Practicing with Drones (Organ Sound)
Dr. Terry B. Ewell

Portions from “Keyboard Technology in the Double Reed Studio,” The Double Reed, Journal Issue
22/2 (1999): 57-61. Republished in Dutch in Scrapes 6/1 (June 1999): 28-32.

While electronic tuners (such as a KORG) have their place, tuning to another pitch better simulates true
performance conditions. Electronic tuners make use of the eye not the ear for pitch adjustments. Students may
become quite adept at visual tuning yet all the while neglecting to tune with their ears.
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Tuning to a droning pitch, however, helps student develop the aural skills they need to play in tune with other

musicians. The droning pitch is an excellent tool to use for improved pitch in arpeggios and scales.
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Choose an instrument from the General Midi selection on the keyboard that is rich in overtones. | find that the
pipe organ is perfect for a drone. Play the root of the arpeggio for the student in a low octave around or below
the bottom of the bass staff.
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While you are playing the drone students should try to tune their arpeggio to the droning pitch (See Figure 1).
Students will hear more “beats” when they are out of tune and less beats as they tune their notes. With repeated
practice students will learn where to place each note on their instruments.
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FIGURE 1. An Arpeggio Exercise over Drone.
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They will discover tendencies of each pitch on their instruments whether sharp or flat. For scales, play the tonic
or the note name of the scale. Students should pay careful attention to tune unisons, octaves, thirds, fourths, and
fifths above the drone. Figure 2 gives an example of the extended range of a scale | would have intermediate
students practice with the drone.
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| have all my students practice scales and arpeggios as high and as low as they are able to perform. This
increases their perfo mance skills in the most difficult registers of the instrument. I don’t worry about ending
with the tonic with the beat, rather good intonation and fluency are the purpose of the exercises. If this disturbs
you, however, you can write out the exercises with “turnarounds” so they terminate on the beat. For instance, in

Figure 3, | have rewritten the arpeggio given in Figure 1 to end on the beat.
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In addition to scales and arpeggios, students should practice long tones, drives, and “pitch pinpointing” with the
droning pitches. In two earlier articles | discussed a method of practicing long tones and drives according to
principles set forth by Marcel Tabuteau.[1] | will not repeat that material here, but rather I direct the reader to
the article contained in the endnotes. “Pitch targeting” is an important skill that all performing musicians
utilize. By pitch targeting I don’t mean the pitch adjustments that occur after the note has been sounded, rather,
I am using the term to indicate the accurate start of the pitch at the moment it sounds. The exercise might
include piano and staccato notes selected from a tonic arpeggio above the drone and played with a metronome
(Figure 4). The purpose of the exercise is to correctly place the start of each note above the drone in proper
timing and pitch.
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FIGURE 4. Study with Pitch Targeting for Bassoon.
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FIGURE 5. Low Register Study for Bassoon with Drone.
FIGURE 7. Varied Pitches for Bassoon with Drone.
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FIGURE 6. Low Register Study for Oboe with Drone. FIGURE 8. Varied Pitches for Oboe with Drone.
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Since double reed performers struggle with low register pianissimo articulation, the exercise may also focus on
the low register (Figures 5 and 6). You should also practice articulation precision with varied dynamics and note
lengths (Figures 7 and 8).
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There are many creative ways you can employ the drones to practice better intonation. Figure 9 contains a
passage from the Weissenborn Study No.15 (numbered 10 in the Universal edition) of the 50 Advanced Studies

FIGURE 9. Weissenbhorn Study #15 for Bassoon with indication for Drone.
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A drone on “A” works well in the opening on the study. Then switch to a drone on “D” for the beginning of
the Andante. Other drone pitches can be chosen throughout the study. Often it is easiest for the teacher to play
the drones on the keyboard instrument and change them at the appropriate place. In many instances you can
avoid switching drones too often by setting the drone to the dominant scale degree instead of the tonic. For
instance, the opening to Weber’s Andante and Hungarian Rondo for bassoon works well with a drone on “G.”
The oboe and bassoon solos in the second movement of Tch ikovsky’s Fourth Symphony can be effectively
practiced with a drone on “F” (Figure 10—oboe solo).
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FIGURE 10. Varied Pitches for Oboe with Drone.

summary, here is a list of some ideas you might wish to use with droning pitches for bassoon, oboe,
and English horn and for contrabassoon:
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Long Tone Exercises Octave tuning (for instance, play every "C" on your instrument over a C drone)
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e Scales Arpeggios Tune Passages of Music (set drone for the tonic or dominant pitch of the
passage)
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e Check the Intonation on Low Register Attacks

End note

[1] A Bassoonist’s Expansions upon Marcel Tabuteau’s “Drive,” The Journal of the International
Double Reed Society 20 (July 1992): 27-30. “Using the Bassoon Bocal as a Diagnostic and
Pedagogical Tool,” Journal of the National Association of College

Wind and Percussion Instructors 60/3 (Spring 1992): 4-7.
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