Brass Clinic

hat’s so difficult about putting

the right hand in the hom

bell? Plenty, if you are teaching

beginning players. Playing with incor-

rect hand position in the bell is

endemic among young horn players.

There are two main areas to address in

putting the right hand in the bell — the

correct position and best way to teach
it to young students.

Lessons From History

A short history of the horn will be
helpful in forming an opinion on the
correct position of the right hand. In
the mid-18th century, before the
invention of the brass instrument
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valve, horn players began to insert the
right hand into the bell as a way to
change the instrument’s pitch by
opening and closing the opening to
the bell.

Anton Joseph Hampel is generally
credited with having developed a
technique that was initially applied to
the valveless natural horn somewhere
between 1750 and 1760. Known as
hand stopping, this technique allowed
musicians to sound notes outside the
instrument’s normal harmonic series,
producing a fully chromatic scale.

When valves were fitst developed,
they were used only as a quick- crook
change and applied to the left hand

By Howard Hilliard

because most of the action was still with
the right hand in the bell. This is why
the horn is the only left-handed instru-
ment in the orchestra. In addition, com-
posers were slow to adopt fully chromat-
ic homn parts because they would have
been difficult to play on the hand hom.

There was also a long tradition of
teaching the natural horn first before
going on to the more expensive valve
horn. Two of the greatest pedagogues
i the latter part of the 19th century,
Oscar Franz and Henri Kling, began
their methods with natural horn, pro-
ceeding to hand horn and finally valve
horn, half a century after the inven-
tion of the valve.




Pitch and Hand Position

The point of this history is to show
that hand position was always applied
in the context of changing pitch
through hand stopping, prior to play-
ing the valve horn. This is true both
chronologically in history and by ped-
agogical choice, even after the devel-
‘opment of valves. Therefore the hand
position should reflect its origins with
the hand horn. An historically correct
hand position begins with the man-
date for changing pitch. Kling ex-
plained the mandate:

The player must endeavor to produce

these Stopped Notes as clearly as possi- -

ble, and the difference in tonal quality
between these and the Natural Tones
must be equalized as much as possible;
the Stopped Tones must not sound as
though a cloth had been introduced into
the instrument.

This mandate to change pitch should
also include a minimal difference
between open and closed tones.

Because of a resurgence in histori-
cally informed performance on the
natural homn, there is little doubt that
the hand position should make the
sound about a quarter-step flatter than
with the hand out of the bell. If the
hand is too far out, the tones are too
dissimilar; if the hand is too far in, the
tone is too covered.

Extending the inside of the convex
bell with a concave hand at a spacing of
about two inches produces a sound that
is neither too open nor closed with a
stable scale, particularly in the upper
register. To facilitate quick pitch
changes outside the natural harmonics,
the hand has to open and close like a
door with the knuckles acting as hinges.

Modern professional horn players
use the same hand movement to fine
tune individual notes, produce a tight-
ly stopped brassy sound, or give the
impression of distance with a loose seal
of the bell producing an echo horn
effect. The same movement is also
used at the periphery of the range with
the hand more open in the low register
so the notes are stronger and clearer
and more closed in the extreme upper
register to stabilize the pitches.

Good Hand Position

Ideally the hand should also be in a
position to hold the horn off the leg or
to stand; however, there is also a small
and waning school of horn playing
that uses a different hand position bet-
ter suited for sitting and playing with
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For most professionals, it is the middle knuckles, not the ones next to the palm, that
should be in contact with the bell. This common error becomes painfully apparent in
young horn players with small hands who instinctively try to stop the horn bell on the
diagonal (instead of perpendicular to the length of the bell) with the fingers too far in and
the seal on the upper knuckles instead of the middle ones.

the bell on the leg. To hold the bell off -

the leg, support it on the thumb and
index finger with the thumb posi-
tioned at 12 o'clock and the finger
knuckles pressed against the side of the
bell at 3 o’clock.

The optimum hand position is his-
torically correct and fully functional for
quick hand horn movements. It allows
hornists to stand for performance or for
playing with the instrument off the leg,
while producing a stable and in tune
scale with a tone that has the same
amount of openness as the open notes
on the hand hormn. These are the his-
toric parameters that form the basis for
the modern hand position.

Typical Problems for Beginners
Because most beginning horn play-
ers are too small in size for the instru-
ment, starting them with the correct
right-hand position is asking a lot.
These students often end up using

some kind of contorted playing posi-
tion because the distance between the
mouthpiece and the bell is fixed; many
of them struggle with the weight of the
horn, initially putting it on the leg,
perpendicular to the floor because
their left shoulder can’t support the
instrument if it is held across the chest.
This can make the right arm position
more difficult because it comes from a
different angle at the bottom instead
of from the side.

Additionally, holding the bell cor-
rectly in place takes resolve and hand
strength, which is difficult with an
undersized hand. The right hand in-
evitably follows the path of least resist-
ance and drifts closed over the bell or

to a point on the bell where it has no

effect. This is exacerbated when stu-
dents, whose legs are shorter than
adults, have to sit at the edge of a seat
with an inclined leg and the bell slip-
ping off.




'V Waiting' Helps

‘hand in the right position, which is

ers to the instrument are not successful
in the first couple of months, they will
inadvertently ingrain bad habits into

nate amount of tifme to correct.

students’ ages, their size, and strength,
I suggest waiting two to five months
before - attempting the correct right-

hand, -beginning horn players should
grasp the bell around the rim toward
the bottom, giving their ears time to
become familiar with the charity of the
instrument’s sound without the hand
in the bell.

Another danger is waiting too long
to introduce the right hand because
the ear becomes accustomed to a
sound that is too open and the players
develop a habit of ignoring the right
hand. This recommendation comes
from having seen teachers introduce the

Continued on p. 54
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Copland, Schuman

The U.S. Air Force Band’s new CD,
Celebration, features works that were
influéntial in developing the wind
band repertoire. Directed by Col.
Lowell Graham, the CD features Paul
Creston’s Celebration Overture, Op.
61, Suite of Old American Dances by
Robert Russell Bennett,” Aaron Cop-

land’s An OQutdoor Qverture, William

Schuman’s New England Triptych, and
Hammersmith, Op. 52 by Gustav Holst.
(Klavier, K 11176)

Clarinet, Bassoon, Piano

The CD Clarinet Pizzazz features
the Bill Douglas’s Suite Cantando for
Clarinet, Bassoon, and Piano, which

was commissioned by 51 clarinetists,’

bassoonists, and pianists in 2005.
Douglas is a Canadian-born pianist,
bassoonist, and composer who toured
and recorded with clarinetist Richard
Stoltzman for 30 years. Clarinetists
Hal Fryer, Lynn Fryer, and Kelley Head
perform this suite and a variety of addi-

tional works, including Duke Elling-
ton’s “The Single Petal of a Rose,”
Concertpiece in D Minor, Op. 114 by
Felix Mendelssohn, and Bagatelle for
Four B Flat Clarinets by Clare Grunde-
man. (HE 3139)

Navy Band Offering

The U.S. Navy Band conducted by
Captain George N. Thompson per-
forms repertoire by Dmitri Kabalevsky
(Overture to Colas Breugnon), Grain-
ger (Country Gardens and Children’s
March “Over the Hills and Far Away”),

John Williams (“Adventures on Earth” .

from E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial), and
others on the CD Command Per-

formance. A highlight of the record-
ing is John Mackey’s Concerto for
Soprano Sax and Wind Ensemble,
with the solo performed by MUCS
Timothy E. Roberts. (For information
about the Navy Band contact www
.navyband.navy.mil)

Sphinx Laureate

The CD Elena Urioste — Violin fea-
tures the laureate of the 2007 Sphinx
Competition performing the Janacek
Sonata for Violin and Piano; Bee-

thoven’s Sonata #7 in C Minor, Op.
30, #2; Hubay's Carmen — Fantaisie
Brillante; and Engel’s Sea-Shell with
pianist Hugh Sung. Urioste is a gradu-
ate of the Curtis Institute of Music.
She currently studies at The Juilliard
School with Joel Smimoff. Hugh Sung
is a chamber musician who debut with
The Philadelphia Orchestra at age 11.
He joined the faculty of the Curtis
Institute in 1993 and directs the
school’s instrumental accompaniment
program and student recital series.

(White Pine Music, WPM213)

Hand, cont. from p. 37

right hand at every stage possible, from
the beginning to the end of the first
year. Once the learning curve kicks in
and the basics of holding and playing
the hom are underway, teachers can
turn their attention to the task of
using the right hand.

Listening for Good Sound

The difficulty is that most teachers
think students are using the right hand
correctly when they aren’t. There are
several audible signs to listen for. First,
the sound should be neither too open
nor too closed. Second, the sound
should be clear — regardless of the
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degree of openness. Problems develop
if the hand is poorly formed or the fin-
gers become curled, even though
everything looks perfect from the out-
side. Believe your ears — not your eyes
— if you know what to listen for.

Also, ignore the common adage,
“Cup your hand like you are drinking
water,” because it leads to curled fin-
gers partially obstructing the bell.
Instead, have students form the hand
outside the bell with two parallel
lines, the fingers and the forearm,
connected by the palm in an oblique
angle. Add the thumb going to the
second knuckle on the forefinger to
widen the tube, and the odds of get-
ting it right improve dramatically.

This position keeps the ends of the
fingers up against the bell wall and a
uniform distance between the palm
and the bell every time.

Finally, listen for a stable scale, par-
ticularly in the high register. The heel
of the hand plays an important part in
stabilizing the high notes. Monitoring
this is difficult in young students who
can’t play high notes yet, so it’s diffi-
cult to check, and it can also be com-
plicated by the size of the bell and
each student’s hand.

Eventually it all matters. Once you
begin to teach the right hand you have
to continue to check the hand posi-
tion until you know the students have
it right.




