
Interview with Timothy McAllister: Gershwin, Adams, and the Orchestral Saxophone 
with Lisa Keeney 

 
Extended Interview 

 
In September 2016, the University of Michigan’s University Symphony Orchestra (USO) performed a 
concert program with the works of two major American composers: John Adams and George Gershwin. 
The USO premiered both the new edition of Concerto in F and the Unabridged Edition of An American in 
Paris created by the UM Gershwin Initiative. This program also featured Adams’ The Chairman Dances 
and his Saxophone Concerto with soloist Timothy McAllister, for whom the concerto was written. 
 
This interview took place in August 2016 as a promotion for the concert and was published on the 
Gershwin Initiative’s YouTube channel with the help of Novus New Music, Inc. The following is a full 
transcription of the extended interview, now available on the Gershwin channel on YouTube. 
 
 
Dr. Timothy McAllister is the professor of saxophone at the University of Michigan. In addition to being 
the featured soloist of John Adams’ Saxophone Concerto, he has been a frequent guest with ensembles 
such as the Chicago Symphony Orchestra and the Los Angeles Philharmonic. 
 
Lisa Keeney is a saxophonist and researcher; an alumna of the University of Michigan, she works as an 
editing assistant for the UM Gershwin Initiative and also independently researches Gershwin’s 
relationship with the saxophone. 

 
 
 

ORCHESTRAL SAXOPHONE 
 
LK: Let’s begin with a general question: what is the orchestral saxophone, and why is it considered an 
anomaly or specialty instrument in orchestral music? 
 
TM: It’s such a complicated past that we have with the saxophone. Obviously being an invented 
instrument, it took a long time to catch on, but it was mired in a lot of political upheaval there in Paris 
with Adolphe Sax himself. He was either a very heavily supported figure or heavily disliked figure 
depending on who you talked with. When we think of what he had to endure to get his instruments 
adopted by ensembles, it is quite amazing that we’re here to talk about it at all because the saxophone 
really had a lot of resistance. Almost all of those instruments then—when we think about the climate of 
the nineteenth century, the evolution of the orchestra itself, the increasing size, the experimentation with 
instruments: the evolution of brasswinds, the improvement of woodwinds, the gaining scope of the 
symphony orchestra timbre, and the larger forces that we saw in the percussion section or in the brass—it 
was a really quite a time of change. Maybe it was perfect for him to introduce this instrument. The 
military musicians had no choice because it was decreed that the military bands would use the 
saxophones, all of Adolphe Sax’s instruments; so that also includes the saxhorns, that includes all of the 
modified instruments that he made (like bass clarinet)—improved valve systems, for instance, and how 
that affected the evolution of brass instruments. But even just the introduction of other kinds of exotic 
instruments, such as Wagner tubas, this was a very interesting period.  
 
With the orchestra, it’s an anomaly for many reasons: the political side of it, the political troubles with 
Adolphe Sax—Monsieur Sax. Economics certainly played into this as well; you had to hire other 
musicians, specialists on these new instruments. There was no pedagogy that allowed, necessarily, for 
instrumentalists of that time to simply pick up the saxophone. You had to get to the source, you had to go 
to Adolphe Sax himself for his instruction. This is why there was a position created for him at the Paris 
Conservatoire at the time. And just maybe a lack of understanding of what the saxophone could be. 



 
Of course, Berlioz was one of those figures that really was a great champion for the instrument; he writes 
about it in his treatise on orchestration and instrumentation. But he always saw the instrument as this 
symbol of melancholy—this sound, this somber sound, this deep timbre, this soulful quality that he heard 
in those instruments. I think as a result, composers were really curious, or maybe stupefied, about how 
they were going to use it. And so it takes a while for there to be an identity for how saxophone can be 
used in the orchestra. 
 
 
LK: Going along that, how does this identity make its way into the orchestral pieces that include the 
saxophone such as Mussorgsky and Ravel’s Pictures at an Exhibition? 
 
TM: It really starts before that; if you look at Vincent d’Indy, he writes for several saxophones in a work 
from 1897 [Fervaal], also at the same time of other figures like George Kastner. Then we move into 
around 1904 with Richard Strauss’s use of saxophones in the Sinfonia Domestica. The saxophone is seen 
as a family of instruments before it was thought of as a solo instrument. That leads to the beginnings of 
the saxophone as a featured instrument within the orchestra. At first, in those early examples, the 
saxophone is embedded within a larger orchestral texture, seen as becoming what Adolphe Sax had in 
mind: it was either being a reinforcement of the woodwind sound, or a glue between the woodwind and 
the brass—that’s all well-documented about how he wanted the saxophone being viewed.  
 
But it’s interesting that little by little the saxophone’s use starts to move away from a choir or ensemble 
within the orchestral medium to simply a single player, a single soloist. That doesn’t start until the 20s 
and 30s, and that’s why in many ways I think this was an interesting time, because of the level of playing 
that was required and the higher profile that was put upon those solo moments, whether it was Ravel’s use 
in his orchestration of [Mussorgsky’s] Pictures at an Exhibition or Rachmaninov using it in 1940 with the 
Symphonic Dances—suddenly the stakes were higher, the quality of the playing had to be in effect, better. 
 
We know there were amazing musicians playing saxophone, but they also were amazing musicians on 
other instruments; they were bringing the quality that they understood that existed in the pedagogy of 
other instruments like clarinet or even something like violin. Bringing that to the saxophone allowed for 
them to have some sense of standards. But it’s possible that along the way, when people were being called 
upon to play the saxophone, to pick it up—maybe it was an auxiliary clarinet player or an auxiliary 
bassoon player—to suddenly play the saxophone, it’s very possible that [there was] a lack of training for 
the instrument. And we started to see performances that didn’t really stack up with the quality of the 
woodwind section. When we’re talking about orchestral woodwind sections of the Philadelphia Orchestra 
or any orchestra in Europe, essentially, the New York Philharmonic and all that, the quality of playing in 
that ensemble had been set for a long time. So for the saxophone to come along as an interloper and for 
someone to not have training on that instrument at the same level, in many ways, in my opinion, doomed 
the instrument in those years. 
 
I think it’s very interesting that composers were using the saxophone in relative extremes. You had maybe 
one camp of composers that were deciding saxophone was this embodiment of the bourgeois, or the 
embodiment of the everyman, the music of the streets—which might often be associated with urban 
music of the time, maybe dance music of the time, music of the emerging culture of burlesque and 
cabaret. There were composers that were seeing the saxophone as a deviant sound, a deviant instrument as 
well.  
 
But you had composers that were also championing the instrument as this incredibly gorgeous voice-like 
instrument, the way Rachmaninov used it. In fact, Rachmaninov really modeled that solo based on the 



playing and practices of Larry Teal, who got to play it in Philadelphia after Rachmaninov’s visit to Ann 
Arbor. So there’s a wonderful tradition there, but when we go all the way back to the 20s and maybe the 
late teens, the way composers, like George Gershwin, now were seeing the saxophone as the embodiment 
or emblematic of dance band music—the beginnings of dance band, or the codification, if you will, of the 
dance band ensemble as a true medium. So it’s either going to be a solo/classical sound, or it’s going to 
be using the saxophone to emulate these early jazz bands. And that’s what leads to a piece a like An 
American in Paris or the way Gershwin used it in Rhapsody in Blue. 
 
 
LK: Right, so Rhapsody in Blue legitimately takes the dance band and jazz band sound in his original 
version of it, orchestrated by Ferde Grofé [for] the Paul Whiteman orchestra which had three wind players 
playing multiple saxophones, whereas in An American in Paris, he takes that same sort of idea within the 
full orchestra: taking three saxophone players and giving them doubling instruments, as we will see in this 
premiere version of the unabridged version of An American in Paris. 
 
So in this general progression of the saxophone in the orchestral repertoire, what kind of role does George 
Gershwin and his music play for the saxophone? 
 
TM: He certainly puts this emerging popularity of the dance band or the early jazz band front and center. 
This is going to be fused into a modern orchestral society. That puts upon us as players and use of the 
saxophone to certainly be more in the jazz vein or in this post-vaudeville era style. This is a departure 
from how Bizet would use it or how Ravel saw it. It’s asking, at the time, exclusively that American 
society of saxophone players, or reed doublers playing saxophone, it’s asking of them a sensibility to play 
in that style, to understand more of a jazz sound. To fit in or look at a trio saxophone players having a 
similar blend to a 3-person woodwind front in dance band. So that’s very different than the idea of the 
saxophone section as an extension of the military band saxophone choir, the way Gustav Holst saw 
saxophone; 4–6 saxophone players, or the way Percy Grainger would have used it in the band. There’s 
really no reference to the saxophone ensemble within a concert band at the time taking on jazz or dance 
band stylistic devices, or color, or just even something like looking at vibrato or glissandi as a part of the 
sound. 
 
So Gershwin starts to really use the saxophone and its role in the orchestra as an example of how 
orchestral and dance band music is starting to become blurred in his vision of the modern symphony. That 
has found its way forward in some ways, even though it was predated by figures such as Darius Milhaud 
and how he was reenacting a Harlem dance band with La creation du monde. Gershwin comes later, but 
in many ways, it was Gershwin’s vision that gets most recognized and utilized. 
 
 
 

GEORGE GERSHWIN 

 
LK: Obviously, the jazz idiom portrayed by the saxophone in the orchestral ensemble has a very specific 
role in the orchestral repertoire, representing the orchestral saxophone. Can you tell me a bit about your 
experiences as an orchestral saxophonist in that role in George Gershwin’s music? 
 
TM: It’s always very complicated because every conductor, in many cases, has a different take on how 
the saxophone should sound in those moments—how the saxophone should blend, or how the saxophone 
should assert itself at various times in the orchestration. When I think of my direct instances with 
Rhapsody in Blue and An American in Paris—I’ve done them both with many different conductors, and 



they always ask for something very special and unique from the saxophones: whether it’s a more sliding 
quality, maybe inserting or putting within the notation portamenti that are not notated, or asking for more 
vibrato, or less vibrato. Sometimes the addition of a faster vibrato might be referential to a period sound 
because there was a point in time that the prevalence of vibrato in the sound wasn’t thought of as a 
classical technique, but actually was thought of on the saxophone as a jazz technique. Then I’ve worked 
with conductors that really see that saxophone as a reinforcement of simply the string sonority: get out of 
the way, play in tune, blend, and be there as a supporting color. 
 
I had the wonderful opportunity recently to do the Grofé jazz band version of Rhapsody in Blue with 
Jeffrey Kahane at Ravinia with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, and we were playing the extracted 
Reed 2 parts for the saxophones. In his case, he wanted the saxophones to have a pretty straight and clean 
woodwind doubling quality to the playing. In some ways being rather straightforward, maybe more 
vanilla, if you will. He wasn’t really looking for us to make any kind of grand statement. But some 
conductors, like Michael Tilson Thomas and his wonderful recording with the New World Symphony, he 
really pushes the saxophone sonority in his recording to the extreme. He wants the saxophones to almost 
be a defining sonority for Gershwin’s sound world. 
 
 
LK: Can you tell me a little bit about your experiences playing the orchestral arrangement of Rhapsody in 
Blue and An American in Paris? Most musicians know that the saxophone is required for those pieces, but 
what most people don’t know is that the most well-known and most-performed versions of those pieces 
were arranged or revised by people other than Gershwin after his death. These versions greatly alter the 
saxophones’ original parts, either streamlining them to avoid doubling, or even to make them optional, in 
the case of Rhapsody in Blue. And having performed both those versions, I was hoping you could tell us 
about your experiences playing those revised versions. 
 
TM:  It’s really interesting to see the history of how those pieces have been adapted to fit with either 
publishers’ needs or the growing economics of the orchestra. I have, for instance, played Rhapsody in 
Blue before in which I was the only saxophonist they hired because it was the version where all the 
saxophone parts were obligato in the first place. So they decided to hire one player, as opposed to three, 
just to pay homage to the saxophone’s use in that. I don’t remember which version that is, but it’s 
obviously a revision of the adaptation of Grofé—a further “watered down” version in which, in some 
cases, the saxophone is not even necessary. I have done that, and there was just something so hallow 
about that orchestration missing two other saxophone players. 
 
Certainly there’s been this growing pops culture, for instance, the ghettoizing of the symphony orchestra 
into subscription concerts that are more masterworks series. Then you have the pops series, the 
symphonic pops—which for a long time was where Gershwin resided, and now Gershwin has been 
shifted into the subscription series, the masterworks. I think we as a culture have decided, most 
appropriately, to adopt Gershwin as one of the great American masters, when, at one point, I think he was 
thought of as less serious than the great European masters. 
 
With all of the pops concerts, the arrangements went from those original Paul Whiteman ideas of the 
ensemble and the early Grofé—it moved away from needing the saxophone at all. What’s particularly 
exciting about these new revisions, the unabridged versions that we are producing, is that it’s putting the 
saxophone back in its rightful place. It’s asking more of the players: to, in essence, be more accountable 
to Gershwin’s initial, original intent for the instrument, and I think as a result, we’ll raise the bar on 
performance from the saxophone community. 
 
 



LK: What will be really unique about these critical editions that reinstate the once-streamlined saxophone 
parts is that it captures this 1920s soundscape that Gershwin was dealing with on a regular basis. We’ll 
see it nearly 100 years later, of course with the doubling saxophones, but especially with the presence of 
the sopranino saxophone in Rhapsody in Blue. Could you talk a little bit about that, please? 
 
TM: (laughs) Well, I think most of us as saxophonists, even the most trained among us, are afraid of the 
sopranino saxophone. I would love to be a fly on the wall and go back and just really hear what that was 
like—what were those initial experiences, what was Gershwin hearing, what were other people’s reaction 
to the sopranino. I think given the sopranino today, when we look at the most modern Selmer sopranino 
or some of the Yanigasawa models, the instrument now is really a superior instrument, if you ask me, 
mostly due the increased range.  
 
But we have to be even more consummate musicians to tame that beast! The sopranino saxophone has a 
mind of its own—it really is a sliding pitch scale in some ways. To put that back in and make a case for it 
again is exciting because in some ways it leads our awareness, it leads our attention, to what that 
instrument can do. It has evolved in a way that could put it back in its rightful place, to really hear it as 
Gershwin intended.  
 
It requires that we are very diligent, patient practicers. It really means that we are truly trying to combat 
and defeat the difficult scale of the instrument. Because no matter what model you play, something from 
the turn of the 20th century or the most modern, professional model now—there is really no better way to 
build an instrument than the way it is now—the scale is going to be so out of tune either way, that we 
have to do all the work to correct for that.  
 
 
LK: Speaking of the unusual saxophones in these Gershwin arrangements, the original ones, we also have 
this multitude of doubling by the saxophone players, which also requires a new set of skills. In Rhapsody 
in Blue, we have a case where the second saxophone player has one measure to pick up a soprano 
saxophone when they had been playing a baritone saxophone. In An American in Paris, we have a trio of 
soprano saxophones, which is not in the Frank Campbell-Watson edition, which most people know. So 
we have this newly substantial soprano saxophone trio in An American in Paris, and I was wondering 
what your thoughts are on this new doubling visual spectacle. 
 
TM: Frankly, it’s exciting just to give us more to do! I think secretly all of us as saxophonists would like 
to be doing more in these pieces. No one really wants to show up to the gig and only have to play eight 
bars. With all of the time spent prepping, getting there, being on time, and all of that, you would like to 
have a little more to do. 
 
But to have multiple instruments there certainly plays into the appropriate, proper history of the piece and 
what Gershwin had in mind. The saxophone was born out of a doubling culture. Even if in these 
arrangements we’re not looking at a true reed book—for instance, we’re not picking up clarinet, piccolo, 
oboe, and saxophone, but we’re picking up multiple saxophones—it does play into the way people were 
commonly performing. It was common practice of that time to be able to pick up horns quickly. It’s a 
good test for us as saxophonists, it does play into that spectacle—this almost frantic quality of just getting 
the instruments ready! 
 
It keeps us honest in some ways because we can’t be so stubborn as a saxophone profession, among us 
individually within the profession, to say we are only alto saxophone players, or that we prefer the tenor 
saxophone and don’t like playing anything else. Quite literally, the message from that time, from the 20s, 
was that you played everything, and that as a saxophonist, you are a multiple saxophonist. I think that 



message sometimes is lost among young students, certainly students coming out of high school band 
programs where they played their entire career on the alto saxophone, or maybe they were pigeonholed 
and only played baritone and never played anything else. We tend to come out of those programs thinking 
that we don't play more than one saxophone.  
 
So it’s very helpful in some ways to say to a student, Look: you will in your lifetime as a professional 
player—and here's an example right here at University of Michigan—you WILL play An American in 
Paris if you succeed and make it—break through, if you will—to get some opportunities to play with 
orchestras. An American in Paris is one of those top ten pieces programed every year by every orchestra. 
If we’re moving to a point that this edition, or editions like this, are adopted, the message is you have to 
play all the horns, and here's a moment when all three players are playing soprano saxophone. 
 
I think the idea of the soprano trio and the reinforcement that it creates by putting the highest treble voice 
for the saxophone into a unified front of players, to embed that in the harmony and work that in addition 
to the trumpet section, really brightens up the piece. It makes the piece much more closely related to the 
treble-heavy quality of the dance band, as opposed to the heavy, lush, symphonic sound with a huge 
string section and really only a few wind players able to penetrate that texture. 
 
 
 

JOHN ADAMS 
 
LK: Looking forward now to John Adams and his use of the saxophone in City Noir, how do we go from 
An American in Paris to City Noir, and how are they similar? 
 
TM: Speaking briefly about the Milhaud, not to take away from Gershwin, but this is probably the first 
inspiration for John Adams when we look at the solo saxophone in that medium. Then segueing into 
Gershwin’s use, once we start to push through the 40s and 50s, the saxophone’s use is either going to be 
in a more modernistic vein, for instance, the way Luciano Berio used it, compared to how Copland would 
use it; or in Europe you see Kurt Weill, you see all of these figures. 
 
John Adams in some ways is this natural trajectory from how all of these composers were tapping into the 
instrument’s culture. For John Adams, and he has said it himself, the saxophone is emblematic—it is THE 
emblem of jazz. We can say, certainly, that the trombone has its piece of that, the trumpet enjoys a 
wonderful reputation in jazz music, piano of course; but we really can’t separate jazz from the saxophone. 
The way John Adams uses it is beyond just the reference to jazz, but it’s also the reference to cinema and 
movie culture and noir films. The role of the saxophone is that dirty, seedy underbelly of an urban 
landscape, which wasn’t always necessarily referring to straight jazz music; we also see the saxophone’s 
use as a fixture in cabaret and burlesque music, which was certainly deviant. 
 
But for him the saxophone and its sonority also represents danger, it represents mystery, it represents 
crime in some ways. With City Noir, for him, it is the embodiment of a Los Angeles culture of the 30s 
and 40s, moving into the 50s and the movie music that is married to this vision of Los Angeles. It’s kind 
of interesting because with Gershwin, we talk about him looking at a Parisian landscape to reference an 
American tourist: we have the taxi horns, we have the night clubs, we have the burlesque shows there, all 
that. In some ways, John Adams is just fulfilling a similar identity through the saxophone, or like the way 
Milhaud used the saxophone to represent the sound of Harlem in the 20s. You have John Adams talking 
about representing the sound of the saxophone as representing LA culture from the 40s, post-war culture 
as well.  



 
What’s interesting is as the saxophone in his mind, or as the saxophone has evolved from that time, the 
playing is at a higher level, at least from a classical perspective. We can say that the specialist culture has 
blown up: the amount of great players we have in the classical society for saxophone is ten times more as 
far as numbers of players and the types of things that we do naturally, or normally—whatever the status 
quo is for saxophone. 
 
He is not using the saxophone simply the way Gershwin did, or simply the way Milhaud did. He taps into 
some of that lyricism, yes, he taps into some of the ability to embellish. But he’s putting the saxophone 
front and center as a virtuosic instrument, drawing upon all of the insane ability of great players like 
Charlie Parker, but maybe more like Eric Dolphy, or the really gritty, as he would say, nervy quality of 
Ornette Coleman, or all of the post-bop players, moving into the avant garde side of jazz. For him that’s 
where he found the voice for the saxophone in that piece. 
 
Now he didn’t just use saxophone in City Noir. He used a quartet of saxophones in his epic opera Nixon 
in China, and the four saxophones replace the French horn family, which is interesting. It’s almost as if 
the wind section of his opera is similar to a dance band wind section: you have clarinets, a couple of 
trumpets, one or two trombones, but you have no French horns, you have four saxophones. And 
interestingly, two of the four players pick up other saxophones. 
 
LK: Excellent!  
 
TM: The tenor player is picking up the alto, the baritone plays tenor at one point in Nixon in China. He 
used a quartet of saxophones [SAAB] in another piece called Fearful Symmetries from 1987, I believe. 
And so he’s no stranger to the instrument. 
 
But he moved away from using saxophone virtually through all of the 90s until we get into the 2000s. He 
decides to revisit the instrument, and what does he do—he writes a tour de force part that has the 
saxophone just playing nonstop: as textural, as reinforcement, and soloistic outbursts of virtuosity, then 
disappearing back into the texture—being, if you will the “quarterback” of the orchestra. At times the 
saxophonist is the most important figure in the whole orchestra to keep the woodwinds together at times, 
and to be that true bridge for the strings and true bridge for the brass. 
 
Certainly John Adams has to live under this kind of perceived reputation that he is carrying the flag for 
American music, that he is the great inheritor of the tradition of Gershwin and Ives and Copland and 
Bernstein. He is entering into the history books as a figure that is the next wave of those names. Whether 
he likes it or not, I don’t know, he probably doesn’t prefer to be seen that way, but we’re looking at him 
as one of our greatest American composers in that vein, coming from that lineage. So I would say that he 
saw himself as having an opportunity to showcase the saxophone very much the way Gershwin did. 
 
 
LK: We have the pleasure of hearing you perform the Adams Saxophone Concerto which stemmed from 
this relationship during City Noir. Can you talk a little bit about the Saxophone Concerto itself and the 
saxophone writing. 
 
TM: I like to call it the Child of City Noir; the Saxophone Concerto is an outgrowth of the types of 
playing and writing that we see and hear in City Noir. By this point in time he had gotten to know the 
saxophone a lot more through the piece: he learned a lot about what’s difficult about the piece, he started 
to really maybe thin out in some ways the types of things that he thought were very effective about City 



Noir or what were feasible and doable, and started to meld that into a working solo piece that puts the 
saxophone front and center, literally in front of the orchestra the whole time.  
 
In my specific case with the piece, it was born out of a relationship with him in which he was asking 
orchestras to hire me when City Noir was played. When he was himself conducting, he was requesting 
that the orchestra would hire me to be the saxophonist for City Noir. That constant contact with him, that 
constant interaction, and I think he would say the faith that I instilled and the trust that he had in me to lay 
that part down led to him really supporting me and my profession and my career to the point he was 
curious about the saxophone as a solo instrument in this case.  
 
He had only written a couple solo clarinet works, he’s got piano solos and violin concertos; he doesn’t 
have a cello concerto, John Adams doesn’t have a trumpet concerto, John Adams doesn’t have a tuba 
concerto. He’s been very, very protective of what he chooses to do. So through the opportunity to have a 
saxophone concerto from him was life changing, literally—my career completely changed from that 
point, and I would like to say that the respect we have for each other is mutual. He knew, he believed that 
I was going to bring the type of integrity to his music that he commands, that he asks for. He saw that in 
my playing with City Noir, it was a very hard piece. I remember being told that the saxophone part was 
published first in order to get the part to me so that I could practice it. And knowing how difficult it 
was—21 pages of nonstop playing it seems—and some very difficult solos, which are now finding its 
way into curricula everywhere; you see people using it for auditions, I use it here at University of 
Michigan for a lot of the seating auditions for ensembles.  
 
I took it upon myself to be the most prepared when we got to that first rehearsal with the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic. This was Dudamel’s first concert of his tenure, this was the premiere of this piece, and 
foreign press was there, international press, all the domestic press. All eyes were on LA for that first 
concert of Dudamel’s tenure. And what does he do—the first piece that he plays, the first piece that is 
demonstrated through his vision is a commissioned work by John Adams featuring the saxophone. 
 
With the concerto, you see a reduced orchestra, you see a return to an almost classical-era orchestra that 
John Adams uses with his violin concerto, the first one. He uses some of the chamber orchestra sized 
pieces like the Chamber Symphony or Gnarly Buttons, the clarinet concerto. He strips down the orchestra 
to allow for the saxophone to be heard better. In City Noir it’s a massive, thick orchestration: you have 
two harps, you have an expanded clarinet section, expanded bassoon section, six horns, you have piano 
and celeste—two players, not one player doubling—you have massive percussion, eight players I think, 
and you have the exotic gongs and all of those sounds. It’s a massive sound world, City Noir. The 
saxophone's role in that is relatively difficult to navigate because it’s such a heavy orchestration, and 
you’re in the orchestra, you’re embedded deep within the orchestra. You’re having to project like crazy to 
be heard, and the answer in that situation is not to change the set up to go to a jazz mouthpiece, for 
instance, or to mic the saxophone. That’s not the answer, the answer is to project the sound that he had in 
mind, this kind of blurred classical-jazz sound that might have been associated with cinema, project that 
over the landscape of the modern full-sized symphony orchestra. I think Adolphe Sax would have been 
proud because he would have seen the saxophone in this role, embedded within the expanded orchestra 
which was his vision all along. 
 
With the Saxophone Concerto, we go back to three horns, two bassoons, three flutes, three clarinets, but 
no percussion, no low brass. The percussion really exists in the form of the harp part, the celeste part, and 
the piano part. They cover a lot of that rhythmic, lighter sound, but also the rhythmic core, rhythmic base 
for the orchestra. This to him is the sound of those projects with Charlie Parker and Stan Getz: the cross 
over projects, even Freddy Gardner. This idea of the studio orchestra, the sound of the studio orchestras, 
the NBC Orchestra—not a full symphony orchestra, but a small, extended dance band orchestra that 



maybe Gershwin was using; you have strings, you have winds, you have small modest percussion. So I 
actually think the Saxophone Concerto, in some ways, the sound is linked more to a Gershwin sound 
world or a Creation of the World sound world that Milhaud was implementing. 
 

Transcription by Lisa Keeney 
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