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Instrument Assembly

Parts/Accessories
● Body, Neck, Reed, Mouthpiece, Ligature, Neck Strap
Steps
There are so many different ways to do this - this is my preferred way of assembly!
1. Put your neck strap on
2. Soak the reed in your mouth, or a cup of water
3. Put the mouthpiece on the neck - remove the ligature from the mouthpiece before you
slide it onto the cork.
4. Place the reed on the mouthpiece
a. First loosen the ligature and put it on the mouthpiece (this step will give beginners
less of a chance splitting their reed with their ligature.)
b. Take the reed and slide it under the ligature
i. Make sure the reed is centered down the middle of the MP
c. After alignment of reed tighten the ligature
5. Put the neck and mouthpiece into the body.
a. Hold neck at the base and gently rock it into the body
b. Be careful not to hold on near the top of the neck - this has the risk of bending the
neck!
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Quick Tips!
● When picking up the body of the saxophone be sure to hold it by the Bell with the Left
hand
● Keys and springs bend very easily on the saxophone - so be careful with hand placement
when putting parts together.
● A little bit of cork grease will do wonders for mouthpiece adjustment on the neck.
● Ligature first, then the reed!
Common Faults in Assembly
● Bent or out-of-line octave key
○ You can tell if this happens if the student plays any note below octave key G#. If
the octave key is bent or out-of-line the student will have difficulty producing
notes in the lower registers.
● Pressure on keys and rods - leads to bent keys
● Reed improperly placed on the mouthpiece
Sources
● Page 3 of A Practical Approach to Playing the Saxophone Steven Mauk
● Guide to Teaching Woodwinds Frederick W. Westphal
● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cz-aAIerTKc
Taimur
Sullivan
Assembling Your Instrument

Saxophone:
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Playing Posture
The saxophone must be considered as an extension of the body when posture comes into mind.
○ Make sure the saxophone is being brought to the body, not the body coming to the
saxophone.
1. Seated - Sit up straight: back away from the chair and both feet flat on the floor.
a. Side Position - Rest the left side of the bell against the right thigh. The leg and
neck strap support the weight of the instrument (Alto, Tenor, Baritone)
b. Front Position - Place the bell in between your legs. The instrument may rest
against the inside of the right thigh to help the neck strap support the weight.
(Alto, Tenor)
c. Soprano saxophone should be held out in front of approximately 60 degrees with
a straight neck, and 45 degrees with a curved neck.
2. Standing - Stand up straight and find a natural playing position that brings the saxophone
to the body.
** You can check your playing posture in the mirror, by video or pictures. With poor playing
posture you can inhibit proper breathing and good tone production.
● Correct neck strap length will do you wonders.
○ If the neck strap is too low the mouthpiece will be below the lower lip
○ If the neck strap is too high the mouthpiece will be above the top teeth
○ Both of these inhibit bringing the saxophone to you, instead it will cause you to
bring your body to the saxophone.
See photos below for proper playing posture on all four horns.

Hand Position
To achieve clean and even finger technique you must have proper hand position and a relaxed
body.
○ Hands should have a natural curve on the instrument (similar to resting a ball in
your hand, or eating a hamburger.)
1. Right hand
a. Right thumb - contacts the thumb rest on the flesh to the side of the thumb and at
the base of the nail. The pad of the thumb is against the body/plate on the
instrument.
b. Right pinky - this finger rests on the C/Eb key (bottom spatula key) and should be
in a natural curved position.
c. The remaining fingers fall into a natural curve with pads of the fingers resting in
the center or outer side of the pearls.
2. Left hand
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a. Left thumb - should always remain on the octave key thumb rest. It is positioned
at a 45 degree angle to the saxophone, pointing toward “2 o’clock.” Bend the
thumb at the upper joint to depress the octave key.
b. Let your fingers fall into a natural curve with the pads of the fingers resting in the
center or outer side of the pearls.
i. Pointer finger - skip the first pearl, and place your finger on the second
pearl
ii.
Middle Finger - skip the small pearl under the first finger and place your
finger on the fourth pearl
iii. Ring Finger - place this finger on the next pearl under the middle finger,
pearl number five!
c. Left pinky - this finger rests on the G-sharp key (top spatula key) and should be in
a natural curved position.

Common Posture/Position Issues
These issues will cause tension, discomfort, and inefficiency to the musician and their playing.
● Neck strap being too low or too high. This will cause the player to bring their body to the
saxophone.
● Left Thumb slides back and forth or hops over the octave key.
● Fingertips are not centered on the key pearls. Students will sometimes over extend their
fingers so the first joint of the knuckle rests on the pearls. This will cause sloppy and
slow technique.
● Tight tense fingers/wrists. Students that have a lot of tension in their fingers will also
cause sloppy uneven technique. This is also seen when depressing the keys, which
should be done lightly not with much pressure.
Tone quality, intonation, technique, and interpretation are all affected if the playing
position causes discomfort to the player!

Sources
● A Practical Approach to Playing the Saxophone Steven Mauk
● Guide to Teaching Woodwinds Frederick W. Westphal
● The Art of Saxophone Playing Larry Teal
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Proper soprano saxophone - straight neck standing posture

Improper soprano saxophone posture. The neck strap is too low on the left causing the player to
lower their head. The neck strap is too high which does not allow for the saxophone to be
pushed out in a 60 degree angle.
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Proper seated posture for straight neck soprano saxophone.
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Proper alto saxophone standing posture

Improper alto saxophone posture. Neck strap too high on the left, and too low on the
right.
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Proper seated posture for the alto saxophone in the middle.

Proper seated posture for the alto saxophone on the side.
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Proper tenor saxophone standing posture

Improper tenor saxophone posture. Neck strap too high on the left, and too low on the
right.
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Proper seated posture for the tenor saxophone in the middle.

Proper seated posture for the tenor saxophone on the side.
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Proper standing posture for the Baritone sax

Improper standing posture
Neck strap too low

Neck strap too high
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Proper Seated Posture

Common Improper Seated Posture: right arm resting on
right thigh, and neck strap too low.
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Embouchure Formation/Tone Production

Forming the Embouchure
● Place the teeth on the top of the mouthpiece, lower teeth covered by the red of the lip, we
do not want the entire lip over the teeth, the lip and teeth should meet just where the
vermillion of the lip ends, then tuck the corners of the mouth in like a drawstring bag.
● Top teeth anchor, lower lip acts as a cushion.
● “Ooo” in the lips
Common Embouchure Problems
○ Too much lower lip pressure (aka biting): this causes the tone to sound pinched
and thin.
○ Not enough pressure/support from the lips/teeth: this causes the tone to be
unstable.
○ Too much mouthpiece in the mouth: the tone will be honky.
○ Not enough mouthpiece in the mouth: dull lifeless tone.
○ Our air is constantly flowing when playing the saxophone, and our tongue acts as
a valve that changes the speed of the air.
Tone
“Saxophone tone should be as flexible as a string instrument, as powerful as one of the brasses,
and possess an expressive power equal to that of the cello.” - Adolphe Sax
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The tone of the saxophone should be consistent throughout all registers of the saxophone. This
can be obtained with beginners by encouraging them to play with a full sound right from the
start. Doing this will allow for the embouchure muscles to develop - which will allow them to
explore all ranges of the saxophone and develop a consistent desirable tone.
It is also important to provide beginning saxophonists with recordings of professional
saxophonists. Examples like: Timothy McCallister, Joseph Lulloff, Debra Richtmeyer,
Christopher Creviston, Connie Frigo. Or saxophone Quartets : Capitol Quartet, Kenari Quartet,
H2 Quartet, Prism.
Listening can be as productive as practicing - it will allow for students to set goals towards a tone
and color they want to produce.
An important factor to a good tone is well supported air:
● Air: The proper use of air aids in the production of a stable tone and accurate intonation.
Creating a steady well-supported airstream can be a strange concept for beginners to
grasp.
○ When breathing we want to avoid tension and excessive movement especially in
the shoulders. Continue on the Voicing for some great exercises for creating a
supportive air stream.
Quick tips
● Saxophone Embouchure is the formation of the lips around the mouthpiece and reed.
Similar to a rubber band!
● Teeth should be placed approximately where the reed and the mouthpiece touch. You can
find this by taking a piece of paper then sliding it in between the reed and mouthpiece
window, where the piece of paper stops is where the teeth should be placed and how
much mouthpiece should be in the mouth.
● Keep your chin very flat- think about drawing the chin down into a V
● Corners drawn inwards - no smiles
● Avoid biting or upward pressure into the reed
● Muscles need to stay engaged but the embouchure stays open and relaxed at the same
time.
Sources:
● A Practical Approach to Playing the Saxophone Steven Mauk
● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4zhYtYp6Yo4 Taimur Sullivan Saxophone: Creating
an Embouchure
● The Art of Saxophone Playing Larry Teal
● Guide to Teaching Woodwinds Fredrick W. Westphal
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Articulation
Articulation on the saxophone can be thought of as attack and release. We can think of our
tongue as a valve that controls the air which vibrates the reed.
When articulating our tongue starts on the reed and with removing the tongue we allow for the
reed to vibrate, which produces the tone.
To experiment with that concept try this:
1. Inhale
2. Place upper teeth on the mouthpiece
3. Form an embouchure
4. Touch tip of reed with the tongue and hold it there
5. Bring air stream to point of reed
6. Release tongue
The point of this exercise is to understand that the contact of the tongue is not meant to serve as
an air valve but to prevent the reed from vibrating.
Where should the tongue and reed come in contact?
○ Slight back of the tip of the tongue to the tip of the reed (this can vary with tongue
shapes and size)
When teaching articulation to beginners we want to make sure they are playing with a nice full
sound, and at a loud dynamic. This will enforce proper breath support and control that is
imperative for proper articulation.
○ What syllables should you introduce for articulation?
○ I suggest that you introduce syllables like “Da” and “La.” These softer syllables
will allow for the student to create a less harsh articulation as opposed “Ta” or
“Too.”
○ You can also introduce your students to starting the note with just their air - then
introducing a harder articulation syllable. This will enforce proper breath support
and a firm embouchure.
*Encourage students to begin notes with just their air as well - air attacking is a secret weapon
that we have, that is very revealing when it comes to voicing.
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Common Articulation Problems in Beginners
○ Hard Attack - this usually results in either too much tongue pressure against the reed in
relation to the amount of breath support or too much tongue in contact with the reed.
This can sound almost like a slap.
○ Jaw Movement While Articulating - this is the result of too large or too violent
movements of the tongue. Rather than just moving the front part of the tongue - the
student is moving the entire tongue.
○ Air articulating - this results in not using any tongue to articulate, there usually is a very
throaty sound in the students playing. Although you can start the note with just your air,
we do not want to encourage students to solely depend on air articulation when
articulating continuously.
Effective articulation is entirely dependent upon proper breath support and control of the
instrument!
Our tongue is a valve not a hammer!
Sources
● A Practical Approach to Playing the Saxophone Steven Mauk
● Guide to Teaching Woodwinds Frederick W. Westphal
● The Art of Saxophone Playing Larry Teal
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Saxophone Vibrato
Vibrato is a natural embellishment that consists of a rapid, slight variation in pitch that helps
produce a stronger or richer tone.
○ There are many different ways that one can produce vibrato, this could be done by:
○ Lip vibrato, throat vibrato, diaphragm vibrato, and the most desirable and popular
technique in the saxophone community, jaw vibrato.
○ Jaw Vibrato:
○ The success of this technique is dependent on the position of the jaw, a relaxed
throat, breath support, and the support from a strong embouchure.
○ To start, begin by forming the correct embouchure (away from the instrument)
and say “Vah-vah-vah-vah.” Moving your jaw up and down slightly, not
backward and forward.
○ There are many different amplitudes of vibrato that can be achieved - you can risk
being too wide or too narrow - this can be checked using the app Tuneable! Or by
recording yourself and listening back.
○ For Beginners:
○ Start by having your student play a second line g.
○ Take your (the students) right hand and put it on your chin/lower jaw.
○ Lower your chin slightly so you can hear a change in the pitch, bring it back up to
the normal position
○ This will allow for your students to feel the sensation of the jaw moving too much
- but also provide them with the sound of a pitch bend.
○ You can then work in the “Vah” syllable once they understand the concept of
slight jaw movements.
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Quick Tips
○ Always remind students that the vibrato for saxophone goes below the pitch: we want to
make sure students are not biting into the reed!
○ Encourage students to start with a wide vibrato when starting out, then refine it from
there. This will help avoid the shaky nervous vibrato that many of us start out with.
○ To practice vibrato try setting your metronome between quarter notes equal 60 and 80,
practice vibrato in eighths, triplets, sixteenths, quintuplets, sextuplets etc.
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Gaining Awareness: An Introduction to Voicing
By Olivia Phaneuf
I’ve created this resource for teachers, and beginner/intermediate saxophonists to gain awareness
of their tongue while playing the saxophone. This resource will explore the many facets of
Voicing; including where to begin, exercises in gaining awareness, variables for success,
common problems, and the importance of precision of language. We will explore different
schools of thought because not one is superior to the other. We are all unique learners - so why
have one set path for success?
The ability to manipulate and control the tongue while playing the saxophone will improve the
player’s tone, intonation, and control of the saxophone. Many people believe that tongue
position/manipulation only facilitates access to the upper register on the saxophone - although
this is true, being able to make minute changes to the tongue position will allow the player to
gain stability in their playing and overall tone.
When/Where to Start:
● Right here, right now.
● Ways to introduce tongue awareness:
○ We need to become obnoxiously aware of our tongue. Ways to do this?
■ Have a conversation with your student and prompt it with this: Tell me
about your favorite _______ and while you talk I want you to pay extra
attention to the movement in your tongue.
■ Natural resting position: ask the student to relax their tongue and describe
to you what they feel (Teeth (front, back bottom, top), tissue (sides of the
mouth, the roof of the mouth, bottom of the mouth.))
■ Vocalizing vowels: Eee, Eh, Ah, Oh, Ooo
■ Whistling high to low, low to high
■ Bite the tip of the tongue vocalize Eee to Ah
○ All of the exercises above will allow for the student to notice motion in the
tongue, high tongue position vs. low tongue position, and resting vs. active tongue
position.
○ It’s key to remember that this may take some time for students to notice tongue
movement. Patience and persistence will aid in their success.
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○
The Variables for Success:
Embouchure. Air. (Tongue.) The Triangle
● Embouchure: for the student to have success in the area of voicing and tongue
awareness they need to have a proper balanced embouchure.
○ Place the teeth on the top of the mouthpiece, lower teeth covered by the red of the
lip, we do not want the entire lip over the teeth, the lip and teeth should meet just
where the vermillion of the lip ends, then tuck the corners of the mouth in like a
drawstring bag.
○ Top teeth anchor, lower lip acts as a cushion.
○ “Ooo” in the lips
● Common Embouchure Problems
○ Too much lower lip pressure (aka biting): this causes the tone to sound pinched
and thin.
○ Not enough pressure/support from the lips/teeth: this causes the tone to be
unstable.
○ Too much mouthpiece in the mouth: the tone will be honky.
○ Not enough mouthpiece in the mouth: dull lifeless tone.
● Air: The proper use of air aids in the production of a stable tone and accurate intonation.
Creating a steady well-supported airstream can be a strange concept for beginners to
grasp.
○ When breathing we want to avoid tension and excessive movement especially in
the shoulders.
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○ Our air is constantly flowing when playing the saxophone, and our tongue acts as
a valve that changes the speed of the air.
○ Encourage students to “inflate the lungs”
■ Have the student lie on the ground and place a pillow or light-weight
object on their abdomen while they breathe, they will watch the object
move up on their inhale and down on the exhale.
■ Other Breathing exercises:
● Simple breathing: in for 4 out for 4, in for 4 out for 8, in for 2 out
for 6, in for 2 out for 12, in for 1 out for 16. Encourage students to
form their embouchure while exhaling, it will strengthen the
embouchure muscles and provide some resistance.
● Sip, Sip (breathing extension): Breath in for 4 counts filling up as
much as possible, hold your breath for 2 counts, then take 2 sips of
air, then breathe out for 4 counts. * If you are able to take the 2
sips in easily you did not take in enough air during the initial 4
counts.
● Visualization: using a pinwheel or a spirometer to measure the
amount of air you are using while doing the exercises above
○ Pin the Paper: Take a piece of paper and hold it against a
wall, take a deep breath and get ready to pin the paper to
the wall with your air. Time yourself and see how long your
air can hold the paper to the wall!

