PLAY THE MUSICAL SAW

by Uncle Butch Hibben

unclebutch@hibben.org

©2004 - Hibben, Riverside County, CA

Not every saw is a musical saw.  There are several musical saws available from different saw makers or you can find a saw in your workshop. If you are going to use a regular saw be aware that the better more expensive the saw the worse it plays. (More expensive saws have more additives to strengthen the steel so they don't bend well.)

In order to play the saw you will need:

1. Saw







2. Mallet


3. Bow


4. Rosin


5. Patience


6. Endurance


7. An understanding family

HOLDING THE SAW

For the purpose of this instruction it is assumed that you are right handed. If you are lucky enough to be left handed please reverse all of the directions. 

1. Sit in a comfortable chair with your thighs parallel to the floor.

2. Hold the saw, handle down, with the teeth facing your left.

3. Place two fingers over the top of the blade with your thumb pad on the near

     side about 1 1/2 inches from the top. 

4. Rotate the saw 1/4 turn to have the teeth face you.

5. Grip the saw handle between your legs as near to your knees as you can.

BENDING THE SAW

Bending the saw creates the tone changes. An "s" curve must be created in order to stress the steel in the saw so it will vibrate. Where the two curves in the saw blade meet a small flat place will occur and this place is called "the sweet spot." Playing the sweet spot produces sound. Push the blade to your left with your thumb and pull back on the top with your fingers; this will create the "s" in the blade.

There are many devices on the market to allow this "s" shape to be obtained without straining your fingers and wrist, but you should strive to learn the proper technique in case you are ask to play someone else's saw when you don't have your equipment with you.

Moving the saw away from or closer to you while playing creates the different notes.
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PRODUCING SOUND WITH A MALLET   

Holding the saw in the "s" shape, strike the saw near the sweet spot with a sharp blow;

this should produce a sound. Without moving the saw strike it again several times. When you have successfully created a clear sound several times, move the saw tip about two inches away from you and strike it again. The sound should have increased in pitch. Now try to bring the saw tip closer to you and strike it again. Once you have managed to get at least three notes from your saw it is time to take a break.

When you are learning to play the saw you will be using muscles that you do not normally use.

Shake your fingers and wrist several times to promote blood flow to these muscles. Try to limit playing time to 5 or 10 minutes until your muscles become used to the new positions.


Now attempt to play a song. Can't think of a song? Try "Twinkle,Twinkle Little Star."
PRODUCING SOUND WITH A BOW
There are several bows that can be used with a saw. I prefer to play with a cello bow, but violin and psaltry bows work well too. Even a dowel that has rosin applied to it will work.

When playing with a bow it is important to keep it at a 90-degree angle to the saw; this means that the bow must be at 90 degrees to the saw in two directions. 



Holding the saw in the "s" shape, drag the bow across the saw near the sweet spot using a firm

stroke. This should produce a sound. Without moving the saw, bow it again several times. When you have successfully created a clear sound several times, move the saw tip about two inches away from you and bow it again. Please note that the sweet spot will have moved up the saw blade. The sound should have increased in pitch. Now try to bring the saw tip closer to you and bow it again. Once more note that the sweet spot will move down the blade. When you have managed to get at least three notes from your saw it is time to take a break again.


Now try to play the same song you played with the mallet.

TIPS

1. Practice!                 Practice!                  Practice!

2. Don't over apply pressure to the saw blade. Use just enough pressure to accomplish the result you are

    looking for.

3.Vibrato: Many saw players believe that vibrato is necessary for all music. I disagree, but if you would

    like to add vibrato you may do so by bouncing one leg while playing.

4. Play along with CDs, Radio, TV, or other musicians. The saw sounds much better with other musical

    instruments.

Please feel free to contact me with any questions.
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