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Part 1 – The value of the Musician 

Why bother? 

We can afford to feel incredibly grateful to be gifted in the field of Music; 

Some people are gifted with Accounts, some with Medicine, some with Law. For those of us who have 
dedicated our existence to being Musicians, we can be especially thankful that our entire days are full 
of the joys from what many Accountants, Doctors and Lawyers take up as an amateur pastime to liven 
up what is left of theirs! 

I once heard it said by an Architect that he wished he was a musician. He was giving a speech to 
Architecture students (myself included) on the stage of a concert hall on the day of their graduation, 
and on the award of his Honorary Doctorate. After he had taken to the stage, he said he wished he was 
a musician because it wouldn’t have taken him 30 years to have received applause for the work he had 
done. As musicians, we usually receive such gratification after every performance.  

There may be times in our careers as musicians (both amateur and professional), where we may 
question whether what we are doing is relevant or worthwhile. All of the efforts, sacrifices and 
frustrations we put in to developing our musical skills can often pale in relation to the ‘big’ problems 
the world faces us with. However, it is important to realise the value of music and the power it holds 
for others. More importantly, we must appreciate what value we have as musicians to others who do 
not have that gift. 

Music has incredible power, especially when performed live. We hold that power; and we must 
rightfully nurture, develop and value it as our contribution to wider society as equally as the 
Accountants, Doctors, Lawyers and Architects are valued in theirs.  

 

Music – what is it? 

We are familiar with music as a part of our everyday lives, but do we ever stop to think about what it 
actually is and what it is for? 

One definition might be: 

Music is an audible art form, created as nourishment to the human spirit and enrichment to the soul. 
It is the essence of humanity in sound. As part of the wider spectrum of arts, it holds a mirror up to 
the world around us and presents new ways of understanding it through the impressions and forms 
the composers have given us.  

As works of art, musical compositions serve to give extra meaning to significant and poignant 
moments in our lives. Music, as with a scent or smell, has the power to trigger memories and to allow 
people to reconnect with a particular event or emotion. A melody played at a wedding or funeral might 
hold special significance for someone for the rest of their life. It is a memory that they can revisit every 
time the music is heard. To be the person who produces that melody in such a way takes great skill, 
and gives the musician great power which mustn’t be taken for granted.   

Music is also a form of entertainment, written to give enjoyment and pleasure. Sometimes it provides 
simple ‘audible wallpaper’ for an event, sometimes it is used to dance to, sometimes to be enjoyed on 
its own.  

Music is one of the few cultural phenomena that enters into nearly everybody’s life in some way across 
the globe. It transcends boundaries and cultures beyond all language and beliefs. Music can be 
appreciated universally and enjoyed simultaneously across those boundaries without translation. For 



that reason it has long been used to aid diplomatic relations – whether to impress foreign guests or 
relieve tension from war. 

Music is an entirely man-made way of manipulating sound into art. There are sounds in nature, but 
none devised so accurately as to generate such accurate harmonic relationships or in such a structured 
or organised way. The same cannot be said of other artforms such as painting or architecture, which 
generally mimic or depend on nature far more heavily for knowledge and direct inspiration. A major 
chord is a naturally beautiful combination of frequencies which pleases our ears. Yet, it is not 
expressed in nature as such. Through science and mathematics we have developed this ourselves and 
learned how to use it to great artistic effect.   

Whether it is Handel’s Messiah, a full Mahler Symphony, a film soundtrack, the latest catchy pop 
tune we all need to rush to buy, or music we’re forced to listen to in a lift, it all serves a purpose. Not 
only that, it quite often taps in to our emotions or subconscious in some way. With Handel, it is 
spiritual enlightenment. With the lift music, it is usually there to distract and calm us in a potentially 
claustrophobic environment. With the pop tune, it is carefully composed to a formula designed to 
reach into our wallets and pay money to its creator and the record label behind it!  

 

How do we do it? 

To achieve any of the above, the music must sound good and right. We make use of the tools we 
develop as musicians to generate the response we want from our audience. We must acquire full 
control of our instruments so that we can be as exciting, tender or dramatic as we want when we 
choose to be. We must be able to produce the desired effect when it is required of us.  

For an ensemble performer, simply put our requirements are: 

“To play in tune, in time, and with a good sound”. 

A good sound is perhaps the most basic of requirement for a performer. It is the first characteristic our 
audience hears and we should command their attention from very first note we play. Even to an 
untrained ear, a good sound will be immediately appreciated. 

 

All about ‘the buzz’: 

As a brass musician, air is fundamental to everything. Good natural breathing with a controlled 
release will provide the fuel for the vibration in our lips. Without that, there is no sound. 

The quality of our sound will depend on the strength of the vibration. Buzzing the lips with only the 
mouthpiece provides us a very basic assessment of how well our basic mechanics are functioning. The 
fuller and fatter the vibration sounds without the instrument, the bigger the sound will be with the 
instrument. 

It should be noted that air needn’t pass through the instrument. It does so because there is nowhere 
else for it to go, but it does not produce the sound. The vibration is the sound, and the resonance of it 
in the tubing in our instrument gives it a defined pitch. A brass instrument is merely an amplifier for a 
pair of vibrating lips! 

Unlike any other instrumental family, it is part of our body which is vibrating to make the sound. In 
that respect we are more like singers, and we can learn much from the way they perform. The way air 
passes through the vocal cords is much like the way air passes through our embouchure. We must look 
after those delicate lip muscles daily with our practice routines as if we were athletes in the gym – 
without them we will struggle to function. 

 

   



Part 2 - Managing practice 

To develop our ability on a musical instrument we must set ourselves clear goals. If we want to 
succeed with any of the ultimate goals described in Part 1 we must be dedicated to refining our art. We 
must tackle the things that challenge us head on – practice what you can’t play, not what you can. 
We must also listen to others, take advice from lessons, know what it is we are striving for and 
understand how to go about it. Above all, we must also play to enjoy it, and to enjoy learning. 

 

I consider my personal practice as three different forms: Warm-up, maintenance/development of 
technique and repertoire learning. 

 

1. Warm-up 

To have a thorough warm-up at the beginning of every day brings ease and focus to everything that 
follows. Typically, it lasts anywhere between 15-30 mins depending on the condition of the muscles 
after the demands of the previous day. There are various different warm-up techniques which I have 
come to employ, again depending on how I feel things are developing as muscles awaken.  

A favourite format for a typical warm-up follows the one that Pacho Flores described to me in a 
masterclass when I was a student at the Royal Academy of Music. I noted this down in detail, and have 
used those notes as guidance most days since. 

It starts simply with deep and rapid breathing and expansion of the lungs, waking the breathing up to 
full capacity. Following this is the process of gradually adding more and more layers to the brass-
playing process, searching for a natural ease of airflow. Buzzing with only the lips generates bloodflow 
to the muscles before the mouthpiece is added, with attention to establishing a centred and full tone. 
Only then is the instrument added, opening up the full range of technique to include flow, articulation, 
and lip slurs (on harmonic intervals). 

This warm-up was built on the principles of other notable trumpet teachers and authors, notably 
Herbert L. Clarke, James Stamp and Luis Maggio. These are also other standard books I turn to in 
aiding me with this process if I feel it needs it beyond this practical 15 minute daily routine.  

Every trumpet player has their own warm-up procedure to suit their personal needs, and it is 
important to me that I have established my own efficient means of doing this so that I able to perform 
to the highest standard on a daily basis in the professional world. When done in full, this particular 
warm-up I have found is the most complete in readying me for a typical day of trumpet playing. 

 



 

 

 

 



2 Maintenance/development of technique 

Technique requires daily attention if it is to be maintained at a consistent level. Like any tradesman’s 
tools there are many different aspects of trumpet playing that must be kept sharp and ready for use 
when required. In this process it is also possible to improve this skill set and ever expand the overall 
ability. I would normally follow this out of a typical warm-up, depending on the demands of the rest of 
the day.  

In the summer of 2013 I attended a week-long course in Dublin in which Anthony Plog discussed the 
organisation of practice, and compartmentalising each aspect as an area to target with specific 
exercises. He talked of this as a ‘practice pyramid’, and from this I interpreted and drew out the 
diagram below. At the very centre of this pyramid he said was the idea of airflow; an aspect of 
technique which is central to all others. By concentrating attention on this it is possible to improve 
other areas such as articulation, high register, lip flexibilities etc. At the bottom of the pyramid are 
those skills which are not as physically demanding – skills which can be practiced regularly. In the 
Top triangle there are techniques which should be attended to less often to avoid over working the 
muscles, e.g. extreme high register, stamina building and intense lip flexibilities.  

By concentrating efforts on maintaining the core skills, the demanding techniques in the upper 
triangle will find themselves in reasonable shape. The idea is also that area of the pyramid reflects 
overall technical ability – naturally as the core and base of this pyramid is expanded, its upper reach 
naturally rises with it. Once the technique of these demanding elements is learned, they are improved 
by the improving the things beneath them in the triangle. As with all aspects of trumpet technique, air 
is fundamental. This is not a surprise considering it is a wind instrument!  

 

Figure 1.  Pyramid of trumpet technique 

What isn’t accounted for in this diagram are the musical skills for which we practice this technique. 
For example, scales, arpeggios, transposition, sight reading etc. The studies which improve technique 
are all based on this musical language, and it is never the intention to play even these studies 
mechanically and without sense of musical phrase. Feeding this technique into the musical repertoire 
is the next part of my practice.  

   



3 Repertoire learning 

The final and most obvious point of practice – to learn the music I must perform. 

It is a process that usually begins with a score and a pair of headphones (often on the bus/plane 
lately!). It is possible this way that much of my practice can be done outside of the practice room. 
Trickier passages must be given practice time though, and there are techniques I have learned to 
speed up the process. 

‘Programming’ was a concept introduced to me by Håken Hardenberger in a masterclass he gave at 
RAM last September. The process by which difficult passages maybe inputted to the brain he said was 
much like entering a code to a machine - the muscle-memory of a passage must be internalised and 
this takes as long as the brain will take to learn to connect those combined sequences of air, tongue 
and pitch which make up the phrase. They become second nature by structured repetition – a 
consciously thought out process rather than mindless repeating of notes, a process I found creates 
more problems than it helps solve. Once the technical aspects of that particular phrase have become 
almost subconscious, musical thought can then be applied. 

For example, the excerpt below is from Alban Berg’s Wozzeck. The process I have to undertake to 
learn passages of this nature follows a routine pattern of stages. After listening to a recording, the first 
stage is to read through with instrument. Reading presents its own challenges – it is written for 
Trumpet in F, and I would play this on a conventional modern B flat trumpet, so everything must be 
read up a perfect 5th. The atonality of the music complicates this with unfamiliar angular intervals, and 
unlike transposing Bach or Handel, it is not just a matter of playing in another key. Breaking this 
down into segments and playing through them slowly trains the ear to melodies which aren’t initially 
easy to decipher at first glance. The larger leaps require quick embouchure flexibility with constant 
airflow to keep the musical line as fluid as possible. Again, practicing this slowly helps train the 
embouchure for the position of those intervals. Articulation would be the next consideration before 
putting the complete phrase together with an appropriate musical shape, along with consideration for 
the musical context, for example playing out where haupstimme is marked, and phrasing the lines 
where the rest of the trumpet sections joins in on the second crotchet of figure 120. 

  

This is also the point in which the technique I discussed above is evaluated – if there are passages 
where I struggle technically then a mental note is made to feed the relevant studies into my technical 
practice sessions.  

For example, recently I have been making efforts to improve stamina to aid me in some of the 
continuous high playing I have not been so comfortable with. The requirements here are strong 
embouchure muscles and efficient breathing, so exercises have been put into my daily routine to help 
improve this. In accordance with the Practice Pyramid (Fig.1), these demanding exercises are not done 
too often, or before a heavy day of playing where I will need reserve my strength. I’ve also tried using a 
Warburton ‘Personal Embouchure Training Exerciser’ (a sort of dumbbell weight training device 
designed for the lip muscles) to help develop strength without bruising the flesh. 

   



Scheduling: 

In my practice schedule, I have tried to combine Plog’s pyramid idea with ideas of Howard Snell 
(referenced from his book The Trumpet; Its Practice and Performance -  page 165  Rakeway 
Publishing 1997) in setting out structured practice sessions of up 30 minutes each. Four of these 
sessions make a reasonable minimum of 2 hours daily practice.  These are broken down into 5 minute 
compartments, whereby particular a number of exercises are selected to work on within that timescale 
to target specific areas, a little like a gym routine for an athlete preparing for a particular event. Some 
of these sessions might be done on different instruments, eg Piccolo trumpet or E flat trumpet, 
depending on what might be upcoming. 

 

Following daily 15 minute warm up, a typical routine plan might be: 

 

mins Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 Session 4 

0-5 Long tones/flexibilities Airflow with articulation Production Airflow/High register 

5-10 Articulations 
Double tonguing Long tones and flow 

with extreme dynamics 

Flexibilities  

10-15 
Flow studies Relevant repertoire       

or high note study 15-20 Triple tonguing Transposition  

20-25 Relevant repertoire       
or lyrical study 

Relevant repertoire       
or tonguing study Orchestral repertoire 

Endurance 

25-30 Long tones/low tones 

 

 

In reality it isn’t always easy to stick to such a rigid plan, or even to find 2 hours every day in a busy 
concert schedule but the disciplined planning ensures I have more focused and productive practice 
sessions, achieving the required level at a much quicker rate that before whilst also making progress 
towards achieving ultimate goals. 

In Dublin, Anthony Plog also gave reference to the analogy of building a wall:  

Visualise your absolute ambition as a full sized wall. Each day you must carefully lay one brick at a 
time. One day you may have to rebuild a section of wall for the rest to stand strong, but the wall will 
be better for it. Dutifully tend to this construction and one day you shall lay your last brick and the 
wall shall stand complete. 

 

Further reading/practice: 

Howard Snell – The Trumpet 

 

HL Clarke – Technical Studies 

Urban Agnas – Flow studies (use with youtube videos) 

James Stamp – Warm ups and studies 

Louis Maggio – The Original Louis Maggio System for Brass  

Frink/McNeil – Flexus 

Charles Collins – Advanced lip flexibilities 

John Ridgeon – How brass players do it 

JB Arban – Cornet Method 

Vizzutti – Trumpet methods 1-3 


