A Quick Lesson in Correct Breathing for Young Brass Players

By Joseph Bowman


The essential element that defines a trumpet player or any instrumentalist for that matter is the sound we produce, our characteristic tone quality.  Names like Adolph “Bud” Herseth, Joe Alessi, Phil Farkus, and Arnold Jacobs bring to mind a certain sound:  a rich warm tone that resonates and projects in any concert setting.  While most younger trumpet players spend time developing technical facility and strive to improve their range, they fill find few performing doors open to them if they cannot produce a good, focused sound.  The role that relaxed air and breathing play in tone production is crucial to the development of this characteristic sound.


The importance of the private instructor in providing a model for the student cannot be overlooked.  For young players, developing a mental and aural concept of what a good trumpet sound should be is the most important aspect of tone production.  But examining the role air and breathing play in tone production will aid the trumpet student’s understanding of their instrument.  The goal being to produce a sound that will serve in any facet of performance: solo, chamber, orchestral, commercial, jazz, etc…

The Role of Air and Breathing


The great tuba pedagogue and performer Sam Pilafian states that three elements are needed to be a great player on a brass instrument: an efficient embouchure, great ears, and great breathing.  The role of breathing when playing a brass instrument is crucial, but does not get the attention that it rightly deserves.  Most students start developing poor breathing habits the moment they pick up the instrument. 


A good breath on a brass instrument should have the following characteristics:

1) Sit or stand in a relaxed manner with good posture.  The spinal chord should be straight, with the head in proper alignment.  Do not tuck the chin into the chest or allow the head to lean forward.

2) Elbows should be slightly away from the body to allow for full breath expansion.  Arms must remain relaxed.

3) Inhale as if you were yawning.  Do not sip the air or make high-pitched noises when inhaling (this is a sign of muscle tension).  A deep, yawning sound should be produced to ensure a relaxed and open throat.  (The tongue lies very low in the mouth.)

4) Allow the air to release (exhale) from the lungs as if “sighing”.  Do not hold or lock air before exhaling, as this will cause chest and neck tension which will hamper tone production.

This type of breath should be used every single time you play the trumpet.  Any tightening or tension will only result in dampening the sound vibrations.  (Have you ever tried to hit a bass drum with your hand on the drumhead?  It doesn’t ring, does it?  Muscle tension has the same effect on brass sound production.)


Once the student has mastered this skill, there are many breathing exercises that can aid in air flow and air capacity.  Breathing exercises should be practiced every day.  Some simple breathing exercises adapted from Sam Pilafian’s Breathing Basics seminar follow.


Exercise 1: Vacuum Pressure.  Create a demand for air in your lungs.

· Use the back of your hand to create a resistance when sucking in air.  Take your hand away and allow the air to rush in, filling the lungs.  Exhale naturally.  Rest and Repeat.

· Repeat the same exercise only this time reapply the hand suction near the top of your breath, then release and fill up to peak air capacity.  Rest and Repeat.

· Your shoulders, arms, and hands should feel heavy after several of these, and your face will begin to feel warm.

Exercise 2: Powerbreathing. Move air quickly in and out.  

· Use the word “HOW” or “WOW” to bring the air in.  Breathe in through the mouth for one second, taking a full breath, and exhale through the mouth for one second. Do 10 of these, followed by rest.  

· Variations on powerbreathing.  Lock hands in front of you.  Inhale through the mouth two eighth notes.  Exhale through the mouth one-quarter note.  While exhaling pull interlocked hands away from each other…create a resistance.  Repeat 10 times without rest.  

· Repeat the exercise, only this time push the hands against each other.  Two eighth notes in, one quarter note out.  Repeat ten times.  Rest.

· Last Variation.  Breathe in using three triplet eighth notes, and then exhale using a quarter note.  Repeat ten times.  Rest.

· After doing this exercise, but before you play your instrument, always bring your body to a relaxed state by doing the following exercise.  Inhale for four counts; exhale for four counts- very slow.  Repeat four times.

Exercise 3: Capacity.  While we can’t make our lungs bigger, we can increase the volume of air we consistently take in. Use a metronome for proper timing.

· m.m. = 60, quarter note is a beat.  Breathe through the mouth for five counts, hold for fifteen, and breathe out for five.  Rest. Repeat.

· Same Exercise, but while holding the breath, continually sips in more air.

· Breathe in for six counts, and then out for six.  Work on the shape of the oral cavity “HOW” or “WHO”.

· Breathe in for seven counts, and then out for seven.  Think of the air behind the buzzing chops.  The air creates the sound.  Slow, hot air for the best possible sound.

· Breathe in for eight, and then out for eight through the nose, then nine and nine, and ten and ten.  The goal being to calm the mind and the body before you begin your instrument warm up.

These exercises move a large quantity of air.  A good deal more than is ever really used to play a brass instrument.  Why, then, do we use so much?  To get our body accustomed using a large quantity of air.  Think of this analogy to help cement the concept.  Why does an football player spend so much time lifting weights?  So that they have lots of extra strength, so they can be strong for the entire match, not just the beginning.  We use massive amounts of air in these exercises so we become more comfortably taking the full breath we play a brass instrument with. 

A breathing tube is another essential element to this routine.  A breathing tube can be an old toilet paper roll, or a short length of PVC pipe (around 1” in diameter).  Keep it close by during practice sessions and continually refer back to it, taking full relaxed breaths.  Our muscles tend to tighten during as well play, an as a result, our breathing becomes shallow.  The breathing tube helps to counter this effect.

Students who regularly practice breathing exercises and understand the mechanics of a good, relaxed breath are much more likely to have the warm, resonant sound we associate with great brass players.  These skills should be taught early on in the student’s musical development.  The results of which will become apparent when your students take the stage for the concert band festival, or the field for the marching competition.  

Dr. Joseph Bowman is Professor of Trumpet at the College of Music, Mahidol University.  He also performs in the Thailand Philharmonic Orchestra as Third/Assistant Principal trumpet.  If you have questions about brass playing, feel free to ask him at frjlb@mahidol.ac.th 
