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RICHARD EDWARDS

I was just leaving Woodwind & Co. in
Cadishead when Eddie Ashton came
rushing out having remembered that
someone left the bottom joint of a
clarinet with him for repair at the
Clarinet & Saxophone Society Single
Reed Day in Haileybury in October 2014,
where he was our onsite repairer. It was
a hectic day and we’ve mislaid details of
whose instrument it was. I took the
picture with my phone to remind me. I
was able to identify it as part of a
Schreiber 60105 Bb clarinet so if it is
yours, please contact Eddie or myself to
be reunited!

You’ll find a tribute to Paul Vaughan
who sadly passed away in November
2014 in this issue. The Clarinet &
Saxophone Society library has been
considerably enhanced by the
wonderful donation of his music that
Paul built up during a lifetime of
enthusiasm and passion for playing the
clarinet. There are over 300 items for all
combinations of wind and strings,
ranging from the well-known standard
repertoire to rarely performed and more
obscure pieces. 

The Society has invested in the library
as it is now housed securely at the
Granary, Bury Farm, Stapleford, near
Cambridge and is actively looked after
by Stephanie Reeve. Do take advantage
of it via our website www.cassgb.org
where the fully searchable database

enables one to find items readily.
Investment by the Society in the

website is paying off. It is actively
maintained by William Upton, whose
writing will be very familiar to readers
of this magazine. It is a useful resource
well worth visiting, www.cassgb.org. As
I write this, during the last 12 months
there have been 12,987 users and 18,889
visits. During the last month 1,205 users
visited 1,537 times, visiting on average
over three pages per visit and spending
two minutes 40 seconds at the site. The
new website was launched on the 7th
January 2014 and is proving to be
extremely popular.

The Facebook page is equally active,
again managed by William, and
interesting snippets of information

appear almost daily. 
A new subcommittee has been formed

to run events and I look forward to
promoting new events in the pages of
this magazine and not least in the
reduction of my workload! Although we
do have a small but strong and active
team on the Board of Directors, to me
one of the limiting factors for what the
Society can provide is the need for more
board members with enthusiasm to
take on responsibilities. If you are
interested in becoming involved do
contact the secretary. We have guest
chairs available at Editorial Board and
Board of Directors’ meetings and are
pleased to welcome anyone keen to
participate. ■

Welcome to the spring magazine
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Across Iain’s many projects there’s one thing
you can’t help but latch on to – his signature
sound, which manages to be fat, sleek,
rubbery, smoky, grainy and smooth, all at
once. “Tonally I don’t approach playing
standards any differently to folk or
contemporary music with an orchestra”, Iain
tells me. “As a saxophone player it’s all
about your sound. I don’t want to put on a
funk sound for funk or a trad sound for trad.
The challenge becomes finding the music
that suits you rather than changing your
sound to more-or-less suit the music. That’s
something that comes with maturity and
age – learning to love what you’ve got, and
to make the music that represents and suits
you.” 

In the mid 1980s Iain made his name as a
shock-headed wunderkind, part of the first
generation of British jazz musicians to take
their lead from other homespun and
European talent rather than from across the
Atlantic. “Luckily for me”, he says modestly,
“I fell in with a bunch of people who admired
the likes of John Taylor, Stan Sulzmann,
Kenny Wheeler, Dave Holland and John
Surman. At an early age I realised that my
path wasn’t to become a certified American-
style jazz musician. I was born in the wrong
place, the wrong time, wrong everything
really. But despite this I think I’m firmly in
the jazz tradition – a tradition where, having
been inspired by the history and legacy of
jazz, you learn your craft, gain experience
and then seek to make a personal
contribution to it yourself with music that
hopefully reflects your own life, times and
environment. The alternative path, learning
to showcase an encyclopaedic musical
knowledge encompassing everything from
Buddy Bolden to Ornette Coleman, would
feel more like becoming a curator of jazz.”

This approach is evident in his ironically
named Anorak quartet, described knowingly
by some as ‘left of straight-ahead’. Their
album More Jazz features idiosyncratic
reworkings, or more properly
recompositions, of popular jazz standards;
All the Things You Are, I Got Rhythm and
Stella by Starlight become Of All the Things,
I Got Rid of Them and St Ella respectively.
“The way I would describe Anorak”, Iain
says, “is as a doffing of the hat to the
mainstream jazz of the post 1950s, what
used to be called ‘modern’ jazz. I’ve tried to
revisit that repertoire and find a personal
connection to it. Rather than just taking the
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chords to an existing tune and writing a new
tune on top I like to take classic tunes as a
point of reference and to see where it can
lead if I reharmonise them by changing the
harmonic structure or inverting them. If this
works, the result is neither the original tune,
nor a wholly new one, but something in-
between and to which I feel more of a
connection than if I’d just played it straight
out of the book.”

As part of the last generation of British
jazz musicians to learn their trade outside
the conservatoire system, Iain came into the
Royal Academy of Music and Royal Welsh
College of Music and Drama through the
staff door. Now he does what he can to pass
on the freethinking approach that
characterises not only his music but also
that of his other self-taught
contemporaries. “I didn’t study music in
college so sometimes I feel more like a wild
salmon than a farmed one,” he tells me.
“You have to be immensely accomplished
and talented just to get in to the Royal
Academy, and some years you really get a
bumper crop of creative individuals,
freethinkers, coming through. But on some
jazz courses there seems to be a more
conservative attitude, with a leaning
towards and a worshipping of American
players. While I don’t mind that, I often
wonder what the young British musicians
think will happen to them when they leave
college to become professionals. Their
challenge is to make the current scene their
own and to take it over, rather than hoping it
will discover them. I try to encourage
students to write their own tunes, and if they
are playing standards to question why they
choose certain tunes. Do they play them just
because everybody else plays them, or
because they like them? And then, what is it
about these tunes that they like? Is it the key,
the structure, the melody, or is it the chords?
My best advice is to pick a set of tunes that
you love, and learn them properly – learn
the words, learn which film they came from,
learn them in their original key, and
discover who performed them in what year.
Do this with a dozen or so tunes to get
deeper inside them and then make them
yours somehow.” 

Having recently seen the rise of Trish
Clowes, one of Iain’s ex-students at the
Royal Academy, to jazz stardom, I asked him
if there is anybody else we should be looking
out for over the next few years. He was

understandably reticent. “There’s a long list
of people I could name, and I learn a lot
from these very bright players, but I think it
all really starts when you leave college; you
send a whole crate of carrier pigeons home
and some of them will make it. It’s a very
hard thing to do, this, even for established
successful musicians, and it’s very
precarious. Nobody’s smoking a cigar and
living offshore. But the reward is that you
play the music you want to play in the way
you want to play it, and that’s what it’s
about.” 

Working in conservatoires also puts Iain
in regular contact with students of the
classical saxophone, and he has some
characteristically thought-provoking views.
“They’re very disciplined and they’ve got
great technique, but often they can’t
improvise and they seem to share a very
‘correct’ androgynous, homogenous sound
that fits into a fairly narrow expressive
spectrum”, he tells me. “I know this is
probably a controversial thing to say, but for
me the saxophone’s full range of expression
lies largely outside of the classical sound.”
There’s also what Iain calls “the elephant in
the room” – the lack of repertoire for the
tenor, or as he puts it, “the monster
saxophone”. “The classical tenor saxophone

seems to exist in a little bit of Gershwin and
Prokofiev, or in saxophone quartets, where
it’s very much that understated muted kind
of tone where you can’t really hear it. The
perfect saxophonist of the future might have
the discipline, musical literacy and
technique of a classical musician, but also
have more freedom and expression of
sound. Then hopefully there’s a chance for
things to open out a bit.” 

In 2013 Iain shared his views on the
classical tenor with Gary Carpenter, and
inspired the composer to write a new
concerto, SET, premiered by Iain in 2014 with
the BBC Philharmonic Orchestra. Following
on from this performance, on 22 March this
year he will perform one of the few core
classical works for tenor saxophone and
orchestra, Richard Rodney Bennett’s
Concerto for Stan Getz, with the BBC
Concert Orchestra at the Southbank. “Both
these pieces are largely through-composed,
with several opportunities to improvise.
Gary encouraged me to interpret phrasing
and markings in a personal and natural way,
and I hope to be able to achieve that when I
play the Bennett concerto.” 

A big part of what draws people to Iain’s
music is its humanity, wit and sense of the
absurd. His duo The Little Radio, with button

Jazz fans are famously fond of the ‘bag them
up and zip them in’ approach to
pigeonholing musicians. In the case of ECM
recording artist Iain Ballamy, however, the
critics have a hard time categorising him.
Iain’s career covers everything from pure-
toned folk lyricism with vocalist June Tabor
and eclectic electro-acoustic soundscaping
with his Anglo-Scandinavian band Food
through to concerto performances with the
BBC Philharmonic and surreal
reinterpretations of popular classics with
Norwegian button accordionist Stian
Carstensen. 
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Iain Ballamy and Stian
Carstensen aka The Little
Radio Photo: Jay GoldmarkIain Ballamy  Photo: Dave McKean
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The testing has led me to believe that
metal projects better than fabric, leather
or string and ligatures that have two
vertical rails on the reed surface with
nothing touching the edges of the reed,
and minimal mouthpiece contact are the
best, at least for me. Fabric ligatures and
some metal ligatures have too much
material in contact with the mouthpiece,
dampening the tone, in my opinion and
the opinion of those who have listened
‘blind’ to the recordings I have made.

Beware! Any ligature that has minimal
contact with the mouthpiece has issues
with slipping on the mouthpiece,
especially in an orchestral situation
where one is shifting the mouthpiece
between A, Bb and C clarinets. A thin
mouthpiece patch on the back of the
mouthpiece almost totally obviates the
problem, but not with all ligatures.

TWO RAIL LIGATURES

Daniel Bonade Inverted 
The legendary
clarinettist and
teacher was the first
to design the ‘two rail
ligature’, but
unfortunately over a
few months of

playing, the metal weakens and the
circumference of the ligature starts to
touch the edges of the reed with a
noticeable dampening of the sound.
Robert Marcellus, Bonade’s most
influential student, pioneered cutting out
the centre part of the ligature so that
there are four shorter rails. This gives
the reed more freedom and expression,
but at the expense of seating it firmly,
since the metal is a little soft, so one
loses a little bit of the focused ring in the
sound. Articulation is improved a little.
These are fine ligatures but need to be
replaced once or twice per year, as soon

as the metal tires and starts to contact
the edges of the reed.

BG Super Revelation 
Amongst the best of
the fabric ligatures.
Smooth and warm
with good projection,
very focused, but a
little dampened by
the fabric

constricting the mouthpiece. 

Rovner Versa  
This was originally
the Eddie Daniels
model. It has two
different plates, thick
and thin, and can
also be played
without the plate at

all. The thicker the plate - the darker the
sound. In addition, there are two “flaps”
of fabric that can be pulled out from just
under the edges of the plate and placed
over the plate, so there are really six
different setups.  I don’t recommend
pulling the fabric over the plate, as it just
dampens the reed, very warm, but
restricted upper partials and less
projection. 

Rovner Versa X 
This latest fabric ligature from Rovner is
excellent; the freest and warmest of all
those I have tried. I still find the sound
very slightly dampened compared to
metal ligatures, but I could play any of
these fabric ligatures with this one
preferred. The Versa ligature with the
thin plate configuration is the most
similar to this. This ligature also has the
fabric flaps that can be pulled out over
the metal plate, again not recommended.

BG Traditional  
One would think this
ligature would work
very well indeed. It’s
modelled directly
from the Bonade
ligature and the
metal never touches

the edge of the reed. I don’t know why,
but I’ve found it a little dull and stuffy on
every instrument. That includes the gold
plated version.

Vandoren Optimum  
Great job by
Vandoren. The plates
are very easy to
change and they are
held loosely enough
so that they will
adapt to slightly

uneven reeds. The ‘four point’ plate will
actually dig little holes into the stock of
the reed and does not seat it that well on
the mouthpiece table. Nice and warm,
but lacking ‘ring’ and clean articulation.  

The sideways rails do not work at all in
my opinion. They dampen the reed a lot.
This is the same rail design as the
Vandoren M/O ligatures. Vandoren’s
promotional material says: ‘Two small
contact points secure the reed without
dampening or restricting its natural
vibrations’. I couldn’t disagree more. If
you switch plates back and forth on the
Optimum ligature you can form your
own opinion. The plate to use, in my
opinion, is the one with two vertical rails.
However, there is an awful lot of metal
on this ligature and it seems to dampen
the sound to me.

Rico H  
This is a direct
imitation of the
vintage Harrison
ligatures. It does
have two rails, but
they are joined in the
middle, forming that

letter H. A fine ligature, very warm, not
quite as much ring, projection or clear
articulation as two rails without the
horizontal strip of metal. If a player’s
sound is a little bright, this ligature will
ameliorate that. It has the benefit of a
very secure fit on the mouthpiece,
although that does dampen the sound

just a little. I use it on my Eb and D
clarinet mouthpieces, as the ligatures
that have less metal contact with those
small mouthpieces tend to slip upwards
as they are tightened.

Brancher 
This is a lovely
ligature, made by a
jeweller.  Beautiful
workmanship, with
no chance of any
metal contacting the
edges of the reed.

One of the less “secure” fits on the
mouthpiece though, and quite rigid, so it
can be a little tough to fit on some larger
mouthpieces such as bass clarinet and
baritone saxophone. Wonderful centre
and ring to the sound and excellent
articulation.

Francois Louis 
This ligature is
available with
stainless steel,
rubber covered
stainless steel and
pure brass plates.
Very secure on the

mouthpiece but with minimal metal

contact. Really a revolutionary ligature,
and saxophonists have embraced it. I
find the stainless plate a little bright,
and the heavy brass plate (while very
dark and warm) restricts upper partials
and limits projection, so I would
recommend the rubber covered
stainless plate. Terrific articulation. The
brass plate for clarinet is not curved
enough and the full plate contacts the
reed with very obvious dampening of
vibrations. However, the Wanne
Enlightened Ligature silver plate can be
cut and bent to fit clarinets and installed
on this ligature, transforming it into one
of the finest clarinet ligatures available.
I’ve installed modified Wanne Silver
plates on many of these ligatures and
think it enhances their sound for all
single reed instruments. More on this
modification of the Wanne Silver plate in
the next section.

Theo Wanne Enlightened
Ligature 

This excellent
ligature has very
minimal metal
contact with the
mouthpiece and is
available with six
different plate

materials, all with distinct tones. I prefer
the silver plate for its combination of
warmth and projection. The plate is held
by one screw in the centre so it will
adapt to reed irregularities, as does the
Francois Louis. The plate is 13mm across
and works better on all sizes of reeds
when it is placed in a vice and bent to
11mm so it is more concave and contacts
the reed a little closer to the centre. For
clarinet, it needs to be trimmed and bent
to 8mm. Otherwise it contacts the edges
of the reed, and dampens it quite
dramatically.  

WANNE LIGATURE PLATES

Wanne Ligature Plates
Modified  

The ligature on the
left is a Wanne
clarinet ligature
with the plate
trimmed and then
bent to 8mm wide.
The ligature on the

right is a Wanne soprano ligature with a
silver plate bent to 11mm wide.  The
plate at the front of the picture is an
unmodified plate, still 13mm wide.

Peter Spriggs Floating Rail
Ligature  

This ligature has two
rails that have pivot
points in the centre,
so that they are
independent of each
other.  The rails are
slightly concave but

flattened on the ends where they meet
the reed for just 4mm. Wonderful
warmth, clarity, ring and projection.
Excellent articulation.  Made only for
soprano clarinet and bass clarinet.
While the next ligature is my absolute
favourite, the Spriggs is more secure
when changing mouthpieces between
differently pitched clarinets in
orchestra, so it is my first choice for that
situation.

I’ve tested ligatures extensively, including recording
them in performance halls. I’m looking for a vibrant,
dark, warm, well projected tone with clear
articulation on all clarinets and saxophones.  I tend to
favour the lower partials, but there must be enough
presence of upper partials to give a contained ringing
sound and project well.

WANNE PLATES

Continued ➜
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Soap Box: Sarah Bolter

The Long
Forgotten Art of
Practising 
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“But I’ve heard them playing!”....yes, we
all like to play things we can or that we
know but practising is about improving
and working on something that is
challenging and will move them forward.

“ I got them to practise twice last
week.... for 10 minutes!”.....wow...well for
anything past grade one that wouldn’t
have even got them through the pieces! 

“ I don’t like pushing them....I think it
should be something they want to do!”

I hated practising and am still not that
keen, always something else that needs
doing, but the end result and my own self
discipline keep me motivated
(sometimes!). That’s something that most
people have to learn and rarely are born
with.

“They have exams at school” - OK.
However, in this day and age they will
have exams probably every term of their
educational life, including the possibility
of music exams. Build your practice into
your timetable alongside revision. 

“They don’t have time to practise!” -
mmm, lots of answers to that one,
including the one that can’t be repeated,
“Why on earth are they here then!”, or
“Why am I wasting my time”. Surprisingly
to some, my time and trying to keep my
sanity is very important to me! 

Teaching is a two way process and you

can only progress if they ‘bring something
to the table’.

Time for practice can always be found
but initially that’s about educating the
parents into time management and the
important role that they play, which
hopefully will then pass onto the
children. I don’t generally have time to
clean my house but it’s amazing how
much I can get done when I know
someone’s coming to visit, which can be
just as stressful and difficult to fit in as
getting something prepared for a recital!
Actually thinking about it, I think most of
my students who have got past the dizzy
heights of grade five have had 100%
supportive parents. No not the ‘pushy
parents’ but ones who see the value of
music and who didn’t buckle at the first
hurdle. Parents who trusted me, parents
who didn’t ring me half an hour before a
lesson to say they weren’t coming,
parents who sent their child religiously
every week and strangely enough for me,
parents that I never had to chase for non-
payment!

Why has it become so much harder to
get a student to practise these days? Why
is music now so low on the priority list in
the home as well as at school?

I understand that the opportunities
open to children these days are vast and

the world literally is at their fingertips but
trying to awaken the passion,
determination and drive required to
progress just seems so much harder now.
I was given the opportunity of taking up
one thing: music, dancing or sport.
Unfortunately from a very young age I
realised that I was not the right build for
either dancing or most sports involving
running (dangerous for me partaking or
anyone watching!), so music it was!
Children can now take several minutes to
explain why they can’t practise. Monday -
dancing, Tuesday - swimming, Wednesday
- gymnastics, Thursday - drama, Friday -
tennis, Saturday and Sunday football and
rugby, and that’s just the girls! I do
understand that the wealth of
opportunity should be explored but the
phrase ‘jack of all trades, master of none’
springs to mind. 

Distractions
Thinking back to when I was first
learning, yes, we did have television, but
we only had one set with only three
channels. Rarely was there something on
that we all wanted to see so you were
always looking for something else to do.
The phone was in the hallway which
meant very little privacy when talking to
anyone and you could only use it for
emergencies because it was expensive.
Seeing and speaking to friends was done
at or just after school (unless they lived
close by, which wasn’t in my case).
Weekends were easier, especially
Sundays, as nothing was open so it was
always a family and friends day, a chance
to cycle for miles to see your friends and
just sit around and talk. I’m not talking
about the 1950s, I’m talking of the
1970s/80s! It doesn’t feel that long ago
but must sound like the dark ages to
children of today. No internet, no social
networks, no mobile phones - how did we
cope?

Electronic development though, can be

your friend. The pieces I learnt when I was
younger, were my teacher’s choice;
normally he played a quick rendition then
it was given to me to practise. My reading
at that stage wasn’t brilliant so it
normally took ages to learn and then
sounded nothing like I expected especially
when we eventually put it with the piano.
Now with the Internet, YouTube or
programs such as Spotify you can listen
to a variety of performances, choose
pieces that they really like and suit the
student and know what it’s supposed to
sound like. Is it cheating? Is it damaging
the development of reading skills? No, I
don’t think so. I’m not asking someone to
learn by listening, I’m showing them the
potential fruit of their labour and the
character of the piece which takes time to
see from just looking at a sheet of music.
By choosing their own music, there is a
commitment from them from the start by
finding something they want to play.
Finding music also that is reachable is
important. Programmes that slow down
backing tracks are invaluable to me. The
student can develop aural skills and hear
the ‘finished’ product and monitor their
own progress as we gradually pick up the
speed. 

Spending time on aural and theory is
still as difficult as always. Time is always
your enemy or possibly joint lessons or a
broken instrument to contend with. We

are however in an age of needing to see
everything on a screen and there are now
some great aural sites that the children
can be directed to, enjoy using and don’t
see as ‘work’.

Academic pressure on the kids these
days is suffocating! Anything below an A
grade is viewed as not being good in a
subject and everything that you consider
doing as a career needs a whole list of
qualifications and probably three years at
university and a £40,000 debt to even try
to see if you like it. Luckily I don’t have to
list my O levels or CSE grades anywhere
these days, otherwise my application
wouldn’t be given a second glance. I was
always just an average student who
thankfully was inspired by my music and
English teachers and switched off to most
of the others. After scraping through my
A-levels, I decided to stick with my band
and pursue a record contract rather than
go to music college and so worked my
way up in a variety of occupations before
returning to university as a mature
student. The point being, academic
success is important and should be
encouraged but so is development of the
whole person. Learning an instrument
and involvement in music allows self-
expression, builds on confidence, teaches
self-discipline , time management, helps
co-ordination, can help stress by
concentrating on something creative, can

help calm and focus, can help
communication! I’ve seen shy wallflowers
blossom, children who have difficulty
communicating how they feel, play with
so much warmth and emotion, and that
lovely time when the work and effort a
pupil has put in is rewarded by them being
cheered and getting rapturous applause
in a concert. The feeling of having shared
something with so many people and
having carried your audience
momentarily into another world cannot
be graded.

I feel so privileged to have been able to
have nurtured some very special
individuals who have shared my passion
in music, who see learning a new piece of
music as taking the top off a sweet jar and
where lessons are spent trying to get
through everything they have practised,
rather than desperately finding
something they’ve looked at this month!
Without the exciting prospect of hopefully
finding that next rare creature always in
the forefront of my mind, I think I would
have looked at a career change long ago!

Caroline Franklyn is compiling a list of
excuses for not practising to amuse us
all. Please send any original excuses you
have been given to editor@cassgb.org ■

Having just finished another year of teaching, I’m
finally getting round to that letter that desperately
needs to go out to pupils and parents alike as to what
my expectations of them are as far as practice goes. It
seems to be that writing on a report that ‘they really
must get into a practice routine’, is not understood as
also is the definition of what ‘practice’ actually is. So
many times I speak to the parents and they are
defensive of their children and say...


