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Background 

This white paper is a short discussion of what and how to go about transcribing orchestral works for brass 

band. The British author does not intend to set forth an absolute, detailed, and clinical method, rather offers 

some friendly advice and food for thought for the reader. Hopefully, encouraging more people to arrange and, 

potentially, to increase the number of brass band arrangements within our concert and contest halls. It is 

assumed that reader has access to notation software and is not a professional musician. This paper was 

authored in 2010.  

 

So you want to transcribe a classical work 

for brass band, do you? 

 

Preamble 

Firstly, let’s get a few things straight, shall we? 

A brass band is not an orchestra and it never will be. No matter how clever an 

arranger you may think you are, you will never make a brass band sound like an 

orchestra. Don’t attempt it. You won’t succeed and you run the risk of grossly 

distorting what a brass band is. 

A brass band is wonderful. It is fascinating, gritty, delicate, sonorous, brash, 

loud, soft, brilliant, cheesy, virtuosic, quirky, and honest. It is unique: truly an 

enigma to anyone not brought up within the brass band family.   

A brass band is a contradiction, but what a glorious one. I love it and honour all 

those dedicated souls who play in bandrooms across the globe. 

So, before you set off to transcribe a piece of music from the classical world into 

the brass band world, please make sure that your intent it not to mimic. Don’t 

sell-short the brass band by “oh, there’s a French horn solo that should go onto 

the solo tenor....” or “...muted cornet sounds just like an oboe, doesn’t it?..”. In 

the words of Frankie Howerd, nay, nay, and trice nay. 

Another thing, let’s all understand: this paper outlines my views only. I’m not a 

great arranger by any stretch of the imagination, but I’ve performed many great 

arrangements as a player over 3 decades. This is just one approach. You should 

consider many. Take opposing views and form your own. Why not? You’ve got it 

in you. PS. I’m not an author either, so forgive my poor grammar, structure, and 

prose, too. 

And, finally, to appreciate that my top-10 favourite brass band pieces are 

original works and not arrangements; however, my top-10 favourite pieces are 
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orchestral works. Hence, why I’m for orchestral arrangements for brass band, 

big-time. There’s some great stuff out there, you know. 

 

Introduction 

There are a number of internet resources, and the odd book here and there, 

that’ll take you through what a band is, with finite descriptions of its 

instrumentation and capabilities. I’m not going to go into all that. They’ve done 

a good job and why should I try to re-make the bed? 

One of things I’d like to cover is the process. The steps taken to produce your 

transcription. This is a more practical process than theoretical or artistic. 

Hopefully, it’ll sit nicely with the other reference sources you’ll be able to find 

and digest. 

 

Composition 

How do composers compose? By understanding their process may help to 

fashion a way to transcribe for brass band (our process).  

Arguably, a composer’s process is: 

Brief – a commission with client expectations and conditions. Often with 

the instrumentation already set down. 

Inspiration – could be as simple as humming a tune or dabbling on a 

piano. 

Sketches – laying out a piano score. Providing a coherent view of 

structure, form, and content. 

Orchestration – taking the sketch and painting the sounds, colours, 

dynamics, and emotion on to an orchestral score. 

Revision – Refining the draft score whilst constantly referring back to the 

brief, what inspired, and sketches made earlier. 

Editing – independent review of the “final” draft before publication and 

performance, including producing the individual performer’s parts. 

Rewards – the hearing of the composition, your baby, for the first time, 

and not the crude financial recompense for your efforts. More importantly, 

the continued popularity and re-performance of your work year after year 

after year – resulting in immortality for the few “greats”. 
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All you composers out there – are you listening? Yes, everyone will have their 

own peculiar way of composing which may look completely different to that 

described. Whatever works and shakes ya boots!  

The reason for outlining the composition process is that I’ve used it as the basic 

framework, scaffolding so to speak, for my brass band transcription process. 

One which I have developed over the years, use today, and describe herein. 

Knock yourself out: use it, change it, or ignore this process. 

My assumption will be, throughout, that you’re like me: an amateur with access 

to notation software, and not as a full-time professional musician doing this as a 

primary source of income. Why? Because commercial necessities will surely 

impact on this process for certain. 

Read on, MacDuff, for here is my process for what it’s worth.  

 

STEP 1: The Brief 
 

This is the first step. Whether you physically receive an actual brief, or not, the 

components of this initial step remain pretty much the same. The key is to think 

before you invest too much time. Think before you leap! Here are some things 

that I consider before I get stuck in. 

Legality – We are about to copy someone else’s work. Copyright laws 

protect that person’s work until it becomes public domain (PD), which is 

unlikely to happen until decades after their death. If you want to know the 

laws, for there are many countries laws’ to consider, then go to University 

and study them. Me, I am just ultra-cautious when treading through this 

mine-field. If the work is not PD then you will need permission from the 

copyright holder, which is often not the composer but their publisher. 

Beware this may take time, involve contracts, and cost cash. An easy 

pitfall includes copying someone else’s arrangement of a PD work – this is 

breeching that arranger’s copyright! If in doubt always ask someone who 

thinks they know, double-check what they know, or consult an IPR lawyer, 

or preferably play it safe.  

Practicality – Can any orchestral work be transcribed for brass band? 

Yes. Will all orchestral works work well for brass band? No. There are no 

absolutes, here, only opinion. For the inexperienced arranger then 

choosing a work that will transfer easily is quite a common sense 

approach – enough said. For those more experienced comes a feel – a 

reliance on their judgment, drawing upon their failures and successes, 

plus a belief in the eventual outcome. I have a whole bundle of incomplete 

brass band arrangements that are work-in-progress. In other words, 

those where I gave up after starting because I couldn’t envision the final 
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end product: I wasn’t a good enough arranger to do the work justice or 

complete the job well. These incomplete brass band scores weren’t wasted 

time as I learnt an awful lot in making the attempt. The key is that your 

opinion on whether an arrangement will work is by far the most 

important. Listen to others but trust yourself more.  

Accessibility – Brass bands is an amateur medium – ok, historically 

there’s the odd exception. There are literally hundreds of brass bands 

around the globe. From the much-loved community band to the premier 

named elite bands. The spectrum of commitment, musical prowess, and of 

virtuosity is therefore vast. If your chosen work for transcription is 

technically difficult, or uneasy on the ear, or heavily reliant on rangy solo 

lines, or lasts for 45-plus minutes, then it is likely that only a handful of 

bands will be able to play it or have the opportunity to play it in public. - 

That is, even if you got your arrangement across their bandroom doorstep 

in the first place. This shouldn’t stop you in your choice, but consider what 

expectations you have in how often, where, and by whom you would like 

the piece played. Honestly assess how many bands could and would be 

willing to play it? 

Library fodder-ity – If I’m going to invest a lot of time in transcribing a 

work for brass band then I would, preferably, wish to be the first to make 

that transfer between worlds. What I wouldn’t choose to do is piece that’s 

been done a dozen times over. This is especially the case if, in my 

opinion, there’s a really good transcription out there already. There would 

be nothing unique about what I would do and why take the wind out of 

the sails of someone else’s creditable work? Considering all of this won’t 

prevent me from doing a particular arrangement, it is simply a sensible 

question to ask oneself before moving on. 

Availability – How are you going to get your finished, pristine, and 

wonderful arrangement to all those bands out there? The advent of the 

internet, clever notation software, email, self-publication sites, brass band 

forums, et al has changed things dramatically over the last decade or so. 

It used to be either: (a) through a publisher, or, (b) photocopied hand-

written manuscripts posted 2nd class at great expense in buff envelopes. 

By the way, I have not printed a hard copy of any of my arrangements for 

5 years. If some smart person could develop plasma screen music stands, 

hot-wired to the net, then I can, with hand on heart, say I could seriously 

contribute to saving the rain forest. The poor old librarian would 

appreciate such an innovation, too, for sure. 

Popularity – Classical radio stations have become very popular. This 

shouldn’t be a surprise for the classical world of music is terrific, 

extremely varied, and more accessible than ever – god bless DAB and the 

mp3. One thing these successful stations have learnt is that there are the 
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mainstream classical favourite works, popular with the majority of its 

listeners, and then there is the rest of classical music. The most successful 

stations are, predominantly, commercial and being classically popular is a 

necessity for them in respect of income. These stations rarely veer off this 

safe middle-of-the-road ground. What this shows us, especially if you are 

arranging for some financial reward, is that you’ll have to consider 

popularity of the music very keenly. I have taken a not-for-profit 

approach. All my arrangements have been free of charge to-date. Taking 

this commercial stance means that I can, in fact, choose from a wider 

selection of orchestral works and stray off this safe ground from time to 

time – arranging remains my hobby for heaven’s sake.  

Connectivity – For me this is the most important component at this 

stage of the process. Maybe a new-age word for what is simply about 

emotion. I only arrange music that I love and that I can connect to. That 

passion feeds the dedication it takes to sit down for hours in front of my 

PC banging in notes. It may also be a tad evangelical of me, in that I wish 

others from the brass band family to grow to love the piece as I do.  

Occasionally I’ve arranged music I didn’t appreciate and, I feel, those 

arrangements didn’t get the care and attention they needed in retrospect.  

 

STEP 2: Sketches 
 

This next step is out of sequence with our generic composer’s process. There’s a 

good reason for this: we’re not composing! After I’ve mused over the “brief”, 

and my chosen orchestral piece has passed with flying colours, I sketch. 

What this involves is taking 2 or 3 or more very short exerts from the orchestral 

piece and producing a brass band score of these few bars only. Call it 

prototyping.  

Now, don’t go selecting the easy bits or the bits with the best tunes. I always 

choose a section that looks the most difficult to transcribe. Then I’ll always 

choose the opening and closing few bars plus any transitional sections, if any. 

Often this’ll take quite a bit of time (a day or so) and I make sure that these 

handfuls of bars are refined until I feel that it could even be performed. NB: if I 

was friendly enough with a local band I might even take these few bars along for 

a trial run. 

What all of this does is to increase my confidence in the outcome: the completed 

brass band transcription will be practical, possible, workable, and achievable 

without having committed weeks of my time and been disappointed at the end. 

The prototype is then carefully put to one side. I may return to it, but I may not. 
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STEP 3: Inspiration 
 

Why does a brass band arranger need inspiration? The piece of music has been 

done. We are simply in transfer mode. I need inspiration in terms of ensemble, 

colour, balance, and all such things that will point to achieving a good brass 

band transcription. My inspiration comes best by employing the following 

method through this step of the process. 

If I’m going to score a fairly significant orchestral work (longest I’ve done is ~18 

minutes) then what I will always do is put the original orchestral score into the 

notation software before I start band orchestrating in anger. I don’t bother with 

all the details of the score. I simply put in the notes without dynamics or slurs 

etc. There are some good reasons why I do it this way and the main advantages 

I’ve found are: 

• Most orchestral scores have errors in them. This is a great way to wheedle 

them out by listening to playback and using your keen ear; 

• Once the notes are in, it is a pretty straightforward task to cut & paste 

directly into your brass band score as it develops; 

• Most importantly, and the inspiration bit, I find that I learn the orchestral 

score inside out after spending 2/3 weeks banging notes into my PC. I 

start to hear, see, and determine how it’ll be scored as a brass band piece 

whilst I’m faced with this electronic orchestra for so long. I don’t start 

orchestrating cold with a blank manuscript in front of me. 

True, this method may seem a bit labour intensive and dull, but it does save you 

time downstream and does provide inspiration and a head-start on the vitally 

important step of brass band orchestration. NB: don’t under-estimate the value 

of taking this step. Try it. Experiment. 

 

STEP 4: Orchestration 
 

I’d like to spend a little more time on this section of the paper, probably because 

it’s the most important in my view. If you’re a good orchestrator then you’re 

more likely to arrive at a very good arrangement of your classical work – seems 

silly to state the obvious, doesn’t it? Brass band orchestration skills are crucial to 

deliver a good or great arrangement. - Simply selecting a great piece, or even 

having the luxury of having an elite band play it, will not cover-up poor 

orchestration efforts, no doubt about it.  

Within this section I have covered numerous orchestration topics, individually, 

rather than trying to discuss this complex subject as a whole. 
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What makes a good orchestrator for brass band? 

If you gave me the most basic melody line of the nursery rhyme “3 Blind mice” 

and then asked me to score it for piano, then I’d surely mess it up. I know what 

a piano is. That it has black and white keys and normally a person with 2-hands 

and 10-digits strikes them with dynamic effect. I may even know what the 

pedals do and have read a paper on “so you want to score for piano, do you?”. 

This is all superficial knowledge and doesn’t mean that I can orchestrate the 

simplest nursery rhyme for piano all that well.  

What I lack is intimate knowledge of the piano, both technically and in 

performance. What works well and what doesn’t. What passages can and can’t 

be played by 2-hands. How best to get the best out of the piano. The list of what 

I need to know about the piano is endless, that is, if I want a great arrangement 

of this simple nursery rhyme. Then by analogy, I would need intimate knowledge 

of the brass band if I wanted to end up with a great arrangement for brass band. 

Now, no giggling at my use of the word “intimate”, please, as I deliberately use 

this word to emphasise the importance of understanding the brass band as an 

instrument - inside out - on paper, in the bandroom, and on-stage. 

A few times I’ve heard well-educated musicians, not intimate with the brass 

band, say how restrictive a brass band is in its textures, range, colour, etc. What 

utter bunkum. They simply lack the required intimate knowledge. 

Now stop, all of you! Right now, just stop. Don’t you dare contact me to explain 

that a full symphony orchestra has this and that and a brass band hasn’t. Guess 

what, I know. My point is that someone with intimate knowledge of a brass band 

has far more appreciation of its capabilities, subtleties, textures, colours, etc., 

than someone looking at it superficially, no matter how well-educated they may 

be (or think they are). When you love someone you see things that others do 

not. Lovers of the brass band, also, see what others cannot. That’s intimacy in 

this context. I believe you need to get intimate to be a great orchestrator of the 

brass band. NB: it isn’t an accident that the greatest band orchestrators, 

throughout our relatively short history, have loved brass bands – just think 

about it. 

Ah, you say, but I’m not from your world and I want to arrange for brass band. 

Well, my advice, is read what you can read, but then you’re gonna have to get 

ya hands dirty. Here are a few ideas for your brass band blind date: 

• Look at ‘great’ band scores, and not necessarily orchestral 

arrangements. The best scoring hides within original works in my opinion. 

• Go to a brass band rehearsal. More than just one with one band. All 

brass bands are unique. They may look the same, but each has its 

strengths, weaknesses, skills, and deficiencies. And beware, it is possible 
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that the rehearsal will be devoid of anything classical and may wholly 

consist of musical dits and the trivial. Why is that so often the case? 

• Conduct or play with a band. Nothing like getting really dirty and 

learning at the coalface if the opportunity arises. 

• Listen to recordings, but remember these are very often sterilised and 

homogenised offerings. A bit like a marketing photograph of a celebrity – 

the lighting is just perfect, make-up is perfect, skin blemishes have been 

electronically removed, and the colour adjusted using the latest imaging 

software.  

• Go to a brass band contest. In the main, the brass band is a sporting, 

competing animal. So, to see it in all its finery the best place is at a 

contest.  Wonderful experience. Everyone dressed up in their tribal dress. 

Where each band, whatever their standard, is shown off at its very best. 

Well, in most cases – drat those nerves and fiddly passages! 

The above advice is almost equally true for anyone who believes themselves 

already intimate with the brass band. Why? Since I stopped playing in a band 

I’ve found that I’ve listened more. Stood slightly back and truly listened, 

studied, and appreciated. The other week I went to a band contest. Believe I 

heard every performance in one particular division. Spoke to the performers and 

some conductors in the bar before the results were announced. It’s amazing how 

many of them, players and stick wavers alike, couldn’t get a real feel for how 

they played. All of them had ears and, I believe, they were all in the hall at the 

time of their performance.  

Their problem, as it was for me when I played, was that they dwelt on the worst 

aspects of their performance rather than the best. I even spoke, before it was 

known, to the winning conductor, who was deeply conscious of the number of 

split notes in the challenging middle section. I wasn’t oblivious to these minor 

blemishes; however, what I heard was a truly rounded interpretation and a fine 

execution of a classic work. It was marvellous.  What I have learned since I 

stopped playing is to appreciate interpretation, execution, and sheer 

performance over the rest of the claptrap that I used to think so important.  

During that contest day I was listening as an orchestrator and someone who 

appreciates a good brass band. I was not someone intent on counting splits or 

sucking teeth at any hint of intonation issues under contesting duress. Now, 

adjudicators please get back in your box! Let us all repeat the mantra: it is a 

truth that even the greatest contest performance of all time was not perfect. 

Anyway, I digress, my point is that even if, as an arranger, you are from the 

brass band family you may have to re-visit how to see, hear, and appreciate the 

brass band before you exercise your orchestrating muscles on a piece of music.  
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Listen to great performers 

It goes without saying that listening to great performers play the orchestral 

version of your chosen work will help you to sculpt the best brass band 

orchestration. These performers are special because they often find things in the 

work that even the composer didn’t know was there. On occasion, I have been 

known to mark tempi and nuances (rit, rall, etc) that a great performer used in 

my brass band score that were not marked in the original orchestral score. 

Purists out there may shirk at this, but I’m sure brass band stick wavers 

welcome all the help they can get from the score. Surprisingly I have found 

Youtube a valuable resource for seeking out a variety of performances, not 

necessarily all great, but you do get a wide college of interpretations. 

After listening a few times I find myself making notes of “..horns prominent in 

that section..” or “....solo cornet with delicate accompaniment in this section”. I 

scribble these notes directly onto my copy of the orchestral score until it looks 

like an inkwell spider has drunkenly crossed it. NB: make sure your score ain’t 

from the local library and then blame me. 

 

Understand the intent 

I cannot stress too highly what I’m about to say in its importance with regards 

to brass band orchestration. The composer sets out to convey emotion, or 

images, or a story in their music. It is vital that you appreciate what it is they 

are trying to communicate to the listening audience. As arranger, you must 

ensure that what the composer intended to convey you are singularly faithful to 

within your brass band score. Truly, not much else matters. If the music is 

vibrant and you orchestrate dully for brass band then the composer’s intent will 

have been compromised. It’s like singing an aria without understanding the 

emotional state of the operatic character. Crazy! 

If you don’t take the time and take the care needed to understand the 

composer’s intent then it would be like using the online Babelfish translator to 

translate Shakespeare – you’d get a result from Babelfish, for sure, but all the 

rhythmic poetry would most certainly be lost in translation.  

Understanding and protecting the composer’s intent is super-critical.  

 

Paint a picture 

This is a technique that I’m using more and more. Not sure whether I can 

explain it well enough for you to understand, but I’ll have a stab at it. I want to 

air it, at least, so that it can help to break the paint-by-numbers approach to 

orchestration, eg. Violins = cornets, Cellos = Euphs, etc, which more often than 
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not delivers the poorest brass band scoring results and is mimicking of the first 

order.  

If, for one moment, we image a blank canvas, with paints, brushes to hand and 

that through our orchestration we are going to paint a picture onto that blank 

surface. The composer has painted an orchestral picture, but what colours and 

shading would you use to paint a brass band picture?  

I’m not trying to be aloof, here, I’m just attempting to get away from the 

mechanics of lips, breathing, fingering, and so on, and treat a brass band as a 

spectrum of colours and tones to be used to convey the composer’s orchestral 

picture. A bit too high-brow? Let’s try another tack. 

 

 Bright tones Mellow tones 

Treble Cornet Flugel (high) 

Alto Cornet (low) 
Trombone (high) 

Flugel 
Tenor horn 
Euphonium (high) 

Tenor Trombone Baritone 
Euphonium 

Bass Trombone (low) Basses 

 

Above is a basic (greatly simplified) colour palette for a brass band. Now, I’m 

not suggesting you use this palette, or even this method, but try-out the 

following experiment.  

• Study the palette and the colours I’ve used. If the colours don’t 

work for you then change them to suit yourself. Now, listen to a 

passage from an orchestral piece. Don’t look at the score, listen 

only and closing your eyes may help.  

• What colours do you see? Which colour do you imagine for each 

solo line or ensemble entry? Where is that colour on our band 

palette? Will you have to blend two or more colours together for the 

colour you hear? What are the brass band instruments that provide 

that colour upon this palette? 

By using colour association in painting a brass band picture it may, potentially, 

help retain the integrity of the composer’s orchestral picture in your 

transcription. Clearly, and more importantly, we avoid the paint-by-numbers 

pothole remarked upon earlier. 

If you find the brass band palette approach not to your palette then read the 

next section, Ensembles. This section peals away my ethereal poncing on this 

subject and discusses it a little more pragmatically. 
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Ensembles 

One of the useful approaches I take to orchestrating for brass band is not to 

think of the brass band as 25 brass players with 2 percussionists and someone 

who stands in-front waving their arms and making the occasional grunt. No, I 

now think of a brass band as one entity: one instrument with 25 brass voices. 

The more you think of individuals the more you notice them, and the less you 

think of the overall sound, colour, and emotion that these voices can convey as 

a whole.  

The great thing about this 25-voice instrument is that it’s versatile. You don’t 

have to be all-guns-blazing all the time, ie. all brass voices, all the time. As an 

orchestrator, we can switch between the tutti ensemble of a full brass band, 

switching voices on and off to change the texture, colour, mood, or simply just 

the dynamic. 

You say: that daft Geoff, he doesn’t know that I know this. Geoff, this is really 

stating the obvious and I’m a little insulted. I do realise that smaller ensembles 

exist within a brass band.  

Yes, it is true that what I’m stating the obvious, but I must say it. On numerous 

occasions I’ve played original and orchestral arrangements that, either, used 

ensembles poorly or didn’t use ensembles at all, eg. everyone blasted all the 

time throughout the piece and it was truly monotonous.  

My advice in this area is as follows. 

From experimentation, experience, or just listening, we can get a pretty good 

idea which ensemble works in any given situation – which mix of brass voices 

conveys the mood of the music, volume, style, thus getting the best out of the 

brass band. Ensembles that best allow a solo horn to play a mournful melody 

line or an ensemble that signals the entrance of our hero in the composer’s 

storyline. Whatever the situation, within your chosen orchestral piece, there will 

be the right ensemble (mix of voices) for that movement, that passage, that 

very moment or subtle nuance. But what mix works when? 

I have studied many great band scores (original works, mostly). I’m still doing 

so today. This has provided me clear guidance on what ensemble works best in 

what situation. What a repository of knowledge! Why would you ignore it? What 

great brass band work (original or otherwise) reflects the character of the 

orchestral piece you are about to arrange? Seek out that score and study its 

orchestration. Try contacting a local band and chat to their librarian. Even just a 

few minutes with the right score could provide in-sight and inspiration for your 

transcription. Doing this is not breaching copyright. What we are doing is 

learning from a master orchestrator on what is best for a brass band. We’d be 

fools to ignore such resources. For example, if you wanted to produce the most 

classical (with a small ‘c’) brass band sound possible you can’t go wrong by 
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looking at Eric Ball’s “Journey into Freedom”. If your chosen piece required a 

greater variety of sounds and colours then, may be, studying John McCabes’ 

“Cloudcatcher Fells” would be useful. Now, there are plenty of other great 

scores, so which one aligns closest to your chosen orchestral work? – do you 

take my point?    

Over time you may even be able to build-up a list of ensembles (voice mixes) to 

use in any particular situation – your own orchestrator’s library, so to speak. I 

won’t bore you with a protracted list of ensembles within the brass band, as I 

don’t know them all, and some that I use may not even work. Here are just a 

few gud ‘uns that will be familiar to you and may be trusted.  

Principal cornet 
Assistant principal 
Solo Horn 
Principal euphonium 

Flugelhorn 
Tutti trombones 

Principal cornet 
Assistant principal 
Solo Horn 
Principal trombone 
Eb bass 

Front row 
Flugelhorn 
Solo Horn 
1st Baritone 
Tutti trombones 
Principal euphonium 
Eb basses 

Tutti cornets 
Tutti trombones 

Tutti cornets 
Tutti horns 
 

Tutti horns 
Tutti trombones 
Tutti euphs 
Bb basses 

Tutti trombones 
Tutti baritones & euphs 
Tutti basses 

 

Now, these are just a few, but just think about each ensemble in turn that I’ve 

listed. What are its characteristics and how would an orchestrator use them? 

Taking flugel with tutti trombones as an example: this ensemble is 

characteristically dark and moody. A chorale comes to mind rather than a 

scherzo. Of course, this ensemble could play a scherzo, but my point is that this 

ensemble’s dominant characteristic is dark, stately, and moody. 

Just think if we had a complete list of all the various band ensembles with their 

dominant characteristics listed, too. What we would have would be the very 

building blocks of good orchestration at our fingertips.  

Let’s try this out on another ensemble: tutti cornets and horns. What would this 

ensemble’s dominant characteristics be? Think. Have you come up with a view? 

My view would be: bright, treble, lively, articulate, and flourish. How does it 

compare to your description? I bet it’s not too far away. 

With this ensemble understanding we could, literally, listen to any piece of music 

and detail its characteristics and moods. eg. during a particular passage the 

mood is dark and brooding. We would refer to our imaginary list of ensembles 

and immediately pick-up flugel with trombones. Of course, this is an over 

simplification of the orchestration process, but hopefully you understand my 

meaning.  
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Bit at a time 

Don’t set off expecting to start orchestrating at the start, then each section in 

sequence, and ending up neat and tidy in the coda. It won’t happen this way. 

You’ll get stuck or you may have thought through the ending but not the 

opening. No problem. Create a blank brass band score template of the whole 

piece – start to finish and without scoring. Work on sections in any order that 

feels right to you. Do be careful and ensure continuity between sections when 

you start to join each section with one another.  

 

Key signature 

For many, what I’m now going to say is musical sacrilege. I know, but I’m still 

going to say it. A brass band is a chromatic instrument. It can theoretically play 

in any key that you give it. That is in “theory” it can. A brass band (its players) 

has a couple of strange characteristics that are pretty much universal across the 

globe. (1) Brass bands become less and less comfortable the further they 

migrate from the concert key of Bb, and (2) Brass bands are more comfortable 

playing in minor rather than major. I have stereotyped, of course, but it is a 

universal truth nonetheless. Although you could transcribe your chosen 

orchestral work in its original key, you might well be slamming squarely into 

these strange phenomena that I’ve described. Faced with a concert key of E-

major, many bands would take flight, dropping your arrangement in the gutter 

on their way back into their burrow. Look on the bright-side: there are many 

instruments that can only play in one key! Anyway, am I telling you not to keep 

to the original key in your brass band arrangement – NO, just take careful note 

of what’s been said.  

NB: I do not recommend the ironing away of relative key modulations – now, 

that would be sacrilege, even though some arrangers have brutally done it.  

 

Rangy ranges 

One thing that probably all of you have mused over is that the range, especially 

upper octave range, that a symphony orchestra possesses is enormous 

compared to what a brass band can normally deliver on a regular basis.  

The fact is, is that the brass band has enough of an octave range without having 

to press the squeeze-your-cheeks-together-and-hope-for-the-best button. Sure, 

if measured, there are a few octaves less, but with skilful orchestration the 

listener will never know the difference – if the listener can’t tell, then why should 

it be an issue?  

As arrangers, our primary objective is to reflect what the composer was 

intending to convey to the listener, but using a brass band rather than a 



So you want to transcribe a classical work for brass band, do you? 

 

Page: 14 of 21  

© 2010 G Colmer (geoff_colmer@hotmail.com) 

symphony orchestra in doing so. Our objective is NOT to precisely impart the 

piccolo part on to the soprano cornet and watch them faint in attempting to play 

your arrangement (NB: this has actually happened on-stage). This may be 

amusing to the trombones looking on, but has virtually no musical merit, let me 

tell you.  

It is far more critical to get mood, emotion, textures, colours, with all the 

essentials of a good band orchestration, than to precisely map absolute octaves 

between scores.  

If we haven’t, we will likely end up with a brass band arrangement that sees half 

the band screeching in the gods and the other half grovelling around the 

basement. This would be as far from a brass band sound as you could get. Let’s 

not forget that, essentially, a brass band sound partly comes from all 

instruments playing in these relatively close octaves. Moreover, screeching 

cornets give me indigestion. 

My advice is let go. Don’t be too focussed on what octave (treble, alto, tenor, 

bass, or contra) that a phrase or line appears in. Get the ensemble right and 

dynamic right, first and foremost. 

 

Invention 

I believe that great transcriptions are those that are excellently orchestrated, of 

course, but they will also feature invention in their scoring. That is, trying 

something usual and unexpected. I’m not suggesting sticking 3 octave violin 

arpeggios onto Bb bass, but this exaggeration illustrates my point.  

My advice is to take a risk here and there. Avoid the conventional. This may lead 

to setting new orchestration standards that others, including myself, will want to 

follow. 

By the by: I love the Bb bass. It is the bed rock upon which the unique sound of 

a band is built. I have known a few virtuosi Bb’s that could play 3 octave 

arpeggios, too.  

This paper is the ramblings of a mad-man. What I say, is what I believe, and not 

necessarily what you should believe. The advice I offer is what I’ve learnt and 

shouldn’t constrain you in your transcriptions. Let loose. Don’t be afraid to push 

the envelope. This is where your greatness will lie. 
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Percussion 

Now, I’m no expert, far from it. My experience is based on my playing in a bass 

section with the kitchen situated just behind me. I heard them crashing and 

banging for quite a few years.  

From a brass band arrangers perspective let’s cover a few points rather than 

discussing details. And, if you need help then speak to a drummer, sorry, 

percussionist – knife, fork, knife, knife, fork..... 

a) Not every band is endowed with 3 virtuoso percussionists. If your 

transcription is targeted at a wide spectrum of bands then you may have 

to look at priorities and identify these within your score, eg. please play 

this in preference to that which is optional. 

b) Percussion can add a great deal of colour and effect to your brass band 

transcription. So, you may wish to consider instruments not featured in 

the original orchestral score. By the way, there’s no law against 

introducing percussion not in the orchestral score. Adding tuned 

percussion in particular is worthwhile considering and often I use glock 

and xlyo where they can add value to the brass ensemble. 

c) It is not mandated to exactly copy the orchestral percussion directly into 

your brass band score. You can copy the percussion verbatim, but 

consider point (a) and, more importantly, point (b). 

 

STEP 5: Revision 
 

So, your first draft band score is complete. Below are a few pointers on what 

next and helpful advice during score revision. 

Balance 

I cannot emphasize too greatly the importance of balance. The amount of times 

as a player, with a pretty good band by the way, that we had to contort and 

manipulate balance to allow a featured or solo line to be audible within the 

ensemble was countless. This was caused primarily by thoughtless orchestration 

without due consideration of balance.  

Some examples: 

• A solo baritone cannot sail above a full band playing at forté. It ain’t 

practical. The baritone has a unique sound, it is wonderful to behold, so 

why spoil it by over-cooking the accompanying parts and spoiling the 

balance? Very naughty. This is equally true for all other soloists, more or 

less. 
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• The cornet section plays a major chord at pppppppp. The sop and all of the front 

play the upper note G. This must surely be poor balance? The laws of 

physics dictate that lower notes in that chord are less auditable than those 

higher, so why place 5 players (50%) of the cornet ensemble on a single 

note in the chord. Daft and careless! The balance across that chord should 

make the balance bottom heavy, not top heavy. Sure, if the dynamic were 

greater and you wanted more brilliance in the sound you may adjust the 

balance to a more treble bias, In this pppppppp example it should not be so. 

• See later section on Dynamics. 

 

Workload 

A brass band is made up of human beings that breathe, have sore lips, have 

daytime jobs, get hot, get cold, get bored, and have a finite time to practice 

their skills. They are not superhuman and can do certain things well and find 

other things very difficult. As an orchestrator we have to be sympathetic to the 

human element in a brass band, especially where there’s such diversity in 

individual playing skills and real physical practicalities to consider.  

There is a long and technically difficult run in your arrangement. It’s quite tricky, 

but playable, and is at forté throughout. Your arrangement is not intended as a 

test piece, so is this run fair on the humans in the band? You decide. Would 

providing a divisi reduce the overall integrity of your arrangement and, more 

importantly, the music itself?  

You look at the first draft of your score and realise that the solo horn never has 

chance to rest – s/he is playing throughout. Is this fair or will fatigue creep in 

and tuning suffer? You decide. 

Your arrangement has quite a bit of percussion in it. At one point a glock is 

followed by a xylo, then tubular bells, and again back to the glock. Is it likely 

that all instruments will need to be played by the same person? Is there time to 

move between instruments without s/he knocking kit over and spoiling the 

performance in a dazzling scene of clumsiness that you instigated? You decide, 

but keep reminding yourself – human beings, human beings, human..... 

Dynamics 

Hold on, you say, my orchestral score has all the dynamics already there. Why 

are you mentioning it at all? I retort, that is so young Skywalker, but a brass 

band isn’t an orchestra and vice-visa. Oh no, Geoff’s repeating himself yet again!  

It is quite possible that all the dynamics are ok, but it’s worth looking at them 

and determining whether they are appropriate in your brass band score. Many 

times they are not. 
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Some of the reasons why this is so, namely: 

• An oboe playing forté is nothing like, say, a solo brass voice playing that 

dynamic in a brass band. The two aren’t comparable; 

• The orchestra orchestrator will have considered the dynamic capabilities of 

each instrument when assigning relative dynamics, eg. Strings at double-

forté but brass at forté only. Any such adjustments need to be ironed out 

in the brass band score; 

• The brass section in an orchestra often plays an impact role (forté 

instrumentation) in the work. This impact will diminish or may be lost 

completely without some adjustment of dynamics and orchestration for 

band – before, during, and after the brass section entry; 

• Orchestras are comfortable about playing in the dynamic extremes, ie. 

ffffffffffffffff, ffffffffffff, ffffffff, ffff, and pppp, pppppppp, pppppppppppp, pppppppppppppppp. Frankly, brass bands are generally not 

so comfortable, so some slight adjustment to dynamic or orchestration is 

more likely to retain the effect the composer was trying to achieve.       

For example: tutti cornets, a3, a2, followed by a single cornet voice will 

achieve a quietening (not softening) effect in your brass band score 

without the need for the dynamic extremes of pppp, pppppppp, and pppppppppppp.                    

NB: a very famous brass band conductor once said “..the softest sounds 

come when everyone is playing quietly, not the fewest playing quietly...” 

– very wise words indeed; 

• Some of the older repertoire in the classical world has few or even no 

dynamic marking. Listening to performances will help you assign 

dynamics where no guidance is provided; 

• Professional performers in orchestras, especially in featured lines or solos, 

will often shape the music in a particular way not marked in the score. If 

you like this then why can’t you add additional phrasing and dynamics to 

your brass band score to copy this approach? Of course you can do this; 

• Simple practicalities: asking a flugel to play pppppppppppp on a high-G may be ok for 

a test piece, but are you being fair? The poor flugel player would either be 

having sleepless nights over what you’ve asked them to do or will simply 

ignore it completely, blow louder, and then the ensemble balance will 

probably be all shot to pieces. Will the integrity of your transcription be 

ruined if you mark the flugel pppp or even mmmmpppp and adjust the accompanying 

ensemble in support? I doubt not; 

• Many exciting works will have long, long passages of ffffffff with the string 

section belting it out, then the woodwind, brass and percussion 

interjecting and sticking in their two-peneth. It sounds great, wow! There 

are two reasons why I’d consider changing the dynamic when putting this 

into a brass band context: (i) fatigue, playing excessively long passages 

at such loud dynamics will impact on intonation for most bands, (ii) it’s 

too much for the listener (ffffffff tutti cornets ≠ ffffffff violins, dynamically 
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speaking). This would be a bit like listening to heavy-metal for 3 hours, 

with your left ear pressed against the loud speaker. I’m not suggesting 

marking it down to pppp, but even marking the occasional passage down to ffff, 

or breaking the ensemble up so that certain players get to take their 

bucket off their chops for a few bars will help intonation and lessen the 

blood oozing out of the listeners ears. This point is equally true for the 

quieter extremes in long passages; 

• Your orchestration may mean that a solo line may potentially be lost in 

the colours, textures, or, possible muddiness of the brass band scoring, 

eg. solo horn in low register accompanied by horns, baritones, and 

basses. It may be that we have to change the scoring or adjust dynamics 

to compensate in your score – see earlier section on Balance.  

So, all in all, this is why I spend a little time looking at the dynamics set by the 

composer and then, more often than not, tweaking them a little so that it sits 

better with a brass band. 

 

Play it back in different ways 

What a great innovation the midi playback on some of the notation software 

packages. OK, so you can never get a PC to sound like a brass band in full flight. 

It does give you a rough approximation and I find it extremely valuable. Mostly 

because I don’t always have to hand a brass band when I’m scoring on my PC in 

my front room – not enough room. 

In playback of your draft score, don’t always listen to the tutti band. Try 

listening to just the cornets, or cornets and horns, or bass end only. What this 

does is to help your ear focus on the detail within this smaller group. Often I 

have found glaring errors by doing this when I couldn’t hear an issue during tutti 

playback. 

 

The “Look” 

When you have orchestrated a section, or when all sections are complete in their 

initial draft, I would take a break. Work on other things but take your eyes off 

your draft score for a little while. You need to take a short mental rest and re-

visit the draft score in a day or two. At this point, it is the only time that I’ll ever 

consider printing a hard copy. Print off your draft score and endeavour to review 

the score with fresh eyes. Forget that this piece of music was ever orchestral; it 

is just a brass band piece of music and you have no other reference source. Ask 

yourself a very important question: does this look like a brass band score or 

does it look like an orchestral transcription? Now, this may seem like a perfectly 

stupid question, but I don’t think that at all. The answer should always be: brass 
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band. A good transcription would be as if the composer had taken their sketches 

or piano score and gone straight to brass band without migrating through a 

symphony orchestra. If the answer is that it looks like an orchestral transcription 

then identify what makes it so and see whether changes will improve matters. In 

my view, all transcriptions should look as if it were originally written for brass 

band. 

Useful exercise: pick up 2 band scores with one an original work and the other a 

transcription. See the difference? 

 

STEP 6: Editing 
 

You have your final draft of your brass band score. You’re pleased and want it 

out there and being played. There are some final quality checks of your score 

that can be done. These being: 

• Don’t simply extract the parts and publish. Look at each part as if you 

were being asked to play it. Read each line of the individual part carefully. 

See if anything leaps out as being odd or overly difficult, whereby 

adjustments in the scoring could help ease. Are enough rehearsal 

references in-place? After solos have the tutti been called-up again? Are 

all mutes in and out as expected? Is the part readable when stuck on a 

music stand? All detail checks. 

• Get someone else to check over your score. You’ve been looking at it for 

so long that you may miss the obvious. 

  

And, finally... 

Well, there you have it. My view of brass band arranging. Not the view, but a 

view. Someone once said to me, a publisher, that brass band arrangers were 

two-a-penny. From his perspective that may be true, however, there are few 

great arrangers and the jury is still out as to whether there are great arrangers 

remaining active today. May be you could be or become the next great? 

For me the ultimate arranging challenge would be for a brass band contest. 

Why? It is, without a doubt, a rare opportunity where so many wonderful brass 

bands commit so many hours of preparation and intensity of performance to a 

single piece of music. For that piece of music to be your interpretation of an 

orchestral work is an enticing prospect.   

In recent years the orchestral transcription has become less featured within our 

most famous contest arenas. I don’t have a reason why, but suspect that they 

have become less fashionable off the contest stage as well as on. Whatever the 
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reason, it is a crying shame. I will stand the corner, in debate with anyone, that 

even a good orchestral arrangement, not great, is far better that some of the 

original works of recent times. Like a fine meal, we need a balanced diet of the 

new “original” and orchestral transcription, and not simply year after year of yet 

another air & variations based upon an original noise. Super-G’s on the euph 

with 16 octave slurs surely providing a true test? - of boredom & pyrotechnic 

predictability, that is. 

There are centuries of musical resources that brass bands can tap in to that are 

in the public domain. The exciting fact is that each and every year even more 

orchestral material becomes available, as the public domain frontier inches 

forward.  

Before I leave you, always remember: 

Choose your piece wisely, 

Don’t mimic or paint-by-numbers, 

Get the orchestration right, 

Be faithful to the composer’s intent, 

Make sure the score looks and sounds like a brass band.  

 

Being a tad philosophical, are the inherent skills of arranging waning with the 

famous arrangers of the 50’s and 60’s long lost to us? Not sure, but I’ll look 

forward, sincerely hoping that all arrangers out there get scribbling, get noticed, 

and get on the contest stage! May be we should shoal to improve confidence and 

visibility? 

I shall not dwell on such things as I have my new orchestral transcription to 

work on. Is it great? Well, I’ll keep trying and hoping.......... 

Geoff Colmer 
July 2010  
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Post Script 

Is it just me, or is our brass band world incapable of writing down why and how it does what is does? What do 

I mean? Well, here are some examples of “how to” papers that would have helped me (or, do they exist and I 

just didn’t find them when I most needed them?). 

How to be a winner on the contest stage. 

How to prepare a band for performance. 

How to avoid loading kit on and off the coach (healthy cornet players’ edition). 

How to take the player you are in the bandroom onto the contest platform. 

How to train a band and develop its potential.  

How to play a solo with confidence. 

How to be the best bass section that you possibly can be. 

How to avoid buying a beer on contest day. 

etc.etc.. 

 

Disclaimer 

The onset of the internet means almost free and unlimited access to information. This coupled with recent 

someone-must-be-to-blame-so-I’ll-sue culture means that I must have a disclaimer. My disclaimer is that this 

white paper is a tissue of lies. Anyone who is stupid enough to believe any of it, and then injure themselves or 

others, financially or otherwise, is plainly an idiot of the first order. Anyone nicking bits of this paper and then 

claiming it as their own will have to live with the thought that I don’t like them very much. If anyone finds 

issue with the content or views within the paper then I’ll happily wave to them across the bar at the next 

contest event. You have all been clearly warned! 

 

 

   

 

 

  


