More About Breathing and

An Introduction on Trombone Volume

Air is the fuel to the brass player’s engine.  Any teacher of wind instruments that is concerned with producing the highest quality of trombone students will take the study of breathing, and any related concepts seriously.  The teacher should understand the mechanics of breathing and how those mechanics can be manipulated to make the breathing process more efficient.

This is not a subject to discuss with the students during their band class.  If the student expresses interest in improving their tone quality or ability to “make the phrase” then these are concepts to be shared in a one-on-one setting, where the motions can be monitored, corrected, and reinforced.  However, this knowledge should NOT interfere with production of sound!  If the student tries to monitor this process while playing, they open themselves to a myriad of pitfalls, such as bad attacks, problems with tone production, etc.

Some Advanced Concepts

Soft passages (pianissimo and piano dynamics)


Playing softly does require less volume of air and slower exhalation of the air taken in.  Often, students who think about “moving air slowly” or “only use a little air” result in an unsupported sound.  For effective soft playing, the student must continue to think of the air moving quickly and let the body determine the quantity of air, i.e. let the music dictate the body’s response instead of manipulating the body to try and achieve a certain product.


It’s also important to note that tension is a result of contracted muscles (flexion).  These contracted muscles require more oxygen to function, which lowers the amount of air available to exhale through the trombone.  This is why your teachers have harped on you to stay relaxed in soft playing for all these years!

Loud passages (forte and fortissimo dynamics)


Loud playing requires a greater volume of air, and faster exhalation of that air.  Rather than thinking in terms of “loud,” it is essential that the player think in terms of “confident” and “full” so that the seemingly positive intent of playing the dynamic written on the page doesn’t become a chainsaw sound, fueled by unneeded effort.  In other words, let the air do the work!
Dynamics are not always simply the composers measure of decibel level.  A Mozart forte doesn’t necessarily mean loud, as much as it relates to the quality of sound the composer is hearing.  The sooner that f, ff, and fff can be disassociated with loud, the better.

Air Column


It is important to remember that we should be exhaling a steady, unwavering column of air.  Articulation happens when we insert the tongue so that it interrupts just enough to allow compression behind the tongue, which pushes it back out of the way.  Buzzing on the mouthpiece without articulation is a great way to help students get the feel of an unobstructed airway.

Forward Motion


Trombonists often become note players.  The nature of our instrument is to provide tonal accompaniment and impact, which means lots of loud quarter notes and sustained whole notes.  When we’re given a solo to play, often the musical line is nowhere to be found, because we rarely have the melody!  


You should encourage your students to “mentally crescendo” through phrases without actually getting louder.  This will give them a sense of leaning on the phrase and pushing it forward, transferring the energy from one note to the next.

Immediacy of Sound


Trombonists are prone to the “TWA” attack, where we don’t play with our best sounds at the very beginning of the note.  How many junior high trombone players have you heard mushrooming notes?  A lot, I bet.  To avoid these ugly notes, younger students should play forte-piano notes fp to help simulate the immediate good sound desired.
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