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INTRODUCTION

Have you heard an amazing harmonica riff on one of your favorite songs? Want to figure out how to play one yourself? You’ve come to the right place. You don’t have to know anything about the harmonica to get started with this book, but even if you have been playing for a little while you’ll find that this book contains plenty of useful information to improve your understanding, technique, and musicianship.

What’s not to love about the harmonica? It’s inexpensive, portable, and full of rich sound. The instrument was an instant hit when first introduced in the United States around the mid-1800s. Back then, it was a favorite of cowboys, soldiers, hobos, and just about anybody with a pocket. Nowadays, the harmonica is still a vital sound in many albums, such as Flight of the Cosmic Hippo by Béla Fleck and the Flecktones and Four by Blues Traveler. Modern harmonica players, such as Frédéric Yonnet (a French harmonica player who has recorded with Erykah Badu, Ed Sheeran, and John Legend, among others), continue to amass large fan bases.

The harmonica is well known in blues and folk music, but it also appears in jazz, rock, country, and classical, and its sphere of musical genres is still growing. You can even hear sampled harmonica on hip-hop albums, such as Bad News Brown’s Born 2 Sin, as well as on techno albums. Sounds you’d never believe could be produced by a harmonica appear in some modern rock songs. Whatever style of music you want to play, there’s a way to fit harmonica into it.

One reason the harmonica is especially fun is that anyone can get nice sound out of a harmonica on the first attempt. Sure, there’s a lot to learn beyond that, but this book will walk you through everything you need to know.

Now it’s your turn to enter the intense, vibrant, and electrifying world of harmonica music with How to Play Harmonica as your guide.



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

To get the most out of this book you should know about some of the notation and terms used throughout. You may have seen some of it before, and some of it may be new to you.


Standard Notation and Harmonica Tablature


In musical notation there is one line of standard notation written on the staff and one line of harmonica tablature below it. Note that the harmonica tab by nature does not indicate rhythmic notation, so you’ll have to use the standard notation to get that information. Harmonica tab only indicates which hole on the harmonica to play, whether it’s a blow note or a draw note, and what kind of bend, if any, to use (more on bends in Chapter 2).


Harmonica Diagrams


Harmonica diagrams are used to illustrate the harmonica itself. They show a front view of the harmonica, with the ten holes indicated and numbered. Hole 1, which appears on the left side of the diagram, is the lowest-pitch note, and hole 10, which appears on the right side, is the highest-pitch note.
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HARMONICA HERO: LITTLE WALTER

Marion Walter Jacobs (1930–1968), known as Little Walter, is widely regarded as the most infl uential harmonica player of the 1940s and 1950s. He transformed the sound of the harmonica through both his electrifying technique and his innovation of using an amplifi er and a Green Bullet microphone (now the most popular harmonica mic in the world largely because of him) to get a purposely distorted sound out of the harmonica. Little Walter’s sound was smooth and sustained and sounded as much like a saxophone as a harp. He also added the critical innovation of cupping his hands around the back of the harmonica, which added further distortion to his unique sound. In 1964 he toured Europe with the Rolling Stones. He died in Chicago in 1968 after being in a street fight.
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First, this chapter examines the different types of harmonicas available to help you become familiar with the instrument and choose the one that’s best for you. Next, it covers the fundamentals of reading music to get you started or as a refresher if you’re not new to music. Finally, it focuses on some of the specific techniques you’ll need to learn to take command of your new instrument. These include controlling your breath, shaping your mouth, and using your tongue in order to produce the notes and sounds you want, as well as the proper way to hold the instrument. The goal is to get clean single notes out of your harmonica.


Types of Harmonicas


Let’s talk briefly about the different types of harmonicas. There are two basic kinds: diatonic and chromatic. They differ in how the reeds are tuned when the “harp” is made. (There are many further variations within these two categories, but we’ll stick with the basics here.)
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HARP TIP

A reed in a harmonica is a piece of thin metal that vibrates to produce sounds when air is blown on it. Reeds are also found in mouthpieces of clarinets and oboes, and in accordions.



Chromatic

The chromatic harmonica is a more advanced style of harmonica. It has a button on the side that allows the musician to control the number of notes available to play. When you press the button, you can play all the major notes in a scale, plus the half steps (or notes in between). When the button isn’t pressed, you can only play the major notes. The chromatic harmonica is used most often in jazz and classical music.

Diatonic

The diatonic harmonica is a simpler harmonica because it doesn’t have a complete selection of notes like the chromatic harmonica (although many of the notes that are not naturally found on it can be acquired by “bending” certain notes like blues players do—you’ll learn about bending in Chapter 2). Most professional harmonica players are diatonic players. It is typically used in blues, rock, country, and folk, but it can be found in all styles of music. The diatonic harmonica is sometimes called a blues harp, short harp, or standard ten-hole. This book uses a C diatonic harmonica for teaching purposes.

Most people learn on (and often stay with) diatonic harps because they are designed to never have a wrong note. This is accomplished by leaving out some of the tones from the chromatic scale and using only the diatonic scale. Diatonic takes only the notes that create chords and leaves out the others. (The difference between the diatonic and chromatic scales is that diatonic contains only five of the tones of a given scale while chromatic contains all eight.) What is important to remember is that some notes do not exist naturally on the diatonic scale, which is the scale this book focuses on.
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HARP TIP

In music theory, two notes played at the same time make an interval, and three or more notes played at the same time make a chord. Major and minor chords are made up of intervals called thirds, which are formed when you play two notes of a scale that are separated by one note. For example, a C major scale is made up of the notes C, D, E, F, G, A, B, C. If you play the notes C and E together, omitting the D in between, you have a third. Playing D and F together or E and G together also make thirds, and so on.




Reading Music


How will you know exactly what notes to play? Through a type of musical notation called tablature. Tablature is a form of notation specific to the harmonica that tells you exactly what to do and when. There are only two ways to draw sound from a harmonica: by blowing and by drawing. When you blow out through the reeds it makes a sound, and when you draw (or suck) in air it creates another sound. Blowing is represented in tablature by an up arrow, and drawing is represented by a down arrow, as shown in the following image.
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FIGURE 1-1. BLOW AND DRAW ARROW SYMBOLS
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HARP TIP

A diatonic scale is one with eight notes from octave to octave, which contains only the notes in the scale of the key being played. A chromatic scale is one with thirteen notes from octave to octave, which includes every possible note in the scale that exists between the two octaves.



Next there are single notes, shown on the harmonica by the numbers over the holes. So if the song or exercise wants you to play the 2 hole by drawing air, you will see 2↓. The number corresponds to the number that usually appears on the upper plate of the harmonica and the arrow indicates what to do with your breath.
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FIGURE 1-2. HOLES 1–10, WITH BLOW AND DRAW NOTES



There are a number of different ways to draw and blow through the harp, and you will learn some of those techniques in Chapter 2.


Get Comfortable with the Instrument


The first thing you’ll notice when picking up a harmonica is how easy it is to play chords that sound good right off the bat. This is one big reason why the harmonica has become such a popular instrument in folk music as well as in rock and jazz, and why hundreds of millions of them have been manufactured over the years.

Spending some time just breathing through your harmonica is a good way to get a sense of how the instrument feels and the degree to which you feel comfortable with it. In fact, it can be very relaxing just to breathe through the low end (holes 1, 2, and 3) of the instrument and listen to the hypnotic alternating chords your breath produces as it blows and draws over the reeds. This is also a good focusing exercise to shift your mind from the other concerns of your day to preparing to play the harmonica.
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HARMONICA HERO: JOHN POPPER

John Popper (b. 1967) is one of the leading harmonica virtuosos in the contemporary music scene. As the singer, harmonica player, songwriter, and founding member of Blues Traveler, Popper has been thrilling audiences for years with his dazzling and hyperactive harp style, born from listening to great jazz improvisers. His musicianship has pushed the harmonica to the forefront of soloing instruments in the modern rock setting. Here’s a fun story about him: As a high school student, John Popper ran in a student election. When his turn came to make a speech he pulled out a harmonica and started to wail. The crowd responded with wild applause and dancing. But instead of winning the election, Popper got suspended from school. Popper has also been a leading proponent of the use of effects to create his harmonica sound, using devices including wah-wahs, fuzz tones, synthesizers, digital delays, and octave generators to stretch the limits of what is possible on the instrument.



If you then play around a little by just blowing and drawing chords up and down the instrument you’ll begin to understand what your harmonica is capable of doing, and how your breath affects the low, middle, and high reeds differently. As you get up to the higher reeds and the space the air is coming through becomes smaller, the amount of air you can blow or draw through the reed is reduced, and thus you’ll find it takes less air to move the reed and get the note. Consequently you’ll be inhaling or exhaling less volume of air when playing at the higher end of the harp and using more volume of air when playing at the lower end.
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HARMONICA HERO: BIG WALTER HORTON

Big Walter “Shakey” Horton (1921–1981) was a harmonica luminary said to be one of the best blues harp players of all time. Besides developing a unique hornlike tone on the instrument and a completely distinctive virtuoso style, Horton was one of the earliest proponents of the amplified harmonica sound that defined Chicago-style blues, claiming to have begun using an amplifier around 1940. He was also a teacher and mentor to many players, including har-monica icons Little Walter and Sonny Boy Williamson II, and later to top players Peter “Madcat” Ruth and Carey Bell. Horton’s most famous recording was an instrumental track recorded with guitarist Jimmy DeBerry called “Easy,” which became his biggest hit and is considered to be one of the best harmonica recordings of all time.




Mastering Breath Control


You’ll notice as you play that you can only get a pleasant sound out of the reed when you’re using just the right amount of breath. Use too much and it sounds forced, and the reed also may stick at times. Use too little and it sounds weak and breathy—not the sound you’re going for. Throughout this book you will practice exercises and riffs that are going to teach you about breath control.
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HARP TIP

Spending extended periods practicing breath control can be difficult if you have trouble breathing from asthma or other respiratory problems, or even if you have no respiratory problems at all. Be careful not to overdo it.



Diaphragmatic Breathing

Singers use a technique called diaphragmatic breathing that can also be useful for harmonica players. The diaphragm is a band of muscle just below your lungs. Try breathing in deeply with your hand on your stomach and see if you can make your hand move outward with your stomach using only your breath. Feel it as you do, then expel the air slowly and deliberately until you feel you cannot exhale anymore. Do this exercise three times in a row. When you’re doing it correctly you will feel noticeably full of air, and if you practice this regularly you’ll have more breath to control as well as better ability to control it. Many experienced harmonica players do this before they begin to practice to wake up their lungs.
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HARP TIP

You might find as you’re playing that you either run completely out of air or your lungs become full from playing draw notes. To avoid this, take or expel small breaths right on the beat. (A beat is a rhythmic unit in music.) Any of the beats of the measure will do for this, although you might find that the 1 and 4 beats are best because they’re naturally at the end of many phrases. The important thing is to do this between the phrases (i.e., a group of notes that expresses a musical thought or idea) that you’re playing, as opposed to interrupting a phrase to take or expel a breath.



Focus on Breathing Through Your Mouth

Harmonica playing is an exercise in breath control. Most people breathe through their nose and mouth, or just through their nose. But if you breathe through your nose while you play the harmonica, you will not be putting all of your breath into the art of playing. Learning how not to breathe through your nose while playing requires that you think about it while you play, at least until it becomes second nature. This is true for diaphragmatic breathing as well.
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HARP TIP

When playing draw notes on the low end of the harmonica, you might find the sound you’re producing to be weak, muffled, or lower than the correct pitch. This is the result of choking the reeds by forcing too much air through them. To avoid this, reduce the amount of air you’re using on the problem notes, and try adjusting your mouth and throat positions.




How to Hold Your Harmonica


Finding the most comfortable position to hold your harmonica is essential to developing your own style of play. As you consider where to put your hands, it’s good to know what’s inside the instrument:
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FIGURE 1-3. PARTS OF A HARMONICA



Here are some basic rules that apply when you focus on hand placement:

• Don’t block the comb with your fingers—you don’t want your hands to impede airflow through the instrument.

• Begin by holding it on one or both sides with your thumb and forefinger. This is helpful at first because you want to see which holes you are playing when practicing techniques to get single notes.

• The standard way to hold the harmonica is to place the left side of the harp into the crook between your thumb and forefinger in a comfortable but firm way, allowing your thumb to hold up the base of the harp and your finger to run along the top. You want to still be able to see the hole numbers on the top plate going from 1 to 10 from left to right (i.e., assuming you are using a standard ten-hole diatonic harmonica).

• Be sure to leave space for your lips on the two outer plates.


[image: image]
FIGURE 1-4. HOLDING THE HARMONICA



Notice that your three remaining fingers are sort of just hanging out and don’t seem to be doing anything except maybe getting in the way. Hold your fingers together and make sort of a flat surface jutting out from the top of the harmonica. Then you can take your other hand and create a cavity in your two hands through which air can flow but which will mute the sound as it comes through the harp.
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HARP TIP

The smallest harmonica manufactured is the Hohner Little Lady, which is less than 2 inches long and has four holes with eight reeds. The largest is the Hohner 48 Chord, which measures a whopping 23 inches long and has 192 holes with 384 reeds.




[image: Image]

HARMONICA HERO: GARY PRIMICH

Gary Primich (1958–2007) was known for his dedication to the pure, old-school approach to playing blues harmonica, carrying on the rich tradition of Little Walter, Big Walter Horton, Sonny Boy Williamson I, and Sonny Boy Williamson II, while adding his own musical sensibility that made the classic approach sound fresh and modern. In 1984 Primich had become disillusioned with developments in the Chicago blues scene that moved away from the traditional sound he loved in favor of newer trends in rock and funk music. Feeling that his opportunities in Chicago were limited, Primich moved to Austin, Texas. There he formed the group the Mannish Boys with drummer Jimmy Carl Black. After two albums with that group he moved on to a solo career. Primich died in Austin in 2007, apparently from a drug overdose.



With a little practice, you can then open and close that gap while you play, creating vibrato similar to what a trumpet player does with a mute getting that “wa-wa” sound. This cavity you have created between your hands is where you will want to put a microphone. (Microphone techniques are discussed in Chapter 8.)


Techniques for Playing Single Notes


There are two commonly used techniques for playing single notes on a harmonica: lip pursing and tongue blocking. The first calls for you to use the muscles on the sides of your mouth to direct air through specific holes on the harp. The second is using your tongue to block some of the holes that your mouth encompasses to narrow your breath to a single note. Tongue blocking can also be used to create octaves where the middle notes of a chord are blocked and you play the lower and higher notes simultaneously. It’s a good idea to learn both methods so that you have the broadest range of available sounds in your skill set.
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