EFFECTS OF SHORTENING HEAD JOINTSPRIVATE 

Occasionally I get asked about the tuning of a flute. The flute in question has twice been made to a different pitch than A440 and the head shortened in an attempt to change the pitch. The result is a badly out of tune flute which depending on the skill of the player can be lipped almost into pitch.

As some of you may know flutes are my main musical interest and several years ago I wrote a computer program to check flute scales, hole sizes and positions. Having written the program I looked around for flutes to check to see if the program worked. At that time I had a Norwegian student who was an ex professional flautist. He played on a silver Haines flute and was quite agreeable to having the scale of his flute checked. I had heard him playing his flute and it sounded fantastic as you would expect with a professional flautist playing a premier hand made flute. However when I measured the flute and checked it with the program, the results were very disappointing. The scale was terrible, worse than most cheap student flutes.

At first I was not sure what was wrong but I decided to check further. Using my program I can check the flute scale at different pitches, so I tried various pitches until I found the best match. At that pitch the flute scale was quite good, as I had expected it would be in the first place. What had obviously happened is that the flute was made to play at pitch A435 and somebody had shortened the head in an attempt to raise the pitch to A440. The owner being such a good player managed to lip the flute into tune and he was not even aware he was doing it. For the average player the flute tuning at A440 would be decidedly poor.

Another student of mine recently bought a flute from a company that imports second hand instruments from America. This proved not to be such a good bargain as the student first thought since that flute was also made to a different pitch than A440. 

Using the flute provided which is made for pitch A440 blow and record a two-octave scale. It's better done in pairs with the player unable to view the tuner so as to avoid cheating. The aim is to blow as neutral as possible.

Repeat scale with shortened head joint, recording results as before but using tuner set to pitch A444. Just for interest see how far you have to pull the head out beyond it's normal position to tune the A to A438.   

Note! Most flutes imported to England are actually made to suit the American pitch of A442 or A444. They sell millions of flutes into America so we tend to get the same flutes here because demand in England is not great enough for them to make flutes in A440 just for us.    

Albert Cooper caused quite a stir in the flute world when he launched his "Cooper scale" in the seventies. Several flute companies started using his scale or developed a modern scale of their own. What Albert Cooper discovered when checking flute scales was, that as pitch had changed through the years, makers had only modified the head length to adjust the pitch and not revised the scale of the flute.

As you can appreciate after completing the above practical exercise on head length effects. Adjusting the head length is not a very satisfactory method of adjusting the pitch of a flute.

