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A View from the Fourth Horn Chair

Thomas N. Gellert — The School Music News Editor

Not too long ago | was teaching a private horn lesson (French horn) and my student

seemed a little miffed from the moment we sat down to play. | asked what was wrong and my

student begrudgingly reached into the zippered music compartment of his instrument case
and produced the fourth horn folder for a well-known outside-of-school performing group here
in Long Island. “Look,” my student said, and | replied, “So, what's the problem?” “I only got

fourth horn,” my student said. “Wow, that's great!," | said.

Suffice it to say that this kid was not receptive to my
enthusiastic reply. My student’s mom {(who was eavesdrop-
ping from another room) chimed in, “Isn’t [child’s name]
better than fourth horn?” “Oh boy,” | thought. Here we go.

Everyone is a winner - maybe

Despite all good intentions, from a very young age
many Kids are told that they are simply “the best” at ev-
erything they do. Parents instinctively want their child to
succeed and to feel self-worth, so everyone is, first and
foremost, a winner, right? When my own children were
growing up, | can recall at a young age that
some of their very first soccer team games
were “rigged” to purposely end in a tie score.
No one loses. The most important thing in
life is to be first. Qops. Let's fast forward,
shall we?

Once upon a time | was as guilty as
the next band or orchestra director when
it came to cherry-picking my best students
and placing them on the first part in their section. Com-
monsense aside, | pretty much always bought in to the
philosophy that | had to carefully assign instrumental
parts to guarantee that my strongest players were cover-
ing lead parts. Some will say that this is perfectly normal
behavior. In hindsight, perhaps | was a little too unwilling
to look at the bigger picture.

There’s an old musician’s joke about a professional
violist who is granted one special wish by a genii to “be
the greatest violist playing in the finest orchestra in the
world.” “Your wish is granted,” said the genie and in one
great flash and puff of smoke the violist suddenly finds
that he is seated last chair, second violin” in a world
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famous orchestra.

The joke obviously is a slight toward violists in gen-
eral (though | know quite a few violists who love jokes
making fun of them). However, the punch line of the joke
about being “last chair, second violin” reflects more of a
reality about how folks perceive things in the real world.
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... dispel the notion that
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part is a demotion.

Again, only the first part is important. First = winning and
THE BEST, right? Wrong!

Learning to play your part

As a beginning horn player | clearly remember that
my very first band experience had all the horns playing
the same part; same thing for the other instruments in
the band. Then, as each year of playing the horn went by
there were new challenges as we learned to play indepen-
dent lines in band. Ultimately, the horns were split into
four distinct parts; flutes, cboes, bassoons,
alto and tenor saxes were now in two parts,
clarinets, trumpets and trombones in three.
Complexity surely added interest to the mu-
sic and “new” problems.

How does one explain to a child that
playing anything but a first part isn't a de-
motion? | have overheard band and orches-
tra directors talk about putting their weak-
est players on second, third or fourth parts
in order to “bury them” in the mix of band or orchestra.
I grant you that this is common practice when you need
your strongest kids on lead parts but it also sends the
absolutely wrong message about the importance of all
the instrumental parts in the score.

Wha among us has not intoned this line, “There
are no small parts, only small people,” at one point or
another during our time in the classroom? We use this
guote with kids in an effort to rationalize why it's just as
important to be assigned anything but first parts (regard-
less of how big or small they may be) to some as it is to
give out major part assignments. Someone has to play
the “other” part.

Another often forgotten concern with music educa-
tors is that there are some important musical issues
that come into play here that, unfortunately, are over-
looked when assigning parts. Let’s talk about instrument
range, shall we?
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Appreciating ‘anchor’ parts

From a totally personal perspective, | think fourth
horn is one of the most exciting and rewarding parts to
play in a wind band or symphony orchestra. Yet, why is it
that you will often find the weakest student horn players
playing the fourth horn part? The same holds true for
that real “pariah,” the third trombone part! Uh oh!

Closer examination of the fourth horn and third
trombone parts reveal that these specific parts are the
“anchor” or bass parts of their respective instrument
sections and often in a larger context, covering the foun-
dation parts of the entire brass section and/or occasion-
ally, the full band/orchestral So, by relegating your weak-
est student musicians to these parts, a well-meaning
teacher could, in effect, be losing a strong foundation in
the section if not the entire ensembile.

Look at those low parts. The average student tenor
trombonist might not be able to cover a third trombone
part due to the limits of a tenor trombone range (es-
pecially those lacking an F attachment/trigger on their
instrument).

On numerous occasions, those fourth horn parts in
orchestra and sometimes in upper level concert band
scores will visit bass clef notation. So, think about the
difficulty your weaker player will have hitting the bass and
pedal notes on the horn (an acquired skill in and of itself

for horn players, regardless of age) let aione just being
able to read bass clef!

Each band/orchestra director is going to decide
what is best for his or her performing group(s). Rotating
part assignments is a highly desirable practice for some
student musical organizations so that everyone gets a
shot at playing each important and valuable part in the
section. It is important to build range skills with your stu-
dents and to also understand that not all parts are/were
created equally. Ask any professional horn player about
the fourth horn solo in Beethaoven's Ninth Symphony
(sometimes hijacked by the first horn players ... shame
on them) and you'll get an earful about how cool it is to
be at the other end of the section holding down “the fort”
and getting the spotlight too.

So, here’s a vote for giving both your strongest and
weaker kids a shot at playing a wide variety of parts in
band/orchestra this year. There are aother obvious fringe
benefits to this practice that have the potential to mo-
tivate and challenge all of your students. Most of all,
consider working a little harder to dispel the notion that
anything less than a first part is a demotion.

RS. You might be wondering about the outcome with
my private student? He's turned into a ‘monster’ low
horn player these days, and guess what? He likes it. In
his words: “playing fourth horn is pretty awesome!”

recently:

HAVE;WE LOST YOU? Stay Up-to-date!

.-Have you Moved? -Changed your name? « Changed any “other” contact

information (phone/email/school)? + Noticed that you're no

longer receiving NAfME and/or NYSSMA mailings?

We receive lots of email and phone inquiries asking us to update
NYSSMA member information in our computer system. Guess
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what? YOU CAN DO THIS EASILY AT ANY TIME!

Here’'s how you can very easily update your NAfME and
NYSSMA information:

1. Get a hold of your NAfTME membership card with your member
number (if you can’t find your membership card, please contact
NAfME Member Services at: 800-336-3768.

Log on to www.nafme.org

Go to the upper right hand corner and click on “My Account”
Enter your email address and NAfME number.

Click on: “Manage Profile”

Update your contact information.

Click on: “Save Changes”

That’s it. You're now all up to date
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