
Our last brass column was concerned
with accumulating a quartet library
for your church, and it introduced the
topic of brass instrument
transposition. This column will
explore some of the details and
idiosyncrasies that you will encounter
when preparing parts for your
ensemble.  “Brass instrument 
transposition” refers to the fact that 
for certain brass instruments any
given written pitch will produce a
different sounding, or concert, pitch.
For example, a Bb trumpet produces
pitches which sound a major second
lower than written. In other words, if
you wish to write a Bb trumpet part
for an Eb Major hymn tune, you must
write the part a whole step higher, in
F Major.

One might wonder why we use such
an arcane system. Why not always
simply write the pitch we want?
Certainly there is some history behind
this practice.  In the “pre-valve” brass 
days a trumpet could produce only the
notes of a single overtone series, the
specific series depending on the
length of the instrument’s tube.  Many 
composers adopted the convention of
always notating trumpet parts in C,
and marking the part with an
indication of the length trumpet to be
used (for example,. Trumpet in Eb, in
D, or in C). Under this convention a
written C would produce the tonic of
the instrument’s key, a G the 
dominant, etc. This was a good
system for these circumstances, but
why we still use transposed parts so
many years after the development and
acceptance of fully chromatic
trumpets and horns is a discussion for
another day.  Let’s now examine each 
member of the brass family in turn.

Trumpet If you hire a professional
trumpet player, he or she will
probably arrive with a large case
brimming with trumpets in various

keys, all of which they will, no doubt,
be willing to put at your service. The
good news for the church musician is
that they should also arrive with fine
sight transposition skills and you need
worry about none of this. I would
recommend writing parts for pros in
concert pitch, labeled “in C.”  The 
players will do the rest. Of course, if
you are using a published
arrangement with Bb parts, these are
fine as well. Most student and
amateurs will play only the Bb
trumpet, and may not transpose well.
You should provide them with parts
transposed a whole step above the
desired sounding pitch as described
above. The Bb cornet and Bb
flugelhorn transpose identically to the
Bb trumpet.

French Horn The horn in use today
is an F instrument, and it sounds a
perfect 5th lower than written.
Professional hornists should have
good sight transposition skills, and
concert pitch parts in both treble and
bass clef (as in the alto and tenor lines
of hymns) should present no problem.
Students and amateurs generally
should be given transposed parts. The
horn most commonly used by
professionals and advanced students
is a “double” horn, that is, an F 
instrument with a built in extra set of
tubing pitched in Bb. The purpose of
the “double” is to aid in the security 
of tone production. You should know
that there is no change in
transposition with this instrument – 
always write a fifth higher than
sounding. Horn players can produce
a lovely special effect called stopped
horn. They do this by almost
completely closing off the bell with
their hand, producing a timbral
change and incidentally causing the
pitch to rise a half step. The player
will accommodate this by fingering a
half step lower. In writing, you
should continue to use the standard
transposition. Finally, because its

basic length of tubing is the same as
the trombone’s in 6th position, the
horn can play very low - low enough
to warrant the use of bass clef. When
horn parts are written in bass clef they
are the exception to the rule that bass
clef brass instruments are non-
transposing. They should be written,
in the modern convention, a perfect
fifth higher than the sounding notes.
In practice, horn players get to be
very good at reading ledger lines, and
would prefer that parts stay in treble
clef down to the concert pitch F at the
bottom of the bass clef staff.

Trombone The trombones in use
today most commonly are Bb
instruments. That is, the overtone
series available in the shortest tube
length (1st position) is built on Bb.
However, they follow the bass clef
rule cited above, and are treated as
non-transposing. Largely as an
artifact of the symphonic literature
trombonists eventually become fluent
in reading alto and tenor clefs, and in
these clefs the trombone is still non-
transposing. For church work I would
recommend writing parts in concert
pitch bass clef and using ledger lines
as necessary.

Euphonium (Baritone Horn) Also a
Bb instrument, the euphonium is
properly notated in concert pitch bass
clef. You may, however, sometimes
encounter students who read only a
transposed treble clef. For a variety
of reasons, but usually because of
embouchure problems, band directors
sometimes switch trumpet students to
the euphonium. When reading
transposed treble clef, the euphonium
fingerings are the same as those of the
trumpet, and the student can play
again in the band almost immediately.
To prepare a part in transposed treble
clef notate the pitches a major 9th

higher than sounding. However, the
student should be encouraged to learn
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to read concert pitch bass clef as soon
as possible.

Tuba The Bb (usually written BBb)
tuba is the typical band tuba, and is
what students normally play.
Professionals often prefer the C
(usually written CC) tuba for orchestral
playing. Regardless of the instrument
used, the tuba is always a non-
transposing bass clef instrument.
There is a widely held
misunderstanding that the tuba sounds
an octave lower than written. Properly,
it sounds at pitch. However, tubists do
need to become fluent in reading
typical bass lines down an octave in
order to stay in their best sounding
register.

Finally, let’s examine two commonly 
encountered ways to go wrong in brass
instrument transposing. First, we can

fail to recognize when accidentals
transmute, or change shape. Every
note must retain its function when
moving to a new key. For example,
the raised fourth scale degree in F
major is B natural. This must become
C sharp in the key of G.
Second, we can transpose by the
correct interval, but in the wrong
direction. This is especially easy to do
in going between two transposing
instruments, such as transposing a
French horn part for Bb trumpet. The
answer, of course, is to double check
the work. Computer programs that
transpose automatically solve many
problems, but the parts they prepare
also do need to be checked. Some
years ago for an early music concert I
was given a computer prepared part to
play on the cornetto, which, like all
early instruments, is non-transposing.
Unfortunately, the computer mistook

the marking “cornetto” for the Bb 
valve cornet and created a part a whole
step too high. Needless to say, the first
few moments of that rehearsal were
very interesting.

Dr. Robert Stibler is Professor of
Music at the University of New
Hampshire, where he teaches trumpet,
brass methods, and music literature,
and is coordinator of graduate studies
in music. He is active as a trumpet
soloist in churches and concerts, and
as a brass clinician. He is also a
member of the faculty at SummerKeys
in Lubec, Maine. Robert can be
reached at rstibler@unh.edu or at 603-
862-3253. Your comments and
suggestions for future columns are
welcome.
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Hi Deans, Sub Deans, Editors
and Webmasters,
Since starting my position
nearly a year ago, the challenge
has always been to get
information out to leaders and
chapters in a timely method. I
am a big user of email and,
occasionally, even the USPS.
But, while I get newsletters from
all twenty chapters, most of our
members do not. Consequently,
they do not always know of the
incredible programs offered by
chapters. The value of a region-
wide calendar has been
discussed at nearly every
chapter I visit.

So, with the magic of
technology, I have set up a
Region I blog. A blog is a
website with postings that are
customarily displayed in reverse
order (i.e., newest at the top),
with the postings typically being
text, images, videos, or links to
other websites. I think that one
of the most useful features of the
blog will be the regional
calendar. As I've requested on
the blog, please send me
chapter-sponsored programs
that you would like added to the
calendar. (I'm hoping that
maintaining the calendar will
not become a full-time job!)

Please take a look at the blog
when you have a chance, send
me calendar item, and spread
the word to your members.

The address is:
www.agonewengland.blogspot.
com

Looking forward to seeing many
of you in 2008!
Lary.
E Lary Grossman PhD SPC
Regional Councillor - New England
American Guild of Organists
elg@bradygrossman.com
www.agonewengland.blogspot.com
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Cypher

FROM WEST (MANCHESTER AREA)

- Travel East on Rt. 101 toward
Seacoast (approx. 19 mi.)
- Take Exit 7, turn left onto Rt. 125N
(9.7mi.)
- At Roundabout, take first exit onto
Rt. 4E (4.2mi.)
- Turn left onto Madbury Rd. (0.9mi.)
**Turn slight right onto Rt. 155 (2.7mi.)
- Turn right onto Bellamy Rd. @ traffic
light at intersection w/Rt. 9 (0.2mi.)
- Take third left onto CATARACT AVE.
(0.2mi.)

FROM NORTH (CONCORD AREA)

- Travel East on Rt. 4 toward Durham
(approx. 21mi.)
- After crossing Rt. 125 at
Roundabout, continue on 4E (4.2mi.)
- Turn left onto Madbury Rd. (0.9mi.)
**Continue as above

FROM EAST (SEACOAST AREA)

- Take Rt. 16 North (Spaulding
Turnpike) to Exit 7
- Turn left at end of ramp
- Take 2nd right onto Rutland Street,
which is just before the Turnpike
underpass
- Take fist left onto Cataract Ave.,
following church signs
- Church will be on your left after
crossing over the Turnpike

DIRECTIONS TO ST. JOHN'S UNITED METHODIST CHURCH, 28 CATARACT AVE., DOVER, NH


