
L E A R N  M O R E  A T  t o n e b a s e . c o

unlock your 
finger dexterity

the 3 best etudes to

https://www.tonebase.co


Table of Contents

Introduction .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .   01      

Etude 1: Special Trills   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  03

Etude 2: Special Work for the Left Hand  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  06

Etude 3: Special Work for the Right Hand  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  08

Conclusion  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 11

Exercises  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .   14

CLAR INET



Introduction

We are concerning ourselves today with these first three etudes from clarinetist and composer Paul Jean 

Jean’s wonderful and practical Vade Mecum, which has been an incomparable resource for clarinetists 

around the world for almost a century. 



These first three etudes focus primarily on hand position and finger dexterity, but I’m also going to 

encourage you throughout your practice to think about the sound you’re making and maintain a good flow 

of air. All of these exercises will benefit from practice in the biggest room you can find to play in, using as big 

a sound as possible: nothing aids us in our search for a great clarinet sound more than playing at a loud, 

consistent volume. This helps to notice any little deviations in the sound and will aid us in producing the 

beautiful, smooth legati asked for in so much of our amazing repertoire!
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While there are translations into English of his opening texts, within the music itself all of the directions are 

in French, so here’s a guide to the words and phrases he uses throughout the studies:



gauche = left; M.G. = L.H.                                                  


droite = right; M.D. = R.H.                                                  


Sans lâcher la clé - without releasing the key             


Clé - key                                                                            


Avec le médius = with the middle finger


soulever = raise


pouce = thumb


et = and


ni = not

He also uses key numbers without 

providing a diagram showing what 

those keys are. Here’s a fingering 

chart with his fingering 

descriptions marked in for you.



Right, let’s dive into a few details 

concerning the individual etudes!



Etude 1: Special Trills

These trills aren’t so much special as they are comprehensive. They cover minor and major 2nds from the 

low E to the C just above the break – they don’t go higher than this as you would be repeating the same 

fingerings, just with the addition of the register key.



I would advise executing these trills slowly, focusing on your hand position. You might like to try practicing 

some of these trills either using a mirror (or with your phone on selfie mode), or without actually blowing 

into the clarinet, so that you might more closely observe the position of your hands. Once you get the hang 

of the pattern of these trills, you won’t need to look at the music, giving you more mental space for 

observing good hand position. 



You’ll be able to find a complete guide for developing a great hand position on tonebase Clarinet, but I’ll give 

you a few things to think about here�

�� Both hands should exhibit a three-point curve, i.e., both knuckles of each of your fingers should be bent 

slightly.
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�� If you are struggling with the curvature of your left pinky, check the position of your left thumb. It should 

be pointing between the register key and the beam of the thumb key. If it’s sitting horizontally, the rest of 

your hand will immediately be positioned too high and you will have to straighten your pinky to reach the 

keys. 

Once you feel reasonably confident with your hand position, set your metronome to 60, and begin 

practicing. It’s important with these trills to remain mindful, even though they can get boring quite quickly: 

you want to listen for evenness of execution and a constant tone throughout. So much of the mechanism of 

playing the clarinet is contained within the practice of these trills, so it’s worth taking some time every day 

to practice them. 

(Full exercises notated at the end of this PDF)
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Jean Jean writes crescendi as you arrive at the change of note but I would suggest first practicing all of 

these trills at your loudest dynamic. There is nothing more important for developing your tone than 

practicing at loud dynamics, and I highly recommend taking any chance you get to do so in big rooms: really 

fill that room with your fluid, beautiful trills!



Halfway down the last page of these trills, he writes above a Cb to Bb trill “ne déplacer que le pouce et 

l’index (M.G.)”, meaning “only move the thumb and index finger (L.H.)”. I find that to have good intonation on 

the Bb, it’s necessary to also release the middle finger of the left hand, but try it out and see what works for 

you. 



From here, you can gradually increase the speed, but I would recommend occasionally reverting to the 

slowest speed to check in with your tone, breathing, and hand position.
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Etude 2: Special Work for the Left Hand

Now that you’ve worked on the position of your left hand through your trill exercises, you will see the 

benefits of that work as you improve the strength and dexterity of your left hand through this etude.



Every line of this etude offers unique challenges so I would recommend from the beginning to take each line 

as it comes, rather than trying to or assuming that if you can play the first line, you will be able to tackle the 

whole etude at once. It is also very long, and I feel it’s more important to tackle a few lines, working on the 

challenges associated with those lines, than to bash through the whole thing, rushing and developing bad 

habits. 



If you are working on improving your control of the first register break, you will find the first 8 lines of this 

exercise helpful for developing good finger control. You’ll find a great course on how to develop your control 

of the two register breaks on tonebase Clarinet, and these first exercises form a small part of that, so here’s 

your chance to get a step ahead on that course!



Right from the start you are working on finger rolls when you get to the Bb to Gb tremolo in measure two: 

here, it might again make sense to practice with a mirror: you want your finger to slide quickly from the A 

key to that first hole, making sure that the fleshiest part of your finger really smooshes into that hole.

Jean Jean extends this work, by giving us some big leaps to play, particularly in lines 3-6. In line 6, he asks 

for challenging leaps between throat Bb and the octave below; here you’re going to really work on this roll in 

the bigger context of these leaps. Just imagine how this practice is going to help you as you work towards a 

smooth chromatic scale across the break!
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Speaking of chromaticism, he introduces more of that in line 7: make sure you’re using your chromatic side 

F# keys: these first two beats can easily get muddled so again, practice slowly, use this time to really turn 

on your ears and listen for a controlled, smooth legato. 

A nice technique for practicing the fifth line on the second page of this study is to actually leave your right 

hand down. Only your pinky finger needs to change, from the C key to the B key - the only point this doesn’t 

work is when you arrive at the Gb (as then having your right hand down will make that Gb very flat!). This can 

really help if you are working on crossing the break: try to make sure that you aren’t changing anything in 

your embouchure or throat (again, the mirror is your friend!). 

Jean Jean goes on in this etude to give you exercises for every possible movement of that left hand. There is 

a lifetime of technique work here, so take it slow and try to just enjoy the time with the instrument. 



Once you get to the Meno section, prioritise the movement of your left hand as you’re crossing the break: in 

most of these patterns you will be able to keep all of your right hand on the keys, minimising any movement 

in that hand whatsoever.
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Etude 2: Special Work for the Right Hand

While working on these exercises for the right hand, try to think about relaxation through the palm. A nice 

way to practice this is to take a tennis ball (or a raquet ball, if you’ve got a smaller hand than me!), and place 

it into the palm of your hand. Don’t grip it, don’t even really hold it, just palm the ball and see how naturally it 

fits there, without any strain. From here you can also notice how beautifully and naturally the fingers are 

curved. 



When you’re practicing the first four lines of this exercise, go back to thinking about the fleshy part of your 

finger smooshing into the tone holes as you execute these increasingly large intervals. On the third line, note 

how Jean Jean asks you to switch between using the chromatic F# key (Clé No. 5) and your middle finger 

F# (médius), helping you to develop real facility with these two chromatic keys. 



When you reach the C# at the end of the first line, you’ll feel some extra resistance from the clarinet, so this 

is a real opportunity to breathe into that, trying to make the F#-D# as fluid and legato as the F#-C#.

For line 5, I would once again go back to the mirror; when you execute the leap from the F# in your clarion 

range to the octave below, check to make sure that nothing is moving and your chin is staying nice and flat.
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Please also do note that there is a mistake in the edition, where the last line at the bottom of this page is 

then repeated at the top of the next page (the same error is repeated again at the bottom of page 11). 



On the third line of the second page, Jean Jean writes ‘gliss’ between the B and the G# - he doesn’t intend 

an actual glissando, here he’s pointing out the particular challenge of moving from the left hand B (which 

you’ve had to take unless you have a clarinet with a right hand D#) to the G# above. It’s a little tricky to 

describe in text how to do this movement (which is why I’m so excited that soon we’ll be able to show you 

this and so much more on tonebase!), but you just need to experiment a little bit with a fast sliding motion 

between these two keys.

When you’re practising the 10th line on the second page of these studies, keep your right hand down when 

playing the A to G# triplets at the end of both measures.

Jean Jean goes on in this etude to give you exercises for every possible movement of that left hand. There is 

a lifetime of technique work here, so take it slow and try to just enjoy the time with the instrument. 



Once you get to the Meno section, prioritise the movement of your left hand as you’re crossing the break: in 

most of these patterns you will be able to keep all of your right hand on the keys, minimising any movement 

in that hand whatsoever.
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In the first line of the Meno section, Jean Jean writes ‘+ médius’ for 

the A#. If you’ve not used this fingering before, it might be a bit 

confusing, but it’s one of the few ‘cheat’ fingerings for that pitch.



For this fingering to work it is important that your clarinet is in good 

working order (this one not working can often be the first sign that 

things aren’t working as they should) and your bridge key should be 

perfectly aligned between the two joints of the instrument.


On the following lines of the Meno section, there are three other ‘cheat’ fingerings for the high C#, D and D# 

that you might find come in handy to facilitate quick movements - these fingerings are not in tune, but once 

you have worked up the speed you will find that you can’t tell. The C# and D# fingerings I’ll show in 

diagrams below but the D is the same as your open G - i.e., no fingers are down!
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Conclusion

As you can see, there’s something to talk about and work on in every line of these fantastic studies, and I 

hope you can see what a difference they will make to your finger dexterity and overall technique. In general I 

would say that with the right and left hand etudes, the quality of your legato and your airflow is even more 

important than the speed you can play these at, so take them slow and learn to love them: you’ll be working 

on these for your entire clarinet life!



I look forward to hearing about how these are going for you and to meeting you soon in the tonebase 

community forums!
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tonebase Clarinet – Coming Summer ‘24

We hope you have enjoyed this guide on finger dexterity! Ready for more helpful clarinet resources? 



Stay tuned for the release of tonebase Clarinet! Over the next few months, we’ll be sharing updates ahead 

of the launch including new artists added our roster, courses we’re filming, and more. Whether you play 

professionally or just for your own enjoyment, there’s going to be something for you on tonebase!



Feel free to write to team@tonebase.co with questions, comments, or corrections. We can’t wait to share 

with you all what we’ve been working on!
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