#2).83 
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Figure 3  

 
 

Caption: Detail from Soualle’s 1860 patent, showing Boehm-style key work applied to the 

lower keys of the saxophone 

 

But perhaps more significant, and impactful, were Soualle’s modifications to the saxophone’s 

octave mechanism, as a brief explanation of that mechanism’s evolution will illustrate. 

The saxophone has a conical bore and overblows at the octave, like the oboe, rather 

than at the twelfth, like the clarinet. The player thus uses many of the same fingerings to get 

the same notes in the upper and lower registers, with the thumb operating a single key that 

opens one or the other of two small vents located towards the top of the instrument. Today, 

this octave key enables an automatic mechanism that governs which vent is called into 

operation, depending on the disposition of the players’ fingers. Modern manufacturers are 

generally consistent in their approach to these two vents, the first of which produces the notes 

d2 to g2, and the second all notes above this, usually a2 to f3.  

Sax’s original design used two octave keys to obtain these higher notes. In fact, Sax’s 

first intention was to provide three octave keys for the instrument, as is evident from his 1846 

patent. This contains sketches for the proposed family of saxophones, although only two 

contain any detail. An upward pointing instrument, described by Sax as a ‘bourdon’, 

evidences the relationship with the ophicleide on which the original saxophone design was 
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based; the three octave keys proposed by Sax for this bass instrument are numbered as 18, 19 

and 20 in the patent sketch, and confirmed in the accompanying text (see Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4 

 

Caption: Detail of ‘bourdon’ saxophone from Adolphe Sax’s 1846 patent, showing three 

octave keys. 

The more familiar S-shaped saxophone, described in the patent as a ‘tenor-baritone’, equally 

clearly has only two octave keys, numbered as 16 and 20 (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5 

 

Caption: Detail of ‘tenor-baritone’ saxophone from Adolphe Sax’s 1846 patent showing two 

octave keys. 

 



 19 

As might be expected from the still evolving saxophone family, there was much 

inconsistency in the mid-nineteenth century about the most desirable point at which to move 

between these two octave keys, with different methods or patents suggesting different 

changeover points.84 But the provision of two octave keys on all saxophones was the norm 

until 1888, when Arsène Lecomte patented what is usually taken to be the first automatic 

octave mechanism for the instrument.85 Lecomte combined the two previously independent 

octave keys into a single key that operated two vents according to context: the correct vent 

for the note required would open automatically, rather than having to be opened manually by 

the player’s left thumb choosing between two separate keys, as on Sax’s system.86  

The title of Lecomte’s patent–‘L’application du système Boehm aux saxophones’–

makes clear the inspiration for his innovations. And like Soualle, he proposed not only 

changes to the octave key mechanism but also modifications to the keys producing the lowest 

notes, recalling the left-hand/right-hand fingering of the Buffet-Boehm clarinet. Yet, despite 

the historical significance normally ascribed to Lecomte’s innovation, he was not the first to 

devise an automatic octave mechanism for the saxophone. That accolade properly belongs to 

Soualle, who notes the problem with Sax’s design in the text of a patent he submitted in 

1860: 

 

We know that two keys called chalumeaux are necessary to traverse the higher octave, 

in which the change of keys is effected with the thumb of the left hand, on some 

saxophones between g and a, on others between a and b. This passage between one 

key and the other was painful and very defective, the problem was therefore to find a 

way to do without it. I have achieved this in a fully satisfactory manner, by the 

application of a new key and a particular mechanism that are the subject of the second 

part of my invention.87 

 

Later in the patent text Soualle makes clear that the changeover point of this mechanism 

occurs at a2; that is, the last note for which the lower of the two octave vents functions is g#2, 

as with today’s instruments. This was a semitone above the changeover point advocated by 

Sax in 1846. 
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Figure 6 

 
 

Caption: Detail from Soualle’s 1860 patent showing his automatic octave mechanism.  

Figure 6 illustrates the detail of Soualle’s system. It shows a bifurcation above the 

octave key (1), which keeps the lower octave vent closed when required; an additional thumb 

plate on the left (2), undoubtedly borrowed from Buffet-Boehm; and a link to the g key (3), 

which determines whether the lower or upper octave vent will be called into operation. While 

this may appear a relatively minor technical innovation, it can be argued that it enabled 

Soualle be more virtuosic than other players at the time. Indeed, Soualle was one of the first 

virtuosi on the saxophone. He made a career from presenting concerts comprising what we 

might now see as emergent forms of popular music, to audiences who expected undemanding 

musical novelty. In particular, they wanted to hear virtuosity, and Soualle’s surviving scores 

demonstrate that this is what he supplied. His relatively slight compositional output consists 

of short miniatures designed to show off his prowess on the instrument.88 The musical 

language comprises conventional harmonic and melodic formulas, incorporated within short 

forms such as fantasias and caprices. The theme and variation form, commonly used in such 

instrumental display vehicles during this period, is especially favored, and erstwhile dance 

forms such as allemandes, waltzes, polkas and polonaises are widely employed. The extract 

from Soualle’s ‘Grand Fantaisie Variée sur Lucie de Lamermoor’ shown in Figure 7 may be 

taken as representative. 
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Figure 7 

 

Caption: An extract from Soualle’s ‘Grand Fantaisie Variée sur Lucie de Lamermoor’ 

showing his virtuosic saxophone writing. 

 

While this kind of writing is common for flautists and clarinettists in the 1850s and 

‘60s, it is much less common in those few saxophone works or studies that were written for 

the–admittedly still rare–saxophone soloist.89 And although the benefits accruing from 

Soualle’s addition of the left-hand/right-hand linkages to the instrument’s lower notes are not 

immediately evident in his scores, those arising from his revised octave mechanism certainly 

are. Figure 8 shows an extract from Figure 7 marked up with the thumb changes necessary on 

saxophones with two octave keys, which would have required 29 thumb movements.  
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Figure 8 

 

 

Caption: Extract from Soualle’s ‘Grand Fantaisie Variée sur Lucie de Lamermoor’ (p.7) 

showing thumb changes required using two octave keys (29 movements). 

 

Figure 9 shows the reduced number of changes needed (23) under Soualle’s system, and 

illustrates that the slightly cumbersome thumb movements from one octave key to another–

the adjacent 1s and 2s in Figure 8–that he had complained about in his patent text, have been 

obviated. 

 

 

Figure 9 

 

Caption: Extract from Soualle’s ‘Grand Fantaisie Variée sur Lucie de Lamermoor’ (p.7) 

showing thumb changes required using Soualle’s modified octave mechanism (23 

movements). 

 

Soualle’s automatic octave mechanism offered an obvious advantage, which is why, once 

Lecomte had devised something similar and began offering his version, it became widely 

adopted in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, and the two-key system 

eventually disappeared entirely.90 
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Conclusions 

 

Soualle’s story combines the exoticising curiosity of the mid-nineteenth century global 

explorer with the pragmatism of the entrepreneurial working musician. He was a musical 

pioneer who achieved a small degree of eminence in two of the most significant musical 

centers of western Europe in the mid-nineteenth century: London and Paris. He travelled 

throughout the British and French empires, functioning as both musical emissary and 

showman, and thus allowing expatriate communities the opportunity to remain connected to 

musical developments happening ‘back home’. He enhanced his Ali Ben Sou Alle alter ego 

by performing on a slightly modified version of the saxophone, an instrument largely 

unknown, and almost certainly previously unheard, by those who formed his audiences in the 

1850s and early ‘60s. It is ironic that while Adolphe Sax was struggling at the time to 

establish the instrument in Europe’s major musical metropolises, its sound, if not Sax’s name, 

was becoming more familiar in many expatriate communities around the world, because of 

Soualle’s prodigious touring. Soualle did not make the instrument a success; that came about 

because of its increasing use by military bands around the world from the late 1870s onwards, 

followed by its adoption into American popular music around the turn of the 20th century. But 

he did, as it were, keep the saxophone flame alive at this time, and had he been less of a 

peripheral figure in the Parisian musical world, and spent more time in the city, it is possible 

that he might have been more influential. 

Notwithstanding the similarities between their patents, there is no evidence that 

Arséne Lecomte was aware of Soualle’s previous efforts when he patented his own automatic 

octave mechanism in 1888. But why, given the obvious musical advantages, were Soualle’s 

innovations not capitalized on? There are several possible explanations. First, the saxophone 

was under patent. Until 1866 Sax controlled what might and might not be done with it and he 

was quick to resort to litigation to protect his rights. Sax’s 1846 patent was initially granted 

for 15 years. Soualle would have been under the impression that it expired in 1861, and it 

seems unlikely to be a coincidence that his own patents were submitted around this time; he 

spent much of the 1850s touring, but he may well have returned to Paris largely for this 

reason. However, very unusually, Sax was granted a five-year extension to his original 

patent, perhaps thwarting Soualle’s plans. But Soualle returned to Paris and London again 

between 1864 and 1866, this time giving concerts in both these cities and elsewhere. Might 

he have returned for the same reason, knowing that Sax’s patents would finally expire? We 

cannot be sure. There is certainly no evidence that he persuaded a manufacturer to adopt his 
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ideas. But perhaps, by the time of his later return in 1864, Soualle felt that the saxophone was 

not particularly successful, and there was thus little opportunity of a commercial return on the 

innovations he proposed. Although the saxophone was adopted by some Francophone bands 

in the 1850s and ‘60s, it was not more internationally widespread until the 1870s and ‘80s. 

Lecomte’s innovations were not only more timely, but as an established manufacturer he also 

had the capacity to put them into operation more easily.91 And Figure 2 illustrates that 

Soualle played on straight, not curved instruments. While this would have made little 

difference to the implementation of his octave mechanism, adapting curved saxophones to 

accommodate his modifications for the lower keys would have been more technologically 

challenging and expensive. This alone might have put off any instrument makers he 

approached with his ideas. Furthermore, by the mid-1860s Soualle’s orientalist performances 

were clearly seen as populist and perhaps gimmicky, and, unlike both Sax and Lecomte, he 

was not part of the Parisian instrument manufacturing scene. He was a performer and a 

traveler, an opportunist and a showman, with few networks and little social capital on which 

to call when trying to get his innovations more widely accepted, notwithstanding their 

obvious musical benefits. 

But perhaps Soualle’s most significant legacy is that his performances associated the 

saxophone with forms of popular music in a manner that would become increasingly 

widespread in the United States and beyond only 50 years or so later. In the 1850s and ‘60s, 

Sax, Berlioz and others were striving in Paris to habilitate the saxophone within those 

European classical music contexts that they saw as providing its ultimate legitimation. In 

contrast, Soualle’s proto-vaudevillian performances were already outlining an alternative and 

more populist future for an instrument upon which would be conferred in the first decades of 

the twentieth century a musical identity largely predicated on its use in very similar contexts. 

Unfortunately, Sax’s death in 1894, followed by Soualle’s own just five years later, meant 

that neither would live quite long enough to see this happen. 
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