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Choosing the Players

I recommend starting all clarinet players on Bb clarinet. Switch players when
you need them for full band contest level performances. If possible ry to have
one bass clarinet for every four Bb clarinet players.

Criteria for selecting your bass clarinet players:

1. Chose a student who is genuinely interested and wants to play this
instrument.

2. Chose a student with good rhythm. (You may someday want to play
Incantation and Dance.)

3. Consider choosing a student with an inferior instrument. This student
will usually welcome a chance to play a better instrument.

4. In general, a student who has difficulty covering the holes, maintaining
a firm embouchure, or reading notes quickly, will welcome the chance
to switch to bass clarinet.

5. Avoid putting your worst clarinet player on bass clarinet.

The more technical proficiency vou can develop on Bb clarinet, the easier
technigue will be on the bass clarinet. The technical demands will be much less,
especially on the grade 1-3 level of music, but a minimum proficiency for the
bass clarinet player should include: chromatic scale - two octave, low G to high G

(written notes), major scales - two octave F and G. one octave C, Bb, Eb (written
notes).

Knowing these fundamentals will allow the student to contribute to the band
sound, play the parts written in grade 1-3 literature, and compete in middle
school solofensemble and all-region band auditions. Technical studies should be
kept in the low register at first. This is where their band parts are written and
sound best. This will also help develop the strong sound and confidence that they
will need to play in the high register.

James Ployhar's book, ] Recommend (Warner Bros. Publications), is an
excellent full band method and source for scales, arpeggios, and interval studies.

Even though your band is at an intermediate level, your low clarinets will be
at a beginning level, at least for a short ime. [ suggest that you provide lessons
outside of the full band rehearsal to go over assembly, care, embouchure and
fingering adjustments.
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Assembly and Care of the Instrument

Make students aware that the bass clarinet gets out of adjustment much easier
than the Bb clarinet. The longer rods and double bridge keys are easily bent,
causing keys to stick or not seal completely. The reeds and mouthpiece are twice
as expensive as the Bb clarinet, so extra care when handling them is important.
Give the students plenty of time and enough space to put the instrument together
carefully.

Take the reed out of the reed guard. (Never leave the reed on the mouthpiece,
covered by the mouthpiece cap!) Put the reed in your mouth to soak and keep it
safe. For a two piece body (bass, contra.) grasp the top joint firmly with the
palm away from the side keys, grasp the bottom joint with the palm on the
bottom, away from the long rods. Press the C or D tone hole keys on the upper
joint with the thumb. This will assure the proper clearance of the bridge keys.
Slowly twist the two joints together, making sure that the bridge keys line up
exactly. Never try to push a corked joint directly into the receiving joint as this
will damage the cork and bend keys that protrude.

After assembling the middle joints, carefully turn the instrument so that the
top joint is pointing down, perpendicular to the floor. Many tumes it is helpful to
actually set the horn on the floor. This will give the needed leverage, without
putting excessive pressure on the keys and rods. In placing the bell on the lower
joint, remember to press the low Eb pad with the thumb so that it clears the lever
on the bottom.

Now turn the instrument over, set the bell on the floor, and insert the neck
into the top joint. Next put the mouthpiece on the neck without the ligature and
reed. Do not adjust the ligature and reed to the mouthpiece before putting it on
the neck. The turning motion used in placing the mouthpiece on the neck will
usually move the reed and ligature out of adjustment and many times, especially
with younger students, the reed will be broken in the process.

The final piece to be assembled is the end peg. I strongly recommend a peg
or other stationary object for height adjustment. Breathing, embouchure, finger
coordination, and technique are all greatly affected by the proper height
adjustment and by having the instrument absolutely stable,

Take the instrument apart with the same care. Swabbing a wooden bass
clarinet is a good idea, although moisture generally does reach the wooden joints
because of the curved neck. When vou do use a swab, make sure that the cloth is

at least the length of the longest joint. so if the string breaks. the cloth won't be
stuck in the middle.
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Making The First Sound
Breath Control - Embouchure

The most important adjustment going from Bb clarinet to bass is in breath
control. The student must have the sensation of enlarging the column of air to fit
the larger mouthpiece and slowing the rate of air flow so that they can produce a
tone for the necessary amount of time.

If a student is switching from Bb clarinet to bass clarinet and has a relatively
good embouchure (top teeth on the mouthpiece, red part of the lower lip visible),
then I prefer to let the size of the mouthpiece cause the necessary embouchure
adjustments and concentrate on a breath control exercise before saying anything
about changing the embouchure.

Follow these steps:

Set the top teeth on the mouthpiece 1/2 inch from the tip.

Close the lips around the mouthpiece.

Finger second space A (I believe this is the easiest note to play first.)
Take the biggest breath possible - thinking the word “ooh.”

Play this note as loud and for as long as possible.

Work down to G, then F.

The student can now play a simple melody.

Encourage them to take enormous breaths and play loud.

Here are some of the typical mistakes that can cause a stuffy or otherwise
uncharacteristic sound and some suggestions to correct and improve the sound.

Not enough mouthpiece -

Try saying “reach for the mouthpiece with your top teeth.” This will often cause
the student to take in more mouthpiece without rolling the lower lip too far

over the bottom teeth.

Embouchure too tight -
Describe the feel as being more of a pucker. Any pressure should be on the top

of the mouthpiece rather than on the reed. The larger the mouthpiece the greater
the pressure on the top of the mouthpiece and the less pressure on the reed.

Reed strength not compatible with the player or the mouthpiece -
Generally a medium to medium - soft reed will give the intermediate player the
best sound. A softer reed can often correct the stuffiness, but you may sacrifice
high range and pitch can be flat.
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Developing Technique
Finger and Hand Position

The best playing position for the low clarinets is with the instrument held
directly in front. The instrument should be adjusted for height so that the arms
hang naturally. The wrist will be straight and the hands will be in line with the
forearms. Arch the fingers and keep them relaxed. The thumbs will play an
important part in defining the finger position. Thinking of the thumb key as the
face of a clock, place the left thumb at approximately the 2:00 position. Smaller
hands may need a lower position (3:00). [f the thumb moves toward a
perpendicular position with the register key, this causes the fingers above to
become stiff and cramped, and will slow technigue. The same thing happens in
the right hand if the thumb is too far under the thumb rest. The right thumb
should touch the thumb rest between the nail and the first joint.

As the students adapt to the plateau keys. they should be reminded to cover the
hole in the first key (half-hole), and to keep their fingers in contact with the keys
when they lift.

Fingerings for the low clarinets are exactly like the Bb clarinet, with the
exception of the altissimo register and the extra Eb (some models D.Db,C keys)
key at the bottom. Music is written in the treble clef, with key and octave
transposition done by the composer/arranger. so students read and finger notes
exactly as they would on the Bb claninet.

Crossing the Break

This is probably the most important technigue to master on clarinet and seems
especially hard on the low clarinets. Learning this on Bb clarinet first, before
switching to the low clarinets, does seem to make it easier. | try to use the
approach of “This is not hard; this is new.”

My approach to teaching crossing the break.
I. Students should be very comfortable with the low register E to E chromatic,
and the F and G major scales.
Students are able to “roll” F# to A and maintain good hand position.
Teach upper register by adding register key to low notes.
Play upper register C - G (mini scale) with confidence and consistency.
Approach the “break” going down D-C-B-A-G, C-Bb-A-G-F.
Review F#-A rolling technique. Work B-A-B, A-B-A, C-Bb-C.Bb-C-Bb,

TP RES
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Altissimo Register

The altissimo register (written C# - G above the staff) is played just as on Bb
clarinet except instead of raising the first finger, you slide the first finger down
to open the tiny hole in the first key (called the half hole). On bass clannets,
these notes may actually respond easier than the middle range and sometimes
easier than on Bb clarinet.

gl
% R R R R R B R
T T P T T T T
P P
2 2 2 2 2 2 2
5 5 5 5 5
4 4 4 cH
5 G B G Gl Gh 5
Gl 1

An advanced player may use the throat register fingerings to play the high
register. This requires a very open throat and of course time and practice to get
the feel of these notes.
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