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How to Choose a Flute
For more information, buy: 

The Flute Book, a Complete Guide for Students and Performers 

by Nancy Toff

BUDGET

· Flutes range in price from $350 - $22,000 +

Students flutes $550 – $3,600

Sterling silver professional models $3,000 - $9,000

· Difference between student and professional: materials (nickel, silver, gold) and mass production vs. hand craftsmanship

STUDENT MODELS

· Manufacturers to consider: Pearl, Sonare, Yamaha, Gemeinhardt

· Solid sterling silver is preferred, especially on the head joint 
(Silver plated body is a good compromise to save money)

· Closed-hole keys (also called plateau or American)

· Springs should be gold, if possible, rather than steel

· Forged keys are preferred to cast keys

· Rods mounted on ribs are preferred to rods mounted merely on posts

· C or B foot is optional

PROFESSIONAL MODELS
· Manufacturers to consider: Brannen, Haynes, Miyazawa, Muramatsu, Powell, Williams, Yamaha, Pearl, Straubinger pads

· Solid sterling silver body and head joint 
(Silver plated keys is a good compromise to save money)

· Variety of materials is now an option: silver, aurumite (layering silver then gold, etc.), gold, platinum

· Silver has a quick response; gold produces a tone with a strong fundamental, and thus a powerful low register, though it may lack some of the brilliance of a silver flute.  Silver is bright, gold is warm.  Platinum, the most expensive and the heaviest metal, is most accommodating to an orchestral player who is looking for projection.  It may however, lack in variety of tone colors. 
· Mixing materials and makers of head joints and bodies is an option

· The head joint is the #1 factor in sound

· Gold riser on head joint

· Thicker wall creates more resistance 

· Open-hole keys (French model) is preferred, although closed-hole keys (plateau) may be advantageous for a “doubler”
· In-line or off-set G key is optional (off-set is more comfortable for small hands)

· Split-E mechanism, C# trill key, D# roller are all optional
· C or B Foot joint (B is preferred)

TESTING THE INSTRUMENT
· When testing an instrument, ask for a secluded room and some time to give the flute a thorough “test drive.”
· If deciding between several flutes, try the SAME tests back to back on each flute.  
· Ask the salesman if testing a few head joints for a week or more is an option.
· When testing flutes at the NFA Convention (annually in August), many manufacturers will offer a rebate for your convention fee if you buy a flute that weekend.
· Bring a tuner to check the intonation of each flute.
· Push the flute to its limit (LOUD low register and SOFT high register)
· Harmonics are a great test for ease between registers, and the intonation of the flute
· Play flowing melodies with lots of tone colors, dynamics, etc.  and fast, articulated passages to check responsiveness of head joint and key mechanism
Response

· Test for quick reaction in all registers (extreme high and low notes)

· Good intonation, test with different dynamics as well

· Arthur Benade’s test:

1. Warm the flute.  Then play g1, mf, with the fullest sound possible.  Try to make a smooth “sneak” to g2 by overblowing.

2. Repeat this exercise starting on d1.

3. Play b1 and try to sneak to b2.  If the sneaks on these three notes are difficult or impossible, the player or the instrument may be at fault.  But on these relatively responsive notes, odds are that the instrument is at fault.  You might use a flute to which you are accustomed as a “control.”

4. A truly fine instrument, says Benade, will sneak or overblow to the third or even the fourth harmonic.  Having passed these tests, a flute should allow broad dynamic range and control, have a clear, ringing tone and good intonation, and respond obediently to small modifications of the embouchure.

5. Remove the head joint from the body of the flute.  Set your lips in normal playing position.  Then “smite” the flute with the most abrupt, fortissimo attack possible.  A poorly cut embouchure hole will cough, hesitate, break the tone, or start the tone slowly; a well-cut one will respond with alacrity.

Construction
· The following is Nancy Toff’s checklist:
1. The posts that support the longitudinal axles (on which the keys are mounted) should be mounted on ribs, rather than directly on the flute.  This type of construction is more durable.

2. Keys should be forged, rather than cast; forged keys are stronger and less apt to break off.

3. The needle springs, whether gold, silver, bronze, or stainless steel, should not be too short.  Ideally, they should extend about 1/32 inch behind the spring’s hook.  If they are too short, they will detach themselves from the mechanism.

4. The mechanism should work lightly and smoothly, and the springs should be evenly balanced.  There should be no play or excess horizontal motion in the keys, nor should they be sprung too high.  They should move silently, with no clicks, clunks, or extraneous noise from the pads.

5. Trill keys should not project too far above the level of the regular keys, nor should they be too pointed or angled upward too sharply.  Any of these factors may make them difficult to reach and control.

6. Similarly, the D# (Eb) lever for the right-hand pinky should not have pointed corners, and should be aligned so that the pinky can slide easily to the other foot joint levers.  A roller on the side of the lever can make such motion easier.

7. Student flutes should be equipped with adjusting screws, which regulate the height and closure of the keys.

8. On student flutes, the tone holes should be drawn, rather than soldered, so that they cannot detach themselves from the flute tube.  The edges should be rolled, not sharp, so they will not cut into the pads, and they should be even, to permit a hermetic seal.

9. Wooden flutes and piccolos should be reinforced at the tenons, where moisture tends to collect.

Condition
· Ask the dealer for a service warranty for at least several months, as minor mechanical problems often surface in new flutes during the breaking-in period.
· The following is Nancy Toff’s checklist:

1. On plated instruments, the plating should be evenly applied, with no rough spots, indentations, or thin spots.

2. Check the seal of the head joint cork or stopper.  It should not rattle when you shake the head gently.  Rotate the crown or nut inward a bit.  The cork should not move freely; if it does, it should be replaced.  Then pull straight out on the crown; the cork should still not move.

3. The pads should not be torn, excessively yellowed, or dried out.  They must close the tone holes completely.  To check for leakage, slowly play a scale, using normal finger pressure; uneven response may indicate an improperly seated pad.  Another method, which must be executed with extreme care, is to direct smoke (from a safety match) into the flute tube while holding the keys closed.  Look for smoke escaping from the tone holes.

4. The keys should be sprung evenly, and springs should be sufficiently strong to return the keys to their rest position smoothly, with no mechanical interference.

5. The action or keywork should move freely.  There should be no lateral motion, nor should there be any clicks or blockages in the normal vertical motion.  A click may indicate a sluggishly functioning mechanism or simply the need for oiling; the inside of the rods (of a used flute) may be dirty or rusted.

6. The adjusting screws should not turn too easily, or the mechanism will quickly fall out of adjustment.  Neither the threads of the screws nor the grooves in the heads should be worn.

7. The tenons between the joints should be clean and should fit snugly, but not so tightly that they cannot be easily assembled and disassembled.

8. Check the instrument carefully for dents.  On the body, small surface scratches or mini-dents on the exterior of the tube will cause no problems, but on the head joint they may have an effect on intonation.  The surface of the tube’s interior must be perfectly smooth.  It is especially important to check the condition of the embouchure hole and lip plate.  Any alteration of the edge of the hole, such as a small nick, is potentially disastrous and should be carefully evaluated.  Merely sanding or planing such an imperfection will probably not solve the problem and may make it worse.
9. On wooden instruments, the tube should be straight, not warped; warpage cannot be remedied.  Check that the wood has been seasoned and treated and that there are no cracks, inside or out.  A pocket flashlight is a good tool for such inspections.  In a darkened room, close all the keys and shine the flashlight inside the tube.  No light should be visible on the outside. Crack repairing is a hazardous business and should be avoided at all costs.

