
Practicing without bells
reprinted in part from an article by Nancy Kinkier (2012)

Handbell musicians usually start learning the instrument without owning 
it.  The bells may belong to your church, school, or community 
organization, and a single weekly rehearsal isn’t enough to learn to play 
any instrument well.  It helps to study your sheet music at home, and with 
recordings. This kind of study helps you figure out where your notes fit in, 
understand how a rhythmic pattern looks and sounds, and learn to track 
the piece.  You also need to build coordination skills to manipulate bells.  
You may need to ring one bell while continuing the circle for another, 
change bells, weave, ring four-in-hand, or learn other motor skills.  This 
requires new pathways in the brain built only through repetition of the 
movement.

There’s really no substitute for playing the actual instrument.  (Even 
children learning piano play on a real instrument.) 

If all else fails, you can make or buy practice handbells.  KidsPlay handbells 
are a children’s toy, but they do make pitched sounds.  You can find them 
online, in sets of various sizes.  You can also make practice handbells from 
salad dressing bottles filled with wheat, rice, beans, or whatever you 
happen to have available.  Label them or not, as you prefer.  They’re most 
useful for practicing bell changes.  Flat salad dressing bottles are best; 
round salad dressing bottles add the challenge of possibly rolling when 
you set them down, like bells.  
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Remember to place the bells the same distance apart on the table as the 
bells you’re simulating, so you get used to the relative positions.  You can 
use other types of bottles, or even wineglasses or kitchen utensils, as 
practice bells.  I have fond memories of “ringing along” to a CD handbell 
version of Silent Night with my husband one December, as we waved 
around wooden spoons and spatulas at the dining room table.

To make your own four-in-hand practice bells, try wooden spoons.  The 
handles are easier to work with than bottles, especially if you use spoons 
with shorter handles less likely to catch on things.  Pay attention to the 
direction each spoon bowl faces relative to the other.  Here I’m ringing 
Shelly, and the “clappers” face the same way; both spoons have the flat part 
facing the same direction:
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Below, I’m practicing ringing the primary bell of a “ring and knock” 
configuration.  The flat part of each spoons faces at right angles to the other 
spoon, just as the clappers would.  This is a side view so you can see the 
spoons more clearly.
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