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SOME STRINGS
ATTACHED

THE GERMAN CLARINET LIGATURE

by Will Cicola

ineteenth-century instrument

maker Iwan Miiller is known for

many of the technological de-
velopments that make the modern clari-
net possible: today’s pads, keywork, and
even thumbrests are descended from his
innovations. Miiller is also credited with
the invention of the metal ligature, which
freed clarinetists from the practice of ty-
ing their reeds on with a string. Despite
the success of this development, the string
ligature is still common enough in Germa-
ny that it can be purchased in nearly any
music store. Given the degree to which
today’s German clarinet is otherwise a
direct descendent of Miiller’s 13-keyed
instrument, it may seem strange that the
metal ligature has yet to achieve universal
acceptance there.,

In fact, the advantages offered by string
ligature are so striking that I and many of
my colleagues have been left shaking our
heads, wondering how Miiller’s metal liga-
ture ever managed to catch on at all. It is
difficult to quantify the precise benefits of
the string ligature, simply because virtu-
ally every aspect of clarinet playing is en-
hanced by its use — tone quality, projection,
response, and even reed life. True, tying a
string ligature takes a few moments longer
than slipping on a metal or fabric ligature,
but with just a bit of practice, it is easy to
achieve enough speed and consistency that
the difference becomes negligible. And
given the string ligature’s unmatched play-
ing properties, the results are more than
worth the extra effort required to use it.

String Ligature Technique

Since the practice is not exactly common
outside of Germany today, the tying of a
string ligature may at first seem like an
exotic and bizarre rite, It may even seem
impossible that a simple length of string is
capable of fastening the reed reliably and
consistently. And the first few attempts at
tying the ligature are likely to reinforce the
apparent futility of this exercise. Patience

and diligence are, however, guaranteed to
pay dividends in this case; I have yet to
meet anyone who takes more than a week
or two to become proficient.

To begin, place the reed in position on
the mouthpiece. It will likely shift during
the tying process, but you should be able to
re-adjust it after a few loops. It can also help
to make sure the entire back of the reed is
wet, as it will stick to the mouthpiece more
securely. While holding the reed in place
with the thumb of your non-dominant hand,
use a finger on the same hand to hold the
end of the string vertically against the back
of the mouthpiece. Then, using your domi-
nant hand, wind the string once around the
reed, around the back of the mouthpiece,
and cross over the vertical length of string
that you are still holding in place (Fig. 1).
Thas first loop is both the trickiest to tie and
the most important; if it is not tight enough,
the ligature is much more likely to slip. It
should be placed at the same height on the
reed as any other ligature.

Once the first loop is in place, the pro-
cess is fairly straightforward. Continue
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Fig 1: Beginning the ligating process

ig pproximately halfway

winding the string around, making sure
each loop is firm before crossing over the
vertical segment of string (Fig. 2). It is the
friction between the horizontal loops and
this vertical segment that maintains the
grip of the ligature. While different players
will prefer different degrees of pressure on
the reed, a ligature that is too loose will
not be able to hold itself in place. After the
first few loops are secure, you might find it
helpful to move the clarinet to a horizontal
position on your lap for the rest of the ty-
ing process.

The next challenge comes when the
end of the string has been reached and
the reed secured: tying the knot. The trick
is to create an opening in the final loop
— either by placing a finger between the
mouthpiece and the string (Fig. 3), or just
by holding the rest of the ligature in place
while creating some slack — and pull the
end of the string tightly through (Fig. 4).
The finished product should hold up under
its own friction.

For a video tutorial on this process,
please see my Web site at homepage.mac.
com/wcicola.

Changing reeds without rewinding is a
delicate process, but it is indeed possible.
Simply hold the side of the ligature with
your thumb and slide it up just enough that
the reed can be removed, then work it back
down snugly over the new reed.

Types of Ligature String

In theory, anything that holds the reed on
the mouthpiece should work. David Pino
suggests the use of a shoelace in his excel-
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lent book The Clariner and Clarinet Play-
ing, and some doublers have apparently
even found success with strips of velcro.
However, not all strings are created equal,
and there are a few qualities in particular
that are essential to successful ligation.
Most importantly, the string must not be
too slippery, or it will not be able to main-

ig ted ligature

tain the tightness required to hold the reed
securely. For this reason, standard white
cotton string is not likely to produce good
results. At the same time, the string must
be soft and flexible, or it will not conform
to the shape of the mouthpiece and reed
— materials such as leather and flax are
wholly unsuitable. It is also important to
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find a string that will not stretch or unravel
easily, which rules out most yarns.

The best fibers are nylon and satin; any
department or craft store should carry at
least a few types of string made from these
materials. Remember that the thinner the
string, the more loops it will take to fasten
the reed. I have found that a nylon cro-
chet thread rated for use with a #6 (4 mm)
crochet needle is about the lowest-weight
string that is practical, but slightly thicker
is ideal. Also, don’t be afraid to explore —
while most people will probably prefer a
black ligature, suitable string can be found
in a variety of colors for younger players
and/or special occasions (Fig. 5). While
blue sparkly cord is unlikely to take the
orchestral scene by storm, it makes a bet-
ter ligature than one would expect.

Once you have found a suitable type
of string, preparing it for use as a ligature
is easy. Simply cut a 140-160 centimeter
piece of string, and tie a tight overhand knot
near each end to prevent fraying. The exact
length required will obviously depend on
the thickness of the string you have chosen
(and the dimensions of your mouthpiece-
reed combination), so it may be wise to
measure a longer piece and cut off any ex-
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tra that remains after the ligature has been
tied for the first time. The entire bark of the
reed should not be covered; as can be seen
in Fig. 4, the tied ligature only needs to be
slightly more than an inch in height. If the
string is too long and therefore covers too
much of the reed, it can dull the sound and
response, defeating the purpose of using a
string ligature in the first place.
Unfortunately for those outside Ger-
many, the only easy way to get “authentic”
string ligatures is from a German music
store — this string is produced by music
companies specifically for use as ligatures,
and sold in pre-cut lengths. The difference
in sound between the German string and
plain old department store twine is notice-
able, although not vast, and the German
string tends to hold up far better over time.
These ligatures can be found in two basic
varieties: a lighter type and a heavier type.
As with any aspect of clarinet playing, the
choice is largely a matter of taste. I have
found that the heavier type tends to dull
the sound a bit more, but it also grips it-
self and the mouthpiece significantly better.

This mainly provides an advantage during
the tying process, as neither type of string
should have any problems after being tied.
The best way 1o obtain a German string
ligature is to purchase one in a German
music store, or to have a friend do so. If
this is not possible, there are many retail-
ers who will ship throughout Europe, and
even a few who will ship overseas. While
living in Ohio, I had an excellent experi-
ence ordering a shipment of Gewa brand
string ligatures from Musikhaus Korn
(www.musikhaus-korn.de) in Oschatz,
Germany; the salespeople were incredibly
helpful (and had no problem conducting
business in English after my poor Ger-
man failed us), and the package was in my
hands in less than three weeks. Jan Slot
Blaasinstrumenten (www.janslot.nl), lo-
cated in the Netherlands, also stocks string
ligatures, as well as mouthpiece caps spe-
cifically designed for use with the string.
For those brave souls who are so deter-
mined in their string quest that this seems
like an attractive option, let me offer some
brief advice. First, knowing a bit of Ger-

man is helpful; even retailers with multi-
lingual Web sites tend to exclude string
ligatures from the search results when one
is browsing in a non-German language,
so it is likely that you will need at least
enough German to find the ligatures and
fill out the order form. The German term
for the string ligature is Blattschnur —lit-
erally “reed cord.” Often, the string will
be described further using terms such as
Textilkordel (“textile cord”™) or Baumwolle
(cotton). There seems to be no consistent
method of distinguishing between the
lighter and heavier types without a photo,
but the former is more often used to de-
scribe the lighter type, and the latter to de-
scribe the heavier. (The Gewa ligatures [
ordered were of the lighter type.)
Second, buying in bulk is a good idea.
The ligatures themselves are inexpensive
(usually around €1), but the cost of ship-
ping is likely to start high and not increase
significantly with each additional ligature.
It is difficult to justify spending €30 to
ship five pieces of string across an ocean,
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but €60 for 35 pieces feels somewhat ra-
tional by comparison.

What About a
Mouthpiece Cap?

Besides the extra time required to tie it, the
only other disadvantage to the string liga-
ture is that mouthpiece caps will be harder
to find, Depending on the thickness of the
string and the profile of your mouthpiece,
it is possible that a standard plastic cap
will fit properly, but this is touchy busi-
ness — too loose, and the tip of the mouth-
piece could be damaged, while a cap that
fits too tightly is liable to take the string
with it when removed. Caps designed spe-
cifically for use with a string ligature can
be found in German music stores (search
for a Kapsel), but of course this is no more
convenient than obtaining the German
string for those who live outside the coun-
try. Fortunately, the cap sold alongside the
Fortissimo ligature is ideal for use with a
string ligature, since it only touches the
top of the reed and mouthpiece. It is avail-
able (relatively inexpensively) from many
retailers online in both North America and
Europe. The Fortissimo cap is also small

cim.edu

enough that you can place a regular plastic
cap over it, thus securing the mouthpiece
even further. I use a Rovner cap on top of a
Fortissimo for the ultimate in protection.

Commercial Alternatives

Considering the frequency with which lig-
ature manufacturers compare the playing
qualities of their products with the string
ligature, it is perhaps inevitable that many
have turned back to materials other than
metal — witness the popular fabric offer-
ings of Rovner and BG. Other companies
have gone even further, choosing to actu-
ally make ligatures out of string. While a
number of concepts have come and gone
(such as the hybrid ligature of Dennis
Giokas, which combined a screw-based
fastening mechanism and a string “net”
for contact with the reed), there are two
major designs still in production: the Pyne
handwoven “press-to-fit” ligature, and the
Vandoren Klassik. Both ligatures consist
entirely of string woven into a circular
band; the main feature separating them is
Vandoren’s inclusion of an adjustable knot
that allows for quick loosening and tight-
ening. This has the added effect of accom-
modating a wider range of mouthpiece

sizes. The Pyne is designed to fit snugly
without the need for adjustment, but cer-
tain mouthpiece-reed combinations have
proven to be too large for it, so it is worth
experimenting before buying.

Both the Pyne and the Vandoren do
come closer to the tonal qualities of a tra-
ditional string ligature than do their metal
cousins, and they definitely have the edge
in convenience — I keep a Klassik in my
pocket during performances in case a
quick reed change goes awry. Still, this is
only a backup measure; I have yet to find
a clarinetist who has judged the sound and
response of the string ligature to be any-
thing but unparalleled.

ABOUT THE WRITER ...

Will Cicola is a graduate student of Profes-
sor Michele Gingras at Miami University
(OH). He earned his Bachelor of Music in
Performance and Education with Richard
Faria at Ithaca College (NY) and has stud-
ied klezmer music with Joel E. Rubin. In
fall 2009, he will begin doctoral study as a
University Distinguished Fellow at Michi-
gan State University with Caroline Hartig.
E-mail: wcicola@gmail.com; Web site:
homepage.mac.com/wcicola.

SEPTEMBER 2009

73




