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Introduction

When you think of “I Will Always Love You,” the first image that comes to mind is Whitney Houston’s soaring vocal
performance. Yet the song’s timeless melody has found a second voice in the warm, expressive timbre of the alto
saxophone. An alto sax solo of this classic ballad can transform a familiar tune into a new emotional experience,
blending the lyrical quality of the original with the soulful resonance of a wind instrument. In this article we will
explore the reasons why the alto saxophone is an ideal vehicle for this song, examine notable solo performances,
and provide a detailed, step by step guide to transcribing, arranging, and mastering your own rendition. Whether you
are a seasoned saxophonist looking to expand your repertoire or a beginner eager to tackle a beloved standard,
this comprehensive resource will equip you with the tools you need to deliver a memorable alto sax solo of “I Will
Always Love You.”

Why “I Will Always Love You” Works on Alto Sax

The structure of “| Will Always Love You” lends itself beautifully to the alto saxophone for several reasons:

* Melodic Simplicity and Emotional Depth — The song’s main theme is a straightforward, stepwise line that can
be played smoothly on the sax, allowing the performer to focus on expression rather than technical gymnastics.

¢ Dynamic Range — The alto sax covers a wide spectrum from soft, breathy passages to powerful, resonant
highs, mirroring the emotional arc of the song.

e Compatibility with Jazz and Pop Arrangements — The sax’s voice can adapt to both jazz inspired improvisation
and pop oriented accompaniment, making it versatile for various performance settings.

Historical Context of Alto Sax in Pop Covers

While the saxophone is often associated with jazz, its presence in pop music is far from uncommon. From the
smooth lines of Kenny G’s 1990s hits to the soulful solos in contemporary R&B tracks, the sax has proven to be a
bridge between genres. The alto sax, in particular, offers a unique blend of brightness and warmth that has made it
a favorite choice for covering ballads and love songs.

From Jazz to Pop: The Sax’s Versatility

In the 1960s and 1970s, saxophonists like David Sanborn and George Benson pushed the instrument into pop and
funk realms. Their work demonstrated that the sax could carry melodic lines with the same emotional weight as a
vocalist. More recently, artists such as John Mayer's sax guest on “Slow Dancing in a Burning Room” and the
resurgence of sax in pop playlists highlight the instrument’s enduring appeal. These trends set the stage for alto
sax interpretations of classic pop ballads like “I Will Always Love You.”

Key Elements of an Alto Sax Solo for “1 Will Always Love You”

Creating a compelling alto sax solo involves a blend of technical mastery and artistic sensitivity. Below are the core
components to consider:

¢ Melodic Phrasing — The solo should flow naturally, mirroring the song’s lyrical phrasing. Pay attention to the



song’s phrasing structure, and aim to echo those rhythms on the sax.

* Dynamic Contrast — Use crescendos, decrescendos, and sudden dynamic shifts to highlight emotional peaks.

 Articulation Technigues — Legato passages, staccato accents, and subtle tonguing can add texture and
nuance.

e Improvisational Freedom — While staying true to the main theme, incorporate tasteful improvisation over the
chord changes to showcase personal expression.

e Breath Control — The ability to sustain long phrases without compromising tone is essential, especially during
the song’s soaring sections.

Analyzing Famous Alto Sax Covers of the Song

Several alto saxophonists have left their mark on “I Will Always Love You.” Studying these interpretations can
provide valuable insights into phrasing, dynamics, and arrangement choices.

« Kenny G — Known for his smooth jazz style, Kenny G’s rendition emphasizes lyrical phrasing and a gentle,
breathy tone. His solo often starts with a slow, melodic intro before building into a heartfelt climax.

¢ Boney James — This contemporary jazz saxophonist brings a modern groove to the song, integrating subtle
syncopation and a tighter rhythmic feel.

« David Sanborn — With a slightly edgier tone, Sanborn’s version showcases expressive vibrato and dynamic
swells that add a soulful edge.

« Live Performances by Jazz Ensembles — Many jazz groups have performed “I Will Always Love You” as an
encore, often extending the solo with improvisational sections that highlight group interaction.

Transcribing the Solo: A Step by Step Guide

Transcribing a solo is an essential skill for any saxophonist. It allows you to internalize phrasing, learn new
techniques, and develop your own interpretive style. Follow these steps to transcribe an alto sax solo of “I Will
Always Love You.”

Step 1: Listen and Identify the Main Theme

Begin by listening to the original recording and the sax cover you wish to transcribe. Identify the main melodic line
and note its key signature, tempo, and rhythmic structure. Write down the first few measures of the theme to
establish a reference point.

Step 2: Break Down the Phrasing

Divide the solo into manageable phrases—usually 4 or 8 bars each. Mark the start and end of each phrase, noting
any lyrical or rhythmic cues that influence phrasing.

Step 3: Capture the Dynamics

Pay attention to dynamic markings such as p, mp, f, and sfz. Use a pencil to annotate dynamic changes directly on
your transcription sheet.

Step 4: Notate Articulation and Technique

Mark tonguing, slurs, vibrato, and other articulations. For example, a legato line might be indicated with a slur, while
a staccato phrase would use dots above the notes.

Step 5: Verify Accuracy

Play the transcribed portion on your saxophone to confirm that the notation matches the original. Adjust any
discrepancies in pitch, rhythm, or phrasing.



Arranging the Song for Alto Sax

Once you have the solo transcribed, you can create an arrangement that complements your performance style.
Consider the following elements:

Choosing the Key

The alto saxophone is an E&m instrument, meaning its written notes sound a major sixth lower than written. If the
original song is in A major, you might write the arrangement in F&o major to preserve the same sounding pitch.
However, if you prefer a more comfortable key for the alto, you could transpose to G major or D major.

Creating a Sax-Friendly Harmony

While the alto sax can carry the melody, the harmony often comes from accompaniment instruments such as
piano, guitar, or a chordal synth. Simplify complex voicings to maintain a clear harmonic foundation that supports
the solo.

Adding a Bassline and Rhythm Section

Include a bassline that follows the chord changes. A simple walking bass or a soft, sustained bass note can provide
rhythmic stability. The rhythm section—drums or a steady groove—helps anchor the solo and gives it a
contemporary feel.

Techniques for Expressive Alto Sax Playing

Mastering specific techniques will elevate your solo and bring out the song’s emotional core. Below are the most
critical skills to develop.

¢ Breath Control and Support — Practice long, sustained notes to build lung capacity. Use diaphragmatic
breathing to maintain a steady air stream.

* Dynamic Shaping — Learn to control volume through breath intensity and embouchure adjustments. Practice
crescendos and decrescendos in scales and arpeggios.

 Articulation and Phrasing — Combine tonguing (single, double, triple) with legato passages to create contrast.
Experiment with half tonguing for smoother transitions.

 Vibrato and Tone Color — Develop a natural vibrato that enhances emotional depth. Use subtle vibrato in
slower passages and a more pronounced vibrato in climactic moments.

e Finger Technique — Ensure clean key transitions by practicing chromatic scales and finger independence
exercises.

Breath Control and Support

Begin each practice session with breath exercises such as sustained notes, lip trills, and long tones. These
exercises help you maintain a steady airflow, which is vital for the long, lyrical lines found in “I Will Always Love You.”

Dynamic Shaping
Use dynamic markings in your arrangement to guide performance. A typical dynamic contour might start softly (p),
build to a moderate dynamic (mp), and peak at a strong dynamic (f) before returning to a gentle finish.

Articulation and Phrasing

Experiment with different articulation styles. For example, a legato phrase can convey tenderness, while a staccato
line can add excitement. Mix these to keep the
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