
Christmas Handbells 2020

Director’s Notes 
Our clinician Alex Guebert has put together these notes to help you prepare for the 
virtual massed ring rehearsal on November 21st. We hope these notes will help you 
practice the music and be ready for “The Big Day”! 




The First Noel 
Goal tempo = approximately 88 bpm (beats per minute)


For this piece, we have one main goal: to feel the “rocking” of the music. 

Next to the tempo marking, we get the evocative descriptor: “Gently rocking”. This is a 
lovely arrangement, and we can make it really shine if we follow Dr. Behnke’s wishes 
here — the music should rock back and forth. I would like a shift forward on the first 
measure, then a rock backward on the second. Then rock forward in m. 3, and back in 
m. 4. And so on.


TRY THIS: Listen to the example track here: https://
tinyurl.com/yydafk2b and practice swaying forward on the 
odd-numbered measures and backward on the even-
numbered measures. You can do this seated at first. When you 
try this standing, make sure you have good balance by 
planting your feet in a solid stance — shoulder-width apart, 
one foot somewhat in front of the other. And keep it subtle; we 
don’t want to actually sway as a group when we play this, but 
simply have a small natural/musical movement forward with 
our bell when we ring on the odd-numbered measure.
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Now that you can sway each measure, does it feel like beat 1 of each measure is more 
accented? Especially the odd-numbered measures? Hopefully yes! Beat 1 is where we 
can place a little accent. Imagine a playground swing — as if you were a child 
swinging. Each odd-numbered measure is a swing forward, and each even-numbered 
measure is a swing backward.


WITH A PENCIL: Mark a straight horizontal line “_” (tenuto marking) above beat 1 of 
m. 1, and mark a “U” above beat 1 of m. 2. The “_” means strong/stressed, and the 
“U” means weak/unstressed. Continue doing this through at least measure 4 so you 
know it’s a pattern to continue throughout the piece. (There will be a couple of 
exceptions, which I will note later in this document, so don’t get too accustomed to the 
idea of EVERY odd-numbered measure being strong/stressed.)


TRY THIS: Sing along with The First Noel starting at the pickup to m. 9 through m. 16. 
THEN, sing again, but this time ALSO sway forward and backward as you tried earlier. 
THEN, sing again and don’t sway, but LEAN IN to the words/notes as you would feel a 
sway forward, and sing softer when you would have swayed backward. In other words, 
stress the words that fall on the stressed downbeats. This may come a little more 
naturally than you might think, because you’ve trained yourself to put weight on the 
syllables that normally would be stressed anyway. It should feel/sound like this:


The FIRST Noel, the AN-gels did say 
Was to CER-tain poor shepherds in FIELDS as they lay 
(etc.)


A COUPLE OF EXCEPTIONS: Remember how I mentioned earlier that you can just 
mark the first few measures strong ( _ ) and weak ( U ) and that’s all you need? It’s true 
that you don’t need to keep marking the measures, though you are welcome to if you 
want. But you should know that m. 48-49 are a slight exception. M. 48 and m. 49 
should both be weak, and then you should resume the pattern starting with m. 50 as a 
strong measure, m. 51 weak, etc. Another moment where we can stray from this 
rocking is m. 61 and m. 67, because we need to watch for slowing in those measures, 
so we can’t really continue the rocking. It’s as if your teacher 
came up and slowed down the swing while you were on it — 
recess is over and it’s time to be done! And sure enough, the 
piece is over by m. 68.
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CAROL OF THE BELLS 
Goal tempo = approximately 144 bpm (beats per minute)


Let’s really get into the rhythmic groove of this piece! 

FIRST, get this rhythm really solidly ingrained:


otherwise notated as this:


NOW TRY THIS: Sing the first four lines of Carol of the Bells. Each line is the same little 
four-note melody that repeats — I bet you’ve heard it thousands of times! It starts at m. 
9 in our arrangement: 


Hark how the bells, 
Sweet silver bells, 
All seem to say, 
Throw cares away. 

Focus on how you sang that. You probably gave a little extra 
accent to the first syllable of each line, right? That’s how we 
want this whole arrangement done: with a little pulse accent 
on beat 1 of every measure.
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READY TO LEARN A NEW SKILL? Trust me, it’s fun! Imagine a time signature of ¾. 
Try tapping your right hand on a table in straight quarter notes, like so:


Now tap your left hand in dotted quarter notes, like so:


(The first note is on beat 1, and the second is on the ‘and' of 2.)


Now try this:


Congrats, you’ve just played a polyrhythm — that is, multiple rhythms at once. 
Specifically, you played a 3-against-2 polyrhythm. That polyrhythm is what this 
arrangement is based on. 


Here’s another way of notating what you just played:
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You learned a new skill! You can now play a 3-against-2 polyrhythm. Many handbell 
musicians have played a piece with this polyrhythm in it, but most don’t get the chance 
to play BOTH the 3 and 2 rhythms together.


Now try playing that polyrhythm while also singing “Hark how the bells” — just repeat 
“Hark how the bells” over and over; don’t bother with the other lines. Notice how the 
“Hark” falls on both hands, “Hark,” “how” and “bells” fall on your right hand on the 
beats, and “the” falls on the left hand on the off-beat?


If you can play this polyrhythm with both hands, you will be better equipped to play 
one of these rhythms while also listening to the other rhythm. (This would be helpful in 
a live rehearsal, but it is also helpful in a virtual rehearsal because you will still hear all 
the parts being played.) The real trick here is to truly FEEL the music. This can’t be 
done without understanding the underlying rhythms and counting them and 
internalizing them. Once you do, you will feel deeply connected to the music!


AND… HERE ARE A COUPLE OTHER CONSIDERATIONS for Carol of the Bells: 

I mentioned earlier that there should be a pulse accent on beat 1 throughout. However, 
there are moments where we want all notes in the measure to be accented. These are 
always repeated notes with accents or marts/mallets. Here they are: m. 32, 36, 44, 72, 
and 115. And note that when we see a crescendo hairpin marking, we can ignore the 
beat 1 pulse accent temporarily — doing that creates a nice effect.


And finally, I know some of you may not have access to a foam pad when you record 
your video submission and are wondering what to do for the Marts and Echos in this 
piece. For the marts, I'd like you to do a Ring Touch (RT) instead. For the Echo, you can 
echo on your leg or body, but it's ok to leave those out; we'll have enough people 
doing them that it won't be an issue for the final recording.


I hope you have fun with these learning opportunities! I’m looking forward to making 
music with you soon!


Alex Guebert 
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Additional Notes 
as of November 12, 2020 

The First Noel 
• In measures 1-7 (as well as wherever else the 2-note “sighing” figure happens on 

beats 2 & 3, in either the 5s or 6s, such as mm. 27-28, mm. 33-39, mm. 52-53, mm 
62-67), please put a slight accent on beat 2, so that it is a bit louder than beat 3. 
Remember this is in context of the “rocking” described on pages 1-2 of these notes. 

• In measures 9, 17, 25, & 50, please crescendo the melody a bit into the next 
measure. Non-melody notes should continue the “rocking” described on pages 1-2 
of these notes.


CAROL OF THE BELLS 
• There is a typo in m. 111. The B-natural 5 that is marked in the score should be a B-

flat 5. (The B-natural 5 in measure 112 is correct.) 

• Please do not play the smaller staves marked “3 octave groups use this staff” (m. 41, 
77, 93-100). Please play the regularly-sized staves. (This means that in m. 41 & 77, 
the 8th notes go from G7 to B-flat 6, not from G6 to B-flat 5, and in mm. 93-100, the 
short snippet of melody is in the 7s, not the 6s.) 

• Please follow the octave doubling instructions as indicated at mm. 45-52 (top note 
only), 69-72 (top note only), 81-87 (all upstem notes, but see footnote for mm. 86 & 
87), & 109-116 (all upstem notes). NOTE: The B6-C7 & the D7 ringers should pay 
close attention to the doublings. 

• A note for the C6 ringer: in m. 32 & 72 (the 1st time), the C6 has loud accented melon 
notes, then the C6 on the downbeat of the next measure should be a bit quieter — it 
is not melody — and should blend in with the other notes in the chord. This can be 
accomplished by doing a very quick “brush damp,” either on 
the shoulder, or by putting a finger on the side of the casting 
to bring down the loudness of the bell, as needed. (No need 
to damp the bell entirely, just bring the volume down a bit.)
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