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Charity No: 1131853 

 

www.ymmd.org.uk  
 

 
 

Writing for Saxophone Quartet  
 

In 2002, at the second final of Young Composer of Dyfed, before we developed our programme 
of education in music composition, the winner was Dan Laxton, wh o wrote a blues for Saxophone 

Quartet. In those days there were no rules about what instruments entrants could write for. That 
has changed since 2004/05 and is different on this occasion once again. 

 

This, our sixth ensemble, is perhaps the last standard combination of instruments, apart from 
those including the piano, for us to tackle before starting the cycle again. It brings together, as did 
the string quartet, a group of instruments which are similar to each other in basic sound ï just of 

different sizes and therefore of ranges and timbres.  
  
Our Ensemble-in-Residence this year is the Lunar Saxophone Quartet (Joel Garthwaite, Hannah 

Riches, Lewis Evans and Lauren Hamer ï soprano, alto, tenor and baritone saxes respectively). 
Based in Cardiff, this is a young quartet which has already commissioned an impressive number of 
works from contemporary composers, and which has both a full repertoire and calendar. Young 

Composer of Dyfed is fortunate to have secured the quartet as our Ensemble for this programme.  
 
Our resident Composer is once again Lynne Plowman, in her final year with us. As previously she 

will, in November and December, be visiting ten secondary schools in Dyfed, giving composition 
classes to students selected by each Head of Music. There will be two sessions in each school. 

 

Also as last year, we are asking those of you who send in an initial application form to send us, 
by the end of this term, a brief outline ï in any format you wish ï of the piece you intend to submit. 
If you do, then Lynne wi ll offer you an individual tutorial, in late January, on your embryo work.   If 

you donôt send this in, you may still enter but will not receive the tutorial. 
 
This year our regulations require you to write for between one and four saxophones (the possible  

combinations are set out on the next page). Also, if you feel confident in the standard of your 

playing, you may add a part for whichever instrument you play. There are no other choices open to 
you and if you include anything else we wonôt be able to accept your work.  

 

Deadlines for submission of forms (all Fridays) are: 
¶ First form (Intention to compose a piece)    November 6th   2009 

¶ Second form (Brief outline of proposed work)    December 18th 2009 
¶ Final form (Accompanying composition)   February 12th 2010 

 
Weôll let you know if you have made the final around the second week in March. 

 

 The final will be held on Friday, April 16 th (Masterclasses) and Saturday, April 17th (Concert). 
As last year they are at Rhos y Gilwen Hall, near Cilgerran, Pembrokeshire. 

 

Good luck with your compositions. Do please enter. What have you to lose? Now over to the 
professionals. 
 

Antony Griew, Secretary 
October 2009 
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Composing for Saxophone Quartet  
 

The saxophone quartet is made up of four types of saxophone - soprano, alto, tenor and baritone.  
For the purposes of this project, you can write for between one and four members of the group 
from the following combinations.  

 
Player 1: soprano/alto 
Player 2: soprano/alto 

Player 3: alto/tenor  
Player 4: alto/tenor/baritone  
 
For example, you could write for SATB or 2 sopranos and 2 altos or 2 altos and 2 tenors or 4 

altos.... but not 4 baritones.  Any confusion - just ask! 
 
If you're a confident performer and would like to play in your own composition on your own 

instrument, alongside the Lunar Saxophone Quartet, you can also add a part for yourself, but parts 
written for someone else to play will not be accepted.  If you're interested in creative music 
technology, you could create an original backing track, but you would need to be resp onsible for 

providing, setting up and operating all the equipment necessary for the performance.  
 
On the following pages you will find : 

 
¶ Information and tips on each saxophone written by the members  of the Lunar Saxophone 

Quartet 

¶ The Presentation of Scores and Performing Parts: some dos and donôts 
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1.  Soprano Saxophone  
 

Tone 
The soprano is often seen as the óleadô instrument within the quartet.  Itôs ability to play melodic 
lines in the same range and with a similar tone to the human equivalent, the sopran o singer, means 
it more often than not gets given the main melodic line of a piece of music.   

 
The tone in which the soprano can play is versatile.  It can sound hauntingly beautiful, plaintive, 
percussive or highly aggressive.  It is equally powerful across the entire range of the instrument 

although when playing at the lower four notes of its range at very quiet dynamics, subtone  is often 
needed.  Subtone is a technique employed to play very softly at the bottom end of the instrument; 
it creates a warm, breathy tone with much less definition than normal.  

 
Agility 
Being the smallest saxophone within the quartet the soprano is the most capable of playing rapid or 

arpeggiated phrases.  That said, large intervals of an octave or more can sometimes still sound 
clumsy and melodic phrases in the altissimo register (that above the written range of the 
instrument) are difficult,  although definitely not impossible, to play, due to tuning issues.  

 
Tonguing 
Single tonguing and double tonguing are common on the soprano saxophone. Because of its small 

size, articulation will generally sound at its shortest on this instrument.  Flutter tonguing and slap 
tonguing work well in the lower and middle of the range.  
 

Range 
The basic written  range for the whole saxophone family is two and a half octaves, from B-flat 
below middle C to high F-sharp (on 3 ledger lines above the treble stave).  This is not the sounding 

range, though - all saxophones are transposing instruments, in either B flat or E flat, sounding lower 
than their wr itten parts.  Compose your score at sounding  pitch, then you can see exactly what 
you want to hear - you can transpose the parts individually later on.   Some saxophones are capable 

of producing notes above this official range - known as the 'altissimo' register.   
 
The soprano saxophone is in B flat, sounding a major second lower than written.  It can comfortably 
play up to a written G (sounding F), 3 octaves above middle C, when extended into the altissimo 

register. 
 
Effects 

Multiphonics (producing more than one note at once) can be used although these need careful 
research.  The book Multiphonics for the Saxophone by John Gross, published by JazzWise, is an 
excellent source of information regarding this.  

 
Key clicks on the soprano can be effective but do not project as well as on the baritone because of 
the size. Without amplification this effect can easily be lost.  

 
Quartertones are produced through alternative fingerings and lip movement if necessary. Exact 
quartertones are therefore difficult to produc e and donôt work well in fast passages.  

 
 Suggested Listening 
Bob, Graham Fitkin ï Alone, BlackBox (1018) 

Down Ampney, Christain Forshaw ï Sanctuary, Quartz Records (QTZ2009) 
Ku Ku, Barry Cockroft ï The Time is Now - Equivox Trio Label 
An Eye for Optical Theory, Michael Nyman ï MN Records (MNRCD106) 
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2.  Alto Saxophone  
 

Tone 
The alto has its own distinctive sound and can easily switch from having a penetrating, focused tone 
to one which is very rich and warm. It has the ability to sound very similar to the soprano in its 
higher notes, and also blends well with the tenor when played in the lower register. Although it is 

one of the óinnerô instruments in the quartet, it is perfectly capable of projecting melodies of its own.  
 
Dynamically, the alto can be very powerful across the range. The main difficulties here are playing 

quietly in the outer registers. Pianissimo writing in the altissimo register should be avoided if 
possible, whilst using subtone is an effective solution for this difficulty in the lowe r range. Subtone 
produces a covered sound and makes it easier to control very low quiet notes such as those below 

written E or D.  
 
Vibrato on the alto is frequently used to add warmth to the tone and is used at the playerôs 

discretion rather than being wr itten into the music. Used in a more extreme way, vibrato can 
produce wide fluctuations in pitch which could be combined with varying frequencies to produce an 
interesting effect. This more specific use of vibrato would need to be clearly explained in the music.  

 
Agility 
Because of its size, the alto is a relatively agile member of the saxophone family and can 

comfortably play fast passages. That said, large leaps across registers can prove tricky. Similarly, 
jumping around in the altissimo register is dif ficult.  
 

Tonguing 
Single tonguing is the most commonly used articulation on the alto, and can range from very crisp 
to soft legato. Staccato tonguing in the lower register however will not sound as clear and crisp as 

in the mid to high range of the instru ment. Flutter tonguing is also an effective technique and works 
best in the middle of the range.  
 

Effects and Range 
The alto saxophone is in E flat, sounding a major sixth lower than written.   In the altissimo register 
the alto can comfortably play up to a written A, and less easily up to a written C (3 octaves above 
written middle C). These notes are produced through a combination of fingering and throat 

manipulation, which means that they are not as ópredictableô as notes in the standard range. They 
also have a more focused penetrating tone than the notes in the lower register.  
 

Multiphonics  are produced through complex fingerings which must be written into the music and 
therefore need to be researched thoroughly before using.  
 

Note bending  can be produced through movement of the jaw and/or throat, usually spanning a 
semitone.  
 

Key clicks  on the alto can be effective but do not project as well as on the baritone because of the 
size. Without amplification this effect can easily be lost. e.g. Keith Tippettôs The Archer. 
 

Quarter tones  are produced through alternative fingerings and, where necessary, lip movement. 
Exact quarter tones are therefore difficult to produce and donôt work well in fast passages.  
 

óColour trills ô (or false fingerings) are different to quarter tones in that the original note is simply 
alternated with an alternative fingering for the same note. (e.g. I Sleep at Waking) without really 
changing the pitch (just the intonation).  

 
 
Suggested Listening 

The alto is perhaps the most óclassicalô saxophone out of the quartet, being used the most often in 
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orchestral music. It also has a growing reputation as a serious solo instrument and probably has the 
most solo repertoire written for it out of the whole quartet. Influential alto soloists incl ude John 

Harle, Claude Delangle and Nobuya Sugawa, not forgetting Charlie Parker and Cannonball Adderley 
as classic examples of jazz alto playing. 
 
 

 
3.  Tenor Saxophone  
 

The tenor saxophone is in the key of B-flat, sounding a major ninth lower than writte n.  It shares 
the same basic written range as the soprano & alto ï two and a half octaves from B-flat below 
middle C to high F-sharp (above the treble stave).  Using the altissimo register it is possible to 

extend this range still further.  Realistically, anything up to D above high F-sharp (written) is 
achievable.   
 

The tenor is similar to the other saxophones in that it has a large dynamic range.  Anything from 
ppp to fff  is possible, although in the extremes of the range it is worth bearing the followin g in 
mind: 

Due to the conical bore, very quiet dynamics arenôt easily achieved on the lowest notes without 
altering the timbre, particularly written low B -flat (sounding A flat at the bottom of the bass clef).  
Using subtone, it is possible to get these notes quiet, but bear in mind the tonal change ï it is a 

slightly muffled/fuzzy timbre on tenor.  
 
Articulation and Agility 

Legato and staccato passages are easily achieved as is anything in between.  Once again, due to 
the conical bore it is worth avoiding w riting lots of staccato at the very bottom of the instrument, 
the natural decay on the low notes tends to spoil very short articulation.  

 
Advanced articulation techniques such as flutter-tonguing are possible if required ï this is more 
easily achieved away from the extremes of range.  

 
Slap-tonguing is also possible & works quite well on tenor for very heavy, aggressive articulation.  
 
As a general rule, avoid prolonged passages of very fast articulation.  Whilst this is achievable in 

shorter bursts, the inst rument is built for legato & most often you will find quick passagework is 
written slurred.  
 

When writing altissimo passages it is most successful if there is little jumping in & out of the 
register, and if the dynamic is on the loud side.  These notes are  harmonics and therefore dexterity 
is not great.    

 
Role of the tenor within the quartet  
The tenor saxophone has an unique role within the quartet.  Primarily the role is to create a tonal 

blend in the centre of the sound (linking the baritone & alto), pa rt writing tends to reflect this.  It 
has a secondary role as an occasional solo voice, offering a richer and deeper alternative to the 
soprano & alto.  The jazz heritage of the tenor is also often exploited in a lot of quartet writing.   
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4.  Ba ritone Saxophone  

 
The baritone saxophone is the largest and lowest pitched instrument in the saxophone quartet. Its 
equivalent might be the basses of an SATB choir or the ócello in a string quartet. 
 

Despite it often providing the bass line, the baritone c an produce as rich and sonorous a tone as the 
other three saxes. The baritone does not always have to play the bass line in the quartet and 
interesting effects can be achieved when the baritone is the highest or leading voice in the ensemble.  

 
The baritone saxophone is in the key of E flat, an octave lower than the alto. Remember, the 
baritone sax reads treble clef, but it will sound an octave and major sixth lower than what is written 

in the part.  When writing at sounding pitch in your score, you should use bass clef but donôt forget 
to change this when extracting the parts!  
 
Range 
The baritone is blessed in this regard; whereas the other three saxes have a range of around 2 and 
a half octaves, the baritone extends a semitone lower to a written bottom A ( sounding C). This note 

produces a fantastic sound, giving extra depth especially to pieces in concert C. Going to the top 
end of the instrument, the baritoneôs highest written pitch is top F#, three and a half ledger lines 
above the stave. Only in the last few decades has the top F# key been added to the baritone ï my 

instrument was made in 1973 and it hasnôt got one! The baritone is not as adept at playing anything 
above a top F#, so it is often best to stick to within the written range.  
 

Articulation 
Despite its size, the baritone is not that different to the other saxes when it comes to articulation. 
Because of the size of the mouthpiece and reed, quick staccato tonguing below a written bottom D 

(above middle C - sounding F at the bottom of the bass clef ) will sound sluggish. Staccato is 
possible here, but will become very difficult in quick passages. Double tonguing can be tricky too. In 
other parts of the register, however, the baritone can happily play quick staccato passages. Note 

that a staccato note on the baritone may sound longer than a staccato note on the soprano!  
 
Agilty 
The baritone is easily capable of playing fast passages, but this goes hand in hand with the range 

and articulation (see above!) Large leaps can be hard to pull off if they are  slurred but tonguing 
these, even softly, can eradicate this. Dynamically, the baritone can play loud and quietly in all 
registers. Extremely quiet dynamics are not always effective on the lower few notes of the horn, but 

this can be achieved by switching to subtone. 
 
Effects 

 
Slap tonguing ï a percussive, overly heavy way of tonguing that produces a slapping type sound, it 
can be very effective on the low end of the baritone.  

 
Multiphonics ï using complex fingerings, it is possible to play a óchordô on the saxophone. A lot of 
thought is needed before writing in multiphonics. Fingerings differ on each size of saxophone and 

are often hit and miss.  
 
Key clicks ï these are notated with a cross-shaped note head. This is a great effect on the baritone 

because of its size. In a quartet context, it is most effective when all saxes are using the technique 
otherwise the sound will get lost.  
 

Quartertones/microtones ï Pitches that fall between conventional written notes are called 
quartertones. They can produce strange sounds that are unfamiliar to the ear, a very effective 
technique. Producing such notes may include unfamiliar complex fingerings or lowering/raising pitch 

using the embouchure and are therefore not recommended in faster passages.  
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Below is an example of how microtones can be used for sax quartet. Flux  by Ashley John Long . 
 

  

 
 

Listening to the Baritone 
Listening to the baritone saxophone in various different contexts will give you a broader picture of 
how you may wish to write for the instrument in the sax quartet.  

 
The baritone saxophone is used mainly in jazz, popular music and musical theatre. It has never 
been a big player in the classical music scene, rarely being used orchestrally. However, some 

composers have written for it, notably Sinfonia Domestica by Richard Strauss, An American in Paris 
by Gershwin and The Wooden Prince by Bela Bartok.  
 

In the field of jazz, the baritone is widely used, particularly in big bands where it forms an integral 
part of the sax section. Important baritone sax p layers in this area include Gerry Mulligan and Harry 
Carney, who was a longstanding fixture in the Duke Ellington big band.  

 
The baritone has become increasingly popular in popular music, especially with the advent of ska. 
Mark Ronson heavily used the baritone in his album, Version and music for other artists he has 

produced, e.g. Back to Black by Amy Winehouse.  
 
Suggested Listening  

 
Ideôs Side by Gerry Mulligan ï Mulligan Plays Mulligan (Universal Classics B000000XZW) 
Hoe Down by Will Gregory ï Apollo Saxophone Quartet First & Foremost  (Polygram Records 

B000004CW9) 
Inanout  by Pepper Adams ï Encounter! (Prestige/OJC B000000Z2D) 
Just (Radiohead) by Mark Ronson ï Version (Columbia B000O77KSY) 
An American in Paris by Gershwin ï Andre Previn, London Symphony Orchestra (EMI Classics 

B00002439G) 
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Composition hints and tips  
 

Your composition  
Before you start, take plenty of time to plan your piece first - decide what you want to achieve.  Be 
imaginative, adventurous, ambitious!  Make some choices about the kind of music you want to write 

and how you will achieve this - think about basic building blocks - textures, rhythms, dynamics - 
plan a structure of the piece and decide how you want to use the instruments.  To create an 
effective composition, you need to have a clear idea in your head, well before you sit down at the 

computer.   
 
 
Scores and parts  

A score is just a way of communicating your creative ideas as clearly as possible to the musicians.  
There are lots of different ways to do this.  Some scor es are just a list of instructions to the 
musicians.  Handwritten scores or computer-generated scores are both fine.  If you want to 

experiment with unconventional notation or graphic scores, that's fine too.  
 
If you decide to use Sibelius, please don't be restricted by your knowledge of the software - if 

there's a sound or an idea that you want that you can't get the computer to notate, print it out and 
write in any extra symbols by hand.  This can also be useful if you want to include a free or 
improvised section in the piece. 

 
 
Transposition  

Scores should be written at sounding 
pitch (i.e. not transposed).  This means 
that your score will include bass clefs for 

the lower instruments.   
 
When you extract the individual parts, 

these must be transposed up into treble 
clef at the appropriate pitch.  
 

Excluding the altissimo range, this chart 
shows you the written pitch of each 
instrument (as written in the players' 

individual parts) followed by their 
concert pitch (how the notes will sound 
and also how they will look when writing 
your score at concert pitch, i.e. 

untransposed).  
 
Clefs 

When writing in concert pitch score, the 
soprano and alto will be written in treble clef while the tenor sax might swap between treble and 
bass clef. The baritone sax line in the score  will always be written in bass clef.  The baritone part 

will always be written in treble clef but will sound an octave and a sixth lower.  
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 For inspiration  
Here are a few ideas from the Lunar Saxophone Quartet's repertoire to get you  started...  
 

Tuning In -  Jonathan Dove  
 
Here, the composer has written a syncopated line in C minor in a four -part canon, just one 
quaver apart.  This creates a really exciting echo effect - a handy technique to easily build some 

interesting and complex textures. 
 
 

 
 

 
 

continued over 

  

 


