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they will tell you a large amount of their day is

spent simply cleaning instruments. Far too many
people underestimate the importance of playing on a clean
instrument. This article will provide a few simple ideas that
can help keep your instrument playing it’s very best.

I f you ask most good woodwind repair people,

Cleaning the Mouthpiece

‘The shape of the mouthpiece is one of the most
critically important areas on the instrument. As you play,
calcium will build up on the rubber and become visible as off-
white deposits on the mouthpiece. Also, dirt and bacteria can
easily accumulate on the inside of the mouthpiece which can
cause the mouthpiece to lose efficiency of sound production.

The easiest way to clean a mouthpiece is using a
cotton ball and/or q-tip and apple cider vinegar. I have
been using apple cider vinegar for years now, after it was
recommended to me by distinguished mouthpiece craftsman,
Richard Hawkins. It is gentle, cheap, and does a nice job
cleaning hard rubber mouthpieces.

I generally do not advocate swabbing the mouthpiece
after each use because repetitive swabbing can slowly wear
away the interior dimensions of the mouthpiece and, over
time, change the way it plays.! Instead I clean my mouthpiece
regularly with apple cider vinegar.

First moisten the cotton ball or q-tip with apple cider
vinegar. Gently wipe all surfaces of the mouthpiece avoiding
contact with cork (always try to avoid allowing cork to get
wet). Resist the temptation to use your fingernail to get rid
of the calcium deposits; instead, patiently use a cotton ball
and apple cider vinegar to remove the dirt. Be sure to clean
both the inside and outside of the mouthpiece thoroughly.
When you are finished, rinse the mouthpiece using room
temperature water being careful not to allow the cork to
get wet. Do not use hot or extremely cold water as this
may discolor the mouthpiece. After rinsing, gently dry the
mouthpiece using a soft cotton cloth or something similar.

1. This is particularly true of modern, commercially produced mouthpieces which
tend to use rubber that is quite soft.
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Do not use a paper towel as this may scratch the mouthpiece.

I usually will gently run a swab through the
mouthpiece after rinsing it out. This is the only time that
I generally run a swab through the mouthpiece. When
swabbing, try not to pull the swab forcefully against the
window of the mouthpiece, but instead gently allow the swab
through.

After cleaning the mouthpiece, if you see any
remaining dirt or calcium, repeat the process again until it
looks totally clean.

I generally like to keep my instruments super clean,
so consequently, I will clean my mouthpiece once or twice a
week. I admit this is a little obsessive, but cleaning it every
two weeks or so should be more than sufficient.

Keeping the Keys Clean

On both clarinet and saxophone, dirt will quickly
find its way into the key oil between the action on the keys.
When this happens, the key motion becomes sluggish, and in
some cases can make the movement uneven or unpredictable.

The easiest way to keep the action on your
instrument working its best is to get a soft makeup brush to
gently brush away any visible dirt you notice every few days.
Be careful not to accidentally knock loose any springs, but do
try to get between keys as best you can.

If you decide to remove keys to further clean your
instrument, for whatever reason, be sure you are wiping away
any oil carefully and then providing new oil.

It is also a good idea to keep a soft cloth in your
case (in addition to your swab) to wipe down the instrument
just before you put it away after each use. This simple habit
will also help keep your keys looking nice for a much longer
period.

Though you can use a silver polish rag to polish the
keys, I would exercise caution. In many cases these cloths
are treated with a chemical that slowly removes the plating
from the keys in order to restore the shine. Though this will
do the job, the plating on most instruments is rather thin, so
eventually you might completely remove the plating.

I like to leave anti-tarnish sachets in my case to
prevent the metal from tarnishing. I generally prefer the
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Gleam Anti-Tarnish Sachets for this purpose, but there are other
brands available (such as 3M) which can work equally well. You
can also find anti-tarnish strips, but I have found these to be less
effective than the sachets.

Keep the Instrument Case Clean

If your case is dirty, eventually that dirt will find its
way onto your instrument. Periodically, it is a good idea to take
everything out of your case and vacuum it clean. Then, take the
tape off a lint roller and use it to go over the interior of the case. I
will do this quite often as the case tends to attract a good amount
of dirt.

When you are not playing your instrument for more
than a few minutes, return the instrument to its case and close
it. When your instrument sits outside of the case it can easily
become dirty or be knocked over and broken.

Cleaning Metal Ligatures

I have always been surprised how few people take the
time to clean metal ligatures. Ligatures will often get covered in
dirt, which can prevent vibrations that are generated when you
play.

To clean a metal ligature, you will need a white cotton
cloth, paper towel, latex gloves and Flitz Metal Polish Paste. Flitz
is a metal polish that you can find at most hardware stores. It
works quite well and is inexpensive.

First, remove the screws and use paper towel to remove
any oil and dirt on the screw itself. Then, while wearing latex
gloves, place a small amount of the Flitz silver polish on the white
cotton cloth to polish the ligature. Buff the metal until it looks
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brand new. When you are done cleaning the ligature, use a fresh
unused part of the white cotton cloth to remove any traces of the
Flitz that may remain.

Use a high-quality key oil to lubricate the screw.” Then re-insert
the screw(s) into the ligature and work the oil in by moving the
screw all the way in and out. Be sure the screw moves in and out
with minimal effort. If it has been awhile since you lubricated
the screw, you might have to add an additional drop of oil to
the screw and work it in by moving the screw in and out of the
socket.

Cleaning Clarinet Tone Holes

It is extremely important that the tone holes stay free
of dirt. Most clarinets I see are caked with dirt in all of the tone
holes, which adversely impacts both the tone and intonation.

To clean the tone holes, you will simply need some q-tips
and a small cup of water. Dip the g-tip quickly in the water and
shake the excess water off. Then, use the q-tip to wipe away the
dirt. Only use each side of the g-tip for one hole. Once the g-tip
is covered with dirt, you do not want to risk re-introducing that
dirt to the other hole. Be sure the metal rings are clean and the
top of the holes are also free of dirt.

My recommendation to you is to have your instrument
serviced by a quality technician. Ask if they can thoroughly clean
your instrument (even if it looks pretty clean to you) and then do
your best to keep it that way. | promise your instrument will play
significantly better if you keep it clean.
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2.1 prefer to use Doctors Syntek Aerospace Key Oil, available from the Doctor’s Products.
This oil is high quality, and it comes with a good needle tip applicator which is helpful

in applying the oil. Traditionally, a lot of people, including legendary clarinetist Robert
Marcellus of the Cleveland Orchestra, preferred using Nye Clock Oil, which also can work
quite well. To evaluate your key oil, put a small amount on your index finger and then rub
the oil back and forth between your index finger and thumb. It should feel quite smooth,
free of dirt and not sticky at all.
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