What to Do If the Worst Happens Before a Handbell Performance

Or Four Handbell Emergencies and Possible Solutions.
1. You want to do a four octave piece, but only have enough ringers for three octaves.

A. Check to see if the piece is published for three octaves.

B. Look through the score to see: 

1. What bells can be omitted and still have a reasonable sounding performance

2. If ringers can play some of the very high (or very low) bells during rests in their own parts

C. Save it for next year (least desirable)
2. Your group has been for working for two months on a Christmas piece.  Two weeks before the service, the three bass ringers are in a car accident and can not ring. (OK, maybe only two ringers can not play, one has a sick child, and an older ringer loses his hearing aid and can not play the performance.) Anyway, here are some choices:
a. Enlist a piano player, organist, or keyboard player to play along with the group and fill in only the missing parts.  Check for balance before performing.  The organist may have a chime sound and the keyboard player may have some type of bell-ish sound that will blend well with the real bells.  And, remember that bells sound one octave lower than written, so the keyboard player should probably play down one octave.

Note. This does not work as well when the missing parts are not adjacent to each other. 
b. Get out the list of last year’s bell ringers and see if you can find some willing subs.  (Good luck on this one!)

3. About an hour before the service, the clapper and handle of your Schulmerich Eb5 detach from the bell and you are unable to reattach the parts.
a. Go to the Sunday School Classes of the 40-plus-age members and ask for someone who has mechanical ability with small parts to try and fix the bell.

b. Is there another church nearby with bells that would let you borrow that note for today?

c. If the note that the bell plays is not too important in the music, can it be played at the octave (up or down)?

d. (Last resort only:)  If the note is a melody note and deemed important, and none of the other options is available, could the organist (who is a great reader, of course) play the note using a chime stop?  Or, can you substitute a hand chime for the note or even use an electronic keyboard using some type of bell sound?  
4. You have been working on a wonderful handbell piece with very tricky rhythms and tempo changes, when, suddenly, two weeks before you play, the Mother of a ringer has a heart attack and must go out of town. In addition, you can not find any subs. You decide to ring the part yourself, but the group still needs a conductor for the service performance in two weeks.  What now?


a. If your choir director is a great sight-reader, ask him/her to conduct the bells for that service.  Since you already have your group playing very well, a rehearsal or two with the choir director should work out.  Be prepared for the fact that this person will take some places differently than you did, despite your precise directions.


b. If your choir director is not a great sight reader, see if your congregation includes a high school or college band director who would be willing to be a “guest conductor” for one service.   Sometimes such people are already choir members.  (Be prepared for the fact that this person will …)


c. (least desirable) See if a non-member band director in your city would be the “guest conductor”.)  (Be prepared for the fact that this person will…).
5. And, as a very last resort, if none of these solutions work, ask yourself “how many people in the congregation will know if we leave notes out” or, the most important question, “Can the Handbells still add to the Worship of God even with deficiencies”?  Worship is our total goal, with all else becoming secondary.
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