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        One of the great musical thrills available to a trumpet player is the opportunity to perform in a big band where the common goal of the trumpet section is musicality of performance as a section. When the entire section listens carefully to each other and strives for balance, sound, intonation, time feel, articulation, dynamics and passion of performance the resulting music can be absolutely electrifying and can achieve wonderful musical heights.
        Achieving such a performance requires a group of musicians whose common goal is a unified section. A unified section can attain a level of performance far beyond that of an individual performer on his or her own. Each member of the section must be substantially prepared as an individual (prepared to bring their own individuality to the music), be capable of performing musically at as high a level as possible, and then bring several additional ensemble skills to the section.
        These ensemble skills include:
        Balance—This skill requires listening carefully to each other to insure that all players in the section can be heard equally. When one player becomes significantly louder or softer than the other members of the section the concept of a section is lost. In actual practice the fourth player in the section will be the strongest (highest dynamic level), with the third player at a slightly lower dynamic level, the second at a slightly lower dynamic level yet, and the lead player at the lowest dynamic level. Because the upper players are playing higher notes in each chord they will be heard more easily, even if they are slightly softer than the players playing the lower notes in the chord.
        During a sectional rehearsal it can be extremely beneficial to record the section and listen to the recording as a group. See if you can identify the components of balance as you listen. Can you hear all four parts? Does one part stand out from the group or is there a part that cannot be heard? Listen to the recording four times and each time focus on one part. What about dynamics? Are all crescendos and decrescendos played together with all members participating in the dynamic change equally? If even one player does not make the dynamic change the change will be ineffective. Listen for pitch and quality of sound. Listen for accurate articulation. Are the length of notes, attacks and cut offs identical within the section? Cutting notes off together is equally as important as starting notes together. 
        Developing this kind of listening within a trumpet sectional will transfer to your listening ability within the section during ensemble rehearsals and performances.
        Sound—It is imperative that each member of the section work towards a full, rich, controlled sound, capable of loud, soft, high, low, bright, and dark sounds. It sometimes helps to have each member of the section take turns playing an identical musical phrase to see if they can each achieve a sound similar to each of the other members of the section on that same phrase. 
        A great way to learn to achieve a rich full sound is by playing long tones using "warm" air. Check to see if you now play with "warm" or "cold" air by placing your hand in front of your mouth and blowing air against the palm of your hand. Is the air warm or cold? Warm air is achieved by using the same air that you use when cleaning glasses. When you breathe against a glass lens you use warm moist air to create a fog on the lens. You will want to use that same "warm" air to produce sound with your your trumpet. Try playing a long tone on your trumpet using "cold" air to start and then change the air to "warm" air. You will hear an immediate change in the quality of the sound to a richer more centered sound. 
        When you play with "warm" air you create a fuller more centered sound and you will be amazed at the greater projection of your sound. You will also find it much easier to play in tune.
        Intonation—This skill means listening to each other to insure that the members of the section are in tune with each other. It also means listening to the bass player to insure that the section remains in tune with the band. The bass player is the common denominator of pitch for all of the sections in the big band as the bassist is standing close to the piano and can constantly check the pitch of the bass with the piano (the only set pitch in the ensemble). The pianist in a big band does not always play during the ensemble sections of a chart (in particular while the horns are performing as sections) which makes the piano a less likely choice for providing a standard of pitch during performance. The bassist is our guide harmonically through the music anyway and that fact alone makes he or she the ideal person to listen to intently as you perform.
        A thought on tuning that will assist you in learning to tune quickly and accurately. Many young players attempt to tune by playing a long tone and trying to determine whether they are flat, sharp, or in tune, while they play the long tone. Observe a professional performer tune. They play the tuning note for no more than 3 or 4 seconds and then will either place the horn on their lap (they are in tune) or will adjust the tuning slide of their instrument, check again with a tone lasting 3 or 4 seconds, and repeat this procedure until they determine they are in tune. 
        Younger players cannot determine whether they are flat or sharp only because they have not trained their ears to identify the difference. They may hear that they are not in tune but they are not sure whether they are flat or sharp. Here is the procedure to train your ears: Play the tuning note for 3 or 4 seconds. Listen to the sound of your instrument compared to the sound of the player you are tuning to. If you feel you might be out of tune, but are not sure whether flat or sharp, do this—move your tuning slide either in or out and play the tuning note again. You will either sound better or worse. If you sound better you may continue to move the tuning slide in the same direction until you sound in tune. If you sound worse that simply means you moved the tuning slide in the wrong direction. Move it in the opposite direction and play the tuning note again. Continue this until you hear the pitch matching the person you are tuning to. By playing short (3 or 4 second) tuning notes and then adjusting the tuning slide out or in you will gradually train your ears to hear the pitch more accurately. Eventually you will recognize pitchs as being in tune, or flat or sharp, immediately. Playing a long tuning note when your ear is not prepared to accurately determine the difference can be a very frustrating experience. By training your ear to hear the difference in pitch you will become a very happy trumpet player (and the ability to hear pitch accurately will be extremely handy in other performing situations as well).
        Time feel—the section will never swing unless a common time feel is achieved. This means that each member of the section must demonstrate a strong sense of time while remaining sensitive to the sense of time of the other members of the section. The section will never swing if everyone follows the strongest player—each must demonstrate their own strong time feel and learn to listen to each other and coordinate those time feels. Practicing with a metronome set on two and four will help achieve this individually and as a section. The metronome clicking on two and four becomes a click track (much like a click track in a recording studio) and relates to the sound of the drummers hi-hat on two and four. 
        To create this click track first determine the tempo that you would like to play and set the metronome to half of that tempo. The clicks now become two and four of each measure. Most professional musicians have practiced in this manner at some point in their career and many continue to do so daily throughout their career. A very famous musician was once asked why he continued to practice to a metronome set on two and four after all of his years of success and hundreds of records and CDs. He responded that he contributes his great time feel to practicing daily with a metronome (in his case almost twenty minutes a day, most musicians practice ten to fifteen minutes a day with the metronome). He stated that he plays his music until the metronome begins to "swing", to actually begin to feel human, then he knows that he too is "swingin".
        Articulation—an absolute must for any great section. Listen carefully to each other to insure that the tongued attack, length of note, and tongued release are identical, as well the identical placement of the attacks and releases within the time feel. The lead player will determine how each note in a phrase will be played, how the overall phrase will be played, and will insure that it is always performed the same way. It is up to each section player to listen to the lead player’s example and always play in an identical manner. Some school bands fail to rehearse articulation, spending all of their rehearsal time on notes, dynamics and rhythm. Great bands spend as much time on articulation and accuracy of placing notes and rhythms in the "time feel" as they do on other ingredients of performance. Notice the concept of placing notes and rhythms within the time feel rather than just playing rhythms. 
        Attention to articulation marks the difference between a good band and a "great" band. In a professional situation a musician would never be able to secure a position on a band if he or she did not pay close attention to articulation.
        Dynamics—While it is up to the lead player to determine how loud any phrase will be played, and where crescendos or decrescendos will occur, it is up the fourth player in the section to take charge of these musical events. The fourth player listens to the lead player’s direction and then insures that the appropriate dynamic action occurs. All efforts towards balance and dynamics actually begin with the fourth player and work upwards through the section, not the reverse. The lead player is the leader stylistically and he or she determines how the music is to be played. The fourth player in the section is the person who insures that this actually happens and to what degree it will happen. If the lead player wants more or less, he or she will discuss this with the fourth player. 
        An important consideration when rehearsing crescendos and decrescendos is this: crescendos or decrescendos are rarely performed "gradually" throughout length of the note or phrase. They are typically sustained at the original dynamic level for perhaps a third of the duration of the note or phrase, followed by a more marked change for the remaining duration of the note or phrase. This is the most effective method of execution of this musical event and is the most readily observed by the audience. 
        Passion of Performance—this is the final ingredient that makes any performance of music special. Without passion a performance can be, no matter how correct or free from error, a rather boring experience. I think of passion as being the expression of your love of the music. It is an excitement in your playing. Excitement here should not be confused with playing louder, faster and higher, but rather with playing with exceptional and intense musicianship. It means playing with fire and musical subtlety. 
        Hearing a musical performance played without passion may be likened to listening to the reading of a dictionary as opposed to listening to the reading of a fine novel. If a performance is performed with excitement and musicianship, and if a love of the music is demonstrated, the resulting performance can be a thrilling, rewarding aural experience and the performers and the audience may reach a level of ecstasy unobtainable in any other medium.
        Lead playing—The lead player is, as the name implies, the leader of the section. This includes not only musical leadership by example but leadership applied in a manner that shows respect for each section member, demonstrates respect for the section as a whole, and for the sections responsibility within the full ensemble. The lead player is expected to interpret the music to be performed in a manner that enhances the performance of the music. This includes historical and stylistic accuracy and also means a certain amount of preparation by the lead player. Listening to many recordings of great bands, attending live performances by great bands, talking to older, more seasoned lead players about the responsibilities of being a lead player, are all ingredients in preparation for the job of "leading" your section. A great lead player listens to the members of the section during rehearsals and performances and makes suggestions that will improve the sections performance, works carefully with the lead trombone and lead alto to achieve cohesiveness between the sections, and works closely with each member of the rhythm section. The relationship musically between the lead trumpet and the drummer is perhaps the most important relationship in the band. If the lead trumpet and drummer work closely together an incredible "swing" can develop for the entire ensemble. When the lead trumpet and drummer are "on" the rest of the ensemble will be pulled into that "ring of fire" and the resulting performance can be most exceptional.
        A note of caution—a great lead trumpet player is not a "show boater" who, because of a possible greater command of the upper register, wishes to insure that the audience knows who is playing lead by holding high notes beyond the section cut off, playing higher unwritten notes to demonstrate their great range (and ignorance), or by visually scolding or looking askance at section members when mistakes are made. I once played in a trumpet section with a lead player who was a "show boater". The fourth trumpet player in the section happened to be a wonderful lead player who was taking his turn in the section (as great lead players often do). The music was written in an older style of voicing where the fourth trumpet played an octave below the lead player. After the introduction of the chart, during the first "A" section, the fourth player played extremely sharp—forcing the show boater to raise the pitch of his notes to a dangerous level (remember the lead was an octave higher), and on the repeat of the "A" section the fourth player played very flat—forcing the lead player (show boater) to adjust his pitch dangerously low. The "show boating" lead player began to fall off notes, miss notes, and generally sound awful. The entire band had heard what was happening and were grinning and inwardly applauding the great lead player who was playing fourth. A very difficult lesson was learned that night and the show boater was never again hired as a lead player.
        Playing second trumpet—You are in an incredible partnership with your lead player. It is your listening and performing skill that allows the lead player to relax and "lead" the section. You walk a fine line between pushing the lead player too much (making his or her job much more difficult) and supporting the lead player (which is what your job really is all about). Playing in tune with a big well centered sound and insuring that phrasing and articulation match the lead players will allow the lead players sound to "sparkle" or "sizzle" depending on the musical situation. The second trumpet player often works harder than other members of the section because you are playing in the upper register with the lead player but you do not have as many opportunities to rest and keep your chops fresh. You are also called upon to play lead on some tunes (usually ballads) to spell the lead player for a minute. Playing second trumpet is a demanding and often overlooked task but playing this chair correctly will make you a better trumpet player and will definitely make the section sound better. It is also great training ground for becoming a lead player.
        Playing third trumpet—Perhaps the most difficult position in the section. It is your ability to carefully judge the balance of the section and play at only slightly a less dynamic level that the fourth player. If you play too softly compared to the fourth player you leave the lead and second players nowhere to go, they will have to play so softly they will not be heard. If you play too loudly compared to the fourth player you single handedly destroy the balance of the section. This is the chair that actually makes the balance of the section work. You have a very important role in the success of the trumpet section. Listen constantly to your dynamic relationship with the fourth player.
        Playing fourth trumpet—Without a doubt the strongest role in the section. It is the fourth player who determines how successful dynamic variation within the section will be, as well as dynamic level at any point in the chart. The lead player counts on the fourth player to listen carefully to the lead players stylistic and dynamic direction and then to take charge of that musical event to insure that it happens. The fourth player is always the strongest player dynamically within the section and at the same time always sensitive to the lead players desires musically, the "guy in charge" of the dynamics of the trumpet section. No section will sound good without a great fourth player.
        Soloing in the big band—Usually when soloing with a big band you are given a set length of time to solo rather than the open space a soloist in a small group enjoys. You will typically have 8, 12, or 16 bars to solo within, or at the most one or two choruses of a tune. The goal here is to learn to play more concise solos that enhance the style or direction of the arrangement being performed. It is about creativity, yes, but also about creating with a sense of brevity. The ability to express your individuality within only a few bars of solo space is your goal. (Kind of the "Readers Digest" version of your creative muse).
        And finally—a section should spend time practicing together outside of regular band rehearsals. Take turns going to each others homes once a week to rehearse as a section. Talk to each other about the music and how you each feel it should be performed. Listen to recordings together and discuss the musicians and the recorded performances. Go to live performances together. Record the section during your sectionals and listen together, paying attention to balance, phrasing, dynamics and articulation. And, practice, practice, practice. And enjoy, enjoy, enjoy! 


