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The Selection, Break-In and Care of Single Reeds 
UPDATED: February 2003 

by Professor William A. Foss 
 
I. HISTORY 
 
I can claim no originality of ideas for this method of reed break-in and care as it was originally 
developed by Cyrille Rose (1830-1903), Professor of Clarinet at the Paris Conservatory (1876 to 
1901). It was later documented by Daniel Bonade (1930's). Finally it was codified by Kalman 
Opperman in the 1950's in his booklet, "Making and Adjusting of Single Reeds", a booklet that I strongly 
recommend that EVERY single reed player purchase, read, and follow. I do !. 
 
II. SELECTION 
 
1. In the 21st Century, the selection of single reeds is actually extremely easy. That is, the only thing 
the player (you) has to do is to purchase a "brand name" reed that has a proven track record. These 
"brand name" reeds are usually far more consistent, reed to reed, than the off brands which tend to be 
"iffy" reed to reed. 
 
2. There are so many high quality "band name" single reeds on the market today that the best 
approach for each player is to try several brands until each player finds a specific brand that suits 
their individual instrument, mouthpiece, jaw, oral cavity, and playing style. For me, over the 
years, this has proved to be the (plain) VanDoren (3-4). Because of the great success I have had with 
VanDorens, I recommend these to all players who have not yet found a "brand name" reed that they 
are happy with. Much of the time, these are the reeds  that all of my students stay with throughout 
their playing life. 

 
3. It is very important for best success in reed break-in, use, and maintenance, that the reed that is 
purchased, is ever so slightly harder than the reed that the player (you) actually wants to play. This 
allows for working on the reed. After all, it is much easier to "take some off" a reed (to make it softer) 
than it is to put some back (to make it harder). 
 
4. Very soft reeds usually do not respond well in the high register and very hard reeds do no usually 
respond well in the low register. Many players believe that by playing on a medium hard reed (3-4) 
they get the best results. 
 
5. A good reed is one that meets the following criteria: 

a. responds freely and easily over the entire range of the instrument.  
b. plays well in tune over the entire range, with very little adjustment.  
c. plays all dynamics easily. 
d. produces good tone throughout the range of the instrument with very  
           little adjusting. 
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e. can be played without physical strain or tension. 
f. allows all styles of articulation in all ranges, with very little adjustment or effort. 
g. COLOR: Golden or cream color in the vamp. Beware of green, brown or very 

                       light yellow reeds. 
h. GRAIN: Fine grain with straight fibers that run all the way to the tip. Beware of 

dark streaks in the cut part of the grain. Immature cane is indicated by extreme 
roughness in the grain of the vamp. If the fibers run at an angle to 
the tip, the reed will tend to play unevenly and squeak. If the fibers do not run all the 
way to the tip, the reed will be too soft or weaken quickly. 

i. V AMP: Hold the reed up to the light and observe the light and dark areas. 
The darker the area the thicker the cane. The heart should be shaped like an inverted U 
or V, with the sides equal but not as dense as the center. The shadows should be 
exactly the same on either side of the reed all the way from the tip to the shoulder. The 
shoulder should taper away evenly. If they do not, this usually means that the vamp was 
cut unevenly leaving one side thicker than the other. This often causes squeaks. 

j. TIP: The tip must be flexible, Other than playing on it, the best way to test for 
flexibility is to gently move the tip of the reed across the thumb nail to see 
how much pressure is needed to flex - it should flex evenly all across the tip. 

k. STRENGTH: This is a matter of personal taste. There are, however, some 
general guidelines on reed strength for a given player and their mouthpiece and 
instrument. 

(1) A reed is too hard when it offers resistance that requires more than normal 
breath pressure or forces the player to bite to produce a tone. 
It will also produce a coarse, heavy, and hard tone in the low register. 
(2) A reed that is too soft produces a thin, reedy tone and may not play in the 
higher register at all. The lower part of the high register may be flat in pitch, while 
the upper part of the lower register may be buzzy. 
The sound sometimes can be shut off completely by normal breath support. This 
strength reed can usually be adjusted to play well, if the rest of the reed is 
correct. 

 
6. REED TESTS: Here are some reliable reed tests that can be used (I no longer do). It is important to 
remember that how a reed plays is the final test. How it looks is unimportant if it plays well. 

a. AGE TEST: Press the thumbnail into the stock of the reed. If you cannot push into the stock, 
the reed is too old. If it is soft and marks easily, it is too green. If it marks lightly and has a 
springy feel, it is properly aged. 

b. MATURITY TEST: Set the butt ends of the reeds in water for a few minutes. 
If the cane has been aged properly, a maturity arch will be seen when the reeds are removed 
from the water and the butts are examined. The arch should be brownish-orange in color. If the 
streak is green, yellow, or not present at all, 
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the reed should be stored for a while before retesting and adjustment. Aging a reed may 
make it more responsive. It would be a waste to throw the reed away. 

c. FIBER TEST: After the reed is wet, blow into the butt of the reed. Small bubbles 
should appear along the vamp. If the bubbles are too large, the reed fibers are to 
porous and will not stand up to playing for any length of time. 

 
7. To save money, I strongly recommend purchasing reeds ONLY in whole boxes and if possible, in 
multi-box lots. I usually purchase 10 boxes at a time. For most vendors, this number of boxes also 
results in a "bulk" discount, saving additional money. Finally, through experience, I suggest that you do 
all reed purchases through a "catalog mail-order" or "online" supplier, and NOT from a local music 
store. The reeds at local music stores cost considerably more and have usually been on their shelves for 
a long time. 
 
III. BREAK-IN 
 
INTRO. Break-in under this method is a multi-step process than will take from 4-12 weeks to properly 
accomplish. This is a long time for those that need a ""performance level" reed today, but the rewards 
are that the reed selected, broken in, and maintained in this manner will give the player (you) 
satisfactory performance for 8-12 months. This avoids "reed problems" and saves money (on purchase 
of more reeds). 
 

STEP 1 - "first contact" with the new reed 
 
1. The first step is to open the box and remove 4-6 reeds (I use 6). One at a time, apply the following 
procedure to each reed, in turn. 
 
2. "Swish"-soak the reed in your mouth. 
 
3. BACK SMOOTH: Next you are going to seal   
and smooth the back of the reed. You do this by 
using a single sheet of cheep, coarse photo-copy 
paper placed on the smoothest surface you have 
available (a piano top, table top, counter top, 
etc.). First feel the back of the reed, noting the 
coarseness (caused by the cutting process in 
making the reed). Take the reed and place it on 
the paper. I use my right hand. Place the first 
finger against the shoulder of the reed, and the 
thumb against left edge of the stock and the second finger against the right edge of the stock. Pushing 
IN with the thumb and second finger and DOWN and toward the butt with the first finger, pull the reed 
across the paper, BUTT FIRST (away from the tip). Do this 2 
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or 3 times and then check the back, feeling it to insure that it is smooth before going on to the next step. 
If it is still not smooth, repeat this step until it is smooth. 
 
This is done after EVERY playing of EVERY reed because the reed fibers positioned over the 
mouthpiece window move farther when they vibrate because they do not strike the table or 
rails of the mouthpiece. Therefore, after a period of playing, these fibers become extended beyond the 
other fibers in the reed, causing an uneven reed table and response problems. 
 
4. PLAY TEST: Place the reed on your instrument mouthpiece as you would a reed that you intend to 
perform on. Blow both Long Tones and rapidly articulated tones: 
 

a. for clarinet, using "open" G, low G and "top of the staff" G, in that order. 
 

b. for saxophone, using low G and high G, in that order. 
 

What you are looking for is basic "feel", sound, and response. Make mental notes of the results 
of this first test. 

 
5. FRONT MASSAGE: You are now ready to seal the front of the reed. Leave the reed on the 
mouthpiece. Take your thumb (I use my right thumb) and rub it along side your nose (in the trough 
where your nose joins your face). This will pick up some of your body oils. Then rub your thumb on 
the face of the reed, stroking from the shoulder to the tip (NEVER the other way). Rub several times, 
pressing downward against the reed. This both adds your body oils to the reed, sealing it from water, 
and strokes the reed fibers in the direction you want the reed to vibrate. 
 
6. Now, the PLAY TEST (number 4), again noting the basic "feel", sound, and response. 
 
7. Next, repeat the BACK SMOOTH (number 3), again, so that the back of the reed is completely smooth 
BEFORE storing. 
 
8. Take the reed off the mouthpiece and place it on a flat surface for storage. Metal reed holders work 
well, as do plastic reed holders as long as the base is COMPLETELY FLAT. I prefer pieces of plate 
glass (4x4 inches). You can get pieces for plate glass for almost nothing from your local glazier. If you 
use plate glass, you can use thick rubber bands to hold the reeds on the glass. 
 
9. Repeat the entire STEP 1 (1-8) for each reed you are intending to start at this time. 
 

STEP 2 - the "initial play-in" period 
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1. For the next 2-3 weeks, each new reed should be played for ONLY about 15 minutes at a time, in 
home/practice room situations only. The new reeds should be rotated so that each one is played, in-
turn, before the second playing of the first one (i.e., play reed1=15 minutes, next play reed2=15 
minutes, next play reed3=15 minutes, and play reed4=15 minutes, then go back to reed1, etc.). NEVER 
play the same reed twice in the same day during this period. 
 
2. After each playing, you should FRONT MASSAGE the reed (STEP 1, number 5 above). 
 
3. After each playing, BACK SMOOTH the reed (STEP 1, number 3, above). 
 
4. Store the reed back on the plate (or container) you are using for "break-in" reeds. 
 
STEP 3 - the "final play-in" period 
 
1. After 2-3 weeks of INITIAL PLAY-IN, for the following 2-3 weeks, each new reed should 
be played for NO MORE THAN 30 minutes at a time, both in home/practice room situations 
and in rehearsal situations (but NOT in performances or for "pay" gigs). 
 
2. They should be played in a rotated sequence as in STEP 2, number 1, above. 
 
3. After each playing, the reed should FRONT MASSAGED (STEP 1, number 5 above). 
 
4. After each playing, the reed should be BACK SMOOTHED (STEP 1, number 3, above). 
 
5. Store the reed back on the plate (or container) you are using for "break-in" reeds. 
 
6. ADJUSTING THE REED:      
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7. It is during this phase of break-in that you should consider "clipping" the reed if it is too soft. 
NO CLIPPING should be done during STEP 1 or STEP 2; and until you have played the reed 
at least once for 30 minutes in STEP 3. 
 
CLIPPING THE REED: 
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8. Take care to insure that the reed matches the mouthpiece. The cut of the reed (end of bark) should be 
straight and coincide with the bottom of the window (see below). 

 
A soft reed, or one which produces a nasal sound, can often be 
improved by correcting the cut. To do so, score the bark lightly with 
a reed knife and remove the excess. 
 
The bottom of the reed should be flat to insure a good seal with the 
table. If it is not, it can be corrected by sanding the back of the reed 
with coarse paper, emery paper or sand paper. 
 
The best storage method is to place the table of the reed snuggly 
against a smooth, flat surface, such as a piece of plate glass encircled 
with a rubber band, or one of several commercial reed holders made 
of glass or metal. The important thing is the have the tip protected 
from possible damage, and to have the reed held to a flat surface to 
prevent warping. 
 

9. You know you have completed the "Break-In" period (III. Above), when the reed is consistently 
playing at a performance level. This could take as short a period as 6 weeks or as long as 12 weeks (or 
more). 
 
10. At this point, store the "performance level" reed until you need to replace one of your old 
"performance level" reeds. Then move this broken in reed UP to your performance level reed group. 
 
IV. CARE 
 
1. The single most important thing about the care of your performance level (as in, every day use) 
reeds, is the concept of ROTATION. Ideally, you should always have between 4-10 reeds in this 
category (I use 6-8 on clarinet and 4 on sax). Each time you practice (other than reed work), rehearse, 
or perform, you should use a different reed from this group, rotating ALL reeds evenly. These reeds 
should be stored in a high quality reed case (with FLA T bottom surface to place the bottom of the reed 
against when in storage). 
 
2. After each playing, BACK SMOOTH the reed (STEP 1, number 3, above). This, as well as 
consistent rotation, is VITAL to the long-life of the reed. 
 
3. Put the reed back in a high quality reed case (with FLAT bottom surface to place the bottom of the 
reed against when in storage). 
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V. SUPPLIES: Below are listed my suggested supplies needed for proper and complete 
break-in, playing, and maintenance of single reeds. 
 

1. the booklet, "Making and Adjusting of Single Reeds' by Kalman Opperman 
 
 2. a reed clipper: Bb clar (for Bb & Eb clar & Sop. Sax) or Ten. Sax (for AS, TS or 
  Bass CI) cost = $26.00 to $29.00 (Cordier is the best brand) 
 

3. a small quantity of reed rush 
 

4. a flat surface reed holder (commercial or home-made) such as the VanDoren 
"reedgard" or any of the glass plate holders, or a small single piece of tempered 
glass and a large flat rubber band to hold the reeds on the glass 

 
5. an inexpensive reed knife 

   cost = $10.00 (French Style) to $25.00 German Style) 
 

6. one sheet of very cheap photo-copy paper (not folded or creased) 
 

7. OPTIONAL items: 
a. very fine sand paper or emery paper 
b. a cutting block 
c. a knife sharpening stone (from most hardware stores, about $5-$10) 
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