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As editor for the International Trumpet Guild’s Youth website, I get asked many questions concerning the choice of mouthpieces for young and developing trumpet players, especially in relationship to developing a higher range.  The choice of a mouthpiece is crucial to the development of young musicians; yet most rely upon the beginning mouthpiece they received with their first instrument, or simply move up in size as they develop.  

Choosing a mouthpiece is an intensely personal decision that should take several factors into account. A mouthpiece should give the player the best tone, range, attack, and embouchure comfort possible.  One particular brand and size may work well for one individual, but for a person with a slightly different embouchure or dental structure, it may not work.  The different parts of the mouthpiece have an effect on the sound production and overall comfort.  Looking at these parts, will give the performer and teacher a better understanding when choosing brands and sizes.

Parts of the Mouthpiece

The size of the cup greatly affects the overall tone, range, and attacks produced.   In general, a deep cup will produce a darker tone color and a less percussive attack.  A shallower cup will produce a more brilliant tone and will aid in the high register. The deeper cups lend themselves to orchestra and large concert band playing, while shallower cups are desirable when playing in the high register for an extended period of time (i.e. a lead trumpet player in a jazz band, or playing on a piccolo trumpet).


The curvature of the throat shoulder affects the flexibility and articulation.  A more rounded shoulder will give a player greater flexibility and a less percussive attack.  A sharper shoulder makes articulations very percussive, and while flexibility from note to note is less, the pitches tend to slot (or center) better.  A sharper shoulder would be desirable when playing fanfares and a more rounded shoulder would be preferred when playing agile melody lines.


The size and taper of the backbore greatly affects the tone color and sound projection.  A standard small backbore is usually placed in all stock mouthpieces, regardless of cup size.  This might be appropriate for a beginner, but the more developed player will likely need it to be enlarged to increase sound production and improve intonation.  A former teacher of mine, Arizona State University (USA) trumpet professor David Hickman, used to say that the backbore of a mouthpiece was like the exhaust tailpipe of a car.  You wouldn’t put a small tailpipe on a race car, because it wouldn’t run efficiently.  It should be balanced with the size of the engine.  The same is true with the backbore.  You need a larger backbore if you have a larger cup, so that the mouthpiece plays efficiently.


A backbore that is too small can cause the pitch to go almost a half step sharp at the loud dynamics.  If a player is on a larger sized mouthpiece (3C or larger), the backbore should be opened up.  A medium large backbore such as a #24 (also referred to as a “symphonic” or “half-schmidt”) will provide the best results with large cup mouthpieces.  Backbore alterations require a special tool that is usually only found in custom mouthpiece shops. 


Since the rim is where the player and instrument meet, it should be as comfortable as possible.  A wider rim may be advisable for a player with thick lips, as it would aid in distributing the mouthpiece pressure equally.  A narrower rim may give a player a better sense of control.  Rims can also be made of different materials, to suit comfort.


The bite of the rim, which is sometimes called the rim contour, is where the rim enters the cup.  A sharp bite can aid in control for many players, while a more rounded bite will aid in comfort.  Players who suffer from lip cuts may find a rounder bite reduces these irritations.  

The shank is the outer length of the mouthpiece that fits into the receiver.  The mouthpiece should fit securely into the instrument.  In some instruments, there is a gap between the end of the mouthpiece and the beginning of the leadpipe.  Called the venturi gap, this can be adjusted to maximize response and articulation.  Wrapping various thicknesses of paper or tape around the shank can aid in experimenting with the gap, so that the appropriate distance is found.  It is interesting to note that different manufacturers have different opinions on this.  Bach trumpets have a gap of ½ centimeter, while Schilke trumpets have no gap.  

Understanding Mouthpiece Sizes

Each manufacturer uses their own labeling system to describe the various sizes and shapes of their mouthpieces.  In addition to this, the measurements that appear in manufacturer’s catalogs are, at best, approximations.  The reason for this is that there is no standardized place to measure the depth of the cup, and the bite of the rim can make measuring the rim diameter difficult.  So the measurements vary from one manufacturer to another.  An invaluable resource is Gerry Endsley’s Comparative Mouthpiece Guide for Trumpet (Denver, CO: Tromba Publications, 1980).  In this book, Endsley measures the various brands using predetermined points, so a true measurement is recorded, and comparisons can be made.

With so many different labeling systems out there, it is certainly confusing.  The sizing system used by the Vincent Bach Company is the most widespread and well-known system.  A number is used to represent the rim diameter (the higher the number, the smaller the rim diameter), and a letter is used to indicate cup depth.  Bach uses five different cups, (A, B, C, D, and E) with E being the shallowest.  Mouthpieces without a letter had a medium deep cup (in between an A and a B).  It is interesting to note that Bach originally intended for the unlettered mouthpieces to be the standard model for the B-flat and C trumpets.  A 7C mouthpiece, which is the size that most beginners start with, has a medium cup, and a rim of approximately 16.20 mm.

Mouthpiece Finishes and Composition

While silver plating on a brass mouthpiece is the most common finish, gold plating is favored by some who prefer a smoother, more comfortable surface.  People who have an allergy to silver also prefer gold.  But the gold finish is found by others to lack the proper grip between rim and lip surface.  Also, mouthpieces, and parts of the mouthpiece, can be made of materials other than brass.  For those in colder climates, several manufacturers offer a plastic/nylon rim, which prevents lips from freezing to metal.  Recently a few manufacturers have made rim and cup out of different types of wood. Since there are so many choices available in this area, individual preference is the determining factor.  

Component Mouthpieces 

Component mouthpieces allow a player to put together different combinations of rims, cups and throat-backbore assemblies. Threaded joints between the cup and rim, or cup and throat-backbore make this possible.  These mouthpieces are most practical for a player who switches cup or rim sizes when moving to a different horn (from b-flat trumpet to piccolo trumpet, for example). Two or three part component mouthpieces have been increasingly more common in recent years, although they are more expensive than regular models.

Heavy Wall Mouthpieces

Mouthpieces that have added metal mass and weight have gained popularity during the past decade.  There are also several products designed to add metal mass and weight to standard mouthpieces.  Proponents of this design say that it offers the player the ability to play louder without having the sound distort, while detractors of this design say it makes the mouthpiece vibration reduced, and flexibility is sacrificed.  It is an individual preference.  
Selecting a Mouthpiece

Here are a few suggestions when it comes to selecting mouthpieces.

1) For beginners and intermediate players, it is best to stick with recognized manufacturers, but no one manufacturer produces the best mouthpiece for every individual.

2) Look for a mouthpiece that is comfortable on the lips, has a good overall sound, plays easily and is relatively in tune in all registers.

3) When switching to a larger mouthpiece, the upper register might become temporarily more difficult, but the embouchure will adjust and strengthen.

4) Shallow cup sizes should be reserved for playing on high trumpets, and players who consistently play in the upper register.  Beginners through secondary school students have no business playing them.

Mouthpiece Recommendations

As we discussed, there are several factors used in picking out the right mouthpiece.  In general, however, students should be moving to larger mouthpieces as they age, and their muscles develop.  The 7C-size mouthpiece is included with most beginning instruments, and it is appropriate for 10-12 year old students, who have smaller lips and whose embouchure muscles are still developing, but as a student ages, they should be moving to the larges mouthpiece they can comfortably play.  It is important to remember that care should be taken with the selection.  Using the information provided in the previous sections, the student and teacher should be able to make an informed selection.

The following chart lists mouthpieces that are appropriate for the average student. They won’t be right for everyone, so care should be taken in the selection process.  Also adjustments to the throat and backbore are recommended when playing an intermediate or advanced model.



Beginner (1st and 2nd year players)




Bach 7, 7C




Schilke 9, 11




Yamaha 11C4




Stork 7C



Intermediate (M1-M3)




Bach 5, 5C, 3, 3C




Schilke 14, 17




Yamaha 15B4




Stork 3C



Advanced (M4-M6 and older)




Bach 2, 1, 1 ¼ C, 1C, 1B




Schilke 18, 20




Yamaha 16C4, 17C4




Stork 1, 2B


There are an amazing amount of shapes and sizes of mouthpieces available.  Beginners should use a standard size mouthpiece. As a player develops, changes and modifications should be made to facilitate playing.  It is recommended that these changes be made in consultation with the student’s band director or private instructor.  Avoid simply switching to larger stock sizes, as a player gets older.  While this might be appropriate for some students, it is certainly not advisable for all.
The Mouthpiece and the Upper Register

When I inform students that Arturo Sandoval, the amazing Cuban-bore jazz player known for his fantastic range, plays on a 3C sized mouthpiece, I get a variety of incredulous looks.  The quest for range in developing trumpets seems fueled by music that demands higher and higher range from young students.  However, the major problem is that range develops gradually with most students, and no mouthpieces are going to add an upper octave to any player.  


Range develops as a player’s embouchure matures.  The muscles necessary to balance the increased mouthpiece pressure in the high range grow stronger with use and as a player develop physically. Sometimes the embouchure muscles aren’t fully developed until a player reaches their early twenties.  Young and developing players really should concern themselves with the basics of good tone production and technique.  The range will develop naturally.  


That being said, many young trumpet players fall into the trap of playing a smaller mouthpiece in order to add range.  While a shallower cup will make high notes more accessible, especially with the piccolo trumpet, a good, rich tone is usually sacrificed.  Many young trumpet players find it is hard to believe that most of the money made playing trumpet is below high C. Or that playing a larger mouthpiece might make their range actually improve, by making it more free blowing, and less prone to intonation problems in the upper register.  

Embouchure Development Exercises 

A common question from younger students is “How can I improve my upper register?”  The answer is, “There is no secret to the upper register.”  If you use the appropriate mouthpiece pressure, combined with the proper lip tension (or pucker) and compress the air (push) as you ascend, the “Three P’s,” as its been called, you can play into the upper register.  There is a point at which the mouthpiece pressure become to great for the lips to pucker against, and the lip vibration is cut off.  This happens at different points for different players.  The only real difference is that some players have a more developed embouchure than others.  Those players are able to play higher into the upper register before the mouthpiece pressure cuts off the vibrations.  Playing exercises that strengthen the embouchure and this “pucker” will serve to increase the upper range.

Exercises that I use for embouchure development include a substantial amount of lip bends and pedal tones.  These exercises, when played correctly, isolate the muscles responsible for the lower lip pucker, and strengthen them.  A lip bend is simply bending the pitch down a half step, whole step, or step and a half, without changing the fingering.  The louder the exercises are played, the more of a benefit they are. The lip bends also encourage proper use of air without excess body muscle tension, and embouchure muscle coordination.  Lip bends are performed in the normal playing range of the trumpet. 


Pedal tones utilize the same muscles as lip bends, but are notes below low F-sharp.  While most students can successfully execute lip bends, pedal tones require a proper embouchure set, correct jaw alignment, etc.  It is not difficult to produce a pedal tone, but to develop a good sound on them takes patience and dedicated practice.
Closing Thought


It is important to remember that the player is the most important part of the music making process.  Just as it is important to find a good mouthpiece that will meet a player’s needs, the perfect mouthpiece may not exist for everyone.  And a prolonged search can prove a waste of time, money and musical development.  Diligent practice, and study with and informed private instructor are the best ways to guarantee success on the trumpet.  
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