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INTRODUCTION

The trombone concerto stands as one of the most commanding
and expressive forms in the orchestral repertoire. While the
trombone itself has ancient roots, its emergence as a solo
instrument in the concerto tradition is a relatively recent and
fascinating development. For centuries, the trombone was
primarily a supporting voice in orchestras, military bands, and
sacred music, valued for its powerful sonority and its ability to
blend with voices and other instruments. It was not until the 20th
century that composers began to fully explore the trombone's
lyrical, virtuosic, and dramatic potential in a concerto setting.
Today, the trombone concerto is a vibrant and essential part of
the modern brass repertoire, offering performers and audiences
alike a rich tapestry of musical expression, technical display, and
emotional depth.

This article takes an in-depth look at the world of the trombone
concerto. We will explore its historical evolution, the key
composers who shaped its development, the structural elements
that define it, and the most notable works that have become
cornerstones of the literature. Whether you are a musician, a
student, or simply a lover of classical music, understanding the
journey of the trombone concerto offers a unique window into
the broader history of orchestral music and the ever-expanding
role of the soloist.

HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF THE TROMBONE
CONCERTO

The journey of the trombone concerto is a story of
transformation. Unlike the violin or piano, which have a centuries-
long tradition of concertos, the trombone was largely overlooked
as a solo instrument during the Baroque and Classical periods.
This was not due to a lack of capability, but rather due to the
instrument's traditional role and the prevailing musical aesthetics
of the time.

Early Beginnings: The
Barogue and Classical Eras

In the Baroque era, the trombone was often used in sacred works
by composers like Heinrich Schitz and Johann Sebastian Bach,
particularly to double choral parts or to evoke a sense of
solemnity and grandeur. However, true solo concertos were rare.
One notable exception is the concerto for alto trombone by Georg
Christoph Wagenseil (1715-1777), a Viennese composer. His
work is considered one of the earliest examples of a true
trombone concerto, though it was written for the smaller alto
trombone rather than the modern tenor trombone. During the
Classical period, composers such as Leopold Mozart and Michael
Haydn also wrote works that featured the trombone, but these
were often part of larger ecclesiastical compositions or serenades
rather than standalone concertos.

The Romantic Era: A Period
of Silence and Preparation

The 19th century, or the Romantic period, saw the trombone
flourish in the orchestra. Composers like Berlioz, Wagner, and
Brahms used the trombone section to add weight, drama, and
color to their symphonic works. Yet, the idea of a solo trombone
concerto remained dormant. The instrument was still perceived
as primarily an orchestral or military tool. The technical and
mechanical developments of the trombone, such as improved
bore designs and mouthpieces, were underway, but the cultural
moment for a solo concerto had not yet arrived. It was a period of
preparation, where the trombone's potential was being
discovered but not yet fully unleashed in the concerto form.

The 20th Century: The
Golden Age of the
Trombone Concerto

The true birth of the trombone concerto as a major genre
occurred in the 20th century. Several factors contributed to this.
First, the rise of virtuoso trombonists, such as Arthur Pryor
(though primarily a band musician) and later Emory Remington,
inspired composers to write for the instrument. Second, the
modern aesthetic of the 20th century embraced new sonorities
and expanded the role of all orchestral instruments. Composers
were no longer bound by the traditions of the 18th and 19th
centuries and were eager to explore the trombone's full range,
from its powerful low register to its singing high register.

Key early 20th-century works include the trombone concerto
by Rimsky-Korsakov (completed by his son-in-law, Maximilian
Steinberg), which, although written in the late 19th century, was
not widely performed until the 20th. However, the landmark work
that truly established the genre was the Trombone Concerto by
Henri Tomasi (1956). This work, with its blend of lyrical melodies,
jazz influences, and technical demands, became a staple of the
repertoire and a model for future concertos.

KEY COMPOSERS AND THEIR CONTRIBUTIONS

Several composers have made indelible marks on the trombone
concerto literature. Their works define the genre and continue to
challenge and inspire performers.

Henri Tomasi

Henri Tomasi's Trombone Concerto is arguably the most
famous and frequently performed work in the genre. Written in
1956, it is a three-movement work that showcases the
instrument's lyrical and dramatic sides. The first movement is
melancholic and song-like, the second is a haunting nocturne,
and the third is a vibrant, rhythmic dance infused with jazz and
Provencal folk elements. Tomasi's concerto established the
trombone as a serious solo instrument in the modern concerto
canon.
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Derek Bourgeois

British composer Derek Bourgeois wrote a trombone concerto
(Op. 114) that is renowned for its technical difficulty and grand,
symphonic scope. It demands exceptional range, agility, and
endurance from the soloist. Bourgeois's work is a favorite among
virtuoso trombonists and is frequently performed in competitions
and recitals. It represents the more extroverted, bravura side of
the repertoire.

Lars-Erik Larsson

Swedish composer Lars-Erik Larsson's Concertino for
Trombone and Strings (Op. 45, No. 7) is a gem of the
repertoire. Though shorter than a full concerto, it is a
concentrated and beautifully crafted work. Written in a neo-
classical style, it is lyrical, elegant, and accessible, making it a
perfect introduction to the trombone concerto for both
performers and audiences.

Ernst Bloch

Ernst Bloch's Symphony for Trombone and Orchestra (often
referred to as a trombone concerto) is a powerful and deeply
spiritual work. Bloch, known for his Jewish-themed compositions,
infuses this concerto with a sense of lamentation, prayer, and
ecstatic dance. It is a monumental work that demands not only
technical skill but also profound musical maturity from the soloist.

Gordon Jacob

Gordon Jacob's Trombone Concerto is a staple of the British
brass repertoire. Written in a conservative, tonal style, it is
elegant, well-crafted, and full of lyrical charm. Jacob had a deep
understanding of wind and brass instruments, and his concerto is
both idiomatic and rewarding to play.

NOTABLE TROMBONE CONCERTOS IN THE
REPERTOIRE

While the list above covers some of the most important
composers, the repertoire of the trombone concerto has
expanded significantly. Here is a selection of other notable works
that every enthusiast should know.

¢ Paul Creston: Fantasy for Trombone and Orchestra -
A single-movement work that is both lyrical and
rhythmically driven, showcasing the trombone's expressive
capabilities.

e Eric Ewazen: Concerto for Trombone and Orchestra -
A modern, accessible work that blends lyricism with
American-style rhythmic vitality. It has become a favorite in
the young artist circuit.

¢ John La Montaine: Concerto for Trombone and
Orchestra - A large-scale, dramatic work that explores the
full emotional and technical range of the instrument.

e Jan Sandstrom: Motorbike Concerto - A unique and
humorous work that requires the soloist to simulate the
sounds of a motorcycle, showcasing the trombone's
extended techniques and theatrical possibilities.

* Nino Rota: Trombone Concerto - Best known for his film
scores, Rota's concerto is lyrical, tuneful, and full of Italian
charm. It is a delightful addition to the repertoire.

e Christopher Rouse: Trombone Concerto - A Pulitzer
Prize-winning work by the American composer, this

concerto is dark, powerful, and emotionally intense. It is
considered one of the most important contemporary
additions to the trombone concerto literature.

STRUCTURE AND CHARACTERISTICS OF THE
TROMBONE CONCERTO

The typical trombone concerto, especially those from the 20th
century, often follows the traditional three-movement structure
(fast-slow-fast), but there are many variations.

Common Formal Elements

Many concertos begin with a dramatic or lyrical first movement.
The slow movement is often a song-like adagio or andante,
allowing the trombone to demonstrate its capacity for legato
phrasing and expressive, vocal-style playing. The finale is usually
a lively, rhythmic tour de force, sometimes incorporating dance
forms or jazz elements.

Technical and Expressive
Demands

The trombone concerto places unique demands on the soloist.
Unlike many other instruments, the trombone relies on a slide for
pitch variation, which requires exceptional precision and control.
Key technical challenges include:

e Legato and Lyricism: The ability to produce a smooth,
connected sound across wide intervals is essential. This is a
hallmark of the trombone's singing quality.

e Articulation and Agility: Rapid tonguing, double-
tonguing, and fast slide movements are required for
virtuosic passages.

e Range: A modern trombone concerto often demands a
wide range, from the low pedal notes to the high altissimo
register.

e Dynamics and Color: The trombone can produce an
enormous dynamic range, from a whisper-soft pianissimo to
a thunderous fortissimo. The soloist must control this range
to shape musical phrases.

Orchestration and
Accompaniment

The orchestra in a trombone concerto is typically used to
support and contrast with the soloist. Strings are often used for
textural backgrounds, while woodwinds and brass add color and
drama. Composers are careful not to over-orchestrate, as the
trombone can easily be covered by a thick orchestral texture. The
interaction between the soloist and the orchestra is a key
element of the concerto's drama.

PERFORMANCE CONSIDERATIONS

Performing a trombone concerto is a complex and rewarding
challenge. Several factors influence a successful performance.

The Soloist's Preparation

Preparation goes beyond technical mastery. The soloist must
develop a deep musical interpretation of the work, understanding
the composer's style, the historical context, and the emotional
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narrative of the piece. This involves careful study of the score,
listening to recordings, and working with a teacher or coach.
Breath control is also a critical factor, as the trombone requires a
large volume of air for sustained phrases and powerful dynamics.

The Role of the Conductor

In a concerto performance, the conductor plays a crucial role in
balancing the soloist with the orchestra. The conductor must be

sensitive to the soloist's phrasing and tempo changes, ensuring
that the orchestra follows and supports the soloist effectively. A
strong collaborative partnership between soloist and conductor is
essential for a compelling performance.

Audience Perception

For many audience members, the tromb



