The Saxophone: Dawn of a New Musical Era
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 Upon hearing the saxophone, Berlioz described it as being “…At one time deeply quiet, at another full of emotion; dreamy, melancholic, sometimes with the hush of an echo… I do not know of any instrument having this specific tone-quality, bordering on the limits of the audible.” All of this, along with an endless array of expressive qualities, was achieved by one man, Adolphe Sax. The saxophone family consists of remarkable instruments with many unique qualities that have evolved over time beginning with their invention, their struggle to be accepted, their modifications for jazz, and their perfection by the Selmer company. 


The saxophone family includes many instruments ranging in size from the tiny sopranino to the colossal contrabass. Adolphe Sax’s original patent covered fourteen saxophones divided into two groups of seven for orchestra and military. The modern saxophone family consists of seven instruments. The smallest saxophones are the sopranino and soprano. They lack the characteristic curve of the saxophone and are completely straight. The most common saxophone and the one people are most familiar with is the alto. It was the first to be used in an orchestra. Larger than the alto is the tenor, the most widely used jazz saxophone. Larger still is the baritone, a very low-pitched instrument used mostly in jazz. Finally, the two giants of the saxophone family are the bass and contrabass, both very rare and scarcely heard (Dearling 33). 

All of these instruments were invented by one man, Adolphe Sax. Sax’s father, Charles Sax, was an instrument maker, so Adolphe Sax’s life from birth was centered on music. Even as a child Sax was learning the skills needed for instrument production. He received a standard musical education at the Brussels Conservatory where he studied voice, flute, and clarinet. Charles Sax was mainly concerned with the production of the instruments giving Sax a chance to experiment in the workshop (Ingham 1-2). Through this experimentation, Sax developed several goals for an ideal instrument. He wanted an instrument that could bridge the gap between clarinets and tenor brass (Dearling 32; Rascher “Once More…” 1) , that would overblow at the octave instead of the clarinet’s slightly higher twelfth, that would take the place of weaker military woodwinds (Dearling 32), and that would contain all the flexibility of the strings, the power of the brass, and the variety in tone qualities of the woodwinds (Rascher “Once More…” 1). Sax brought all of these goals to fulfillment through his invention of the saxophone.


As a container for such a multitude of traits, the saxophone has many unique qualities. Sax knew that to achieve his goals he would need a single-reed instrument with a metal conical bore (Rascher “Once More…” 2). He also made sure that he could implement the new sophisticated keywork designed for other woodwinds (Dearling 32). The result of his work led to the development of the most expressive and flexible of the wind instruments, surpassed only by the diverse and expressive qualities found in the human voice. The saxophone is similar to the human voice in that it conveys the player’s emotions to the listener (Ingham 1). It has been praised by many great musicians such as Rossini, Berlioz, and Meyerbeer for its beautiful expressive abilities and numerous possibilities (Rascher “…Modern Times” 1).

It would be assumed that an instrument with so much potential would be readily accepted into the musical community; however, this was not so. The Brussels Exhibition of 1841 would have been the first public appearance of the saxophone, but when Sax left his display for a while, he came back to see that his new saxophone had been violently kicked by an unknown spectator leaving it unfit for the exhibition (Ingham 3). Later, in 1845, the French government announced the reform of the French military band and requested that instrument makers send in new instruments to be considered. Desperate to do anything to make his instruments more widely known, only Sax fully responded. A contest was held between a band with traditional instrumentation and one with Sax’s instruments, including the saxophone, before an audience of 20,000. Each band played, and it was obvious that the crowd favored Sax’s band. The French government declared a near monopoly on Sax’s instruments (Ingham 5; Rascher “Once More…” 3). Because of Sax’s victory, all instrument makers faced financial ruin. They came together to form the United Association of Instrument Makers to protect their business from Sax. They constantly fought Sax’s patent on the saxophone forcing Sax to fight back while wasting valuable time that could have been used to improve the saxophone (Ingham 6). Meanwhile, Sax was constantly trying to get the saxophone into the orchestra. At the time, it began to be used more frequently in orchestras in France. Unfortunately, the saxophone has to this day never claimed a permanent position in the orchestra setting (Rascher “…Modern Times” 1). 

While the saxophone did struggle for use in the orchestra, it was readily accepted into jazz. Because of the saxophone’s expressional abilities, jazz eagerly welcomed the musical newcomer. However, something had to be modified so that the saxophone could be heard over all the background noise present in the clubs where jazz was heard. The shape of the mouthpiece was altered so that the tip of the reed was farther from the mouthpiece allowing much more volume. Most unfortunately, along with the added dynamic level came the loss of many of the original characteristics Sax had worked so hard to incorporate into his instrument. The generally repulsive sound produced by the new mouthpiece has become known as the regular saxophone tone. Luckily, both concert and jazz mouthpieces are still available, so the saxophonist can choose how his instrument will sound (Rascher “…Modern Times” 2).

Many companies produce excellent saxophones, but some of the best saxophones were produced by the H. Selmer company.  In the early 1920s, Selmer began by producing a small number of high quality saxophones. Throughout the 1920s, they came out with several new models of saxophones, each gradually improving on its predecessor. They eventually came out with the Selmer Balanced Action saxophone, which would become the basic prototype for the standard saxophone design. The changes in this model include placing the bell keys on the right side of the horn with rods running down the front instead of the side, modern palm keys, and a completely new octave mechanism. Selmer reaped the rewards of their new model, but the development team was still busy trying to improve their saxophones. In 1956, a new model was introduced that would change saxophone history. The advertisement read, “New… Mark VI Unquestionably Selmer’s Greatest Saxophone” (DuMars 2). According to many professional saxophonists, the Mark VI was the best saxophone ever. However, in the mid-1970s, Selmer’s glory faded away. Their next models could not compare with the Mark VI. Some theories to explain this were that Selmer always wanted to experiment to find something new and better, possibly the machinery wore out, or they needed to manufacture an inexpensive horn to compete with U. S. saxophone makers (DuMars 1-3).

The saxophone is an amazing instrument. It is unsurpassed in its expressional powers. It was the invention of one man, making it the most human of all instruments. It has struggled to be accepted, and through this struggle it has adapted to fit the needs of almost all musical areas. Selmer brought the saxophone’s design to perfection, opening even more possibilities. The saxophone has a brief history in which it has achieved much. As long as people are willing to listen to it with an open mind, the saxophone will be able to take them to a new level of musical understanding and enjoyment. 
