
Tips on how to approach grade pieces ABRSM SAXOPHONE G4 

B:3 Tango-Ballade 

 
This is a good piece to choose if you are confident with playing quite fast syncopated 
rhythms, (playing off the beat); if you are not comfortable with this, maybe consider 
choosing another piece. 
 
Before starting work on this piece, try to listen online to a recording of the original 
piece https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KPq7o72FAQo which features the saxophone 
prominently on the melody line. Please note that this is not quite the same as the 
version that you will be playing, which is available as part of your exam downloads; 
use the code in the back of your book to access these. 
 
Start by getting familiar with the notes, working in eight bar phrases at a speed that 
is comfortable for you. Most of the notes are not tricky, but be careful of the 
unexpected flats in bars 15 – 16. Notice how there is a mix of F and F# so take care 
that you are getting the right one, and pencil in any reminders you might need. 
When you have an accidental in a bar, for example the Ab in bar 32, remember that 
the other A in that bar will also be a flat; pencil in a reminder so you don’t forget. 
 
The direction in bar 50 (8va ad lib. to end) is giving you the option to play from bar 
50 to the end an octave higher. This is a good option to take, as it avoids the very 
tricky manoeuvre (move) from the low A# (low Bb) to low B natural. It may be 
helpful to write out that bar an octave above as it is hard to read the notes and play 
the higher version when you are not used to it. The long E in the second time bar (as 
you miss the first time bar out) is also up the octave, and the final E marked ‘loco’ is 
played as written. In other words, both the long E and the final short E are played as 
the E at the top of the stave. Practise those last three bars until you can play them 
without thinking about it. 
 
The melody is mainly legato, so take care to play the slurs as written. The 
syncopated rhythm in bar 7, which recurs many times later in the piece, should be 
tongued. Try practising this rhythm on one note, tonguing quickly to get the short 
long short (quaver crotchet quaver) rhythm, before moving on to playing this phrase 
as written. It can be tricky to move quickly from the B down to the low E, so practise 
doing that move over and over again without blowing to get it under your fingers.  
 
When you’ve nailed that, try joining the syncopated phrase on to the bars before 
and after, for example bar 7, then bars 6 – 7, then bars 6 - 9. Next try the slightly 
different version in bars 23 and 25, and then the syncopated phrase in 27 and 29 



using C and F. There is a different syncopated rhythm in bar 50, where the 
syncopated quaver crotchet quaver pattern falls at the end of the bar. Practise all 
the syncopated rhythms while tapping your toe inside your shoe to keep the beat; 
then try with a metronome or metronome app, just playing that little phrase on its 
own, and then the whole phrase with the bars before and after. 
 
Then focus on dynamics. Notice how the piece is mainly piano, with crescendo and 
diminuendo providing shape to the melody, for example in bars 22 – 23. The 
crescendo in bars 15 – 16 emphasises the upwards moving melody line. The 
strongest point of the piece is the mezzo forte in bar 30, which is a sudden change 
from piano rather than a slow crescendo build. The diminuendo in bars 43 – 44 is 
written as ‘dim.’ rather than the normal hairpin style marking used elsewhere; it 
may help to pencil in a hairpin under this long G. In the second half of bar 44, the 
marking ‘p sempre’ translates as ‘always soft’ and is telling you to keep playing 
piano from there until the diminuendo in the second to last bar. 
 
This Tango-Ballade is one of the pieces from The Threepenny Opera, a famous 
musical theatre work by the German composer, Kurt Weill. As you will have heard 
when you listened to the original work from the link above, the piece was written 
for a dance band line-up, which featured saxophones. If you have played in a show 
band at school, this is a similar sort of ensemble. The style of the piece is the 
Argentinian Tango, a type of rhythmic dance. Maybe try listening to some of this 
style of music to get an idea of the feel, for example Libertango by Piazzolla 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KOaYST9mO7Y 
 
You could try playing along with a metronome or metronome app, building up to a 
speed of about minim = 60-69, (two beats per bar). Then try playing along with the 
example track provided, and finally with the piano backing; practise.  


