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How To Play The Didgeridoo

The Ancient Art of
the Didgeridoo: A
Beginner's Guide

The didgeridoo is one of the oldest wind
instruments on Earth, with a rich
cultural heritage that stretches back
tens of thousands of years. Originating
from the Indigenous peoples of

northern Australia, this long, hollow
wooden instrument produces a deep,
resonant, and captivating drone that
seems to vibrate through the body
itself. For many, the sound of the
didgeridoo is not just music; it is a
meditation, a storytelling device, and a
connection to the land. If you have ever
been mesmerized by its earthy hum
and wondered how to play the
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ﬂWidoo, you are about to embark
a‘Tewarding journey. Learning this

instrument is less about reading sheet
music and more about mastering your
own breath, body, and rhythm. This
guide will walk you through everything
you need to know, from choosing your
first didgeridoo to producing your first
circular breath.

Understanding the
Didgeridoo: More
Than Just a Hollow

Before diving into technique, it helps to
understand what you are working with.
Traditional didgeridoos are made from
eucalyptus branches or trunks that
have been hollowed out by termites.
Modern versions can be made from PVC
pipe, agave, bamboo, or even
fiberglass. The instrument is essentially
a resonant tube that amplifies the
vibrations created by your lips. The
length and shape of the instrument
affect its pitch, with longer didgeridoos
producing a deeper sound. While you
can spend hundreds or even thousands
of dollars on a handcrafted piece,
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beginners often start with a simple,
affordable didgeridoo to learn the
fundamentals of how to play the
didgeridoo without a major
investment.

Choosing Your First
Instrument

For learning purposes, the best
didgeridoo is the one you can actually
play comfortably. Look for a
mouthpiece that fits your mouth
well—not too large and not too small. A
diameter of around 3 to 4 centimeters
is typical. Most importantly, ensure the
instrument has a good seal at the

mouthpiece so that air does not escape
around your lips. If you are using a PVC
didgeridoo, you can soften the
mouthpiece edge with a little sanding
or by adding a beeswax mouthpiece to
create a comfortable seal. The goal at
this stage is to remove any physical
barriers that might frustrate your
efforts to learn how to play the
didgeridoo.

The Foundation:
Making the Drone
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2. Plgeﬁ\ﬁuouthpiece gently

....................................................................................... against your Iips. Do not jam it
against your teeth. The
mouthpiece should rest on your
lips, not inside your mouth.

3. Make a buzzing sound. Without
the instrument, practice making a
"brrr" sound with your lips. It
should feel like a motorboat or a
horse's whinny. Your lips should

The drone is the core sound of the
didgeridoo. To produce it, you need to
create a sustained vibration with your
lips, similar to blowing a raspberry or
buzzing your lips like a horse. It is the
same basic idea as playing a brass
instrument, but with a relaxed, open

mouth. _
vibrate freely.
Step-by-Step to Your First 4. Apply the buzz to the
Drone didgeridoo. Place your buzzing
lips to the mouthpiece and blow a
1. Relax your face. Tension is the steady stream of air. You are
enemy of a good drone. Let your aiming for a continuous, steady

jaw hang slightly loose. vibration.
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5. Adjust your mouth shape. If no
sound comes out, try shaping
your mouth as if you are saying
"00" or "oh." This opens the back
of your throat and allows more air
to flow. If the sound is too airy,
try tightening the corners of your
mouth slightly to focus the buzz.

It is common to get a sound for only a
second or two at first. That is perfectly
normal. The key to mastering how to
play the didgeridoo at this stage is
consistency. Practice holding that buzz
for as long as you can, aiming for a
steady pitch without squeaking. Once
you can hold a drone for five to ten
seconds, you have crossed the first

major hurdle.

The Secret Weapon:
Circular Breathing

This is the technique that defines
didgeridoo playing and allows you to
create a continuous, uninterrupted
sound for minutes on end. Circular
breathing might sound complex, but it
is a skill that can be broken down into
manageable steps. It involves storing
air in your cheeks and then using that
air to sustain the instrument while you
inhale quickly through your nose.
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Mastering Circular Breathing o Step 2: The Straw Exercise.

Step by Step Get a glass of water and a straw.
Fill your cheeks with air and push
Many people try to learn circular it through the straw to create
breathing on the instrument and get bubbles. While bubbles are
frustrated. A better approach is to flowing from your cheeks, quickly
practice the mechanics away from the inhale through your nose. Try to
didgeridoo. keep the bubbles constant. This

mimics exactly what your body
needs to do on the didgeridoo.
e Step 3: Cheek-to-Lung

e Step 1: The Puff of Air. Fill your
cheeks with air (like a pufferfish).
Keep your lips sealed, and then

push the air out of your mouth Transition. The most important
using only your cheek muscles. part of circular breathing is the
You should be able to produce a transition. When you are pushing
steady stream of air for a few air from your cheeks, your lungs
seconds. Do not use your lungs are empty and you are about to

for this. inhale. The moment you inhale
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through your nose, you must
switch from pushing with your
cheeks to blowing from your
lungs. This transition should be
seamless.

e Step 4: Apply to the
Didgeridoo. Once you can keep
a straw bubbling continuously,
return to your didgeridoo. Start
your drone. As you feel your
lungs running out of air, puff your
cheeks out and begin pushing air
from your cheeks. While doing
this, quickly inhale through your
nose. Then switch back to lung
power. Your drone might wobble
at first, but with practice, it will

become smooth.

Circular breathing is often the most
challenging part of learning how to
play the didgeridoo, but do not be
discouraged. Most people need several
weeks of daily practice to get a reliable
circular breath. The freedom it gives
you, however, is immense. You will no
longer be limited by the size of your
lungs.

Adding Vocalizations
and Rhythms

Once you have a steady drone and a
basic circular breath, the real fun
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begins. The didgeridoo is not just a
monotone instrument; it is a canvas for
rhythms, animal sounds, and vocal
effects. These sounds are created by
modifying your voice, tongue, and
throat while maintaining the drone.

Common Vocal Effects

e Pulse or "Stab" Sounds: These
are created by quickly pushing a
burst of air from your diaphragm
or throat while keeping the drone
going. They sound like a rhythmic
"huh" or "duh" layered over the
drone.

e Animal Calls: The most famous
didgeridoo effect is the dingo

how! or the kookaburra sound.
You can create these by making a
high-pitched "yoo" sound with
your voice while you drone. Your
vocal cords produce a second
pitch that harmonizes or clashes
with the drone pitch. Experiment
with different vowel sounds and
pitches.

Tongue Rhythms: Use your
tongue to interrupt the airflow.
Try saying "ta-ka-ta-ka" or "da-ra-
da-ra" into the mouthpiece. The
"ta" sound will produce a sharper,
percussive effect, while "da" will
be softer. This is a fundamental
way to create syncopated
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rhythms.

e Belly Laugh Lilt: Imagine you
are laughing from your stomach.
This rhythmic pulsing of the
diaphragm can create a "wobble"
effect in the drone, which is
excellent for dance rhythms.

When you first try to add vocalizations,
your drone might break. That is
expected. The goal is to learn to isolate
your lips (which make the drone) from
your throat and tongue (which make
the effects). A great exercise is to
practice saying "whooo" while holding a
lip buzz. The "w" sound forces your
throat to constrict rhythmically, which
is the foundation of many didgeridoo

rhythms.

Developing a Rhythm
Vocabulary

Traditional Aboriginal playing often
follows a structure that mimics the
natural world—wind, water, animals,
and walking. As you learn how to play
the didgeridoo, you will develop your
own rhythmic patterns. Start with a
simple pulse: drone for four beats, then
add a tongue "tah" on beat 2. Then try
it on beat 4. Then try a pattern: drone,
drone, "tah," drone. As you get
comfortable, combine these with your
circular breathing to create a seamless
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flow. Record yourself and listen back. It
is amazing how quickly you can go from
a simple drone to a complex, layered
rhythm.

Posture and Breath

Your body is part of the instrument.
How you hold yourself directly affects
your sound. Sit on the edge of a chair
with your back straight but not rigid.
Hold the didgeridoo at a slight angle
away from your body. The mouthpiece
should come to your mouth, not the
other way around. This keeps your

throat open and allows for better
airflow and easier circular breathing.

Breathing from the
Diaphragm

Shallow chest breathing will limit your
stamina and make circular breathing
nearly impossible. You need to learn to
breathe from your diaphragm. Place
one hand on your belly. When you
inhale, your belly should push outward.
When you exhale, it should fall inward.
This is the opposite of "sucking your gut
in." Diaphragmatic breathing gives you
massive air capacity and control.
Practice this breathing pattern for a few
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minutes every day, even without the
instrument. It is the foundation of all
wind instrument playing, and it is
essential for how to play the
didgeridoo effectively.

Common Challenges
and How to
Overcome Them

Every beginner hits a few walls.
Knowing these roadblocks in advance
can save you frustration.

e Squeaking or Wavering

lips are too tense or you are
pushing too much air. Relax your
jaw and try a gentler stream of
air. Sometimes, a small
adjustment in mouthpiece
position makes all the difference.
Dizziness: If you feel
lightheaded, you are likely
hyperventilating. This is common
when you first start circular
breathing because you are taking
in more air than you are used to.
Stop, breathe normally, and
return to practice when you feel
steady. Your body will adapt over
time.

Drone: This usually means your e Inability to Circular Breathe:
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Do not rush this step. Spend a
week just doing the cheek-puff
and straw exercises. Many people
try to force circular breathing too
early and develop bad habits.
Master the transition with water
first, then move to the
didgeridoo.

Saliva Build-up: The didgeridoo
is a wet instrument. Saliva will
accumulate in the mouthpiece.
Simply tilt the instrument down
and let it drain, or gently blow it
out. Some players use a small
piece of cloth or a sponge in the
mouthpiece to reduce this. It is a
natural part of the instrument, so

do not let it discourage you.

Developing Your
Unique Style

While it is valuable to learn traditional
rhythms, the didgeridoo is also a
modern instrument used in world
music, electronic, and ambient genres.
Once you have the basics of how to
play the didgeridoo, feel free to
experiment. Try playing it softly for a
meditative hum, or loud and aggressive
for a tribal dance feel. Use your voice to
create melodies over the drone. Sing
into the instrument while you play. The
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didgeridoo is incredibly forgiving and
encourages personal expression. Many
players eventually learn to "overblow"
to produce higher harmonics, which
adds another layer of melody. This is an
advanced technique that comes once
you have complete control over your
drone.

Learning how to play the didgeridoo
is a journey into breath control, rhythm,
and deep listening. It is an instrument
that rewards patience and daily
practice. You do not need to be a
musician to start; you just need a
willingness to experiment and a
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