
Tips on how to approach grade pieces ABRSM SAXOPHONE G3 

B:3 Bye Bye Blackbird 

 
This is a good piece to choose if you are confident with playing in a jazzy style with 
swing quavers and ties; if you are not comfortable with this, maybe consider 
choosing another piece. 
 
Before starting work on this piece, try to listen online to an example of the original 
song https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wVdz4YuMDQ4 and the saxophone version 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yuyO3pzs_2g which is available as part of your exam 
downloads; use the code in the back of your book to access these. 
 
Listen to the chorus of the song while following your music and try to spot where 
the words of the song ‘Bye Bye Blackbird’ and ‘Blackbird, bye bye’ appear in your 
version. To check if you spotted the right places, look at the information at the 
bottom of your sheet music! 
 
Then start by getting familiar with the notes, working initially in four bar phrases, 
and remembering that the quavers are played swung, with the first quaver of a pair 
taking up two thirds of the beat and the second quaver taking up one third. Be 
careful of the tied notes, for example in the second, third and fourth bars you play; 
first of all try playing each of those bars without the tie to get the rhythm, then add 
in the tie from the second (short) quaver to the minim (or crotchet in the third bar). 
 
Look for other places in the piece where there are similar tied notes, and different 
ones. Ties are often used in swing music to give a feeling of anticipating the next 
beat, giving a laid back, casual feel to the phrases. Practise bars 23 – 24, where the 
tied G# at the end of bar 23 seems to anticipate the first beat of bar 24. Similarly, 
the ties in bars 43 and 44 give the impression of anticipating the third beat of those 
bars. The ties in bars 37, 38, 41 and 42 each give the feeling of anticipating the 
second beat. Practise each of these different ties to get the feel of it. 
 
When you are confident with the rhythms and notes including the ties, add in the 
articulation. Look through the piece and see where there are slurred notes; practise 
each place a slur occurs until you can play them exactly as written. Spot the 
occasional staccato note on the last crotchet of the bar, and aim to make these crisp 
and clear. There are just a couple of accents to include in bar 39; the accent on the F 
is for emphasis, whereas the one on the last quaver E, combined with a staccato 
marking, should be as short and sharp as possible! 
 



Then focus on dynamics, working in sections. Practise the first section up to bar 20 
mezzo piano and then add in the crescendo and diminuendo as written. The next 
section, bars 21 – 28, should be a confident mezzo forte, with just a little 
diminuendo back to mp in the last two bars. The next section starts mp at bar 29, 
with the crescendo across bars 31 and 32 taking you to a good strong forte at bar 
33. Stay forte from there until a little diminuendo in bar 44 takes you down to mf; a 
crescendo in bar 49 increases the dynamic to forte as you reach bar 50, before 
making an immediate drop back to piano in the last two and a half bars, to provide 
an effective and atmospheric ending to the piece.  
 
This song is a popular jazz standard, which has been played and recorded many 
times over the years in different versions from slow to fast, both by singers and as 
jazz instrumentals. Why not get in the groove by listening to a version by 
saxophonist John Coltrane for inspiration! https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Ly7q_2ZYYg 
 
You could try playing along with a metronome or metronome app, building up to a 
speed of about crotchet = 120, (four beats per bar). Then try playing along with the 
example track provided, and finally with the piano backing; practise.  


