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INTRODUCTION:
WHY THE
RECORDER
REMAINS A
TIMELESS FIRST
INSTRUMENT

For generations, the
recorder has served as
the gateway
instrument for millions
of budding musicians.

Its affordability,
portability, and
relatively gentle

learning curve make it
an excellent choice for
children and adults
alike. Yet, despite its
reputation as a simple
classroom tool, the
recorder is a serious

instrument with a rich
history dating back to
the medieval period.
Mastering how to play
the recorder goes far
beyond producing a
few squeaky notes; it
opens the door to
understanding breath
control, finger
dexterity, and musical
phrasing. Whether you
are a complete
beginner picking up a
recorder for the first
time or a parent
hoping to guide a child
through  their  first
musical adventure, this
guide will provide a
clear, step-by-step
roadmap. We will cover
everything from
assembling your
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instrument and
producing your first
clear tone to playing
your first complete
song and developing
good practice habits.
By the end of this
article, you will have a
solid foundation and
the confidence to
continue your musical
journey.

CHOOSING YOUR
FIRST RECORDER

Before you can learn
how to play the
recorder, you need
the right tool. While all
recorders share basic
design principles, not
all are created equal.
The type of recorder
you choose will
significantly impact
your early experience.

Soprano

Recorder:
The
Standard
Starting
Point

The soprano recorder
is the most common
instrument for
beginners. It is small,
lightweight, and
typically pitched in C.
When people refer to a
"school recorder," this
is almost always what
they mean. Soprano
recorders are ideal for
learning basic
fingerings and are the
most affordable option.
They are perfect for
children aged six and
up, as well as for adults
with smaller hands.
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Alto
Recorder:
A Richer
Alternativ
e

The alto recorder is
slightly larger and
pitched in F, giving it a
warmer, fuller sound.
Many music educators
argue that the alto is
actually a better
starting point for older
beginners and adults
because its spacing
between finger holes is
more comfortable for
larger hands. However,
its fingering system is
different  from the
soprano, so if you plan
to eventually play
both, starting with
soprano is generally
recommended. If your

goal is to play
Renaissance or
Baroque music, the
alto is a fantastic long-
term choice.

Other
Types of
Recorder
S

Once you progress
beyond the beginner
stage, you may
encounter tenor, bass,
and sopranino
recorders. These are
more specialized
instruments used in
consort playing. For a
first instrument, stick
with a high-quality

soprano or alto
recorder. Avoid the
cheapest plastic

models, as they often
have poor tone and are
difficult to play in tune.



A mid-range plastic
recorder (like those
made by Yamaha or
Aulos) is very reliable
and will serve you well
for months or even
years.

THE ANATOMY OF
A RECORDER

Understanding the
parts of your
instrument is an
essential step in
learning how to play
the recorder. The
recorder is typically
made of three separate
sections that fit
together:

¢ The Headjoint:
This top section
contains the
mouthpiece (also
called the beak)
and the window
(or labium). This

middle section
contains most of
the finger holes.
This is where
your left hand
will primarily
operate.

e The Footjoint:
The bottom
section has one
or two holes and
is usually rotated
slightly for
comfort. Your
right hand
controls this
section.

When assembling your
recorder, gently twist
the sections together
with a slight turning
motion. Never push
them straight in, as
this can damage the
cork or plastic joints.
Align the center of the
mouthpiece with the

is where your center of the first
breath creates finger hole on the
the sound. body.
e The Body: The
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CORRECTLY

Proper posture and
hand position are
critical for producing a
good sound and
avoiding tension. Many
beginners struggle
simply because they
hold the instrument
incorrectly.

Posture

Sit or stand with a
straight back. Imagine
a string pulling gently
from the top of your
head. Keep your
shoulders relaxed and
your elbows away from
your body. The
recorder should be
held at a 45-degree
angle downward from
your mouth. Do not tilt
your head back or
hunch your shoulders
forward.

OISt Hand

Position

The left hand is always
on top. Your left thumb
covers the single hole
on the back of the
recorder. Your left
index, middle, and ring
fingers cover the top
three holes on the
front. Your left pinky
rests gently on the side
of the recorder.

Right
Hand
Position

Your right hand
supports the bottom of
the recorder. Your right
thumb rests on the
back of the recorder,
about halfway down
the body. Your right
index, middle, ring,




and pinky fingers cover
the bottom four holes.
Do not use your right
thumb to support all
the weight; this creates
tension. The weight
should be balanced
between your left
thumb and your right
thumb.

PRODUCING YOUR
FIRST SOUND: THE
ART OF BREATH

The most common
frustration for
beginners is producing
a clear, pleasant tone.
The secret lies in your
breath. The recorder is
remarkably sensitive to
air speed and volume.

The "Too"
Syllable

To start a note cleanly,
articulate with the
syllable "too" (or "doo"
for a softer sound).

Place the mouthpiece
between your lips, not
behind your teeth. Seal
your lips gently around
the beak. Do not bite
down. Now, say "too"
into the instrument
using a gentle, steady
stream of air. The
sound should be clear
and pure.

Avoiding
Common
Sound
Problems

e Squeaking or
Overblowing:
This happens
when you blow
too hard. Reduce
your air
pressure. The
recorder requires
a gentle, focused
breath, not a
forceful blast.
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e Airy or Weak
Sound: This
happens when
you do not blow
enough air or
when your lip
seal is broken.
Ensure your lips
are sealed
completely
around the
mouthpiece and
increase your air
support slightly.

e No Sound at
All: Check that
your tongue is
not blocking the
windway. Make
sure the window
(the hole on the
top of the
headjoint) is not
covered by your
fingers or lips.

Practice producing a
steady, clear tone on
just the headjoint
before you assemble
the entire recorder.
This focused practice
will train your ear and

your breath control.

LEARNING YOUR
FIRST NOTES

Once you can produce
a consistent sound, it is

time to learn
fingerings. The
recorder has a
relatively logical

fingering system. Let
us start with notes
from the lower register.

The Note
B (Left
Hand
Only)

Cover the thumb hole
on the back with your
left thumb. Cover the
top front hole with your
left index finger. Leave
all other holes open.
Blow gently. This is the
note B. Practice
transitioning from a



rest to a clear B.

The Note
A

From B, simply add
your left middle finger
to the second front
hole. This is A. Practice
moving between B and
A. Listen to the pitch
difference.

The Note
G

From A, add your left
ring finger to the third
front hole. This is G.
You are now covering
the thumb hole and the
top three holes.
Congratulations, you
have just played a G
major arpeggio (G, A,
B).

Introduci
ng the
Right
Hand:
The Note
CandD

For lower notes, you
will need your right
hand. For the note C
(one octave above
middle C), cover the
thumb hole and the
second front hole with
your left middle finger.
Now, add your right
index finger to the
fourth front hole (the
first hole your right
hand controls). Leave
all other holes open.
This is a reliable C.

For D, cover the thumb
hole and the second

8 How To Play The Recorder

2024-05-28



How To Play The Recorder 9

front hole. Leave
everything else open.
Practice moving
between these notes
using your tongue to
articulate each one
clearly.

READING BASIC
RECORDER MUSIC
(TABLATURE AND
STANDARD
NOTATION)

Part of learning how to
play the recorder
involves understanding
how to read music.
Many beginner books
use simplified notation.

Recorder
Finger
Charts

A recorder fingering
chart shows you which
holes to cover for each
note. The chart usually
pictures the recorder

from the back (showing
the thumb hole) and
the front (showing the
finger holes). Filled-in
circles mean the hole
is covered; open circles
mean it is uncovered.
Keep a fingering chart
handy as you practice.

Standard
Musical
Notation

While finger charts are
helpful, learning to
read standard notation
is invaluable. Recorder
music is usually written
in treble clef. Notes on
the lines (E, G, B, D, F)
and spaces (F, A, C, E)
correspond to specific
fingerings. Start with
simple songs that use
only a few notes, like
"Hot Cross Buns"
(which uses B, A, and
G) or "Mary Had a Little



Lamb." These songs

reinforce your
fingerings and your
sense of rhythm.
ESSENTIAL

TECHNIQUES FOR
A BETTER SOUND

Once you can play a
few notes, refine your
technique. These skills
separate a beginner
from someone who
truly knows how to
play the recorder.

Articulati
on:
Tonguing
VS.
Slurring

Articulation refers to
how you start and
separate notes. Using
the "too" syllable is

10

called tonguing. It
gives each note a
clear, defined
beginning. You can
also slur notes, which
means playing two or
more notes in one
breath without
tonguing between
them. Practice scales
by tonguing each note
separately, then
practice the same
scale by slurring
groups of two or three
notes. This builds
flexibility.

Breath
Support
and
Dynamics

The recorder can play
both loud and soft, but
the range is subtle. To
play louder, increase
your air speed while

10
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keeping your
embouchure (lip
position) firm. To play
softer, decrease air
speed. The challenge is
maintaining a steady
pitch while changing
volume. Practice
playing a single note,
like G, starting very
softly and gradually
getting louder
(crescendo), then
gradually getting softer
(decrescendo). This is
called a mess di voce
and is excellent for
developing control.

Finger
Placemen
t and
Curvature

Always cover the holes
with the pads of your
fingers, not the tips.
Your fingers should be

slightly curved, as if
you were holding a
small ball. Flat fingers
create air leaks. Lift
your fingers only a
fraction of an inch off
the holes when
changing notes.
Excessive lifting slows
you down and creates
unwanted sounds.

YOUR FIRST
PRACTICE ROUTINE

A structured practice
routine is far more
effective than random
playing. Here is a
10-15 minute routine
for beginners:

1. Warm-up (2
minutes): Play
the headjoint
alone. Focus on
producing a
clear, steady
tone for 10
seconds at a
time.

2. Long Tones (3
minutes): Play



the note B, then
A, then G. Hold
each note for 4-6
seconds,
listening
carefully to the
pitch. Use a
tuner app if
possible.

. Finger Drills (3
minutes):
Slowly play the
sequence B-A-G-
A-B. Repeat it 5
times. Then try
G-A-B-A-G. Focus
on keeping your
fingers close to
the holes.

. Song Practice
(5 minutes):
Play a simple
song like "Hot
Cross Buns" or
"Merrily We Roll
Along." Play it
very slowly,
aiming for clean
articulation
between each
note.

5. Cool Down (2

12

minutes):
Improvise freely
using the notes
B, A and G.
Make up your
own melodies.
Have fun with it.

COMMON
CHALLENGES AND
HOW TO
OVERCOME THEM

Every learner faces
obstacles. Here is how
to address the most
common problems
encountered when
learning how to play
the recorder.

Squeakin
g on High
Notes

High notes require a

tighter, faster
airstream and often a
slightly different

fingering (like pinching
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the thumb hole half- (Walal
open for notes above DIfﬁCU |ty
D). If you squeak, you

are likely blowing too Coverlng

hard or your thumb is

not positioned

correctly. Relax and HOIeS

reduce air pressure.
If you
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