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Basics for Beginning Clarinetists

by Larry Combs and Victor Bordo

ach instrument is difficult to learn in its
E own way. For clarinetists, placing a foreign
object in the mouth with each lip doing
something different causes many problems. When

directors have a true understanding of the inherent
difficulties involved, most can be avoided.

Equipment

The embouchure and wind supply systems of
beginners are not fully developed, so the mouth-
piece and reed should be carefully selected. Most
student-line instruments come with an acceptable
mouthpiece, but higher-quality mouthpieces will
help students progress more quickly. Some recom-
mended mouthpieces include the Woodwind LC-1
or the B-45 or M-series Vandoren mouthpieces.
Whichever type of mouthpiece is used, it should
have a medium lay, which refers to the table that
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the reed rests on. If you hold a mouthpiece so that
the tip is on the right and the table, or lay, is on the
top, you will see that the mouthpiece curves down
toward the tip. An open-lay mouthpiece has a large
slope and calls for a soft reed, while a closed-lay
mouthpiece is almost flat, calling for a hard reed.

Hard reeds require strong embouchure muscles and
more air support to play than soft reeds, so begin-
ners should use a 2, 21/2, or 3 strength reed. A reed
with normal resistance will work best when placed
so the tip is even with the tip of the mouthpiece
and centered. The placement of the reed can be
temporarily adjusted to compensate for problem
reeds. If a reed is too stiff move it down a fraction of
an inch to reduce resistance; move the reed in the
opposite direction, slightly past the tip, to increase
resistance. Sometimes a reed will not be well-bal-
anced at the tip, causing difficulties for the player.
A few strokes with sandpaper or placing the reed off
center will fix this problem. If a student blows hard
but cannot produce a sound, the reed is probably
too far from the end of the mouthpiece. In this case,
take the reed off, place it upside down over the edge
of a table, and bend it inward. If it sounds as though
the reed is stuck to the mouthpiece, insert a piece
of paper between the reed and mouthpiece and gen-
tly pull the reed away from the mouthpiece to open
the tip slightly so the reed can vibrate.

Most students are taught to stick the reed in the
mouth and suck on it until they have put the
instrument together, but this can waterlog the cane.
It is only necessary to moisten the back side of the
reed by running the tongue over it. Sometimes stu-
dents will have to suck excess saliva out of the
mouthpiece and reed setup.

Embouchure

Because the embouchure is the most important
element to produce a characteristic clarinet tone,
begin students on just the mouthpiece and barrel to
eliminate the distraction of the instrument. When
teaching students how to form a clarinet embou-
chure, avoid extremes. If the embouchure is too lax
or lacking in muscle tone the sound will be unfo-
cused, and if the muscles are too tight and there is
too much upward jaw pressure the reed will squawk
or produce a harsh and thin tone. A clarinet
embouchure involves everything from the cheek
bone to the point of the chin. In a properly formed
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embouchure approximately half of the lower lip
covers the lower teeth and the lip forms a flat, firm
pad for the reed. To achieve the desired amount of
lip firmness, flatten and firm the chin muscles as if
pointing the chin toward the floor; the reed should
rest easily on the lip and not sink down into the
flesh, which will dampen the reed. The place of
contact for the lower lip corresponds with the point
at which the reed breaks away from the flat plane of
the mouthpiece. Most students will not take
enough mouthpiece into the mouth because a for-
eign object in the mouth feels larger than its actual
size.

The upper teeth touch the beak, or upper surface,
of the mouthpiece approximately 38 to V2 inch
from the tip. Students will have to experiment to
find the best point of contact because the place-
ment affects the sound. When the top teeth are too
far down the mouthpiece, a player loses control of
the sound, and when the teeth sit too close to the
tip, the tone becomes very thin and pinched. The
flex of the top lip, which is the element of the
embouchure that colors the sound, changes

36 THE INSTRUMENTALIST | AUGUST 1997

depending on the volume and register of the notes,
Extremely soft throat tones call for maximum com-
pression of the top lip, and fortissimo notes in the
middle register call for the least. This concept is too
advanced to discuss with beginners, but every direc-
tor should be aware of it and offer guidance to stu-
dents. Generally, beginners go flat when playing
loudly and sharp when playing softly. Simple ad-
justments to the flex of the top lip will solve these
problems,

Puffed cheeks are a sign of a weak embouchure.
The inner surface of the cheeks should adhere
firmly to the outer surface of the molars to prevent
air from leaking into that area. If a student has
puffed cheeks tell him to imagine sucking on a
lemon. Another common problem is the tendency
to stretch the lips when playing an ascending scale.
This alters the sound two ways: the muscle tissue
becomes thin and the temptation to bite the reed
increases because of lost embouchure flexibility.
Directors should not tell students to smile while
playing because this pulls the lips to the sides when
they should be pulled inward and downward, form-
ing an inverted U around the mouthpiece. Some
students will have the opposite problem and allow
the corners of the lower lip to push out. For at least
the first six weeks, begin every lesson with an
embouchure check, reviewing the critical elements:
pull the chin down, put the bottom lip over the
bottom teeth, insert the mouthpiece and set the top .
teeth, and place the lips around the mouthpiece.

Posture and Holding the Clarinet

Unlike flutists, clarinetists are often taught to
play while sitting, but this is detrimental to the
development of good posture because it promotes
slouching, a terribly difficult habit to break that
cuts off the air supply. It is a good idea for beginning
clarinetists to perform at least half of every lesson
and practice session standing, then, if they become
fatigued and want to sit, good posture can easily be
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transferred to the sitting position. When sitting,
many players habitually rest the bell of the instru-
ment between or on the knees; standing makes that
impossible. From the first lesson, teach students to
bring the instrument to the mouth, not the mouth
to the instrument.

The angle at which the mouthpiece enters the
mouth also affects a player’s sound. The optimum
position is a 45 degree angle, but this will vary
slightly from one student to another. Students can
find the best focused sound by starting with the
clarinet parallel to the floor, similar to Benny
Goodman’s position, and then, while sustaining an
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open G, lowering the instrument toward the body
until the sound clicks into focus; there will be an
obvious change in the sound. If a student lowers the
instrument too far, the sound becomes pinched
because the lower lip will exert too much pressure
on the reed. Once the optimum position is found, a
student’s head position should remain consistent,
with no tension in the muscles at the back of the
neck. Tension can be detected by trying to move a
student’s head while he is playing. When no ten-
sion is present, the head will rotate easily. Rigid
neck muscles inhibit breathing and cause tension
problems.

Almost all method books introduce open G first,
but this causes problems for many students because
the instrument is unstable without any fingers
down. To compensate, students try to grab some-
thing, usually the right-hand side keys, for security.
E, D, and C are good alternative starting notes that
use fingers, which stabilize the instrument, but
open G can work as well if directors focus on proper
hand position from the start. The placement of the
right thumb on the thumb rest varies with hand size
but should be somewhere between the cuticle and
first joint, with the thumb forming a 45-degree
angle, not a straight line, so that the fingers can
squeeze the instrument naturally. Many directors
tell students to place the thumb rest over the
knuckle, thinking the knuckle is strong, but this
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=nds the right hand in such a way that the fingers
arve excessively.

Both the right- and left-hand fingers should be
ightly curved as if holding a tennis ball. Motion
riginates in the first knuckle only so that the curve
[ the fingers is maintained while playing.
herefore, the entire finger moves as a unit, with-
1t movement in the middle or bottom knuckle,
1d hits the keys with the fleshy tip. Two common
tfalls include straightening a finger when it is
ted or allowing the bottom knuckle to cave in
hen depressing a key. The two little fingers should
main adjacent to or just above the key clusters
1d never pull away from the instrument when not
 use. Because the left-hand index finger has to be
ersatile, young players should learn to keep the
nuckles that play the A and G# keys on those keys
- all times. The proper position for the left-hand
wmb is at an angle that allows it to be in contact
ith the register key, whether or not it is being
=ployed. A rolling motion is best for depressing
e register key because lifting the thumb causes a
ip in the sound by uncovering the thumb hole
fore pressing the register key. Another frequent

mistake is leaning the right-hand first finger against
the side EP trill key to help anchor the instrument.

Beyond the First Three Lessons

During the first three lessons it is unnecessary to
discuss tonguing; some students will do it naturally
and others will start the tone without using the
tongue. Eventually, however, the tongue will func-
tion as a baffle or shaping device for the wind col-
umn. If the tongue is too flat and the center of the
tongue too low, as when saying U, the wind column
will be unduly large to vibrate the small amount of
reed that extends past the lower lip. The best vowel
sound to use is EE, so the tonguing syllable becomes
de de de.

Going over the break causes many clarinet drop-
outs. Although many beginners will not play over
the break during the first year, there are ways for
directors to prepare them for this difficult tech-
nique. One exercise that works well is to have stu-
dents play down to E3 and then hit the register key
to go up to B4; students are capable of this within
five months. Once students have practiced that
interval repeatedly, going over the break will seem
easy.

We begin with wondrous woad.

The rarest, most select African
grenadilla-found only in trees 150
to 300 years old. We age it further.
Curing the wood with a special
seasoning process to preserve a
perfect balance of moisture within.
Only then do we give it to our
craftsmen. To sculpt and refine.
To craft each tone hole. To hand
adjust every key. In short, to create
a clarinet of such artistry and
precision that it’s as much a source
of inspiration as it is a means for

expressing it. YAM AH A

PLAY THE VERY BEST YOU CAN





