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ALL I REALLY NEED TO KNOW… 
I LEARNED IN BELL REHEARSAL 

Technique, Musicianship, Rehearsal Strategies,  
Group Building and Performance 

TECHNIQUE 

1. “I love the sound of a moving bell.”    Otis Mumaw 

2. What makes a bell ring is not a forward motion, but a backward motion. 

3. All great musicians and athletes employ economy of motion. 

4. All great musicians and athletes employ relaxation techniques.   
“Tension is the enemy of musicianship.” 

5. Always use economy of motion to initiate the bell sound.  Look for the 
smallest, most precise motion to make the strike, then use whatever 
followthrough is appropriate for the note’s duration. 

6. No matter what the instrument (including voice), a solid technical 
background gives control over the musical results, hence:  TECHNIQUE = 
FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION. 

7. Proper mallet technique means bouncing on a trampoline, not killing a 
snake. 

8. All stopped sounds—thumb damp, pluck, malleting on table; martellato, etc.
—have a wide range of dynamic possibilities.  Explore them. 

9. When ringing fast repeated notes, especially in low-to-midrange bells, simply 
keep the bell horizontal and bounce the clapper off the bottom of the 
casting.  Be sure to use arm followthrough to avoid buildup of tension (in 



patterns that last more than one measure, one arm motion per measure 
usually works nicely). 
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10.Page-turning technique:  8 tips. 

11.Our truest response to the irrationality of the world is to paint or sing or 
write, for only in such response do we find truth.  Madeleine L’Engle 

MUSICIANSHIP 

12.Musicianship = the ability to speak the language of music with fluency, clarity 
and grace. 

13.What is the difference between musical talent and musicianship? 

14.Art is all about proportion.  Visual art as well as musical art.  Symmetry vs 
asymmetry. 

15.Building blocks of the musical language: 
a. Form provides structure 
b. Melody provides line and phrasing 
c. Harmony provides context and color, tension and release 
d. Rhythm provides energy and time-oriented movement 

16. In visual art, the eye of the observer is drawn to focal points.  In musical art, 
the ear of the listener is drawn to focal points.  VOICING (creating a 
hierarchy of sound). 

17.Sometimes the composer builds in some voicing, through thickness of 
harmonic texture or special techniques (such as harmonic notes being 
plucked while melody is rung).  But if that’s not the case, it’s still necessary 
to voice, to create that hierarchy of sound in the listener’s ear. 

18.Each note of a melody must connect to the next unless the ringing is to be 
intentionally non legato.  In handbells, this often means some “bleed.” 

19.The Golden Mean and what it means in proportion and phrasing.   



20.While the melody expresses the storyline, the harmony expresses the 
feelings beneath the storyline.  Tension and release; dissonance and 
consonance (relative terms).  Rule of thumb: lean into dissonance, relax into 
consonance. 
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21.Be artistic from the first read; don’t just ring the notes; don’t add 
expression last (oatmeal cookies). 

22.Rhythm is the life force that gives breath and energy—a pulse just as 
important as our own.  Sometimes rhythms are more important than melody 
or harmony; what really gives a particular piece of music its character? 

23.When art is reserved as the province of professional artists, a dangerous 
gulf develops between the fine arts and everyday arts.  The fine arts are 
elevated and set apart from life, becoming too precious and therefore 
irrelevant.  Having banished art to the museum, we fail to give it a place in 
ordinary life.  One of the most effective forms of repression is to give a 
thing excessive honor.  Thomas Moore, in Care of the Soul 

24.Try creating phrases through dynamics rather than through tempo variation. 

25.When there are several ritards marked in a piece, try a “lift over the bar 
line” rather than an actual ritard.  Too many ritards become a pathetically 
predictable, pedantic attempt at expressiveness. 

26.“Two thirds of the dynamic change within a crescendo should occur within 
the last one third of the time allotted for the crescendo.”  Gordon Peters 

27.The Snowball Effect.  The Toilet Paper Effect. 

28.What does “crescendo” mean to the listener?  It means “something 
important is coming up.”  It’s almost always a good idea to drop back at the 
beginning of a crescendo; the listener interprets the drop in dynamic as a 
signal to pay attention and anticipate. 

29.With handbells, as with all percussion instruments, those who have the 
shorter note values carry the burden of both crescendo and diminuendo 
because they have the most control.  For crescendo, listen and exceed; for 
diminuendo, listen and match tonal decay of longer notes. 



30.“Playing in time means playing as late as possible without being late.”  Leon 
Fleisher 
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31.Every piece of music has a feature that makes it unique.  It may be a 
beautiful melody, it may be unusual harmonies, it may be rhythmic 
propulsion….figure that out. 

32.Every piece of music has The Big Payoff.  Sometimes it corresponds to the 
Golden Mean, but not always.  You must ALWAYS identify The Big Payoff. 

33.Strong beats (e.g., 1 and 3 in 4/4; 1 in 3/4) are ALWAYS subordinate to the 
shape of the phrase. 

34.Between themes of a piece lie transitional passages.  It is necessary to 
determine whether any given transitional passage heats you up or cools you 
down.  Codas need the same type of analysis. 

35.The ringers’ musicianship is highly dependent on your conducting decisions.  
How will you indicate all the musical needs of the score? 

36.You can learn a lot about a person by looking at his calendar and what 
activities and priorities are marked on it.  But meeting the person is so much 
richer. 

37.The group might not be stable.  It had no guarantees of continuity.  There 
was no constitution, no sanction to give it legal identity.  But what matter?  
It was like the campfire in the desert, lit at nightfall, quenched at dawn; 
but while it lasted it was a testimony to human sojourn to the God Who 
visited man in his dreams.  Morris West, in The Clowns of God 

REHEARSAL 

38.“If all you’re trained to use is a hammer, the whole world looks like a nail.” 
Abraham Maslow  

39.What you do in rehearsal is determined by four factors: 
a. Your training and skill level 
b. Your group’s training and skill level(s) 
c. Your personality 



d. Your goals for that rehearsal and for the group in general 
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40.Basic rehearsal goals (and the order in which I’d prioritize them): 

a. Ringers will grow in self-esteem 
b. Ringers will grow musically 
c. Ringers will grow spiritually 

41.Hydration and deep breathing 

42. Passionate experience must come first, and analysis afterward.  D.H. 
Lawrence 

43.Keep your eyes open.  Suspend judgment.  Be useful.   

44.Always remember Jeremiah 18:1-4. 

45.Laughter is never an optional part of a rehearsal.  “If you’re going to look 
back at something later and laugh about it, you might as well laugh at it 
now.”  Marie Osmond   

46. The world is made less of nouns than of verbs.  It doesn’t consist merely of 
objects and things; it is filled with useful, playful, and intriguing 
opportunities.  The oriole doesn’t see a branch, but an occasion for 
perching; the cat doesn’t see a thing we call an empty box, it sees safe 
hiding for peering out; the bear doesn’t smell honeycomb, but the 
opportunity for delicious feeding.  The world is buzzing and blooming with 
information, which is always available and never absent.  James Hillman, in 
The Soul’s Code. 

47.Let’s talk bell assignments for a moment.  They say “never put two weak 
ringers next to each other.”  Well, what if you have three strong ringers and 
eight weak ringers?  Another way to think about it. 

48.When risks are taken, we sometimes fail.  Mistakes are a positive sign that 
we are trying to improve rather than playing it safe, and that all we need is 
another chance. 



49. A marvelous thing would happen to me and it would seem like the lighted 
match to a primitive—a miracle.  Like the primitive, I did not know it would 
be repeated, that other matches existed, that the power to produce a little 
flame lay within us. From Anais Nin’s diary, August 1936 

50.Yelling at trees. 
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51.“The body REACTS to bad treatment; the body RESPONDS to good 
treatment.  Zig Ziglar 

52.“I’ll try” invites excuses.  “Try?  There is no ‘try.’  There is only do or not 
do.”  Yoda 

53.What are you waiting for?  Dance! (Who is the ugly dancer in your group???) 

54.Make a music video (easy in these days of cellphone cameras).  Use 
repertoire all are comfortable with.  When ringers view a generally strong 
performance, their self-esteem is high enough to permit them to offer 
genuine suggestions for self-improvement. 

55. If you do no. 54, it can be fun to have a ballot sheet prepared and vote by 
secret ballot for the ringer who is:  most improved, best technique, most 
musical, funniest facial expression, most talkative, etc. 

56. Would that there were an award for people who come to understand the 
concept of enough.  Good enough.  Successful enough.  Thin enough.  Rich 
enough.  Socially responsible enough.  When you have self-respect, you have 
enough, and when you have enough, you have self-respect.  Gail Sheehy, in 
Passages 

57.Never begin work on a piece at the beginning.  Identify what will be most 
helpful to know in advance when it comes time to do a runthrough. 

58.One of the most effective ways to rehearse a piece is backwards.  Then the 
later runthrough becomes a series of reunions with ever more familiar 
friends. 



59.When you do a runthrough, it is often helpful to call it a “diagnostic 
runthrough” after which you will diagnose the piece’s “ailments” and work 
on a cure. 

60. Everything looks like a failure in the middle.  You can’t bake a cake without 
getting the kitchen messy.  Halfway through surgery it looks like there’s 
been a murder in the operating room.  If you send a rocket toward the 
moon, about ninety percent of the time it’s off course—it “fails” its way to 
the moon by continually making mistakes and correcting them.  Price 
Pritchett 
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61.Six criteria for effective rehearsal 
a. Did I create a supportive, rewarding environment where musical/spiritual 

growth is possible? 
b. Did I make my expectations clear and reward their achievement? 
c. Did I use a variety of feedback mechanisms to give a constant stream of 

information to the ringers? 
d. Did I build on strengths more than I attacked weaknesses? 
e. Did I model what I wanted, especially good recoveries? 
f. Did we ever unclench? 

GROUP BUILDING 

62. In and of themselves, introspection and self-examination are dead-end 
streets.  We grow through interaction with other people.  They are 
continually bringing us to life through their understanding of us, their trust 
in us, and love for us; just as we in turn are doing the same for them.  
Psychologist Ira J. Tanner 

63.Wormy heirs. 

64.Maslow and peak experiences (“moments of highest happiness and 
fulfillment”).  Media: art nature, sex, creative work, music, scientific 
knowledge, introspection. 

65.Share everything. 

66. We weren’t talking about an ensemble of crack professionals.  Yet it was 
tremendously exciting and satisfying music making.  In a way, it’s far more 
exciting to get people to play better than they know they can, to unite 



everyone in the energy and beauty and thrill of music, than it is to play 
with skilled but jaded professionals.  Leon Fleisher 

67.Focus outward to make risk possible. 

68.Find the best in a person and tell him about it.  We all need that.  I have 
grown up on praise—and it has made me humble.  It will always make a 
person long to deserve the praise.  Learn to see the greatness and the 
loveliness in one another—and to tell one another of it when we see it.  
Mary Haskell 
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69.We do more good for each other than we might realize. 

PERFORMANCE 

70.Deadlines motivate us.  For musicians, a deadline is a performance date.   

71.Convince your ringers of the value of public performance, whether in 
worship or elsewhere.  A diamond is nothing more than a chunk of coal that 
did well under pressure. 

72.Every performance is a work in progress. 

73.All great performers keep a RESERVE OF TECHNIQUE. 

74.“It’s a crapshoot” vs. “Amazing Grace.” 

75.Nearing a performance, sometimes all that is missing is the WILL to make a 
piece really work.  Once technical and musical ideas have been planted and 
assimilated, will power is the key.  Think of the fierce determination of a 
puppy with a rag/toy. 



76.Consider the difference between a PREDICTABLE performance and a 
RELIABLE performance. 

77.After a badly-received show, someone suggested to Al Jolson that the show 
was “over their heads.”  He retorted, “It wasn’t over their heads; they 
ducked!” 

78.There is no anxiety in the present.  Anxiety is either in the past, worrying 
about what was just played, or in the future, worrying about what you are 
about to play.  Nothing can be done about either… don’t judge or evaluate 
while you’re performing.  Trumpeter Charles Schlueter 

79. In performance, be daring; GO FOR IT.  Remember the trapeze artist…. 

80.YA GOTTA RISK IT TUH GET DA BISCUIT!  Anonymous rapper.


