Technique

The clarinet is nearly unique in its ability to play an extraordinary number of notesin the
blink of an eye. Only the flute can surpassits speed. Consequently, much of our repertoire
consists of extremely technical passages. Learning to play fast and with fluidity isimportant to
any clarinetist. Learning to make efficient use of your limited practice time will speed you
toward your goals.

Since the bases of most western music are scales and arpeggios, mastery of them is of
utmost importance. Knowing extended (full clarinet range) major and minor scales, arpeggios,
and thirds can be obtained through scale books. Rudolf Jettel’s Klarinettenschule vol. 2 isthe
best one. It aso has exercises for fourths, fifths, sixths, sevenths, as well as seventh and ninth
chords, whol e tone exercises, diminished and augmented chords, and chromatic exercises. Itis
utterly comprehensive.

When learning these and any other technical passage, slow, isolated practice is of
paramount importance. | cannot stress enough the importance of slow practice of small passages
- and by small I mean anywhere from nine down to two notes! Itisalso IMPOSSIBLE to
practice technique without ametronome. Useit. Listentoit. Play withit.

Let us take as an example of atechnical passage one of Jettel’s exercisesin thirds:
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Practicing the whole thing at once would be a complete waste of valuable practice time.
When confronted with a hard passage, page, or work of music, | choose what | believeisthe
most difficult part and start there. In this case, it is the top-most portion of the exercise:
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Let us first familiarize ourselves with the fingerings to be used (see section on fingering
choices), and play the passage slowly, as if each note were a quarter-note at slow speed. Once
we feel confident in our familiarity with the fingerings, it is time to pick a slow speed, say
eighth-note equal to 50 beats a minute. You will have to find the appropriate starting point for
yourself, but it is important to remember NEVER to play the passage sloppily, or you will
practice playing sloppily very well. Choose a tempo in which you can play evenly, and securely.
The object is to get your mind around the difficult finger combinations until they become easy
(or are “in your fingers”). Play the passage through a few times until you start to feel
comfortable. How does one define “comfortable”? | would consider it comfortable when | can
play it twicein arow without making a mistake. When doing this, it isimportant to “fill up the
beat.”

“Filling up the beat” isaterm | use to describe being in perfect lock-step with the
metronome, without being ahead at all. Imagine a graph of the beat in time, and you want the
sound of that beat (triplets, quarter notes, whatever you’re working on) to fill up that graphic
space to the utmost. This necessitates playing slower than you think, waiting until the last
possible moment to move to the next note in perfect time with the clicking. This is particularly
important for playing very fast passages calmly.

After you have played it twice in a row evenly, proceed to playing it un-evenly. This
enables you to practice two notes at a time quickly. Begin with the following rhythm, making

sure to make the short note as short as you can, and the long note as long as possible to fill up the
beat:

After playing this twice in a row proceed to the next rhythm twice in a row:

And finally, twice in a row evenly again.



