
PART II: INTONATION
AND FINGERINGS

The author has surveyed early clarinet
specialists from around the world while
writing the DM.A. dissertation "Early
Clarinet Performance as Described by
Modern Specialists, with a Performance
Edition of Mathieu Frederic Blasius 's He
Concerto de clarinette," under the super-
vision of Kelly Burke at the University of
North Carolina at Greensboro. This is the
first attempt in compiling and codifying the
modem performance practice of the early
clarinet. Second in a series, this article will
examine the intonation parameters on the
early clarinet. Subsequent articles will dis-
cuss articulation, reeds, instrument selec-
tion (originals, modem replicas), and sel-
ected repertoire with reference to perfor-
mance practice of the early 19th century.

Performers interested in historical
instruments such as the chalumeau
or classical clarinet are usually ad-

vanced players on the modern clarinet
wishing to acquire performance practice
information and historical perspective.
With respect to intonation and tonal re-
sponse, some believe that early instru-
ments are difficult and inaccurate. Early
pedagogues such as Lefevre, Blasius, and
Backofen would agree that their instru-
ments were less than perfect:

Pure intonation, the most impor-
tant feature of every wind instru-
ment, cannot be found in the com-
monplace clarinet. At least I have
not had any success in finding it.
Whether these faults arise unavoid-
ably from the inherent design of the
instrument, or are due to the care-
lessness of the instrument maker, I
do not want to say.1

The Boehm system, resulting in part
from efforts to improve the clarinet's into-
nation and tonal response, requires cus-
tomized fingerings, manipulation of the
embouchure, and subtle adjustments of the
tongue position in order to play in tune.
Instrument design comprise acoustical
compromises that have negative effects on
intonation, thus assigning the performer
with a responsibility to compensate by
means of embouchure, airflow, and fin-
gers. Notes are not designed to play in tune
automatically. The accomplished player
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will select fingerings suited to the equip-
ment, musical context, and playing condi-
tions. One might even choose slightly dif-
ferent fingerings for the A and B^ instru-
ments of the same make and model. Each
note or fingering has a distinct resistance,
tone color, and intonation idiosyncrasies.
Furthermore, adjustments must constantly
be made with respect to the note's role
within the musical context. This was no
different 200 years ago.

As mentioned in Part I (December 2005
issue), approaching the early clarinet with
modern bias is counterproductive: The
main difficulties of intonation on early
clarinet are created when playing reeds
that are too hard and trying to make the
instrument sound like its modern coun-
terpart. Aspiring to a perfectly even scale
takes away some of the early clarinet's
expressive qualities: Composers used the
covered notes to their musical advantage.
We must ignore our modern predilection
for evenness of projection and response,
and cherish the covered notes. As advocat-
ed by Charles Neidich: "Have the instru-
ments lead you in the direction which
makes them [the notes] speak most easily
and best in tune."2 The resulting tone will
not necessarily match a modern player's
conception of sound, especially if he/she
has not heard early clarinet performances
by accomplished players. Keep an open
mind, experiment, and discover!

Hard reeds offer a familiar sense of re-
sistance, but encourage too much jaw pres-
sure, reducing flexibility of embouchure
(especially when playing double-lip), and
making intonation difficult. The key is to
select reeds that counterbalance the resis-
tance created by the narrow bore, small
tone holes and use of cross fingerings, al-
lowing control of the clarinet's full range
with relative ease and good intonation.
With soft reeds, most of the intonation
issues can be corrected by means of fin-
gers (fingerings, shading, buttress fingers,
and resonating fingers), or embouchure
(voicing, and tightening or loosening of
the lips).

Early clarinet design differed consider-
ably between countries and makers, mak-
ing it impossible to compile a standard fin-
gering chart. In his examination of 42 fin-
gering charts from 1732-1816, Albert Rice
remarks: "Throughout the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, clarinets were stan-
dardized neither in their construction nor in
their fingerings."'Rice's article permits
access to an exhaustive number of finger-
ing charts in one source. Another useful
compilation of fingering charts for the five-
key clarinet can be found in Eugene Rous-
seau's dissertation.4 Basic fingerings are
common to all fingering charts, but each
instrument has its idiosyncrasies depending
on the year, model, and country of manu-
facturing. Therefore, there are no generally
applicable rules of fingering. Each player
must become thoroughly acquainted with
the peculiarities of his or her instrument,
and develop fingerings accordingly.

In addition to selecting an appropriate
"basic" fingering, intonation can further be
improved by means of the fingers using
shading, half-holing, and buttress fingers/
resonating fingerings. Shading is per-
formed by reducing the finger-tone hole
distance, thus flattening the pitch. It is
most effective when a finger is lowered
over the first open tone hole. In the clarion
register, shading can also be performed
with the register key: The subtle control of
the height of the register key is critical for
playing early clarinet, and will affect notes
to different degrees, depending on their
respective distance to the register vent.

The fewer number of tone holes — 13
as opposed to 23 on the Boehm — limits
the five-key clarinet's chromatic possibili-
ties. The player must therefore be imagina-
tive if a needed note does not have an
assigned tone hole. The chalumeau ct is
one example. Some instrument makers
remedied the situation by providing the
left-hand ring finger with a double tone
hole. If this is not the case on your instru-
ment, you will need to perform a technique
called half holing. An integral part of the
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bassoonist's technique, half holing is the
partial covering of a tone hole (30%-60%).
This technique, creating further resistance
in the instrument, must be combined with
appropriate voicing of the airflow.

In addition to providing additional sup-
port, the Stutzfinger or "support finger"
technique assists with intonation and reso-
nance. The inclusion of right-hand fingers
in open fingerings is a rudimentary form of
our resonating fingerings for throat tones.

Given that acceptable fingerings are
used, the most important control parame-
ter remains the embouchure. Flexibility is
crucial, since each note has its own em-
bouchure. However, the adjustments
should be subtle; if too much work is re-
quired from the embouchure, one should
reconsider the reed/mouthpiece set-up.
On my Lotz replica, it is possible to find a
tonal center to each note by adjusting the
tongue position and placement/pressure
of the lips around the mouthpiece. Each
note responds differently, and when voiced
accordingly, sounds a resonant, focused
tone with agreeable intonation. It was
interesting to observe that the fingerings
for b, b', and b3 found in early charts are
quite sharp on my Lotz. Examining the
extant repertoire written for the five-key
clarinet, one finds that works are usually
in the keys of F, C, and Bk Consequently
the note b acts primarily as the leading
tone in C, which is raised when playing
with non-tempered instruments.

As per modern clarinet, conscious long
tone exercises are the essence of getting
acquainted with the instrument's idiosyn-
crasies, developing a focused sound, and
an ideal means for experimenting with the
above-mentioned finger techniques. Relax

s the embouchure, blow gently, and try to
get the most sound with a minimum of air.
Find a tonal center to each note by adjust-
ing the airflow, tongue position, and place-
ment/pressure of the lips around the mouth-
piece. When playing long tones on notes
requiring cross fingerings, one should be
open minded to different sound colors.
Practicing partials or bugle calls expands
awareness of the embouchure and might
help discover new fingerings.

Once a focused sound and overall
awareness has been cultivated, the next
step is to fine-tune the scale with respect to
intonation. Playing intervals against a
drone pitch will help the player develop a

flexible embouchure, select appropriate
fingerings, and develop a critical ear.
Make sure to acquire a tuner that will
accommodate the pitch level of your
instrument. Start with the natural scale (F-
major), experimenting with crescendos
and decrescendos, becoming aware of the
needed adjustments, and taking note of the
notes that are well in-tune for reference.

Finally, it is of utmost necessity to play
with other musicians so that intonation can
develop artistically. Find another lonely
early clarinet player to sightread duets
from the early methods, or a pianist that
has access to a fortepiano. If this is not
possible, the Smart Music software may be
programmed to play at any pitch level,
including A = 430hz and A = 415hz.

Further intonation adjustments can be
performed by inserting wax into the tone
holes — thus modifying their sizes —
using tuning rings, and experimenting with
barrels of different sizes. The attentive
player will discover the particularities of
his/her instrument, choose fingerings ac-
cordingly, cultivate a flexible embouchure,
and adjust to the musical context of each
note. The process takes time: Approach the
early clarinet as a new discovery. This is
especially difficult for advanced players
who "expect" to produce satisfying results
after a short period of time. The flexibility
cultivated through diligent practice will
improve your overall playing on the early
clarinet, and will transfer to your modern
clarinet technique.
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