GAIL LEVINSKY'S EQUIPMENT
- Soprano - Selmer Paris-Series III with a Selmer C**
mouthpiece, Winslow ligature and Vandoren #3 112 reeds.
- Alto (classical) - Selmer Paris-Series II with a Vandoren
Optimum A3 mouthpiece, a Winslow ligature and Vando
ren #3 reeds.
- Alto (jazz) - Selmer Paris-Series II with a Vandoren
A10l mouthpiece, a Rovner ligature, and Vandoren Java #3
reeds .
Tenor - Selmer Paris-Series III with a Selmer C* mouth
piece, Winslow ligature and Vandoren #3Y2 reeds.
- Baritone - Selmer Paris-Series II with a Selmer C*
mouthpiece, a Winslow ligature and Vandoren #3lh reeds.
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ome college teachers can effortlessly combine their love of
perfOl:ming and their ability to teach. For them, the love of
teaching is so strong they do it whenever and wherever they can.
Those words were never truer than when applied to saxophonist
Gail Levinsky. There is almost not a single day when she can't
be found working with younger musicians by freely sharing her
knowledge, her love of music, or teaching the necessary skills
about teaching music to others. How she balances not letting
a single moment go by without being engaged in the search for
being a better and more effective teacher along with a career
as a saxophonist par-excellence is beyond belief. So committed
to education, even the subject of her Doctoral Dissertation in
Saxophone Performance from Northwestern University is educa
tionally based: An Analysis and Comparison of Early Saxophone
Methods Published Between 1846-1946.
Currently an Associate Professor of Musi'c at Susquehanna
University in Selinsgrove, Pennsylvania, as well as an instruc
tor during summers at the New England Music Camp in Sidney,
Maine, it's no surprise her collegiate teaching duties include, in
addition to her saxophone studio, teaching woodwind and instru4

mental methods courses to the music education
majors, developing an instrumental pedagogy
course, observing student teachers, and teaching
as part of the university-wide Core Perspectives
faculty which has, as one of its goals, seeking
to inspire freshman about the love oflearning.
Among the other special education initiatives she
has undertaken include involving students in the
North American Saxophone Alliance, pilgrimages
to the Midwest Band and Orchestra convention,
the Conn-Selmer Institute, and participating in
a week-long trip to Paris with her students in
order to experience and study the history, peda
gogy and performance practices of the saxophone
in France. And her credentials are excellent
with schooling coming from Butler University,
where she earned a Bachelor of Music Education
degree, and Northwestern University, where
she earned her Masters and Doctoral degrees in
Music Education and Saxophone Performance respectively.
As a soloist Levinsky has presented performances and clinics at
educational symposiums, and colleges and high schools through
out the United States. She has premiered numerous new works
including those of high profile modern composers, is featured on
several recordings, publishes (including an excellent revised edi
tion of Rosemary Lang's Beginning Studies In The Altissimo Reg
ister and a soon to be released performers guide to works written
for saxophone and organ), has been cited in a number of scholarly
publications by other authors, and has received numerous grants.
Along with the many achievements by her saxophone students,
the question still remains, how does she get it all in?

When did you first know you wanted to be a teacher ?
I am probably unique in coming to this realization at an early
age. I had a fabulous middle school experience, and remember
being in sixth or seventh grade knowing that teaching music was
what I was going to do. I was mesmerized by the whole experi
ence. I am fortunate that I still have a LP recording from those
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years. It is a wonderful reminder and memory from that time. On
occasion, I will listen to that recording and realize how horren
dous it truly was with the many "old school" stereotypical middle
school errors. But I still had a great experience and many positive
memories. I believe my band director was all about nurturing the
experience. For example, in eighth grade band, I recall someone
asked how he knew what to do with the baton, and his answer
was to start a conducting class during lunch period. We brought
our lunch, learned the basics of conducting, and conducted the
band at the end of the year. Not so unusual in today's standards,
but I think for forty years ago it was pretty unique. So, from a
very early age I knew I wanted to be a teacher. His name was
Sheldon Wax. His educational background was from the Boston
Conservatory, and here he was teaching in Western Massachu
setts . Unfortunately he's no longer with us, but I did get to see
him many years later at a saxophone conference, and had a great
opportunity to say thank you to him at that point. It was a double
pleasure because as I was in graduate school at the time, and
Dr. Hemke was the featured artist at this particular conference.
Having the opportunity to be with both teachers at the same time
was very special.
Why did you choose to earn your Bachelor's degree at Butler
University?
At the beginning of my junior year my family moved to In
dianapolis. I completed my last two years of high school having
a very different experience than the one I had in my small New
England town. I literally went from one end of the spectrum to
the other. My new school having an enrollment of more than
4,000 students in Grades 10 - 12, and a graduating class that was
more than 1,400. I remember pretty much staying in the music
wing unless I had to venture out. However, the music program
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had everything, 3 concert bands, 2 orchestras, two jazz ensem
bles, etc. And, I two full years of theory and music literature as
well. At that point, graduation, I finally begun to feel settled, and
simply wasn't ready to move again. Butler was also considered
the place to go for majoring in music education, it just seemed
like the right fit. It provided strong performance opportunities
and wonderful preparation for a career in teaching.
While there did you study with Rosemary Lang?
No, I did not. Ms. Lang was seemingly at the end of her ca
reer. She taught the woodwinds methods course, band arranging,
and some clarinet majors as I recall. I guess she was kind of the
woodwinds person. Strangely enough I was not very well con
nected with her at all, other than the few classes I took with her.
Looking back it seems a little ironic that I'm the one who edited
and prepared her book for publication.
Can you describe your early studies and teaching experiences?
I had a very rare situation at Butler, and that, in part, I
believe has driven my passion for teaching and understanding
the ways students learn music in the applied studio. During my
time at Butler I had four different teachers in my four years. It is
not often at the undergraduate level where you have an opportu
nity to learn what you don't want to do or be as a teacher. I truly
hope that this statement does not come off in a negative light.
However, I had four very unique individuals who taught applied
saxophone to me; their personalities and teaching styles were all
very different. I learned so much about teaching in general, moti
vation, and saxophone pedagogy. I now cherish those experiences;
that's a course not often offered.
After graduation I moved to Dallas, Texas. The Texas experi
ence was very distinctive. At the time they had a superb private
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lesson program within the schools. I think my love of pedagogy
and teaching is, in many ways tied to this experience. When I
first began teaching in 1980 I had something like nine students.
Six years later I was teaching 107 students. I had so many differ
ent pedagogical things thrown at me. That experience taught me
quite a bit.
Was it because of Fred Hemke that you chose to leave that
teaching situation and study at Northwestern for your graduate
degrees?
Yes and no. I attended a World Saxophone Congress in 1975
at Northwestern. Talk about life altering experience. That was
very impressive, so I knew of him. Many years later I had an ac
quaintance that earned his master's degree at Northwestern and
we were doing a lot of regional theatre together at the time. He
had just come back to Texas from NU and shared so many won
derful experiences. At this point I was teaching in my seventh
year and had a studio of over a hundred students. For whatever
reason, Ijust felt that Northwestern and Dr. Hemke was going
to be the right place. Almost overnight I decided to take a little
sabbatical and use the following year to prepare myself. I studied
with one of Dr. Hemke's former students, William Hochkeppel,
and at the end of that year I was fortunate enough to be admitted
to Northwestern. I was functionally a double major and took it
all in. The experience was wonderful and a real challenge for me.
After earning my Masters degree I stayed to earn an Artist's Di
ploma. I moved back to Dallas, taught for a year, and then went
back to NU to earn my Doctorate in Saxophone Performance.
What did Fred bring to your saxophone playing?
He is a teacher the likes of which I had never seen before.
From the very first lesson, not only his passion for the music, but
also his ability to convey the experience in every aspect of what
it takes to be a musician, life, and everything. He was fabulous.
His teaching is so simple, but yet so complex. There is that old
saying, "play every note as if it was a pearl." I think what Dr.
Hemke gave me was the ability and the tools to figure that out
on my own. I have great admiration for everything he taught me
educationally and pedagogically.
I want to talk about your book for a bit, a new edition of Rosemary
Lang's Beginning Studies In The Altissimo Register. As you were
editing the book, were there things you found anew in the book,
from a pedagogical standpoint, that you hadn't noticed when you
were a student?
I think the things I found in it were more along the lines of ed
itorial decisions I made as I was editing the book. First, I refined
the content as to some of the tunes included. For example, I don't
think the song Swanee is appropriate for an educational book
today. Second, in todays pedagogy I believe the skill of reading
ledger lines is really important. In the original text everything
Ms. Lang did was written down the octave with 8,a markings.
Flutists and clarinetists read ledger lines all the time, so I made
the decision to have a nice mix of both styles. I also felt there was
room for more material, and include additional scales and inter
val studies. And finally, I put some saxophone humor in the very
last exercise (Chromatic Variation). I utilized the well-known
passage at the end of the first page in of the Ibert, Concertino da
Camera, where the altissimo notes first appear. I transcribed it
in every key. I figure if you can get through the book and play the
Ibert lick in every key, then you're probably okay and ready to go.
I love how in the introduction you write, "With the effect of time
and regularity in which the altissimo range is required in one's
playing ... " Is it really possible, here in the 21" century, to get by as
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a saxophonist and not have command of the altissimo register?
I am teaching at NEMC right now and I have IS-year olds
who are playing in the altissimo register; I didn't even know how
to spell the word when I was that age. Some of them just fly up
there. At every age level the playing today is just astounding and
really fun to hear. It wasn't that long ago when the altissimo reg
ister notes were considered freak notes. Now it's almost standard
operating procedure. And, composers continue to push us in this
area.
In the book you provide a number of different fingerings for dif
ferent altissimo notes. You also write, "If another fingering is not
shown and produces better results on your instruments - use it!"
Is there a set of criteria you explain to your students for choosing
which keys they pick for different altissimo notes as they are work
ing on developing their own abilities?
There are a different ways on how to teach the altissimo
range. Some believe that the beginning point of altissimo is
through harmonics, playing overtones from the low B-flat and
pinpointing the partials from that point. Others believe you
should start on a certain altissimo note and go from there. Oth
ers believe you should learn it in context or need and go from
there. They are all viable and reasonable methods. Like any
thing though, students are coming to it with different issues. For
some students, the teacher can say, "Here is the fingering." The
student put the keys down and boom, it happens. Others, based
on their embouchure, tongue position or air have a whole set of
different issues. There are so many different variables to achiev
ing success. At the beginning level if a note comes out easier with
a different fingering, use it. In the original Ms. Lang used a set of
fingerings that worked for her and were reasonable at the time.
I tried to be as true to her as I possibly could, but if there were
fingerings that I thought worked better I suggested those. A few
individuals have asked why I didn't include soprano and bari
fingerings. I believed most beginner level students would likely
start on alto or tenor and there would be the same kind of need.
The method you use and the way in which you present the mate
rial is orderly, logical, and very step-by-step in order to get the
students from point A to point B. The book seems to me, pedagogi
cally, to guarantee success.
This is clearly attributed to Ms. Lang. I believe the book is
well thought out and leaves lots of room to supplement. It is for
that reason why after so many years those teachers who use it in
their studio are pleased that it is available again. In my opinion,
the strength ofthe book lies in the concept of pitch matching.
It seems logical that if I student can hear it before they play it
they are taking a giant step forward. You can do the same thing
with scales, but for the younger player who wants to explore the
altissimo register, I think taking tunes that are familiar, playing
them down the octave and then in the altissimo register works
pretty effectively.
I wanted to ask a few questions about your latest CD, Tipping
Point. First, you view your recording projects as attempts to keep
yourself honest musically, as well as a way to document the com
positions you perform. Can you explain for the readers what you
mean by keeping yourself honest musically?
Keeping myself honest musically actually has several mean
ings for me. If you ask me to define myself professionally, I
would say I am a classical saxophonist. However, the reality is
I'm extensively involved in both music education and saxophone
performance, and as a result have many responsibilities and
interests. On one level, keep yourself honest, means remembering
who I am and always trying to push myself. In addition, for me
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it means not being the same player I was five, or ten, or 20 years
ago - always striving to become a better musician and performer.

As you use the recordings for yourself, as well as for others, do
you also recommend that your students record their own practice
sessions?
Yes , of course. I believe one of the challenges for young musi
cians is becoming aware of how what is being played sounds dif
ferently from behind the instrument versus what someone hears
in front of them. I encourage all forms of technology. With the
advancement of technology and computer programs we have a lot
available to us.
On the recording you perform in duo with flute on Paul Hayden's
Janus. When playing in duo with a flute, were there challenges
you didn't anticipate as rehearsals began ? For example, did you
haue to modify your approach to dynamics?
Absolutely, but I think this is true with every instrument. When
we rehearsed it was nice to be in a traditional setting (flutist)
with Reuben (Council!) next me. In this setup we could hear
each other very clearly. Of course, so much is dependent on the
hall and the performance space. In the recording itself, however,
we had some unique challenges, especially in the first move
ment. Reuben was stage center and I was 5 feet away. This was
not because of an inability to play soft, as much as it was the
microphones and the recording space. In Reuben's case he has
such presence in his sound that it's not as hard as it seems when
you're performing with him live. We both have excellent control
over our dynamic ranges and have performed live a number of
times.

The interplay between the two ofyou is fantastic.
Thank you. I love finding those instrumental situations that
don't seem typical or normal. For example, this past week I per
formed a piece for saxophone, viola and piano (Bruce Trinkley's
Summer Dances) . People would not typically see this combination
working, just as most people would not envision flute and saxo
phone together, but it really works.
When performing Sunny Burnette's The Yellow Saxophone & Oth
er Colors, you perform brilliantly in a style that isjazz influenced,
but not really totally jazz. When you're working with students
on music like this, how do you keep them from oueremphasizing
either the classical or jazz elements in order to create a balanced
performance?
I like to think, especially with jazz, it is all about the style.
I've been fortunate to have excellent teachers who instilled in me
a love and passion for jazz. Beyond improvisation , jazz is a style
and must be approached no differently than the flautists who
must perform in Baroque style. In the situation of The Yellow
Saxophone & Other Colors , every movement was so different that
all I had to do was follow the intention of the composer. In this
particular piece my role was for the majority of time to support
what the vocalist was doing. Now there is a case where my job
was made very easy.
It works both ways, when I asked Sam Riuers what it was like to
play with Tony Williams, he said, "You should ask him what it's
like to play with me."
That's great and so true. I've been very fortunate to have
superb musicians to work with, and on this recording in each
and every case they enhanced my musicianship. I hope they feel
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the same about me. Sue Fancher is a great example of this. I've
been so fortunate to do a number of collaborations with her over
the years. She is such a giving and unpretentious person ... a
simply fabulous musician. Every time I've had the opportunity
to collaborate on a project with her I come out a better musician.
(Fancher performs two works with Levinsky on Tipping Point.)
I love the piece Tipping Point by Jason Bahr. It is powerful and
extremely gripping. Can you tell me about this piece ?"
Absolutely. Jason is presently on the faculty at Ohio Wesleyan
University. I left Mississippi State in 1999, but he joined the
faculty soon-thereafter and worked with my former colleague and
duo partner Jackie Edwards-Henry (Henry is the pianist on the
recording.) Several years ago, Jackie and I decided after Hur
ricane Katrina, we wanted to do something to help those affected
by the hurricane. She arranged a series of recitals and master
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classes throughout Mississippi with all the benefits going to
Katrina survivors. Jason was in attendance at our first recital in
Starkville. After the recital, he said he had never written for the
saxophone before, but he wanted to write a piece for us. Tippin.g
Point is his first saxophone composition. I think he got it! In addi
tion to writing some beautiful music for the saxophone and piano,
I think he also captured the technical and musical techniques
that I do well , and at the same time he really challenged me. I
was very thankful for him composing this work and it's a wonder
ful addition to the saxophone repertoire.
One of the areas colleges don't teach, even in music education
programs, is how to teach a private lesson. Most people just learn
through trial and error. You've developed and designed a course
in Instrumental Pedagogy to help teach this aspect of music teach
ing. As with all college courses I'm sure it's rather in.volved, but I
was wondering how you came to develop,
or were influenced, to design and teach
this course ?
You ask a very good question and you
are right to a certain degree. Most people
do learn by trail and error. However, I
think in one-on-one teaching it is poten
tiallya good thing. What I mean by this
is that there truly isn't just one answer
all the time, and the challenge is being
open and creative enough to come up
with many solutions to the same problem.
Overall, I believe three things influenced
me in designing this course. I spoke about
my experience as an undergraduate and
my teaching in Dallas early in my career.
But, in addition I had a wonderful course
during my graduate school years entitled
Performance, Practice, and Criticism. It
was basically a master class situation
with a different NU applied faculty mem
ber leading the class each week, critiqu
ing performers, etc. I try to bring that
experience to the Instrumental Pedagogy
course, but applying it to studio teach
ing. Observing how teachers address the
same issues, i.e. embouchure, breathing,
tonguing/diction, and so forth is really
educational. I think this is the student's
favorite part of the course, observing how
others teach. Another component is for
the college students to teach children
through our Preparatory program. After
each lesson, which is videotaped, the
students complete reflective journals and
prepare for the next lesson. The final com
ponent is learning about the management
of running a studio. Many students want
this experience upon graduation. I hope
the course helps.

MOUTHPIECES FOR CLARINETS AND SAXOPHONES

You, like many, have a different in
strumental setup when playing jazz as
opposed to playing classical. What advice
do you have for students to help them find
a setup that works, both for classical and
for jazz ?
With regard to a classical setup I
think there is not a professional out there
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that hasn't experimented with different mouthpieces, ligatures,
or reeds. For me, at the end of the day it is about a medium
open mouthpiece and medium strength reed. The Selmer C* and
Vandoren AL3 (alto) mouthpieces work really well. For younger
players, just having a quality reed can make all the difference.
With regard to jazz and specifically ensemble playing I tell my
students to trust their ear and know what their role is in the
group, ie. lead vs. bari. Like I mentioned earlier, I believe when it
comes to jazz it's about style. Look for the sound that fits within
the section.

For your students who are jazz leaning, do you recommend they
learn to play the so-called doubling instruments like {lute and
clarinet?
Specific to my students, well, this is very situational. It is
not so much about jazz leaning that they wish to learn the other
woodwinds, but rather because of their need to model instru
ments as music education majors. But, in general we make the
mistake of not settling on one instrument before they're pushing
to learn another, especially with regard to the saxophone. The
lesson to be learned is that an embouchure for one woodwind
instrument is not the same as on any of the other four. Be care
ful and seek out proper instruction. As simple as it sounds, if a
student works on their doubles, know what instrument you are
playing and do the things to play that instrument correctly. The
switch from saxophone to clarinet is not so bad if you can use
the traditional saxophone embouchure and apply it to clarinet.
Clarinetists identify this as the "soft cushion" embouchure.

answer to your question is for them to become their own teacher,
to understand and incorporate the skills they experience in the
studio and be able to work independently in the practice room
and beyond.

I know you went with a group of students to France in order
to study, for want of a better way to say, the French method in
a firsthand and direct method. Now here a few years after the
experience, in retrospect, is there one main aspect of the French
style that still stands out most in your mind you gleaned from the
experience?
Jonathan Helton (University of Florida) organized this trip
and did a fabulous job in allowing students to experience many
aspects of French teaching. We had the opportunity to observe
both Claude Delangle and Jean-Mitchell Goury. Selecting just
one element is difficult, but I think I would have to say the teach
ing of young children in particularly with ear training and solfeg
gio is quite impressive .
You've given a lot of clinics. When you go out and do these, at con
ferences, colleges and high schools, is there an overriding princi
pal you like to make sure you emphasize?
From a technical standpoint I emphasize the fundamentals
beginning with breathing. When I am working on interpretation
and so forth, I would say that I focus on what is being commu
nicated to the listener. Younger players tend to underplay what
they see on the page. I try to get them to do more and take a few
chances.

I've always thought one of the worst things that could have ever
happened to the saxophone was how early band writers didn't
know what to do with the instrument so they had it double French
horn parts. If composers, when the instrument was first intro
duced, had taken a little time to come to understand the instru
ment a lot of the false associations the instrument has would have
been avoided.
Yes, and then when coupled with some of the horrible instru
ments used at that time, like the mellophone or the E-flat horn.
These probably weren't the best parts written. Luckily there
were also many composers who did learn the capabilities of the
saxophone and we have some wonderful works in the early wind
repertoire.

What projects are you currently working on ?
I have two projects that I am most excited about. The first is
the completion of performers guide of works written for saxo
phone and organ. My colleague, Marcos Krieger and I have
researched and compiled approximately fifty compositions of this
combination. The anthology will provide specific performance
requirements, such as the instrument needs for the organist. In
addition, we are including program notes and discussing the tech
nical demands of each piece. We hope this will be released later
this year. The second project, which I am most pleased about, is
a new concerto being written by composer Andrea Clearfield. I
am confident that this will be a terrific addition to the saxophone
repertoire.

It's also in college where many students get their first experiences
playing in a recital situation. What advice do you have for your
students as they begin to play for the first time in a recital situa
tion ?
I hope, if you would ask my students that they would say that
I'm consistent in this regard. The answer is to do your homework,
prepare yourself well, and do the things that you have control
over. Learn your part musically and technically, learn the score,
learn about the composer, and put yourself in front of an audi
ence prior to the actual reci tal. At the end of the day, after you've
done all that you can do in preparation, then you need to relax,
have fun, and make music.

What advice do you have for high school saxophonists?
Listening to music is paramount. Listen not only to saxophon
ists, but also to strings, vocalists, and pianists. They are the best
breathers and you learn so much about phrasing. Learn your
scales. This is the vehicle to achieve technical flexibility on the
instrument. Play music-all styles and all genres. And, finally play
on more than one reed and please take it off the mouthpiece when
finished playing. §

You've mentioned you have other teaching responsibilities besides
saxophone studio, but when a student enters your studio, do you
have a set ofgoals you want to have the student accomplish ?
For my situation both at Mississippi State ,and at Susque
hanna, I have been fortunate to have very good young musicians.
It's often the case they come to school with very different back
grounds, in that some may never have had a lesson before. My
first goal, right off the bat is to development of their sound. Then
it's about their musicianship and technical flexibility. The simple
Saxophone Journal

GAIL LEVINSKY'S SELECTED DISCOGRAPHY
• Gail Levinsky, Tipping Point (2009)
• Gail Levinsky, Saxophone & Other Voices (2002)
• Paul Bro, Music of M. William Karlins, Nostalgie for 12
Saxophones, (2000)
• Michael Kallstrom, Electronic Music Anthology, Around
the Clock for Alto Saxophone & Electronic Tape (1999)
• Vision Saxophone Quartet, Conicality (1997)
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