By Arthur Henry Chtistmann

  Today I am going to begin by throwing out a hypothesis. I have no idea whether or not more scientific investigation will support the validity of my hypothesis, but my life’s experience has led me to place a good deal of confidence in it.

In all my years of teaching, I have had very little trouble with the problem of developing good tone in my students. First of all I check the mouthpiece and reed by actually playing in the student’s mouthpiece. Then I make my recommendations. Usually no mouthpiece change is indicated at the moment (unless the lay is crooked, or of the super–jazz, super-open type). However, the selection of a proper reed is of prime importance. Most frequently this takes the from of a somewhat stronger reed than the student has been playing; very seldom is the opposite true. If the new reed seems too strong at first, the student is advised to try stay with for a half or whole week, until it begins to respond more easily. Usually it does, and from that time forward, he or she makes progress in tonal development by leaps and bounds to the point where I seldom need to stay anything more about tone except to practice various forms on long tones and slow movements, always listening and being critical of the sound.

 However, in a very few cases, probably less than half a dozen in my entire teaching career, I have encountered a student who simply could not produce a really good clarinet tone. I am sure that this is not an unheard of phenomenon, for years ago there was one old professional in New York who produced a really poor sound. He admitted quite frankly that he simply could not produce a good sound. (In those days, one could make some sort of living on the clarinet even with a poor tone.)

 The very last thing I recommend is a change of embouchure, although to be sure, I do recommend experimenting with different types of embouchure after all else has failed. However, I am entirely honest when I say that I have never solved a tone problem by means of an embouchure change. (Naturally, I do check to make sure that the student is not doing something with his lips, his teeth, or the pressure, which is definitely wrong for any type of embouchure. I do not think that this weakens my argument.)
 I know full well that there are many teachers who, on meeting a student for the first time, regardless of how good or bad his tone many be, immediately suggest a change of embouchure, according to some pre-conceived conviction of how a good embouchure should look. He must point his chin, attend to the corners of his mouth, and there are many other cherished suggestions. Personally, I feel that if a student has no problem with tone, he should be allowed to continue to play as he has been doing. The great clarinetist and clarinet teacher, Carl Baermann, at one time stated that “Each player’s ‘break’ has developed in an individual way” (and therefore all embouchures may not appear the same to the beholder). We all know of examples, especially in brass instruments, where a player’s sound has been ruined by a new teacher who has recommended a change of embouchure. My own position on this question is well represented by the old aphorism, “If the machine isn’t ailing, don’t fix it”. To say that if a player sounds best playing while standing on his head, that is the way he should play, is a ridiculous exaggeration, but that is direction in which my thought trends.

There is one factor, however, which I have noted very carefully, and this brings me to the reason for presenting my hypothesis for readers’ consideration. I believe that the chemical makeup of an individual’s saliva has much to do with the tone produced on reed instruments, notably the clarinet. In most cases, including my own, after a reed has been played for a few days, the color being to take on a darker shade, a sort of tarnish, so to speak. I am willing to admit that some of this darker hue is due to just plain dirt, and after a longer period of time, I give my own reeds a good cleaning, scraping off the surface dirt and caked saliva, but being very careful not to scrape away any wood. I have noted that students whose reeds age in this way seldom seem to have any  real problems with tone. However, almost without exception, I have found that the reeds of those very few who have really serious trouble with good tone development age in quite a different way. With extended use they seem to look cleaner and cleaner and take on a slightly yellowish hue. This has led me to the conclusion, here presented as a hypothesis, that the chemical makeup of an individual’s saliva has much to do with the way it  “cures” reeds and thus with the type of tone which that reed produces.

Of course, I know there are at least two points of view about the extended use of reeds. One view recommends keeping several matched reeds on the “go,” and changing frequently from reed to reed. I belong to the opposite school. I believe that the most consistent best tone for most of us is achieved when a reed is kept on the mouthpiece for an extended period of time, first, for the possible chemical reason advanced above, also so that the lip may accustom itself to that particular reed and so that the reed fully accustoms itself to the mouthpiece. The danger in this system is that, since the tone improves gradually, it may also pass the point of greatest improvement and being to become senile. Often the change is so gradual that we fail to recognize it. The senile reed becomes too thin and clear in tone, and develops a quality which my teacher used to describe as “glassiness.”

There is no question about the fact that a good new reed has a full and healthy, but I have always believed that the process of “curing” by the saliva is very important in subtly improving the quality of a good reed. Not the least of this improvement may be the fact that an older reed becomes more or less impervious to the saturating effect of saliva, probably because some deposit from the saliva actually fills up the pores. My admonition has always been, “Keep a new reed as dry as possible, and an old reed as wet as possible”. Most experienced clarinetists know that if a really old reed is taken off the mouthpiece or not played for an extended period of time, it is virtually impossible to get it damp enough to function properly.

In my ten years as first clarinet of the Chautauqua Symphony Orchestra (a summer orchestra with a six-week season) I tried to get a good reed broken in before the season opened (especially necessary there, for, being situated on a lake, the climate was very damp, a very difficult climate in witch to recognize good new reeds). We played five concerts, two operas and four rehearsals each week, in addition to witch I did some teaching; most summers I used the starting reed for almost the entire season. This led me to coin a saying about reeds. “The more one players on a good reed, the longer it lasts”. A contrabassoon player with the New York Philharmonic in the old days said that he had used the same reed for many years. This is probably understandable knowing how seldom the instrument is used and the sturdy construction of a contrabassoon reed! On the clarinet, reed longevity seems only partly due to the chemical action on the saliva, but also as noted above, the fact that our lips, subtle adjusters that they are, get more and more accustomed to the reed and play it better and better.

 In line with similar reasoning, I have always thought that while the longer one stays with a reed (steady playing) the better. The worst thing for a reed is intermittent playing such as one does in teaching, for the reed is then subjected to alternate periods of wetting and drying, each time depositing a new coating of saliva on its surface. Such reeds really do require thorough cleaning regularly. 

 I am sure that many will disagree with me on some of the points I have made, but I can say only that these practices have been based upon a lifetime of experience with the clarinet, and on my father’s experience before me.
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