
Origins and Historical Context

The 88-tone bandoneon is a smaller member of the Rheinische
Tonlage family of instruments, sharing its fundamental keyboard logic
with the 142-note bandoneon that became standard in Argentina. Far
from being a simplified or derivative instrument, however, it actually
represents an earlier stage in the evolution of the bandoneon,
predating the 142-tone system.

The 88-tone layout was gradually expanded over the course of several
decades — adding notes and extending the range — until it reached
the 142-note configuration that tango musicians would come to adopt
and master.

A Student Instrument
During the period when both systems coexisted in Germany, the 88-
tone instrument continued to be manufactured as a student model,
intended for beginners and especially for children, whose smaller
hands were better suited to its more compact size and lighter weight. 

Production of these instruments continued into the early 1930s. They
were available both in single-voice tuning and in two-voice octave
tuning, giving them a fuller, richer sound. The higher-quality examples
feature hand-filed reeds, a refinement that after 1920 was available
only as a special order.

Keyboard Layout: A Snapshot of an Evolving System
From a keyboard layout perspective, the 88-tone instrument preserves
several features of the original "genuine" Rheinische layout that were
later modified in the 142-tone standard. In the original layout, certain
buttons — notably buttons 9 and 11 on the left hand, and one button on
the right hand — were unisonic: they produced the same pitch in both
bellows directions. These were remnants of the diatonic scale of E that
structured the first row of buttons.

As the instrument evolved toward the 142-tone layout, these doubled
buttons were retuned to fill in gaps in the chromatic scale. 
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For example, button 11 on the left hand, originally tuned to e'/f' (unisonic
pair), was reassigned to f#'/g' to complete the scale.
Similarly, other buttons were gradually adjusted — some around 1920,
others earlier — to achieve the full chromatic range of the 142-tone
standard.

Further Adaptations for Argentine Players
A further layer of modification occurred when the 142-tone bandoneon
was adapted for Argentine players: two additional buttons were
retuned to extend the melodic range in both bellows directions,
producing the instrument layout that tango musicians eventually
standardized.

A Practical Teaching Tool Today
The 88-tone bandoneon survives today as both a historical artifact
and a practical teaching tool. Its smaller size and weight make it
physically approachable for younger students, and its lower cost
relative to full-sized instruments makes it economically accessible. 

Musically, it shares the core logic of the larger bandoneon — the same
Rheinische layout, the same bisonoric principle — making it a genuine
introduction to the instrument rather than a mere toy.

Standard and Adapted Layouts
For these reasons, this document presents two keyboard layouts for
the 88-tone bandoneon. The first is the standard layout as historically
produced.

The second is an adapted layout, which realigns certain notes to
match the 142-tone standard wherever possible, making the transition
to the larger instrument smoother and more intuitive. Most workshops
specializing in bandoneon repair and restoration are able to carry out
this adaptation. This adaptation is one of the specialized services
offered by the Bottega del Bandoneón, a workshop dedicated
exclusively to the bandoneon, with which the author of this document
collaborates. If you are interested in having your instrument adapted,
do not hesitate to get in touch.

https://www.bottegadelbandoneon.com/


Bandoneon 88 Bisonoric (Standard)
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Bandoneon 88 Bisonoric (Standard)
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Bandoneon 88 Bisonoric (Adapted)
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The modifications to the 88-tone bandoneon keyboard to bring it
from the "standard" factory version to one fully compatible with the
142 Rheinische system concern only the left-hand keyboard. The
buttons that undergo changes are marked in grey.
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