
Reed '€m And lUeep

Iliad a student over the other day that
is in the process of changing from one

mouthpiece to another. During the discus-
sion we got onto the topic of reeils and how
people prepare them. This is something that
changes depending on what seems to work
for you at the time. I have a couple of things
that work for me so 1 thought I would pass
them along.

To paraphrase an old guitar joke, "I
think I spend 90 per cent of my time look-
ing for ;! good reed and 10 per cent of my
time playing on had reeds." I've spoken to
older musicians ahout "the state of cane,"
and they always say it used to he much het-
ter. I don't know if this is nostalgia talking
or the truth. However, there seem to he a
lot more people playing reed instruments
now, and I'm sure that has to effect the cane
supply somehow.

One aspect that I hadn't thought of is
how well the reed seals on the mouthpiece.
Apparently the material that mouthpieces
are made of (metal or ruhher) is relatively
soft and over time can change. As the reed
vihrates it can alter and warp the lay of
the mouthpiece. If you are having a lot of
trouhle with reeds, it could be because the
mouthpiece is waqied and the reed isn't seal-
ing evenly. In that case the only thing to do is
to get it refaced. There are a couple of guys
that will do that and it's not that expensive,
hut it does take time.

All right ... ilown to business. What I
do with a box of reeds takes a little time

but it seems to help me. First,
T soak all the reeds in a cup
of water for 5 or 10 minutes
then I lay them on a piece of
glass (I had this made up at
a window place - 4" x 4"),
and I leave them to dr\' for
a day or two. I do this three
times using water, then I
do it a fourth time using
saliva (I try to use my
own), and play through
alt the reeds for about
five minutes. As a reed
gets soaked its fibres
expand and shrink as it
dries out. That's why
a reed that feels great
when you first play it

starts to feel soft the more
you play. By soaking it so many times I'm
trying to minimize the amount it changes.
F.ach time you soak it the reed changes a
little less. I leave the reeds to dry out one
more day and the next time I play them I
start to separate the reeds into those that
play, ones that are too hard, and ones that
are too soft. Al this point I put the reeds that
play (sometimes only one) into a reed keeper
and start to play it. The others 1 mark with
an H for hard and an S for too soft and I put
them away until I need to find a new reed.

This seems like a lot of trouble but it
helps me organize my reeds. 1 know what to
expect from them. 1 haven't found a way to
make a reed that's unplayable work, but this
at least balances tbcm oui for me.

I have tried other things in the past, in-
cluding tr\'ing to bake them in the oven to
help age them, hut all 1 did was burn them.
I have some friends that soak them right out
of the box in a little jar with a lid so you can
carry it around and never let them dry out.
You have to put a little drop of Listerine in
ihe water so they don't get mouldy. I've also
heard about taking them out of the box and
doing figure eights on a flat surface 50 times
clock-wise and 50 times counter clock-wise
to trj' to seal the reed so it won't change too
much. 1 think that whatever works for you is
great. Sometimes when the cane just won't
settle for me I'll do anything rather than
throw them out.

W'Tien I adjust the reeds I just tr\' to bal-
ance them. T use a reed ktiife to take the
cane off. Some players like to use a ver\- fine
sand paper or a reed file. You use the sand

paper on the front of the reed and a reed
tile on the back. I take a look at the reed
in a strong light to see how even the heart
of the cane is. T shave the side of the reed
that is a little darker tr\'ing not to take off
too much. I've ruined a lot oft reeds by
taking too much off, so I m to leave the
reed a little hard and it usually breaks in.
When I'm finished with the reed 1 give
it a couple of scrapes on ihe side, right
where the hark is cut. I started to ilo this a
number of years ago and it seems to make
the reed vibrate a little more.

^4ost of the playing I do is in jazz or
commercial music so 1 like the reed to bu/./
a hit. If I was playing different music I
would be careful not to scrajie tbe siiies
too much {this may make the sound loo
bright). I have a friend who likes to drill
a roiintl hole about half an inch wide and
an eighth ot an inch into the heart ot the
reed. l ie says it really frees up the sound.
It didn't work for ine. For about a minute,
there was a theory that if you put tiny slits
in the reed it would vibrate more freely.
L'nfortunatcly it just made me squeak a
lot.

These days there arc a lot of different
makes of reeds out there. The easiest thing
for me is to tr\' to fiml a brand ol' reeds 1
can live with and try not to do too much
cutting. I've found through experience
that any wood you take off a reed is really
hard to put back on later!

Reedmiin Alex Dean bus been dcsnihed as "tme
of Canada's forefnosf Jazz Saxophoniff.w " has , -
been a mainstay of the Canadian mifsic scene

for many years. He has played ii-itl.> (HI Evans,
Kenny liljceln: Dai-e Liehmun. Ernie Hints. Mel

Tonne. Rtiy Charles. Pat Laharbera, Siik Brij^nola,
and the Toninto Symphony. Alex is a me/nher of Rob

McConiietrs 'Tenet'. He also holds the teiior saxo-
phone chair ivith Rob McConnell's "'(inr/n/ny aii'ard

liinning" BOSS Brass. His numerous recording
incliiih' Gniininy and Juno award zvinners and he is
the biindleiider iifthe explosive Tenor .Madness, Alex
Dean Quintet, and "poirer trio'\ DEW Eiist. Alex
is tbe Canadian Anist Representative ami clinician
for Boosey & Hawkes, promoting Keih'iirth Saxo-

phones ami Rio Reeih: He is also the Artistic Din-c-
tor of the higbly rcfiarded Kincardine Sutmner Jazz
Progi-am on l^ike I luron, ON. Alex is a nicniher of

tbe Jazz Faailty at tbe Vnii'ersity ofTorontn und
Htiinber College. He is a u'idely resptcted clinician/

adjudicatiir in Canada and the US.

w w w . c a n a d i a n m u s l c i a n . c a n i Canadian musician




