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This article is aimed at giving a few
suggestions and strategies for teaching
the bassoon embouchure that I have
learned over the past several years of
teaching at the University level.

First, as with many of the woodwind
instruments, there have been changes
and adaptations on what is considered
to the "norm" in embouchures on the
bassoon. l will outline my own beliefs,
which may or may not be the beliefs of
other bassoonists.

For a great many years i t  was
thought that the bassoonist should cul-
tivate a pronounced overbite (i.e. the
lower jaw is noticeable further back than
the upper jaw.) | do not advocate this
type of embouchure and the vast major-
ity of professional players and teachers
that I know also do not.

Instead, we advocate a rather neu-
tral lower jaw position with teeth aligned
such that the lower teeth are only slightly
behind the upper, forming what lwil l call
a "natural bite." The jaws wil l be open
somewhat to accommodate the reed but
keeping this natural and neutral position-
ing. The lips are going to be covering
the teeth and therefore need to be rolled-
in s l ight ly,  but  not too much. There
should be some "pink" of the l ips show-
ing - particularly on the lower l ip. A com-
mon error in bassoon embouchures is to
have the lips - particularly the lower lip -
- rolled in too much. The lips form a cush-
ion for the blades of the reed and the
corners of the lips need to come inward
in a nice rounded shape. The essential
purpose for the embouchure is to seal
around the reed. I have found two won-
derful descriptions as analogies for the
embouchure shape that work well with
my students, as they are shapes that
most or all people already know:

1. The Drinking Straw Embou-
chure. The shape our l ips make
when we seal around a drinking
straw is almost perfectforthe bas-
soon embouchure: Round with
just a l itt le roll- in of the l ips or
pucker, and relaxed. Of course,
we wil l be blowing into a reed
rather than drinking in a l iquid.

2. The Whistle Embouchure. The
other good analogy is the shape
thatyour mouth makes when you
whistle. Again it is a round, Puck-
ered, relaxed shape. Not every-
one can whistle but they usually
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understand the shape you would
make if you did.

Usually one or the other of these
analogies wil l strike a chord with the stu-
dent and help have them producing the
correct type of shape for the embou-
chure. Now it must be monitored to see
how much lip is rolled in and to ensure
that the student is not "biting" the reed.
Biting is usually caused by too much ver-
tical pressure from the upper and lower
jaws, often also accompanied by an over-
tightening of the l ip muscles. This results
in a more pinched tone, sharper pitch,
and more embouchure fatigue for the
player. Instead they need to concentrate
on the roundness, making the l ips apply
even pressure from all points but concen-
trating on the corners or sides so that the
vertical is not exaggerated. Another anal-
ogy that is used for many woodwind in-
struments to combat biting is to describe
the l ips as being l ike a "draw-string bag."

Additionally, I advocate developing
a somewhat relaxed embouchure and de-
veloping greater use of, and control with,
the abdominal muscles and the support
mechanism (this was described in an
earlier afticle I wrote on breathing.)

I would l ike to finish this article by
giving you two embouchure related ex-
ercises that I employ frequently when giv-
ing clinics and masterclasses:

1. Playing on the wrap of the reed.
This is an exercise to i l lustrate
and determine how much of a
note's pitch is controlled by the
airstream as opposed to the em-
bouchure. Again, I advocatethat
the embouchure be relaxed and
that most of the pitch should be
held up by the air support. The
exercise is this:
. Have the student play a C in

the bass clef staff (three fin-
gers of the left hand and the
whisper key) with a full sound
and good support.

. Next, have them move their
lips up over the wrap of the
reed being careful to not jab
themselves with the reed
wires! Now, have them try to
play the C again.  l f  their
breath support is sufficient
then a C wil l come out (with a
somewhat raucous tone but
still a C). However, it is quite
oossible that a C-flat or B-
natural wil l come out instead.
The student then needs to be
encouraged to use more and
more air support and air pres-
sure to try and get this note
up to the desired C. lf they
can easi[ obtain a C with their
normal embouchure but can-
not obtain one when playing
on the wrap of the reed this
usually indicates to me that
they are controll ing the pitch
too much with l ip tension and
not enough with the abdomi-
nal supporl.

The "Dying Cow" This exercise
gets its name from the sounds
that may be made while doing it
resembl ing a cow in distress!
Similarly, the exercise is based
around playing the C in the staff
and is oerformed as follows:
. Play the C normally with a full

sound and good support.
. Next, have them relax both

their embouchure and their ab-
dominal  support  but  keep
blowing. They should be able
to get the note to drop down to
the C-flat or B-natural with a
rather ugly sound (the dying
cow). lf they cannot get the
pitch to drop despite relaxing
their embouchure and suppoft
as much as they can it is highly
likely that their lip muscles are
stilltoo tight, or, perhaps there
is an issue with the reed.

. Assuming that they are suc-
cessful jn getting the pitch to
drop, then have them try to
raise the note uo to the cor-
rect pitch by adding in suffi-
cient abdominal support NOT
by t ightening the embou-
chure. I wil l frequently teach
them right from wrong by do-
ing this exercise as described
and comparing it to a delib-
erately pinching with the l ips
to get the note back up to
pitch. This waythey can iden-
tify if they are slipping into the
incorrect way of supporting
the pitch (i.e. using a tight em-
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bouchure and biting it up), or
if they are doing the way I ad-
vocate - using a relaxed em-
bouchure and increased air
suppon.

I hope that some of the above strat-
egies prove use{ul in getting your bas-
soon students to play with a good em-
bouchure. As with all aspects of playing,
I believe it is always best if they can do
this under the guidance of  a bassoon
specialist and they should be encouraged
to take private lessons if possible.

lf you would like to submit an article
for publication in Woodwind Notesp/ease
contact Michael Burns at the following
address: Dr. Michael Burns, Assocrafe
Professor of Bassoon, School of Music,
University of North Carolina at Greens-
boro, P. O. Box 26170, Greensboro, NC
27402-61 70; (336)ffia-5970; e-mail :
mjburns@uncg.edu

PERCUSSION IN NORTH CAROLINA (continued)

performance site with the exact same in-
struments you wil l be uslng for your re-
cital. Your brain gets accustomed to cer-
tain stimuli such as the room lighting, tem-
perature, acoustics, ambience, and ex-
traneous noises. Even though you may
know your piece "backwards and for-
wards," your brain can often become
confused when suddenly put into a
strange pedorming environment. Percus-
sionists in particular have this problem
when performing on "strange" instru-
ments. Even subtle differences in drum-
head tension and tone, keyboard size,
bar colors, etc. can confuse even the fin-
est percussionist. Practice as often as
you can in the performance hall with ex-
actly the same lighting, instruments, mal-
lets, stage set up, room temperature and
ambience that you wil l encounter during
your solo performance.

Good luck and happy practicing!
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