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In general terms, if the airstream is directed more into the flute this will make the 

pitch lower and the dynamic louder.  If the airstream is directed higher this will 

make the pitch higher and the dynamic softer. 

 

2.5.2 Physical attributes of the jaw 

 

There are cases where the structure of the jaw deviates from the normal, i.e. 

when the relationship between the two parts of the jaw is disproportionate.  This 

can affect the embouchure of a student quite dramatically. 

 

Also see Chapter 3.2, Chapter 4.5.3 and Chapter 6.4 for more information and 

discussions on the jaw. 

 

2.6 Tongue 

 

If one wants to retain the best quality of sound on the flute one needs to keep the 

tongue at the correct place at all times.  The tongue is used to articulate (also 

called tonguing) notes as indicated on the sheet music.   

 

While tonguing, the tongue stops the flow of the airstream before the start of 

each note.  After the note has been articulated (the airstream released by the 

tongue), the note must still sound for the remainder of its value.  The tongue has 

to move to a different location inside the mouth so that the air can travel from the 

lungs, to the lips and onto the strike edge of the flute. 

 

This movement of the tongue can influence the tone negatively.  While tonguing, 

the tongue should move up and down rather than back and forth.  The reason for 

this being that when the tongue is moving forward and backwards, it can cause a 

slower tongue action and make the sound less focused. 
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Crimando (1999) 
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Levator Anguli Oris 

 

Draw the angle of the mouth upward 

creating a furrow to the side of the nose.  

Expression is similar to that of sneering. 

 

      Figure 3.6 

      Tolsma (2009) 

  

 

 

Depressor Labii Inferioris and 

Platysma 

 

Draw the angle of the mouth downward 

and outward, and tense the skin over 

the neck area.  The platysma muscle is 

shown in Figure 3.14. 

 

Figure 3.7 

      Tolsma (2009) 

 

      Buccinator 

 

Press the cheeks firmly against the 

teeth.  The angle of the mouth should be 

pulled back.  This is a lot similar to 

blowing a trumpet. 

 

      Figure 3.8 

      Tolsma (2009) 
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Depressor Anguli Oris 

 

The angles of the mouth should be 

drawn downwards. 

 

      Figure 3.9 

      Tolsma (2009) 

 

 

 

 

      Risorius 

       

The angles of the mouth should be 

drawn backwards. 

 

Figure 3.10 

Tolsma (2009) 

 

 

 

 

Mentalis 

  

Protrude the lower lip similar as to when 

pouting.  The skin over the chin should 

be raised. 

 

Figure 3.11 

      Tolsma (2009) 
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Masseter 

 

Bite firmly (teeth must be clenched). 

 

Figure 3.12 

      Tolsma (2009) 

       

 

 

 

 

Levator Labii Superioris 

 

Protrude and raise the upper lip in order 

to show the upper gums. 

 

      Figure 3.13 

      Tolsma (2009) 

 

 

 

 

Some of the muscles will now be discussed for a better understanding of their 

function (the following information in Chapter 3.1.1 is taken from Andersen 

1983:7-15A, Kendall 1983:241-244 and Facial Muscles 2008): 

 

The upper lip is called the labia superfluous entafada and the lower lip the labium 

inferius.  The orbicularis oris muscle is the muscle around the upper and lower lip 

as shown in Figure 3.2.  Generally, many flutists and teachers concentrate only 

on the lips (the labia superfluous entafada and the labium inferius) for 
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The mentalis muscle is a face muscle situated at the tip of the chin.  It is 

responsible for the upward movement of the lower lip and this causes a wrinkling 

of the chin (see Figure 3.11).  The emotions associated with the movement of 

this muscle are doubt or displeasure. 

 

There are four muscles that work together in the process of mastication.  

Mastication is the process of chewing food before it goes to the stomach for 

digestion.  In Figure 3.3 one of these muscles is shown, the masseter muscle 

(also see Figure 3.12).  The other three muscles (not superficial muscles, but 

deeper muscles) that are involved in mastication are; temporalis, medial 

pterygoid and the lateral pterygoid muscles. 

 

These are the primary muscles that are used to shape all individual 

embouchures.  Other facial muscles do contribute to this process, but to a lesser 

extent. 

 

3.1.2 Superficial muscles of the neck and the shoulders 

 

The reason for discussing other muscles of the human body that are not directly 

responsible for a sound being produced by a flute player, is the fact that many 

flute players (especially young students) tend to tense certain areas, especially 

the neck and the spine.  Tension in various parts of the body will influence the 

flexibility and tone. 

 

Tension can be caused by, for example, bad posture.  Some young beginners try 

to use the left shoulder to support the flute, so that it feels more secure in their 

hands.  This can cause tension in the shoulder and neck area. 

 

Another cause of tension is stiffening up when trying to play fff or ppp, through 

trying to use other body parts (for example the neck) to get the desired results (fff 

or ppp).  A tensed neck or shoulder will adversely influence tone quality. 
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Anterior shoulder and upper arm 
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Crimando (1999) 
 

Figure 3.16 
Crimando (1999) 
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3.1.3 Superficial muscles of the arms and the hands 

 

The muscles of the arms and hands also play a role in the overall flexibility of the 

flute player.  In my experience tension in one hand can spread to the shoulder or 

neck muscles and then have an impact on the actual sound being produced. 

 

The muscles of the human arm are:  triceps brachii- long head, triceps brachii- 

lateral head, brachialis, biceps brachii, carabrachialis, triceps brachii- medial 

head, pronator teres, flexor corpi radialis, flexor corpi ulnaris, palmaris longus, 

brachioradialis, flexor digitorum superficialis, anconeus, extensor carpi radialis 

longus, extensor digitorum, extensor corpi ulnaris, extensor carpi radialis brevis, 

abductor pollicis longus and extensor pollicis brevis.  They are all shown in 

Figures 3.15, 3.16, 3.17 and 3.18. 
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Figure 3.17 
Crimando (1999) 

Figure 3.18 
Crimando (1999) 
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3.1.4 Superficial muscles of the torso 
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The muscles shown in Figures 3.19 and 3.20 are:  trapezius, latissimus dorsi, 

gluteus maximus, pectoralis, deltoid, serratus, eternal and abdominal muscles. 

 

Trapezius 

Figure 3.20 
Crimando (1999) 
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Figure 3.19 
Crimando (1999) 
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3.3 Tongue 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.23 depicts the shape and appearance of the human tongue.  The 

tongue is made up of different muscles and is not only one muscle.  Because the 

tongue consists of many muscles it has the ability to be very agile (Pearson 

2002:69). 

 

3.4 Throat and mouth 

 

As mentioned in Chapter 2.1 the throat also plays a role in our tone production.  

The throat and the mouth act as resonance for the sound (see Chapter 2.8.1) 

and therefore it is important to understand the size and shape of the cavities in 

our mouth and throat. 

Figure 3.21 
University of Saskatchewan (2008) 

Figure 3.22 
911COSTUMES.COM 
(2008) 

Lips 

Figure 3.23 
Pearson (2002:69) 

Mandible 

Maxilla 

 
 
 







3-19 

 

The epiglottis is a flap that covers the entrance of the glottis (trachea).  The 

glottis is the opening between the vocal cords, see Figure 3.28.  The epiglottis 

closes the glottis so that food does not enter the trachea (Aliff 2008). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.5 Sternum 

 

The sternum is a long and flat bone that connects to the ribs.  It also helps to 

protect organs like the lungs and heart. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Immanuel Dannenbring (2008:8), practitioner of Chi-Kung (Chinese system of 

energy cultivation), says it is important to rather release air from the sternum than 

pushing it out from the abdomen. 

Figure 3.28 
Aliff (2008) 
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Figure 3.29 
Consumer Health Information Network (2008) 
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muscular work.  The intercostal muscles are the muscles between our ribs.  The 

external intercostal muscles, internal intercostal muscles and the innermost 

intercostal muscles form the three principal layers (Pearson 2002:73). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.6.3 Abdominal wall 

 

The abdominal wall forms the boundaries of the abdomen.  It is made up of 

different layers of skin, fascia, muscle, fascia transversalis and peritoneum.  The 

main muscles of the abdominal wall are the external oblique muscle, the internal 

oblique muscle and the transverse abdominal muscle.  These abdominal 

muscles also play a part when flutists support the airstream needed for flute 

playing (Abdominal Wall 2008). 

 

3.7 Spine and Atlanto-Occipital joint 
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Figure 3.33 
Cedars-Sinai 
(2008) 

Figure 3.32 
Armstrong (2008) 

Atlanto-Occipital joint 

 
 
 





























































4-28 

 

4.13.2 Pitch bending 

 

Pitch bending affects the movement of the jaw, the shape and size of the mouth 

cavity and the position and shape of the lips, thus affecting embouchure.  This 

technique may also require movement of the head as well as turning the flute 

inwards or outwards.  The relation between the lips and their placement against 

the lip-plate, as well as the amount of the embouchure hole that is covered by the 

lips is often compromised, thus affecting embouchure. 

 

I found that pitch bending is an excellent exercise to practice embouchure 

flexibility and manipulation of the direction of the airstream.  This can help 

students to understand the relation between embouchure flexibility and intonation 

and should be introduced as soon as possible. 

 

4.13.3 Whisper tones 

 

Whisper tones, also called whistle tones or flageolets, is a good technique to aid 

the release of unnecessary tension in the embouchure.  To play whistle tones an 

open, flexible and relaxed embouchure is needed.  Whistle tones are similar to 

overtones except that they require less air pressure.  Teachers agree that this is 

one of the most difficult contemporary techniques and should only be introduced 

to students of an advanced level.  The following abbreviations are used to 

indicate whisper tones. 

 

ws. - whisper tone 

WT - whistle tone 

 

4.13.4 Flutter tonguing 

 

Whilst flutter tonguing, the fluctuating tongue disturbs the normal flow of the 

airstream, and may easily influence the embouchure, thus affecting tone quality.  
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The questionnaire (Appendix B) was filled in by a number of flute teachers, 

nationally and internationally. 

 

The following information and conclusions were drawn from the questionnaires. 

 

5.2.1 Misconceptions regarding embouchure 

 

Quite a few students have misconceptions regarding the meaning of the word 

embouchure.  The most common misconceptions are a) embouchure is 

something on the headjoint, b) embouchure is the airstream or the way a flutist 

blows and c) embouchure is the hole between the lips (aperture).  One student 

had not heard the term embouchure in five years of flute lessons with their 

previous teacher.  The conclusion is that teachers need to do much more to 

inform students. 

 

5.2.2 Misconceptions of basic principles 

 

5.2.2.1  Embouchure formation 

 

A misconception that students have concerning embouchure formation is that the 

aperture must be circular at all times.  There were also students that could not 

answer this question (see Appendix A, question 3.3.7). 

 

5.2.2.2  Direction of the airstream 

 

Common misconceptions regarding the direction of the airstream are a) the 

direction of the airstream is directly linked to the size of the aperture, b) the 

tongue should be used to manipulate the direction of the airstream, c) the 

direction of the airstream must be straight and d) warm air should be felt when 

holding the hand in front of the headjoint.  Very few students mentioned the 

function of the jaw in changing the direction of the airstream. 
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Teachers should help their students to understand that poor breathing will result 

in the embouchure trying to compensate for the lack of air, therefore affecting the 

embouchure negatively.  The embouchure is also interrupted each time a flutist 

takes a breath.  After each breath the embouchure needs to be reformed. 

 

5.2.9 Influence of posture on embouchure 

 

Most students could not give an accurate answer when asked to describe the 

influence of posture on embouchure.  Teachers should explain that tension in the 

neck, face, shoulders and/or back muscles and/or jaw that is caused by bad 

posture will influence the embouchure negatively. 

 

Futher information that should be made available to students is that a) when a 

flutist is hunched over while playing it will affect his/her lung capacity and b) a 

shortage of air while playing will result in the embouchure trying to compensate 

for the deficiency, therefore affecting the embouchure negatively. 

 

5.2.10 Support from the diaphragm 

 

Most students understand that to play the flute they need support from their 

diaphragm and abdominal muscles.  Often students get confused with regard to 

the amount of support needed and the dynamic level they are playing at.  

Students tend to have sufficient support when they need to play at a loud 

dynamic.  Many students, however, tend to play with insufficient support when 

they are playing at a soft dynamic. 

 

I have found the following exercise helpful to students in this regard.  First let the 

student play a forte note with firm support from the diaphragm and abdominal 

muscles.  Then let him/her play a piano note, keeping the same amount of 

tension in the diaphragm and abdominal muscles.  This will help students 

understand that when playing piano support from the diaphgram and abdominal 

 
 
 






























































































































































