
Expanding Your Third Register 
 
 
Around 10 years ago I started working to become fluent in my 3rd resister, or “altissimo 
register”. I feel I’ve come a long way but it’s a never ending process of improvement. Here are 
some things I’ve discovered that I hope can help!  
 
 

    
 
 
OVERTONES: 
Learning to play overtones, or harmonics (above), is the first step to developing the altissimo 
register. The notes above can be played by holding down the initial fingering (in this case, low 
Bb) and using your airstream to change pitches. Start by matching the original fingering with 
the overtone fingering—for example, play your first finger Bb using the bis key, then switch to 
your low Bb fingering without losing the original tone. The goal is to maintain the same timbre 
and intonation, to have as seamless a transition as possible between the two fingerings. 
 
Practice to get at least the first 6 overtones of the series to sound, starting from low Bb, low B & 
low C before continuing into altissimo studies. Be cautious not to bite; you should not feel any 
extra pressure on your embouchure. Also you may need to stick to holding out long-tone 
overtones initially to build muscles necessary for the top tones without biting. With an open 
throat and warm air these overtones will respond more readily.  
 
SCALES: 
I like to use the term “3rd register” instead of altissimo. To me, the term altissimo denotes a 
separate register, and my goal is to make it a continuation of the horn. After you have found 
fingerings for some notes that speak well, practice playing 5 note scales, major and/or minor 
starting from 2nd register B (B, C#, D#, E, F#, E, D#, C#, B). After that becomes easy, practice 
your major scales to the 9th in the 3rd register. For example: practice your G major scale from 1st 
register G to 3rd register A and back down; Bb major scale from low Bb to 3rd register C and so 
on.  
 
Another way to achieve continuity in the 3rd register is to slowly practice the chromatic scale to 
your highest note. Isolating small cells of 5 chromatic notes at a time is helpful, looping them 
until they are smooth and have a consistent tone quality.  Work to make the transition between 
all 3 registers sound seamless  through both the major scales and chromatic scale.  

 
MELODIES:  
As this becomes familiar, pick a simple melody to play an octave up from its usual octave. Some 
suggestions are Somewhere over the Rainbow, the Star Wars theme, the E.T. theme, Danny Boy 
or The Star Spangled Banner. Play the melody you chose in different keys and listen for a 



consistent timbre in each key. Tuners can be helpful but it’s good not to rely on them. Try to 
use your ear to fix most of the tuning issues, your inner ear will tell you if you’re in tune. If you 
need reinforcement, create a drone on the tonic note using finale, garage band, a keyboard or 
using a constant pitch on a tuner (which you can get on your phone for FREE!). 
 
When beginning to play in the altissimo register, one of my mantras comes to mind: “the 
learning is in the trying”. Don’t expect this to sound great at first, it takes consistent practice 
over a period of years.  Know that nobody sounds good in this register at first and try to avoid 
frustration. With consistent practice, over time you will develop more fluency and accuracy in 
your 3rd register  
 

See you up there!  
J Sharel  
 
Recommended books:  

• Top Tones for the Saxophone, by Sigurd Rascher (great overtone studies) 
• Saxophone Altissimo: High Note Development for the Contemporary Player, Robert A 

Luckey, PHD (great fingering options) 
 


