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	Introduction	
 This method book is the result of over thirty years’ individual study of the chromatic harmonica 
and an equal amount of time devoted to instructing many students on harmonica playing. It also 
owes to numerous collaborations with a variety of musicians who have taught me a great deal.
 
 After a long period of studying the piano, I stumbled on the chromatic harmonica while still very 
young. It was a chance encounter that was to change more than just my musical life. I have had 
a great love affair with the chromatic harmonica ever since which seems stronger with every 
passing day, like a long happy marriage founded on passion, complicity, amusement and joy with 
moments of yielding and sacrifice.

 I believe that coming to the chromatic harmonica with good knowledge of music in place and 
a fair amount of live performance experience helped me realize immediately that most existing 
method books for chromatic harmonica do fail to put forth an in-depth study of the instrument. 
Most method books didn’t (and still don’t) make use of staves, ignoring the practice of notated 
music entirely. Do you know of any method books for saxophone, trumpet, piano, or any other 
instrument that don’t make use of musical notation? Why is this typically the case with the 
chromatic harmonica? I have, therefore, had to put together my own didactical approach, used 
first on myself, then on my students, which, while similar to the methodology used for more 
traditional instruments, hopefully offers up a dynamic and modern perspective.

 A central influence during my formative years was the help and musical expertise of a great 
teacher, Willi Burger, one of the world’s major classical virtuosi of the chromatic harmonica. In 
addition, the knowledge gained through seminars taught by other musicians, mainly pianists, 
trumpeters and arrangers, was also key. I have always strived to work with musicians more 
skilled and talented than myself in order to learn from them.

 In this method book the chromatic harmonica is treated as a musical instrument–rightly so–
in all respects. Tablatures (certainly more useful to the diatonic harmonica), will not be used 
nor aperture numbers placed above notes. The study course is an accessible one devised for 
everybody but will inevitably present some challenges as it progresses which require diligence.

 For example, a good soccer coach knows that the player should know the rules of the 
game, acquire a good overview of the playing field, have good breathing technique, athletic 
preparation, ball technique, know how to kick both on the left and right, with his head, stop, run, 
kick penalties, respect the other players, be ready to yield, be prepared to make sacrifices but 
also know how to enjoy himself while playing. 

The same holds true for a good teacher with regard to a student wishing to learn an instrument. 
The study and practice of a musical instrument is manifold: it works on different levels and 
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touches upon different subjects – music theory, solfège, harmony, instrumental technique, 
reading skills, rhythmic proficiency and independence, speed, developing a good sound, possible 
improvisational skills and much more. My aim in compiling this method book has been to devise 
a course of study for the student where he/she can gradually “train” various technical aspects 
of playing in context, above all as they relate to the difficulties of the chromatic harmonica, 
an instrument which is not as easy as it might seem. Step by step, key by key, each exercises 
attempts to accustom the student to having a complete overview of the instrument through 
exercises and tunes chosen for various purposes.

 Naturally a method book cannot contain absolutely everything. In the following pages, we will 
often just touch on ideas that can be expanded on with the help of other method books and 
pieces. For example, I have intentionally omitted examining music theory and harmony as well 
as rhythmic, melodic and vocal solfège, but I reference texts where all these can be learned and 
studied in more detail.

 Considering my own musical education, the pedagogy I have adopted is obviously oriented 
towards jazz music, although the basis of study is perfectly suited to all genres of music. 
Furthermore, I have avoided delving into the world of jazz improvisational technique, as this is 
already dealt with in highly effective method books common to all instruments. I’ve only just 
touched on jazz improvisation technique, bringing back some phrases and solos by great jazz 
masters such as Toots Thielemans. I am sure that everyone who completes this study book will 
have acquired a good base from which to take on any manual of improvisation techniques.

 Naturally, every method cannot state «absolute truth» with respect to its subject. This book 
inevitably contains a conception of music and the instrument that is a reflection of myself. There 
may also likely be mistakes and inaccuracies, but I am positive that if the following suggestions 
are adopted step by step, much will be learned about the chromatic harmonica. At least this is 
my hope. My one great wish is that this book succeeds in helping whoever wishes to deepen his/
her knowledge of and passion for a fascinating instrument, and that in the end, he/she can really 
draw enjoyment from it.

 In conclusion I feel I must state that beyond the study of an instrument, it is important to listen 
to great amounts of music with care and passion. It may seem like a banal suggestion, but I have 
often encountered students wishing to play jazz music who rarely listened to it. It would be like 
studying to become a film director without ever watching a film. Let’s not limit ourselves then to 
only listening to harmonica players. Ours is an instrument still largely to be discovered, therefore 
we have much to learn from all other instrumentalists and from music in its totality. Let’s widen 
our scope on music as much as possible, encompassing all different genres, historic periods and–
above all–let’s enjoy ourselves. 

Good luck to everyone and enjoy your studies.
Max De Aloe
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Chapter	One

The Chromatic Harmonica: Basics 

The harmonica is classified in the so-called free reed instrument family, which includes, among 
the most important, the accordion, bandoneon, concertina, reed organ and harmonium. The 
free reed is a screwed or riveted metal blade set into vibration by air pressure produced by the 
mouth or by bellows. The pitch of the reed is determined by its length, shape and thickness. 
 
 There are mainly two types of harmonica: the diatonic harmonica and the chromatic harmonica. 

 The diatonic is the most popular and is built to play in only one key, though techniques such as 
bending and over-bending make it possible to play the entire chromatic scale.

 The chromatic harmonica is distinguished by its larger size and by a button on its right side 
called the slide. The chromatic harmonica can produce all notes (for the sake of simplicity: 
all the white and black keys on a piano) from a range of two and a half octaves (10-hole 
chromatic harmonica) to over four octaves (16-hole chromatic harmonica), depending on the 
model. Substantially, such a small instrument can produce the same amount of notes or larger 
found in most other musical instruments.

 This method book is intended for the 12-hole chromatic harmonica (three octave range), since 
this is the instrument most harmonica players use. The skill acquired from this method book 
can be easily transferred to a 10-hole chromatic harmonica (which lacks the last two holes of 
a three-octave-harmonica) or a 16-hole chromatic harmonica (featuring an extra octave below 
middle C). Let’s first understand how the notes are positioned on the harmonica. It is important 
to note that some notes on the harmonica are played only by blowing and others only by 
drawing air. When the slide is pressed, it is possible to transpose a note one half-step higher. In 
the beginning, we will learn to play without operating the slide, introducing it later on in the fifth 
chapter, once the initial challenges of positioning are no longer an issue.SA
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¤	DIAGRAM OF THE NOTES ON A 12-HOLE CHROMATIC HARMONICA

BLOWN  C  E  G  C  C  E  G  C  C  E  G  C   

DRAWN  D  F  A  B  D  F  A  B  D  F  A  B 

hole 1: C blown – D drawn (Middle C is located on the first hole)
hole 2: E blown – F drawn
hole 3: G blown – A drawn
hole 4: B drawn – C blown

From the fifth hole on, the same sequence follows one octave higher

hole 5 : C blown – D drawn
hole 6 : E blown – F drawn
hole 7 : G blown – A drawn
hole 8 : B drawn – C blown

The same applies from hole 9 to hole 12.

hole 9 : C blown – D drawn
hole 10 : E blown – F drawn
hole 11 : G blown – A drawn
hole 12 : B drawn – C blown

Pressing the slide, as shown below, raises each note a half-step. With the exception of the 12th 
hole, where a high D sounds while drawing and pressing the slide

BLOWN  C# E# G# C# C# E# G# C# C# E# G# C# 

DRAWN  D# F# A# C  D# F# A# C D# F# A# D 

Chapter 1 • The Chromatic Harmonica: Basics
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! Step Six: Study and play this solo blues which is a little more complex and not limited to only 
notes of the minor blues scale. 

 8.14  SOLO

Chapter 8 • Play the Blues
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 Next is Jacaranda Tree, here in a version in the key of Bb and C. There is also an improvisation in Bb.

 8.15  JACARANDA TREE (bb version)  song
  Max De Aloe

 8.16  JACARANDA TREE (c version)  song
  Max De Aloe

 

Play the Blues • Chapter 8
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Chapter	Fourteen

Scales 

   

 This chapter is entirely dedicated to scales. For each key, you will find the major scale and 
its relative minor. In addition, pentatonic and blues scales in both major and minor keys are 
presented here.
  
 All the major, pentatonic and blues scales are a first step toward the technique of improvisation 
and should certainly peak our curiosity.

 It’s important to practice scales well and practice them often.

 Even as we improve and become more expert, it’s imperative that we keep practicing our scales. 
In this way, we can apply all the various scales and technical exercises set out in the method 
book. There are countless possibilities for technical exercises; we can even invent our own, 
taking cues from the areas where we feel most challenged technically.
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Chapter 14 • Scales

C
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