
Proper cane preparation, prior to gouging, is critical and will result in more consistant and better results from your 
gouging machine. Many steps in the preparation process, including the tube selection and splitting, guillotining, 
pregouging, and hydration have an effect on the final outcome.

Arundo Donax

The Arundo donax plant is a member of the grass family and has a cell structure characteristic of all living plants.      
The outer layer, called the epidermis, has a green, waxy texture which will later harden and become what we call 
the bark of the cane.  Below the epidermis are cells that form vascular bundles, the transport system that carries 
water and nutrients from the roots up through the plant.  As the plants age, a chemical process takes place, re-
inforcing the cell walls and acting as a defense against external stresses to the plant. These vascular bundles are 
what we refer to as the fiber or grain of the cane.

Better quality cane will have a uniform and even distribution of these fibers. These qualities are a result of the 
climate, soil conditions, water and stresses on the plant as it grows.  It is during the second year of growth that the 
cells develop, giving the plant the strength and ability to vibrate.  

During the curing process the cane becomes more rigid and stable.  Unfortunately, sometimes cane is shipped that 
has not been cured long enough and is not yet ready to be made into reeds.  If the cane is green and needs further 
curing, I recommend storing it in burlap bags to allow the aging process to continue, trying the cane periodically 
to see if it is ready.  (N.B.  Air is necessary for the curing process, so cane stored in plastic bags will age signifi-
cantly slower.)

Splitting the Cane

Cane diameter affects the tip opening of the finnished reed. Smaller diameter cane will tend to produce reeds with 
more tip opening, while larger diameter cane will result in a more closed reed.  Most oboists tend to use tubes 
between 10mm and 10.5mm in diameter. The diameter of cane that you are going to use should be taken into con-
sideration when the gouging machine is set-up.  Once the machine has been set to accomodate a specific diameter 
of cane, there will be variations in the measurement of the gouge when using cane of a different diameter.   A 
smaller diameter of cane will tend to make the center of the gouge thicker and the sides thinner.  A larger diameter 
of cane will produce a gouge with heavier sides and thinner center.  
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 Cane comes in various shapes, but is usually somewhat triangular or oval shaped.  Depending on the size and 
shape of the cane, there will be from one to three usable pieces from each tube.  The examples below indicate how 
the tubes should be cut.

The gouge must be uniform, with both sides having the same rate of fall-off from the center.    Use a cane gauge 
or radius gauge to determine the best curve of the tube cane, making a pencil mark at the points where you want 
to split the cane.  The cane should be split so that the apex or highest point of the section of cane hits the center 
of the curve on the gauge.  If this point is off-center, the cane will come out of the gouging machine with one side 
heavier than the other.  

Triangular shaped tubes can be split in three sec-
tions.  Where the tube is split will depend on the 
diameter of the tube and the radius of the desired 
curve.  If the smaller radius is desired, the tube 
should be split between the points of the triangle.

Sometimes there is only one usable section, as in-
dicated.

An oval shaped tube will usually be split, as indi-
cated, with two usable sections.

If the larger radius is desired, the tube should be 
split on the points of the triangle.

Example A represents a section of cane 
cut with the apex of the curve touching the 
center of the radius gauge.

A

two usable sections

one usable section
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Once you have determined where to split the tube, with a single edge razor blade, carefully cut into the end of the 
tube at the indicated points.  Once the cut is started it will easily follow the natural grains of the cane. (N.B. The 
cane should be dry when it is split.  It is helpful to rest the tube on a non-slip surface as you split it.)

Cutting the Cane to the Proper Length

After splitting the tube cane, examine each section of cane to determine 
which portion of the cane is straightest.  Avoid any part that is overly 
twisted, bent or where the fibers curve.  Use a guillotine that has been 
adjusted to the proper length to correspond with the bed of your gouging 
machine.  It is imperative that the guillotine give a clean cut on the ends. 
This will prevent the cane from flipping out of the bed while gouging. 
Once you have determined which segments have the best possibilities of 
success, use the guillotine to cut the cane to the proper length. If the desired 
portion of cane includes the end of a section, cut off the smallest amount 
possible to ensure a clean cut. As you are cutting, the portion of cane that 
you wish to use should be opposite the blade side of the guillotine, as cane 
on the blade side will likely crack.

Check each piece of cane to make certain that it is straight.  Place the cane bark side down against a flat surface 
such as the side of an india stone or the bottom of a cane gauge.  Any piece of cane that is sway backed, with the 
center higher than the ends, should be discarded, as there will be a tendency for the blades of the finished reed to 
pull apart.  Cane that is humpbacked, with the center lower than the ends, is usable if it will stay in the machine.  
Cane that is twisted will not gouge evenly down the sides. However, since cane takes shape very quickly sometimes 
you can force the cane to do what you want.  After it has been soaked, you can twist the cane to the desired posi-
tion and hold it for a few seconds.  Frequently it will hold this position and be usable.  Cane that is humpbacked 
may be successfully bent into shape after pregouging.

Many oboists soak the cane prior to using the guillotine, while others prefer to guillotine and pregouge the cane 
while it is dry. When soaking the cane at this stage of preparation, I put it in hot tap water for approximately 20  
to 25 minutes, depending on the density of the cane.  A dense cane requires more time for soaking. It is water 
repelling, absorbing less water.

Example B represents a section of cane cut 
with the apex of the curve off-center.  This 
will result in an uneven gouge with the right 
side of the piece of cane, as you are looking 
at the illustration, being thinner.

B
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I use the Jeanné pregouger to process cane. It has a set of shins, which can be inserted under the blade to adjust 
the depth of the cut. I use the .10 shim which results in a width of 8mm, using 10-10.5mm cane. The width of the 
pregouged cane is critical. If it is too wide, the guide of the gouging machine may rub on the cane, inhibiting the 
blade from properly cutting. In addition, you are taking unnecessary extra swipes, adding wear to the blade of the 
gouging machine. In contrast, if the cane is pregouged too narrow, the true gouge does not extend past the sides 
of the shaper tip and the flat area created by the pregouger may creep into the piece of shaped cane.  This would 
have an adverse effect on  the sides of the reed having sufficient strength for a proper tip opening and may result 
in the sides of the reed not sealing properly.

The cane can be gouged at this point, but there are additional steps 
which can improve the results of the gouging process.  First, by tapering 
and beveling the ends, the gouger blade can more easily take off cane.  

Second, use a small plane to slightly narrow the cane, remov-
ing an equal amount from each side as shown in the example 
below.  This creates a vertical edge which allows the cane to 
better form in the bed and ensure an easier action when using  
the gouging machine.

Create a vertical edge

Place the pregouger with the stop against the edge of a table.  
Accurately center the cane in the bed and push through to reduce 
the thickness. 

Pregouging
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This final step of planing the cane also creates a straight edge along the sides of the cane that can be more ac-
curately measured.  I set my machines to measure .60 in the center and .40mm along the edge of the unshaped, 
gouged cane.  Measuring the side edge of the gouged cane indicates if the bed is positioned correctly.  When 
oboists indicate the measurement of the gouge, they are usually speaking of the side measurement below the ears 
on a shaped piece of cane, since the sides are cut away during the shaping process.  I normally set my gouging 
machines to measure .60 in the center and .47-.48 on the sides of the shaped cane.

When the pregouged cane is in a dry state, it must be soaked prior to gouging. It must be soaked enough that the 
cane will not crack during the process of gouging. I usually soak it in hot tap water for approximately 7-10 min-
utes, depending on the density of the cane. I take it out of the water and set it on a towel.  The moisture on the cane 
will continue to be absorbed. I never take cane directly out of the water and gouge it, as it can harm the gouging 
machine, causing rust to develop on the blade.

Cane Quality and Level of Sorption

Certainly, variations in growing conditions such as weather and the levels of micro-nutrients in the soil will make 
a difference in the quality of cane.  Just like wine, there are certain years that stand out as having superior cane.  
I bought one batch of Alliaud cane in 1984 that was far superior to anything I had ever used before, nor have I 
had anything like it since then.  When John Mack was preparing to go on tour to Europe, performing the Mozart 
Concerto with the Cleveland Orchestra, I gave him several tubes from this batch of cane.  He wrote to me while 
on tour that he had played all of the performances on just one reed from that cane.

It is a rare luxury to have great cane.  However, I have found that by controlling the manner in which the cane is 
processed, the cane can be improved.  Most cane seems to work better if it is allowed to partially age at some point 
during the process of preparation.  Once the cane has been split, guillotined and pregouged, it will age quicker.  I 
have found that some cane works best if it is pregouged and then laid aside for two to three months.  Another batch 
of cane works better if gouged and then laid aside for two to three weeks before making a reed.  Take note that if the 
cane is allowed to age too much in the gouged state, it will tend to lose elasticity and the ability to vibrate properly.  

Another consideration when processing the cane in stages is that several cycles of absorption-desorption will 
cause the cane to swell and shrink.  As cane dries, it does not completely revert to its prior state.  We often refer to 
this as warping.  Processing the cane over time and going through several cycles of absorption-desorption allows 
you to address this problem and stabilize the cane.  It is best if any deformation of the cane structure takes place 
prior to gouging and shaping the cane and completing the reed.

The amount of time needed to soak cane will depend on its cell structure.  A  dense cane will require more time for 
soaking, since it is water repelling.  The cane will absorb less water, resulting in less swelling.  Conversely, a soft 
cane can take on too much water and swell excessively.  When cane is over soaked it may become brittle, but this 
can be used to an advantage with soft cane.  If soft cane is purposely over soaked, pregouged and aged for several 
months before doing the final gouging, the cane can become usable.  One must experiment in order to find each 
batch of cane’s needs for achieving optimum results. 

When gouging cane, the optimum sorption level of the finished reed should be taken into consideration.  This is the 
point of hydration at which the reed will perform best.  The amount of sorption or hydration affects the manner in 
which the cane vibrates.  When hydrated, the reed will become less stiff, allowing for better vibrations.  But if the 
completed reed is allowed to over soak, the performance of the reed will be adversely affected and the swelling 
of the cane structure can make it unplayable.
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This swelling of the cane structure is a factor when gouging.  When the cane is in a swollen state or over soaked, 
the gouging machine may remove more cane than desired.  In addition, the blade will not produce a clean cut and 
can tear at the fibers of cane, resulting in the inner surface of the cane not being smooth.  A rough surface can cre-
ate friction and slow air movement in the finished reed, resulting in problems of timbre.  My own experience has 
been that  this situation results in reeds that have noise or lack clarity in the tone.

Ideally, the sorption level of the cane when it is gouged should be the same level of sorption as the finished reed.   
I have found that the gouge measurements can vary as much as .05mm depending on the level of sorption. If I 
measure a piece of cane at the time that it is gouged and then  let it thoroughly dry, I frequently will get a different 
set of measurements. If I then soak it as I would before shaping, I might get a third set of measurements.

Cane has a wide range of density or hardness.  By varying the gouge, we can compensate for the quality of the 
cane.  A very hard cane may necessitate the use of a little lighter gouge, while softer cane may need more strength 
built into the gouge.  One may also find that some cane works well in the summer months, while during the winter 
months, a more dense cane is necessary.  Ideally, one should have a large supply of cane on hand.  It is not possible 
to make all cane work effectively.  There will be a certain amount that will be discarded.  Try cane from several 
different suppliers and experiment on your own to find what you have to do to achieve optimum results.

 
 


