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THE BRASS FAMILY 

This picture from an 1869 catalog of 
the Boston Music Company shows 
a wide variety of brass instruments 
available at a time when pianos 
were uncommon, but even many 
small towns and cities had brass 
bands that commonly played at 
civic events. 


Tubas, Trombones, Trumpets, and Horns 

1. Solo French Horn. Simultaneous Contrasts for Solo French Horn 
by James Yannatos (1987)
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Part of Modernism is a "back to the drawing board" sense that artists of all kinds had, which 
included making them re-explore the raw materials of art.  One result of this was that 20th century 
classical composers wrote a lot of music for one (solo) instrument, in order to simply explore the 
raw sounds that the instrument could make.  The very title of this piece points towards the 
composer's exploration of the contrasting sounds that the French Horn can make.  The piece 
explores the instrument's upper and lower registers, and the muted, almost buzzing sound that the 
player can produce by moving the position of their right hand inside the bell of the instrument.  


Look closely at the picture of the French Horn above.  Technically, the hollow part of that long 
circling tube of metal is called the "bore" - literally, the hole that is bored in the metal.  There are 
basically two kinds of bore - cylindrical and conical.  Like a cone shape that starts small and gets 
wider and wider, the conical bore of the French Horn grows very, very slowly in shape.  This 
influences the shape of the sound wave that the horn emits, and is one of the crucial distinguishing 
qualities of the French Horn.  It has what might be described as a more "rounded" or "covered" 
sound than the cylindrical bore trumpet and trombone that we will consider next.  
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Excuse me, sir.  Are 
you Jason Derulo? That'd be me.  And who 

the humdyhum are you?

You teach, huh? This some kind 
of virtual classroom nonsense? 
Let me put a shirt on.Thank you, I appreciate that.  

Mr. Derulo, are you aware 
that on your 2013 song 
"Trumpets", there are no 
actual trumpets on the track?

2 - 3  Trumpet  #2 "Trumpets" Jason Derulo.  #3 "September" Earth Wind and Fire

My name is Ted Kuhn.  I 
teach music in Yonkers.

Oh man...  You gonna come 
at me for that?  You sound 
more like a prosecutor than 
a teacher, mister.

Please answer the 
question, Mr. Derulo.

Yeah, of course I know that, 
you...  Hey, weren't you in 
that band "Old And In The 
Way"?

No, sir. But that band 
does exist, and they all 
play actual instruments 
quite well, Mr. Derulo.

So you want me to feel bad 
that I didn't give the work to 
some real trumpet players?

Employment is important, Mr. Derulo.  
But beyond that, as a person creating 
music that influences young people, 
don't you think it would be nice if 
they heard an actual trumpet when 
you sing about hearing trumpets?

I guess I got lazy.  I didn't know how 
to write out the music for real 
players.  And the record company 
was telling me I had to keep a lid on 
costs.  Using the synthesizer made 
those problems go away.

I appreciate your 
honesty, Mr. Derulo.  I 
really do.  And I 
appreciate you letting 
me put words in your 
mouth.

No problem.  Now I am starting to 
feel bad.I'm going to have my 

students listen to your 
track and then hear real 
trumpets on Earth Wind 
and Fire's "September". That's cold.  That's one of the hottest tracks of all 

time.  How you gonna do that to me?

They'll hear real violins, too.
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Trombone, which in Italian means "big trumpet", 
is a very old instrument.  When Henry VIII of 
England married a Portuguese princess in 
1495, trombonists accompanied her for the 
wedding ceremony.  In German city-states, 
trombonists and trumpeters were sometimes 
considered city-officials.  Important signifiers of 
power, they played their horns to announce that 
someone important had arrived, or that 
something important was about to happen.   

Nowadays they have a lot less political 
significance, but they remain a central part of 
the brass section of any orchestra or symphonic 
band.  The trombone also is at the heart of the 
jazz big band sound that was the ensemble of choice in popular music of the first half of the 20th century.   

Our pieces (one on You Tube, the other on Spotify) showcase the beautiful, mellow tone of the instrument.  
The Love Song for Lotte features the bass trombone in an unabashedly neo-Romantic Broadway style 
setting with piano.  The Spotify piece is Beau Soir (which means "Beautiful Evening") features the unusual 
pairing of trombone and harp.  It is composed by the Frenchman Claude Debussy, whose famous piano 
piece "Clair de Lune" - also about nocturnal beauty - starts off the "Soothing Music" playlist.

4 Trombone  #4 "Beau Soir" for Trombone and Harp          Claude Debussy

5 Tuba   Impromptu for Solo Tuba #5 "Allegro con moto" and #6 "Andante"   Joseph Bartz

Advances in the science of metallurgy allowed for many innovations in 
musical instrument manufacture in the early 19th century.  The 
development of the tuba was among them.  The tuba is the largest of 
the instruments in the brass family.  Like the French Horn, its bore is 
conical (meaning that the opening of the metal tube occurs very 
gradually over its length).  This creates a soft, mellow tone that has a 
surprisingly "floating" quality, given how low the pitch of the instrument 
can be.  At the other end, it is also surprising how far up the tuba's 
range extends. 

Something that is "impromptu" is arranged or organized rather 
spontaneously, without much planning.  People can throw an 
impromptu party, for example (fun), or a teacher can give an impromptu 
quiz (ouch).  A composer can, without a lot of planning, create a piece, 
and it has happened enough that the adjective "impromptu" has 
become a noun "Impromptu", denoting a composition that was created 
nearly "on the spur of the moment".  Joseph Bartz, both the player and 
the composer of this Impromptu, showcases two different moods and 
sonic capabilities of the instrument in the two short movements 
selected here.
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From left to right, French Horns, Trumpets, and Trombones.  (Next, but not in picture: Tuba) BBC 
Proms 2012.

In the same way that we finished the tour of the woodwind family with a piece that combined all 
of the its principal members (flute, oboe, clarinet and bassoon, all with French Horn in the 
quintette by Jacques Ibert), here we are completing our tour of the brass family with a famous 
composition written for them all (here with some added percussion).  


Aaron Copland's Fanfare for the Common Man is considered an iconic piece of music in 
many ways.  The composer uses a musical language that feels perfectly voiced for the particular 
qualities of brass instruments.  The piece won a competition that took place in 1942 in which 
many of the world's best known composers submitted scores.  The populist sentiment that the 
piece conveys and celebrates never seems to go out of favor.  

The new section of instruments that we hear, 
particularly at the beginning of this piece is the 
percussion family.  The instruments we hear 
are seen at right, in performance of this piece.  


The score calls for a concert bass drum 
(foreground), a gong or "tam-tam" (middle), 
and the pitched bright copper drums in the 
back, the timpani.  (The brass players in this 
setup are above the percussionists).  


This is a sneak preview of what will be the 
focus of our next volume III, the Percussion 
Family.  


(Orchestre Nationale de Lille, Ugo Ponte)


