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Introduction

The method book you are now using was written to help you learn how to play the Saxophone. That book contains information on holding your saxophone, making a sound, reading music, playing different notes, and much more.

This book will teach you additional information about your instrument to help you better understand how it works, how to work it, care for it, and how to be a more knowledgeable saxophonist.

The first section of this book reviews information that might be on the first few pages of your method book. Even if you know that information, spend a few moments reading this section to see if you can find something you have not yet learned. You will be learning information about the saxophone that not many students will ever know.

You do not have to read this book in the order in which the chapters appear. Start at any chapter that interests you, and then, as you progress, move to the chapters related to your saxophone studies. Because you can read any chapter, some needed information is repeated to cover the issue under study.

NOTE: In music, the term head joint can also be written as one word. You might see it as headjoint.




Chapter 1 What Are the Parts of My Saxophone?

The Instrument—The saxophone is made of brass and uses a single reed mouthpiece. The instrument is made in three sections. The mouthpiece (A), neck (B), and body (C).
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Saxophone Parts



Below is a picture of a saxophone with its parts labeled. Take out your saxophone and locate the labeled parts on your instrument.
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(http://www.bing.com/images/search, 2014) “Free to share and use commercially.”

A closeup shows how the neck (A) is placed into the body (B), being careful not to bend the octave key (C).
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Detailed Saxophone Parts



This section is repeated in the appendix with page numbers for easy reference.
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Bell
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Body
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Bridge (octave, pin) Key
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Pad cup




[image: chap1_fig_008]


Key Springs, wire, needle, flat
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Ligature
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Mouthpiece
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Key System
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Neck
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Octave Key
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Pad
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Resonator
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Tone Hole
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Reed
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Tenon
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Posts
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Springs






Chapter 2 How Does My Saxophone Work?

Sound Production

The Mouthpiece—Sound is produced on a saxophone by a single cane reed attached by a ligature to a mouthpiece.
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Reed
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Ligature




[image: chap2_fig_003]


Ligature/Mouthpiece
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Complete Assembly



As you send a stream of air against the reed/mouthpiece combination, the reed is set in motion, vibrating against the mouthpiece. This sets the column of air in the instrument’s body to vibrate, producing a sound. The quality of that sound is the result of the mouthpiece/reed combination.

The bore of the mouthpiece is the point where the mouthpiece, carrying the “raw” generated sound, meets the bore of the instrument and begins to become a tone. As such, the mouthpiece’s bore must match the instrument’s bore to allow a smooth, uninterrupted surface for the vibrating column of air to travel into the instrument.

To set up a mouthpiece for use, place the mouthpiece on the neck, place a reed (A) on the flat side of the mouthpiece (B) so that a credit card’s thickness of the mouthpiece is showing above the tip of the reed (C).


[image: chap2_fig_005]


Place a ligature (D) with the two screws in the back over the reed and mouthpiece to the level of the marking on the mouthpiece. The two screws (E) are on the lower portion of the ligature and reed. Tighten the two screws.
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Complete Mouthpiece Ready to Play



Embouchure—The position of your lips and facial muscles when playing your saxophone is called your embouchure. The figure below shows a side view of a mouthpiece facing, which gradually slopes away from the plane of the table. In this area, the reed can vibrate and produce a sound. The reed vibrates from that point up.
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Mouthpiece Facing



Setting your embouchure is a very individual process. It can vary greatly depending on your mouth, dental, and lip structure. The following information is a general description of what is needed for the process. Yours may be different. Always follow the advice of your teacher. To set your embouchure:

1. Pull back your lower lip over your lower teeth just enough to form a pad for the teeth. Too much padding will restrict the reed’s vibration.

2. Place the mouthpiece in your mouth with the reed resting on your lower lip at the point where the reed begins to slope away from the lay of the mouthpiece.

3. That point will vary depending on the size and shape of your lips and the shape of your lower teeth. Trial and error will help find the sweet spot to produce a saxophone tone.

4. With your upper teeth firmly on top of your mouthpiece, close your lips around the mouthpiece with a slight smile, keeping the corners of the mouth firm so that no air can escape.

5. Keep your chin muscles firm and pull down.

6. After all the above, blow gently into the mouthpiece, adjusting it slightly in and out of your mouth until a good saxophone sound occurs.

7. Keep your cheek muscles firm when blowing into the mouthpiece to avoid puffy cheeks.

Tuning

Before tuning, a saxophone should be played for a minute to warm it up. To tune your saxophone, twist the mouthpiece slightly in or out of the neck. Moving it in raises the pitch, and moving it out lowers the pitch.
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Moving Mouthpiece



Mechanically speaking, this is all you can do to tune a saxophone. However, there are playing adjustments that you can make to improve intonation. The saxophone depends on you, the player, to produce the sound through your embouchure. Learning how to do so can have a great effect on intonation.

Selecting a reed and mouthpiece is important when working for good intonation. These should be chosen with the guidance of your teacher or a saxophone professional. After the selection, playing in tune becomes a matter of embouchure. Tighter or looser embouchures with proper placement of the mouthpiece in the mouth are what control pitch.
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Mouthpiece Parts labeled



The facing is the side where the reed is placed. It is the placement of the reed on the facing that produces the sound. Facing can be short, medium, or long.

Longer facings favor lower sounds.

Shorter facings favor higher sounds.

And medium facings strike a balance.

Medium facing will probably be best for most students.

See Saxophone Mouthpiece Design in the appendix for more information on this topic.

Saxophone Key System

The saxophone key system has the same mechanics as other woodwind instruments, using padded keys to cover the tone holes. A difference in the saxophone pads is that they are usually covered with leather instead of with fish skin or sheepskin used on other woodwind instrument pads. This covering is necessary because the large size of the tone holes and the force of the strike of the keys against the tone holes result in increased wear on the pads. Their large size also makes the pads more likely to collect moisture from your breath, leading to more rapid deterioration. Because leather pads are stronger, they hold up better under those conditions.
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Leather Key Pad



The pads cover 18 to 21 tone holes, depending on the model of the instrument. The tone holes are graduated in size, starting from the top, where the smallest holes are located, to the largest holes at the lowest end of the body. The two vent or octave holes mentioned previously are located nearest the mouthpiece.
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Saxophone Tone Holes



The saxophone key system has six tone holes on the front of the instrument’s body. Depending on the design of the saxophone, an additional sixteen to eighteen tone holes are placed in different locations to complete the notes on the instrument.

Finger Placement

The six basic tone holes are fingered by your index, middle, and third fingers of each hand. Your left-hand fingers control the upper three keys, and your right-hand fingers control the lower three keys. All the other keys are played by your thumb and pinky finger on each hand and the side of your index fingers.
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Finger Placement



When playing the saxophone, the sound-producing length of the instrument is as long as the distance between the mouthpiece (A) and the first open hole (B). As you cover the holes by pressing the keys, the instrument becomes longer and the sound lower.
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Effective Length



When a saxophone is at rest, some tone holes in the body are closed, and others are open. An open key is one that, when at rest, is not covering the hole it services. That hole is open, but it has a key to cover it when necessary.
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Open Key



A closed key refers to a key that, when at rest, covers and seals the hole it services.
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Closed Key



The charts on the following pages show which finger is used for each key, the key system on a saxophone, and a basic fingering chart.

Chart Showing which Finger Is Used for Each Key.
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Saxophone Key System
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Reproduced with permission from the Brand Instrument Repair Manual by Erick Brand

Basic Saxophone Fingering Chart

To finger a note, press the filled-in keys or levers in the chart. The side keys are pressed by the side of each hand at the first knuckle.
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Summary—Because the saxophone is a mechanically complicated instrument, it can have between 22 and 24 keys, each with parts that make those keys function. Your finger placement on those keys and how you work them will control the many notes you will be playing. Your fingering of those keys increases and decreases the vibrating column of air to produce sound. Learning the saxophone’s parts and how they work will make you a more rounded musician.

NOTES
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