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Starting the Saxophone
1.
Assembling the instrument ready to play.

There are 7 components which need to be assembled accurately in order to be ready to play a note clearly.  These are:


The Body of the instrument;
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The Crook or Neck (the curved piece which fits into the Body).  NB. Some Soprano Saxes do not have a separate Crook, since this is built as part of the Body;
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The Mouthpiece (this might be black hard rubber or plastic.  More advanced Mouthpieces can be metal).
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The Ligature (the small metal or sometimes fabric item with screws which enable it to be tightened round the Mouthpiece).
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The Reed (the tapered bamboo item whose vibration actually makes the sound).
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The Cap (a metal or plastic cover provided to prevent the reed from damage when not being played).
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The Sling which supports the instrument while you are playing.  Soprano Saxophones might not have or need one.
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First, a note about reeds.  They come in strengths from 1 to 5 by half steps, the higher the number, the harder the reed.  Soft reeds are easier to play in terms of making a sound, but whilst they will enable you to get low notes, they are less likely to allow you to play high notes in tune or with a satisfactory tone.  Harder reeds will enable you to play the higher notes in tune but will make the lower notes more difficult to play, at least at any low volume.  A beginner should aim to be playing a 2½ after 6-9 months.  A reed of strength 2 is best to start with.  Strength 1½ is really a little too soft even for a beginner.
Mouthpiece Assembly.
When preparing to play, always assemble and prepare the Mouthpiece and reed before attempting to take the instrument out of its case.  It is always best to place the unopened case on the floor rather than on the table.  This is because accidents can happen and dropping the instrument a short distance is clearly less damaging than from a higher surface.
To prepare the Mouthpiece and reed, first take the Mouthpiece alone (without ligature or cap), and wet the flat surface generously with saliva.  (Yes, this is the reason that we do not generally let anyone else play our Mouthpiece without using disinfectant first!)  
Then do the same with the flat side of the reed.  Now place the reed onto the Mouthpiece, flat side to flat side, so that the curved ends of each are level.  There should be only a tiny glimpse of Mouthpiece visible beyond the end of the reed.  
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Next comes a test to see if this has been done satisfactorily.  Holding the Mouthpiece only (without touching the reed), turn it upside down to allow the reed to fall to the floor.  It shouldn’t!  If it does, you have not made it wet enough.  Repeat this test until it has been passed.  You should do this every time before putting the ligature onto the mouthpiece and reed. 
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The reason this is important is that the seal between the Mouthpiece and reed, created by the saliva, ensures that all your effort and breath is directed through the instrument and not wasted by being dispersed outside.  It is not possible to over-emphasise this.  It is a vital step, which must be carried out every time you pick up the instrument to play after it has been left for 20 minutes or more.  (Please also consult the section on putting the instrument away after use). 
Now make sure that the reed is central on the Mouthpiece, checking both the shaved portion and the thick end with a thumb on either side.  

Next, carefully slide the ligature onto the Mouthpiece with the reed in place.  Care is needed to ensure that the ligature does not damage the reed.  Reeds are replaceable and frequently have to be replaced, but they are not cheap and nothing can be more frustrating than to start to play and then to damage your last reed preventing any further practice.  
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The ligature can only be assembled on to the Mouthpiece one way (wide end first).  Push the ligature well down over the reed.  It is good to ensure it is well towards the bottom (thick end) of the reed.  Make sure that the ligature is not covering any part of the shaved portion of the reed.  Once in position, tighten the screws hand tight.  Be careful not to make the screws so tight they crush the reed, but short of that, the reed needs to be tightly gripped so that the only part which vibrates is the shaved portion.
The Mouthpiece is now assembled.  Replace the cap onto the Mouthpiece, and you are now ready to ease the Mouthpiece on to the crook.
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Connecting all the parts of the instrument together.
The cork of the Crook will almost certainly need to be lubricated with a small amount of grease before the mouthpiece will slide on far enough.  This will not be necessary every time, but might be needed quite frequently.  Damage can occur if the Mouthpiece and crook are forced together when the cork is dry. Any standard petroleum jelly from the pharmacist will do although you can buy tubes of specialist grease from music shops.  Be careful not to over grease the cork.  
Push the Mouthpiece onto the cork of the crook twisting as you do so. Push only until it starts to get tight.  Ensure that the screws of the ligature are on the bottom of the crook, that is, the side where the crook bends.  If you have a fabric ligature, the screw will be on the opposite side, on the top.
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Next, lay the crook in a safe place, on the floor or in the section of the case which keeps accessories etc.  Then place the supporting Sling over your head so that it lays flat on your chest.  
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Now, taking a good grip round the middle of the Saxophone, lift it from the case, and immediately hook the sling clip onto the hook at the rear of the instrument.  
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Once the instrument is held safely, you are ready to install the crook and Mouthpiece assembly into the top of the instrument.  You might need to loosen the retaining screw at the top of the Saxophone so that the crook assembly can be installed.  Ease the crook into place, twisting from side to side as you do so, in order to reduce the danger of damage to either part.  Then tighten the retaining screw so that the crook is held firmly.  When looking from the back of the instrument towards the bell, the crook should be slightly angled to the left, not straight ahead.
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Obtaining your first notes

(You might find it useful at this stage to fix a mouthpiece patch to the top of the mouthpiece.  These are soft plastic self-adhesive pads which can help to make the feel of the top teeth on the hard mouthpiece a little more pleasant.  They will also prevent your teeth from gradually wearing a recess in the plastic of the mouthpiece, thus making your mouthpiece last longer. These, as well as reeds, pullthroughs and other supplies, can be obtained from most good music shops.)

With the instrument held on the sling around your neck, and the bell pointing away from you, you should now place your right thumb under the hook which is situated at the back of the instrument about two thirds of the way down. 
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The left thumb should be placed on the button (usually black) about one third of the way down the instrument.  
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This paragraph applies to all except a Soprano Saxophone.  Push both thumbs directly away from the body, (not upwards) so that the main body of the instrument is vertical.  The sling supports the instrument; so that your hands are not used in any way as support, only to maintain the balance and to keep the Saxophone body vertical.  
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NB a Soprano Saxophone will not be held vertically.  If it is a straight Soprano, it will be held at 45 degrees to you body, or one with a curved neck will be at 25 degrees to your body.  A straight Soprano, will be supported by your right thumb.

In this position the tip of the reed should approach your mouth.  Adjust the height of the sling so that when you are standing straight and upright, the tip of the reed touches your bottom lip.  You should not have to bend your head, nor raise your chin.  
It will now be a good idea to find a mirror so that you can see yourself and the instrument, and check that you are standing upright and not in any awkward position.  Maintaining posture is very important from both the physical stress point of view and also to aid good breath control.  The other good reason to use the mirror is so that you do not look down at the keys whilst seeking the finger positions.  Clearly it is impossible to play whilst looking at the keys.
[image: image20.jpg]



With your left thumb on the rear button, you will be able to feel 5 keys with your left hand fingers at the front of the instrument.  You might see them in the mirror.  The highest of the five might be of spatula shape, whilst the other four are circular and are usually faced with either mother of pearl or black plastic.  The 3rd key down from the top is smaller than the 2nd 4th and 5th.  

Place your left index finger on the 2nd key down (keys are the pads and levers which you operate with your fingers) and close the key with normal hand pressure.  You should now have a good solid grip on the instrument, with both thumbs pushing away from your body in opposition to the sling held round your neck and left index finger pressing down the second key.  Take care not to press down any other keys with either hand at this time.  Gentle pressure on the keys is preferable to heavy pressing.
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Now lower your jaw and place the tip of the reed onto your lower lip about 2 centimetres in.  
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Push the mouthpiece further into your mouth, taking the bottom lip with it over the bottom teeth.  
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Close your top teeth onto the top of the mouthpiece.  
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You should now have a good grip of the mouthpiece assembly with your bottom teeth, bottom lip and top teeth squeezing the assembly quite tightly, but freely enough to allow the reed to vibrate.  
Breathe in through the mouth, then close the mouth ensuring no air can escape.  Tighten your cheek muscles so that when you breathe out your cheeks remain taut and do not puff out.  
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Now breathe out firmly through the mouthpiece.  If no sound appears at the first attempt, breathe somewhat more firmly.  Your first sound might be a squeak, but this is not negative.  At least it is a sound.  After a few attempts, a more satisfying and round sound should emerge.
Once you have achieved a sound, repeat the whole process, but this time, take a really deep breath and hold the note for as long as you possibly can.  Well done, you have now achieved one of the most difficult stages.

3.
Putting the Instrument away after playing.
This might sound obvious, and simply a reversal of the assembly process.  Well, indeed it is.  However, it is very important to emphasise how vital this procedure is.  Instruments are expensive items of precision manufacture, and there is a serious danger of damage if they are not kept safely when not in use.  Furthermore, dust and dirt collect on them when they are in the open, and these are likely to cause the efficiency of the instrument to be compromised.  With reed instruments, leaving the reed in the mouthpiece will cause it to deteriorate, making it more difficult to produce the desired sounds.  

Replacing the instrument in its case, and storing it in a safe place can take only a matter of a minute or two with practice, and is well worth the effort.

Start by separating all the parts of the instrument, and placing them on a soft surface, or a cloth or tissue.  Then, with a soft cloth or chamois, wipe over all parts without pressure to remove any finger marks or surface dust.  Do not attempt to poke anything into the crevices or between the keys as this can cause damage.

Take the mouthpiece apart, and dry the reed.  Take a small handkerchief -sized cloth or tissue, and push this into the mouthpiece to remove moisture.  If you fail to dry the reed, it will soon begin to rot.  If you do not dry the mouthpiece, it will soon produce an odour which will be very unpleasant.  
You can reassemble the mouthpiece and reed lightly when storing them in the case.  Take extra care not to damage the reed at this stage.  Minor chips at the side of the reed can be ignored, but as soon as there is any real damage to the tip, the reed must be discarded.

Another useful accessory is a Pullthrough.  This is a handkerchief-sized piece of lint-free cloth with a weighted cord, enabling it to be dropped through the parts of the instrument and mouthpiece to remove moisture and dust.  Always drop the Pullthrough in from the wider end of each part of the instrument.  If it becomes stuck, remove it the way it came.  You can obtain pullthroughs from any music shop.  You can also obtain “Pad Savers”, which can be left in the instrument in the case, continuing to absorb any residual moisture not removed by pulling through.

Then place the instrument in its case with each part in the correct place, and put the case into a safe place.  This should be away from radiators or fires, since these can have a negative effect on pads, etc.  Storing the case on the floor rather than at a height also reduces the possibility of the instrument becoming too warm. 

Your instrument will then be in the best possible condition for you when you next wish to play it.
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