Brass Instruments

When thinking about brass instruments, people often visualize shiny instruments such as the trumpet, French horn, trombone, or tuba. All brass instruments are long tubes with a mouthpiece on one end and a flared bell at the other. However, the early forms of instruments in the brass instrument family were made from conch shells, animal horns and hollow branches.


Regardless of the material it is made from, any instrument whose sounds are produced by the vibrations of a player’s lips against the mouthpiece qualifies as a brass instrument. The faster a player’s lips vibrate, the higher the pitch. The pitch can also be changed when the musician tightens or relaxes his or her lips, blows the air harder or softer, or positions his or her tongue so that the air flows more quickly.


In such instruments as the trombone and trumpet, a variety of notes can be played by using slides and valves. The slide on a trombone has seven different positions. When the slide moves in, high notes can be played. Deeper notes are produced when the slide is moved out. When a valve is pressed, air is diverted to another part of the tube to make different notes. To soften the sound or change the tone of a brass instrument, different shaped mutes can be fitted into the instrument’s bell.


Tubas are the largest brass instruments. They also have the lowest pitch. Tubas come in a variety of sizes. The largest tuba is 8 feet high. Most tubas are played while the musician is seated, but tubas used in marching bands are designed to be carried on the shoulder.

Questions:
1. What are the four members of the brass family?

2. Today brass instruments are made from a mix of metals. What were some of the very first brass instruments made from?

3. What do all brass instruments have in common when looking at their shape?

4. How is the sound of a brass instrument produced?

5. What are three ways that you can change the pitch on brass instruments?

6. What is the largest type of brass instrument?

7. What can be fitted inside a brass instrument to change its sound?

8. How does a slide change a trombone’s sound?

9. If you could, which brass instrument would you play and why?

