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ABSTRACT 
 

 This document presents competitor and repertoire data collected from four international 
saxophone competitions – the Adolphe Sax International Competition, Jean-Marie Londeix 
International Saxophone Competition, International Saxophone Competition “Josip Nochta,” and 
the International Saxophone Competition Nova Gorica – and evaluates repertoire choices as to 
how they might reveal the evolving expectations facing young saxophonists.  By comparing the 
success of competitors performing selected works throughout all four competitions, this paper 
demonstrates which works are preferred by both the performers and the jury members.  Works 
for saxophone in many different performance mediums are discussed, including saxophone and 
piano, with orchestra, and unaccompanied saxophone.  Particular attention is paid to the rounds 
in which saxophonists are allowed to select any work with limited or no restrictions.  A 
discussion of those pieces that have been the most effective works in these competition settings 
overall, and what these works share in common, also takes place. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Many factors may influence one’s choice of repertoire for a recital program; for example, 

a teacher’s recommendation, the precedents set by colleagues, curricular requirements, or a 
desire for cohesiveness or variety.  Saxophonists may use competition repertoire as a basis for 
recital programming choices – especially at the graduate level. As pieces fall out of favor within 
these contests they may also lose their place in public performance.  This document identifies 
those pieces that persist both on competition lists and in the choices of competitors and describes 
characteristics that may have made them appealing to competition organizers.  This will not be a 
study on the technical challenges of individual pieces. Instead, this paper focuses on the 
challenges these works share in common. 

To accomplish this, this paper organizes and evaluates the different pieces that comprise 
the repertoire for major saxophone competitions throughout the world from the late 1990s to the 
present and finds consistencies between each contest.  The competitions included in this research 
are the Adolphe Sax International Competition (ASIC), Jean-Marie Londeix International 
Saxophone Competition (JMLISC), the International Saxophone Competition “Josip Nochta” 
(ISCJN), and the International Saxophone Competition Nova Gorica (ISCNG).  These contests 
were selected because they are well-known competitions open to saxophonists from any country 
and provide the performers with a significant amount of choice in repertoire.  Additionally, the 
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more recent iterations of these have been recorded by the YouTube channel “AdolpheSaxTV”1 
and include video of each competitors’ performances in the following years: ASIC 2006, 2010, 
2014; JMLISC 2014 and 2017; both ISCJN competitions, and the 2013 ISCNG.  The semifinal 
and final rounds of the most recent ISCNG (2018) are also available through YouTube, this time 
through SaxGo, the official channel of the ISCNG2.   

A review of not only which pieces are listed, but also which were performed is necessary.  
Most competitions follow a similar format, consisting of three rounds.  In the first round there is  
a mandatory work and one work to be selected from a list.  The second round (semifinal) will 
also contain one compulsory work, and another work that competitors may either choose from a 
list or freely choose with little to no restrictions. The final round includes at least one concerto to 
be performed with orchestra, and some include a second work to be selected from a list.  While 
each competition has its own variation on this format, this does appear to be the standard across 
all four competitions.   

In each competition participants are allowed some choice in repertoire.  In most cases 
competitors are provided a list from which they may select one work, while in some cases there 
are few or no restrictions at all, and any work may be selected.  Which pieces were favored by 
competitors, and which pieces had the highest rate of passing to the next round are examined 
both within each competition and across all competitions as a whole.  Of particular note in these 
contests is when the performers have free choice without limitation.  With all possibilities 
available, there are still very clear trends throughout all competitions which may be identified.   

                                                           
1 “AdolpheSaxTV.” YouTube, last modified September 19, 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/user/AdolphesaxTV/featured. 
2 “SAXGO18.” YouTube, last modified July 7, 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCwFxs0mMcCP-BKCdvpqgt9A 



3  

The treatment of transcriptions also is discussed in this document.  The saxophonists’ 
repertoire is lacking in quality pieces before 1900, and as such transcriptions have become an 
important aspect of a student saxophonists’ diet.  Following this trend, most competitions include 
some type of transcription in their compulsory list.  A discussion of the pieces selected will draw 
more connections between the contests; the arrangements used by the participants and their 
relative success will be reviewed.  

The first ASIC in 1994 marks the beginning of the international saxophone competition 
era.  It has since occurred every four years in Dinant, Belgium, and draws saxophonists from all 
over the world, with the next competition taking place in October 20193.  Through contact with 
Alan Crepin, the organizer of the competition, I was directed to complete repertoire lists in the 
archives of the ASIC, 4 and a confirmed participants list for most of the earlier competitions is 
available through several online sources.  Through the AdolpheSaxTV channel, complete lists of 
the competitors and their repertoire for the 2006, 2010, and 2014 competitions can be assembled.  
Since this competition has the longest history and is considered by many to be the premiere 
competition for saxophonists internationally, this data will serve as the cornerstone of this paper.   

The JMLISC began with what was meant to be a single competition in Bordeaux, France.  
This competition took place in 1996 to honor Jean-Marie Londeix (b. 1932), the long-time 
instructor of saxophone at the Conservatoire de Bordeaux, and its early years are poorly 
documented.  However, beginning in 2005 the competition was revived by Dr. Sugree 
Charoensook, Dean of the College of Music at Mahidol University in Thailand, with the second 

                                                           
3 International Adolphe Sax Association Adolphe Sax International competition – Extract From 
the Rules (Dinant, 2018). 
4 Alain Crepin and Princy Bourdeaud’hui, emails to author, July 28 to August 23, 2018. 
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JMLISC occurring at the University in 20085.  It has since been held at Mahidol every three 
years, in 2011, 2014, and most recently in 2017.  There are also video recordings for the last two 
JMLISC meetings, and with the help of Professor Shyen Lee, organizer of the competition and 
professor of saxophone at Mahidol University, complete competitor lists for these competitions 
were made available to me as well.  This competition gives considerable freedom in the choice 
of pieces, with almost no mandatory works in any round.  Instead competitors are given a list of 
pieces from which they must select their repertoire.  Being able to ascertain which pieces they 
chose, and how successful competitors were with those pieces, will add a further dimension to 
this paper. 

Josip Nochta (1924 – 1995) was the first saxophone teacher, and the founder of, the 
saxophone class at the Music Academy in Zagreb, Croatia. The International Competition Josip 
Nochta was created in 2014 in his honor6.  One of the unique aspects of this competition is the 
promotion of Croatian composers through the use of required works.  There have been only two 
iterations of this competition, but it has already gained special recognition due to the 
opportunities it presents: the First Prize winner from 2017 was invited to perform at the XVIII 
World Saxophone Congress Opening Concert, held in Zagreb in 2018 which features some of the 
most renowned saxophonists in the world7.  Due to its recency original documents describing the 
competition, its contestants and their repertoire choices, as well as video documentation for both 
competitions, are readily available.  Many of the saxophonists from this competition had 

                                                           
5 Shyen Lee, email to the author, July 26, 2018.  
6 Josip Nochta International Saxophone Competition, Josip Nochta International Saxophone 
Competition (Zagreb, 2014). 
7 Josip Nochta International Saxophone Competition, Josip Nochta International Saxophone 
Competition (Zagreb, 2017). 
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previously competed in ASIC, JMLISC, and ISCNG. Therefore, their choices in this more recent 
contest will indicate how the competition paradigm has changed.  

Slovenia has regularly produced high-level saxophonists for many years, so a competition 
taking place there is no surprise.  In 2001, the 1st International Saxophone Competition “Alps-
Adria-Danube” was held in Krško, Slovenia.  Beginning in 2003, the competition was moved to 
Nova Gorica, where it has since been held as a bi-annual event8.  The competition provides the 
most data of any competition, with nine meetings thus far.  An interesting aspect of this 
competition is that for its first six meetings there were three age divisions, each with different 
repertoire and prizes.  For the sake of consistency within this document only the oldest age 
category will be considered since its repertoire requirements are more in line with those of the 
other competitions; the younger age divisions have since fallen away.   

For each competition the available information is presented in tables which notate the 
competitor’s name, his or her choices for each round (where applicable), and how far the player 
progressed in each competition.  This data is compared for every year of the individual 
competitions, then this information will be collated to establish a “short list” of works that should 
be learned by any competitor wishing to take part in an international competition.   This will be 
determined not only by which pieces are most popular, but which have the highest rates of 
success.   

 
 

                                                           
8 Matjaz Drevensek, email to the author, July 29, 2018. 
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ADOLPHE SAX INTERNATIONAL COMPETITION 
Overview 

The Adolphe Sax International Competition (referred to as ASIC) began in 1994 in 
Dinant, Belgium9.  It has since occurred every four years and draws saxophonists from the top 
studios across the world.  Consisting of three rounds, the competition requires saxophonists to 
perform a wide variety of repertoire from several different style periods.  The competition is 
organized by the non-profit International Adolphe Sax Organization, which promotes Adolphe 
Sax and his many works and achievements.  Each competition features a diverse jury of 
saxophonists, composers, and other notable musicians.  Each round includes at least one 
compulsory work and one work to be chosen from a list of preselected pieces provided by the 
competition organizers.  The notable exception is the semi-final round, which allows the 
competitors to select any unaccompanied work for solo saxophone.  The pieces selected by the 
competitors in each round will be discussed following a brief account of each of the iterations of 
the competition.   

The first ASIC is unfortunately not well documented.  The only information available to 
me indicates that it occurred in 1994, and saw Vincent David of France awarded first prize.  
Fabrizio Manucuso of Italy won second prize, and Fabrice Moretti took third.10

                                                           
9 International Adolphe Sax Association Adolphe Sax International competition – Extract From 
the Rules (Dinant, 2018). 
10 Adolphe Sax International Competition 2014. (Dinant, 2014), 22-23. 
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The following competition, held in 1998, has more accessible data, but does not include 
competitor selections.  The prizewinners of this contest deserve special note; Alexandre Doisy of 
France, who received first prize, is the only competitor to win more than one of the four 
competitions (ASIC in 1998 and JMLISC in 2008). Otis Murphy of the United States was 
awarded second place, and is the only American to have made the finals of the ASIC thus far. 11 

The third ASIC, which occurred from October 29 to November 9, 2002, documented a 
complete competitor list that included their selections for the semifinal and final rounds of the 
competition. Unfortunately, there is still no video documentation for any round.12 

A complete competitor list, including selections for every round, is made available for the 
first time with the fourth ASIC.  Taking place from October 31 to November 11 2006, video 
recordings of each round are also accessible through the AdolpheSaxTV YouTube channel for 
the first time.13 The fifth and sixth competitions likewise contain complete competitor data 
through a variety of sources.  The sixth competition was the first to feature a pre-screening video 
in which two hundred and sixty-three candidates submitted recordings, with only ninety-eight 
competitors invited to Dinant.14 

As of the writing of this document the 7th ASIC has been announced but has not yet 
occurred.  The projected dates are from October 26 to November 10, 201915.  While the 
performers’ selections cannot be recorded until after the competition takes place, the information 
regarding required works for the competition and other pertinent information will be included 
here. 
                                                           
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Adolphe Sax International Competition 2014. (Dinant, 2014), 22-23. 
15 International Adolphe Sax Association Adolphe Sax International competition – Extract From 
the Rules (Dinant, 2018). 
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Preliminary Recordings and First Round 
Beginning in 2014, a recording which consists of two movements from different works 

has been required in addition to the application. In 2014, these two movements were selected 
from Jacque Ibert’s16 Concertino da Camera (1935) and Paul Creston’s17 Sonata, Op. 19 (1939), 
while the upcoming 2019 competition requires selected movements from Lars-Erik Larsson’s18 
Concerto (1934) and Henri Tomasi’s19 Concerto (1949).  The addition of a preliminary recording 
is a logical choice; the earlier competitions were attracting many saxophonists, and the logistical 
issues of having over one hundred and fifty competitors in the first round made this decision 
prudent.   

In the first live round, saxophonists are asked to perform a transcription (usually of a 
work by Johann Sebastian Bach20), one compulsory work, and one piece chosen from a list.  The 
pieces on the list generally sample various styles and periods but are all original works for 
saxophone.  In this round there has been a single, particular piece which is favored over all 
others.  In 2014, there were eight pieces available to competitors.21  Of those eight pieces, 
Prelude, Cadence et Finale by Alfred Desenclos was chosen sixty-one times, with the next most 
chosen piece being Divertimento (1964) by Roger Boutry,22 which was chosen fourteen times.  
Additionally, of the eighteen finalists, sixteen of them selected the Desenclos.23  Similar trends 
exist in earlier competitions, which gives the impression that there is one “correct” choice for 

                                                           
16 1890 - 1962 
17 1906 – 1985 
18 1908 – 1986 
19 1901 - 1971 
20 1685 - 1750 
21 International Adolphe Sax Association. 6 CIAS -Oeuvres. Dinant, 2014. 
22 B. 1932 
23 See Appendix 
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these early rounds.  Desenclos’ work will be discussed in further length at the conclusion of this 
document.   

The Baroque transcription requirement, begun in 2010, is also a relatively new addition 
to the competition.  Both the 2010 and 2014 competitions have required J.S. Bach violin sonata 
movements: the Allegro Finale from the Sonata No. 2 in A minor, BWV 1003, in 2010 and the 
Presto from the Sonata No. 1 in G minor, BWV 1001, in 2014.  The 7th ASIC will require a 
movement from the Partita for Violin No. 2 in D minor.  In all of these years any arrangement of 
the transcription is allowed but it must be performed on alto saxophone.  The transposition 
appears to play a large role in the relative success of the competitor.  In 2014, only one third of 
the competitors chose to perform the movement in its original key of G minor, with more than 
half choosing instead to perform it one whole-step lower in the F minor.  This could be for one of 
two reasons, the first being that the key of D minor is a preferable key in which to perform on the 
saxophone. The Alto Saxophone is in Eb, which therefore requires the saxophonist to transpose 
the original key of G minor to E minor for performance.  Performing in “concert” F minor would 
result in D minor for the saxophonist, which is a more comfortable key idiomatically. The 
second reason, and possibly the more likely of the two, is that the outer ranges of the instrument 
are largely avoided by performing the movement in D minor instead of E minor.  In the opening 
passage of the work, the saxophonist would be required to arpeggiate up to a G in the altissimo 
register, and the note recurs quite frequently.  Although this is not outside of the capabilities of 
any of the saxophonists at this competition, it adds an extra layer of difficulty to what is already 
a challenging transcription.  Of the eighteen semifinalists, sixteen chose to perform the work in F 
minor, providing even more weight to the idea that performing in a comfortable range is more 
likely to bring success than attempting to maintain the original pitch of the work.  Another 
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commonality between competitors who advanced to the semifinals is that they relied quite 
heavily on circular breathing24 in order to create authentic sounding phrases.  It is quite common 
to “sneak in” breaths where possible when performing string music on a wind instrument, and 
especially when unaccompanied.  By employing circular breathing one can sustain longer and 
more effective phrases, providing a musical advantage. 
Second Round 

The second live round consists of one compulsory work, a piece to be selected from the 
list and a “free choice” where the competitor may select any solo work for saxophone from the 
repertoire.  The limitations are that the piece must not include any other instrument or sounds 
(i.e. no electronics) and that it must be for either soprano, alto, tenor, baritone, or bass 
saxophone.25  In each competition there are eighteen semifinalists from which six finalists are 
selected.  From the data available (omitting the 1994 competition) there are certain “meta” shifts 
in which we can see pieces become more or less popular and more or less successful.  There are 
some clarifications to be made, namely that only the competitors who passed the preliminary 
round are included in this data, which does potentially skew the information. However, these 
trends do still speak to the changing popularity of specific works throughout the different 
iterations of the ASIC. The 1998, 2002, and 2006 competitions all saw the most success with 
Luciano Berio’s26 Sequenza IXb (1980).  Eleven out of the fifty-four semifinalists chose this 
piece, and five of those eleven passed on to the next round, giving it just under a fifty percent 

                                                           
24  “The cheeks are inflated like balloons to take the place of pulmonary exhalation. At the 
same time, breathing in through the nose (nasal inhalation) can provide air to the lungs of the 
instrumentalist.” Patrick Murphy, “Extended Techniques for Saxophone: An Approach Through 
Musical Examples” (DMA diss., University of Arizona, 2013), 12. 
25  International Adolphe Sax Association Adolphe Sax International competition – Extract 
From the Rules (Dinant, 2018). 
26 1925 - 2003 
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success rate.27  The next most common piece was Karlheinz Stockhausen’s28 In Freundschaft 
(1982/1983), with eight competitors choosing this piece.29  Five out of those eight passed into the 
finals, giving it a success rate of more than fifty percent.  However, if we look at 2006 as a 
turning point, we see the rise of two different pieces, Jungle (1994) by Christian Lauba30 and 
Mysterious Morning III (1999) by Fuminori Tanada.31  These pieces, although also chosen in 
earlier competitions32, are much more prominent in these most recent iterations since 2006, and 
also more successful.  Jungle was selected ten times out of these fifty-four competitors, and 
Mysterious Morning III was chosen eight times.  Jungle held a fifty percent success rate while 
the Tanada managed only twenty-five percent.  Meanwhile, the Berio was chosen seven times, 
but was only successful three times, all in 2006.  The Stockhausen has likewise suffered, being 
selected just four times, and passing only once.33 The question is: why is it that these pieces have 
apparently changed in popularity so drastically in the last twenty years? 

One thing to consider is that both Berio’s and Stockhausen’s works are not originally 
saxophone works; both pieces were originally intended for clarinet and later adapted by the 
composer.  While this certainly does not preclude the pieces from being performed, original 
works are becoming the standard for areas of the competition such as this.  Both Lauba’s and 
Tanada’s works are relatively new, so it stands to reason that as these pieces were disseminated, 
they became more popular and therefore were more likely to be seen at a highly competitive 

                                                           
27 See Appendix  
28 1928 - 2007 
29 See Appendix  
30 B. 1952 
31 B. 1961 
32 Only one semifinalist selected Jungle in 2002, while three semifinalists selected Mysterious 
Morning III. Only one of those four competitors passed into the finals. 
33 See Appendix  
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level.  In this case, the true test of these works will be whether or not they continue to be selected 
in future competitions. 

Another possibility is that the extended techniques required for both the Lauba and 
Tanada make them a better showcase of a saxophonist’s ability, which in turn makes these pieces 
more attractive.  Although very difficult, both the Stockhausen and Berio require few extended 
techniques (one of the reasons they translate well from another instrument).  Jungle requires a 
large amount of slap-tonguing (that is the technical purpose of this etude) and also features 
subtone34 and circular breathing.35  The Tanada features a wide array of other effects including 
multiphonics, vocalization, and timbral trills.36  All of these techniques are rising in popularity 
among saxophonists, and it is expected at this point that these techniques be mastered in order 
for the performer to be qualified as a top-tier musician.   

A final consideration could simply be a matter of logistics.  Competitors are only allowed 
a certain window of time (usually forty minutes) to complete the second round and have to 
perform two pieces in addition to the solo work during that time.  With both the Berio and 
Stockhausen averaging over ten minutes it can be difficult to demonstrate all the techniques and 
skills in that round.  There is no penalty for completing the round before or after the forty 
minutes but programming a four- or six-minute piece can be much more appealing than a twelve- 
to fifteen-minute work.   
Final Round 

The final round of the ASIC generally consists of the performance of two works: one a 
commissioned concerto written for the competition final and the other to be chosen from a list of 
                                                           
34 Subtone is a description of the tone quality itself, in this case accomplished by both the low 
volume and manipulation of air support provided by the saxophonist. 
35 Christian Lauba, Neuf Etudes, vol. 1. (Paris: Alphonse Leduc, 1996) 
36 Fuminori Tanada, Mysterious Morning III. (Paris: Henry Lemoine, 1999) 
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five or six concerti.37  Both pieces are performed with chamber orchestra and may be played 
either with or without music38. The programming for the final round rotates through a core set of 
concerti, including works by Lars-Erik Larsson, Heitor Villa-Lobos,39 Pierre-Max Dubois,40 
Alexander Glazunov,41 and others.  There is no set order in which these pieces are to be 
programmed, and it is not uncommon for more than one to be listed in the same year.  It is also 
tradition that the piece which was commissioned for the previous competition is included in the 
next competition year, with Ostinati by Frederic Devreese42 being brought back three times since 
its introduction in 1998.43 

However, despite the relatively frequent offerings of these concertos, they are not nearly 
as frequently performed.  The two most commonly chosen works are Frank Martin’s44 Ballade 
(1938) and Lars-Erik Larsson’s Concerto, Op. 14 (1934).  Whenever these two pieces are 
available, they are chosen by at least one competitor, and there have been competitions where 
each piece has been chosen by five of the six competitors.45  In fact, out of eighteen competitors 
(three competitions of six saxophonists) the Larsson has been chosen ten times.  Conversely, 
Glazunov has only been performed twice,46 and the Devreese and Villa-Lobos have not been 
chosen at all.  One curious finding is that Jacques Ibert’s47 Concertino da Camera (1935) has 

                                                           
37 International Adolphe Sax Association Adolphe Sax International competition – Extract From 
the Rules (Dinant, 2018). 
38 While there does seem to be a trend among competitors towards consistent memorization of 
concerti, there is no rule in this competition which requires it. 
39 1887 - 1959 
40 1930 - 1995 
41 1865 - 1936 
42 B. 1929 
43 See Appendix  
44 1890 - 1974 
45 See Appendix  
46 Ibid. 
47 1890 - 1962 
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only been included once in the competition as a final round piece, being offered in the upcoming 
7th ASIC.  Ibert’s work is one of the few pieces accepted by saxophonists as a core standard, and 
therefore it would be reasonable for it to show up quite frequently.  However, the piece has been 
delegated to earlier rounds of the competition until now and is rarely chosen by competitors.  
The author believes that the chance to perform it with orchestra may draw more saxophonists 
towards that particular work. 

There are several factors to consider when selecting a concerto as a competitor in the 
final round of any international competition.  In 2010 a brief interview was made with each of 
the finalists in which many of the aspects of the competition were discussed, including the 
compulsory piece, and the reasoning behind each of the competitor’s piece selections.  For most 
of them it was a matter of national pride.  Both Evgeny Novikov and Nikita Zimin of Russia 
chose to perform the Glazunov, while Alexandre Souillart of France and Miha Rogina, who is 
Slovenian but studied primarily in France, chose the Dubois.  All four of them mentioned their 
desire to represent their country in one of the most well-known saxophone competitions in the 
world.48  Simon Diricq, the eventual winner of the competition, chose the Martin Ballade for a 
different, more personal reason; he wanted to have the opportunity to perform the piece with 
orchestra, after previously having had the chance to perform other pieces on the list with an 
ensemble.49  While every competitor has their own reasoning, there was a clear shift in the 2002 
ASIC, where five of the six competitors chose the Martin Ballade, only to be bested by Hiroshi 
Hara’s performance of the Larsson.  After Hara’s success, the Larsson become a favorite 
concerto not just in the ASIC but across all regions and competitions.   

                                                           
48 “Dinanat Concours International de Saxophone 2010,” AV Production. November 6, 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4PMzOsYMZck 
49 Ibid. 
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JEAN-MARIE LONDEIX INTERNATIONAL SAXOPHONE COMPETITION 
Overview 

The Jean-Marie Londeix International Saxophone Competition (JMLISC) originated in 
1996 in Bordeaux, France.  It was originally intended to be a single competition held in Mr. 
Londeix’s honor, and unfortunately there is almost no information available which describes the 
contest in more detail.50  However, in 2005 Dr. Sugree Charoensook, the Director of the College 
of Music at Mahidol University in Salaya, Thailand, was asked to continue the competition, with 
the second JMLISC taking place there in 2008.  According to Mr. Londeix,  

The Contest’s aim is to recognize and discover artists capable of answering the 
performance demands required for early music repertoire, as well as mastering the 
performance practices used in contemporary composed music of our time.51  
This goal can be seen in the 2008 and 2011 competitions, where the first round consists 

of “a baroque or a classical composition written before the 20th century transcribed for solo 
saxophone”52 and one piece from a list of modern solo saxophone works.  However, the 
transcriptions were removed from the 2014 and 2017 competitions, placing the emphasis of this 
competition firmly on new works for the instrument.  In 2017 an additional requirement was 
added: one work for saxophone and electronics from a list of four (one each for soprano, alto, 

                                                           
50 Shyen Lee, email to the author, July 26, 2018.  
51 2nd International Jean-Marie Londeix Saxophone Competition 2008 (Bangkok, 2008). 
52 Ibid. 
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tenor and baritone saxophones).53  This shift furthers the new music trend, and in many ways 
gives the competition its strongest identity.  A discussion of each round of repertoire, how it has 
changed throughout the years, and how competitors respond to those changes will be discussed 
after a brief review of the competitions. 

As stated above, not much information is available about the first JMLISC other than that 
it occurred in 1996 in Bordeaux, shortly after Londeix’s retirement.  In 2008 the JMLISC was 
revived in Bangkok, Thailand, as already mentioned.  Ninety-three contestants from twenty-one 
countries competed, with Alexandre Doisy (also the winner of the 1998 ASIC) winning first 
prize.54 While no American has placed first at the JMLISC, this is the competition with the most 
successful American saxophonists: Douglas O’Connor placed second in 2008, and Noe Evans 
placed third in 2011. 

2014 marked the “new” era of the JMLISC, and the 200th anniversary of Adolphe Sax’s 
birth.  In this competition the transcriptions were replaced with two etudes from Sigfrid Karg-
Elert.55 In 2017 the 5th JMLISC pushed the expectations of saxophone competitions once again, 
introducing the use of works for saxophone and electronics to the repertoire for the first time.56 

One thing to note is that since 2014 the entire competition features only lists of options 
without “free-choice” pieces.  However, the format of these rounds is friendlier in particular to 
saxophonists who perform on saxophones other than alto, and through this structured choice 
model there are still clear trends. 
                                                           
53 5th Jean-Marie Londeix International Saxophone Competition (Bangkok, 2017). 
54 4th Jean-Marie Londeix International Saxophone Competition (Bangkok, 2014) 
55 “4th Jean-Marie Londeix International Saxophone Competition” AdolpheSax.com. Accessed 
January 13, 2019. http://londeix2014.adolphesax.com/index.php/es/el-concurso-
londeix/finalistas-londeix 
56 “5th Concurso Internacional de Saxofon Jean Marie Londeix 2017 – Emision en Directo” 
AdolpheSax.com. Accessed January 13, 2019. 
http://londeixcompetition2017.adolphesax.com/index.php/es/ 
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First Round  
The most interesting aspect of this competition within the context of this document is its 

shift away from early music towards more modern music.  The first round for both the 2008 and 
2011 competitions included a freely chosen work from either the baroque or classical period to 
be arranged for solo saxophone.  While there was a total of twenty unique works chosen to be 
performed, three stand out: Georg Philipp Telemann’s57 12 Fantasias (1732/1733), the Partita 
for Flute in A minor, BWV 1013 (c. 1723) by J.S. Bach and the Sonata in A minor (1762) by CPE 
Bach58.  These pieces are all originally works for solo flute and are all relatively common 
transcriptions for saxophonists.  All three of these works lay comfortably within the normal 
range of the saxophone and are for the most part idiomatic to the saxophone as well.  The cello 
suites of Bach were also well represented, and there was even one oboe concerto by Wolfgang 
Amadeus Mozart59 apparently performed in 2008. 

In 2014 a shift was made, requiring two of the Twenty-Five Caprices (1929) by Sigfrid 
Karg-Elert60 in the place of a transcription.  This transition separates the JMLISC from all 
association with music before 1900, reinforcing the emphasis on original works for the 
saxophone.  However, trends here are not as consistent as they were with the transcriptions.  In 
2014 there was a heavy usage of Caprices I, IV, and XIII, while 2017 trended towards IV, XVIII, 
and XIX.  Caprice IV, titled Corrente, is the only one to be featured on both short lists.   

The solo work section of this round is unique across the four competitions we will 
discuss in that it requires participants to select a solo work from a list rather than having free 
choice.  However, this model has been very effective in encouraging diversity of instrument 
                                                           
57 1681 - 1767 
58 1714 - 1788 
59 1756 - 1791 
60 1877 - 1933 
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choice.  In most competitions, saxophonists will only perform on alto or possibly soprano 
saxophones, even when given entirely free choice.  The JMLISC lists works which may be 
performed on Soprano, Alto, Tenor, or Baritone saxophone in every round, and particularly in 
the first round these works are offered.  While the soprano and alto saxophone works are more 
commonly played, works for tenor or baritone saxophone are frequently successfully performed 
in the first round.61  There are two possible reasons for this, one being simply that since no 
competitors have been eliminated from the contest, the saxophonists who wish to perform on 
tenor or baritone saxophone are allowed to do so.  This particular hypothesis does not necessarily 
hold true, since competitors often avoid the works altogether at other competitions.  The other 
possibility is that by listing the pieces as options, the competition reminds saxophonists to branch 
out to the often-neglected lower instruments. 

The first round strongly favors the works of Christian Lauba, with the largest number of 
works offered being by this composer. Most of the composers whose pieces are selected were 
mentored by Jean-Marie Londeix and encouraged to write for saxophone.  It is these works 
which are now featured at this competition, and Christian Lauba in particular has written many 
works, technically considered etudes, dedicated either to Londeix himself or to one of his 
students.   

Of these etudes Balafon (1995) is by far the most commonly performed at the JMLISC, 
but ultimately performers of this work do not have as much success as do those who perform 
other selections.  In the two most recent competitions, Balafon was performed a total of thirty-
eight times, yet only five performers passed with this work.  Compared to 2017 statistics of the 
two other most common works, Jungle and Tanada’s Mysterious Morning III (for soprano 

                                                           
61 See Appendix  
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saxophone)62, selecting to play Balafon seems to be a regrettable choice.  What is it about this 
work which makes it both attractive to young saxophonists and also highly unsuccessful? Again, 
there are many possible reasons for this, but two will be mentioned here.  The first is simply that 
the work is the first of Lauba’s Neuf Etudes, each of which targets different extended techniques.   
Balafon in particular asks the saxophonist to circular breathe for nearly the entire work but does 
not require slap tonguing and only employs a few relatively simple multiphonics.  Since students 
will generally begin studying Lauba with this work, Balafon becomes the etude they are most 
comfortable with and possibly the only one they have studied.  Students preparing Jungle would 
likely have spent more time on these techniques and be comfortable displaying them.   

Another possibility is that both Jungle and Mysterious Morning III have more “action” 
than Balafon, which makes a good performance of the work more appealing to the jury. Jungle 
moves very quickly, lasting only about three minutes and featuring explosive variations in 
dynamics and articulation, all within a flurry of thirty-second notes maintained throughout nearly 
the entire work.  The Tanada uses a variety of different techniques in order to establish different 
sections, thereby breaking up the work and keeping both the performer and listener actively 
engaged.  Conversely, Balafon runs roughly six minutes (the same length as the Tanada) but is a 
much more static piece in terms of dynamics with much longer waves of dynamic level.  One of 
the most difficult aspects of this etude is the requirement that the performer maintain an 
appropriate tone quality while at the softest possible dynamic.  The relatively static nature of the 
piece, even when executed well, can seem underwhelming when compared to the explosive 
nature of the other two works.   
 

                                                           
62 Ibid. 
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Second Round 
The second round of JMLSC is the round that has gone through the most changes.  In 

2008 the competitors were required to select two pieces from a list of seventeen works in any 
combination.63  All works were for saxophone and piano, and there were pieces for tenor and 
soprano saxophones included.  In 2011 and 2014 the requirements shifted, requiring one piece 
from two different lists.64  Again, pieces for various saxophones were included on both lists.  In 
2017 the round experienced its largest change. Two lists remained, as in previous years, however 
the second list contained only four works, each of them for a particular saxophone (soprano, alto, 
tenor, or baritone) and electronics.65  This adaptation marks the first time a piece with electronics 
has been required in a competition and adds another layer to the emphasis on modern music in 
the JMLISC.   

When compiling competitor selection statistics for this competition, one work 
immediately stands above the rest in this round; Edison Denisov’s66 Sonata for Alto Saxophone 
and Piano (1970).  Even when listed with the Desenclos and Schmitt, which do very well in 
other competitions, the Denisov is very clearly the favorite, and maintains an incredibly high 
success rate.  Out of the nineteen finalists throughout the four iterations of the competition, 
fourteen of them selected the Denisov in their semifinal round.  It is not that this piece has 
remained on the list while others were rotated out – in fact, several pieces have been featured in 
three of the four semifinals despite only receiving a minimal number of performances.   

The work contains many different challenges for performance, not the least of which is 
the fact that it was the first largely accepted work in saxophone repertoire to include the use of 
                                                           
63 2nd International Jean-Marie Londeix Saxophone Competition 2008 (Bangkok, 2008). 
64 4th Jean-Marie Londeix International Saxophone Competition (Bangkok, 2014) 
65 5th Jean-Marie Londeix International Saxophone Competition (Bangkok, 2017). 
66 1929 - 1996 
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multiphonics.  The second movement uses them extensively, while the main challenge of the 
outer two movements is the difficulty of preparing it as an ensemble with the piano.   

In 2011 and 2014 the Denisov was placed on List 1.  In List 2 in those years the most 
commonly selected work was L’Incandescence de la bruine (1997) by Bruno Montovani,67 a 
work for soprano saxophone and piano.  This piece was listed, but not selected with any success 
in 2008.  However, in 2011 and 2014 it was selected sixteen times, with five of ten candidates 
passing on to the next round.   

With the shift towards music with electronics, a large number of competitors moved 
towards Fabien Levy’s68 L’Air d’ailleurs (1997).  Of the nineteen semifinalists, eleven of them 
chose this work, and three of the five finalists were from that group as well.69  The shift back to 
alto saxophone for the List 2 choice, especially given that the Levy was paired with the Denisov, 
can demonstrate the effectiveness of simplification.  Switching instruments during a 
performance, while not uncommon, creates another level of complication, and it could be that 
performing the Levy allowed the competitors to have one constant when moving between 
performance mediums.  If this aspect of the competition is retained in the future it will be 
interesting to see which pieces are selected, and if performances continue primarily on a single 
saxophone type.  
Final Round 

The final round of JMLISC adds yet another unique set of opportunities for the 
performer.  In 2008 and 2011, competitors were asked to select one concerto from a list of ten 
possible works involving a variety of saxophones.  Alexander Doisy, the winner of the contest, 
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was the only competitor to select Betsy Jolas’70 Points d’Or (1982), which requires the soloist to 
perform on all four saxophones at different moments and even play two saxophones at once in 
different combinations.  The majority of competitors, including all of the other finalists, selected 
the Concerto for Alto Saxophone and Orchestra by Henri Tomasi.  In 2011 the list was reduced 
to three works, one for soprano, alto, and tenor saxophones respectively.  In this year the 
selections were generally more even, but the majority went to Maurice Constant’s71 Concertante 
(1977) for alto saxophone.  Each of the three works was also represented in the final.   

In 2014, another format change was introduced which required all finalists to perform the 
same work, a newly commissioned work entitled Maha Mantras (2014) by Narong 
Prangcharoen.72  This work is a concerto which requires the competitor to play both alto and 
soprano saxophones.  This is a unique aspect which has not been introduced to any competition 
thus far. Not only has the JMLISC given more options for multi-instrumentalism throughout 
their competitions, but they now require it for all finalists.  This new development was continued 
in 2017 with Francois Rosse’s73 Wend’kreis – Cercle des vents (2017) for alto and soprano 
saxophone and orchestra.  This piece even extended the idea, requiring two soprano saxophones 
to be played simultaneously, one being prepared by closing the left-hand keys, which allows the 
saxophonist to play one instrument with just “left hand” notes, while the other soprano is able to 
play notes that would otherwise require both hands.  This new focus continues the growing trend 
in this competition to explore new competitive mediums and allow saxophonists to demonstrate 
their full breadth on multiple instruments in varying styles.  
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JOSIP NOCHTA INTERNATIONAL SAXOPHONE COMPETITION 
Overview 

Milan Bandic, Mayor of Zagreb, Croatia in 2014, writes  
The City of Zagreb hosts several important international music competitions.  Each of 
them is named after one of the great artists who have contributed greatly to Zagreb’s and 
Croatia’s culture.  Excellent results and great reputation of Croatian saxophonists through 
many years make a great foundation for another international music competition, and 
Prof. Josip Nochta, the first saxophone professor and the founder of the saxophone 
program of the Music Academy in Zagreb, is an excellent choice for the competition 
name.74 
As Mayor Bandic writes, the Josip Nochta International Saxophone Competition (JNISC) 

is named in honor of the first saxophone teacher the Music Academy of Zagreb.  Established in 
2014, this competition is by far the youngest of the four but has already drawn a great deal of 
support and attention from the international community.  This is in no small part due to the fact 
that in 2018 Zagreb hosted the World Saxophone Congress, a conference for saxophonists from 
all over the world, and the winner of the 2017 JNISC was invited to perform as a featured artist 
with the Zagreb Philharmonic Orchestra during this event.  Similar to the format of the ASIC, 
this competition features compulsory works in each round, one transcription in the first round, a 
selection of free choice for each competitor, and a final round with orchestra.  However, the 
required works are by Croatian composers and in 2017 the works required in the first two rounds 
were commissioned by the competition.   

                                                           
74 Josip Nochta International Saxophone Competition (Zagreb, 2014) 
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In 2014 the first JNISC was held from May 12 – 17, drawing fifty-one competitors from 
fifteen countries. In 2017 nineteen countries were represented by sixty competitors.  The 
competition took place between April 23 and 28. Although this competition is still relatively 
new, there are several significant aspects to be explored, both in the programming of the 
competition and the choices made by competitors throughout both iterations of the JNISC. 
First Round 

The first round of each competition included a compulsory work, a transcription, and one 
work with piano selected from a list.  In both years of the competition the list from which 
competitors chose a work was identical: Boutry’s Divertimento, Desenclos’ Prelude, Cadence et 
Finale, Claude Pascal’s75 Sonatine (1947), Lucie Robert’s76 Cadenza (1974), and Pierre 
Sancan’s77 Lamento et Rondo (1973).  In each year the general trend is the same: the Desenclos 
is by far the most popular and successful work, with more than fifty percent of the total 
semifinalists in both competitions.  However, choices of other works have fluctuated slightly, 
most notable the Lamento et Rondo.  In 2014 this work was only selected two times, with neither 
participant passing that round.  In 2017 the Sancan was performed ten times, and three of the 
eleven semifinalists were from this group.78  This is the first competition to include the Sancan, 
and it seems that many saxophonists have recognized its potential as a competitive piece. 

The transcription for each competition was drawn from one of J.S. Bach’s Cello Suites: 
in 2014 the Sarabande from Cello Suite No. 2 in D minor, BWV 1008 (1717 – 1723) was 
selected.  The Cello Suites are commonly used for transcriptions for many wind instruments, 
with saxophone being no exception.  The movement is in the key of D minor, which on alto 
                                                           
75 1921 - 2017 
76 B. 1936 
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78 See Appendix 
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saxophone would transpose to B minor.  While not the most uncomfortable of keys, the majority 
of performers chose to re-transpose the movement, with E-flat minor (C minor on the 
saxophone) being the most common.  This allows the saxophonist to avoid the low B, considered 
by many to be one of the least consistent notes on the instrument in terms of response.  Other 
solutions included performing the work reading the same pitches as the cello would read, which 
then creates a transposition into the key of F minor (D major for the saxophone).  One contestant 
elected to perform in E minor (C# for the saxophone), which alleviates the emphasis on the 
lower notes even further than the E-flat transposition.  All of the contestants chose to perform the 
movement on alto saxophone, except for one contestant who instead chose the baritone 
saxophone.79  The reasoning here would be that on alto, even when played in the original D 
minor, the resulting pitch of the performance is but one octave higher than originally written.  
The baritone saxophone has the same sounding range as the cello, and therefore is a more fitting 
match in some cases.   

In 2017 another Suite was chosen, this time the Prelude from Suite No. 4 in E-flat Major 
BWV 1010.  Based on the eagerness in 2014 to perform in E-flat, one could assume that this 
would be a welcome addition to the round requiring little to no transposition.  However, 
contestants overwhelmingly elected to again transpose the work, this time into F (D major for 
saxophone).  Several contestants also elected to perform in G-flat Major (E-flat Major for the 
saxophone) which again would require simply reading the same written pitches as the cello 
would have read.  Additionally, although there was no performance of the Prelude on baritone 
saxophone, there was a tenor saxophone arrangement (performed in B major – C# for the 
performer) and one on soprano saxophone (in C or D for the saxophonist).  Neither of these 
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contestants advanced to the semifinal.  While it is not directly a result of the transcription choice 
considering the other works involved, it appears that electing to present a unique transcription in 
this first round does not garner as much success as performing it at the original pitch, or even 
transcribing it in a more common way.   
Second Round 

In the semifinal we again are presented with a compulsory work and a list of works to be 
performed with piano.  However, in this round there is also a free choice piece which is to be 
selected by the competitor.  Unlike other competitions with free choice, this can be any work for 
any saxophone, and can be performed with or without piano accompaniment.  When presented 
with all of these options, the split between accompanied works and solo works was actually quite 
even both years.  Selecting a solo work has its own advantages, namely not requiring the reliance 
on another person in order to rehearse and prepare the performance.  However, solo works are 
often much more physically demanding on the soloist as there is no period of rest as there would 
be with an accompanied work.  Selecting the path which would work better for the contestant is 
one of the more important aspects of planning your repertoire for a competition.   

Lauba is once again the most commonly performed composer, and Mysterious Morning 
the most commonly performed work in both years.80  There are some interesting notes to make 
about this particular round of the competition. One is that with no restrictions, Sequenza VIIb 
(1993) by Luciano Berio was elected nearly as much as the Tanada in both years.  This work, 
adapted similarly to Sequenza IXb, also requires a drone to be played during the entire 
performance.  This is most commonly achieved with a recording but that would not be 
acceptable in a competition such as the ASIC and has not been an available choice in the 
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JMLISC.  Additionally, Duduk I (2000) by Gabriel Erkoreka,81 a work for solo soprano 
saxophone which employs many similar techniques to the works by Lauba and Tanada, has only 
been selected two times by competitors at the JNISC, both times by the eventual winner of each 
competition.  Again, there are many other aspects to consider, and this piece in isolation cannot 
be responsible for the eventual victory of two applicants. The truth remains that it is an odd 
coincidence.   

The list of selections is again identical in both years, featuring the sonatas of William 
Albright,82 Fernande Decruck,83 Edison Denisov, Jindrich Feld,84 Jeanine Reuff,85 and Takashi 
Yoshimatsu.86 Like the first round, there are highly noticeable differences in competitor 
selections between the two competitions.  In 2014 the most commonly chosen work by far was 
the Denisov, being chosen twenty-one times; it was performed five times in the semifinal and 
passed three times into the final. The second most popular piece was the Decruck, which was 
selected five times and was performed twice in the semifinal, with one passing into the final.  
However, in 2017 the most common work had shifted to the Albright Sonata (1984), similarly 
selected twenty-one times, being performed five times in the semifinal, and three of those 
performers advancing as finalists.  The Denisov was the second choice, with sixteen selections 
and four performances.  None of the competitors who performed this work passed into the final 
round.  The Feld, Reuff, and Yoshimatsu works were selected only ten and nine times in their 
respective years, managed just three semifinal performances in 2014, and none in 2017.  As the 
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meta between competition years changes and develops it will be telling to see if and how the 
repertoire lists are adjusted.   

One of the most notable differences in the format of the competition has actually been the 
choice of compulsory works in the second round.  In 2014 Dubravko Detoni’s87 work 22 per 2 in 
2 for saxophone and piano (1983).  The work can be played on either alto or soprano 
saxophones.  Of the ten competitors, seven elected to perform the work on soprano saxophone 
and only three on alto.88  This small change to the standard compulsory work allows competitors 
to plan their second-round choices with multiple instruments in mind.  Although the listed 
sonatas are all for alto, the opportunity exists for competitors to perform two works on soprano, 
or all three on alto depending on their preference.  None of the competitors who performed the 
Detoni on alto performed on an instrument other than alto.  However, of the seven semifinalists 
who performed the work on soprano, four chose to perform a work on soprano, two performed 
on alto, and one brave competitor chose to switch to tenor saxophone, thereby performing on 
three instruments in a single round.  The most successful candidates were the ones who 
maintained consistency between their free choice piece and the Detoni; all four finalists played 
both works on the same instrument.  This again speaks to the importance of maintaining as 
simple a program as possible in terms of instrumentation in competition, as more equipment to 
manage and prepare leads to a higher chance of failure. 

In 2017, another unique piece was introduced – a commissioned work by Mladen 
Tarbuk89 entitled Didgeridoo for Alto Saxophone and String Quartet (2017). With the assistance 
of the Sebastian String Quartet, each saxophonist had to perform it as the opening of their 
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semifinal performance.  This work requires the competitors to demonstrate even more breadth in 
their playing, showing not just their skill as a soloist but also as a chamber musician in a small 
ensemble.  The piece itself uses extended techniques such as slap tonguing and multiphonics 
extensively throughout the work and requires the soloist to perform these without overpowering 
or sounding out of context with the string quartet.  This could be a new experience for many 
competitors, and a welcome addition to competition structure.  This is not necessarily a new 
idea; the Menuhin Competition has traditionally included a chamber work as part of the 
competition, most commonly a string trio or quartet.90  Adding a format like this, or potentially a 
saxophone quartet would potentially add yet another layer of musicianship to the competition. 
Final Round 

The final round, similar to the ASIC, consists of two concertos performed consecutively.  
Unlike other competitions the compulsory concerto is not a commissioned work.  In 2014 Pavle 
Despalj’s91 Concerto for Alto Saxophone and Strings (1963) was selected as the required work, 
and in 2017 Jeanine Reuff’s Concertino for Alto Saxophone and Chamber Orchestra (1954) was 
used.  In the years they were not used both pieces were listed as the second optional selection.  
An interesting split in the repertoire selections can be found in both years.  In 2014, the most 
commonly chosen concerto was the Ibert, which was selected twenty-nine times.  However, only 
one finalist selected this work.  All other finalists elected to perform Larsson’s Concerto, with 
three of the seventeen total competitors competing in the finals.  The third option for that year, 
Reuff’s Concertino, was only selected five times with no performances in the final round.  

In the following competition year Frank Martin’s Ballade was added as an option for the 
final round.  This addition created a more even spread, with Larsson being chosen twenty-one 
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times, the Martin twenty times, and Ibert selected seventeen times by competitors.  Again, three 
finalists performed the Larsson and one competed with the Ibert.  This data can be misleading if 
we interpret one half of the data: three of the four listed works were evenly chosen by 
competitors, so it would be a logical assumption that the three works were equally represented in 
the finals.  However, just watching the finals without having access to the competitors’ selections 
it would appear that the Larsson was by far the most popular piece in both years, with the other 
works having only marginal representation.  Obviously, there are more factors which decide the 
outcome of a competition, but the fact remains that the Larsson seems to have a competitive 
advantage throughout this and other competitions. 
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INTERNATIONAL SAXOPHONE COMPETITION NOVA GORICA 
Overview 

The International Saxophone Competition Nova Gorica (ISCNG) is the competition 
which has occurred most often, having taken place nine times since its inception in 2001.  It is 
also unique in that it has consisted of as many as three divisions designated by age: the first 
category for saxophonists age sixteen and younger, the second age twenty and younger, and the 
third category age thirty and younger.92  For the purpose of this research only the oldest category 
will be considered in the data presented here as it generally falls into the scope of the type of 
repertoire that is expected at these other competitions.  Unfortunately, for many of the iterations 
of this competition nearly no competitor data is available, as it was for many years not as large 
and “international” as the other competitions included in this document.  Analyzing the data 
presented, it is easy to see the progression and growth of the competition from a local event to 
“an enviable meeting where young musicians from nineteen countries”93 can come to compete. 

Starting small in 2001, the competition was titled “1st International Saxophone 
Competition ‘Alps-Adria-Danube” and was held in Krsko, Slovenia from the 5th to the 7th of 
July.  The oldest age category included only two rounds: a qualification which consisted only of 
a performance of the Desenclos, and a final which included movements of the sonata by Milko 
Lazar (b. 1965) and a piece to be selected from a list of eleven works, all with piano 
accompaniment.  Miha Rogina of Slovenia received first prize in this competition.94 
                                                           
92 1st International Saxophone Competition “Alps-Adria-Danube” (Krsko, 2001). 
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In 2003 the competition was moved from Krsko to Nova Gorica, where it has been held 
ever since under the sponsorship of Kulturni dom Nova Gorica (Cultural Center of Nova 
Gorica).  The competition was expanded to include two works in the qualification round, 
allowing for a choice between seven unaccompanied works in addition to the compulsory 
Lamento et rondo by Pierre Sancan.  The final round again includes a work by a Slovenian 
composer and a selection with accompaniment from a list.95 

The third and fourth ISCNG competitions in 2005 and 2007 had a similar structure to the 
second competition, including some of the same required works. The final round added a 
selection from six concertos.96  It is not clear whether they were in fact performed with orchestra; 
however, there is evidence to suggest that this was the case.97  

2009 brought significant changes to the competition, expanding from two to three rounds, 
adding a transcription to the first round, and removing one of the younger age divisions from the 
competition altogether. The second round also included a solo work for saxophone for the first 
time. The final round consisted only of a selection of one of three concerti by Dubois, Larsson 
and Tomasi.98 

The sixth ISCNG saw additional changes to the format, replacing the optional 
transcription selections with a single compulsory selection – the first movement of the Violin 
Sonata in A Major by Cesar Franck (1822 – 1890) in addition to a second required work, Godba 
                                                           
95 2nd International Saxophone Competition “Alps-Adria-Danube” (Nova Gorica, 2003) 
96 “3rd International Saxophone Competition “Alps-Adra-Danube & the 3rd International 
Saxophone Competition for the ‘City of Nova Gorica Award’” Kulturni dom Nova Gorica. 
Accessed January 13, 2019. http://arhiv.kulturnidom-ng.si/eng/glasbeniprogram-dnevisaksofona-
05-tekmovanje.html 
97 Nenad First is listed as a judge, and has no direct connection to the saxophone, but is a 
conductor of the Celje String Orchestra. 
98 “5th International Saxophone Competition in Slovenia” Kulturni dom Nova Gorica. Accessed 
January 13, 2019. http://arhiv.kulturnidom-ng.si/eng/glasbeniprogram-dnevisaksofona-09-
tekmovanje.html 
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by Uros Rojko (b. 1954).  The semifinal removed all mandatory works, replacing this with two 
lists from which one piece would be selected (similar to the semifinal round of the JMLISC).  
The competition also expanded the final round from one performed concertos to two, although 
they were both required works.99  This competition also is the first to publish results.  Nicolas 
Arsenijevic received first prize, Bartlomiej Dus from Poland won second prize, and Oaksr 
Laznik was awarded both third prize and the special award “Kulturni dom Nova Gorica 
Award.”100 

2013 is the first competition to include video documentation.  Held from July first to the 
sixth, it is also the first competition to be restricted to only one age category.  This competition 
included in the second round a unique work by Peter Savli101 which will be discussed later in this 
chapter.  In the final round contestants had a choice between works by Tomasi and Ibert and 
were required to perform Pavel Sivic’s102 Saxophone Suite (1939) with the RTV Slovenia 
Symphony Orchestra.  In that year forty-seven contestants competed, with Makoto Hondo of 
Japan, Jan Gricar of Slovenia and Lovro Mercep of Croatia receiving first, second and third 
respectively.  Jan Gricar was also awarded the Nova Gorica Arts Center Special prize.103 

The eighth ISCNG saw the competition settle into a more consistent state, similar to the 
format from 2013.  Two transcriptions were listed in the first round – the Cesar Franck104 Sonata 

                                                           
99 “6th International Saxophone Competition in Slovenia” Kulturni dom Nova Gorica. Accessed 
January 13, 2019. http://arhiv.kulturnidom-ng.si/eng/glasbeniprogram-dnevisaksofona-11-
tekmovanje.html 
100 “Cultural Center of Nova Gorica Award” – Awarded for the best performance of a Slovene 
piece of music by the Municipality of Nova Gorica. 
101 B. 1961 
102 1908 - 1995 
103 “7th International Saxophone Competition in Slovenia” Kulturni dom Nova Gorica. Accessed 
January 13, 2019. http://arhiv.kulturnidom-ng.si/eng/glasbeniprogram-dnevisaksofona-13-
tekmovanje.html 
104 1822 - 1890 
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in A Major for Violin and Piano (1886), and the Sonata in E-flat for Clarinet and Piano Op. 120 
No. 2 (1894), by Johannes Brahms.105 Maticic’s Repliques and Senk’s Impetus both return for the 
first and second rounds, and the final offers three concerti to choose from in addition to the 
compulsory Ballade by Frank Martin.  Jan Gricar, Kalle Oittinen and Domen Koren took the top 
three prizes. Unfortunately, only for the final round of the competition is video documentation 
available.106 

Finally, in 2018 the ninth and most recent competition took place from July first through 
the seventh.  Similar to the previous years, the competition demanded transcriptions in the first 
round, noted a large list of works in the semifinal, and offered a choice between three concerti in 
the final in addition to the compulsory works.  Leon First (b. 1994) supplied the work Hidden 
Motives for Alto Saxophone solo (2017) for the first round, and Matej Bonin (b. 1986) provided 
the semifinal work Momentun II for alto saxophone and piano (2017).  Miho Sumiya, Kenta 
Saito, Silvia Sanagustin Samitier, and Ayami Inokawa all received top prizes.107 

Like the JNISC, the competition in Nova Gorica uses and supports composers from 
Slovenia throughout the competition, requiring candidates to perform works by a variety of 
composers from that area.  The most unusual of these works is Visuddhi (2012) by Peter Savli.  
This work, first required in the semifinal round of the 2013 competition, requires the addition of 
three gongs or metal rods, pitched A-B-F which are used by the saxophonist throughout the 
piece.  The piece does not rely on the gongs as a musical gimmick and it is incredibly difficult 

                                                           
105 1833 - 1897 
106 “8th International Saxophone Competition” Kulturni dom Nova Gorica. Accessed January 13, 
2019. http://www.kulturnidom-ng.si/music/mednarodno-srecanje-saksofonistov-en-
us/20.mednarodno-srecanje-saksofonistov-en-us/8.-mednarodno-tekmovanje-en-us/ 
107 “9th International Saxophone Competition” Kulturni dom Nova Gorica. Accessed January 13, 
2019. http://www.kulturnidom-ng.si/music/mednarodno-srecanje-saksofonistov-en-us/22.-
mednarodno-srecanje-saksofonistov-en-us/9.-mednarodno-tekmovanje-en-us/ 
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for the saxophonist, as it includes the use of slap tonguing, vocalizations and a large amount of 
altissimo, all while managing the second line of the gongs. The concept introduced in this piece, 
requiring competitors to manage more than “just” saxophone playing within the context of the 
competition, is one that will hopefully be expanded upon in subsequent competitions both in 
Nova Gorica and elsewhere. 

Unlike the other competitions listed above, this competition has evolved and grown since 
its inception in drastic ways.  Therefore, only the “modern era,” beginning in 2013 with the 
elimination of several age groups and the relative solidification of programming, will be included 
in the discussion of repertoire choices.  2013 also offers the largest sample pool to draw 
meaningful data from all competitions, so it serves as an appropriate starting point.  
First Round 

The first round for each of these competitions has included a transcription to be chosen 
from either Cesar Franck’s Sonata in A major for Violin and Piano or Johannes Brahms Sonata 
in E-flat for Clarinet and Piano.  In 2018 Robert Schumann’s Three Romances, Op. 94 was 
added as a third choice.  Each of these works is available in published transcriptions and are 
commonly performed.  There does not seem to be a preference in transcription at this 
competition – in 2013, the Brahms was performed twenty times, while the Franck was performed 
twenty-six times.108  The slight preference for the Franck does not hold as much weight given the 
number of competitors.  The required work in 2013 and 2016 brought back works featured in the 
earlier iterations of the competition, Janez Maticic’s Repliques in 2016 and Lojze Lebic’s 
Invocation in 2013.  In 2018 a new work was used for the competition, Leon First’s Hidden 

                                                           
108 See Appendix 
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Motives.  This work is also for solo alto saxophone rather than saxophone with piano 
accompaniment.   
Second Round 

This competition has no rounds with absolute free repertoire choice but does offer a large 
number of options for the second-round choice piece.  These pieces cover a broad span of 
options: accompanied favorites such as the Albright and Denisov sonatas are included in addition 
to unaccompanied works including any one of the twenty-five etudes by Lauba as well as 
Tanada’s Mysterious Morning III.   

In this competition there is a clear favorite in the second round in terms of choice pieces 
– the Sonata for Saxophone and Piano by Albright dominate the competition when available.  In 
fact, in 2018 it was one of two works selected by all performing semifinalists, and the most 
common of the two in terms of number of performances.  Similarly, in 2013 it was the most 
common work selected, being chosen even more often than either the Desenclos or Denisov, 
which have dominated the other competitions.109 
Final Round 

In 2013 there was no choice in final round repertoire; everyone performed the Tomasi 
Concerto and Sivic Suite.  2016 allowed the competitors to select between concerti by Tomasi, 
Ibert and Rueff, Of the five finalists, three chose Ibert, while the other works were performed 
once each.  In 2018 the Ibert was again available, this time alongside the Glazunov and Larsson 
concerti.  In this iteration the Ibert was nowhere to be seen in performance, with the Glazunov 
being performed three times and the Larsson once.110  This is remarkable for several reasons: it 
more than doubles the total number of verifiable performances of the Glazunov in competition 
                                                           
109 Ibid. 
110 Ibid. 



37  

and also presents the Glazunov as a more popular choice than either the Ibert or Larsson, the 
latter of which has become a highly favored piece whenever available.  This, along with the 
preference for the Albright over works such as Denisov and Desenclos could indicate a shift in 
the priorities of saxophonists in competition.   
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ON TRANSCRIPTIONS 
The saxophone is a relatively new instrument, and as such does not have many quality 

pieces in its repertoire which date earlier than 1900.  In order to fill the gaps in our repertoire for 
both educational and performance purposes transcriptions must be added in to the saxophonist’s 
collection.  It is not uncommon to find albums which are mostly or entirely filled with 
transcriptions rather than original works, and to ignore the importance of these early works as a 
saxophonist would be irresponsible.  However, what is their place within a saxophone 
competition?  The programming choices of the four competitions, as well as the competitors 
involved with each competition, reveal interesting trends that span all four competitions. 

With the exception of the JMLISC, all competitions currently include at least one 
transcription in their compulsory works.  These mostly occur in the first round, along with one 
original work for saxophone alone or with piano accompaniment.  The competitions also mostly 
require a work from the Baroque period to be transcribed (there is no instance in any competition 
in which a specific publication is required for Baroque transcriptions).  Notable exceptions to 
this rule are the ISCNG, which instead has chosen works from the 1800s, and the earlier 
iterations of the JMLISC, which asked for either Baroque or Classical pieces.  Each competition 
seems to favor a different type of transcription: ASIC uses sonatas for violin by Bach, while 
JNISC prefers his suites for cello.  As mentioned earlier, the ISCNG lists either two or three 
works from the 1800s for the competitor to use, and when the JMLISC did include 
transcriptions, it only asked for any work from the Baroque or Classical periods without piano 
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accompaniment.  The use of solo works for the transcription element of the competition allows 
competitors to change the key of the work as needed.  When preparing transcriptions, it is 
important to take into account the ranges of both the original instrument and the instrument 
which will perform the transcription.  For example, the written range of the violin extends down 
three semitones lower than the written range of the alto saxophone, while the sounding range of 
the violin actually rests a major sixth above the sounding range of the alto saxophone.  
Therefore, a choice is to be made by each saxophonist when transcribing a work for violin – do 
they adjust the key of the work to fit the range of their instrument or perform the work “at pitch” 
on the saxophone as much as possible, making adjustments as needed.  The upper register tends 
to create fewer problems for saxophonists in earlier music as the range of the saxophone can be 
extended through the use of the altissimo register, and the high extremes of the violin’s range are 
not used in most music from this time. Also to be considered is the difficulty in the low register 
of the saxophone, particularly the notes B and B-flat. These two notes tend to be the least 
consistent notes on the instrument and avoiding them only makes the performance of a work 
easier in most cases.  This tactic can be seen in both the ASIC and JNISC transcriptions.  The 
general trend of each competition is to avoid the outer ranges of the instrument as much as 
possible through the choice of key.  The ideal key for the saxophone in transcription would then 
be D, as it avoids the lowest notes (notes performed with one or both pinky fingers) and the 
highest notes (played with the palm of the left hand).   

For transcriptions of other instruments there are other considerations.  Works for flute or 
oboe, for example, fit very well on the saxophone as the ranges of all three instruments are 
nearly identical.  This was certainly a factor when selecting works in the JMLISC competitions 
which included free choice of transcriptions, as all three of the most frequently chosen works 
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were transcriptions from flute repertoire.  When given the choice, selecting a work which will fit 
your instrument well is just as important as how you prepare the transcription.   

The works requested in the ISCNG require different treatment for a variety of reasons.  
For the past three competitions works from the 1800s have been selected in place of Baroque 
transcriptions: the sonatas by Franck and Brahms and in 2018 the Schumann Three Romances. 
Each of these works has been previously published as a transcription for alto saxophone, but the 
option is left open for each contestant to arrange the work for any saxophone.  Even so, only one 
competitor in 2013 elected to perform either work on soprano saxophone.  There are some 
advantages to performing the works for violin or clarinet on soprano saxophone, mostly that the 
higher ranges of the two instruments are much closer to that of the soprano than the alto 
saxophone.  However, the lower ranges of both the violin and clarinet extend well beyond what 
the soprano saxophone is capable of, in which case the alto saxophone becomes a better fit.   

The general rule of performing transcriptions for competition is “Keep it simple.”  The 
more complicated transcriptions became, the less likely the competitors were to advance to the 
subsequent round.  Also, avoiding the highest and lowest ranges of the instrument lead to the 
highest rate of success across all transcription rounds.  Here the choice between instruments can 
also be a factor.  If the piece fits perfectly well on soprano but requires a frequent use of 
altissimo on alto, it would be beneficial to simply perform the work on soprano if allowed.   
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THE “SHORT LIST” 
Through all of these competitions there have been several pieces which appear more 

frequently than others, both in the programming of the competitions and in the choice works of 
competitors.  These pieces will be reviewed, and connections made between each piece in its 
respective categories and to understand why the selected repertoire is favored by competitors.   
Unaccompanied Works 

Christian Lauba’s Jungle from his collection of etudes is a work that has been chosen 
through all competitions whenever it is presented as an option.  It is most prominent in the ASIC 
and JMLISC, which each offers the chance to perform the work at different phases in the 
competition.  The work was not very commonly performed in the ASIC until 2010 when it 
exploded in popularity, being the single most performed work between 2010 and 2014 and the 
work which was selected by the most finalists.   

The work is the fourth etude in a set that originally held nine etudes for all four 
saxophones.  How has an etude become one of the most common competition pieces across 
nearly a decade of four separate saxophone competitions?  First it is important to understand that 
these works are considered “concert etudes,” or works that link “virtuosic technique with public 
performance.”111  This is an important distinction from a standard etude; the works are intended 

                                                           
111 Jean-Marie Londeix, “Neuf Etudes.” In Jean-Marie Londeix, Master of the Modern Saxophone, edited by James C. Umble, 257. Cherry Hill: Roncorp, 2000. 
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to display techniques that are not only specific to the saxophone but that take a great deal of 
effort and study to master.  Lauba himself states,  

What I am talking about is clarity of language and not necessarily clarity of 
timbre. Clear for me, in this sense, means that the performer is to meticulously 
and clearly present everything that is notated in the score.  The performance of 
these Etudes must be technically clean, leaving no place for indecision.  
Everything in the notation must be clearly heard by the listener.112   
Jungle in particular contains very specific instructions for a variety of different 

techniques.  The most obvious and prevalent technique is the use of slap tongue.  Slap 
tonguing is one of the more difficult techniques for saxophonists to develop.  Matt 
Taylor’s dissertation Teaching Extended Techniques on the Saxophone: A Comparison of 
Methods includes a survey of several teachers from reputable schools regarding the 
development of techniques such as slap tonguing, multiphonics and circular breathing, all 
of which are used in Jungle.  In his research, Taylor found that while students do struggle 
with this particular technique, it is possible for most saxophonists to develop the 
technique with enough practice. 113  

Lauba’s use of slap tonguing in Jungle is both nuanced and direct.  The slaps 
occur in multiple different dynamic volumes, ranges and rhythmic contexts, all while at 
very high speeds.  The tempo marking is only quarter note = 66, but the entire work 
consists of thirty-second notes with no rest or sustained notes.  The subtitle of the work is 
Slap-tongue integrated with legato phrasing, and this can certainly be seen as early on as 
the first page (See Figure 1). 

                                                           
112 Ibid. 
113 Matthew Jeffrey Taylor, “Teaching Extended Techniques on the Saxophone: A Comparison 
of Methods” (DMA diss., University of Miami, 2012), 35-42. 
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Figure 1 - Jungle, Opening 
Copyright (c) 1996 by Editions Musicales Alphonse Leduc, Paris 
International Copyright Secured   All Rights Reserved 
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC  

Lasting only roughly three minutes, this work offers a brief but explosive addition 
to both competition and recital repertoire and is a work which can clearly separate those 
who have entirely mastered the technique from those who have not.  Londeix writes “Be 
sure to play evenly when playing fast and avoid having the slaps interfere with the 
dynamic context.”114  This proves to be no small feat, given the extended runs of quick 
and successive slaps found throughout the work (See Figure 2).   

                                                           
114 Jean-Marie Londeix, “Neuf Etudes.” In Jean-Marie Londeix, Master of the Modern 
Saxophone, edited by James C. Umble, 258. Cherry Hill: Roncorp, 2000. 
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Figure 2 - Jungle, Pg. 3 
Copyright (c) 1996 by Editions Musicales Alphonse Leduc, Paris 
International Copyright Secured   All Rights Reserved 
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC 
 

Fuminori Tanada’s work for solo soprano saxophone, Mysterious Morning III, is 
the other solo piece which takes a place on the short list.  Published in 1999 and written 
for Claude Delangle (b. 1957), professor of saxophone at the National Superior 
Conservatory of Music in Paris, the work can be overwhelming at first.  Tanada includes 
a full page of directions broken into two parts: “Specific Notation” and “Lexicon” in 
which he describes exactly how the piece should be played and what the performer 
should be able to do throughout the work. He includes the note “The piece should be 
played straight through without stopping (except for pauses for breath), giving the 
impression of a wild saxophonist nervously improvising, playing anxiously.”115   

                                                           
115 Fuminori Tanada, Mysterious Morning III (Paris: Lemoine, 1999) 
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The work begins with a flurry of bisbigliando, otherwise known as a timbral trill.  
This is accomplished mainly by the use of alternate fingerings, although other methods 
include voicing and embouchure manipulation.116 (See Figure 3)   

 

 

Figure 3 - Mysterious Morning, Opening 
The piece is constantly in motion, and transitions from bisbigliando areas to a 

section full of fluttertongue and vocalizing.  Tanada weaves these techniques in and out 
of one another, adding in a healthy dose of altissimo register playing which, when 
phrased between low B-flats (the lowest note possible on the instrument), becomes 
incredibly difficult for the performer.   

                                                           
116 Patrick Murphy, “Extended Techniques for Saxophone An Approach Through Musical 
Examples” (DMA diss., Arizona State University, 2013) 16-18. 
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Figure 4 - Mysterious Morning, Pg. 6 
When comparing these two pieces, one of the first similarities to be found is the 

level of specificity used by both composers when describing the techniques used in their 
works.  Both Lauba and Tanada take great care to explain exactly what is required of the 
performer, and the resulting sound of the piece is therefore clear and definable.  In the 
context of a competition this is very useful, as music is largely a subjective art form and 
difficult to judge in an objective manner.  Having works which present clear goals, the 
mastery of which can be effectively demonstrated, gives these two works a competitive 
edge when compared with other works.   

The two works are also relatively short, particularly the Lauba.  When pairing a 
work with what can be up to thirty minutes of music depending on the competition, 
fatigue is definitely a factor that should be taken into account.  Choosing between a three 
to six-minute work or a fourteen or fifteen-minute work, works such as the Lauba and 
Tanada become suddenly much more appealing. 
Works with Piano Accompaniment 

The works for piano show variation between the four competitions: competitors at 
the ASIC have favored Prelude, Cadence et Finale by Alfred Desenclos, JMLISC has 
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held the Denisov Sonata for Alto Saxophone and Piano as a standard choice since its 
inception, and while the other two competitions have featured both of these works, a clear 
preference towards William Albright’s Sonata for Alto Saxophone and Piano has 
developed in the most recent iterations of both the JNISC and ISCNG. All three works 
will therefore be included and discussed in this chapter. 

Prelude, Cadence et Finale was written for Marcel Mule (1901 – 2001) in 1956 
and served as the end-of-year competition piece for the National Superior Conservatory 
of Music in Paris, where Mule served as teacher from 1944 to 1967.  The work has since 
found much popularity across the world and is likely one of the easiest works to identify 
as “standard” in our repertoire.  The function of year-end competition pieces is often to 
demonstrate the virtuosity of technique and the musicality of the students.  While this 
work still fits that description, Londeix remarks that Desenclos “avoided writing shallow 
acrobatic displays of virtuosity and conventional patterns of technique while still 
attempting to musically accommodate general guidelines usually associated with the 
morceau de concours.”117  

The work is, as its name suggests, divided into three sections: a prelude which is 
split into two parts, a cadenza which allows both performers to showcase their technical 
capabilities, and a finale which uses complex rhythms and intense dynamic contrasts.  
The first half of the prelude consists of what Londeix calls a “tuning prelude”118 and 
consists of arpeggiations in the saxophone above a sustained G in the piano.  This section 
contains an infamous low B, the first note in the saxophone part which is marked piano.  

                                                           
117 Jean-Marie Londeix, “Prelude, Cadence et Finale.” In Jean-Marie Londeix, Master of the 
Modern Saxophone, edited by James C. Umble, 226. Cherry Hill: Roncorp, 2000 
118 Ibid. 
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This entrance is considered by many to be one of the more difficult beginning to a 
saxophone work and the pitch is repeated six times in the fourteen-measure opening (See 
Figure 5).   

 

Figure 5 - Prelude, Cadence et Finale, mm. 1-3 
Copyright (c) 1956 (Renewed) by Editions Musicales Alphonse Leduc, Paris 
International Copyright Secured   All Rights Reserved 
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC 

The second half of this opening section introduces the main theme, which is first 
presented in the piano.  This section has many wide leaps in the saxophone which can be 
easily missed within the context of a legato line.   
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The cadence begins in the saxophone, and features both a lyrical and technical 
display which allows the soloist to demonstrate their virtuosity.  The lyrical section 
repeats the thematic material and expands it; the piece then launches into a string of rapid 
arpeggiations which encompass the full natural range of the instrument.  The ending of 
the saxophone cadence leads directly into the piano cadence, which in turn sets up the 
Finale. 

The Finale enters with angular passages in the saxophone which can easily 
obscure the meter if the saxophonist is not careful.  The theme from the prelude returns 
and is again developed even further, all leading to a climactic finish with the saxophone 
and piano in unison.   

While this piece does not contain any extended techniques and only contains one 
true altissimo note, the work requires a very polished and refined technique to be 
effectively executed.  The arpeggiations are often not in the familiar triadic forms but 
established through fourths instead, which adds another layer of difficulty to many of the 
more rapid passages (See Figure 6).   

 

Figure 6 - Prelude, Cadence et Finale, m. 161 
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Copyright (c) 1956 (Renewed) by Editions Musicales Alphonse Leduc, Paris 
International Copyright Secured   All Rights Reserved 
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC 

 
Edison Denisov composed the pivotal Sonata for Alto Saxophone and Piano in 

1970 for Jean-Marie Londeix. As Londeix himself remarks, “Upon its publication, the 
Sonata for Alto Saxophone and Piano by Denisov opened the saxophone to avant-garde 
contemporary music in a way that no other piece had ever done.”119  This is one of the 
earliest works to include the techniques it presents, namely multiphonics and quarter 
tones, and its impact on the music written for saxophone since can be clearly felt.   

The piece is divided into three movements, with each movement offering its own 
unique style.  The first movement, Allegro, establishes a tone-row of D-E-flat-C-B-C-
sharp-G-sharp-A-B-flat-G-F-sharp-E-F which is used as the base not only for this 
movement, but for the third movement as well (See Figure 7). 

                                                           
119 Jean-Marie Londeix, “Sonate.” In Jean-Marie Londeix, Master of the Modern Saxophone, 
edited by James C. Umble, 223. Cherry Hill: Roncorp, 2000. 
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Figure 7 – Denisov Sonata, Mvt. 1, mm. 1-3 
Copyright (c) 1973 (Renewed) by Editions Musicales Alphonse Leduc, Paris 
International Copyright Secured   All Rights Reserved 
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC 
 

This movement also provides a challenge in the performance of dynamics and 
articulations.  Denisov uses all dynamic ranges throughout the work, and Londeix 
remarks that the dynamic levels at any one point should be the same exact volume at 
other points with the same dynamic, regardless of instrumentation.  The same is true of 
articulation markings, of which Denisov used six different markings in the first 
movement alone.  Additionally, the rhythm is by no means easy.  Marked at eighth note 
equals 104, the work fluctuates between time signatures of 5/16, 11/32, and other similar 
signatures, all while employing a fair amount of tuplet bracketing.   
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Londeix describes the second movement as “written in the spirit of profound 
meditation.”120  Marked Lento, the movement begins with solo saxophone, only including 
the piano for the final four lines of the movement.  The movement is filled with quarter 
tones and multiphonics, as well as tremolos and glissandi which allow the saxophone to 
more fully demonstrate the possibilities of the instrument.  Notated at just forty beats per 
minute and with no bar lines, the movement’s largest difficulty may be strictly honoring 
the rhythm, which is again very precisely notated (See Figure 8).   

 

 

Figure 8 - Denisov Sonata, Mvt. 2, opening 
Copyright (c) 1973 (Renewed) by Editions Musicales Alphonse Leduc, Paris 
International Copyright Secured   All Rights Reserved 
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC 

                                                           
120 Jean-Marie Londeix, “Sonate.” In Jean-Marie Londeix, Master of the Modern Saxophone, 
edited by James C. Umble, 258. Cherry Hill: Roncorp, 2000. 
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The final movement of the sonata is described as a “jazz trio for saxophone, 
piano, and string bass, with the piano assuming the two latter roles.”121  Here the tone 
row from the first movement returns, this time with a larger focus on rhythmic 
displacement in the saxophone over a repeating bass line.  Not only can the displacement 
become confusing to the saxophonist but it also can be overemphasized, blunting the 
effect of the movement.  The work ends with a flurry of notes in the piano and saxophone 
parts (See Figure 9) leading to an ending similar to that of the first movement.   

                                                           
121  Jean-Marie Londeix, “Sonate.” In Jean-Marie Londeix, Master of the Modern 
Saxophone, edited by James C. Umble, 224. Cherry Hill: Roncorp, 2000. 
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Figure 9 - Denisov Sonata, Mvt. 3, mm. 76-77 
Copyright (c) 1973 (Renewed) by Editions Musicales Alphonse Leduc, Paris 
International Copyright Secured   All Rights Reserved 
Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard LLC 
 

Londeix comments on the difficulty of the piano part in this movement. “Though 
pianistically complex, these difficulties are no more insurmountable than those in Liszt’s 
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B Minor Sonata, Balakirev’s Islamey, or Ravel’s Gaspard de la nuit,”122 all of which are 
recognized as some of the most difficult repertoire for piano. 

The work, similar to the Lauba and Tanada works referenced earlier, is incredibly 
specific in the demands made of the saxophonist and how the work should sound.  This 
again makes it a clear choice: if you can execute the work as it was intended to be played, 
you can demonstrate mastery in a very quantifiable way. 

Though by no means a new work, William Albright’s Sonata for Alto Saxophone 
and Piano is the newest of the three pieces featured on our list of works with piano 
accompaniment.  Written in 1984 for a consortium of three American saxophone and 
piano duos,123 the work has become a staple of American saxophone repertoire, and in 
recent years has begun to become popular at competitions as well, particularly at JNISC 
and ISCNG; in the latter competition it has dominated for its last three iterations. Written 
in four movements, the work integrates many modern techniques into its writing, creating 
new levels of challenge for the saxophonist. 

The opening movement of the sonata, “Two-Part Invention,” is a test of the 
saxophonist’s ability to perform with the pianist as an ensemble.  Similar to the 
challenges of the Denisov, this movement has many intricate rhythms that may or may 
not match what the pianist is playing in the same moment, while at other times both parts 
must execute complicated patterns in complete unison.  This movement also features 
three cadenza sections which involve approximations of rhythm in both the piano and 
saxophone parts, creating an extra level of complication for the duo (See Figure 10).   
                                                           
122  Jean-Marie Londeix, “Sonate.” In Jean-Marie Londeix, Master of the Modern 
Saxophone, edited by James C. Umble, 224. Cherry Hill: Roncorp, 2000. 
123 “Laura Hunter/Brian Connelly, Donald Sinta/Ellen Weckler, and Joseph Wytko/Walter 
Cosand.” William Albright, Sonata (New York: C. F. Peters, 1990) 
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Figure 10 - Albright Sonata, Mvt. 1, Cadenza 3 
Sonata for Alto Saxophone and Piano by William Albright ©1990 by Henmar Press Inc. All 
rights reserved. 

The second movement, “La follia nuova: a lament for George Cacioppo (1927 – 
1984),” is the only movement that receives any remark from the composer in the 

published edition of the work.  “Cacioppo and his music and personality rest at the 
foundation of my thinking. He would have very much appreciated the use of the 
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traditional title “La follia” (the madness) in my reincarnation as “La follia nuova.””124  
The movement is based in a chaconne form, although it is not strict.  This movement tests 
not only the saxophonist’s control of the altissimo register (which is quite daunting) but 

also their ability to recognize and emphasize the chaconne throughout the movement (See 
Figure 11).  

 

Figure 11 - Albright Sonata, Mvt. 2, Chaconne statement in saxophone 
Sonata for Alto Saxophone and Piano by William Albright ©1990 by Henmar Press Inc. All 
rights reserved. 
                                                           
124 Ibid. 
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Movement three begins with solo saxophone and is a flurry of notes from start to 

finish.  Its title, “Scherzo ‘Will o’ the wisp’” indicates its fast and demanding nature.  The 
dynamic marking throughout is mostly pianissimo for both the saxophone and piano, 
which only adds to the difficulty and its range spans the entire natural range of the 
instrument, even extending well into the altissimo register within the rapid arpeggiations 
(See Figure 12).   
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Figure 12 - Albright Sonata, Mvt. 3, mm. 52-55 
Sonata for Alto Saxophone and Piano by William Albright ©1990 by Henmar Press Inc. All 
rights reserved. 
 

The final movement, “Recitative and Dance”, begins again with solo saxophone, 
this time in a much more rubato section.  This eventually builds to the arpeggiations 
found in the third movement, eventually leading into the “Mad Dance”, the final section 
of the piece.  This section is frantic, and requires rapid tonguing in several phrases, most 
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likely requiring multiple tonguing from the saxophonist.  The arpeggiations heard before 
are ultimately brought back one more time before a final furious flurry of notes leads to a 
set of “violent slap tongue” (as indicated in the score) notes and the end of the movement 
(See Figure 13).   

 

Figure 13 - Albright Sonata, Mvt. 4, "Violent" slap tongue 
Sonata for Alto Saxophone and Piano by William Albright ©1990 by Henmar Press Inc. All 
rights reserved. 
 

These three works all demand highly technical performances from the competitors 
and are specific in what they expect from performances.  The Denisov and Albright also 
require a substantial use of both altissimo register playing and extended techniques which 
makes them even more attractive choices, as saxophonists can demonstrate the full 
breadth of their skill set through these works. 
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Works with Orchestra 
The oldest piece on this list is by far the Concerto for Alto Saxophone and String 

Orchestra by Lars-Erik Larsson.  This piece is the favorite across all competitions, being 
featured multiple times in all but the JMLISC.  When it is available it is nearly always the 
top choice by competitors.  The work is in three movements and features extensive use of 
the altissimo register throughout.   

The first movement, “Allegro molto moderato,” is in a standard sonata form with 
some adjustments made due to the tonal language. While the work is not strictly tonal it 
is by no means atonal and it is neatly cut into manageable phrases and cadences.  In the 
opening section we see some of the acrobatic octave leaps which demonstrate just some 
of the virtuosic technique required throughout this movement.  The piece builds up to an 
exciting run through the altissimo register to the highest note in the work, altissimo F.  
The cadenza which follows returns to this pitch and allows the performer an opportunity 
to demonstrate their multiple tonguing and technical skill with many rapid flourishes 
before leading into the coda and the end of the first movement (See Figure 14). 
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Figure 14 - Larsson Concerto, Mvt. 1, Cadenza 
CONCERTO FOR SAXOPHONE AND STRING ORCHESTRA, OP. 14 
Music: Lars Erik Larsson 
© Gehrmans Musikförlag AB, Stockholm. Printed with permission.  
 

The second movement is difficult for a different reason than most of the other 
works on this list – the saxophone line is exposed, and any intonation discrepancies will 
become immediately apparent (See Figure 15).  This movement also uses the altissimo 
range quite freely, including the climactic scalar passage which reaches an altissimo E.  
The intonation on the final note of the movement is also hard to tune at the written 
dynamic and can be easily misplayed. 
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Figure 15 - Larsson Concerto, Mvt. 2, mm. 1-9 
CONCERTO FOR SAXOPHONE AND STRING ORCHESTRA, OP. 14 
Music: Lars Erik Larsson 
© Gehrmans Musikförlag AB, Stockholm. Printed with permission.   

The final movement of the concerto is a race to the finish line, with quick 
sixteenth-note runs filling most of this relatively brief movement.  The final cadenza 
again allows the soloist to demonstrate their technical prowess (See Figure 16) before 
launching into a brief coda which includes slap tongued notes to finalize the last 
saxophone statement. 
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Figure 16 – Larsson Concerto, Mvt. 3, Cadenza 
CONCERTO FOR SAXOPHONE AND STRING ORCHESTRA, OP. 14 
Music: Lars Erik Larsson 
© Gehrmans Musikförlag AB, Stockholm. Printed with permission.   

This work is virtuosic. It requires the highest command of the altissimo register 
and even adds in a bit of slap tongue at the end for good measure.  It serves as a 
benchmark for saxophonists to demonstrate their command of the instrument while 
remaining melodic and enjoyable for the audience and jury. 

In conclusion, the most important aspects of popular competition repertoire may 
be summarized as follows: 1) competition organizers choose works that have easily 
measured goals while at the same time offer the greatest challenge to the performer, and 
2) performers select music that is short enough to fit within the time limit comfortably, 
but long enough to allow the saxophonists to demonstrate their capabilities.  The works 
on the “Short List,” meet these criteria across all four competitions throughout 
throughout their nearly twenty years of documentable history. As a consequence, they 
have earned their place within the competition paradigm. 
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