
Everything You Wanted to Know About 
Playing the Trumpet – Part Deux 

 
(Five Heresies about Trumpet Playing and Wind Ensemble Practices) 

 
 

Dr. Jonathan Knight  
Music Faculty, Solano Community College, Los Medanos College, 

and Diablo Valley College  
Assistant Camp Director, Cazadero Music Camp 

 
 
 
This session is a follow-up to the original “Everything” session presented at the Bay Section 
Conference in 2014. The first session focused largely on getting beginning trumpet players started 
correctly, with a view to solving problems that occur in intermediate and advancing players by 
going back to basics. This session will target skills trumpeters need to function well in middle and 
high school ensembles, from the perspective of both the trumpeter and the director. We’ll talk 
about tone and intonation, varieties of articulation, breathing, and the role of the trumpet section 
in creating good blend and balance in the ensemble. While the discussion will focus on playing 
the trumpet, much of the information will also be relevant to other brass, and woodwinds as well. 
This session will be of interest to middle and high school music educators. 
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GETTING	STARTED	
	

• The	breathing	tube		

• The	straw		

• The	pinwheel	

• Posture	=	breathing	

• breathe	–	set	–	play		

o see	“Playing	a	note”	

• The	“air	attack”	–	“whoo”	or	“poo”	

• The	tongued	attack	–	“too”	

o see	“Whoo-Too	exercise”	

• The	dreaded	“Poo-Poo	Syndrome”	

o see	“Vizzuti	exercise”	

	

HERESY	#1:	Raising	the	shoulders	when	you	breathe	can	be	okay.	

• The	complete	breath:	diaphragmatic	–	thoracic	–	clavicular	

o see	“Thoughts	on	breathing”	

	

HERESY	#2:	Breathe	before	the	upbeat.	

	

HERESY	#3:	Don’t	support	the	air,	support	the	sound.	

• “	‘Support’	is	just	the	movement	of	air	based	on	the	needs	of	the	embouchure.”	–	

Arnold	Jacobs1	

• The	Valsalva	maneuver	

	

	

ARTICULATION:	BEGINNINGS	AND	ENDINGS	OF	NOTES	

• “Another	technique	to	simplify	is	articulation,	which	is	nothing	but	language.”	–	

Vincent	Cichowicz2	

																																																								
1	Bruce	Nelson:	Also	Sprach	Arnold	Jacobs,	A	Developmental	Guide	for	Brass	Wind	Musicians.	
Polymnia	Press,	2006.	Pg.	36	
2	Vincent	Cichowicz:	Teaching	the	Concepts	of	Trumpet	Playing,	The	Instrumentalist,	January	
1996;	reprinted	in	Mark	Dulin	and	Michael	Cichowicz,	Vincent	Cichowicz	Long	Tone	
Studies,	Studio	259	Productions,	2011,	pg.	31	



• Definitions:	

o Staccato	=	disconnected	

o Legato	=	connected	

o Marcato	=	accented	

o Tenuto	=	held,	or	sustained	(sostenuto)	

o “Articulated	legato”	(dots	under	slurs)	

• Varieties	of	articulation	–	Joseph	Joachim’s	metaphor:	snow,	rain,	hail	

• Overuse	of	staccato	marking	

• When	is	it	okay	to	use	a	tongue-stop	(closed	release)?	When	is	it	not	okay	to	use	an	

open	release?	

	

HERESY	#4:	Tongue-stops	are	sometimes	okay.	

	

• Varieties	of	syllables:	doo,	too,	thu-thu,	dHot,	“ta-da,”	tood	

o examples	from	Clifton	Williams	Fanfare	&	Allegro,	Ludwig	Maurer	Three	

Pieces	(brass	quintet)	

	

TONE	QUALITY,	BLEND	&	BALANCE:	REVISITING	THE	PYRAMID	

• Three	kinds	of	dynamics:	

o decibels	(loudness)	

o acoustic	(register)	

o intensity	(timbre	&	vibrato)		

(Charlie	Schlueter)	

• “We	don’t	get	in	trouble	for	playing	too	loud.	We	get	in	trouble	for	playing	too	ugly.”	

–	Mark	Inouye	

• When	does	the	pyramid	concept	not	apply?	

• The	pyramid	within	the	pyramid.	

	

HERESY	#5:	The	pyramid	does	not	apply	all	of	the	time;	the	pyramid	is	not	monolithic	

	

	
	
	
	



THOUGHTS	ON	BREATHING	
	
“Basically	I	believe	it's	important	to	always	inhale	to	the	maximum.	I	know	there	are	a	lot	of	
players	who	suggest	to	only	take	in	the	amount	needed,	but	I	maintain	that	you	have	the	
same	amount	of	tubing	in	which	to	make	the	air	vibrate	at	the	appropriate	speed	in	order	to	
produce	whatever	note	but	also	to	have	the	potential	for	having	the	maximum	resonance,	
dynamic	control,	range	of	color	(timbre),	as	well	as	phrasing	and	nuance.	It	is	also	necessary	
to	provide	the	body	(and	brain)	with	the	oxygen	necessary	to	function	efficiently.	It's	been	
my	experience	both	personally	and	with	students,	that	all	playing	deficiencies	can	be	
attributed	to	insufficient	air.”	–	Charles	Schlueter,	principal	trumpet,	Boston	Symphony	
1981-2006	(discussion	on	Trumpetmaster.com)	
	
“I	always	fill	up	when	I	get	ready	to	play	no	matter	the	length	of	the	phrase.	Now,	for	those	
of	you	rolling	your	eyes,	let	me	explain.	When	I	fill	up	there	is	not	the	usual	tightness	that	
many	folks	believe	has	to	go	along	with	taking	a	lot	of	air.	I	think	that's	because	I	believe	in	
the	quick	release	of	that	air.	In	other	words,	unlike	a	lot	of	players	I	don't	hold	the	air	and	
over-compress	intra-orally	before	I	release	the	sound.	As	I've	stated	many	times	on	various	
fora,	the	end	of	the	breath	is	the	beginning	of	the	note.	Air	is	free	and	there's	no	cost	to	
taking	plenty,	so,	I	always	take	a	full	breath.”	–	Manny	Laureano,	principal	trumpet,	
Minnesota	Orchestra	1981-present	(discussion	on	Trumpetmaster.com)	
	
“Take	in	the	biggest	amount	of	air	you	can	in	one	breath	and	play	a	middle	register	note	that	
starts	with	a	good	burst	of	air	and	LET	ONLY	THE	NATURAL	ELASTICITY	OF	YOUR	LUNGS	
PROVIDE	THE	IMPULSION...	let	the	lungs	empty	as	though	air	was	escaping	from	a	balloon,	
and	the	rate	of	flow	would	depend	on	the	amount	of	air	filling	the	balloon.	If	your	body	is	
completely	relaxed	during	this	event,	you	should	experience	something	close	to	100%	
efficiency	and	a	very	good	version	of	your	sound... When	a	balloon	is	filled	with	a	lot	of	air,	
as	a	player's	lungs	should	be,	there	is	a	natural	tendency	for	the	balloon	and	lungs	to	return	
to	a	neutral	position.	The	more	air	is	taken	in,	the	more	the	lungs	want	to	contract.	This	is	
what	propels	the	air	stream	forward,	AND	THAT	IS	ALL	THAT	IS	REQUIRED.	That's	why	it	is	
imperative	that	every	note	starts	with	the	air	from	a	full	tank,	which	will	naturally	escape	
faster	than	from	a	half	tank	and	the	body	can	be	completely	relaxed,	which	is	the	secret	to	a	
great	sound.”	–	Jay	Friedman,	principal	trombone,	Chicago	Symphony,	1964-present	
(jayfriedman.net)	
	
“Too	much	emphasis	on	abdominal	support	tends	to	tighten	the	abdomen;	the	result	is	that	
many	players	lock	in	the	breath	in	a	muscular	action	that	physiologists	call	the	Valsalva	
maneuver.	Valsalva	is	a	natural	function	in	excretion,	childbirth,	and	lifting	heavy	objects,	
but	it	impedes	trumpet	playing	by	constricting	the	breath.”		
–	Vincent	Cichowicz3	-	renowned	performer	and	pedagogue,	Chicago	Symphony	&	
Northwestern	University	
	

																																																								
3	Vincent	Cichowicz:	Teaching	the	Concepts	of	Trumpet	Playing,	The	Instrumentalist,	January	
1996;	reprinted	in	Mark	Dulin	and	Michael	Cichowicz,	Vincent	Cichowicz	Long	Tone	Studies,	
Studio	259	Productions,	2011,	pg.	30		
	



	
This	chart	compares	the	“effort”	involved	in	inhaling	and	exhaling	air.	As	the	lungs	empty,	
more	“effort”	in	terms	of	muscular	contraction	is	required	to	expel	air	from	the	lungs.	The	
muscular	tension	thus	created	can	make	it	more	difficult	to	play	and	more	difficult	to	take	
the	next	breath	efficiently.	While	it	involves	more	“effort”	to	take	in	more	air	when	the	lungs	
already	feel	full,	the	advantage	of	playing	from	maximum	capacity	is	that	the	“effort”	
required	to	move	the	wind	is	minimal.	So	the	object	is	to	play	most	of	the	time	in	the	upper	
half	of	the	chart	(the	“comfort	zone”)	and	stay	away	from	the	lower	half	(the	“panic	zone”)	
and	to	spend	enough	effort	inhaling	so	that	exhaling	becomes	easy	–	instead	of	“blowing”	
you	just	let	the	air	“fall	out.”	

	

	
Exhale	 Inhale	

	
1	 	 10	
2	 	 9	
3	 	 8	
4	 	 7	
5	 	 6	
6	 	 5	
7	 	 4	
8	 	 3	
9	 	 2	
10	 	 1	

	



	
PLAYING	A	NOTE	
	
To	produce	musical	sounds	successfully	on	the	instrument,	the	following	six	things	
must	be	done	correctly.	Practice	each	movement	1	through	5	individually	in	front	of	
a	mirror.	Then	practice	1	&	2,	then	1,	2	&	3,	then	1	through	4,	then	1	through	5.	
When	you	can	do	1	through	5	in	one	fluid	motion	in	less	than	two	seconds,	then	add	
step	6	and	play	your	first	note.	Begin	every	practice	session	for	the	first	few	weeks	
by	reviewing	the	six	steps.	Years	from	now,	you	will	thank	yourself!	
	
1.	STAND	UP	TALL.	If	you	are	sitting	down,	SIT	UP	TALL	–	from	the	waist	up	should	
be	the	same	as	if	standing.	
	
2.	TAKE	A	BIG	BREATH.	It	should	feel	like	you	are	filling	up	your	entire	upper	body	
with	air.	(Of	course	air	doesn’t	go	into	your	stomach	but	it	should	feel	that	way.)	Lift	
your	chest	high	and	let	your	arms	move	up	and	out	too.		Your	mouth	should		be	in	an	
“OH”	shape.	
	
3.	BRING	THE	TRUMPET	TO	YOU.	Don’t	bend	your	neck	to	reach	the	instrument.	
90%	of	the	weight	of	the	instrument	should	be	in	your	left	hand,	the	rest	on	the	right	
thumb.	Your	right	hand	is	in	the	shape	of	a	backwards	“C”	with	thumb	straight	and	
fingers	arched,	fingertips	touching	the	valve	caps.	Leave	the	pinky	out	of	the	hook.	
	
4.	PUCKER	UP.	Your	lips	should	be	shaped	like	whistling,	or	sucking	a	thick	
milkshake	through	a	straw.	Corners	tight,	chin	flat.	
	
5.	PUT	THE	MOUTHPIECE	ON	YOUR	LIPS.	Make	sure	the	upper	rim	of	the	
mouthpiece	is	well	above	the	“red”	part	of	your	upper	lip.	Don’t	shove	the	
mouthpiece	into	your	face	–	there	should	be	just	enough	pressure	of	the	mouthpiece	
on	your	lips	to	create	a	seal	so	air	doesn’t	leak	around	the	sides.	
	
6.	RELEASE	THE	AIR	SO	THAT	THE	LIPS	“BUZZ”	INSIDE	THE	MOUTHPIECE.	The	
blow	should	be	very	easy	and	relaxed.	If	you	took	a	big	enough	breath,	your	lungs	
“want”	you	to	exhale.	Don’t	blow	hard!	This	will	create	unwanted	tension.	
	
  



THE VIZZUTI EXERCISE 
 

  





	
 
 



MAINTAINING YOUR TRUMPET 
 
Over time, crud builds up in the inside of the instrument. Crud on the valves can make 
the valves sticky. Crud in the pipes can rot the instrument from the inside out. Crud in 
the leadpipe can make you sick! 
 
So, it is important to keep your instrument clean. Here’s how. 
 
This crud comes primarily from ... your mouth. Yep. Your. Mouth. SO... the most 
important practice is the first one. 
 
1. DAILY: make sure your mouth is as clean as possible when you play the trumpet. If 
you have had anything to eat or drink, either brush your teeth, or at least give your mouth 
a good rinse with water. When you put the instrument away, put a few drops of valve oil 
down the leadpipe – this will discourage crud from clinging to the inside. 

 
Valves should be oiled every time you play. Do it every time. Three or four drops 
on each piston should suffice. Slides do not need to be re-lubricated unless they 
get dry. 

 
2. WEEKLY: Brush out the mouthpiece with a mouthpiece brush and warm water. 
Putting a drop of dish detergent on the mouthpiece brush is a nice touch. Then, swab out 
the leadpipe: remove the tuning slide, moisten the swab and draw it through the leadpipe. 
Afterwards, clean the swab (it will probably be gross, just sayin’) and let it air dry. 
Reapply a drop of slide grease to the upper end of the tuning slide and reinsert the tuning 
slide. Then, blow a Spitball through the horn: push it part way into the leadpipe with a 
pencil, attach the mouthpiece, and BLOW. Catch the Spitball in a cup you hold over the 
bell. Retrieve the Spitball and repeat, this time holding all the valves down so the spitball 
runs through the valve slides as well. Discard the Spitball. 
 
3. EVERY THREE TO FOUR MONTHS: Give the trumpet a bath. (See instructions) If 
you’re not particularly good about the daily and weekly stuff, do this more often. 
 
4. ONCE A YEAR: Have the trumpet cleaned professionally. You can do this instead of 
one of the baths. 
 
List of supplies:  

• a cleaning snake (I recommend Brass Saver) 
• a valve casing brush 
• a mouthpiece brush 
• a leadpipe swab (you can buy a clarinet swab and cut the corner off) 
• some “Spitballs” 
• valve and slide lubricants 
• liquid dish soap without skin softener (Lemon Joy recommended) 

 
You can buy everything except the dish soap at the music store. 



I recommend and use Hetman lubricants. #2 is a good valve oil to start with. If you find 
you need something thinner, change to #1, or to #3 for a higher viscosity oil. I use slide 
grease #7 on all the slides after giving the trumpet a bath, then add a couple drops of slide 
oil #5 on the third valve slide and on the first valve slide (do this if it has a thumb saddle 
and you use it). 
 
  
HOW TO GIVE THE TRUMPET A BATH 
 
First, fill the kitchen sink with warm water and a couple tablespoons of dish soap. Agitate 
to make it nice and bubbly. The water should not be too hot or it may damage lacquered 
horns (not to mention your skin). 
  
Next, take the trumpet apart. Everything that can come apart, should. If any parts of the 
trumpet are stuck together, be extremely gentle, and do not under any circumstances use 
household tools such as pliers. Have the parts separated by a qualified repair shop if you 
can’t get them unstuck manually. 
 
The tops of the valve assemblies (stems, finger buttons, felt caps, springs and valve 
guides) should be set aside carefully and NOT put in water. Take note of how they go 
together, especially the valve guides. If you don’t put them back together correctly you 
will have issues. Also, locate the number (1, 2, or 3) on each valve piston that tells you 
where it goes.  
 
Now, put everything (except the parts of the valves as described above) in the sink. Wipe 
any residual grease off the slides with a paper towel before submerging them . Let it soak 
for a few minutes. Run the snake through all the tubing. Clean the valve cylinders with 
the valve casing brush. Clean the portholes on the valve pistons with the snake.  
 
Rinse all the parts with clear running water. Lay on a towel to dry. (I personally like to let 
the trumpet air-dry overnight so there will be a minimum of moisture present when I put 
it back together.) Make sure to protect it from curious household pets.  
 
Reassemble the trumpet.  

• Lubricate and re-insert the slides. Wipe off excess lubricant.  
• Reassemble the valves. Put several drops of valve oil in each valve cylinder, 

several more drops on each piston, and reinstall the valves in this order: 3rd, 2nd, 
1st. After installing each valve, blow through the trumpet to make sure airflow is 
unimpeded. If it doesn’t blow freely, you’ve got a valve installed incorrectly. 

 
 

Jonathan Knight 
drjonathanknight@gmail.com 

	


