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The Trumpet: -A Guide To Transposition 
 

Preface 
 
After many years of playing the trumpet in various orchestras and as a tutor for 
Birmingham Schools’ Symphony Orchestra I am attempting to make a short guide 
to the crazy world of transposition on our instrument. 
Why do we have to transpose?  Simple answer is that most of the trumpets in the 
world are pitched in B flat so the notes we play are in fact lower by one whole tone 
than what is written.  (e.g. a written C  will sound as a B flat)	

	
Therefore to play a simple melody at the correct pitch we have to “transpose” to 
offset the difference.  
 

 
This well-known example played on The B Flat Trumpet will sound: - 

 
To play in “C major” we play a tone higher. Ergo: - 
 
 
 
 
With its extensive repertoire from over five centuries why is it not written out? 
With the help of computer technologies this has, to a certain extent, been done.  
However for the vast majority of pieces it is a “work in progress”. To understand 
further I shall deal briefly with the historical development of the instrument and 
the context this has for the modern player. Then follows tips and techniques 
covering the musical aspects of transposition that the young trumpeter needs to 
grasp. The volume concludes with complete extracts and suggestions for additional 
repertoire. 

4



The Trumpet: -A Guide To Transposition 
 

Historical Context 
 

The trumpet as we know today has not always taken its currents shape and size 
and it is its historical evolution that has generated the need for the technique of 
transposition. 
 
In its simple form the Trumpet was a length of brass tube that could play a few 
notes of what in physics is known as the harmonic series. The arrows point to 
pitches that are “out of tune” to the modern ear. This series of notes, with the 
exception of the first note, is easily played on The B flat trumpet by pressing all 3 
valves down.  

 

	
 
From The Tehuti Research Foundation “Horns/trumpets were known in Ancient 
Egypt since its very early times. Generally, trumpets in Ancient Egypt always 
appeared in pairs. With the typical two horns: one was sounded at dawn, the other 
at dusk. 
Buq/buk is an Egyptian (not Arabic) word that means mouth. It was out of the 
divine mouth (Ra) that the divine sound (Tehuti) came, with the harmonic series 
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(over- and under-tone series). The more or less conical horn (al-buq) has survived in 
the Spanish terms: alboque, alboquea, or albuquea. 
The Egyptian trumpet was straight, like the later Roman tuba, or the present-day 
trumpet. Ancient Egypt had a variety of trumpets. They were generally 2 to 3 feet 
(60-90cm) long, and made of brass or bronze, with mouthpieces, and with flares or 
bells at the other end.”   

 
The Trumpet took a long time to be established as a musical instrument. The 
instrument that we often now call “The Natural Trumpet” was around from circa 
1600. This silver one was a gift by Sir Joseph Williamson (1633-1701) to Queen’s 
College Oxford. It was used to summon members for lunch. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
In the hands of very good players the instrument was capable of playing very 
melodically in the upper “clarion” register by extending the harmonic series
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Monteverdi wrote for clarini in his opera L’Orfeo 

 
 
This trumpet part is written in C and would have sounded as written.  By 
changing the length of the trumpet buy using crooks the instrument could be made 
smaller so that it played in D.  The composers would indicate which key they 
required but would write the music in C.  Here made by Matthew Parker is a set of 
crooks and yards to make a Trumpet in C or A Trumpet in D 

 
 
The Trumpet pitched in either D or C became to instrument which the great 
composers such as Purcell Handel and Bach wrote for. The trumpet players of this 
era became very well paid for their skill of playing in this very high “clarion” 
register. 
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Here are two famous pictures  of :-  
 
Valentine Snow who played 1st trumpet for G F Handel 
It can be seen in Fenton House in North London (National Trust) 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Gottfried Reiche who played for J S Bach (notice the shape of the trumpet) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
The art of the high trumpet playing died out in the early eighteenth century as the 
trumpet players who formed themselves into guilds, gradually priced themselves out 
of the market. 
 
In the classical era the trumpet became less of a melodic instrument but was used to 
great effect by the great composer’s of the day Haydn Mozart and Beethoven. 
Although the players did not have the range and the lip dexterity the instrument 
developed more crooks and yards so it now played in more keys. So we now have 
Trumpet in E flat, E, F, shorter trumpets and also Bb and A. longer instruments 
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Here is a modern version of the trumpet of that period made by Fraize and 
Marques. 
 

 
 
The composers still wrote everything in C but indicated which key they wanted the 
trumpet pitched in. In most “classical repertoire” only the open harmonic series 
notes where used. This made the repertoire a bit limited with the trumpet often only 
used in the loud tutti sections often supported by timpani. For the modern player 
playing this repertoire on a valved instrument it became necessary to transpose the 
music from the written C major into the correct key. 
 
Her are a few examples. (visit http://imslp.org/wiki/Category:Composers to 
download complete parts) 
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During the early part of the nineteenth century the valve was invented. It first 
appeared in French military bands and as a result “The Cornet à Pistons” 
appeared in the orchestra.  The earliest composer to incorporate the cornet into his 
music was Hector Berlioz. He would write for 2 Cornet à Pistons alongside 2 
natural trumpets. The cornet parts appeared in Bb pitch but also in A. The 
instrument of the time would have had slides to change key in the same way, as did 
the natural trumpets. In the case of the cornet it was simply a longer tuning slide 
and leadpipe 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For the modern player we are faced with playing early cornet parts “in A” which 
are now completely chromatic, having to transpose a semitone lower. 
Here is an example from The Roman Carnival Overture by Berlioz 
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The cornet was to sit alongside the trumpet for the whole of the 19th century in 
addition to Berlioz; Tchaikovsky used the 4-instrument combination in pieces like 
The 1812 Overture and The Capriccio Espangnol.   
(full examples of all the above repertoire are contained on the media disc). 
 
The trumpet was to gain valves very shortly after the cornet but it was at this stage 
in its development that created the need for transposition later on. The horn had 
followed a similar path in its history of crooks and valve but instrument makers 
settled on a horn pitched in F. The trumpet took on a different path. The 
“Romantic Trumpet” to coin a phrase was pitched in F with slides to drop the pitch 
into E Eflat D C and Bb. This is a modern copy made by Egger. It is a copy of 
such instruments of the period made by Antoine Courtois (circa 1856) 

 
 
On a visit to New York in 2012 I visited The Metropolitan Museum, contained in 
their musical instrument collection is an original with additional slides. 
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This, sometimes called  “The Long F Trumpet” was the instrument used in 
orchestras, up to and beyond the 1st World War, with leading composers, such as 
Tchaikovsky, Dvorak, Mahler, Sibelius, Elgar and Vaughan Williams all adding to 
the repertoire. This form of the trumpet was eventually to be replaced by the shorter 
length trumpets pitched in Bb, A, C and D. Here is a picture from a very early 
catalogue. 
 

 
 
	
After World War 1 composers used to score for different types of trumpet. So the 
French, such as Ravel preferred the smaller C Trumpet. In Germany, Russia and 
England the B flat Trumpet became the norm.  Some composers, William Walton, 
used both C and Bb in different pieces. Benjamin Britten nearly always wrote for 
the C Trumpet.  In the 1910s the small D trumpet started to be used by some 
leading composers. Stravinsky uses a Piccolo Trumpet in D in his Rite of Spring. 
In Ravels’ Bolero the “Petite Trompette in Ré” appears with brilliant effect at the 
end. It was invented in 1890 by Belgian instrument maker Victor Mahillon, to 
play the high trumpet parts in music by Bach and Handel.  This lead onto the 
development of the modern Piccolo Trumpet pitched in B flat or A. 
 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

13



	
As a result of its history, the modern trumpet player comes armed with collection of 
different types of what is basically the same instrument. The required skill of 
transposition becomes a pre-requisite in today’s musical scene. It can be summed 
into two distinct needs: - 
 

1) The need to transpose the vast repertoire of music written for trumpets in up 
to 8 different keys. Bb C D A Eb E F and G 

2) To facilitate the performing of the repertoire when using a different trumpet. 
For example playing Bach trumpet parts written in D on a Piccolo 
Trumpet pitched in A.  

 
My own collection of trumpets has grown over the years to include:- 
 

1) The standard Bb Trumpet –  A Vincent Bach Strad and a Ganter rotary 
valve trumpet which I use for Germanic repertoire (Brahms etc) and a 
Yamaha Chicago 

2) A French Besson C Trumpet 
3) A Shilke  D and Eb Trumpet  
4) Selmer G Piccolo Trumpet, which is great for the Vivaldi double, and all the 

Bach Cantatas written in C. (Eg. Cantata 51) 
5) A Yamaha Long Bell Piccolo pitched in Bb and A 
6)  A Ganter rotary valve D and Eb  
7) A Shargerl Piccolo in Bb and A 
8) A Blessing Flugal 

In addition I have various Natural Trumpets that play in all the keys from A-F 
I also have various old instruments for historical awareness, below is an old F 
Trumpet and my “Keyed –Trumpet” in Eb on which I have performed the Haydn 
Concerto. 
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
Trumpet in B flat

Working Guide for Transposition


Example 1 really sounds a tone lower


To play it at what is known as "Concert Pitch" on a B flat Trumpet
 we have to transpose a tone higher


Trumpet in C - Transpose Up a Tone


Trumpet in F - Transpose Up a Perfect 5th


Trumpet in A - Transpose Down a semitone


Trumpet in E flat- Transpose Up a Perfect 4th


Trumpet in D - Transpose Up a Major 3rd


Trumpet in E - Transpose Up an Augmented 4th


Trumpet in H- Transpose Down a semitone


Trumpet in F Alto - Transpose down a perfect 4th

                 

                 
                 

                 
                 

                 
                 

                 
                 

                 

                 
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Tips and Techniques 
 
 
Having to transpose can be very daunting for the student but resist any temptation 
to pencil in the notes above or below the part.  Use time in a rehearsal to study the 
part; there are always moments when the trumpets are not playing for what 
sometimes is a long time. As always, any new skill will need extra practice and a 
fair degree of patience till you gain confidence.  If possible start with parts in C. 
This is the most common need for the trumpeter. In addition learn to play songs 
easy tunes at pitch.  Parts in F are the next to tackle, as there is a lot of repertoire. 
Tackling the “Classical repertoire (written for a natural trumpet) is a good starting 
point for all the keys.  Parts in A E D and E should follow.  
 
A good theoretical understanding of interval is essential so do the theory grades and 
try to gain a visual realization of intervals.  Play intervals on a keyboard. 
 
Listen to recordings of works- there is no shame in playing along with them. Learn 
to count the bars rests – in your section use the technique of tapping the knee when 
you reach a rehearsal figure.  Study orchestral scores and learn the repertoire. Find 
out what is in your orchestras’ concert season. Avoid having to “Sight Transpose”   
 
Go to live orchestral concerts - watch the professionals at work and gain inspiration 
from them.  
 

Bumpers –  Doubling 
 
In many youth orchestras you may well find you are doubling on a part. This is 
not ideal but generally apart from occasional tuning issues is workable. It can be to 
an advantage where a section is long and tiring. Make use of the technique of 
“bumping” certain section so as to allow players to a have a rest. 
 
Don’t forget the “foot-shuffle” when a member of your section plays a solo section. It 
builds teamwork and is always nice for the player 
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Extract List 
All examples are taken from the Pertucci (IMPSL) website 
http://imslp.org/wiki/Category:Composers	
Beethoven 
Symphony No. 5-  Trumpets in C 
Dukas 
The Sorcerers Apprentice – Trumpets in C  
Holst 
Suite:The Planets Trumpet in C 
Sibelius 
En Saga -   Symphony No.2 - Trumpet in F 
Tchaikovsky 
Symphony No.4 - Trumpet in F 
Symphony No.5  - Trumpet in A 
Bizet 
Carmen Suite Trumpet in A 
Berlioz 
Overture Roman Carnival – Cornets in A Trumpets in D (natural) 
Elgar  
Pomp &Circumstance March No. 1 Trumpets in F Cornets in A 
Rimsky-Korsakov 
Sheherazade  Trumpet in A and Bb 
Beethoven 
Symphony No.2  Trumpet in D (Natural) 
Dvorak 
Sympony No.8   Trumpet in F C and D 
Verdi  
Overture Nabucco  Trumpet in D 
Beethoven 
Symphony No.3  Trumpet in Eb and C (Natural) 
Tchaikovsky 
1812 Overture Trumpet in Eb 
 



Rossini 
Overture William Tell  Trumpet in E (natural) 
Dvorak 
Sympony No.9   Trumpet in E C  
Verdi 
Overture The Force of Destiny  Trumpet in E 
Tchaikovsky 
Overture Romeo and Juliet  Trumpet in E 
R Strauss 
Symphonic Poem  Don Juan   Trumpet in E  
Transposition Chart  
English Italian French German From Bb From C 
Trumpet Tromba Trompette Trompete   

C DO UT C up M2 as written 
D RE RE D up M3 up M2 

E b MI b MI b Es up P4 up m3 
E MI MI E up tritone up M3 
F FA FA F up P5 up P4 
G SOL SOL G up M6 up P5 

A b LA b La b As down M2 down M3 
A LA LA A down m2 down m3 

B b SI b SI b B as written down M2 
B SI SI H up m2 down m2 

major maggiore majeur Dur   
minor minore mineur Moll   

flat bemolle bémol ces   
sharp diesis dièse cis    

	
Some Unusual Transpositions 

There are a few unusual transpositions. 
Trumpet in H  - Brahms Symphony No. 1 & No.2   
                     On a Bb Trumpet transpose up a semitone. 
Cornet in G    in some Rossini Operas  
                    On a Bb Trumpet transpose down a minor 3rd 
Trumpet in F Alto   Shostakovich Symphony No.1 
  Rachmaninov Symphony No.3 Rimsky –Korsakov Suite La Coq D’Or 
                  On a Bb Trumpet transpose down a 4th. 



Allll extrtracts frfrom httttp://imslp.org/wiki/Catetegory:Composers
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NABUCCO
Sinfonia

Trompette 2 en Ré Giuseppe VERDI

(1813-1901)
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Further Repertoire 
 
This is a suggested list of pieces that have been performed by 
Birmingham Schools’ Symphony Orchestra. Many are available online 
free to download.  Those marked * are parts that are hire only, but 
many can be find by using an internet search engine. 
 
Beethoven  
All 9 Symphonies  Trumpet in C D Bb F Eb D  
Mozart  
Symphony No.39   Trumpet in Eb   
Symphony No.s 36 &41  Trumpet in C 
Symphony No. 38  Trumpet in D 
Haydn  
Symphony No.104   Trumpet in D  
Symphony No.103    Trumpet in E flat 
Brahms 
All 4 Symphonies   Trumpet in C H D F E 
Dvorak  
Synphony No.7  Trumpet in D C F 
Cello Concerto  Trumpet in E 
Tchaikovsky   
Symphony No.6   Trumpet in Bb A 
Berlioz 
Overture Corsair  Cornets in Bb Trumpets in C 
Nielsen  
Symphony No. 4   Trumpet in C 
Ravel 
Bolero   Trumpet in C D (piccolo) 
Elgar  
Cockaigne Overture Enigma Variations  Trumpets in F 
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Bartok 
Concerto for Orchestra *  Trumpet in C 
Britten 
Four Sea Interludes*  Trumpet in C D (piccolo part) 
The Young Persons Guide To The Orchestra*   Trumpet in C 
Maxwell –  Davies  
An Orkney Wedding with Sunrise *  Trumpet in C 
Stravinsky 
Ballets Firebird Petrushka The Rite of Spring  Trumpets in C Bb D 
Walton 
Symphony No.1* Belshazzars Feast Coronation Marches 
 Viola Concerto* Trumpet in C 
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