Woodwind Clinic

Basic Oboe Adjustments

ar too many student oboists
Fstruggle to play on instruments

that are out of adjustment. The
delicate balance of the key mecha-
nisms is easily disrupted, and yearly
maintenance is rarely enough to keep
an oboe in good playing condition.
Keys may shift and rods may stick
when the wooden body of the instru-
ment contracts in the winter or
expands in the summer, while regular
practice and assembly can loosen
screws to the point where a pad may
no longer seal properly. Fortunately,
most common adjustment problems
are fixable without the help of a quali-
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fied repairperson. With a little
patience and a steady hand, directors
and even students can improve the
sound and response of a poorly
adjusted instrument.

For those unfamiliar with the con-
struction of oboes, perhaps the easiest
way to check for adjustment problems
is with sound. Well-intentioned
directors may try to repair an instru-
ment by over-tightening loose screws,
but this also prevents pads from cov-
ering the holes and may affect other
keys that are attached to the same
rod. All key work is delicate, and
even a quarter turn may tighten a
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screw too much. Whenever the cause
of a problem is not readily apparent, I
will check and isolate each key on the
oboe, starting at the top. I never
rotate a screw more than 18 of a turn
and adjust only one key at a time.
After any adjustment, it is important
to play the instrument to determine
whether the problem has diminished.
Whenever an adjustment makes a
problem worse, | move the screw back
to its original position.

Most young oboists have difficulty
playing in the low register, and this
problem will be compounded if keys in
the lower joint are out of adjustment.
recommend that repairs by amateurs
be limited to the bottom half of the
instrument. Most of these screws are
specific to a single function and are
easy to isolate. Keys on the top joint
are regulated by a set of three to six
screws, depending on the make and
model. Even one misaligned screw on
the top joint can upset the balance of
the mechanisms and render the entire
instrument unplayable.

The first screw I normally check is
on the curved arm that extends up
from the F# key. When this key is
depressed, it closes the G# pad on the
top joint. To test this, play an F# and
add the G¥ key. The ———————
pitch should not 0
change when this key O ‘
is added, but if the G# .O
key does not seal prop- .
erly, turn screw #1 =
clockwise and test
each adjustment until 8 Q%
the note stabilizes. If
the screw has been
tightened as far as it
will go and the prob-
lem remains, the thin
cork on top of the G#
key has likely wornm -— |
thin and should be replaced. The
screw may need to be backed out again
when the new cork is applied because
an over-adjustment will prevent the
Ff key from closing, making any note
below a G4 nearly impossible to play.

The small vent key between the first
and second keys on the bottom joint
connects to both the E and D keys,
and these two screws should be
adjusted as a set. Before proceeding, I
recommend checking the F resonance
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key. Not all student models have this
key, but if there is one, press the D key
to make sure the resonance key closes.
[t should only be tight enough to pre-
vent air from leaking out of the reso-
nance hole when the D key is
depressed, and a tiny bit of play is
acceptable. Tap the resonance key
with the tip of a finger, if there is any
visible movement, screw #4 may have

B

to be tightened, and if there is no play

at all, the same screw should be loos-

ened slightly. At this point, it is only

necessary to check that this screw is

] not too tight, as it will

| affect the adjustments
! O . of screws #2 and 3.

s While playing an

E4, apply additional

pressure to the E key

with the second fin-

8 Q@ ger of the right hand.

If the tone quality of

this note improves,

turn screw #2 slightly

counter-clockwise

until the E key closes

completely and with-

| out force. Next, play

the same note, using the third finger of

the right hand to close the E key, and

tap the small vent key with the second

00000

finger. The amount of closure should
be equal for both keys; if the vent key
leaks, the sound will change when
held closed by the finger, and screw #2
will need minute adjustments in a
clockwise direction.

The process for testing the con-
nection between the D and vent keys
is ruut!hly the same. If the tone qual-
T ity of D4 improves
when the ring finger
presses firmly down
on the key, screw #3 is
‘ too tight. The third

o | finger then moves up
.% to the E key and the

pinky closes the D key
as the vent is tested
| again; if it is too diffi-
cult to cover the tone
holes with such an
| awkward fingering,
33 | another set of hands

may be necessary. The

balance between these two keys

should not equal; if it was, the E key
would not close. In the low register,
the E key is covered for all fingerings
below E4, and screw #3 only needs to
be tight enough for the vent key not
to leak. When screw #2 is in adjust-
ment, this is rarely a problem.

For oboes with an F resonance key,

test the response of E4, D4, and C4. If

these notes are difficult to play or still
sound fuzzy, this key may not be clos-
ing completely. Again, the adjustment
of screw #4 should be minimal. By
playing these same three notes after
each minute turn of the screw, players
can quickly tell whether this adjust-
ment is improving response in the low
register. | pay close attention to the
feel of the E key during this test; if it
begins to feel sluggish, I know that
screw #4 is too tight and needs to be
backed out just enough for.the E ke\ to
move freely again. T
Because the C key
closes both the E key
and the Eb pad, | inten- O OO
tionally move screw #6 .
counter-clockwise 14 .o
to 12 a turn before test- .
ing screw #5, which | 8 Q%
disengages the Eb pad. | .

Screw #5 regulates how | 9
the E key closes, and
this adjustment s O
important for C#6 and

Dé6. If the E key leaks 3::

when the C key is GRS
down, these notes will sound sharp and
wildly unstable. To test this connec-
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tion, I play a high Cf and tap the E key
lightly, taking care not to cover the
hole in the center of the key. This
should not affect the pitch, but if it
does, screw #5 should be tightened
only until the note settles. An over
adjustment will make the C pad hard
to close and the notes below C4 even
harder to play. While the C key should
fully close both mechanisms, if this is
not possible, it is more important for
the C pad to close com- ;
pletely and without 0
resistance. O .
Once the E key and - ‘
C pad are balanced, it is .
important to return to ‘ -
screw #6, which was
deliberately loosened 8 %@
earlier. Located above
the Eb pad, the screw
holds this pad closed
when the C key is
depressed. Play a low C ‘
and trill the left-hand 33
E» key. The pitch will - !
definitely wobble at first, but #6
should be slowly tightened until the
addition of the E? key no longer affects
the C. Again, over tightening this
screw will add resistance to the C key
and prevent the C pad from closing.

Players should be able to use alternate
fingerings for both B3 and B3 by clos-
ing the CF key instead of the C key.
I recommend playing the low
Cf#first, then adding the
low B key. This interval 0
should sound relatively O . ‘
smooth; if the B is fuzzy =
or won't come out, .
screw #8 is probably out
of adjustment. If possi-
ble, try playing a low B Q%
as well, then sliding the
right-pinky finger from
the C to the C# key.

The pitch should not |

change. It is more diffi-

cult to determine which |

direction to turn this - :
screw than on other adjustments; both
tests should work. If they do not, it is
often easiest to rotate this screw at least
L2 turn counter-clockwise or until nei-
ther test works. From there, tighten the
screw 18 of a turn and play between
adjustments until it is possible to move
between the C# and B with ease. If this
screw is too tight, the B pad will be held
open by the CF key, which will make
any adjustments to screw #7 pointless.

Once screw #8 is in adjustment, play
a low B with the standard fingering, fol-

(]

lowed by a low B2 Not all student oboes
have a low B? key, but if there is one,
screw # 7 regulates the balance between
the B and B? keys, which should be
equal. It may not be possible to strike a
perfect balance between these keys,
especially on older instruments, because
manufacturers rarely put cork pads over
the three largest tone holes on the bot-
tom of the second joint and the pads
that are used instead do not always
cover properly. If it is easier to play the
B, the screw needs to be tightened, but
if the Bb is more responsive, the screw
needs to be turned counter-clockwise.
Oboes require more maintenance
than most band instruments, and an
annual trip to the repair shop to check
for bent keys, binding rods, or loose
pads is essential. While these adjust-
ments do not eliminate the need for
regular check ups, they will greatly aid
in keeping student oboes in optimal
playing condition between yearly main-

tenance repairs. 7

Allison Baker is associate editor of The
Instrumentalist magazine. She earned
degrees in music performance from Illinois
Wesleyan University, the University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and the
University of Michigan in Ann Arbor.
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is pleased to announce the appointment of

Igor Begelman, Artist-Faculty in Clarinet

Clarinetist Igor Begelman's virtuosity and imagination have been praised by
critics as a "remarkable display of music-making" and earned him an
impressive list of awards and honors. Winner of an Avery Fisher Career
Grant, Mr. Begelman has appeared regularly as a soloist and in recitals
throughout the United States and abroad.

Zvi Plesser, Artist-Faculty in Cello

Israeli cellist Zvi Plesser has performed with leading orchestras such as the
Israel Philharmonic Orchestra, the National Symphony Orchestra and the
Academy of Saint Martin-in-the-Fields. He was a member of the Huberman
String Quartet and a founding member of Concertante. A graduate of The
Juilliard School, he studied with Zara Nelsova, Zvi Harel and David Soyer.

» Offering Professional Artist Certificate, M.M., B.M.,
College Arts Diploma, High School Diploma
* Scholarships and assistantships available
* Summer Session: June 19-July 22, 2005
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String Faculty

Jacquelyn Bartlett, Harp
Ulrich Eichenauer, Viola
Joseph Genualdi, Violin
Sarah Johnson, Violin
Gerald Klickstein, Guitar
Kevin Lawrence, Violin
Joseph Pecoraro, Guitar
Lynn Peters, Double Bass
Zvi Plesser, Cello

Woodwind Faculty

Tadeu Coelho, Flute

John Ellis, Oboe

James Kalyn, Saxophone,
Wind Ensemble

Igor Begelman, Clarinet

Mark Popkin, Bassoon

For information,
contact:

Admissions,

North Carolina
School of the Arts,
1533 S. Main St.,
Winston-Salem, NC
27127-2188;

tel. 336-770-3290;
www.ncarts.edu
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