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Author’s Note:  It is essential that clarinetists have good equipment in order to 
play as “in tune” as possible and blend with other wind and string instruments. 
This applies to everything: instrument, mouthpiece, and reeds. Mouthpieces can 
greatly affect pitch as can barrel length and design. Reeds may affect to a lesser 
degree (reeds too soft may equal ‘sagging’ pitch and loss of focus). Ligatures 
affect more of the tone ‘color’ rather than pitch.   
 
Choose equipment that promotes solid intonation on the “Best Clarinet Tuning Notes” listed below.  The 12th’s 
(chalumeau to clarion) should match between registers.  For example, if the bottom note is sharp, so should the 
upper note be.    
 
Step One: Warm-up your instrument. Play long, slow notes for at least 3 minutes. Begin in the chalumeau (low) 
register and work your way up to the clarion (middle) register.   
 
Step Two: Check the notes below with your tuner. Check all 4 notes before adjusting anything. Note whether 
you are sharp or flat on each pitch. 

If you are flat, here are two possibilities: 1) your instrument is still cold; 2) there may a problem with your 
equipment – mouthpiece choice; barrel length. An unfocused clarinet tone will almost always be flat. To check 
for focus, play on your barrel and mouthpiece first. Your barrel and mouthpiece should match a focused F# (as 
close as possible.) 
 
Step Three: Check Open G again. If you are sharp, pull the barrel out. On some instruments, pulling out to get 
the open G ‘in tune’ will make other notes flat. Venting (the use of extra fingers down) may need to be used on 
Open G (and subsequent tones G#, A, Bb) to bring the pitch down. (See tuning tendency chart.) 
 
Concert A (your B-natural) should be pretty close to ‘in tune’ after tuning Open G. If it is still sharp, pull the 
bell out slightly. 
 
The C-G 12th connection may be affected by pulling the middle joint. While some notes in the lower clarion 
may be affected by pulling the middle joint, others may not. 
 
Barrel length and design affects tuning. Most clarinetists need a 66 millimeter barrel to play in tune. A 65 
will raise the tuning and a 67 will lower the tuning but are also acceptable choices. There are many custom 
barrel designs available that can also change the tuning of the clarinet. Purchasing a new barrel can be 
expensive and should be a careful process done through extensive testing with a tuner. 
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Mouthpieces affect tuning. Look for mouthpieces that say American Pitch, A440, etc. Again, purchasing a 
mouthpiece can be complicated and requires testing with a tuner. In choosing a mouthpiece, one must also 
consider ‘ease of playing’ as well as tuning.   
 
If your pitch is extremely sharp, you can pull the mouthpiece out slightly. This is not recommended except in 
extreme cases. 
 
On page 3 of this article you will find a tuning tendency chart. It is essential to know your tuning tendencies so 
that you compromise with piano, other winds, and strings. 
 
Each clarinet manufacturer builds instruments with relatively similar tuning tendencies. Most also build 
instruments with an ‘even scale’ meaning that the interval distance (between the notes) is accurate.  
 
The acoustical design of the clarinet leaves very little room for pitch adjustment. Adjusting the pitch of any 
particular note while playing can be problematic because the embouchure must be involved. It is very easy to 
lose the focus of the sound if the embouchure becomes too loose. Biting the mouthpiece to try and raise the 
pitch may cause the sound to lose its’ ‘presence.’ Therefore, many professional players seek out master repair 
persons to ‘undercut’ the tone holes on the clarinet. Undercutting is a process where the shape of the tone hole 
is changed, which affects the pitch of individual notes. Key height can also be adjusted to assist in the tuning 
process. 
 
“Bringing Down the House” (Pitch) 
 
How do you bring down or bring up the pitch while playing passages in your music? The reality is clarinetists 
cannot significantly change the pitch of any given note. However, minute reductions in the amount of lip 
surface next to the reed and/or lip pressure may help lower the pitch slightly. Altering the shape of the throat 
cavity by trying different vowel sounds – from “ee” to “ou as in you” may help as well. 
 
 In “Advanced Intonation Technique for Clarinets/JB Linear Music” (September 19, 2006), John Gibson 
concludes: 
 
 “There are three basic ways to change the pitch while playing. One is to change the embouchure by firming 
around the mouthpiece to go higher or loosening to go lower. Remember, it is firming, not biting. Some control 
can be had by pushing upward or relaxing the pressure with the right hand thumb. A better route in some 
situations is to use alternate fingerings. An altissimo G can be fingered many ways and some may be more in 
tune on your instrument than the standard fingering. Also, adding fingers or opening tone holes by depressing a 
key can change intonation as well as resonance. Lastly, shading tone holes is a useful skill. While playing a low 
C, lower the right hand fingers close to the tone holes to lower the pitch…” 
  
James Lockwood in “Pitch Adjustments in Clarinet Playing/The Journal of the Acoustical Society of America”, 
May 1978, Volume 63, Issue S1, page S57 states:   
 
“Both damping and reed aperture changes may be effective in pitch adjustments made while playing…It is 
suggested that the single effect that dominates pitch control in a given case depends on the shape of the 
mouthpiece (facing)... (A closed facing)…that remains practically flat against the reed…lends itself to damping 
control through variation of the position and firmness of the lip. (An open facing where) there is already a 
significant gap at the lip position, lends itself to reed aperture control through variation of the lip pressure.”   
 
What does all of this mean? 
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Basically it is easier to lower a given pitch (while playing) by moving the bottom lip first. Lockwood found that 
a “closed” mouthpiece responds to “damping” - (rolling more lip inside or outside the mouth). An “open” 
mouthpiece responds to relaxing lip pressure (without moving the lip in or out). Note: A “Closed” mouthpiece 
has very little space between the top of the reed and the mouthpiece surface.  An “Open” mouthpiece has a 
large space between the top of the reed and the mouthpiece surface. 
 
After warming up, check the pitch of each note with a tuner.  Do this process several times over a few days for 
consistency.  Mark each note appropriately:  flat - 0 in tune - sharp. Knowing your tuning tendencies is half the 
battle! 

 
 
Right Hand 3, 4, and pinkie is a good choice for venting (lowering) the pitch 
of these notes.  Almost any combination of Right Hand 2, 3, 4, and pinkie 
will help. 
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