[image: ]
[image: ]
[image: ]
[bookmark: _GoBack] 
image1.png
The Eb Contra-alto Clarinet,
Misunderstood and Overlooked

s a student I was under the

impression that the Eb contra-

alto clarinet was the wood-
wind equivalent of Alcatraz to which
ne’er-do-wells were exiled never to be
heard or seen again. The reputation of
this oversize clarinet may stem in part
from its association with the infa-
mously cumbersome Bb contrabass.
More than one person has concluded
that contra clarinets were invented
simply because they could be. Adolphe
Sax and Johann Adam Heckel experi-
mented with different versions of the
contra clarinets and made one model
at the turn of the century that mea-
sured a whopping sixteen feet.

Contra clarinets have received only
limited acceptance. Although Schoen-
berg and Strauss each wrote for the Bb
contrabass in one work, these instru-
ments were intended for military
bands but failed to garner more than a
lukewarm reception. To this day con-
tra clarinets have not been used much
in concert bands, but the Eb contra-
alto clarinet could add a rich voice to
any ensemble.

Many directors associate the contra-
alto with the BP contrabass and pre-
sume it is stuffy, unresponsive, and
even volatile to play. The long, inter-
locking mechanisms of some contra-
bass clarinets may be too temperamen-
tal for students, and although its low
range appears to be a bonus, it limits
the instrument’s dynamic range. Even
the heartiest of players cannot bring
out the contrabass line to match other
instruments.

Music written for a contra clarinet
usually calls for a contrabass, but the
well-known shortcomings of this
instrument lead many directors to pass
on the contrabass without even con-
sidering the contra-alto. It is frustrat-
ing to me when a director announces
the decision to buy a new Bb contra-
bass for $9,500, when the Eb contra-
alto is a far less expensive solution that
does not include the many difficulties
of the contrabass.

Pitched a fifth lower than the bass
clarinet, the contra-alto has a chalu-
meau register that extends below the
baritone saxophone and the bassoon,
tivaling even the practical register of the
trombone. Unlike the contrabass the
contra-alto reed is more controllable
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and responds quickly at a variety of
dynamics and articulations.

While convention tells us that the
bigger the clarinet, the looser the
embouchure, this is not a pedagogical
commandment. Although there is
great disparity between the embou-
chures for an Eb soprano clariner and
the contra-alto two octaves lower, the
differences stem primarily from the size
of the mouthpieces. If it seems that a
contra player should loosen the em-
bouchure, check first that there is
enough mouthpiece in his mouth. The
length of the contra mouthpiece, not
the circumference, intimidates new
players. A loose embouchure may help
with some low notes but produces a
tone that lacks focus and dissipates
entirely in the upper register. A good,
mezzo forte tone can be produced
without a full breath, but it takes more
to reach the full potential of the
instrument as a leading voice in the

band.

One unusual side effect to playing at
louder dynamics on the contra-alto is
that the instrument vibrates on the
lowest notes, which is disconcerting at
first when the vibrations transfer right
up to the head and eyes to create the
sensation that the room is quaking.
This sensation will diminish in time,
but it indicates that a player is achiev-
ing a full tone.

The dark tone of the contra-alto can
be enhanced and warmed with vibrato
in exposed passages, such as the solo in
James Barnes’s Variations on a Theme by
Niccold Paganini. The contra-alto is
frequently scored as a bass saxophone a
fifth line below the baritone saxophone,
and vibrato will blend the sounds.
Contra-alto players use the same
vibrato technique as saxophonists,
massaging the reed with the lower jaw
muscles used for biting and chewing.

Students should learn the basic
motion by forming the embouchure,
slowly saying wah-wah-wah, then prac-
ticing vibrato on a low G. The goal is
simply to bend the tone, not to cut off
the sound. After achieving a slow
quarter-note pulse, gradually increase
the tempo. Follow this with practice
on a G major scale using a slow vibrato
on each note; gradually increase and
then decrease the vibrato speed before
moving on to the next scale degree. In

general vibrato is best used in the low-
est register and only on sustained or
cadential notes.

Intonation is perhaps the most diffi- |
cult aspect of playing a contra-alto, ]
which is essentially a seven-foot clar-}
inet. The inherent intonation quirks;
of the Boehm clarinet are com-}
pounded. If played with a full sound,]
the instrument’s pitch tendencies will;
become evident, and just as a trumpet;
player learns to manipulate the third
valve, a contra player will develop the!
ability to make adjustments as he playsj
through the instrument’s range.

One useful adjustment is to vent one
or two of the right hand side keys to}
raise the pitch of throat tones. Drop or}
open the throat cavity, as if saying;
whaah, to lower the pitch of the E4.
Often an adjustment of the neck of the]
instrument will help overall intona-]
tion so the neck should be well lubri-}
cated and slightly loose. For a section
that calls for an overall pitch adjust-|
ment, pull or push the neck appropri-}
ately during the rest that precedes the
passage. j

Only in the past several decades;
have band composers begun to writes
for contra-alto, but the instrument can




image2.png
be used to enhance other sections in
the ensemble by playing substitute
parts when no contra-alto part is avail-
able. The contra-alto is frequently
given the tuba part, largely because of
the easy transposition. The part is read
as if in treble clef and three sharps are
added or three flats are subtracted from
the key signature.
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Because the contra-alto is pitched in
El’, the one flat in the tuba part is can-
celed and two sharps are added.
Accidentals in the tuba part have to be
adjusted as well. When a flat appears
in the tuba part to lower a tone, this
translates as a natural in the revised
part. For a more detailed explanation
of this process, | recommend “Appen-

dix A” from Guide to Score Study for
The Wind Band Conductor by Frank
Battisti and Robert Garofalo (© 1990,
Meredith Music Publications).

Many of the great works in the band
repertoire include a string bass part, and
[ have found this to be a more desirable
alternative than a tuba part. The part is
transposed in the same manner as a
tuba part, except that the notes have to
be played one octave lower than writ-
ten to sound in the correct octave.

Similar to a bass, the contra can pro-
duce a warm, rolling vibrato as well as
a resonant pizzicato-like effect. This
effect can be achieved with a tech-
nique I refer to as semi-stopped stac-
cato. The tongue stops the note as in a
clipped staccato, but instead of pinch-
ing off the reed entirely, the reed is
stopped to leave it free enough for a
slight vibration. This semi-stopped
staccato mimics the percussive pluck
of a pizzicato along with the resonance

Brian D. Jones is a clarinetist with The
United States Air Force Band in Wash-
ington, D.C. and is lecturer of clarinet
at The Catholic University of America.
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of the string; the technique is espe-
cially useful for a walking bass line.

It is also possible to assign the sec-
ond bassoon part to a contra player,
although performing a melodic line in
the upper register requires a strong
embouchure and an instrument in
good condition. Because the built-in
range of a contra-alto extends only to
C6, alternate altissimo fingerings
should be used to play up to F6.
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Another easy substitution is to hand
the player a copy of the baritone saxo-
phone part as both are pitched in Eb.
Like bassoon parts, saxophone parts
include notes beyond the range of a
contra-alto. While passages scored too
high for the contra may be omitted,
often these parts may be dropped an
octave to use the low register that the
baritone sax lacks, and indeed there
are clear examples in the repertoire in
which a musical line was compromised
because the baritone saxophone
descends only to A3. The following

excerpt shows an adaptation of 1
baritone saxophone part in Malco

Arnold’s Four Cornish Dances (;
ranged by Thad Marciniak).

Baritone Saxophone
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The Bb contrabass part can also
adapted by the contra-alto plays
Transposing and rewriting the part
hand may be assigned as an exercis
Any note below Eb3 should be mov-
up an octave.

Contra-alto clarinets are sold in
variety of sizes and materials, as
because it is a large instrument wi
complicated mechanisms, durability
as important as sound quality. T
Selmer model 1440 contra-alto is
simple plastic model with nickel ke-
the Selmer Paris #40 features a ros
wood body. Leblanc manufactures ty
nickel-silver contra-altos, one straig
model (352) and one curved mac
(350), as well as two wood models,
Vito 7181 and Holton CA602.

Unlike the stock mouthpieces tt
come with single reed instrumen
those provided with the contraa
clarinet are acceptable so long as t
reed used fits the mouthpiece. In ma
cases a simple baritone saxopha
reed, such as a La Voz medium, w
suffice.

The contra-alto is a forgiving inst
ment, and the reeds are so large tt
minute flaws rarely interfere with ¢
sound. Consequently, Itend to he
on to favored reeds, but after switchi
to a new reed it is surprising just h-
much edge and solidity is improved.

Although the large reed is more f
giving, the downside is that it wa
severely with sudden climate chang
A synthetic reed is often a good cho
for playing outdoors and in changi
climates.

Almost everyone has observed a k:
bass clarinetist with the instrume

jacked up high, the head tilted

back, and the bell far out from the fe
The ideal bass clarinet posture a
position apply to the contra-alto cl
inet; the bell should be between &
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One of the most important band events in Central Europe, the International

Mip EUROPE BAND CLINIC
IN SCHLADMING/AUSTRIA

1998: July 15-19  1999: July 14 - 18  2000: July 12 - 16

s If you plan to bring your band to Austria,
e If you would like to present your research in a clinic in Austria,

s If you would like to present your newly composed/
published pieces, your musical instruments and music
equipment in Central Europa,

e If you would like to play in the International Youth
Honor Band: Please contact us!

The lovely city of Schladming, nestled between the high mountains of the
Alps, will be an important place in the middle European countries to present
your band, your ideas in band research and band education, and the products
of the music industry to a highly qualified audience. More than 43,000 peo-
ple visited the 1997 WASBE Conference in Schladming!

Clinicians and Conductors 1998: Toshio Akiyama, Klaus-Peter Bruchmann,
L4zl6 Dubrovay, Mark Fonder, Frigyes Hidas, Joseph Horovitz, Hans Hiitten,
W.R. Jones, Kamill6 Lendvay, Alfred Reed, G.J.K. Sapp, Richard A. Strange,
Otto Vrhovnik.

Information through: University of Music and Theatre Arts,
Prof. Dr. Wolfgang Suppan, Leonhardstrae 15, A-8010 Graz/Austria
Tel.: +43 316 389-1123, Fax +43 316 389-1723,

e-mail: doris.schweinzer@mhsg.ac.at

Help for College Students
and Beginning Directors

Some of the best articles from
Miew Pineen s, Hi the pages of The Instrumentalist for
Pt b e s prospective or beginning directors
are collected in this new publica-
tion. Veteran directors share their
experiences to give practical
advice to those just starting their
careers. College professors may
want to use it as an assigned text
for future directors.

Practical advice and solutions
on matters ranging from discipline
to choosing music to fundraising
make this volume an essential
resource for new directors. 48
pages, $8 for single copies, $5 each

. p/ = e when 5 or more copies are
- 9 ; m ‘ ordered. (Add $3 shipping/ han-

dling) Prepayment required.

The Instrumentalist Company
200 Northfield Road, Northfield, lllinois 60093
847-446.8550, fax 847-446-6263
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feet and pulled closer to the body than
perpendicular so the mouthpiece angle
is similar to that with a soprano clar-
inet. The peg and neck strap take
much of the weight off of the fingers.
A neck strap is essential for players
who are not tall enough to play the
contra-alto in an upright position; the
instrument should cross over the right
side like a baritone saxophone with
the mouthpiece and neck rotated to
meet the embouchure.

It is unfortunate that the Eb contra-
alto clarinet has not yet become an
essential part of American bands. The
contra-alto is a relatively inexpensive
instrument that can add to the balance
of an ensemble. In the hands of an
eager musician, this once misunder-
stood beast can become a leading
voice in the concert band. 0

New Cymbal Releases

The Avedis Zildjian Company adds
new band models to its ZBT (Zildjian
Bronze Technology) and ZBT-Plus
lines of sheet bronze cymbals. The
ZBT band cymbals include 14” and
16" pairs, and the ZBT-Plus line now
features 14", 16", and 18” pairs of band
cymbals. Also new in the ZBT-Plus
range are the 18" crash ride, 10"
splash, 14” and 18” medium thin
crashes, 18” rock crash, 13” medium
hi-hat pair, and 16" and 18" china
cymbals. The company has four new
models of gongs: the 10” Tam Tam
Gong, the 10” Boa Gong, the 12" Jing
Descending Gong, and the 15” Fuyin
Descending Gong. In commemoration
of its 375th anniversary Zildjian intro-
duces a limited edition cymbal, a 16"
medium thin crash with the anniver-
sary logo both engraved and inked into
the cymbal. The new Super Cymbal
Carrying Bag holds 24” cymbals in the
main compartment and 16" cymbals in
the side hi-hat pocket.

New Drumstick Products

Zildjian Drumsticks expands its’
artist series line with the Marc.
Quinones Salsa Timbale model. Made
from hickory with an enhanced grip'’
handle, the model is /16” in diameter :
and 16%8” in length. :
Online Music Publishing

MusicExpresso website allows direc-
tors and music teachers to examine
scores, curriculum guides, and other -
educational materials. Directors can ;
hear recordings and download music
and materials from MusicExpresso; -
http://www.musicexpresso.com





The Eb Contra-alto Clarinet,
Misunderstood and Overlooked




