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Abstract

Meet Mr. Roberts:
George Roberts’ Influence on the Modern Bass Trombonist
David J. Krosschell

The purpose of this research is threefold: (1) to describe the context in which George
Roberts contributed to the evolution of the modern bass trombonist; (2) to discuss and
describe the repertoire, literature, recordings, and instruments that surround George
Roberts’ life and career; and (3) to both qualify and, if possible, quantify the impact that
George Roberts has had on the approach and careers of a sample of modern bass
trombone experts. This document begins by discussing the history of the bass trombone
and provides the context in which the bass trombone began, evolved, and persisted
until George Roberts began his career. The second chapter outlines the biography of
Roberts based on previous literature, interviews, and insights from Roberts himself. The
third chapter describes two convergent timelines of historical events. The first section
outlines a series of serendipitous events in Roberts’ career which led him to gain
notoriety and influence over the functionality of the bass trombone in the minds of
composers, arrangers, fellow performers and, ultimately, bass trombonists of following
generations. The second section of this chapter describes important innovations in the
recording and home audio industry during the post-WWII era and how these innovations
and their timing served as a catalyst for Roberts’ career. The fourth chapter outlines
Roberts’ influence on bass trombonists of both his and later generations by reviewing
the results of a cross-sectional survey designed by the author. The fifth chapter
consists of a series of material reviews (including solo repertoire; method, etude and
orchestral excerpt books; pedagogical articles; related recordings; and associated
instruments) from two time periods: those in existence prior to George Roberts’ first
album and those which came into existence during and after that period. The final
chapter aggregates all of the primary and secondary research outlined above and
substantiates Roberts’ multi-faceted influence over the modern bass trombonist.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The bass trombone has long been considered an instrument of effect, rather than
a medium for melody. Throughout its history, many composers have failed to recognize
the influence the bass trombone can contribute both in terms of melodic presentation
and its traditional supportive role. However, beginning in the 1950’s, George Roberts’
lyrical approach helped to transform the bass trombone from an instrument of effect into
a melodic tool. The purpose of this research is threefold: (1) to describe the context in
which George Roberts contributed to the evolution of the modern bass trombonist; (2) to
discuss and describe the repertoire, literature, recordings, and instruments that
surround George Roberts’ life and career; and (3) to both qualify and, if possible,
quantify the impact that George Roberts has had on the approach and careers of a
sample of modern bass trombone experts.
Chapter 2 begins by discussing the history of the bass trombone. It provides the
context in which the bass trombone began, evolved, and persisted until George Roberts
began his career. In addition, this chapter outlines relevant research that has already
been conducted on George Roberts’ life, career, style, and approach in the form of a
literature review. The purpose of this chapter is to set the stage for the remainder of the
document.
Chapter 3, entitled “The Early Years”, is biographical in nature and is based on
previous literature and personal interviews with Roberts himself, as well as many
interviews by other authors over the past fifty years.

The chapter outlines the

1

circumstances under which Roberts began playing the trombone, as well as who and
what influenced him during his early years. In addition, this chapter contains information
on some of George Roberts’ earliest performances, his time in the military during World
War II, and his post-secondary music education following the war. Lastly, it describes
Roberts’ earliest professional jobs with the Ray Robbins Band, Gene Krupa’s ensemble,
and finally, with the Stan Kenton Orchestra. In conjunction with this review, the chapter
describes Roberts’ switch from tenor to bass trombone during the same time period.
Chapter 4, entitled “Timing and Technology”, describes two convergent timelines
of historical events which took place after World War II. The first section outlines a
series of serendipitous events in Roberts’ career which led him to gain notoriety and
influence over the functionality of the bass trombone in the minds of composers,
arrangers, fellow performers and, ultimately, bass trombonists of following generations.
This material is taken mostly from interviews conducted with Roberts over many
decades (1970’s-2000’s).

Interviews with Roberts’ long time friend and colleague

Nelson Riddle, Riddle’s biography, and Riddle’s own book on arranging (Arranged by
Nelson Riddle) all add integral insights into this topic. 1 The second section of this
chapter describes important innovations in the recording and home audio industry
during the post-WWII era and how these innovations and their timing served as a
catalyst for Roberts’ career. The information for the technology section is extracted
from interviews with Roberts and a number of other professional bass trombonists (such

1

Riddle, Nelson, Arranged by Nelson Riddle. Secaucus: Warner Bros. Publications, Secaucus, 1985.
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as Bill Reichenbach and Dennis Bubert) as well as books by two experts in the field of
sound recording history, Andre Millard and Mark Coleman. 2,3
Chapter 5, entitled “A Survey on the Influence of George Roberts” outlines
Roberts’ influence on bass trombonists of both his and later generations. This research
was conducted by way of a cross-sectional survey of current experts in the field of bass
trombone. In addition, the survey was accompanied by a compilation of Roberts’
recordings as a point of reference.

The survey was delivered to a wide array of

professional bass trombonists, both current and retired. Twenty four completed surveys
were returned by players of various employ in the field of bass trombone and provide a
convenience sample of bass trombonists from the past 55 years. Results of this survey
are summarized and reviewed on a question-by-question basis, followed by concluding
remarks regarding the overall influence of George Roberts on the survey participants.
Chapter 6 consists of a series of material reviews (including solo repertoire;
method, etude and orchestral excerpt books; pedagogical articles; related recordings;
and associated instruments) from two time periods: those in existence prior to 1953 and
those which came into existence during and after 1953. The year 1953 was chosen as a
proxy for the introduction of George Roberts into the field of bass trombone. It was in
1953 that albums featuring George Roberts were released by Stan Kenton, including
New Concepts of Artistry in Rhythm and The Kenton Era. In addition, this chapter
includes a subsection of material reviews over which Roberts had direct influence
(defined by the author as (1) solos written for or by Roberts; (2) etude and method
books which Roberts wrote or contributed to; (3) articles which Roberts wrote or
2

Millard, Andre. America On Record: A History of Recorded Sound. New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1995.
3
Coleman, Mark. Playback. Cambridge: Da Capo Press, 2003.
3

contributed to; (4) recordings that prominently featured Roberts; and (5) instruments
that Roberts played or endorsed).
The final chapter (Chapter 7) is a general review of the research conducted by
the author and encompassed in this document, as well as a final synthesis that
substantiates Roberts’ multi-faceted influence over the modern bass trombonist. It is
the author’s intent that this document add to the breadth of literature available to
academics and performers on the subject of George Roberts and his ability to utilize
relationships, new technologies, and his unique gift on the bass trombone to gain
widespread recognition. This paper then translates Roberts’ recognition into impact and
influence on the modern bass trombonist by providing novel insights into Roberts’
overall impact on a select group of experts that currently work in the field.
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Chapter 2: The History and Evolution of the Bass Trombone

In order to better understand the circumstances surrounding George Roberts’
entrance onto the professional music stage in the late 1940’s, and therefore why
Roberts was so unique and important, a brief synopsis of the history of the bass
trombone and its repertoire is presented in the following pages. It includes the origins of
the instrument, its use during various periods in history by certain composers, the
physical changes it has undergone over time and, most importantly, its role in music
across the centuries of its existence. Roberts redefined the role, technical acuity, and
expectation of the bass trombone as compared with other points throughout history
The history of the bass trombone is riddled with speculation and, while the origin
of the trombone is hidden in the shadows of medieval European history, experts can
hypothesize when the trombone may have come into existence. Galpin suggests that
an instrument with a dual telescopic slide was available during the fourteenth century
and began in Northern Italy. 4 This charge is based on the use of the terms ‘sacabuch’
and ‘saquebute’ during that time period. 5 While there are no instruments that have
survived from the fourteenth century, there are artistic representations beginning in the
early fifteenth century. 6

In addition, Tinctorius references the technique of the

instrument in his De inventione et usu musicus (1487). 7 Galpin also cites documents
4

Galpin, Francis W. “A Textbook of European Musical Instruments.” London: Williams & Norgate, Ltd.,
1946.
5
Galpin, Francis W. “Old English Instruments of Music.” Chicago: A.C. McClurg & Co., 1911.
6
Naylor, Tom. “The Trumpet & Trombone in Graphic Arts 1500-1800.” Nashville: The Brass Press, 1979.
7
Baines, Anthony. “Fifteenth Century Instruments in Tinctorius’s De Inventione et Usa Musicae.” The
Galpin Society Journal 3 (March 1950) : 21.
5

from the court of Henry VII that mention the use of four sackbuts in his private musical
ensemble (circa 1495). 8 Furthermore, the sixteenth century includes even more
references and pictorial evidence of the trombone, including those of Sebastian
Verdung in his Musica getutscht. 9
The earliest preserved instruments are from the mid to late 16th century. 10 An
instrument by Erasmus Schnitzer can be found in the German National Museum in
Nürnburg, circa 1551. Other examples include instruments by Anton Schnitzer (1579),
Cunrat Linczer (1587), and Pierre Colbert (1593). 11
In terms of appearances of the bass trombone, the earliest reported incidence
was in Michael Praetorius’ Syntagma Musicum (1618-1620). 12

Here, Praetorius

includes a visual representation of an entire consort of brass instruments, including two
‘Quart-Posaunen’, or bass trombones. The ‘Quart-Posaunen’ has a handled slide as
well as extra wraps of tubing in the bell section. It also appears to have movable tuning
slides. In Praetorius’s Theatrum Instrumentorium (1619), he describes the entire family
of ‘posaunen’: an alto in D, the tenor in A, quart-posaune in E, quint-posaune in D, and
an octav-posaune in A (an octave below the tenor). 13
The principal uses of the trombone in the 16th and 17th centuries were, in addition
to cornetts, to support vocal parts in many churches throughout Europe, as seen by the
works of Giovanni Baptiste Gabrieli and Heinrich Schütz. 14 The mellow timbre of the

8

Galpin, Old English Instruments, 1911.
Naylor, Trumpet & Trombone, 1979.
10
Bate, Philip. The Trumpet and Trombone. London: Ernest Benn Press, 1978.
11
Carse, Adam. Musical Wind Instruments. London: Macmillan and Co. Ltd., 1939.
12
Praetorius, Michael. Syntagma Musicum. ed. David Crookes. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986.
13
Carse, Wind Instruments, 1939.
14
Leonard, Charlotte. “The Role of the Trombone and its AFFEKT in the Lutheran Church Music of
Seventeenth-Century Saxony and Thuringia: The Early Seventeenth Century.” Historic Brass Society
Journal (1998) : 57.
9
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Renaissance trombone, as well as its ability to play chromatics and its wide range,
made it a perfect substitute and/or enhancement to the vocal parts in liturgical music.
The first written instrumental music with specific instrumental designations for the
trombone can be found in Gabrieli’s Sonata pian e forte from his composition Sacrae
Symphoniae (1597). This piece calls for two instrumental choirs, one consisting of a
cornetto and three trombones (presumably alto, tenor, and bass). The other choir is
similar, but replaces the cornetto with a violin. Gabrieli also calls for twelve trombones
to play the vocal lines of one of his canzone, specifically the alto, tenor, and bass parts
in each of the three choirs.
Meanwhile, in Germany, the trombone could be found in many places, thanks to
the Stadtpfeifern. Stadtpfeifern (translated ‘City Pipers’) were civic employees whose
purpose was to provide music at all civic festivals and processions. 15 A group closely
related to the Stadtpfeifern was the Thürmer, or tower watchmen. The purpose of the
Thürmer was to sound the hours, warn of enemy approach, and sound an alarm in case
of fire. 16

Eventually, the services of the Thürmer were required at not only civic

ceremonies and festivals, but also church services and dance festivals. Notably, in
England sackbuts were being used by the royal family and were mentioned in the
account of the funeral of James I in Westminster Abbey in 1625. 17
By the Baroque era (17th - mid 18th century), the trombone had been delegated
for use in religious services and little more in continental Europe. 18

There was,

however, one important exception. Claudio Monteverdi was one of the first composers

15

Bate, Trumpet and Trombone, 1978.
Brown, Leon. “A Brief History of the Trombone.” Southwestern Brass Journal (1957).
17
Lumpkin, Royce. “A Historical Survey of the Trombone.” (photocopy), 1974.
18
Bate, Trumpet and Trombone, 1978.
16
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to use trombones in his operas, albeit, very selectively. In his Orfeo (1607), Monteverdi
utilizes the trombone’s association with religion and the supernatural to his advantage.
Trombones enter into the opera for the first time during the representation of Orfeo’s
descent into the underworld. In addition, Antonio Cesti makes use of the trombone to
similar effect in his Il pomo d’oro (1668). The tradition of utilizing the trombone in
representation of the supernatural continues well into the Classical Era. Interestingly,
unlike the rest of Europe, secular music in England continued to employ the use of
trombone in the 17th century. In his Music for His Majesties Sagbutts and Cornetts
(1661), Matthew Locke calls for two cornetts, alto, tenor, and bass trombones. By the
end of the century, however, trombones fell out of style when they were summarily
replaced by the French bassoon. 19
The early 18th century marked a major decline in the use of the trombone,
especially in England and Italy. That said, the trombone was still sparingly used in
liturgical music during this time. The trombone is found in a few of J.S. Bach’s cantatas;
however, in Cantatas numbered 25, 118, and 135 the trombone does have
independence from the vocal lines. 20 Notably, on the rare occasion that George
Frederic Handel would call for trombones, the only ones that were available in all of
England were those designated for the King’s band. 21
During the early 18th century In Germany, the trombone fell into disuse due
partially to the decline of the Guild system (members of which included the Stadtpfeifern
and Thürmer), although less so than the rest of Europe. During this same period,
Nürnburg also became far less of a center for brass craftsmanship and playing.
19

Lumpkin, Historical Survey, 11.
Ibid.
21
Bate, Trumpet and Trombone, 1978.
20
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However, the trombone did benefit from town musicians, or Stadtmusiker, who were still
in great use throughout Germany. In southern Germany, these musicians often
supplemented their income by playing in court orchestras and operas. 22
After the French Revolution (1789), Napoleon reestablished the court orchestra
in France and did not include the trombone. Composers at this time still called for them
from time to time, including Christoph Willibald Gluck and Antonio Salieri, but players
were often difficult to acquire. Due to the shortage of trombonists, composers often left
the trombone parts as optional and doubled them in other instruments. 23
Other composers who were making use of the trombone during the late 18th
century were Heinrich Schütz in his Symphonie Sacrae (calling for four trombones,
undoubtedly one of them being bass trombone).

In his Abendmusiken und

Kirchenkantaten, Dietrich Buxtehude made the earliest known reference to trombone
mute usage. Johann Joseph Fux also wrote interesting and challenging parts for the
bass trombone in his Sonato o Quatro.
One of the only bright spots for trombone in Europe during the Classical Era took
place in Vienna. In fact, some of the earliest solo repertoire for the trombone, albeit alto
trombone, comes out of Vienna during this time. Works by Georg Christoph Wagenseil,
Johann Georg Albrechsberger, and Michael Haydn were all composed during this
period.
At the same time, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart rarely wrote for trombones, but his
occasional inclusion brought forth some very technically challenging writing. The bass
trombone writing in his Requiem K. 626 is particularly exigent. There is also prominent

22
23

Lumpkin, Historical Survey, 12.
Ibid.
9

trombone writing in Mozart’s opera, Die Zauberflöte. Mozart’s liturgical writing contains
some excellent passage work for bass trombone, including Mass in C (K. 427), Mass in
C (K.317), and Vespere solennes de Confessore.
During the 19th century, the trombone was initially added to the concert
symphony orchestra.

Beethoven is often attributed with the first addition of the

trombone to a concert symphonic work in his Symphony No. 5, but in actuality a
composer by the name of Franz Beck included trombones in his Symphony in E-flat
(circa 1760). The 19th century also saw the rapid adoption of the trombone in almost
every musical ensemble. 24 Beethoven, while using the bass trombone sparingly, wrote
magnificently for it. One of the earliest melodic uses of the bass trombone appears in
the Andante Maestoso section of the final movement of his Symphony No. 9 (1824).
Beethoven also wrote his Drei Equali (1812) for four trombones, the lowest part of which
is for a bass trombone.
Great advances in brass making occurred in the year 1813 when Stözel and
Blümel adapted the valve to brass instruments. 25 This resulted in a flood of
experimental brass instruments through the middle of the 19th century. In 1839, C.F.
Sattler added a valve to the tenor trombone, thus creating the Bb trombone with an F
attachment. 26 Until this time, parts for the bass trombone had been played by an
instrument keyed in either F or Eb throughout continental Europe, and keyed in G in

24

Robin, Gregory. “The Trombone: The Instrument and its Music.” New York: Praeger Publishers, 1973.
Streeter, Thomas W. “The Historical and Musical Aspects of the 19th Century Bass Trombone.” ITA
Journal 4, no. 1 (1978): 23-24.
26
Lumpkin, Historical Survey, 15.
25
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England. Although not adopted wholly until the 20th century, Bb/F valve bass trombone
utilization began at this time.27
The earliest solo composition for bass trombone appeared in the early 19th
century. Composed by Ernst Sachse (ca. 1810 -- ca. 1850), the Concertino in F Major
was likely written for a Bb/F trombone.

Sachse was a trumpet player in the German

town of Weimarer-Hofkapelle during the composition of the Concertino in F Major and
although very little else is known about its exact date of composition or who it was
written for, it was likely written for Carl Traugott Queisser, the most prominent
trombonist of the day. 28
While many other composers utilized the bass trombone during the 19th century,
none did so to a greater degree than Richard Wagner. Most of his operas include
significant passages for bass trombone and some, like Der Ring des Nibelungen,
require the contra-bass trombone, an instrument which had fallen into disuse for
centuries until Wagner revived it in 1861. 29 The contra-bass trombone which Wagner
requested and C.A. Moritz supplied was keyed in Bb (an octave lower than the tenor)
and had a double slide. Since that time there have been many enhancements made to
the contra-bass trombone, including the addition of two valves and the raising of the key
up a fifth to F.
In the early 20th century, composers such as Richard Strauss and Gustav Mahler
specifically called for the bass trombone. In fact, Strauss called for more than one bass
trombone in Eine Alpensymphonie (1915). Mahler also requires two bass trombones in

27

Robin, The Trombone, 1973.
Streeter, Thomas W. “The Historical and Musical Aspects of the 19th Century Bass Trombone, cont.”
ITA Journal 5, no 1. (1979) : 33-36.
29
Robin, The Trombone, 1973.
28
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his Symphony No. 2 (1894) and Symphony No. 8 (1907). Furthermore, Béla Bartók
included a major addition to the bass trombone repertoire with his Miraculous Mandarin
(1924).
The first half of the twentieth century gave rise to more technically challenging
compositions involving the bass trombone. Richard Strauss’ Le Bourgeois gentilhomme
(1917) and Carl Nielsen’s Concerto for Flute (1926) call for bass trombone without the
usual addition of tenor trombones, and contain extended, exposed sections for the bass
trombone. The inclusion of the bass trombone in significant chamber works, such as
Igor Stravinsky’s Octet for Winds (1923), is also a deviation from common compositional
practices (i.e.: whole notes, loud effects, doubling in octaves with the tuba, etc…) for
use of the bass trombone.
Just over twenty years after the completion of Nielsen’s Concerto for Flute,
George Roberts began his career as a professional trombonist. The influence he would
exert over composers to write exposed, melodic parts for the bass trombone was
significant (as outlined by this document), although these types of passages were not
entirely new. Beethoven saw the bass trombone as a melodic tool, albeit a double for
the vocal line, in his Ninth Symphony. Sachse perceived the soloistic qualities of the
instrument and wrote his Concertino with that in mind. Gustav Mahler and Richard
Strauss thought highly enough of the bass trombone’s sonority that they included two
bass trombone parts in their Second Symphony and Eine Alpensymphonie,
respectively. Bartok also used the bass trombone’s soloistic qualities in his Miraculous
Mandarin. In addition, Wagner utilized the extreme low register of the bass trombone in
many of his works and called for use of the contrabass trombone sonorities as well.

12

Stravinsky, Strauss, and Nielsen all utilized the bass trombone in non-traditional ways in
their compositions.
As delineated later in this document, composers, such as Nelson Riddle, Alec
Wilder, and John Williams, utilized the aforementioned compositional techniques when
writing for George Roberts. However, these composers went a step further with each of
these techniques in order to accommodate Roberts’ unique abilities on the bass
trombone. It is Roberts’ remarkable execution and tasteful lyricism on recordings of
these techniques that would allow Roberts to influence the modern bass trombonist

Contributing Literature on George Roberts
The literature available, to date, concerning George Roberts and his career is
significantly anecdotal and in interview format.

Contained in these interviews are

Roberts’ reminiscences of various events in his career, childhood, instruments played
over the years, and his thoughts about various aspects of playing.
The first published interview of Roberts took place in 1978 by Tom Everett and
can be found in the 1978 ITA Newsletter in the article A Survey of Studio and Big Band
Bass Trombonists. It is part of a compilation of short interviews of commercial and big
band bass trombonists who all answer similar questions concerning influences,
membership in various groups, albums participated in, and equipment played. 30
The second interviewer was Charles Colin for the New York Brass Conference
for Scholarships in 1982. The article is entitled A Reflection of Love - Interview with

30

Everett, Tom. “A Survey of Studio and Big Band Bass Trombonists.” ITA Newsletter 5, no. 3 (1978) : 917.
13

George Roberts. 31

It entails a number of subjects as discussed by Roberts, including

his practice regimen, his musical influences and what current students of the instrument
should be doing in their personal practice time.
The next interview occurs two years later (1984) in the same book of
proceedings, this time interviewed by Bill Spilka. 32 Covered in this article are Roberts’
childhood musical memories, his first trombone, the beginnings of his professional
career, his musical influences, and how and why he switched from tenor to bass
trombone.
The next takes place in 1988 by Elécia Hill, this time in the ITA Journal and is
entitled George Roberts: Tribute to a Legend. 33 This is a compiled story of Roberts’
career as taken from the previous two articles, as well as Hill’s own interview with
Roberts.

It also contains a bit of misinformation concerning the date of Roberts’

inclusion on a recording session with Igor Stravinsky.
One of the more in-depth interviews with Roberts is printed in the Winter 1999
publication of the ITA Journal. 34

Michael Millar, a fellow Los Angeles studio player

interviews Roberts about everything from his musical beginnings and influences, to
getting started in the free-lance market of L.A., and advice on how to get and keep a
gig.
The first purely academic research done on the topic of George Roberts was
done by Craig Gosnell in his doctoral dissertation at the University of Miami, entitled
31

Colin, Charles. “A Reflection of Love-Interview with George Roberts.” New York Brass Conference for
Scholarships 12 (1984) : 10-12.
32
Spilka, Bill. “An Interview with George Roberts.” New York Brass Conference for Scholarships 12
(1984) : 32-35.
33
Hill, Elécia. “George Roberts: Tribute to A Legend.” ITA Journal 16, no. 1
(1988) : 22-30.
34
Millar, Michael. “George Roberts Tribute & Conversation.” ITA Journal 27, no. 1
(1999) : 40-45.
14

George M. Roberts: Mr. Bass Trombone. 35 Again, this is strictly biographical in nature,
compiled from past interviews, as well as the author’s own interviews with Roberts.
Another fairly comprehensive interview by Paul Hill is published on the internet
on the webpage of the Online Trombone Journal. 36 Taking place in 2004, Hill discusses
a wide variety of topics with Roberts, including his musical beginnings, switching to bass
trombone, getting the optimum sound, various moments in his career, choice of
instrument, and his sense of musical taste.
Keith Pawlak, staff member at the University of Arizona Library, interviewed
Roberts in 2005 as part of a personal oral history project. 37 This work is unpublished,
but its author graciously agreed to supply compact discs of the interview, as well as a
transcript of the interview in its entirety. Covered are topics including Roberts’ musical
beginnings, his time with the Krupa and Kenton bands, his relationship with Nelson
Riddle, and his involvement with Bones West.
Dr. Jonathan Yeager, for years a student and close personal friend of Roberts,
wrote his doctoral dissertation about Roberts’ lyricism and musicality. 38

Entitled

Interpretive Performance Techniques and Lyrical Innovations on the Bass Trombone: A
Study of Recorded Performances by George Roberts, “Mr. Bass Trombone”, this
document contains insight into Roberts’ musical thought process on various recorded

35

Gosnell, Craig R. “George Roberts (b.1928): Mr. Bass Trombone.” Ph.D. Diss., University of Miami,
2003.
36
Roberts, George. “Interview with George Roberts.” Interview by Paul Hill (Coronado Ferry, 12 August
2004). Online Trombone Journal, November 2004 [journal on-line] ; available from
http://www.trombone.org/articles/
library/viewarticles.asp?ArtID=257; Internet; accessed 6 June 2006.
37
Roberts, George. Interview by Keith Pawlak, 19 February 2005, Oceanside, CA. Transcript. University
of Arizona, Tucson.
38
Yeager, Jonathan. “Interpretive Performance Techniques and Lyrical Innovations on the Bass
Trombone: A Study of Recorded Performances by George Roberts ‘Mr. Bass Trombone.’” D.M.A. Diss.,
University of North Texas, 2006.
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works. This research was, again, taken from interviews with Roberts, but delves deeper
into Roberts’ style than any previous work.
A few works authored and co-authored by Roberts himself did appear in the
1960’s. Roberts agreed to contribute an exercise from his own daily practicing to Paul
Tanner’s trombone method book Practice With The Experts. 39 This exercise revolves
around flexibility, tone quality, and increasing agility in the trigger and pedal register.
In 1966 Roberts authored his own method book, with exercises and etudes
aimed at similar results as the previous book, but going far more in depth. Roberts
includes written direction with all of the exercises in order to better help the student
working on them. This book is entitled Let’s Play Bass Trombone. 40
Finally Roberts authored a short article for Music Journal magazine, titled The
Bass Trombone and I.

41

Contained in this article are Roberts’ thoughts on his own

career, as well as the aspirations of young musicians (bass trombonists in particular).
He is quick to encourage young musicians to work hard, enjoy what they are doing, and
to keep a level head. Lastly, he gives a word of advice to the parents of aspiring
musicians.
As can be seen be the available information, much is known about George
Roberts and his career. However, little, if any, research has been conducted on the
impact and influence Roberts has had on bass trombonists since his career began.
Bass trombonists can agree that Roberts had an impact, but what kind of impact and
how wide his field of influence covered is little known. This document will attempt to
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qualify and, when possible, quantify the influence of George Roberts’ career on the
modern bass trombonist.
The literature outlined above discusses Roberts’s musical influences, including
Frank Sinatra, Sarah Vaughan, Nat Cole, and Tony Bennett; as well as his trombone
influences, including Jack Jenney, Urbie Green, Tommy Dorsey, Bill Harris, and Jack
Teagarden are referenced by Spilka, Charles Colin, Paul Hill, and Tom Everett. 42,43,44,45
Spilka’s interview also ties these influences to Roberts’ lyrical style.

Furthermore,

Roberts makes reference to his associations with Nelson Riddle in his own article, as
well as those by Millar, Elécia Hill, and Paul Hill. 46,47,48

Roberts discusses his

equipment choices, including instruments by Conn, Yamaha, and Kanstul throughout
the various articles. In addition, Roberts’ personal practice examples and advice are
discussed in articles by Spilka, Colin, and Paul Hill, as well as in books written by
himself and Paul Tanner. Primarily solid fundamentals of brass playing are discussed,
including long tones, lip slurs, flexibility, and low register stability. The dissertation by
Dr. Jonathan Yeager, entitled Interpretive Performance Techniques and Lyrical
Innovations on the Bass Trombone: A Study of Recorded Performances by George
Roberts, “Mr. Bass Trombone, is focused on performance practice and goes into detail
concerning Roberts’ playing style and various aspects encompassed by it (i.e. rubato,
ornamentation, octave displacement, articulation, and phrasing.) The primary research
involved with Yeager’s document was through interviews with Roberts.
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Final Thoughts
As can be seen by the available information, much is known about George
Roberts and his career. However, little, if any, research has been conducted on the
impact and influence Roberts has had on bass trombonists since his career began.
Bass trombonists can agree that Roberts had an impact, but what kind of impact and
how wide his field of influence encompasses is not fully understood. This document will
qualify and, when possible, quantify the influence of George Roberts’ career on the
modern bass trombonist.
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Chapter 3: The Early Years

This chapter outlines Roberts’ beginnings in music, musical influences and
education, and early professional career in music, culminating with a three year
membership in the Stan Kenton Orchestra. These early years in Roberts’ musical
education outline the beginnings of his lyrical style, his firmly rooted playing
fundamentals, and his early musical influences (both vocal and trombone.)
Getting to Know George
George Mortimer Roberts was born was born in Des Moines, Iowa March 22,
1928. 49 As a child, Roberts’ parents were supportive of both him and his older brother
joining the junior high school band. It was during these early years that Roberts first
learned of the trombone. Roberts’ brother played the baritone saxophone in the school
band, and when Roberts attended one of his brother’s band concerts, he became
enamored of the instrument that “goes back and forth.” 50 Wanting to be supportive,
Roberts’ parents discussed his interest in the trombone with the school band director.
Unfortunately, the band director told Roberts that his arms were not long enough to play
the trombone and that the clarinet would be a better instrument for him to play. 51
Although Roberts took up the clarinet at the suggestion, he found that he did not care
for it, saying that the clarinet gnawed at his teeth. Roberts pleaded with his mother,
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arguing that if he continued to play clarinet, he would end up in the hospital because the
reed vibrated his teeth. 52
Despite Roberts’ arguments, his parents would not let him switch instruments.
After playing clarinet for a short while and understanding that his parents were not going
to let him switch to trombone, Roberts finally took it upon himself to find a trombone
anyway. 53 A trip to Des Moines Music in downtown Des Moines, IA found Roberts
staring at an old, dust covered trombone on the top shelf in the store. He asked how
much it would cost, and the clerk quoted him a price of five dollars. He raced home to
tell his father about the instrument he had found. In response, his father told him that
he would stop in to see it after work the following day. 54
Roberts suffered through the following day at school, expecting that he would
have a trombone when he arrived home that evening. Racing home after the final
school bell, Roberts ran through the back door to find his parents in the kitchen. He
asked his father about the trombone he had found; his father’s response was “George, I
saw that trombone. I wouldn’t give that guy a nickel for that thing.” 55 Entirely deflated
by the news, Roberts threatened to run away. Quickly throwing a few necessities into a
bag, Roberts ran out the back door, determined to do just that. Finding himself half-way
down the alley in the quickly darkening evening, Roberts made the wise decision to run
away the next morning. He stomped back into the house and found his parents, again,
in the kitchen. His father told him to get in the living room. Certain he would be
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punished, George trudged into the living room, only to find a brand new Super Olds
trombone laying there in its case. 56,57
Thus began the musical career of George Roberts-- a career that was almost
over before it began. His father, now fully in support of Roberts’ aspirations, arranged
for trombone lessons with a local Drake University student, Jack Dalby. During the next
few years, Roberts continued to take lessons with Dalby, learning the importance of
brass fundamentals through long tones and lip slurs. 58,59 Interestingly, one of the first
things that Dalby asked Roberts to do was to “get the greatest sound in the whole
world… then we will learn what to do with it.” 60 Also during this time, Roberts’ father
took him to hear a concert presented by the U.S. Marine Band. Roberts’ has indicated
in numerous interviews that the performance of Bob Isele, the Marine Band's trombone
soloist, was a highly motivating and influential factor in his musical education. 61,62
Career Beginnings
Roberts’ first gig was playing with his brother-in-law’s (Vernon Graham) weekend
dance band.

Roberts’ mother asked Graham if George could play with them, and

Graham agreed to write out the songs, as long as George was willing to learn and play
the songs well. Unbeknownst to Roberts, this decision would have a lasting impact on
his career.
George got ready for his gigs with Graham by listening to recordings of the songs
that were to be included on the set list, and imitating those recordings in his own
56
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playing. 63 Some of the trombonists he attempted to emulate included Tommy Dorsey,
Jack Jenney, and Jack Teagarden, all of whom were great masters of melody as well as
fundamentally sound trombonists. 64 Roberts worked hard and learned the tunes well
enough to play weekend jobs at the local VFW with Graham’s band. Throughout his
high school summers, Roberts would play with a local big band in Riverview Park. It
was in this venue that Roberts made his first attempt at solo playing (age 12) on
Gershwin's Summertime. Sadly, having been convinced by a fellow band member to
have a sip of blackberry brandy to calm his nerves before the performance, young
Roberts couldn't make a sound when the tune started and was quickly sent back to his
seat, utterly humiliated. 65
When Roberts was 17, he decided to avoid the armed services draft by joining
the Navy of his own accord. 66 Roberts’ greatest desire at that time was to complete his
duty in the armed services, use the G.I. Bill to study with a trombone teacher, and play
in a big name dance band, preferably either with Stan Kenton or Woody Herman. 67 In
line with this plan, Roberts finished his high school education while in the Navy. After
completing basic training, Roberts was stationed at Great Lakes Naval Yard, just North
of Chicago. Being a brass player, he was required to play at any number of functions
during the day. Roberts felt fortunate to be allowed to play trombone during his training,
giving him the opportunity to keep practicing. Finally, in 1945, Roberts received his
orders and was shipped Guam where he would remain for two years. Interestingly

63

Roberts, Interview by Keith Pawlak, 2005.
Ibid.
65
Ibid.
66
Ibid.
67
Ibid.
64

22

enough, while in the service, Roberts played with a group at the Guam officer’s club on
a valve trombone his mother had shipped to him. 68
After being discharged, George chose to study at the American Operatic Lab in
Los Angeles, CA. While in attendance, he studied not only trombone, but also music
theory and composition. As a result of his education and networking, when a bass
player he met in school was called for a gig with a traveling dance band (The Ray
Robbins Band), Roberts was invited to join the band when a trombone opening
presented itself.

While on tour with Robbins in Milwaukee, a childhood friend of

Roberts’ (Don Simpson) and bass player with the Gene Krupa band, called to offer him
a job with the Krupa (which was in Chicago at the time). Joining the Krupa band fulfilled
George’s longtime desire to play with a big name band. 69

Little did Roberts know,

however, how much this decision would alter the course of his musical career.
Making a Change
It was around this time (1947-48) that Roberts made the switch to bass
trombone.

The presence of Urbie Green on lead trombone prompted Roberts to

evaluate his own situation and the influence he hoped to have on the music
business. 70,71,72 He realized that if he was going to be successful, he would be required
to compete with players like Green. Knowing that his own skill level was not up to
Urbie’s technical prowess, he contemplated a way in which he could compete.

In

addition, Roberts’ knew that Stan Kenton's band was using a bass trombonist, Bart
68
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Varsalona, who had converted from playing tenor trombone while on the job. Roberts
decided that bass trombone would be the best fit. 73,74,75 Roberts had always enjoyed
the sonority of the bass trombone, and had an excellent pedal register on tenor, so he
asked Krupa if he could give it a try on the bandstand. Krupa agreed and Roberts soon
acquired a bass trombone, a Conn 70H, to play. While on tour in Texas, Krupa picked
up another tenor trombonist, Green's brother, to allow Roberts to play a true bass
trombone part. 76 However, unlike Varsalona, Roberts had a different approach in mind
when it came to the bass trombone. Instead of having a tough, bullish bass trombone
sound, Roberts decided to, as he puts it, "be Urbie Green but an octave lower." 77 In
other words, Roberts’ style was a much more melodic, singing approach to the bass
trombone than that of Varsalona. This vastly different approach to the bass trombone
would result in many new opportunities for Roberts in subsequent years; opportunities
that would give him the exposure to influence trombonist around the country.
While on tour one evening, Krupa asked Roberts to play a solo with the band,
despite having never heard him play in front of the band. 78,79,80,81 Unfazed, Roberts
walked over to the rhythm section and asked them to play the Rodgers and Hart
standard Where or When in the key of E-flat. He started the melody on a low E-flat,
finished it with a pedal E-flat, and, upon ending the tune, received an extended standing
ovation from the audience. Returning to his seat in the ensemble, Urbie Green leaned
73
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over and exclaimed “George, you’re the only guy I’ve ever heard play that horn like a
trombone.” 82 Roberts knew at that moment that he had made the correct decision.
While on tour with the Krupa band in New York City, Roberts decided to take a
lesson with Allen Ostrander, then the bass trombonist with the New York Philharmonic
Orchestra, in order to learn some fundamentals and idiosyncrasies of bass trombone
playing. 83 During the course of the lesson Roberts asked Ostrander how to play a Dpedal. Ostrander proceeded to play a D-pedal very quietly; then he asked Roberts to
try. Roberts complied and belted out a D-pedal, almost making Ostrander jump out of
his chair. Roberts’ mastery of the extreme low register of the bass trombone would be
one of the influential factors in Roberts’ legacy, as evidenced in this document. After
the lesson, Ostrander called one of his colleagues in the orchestra and exclaimed “I just
had a lesson with a kid that’s with Gene Krupa’s band. We’ve got to watch out for this
kid!” 84
Gene Krupa’s band broke up in 1949, and thanks again to a call from Don
Simpson, Roberts went to work with Ray Herbeck’s show band which was in residence
at the Riverside Hotel in Reno, NV. 85 , 86 Roberts worked in Reno for approximately
eighteen months, and it was there that Roberts met his wife, Susanne. 87 It was also
during his residency in Reno in 1951 88 that Roberts would receive the call from Stan
Kenton. Bart Varsalona had decided to leave Stan Kenton's band and Kenton needed a
replacement. Milt Bernhart and Bob Fitzpatrick were playing trombone with Kenton at
82
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the time and knew Roberts’ playing. Both suggested to Kenton that he give Roberts a
call. One evening while staying at the Riverside Hotel, a woman from the front desk
came to find Roberts, saying that Stan Kenton was on the phone and wanted to speak
with him. Kenton asked him if he would be willing to come to Los Angeles to sit in with
the band. Knowing that this was the break he had been waiting for, Roberts quickly
agreed and soon left Reno for Los Angeles. 89 This was the first important opportunity
afforded Roberts due to his switch to bass trombone.
In preparation for joining Kenton's band, Roberts listened to every Stan Kenton
record he could find and memorized the important bass trombone lines in every tune.
He made it to Los Angeles and received the book a day before his first gig with the
band. Upon his arrival to play his first date with the band the following evening, Roberts
was so nervous that while exiting his fiancé’s parents’ car, he accidentally dropped the
book and the pages of music spilled out all over the pavement. After putting the book,
and himself, back together, he entered the club for his first gig with Kenton’s band. 90
That first gig was at the Oasis Club on Western Boulevard in L.A. 91,92

During the

course of the show, Stan called up an arrangement of September Song, a composition
which included an exposed bass trombone part. 93,94 The band usually played the tune
in the dark for effect, so the lights were dimmed, making Roberts’ music unreadable.
Kenton quickly realized the situation and told the band to call up another tune.
However, Roberts promptly responded, telling Kenton that he knew the tune and to go
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ahead. At the end of the tune, the lights came up and Kenton sat and stared at Roberts
for a moment. Kenton then picked up the microphone and told the audience “If anybody
can come on this band the first night they have ever been on it, the lights go out, and he
plays a whole arrangement all by himself by memory then he must really want to be with
this band awfully bad. This is our new bass trombone player.”95
Kenton soon learned how great Roberts could play a tune. Because of Roberts’
ability to make the horn sing, Kenton had one of the writers for the band, Johnny
Richards, arrange ballades featuring Roberts.

From this collaboration came

arrangements of Stella by Starlight, Alone Together, and Yesterdays.
In the following three years with the band, Roberts toured throughout the United
States, married his longtime sweetheart Susanne, and settled in Los Angeles. After a
few years with the band, however, Roberts (and Susanne) grew tired of his traveling. It
was also around this time in 1953 96 that Susanne became pregnant with their first child.
Roberts did not want Susanne to be alone during the pregnancy, so he quit the Kenton
band and went back to L.A. to make it as a free-lance bass trombonist. Although the
first year or two were difficult (Roberts found himself working at Fursales Market in order
to make ends meet) this all changed with a chance meeting in 1954.
It was his foresight in switching from tenor to bass trombone that would set him
up for the major success he was about to encounter in Los Angeles. His melodic
experiences with the Krupa and Kenton ensembles, sound fundamental training with
Dalby and Ostrander, and diligent work ethic would serve Roberts well in his foray into
the Los Angeles studio recording scene.
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Chapter 4: Timing and Technology

This chapter contains information found in two distinct sections. The first section
covers the time period from 1953 to 1975, during which Roberts took part in his most
influential recordings and was paired with many composers and arrangers who utilized
his unique abilities in their writing, most significant of whom was Nelson Riddle. The
second section of this chapter encompasses a wide array of technological innovations
in the sound recording and sound reproduction industries. These innovations serve as
a catalyst for catapulting Roberts’ bass trombone playing into prominence.
The Effect of Timing
As most musicians know, timing is often as big a factor in landing a job as the
talent of the particular individual. Another significant influence can simply be a matter of
professional connections. George’s decision to leave the Stan Kenton Orchestra and
take up residence in Los Angeles may have been prompted by his familial
circumstances and obligations, but the timing could not have been any more perfect.
The following is a continuation of Roberts’ biography showing many of these perfectly
timed twists of fate and how they affected both Roberts’ career trajectory and the
trajectory of the bass trombone during the middle of the 20th century.
After saying goodbye to the Stan Kenton Orchestra in 1953, Roberts became a
freelance musician in Los Angeles. As stated previously, steady work was difficult to
come by in the first few years following this move.

The dearth of work was likely a

result of multiple circumstances, including the way in which recording sessions were
28

traditionally organized. In most instances, recording sessions were done with groups of
three or four tenor trombonists. 97 Even well established arrangers and composers had
little or no use for bass trombone at that time.

In fact, Roberts tells a story of a

recording session led by arranger Gordon Jenkins (1910-1984) in which Jenkins began
conducting, but kept looking at Roberts while he played. Roberts remembers thinking
that he was going to be fired for sure, having attracted this undue attention. However,
at the first break in the session, Jenkins sought him out and asked how he had been
playing low E's (E2) in second position. 98 Evidently, Jenkins had little to no familiarity
with the bass trombone until that point, so Roberts gladly demonstrated the use of the
trigger on his instrument, showing Jenkins that he could not only reach an E, but could
play chromatically down to a B as well. 99 This lack of familiarity was shared with other
arrangers as well, and was one of the foremost factors in preventing them from
including bass trombones in their arrangements. 100
In an effort to drum up more work for himself in 1954, Roberts decided to visit an
old friend at Capitol Records, an A & R (Artist and Repertoire) representative named
Lee Gillette, who had worked with the Stan Kenton Orchestra during Roberts’ tenure
with the band. 101 Roberts recalls talking with Gillette frequently while on the road with
Kenton, and thought he was on the technical side of things at Capitol, along with John
Palladino, the sound board operator with the band. When Roberts showed up at Capitol
to visit Gillette, he was surprised and a bit alarmed when the receptionist asked him to
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wait a moment while she called Gillette’s office to see if he was available. 102
Subsequently, Roberts was directed to an office many floors above and told to look for a
Gillette’s office, the door to which Gillette had left open. Roberts recalls thinking that the
way things were playing out were not all what he expected and, by the time he arrived
on the correct floor, Roberts had decided to call off the meeting and head for home.
Knowing that Roberts was headed towards his office, however, Gillette had kept an eye
out and as Roberts walked by the office door, Gillette invited him in and introduced
another man in the room-- Nelson Riddle. 103 Riddle was contracted at Capitol as a staff
arranger and had arranged and conducted albums with Frank Sinatra, Nat Cole, and
Dean Martin. Little did Roberts know that this happenstance meeting would change his
career, and the career of many bass trombonists to follow. 104
When Roberts entered the room, Gillette asked him why he was there and Roberts
explained that his wife was pregnant and that he needed work. Gillette began
expounding to Riddle about Roberts’ amazing bass trombone playing. Riddle retorted
that he would use bass trombone, if he could find a player that he liked, but that thus far
he had been unable to locate such a player. With a little coaxing from both Roberts and
Gillette, Riddle agreed to invite Roberts to an upcoming recording session with Dean
Martin. 105,106,107,108,109
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For this recording session, 110 Riddle wrote a part specifically for bass trombone.
Roberts recalls one arrangement in particular that included a descending line into the
low register of the instrument. 111 (Roberts noted that most of the other bass trombonists
in LA at the time would have disappeared on a line of that nature). 112 However, unlike
other bass trombonists, Roberts didn’t disappear—in fact, he did quite the opposite.
Upon completion of the line, Roberts looked to Riddle to see his reaction. Riddle smiled
at Roberts and gave him a thumbs-up sign. From that day on, Roberts frequently
worked for Riddle and began establishing himself and the bass trombone as a major
recording instrument in Los Angeles. 113,114
Thus began the relationship between two talented musicians, Nelson Riddle and
George Roberts. After that initial recording session, Riddle asked Roberts in what part
of LA he was living. It turned out that Roberts was living on San Vicente in Santa
Monica, just around the corner from Riddle on 7th Avenue. Because of their close
proximity, Riddle invited Roberts to stop by sometime to chat. George took that as an
open invitation, and the following week he found himself in front of Riddle’s home. At
the time, Riddle was working on an arrangement at his piano, which he had positioned
by the large window in the front of his house. Upon seeing Roberts through the window,
Riddle immediately invited him in. 115
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Roberts and Riddle spent much of the afternoon discussing how to write for the
bass trombone, setting a precedent for future conversations on the topic. Some of these
discussions would include topics such as the range of the instrument and what was
feasible in both the high and low register.

Others revolved around what the bass

trombone could or could not do both musically and melodically. 116

During these

meetings, Roberts contended that the bass trombone was, in fact, a melodic horn and
should be written for accordingly. Although Riddle was initially skeptical, thanks to his
sense of musical exploration, especially with new and different instruments, with
Roberts’ continued insistence and example, Riddle began to take Roberts opinions on
the bass trombone to heart.
Riddle’s initial trepidation at writing melodically for the bass trombone was reflected
in a statement he made to Roberts early on in their discussions.

Upon Roberts’

insistence that the bass trombone was a melodic horn, Riddle responded “You must
have the heart of an elephant.” 117,118 Riddle was implying that Roberts wouldn’t let the
topic rest until his point had been acknowledged. These conversations would go on for
years and little by little Nelson would leak the sounds of George Roberts into his music.
Both Riddle and Roberts recall the meetings. In an interview with Riddle, he recalled
that, “[h]e (George) and his wife were living in an apartment right down the street, and
George would come over to the house and we’d talk. Slowly I started writing things in
for him. And naturally he played them beautifully.” 119
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Since Roberts had proven himself to Riddle in that initial Dean Martin recording
session, Riddle began utilizing Roberts more frequently on recording dates, writing parts
specifically for him. 120 Riddle also began exposing the bass trombone parts, especially
at the ends of tunes. Roberts knew Riddle would often have the last note of a piece
placed in the extreme low register of the bass trombone, many times as a solo.
Specifically, Roberts recalls thinking about how much pressure there was on him to play
a perfect sounding, perfectly placed note in an extreme register at the end of a
recording take. 121 In this same vein, Riddle’s creativity and playfulness with the bass
trombone manifested itself on a famous recording by Frank Sinatra of I’ve Got You
Under My Skin. For this arrangement, Riddle was looking for ideas on how to write a
shout chorus between Sinatra’s vocal choruses. Sinatra had asked him to employ a
long, slow crescendo, and Riddle had thought of doing something with an Afro-Cuban
rhythm. It has been theorized that Riddle also thought of Ravel’s Bolero, although on a
much smaller scale. 122

Riddle mentioned this in a conversation with Roberts, and

Roberts suggested doing something similar to work by Bill Russo in the Stan Kenton
recording of 23° North, 82° West. This composition included a long, orchestrated,
polyrhythmic crescendo, starting with the bass trombone. He sang a few rhythmic lines
to Nelson, which resulted in the famous shout chorus in I’ve Got You Under My Skin
from Sinatra’s break-out album Songs for Swingin’ Lovers (1955). 123,124 This pattern
worked exceedingly well, and thus it became a frequently used compositional tool for
Nelson. Nelson reflects on this pattern in an interview with Jonathan Schwarz in 1982:
120
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“…I remember a Stan Kenton record called North by Northwest [sic. New
Concepts of Artistry in Rhythm] and that trombone back and forth thing, he
used in that record and I was always fascinated by it-- and I tried to
somehow find an equivalent that I could use behind singers. And that was
my version.” 125
Although he doesn’t give credit to Roberts directly, Roberts stands as an unmistakable
link between Nelson Riddle and Stan Kenton. Russo wrote the bass trombone parts for
23° North, 82° West with Roberts in mind. Roberts knew how effective that technique
had worked previously, so, seeing an opportunity to afford him more work, suggested it
to Riddle. Roberts’ influence on Riddle’s arranging was starting to take effect.
Another collaborative moment came from the same album on the tune Makin’
Whoopee. Roberts recalls Riddle calling him at home one day and asking him if he
might be comfortable playing some jazz to accompany Sinatra’s vocal line. Roberts
agreed and took down the changes. Roberts then pieced together a countermelody that
would sound good but wouldn’t get in the way of the vocal line, a concept he had picked
up on from Riddle’s writing. 126 The final product ended up sounding exceptional. 127,128
This experience gave Riddle yet more reason to trust Roberts with anything he might be
able to throw his way.
On another recording session, this time with Ella Fitzgerald, Roberts recalls Riddle
having written an extremely difficult passage for the bass trombone. Before recording,
Roberts began to practice the part. When he looked up, Riddle said “Do what you want
with it George.” 129 Due to their many conversations, Roberts knew the effect Riddle
wanted and if the part was too difficult or awkward, Roberts would simply revise it on
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sight. 130 These parts were often times experimental on Riddle’s part, finding out just
what worked best for the bass trombone. 131 Roberts was rarely given any advance
notice for such parts and usually saw things for the first time when the red light came on
in the studio. 132 Thus, it was often left up to Roberts to make sure that the bass
trombone parts, regardless of what they looked like on he page, sounded good and had
the correct effect when they were recorded, even if that meant influencing the part
through revision or use of ad libitum.
Although Roberts did not realize it at the time, his inclusion in Riddle’s
orchestrations would end up helping define Riddle’s signature sound and would
contribute to Roberts defining the future of the bass trombone. 133,134 This is supported
through recollections of Roberts who elaborated in interviews on a time when Riddle
was complaining that he could not get ahead in the music business if he was unable to
patent his own ‘sound.’ George quickly explained to him that he already had his own
identity, consisting of lush strings, flute, oboe, Harmon-muted trumpet, and bass
trombone. In Roberts’ words: “That’s your [Riddle’s] identity, nobody in the world does
that!” 135 Many years later, Riddle would describe his ‘sound’, and the possible origins of
it, in his own book, Arranged by Nelson Riddle:
“Perhaps unconsciously, my ear recalled some of the fine arrangements
Sy Oliver had done for Tommy [Dorsey] using sustained strings but also
employing rhythmic fills by brass and saxes to generate excitement. The
strings, by observing crescendos in the right places, add to the pace and
tension of such writing without getting in the way. It was a further
embroidery on this basic idea to add the bass trombone (George Roberts)
130
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plus the unmistakably insinuating fills of Harry Edison on Harmon-muted
trumpet. I wish that all effective formulas could be arrived at so simply,
but such, of course, is not the case.” 136
While the formula seemed simple to Riddle in 1985, he was unable to realize it
during its development. In addition, Riddle biographer Peter Levinson also includes the
influences of Bill Finnigan’s harmonies and the compositions of Maurice Ravel on
Riddle’s overall ‘sound.’ Levinson reports that, in addition to Roberts, Riddle’s favorite
musicians for recording sessions included Carroll “Cappy” Lewis and Harry “Sweets”
Edison on trumpet, Harry Klee on flute, and Joe Comfort on string bass. 137 Roberts
unquestionably influenced Riddle into utilizing his unique sound and talents in his
writing, thereby making himself and the bass trombone better known to other
composers and arrangers in Los Angeles, and musicians in general throughout the
United States.
This aural identity would show through in every album Riddle made with Sinatra
between 1955 and 1961, most of which included Roberts: Songs for Swingin’ Lovers
(1955), In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning (1955), Swingin’ Sessions (1956)
featuring Roberts on It All Depends on You and Always, A Swingin’ Affair (1957)
featuring Roberts on I Got Plenty of Nothin’ and Night and Day, Only the Lonely (1958)
and Nice ‘n’ Easy (1960) featuring George on How Deep is the Ocean and That Old
Feeling. However, by 1961, Sinatra felt that his music had begun to stagnate. This, in
conjunction with a falling out between him and the executives at Capitol Records, led to
Sinatra’s move from Capitol to his own record company, Reprise Records. 138 Sinatra
completed his contractual obligations that year with albums arranged by Billy May and
136

Roberts, Interview by Author, 2007.
Levinson, September in the Rain, 140.
138
Ibid 148-149.
137

36

Axel Stordahl. Nelson continued to write arrangements and direct recording sessions
for Sinatra from time to time, but due to his own contractual obligations at Capitol, his
name could not appear on the records. 139 Examples of these arrangements and albums
include The Concert Sinatra (1963) and Sinatra’s Sinatra (1963).
Sinatra, Riddle and Roberts had one final hurrah at the end of their Capitol days
together. Sinatra had campaigned for John F. Kennedy during the 1960 presidential
campaign. After winning the election, Kennedy named Sinatra as the musical director
for his inaugural festivities. Sinatra, in turn, asked Riddle and the entire Nelson Riddle
Orchestra to join him in Washington, DC, as well as Ella Fitzgerald, Leonard Bernstein,
Nat Cole, Mahalia Jackson, and many more. 140 Howard Hughes provided a private jet
to take the entire ensemble to Washington and Leonard Bernstein was to conduct an
augmented Nelson Riddle Orchestra. Roberts recalls that before they began rehearsing,
Bernstein asked all of Nelson’s regular players to raise their hands. He proceeded to
tell them “I don’t want those piercing sounds. I want a big round sound.” 141

The Soloist
Throughout his time with Nelson, George had detected a steady change in the
parts Nelson would write for him. The parts became more linear and melodic through
the years, culminating in what would become the seminal album for Nelson, The Joy of
Living (1959). On this album, George was featured melodically on arrangements of
Makin’ Whoopee, Life is Just a Bowl of Cherries, It’s A Grand Night for Singing, Bye Bye
Blues, and I Got Sun in the Morning.

Riddle recalls Roberts’ playing on the album
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fondly when asked about it in a broadcast interview in 1982, “[T]he bass trombone
sounds like sort of a bumbling elephant affair, which George Roberts handled so
capably.” 142 While his name did not appear on the album cover, anyone who knew
Nelson knew who was playing bass trombone on the album. Consequently, Roberts
became even more in demand in the Los Angeles music scene and had more
composers and arrangers writing for him, including Pete Rugolo and Henry Mancini.
During the recording of The Joy of Living, Roberts met Riddle at the conductor’s
podium one day and, in reference to a statement Riddle had made to him some years
earlier, Roberts said simply, “Nelson, you’ve got the heart of an elephant.” Nelson’s
response was short and to the point, “You don’t forget, do you?” 143

The album was

also Roberts’ first experience with playing a solo with orchestral accompaniment. As he
recounts, “It blew me away!” 144 The album itself was a success, but not a smash hit. 145
Roberts contends that, if Riddle had recorded it when they first began talking about it
some five years earlier, it would have been a much bigger success. 146
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Note from the Author
As a side note, Riddle released a 45 rpm single on Capitol Records in 1958 as
preparation for Capitol’s anticipated push for an album under Riddle’s name. Riddle
chose the tune and wrote the arrangement for the “A” side of the record, Nel blu di pinto
di blu (aka, Volare) and asked Roberts to write a tune for the “B” side. Riddle gave
Roberts this opportunity to get some recognition and as a way to become a member of
ASCAP. What resulted was the only tune George ever wrote and recorded, Walkin’.
Riddle graciously agreed to orchestrate it for Roberts. However, before it could be
released, Dean Martin heard Nel blu di pinto di blu and decided to record his own
version. Riddle’s album was then placed on hold while Dean Martin went on to record
his famous version of Volare. Riddle’s version was released after Martin’s and was
almost entirely ignored due to the success of Martin’s version. 147 Roberts plays a
significant role on both sides of the album and, if not for Martin’s intervention, would
have begun his solo career one year earlier than actually took place.

Experiencing Riddle’s Joy of Living album firsthand obviously made a big
impression on Roberts, for later that same year he released his own solo album with
orchestral accompaniment, Meet Mr. Roberts (1959) on Columbia Records. However,
Riddle was too busy to accept this recording session, so Roberts convinced arranger
Frank DeVol to help him with the record.

DeVol was an A&R representative at

Columbia and knew Roberts’ playing very well. In Roberts’ opinion, the tunes on Meet
Mr. Roberts were the most avant-garde arrangements DeVol ever wrote. 148 Again, this
147
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is an instance where Roberts’ talents influenced a composer to write in a unique way for
the bass trombone. The album was a success in terms of listening and radio airplay, but
not in sales. 149 However, the airplay success made Roberts more in demand than ever.
Riddle continued to utilize Roberts in recording sessions whenever possible, but
Roberts became the most in demand bass trombonist in town, and often had prior
commitments with motion picture recording sessions, teaching clinics, and/or family
obligation. 150 As compared with when he began his free-lance career in 1953, Roberts
now had more work than he could manage single-handedly.
The following year, 1960, saw the release of Roberts second solo album, entitled
Bottoms Up, on Columbia Records. According to Roberts, this was less of a musical
endeavor than Meet Mr. Roberts, but he believed he should complete the album for the
betterment of his career. 151 A new executive who had been hired by Columbia and had
some ideas for this album: It was to be a jazz sextet with Roberts playing into a bucket
mute for the entirety of the album. Roberts was not pleased about this, but decided to
go along with it anyway. 152 Roberts readily admits, however, that he was concerned he
would sound like “Jonah Jones an octave lower.” 153 While the album received little
critical acclaim, it did result in a chance meeting of another composer/arranger who
would have an influence on Roberts’ career, as well as the musical consciousness of
movie audiences everywhere. The arranger and pianist for all the tunes on the album
was none other than a young John Williams.
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According to Roberts, at the time, Williams was a trombonist with whom Roberts
and other professional trombonists in LA used to play sextets. Roberts believes that his
own playing might have had an influence on Williams compositional use for bass
trombone in later years, including the score for the movie Jaws. 154
While Roberts did get plenty of work in the jazz and popular music idioms, he
rarely, if ever, had been called to play commercial or classical recording sessions.
Many of the contractors in L.A. regarded Roberts as a ‘jazzer’ due to his affiliations with
Stan Kenton, Frank Sinatra, and Gene Krupa. 155 Bobby Helfer, the biggest contractor in
town, wouldn’t call Roberts for just that reason. That is, until one morning in 1956,
when Helfer was forced to call Roberts, at the suggestion of another trombonist, on a
recording session as a last minute substitute. The date was a recording session with
Igor Stravinsky and Robert Craft. Roberts recalls sitting at home one morning, around
8:30 AM, when the phone rang. Roberts answered and the caller quickly asked if he
was speaking with Mr. Roberts. After Roberts answered in the affirmative, the voice on
the other end identified itself as that of Bobby Helfer and asked Roberts what he was
doing at that very moment. As a bit of a jab at someone who had not previously hired
him, Roberts answered that he was sitting down to an unemployed cup of coffee. Helfer
ignored the comment and asked Roberts how quickly he could get to Radio Recorders
Annex at Columbia Records.

George replied that it would take about 40 minutes.

Helfer told him, very simply, to get his bass trombone and mutes and be there in 40
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minutes, and consequently hung up. George raced to get there as quickly as possible
and, according to him, he arrived in 35 minutes.

156

Upon his arrival and being directed where to go, Roberts entered the correct
studio to find the entire Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra staring back at him-- not to
mention Robert Craft and Igor Stravinsky. The orchestra was set to record Stravinsky's
Mass which would subsequently be released on Columbia Records. Helfer met Roberts
at the door and pointed to a seat in the back of the room which he was to occupy. Upon
doing so, Craft addressed him about a particularly exposed section of music in duet with
the harp, which Roberts noticed was all the way across the room. Thinking that playing
accurately in ensemble with the harp would be difficult, Roberts decided: “I don’t care
what he (Robert Craft) does with his hands, I’ve got to count.” Amusingly, after a first
take a voice came from the recording booth stating that Roberts had been on time and
the harp was late. Upon completion of the session, his fellow trombonists Lloyd Ulyate
and Sy Buchanan quickly congratulated him. 157 During his drive home that day Roberts
realized that he had legitimized himself to an entirely new group of contractors,
arrangers, and composers. 158,159,160,161

The Nelson Riddle/George Roberts Effect
The frequent airplay of Sinatra’s recordings in so many American homes had
made the sound of the bass trombone familiar to the American public at large. A result,
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which will be discussed in more detail later, was that more aspiring musicians chose the
bass trombone as their preferred instrument (See Chapter 5). One of these aspiring
bass trombonists was none other than Nelson’s son, Christopher. In 1963, at the age of
twelve, Christopher began private instruction with Roberts. Roberts recalls that Nelson
would bring Christopher to the house, on occasion, for lessons, or Roberts might go to
the Riddle house on other occasions. In fact, the F.E. Olds Instrument Company of
Fullerton, CA (the company who supplied George with his instruments at the time) got
wind of the younger Riddle’s lessons and began an advertising campaign using photos
of all three together: George, Nelson, and Christopher (see Appendix E). Eventually,
Nelson would use Christopher as Roberts’ substitute, including at the Ronald Reagan
Presidential Inauguration festivities in 1985. 162

Despite seeing each other less

frequently through the years, George and Nelson stayed close friends. Nelson would
invite George to his wedding to his second wife, Naomi, an honor bestowed on very
few. 163
Beginning in the mid-1950’s and running through the 1960’s, Roberts continued to
carve quite a niche for himself in the L.A. studio scene, due in large part to his
association with Riddle.

In fact, by the late 1950’s, Roberts had already acquired

national attention for his bass trombone playing.

Trombonist Chauncey Welsch

remembers being called for a recording session in New York in 1956. Riddle was doing
an album with Phil Silvers called Phil Silvers and His Swinging Brass and Welsch knew
about the collaboration between Riddle and Roberts. As Welsch puts it,
“I was hired to play bass trombone by the contractor….although I really
played regular [tenor] trombone. But when I first heard George Roberts
162
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playing with Nelson on records, I got myself a small bass trombone and
learned to play it. I started to get a little bit of a reputation for playing it, but I
was nervous as hell because I knew what Nelson was writing for George,
and there was no way in the world I could handle most of what George was
doing.” 164
In this statement, Welsch, a prominent free-lance trombonist in his own right, not only
gives credit to Roberts for his unique talent, but also acknowledges the effect that the
combination of Roberts and Riddle had on compositional expectation for the bass
trombone.
In an interview with Les Tomkins in 1967, Riddle laments the fact that Roberts was
so busy at the time. 165 Many arrangers began utilizing the bass trombone, thanks to
Riddle’s willingness to expose the instrument in his writing. 166

Riddle himself

recognized this fact: “I feel I’ve made one contribution to the instrument [trombone] in
recent years. My use of the bass trombone in my arrangements has made it much
more popular, and caused other writers to employ it.” 167
One such arranger was Pete Rugolo, for whom Roberts worked on many
sessions, including the albums 10 Trombones like 2 Pianos and The Four Freshman’s
Four Freshman and Five Trombones and Voices and Brass. Billy May also employed
Roberts on many occasions, including for his own album Billy May’s Big Fat Brass. On
this album, May tips his cap to Riddle by writing a bass trombone feature for Roberts,
entitled Solving the Riddle. This obvious homage to the Roberts/Riddle collaboration is
a clear example of this combination’s influence on other prominent arrangers. In
addition, Roberts recalls working for a wide array of excellent arrangers, including Henry
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Mancini, Frank Comstock, Peter Matz, Mort Stevens, Shorty Rogers, Dave Rose, Alfred
Newman, Van Alexander and Elmer Bernstein. 168,169,170
Throughout his career, Roberts played on everything from Frank Sinatra and Ella
Fitzgerald albums to motion picture soundtracks, including Jaws (1975) and King Kong
(1976).

Playing in orchestras for the Dinah Shore Show, The Academy Awards,

President Kennedy’s Inaugural Celebration, The Rosemary Clooney Show, as well as
recording for innumerable albums, Roberts, with the help of Riddle, created the market
for the modern bass trombonist. 171 Terry Woodson, a bass trombonist and arranger in
Los Angeles, attests to the fact that, upon his arrival to the scene in 1964, there were at
least seven or eight bass trombonists working full time in L.A. 172 During his eleven
years in Los Angeles, Roberts had already increased the amount being written for bass
trombone so dramatically that instead of just one true bass trombonist and a few
doublers in town, 173 there were eight full time bass trombonists available in LA.
According to a recent residuals statement, Roberts estimates he has played on over
6,000 recordings over the fifty year span of his career. 174 The sheer volume of
recordings including Roberts is a testament to his expansive impact on the L.A. studio
scene. Roberts’ collaboration with Nelson Riddle began a tide wave of opportunities for
the integration and use of bass trombone in modern recordings. Based on this
assertion, it is this author’s contention that Roberts changed the approach of many of
the aspiring bass trombonists and composers that followed.
168

Everett, Tom. “A Survey of Studio and Big Band Bass Trombonists.” ITA Newsletter 5, no. 3 (1978) :
9-17.
169
Millar, George Roberts Tribute, 1999.
170
Roberts, Interview by Author, 2007.
171
Roberts, Interview by Tomkins, 1967.
172
Levinson, September in the Rain, 286.
173
Millar, George Roberts Tribute, 1999.
174
Roberts, Interview with George, 2005.
45

Final Thoughts on Timing
The timing involved with Roberts’ decision to settle down in Los Angeles was
motivated by a desire to be with his burgeoning family, yet the series of events, coupled
with his extraordinary talent, led to a change in the way the bass trombone was viewed
by America at large, and composers and arrangers in particular. His chance meeting
with Riddle in an office at Capitol Records began this chain of events. The resurrection
of Sinatra’s career by Riddle gave Roberts the perfect stage on which to showcase his
talent. Riddle’s penchant for trying new ideas and sounds gave Roberts the perfect ear
to listen to his ideas about the melodic role of the bass trombone (see Appendix E for
reference timeline). This, in combination with the airplay and recognition Roberts was
able to acquire resulted in a profound influence on many modern bass trombonists.

The Effect of Technology
Paralleling Roberts and Riddle’s contributions to the use and view of the bass
trombone were drastic changes in sound recording and reproduction technology. These
transformations enabled many changes in the music recording business and acted as a
catalyst for allowing the role of the bass trombone to blossom. A technical overview of
important changes in the sound recording and reproduction industry will be followed
with an explanation of how these changes affected the trajectory of the bass trombone
in the recording industry.

46

Sound Recording Technology
Much like the Cold War and Space Race later in the century, World War II brought
about many technological advances. The first achievement was a change in recording
medium, from monaural phonograph blanks made out of shellac, to that of magnetic
tape. 175 At the behest of the Nazi regime, electrical manufacturing company AEG and
chemical company I.G. Farben 176 developed a sound recording device, called a
Magnetophon, in order to easily and clearly reproduce messages by its propaganda
machine for either radio or loudspeaker broadcast. 177 Due to the clarity of these
recordings, Allied forces often had a difficult time differentiating between live German
radio broadcasts and those that were being reproduced. 178 It was not until near the end
of the war (circa 1944) that a few of these machines were confiscated by Allied forces.
With the new found technology, Allied engineers knew they had solved the question of
German audio reproduction and they were greatly impressed with the clarity with which
it could record and reproduce sound. It was clear that the German quality of sound
reproduction was far better than that utilized by the American recording industry. In
addition, playback of these tapes was instantaneous and editing became possible. 179
With help from radio and film star Bing Crosby, the Ampex Company began
commercial production of magnetic tape recording machines and made them available
to the public in 1948. These new machines took the industry by storm, exemplified by
the American Broadcasting Corporation’s (ABC) purchase of twelve Ampex model 200’s
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later that same year. 180 Adding even more credence to this new medium was the fact
that, not only did the use of magnetic tape result in a clearer quality of sound, but it also
deteriorated at a far slower rate than that of gramophone and phonograph master discs.
In addition, the magnetic tape was far more durable than discs made of easily shattered
shellac. 181

Lastly, this technology allowed for much longer pieces of audio to be

recorded than was allowed by 78 rpm discs, whose duration hit a ceiling at ten
minutes. 182 This increase in uninterrupted recording time would be advantageous not
only for classical and film music (which is frequently longer than ten minutes), but for
jazz (allowing for longer arrangements and improvised solos), and popular music
(allowing multiple takes on the same master.)
To go hand in hand with this newly discovered German technology was a
technology developed by the British Ministry of Defense used in the training of sonar
operators for the recognition of submarine noises. 183 The specifications for recognizing
the difference between Allied ships and German U-boats called for a recording
technology with a frequency response of 14,000 cycles per second (cps).

The

technology which resulted, called Full Frequency Range Recording (FFRR), was
developed primarily by a British engineer by the name of Arthur Haddy. 184
In general, the human ear can hear frequencies covering 20 cps to 18,000 cps.
Prior to the war, acoustic technology could adequately record from 200 cps to 3,000
cps, covering only 15.6% of a human’s audible range. 185 Pre-war electric technology
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was better, and could record from 130 cps to 8,000 cps, but still only covered 43.8% of
human capability. However, FFRR technology resulted in a frequency recording
covering from 80 cps to 15,000 cps, not only satisfying the required 14,000 cps required
for sonar training, but also able to capture 83% of all frequencies audible to the human
ear. At the time, the only drawback was that this wonderful sound recording technology
was relegated to the medium of shellac sound discs whose sound quality was grainy
and filled with surface noise. 186
After the war, however, circumstances changed.

FFRR technology became

commercially available in 1945 and the response by sound engineers was unanimously
positive. 187 With the adoption of German magnetic tape recording, these recordings
were not only crystal clear, but also reached far greater lengths than the previous
benchmark of ten minutes. While popular music had been easily accommodated by the
ten minute 78 rpm record, classical and orchestral movie music had been relegated to
chopping up their pieces into multiple disc sets, hence the term ‘album.’ 188 With these
new technologies, all kinds of acoustic music, classical music in particular, were
liberated from the confines of inferior technology. The advent of FFRR and magnetic
tape recording set the stage for a revolution in sound in the decade following WWII.
In general, FFRR technology paired with magnetic tape recording technology gave
composers and musicians a chance to explore new sounds, especially in the very high
and low ends of the audible spectrum, without losing those sounds to inferior recording
technologies. For George Roberts in particular, the advent of this equipment meant the
sound of the bass trombone could be recorded incredibly accurately, losing little in the
186
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playback, thus allowing composers to add the bass trombone sound to their
explorations.

Sound Reproduction Technology
Not only were there advances in sound recording technology during and after
WWII, but there were equally profound advances in sound reproduction technology
around this time. In 1931, the first three way speakers were developed and made
commercially available for use in movie theaters. Unlike speakers used before this
time, which entailed one large conical speaker, the three way speakers split up sound
wave frequencies to be reproduced by three specialized speakers: the higher
frequencies were reproduced by a small speaker (“tweeter”), the mid-range frequencies
were reproduced by a middle sized speaker (“driver”), and the lower frequencies were
reproduced by a large speaker (“woofer”).

Dynamic loudspeakers reproduced all

frequencies of sound much more accurately than previous speaker technology,
including that of the bass trombone. It was not until the late 1950s, however, that this
technology was finally made widely available for consumer home use. 189
The general use sound reproduction technology prior to the war was the electric
phonograph player. Many parts of this machine received long overdue advancements
beginning in the late 1930’s through the mid-1940’s. The easily worn metal stylus was
replaced with one made of diamond 190 and the shape of the stylus was changed from
conical to elliptical—a shape that responded better fit to the microgroove without slowly
gouging and warping it. Throughout this same period, larger electromagnetic pick-ups
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inside the head of the stylus were changed to much more light weight crystals. This
necessitated a more precise tone arm which allowed for better tracking throughout the
course of record play. 191 The more sensitive pick-ups, in turn, required more responsive
and powerful amplifiers to match their capabilities. 192 All of these changes meant much
more accurate sound reproduction than had previously been available for home use,
and at a very reasonable cost.

This allowed for a wide distribution of records to

American homes, including those featuring the sound of George Roberts’ bass
trombone.
Not only did home use equipment undergo massive alterations, but the discs that
these machines played underwent a similar makeover.

Until the 1940’s, discs were

made of shellac and filler (usually a fine grain sand), played at 78 rpm, and lasted no
longer than 10 minutes per side. In the early 1940’s, materials other than shellac were
experimented with until a substitute presented itself in a copolymer consisting of vinyl
chloride and vinyl acetate (a.k.a. vinyl). 193 This material was the perfect medium with
which to replace the shellac utilized until that time. It was far more durable, allowing for
less degradation after multiple playings, had far less surface noise (due to the lack of
filler), and served as the perfect material to advance the invention of the microgroove. 194
Shellac had been far too brittle of a material to allow for more than 200 grooves per
inch. The new copolymer material allowed for up to 260 grooves per inch in a groove
that was 2/3 the size it had been previously. Thus, the 10 inch, 78 rpm record that
allowed for only a maximum of 10 minutes per side was replaced by the 12 inch, 33 1/3
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rpm microgroove record that allowed for over 25 minutes of music per side. 195 Columbia
Records made the move from the 78 rpm to the 33 1/3 rpm in 1948 resulting in the Long
Playing record, or LP.

This new medium, combined with the new recording

technologies of FFRR and magnetic tape lead to an entirely new marketing hook for
record companies: High Fidelity (HiFi). 196 High Fidelity is an umbrella term, under which
all of the aforementioned new technologies were placed, used to market these
innovations to consumers.

The Crowning Achievement
There was, however, yet another audio breakthrough which would crown this
sound revolution, coming in the form of stereophonic sound recording and reproduction.
While stereophonic recording and reproduction technologies had been tried prior to
WWII, none of them had been anything but essays and experiments in unmarketable
machines. With the adoption of magnetic tape, however, it finally became feasible to
record and reproduce stereophonic sound on a multiple-head tape machine. This new
machine became available to the general public in the late 1940’s. 197 Despite these
advancements, the American public preferred what was already familiar, namely the
phonograph.

Thus, it was not until 1957 when the Westrex Company, applying

technology they had developed in the early 1930’s, allowed for the first commercially
viable stereophonic LP record to be produced. 198 This 45/45 technology (two cutting
heads arranged at 45 degrees each from the flat surface of a record in order to facilitate

195

Millard, America on Record, 205.
Ibid, 203.
197
Ibid, 211.
198
Ibid, 212.
196

52

perfectly balanced stereo reproduction) was quickly adopted by all record companies
who then began to release not only new records, but also previously released
monophonic records in stereophonic sound.

Changes in the Studio
All told, there were changes made to virtually every facet of commercial sound
recording and reproduction between the mid 1930s and late 1950s. These changes
paved the way for innovations in sound inside the recording studio as well. Composers,
arrangers, and recording engineers knew what had worked well in the studio up to that
point; namely, instruments located in the middle and higher ranges of human hearing.
These instruments made the sounds that best picked-up by studio microphones and
recording equipment prior to the aforementioned technical advancements. Deeper and
lower sounds, such as tubas, trombones, tympani, and even French horns were difficult
to record and even more difficult to reproduce. With the advent of FFRR, magnetic
tape, vinyl microgroove technology in long playing records, improved styli, pick-ups,
tone arms in record players, more responsive amplifiers, and three way speakers, the
music recording industry was able to reproduce virtually any sound they desired, and
soon began giving the general public sounds that they had never heard reproduced
before with unprecedented clarity.
The bass trombone was one of these new sounds that could be reproduced on
record. Knowing this, it was utilized in innovative ways by the Stan Kenton Orchestra on
his New Concepts of Artistry in Rhythm (1953) and The Kenton Era (1953). Roberts’
timing in joining Stan Kenton coincided magnificently with the recording technology for

53

low frequency sounds. His 1953 recordings of Stella By Starlight would not have been
feasible ten years earlier, nor would the ground-breaking Stan Kenton album New
Concepts of Artistry in Rhythm. The recording of Stella by Starlight ends on a pedal F1,
a note previously unheard of both in terms of writing and recording prior to this time. In
addition, Roberts’ appearance on Dean Martin’s Swingin’ Down Yonder requires the
pedal register of the instrument to be utilized as well. Riddle, and for that matter all
other arrangers, were handicapped by technology prior to this, and Riddle was one of
the first to utilize the new technology to its fullest potential by including exposed writing
for bass trombone. Furthermore, record executives began pushing their contracted
artists, composers, and musicians to exploit these abilities and sounds in order to
market them to the public as new and different. 199 Roberts’ appearance onto the Los
Angeles studio recording, paired with his prodigious talent, was perfectly timed (albeit
accidentally) with the innovations outlined above.
In comparison, Bill Reichenbach remembers the first stereo recording he ever
bought. It was Pete Rugolo’s 10 Trombones Like 2 Pianos, on which George played a
number of solo’s, including on the title track, as well as Marie. Reichenbach recalls it
being highly influential and overwhelming his early musical awareness. Reichenbach
also believes that the adoption of High Fidelity and Stereophonic sounds were catalysts
to Roberts’ success at the time (see Appendix K). High Fidelity recording abilities and
the use of low cost magnetic tape made it easier for record companies to take chances
on new and different sounding artists, including Roberts on his two solo albums, Meet
Mr. Roberts and Bottoms Up. Although, both of these albums were only released in
monophonic format, many of Roberts’ other influential albums inclusions, originally
199

Roberts, Interview by Author, 2007.
54

released in mono, were later re-released in stereo format, such as Billy May’s Big Fat
Brass (1957), Dean Martin’s Swingin’ Down Yonder, The Four Freshmen’s Voices and
Brass, and virtually all of the Frank Sinatra albums Roberts had played since 1954.
Notably, Riddle’s Joy of Living album was only released in stereo format, as were The
Kenton Era, 10 Trombones Like 2 Pianos, and Tommy Pederson’s All My Friends are
Trombone Players (circa. 1970).
There is no question that George Roberts, by fortune of circumstance and his
remarkable talent, became the most in demand free-lance bass trombonist in Los
Angeles during the 1950’s, continuing into the 1980s. The composers and arrangers
Roberts convinced to showcase his unique talent were integral in creating the role of the
bass trombone in the Los Angeles studio recording scene; most important of whom was
Nelson Riddle. Based on this research, there is unequivocal evidence to suggest that
the headlining artists with which Roberts recorded, including (but not exclusively) Frank
Sinatra, Stan Kenton, Ella Fitzgerald, Nat Cole, Nelson Riddle, and Billy May made him
the most listened to bass trombonist in the country during the 1950’s and 1960’s by way
of the record sales and radio airplay of said artists. The two albums under his own
name were the first of their kind and would not be equaled for over a decade, until the
1971 release of Donald Knaub’s self titled album.

Finally, the advent of multiple

innovations in sound recording and reproduction acted as a catalyst for George Roberts
to achieve success and recognition both nationally and internationally. The evidence
presented in this chapter unmistakably suggests that Roberts had a high degree of
influence on composers and arrangers across the country from the early 1950’s through
the late 1960’s (see Appendix I for detailed timeline).
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Chapter 5: A Survey on the Influence of George Roberts

As shown in the previous two chapters, George Roberts’ emergence as a
seminal figure in the history of the bass trombone is supported through literature,
interviews, and evidence from a variety of sources. The impact of his success on the
modern bass trombonist, however, has yet to be evaluated. The following two chapters
will gauge his influence on the bass trombone in two ways:

First, the author will

determine Roberts’ impact on modern bass trombonist through the use of a selfadministered, cross-sectional survey of professional bass trombonists from the past 55
years.

Second, the author will gauge Roberts’ impact on repertoire, instrument

production, pedagogical materials, and recordings through an extensive literature
review.
Objective
There is perhaps no better way to gauge Roberts’ impact on the modern bass
trombonist than attending to the individual voices of professional bass trombonists who
gladly share their thoughts on how Roberts affected the bass trombone in general and
their own playing specifically.

For the purpose of this study, the modern bass

trombonist is defined as a bass trombonist of George Roberts’ generation or younger. In
order to ascertain this impact and to delineate the voices of experts in the field of bass
trombone, the author designed a self-administered, written survey to obtain this
information. The survey was delivered to a sample group of subjectively chosen
prominent bass trombonists (see Appendices G and H for survey and accompanying
letter). The survey was designed to obtain information to accurately define what aspects
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of the bass trombone Roberts influenced. Based on the survey responses, George
Roberts’ influence was categorized by the author in terms of technique, tone quality,
musicality, style, and range. Twenty four responses were obtained from a relatively
diverse sample of bass trombonists. These include current and former professional
orchestral bass trombonists, primarily academic bass trombonists, freelance and
commercial bass trombonists, and military bass trombonists.
Methods
A qualitative, cross-sectional study of experts was conducted on the playing
approach and writing style of the bass trombone. These experts were determined by
the author as part of a convenience sampling technique. The sample consisted of 50
experts who were selected from musicians who met the following inclusion criteria:
a) Professional Orchestral Bass Trombonists;
b) Academic Bass Trombonists;
c) Freelance Jazz/Commercial Bass Trombonists; and/or
d) Professional Military Bass Trombonists.
First, study participants completed an in-depth survey (referenced above)
containing questions regarding George Roberts, their experiences with George Roberts,
and his influence on their playing, approach, and musicianship. Notably, the survey
encompassed a series of questions concerning the career of George Roberts and his
influence on bass trombonists in later generations. Second, an in-depth interview with
George Roberts himself, concerning his career, professional life, and influence on the
profession of bass trombone, will provide further evidence regarding his impact on the
field.
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The primary research outlined above was combined with secondary research
that focused on (a); a literature review of studies concerning George Roberts’ playing
technique and approach; (b) a literature review of pedagogical articles that reference
the bass trombone pre and post 1953; and (c) biographical information about George
Roberts’ career and professional life (see earlier chapters). Quantitative data collected
from the survey was coded and analyzed to determine similarities and differences
among survey respondent’s answers. Descriptive statistics were compiled to describe
the results (using Microsoft Excel). Simple descriptive statistics were used and
described in the results.
The aim of this survey was to ascertain as much information as possible in
regards to George Roberts’ career and influence on those surveyed. In addition, the
survey obtained background information on each of the respondents playing and career,
as well as information on the direct influence George Roberts had on each of their
playing. More specifically, the survey delved into where each participant heard and
learned of George Roberts’ playing, which recordings they heard and when this
occurred, and what about Mr. Roberts’ playing may have been different from bass
trombonists who preceded him. It was intended that these responses would shed light
on the influence George Roberts had on the artistic utilization of the bass trombone.
Interviewees ranged from contemporaries of George Roberts to some of today’s finest
bass trombonists. Below is a schematic of the study design used for this research:
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Study Design
Designated Bass Trombone Expert

Does subject meet general entry criteria?

NO

Do not contact

YES
Quer y with Initial Survey

Enrolled
(n = 40)

Receive Survey
(n =40)

Receive Survey and Intervew
(n = 5)

1-month follow-up
(for those pa rcipants who do not respond)

Primary Expert Evaluation
(30-35 days)

This study was designed to evaluate the sound and style of the bass trombone
both prior to 1950 and after the dissemination of George Roberts’ recordings (circa
1970), and to analyze the playing approach of the modern bass trombonist in light of the
overall approach of George Roberts. This research is both unique and important for
numerous reasons.

First, to date, the research on this subject has been almost

exclusively anecdotal, neither attempting to quantify nor codify the influence of George
Roberts on the modern bass trombonist.

Second, understanding the evolution of

today’s bass trombone sound concept and approach will help current and future bass
trombonists understand this critical step in their development as musicians.
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Results
Twenty-four trombone experts in the United States and Europe responded to the
survey (response rate of 48%). This rate is comparable to other studies of similar
design. 200 The following is a list of participants and their most prominent position:
Name
Alan Raph
Ben van Dijk
Bill Reichenbach
Bobby Knight
Don Waldrop
Dr. Thomas W.
Streeter
Edward Kleinhammer
Erik Van Lier
Ernie Tack
Jeff Cortazzo
Jeffrey Reynolds
Matthew Guilford
Michael Millar
Mike Suter
Phil Teele
Randall Hawes
Steve Norrell
Tom Everett
Tony Studd
Dennis Bubert
David Waters
George Curran
Charles Vernon
Michael Mulcahy

Position
Freelance Bass Trombone, arranger, composer
Bass Trombone, Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra
Bass Trombone, Los Angeles Free-lance Studio Artist
Retired, former Commercial Free-lance Artist, Member of the
Stan Kenton Orchestra
Semi-retired, former Commercial Free-lance Artist, Member
of the Stan Kenton Orchestra
Professor of Music at Illinois Wesleyan University, former
member of the United States Air Force Airmen of Note
Retired, Bass Trombone Emeritus with the Chicago
Symphony Orchestra
Free-lance Bass Trombone and Teacher at the Amsterdam
Conservatory
Retired, former Commercial Free-lance Artist in Los Angeles
Bass Trombonist, Army Blues Jazz Ensemble
Retired, Bass Trombone Emeritus, Los Angeles Philharmonic
Orchestra
Bass Trombone, National Symphony Orchestra
Bass Trombone, Educator and Administrator at California
Polytechnic State University in Pamona
Bass trombone & founder: Slidewerke, The National Slide
Quartet
Freelance Studio Recording Artist
Bass trombone, Detroit Symphony Orchestra
Bass Trombone, Metropolitan Opera Orchestra
Director of Bands, Harvard University
Free-lance Composer, Arranger, and Bass Trombone
Bass Trombone, Fort Worth Symphony Orchestra
Retired, Bass Trombone Emeritus, Houston Symphony
Orchestra
Bass Trombone, Atlanta Symphony Orchestra
Bass Trombone, Chicago Symphony Orchestra
Trombone, Chicago Symphony Orchestra
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In the following section, the results of this survey will be reviewed on a question-byquestion basis and a determination will be made as to whether any general
consistencies can be found through the participant answers.

As not all survey

participants chose to answer all questions, some results may have a varying number of
responses. To view complete survey responses, see Appendix K.
Analysis of Survey Responses
1.

What, if any, were some of the first recordings on which you heard George
Roberts play?
The purpose of this question was to evaluate: (1) Which experts had been

exposed to George Roberts’ recordings; and (2) Which recordings were most well
known to these experts. It was hypothesized that most and/or all respondents would
have some exposure to Roberts’ recordings.

However, it was unknown which

recordings were most prevalent among these experts.
Of the twenty four responses to this question, 11 out of 24 respondents (45.8%)
included multiple artists and/or albums.

The answers to this question fell into ten

different categories, including albums by George Roberts, Stan Kenton, Nelson Riddle,
Pete Rugolo, Frank Sinatra, Tommy Pederson, The Four Freshmen, Billy May, the
television show Hawaii Five-O, and one respondent had not previously heard a George
Roberts recording. The most common reply was that of Stan Kenton records, with
eleven responses (45.8%).

A specific album was referenced twice: Kenton’s New

Concepts of Artistry in Rhythm.
The second largest number of responses were albums under Roberts’ own name
(the albums Meet Mr. Roberts and Bottoms Up), and those of Nelson Riddle (including
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The Joy of Living and Love is a Game of Poker). Both Roberts and Riddle received
eight mentions (33.3%, respectively).

Considering how closely tied Roberts’ and

Riddle’s careers were, especially curing the 1950’s, it is perhaps unsurprising that these
responses were equal in number.
The fourth most responses fell to Frank Sinatra’s recordings. This result, no
doubt, is closely tied with Riddle’s involvement with Sinatra (see Chapter 3). There
were five responses tallied to Sinatra (20.8%). One album in particular is mentioned
one time, Only the Lonely (1958). Roberts’ role on this album is not as prominent as
many of Sinatra’s other albums, but it is significant nonetheless.
The fifth most responses fell to three specific recordings, all mentioned twice
(25% total, 8% each), including Pete Rugolo’s 10 Trombones Like 2 Pianos, Tommy
Pederson’s All My Friends Are Trombone Players, and The Four Freshmen’s Voices
and Brass. The first two of these recordings include many significant trombonists in
their own right. Yet, those surveyed consistently pointed out Roberts’ performance
above other notables, such as Frank Rosolino, Milt Bernhart, Dick Nash, Bob
Fitzpatrick, Tommy Pederson, and fellow bass trombonists Kenny Shroyer and Russ
Brown.

Roberts was included and played a significant role in three recordings

presented by The Four Freshmen: The Four Freshmen and Five Trombones, More Four
Freshmen and Five Trombones, and Voices and Brass.

However, Roberts is best

known for his playing on Voices and Brass, including a tasteful, melodic solo on Autumn
Leaves.
Finally, there were six responses with only one tally each. Chuck Sagle’s album
Splendor in the Brass, Billy May’s Big Fat Brass, and the sound track to the television
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program Hawaii Five-O were all mentioned specifically. The other responses included
an unknown, a compilation tape, and one respondent had never heard a confirmed
recording of Roberts before listening to the accompanying sound files delivered with the
survey.
A few common threads can be described from the aforementioned results. First,
that Roberts’ career truly disseminated his recordings to many people via many different
avenues (including the artists and albums named above).

Beginning with Roberts’

association with Stan Kenton in 1951, through his association with Nelson Riddle (and
Frank Sinatra by way of Riddle), and continuing into his role in television and films,
Roberts was given prominent air time for well over twenty years, thus giving multiple
generations of aspiring musicians a chance to hear his playing.
Based on these results, the hypothesis that experts had been exposed to
Roberts’ recordings was proven true in 23 out of 24 respondents.

Of those

respondents, the most cited recordings were by Stan Kenton, Nelson Riddle, and
Roberts himself. It was hypothesized that each of those surveyed would have a positive
initial reaction to Roberts’ playing, and that his tone quality, mastery of range, and
lyricism would be the most impressive characteristics.

2.

What was your initial impression of his playing?
The purpose of this question was to evaluate: (1) Upon hearing their first

recording of Roberts, what each respondent’s reactions where to his playing; (2) What
about Roberts’ playing in specific impressed each respondent (i.e. tone, lyricism,
articulation, range, etc…).
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The total number of responses for this question was twenty two, and all of them
were extremely positive. Dr. Tom Everett, after hearing Roberts’ playing, sold his tenor
trombone that week and took up bass trombone. Michael Millar remembers his first
encounter with Roberts’ playing as being “life altering”. Bill Reichenbach describes it as
very influential and, at the time, overwhelming. Other descriptions of Roberts’ initial
impact include: Bobby Knight “In Awe,” Jeff Reynolds “Awestruck by the tone and
singing style,” Matthew Guilford “Cool, laid-back sound. Relaxed. Pure. Effortless.”, and
Ben Van Dijk “His wonderful singing sound and his relaxed timing!”
The most common response to this question was a reference to Roberts’ tone
quality and/or sound. Twelve of the twenty two respondents mentioned this aspect of
his playing (54.5%). The other most common response referred to the lyrical style and
musicality of Roberts, mentioned by nine of those surveyed (40.9%).

As stated in

previous chapters, the advent of high fidelity recording capabilities added to the ability
for Roberts to more accurately portray his sound via recordings. His lyricism and style
are very song-like and this aspect of his playing had been groomed from a very early
stage in his musical development. Thus, it is apparent that for those respondents that
George Roberts had an impact on their tone quality and/or sound, their specific lyrical
style, and/or their musicality. Interestingly, when separated into their primary areas of
performance (classical versus commercial/jazz), the respondent’s replies show an
interesting phenomenon. Nine of the twelve (75%) classical bass trombonists surveyed
mentioned Roberts’ sound and tone quality as the biggest factor in their initial opinion,
while only five out of twelve (42%) commercial players mention sound and tone as
being the aspect which initially impressed them.
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True to the hypothesis, the results showed a positive reaction to Roberts’ playing
in 100% of respondents.

Also true to expectation were the impressive aspects of

Roberts’ playing, including tone quality, lyricism, and musicality. Unexpectedly, more
classically inclined performers noted Roberts’ sound and tone quality in their initial
impressions than those in the commercial and jazz veins.

3.

Has that initial opinion changed? If so, how?
The purpose of this question was to evaluate if, over time, the respondent’s

opinions had changed concerning Roberts’ playing.

It was anticipated that a low

percentage of responses would reflect that the opinions of those surveyed had not
changed concerning Roberts’ playing.
Most responses to this question were answered in a very simple, yet emphatic
“NO”. All told, fifteen out of twenty three (65%) responses were some form of this
answer.

However, eight respondents (35%) chose to answer in the affirmative for

various reasons. All of the affirmative responses were qualified in various ways, such
as that of Randall Hawes, “If it has changed, my admiration for the consistency has
deepened” and Ben Van Dijk, “No way, it has even become stronger. He is an example
for me in every note I play.” Ernie Tack puts it simply “In my opinion no one has
sounded better before or since.” Many of the survey responses for this question include
verbiage such as “example” and “admiration” (especially those which answer in the
negative followed by qualification), signifying support for the thesis that Roberts’ playing
was influential on modern bass trombonists.
True to the hypothesis, many of the respondents did answer as expected.
However a greater percentage than anticipated answered yes, although each of these
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responses was accompanied by a caveat explaining that their opinion of Roberts’
playing had only become more positive.
4.

In your opinion, what was the difference (if any) between the bass trombone
playing and approach of George Roberts and the playing of bass trombonists
who preceded him?
The purpose of this question was to evaluate what changes Roberts had adapted

to the bass trombone in comparison with previous bass trombonists and his
contemporaries. Anticipated were answers describing Roberts’ lyricism and musicality,
tone quality and sound, and mastery of the extreme low register of the bass trombone.
Similar to the responses for the previous questions, Roberts’ sense of style,
musicality, and overall sound quality won out here as well. Thirteen of the twenty three
responses emphasized Roberts’ unique sense of style and musicality that had never
been heard or attempted previously on bass trombone (56.5%).

According to Randall

Hawes, this lyrical approach was new to an instrument previously thought of as rough
and aggressive sounding. Similarly, Roberts himself admits that he tried to emulate
singers, such as Frank Sinatra and Nat Cole in his playing. 201 Edward Kleinhammer
reports that he was truly impressed with Roberts in this respect and has this to say
about him: “Here a musical trombonist playing with intense feeling comes into the
picture. And here comes a player of not quite of my classical style who tells me what a
fine trombonist can do.” Roberts’ innovative adaptation of a lyrical style to the bass
trombone did make an impression on more than half of those surveyed, thereby
supporting the thesis of this document.
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Nine responses mentioned the aspects of sound and tone quality in Roberts’
playing (39.1%).

Steve Norrell corroborates this point in his response: “Quality of

sound. Roberts achieves his optimum sound from the first instance the note starts. His
phrasing and musicianship are of the highest level.”

Randall Hawes describes the

players in existence before Roberts as sounding more physical and aggressive. In
addition, Ernie Tack speaks to Roberts’ quality of sound: “George's playing had superior
sound and musicality.” Other aspects of Roberts playing mentioned in the responses
were references to Roberts’ ease of playing in the extreme low register of the
instrument, his effort to make the bass trombone an independent voice, and that of his
impeccable timing and feel.
Based on these results, one can conclude that the hypothesis behind this
question is true, with respondents affirming the changes Roberts’ had made in tone,
musicality, and range.

Other answers to this question, including those mentioning

Roberts’ musical role and time feel, were not anticipated, but not entirely unexpected.

5.

In your opinion, what permanent influence (if any) did George Robert’s technical
approach (articulation, technique, etc.) to bass trombone playing have on the
generations of bass trombonists to follow?
This question was designed to gauge Roberts’ influence on technical aspects of

bass trombone playing. Although not best known for his technique (but, rather for his
musicality), positive responses reflecting Roberts’ impact on this aspect of bass
trombone playing were expected. Also anticipated were specific denotations of what
aspect of technique Roberts’ had influenced, including, but not limited to, articulation,
technique, range, etc…
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Responses to this question varied widely and fell into eleven categories. The
most common response, in seven out of twenty three (30%), was Roberts’ command
and response in the low and extreme pedal register of the bass trombone. Use of this
range of the instrument had heretofore been little used on the bass trombone. His
response and clarity in the low range were mentioned in a few responses as well,
specifically his ease of response in this difficult range. It was not simply the use of the
low register, however, but how the low register was used that was of equal import.
Roberts’ lyricism and ability to play melodies in a singing style in the extreme low range
of the bass trombone was not only unprecedented, but remains no easy feat for the
modern bass trombonist, as substantiated by Randall Hawes. George Curran puts it
very succinctly: “I would say that his specialty was playing melodically in the low
register. The emphasis of melody and lyricism in his playing has helped to encourage a
more artistically inclined generation of bass trombonists.”
To go hand in hand with Roberts’ firm grasp of the low register was his overall
mastery of all registers of the bass trombone. His middle and high range notes were
equally as resonant and clear as his low range. Matt Guilford brings this to light in one
particular example:
“On Stan Kenton's recording of This is An Orchestra, Kenton introduces
Roberts, who then ascends to a high D (above Bolero range!) then
descends 4 octaves lower to pedal D. That was an astounding feat for its
day and set a new standard for range.”
Again, this mastery is something for all modern bass trombonists to attempt to live up
to.
Another common response [five out of twenty three (22%)] was Roberts’ refined
use of articulation and tonguing. His legato articulation was of particular note and,

68

according to Ben Van Dijk, “….SHOULD be of permanent influence.” Also, his clarity
and precision of articulation was mentioned as having a lasting impact on the modern
bass trombonist. Tom Everett mentions Roberts having “Fostered use of softer tongue less "explosion" and accent.” This is a matter of precision between air and tongue and
knowing exactly how much of each will get the job done without adding any undesirable
harshness or edge to the sound. Again, Roberts’ playing shows attributes which have
influenced modern bass trombonists, including range and articulation.
A number of other factors were mentioned singularly in the responses, including
Roberts’ vibrato, time, flexibility, and soft playing. However, the overriding factor in all of
the responses was the fact that Roberts’ musicality was the impetus behind his
technique. Simply by having a clear musical goal in mind, Roberts’ technique rose to
the level required by the music. Erik Van Lier puts it very concisely in his response:
“George had great technique but I don't think that the way he plays comes from a
technical approach, but purely from a musical concept and he just has a good technique
to play what he hears.” Steve Norrell concedes that, “because of Roberts’ beautiful
sound and superior phrasing, the listener is not aware of anything that he is doing
technically. Even though one is unaware of it, technically he is always in complete
control.”
Finally, there were two responses which deviated from the overall agreement of
Roberts’ technical influence, and stated that Roberts had little to no lasting influences in
matters of bass trombone technique.

One respondent goes so far as to say that

Roberts’ technique is, and always was, fairly limited. One must conclude, however, that
although 9% of the respondents did not support the hypothesis that George Roberts
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had a lasting impact on the modern bass trombonist, it appears that the corresponding
91% felt that, in some way, shape or form, this hypothesis was true.

Making the

distinction between classical and commercial players, the results were very telling.
Seven out of twelve (58%) classical respondents mentioned Roberts’ range as being
influential, while only one (9%) commercial survey delineated that response. Four out
of twelve (33%) classical respondents mentioned Roberts’ tone quality and sound
having lasting influence, while only one (9%) commercial respondent cited a similar
answer.

Both negative responses were found among the commercial responses,

accounting for 18%.
As hypothesized, the respondents did agree that Roberts did have some
influence over the modern bass trombonist’s technical approach to the bass trombone.
Also fulfilled were anticipated responses of those surveyed delineating certain aspects
of Roberts’ bass trombone technique, including range, articulation, vibrato, timing, and
soft playing. However, according to the results of those surveyed, Roberts’ technique
had a larger influence on classical players than amongst commercial and jazz players.
6.

In your opinion, what permanent influence (if any) did George Robert’s musical
approach (tone, musicality, etc.) to bass trombone playing have on the
generations of bass trombonists to follow?
This question was designed to gauge Roberts’ influence on the musical approach

to bass trombone playing.

Anticipated results to this question were Roberts’ lyricism,

musicality, tone, and sound.
A general agreement in responses to this question is that Roberts’ most lasting
impact came under this category. His tone quality was mentioned above all else as
having the most influence on the modern bass trombonist. Phil Teele gives Roberts
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credit for establishing THE sound (emphasis by Teele) that bass trombonists use today.
Michael Millar goes so far as to say Roberts “[c]reated an entirely new paradigm for the
instrument. His musical influence is so great it's incalculable.”

This is high praise

coming from some of Roberts’ fellow studio bass trombonists.

In addition, Randall

Hawes considers Roberts’ sound “the gold standard” for bass trombone and tries to
emulate it in his own playing.
Another common response, found in 6 of 23 responses (26%), was that of
Roberts’ lyricism and his attempt to emulate a singer in his playing. Bill Reichenbach
elaborates on this assertion by commenting that Roberts was “a singer trapped in a
trombonist’s body.” Two respondents also mention the influence of Frank Sinatra’s
singing on Roberts directly, a fact which Roberts is not shy of admitting himself. Dr.
Thomas Streeter identifies the lyricism in Roberts’ playing and believes that his singing
approach inspired many musicians who heard him play.
Other responses to this question involved general comments on musicality and
style.

Erik Van Lier uses recordings of Roberts in his teaching at the Amsterdam

Conservatory and asks students to try to imitate those aspects of Roberts’ playing.
David Waters believes that the availability of Roberts’ recordings for so many years
before another bass trombonist was involved with a significant recording makes him
highly influential. Michael Mulcahy believes Roberts’ lyricism changed what was to be
expected from an instrument which previously had been used strictly for effect. By
using Roberts’ recordings as pedagogical tools, there is no doubt that Roberts’ will have
an effect on past, present, and future generations of bass trombonists.
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Again separating the responses of the classical and commercial players, there is
far less difference of opinion than found in the responses to question five. Both sides
are in agreement about the lasting influence of Roberts’ lyricism, musicality, tone, and
style. The slight deviations were found in the category of dynamics, with two responses
from the commercial side and none from the classical; and range, with one response
from the classical side and none from the commercial side.
As hypothesized, responses to this question referred primarily to Roberts’ sound,
tone, musicality and lyricism.

Specific reference to Sinatra’s influence on Roberts

enhances Roberts’ reputation as a lyrical player.

7.

In your opinion, what permanent influence (if any) did George Robert’s have on
the music written for bass trombone after 1950?
This question was designed to illicit responses from those surveyed concerning:

(1) Roberts’ influence on specific composers; or (2) Roberts’ influence on specific
compositional techniques utilizing his sound. Anticipated were results naming Nelson
Riddle as a specific composer, and utilization of Roberts’ sound as a melodic tool.
Most responses to this question dealt in generalities of Roberts’ influence, rather
than specific examples showing his influence. However, all responders, save one, are
emphatic in their belief that Roberts had a significant role in influencing compositional
approach to writing for the bass trombone. Jeff Reynolds makes reference to a number
of works written for and dedicated to Roberts over many years. Matt Guilford alludes to
one composition in particular which has become a staple of the bass trombonist’s solo
repertoire: the Sonata for Bass Trombone and Piano by Alec Wilder. This composition,
written in 1971, is significantly difficult, technically challenging, and lyrically demanding.
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Guilford contends that prior to Roberts’ influence, composers would never have written
in such a manner for bass trombone. The respondents support the claim that Roberts’
demonstration of musicality and technique on the bass trombone showed composers
that they could, and should, push the envelope for bass trombone composition. Michael
Suter corroborates this sentiment in his response, saying “He's the most influential bass
trombonist ever. The more little 'bits' that were written for him, the more adventurous
writers became. Today they write things for bass trombone that were totally taboo just
30 years ago. In musicological terms, that's no more than a blink of the eye.” However,
he tempers this argument by saying that new orchestration texts continue to be written
which follow the portrayal of the bass trombone found in more antiquated texts by
Walter Piston.
Notably, the most common composer’s name mentioned in response to this
question was that of Nelson Riddle. Responders view Riddle as the first and most
influential composer to write specifically for Roberts’ unique abilities. Jeff Cortazzo cites
Riddle’s willingness to write bass trombone parts which serve as countermelodies and
obbligato lines as particularly significant.
In contrast to this, Bill Reichenbach laments the fact that very few composers
and arrangers in the Los Angeles studio scene write significant melodic parts for bass
trombone today. In fact, his inclusion on a melodic line in a recent recording for Harry
Connick, Jr. was the first significant melodic part he has played in over thirty years. He
believes that the advent of High Fidelity and Stereophonic sound prompted studios and
composers alike to search for new sounds to showcase, including Roberts’ bass
trombone. After this initial fervor died down, Reichenbach contends, composers fell
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back into their former compositional habits. However, Reichenbach does admit that is
primarily a fault of the L.A. studio composers and arrangers, not the musical world at
large. Thus, although there are limitations on the reach of Roberts’ influence, his initial
influence and overall contributions to the field of bass trombone can not be forgotten.
As anticipated, the mention of Nelson Riddle was found in multiple survey
answers. Unanticipated was reference to Alec Wilder’s Sonata for Bass Trombone, a
piece not commonly known to be associated with Roberts.

Specific compositional

techniques which utilized Roberts’ skills were that of obbligato, melody, and
countermelody.

8.

In your opinion, what modern bass trombonist(s) most closely resemble George
Roberts in approach and sound and why?
This question was designed to specify: (1) which, if any, current bass trombonists

most closely resembles Roberts in playing style; and (2) more importantly, what about
those current players approach resembles Roberts playing, thus helping to better define
various unique aspects of Roberts playing, including sound and musicality.
This question prompted a number of varied responses. First, ten different current
or recently retired bass trombonists were mentioned as closely resembling Roberts in
playing abilities. Most commonly mentioned were Bill Reichenbach and Kenny Shroyer,
both L.A. studio players over the past 40 years. Phil Teele, Ernie Tack, Randall Hawes,
Tony Studd and John Rojak were also mentioned multiple times.

Single mentions

include Paul Faulise, Dick Hixson, and Douglas Yeo. That said, the general sentiment
is that, while most professional bass trombonists have been influenced in some way by
Roberts’ playing, that none truly emulates his style and musicality perfectly. Alan Raph
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equates this question as to asking who, among modern tenor trombonists, sounds most
like Tommy Dorsey; a unique talent that can be approximated, but never truly be
replicated. Dennis Bubert sees it this way:
“I don't think it’s possible to play the bass trombone today without having
been influenced by George Roberts--whether the player is aware of his
influence or not. The level of bass trombone playing has never been
higher than it is today, and George was a seminal figure in promoting
those advances in sound, musicality and technique that we now take for
granted.”
Bill Reichenbach, while believing that Phil Teele most resembles Roberts, laments the
fact that there are very few opportunities to do so.
Unanticipated were the varied responses, naming ten current bass trombonists
who resemble Roberts’ playing.

However, most responses also added comments

saying that, while many current players can recreate a reasonable facsimile of Roberts’
playing, none of them can perfectly emulate Roberts’ style.

9.

In your opinion, did George Roberts influence one style of playing more than
another (i.e.: Classical, Jazz, Commercial, etc.)?
This question attempts to gauge respondent’s opinions on whether the influence

of Roberts’ playing crossed over from that of strictly jazz and commercial players to
encompass all bass trombonists, including classical.

The hypothesis behind this

question is that Roberts influenced bass trombonists of all genres.
Commercial and jazz styles of playing were by far the most frequent answers to
this question, with fourteen out of twenty three responses for the former (60.9%), and
thirteen out of twenty three responses to the latter (56.5%).

Based on the survey

results, it appears as though this is where the bulk of Roberts’ work was accomplished.
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In fact, Jeff Reynolds remembers playing recordings sessions with Roberts in Los
Angeles and was always mystified by Roberts’ tone. Reynolds could situate the bell of
his instrument eight inches away from a microphone while Roberts sat four feet away.
However, upon listening to a playback of the recording, Roberts sound would invariably
bury almost everyone else.

Don Waldrop remembers having similar experiences;

hardly being able to hear Roberts while playing in the studio, but hearing nothing but
Roberts on a playback.
Worth noting, are the nine respondents who answered in accordance with the
observations above, but added a caveat to their response, noting that Roberts’ sound
and tone were elements which all bass trombonists should try to emulate.

Two

responses, those of Matthew Guilford and Edward Kleinhammer, make a point in saying
that teachers often point to Roberts as someone who’s sound their students should
emulate. Randall Hawes believes his influence has changed over time. First, it was
influential in the genre of jazz, then commercial music by the late 1960’s, and finally for
classical players thereafter.
Significantly, when the responses are separated between classical versus
commercial and jazz, a striking difference occurs. Ten out of eleven (91%) commercial
players agreed that Roberts’ influence can be found primarily in commercial and jazz
music, while only five of the eleven (45%) classical respondents believed this to be the
case. The remaining commercial player and six remaining classical players believed
Roberts’ influence to be equal among all bass trombonists.
Many responses designated Roberts’ major influences in the fields of jazz and
commercial music.

However, as hypothesized, there was also support for Roberts
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influence over classical bass trombonists as well. This designates Roberts as having
influence over all genres of bass trombone playing.
10.

In your opinion, did the fact that George Roberts was involved primarily in jazz
and commercial music allow him musical freedoms which classical music would
not have allowed at that time? If so, in what ways?
This question is designed to gauge the musical freedoms afforded to Roberts in

the idioms of jazz and commercial music, versus those allowed in the genre of classical
orchestral music. Responses were anticipated primarily in the affirmative. Reasons
why may include the fact that composers were writing music with Roberts’ specific
talents in mind.
The responses to this question were overwhelmingly in the affirmative in a ratio
of three to one (15 to 5).

Many of these responses outline specific ways in which

classical music, by its nature, would prevent the kind of musical and artistic freedoms
enjoyed by Roberts in the field of jazz and commercial music. For example, Michael
Suter expresses his opinion by saying that classical music is far more rigid and leaves
no room for individuality, one of Roberts’ strongest attributes as a player. Don Waldrop
and Dennis Bubert give almost identical reasons for their answers. The repertoire for
the modern symphony orchestra is relatively set as compared with the ever changing
music in a studio setting. Constantly fresh music would, by nature, allow for more
opportunities for change and new sounds. Tom Everett believes that a large aspect of
his musicality, namely his vibrato and sense of rubato, would have been hampered by a
traditional classical style of playing. Kleinhammer states it plainly: “He (Roberts) had
more freedoms playing in his style than is allowed in the classical symphonic style.”
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That said, there is a small but vocal opposition to the previous respondents’
answers. George Curran feels that equal freedoms could have been enjoyed in either
classical symphonic or commercial jazz genres. Ben Van Dijk relates that he takes
liberties in his own playing with the Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra whenever
possible, examples including Richard Strauss’ symphonic poems Der Burger als
Edelmann and Ein Heldenleben. Steve Norrell feels similarly, that, if a player of equal
talent were to play in the classical symphonic field, he would have an equal number of
freedoms. Charles Vernon feels that it was by choice that Roberts played in the studio
and commercial scene, and could have been equally as successful in the classical
symphonic genre due to his sound and control.

As hypothesized, responses were

overwhelmingly in the affirmative for this question.

However, reasoning included

answers other than anticipated, including that of a standardized orchestral repertoire not
allowing for innovations, as well as Roberts’ liberties with time and style in his soloistic
style of playing.
Limitations
The use of a cross-sectional, point-in-time, convenience sample survey threatens
the external validity (i.e. the extent to which the study findings are applicable (or can be
generalized) to other people or settings than those that were the subject of study) of the
study. Selection bias is an inherent problem when dealing with mail-based surveys.
Non-response bias, when individuals are unwilling or unable to participate, and
voluntary response bias, when survey participants self-select, can lead to over- and/or
under-representations of certain individuals with strong opinions on the survey topic.
The author acknowledges these issues and bases the following conclusions on the 24
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survey respondents. This research is not intended to be applied to the entire field of the
bass trombone, but rather to shed light on how George Roberts did, in fact, influence a
select group of experts and help define the current field of bass trombone.
Conclusion
It is obvious that Roberts’ influence on the 24 survey respondents was highly
significant.

As outlined by the survey answers, Roberts’ career, recordings, and

resultant repertoire has had a significant impact the bass trombonists of later
generations.

Roberts’ lyricism, tone quality, musicality, and significant use of the

extreme low register of the bass trombone were all unprecedented and, according to
those surveyed, have had a noteworthy and enduring impact and influence on bass
trombonists ever since. His impact on the repertoire and compositional attitude toward
the bass trombone are of significant importance and lasting effect as well, particularly
that of Nelson Riddle and Alec Wilder.

Finally, seven out of 24 (29%) of bass

trombonists surveyed named Roberts as either their sole reason for playing bass
trombone, or one of two main influences, including Jeff Reynolds, Tom Everett, Mike
Suter, Bill Reichenbach, Jeff Cortazzo, Ernie Tack, and Charles Vernon. If that fact held
true throughout all bass trombonists over the past 55 years, there is no question that
Roberts can be considered one of, if not the most, influential bass trombonist in history.
His impact on tone, technique, repertoire, and popularity of the bass trombone is
unquestionable.
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Chapter 6: Repertoire & Instruments

During the course of Roberts’ career, dramatic changes occurred to both the
repertoire and resources available for the bass trombone.

While not entirely

responsible for this exponential increase, Roberts did have some influence over its
occurrence. This chapter will delineate what resources were widely available to bass
trombonists and teachers prior to 1953, and those that have appeared since 1953 (for
complete reference information, please see the bibliography and discography at the end
of this document). The year 1953 was chosen as a separation point because it was the
year The Kenton Era and New Concepts of Artistry in Rhythm, the first two albums
featuring Roberts, were released. Specific areas showing this change include: solo
repertoire; etude, method, and orchestral excerpt books; pedagogical articles;
recordings; and instruments and equipment.

A thorough survey of all available

materials was conducted for those in existence prior to 1953, as well as those which
appeared between 1953 and 1973, Roberts’ most prolific years as outlined in chapter 3.
In addition, this chapter includes a subsection of material reviews over which Roberts
had direct influence (defined by the author as (1) solos written for or by Roberts; (2)
etude and method books which Roberts wrote or contributed to; (3) articles which
Roberts wrote or contributed to; (4) recordings that prominently featured Roberts; and
(5) instruments that Roberts played or endorsed).
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Repertoire and Instruments Prior to 1953
Solo Repertoire
Solos, written and published prior to 1953, fall under several categories. First,
there are those which are instrument specific for the bass trombone, beginning with the
Concertino by Sachse, Hosannah by Liszt, Praeludium, Chorale Variations and Fugue
by Müller, and Une Oraison by Tcherepnine. Secondly, there are compositions which
were written for bass trombone and/or another instrument (such as saxhorn, string
bass, or tuba), including Concert Allegro by Lebedev, Grave by Petit, Little Classics by
Williams, and Andante by Tcherepnin. Any other solos for bass trombone prior to 1953
were generally taken directly from another instrument’s repertoire, such as Bach’s Cello
Suites, or transcribed for bass trombone, such as works by Marcello, Galliard, or
Frescobaldi. Below is a list of solo compositions written for bass trombone prior to 1953
(see Appendix L for musical examples):
Praeludium, Chorale Variations and Fugue by J.I. Müller circa 1839
Concertino by Ernst Sachse circa 1850
Hosannah by Franz Liszt 1862
Une Oraison by Nicolas Tcherepnine 1935
Little Classics by Ernest Williams 1946
Concert Allegro by Alexey Lebedev 1949
Andante by Alexander Tcherepnin 1950
Grave by Pierre Petit 1952
Etudes and Methods Repertoire
Etude and method books available prior to 1953 also fall under several
categories. First, were books written specifically for the bass trombone, including The
Bass Trombone and F Attachment for Tenor Trombone by Allen Ostrander. Second,
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were a set of books that contained orchestral studies with parts for not only bass
trombone, but for tenor trombone and tuba as well. These include editions edited by
Bernard, Ostrander, Hausmann, Tandler, and Clarke. A third set of books were those
written for tenor trombone and utilized by bass trombone by playing down an octave.
These include books by Rochut, LaFosse, Slama, Arban, Tyrell, as well as numerous
others. However, it should be mentioned that LaFosse’s Méthod Complète de trombone
à Coulisse contains a short section near the end of the third volume which speaks
directly to the trigger register and, more specifically the E-pull technique.

A fourth

classification of books is that of elementary methods. There are innumerable books of
this type available before 1953, but none which deal specifically with the bass
trombone. Below is a list of available etudes and studies available to, and utilized by,
bass trombonists prior to 1953 (see Appendix L for musical examples):
Orchestral Studies for Trombone, Ernst Clarke (1908)
Arban’s Famous Method for slide and valve trombone and baritone, J.B. Arban
(1921, 1936)
66 Etudes, Anton Slama (1922)
Forty Progressive studies for Trombone, H.W. Tyrell (1927)
Melodious Etudes for Trombone, ed. J. Rochut (1928)
Méthod Complète de trombone à Coulisse, Andre LaFosse (1946)
The Orchestral Manual for Orchestral Players, Adolph Tandler (1946)
Wagner Orchestral Studies from Operas and Concert Works for Trombone,
Valentin Hausmann (1948)
Orchestra Passages for Trombone, ed. Allen Ostrander (1948)
The Bass Trombone and F Attachment for Tenor Trombone, Allen Ostrander
(1948)
Traits Difficiles tir'és d'ouvres symphoniques et dramatiques, pout tuba et
trombone basse, Paul Bernard (1951)
Pedagogical Articles
Numerous pedagogical articles that relate to the bass trombone were written
prior to 1953. This section provides a literature review of these related articles.
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Carse discusses, in brief, the history and usage of the trombone in orchestral
history. 202 The bass trombone is mentioned as being expected in late Romantic period
German compositions. The bass trombone is, otherwise, not referred to by this author.
In the article “On Trombone Technique” by Gordon Pulis, 203 the author makes no
reference to the bass trombone. Rather, the authors’ most emphatic point centers on
dance band soloists/trombonists and their influence on modern trombone technique. It
is his contention that modern trombone technique has been pushed more by dance
band/jazz band/commercial composers and players than by the traditional classical
players and composers.
In 1949, Owen advocates the use of the bass trombone in “Trombone
Problems.” 204 In a review of four instrument factories, he found that all four
manufactured bass trombones. He also contends that the sound addition of the bass
trombone cannot be achieved by use of a third tenor trombone. Owen discusses the
problems inherent to the bass trombone, such as a different sized mouthpiece and the
requirement of substantially more air than tenor trombone. Finally, Owen concedes that
a player cannot be expected to specialize solely on bass trombone, but should treat it
as a double by the tenor trombonist. In addition, Coffey provides an in-depth analysis of
the adoption of the bass trombone. 205 Coffey begins by telling the reader that the
instrument used by bass trombonists at that time was, in fact, not a bass trombone, but
a tenor trombone with an F attachment. However, he then goes onto say that the
adoption of this instrument by the bass trombonist is to his advantage and gives him
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musical and technical freedoms that a true bass trombone does not.

The author also

gives two pitfalls of becoming a bass trombonist: First, the lack of available employment
positions, and second, the incorrect expectation that bass trombonists require less
technique than tenor trombonists. However, Mr. Coffey agrees with Mr. Pulis’ article
from 1948 that dance (commercial) musicians have added to the development of the
instrument. Lastly, Coffey describes the need for a bass trombonist to have a well
adapted ear for low notes. He goes on to give some examples of studies and etudes
recommended for building technique, ear, and embouchure.

For trigger register

studies, he recommends players use tuba studies, or tenor trombone studies played an
octave lower. Interestingly, Rohner also advocates the use of the “bass trombone” for
use by young students in order to make 6th position C and 7th position B more in tune. 206
The author describes the bass trombone as simply a tenor trombone with an F
attachment.
By 1952, Cailliet helps describe the differences between the tenor and bass
trombone. He also describes the low range of a bass trombone as going down to a
fundamental (pedal) Eb. 207 The role of the third trombone in band music is discussed as
belonging to the trombone section, and not as a bridge between the trombones and
tuba, as in an orchestra. The role of the third trombone in marching band is also
discussed and, again, is shown to be a member of the trombone section and never to
double the role of the sousaphones. Lastly, the author advocates the use of the bass
trombone on all third trombone parts in band, even if a particular part is not written
below a low E.
206
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Rohner adds to the dearth of literature by discussing the use of a 4 valve
euphonium in order to improve intonation. 208 Rohner also discusses the intonation
tendencies of the F valve on bass trombone. Included is a slide position chart showing
the differences in position between an open, Bb trombone and one with the F valve
depressed.
There are very few pedagogical articles pertaining to the bass trombone prior to
1953. Of the eleven available articles which refer to trombone pedagogy, four of them
make no reference to the bass trombone. References made in the other seven articles
are all noteworthy, including advocacy for its use in most ensembles. However, authors
differ on defining what a bass trombone is, including two articles which refer to the bass
trombone as simply a tenor trombone with an F attachment, and one which insists that a
true bass trombone is keyed in F. A few authors agree that the bass trombone, while
useful, should not be expected as a permanent use instrument, but instead as a double
for the tenor trombonist. Lastly, both Pulis and Coffey agree that jazz and dance band
trombonists were currently pushing the limits of modern trombone technique.
Related Recordings
There are many recordings which include the bass trombone available prior to
1953. However, as a result of the repertoire available and recorded during that time,
very few give the bass trombone extended exposure. Most of those recordings lie in the
classical orchestral vein. These include a number of recordings of Beethoven’s
Symphony No. 9, a few recordings of Le Bourgeois gentilhomme by Richard Strauss,
and a 1951 recording of Wagner’s Das Rheingold by the Bayreuth Festival Orchestral
208
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with Herbert von Karajan. Unfortunately, a number of German recordings done during
this time were unavailable to the American public due to World War II.
A few recordings occur in other genres as well, including that of chamber
ensembles and one of a jazz ensemble. Stravinsky’s own recording of his Octet for
Winds in 1941, and the Boston Symphony trombone section’s trio recording from 1906
are excellent examples of chamber music.

The one recording of a jazz ensemble

featuring bass trombone was that of the Stan Kenton Orchestra’s live recording of Gene
Roland’s Invention for Bass Trombone in 1948, featuring Roberts’ predecessor with the
band, Bart Varsalona.

Also impeding the dissemination of quality bass trombone

recordings during this time was the recording ban implemented by the U.S. Government
during World War II.
Associated Instruments
According to Roberts, there were only two companies producing quality bass
trombones during and prior to 1950. 209,210 C.G. Conn Ltd. produced one high quality
bass trombone around 1950, model number 70H. This is the instrument which Roberts
purchased initially in 1948 while with Gene Krupa’s band.

The other instrument

available at the time was produced by the Vincent Bach Corporation, model number 50.
This instrument was played by Bart Varsalona, Roberts’ predecessor in the Stan Kenton
Orchestra. 211
Final Thoughts
From the preceding reviews of available materials related to the instruction and
performance of the bass trombone prior to 1953, it can be seen that little information
209
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was readily accessible for the general public.

Few etude and method books were

available, and fewer still were written specifically with the bass trombonist’s needs in
mind, with the exception of the books by Paul Bernard and Allen Ostrander. Solo
materials were difficult to come by as well, especially those of any musical merit. For
the teacher or advanced student, scant pedagogical guidelines can be gleaned from the
articles available. Sentiments that the bass trombone should be used in most ensemble
situations is communicated, but little direction as to how to go about it can be found. An
equally diminutive number of substantive bass trombone recordings exist during this
period as well. Furthermore, as was previously described in Chapter 3, the recording
and sound reproduction available during most of this period was inadequate at best,
especially for instruments in the lower register. Quality instruments were, while not
difficult to acquire, available from only two domestic production companies. Both of
these models were focused on professional bass trombonists and marketed as such.
As a general rule, little material to assist the bass trombonist or instructor was readily
available prior to 1953.
Repertoire and Instruments Post 1953
Bass trombone specific solos, methods, etudes, pedagogical articles, recordings,
and instruments have increased exponentially in number since Roberts’ first recording
release in 1953. While there are many factors at work to cause this rapid increase,
Roberts was a forerunner for the cause of the bass trombone and played a number of
integral roles in its acceptance as an instrument of specialty, not just an instrument on
which tenor trombonists doubled. As can be seen from previous chapters, the number
of recordings on which Roberts provides exposure to the bass trombone is astounding,
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coupled with the wide dissemination of those recordings due to the headlining artist on
many of them (including Frank Sinatra, Ella Fitzgerald, Nelson Riddle, etc…) making the
sound of the bass trombone a household familiarity.
Solo Repertoire
Solo compositions written specifically for, and available to, bass trombonists
increased by a vast margin beginning in 1953 alone. In 1953, French publisher Alfonse
Leduc provided numerous works by Clerise, Bozza, and Semler-Collery. During the
following decade many more compositions of French origin would appear, including
works by Tomasi, Boutry, and more works by Bozza. Allen Ostrander, Former New
York Philharmonic Bass Trombonist, was equally influential with the publication of
original solo compositions and arrangements for the bass trombone.

Furthermore,

compositions that have become staples of the modern bass trombonist’s repertoire
were created during the first ten years following Roberts’ first recording release,
including those by Lebedev, Spillman, Blazhevich, and McCarty.

In the following

decade (1964-1973) Canadian composer Christopher Dedrick created six solo works for
bass trombone. Works by Alec Wilder, Thom Ritter George and Walter Hartley were
also composed during that time and have since become standards in the bass
trombone repertoire. Below is a list of solo compositions for bass trombone published
during and after 1953 (see Appendix L for musical examples):
1953:
Voce Mobile by R. Clerisse
Allegro et Finale by E. Bozza
Prelude et Allegro by E. Bozza
Barcarolle et Chanson Bachique by J. Semler-Collery
1955:
Tubaroque by R. Boutry
1957:
Theme Varie by E. Bozza
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1960:
Passacaglia and Fugue for Bass Trombone by O. Henry
At Devotions by E. Lassen (A. Ostrander)
Concert Piece in Fugal Style by A. Ostrander
Sonata in G minor for Bass Trombone Solo by A. Ostrander
Concerto in One Movement by A. Lebedev
1961:
Concerto for Bass Trombone by W. Coker
Introduction et Toccata by M. Carles
1962:
New Orleans by E. Bozza
Concerto Number 11 for Bass Trombone by V. Blazhevich (M. Mathews)
Concerto for Bass Trombone by R. Spillman
1963:
Two Songs for Bass Trombone by R. Spillman
Etre ou ne pas etre by H. Tomasi
Basso Bossa by B. Carpenter
Sonata by P. McCarty
Passacaglia and Fugue for Bass Trombone by O. Henry
1964:
Green Hills by J. Pala
Concerto for Bass Trombone by T. Ritter George
1965:
Variazioni Piccola by R. Croley
The Happy Man by K.G.L Smith
1967:
Aria by P. Tanner
1968:
Ballade by L. McVey
Serenade by L. McVey
Rifferendum 94 by L. McVey
Some Other Time by L. McVey
Air et Final by R. Planel
Divertissement for Bass Trombone by R. Croley
1969:
5 Pieces for Bass Trombone by N. Riddle
Museum Piece by N. Riddle
Rock by A. Raph
Ils Sont Heureux by O. Laske
Sonata Breve by W. Hartley
1970:
Natural “D” by T. Everett
The Philosopher by N. Goffin
Concertino Basso by R. Lieb
Fantasia for Tuba or Bass Trombone by B. Tuthill
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1971:
Sonata by A. Wilder
Inspiration by C. Dedrick
Opus 1 by R. Dunn
Introduction and Allegro Moderato by H. Gay
Sonata by G. Goodwin
Introduction & Burlesque by R. Eaves
Trois Exercices de Style by J. Lemaire
1972:
Mouvement by J.C. Henry
Escapade by M. Albam
Hosanna II by E. Diemente
Prelude and March by C. Dedrick
Lyric Etude by C. Dedrick
Allegro Maestoso by J. Koetsier
Sonata for Solo Bass Trombone by C. Dedrick
Petite Suite by C. Dedrick
1973:
Short Suite by A. Blank
Fantasia for Bass Trombone by S. Brandon
Deux Pieces Breve by J. Semler-Collery
Revelstoke Impressions by G. Johnston
Inspiration by C. Dedrick
The Big Horn by E. Hoffman
Belle Province by A. Ameller
Prelude, Fugue, and Big Apple by W. Ross
Methods, Etudes, and Orchestral Excerpts
The first twenty years after Roberts’ initial recording with the Stan Kenton
Orchestra also saw a boom in the number and quality of etude, method, and orchestral
excerpt books available to bass trombonists. More influential than Ostrander’s solo
compositions were his contributions to this genre, including three method books and two
etude books.

French composers were also quick to join the fray with books by

Delgiudice, Bernard, and Pichaureau. American trombonists Alan Raph and Tommy
Pederson were quite prolific in their contributions with three books each, including
Raph’s 1969 method book written specifically with the double valve bass trombone in

90

mind, the first of its kind. Orchestral excerpt books also began appearing during this
time, including one very early example by Menken in 1957. The following is a list of
etudes and studies available to, and utilized by, bass trombonists during and after 1953
(see Appendix L for musical examples):
1953:
A Guide to Bass Trombone Playing by H. McMillen
1954:
Etudes Rythmiques et Melodiques by M. Delgiudice
1956:
The F Attachment and Bass Trombone by A. Ostrander
1957:
Anthology of Symphonic and Operatic Excerpts for Bass Trombone by J.
Menken
1960:
Methode complete pour trombone basse, tuba, saxhorns basses et
contrebasse by P. Bernard
Practice with the Experts by P. Tanner
1962:
Zwanzig Studien fur Bassposaune by O. Maenz
1963:
Trente etudes Das Tous les Tons by G. Pichaureau
1964:
20 Studies for Bass Trombone by K. Stephanovsky
Sightreading Studies for Bass Trombone by G. Dufresne
1965:
Shifting Meter Studies for Bass Trombone by A. Ostrander
20 Etudes by L. Gillis
1966:
Method for Bass Trombone and F Attachment for Tenor Trombone by A.
Ostrander
Diversified Trombone Etudes for Tenor or Bass Trombone by A. Raph
Twenty Six Etudes Transcribed for Bass Trombone by A. Raph
Let’s Play Bass Trombone by G. Roberts
1967:
Allen Ostrander Method for Bass Trombone by A. Ostrander
1969:
Studies in Legato for Bass Trombone by R. Fink
The Double Valve Bass Trombone by A. Raph
Studies in Legato for Bass trombone and Tuba by R. Fink
1970:
24 Studies for Bass Trombone by B. Grigoriev (A. Ostrander)
Progressive Etude by J. Rahn
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1971:
Advanced Etudes for Bass Trombone by T. Pederson
1972:
43 Bel Canto Studies for Tuba or Bass Trombone by M. Bordogni (C.
Roberts)
Sieben Etuden fur Bassposaune by F. A. Belcke
Elementary Etudes for Bass Trombone by T. Pederson
Intermediate Etudes for Bass Trombone by T. Pederson
Pedagogical Articles
Numerous pedagogical articles that related to the bass trombone were written
after 1953. This section provides a literature review of these related articles.
The 1950s and 1960s
In “The Bass Trombone,” Kizer begins by imploring ensemble directors to use the
bass trombone and provides input as to why substituting other bass instruments for the
bass trombone gives an incorrect sonority to an ensemble. 212 Also, Kizer eschews the
notion that a tenor trombone with an F attachment is the same as a true bass trombone
and discusses how an ensemble director can tell the difference. He then goes on to
describe the slide position changes with the depression of the F attachment. Finally,
Kizer identifies repertoire that can be best enhanced by the use of the bass trombone.
Later, Christie provides a good description of what the bass trombone is (as
opposed to tenor trombone with F attachment) and what a teacher and/or director
should expect in terms of sound in “Teaching the Bass Trombone.” 213 He makes a
clear delineation between the physical characteristics of the two instruments as well as
their mouthpieces.

A concise description

of the physical demands of playing the

instrument, as well as what a teacher can expect their students to achieve, both initially
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in switching from tenor as well as in the long run, is included. His description of proper
embouchure, air use, and F attachment usage is succinct and easy to understand. A
description of proper tonguing, both marcato and legato styles, is found as well.
Christie is also an early advocate for the addition of a second valve in order to make the
instrument entirely chromatic without having to make use of the E pull. Lastly, Christie
gives a few words of advice on which students are likely to be successful in switching
from tenor to bass trombone. In tandem with Christie’s all encompassing article on
playing and teaching bass trombone, his bibliography entails repertoire available to the
modern bass trombonist. Included are method and etude books, orchestral studies,
solos, adaptations and transcriptions, and trombone ensemble music. There are very
few listed items that are written specifically for the bass trombone, with the exception of
three method books, one orchestral studies book, and five solos.
The following year, Fink speaks to particular problems found when tenor
trombonists switch over to either instruments with F attachments or bass trombones. 214
Foggy or tubby sounds, lack of response in the trigger register, and incorrect
mouthpiece choice are all covered. Also, he recommends that students listen to bass
trombonists, either live or recorded, in order to understand the sound they are trying to
produce. Fink also gives his opinion on how the bass trombone can enhance any
ensemble, in lieu of adding extra low woodwinds and tubas. He gives arguments for the
bass trombone both in terms of financial feasibility and ensemble sonority. 215
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In his article “Study Literature for the F Attachment and Bass Trombone” Brown
deals primarily with the additional and different slide positions necessitated by the
addition of the F attachment. 216 Brown also laments the fact that there is scant quality
instructional material available. He recommends including bassoon, cello, tuba, and
string bass repertoire to compensate. An extensive list of available method and etude
books, orchestral studies, and substitute materials is found at the end of the article.
Everett also gives annotations for 47 bass trombone solos ranging from intermediate to
very difficult. Everett recommends both 5 Pieces for Bass Trombone by Nelson Riddle
and Sonata by Alex Wilder, both of which were written for George Roberts. 217
The 1970s
In “Basic Literature for Bass Trombone Study,” Everett begins by describing what
it takes to play bass trombone at a high level and what should be studied. 218 The
progression of starting on tenor trombone and when to switch students to bass
trombone is described.

Everett offers three bass trombone etude books to help

students learn the instrument after they switch. He goes on to describe etude books to
be used at the high school level, as well as a number of solos written for the more
advanced bass trombone student. Included in these etude books and solos are Let’s
Play Bass Trombone by George Roberts, as well as etudes and solos by Tommy
Pederson. Also mentioned is a bass trombone feature with stage band composition
called Little Tune for a Big Horn, written by Wilfred Bob Roberts. It is described as a
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“George Roberts-styled bass trombone feature”. Also, reference is again made to the
Sonata by Alex Wilder.
In a very technical article with a very different audience in mind (that of acoustic
engineers and instrument technicians), Pratt shows how timbre and responsiveness is
changed by employing additional tubing for some notes (such as G2) at different points
in the instrument (via slide or via depression of the G valve). 219
Interestingly, in 1979 Matchett describes the tenor trombone with F attachment
as a worthy substitute for the true bass trombone.

His article continues, however, to

describe the bass trombone as a wonderful sounding instrument, but the only difference
between it and an F attachment tenor being the bass trombone E pull. Pictured in the
article is Matchett with his tenor trombone.

He makes no recommendations as to

method books or solos for bass trombone.
The 1980s
In “Bass Trombone Sound Concept”, Mays concludes that there is no better
solution to getting a characteristic bass trombone sound than to listen to, and try to
match, established professional players. 220

In addition, he speaks to the right

equipment choice for the job at hand: differences in bell alloys, mouthpieces, and lead
pipes and how they relate to sound quality. Mays also helps directors and teachers in
troubleshooting common problems on bass trombone, such as “woofy” high register,
and a bright, edgy sound. The following year, Hughes provided an annotated list of
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etude books for bass trombone. 221 He included many different selections than those by
T. Everett just three years prior.
In “The Bass Trombone: Single Rotor, Double Rotor, or In-Line?” Flor begins with
a very rudimentary description of the bass trombone, its history, and difference from the
tenor trombone. 222 A general analysis of the three types of bass trombones found in the
title is given including size, weight, bore, and bell diameter. The author then goes on to
provide a basic description of the uses of each of the valve combinations and the
benefits of each, as well as the authors opinion as to which might fit better in any
particular ensemble. The article concludes with a complex fingering/slide-position chart
for each of the instruments.
Douglas Yeo laments the misunderstood status of the bass trombone, primarily
among conductors, but also composers who write for beginning and intermediate band
in his article from 1985.

He also briefly discusses the European tradition of the

third/bass trombone part being covered by a tenor trombonist who is past his/her prime
and can no longer play principal. Yeo goes on to define the difference between the
tenor and bass trombone in detail.

He describes the various tunings and valve

configurations found on bass trombones today, as well as the multitude of additional
positions these create.

Yeo defines terms such as open vs. close wrapped

attachments, axial flow vs. traditional rotary valves, and dependent vs. independent
valve attachments.
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The 1990s
Beginning in the 1990s, more in-depth analysis of the role of the bass trombone
began to seep into the literature. Phillips published an interview with Charles Vernon
concerning his thoughts and concepts related to the bass trombone. 223 How to think
about and achieve the ideal tone quality is described. Vernon goes into great detail
about lyrically conceptual playing.

He demonstrates his belief in the importance of

mouthpiece buzzing. Concepts and practice techniques relating to breathing, vibrato,
physical fitness, performance anxiety, slide technique, and legato playing are also
discussed.
Fallis provided a brief history of the bass trombone and its repertoire in his article
from 1996. The author then describes solo literature from Grade 3 (works which Everett
describes at difficult) through Grade 6, including range requirements, technical
challenges, and his own thoughts on the musicality of each piece. 224

In addition,

Wilborn points out the role of the bass trombone in bands and orchestras. He also
mentions how many conductors incorrectly treat the bass trombone as a large tenor
trombone. 225

Also discussed are when to begin playing bass trombone and which

students might do well to switch from tenor to bass. Wilborn gives advice on how to
tame the overzealous young bass trombonist and teach him/her how to achieve a
characteristic sound. Finally, Wilborn discusses solo and ensemble repertoire.
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Related Recordings
Prior to 1953 there was a dearth of recordings featuring or highlighting the bass
trombone, while afterwards there quickly appeared an abundance of high fidelity
recordings widely disseminated to the country at large.

As demonstrated in this

document, Roberts began this trend with outstanding recordings beginning in 1953.
Taking Roberts’ place with the Stan Kenton Orchestra was Kenny Shroyer who, also
following in Roberts’ footsteps, was featured on a number of recordings with Kenton’s
band from 1957-58. Bobby Knight filled Shroyer’s shoes with a recording in 1958, as
did Mike Wallace many years later in 1973. The first forays by bass trombonists into the
field of jazz improvisation began in 1960 by Tony Studd with the Gil Evans Orchestra
and David Baker with the George Russell Sextet. 226,227 The first album since Roberts’
to feature the bass trombone exclusively and under the bass trombonist’s name was an
entirely classical album by Donald Knaub, then a professor at the Eastman School of
Music. On this album were featured works by Wilder, Semler-Collery, J.S. Bach, Halsey
Stevens, Borodin, and Adler. The first album of orchestral excerpts appeared in 1971
as played by the Chicago Symphony Trombone and Tuba section, to be followed in
1972 by the Philadelphia Orchestra Trombone section’s debut album of similar format.
The following is a list of recordings featuring the bass trombone in a prominent role
released during or after 1953:
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1953:
The Kenton Era (featuring George Roberts) by Stan Kenton
New Concepts of Artistry in Rhythm (featuring George Roberts) by Stan
Kenton
Nielsen: Flute and Clarinet Concertos (featuring unknown) by the Danish
State Radio Symphony Orchestra
1955:
Songs for Swingin’ Lovers (featuring George Roberts) by Frank Sinatra
Swingin’ Down Yonder (featuring George Roberts) by Dean Martin
1957:
Billy Mays Big Fat Brass (featuring George Roberts) by Billy May
Back to Balboa (featuring Kenny Shroyer) by Stan Kenton
Rendezvous with Kenton (featuring Kenny Shroyer) by Stan Kenton
1958:
Walkin’ (featuring George Roberts) by George Roberts (arr. N. Riddle)
At the Rendezvous Vol. 2 (featuring Kenny Shroyer) by Stan Kenton
1959:
Meet Mr. Roberts by George Roberts
The Joy of Living (featuring George Roberts) by Nelson Riddle
In New Jersey (featuring Bobby Knight) by Stan Kenton
1960
Bottoms Up by George Roberts
Voices and Brass (featuring George Roberts) by The Four Freshmen
Out of the Cool (featuring Tony Studd) by Gil Evans
George Russell Sextet at the Five Spot (featuring David Baker) by George
Russell
10 Trombones Like 2 Pianos (featuring George Roberts) by Pete Rugolo
1968:
Let George Do It (featuring George Roberts) by The Fort Vancouver High
School Stage Band
1969:
Practice Makes Perfect (featuring George Roberts)
1970:
All My Friends are Trombone Players (featuring George Roberts) by
Tommy Pederson
1971:
Hymns at Sunset (featuring George Roberts) by Ralph Carmichael
Donald Knaub, bass trombone by Donald Knaub
Concert Works and Orchestral Excerpts by The Chicago Symphony
Orchestra Trombone and Tuba Section
1972:
Stick It! (featuring Bill Reichenbach) by Buddy Rich
Music for Bass Trombone by Thomas Streeter
Symphonic Excerpts for Trombone by The Philadelphia Orchestra
Trombone Section
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1973:
Live at Butler University (featuring Mike Wallace) by Stan Kenton
Associated Instruments
Bass trombones available after 1953 include numerous makes and models.
Many companies entered the market for the bass trombonist’s consumer dollars in the
late 1950’s and into the 1960’s, such as Benge, Reynolds, Olds, Holton, and King. In
later decades, Yamaha, Getzen, and many others began production on their own
professional quality bass trombones (see Appendix D for reference to a partial list).
George Roberts’ Contribution
As shown in previous chapters of this document, George Roberts’ primary
contributions to the bass trombone are that of his many and varied recordings in almost
every genre.

However, his contributions to the bass trombone’s repertoire can be

neither overlooked nor understated. With compositions written specifically for his talent
spread out over a thirty year period (1953-1983), there is no doubt that composers saw
fit to showcase his talent and his instrument in unique ways as evidenced in Chapter 3
of this document. Johnny Richards’s arrangement of Stella By Starlight has recently
been published (2002) in its original form.

While all of Roberts and Riddle’s

collaborative solo compositions have gone out of print, they are still available through
many libraries, including 5 Pieces for Bass Trombone (1969), Museum Piece (1969),
and Lament (1983). Larry McVey’s compositions for the album Let George Do It are all
available directly from the composer, including Ballade, Serenade, Rifferendum 94, and
Some Other Time. Unfortunately, Tommy Pederson’s arrangement of Josephine is not
currently in publication, but his composition Blue Topaz, is readily available from a
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number of sources. Roberts’ own composition, Walkin’, is also out of print, but available
for loan from the University of Arizona. Perhaps Roberts’ most significant addition to
the bass trombonist’s repertoire is Alec Wilder’s Sonata for Bass Trombone. Written in
a pseudo-commercial style, it was presented to Roberts by Wilder in 1971. Having met
only once some years earlier at the C.G. Conn Ltd. factory, Roberts unexpectedly found
the composition in his mailbox early that year. 228

While never performing or recording

the composition, Roberts did play through it with a pianist upon receiving it.

This

composition is another example of Roberts’ influence on the compositional community
at large (see Appendix C).
Two method books also came out of Roberts’ career. The first was a compilation
of a number of exercises included in a compilation by Paul Tanner. The second was
written entirely by Roberts and contains primarily fundamental and technical studies.
Roberts also contributed to a number of articles written for students and educators
during his career.

From his own article in 1966 to any number of interviews in

publication since that time, it is easy for anyone to become acquainted with Roberts and
his thoughts on playing. Listed below are all of the solo compositions and etudes over
which Roberts had a direct influence (see Appendix L for musical examples):
1953:
Stella By Starlight by Victor Young (arr. Johnny Richards)
1958:
Walkin’ by George Roberts
1960:
Practice With The Experts by Paul Tanner
1966:
The Bass Trombone and I by George Roberts
Let’s Play Bass Trombone by George Roberts
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1968:
Ballade for Bass Trombone by Larry McVey
Rifferendum 94 by Larry McVey
Serenade for Bass Trombone by Larry McVey
Some Other Time by Larry McVey
Blue Topaz by Tommy Pederson
1969:
5 Pieces for Bass Trombone by Nelson Riddle
Museum Piece by Nelson Riddle
1970:
Josephine by J. Kern (arr. Tommy Pederson)
1971:
Sonata for Bass Trombone by Alec Wilder
1983:
Lament by Nelson Riddle
Instruments and Equipment
The timeline for Roberts’ equipment is somewhat complicated. Advertisements
as early as 1953 show Roberts with the Stan Kenton Orchestra trombone section
playing a Conn 70H. Roberts corroborates this in an interview with Elécia Hill. 229
Advertisements featuring Roberts with Conn instruments continue to appear throughout
the 1950’s. In fact, Roberts is pictured on the cover of Meet Mr. Roberts with his Conn
70H.
In 1961, Roberts switched instrument makers and associated himself with the
F.E. Olds Company of Fullerton, CA. This company had made student model
instruments for many years, but the owner (Reginald Olds) decided to venture into
professional quality instruments. 230 Olds attempted to copy the Conn Schmidt bell that
Roberts had been using for years, as well as the Remington receiver and lead pipe. 231
Olds began an advertising campaign featuring Roberts in 1961, utilizing the cover photo
from his first album (oddly enough, still featuring his Conn 70H) (see Appendix F).
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Another campaign devised during 1963, featured Roberts standing alongside Nelson
Riddle and his son Christopher, a bass trombone student of Roberts at the time (see
Appendix E). During this association, Olds would develop a number of professional
bass trombone models utilizing Roberts’ name and stature to help sell them, including:
Olds Super P22 George Roberts (.565, 9” F, light yellow brass bell), Olds P24 (.565, 9”,
F), P24G (.565, 9”, F/G on thumb), and Super S22 George Roberts (.565, 9”, F, tuning
in slide).
For a short while in 1973, Roberts switched over to the Frank Holton Company
and worked with technicians on model TR180. This was a two valve instrument with a
10 inch bell, making it a heavier instrument which Roberts generally had shied away
from in the past. 232 However, this change would last only a year (perhaps for that very
reason) and Roberts went back to Olds in 1974.
Olds began producing print advertisements again after Roberts returned 1974.
This sponsorship would have lasted through the end of Roberts’ career if F.E. Olds
Company would not have been bought out and liquidated circa 1979. This left Roberts
searching for new sponsorship. This came in the form of the company he had started
with, C.G. Conn Ltd. This time, however, he would not play his original 70H, but instead
the 98H, an instrument he had technicians develop specifically for him. The instrument
utilized a dual bore (.547-.562) slide and had a 9 inch bell; a smaller instrument than
Roberts had played until that point, but perhaps easier for Roberts to play, given his
age. Roberts’ association with Conn continued for three years until Roberts decided to
switch instruments again.
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His next sponsorship came from Yamaha Corporation, a company which had
been making student level instruments since the 1950’s but was attempting to develop a
professional model bass trombone. Through this association with Yamaha came model
YBL322 (see Appendix D). This was a larger instrument than the Conn 98H he had
been playing and again, like the instruments Olds had made for him, it was an attempt
to regain the playability of his first Conn 70H. Roberts appeared to finally have what he
had been looking for when he exclaims to interviewer Elécia Hill “It’s ironic that after 45
years I’m ending up playing the same horn I started on.”
Roberts played this instrument for many years until he was invited by Zig
Kanstul, an old friend and former technician at Olds, to visit his own shop in Anaheim,
CA. There, Roberts was given a new instrument to try and was sold on it almost
instantly. The Kanstul Custom 1670 bass trombone is, again, similar to his original
Conn with only one valve and a 9.5 inch, yellow brass bell with in-slide tuning.
Since switching to the bass trombone in 1948, Roberts has played a number of
mouthpieces and lent his name to a good deal more. According to Roberts, he began
playing on a stock Vincent Bach 1.5G. 233 Early on during his long tenure in Los
Angeles, Burt Herrick made an oversized version of the Bach 1.5G for Roberts, utilizing
the same rim but boring out the cup and throat.

Conn copied the Herrick during

Roberts’ association with the company, resulting in the Conn 108. 234 After being bought
out by United Musical Instruments, the Conn 108 became the UMI108GR.
During the early 1980’s, A.E. Thorpe produced mouthpieces in various sizes for
Roberts, including models MV, SE, and CE. Finally, when Roberts switched over to
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Kanstul instruments, the company made him a copy of the original Herrick mouthpiece
from the 1950’s and called it, simply, the Kanstul GR. There is evidence to suggest that
there are in existence other mouthpieces associated with Roberts. A recent item up for
sale on an internet auctions site was a Marcinkiewicz Geo. Roberts Model.

Other

internet references have also brought a George Roberts S.O. mouthpiece to light. 235,
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Chapter Conclusion
Prior to Roberts’ groundbreaking recordings with the Stan Kenton Orchestra in
1953, few materials related to the bass trombone were available. It is the author’s
contention that the scarcity of available solo repertoire reflected the overall view of the
music world that the bass trombone was not to be considered a soloistic instrument and
was to keep with its role as an instrument of effect. In addition, the method, etude, and
orchestral excerpt repertoire available was virtually non-existent prior to 1953 and gave
no clear direction for those wishing to pursue study of the bass trombone. Pedagogical
information, while available in national publications, was scant and, at times, somewhat
contradictory. Recordings that prominently featured the bass trombone were also few
and far between. Lastly, few quality instruments were widely available leading up to
1953, and no student line bass trombones were being manufactured during that time.
There was an avalanche of available repertoire, pedagogical materials,
recordings, and quality instruments in the twenty years following Roberts’ arrival. While
not entirely his doing, Roberts carried the banner for this parade. His recordings, the
first of their kind, and his influence over composers and arrangers for writing new and
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quality literature, were of great significance. Many solo works written for Roberts have
become standard recital repertoire, and his etude book, Let’s Play Bass Trombone, is
still utilized by many teachers and students today. Many of the instrument models he
played, endorsed, and helped design are still sought after by professionals and in use
today, as are some of the mouthpiece designs. Roberts truly had an effect in every
aspect of the bass trombone’s conversion. In light of what was available to Roberts
when his career began, it is justified to consider Roberts a catalyst for the enhanced
instrument we hear today.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion
Throughout music history, the role of the bass trombone has been primarily that
of support or effect.

Few composers prior to the 1950s gave thought to the bass

trombone as a medium for melody or to its soloistic sonorities.

George Roberts’

entrance into the musical world in the early 1950’s, displaying lyricism and musicality
heretofore unheard of on bass trombone, began to influence composers and players
alike by allowing them to utilize and mimic Roberts’ talents on an instrument previously
viewed as clumsy and laborious. The purpose of the research outlined in this paper
was threefold: (1) to describe the context in which George Roberts contributed to the
evolution of the modern bass trombonist; (2) to discuss and describe the repertoire,
literature, recordings, and instruments that surround George Roberts’ life and career;
and (3) to both qualify and, if possible, quantify the impact that George Roberts has had
on the approach and careers of a sample of modern bass trombone experts.
Chapter 3 shows Roberts’ early training in melodic and lyrical playing on tenor
trombone, as well as the sound playing fundamentals instilled in him by multiple
teachers. Roberts’ early preparation was then translated to bass trombone when he
made the transition from tenor to bass in 1948. Finally, Roberts received an opportunity
to play with the Stan Kenton Orchestra, thus giving him a high level of exposure to a
national audience. These events and opportunities gave Roberts the musical tools and
experience with which to change the identity of the bass trombone from an effectual
instrument into one of lyricism and musicality.
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Chapter 4 demarcates two explicit, yet intertwined series of serendipitous events
which afforded Roberts and the bass trombone new repertoire and audience. Roberts’
direct association with Nelson Riddle resulted in the development of a new
compositional style and persona for the bass trombone. No longer was it a lumbering,
gruff instrument, but its new treatment was that of a lively, tasteful, lyrical instrument.
Roberts’ vicarious associations with Frank Sinatra, Ella Fitzgerald, Dean Martin, and
many others gave his bass trombone sound international exposure which was second
to none.

This new audience included many composers and arrangers who began to

utilize the bass trombone in similar ways to that of Riddle, thus enhancing the repertoire
even further.
Entwined with Roberts and Riddle’s contributions to the utilization and repertoire of
the bass trombone were drastic changes in sound recording and reproduction
technologies. These modifications served as a catalyst for Riddle’s open-minded use of
the bass trombone and, thereby, Roberts performance of his compositions. Included in
these alterations were the invention and advent of FFRR technology, the invention and
adoption of magnetic tape recording devices, home stereo upgrades, and stereo
speaker modifications.
Chapter 5 sought to display, in both qualitative and quantitative terms, Roberts’
specific influence over both his and future generations of bass trombonists. The results
of those surveyed showed that Roberts’ influence was widespread, crossing
generational boundaries, as well as those of genre. The technical and musical aspects
of Roberts’ playing were perhaps slightly more influential on players of a classical
symphonic background, but his influence over repertoire was felt more by those in the
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commercial and jazz veins. The overarching aspects of his influence are found in the
areas of tone quality/sound and musicality/lyricism.
Chapter 6 shows the disparity of available materials (solo repertoire, pedagogical
music and articles, recordings, and instruments) prior to 1953 versus those made
available during and after 1953. A substantial difference is evident in all categories.
The chapter goes on to outline Roberts’ contributions in each of these categories and
shows that his most significant additions can be found in the categories of recordings,
instruments, and repertoire (both solo and pedagogical.)

As many of these items are

still available for use by bass trombonists today, it is evident that Roberts’ continues to
assert his influence over the modern bass trombonist.
This document has shown that the influence of George Roberts on the modern
bass trombonist is deeply rooted and incredibly far-reaching. First, through a review of
the previous literature on Roberts’, the author has shown that little academic research
had been conducted on Roberts and his influence in history. Thus, the research
included in this document is both novel and noteworthy. Second, by describing
circumstances in which Roberts’ learned and played the bass trombone, the author
delineates the unique abilities that Roberts’ brought to the trombone world. Third, in
conducting original research the author corroborates this thesis by compiling expert’s
opinions on Roberts’ influence on their playing, abilities, and repertoire. Fourth, an indepth analysis of Roberts’ relationship with composers such as Nelson Riddle and the
corresponding release of new recording technologies enabled Roberts’ to provide a
distinctive contribution to the bass trombone repertoire. Finally, the comprehensive
survey of materials prior and following Roberts’ first record release in 1953, establishes
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the transformation of available information from which composers, teachers, students,
researchers, and performers were able to glean information. History shows that
Roberts’ perseverance and determination to make what was previously an awkward and
ungainly instrument into a sonorous, lyrical voice was unprecedented and, upon
reflection, highly influential. Every modern bass trombonists owes a debt of gratitude to
Roberts because, whether they realize it or not, Roberts has influenced their playing for
the better.

In that, both current and future generations of bass trombonists and

composers who haven’t had the opportunity to experience Roberts’ playing, recordings,
and repertoire first-hand can look to this document as a guide to his sphere of influence
and come away better musicians and players.
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Interview by David Krosschell with George Roberts
March 16, 2007
Participants: David Krosschell (DK) and George Roberts (GR)
DK:

I was thinking we would that start with how you came to play the trombone and
how you picked up the bass trombone, but with all the different articles and
interviews I've got with you already, I think you've already gone through that…

GR:

Yes I have.

DK:

Maybe we'll just get started with you and Nelson. So, how did you meet each
other and how did that relationship get started?

GR:

Well, Lee Gillette was an A & R Man with Capitol Records.

DK:

A& R meaning?

GR:

Artist and Repertoire.

DK:

Ok.

GR:

He was the biggest guy with Capitol (Records) there ever was. He had more
money and every stock, everything else in Capitol. He liked me. He was the guy
that used to record Stan (Kenton) on the road. I was an idiot enough that I’d see
him sitting there with John Paladino, who was a mixer, so I thought Lee Gillette
was a mixer; in the electronic department at Capitol. I'd sit there, and Lee would
come up to me and talk, he really liked my sound, and all this stuff. And we
became friends on Kenton's band on the road and he'd record. So, when I left
Stan, came out here and one day I was out looking for a job, and saw Capitol
Records, and I thought 'I'll go in and say hello to Lee Gillette.' I walked in and I
said ‘I'd like to see Lee Gillette, is he in?’ She said, let me call his office, I said
'His office?' I though he'd be in the back. She called up, and she said, ‘Yes, he
would like to see you, get in the elevator and go up to so and so floor, and he'll
leave the door open, go down the hallway, and they can guide you when you get
up there.’ So I stepped off the elevator and the sponge carpet is about 8 inches
thick…

DK:

Is this in the newer capitol building?

GR:

No, it was the old building. And I went upstairs and started walking down and I
saw the door open, which they said would be open. And I thought ‘What am I
doing in here?’ Because this is not at all what I thought it was. I walked down
and I looked in the door as I walked by the open door, I wasn't going to stop, but
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there he was. Lee was sitting at his desk in there, great big enormous desk, and
there was a guy sitting beside the desk, and I just kept walking by, and I stopped
and I thought ‘That was Lee Gillette.' Lee came to the door and he looked out
and says 'George, what are you doing here’ so I said ‘Well, Sue's going to have a
baby and I didn't want to be on the road with a baby ,so I came home and
thought I would try and see if I could make it in L.A.’ And he said 'Come in, I
want you to meet somebody’ so, I went into his office.
I saw a guy sitting at the desk, and he said ‘George, say hello to Nelson Riddle'
we started talking and Lee said 'You've got hear this guy play the bass trombone'
and he said 'I would use bass trombone, but there isn't anybody here that I
like…’He said 'I've got a date coming up with Dean Martin, I'll give you a call' and
he wrote me out a piece, the first thing I ever did with Nelson, it was a line going
down low (singing) going down to a real low pedal, double pedal. Usually, if
Nelson wrote something like that, most guys that he knew as they go down, they
would disappear, and I didn't disappear. When I got to the bottom note, I went
(singing) and he looked at me and smiled and he went like this (thumbs up) and I
worked for Nelson from that time on. We talked about the horn like it was a
rhythmic horn; it was a melody horn “you must have the heart of an elephant.”
(reference to another story) And over a period of years, he changed. But, uh, I
think you know the story about the Joy of Living album. You know, we were
talking about it, like you must have the heart of an elephant. I couldn't wait for the
date to be over. That was the first songs that I ever played with string section on
a record. It just blew me away. And I get through with the date and I went up to
Nelson, he was standing on the podium when, and I said ‘You must have the
heart of an elephant’ and he said ‘You don’t' forget, do you?’ and we started
laughing. Those kinds of things went on for years. He would look at me at a
date, like a Sinatra date or something, and he would say 'Play that the way you
want to play it', meaning, he knows that I WOULD play it the way it would sound
the easiest for me, and that's the way it was for many, many years. I don't know,
he was a great guy, a terribly unhappy guy, he seemed like he had something
chaotic happening to him, uh…
DK:

All the time.

GR:

Yeah, every six months something terrible would happen to him.

DK:

That's the impression I got as well.

GR:

It's true. He's a great guy, I loved Nelson. Sue and I both did.

DK:

So, in that initial meeting, he invited you over to his house, he lived right around
the corner, right?

GR:

We lived in Pacific Palisades, and he lived in Malibu, which is about half and
hour, twenty minutes away from his house. You go down the coast highway and

126

go to Malibu and you go right up the side of the hill, he had a gazebo, I would go
there and he said ‘Christopher, my son, wants to play bass trombone just like
you, would you teach him?’ I said yes. I used to go out there and Nelson would
bring him to my house and I taught him and got him a sound and everything and
what he does with that sound is going to be up to him. He needs the sound first
and then learn what to do with it.
DK:

Yup.

GR:

Christopher, I taught him for quite some time and then I stopped and he’s got a
nice sound and I haven’t heard him play in ages and ages. So, whatever… I
think he’s got the Nelson Riddle band right now.

DK:

He’s still got that going, as far as I know. I’ve been trying to get a hold of him,
he’s tough to contact.

GR:

The wife, that I was saying, after he got rid of Rosy Clooney, so to speak. He
married his secretary.

DK:

Naomi, right?

GR:

Naomi. After he (Nelson) died, Naomi wouldn’t let him (Christopher) have the
book. Chris wanted to start it, and she wouldn’t give him the book. So he went
to Tommy Shepherd and Tommy Shepherd had copied all the stuff out of
Nelson’s book. So, Tommy Shepherd gave him copies of the book, that’s where
he got it from, not from Naomi, which is insane, you know, that’s really bad.

DK:

She was an interesting woman, from what it sounded like. She died in ’98 I
believe.

GR:

I don’t know and I don’t want to know.

DK:

Alright then. So, when you initially met Nelson at Capitol Records that day with
Lee Gillette, Nelson invited you over, it was when you were actually living…

GR:

He lived on 7th Street and I lived around the corner on 7th Street in an apartment.
So I used to walk to the corner to walk down. And he would be in his window and
motion for me to come over. I’d go over and we’d sit there and talk for hours.

DK:

What did you talk about?

GR:

Bass Trombone.

DK:

Anything specific?
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GR:

Just the style of the horn, getting, get the horn out of the lament part, get into a
happy horn, a vocal horn, and become part of the business. You know, rather
than just being a horn that’s kind of a lament, it’s a drag…

DK:

Literally, usually behind time.

GR:

Yeah, and changed the whole picture of the horn. We talked about that for a
long, long time, which he did.

DK:

Absolutely.

GR:

He turned it completely around. And thank God he had the guts to do it. You
know, because other people heard that and wondered, who’s doing that, and
then I’d get calls for other dates because of what they heard. If you aren’t heard,
you’re not going to get called.

DK:

And heard well, that goes without saying. So, did you ever take your horn over to
his house and play for him, did you ever kind of collaborate on things?

GR:

No, not really, we had enough of that on dates, he would write something…

DK:

And test it out on you.

GR:

And he would test it out on me and boy he had some vicious stuff, and he always
put, which put tremendous pressure on me-- singing

DK:

That last note…

GR:
a

At the very end of a tune, and that means if we made a mistake and had to do it
gain, I’m the one.

DK:

You’re the guy.

GR:

I, and they all hate me, so I had to do it right the first time, and Nelson wants it
done right the first time, that was his philosophy. For Sinatra, do it right the first
time because it doesn’t give Frank a chance to cancel the date, or tune, or
whatever… So he would write all that stuff at the end of a tune, and I know I
gotta do it right, and we get through it and I’m going whew, and they say ‘one
more.’

DK:

How often did you get a chance to look at the parts before you actually had to
play them?

GR:

Oh never, I never saw anything until….

DK:

The red light was on?
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GR:

No, never.

DK:

That’s intimidating.

GR:

Yeah it is, but you still have to do it right. And, uh, you need to read well, and get
all the combinations right, right now, and that’s just the way it was.

DK:

You have to have some pretty “big ears” for doing that.

GR:

Yes, absolutely, and have a desire to want to do that, which I did. And Nelson, I
loved him so much for having the guts to expose the horn like that. He made the
business for all of us, essentially, by using me and getting it heard, and all that
stuff that created our situation. Instead of having just one or maybe two bass
trombone players, like it was when I first came out here, there are thousands
now, you know. It changed.

DK:

It absolutely did. So, did Nelson start writing parts specifically for you after that
first Dean Martin gig?

GR:

Absolutely, that’s when it started. He started putting rhythmic percussion parts,
you know like-- sings-- stuff like that, not necessarily melodies, because he still of
the horn as, uh, a heart of an elephant, I kept trying to talk him into it, and then
finally the “Joy of Living” thing which we talked about. That brought him around.
If he had done the Joy of Living album when we first started talking about this, I
think he would have a smash hit album. I think the Joy of Living was the most
listened to album he ever did, and if he had done that 8 or 9 years before he did
the joy of living….

DK:

You think the timing was just a little bit….

GR:

He was late on it, but uh, he finally did it. There was a solid change in the
business that way; everybody started writing that way, which created the
business.

DK:

Absolutely.

GR:

More and more bass trombone players, which is what I was after.

DK:

So, initially you were playing commercial sounding gigs and jazz sounding gigs,
how did you get in on the classical side of things?

GR:

The classical side of things is semi-legit and motion pictures and stuff like this. I
got a call, Bobby Helfer was a contractor that he owned the town; he was the
biggest contractor in the city.
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DK:

He was a pretty stiff guy….

GR:

Yes, he was stiff and a tough guy. He wouldn’t call me for anything. Like the
major motion pictures, the Alfred Newman’s and Mancini’s and all this kind of
stuff, he wouldn’t call me for that because I’m a jazzer.

DK:

Is that because of your association with Kenton?

GR:

Yeah, Gene Krupa, (Stan) Kenton, I’m a jazzer. Alfred Newman, I need a good
player for Alfred Newman. I was sitting home one morning about 8:30 AM, the
phone rang and I picked the phone up and he said ‘Mr. Roberts’ and I said ‘Yes’
and he said ‘This is Bobby Helfer, what are you doing right now?’ and I said ‘I’m
Having an unemployed cup of coffee.’

DK:

What year was this?

GR:

This was back in the very early ‘50’s

DK:

’52 or ’53?

GR:

Yeah, right in there. And, uh, he said ‘How long would it take you to get to Radio
Recorder’s Annex?’ And I said ‘Probably about 40 minutes.’ He said ‘Pick up
your bass trombone and your mutes and your bag with all that stuff in it, and put
it in your car, and be here in 40 minutes.” Clunk. Zzzzzzzzzz. (Dial tone after
phone is hung up) And I thought ‘Yikes!’ So I got in the car and I was there in 35
minutes! Chuckles.
I walked up to the door, opened the big door, and as I opened it Bob Craft is up
on the podium and the Los Angeles Philharmonic is sitting there, and in the
booth, sitting right there is Igor Stravinsky.

DK:

So you saw him right away?

GR:

Oh yeah, there’s no mistaking who he is. The tie with Bob Craft is very strong. I
didn’t have time to think because Helfer came up and said ‘Mr. Roberts, see that
empty chair over there. Go and sit down, get your horn out, and start playing.’
So just went back and didn’t have time to think, so I went back, got my horn out
and Bob Craft says ‘Mr. Roberts, you have a solo at bar so-and-so with the harp,
so-and-so, so let’s try that.’ And I looked for the harp and it’s all the way across
the room and I thought ‘Oh boy!’ So I thought, ‘I don’t care what he does with his
hands, I’ve got to count.’ So I buried my head and played it and a voice came
out of the booth saying ‘He’s (George) right, you’re wrong (to the harpist). So
let’s make it.” So we made it just that fast. And did this thing, it looked like a
chicken had gone wild on a sheet of music.

DK:

So you remember what piece it was?
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GR:

No, I don’t. But, it was Stravinsky. We got through it and all the guys in the
trombone section were (cheering) ‘Yeah, George!’ So, on the way home, I
started thinking, like with Helfer, Stravinsky, all that stuff, what that call actually
meant to me. And I started shaking because that was a big deal. And, uh, I
started working for Helfer from that day on. The other guy didn’t, the guy had
gotten up out of that call. Imagine this: Stravinsky in the booth, Helfer, all that
stuff and he walked and said ‘I won’t sit here and be humiliated! There isn’t a
player in the world that can play this part!’ And he walked out on Helfer and
Stravinsky. And that’s when Helfer called me, and I went in and I had just
legitimized myself in Helfer’s eyes.

DK:

Was that the regular LA Phil player that walked out?

GR:

No, he was kind of the freelance legit player in town.

DK:

The other freelance player in town…

GR:

He stopped doing anything and he finally left. And, uh, you don’t get up, no
matter who you are, you don’t’ get up and walk out, especially with people like
that; you have to try something to get through it. Fortunately, I didn’t know what I
was going to be doing, because if I had, I possibly wouldn’t have been able to do
it, I would have been so shaken up.

DK:

The less thinking, the better often times….

GR:

That’s right. That’s when Helfer started calling me and I did motion pictures for,
oh my lord, 50 years or more than that. According to my sheet, that I get, the last
time I looked for reuse, on residuals, on motion picture, television new use, all
that kind of stuff, I looked at it and I had done something like, uh, an enormous
amount of motion pictures in the time that I was there. Just unbelievable: Jaws,
King Kong, the Airport movies, all the Alfred Newman stuff, the Mancini stuff.

DK:

Who were some of your favorite writers?

GR:

Mancini, Nelson, actually I liked them all because I worked on all of them.
Chuckles.

DK:

True enough, they got you work, so…

GR:

You want to hear something really wild, because it really opened my eyes to
what I had to do in the business. Gordon Jenkins, big name, uh, I got a call to do
a Gordon Jenkins call, it was one of the first things with him you know, I went in,
sat down and thought ‘I’m doing a Gordon Jenkins call, this is far out!’, because
he’s big in New York. As I was playing, he kept looking at me through the first
piece we were playing. And I look up and he’s staring at me, and I keep playing,

131

look up, and he’s still staring at me. He says ‘10 minutes’, and he started walking
toward me and I thought ‘Whoops, this is where I get fired’ or something and I
feel it in my bones. This is what he said to me, he walked up to me and said ‘Mr.
Roberts, let me ask you a question.’ And I thought, go ahead. And he said ‘How
do you play a low E in second position?’ He doesn’t know what a bass trombone
is! That’s the question and why he was looking at me. How do I play a low E,
and I’ve got a valve right there. And I said, ‘Well, this is a bass trombone and
you use the key to pull the E up into second position. And the E is shortened
slide that way and I put the tube back here.’ And he says “Alright!” And then he
walked back and I thought (astonished look).
DK:

So, was that fairly early on in his career?

GR:

Uh, well no, he’d been in the business for years.

DK:

He just wasn’t aware that…

GR:

He didn’t realize, that’s why they used 3 and 4 tenors on dates, rather than two
tenors and a bass, three tenors and a bass. That’s before all that happened.
And that eventually changed to where more bass trombones were needed.

DK:

That was primarily Nelson’s doing, was it not?

GR:

Yes, it was!

DK:

He began to use bass trombone…

GR:

Absolutely!

DK:

So, Stan Kenton started using two (bass trombones) at that point.

GR:

You bet. After I left the band and came out here, I got a call at Capitol. And he
said ‘George, I got a call, come down and do a finish up of the record for me. So
I went down and I thought ‘I got to play with Stan again on a record date!’ And
there were a whole line of bass trombones. Stan came up to me and he said
‘Turn around and look what you’ve started!’ And that really made me feel good
that Stan said it to me. Because he, at one time, when I left the band, he said
‘You’re moving too early George.’ But fortunately, things worked the right way
that it wasn’t too early; it was time to do it.

DK:

It was just right for you.

GR:

Yes, it was. I thought what Lee Gillette liked about me was that as times
changed, it went from mono, to stereo, to all through this (left), all through that
(right), they needed sound changes with each of those changes, and bass
trombone came along right at the exact time there was a sound change. Like,
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you’d here bass trombone on the left, and something over here on the right. It
was perfect time for a bass trombone player to be in L.A., which is where I was.
And that was very fortunate. And Nelson exposed it, so it was really something.
DK:

So, speaking of Nelson; you did an album, Meet Mr. Roberts

GR:

Yes, with Frank Devol.

DK:

Why didn’t you do that with the Nelson Riddle Orchestra instead?

GR:

Because Frank was the guy at Columbia Records, and trying to do an album was
next to impossible, especially with the bass trombone, that’s never been done
before. That’s the first solo album that was ever been done with the bass
trombone. Frank was the A & R man at Columbia Records out here. And the
guy that liked me was the mixer for Frank Devol’s records. And we were talking
one day, and Frank said ‘I’ll do it.’ And I said ‘Do you write jazz, Frank?’ and He
said ‘I can write anything if they pay me for it.’ That’s the most avant garde thing
Frank Devol ever wrote. It was a great album. This was one of the most heard
albums around the world, and you heard it everywhere. It was a smash hit
listening-wise, but not selling. It sold OK, but not very big. The Bottom’s Up
album, which is the second one…

DK:

That one--showing George the album…

GR:

Yes, I’ll tell you who was on Bottom’s Up….

DK:

John Williams was on there, right?

GR:

John Williams was playing piano and he wrote the arrangements. Shelly Manne
playing drums, Joe unintelligible playing bass….

DK:

You had some heavyweights on there…

GR:

Yeah, really great players. The guy from New York took over Columbia
(Records) out here. This was my second album. He said he wanted to do
something different; I played that into a bucket mute.

DK:

The whole album in bucket mute

GR:

Yeah, I really didn’t want to do that, I thought ‘Man, I’m gonna be Jonah Jones an
octave lower! This is ridiculous!’ And, so I did it to be doing it. It didn’t want to do
any more, because there was unintelligible. I would rather do a duplicate of the
first album that I did, Meet Mr. Roberts, because that’s more of a musical thing.
But both albums were great, John and I became the best of friends and he’s a
great guy.
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DK:

Do you think your bass trombone playing had any effect on his orchestrating and
writing in later years?

GR:

It might have, it might have. But you know, if you listen to Jaws, you know-singing. The greatest thing that he wrote in that picture was, did you see Jaws?

DK:

Absolutely!

GR:

You remember the opening, all you saw was dead silence and you saw the
ocean. Very eerie, the ocean and all of a sudden you heard (sings opening of
sound track). And you kind of turn around and look around, kind of spooky
(continues singing). You know, really soft, and he grew into a (singing continues)
and that’s where that pattern came from, and it started from the low end of the
orchestra.

DK:

And that was you playing on that set with Tommy Johnson on tuba?

GR:

Tommy Johnson and myself.

DK:

So, it was just the two of you playing that in octaves?

GR:

Yeah. With good pitch and everything else. And, uh, that was an awesome
thing. Dorothy Wilson, the harpist, this is hysterical. We were playing with the
first thing, no one had seen anything of the pictures and the stuff that we were
doing. It was violent, the music was violent. John turned around to the booth
and said ‘Let’s do this one and play it back for everybody so they can see what
we’re doing.’ And, so we all turned around so we could look at the screen in the
back, and the shark is coming up through the water, singing theme and jumps
like this right into the screen, and I mean right into your face. And Dorothy
Wilson stood up and screamed as loud as you can hear, and she just freaked out
of her mind.
And she screamed and she started packing up and was going to leave. John
said, ‘Dorothy wait!’, and she said ‘Nobody will ever go to the beach again!’ And
this is terrible, and she was really upset. And John said ‘Dorothy, this is a
movie!’ And ‘relax, it’s a movie.’ And she said ‘No one will go to the beach!’ And
she kept on and was upset. She stayed, but John had to really talk her into it,
she scared the hell out of him! And, uh, very, very effective, we did three or four
of them I think. When it got to the point of the shark jumping out of the water
onto the deck of the boat, taking the person off the deck of the boat and taking
them back into the water, I thought ‘this is going too far!” But anyway, it was
interesting to see John Williams, because John was uh, what’s his name, the
producer, Steven Spielberg, he did all the Steven Spielberg movies. John’s a
millionaire.

DK:

Absolutely, many times over.
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GR:

Yeah, really! Just a fabulous writer, did a great job on everything.

DK:

He wrote for George Lucas as well.

GR:

Yeah. He used to play sextet trombone, and he used to play sextets with us.

DK:

So he used to play trombone?

GR:

He was a trombone player and played piano, then he started writing and all of a
sudden he made a hit with Jaws, and from there became famous. I’ve told many
kids, who come to me and say 'Think about all the young kids that don’t have a
chance?’ and I say ‘You’re wrong! Look at the young man John Williams. Started
as a trombone player, piano player, started writing, and he’s now the conductor
of the Boston Pops. He’s a millionaire because of the motion pictures that he’s
done.’

DK:

His classical writing is excellent as well.

GR:

You bet!

DK:

So, similar to John Williams, Nelson used to be a trombonist as well, but not
when you knew him.

GR:

He was a trombone player and he wrote for Tommy Dorsey.

DK:

That’s right. And Bill Finegan as well….

GR:

Yes, absolutely.

DK:

Do you think that influenced his ability to write for the horn as well?

GR:

Who?

DK:

Nelson’s ability to write for the trombone and, more specifically, the bass
trombone as well?

GR:

He had a great, more of an understanding of the horn, but you had to talk him
into doing certain things, like at the beginning, the horn is the heart of an
elephant, wrong, it’s not unless you play that way. There were things like that,
that it was easy to talk to him because he was a trombone player. And he liked
me because I was a trombone player.

DK:

How would you describe the Nelson Riddle “sound”?

GR:

He told me once, he said ‘George, in order to be famous, I’m going to have to
have an identity.’ I said ‘Nelson you’ve got an identity.’ He said ‘What is my
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identity?’ I said ‘Your identity is bass trombone, harmon-muted trumpet, flute and
strings.’
DK:

So he didn’t realize that in his own writing he had already identified himself?

GR:

I said, ‘That’s your identity, nobody in the world does that.’ All of a sudden he
went like (it dawned on him). And I said ‘There’s your identity, nobody else does
that.’

DK:

So, you were the one that helped him realize it?

GR:

Yes, yes. It’s really neat being associated with Nelson, because we had a good
time together; a lot of respect for each other.

DK:

So, there’s been a lot written and a lot of interviews done on Nelson’s
commercial writing for the stuff that he did in the studio with Frank and Ella and
all of them.

GR:

Well, you know he’s the greatest vocal writer in the world. He never got in the
way of the vocalist. He could have the loudest brass section in the world, but he
always put it where the vocalist could get through, no matter who it was.

DK:

In between choruses or something like that.

GR:

Yeah, if you can imagine coming out here and all of a sudden getting to know
Ella (Fitzgerald), Sarah (Vaughan), Nat Cole, Tony Bennett, Frank Sinatra, all the
heavies in the vocal things, if you don’t think that intimidates me to want to be a
vocalist, you’re crazy. More kids should put phones on and listen to singers and
try to emulate the way play because that’s the way they want to do it.

DK:

Absolutely. So, do you notice any difference between his commercial writing and
any of the classical writing he did, say, the solo pieces that he did for you? Do
you notice anything specifically different, or similar?

GR:

No, he was a wonderful string writer, absolutely magnificent string writer. And
Lament, he did, is a very sad piece. That was the first symphony piece to be
written for bass trombone. We did it with the Santa Monica Symphony.

DK: That was very near the end of his life, two years before he passed away? In
1983?
GR:

Yeah. It was a beautiful piece, it was a very lament piece, there again, he goes
back to the original way he thought of the bass trombone as a lament horn, it’s
more than a lament horn-- it just depends on how you play. And so he wrote a
lament, that was what that piece was.
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DK:

Do you think it was also maybe some self expression at the time as well,
because he wasn’t the happiest person at that time.

GR:

That probably affected that piece, a damn good piece. He would do a great
lament because of his own temperament. You’re right. I would think so.

DK:

He wrote some other solo pieces for other instruments. Like Buddy DeFranco,
he wrote…

GR:

Yes, that was a great piece

DK:

A Grammy award winning piece. Did he write any solo pieces for anyone else
that you can think of?

GR:

Just the ones I can think of are Buddy DeFranco and myself, and that’s kind of
where I stop.

DK:

I’ve compiled a list of some classical pieces that he wrote: The 5 Pieces, The
Lament, The Museum Piece, The Cross Country Suite for Buddy…

GR:

Oh Yeah, great piece.

DK:

He also wrote a few pieces for viola, one for viola and piano, and a piece for viola
and guitar. I found all of these in his library.

GR:

I don’t remember those because I wasn’t there and I probably didn’t pay attention
to it.

DK:

A sonata for Cello, he wrote another brass quintet, the ¾ Suite, do you
remember anything about that one?

GR:

I don’t remember that.

DK:

I think the Academy brass maybe played that. He wrote a symphony that I
believe the Santa Monica Symphony played.

GR:

Victor (Bay). He was the conductor with the Santa Monica Symphony. He did a
number of symphonies with Victor in Santa Monica, but I don’t remember what
those things were.

DK:

He wrote a band piece in 1967, a piece for concert band called Mischief Makers,
and that I didn’t find in his library in Arizona, I found it in some other library, it
may have been Pacific Lutheran University or something like that.

GR:

Huh.
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DK:

So he wrote actually quite a bit of stuff. He wrote the Santa Monica Suite and the
British Columbia Suite.

GR:

He went over to England a number of times. And there would be other things
that he did over there that I wouldn’t know about or really remember.

DK:

I see. He mentions you specifically in his arranging book as an “integral part of
his sound.” In his arranging book, Arranged by Nelson Riddle.

GR:

That was his identity thing.

DK:

That was done in 1985, the year that he passed away, that it finally came out.

GR:

Do you realize that when he passed away, the last thing that he did was Ella
Fitzgerald and Nelson Riddle at the Hollywood Bowl. You know how sick Ella
was, and she had to help him off the stage.

DK:

I understand he was in pretty rough shape.

GR:

Yes, he was. And that was his last Hollywood bowl thing. Ella helping him off
stage, that would just break your heart.

DK:

Were you there for that?

GR:

No.

DK:

So what do you know about Nelsons compositional process. What kind of
process would he go through when he was working on a piece?

GR:

He would sit out, he had a gazebo out in Malibu that overlooked the ocean and
he said that ‘The view from my gazebo is so enthralling, I look out at the ocean, I
can’t write. I’ve got to go someplace else where I’m locked into a room or
something.’

DK:

Would he usually sit by a piano?

GR:

Oh yes, always.

DK:

And he never really collaborated with you on anything, or picked your brain about
how to write something? Especially in these three solo pieces. He knew your
playing so well at that point…..

GR:

He asked me to play some jazz on Makin’ Whoopee with Sinatra, and he called
and talked to me about that and I said yes. And he sent me the part and the
changes and stuff. I worked it over so I could do something, because I didn’t
play jazz very much, I just read all the time. He talked to me about many
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different things. This is where the ‘do it the way you want to do it.’ There was an
Ella Fitzgerald thing that went singing A pedal, Ab, Ab in three octaves. He said,
‘is that possible?’ I said ‘Yes, this is great.” Singing. Because I like to play
octaves that way. He would talk to me about it, and he’d say, if something was
wrong, he would say do it the way you want to do it. Rather than take a lot of
time, he would tell me do that. That was very neat that he did that….
DK:

It was neat that he trusted you to do that. Now, on a lot of pieces that he wrote to
back singers, Frank and Ella and whatnot, he did a rhythmic thing in the bass
trombone part, either a Latin or afro-Cuban kind of feel. Where did he get that
from?

GR:

Me. We would sit and talk rhythmical patterns, rather than just melody, rhythmical
patterns, percussive parts, we’d do all the mix of all the different ways you could
play it. Now that’s a bass trombone. And he started writing patterns like you’re
talking about.

DK:

Could he also have pulled them from one of the Stan Kenton records?

GR:

Well you know, he called me and he said, ‘I’ve Got You Under My Skin.’ He said
‘In the middle of I’ve Got You Under My Skin, Frank wants a slow crescendo. I
want to do an afro-Cuban rhythmical pattern thing and use trombone to start it.’
He said, ‘can you give me some ideas on afro-Cuban rhythmical thing?’ I said
‘How about singing’ Put all the different things together. I said ‘Kenton did that
on….’

DK:

23 Degrees North, 82 Degrees West

GR:

Yes. He said give me four lines. I gave him four lines and he said I’ll do the rest.
That’s how he started the pattern in the middle of I’ve Got You Under My Skin.

DK:

And that was the tune that brought Frank back, right?

GR:

You got it. That was also such an exposed piece with the bass trombone being
so powerful in the center of it with Sinatra, that it was also good for me. That was
a big one for me.

DK:

Did you ever get to talk with Frank on those dates?

GR:

No, Frank, you didn’t just talk to Frank. You know, somebody asked me once,
‘How well did you know Frank?’ I said, ‘As well as any one else.’ They said
‘What do you mean?’ Well, he never talked to anybody. Like, I think with him for
like 50 some years, and I think I remember three or four times in the fifty/sixty
years that he said ‘Hi George’ and that was it, and he kept walking. Otherwise I
never talked to him.
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DK:

Did he ever respond to your playing in sessions would he look at you?

GR:

I was so involved with the parts that I never noticed whether he was looking at
me during it or not.

DK:

During some of the band breaks…

GR:

He never said anything to me about it. Not really. But a lot of the Sinatra
rhythmical patterns that Nelson did that are very famous to trombone players.
They just can’t wait to get their hands on those parts.

DK:

I’ve played a few of those parts myself.

GR:

They’re hard.

DK:

They’re hard but they’re fun.

GR:

Oh, you bet they are. If you can just get into the rhythmical part of that thing…

DK:

Those are the parts we live for.

GR:

Yeah, you bet, just to play stuff like that, alright.

DK:

That was totally new at the time, it was groundbreaking.

GR:

You bet.

DK:

I took a quote from Nelson’s biography by Peter Levinson. I’ll read it to you. It’s a
quote from trombonist Chauncey Welsch, who I’m sure you know. He describes
Nelson’s writing in this anecdote. He was called to play some bass trombone on
an album in 1955 that Nelson did called Phil Silver and His Swinging Brass. “The
whole album was done in one day---a morning session and then an afternoon
session. I was hired to play bass trombone by the contractor, Hymie Shertzer
{also one of the best lead alto players of all time}, although I really played regular
[tenor] trombone. But when I first heard George Roberts playing with Nelson on
records, I got myself a small bass trombone and learned to play it. I started to
get a little bit of a reputation for playing it, but I was nervous as hell because I
know what Nelson was writing for George, and there was no way in the world I
could handle most of what George was doing.” So, what you were doing at this
time, was it really that new and different that there weren’t many players that
could handle those parts?

GR:

Yes, yes it was.

DK:

I’ve got a few questions left on the three pieces that I’m specifically interested
and I’ve got the music here to show you. We’ll go through piece by piece. We’ll
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start with Lament. I’ve got the part here to check out. You said this was written
for the Santa Monica Symphony?
GR:

Yes, the Santa Monica Symphony and me.

DK:

I was doing some research in the University of Arizona archives and it mentions
that it wasn’t the Santa Monica Symphony, it was the Los Angeles Solo
Repertory Orchestra. Do you remember playing it with them first or Santa
Monica first?

GR:

I thought it was Santa Monica with Victor (Bay).

DK:

I’ll have to look that up, I don’t remember his last name off hand.

GR:

He was a violin player that played for Nelson and also conducted the Santa
Monica Symphony. We played at the Santa Monica auditorium with the Santa
Monica Symphony, the first time we played Lament.

DK:

So it wasn’t the Los Angeles Solo Repertory Orchestra?

GR:

Maybe they called it something else, but I didn’t know that.

DK:

How many times did you get to perform the piece?

GR:

Once.

DK:

Just the one time? Do you remember anything about it, do you remember if it
was well received by the audience?

GR:

It was very well received by the audience. The melody just lays so nice for bass
trombone. If you want a lament, and you play it as a lament, it’s just great sings
melody.

DK:

Is that about the tempo you take on it?

GR:

Continues Singing. Yes, it was a great piece.

DK:

Now, Nelson is known for his orchestration, obviously. Do you remember
anything about the orchestration on the part?

GR:

When the strings started playing through this, you get chills; he is a great string
writer.
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DK:

I’ll send a recording of all three pieces. I’ll send you a copy of my dissertation as
well. So, do you think there are any parts of the Nelson Riddle “sound” in the
orchestration?

GR:

Oh, I don’t know. Just the orchestra…

DK:

Just those lush string sounds primarily?

GR:

That’s the way he wrote, whether it was a lament or what, Nelson did a beautiful
job.

DK:

Is there any flute or harmon mute trumpet parts as well?

GR:

Not on this, because this is truly a lament for bass trombone.

DK:

And those were a little bit more humorous instruments in a lot of his writing…

GR:

Yes, a little more commercial; rather than a serious legitimate piece.

DK:

Especially with Sweets Edison when he was playing.

GR:

Sweets and I were dearest of friends.

DK:

I can’t imagine his sense of humor to be able to play like that.

GR:

He came up to me once and he said ‘George, when I grow up I want to be just
like you.’ And I said “’How’s that?’ and he said ‘Rich!’ Laughs.

DK:

The question is how old was he when he said it?! Laughs.

GR:

I have a few more, but he was known as Mr. Foul-mouth, so I can’t say some of
them. We laughed for three million years.

DK:

Let’s look at 5 Pieces here next. So this was done for Dick Noel, and he had a
small record company, is that right?

GR:

That’s right.

DK:

DNE Records. Did he do any other brass on that label?

GR:

He did some commercial things, and he had different people write them. I’ve
forgotten what they were, but I had a lot of solos with Dick’s albums and stuff.
When Dick was very ill near the end, before he died, I called up, because they
had to cut out the back of his tongue. He was re-talking, I thought, you couldn’t
talk to him right away because he was learning to re-talk again. So one day,
after quite some time, I called up and Beverly answered the phone and I said ‘Is
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Dick available to talk yet?’ And she says ‘Oh George, he will just go straight up if
he can talk with you on the phone. If you listen slowly, you’ll understand what
he’s saying.’ I said ‘Great!’ He got on the phone and I said ‘Dick, I had to talk to
you,’ he said ‘Oh, that’s good’ And he talked, he’d get it out. ‘To be very honest
with you, Dick, the reason I called is you’ve got this record company. I’m out of
solos and I need to have something new, you can do another album of me
playing a lot of solos. I need some new solos.’ And he went Laughing. And he
just fell out on the floor laughing. I was putting him on. We did a lot of things
together with his company, commercial things, ballades, up-tempo things.
DK:

I was listening to your recording, I came across a copy of it, the original recording
of this, and in part three there’s a discrepancy, there’s a note that you play in part
three, measure 20, there’s a note in the melody where you play something
different that is actually there. On this D here, you play a C instead of a D on the
album.

GR:

I played a D?

DK:

You played a C instead of the D that’s written, so it sounded like an a minor
pattern there instead of what’s actually written.

GR:

I played a C here too?

DK:

I think you played a D there, though. It changed. Do you remember anything
about the recording session? Did you get through it pretty quickly?

GR:

Yeah, we did.

DK:

I think that’s the only discrepancy I found on the whole album. You had talked
about some stylistic things you did on various movements in here.

GR:

Well, this is supposed to be a legitimate piece and when we were doing it, I
asked Nelson if he wanted me to play this straight. He said, ‘I want you to play it
the way you want to play it,’ which means he’s lifting up all the legit stuff and
telling me to do what I want

DK:

To put in whatever inflection you felt.

GR:

Like on the third piece-- sings two different versions.

DK:

You did that a number of times on that album.

GR:

On three and that’s the piece that you’re talking about.

DK:

There’s the one where, you’re going so fast and it could have been the copy work
too, that it may have been tough to read, who knows?
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GR:

Pores over music. I don’t remember deliberately doing that.

DK:

It could have been influenced by what happens up here (pointing at earlier
section).

GR:

Sings. Maybe so, as a matter of fact. Sings. Oh yeah, I probably changed that
to fit the line up here. Yeah, I think I did. That just comes to my mind as I look at
it. That’s just, don’t play it legitimate, play it the way you want to play it.

DK:

So this was recorded with Uan Rasey and George Werth, trumpet; Vince
DeRosa, horn; Tommy Johnson, tuba. Is that right?

GR:

Yes.

DK:

What did they think of the piece?

GR:

They thought it was great!

DK:

In fact, I got the recording of this piece from a friend of Tommy Johnson. Tommy
had given him a record of it that had never been played.

GR:

Oh.

DK:

So there’s a very clean copy.

GR:

Put it on digital….

DK:

Already did.

GR:

So then it will save it.

DK:

That’s on my computer at home.

GR:

There was a time that I kept getting calls ‘Where can I find this, I don’t know….’
So someone sent me copies, so I put them away in a drawer and then I forgot
where I put them.

DK:

I think he produced that album for maybe a year in 1969, and that was it.

GR:

I think so, it seems like it was something like that.

DK:

It’s tough to find, so I’ll keep my search going.

GR:

Back to part three, the piece starts (singing). Uh, I would feel awkward, almost,
playing the D.
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DK:

It does feel a little awkward, you almost expect it to be the A minor feel.

GR:

If you’ve got the record, play it like the record.

DK:

You want me to play it with the C there? Will do. I’ll tell them you told me to.

GR:

Then I’ll blame it on you.

DK:

The final piece I’m looking at is this Museum Piece. Was it ever recorded? It’s
kind of a bass trombone obbligato line….

GR:

Pores over music. I don’t remember, but that looks like something Nelson would
write….

DK:

It is…..

GR:

I’ve forgotten it.

DK:

I know a little bit about it.

GR:

I remember…., but musically I don’t remember it.

DK:

I can tell the part was definitely written for you on this piece, what do you think?

GR:

Yeah, I think so.

DK:

It is definitely a bass trombone part, it goes down to a pedal A.

GR:

Absolutely, it’s exactly what Nelson would write.

DK:

According to the University of Arizona, it was performed on July 6, 1969 at the
opening of the LA Museum of Natural History, so you must have played it out
there, with the Academy Brass.

GR:

I was probably there.

DK:

I would imagine so. Do you remember anything about the Academy Brass?

GR:

Very little.

DK: Do you know when that group was started, who played in it, or what it was
about?
GR:

I don’t remember. It’s hard to remember this piece, but I don’t know why.
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DK:

It was written for the opening of that museum in 1969. I was looking through this,
in measures 48-49, there’s a nice chromatic pattern going down there towards
the end, but he skips the B natural on the way down. He goes right from the D,
to C sharp, to C to Bb, skips the B natural.

GR:

Have you heard this played?

DK:

I have not.

GR:

I’m looking and when I see things like singing, I think of doing things like that, it
makes it easier. Singing.

DK:

He does the octave jump there to keep the descending line going.

GR:

Singing. That’s Nelson’s writing.

DK:

Absolutely. I’ll be performing that as well. I don’t think it’s been recorded yet; I’ll
be sure to send that one to you as well. I’m sure you’ll be interested and maybe
that will take you back a little bit.

GR:

It sure would.

DK:

I had just a few more questions for you, just a few general things, about you and
Nelson’s relationship outside the studio. I know you had a very good working
relationship in the studio, he was always writing for you and you were always
playing well for him. But, I know you used to live near each other. Did your
families do things together?

GR:

Well, we did for a while. Sue and I got together with Nelson and Doreen, trying
to get them to get along better. Playing tennis together, or badminton, anything
just to get together and play. We did that 3 or 4 different times, but it didn’t really
work that way, so we just kind of gave up. On a personal thing like that, Nelson
would come over to the house on occasion, bring Chris and I would teach him,
that type of thing. And he had some parties and he would invite us to come over.
We met different people at his parties. Every once in a while there would be a
party and he would invite us out to his house in Malibu. But that’s about it.

DK:

I know you talked a lot about the bass trombone with Nelson.

GR:

Oh yeah. We spent years talking about it. Just about every conceivable thing
you can think of.

DK:

Did you ever talk about anything else outside of music? Or did it just revolve
around that for the most part?

GR:

Mostly that….
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DK:

The musical aspect….

GR:

Because that was our thing. That was pretty much it.

DK:

So, you said Nelson had kind of a downer personality.

GR:

He was never really a happy guy. Something terrible would happen, like his
father would die, or once we were doing a Sinatra call, and the booth interrupted
and said we have an emergency call for Nelson….Christopher has been shot!
The newsboy or somebody had a pellet gun and shot at Christopher and went
through his mouth. It was like a line away, it could have killed him instantly.
Sinatra grabbed the phone and said get these three doctors on the line, and they
got the three doctors, and said get to whatever hospital he was at, get to that
hospital and do what needs to be done with Christopher and do it right now and
get to the hospital. He slammed the phone down and said ‘Now, let’s get back to
the date.’

DK:

And Nelson kept right on conducting?

GR:

Yup.

DK:

There’s a story about you trying to make your way to Nelson’s house for his
wedding to Naomi, is that right? And you couldn’t find your way there and got
lost on the way or something? I was reading that in Peter Levinson’s novel, I
believe, you were on your way and you had to call Bob Bain to try to find
directions, and Bob Bain didn’t understand why you needed directions to
Nelson’s house.

GR:

I don’t remember that.

DK:

No? I think there was a story about that in Peter Levinson’s novel.

GR:

I don’t’ remember that, I’ll have to look that up.

DK:

Now, Nelson died in 1985.

GR:

I don’t remember the date.

DK:

Now, Naomi asked for a trombone choir to play at his funeral. Do you remember
playing in that?

GR:

I was there.

DK:

Do you remember what you played?
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GR:

I don’t remember what we played. Somebody wrote a piece or maybe something
that we already had. I was there. There was a trombone choir and I played in it,
for sure. I think I was up in Tahoe and I flew down for the memorial service.

DK:

And they you moved from Tahoe back to here a few years later, and here you’ve
been?

GR:

Yeah, lived here with our sheep dogs. The babies died at 16 and 17 years old.
We’re not going to get any more because we’re too old to get new dogs and spoil
the living hell out of them. Because nobody would take care of them if something
happened to us and that wouldn’t be nice.

DK:

Sheep dogs, eh?

GR:

Oh yeah, they were wonderful… Rugby and Baby Crumpet.

DK:

So, just a couple more questions here. Who were your influences musically
speaking? You talked about Frank and Ella, and some of the vocalists….

GR:

Sinatra, Tony Bennett, Sarah Vaughan, Ella, Nat Cole I loved, but Frank was the
one, I just did so many things with Frank that he just intimidated the hell out of
me, I thought of Sinatra as being the best bass trombone teacher in the world. If
you put headphones on and listened to Frank play, that’s the way you want to
play, vibrato and all. That’s a bass trombone thing, it’s a great vocal horn.

DK:

Did you have any instrumentalists that influenced you?

GR:

Anybody that played trombone, like uh, Bill Harris. I absolutely loved Bill Harris.
Uh…

DK:

Think back to the days on the Krupa band with Urbie Green…

GR:

Urbie Green, I joined Krupa’s band, if you can imagine joining the band, sitting
down the first night to play and the lead trombone player is Urbie Green!

DK:

I can only imagine…

GR:

I was really excited, but I didn’t know Urbie was that good a trombone player
because I didn’t know him that well. We became great friends.

DK:

I heard him play in Ithaca just a few years ago, at the trombone festival.

GR:

He’s one of the most natural trombone players I’ve ever been around. You know,
you can like Bill Watrous and he plays so great and he can play soft and all that
kind of stuff. But Urbie, to me, is more of a real great trombone player than a
specialist player like Bill is. A real trombone player
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DK:

A master of melody

GR:

Oh God yeah! He’d stand up every night and play one tune. Well this one tune
had a high G in it, and he never missed it, ever!

DK:

And that’s when you picked up the bass trombone, right, when you were with
Krupa?

GR:

I told a lot of kids that you are eventually going to have to sit down and think
about things and be honest with yourself, like, where am I going. You listen to
Urbie every night and I’m not that kind of player. And my competition, if I go into
the business, is going to be a guy like Urbie Green. And I don’t play that way. I
got to find something that I can compete with Urbie to be able to survive. I
though, wait a minute; I can play better low notes than Urbie. I thought of
Varsalona with Kenton and I loved bass trombone. So I asked Gene if I could
switch to bass trombone on third. He said go ahead, and when we get to Texas
we’ll pick up Urbie’s brother to sit in and we’ll get 4 trombones going for a while.
And we can get out the George Lewis that we had, the Stravinsky pieces, big
band stuff. Gene asked me to stand up one night with the rhythm section. He
said, George, I’ve never heard you play a song. He said play something down in
front like a rhythm section thing. So I went down in front and played Where or
When starting on low Eb. (singing). The people really liked it, I had been
thinking about the tune thing, and the people just flipped. I thought, good lord,
am I right in thinking about doing what I’m doing. So I though, I’m going to go at
it all the way. And, uh, I looked at Gene as I walked back to my chair, and he
had a big smile on his face, he really liked that. I sat down and this is what Urbie
said , ‘George, you’re the only one I know who plays it like a trombone.’

DK:

Instead, it’s usually like a percussion instrument…

GR:

Yeah, but isn’t that, only one that plays it like a trombone.

DK:

That’s what it’s supposed to be.

GR:

That’s right, not something else. That really got me started. Urbie and I used to
do photography together all the time. Then he got the offer from Woody, and he
said, ‘What am I going to do when I get in Woody Herman’s band and I take Bill
Harris’s chair?’ I said ‘You go on the band and you be Urbie Green, that’s why
they asked you to come on.’ So that’s what he did and he blew them away.

DK:

He always does.

GR:

He and I are really good friends.

DK:

Do you talk to him from time to time?
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GR:

Occasionally when I get back East. I went back to Pennsylvania, Penn State, I
can’t say his name right now, but he said George, the phone is for you, it’s Urbie
Green. ‘Hey Urbie what are you doing?’ And he’s about 200 miles away. I said
‘You sound tired Urbie. I’m not going to ask you to drive 200 miles to come and
see me, you shouldn’t do that.’ So we talked for a while about stuff, being at
Penn State, and he said “Well, you started it.” No, we’re good friends, super
friends. That’s one of my favorite trombone players. Bill Harris was another one,
there’s a great ballade player. Oh boy.

DK:

Some of those Woody Herman things just knock you out.

GR:

A real stylist.

DK:

Do you have any classical favorites?

GR:

No, because I was too much into commercial.

DK:

None?

GR:

Well, Glenn Dodson. I heard Glenn Dodson at the ITA do a concerto that was
16-17 minutes long of the hardest things I ever heard. And I’ll tell you a story
about Glenn Dodson and Marcellus. I heard Dodson play this thing and he got
through with it and the place just went up in smoke. Not one clam anywhere and
he got through with it and I thought ‘Good Lord, it looks like he could start it again
and play it over again.’ And, just like that, he’s a strong looking guy. So
Marcellus, Dodson and I were out, this is in Baltimore, and we’re down by the
water to eat dinner. We’re sitting there, Marcellus is sitting here, across from
Glenn Dodson, and I’m sitting here. And I looked at Glenn Dodson and I said
‘You know, it’s really pathetic that you weren’t in LA about a month ago. We
were doing a picture and they needed a trombone player that would be exactly
the right trombone player for this picture. You’re the trombone player for this
picture!’ What picture was it and I said King Kong Marcellus disappeared under
the table. Dodson is just like….. We really had fun. Glenn Dodson, I would have
to say, is one of the most intimidating legitimate players I have ever heard in my
life. He’s so strong.

DK:

I think I have an old recording of him with Philadelphia playing Mussorgsky’s
Pictures at an Exhibition and he just blows the orchestra out of the water.

GR:

I’ll bet he did.

DK:

So, any other musical influences-- any composers you particularly care for, other
than Nelson, of course?
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GR:

I’m probably not thinking of them. I love Mancini’s writing, when he’d do the
trombone and horn clusters, those things were just like awesome, the sound was
so rich, they were nice. I don’t know….

DK:

I guess that’s about it. I think that’s all the questions I had for you today. Thanks
for bearing with me and answering my questions.

GR:

I’ve had a very, very great life, as far as the music business. The timing for bass
trombone was the exact right time. I’m very happy about that.

DK:

Thank you so much for your time today, George.

GR:

You’re welcome and good luck to you.
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Interview by Jonathan Swartz with Nelson Riddle
September 12, 1982
Participants: Frank Sinatra (FS); Jonathan Swartz (JS); Nelson Riddle (NR).
FS:

I would like to thank you, ladies and gentleman for being with me tonight. And for
the music, I would like to thank Mr. Nelson Riddle.
Audience Claps, music interlude…

JS:

On WNEW, this is Jonathan Swartz with Nelson Riddle
Music Interlude

NR:

Jonathan, I haven’t heard that record for 10 years.

JS:

For ten years, now let me see-- it was made, I would say, in 1953. Nelson, was
that the first record under your own banner?

NR:

Yes, that was one of the very first records under my Capitol Royalty recording
contract as an artist. And the trumpet that you hear there is Pete Condoli.

JS:

Ah, ha.

NR:

On the muted trumpet…

JS:

Obviously that recording is a sensation—I hadn’t heard anything like it, when it
came my way and I was 12 and a half. I just thought it was a little miracle; I
listened to it over and over again.
Did you know that you were onto something? I mean, it is the essential Riddle
sound—and the remarkable crescendo that builds and allows instruments in the
orchestra to speak that have never spoken before.
Obviously this was new—was it new to you, in your head?

NR:

Certainly the tune wasn’t—my mother was French Alsatian. I remember her
singing that to me in, in French; when I was a little boy.

JS:

I was talking, really of what, what you did…

NR:

The structure…
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JS:

The structure, the orchestration.

NR:

It was a way of exposing the tune, a way of arranging it, of having it play that to
me ear arresting-- and apparently to a 12 year old boy, it was.

JS:

Not only…

NR:

Were you living on Lo Mitas then, in Crescent?

JS:

No, we had moved East. Lo Mitas was, during the war…

NR:

Ah huh.

JS:

Crescent and Lo Mitas, that was 1942-1947.

NR:

Ah huh.

JS:

In my own life, in my infancy. But, you made this recording in 1953 and it
certainly has affected my life to this day. I take great pleasure in hearing it over
and over again. But, my point Nelson, is that this Nelson Riddle arrangement
stood basically as a spokesperson for what's to come, because these figures in
this arrangement, and allowing these voices to speak. All of this informed your
work for years and years, but this was the first I’d heard of it myself.

NR:

Mm hum.

JS:

And I guess what I’m driving at is, when did you first hear it, in your own head?
How did it come to be that you would take “Brother John” here, as this recording
was called, and make that crescendo arrangement and allow a mute trumpet and
a piccolo, not particularly in this case—but of course a bass trombone, to speak
their minds…

NR:

Ah huh…

JS:

That had never been done before, you invented it. And this record was the first
under you name, therefore it was the first in a series of inventions.

NR:

I wish I could give you a clean cut answer Jonathan, but it’s apparently more
difficult for me to recall the events of 1953 than it is for you. And I think it is
remarkable that a 12 year old boy, would still get the same, or part of the same
kick out of things today, that he enjoyed in 1953. I think that shows a, a certain
steadfastness and stability; which , very few people have.

JS:

Nelson, but people still read “Tender is the Night” and they go back to the 9 Short
Stories of Salinger, published in 1953—the year you wrote this arrangement.
Great works, such as this, endure for any, anyone of any age and , the idea of
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using these specific voices, muted trumpets with violins—I am telling you,
Nelson, that had never happened before. How did it occur to you?
NR:

I hope that when people who paint pictures or people who do literary works and
so on, I hope they don’t use their , total mystification with themselves as an aura
of mysticisms to spread of the world and say ‘it must be a miracle’ or something
else like that. But in truth, I would tell you if I remembered. To me, that was the
way I heard this particular song. That is the closest I can, , come to an
explanation.

JS:

Well, let me become more, , specific about the Nelson Riddle ingredient; by
presenting a recording you made later, that brings everything that you had done
up until then, and , in fact, , have defined subsequently in, in your music—bring
everything into italics. I mean this is like, Nelson Riddle totally italicized and
immediately identified. Listen….
Musical Interlude

JS:

Why the muted trumpet and the bass trombone? How did that happen, in your
head?

NR:

Well I think, Jonathan, they both have an element of humor to me, especially the
trumpet played with a plunger, has almost a human voice sometimes; and the
bass trombone sounds like sort of a bumbling elephant affair, which George
Roberts handled so capably. And I think the trumpet in this case was Cappy
Lewis.

JS:

Mmm hum…

NR:

Who was a marvelous trumpet player who is now, unfortunately, incapacitated.
But Cappy was marvelous… Harry Edison was the man who played most of the
muted trumpet solos, but this sounds very much like Cappy.

JS:

Obviously, Edison was your choice.

NR:

Yeah, oh yeah, yeah… and he’s got a wonderful sense of humor, both as a
musician and as a person.

JS:

And all the while, while that’s going on, while those voices are speaking and the
violins are playing, there are little-- phrases of music, figures, that identify you, as
if you were standing wearing a sports jacket in a tuxedoed crowd. I mean so,
that, that, that guy is Riddle, look at that! And at the, at the end of the
arrangement, which you didn’t hear, ‘cause I, I turned the, , the speakers off at
the moment…
Sings
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Just , that phrase of music, there are several that run through your work. My
obvious question would be, have you ever felt in any danger of repetition?
NR:

Of course, some of these phrases which you seem to view with some affection
always potentially can do you in, because you rely on certain tools, especially
when you’re working rapidly and 90% of this work was done at break-neck
speed.

JS:

Why?

NR:

Because of the, , exigencies of time and because of one day crowding on
another. Remember Jonathan, that I was not only a "artist" at Capitol—meaning
someone who did his own records, but I also was servicing a lot of their other
people. It was my choice, but nevertheless it made life quite difficult at times. I
tried to do some sort of justice by my own records and still do what I thought was
fair by their great big stable of singers.

JS:

That’s interesting because you found yourself at Capitol Records, and of course
Capitol has been saluted this weekend in New Jersey—their 40th Anniversary, in
Hackensack, right near…

NR:

That’s right.

JS:

Right near your home

NR:

That’s right, Geredneck’s project over there and it’s going very well.

NS:

I have heard that. I have heard that it is just absolutely wonderful. And the Keely
Smith is particularly unintelligible.

NR:

Oh yeah, she is magnificent.

JS:

You’ve done fine work with Keely Smith, I’m gonna play an arrangement of yours
later, but going back to the Capitol years in the 50s, you found yourself there, in
the shank of the evening, as far as American popular music is concerned
because at Capitol at that time, through those years, Sinatra of course, Nat Cole,
Judy Garland, Dinah Shore, Vic Damon—with whom you did not work to my
knowledge.

NR:

No.

JS:

But all these other people, absolutely yes. And so, you came of age when Capitol
came of age in the 50's and Sinatra himself, came of age. It is so interesting,
because I have always felt that one of the pieces of luck that Bing Crosby had
was that he came of age as a singer when the microphone became of age.
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NR:

Ah huh.

JS:

So it is in your own life, you were there at Capitol, when all these people were
functioning at the top of their power.

NR:

That’s a, very perceptive comment and in retrospect it certainly is exactly true. It
also proves how much value timing has in a situation.

JS:

Mmm hum, and you, you could do nothing about that timing—it just happened.

NR:

No. I certainly wasn’t bright enough to choose it. It, it happened.

JS:

Chuckles. But, interestingly enough, also, this is something that we were talking
about in the car-- you were a very young man when you were writing these
arrangements. The arrangement of I've Got You Under My Skin for Sinatra was
written by a 34 year old man. And these were the Eisenhower years in the 50s
when men and women, particularly men, in their 30s were really not functioning.
They had to become 40.

NR:

You mentioned that in the car. And, I suppose you’re right. I do know that things
have turned right around by now where you get most of your picture producers
in their 20's.

JS:

The theater critic in the New York Time is 32 years old, Frank Witch. That
couldn’t have happened in the 50's. I mean there was an aura about Brooks
Atkinson. He was always 62.

NR:

Ah huh.

JS:

And , frankly…

NR:

I’ll be 62 next year. Do you think I’m in line for an aura? Chuckles.

JS:

Laughs. Absolutely, and I can supply you with one. I have a couple of auras in
my cabinet.

NR:

Very good.

JS:

But it , it was most unusual, your age. I mean you were acting like a person in the
80's, now, because in the late 70's and 80's, obviously springing out of the 60's,
younger people got a shot, earlier—I mean people started to function creatively,
earlier. But you did it in the teeth of a conservative atmosphere that really
required people to, I suppose, pay dues until their 40's when they became…

NR:

Yeah.
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JS:

…famous.

NR:

I think the dues thing went up the flow when they found out that the whole
principle of paying dues was dishonestly put together by some oldsters who
didn’t want to move over. There is no such thing as paying dues, simply for the
fairly logical reason that once having paid your idea of your dues it often is not
nearly enough.

JS:

Well now you’re dealing, of course, with television people and motion picture
people and I would imagine now, in the early 80's, that these people are half your
age. What kind of…

NR:

They are.

JS:

What kind of a report must you have with them?

NR:

Well , a very difficult one Jonathan. I’m very fond of young people, having six
children of my own in various stages of development from 35, an advertising
executive in Tokyo down to a young lady who 2 days ago register at NYU at 19 in
the Creative Writing. So I know them at all ages, plus several grandchildren. And
, I’m very fond of them but strangely enough that attitude which seems to bring
warm smiles to the faces of my children doesn’t work too well on motion picture
producers cause they want a little more—I don’t know what the hell they want,
but whatever they want they probably can’t get it from me because I look at them
as if they were my kids and , actually, it, I don’t think it’s the homage that they
had in mind. I guess I was supposed to drop on one knee.

JS:

It’s interesting because the opposite should be the case. I mean it would seem to
me that any reasonable and intelligent American citizen in the motion picture
business or television business in an executive capacity, if this person were
faced with the presence of Nelson Riddle, would simply extend his hand and say
‘Thank you Nelson, what can I do for you?” But this is not true?

NR:

Jonathan, you’re 43, you wouldn’t know what we are talking about. You’re neither
on my side or their side, you’re too old for them and too young for me.

JS:

Chuckles. That’s interesting. See, I was born in 1938, I missed all the wars, by
the skin of my teeth.

NR:

Very good. In other words, the skin on your teeth is still in tact.

JS:

But, but barely as far as Berlin is concerned, 1960. But I’m, but the skin is intact.

NR:

Well I entered the Army on April 9th, 1945 so we have two skin lucky fellas here.
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JS:

April the 9th is lucky indeed. When were you…

NR:

Yes it is.

JS:

When were you discharged?

NR:

June 1946.

JS:

And then with Bob Crosby to California?

NR:

Yes, not to long after that—perhaps six months afterwards.

JS:

In what capacity with the Bob Crosby band?

NR:

Just and arranger, as an arranger. No more trombone.

JS:

And it’s my understanding that you started as a pianist but that your father
instrument was the trombone. Is that true?

NR:

That’s right, mm hum.

JS:

You eventually gravitated to the trombone.

NR:

I spent more time studying the trombone, because, and I might say that it was a
thin edge of desperation there because I, for a period of time made my living as a
trombone player. I was never asked to make my living as a piano player or I long
ago would have starved. I had no particular talent for the instrument.

JS:

Why did you give up the trombone when you joined the Bob Crosby band?

NR:

Because it was after the war and I had thought that I would , not want to travel
anymore. I had traveled with the bands for several years. I had a stint in the
Merchant Marine followed by 11 months with Tommy Dorsey. Prior to the
Merchant Marine I had traveled 3 years with bands, and I traveled for 11 months
with Tommy Dorsey and then I had the Army and when I got out of the Army I no
longer had any great desire to play the trombone any more. I was more
interested by that time in writing things.

JS:

Those arrangements, those early arrangements—now granted they were written
for a specific band, with a specific sound, did they sound like you?

NR:

Which ones? The early ones?

JS:

The Bob Crosby arrangements.

NR:

Oh, the Bob Crosby.
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JS:

Was there any evidence to suggest Nelson Riddle was at work?

NR:

Possible. I did one arrangement for him that he liked very much called “On Night
and Day” and I have, have an air check of it somewhere, at least I did have an air
check of it, and-- that was a good band. I, I think Espinoza was in it.

JS:

Any stings? Did they use stings?

NR:

No, no-- just a dance band.

JS:

Just a simple, simple dance band. Unintelligible.

NR:

Bob was really nice to work for; he was very, , easy-- extremely easy going.

JS:

But at that time, because of the, the make-up of the band without strings it was
impossible for you to be Nelson, the Nelson Riddle we know, because strings are
such a, a critical instrument to you.

NR:

Yeah, well I was 25 at the time, and I think some more time had to go by. I knew
how to write for strings by that time, having strangely enough, learned the
practical application of it in the Merchant Marine not too many miles from here
because we fought the incredibly perilous battle of Sheep’s Head Bay for… for….

JS:

Chuckles. Are you telling me that in the, in, in the Merchant Marines you learned
to write for stings?

NR:

That’s right. They had a, they had a training base at Sheep’s Head Bay and they
had not only a wonderful military band, under the heading of one Phil Lange,
whom you must know from his Broadway works.

JS:

The Broadway works…

NR:

Also he worked closely with Morton Gould, I believe. I think Phil Lange and
Morton Gould worked together. And the dance orchestra, which was made up of
a some of the cream of NY musicians was headed by Dave Terry, his real name
was David Terrigano and he was an arranger for Andre Kostelanetz. He knew a
lot about writing for strings and I worked down there and just by trial and error,
learned a great deal about strings.

JS:

So by the time you hit Capitol you’d had experience as an arranger for a band
and you learned something about writing for violin.

NR:

I also had two years of , the study of symphonic orchestration with Mario
Castelnuovo-Tedesco. He was an Italian composer, largely remembered for his
guitar concerto that he wrote for Segovia and some other beautiful, beautiful
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pieces. I spent two years studying orchestration with him, so by the time I hit
Capitol, that was on the GI bill incidentally I studied the orchestration, and so by
the time I hit Capitol in 1950 I knew my way around the orchestra fairly well.
JS:

What about Too Young?

NR:

Too Young was the second arrangement I did for Nat Cole. The first being Mona
Lisa-- and they were done at the behest of Les Baxter who was the conductor on
both those dates. That was my entrée to not only Capitol, but to Nat Cole.

JS:

But why didn’t Les Baxter write the arrangements for Mona Lisa and Too
Young?

NR:

There was a tradition, Jonathan, which was very prevalent when I came into the
business, of the conductor handing out the arrangements. Many of the
conductors couldn’t write. That wasn’t true in the case of Les Baxter but
nevertheless he gave out the arrangements to other arrangers.

JS:

Who were the others at that time at Capitol?

NR:

Other arrangers?

JS:

Yeah. Who could have been theoretically considered for the assignment of Mona
Lisa and Too Young?

NR:

Oh gosh, there were a half a dozen good arrangers in town at least, maybe a
dozen, and they could a…

JS:

For example?

NR:

Oh, pause, there was a boy named Albert Harris, Dr. Albert Harris. He, he cause
he was a doctor. I always called him Dr. Harris, but that’s more of a joke than
anything else. But Al Harris was a, is a fine musician; he would have been one of
them. I wish I could , there were some others. I think Frank, well Frank Devol was
already a leader. He was in radio, Frank Devol. Paul Vilapick would be one.
Paul’s been dead for a long time. Gus Levine was a man from here who had
written for Kastelanetz and had migrated to California. Many of the fine musicians
in Los Angels at the time had come right from NY. That is about the best I can
do, I can’t remember too many other names. But I was, I was happy that he
chose me because it really meant a lot to me, those two arrangements.

JS:

Those records were spectacular successes. And then along came a Capitol
singer named Ella Mae Morse and that was truly the first whiff of Nelson Riddle
that we, that we got and her recording of the Blacksmith Blues because it, it did
what you have done. It made a crescendo with all kinds of instruments going.
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NR:

Mmm hum.

JS:

And it was a big hit. Now what year could that have been?

NR:

That was December 1951 and I’ll tell you why I know it, because Ella’s on the bill
over there, at this affair that Roger Rudgins giving in Hackensack and I, one of
my assignments was to write an arrangement of Blacksmith Blues for Ella. She
had lost the original arrangement in 1961, so Capitol obligingly gave me a tape
from the original master and I put the arrangement back together and she’s using
it out there.

JS:

Did you change it at all?

NR:

No. Note for note.

JS:

Note for note.

NR:

Even the drum key on the glass ashtray which was the sound that you heard and
thought was an anvil.

JS:

Ah huh, oh is that so?

NR:

Yeah, that was Lee Gillette’s idea. He was the lead producer of that date. Lee
died earlier this year.

JS:

On a glass ashtray.

NR:

A glass ashtray, I think several were broken during the time. But, based on the
fact the record sold practically a million copies they could have even gone up—
well, they could use ashtrays up to perhaps six or something and still break even
at Capitol.

JS:

Laughs. Now, as a result of that—and that was really an arrangement that helped
make a hit record, you know it and I know it, this was basically an unknown
singer and a, and a goofy song called the Blacksmith Blues but it had that
urgency in the arrangement and it would seem to me that arrangement and , and
a the success of that record, along with two Nat Cole records, might have
elevated you at Capitol and, and given you more political leg room. Is that so?

NR:

No question. Billy May met me on the street one day and said ‘would you like to
do some arrangement for Ella Mae Morse. For whatever reason, I think he might
have been too busy, it’s called throwing one a bone and he did it very graciously
and I picked it up very voraciously and that’s how the Ella Mae Morse date
developed. I do remember two arrangers to whom I owe quite a bit. One is Bill
Finegan who got me started in the business and some of the sounds that you
heard early on might have emanated from him because I really idolized him in
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those days, I still do-- because I think he was really one of the front runners of, of
fine arranging.
JS:

What did you think of the Sauter-Finegan Orchestra?

NR:

I thought it was magnificent. They had some sounds that were incredible. If, IF
there was anything to be said, and this isn’t negative, it is a comment on top of
my original complement, and that is it was so intellectual that perhaps some of
the emotion was not present. Both Sauter and Finegan were internal people.
Neither one of them were outgoing or gregarious at all. They were quiet, studious
people and I think some of their work shows that. It shows in the clockwork
precision and intricacy of their work, but it also might occasionally show in the
lack of fire and drive.

JS:

Interesting Nelson, because you have a reputation, and it’s also clear to me, that
you are a studious and somewhat quiet figure. You, you, you are not a, ,
bombastic, bravado-making firework of a fellow.

NR:

I wasn’t a, I’m not a swashbuckling pirate like Billy May. Oh, Billy May is, is so
great. He’s got so much humor in his work.

JS:

Doesn’t he though?

NR:

Yeah I admire him very much.

JS:

I was going to point out, that, and I’m going to play an arrangement of yours now,
which just reeks with passion, wit, and it, and it’s so damn sexy too. Just to show,
quite clearly, that all of those ingredients can emerge from a studious, somewhat
reserved fellow.

NR:

Mmm Hum.
Musical Interlude.

JS:

Now that, of course that’s Nelson Riddle’s arrangement for Ella. And, and, and
again, , I don’t wish to harp on this, but it’s, it’s, fascinating to me, that section of
the recording where it’s the Nelson Riddle show. It seems to me a man as
ubiquitous as you , as an arranger through the years, would have trouble staying
away from that-- the danger of repetition would be in your mind, …

NR:

Absolutely.

JS:

At the, , at the writing table.

NR:

Oh, sure. Nevertheless, when you are on a speed thing, when you have to move
fast, for whatever reason, you tend to reach toward tricks that are tried and true.
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They can ruin your work because of the triteness or they can add to your
signature.
JS:

Yes, absolutely—and that’s what, of course, they did. Let me ask you to define,
in your own words, exactly what’s going on there. What are you doing? Just, if
you will, translate into language, that music. What is that?

NR:

Oh, that’s sort of a bouncy, kind of a figure behind Ella singing When Your Lover
Has Gone and then the unmistakable quasi I've Got You Under My Skin
crescendo afterwards and, incidentally, the interplay of trombones, I’ll give as
much credit as I remember to give, because I think that all of us borrow and
that’s alright, because some of the people we borrowed from also borrowed, and
the people who come after us shouldn’t be maligned for borrowing from us
because we borrowed it to begin with. It’s passed on down the line. I remember a
Stan Kenton record called North by Northwest, and that trombone back and forth
thing, he used in that record and I was always fascinated by it-- and I tried to
somehow find an equivalent that I could use behind singers. And that was my
version.

JS:

You mentioned the word ‘borrow.’ Don’t you hear your, yourself in many other
arrangers?

NR:

Yes I do. We are ourselves when we mirror the people whom we admire and
hopefully we contribute some of ourselves to some of the material that we
borrow. We certainly don’t borrow it in its entirety and pass it on in its entirety; we
make a certain deposit of our own. We make an investment of our own selves,
and our own personality before passing it on and hopefully the next person, it’s
almost like a pyramid club, we hope that the next person will also put a couple of
bucks in the envelope before they in turn pass it onto the next, because that
verges on creativity. If you can’t kid yourself that you’re involved in some sort of
creativity, why then life can be pretty dull.

JS:

But Nelson, in your case, I’ve got to bring the conversation to a grinding halt to
add, emphatically, that you, while as you graciously say, while you borrowed, you
invented. I have always felt that in American popular music, basically speaking
there were four figures who thought of something new-- that had never been
done before: Louis Armstrong, Sinatra, Billie Holiday, and you. From the time you
were first heard from, American popular music has never been the same, nor will
it be. You supplied vocabulary during your travels and that can not be denied.

NR:

Well that’s magnificent company to keep. And I accept your offer of membership
to the club.

JS:

Sold. Hold on Nelson, couple of commercials.
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JS:

The first Nelson Riddle album that I became aware of was an album of a score of
Oklahoma. How?

NR:

That was a Capitol assignment and they also, I believe, issued the kids album of
this. Now I had not heard the score to Oklahoma ever, all I did was take it from a
book.

JS:

How is that possible?

NR:

Well, it’s easy. You just avoid going to see a musical comedy. That’s all.

JS:

Were you living on the coast—first of all.

NR:

I was living on the coast and all we got were road shows out there anyway. You
couldn’t avoid it in New York City, but I was able to avoid it from that vantage
point and so some of my interpretations of the songs bore little or no
resemblance to what was going on in the cast album, which may have partly
accounted for the stunning lack of sales.

JS:

Laughs. Did you ever speak to Richard Rogers about it?

NR:

No, I never was spoken to by Richard Rodgers nor did I speak to him. I have a
very nice letter form Cole Porter somewhere, but …

JS:

About what?

NR:

My arrangements on High Society many years later.

JS:

Ah.

NR:

Not many, about four years later, but no, I never did speak to Richard Rodgers.

JS:

Well I can tell you-- because I am the fellow, age 14 that sought out Richard
Rodgers and played the album for him.

NR:

Oh my… What, what was his reaction?

JS:

He thought it was sensational, just great and he had a favorite track, a favorite
arrangement by you and you don’t know this, I mean (laughs)…

NR:

No I don’t.

JS:

But he loved the album, he felt that the arrangement of Oh, What a Beautiful
Morning was a bit long.

NR:

Yup.

165

JS:

And it is long. I think it’s about 7 minutes long.

NR:

I wallowed in the beauty of the song a bit long.

JS:

Oh but it works magically and I do not wish to suggest to you, Nelson, that
Rodgers felt anything other than just great joy in hearing the album. Because I
saw him, and I saw him listening to it, and I was the only one, so \I’m in a position
to tell you that he loved it and he—this was his favorite arrangement. Listen to
this…
Music Interlude.

JS:

Isn’t that something.

NR:

That was Harry Edison-- on the muted trumpet.

JS:

Harry Edison.

NR:

Such a sense of humor, that man has. He’s still traveling around the world and
still very much adored and respected by his fans.

JS:

And such a sense of humor that that arrangement have. And that’s what makes it
possible allowing Edison to express himself. More specifically, allowing the
instrument to have a central role-- the muted trumpet. I mean, you know the
wonderful story of Tubby the Tuba and how Tubby, a tuba in an orchestra never
had any melody to play and , he tried to play his own melody and the orchestra
laughed at him and said ‘the tuba doesn’t have a melody, no ridiculous.’ And
walking home with Peepo the Piccolo, Tubby said ‘Yeah I’m just so sad, I don’t
know what to do.’ And he stopped by a lake and a frog bounced out. And the frog
was singing a song—that a man named George Kleinsinger wrote for the frog…

NR:

Mmm hum.

JS:

And Tubby took it as his own melody and the next day, at-at, with the orchestra,
he started out just to blatantly to sing his own melody (Riddle Laughs) and the
orchestra laughed but he new Maestro, Senior Pizzicato, said ‘Wait a minute,
that’s beautiful-- let me hear your melody Tubby’ and Tubby played a melody for
the tuba and the orchestra joined in and everyone lived happily ever after. But
that’s what you’ve done, Nelson, you’ve allowed speaking voices, you’ve given
speaking voices to bass trombones and tubas and, and piccolos and flutes and
there is the question that I’ve put to you in, with different construction through the
morning. Why were you the fella to think of that?

NR:

I don’t know, but I—see each person in the orchestra , meant something to me.
It’s not that I was the most benevolent leader of all time or that our relationship
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extended beyond recording sessions, but I knew and liked all the boys in the
orchestra for-- I think Champ Webb is the English horn there towards the end of
that arrangement. I knew Champ very well. Champ is very much alive, he’s not in
the music business anymore, I don’t believe, but, I was very fond of him. I met
him in 1947. There’s a Harry Edison story, if you’ve got a minute.
JS:

I have more then a minute.

NR:

Ok. Harry Edison showed up at a Sinatra date once with a policeman on each
arm. I don’t know what he’d done—I think he’d run several red lights and the
cops nailed him and they said ‘What’s all the speed, Mr. Edison’ and he said ‘I’m
on my way to a Frank Sinatra date’ and they said ‘Sure you are.’ He says,
‘Alright, come on with me and I’ll show you.’ So they marched him into the
recording session and there was Frank and there was everybody and they
released him and laughed and walked away.

JS:

You don’t happen to remember what session it was?

NR:

No, but it was early enough so it wasn’t in the round building. It was before that, it
was when Capitol used to record down on Melrose in the KHJ , studios there.
Many of our fine Capitol Records studios were not made in the round building.
They had immense trouble with those studios to begin with. We always joked and
said that the building actually was a hell of an office building, but nowhere would,
one would want to record music. Later on they more or less fixed it, but it wasn’t
until millions of dollars later that they got it right.

JS:

Now this Oklahoma album…

NR:

That was not done in the round building; that was done before that.

JS:

Small group of musicians, how many would you say?

NR:

It varied. If you play the whole album you’ll see that, in this case, there were I
think some woodwinds, four woodwinds, four trombones, among which was a
bass trombone, and there was a muted trumpet and a rhythm section-- that might
have been all. And then on some of the other songs there was a small vocal
group.

JS:

And a woman, specifically, I know with a beautiful…

NR:

Oh and the lady who did the high voice on Oh, What a Beautiful Morning and so
on, her name is Norma Simmer and she, for many years, sang with Lawrence
Welk. But she had a beautifully clear voice and I was captivated by her sound
and I used her many times.
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JS:

You did indeed, but then with your own success at Capitol, your orchestras, your
bands got bigger. I offer as an example…
Music Interlude – You and the Night and the Music

JS:

That’s Nelson Riddle and You and the Night and the Music. You know that
section Nelson where you go Singing Section.

NR:

That’s your father partly isn’t it?

JS:

He wrote the melody, yeah …

NR:

Yeah…

JS:

But , he didn’t write Singing same section and when I played it for Howard Deets,
the lyric writer…

NR:

Mmm Hum.

JS:

He listened to it, and when it, when it got to that portion of the record he said ‘too
many syllables.’ Laughs.

NR:

Of course! Of course.

JS:

Too many syllables.

NR:

That was Juan Tizol, the former trombone player with Duke Ellington.

JS:

You used him a lot.

NR:

Yes I did. He has a very exotic sound on that valve trombone.

JS:

Mmmm, absolutely. But you know it’s not Juan Tizol on the famous trombone
solo in I've Got you Under My Skin. Can you tell me who it is?

NR:

Milt Bernhart who has a travel agency now and from whom my wife and I bought
our tickets to come here. And he is very happy as a travel agent and he is very
knowledgeable as a travel agent and he’s one hell of a travel agent. Kelly Travel
in Los Angeles- in Hollywood.

JS:

That’s marvelous to know. Jonathan Swartz with Nelson Riddle, I’ll be back in a
little while and so, as a matter of fact, will Nelson.
Music Interlude - I've Got You Under My Skin

JS:

Now as it happens, Nelson Riddle, you were there that night. Was it a night?
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NR:

Yes, he always liked to record at night.

JS:

Would you tell us anything you can remember about the recording of that
arrangement with that singer; and even before we get to that, can you tell me
anything, tell us anything, about the writing of that arrangement. How long did it
take you? Where were you living? Under what conditions did you write it?

NR:

I was living at 3853 Carbon Canyon Road in Malibu and it was apparently , a
work of pressure because I had to stay up quite late one night and finish it-- that
much I remember, that was 1956.

JS:

As you wrote the arrangement, could you clearly hear an orchestra playing it in
your head?

NR:

One always does.

JS:

Totally.

NR:

I work from the piano, which is, a form of a crutch, Jonathan, but in truth I can
really hear the instruments then when I try to find harmonies or a line or
something on the piano. I almost do as well if I have a, a table near the piano,
strangely enough can look at the keys, to look at them gives me the feel of it. But
yes, you can hear the orchestra.

JS:

Well, this arrangement—you were obviously the first to hear it. This may be a
naive notion on my part, but didn’t you say to yourself ‘Wow, this is awfully good.’
Laughs.

NR:

No, I probably said ‘Wow, isn’t it nice to be able to have finished it in time.’ I think
that was, that most of my ‘Wows’ were deserved, were reserved for that
particular purpose in those days. You speak of your own naiveté, I was so naïve
in those days that I thought my major problem, looking around me at the people
close to me and so on, I, I said ‘You know, my biggest problem, the only problem
I really have is in getting my work done.’ And isn’t that stupid, because there
were many, many, many potential problems around me which I didn’t recognize
probably for the basic fact that I wasn’t dealing with them; that I was funneling
most of my life into music, which is so charming and so impractical when you are
living on this earth. You just have to devote yourself to other things, other than
music, in order to make everything come out well because those other problems
can crowd you right off the face of the map, unless you deal in some fashion…
cut off.

JS:

Nelson, you’ve made it quite clear to me that of all the work of Sinatra, the, the
album that you feel is the most provocative and the most rewarding for you to this
day is…
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NR:

Only for the Lonely?

JS:

Mmm hum.

NR:

I never say that right. Is it For Only the Lonely?

JS:

Only the Lonely.

NR:

Only the Lonely, there.

JS:

Why do you feel that way?

NR:

Because I think the music has more depth and sensitivity than other things that I
did. Also, I think you have a better opportunity with non-rhythmic things to , paint
a picture; where as rhythmic arrangements you’re pretty well locked-in to a
degree. I’ve tried not to be locked-in and my efforts to escape have apparently
not escaped you. But, , the framework, the project itself is a lot more rewarding.
My initial aim in music was to score pictures and I’ve scored some pictures and I
won an Oscar for The Great Gatsby. But, basically, I was thought of as a
recording musician and I always tried to work it out so that some of my recording
assignments, at least in my own mind, were like scoring scenes from movies.
And if that particular album doesn’t smack of movie music, so much the better.
But it was always an effort to create the right atmosphere for the melody and the
lyrics of the composers.

JS:

I’ve always thought that easily, you are the best writer for violins. Because I just
happen to agree with your harmonies. Your harmonies are what I’m thinking.
How would you, this may be a difficult question to answer, how would you define
those harmonies, writing for violins. They are so sophisticated in what they reveal
and how they’ve been written for, and their not overstated. You seem to be a
rather quiet fellow when it comes to violins, on most occasions. What do you
think about writing for violins?

NR:

I think in the early days of my writing I was fascinated by polyphonics—superimposing one chord on another, for instance, a G chord over an F chord, which to
some of your musical listeners will be immediately revealed as a trick from the
French Impressionists. I eventually sickened of my devices and tried to move into
the realm of slightly more biting harmonizations that I found more rewarding and
less saccharine. And I don’t know particularly what era this album falls in-- I know
it was 1958, when we did it.

JS:

May of 1958.

NR:

May ’58. I conducted some of it, Felix Slatkin conducted some of it because I
embarked on a tour of Canada with Nat Cole at the time. But I had completed the
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arrangements before I left town. Some of these harmonies, I think, may reflect
some growth on my part, heading toward, what for me, are more fresh sounds
which I have tried to continue through the years.
JS:

Willow Weep for Me May of 1958, Nelson Riddle and Sinatra.
Music Interlude – Willow Weep for Me

JS:

Lovely Nelson. Wonderful. Do you remember anything special about writing that
specific arrangement?

NR:

Well, I do remember that where the word weep came in, when I thought Harry
Edison characteristic fall off on the muted trumpet sounded very weepy to me.
And you know it’s strange, I don’t think I wrote those things for Harry, but when
he heard the lyric—well he fell in with the idea, so when Frank says ‘Willow
Weep for Me’ well he does a little, how would you call it? Lacrimosal fill behind it.

JS:

It’s a wail.

NR:

Yeah it is a wail. It is really a wail.

JS:

Nelson Riddle, in two minutes we’ll continue our conversation and I would like to
introduce two words into the conversation at that time—Judy Garland.
Now let me see, as far as I know, you wrote for Judy Garland 24 arrangements.
Now there are 2 or 3 outtakes from the 2 albums, one called Judy, the other
called Judy in Love. So that would mean about 27 arrangements, all in all for
Judy Garland. What do you remember, Nelson, about Judy?

NR:

I remember Judy as a, a very warm and appealing female, I think one tended to
want to protect her-- against whom you were going to protect her or, from what
you were going to protect her becomes a little vague. As it turns out, probably to
protect her from herself was the most protection that she needed. I was attracted
by her voice, that warm almost overdone vibrato which she used, which,
nevertheless, made your hair stand on end. It was a very special thing that she
brought which no one else brought. I remember that. I also remember when
recording with her a little dark haired girl who sat over in the corner and was
present at most of the sessions and she later became the star Liza Minnelli and
she remembers going to her mother’s recording sessions and she reminded me
of it very affectionately years later. I think I almost worked for Liza a couple times.

JS:

Well, that quality of Judy’s that made your hair stand on end, in concert with for
example this arrangement, certainly makes my hair stand on end.
Music Interlude – Strings of My Heart
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JS:

There were many released versions, actually three of that version Nelson, two
live performances by Judy and this studio recording. It’s just a shame really that
there were so few arrangements supplied by you for her. Both your writing and
her singing are electrifying and complimentary at the same time.

NR:

My favorite, of course, is Come Rain or Come Shine. Actually, I worked with her
on two other occasions. I did a television show with her for General Electric,
which I think , the piano player that used to be with Frank—wah-wah—that used
to be with Tommy, whom Tommy thought a lot of—a real, real wild character.
You might know whom I’m talking about.

JS:

I don’t for the unintelligible.

NR:

I can’t. Isn’t that terrible? I can’t think of his name, but he was on the program.
Also, I conducted a week with her at, I think it’s called Orchestra Hall in Chicago.
And that was marvelous. I had to learn a lot of other things, we didn’t do, just do
the arrangements that I had done for her, we did her whole act and part of it was
sitting on the apron of the stage singing Over the Rainbow and I can easily see
what the world saw in her.

JS:

As a result of, of these recordings, Nelson, not only with Judy but with Sinatra
and Nat Cole, n’ Peggy Lee and others, the Nelson Riddle sound became so
dominant, I would imagine every living singer made an attempt to contact you for
arrangements at one time or another, and, and so it was that you and Capitol got
together and put out an album of just your arranging—now, that’s
unprecedented-- just the arrangements for people to sing along with. And I think
that being able to hear the skeleton is fascinating. You just, I’m going to play one
of these arrangements, it’s , an old standard called You're Driving Me Crazy.
Interestingly enough, it’s on your new collaboration with Ella and you and Ella
had made another record of it earlier—20 years ago—for one of those verve
albums and here it is again. But here is just your arrangement. Now you people
who know You're Driving Me Crazy you might wanna sing along with Riddle. This
is literally the case, Riddle is here to sing along with!
Music Interlude – You're Driving Me Crazy

JS:

Nelson, have you ever, down through the vast corridor or time, taken this album
and sung along with it?

NR:

No, I can’t sing at all.

JS:

Really?

NR:

I can only talk on certain days (JS laughs). This may not be one of them,
incidentally. I am a little bit hung over from last night’s show over in Hackensack
for Roger Rudnick and we have two, two more shows to do today. I’m here
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because JS wanted me to be and I very much wanted to be here, but you know
you can want to do something and then stagger in half asleep and still not do the
job that you are supposed to.
JS:

Nelson, you certainly make sense to me, all through the morning.

NR:

Okay. Well, you’re the boss today, so , actually if that’s true, well I’m, I’m happy.

JS:

Oh, it’s quite true Nelson. But it seems to me that somewhere in the middle of the
night, somewhere along the way, you would have fancied yourself a singer. And
you never did once sing along with Riddle?

NR:

Never once. No, never once. Frank used to catch me singing along with the
orchestra, but it was some kind of a high sound I was trying—I would get caught
up with the music and he would catch me and he said ‘What are you doing?’ and
he would make a joke out of it, you know, because I really wasn’t singing. I was
more or less, like a dog, when you hear a dog react to a high sound or something
like that, I was sort of howling up there, listening to some of the harmonies.

JS:

Well, you know that happens to pianists: Errol Garner, Ellis Larken, to a less
degree to Oscar Peterson.

NR:

Oh yes… Right…Yeah, grunt, Oscar’s a grunter if ever I heard one, ‘if I ever
heard one,’ there’s Nelson Riddle singing.

JS:

There’s nothing unintelligible. There is Nelson Riddle singing. I’m gonna get you
to sing, just maybe half a chorus or something before you go.

NR:

Oh, chuckles.

JS:

But there’s—in recording men like that, there’s very little one can do about
eliminating the grunt from the tape. If there’s a pianist like, like Errol Garner.
Could your sound be heard in the control room?

NR:

Occasionally. And I would be told to ‘Shut up!’

JS:

Laughs. Nelson Riddle is going to stay just a little while after the news. I’m sure
Henry has a, a short news cast to, to deliver and remark on. This is Jonathan
Swartz, WNEW NY, we’ll be back.
Musical Interlude.

JS:

Nelson, one day in 1966 I brought home a new Sinatra album, as did we all, it
was the album built around the hit single Strangers in the Night and on came the
second song on the first side, which happened to be The Summer Wind and to
my astonishment and, and at that point to my dismay, an organ. And then as I

173

heard the album I realized the job that the organ was doing for you. And since
that time, since that album, that was the first time I heard you use an organ-- in
1966, since that time you have utilized an organ in many of your arrangements
and here it is again on this Ella album. How did it come to be and why have you
continued with it so successfully, how? In your mind, what role does and organ
play?
NR:

Does the name Wild Bill Davis mean anything to you?

JS:

Oh, of course!

NR:

One of the people I’m working with in New Jersey, sounds like I’m in a gym out
there working out with people, not so—I could use it but, not necessarily working
out with Betty Hutton—Betty Hutton is doing her own working out there and is
remarkably well-received but I worked with her out in Atlantic City in 1954-- and
Jimmy Rowles was her piano player at the time and Jimmy and I went to a bar
one night and we listened to Wild Bill Davis and I was fascinated by his work.
And then later on I heard some of the work of Los Angeles organist named
Jimmy Smith.

JS:

Mmm hum.

NR:

And, somewhere along the line, I decided to use the organ with Frank and then
no one had ever done it up to that time.

JS:

But not until 1966, 12 years after your visit to the bar with Jimmy Rowles.

NR:

That’s right.

JS:

12 years…

NR:

That’s right, yep and I like it very much.

JS:

What did he think about it when he came into the studio and saw and organ?

NR:

Well, he seemed pleased. , sometimes a sign of pleasure was no sign of
displeasure.

JS:

Laughs. The Gershwin Songbook: 53 songs and Ella, how long did it take and
what did you feel about the project?

NR:

It started in January ’59 and ended in August ’59, several sessions. I think there
were, as you said, 59 sides.

JS:

53.
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NR:

53 plus 6 instrumental sides.

JS:

Right.

NR:

59 and someone, I think it was Lou Levy wore a Patiac Phillipe watch home from
Switzerland, which was presented to me on the, at the end of the last date and it
was my treasured possession until I came to NY in 1978 with my two younger
girls, they tried to teach me how to disco, it was a disaster, but I got very warm in
the process and the poor Patiac Phillipe had been, been suspended from my
wrist by a then warn out watch band, a leather one, and it dropped and I lost it.
19 years later I lost it in NY, but my impression of the musical part of the project
was that I think it was a good idea that the dates were spaced because it enabled
me to come up with different ideas for each song. Andre Previn took occasion to
listen to it, and was impressed by it and I think partly from that came his support
of me in certain critical instances. For instance, I became the conductor for the
Julie Andrew’s television show, on his recommendation and later on inherited the
picture The Great Gatsby on his recommendation. Andre is, was and is and will
be a very powerful figure in musical circles and if you have his support, why
you’ve really got something very precious.

JS:

I know a lot about him and have heard just that. To the Gershwin Songbook now,
with Ella, this is a remarkable arrangement. It’s so powerful and specific, and
dramatic, and perfect for Ella.
Music Interlude.

JS:

What fun it must be to hear your own arrangements. Nelson, what arrangement
of yours has given you the most pleasure to hear by surprise, in a taxi or in a car
radio?

NR:

I think Brother John.

JS:

You do?

NR:

Which was what we started our program with.

JS:

We did indeed. Do you hear it frequently?

NR:

No, almost never.

JS:

I hear it all the time in my head.

NR:

I don’t hear any of these things, because I never played them.

JS:

You don’t?

175

NR:

Mmm, mmm. No, once gone, over. Once done, over.

JS:

What do you listen to?

NR:

Classical music.

JS:

What Classical music?

NR:

English composers, at the moment ..

JS:

For example?

NR:

Benjamin Britten, mostly Ralph Vaughan Williams. Someone gave me, I think my
wife gave me, the nine symphonies of Ralph Vaughan Williams.

JS:

Mmm hum. Who’s your best friend outside your family?

NR:

My wife.

JS:

Outside your, your family.

NR:

Pause. I don’t—I can’t think at the moment.

JS:

Do you have a man with whom you speak , a buddy or, or friend, every few
days?

NR:

No, no I did have. I did have years ago.

JS:

Who was that?

NR:

Bob Bain, the guitarist. I don’t see him any more now, but we are still very good
friends even if we don’t see each other.

JS:

Where do you live, may I ask?

NR:

I live in Bel Aire, about a thousand feet up, overlooking Beverly Plain. Very
beautiful up there. My wife has insisted that we build a pool on the premises
which is now almost done, and, and she hopes it will add to my comfort and my
health.

JS:

Mmm hum. What reading do you do?

NR:

I read a great deal. I am fascinated with the work of Barbara Tuckman. I read
biography and history, usually.

JS:

Very little fiction or books of nonfiction?
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NR:

None. None. I can not share the enthusiasm for novels that apparently everyone
else does and I’m maybe again, as in the case of opera, missing a great deal in
life. But I like, I think there is enough drama in fact. However, I was at one time a
great fan of Charles Dickens and Scotts Waverly novels and Victor Hugo and
Dumont. So, I really can’t say that forever I’ll turn my back on novels. But to me,
those were the great novels.

JS:

Nelson Riddle aside, who’s your favorite arranger of the kind of music you
arranged?

NR:

Pause. I don’t know.

JS:

Couple of names: Marty Page.

NR:

No. Bill Finegan -- , who is almost inactive now, I would imagine. I am very, very
taken with the work of Billy May. Billy Byers is a very clever arranger.

JS:

He has “Byer-ized” your Lady is a Tramp. , your arrangement for Sinatra. He,
he’s used your skeleton and applied his own intelligence and that’s currently the
arrangement at hand.

NR:

Ah huh. Well he’s , a very clever fellow. We used perhaps seven arrangers on
some weeks on the Julie Andrews show and in all deference to the other six, his
work fascinated him the most.

JS:

What part of your life, what section in the 61 years, you were born 1921—June
the 1st…

NR:

Right.

JS:

Of 1921. What section of that, that span, would you consider your happiest on
earth?

NR:

Right now.

JS:

Why?

NR:

Because it’s more placid. I think one needs different things at different times of,
of ones life. And I feel more content now, I, not resigned but acceptance and
very happy that I lived to the age of 61.

JS:

How do you see yourself in 5 or 10 years, what do you imagine you’ll be up to?

NR:

Laughs. Well, I hope to be writing some things which I have delayed writing
through procrastination, there’s a family in Los Angeles called the Dutollio family,
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wonderful flutist and fine pianist and the father is a cellist and he’s not young
anymore. I’d like to write a piece for those three people.
JS:

Why not, through all of these years, a Broadway show? Either as a composer of
the show or the Robert Russell Bennett figure?

NR:

Those things are deceptively easy. Just like writing a song is deceptively easy. It
takes a certain knack and a certain approach in order to have it come off. I…

JS:

Where you ever invited?

NR:

I attempted a couple of Broadway shows, they never got anywhere near
Broadway. I think one of them got as close to Broadway as UCLA, which is quite
a distance. But , it isn’t that one avoids the difficult, though that may be part of it,
but I think one has to accept ones métier, one has to find the grove in which one
can speak the most clearly and try to develop that. That doesn’t sound very
adventurous of me, but in truth I think that people who try to push their frontiers
ahead and ahead and ahead sometimes run out of gas without knowing it. And
that is a terrible feeling, is to be in an area where you really don’t belong and
everybody knows it but you.

JS:

I think, that , your compositions are wonder, as a composer. We haven’t had time
to cover them. I’ll play one or two in your absence in a moment or so. What about
serious American music, there have been of course wonderful Americans writing
great music: Samuel Barber and Charles Ives and Morton Gould and Previn
himself. What about you?

NR:

Not much. I’ve done a half a dozen piece for the Santa Monica Symphony which
one of them was a ‘Theme and Variations’ which was spoken of very kindly by
one of the music writers on the Los Angeles Times. And he said it deserves to be
heard again. In my guest appearances with various symphony orchestra’s doing
pops work, I have occasionally brought one of these things to life and that’s my
way, and a very privileged way, of showing off ones own work. What I have to do,
is to do more work.

JS:

Nelson, finally, if you were to name one or two or three songs by Curren or Porter
or Rodgers or anybody—that you consider excellent beyond excellence. What
would those titles be?

NR:

Well, I have favorites.

JS:

What are they?

NR:

One of them is Indian Summer and …

JS:

Another?
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NR:

Last Night When We Were Young. Pause. And , Here's that Rainy Day

JS:

VanHuesen.

NR:

Yeah, VanHuesen.

JS:

Nelson Riddle has been here, on the 12th of September and I’ll never forget it. It’s
wonderful to see you and, and an honor to be in the same room with you Nelson.

NR:

I won’t forget it either, Jonathan. Thank you so much.

Unknown:
JS:

WNEW in NY.

Nelson Riddle has left because he has to conduct a concert in New Jersey
beginning at 1 o’clock this afternoon. To say that I am grateful that he came
would be understating the case. Let’s turn to Riddle the composer now. This is a
piece of music that Riddle was asked to write for an album conducted by Sinatra:
Composers and Arrangers Impressions of Colors. Previn contributed one or two
pieces of music and hear is Nelson on the subject of the color orange.
Music Interlude – The Color Orange

JS:

It’s exciting isn’t it? He wrote that, that’s his impression of the color orange. The
album is called Tone Poems, and Colors. That’s Nelson Riddle, his arrangement,
he conducted it, and he wrote it.
Here is another piece of original music by Nelson Riddle. This for a film he
scored called Paris When it Sizzles. You might recall the film that stared Audrey
Hepburn and William Holden. And this is a piece of music that he wrote for the
Audrey Hepburn character known as Gabrielle in the film. And it’s wonderful
because, of course, it’s so musical and sweet and pretty, but it also captures the
essence of both the actress and her character.
Music Interlude -- Gabrielle
And you can see Audrey Hepburn in-in your minds eye, can’t you? That’s Nelson
Riddles Gabrielle from Paris When it Sizzles. It’s 18 minutes before 12 o’clock.
I’m Jonathan Swartz on the 12th day of September, 1982. Now here’s Riddle and
his arrangement of For All We Know.
Music Interlude – For All We Know
That’s vintage Riddle, isn’t it? Now here’s Sinatra with Riddle. And this is the
arrangement that Riddle just told us they ran down 30 times that night….
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Music Interlude – Last Night When We Were Young and other songs
And that’s the 16th unreleased song from Songs for Swingin' Lovers only
released by Capitol in Great Britain. I gave Riddle a copy of it, a cassette that I
made at home, you should have seen his face when I gave it to him. He hasn’t
heard it since then. He’ll listen to it this evening.
My thanks to Nelson Riddle and I’ll see you next Friday night at 9, Saturday at
10, and next Sunday morning I believe for the duration, from 9 until 2. This is
Jonathan Swartz; I wish you a stable week, WENW NY.
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Appendix C
Interview of George Roberts by David Krosschell
February 24, 2008
DK:

When is your birthday?

GR:

3-22-28.

DK:

What is your middle name?

GR:

Mortimer.

DK:

Can you tell me a bit more about the circumstances surrounding the Stravinsky
recording session?

GR:

Sure. The album was released in 1960 and the recording session before last
tour with Kenton around1955/56.

DK:

Can you tell me a bit more about the circumstances surrounding the Wilder
Sonata? Specifically, what was your relationship with Wilder?

GR:

I met him awhile before that when at Conn, but the composition was sent to me
out of the blue.

DK:

Did you ever play and/or record any of it?

GR:

Played it w/ piano read through, not too hot on it. It was a little cold.

DK:

Recordings w/ Krupa?

GR:

Toured 1.5 years of one nighters. I didn’t do any recordings.

DK:

You recorded an album in the mid-1980’s called On the Other Side of the Horn.
Can you tell me a little about the circumstances surrounding it?

GR:

Reg Powell is a fabulous musician who had wanted to do something with me for
quite a while. When Susanne and I lived in Lake Tahoe, we met up and
recorded that album. It was all ballades I remember that Reg was the musical
director for Tony Orlando, so we used his stage and simply drew the curtain
across and just played. Reg plays the keyboard wonderfully and it was really a
personal thing. After we finished, he shed a few tears because it meant to much
to him.
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DK:

Tell me a little about the educational endeavors you were a part of over the
years. Did you play recitals, or teach masterclasses…?

GR:

F.E. Olds was sponsoring me at the time and set up a lot of clinics and concerts,
primarily in the Pacific Northwest. I used to play songs with taped
accompaniment and do a little teaching. I played a lot of those at colleges, high
schools, and music educator conventions.

DK:

Do you still have your original Conn 70H?

GR:

No, Zig Kanstul dissected it in his attempt to copy it. The horn I have now is a
Kanstul and it’s the best horn I’ve ever played.
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Discontinued Trombone Model Specifications 237
Manufacturer Model
Blessing

B-98

Besson

Academy
Series

International
Series

Conn

12H

Bore
(in.)
.562

Bell
(in.)
9.5

Valve(s) Other information
F/Gb

Bass. Independent valves.
Believed to be a clone of
the Bach 50B3.
According to Stewart
Stunell, this was a
complete family of
professional trombones.
Members ranged in size
from "Alto through
medium/small Tenors,
medium bore Tenors,
medium/large Tenors to
large bore Tenors and Bb/F
Bass trombones". Model
numbers were 401 thru
409.
Some contractmanufactured by Kanstul,
USA. Stewart Stunell says
that the Besson
International range were
professional models
considered equivalent to
the Sovereign Cornets and
Imperial trombones (Bb/F
tenor and Bb/F bass). Bells
had distinctive engraving;
available either lacquered
or in burnished silver plate.
According to the Conn
Loyalist list, this was a Bore
Bass with Piston Valve to
F&E, 8 1/2" Bell and tuning
in slide from 1919-1923, a
#2 1/2 Bore Coprion from
1938-1955 and a #2 1/2
Bore Coprion with
lightweight slides (available
only on special order) from
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Information in this section was provided by Yuen Li Low. For additional information, please visit his
website http://www.geocities.com/yuenli_low/trombone/discontspecs.html.
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14H

Holton
(G Leblanc)

60H

.562

9.5

F

62H

.562

9.5

F/E

70H
71H

.562

9.5
9.5

F
F

72H
73H

.562
.562

9.5
9.5

F
F/E

98H

.547/
.562

9

F

111H

.562

9.5

F/Eb

TR169

.562

9.5

F

TR269

.562

TR180

.562

F/E
10

F/D

1949 to 1955.
According to the Conn
Loyalist list, this was a
Bore Bass with Piston
Valve to F&E from 19191923, a #4 1/2 + #3 1/2
Bore Medium Bass with
rotary valve to F & E with
tuning in slide from 19271932 and a #2 1/2 Bore Bb
Director from 1954 to 1974.
Bass trombone. Tuning in
the slide, rose brass bell.
Bass trombone. Closed
wrap, dependent valves,
tuning in the slide, rose
brass bell. Very highlyregarded. A number were
converted to open wrap by
the legendary Larry Minick.
Bass trombone. Yellow
brass bell.
Bass trombone.
Bass trombone. Yellow
brass bell, dependent
valves.
Essentially an 88H with a
larger bell and dual bore
slide, played by George
Roberts in the later stages
of his career.
Bass, rose brass bell,
dependent valves.
Bass, 9.5 (sometimes 10)
inch red brass bell. Said to
have been designed by the
legendary Edward
Kleinhammer, based on his
Bach 50B. Production
ceased sometime in '60s.
Bass, double-valved
version of TR169.
Bass. Designed by Lewis
van Haney. Well regarded,
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TR185
King

9.5
or
10

F

6B Duo
Gravis

7B (2107)

Olds

.562

Bass. Dependent valves.
Legendary professionalquality instrument. Default
side-by-side trigger setup.
.562/.
625
.562
510/
.525*

9

George
Roberts P22

.565

9

F

Custom P24

.565

9

F

George
Roberts
P24G

.565

9

F/G

8B (2108)
Ambassador
A20

Recording
R20

Super S20

but nowhere nearly as
highly as its predecessor,
the TR169. Throat of bell,
leadpipe and gooseneck
are said to be tighter than
that of the TR169.
Customized version with
different leadpipe played by
George Roberts.
Bass.

F/Gb
F/Gb

8.5

8.5

.547*

Bass. Independent valves.

9

F

Student-quality bass
trombone with flat-wrap F
attachment. Chrome-plated
nickel-silver inner slide
tubes. Bore size smaller
than would be considered
"bass bore" today.
Professional bass
instrument. Light yellow
brass bell, .585 F
attachments.
Professional bass
instrument. 9 inch bell, .585
F attachments.
Professional bass
instrument. 9 inch bell, .585
bore independent
attachments.
Professional bass
trombone with flat-wrap F
attachment. Bore size
smaller than would be
considered "bass bore"
today.
Professional bass
trombone with flat-wrap F
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Super S22
George
Roberts

.565

Super S23

Yamaha

9

F

9/10

F/E

attachment. Pure bronze
bell with tone ring (or
possibly heavy red brass
bell according to Eric
Burger). Tuning in slide.
Professional bass
trombone designed by the
legendary bass trombonist
George Roberts. Tuning in
slide.
Professional bass
trombone with F
attachment and dependent
E valve. 9 or 10 inch bell.
Tuning in slide.

Super S24G

.565

9

F/G

Superstar
V25
YBL-321

.565

10

F

Silver-plated.

.563

9.5

F

YBL-322

.563

9.5

F

YBL-611

.563

10

F/Eb

YBL-612

.563

10

F/Eb

YBL-613

.563

10

F/Eb

YBL-613G

.563

10

F/Eb

YBL-613R

.563

10

F/Eb

YBL-621

.563

9.5

F

Bass. Introduced 1969,
discontinued 1979.
Replaced by YBL-421G.
Bass. Introduced 1975,
discontinued 1994.
Replaced by YBL-421G.
Bass. Introduced 1976,
discontinued 1985.
Replaced by YBL-612R.
Bass. Introduced 1976,
discontinued 1992.
Replaced by YBL-612-II.
Bass. Introduced 1982,
discontinued 1994.
Replaced by YBL-613H.
Bass. Introduced 1985,
discontinued 1991.
Replaced by YBL-613H.
Bass. Introduced 1983,
discontinued 1985.
Replaced by YBL-613H.
Bass. Introduced 1978,
discontinued 1985.
Replaced by YBL-622.

*Information is not corroborated.
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David J. Krosschell
Northwestern University
August 6, 2007
Dear Fellow Bass Trombonist,
My name is David Krosschell and I am pursuing my doctorate under Michael Mulcahy
and Charles Vernon at Northwestern University. As part of the requirement for the
degree, I am researching the career and impact of George Roberts on the modern bass
trombonist. The purpose of this project is to both qualify and, if possible, quantify the
impact that George Roberts, his approach to playing, and the recordings on which he
appears, have had on the approach and careers of bass trombonists since 1950.
As an expert bass trombonist, you have been selected to participate in this research
project. It is my hope that you will share your insights, thoughts, and impressions of Mr.
Roberts and your own ideas regarding this research topic. Accompanying this letter is a
copy of a survey I would like you to complete. The survey speaks to your own
professional background as well as to the influence of George Roberts on your own
playing. If at all possible, I would request that you complete and return this survey by
the end of August. If, at that time, I have not received a response, I will contact you to
determine your desire to participate.
I realize that your time is valuable, but I know your expertise and knowledge will be of
great import to this project. Please feel free to contact me via phone or e-mail with any
questions you may have. Also, if you wish to participate in the second phase of this
project (a listening analysis involving bass trombone recordings pre-1950 and post1970) please let me know either via email or phone. Your help and shared knowledge
are greatly appreciated.
Respectfully yours,
David J. Krosschell
Northwestern University
p: 571.232.4047
e-mail: dave.krosschell@gmail.com
Directions:
Please read all questions carefully and answer as thoughtfully and thoroughly as
possible.
1.) To begin, download the attached survey and mp3 file to your computer desktop.
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2.) Then, open the survey using Microsoft Word and the mp3 using Windows Media
(or any other music playing application).
3.) The only changes you should be able to make are in the grey areas of the form.
4.) After completing a question and/or field, press the tab key to move to the next
question and/or field or simply click on any field with the cursor to complete the
section
5.) To accompany the listening section, I have attached an mp3 file of various
samples of George Roberts’ recordings, each of which is represented by a short
excerpt (in bold print) in the order they appear in the survey.
6.) After completing the entire survey, re-save the form to your desktop (save
changes).
7.) Then, email the completed form back to me (dave.krosschell@gmail.com) or, if
you are more comfortable with sending it via US Mail, print it and send it to:
David Krosschell
101 S. Saint Asaph St. #3
Alexandria, VA 22314
Thank you in advance for your consideration and insights into the career and influence
of George Roberts.
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George Roberts Study
Subject Questionnaire

Today’s Date:
Your Name:

The purpose of this questionnaire is to learn about your opinions on the
bass trombone, to find out more about the influence George Roberts may
have had on your playing, and to understand how the playing, approach,
and writing for bass trombone has changed in the last 50+ years.
Questionnaire Instructions:
1.

Please read each question carefully before answering. Some
questions ask you to think about specific pieces, while others ask
you to consider a broad spectrum of compositions and playing
approaches.

2.

If you are unsure about how to answer a question, please give the
best answer you can. Remember, there are no right or wrong
answers.

3.

Once you have completed a copy of the questionnaire, please email
a
copy
back
to
David
Krosschell
at
dave.krosschell@gmail.com. If you would prefer a paper copy, or to
complete the survey over the telephone, please contact me at 571232-4047.

4.

If you are interested in participating in the Analytic Listening portion
of my study which involves a brief musical analysis of
approximately 20 short recordings, please contact me using one of
the methods above.
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Section 1:

Demographics

Your Date of Birth:
Your Current Position:
Number of Years in this position:
Previously held positions (that you feel are relevant to this study:

Section 2:

Educational Background

School:

Section 3:

Degree:

Person with whom you
studied:

Playing

This section asks you about your impressions of George Roberts’ playing. Please
answer the following questions at whatever length you desire.
3.1
What, if any, were some of the first recordings on which you heard George
Roberts play?
3.2

What was your initial impression of his playing?

3.3

Has that initial opinion changed? If so, how?

Section 4:

Influence

This section asks you about your opinions regarding the influence of George Roberts’
playing on bass trombonists both in the past and today.
4.1

In your opinion, what was the difference (if any) between the bass trombone
playing and approach of George Roberts and the playing of bass trombonists
who preceded him?
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4.2

In your opinion, what permanent influence (if any) did George Robert’s technical
approach (articulation, technique, etc.) to bass trombone playing have on the
generations of bass trombonists to follow?

4.3

In your opinion, what permanent influence (if any) did George Robert’s musical
approach (tone, musicality, etc.) to bass trombone playing have on the
generations of bass trombonists to follow?

4.4

In your opinion, what permanent influence (if any) did George Robert’s have on
the music written for bass trombone after 1950?

4.5

In your opinion, what modern bass trombonist(s) most closely resemble George
Roberts in approach and sound and why?

4.6

In your opinion, did George Roberts influence one style of playing more than
another (i.e.: Classical, Jazz, Commercial, etc.)?

4.7

In your opinion, did the fact that George Roberts was involved primarily in jazz
and commercial music allow him musical freedoms which classical music would
not have allowed at that time? If so, in what ways?

4.8

Please share any anecdotal reminiscences you may have concerning George
Roberts, including hearing him in master classes, live performances, trombone
festivals, etc….
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Name

Alan Raph

Position
Question 1
Question 2
Question 3
Question 4
Question 5
Question 6
Question 7
Question 8
Question 9

Freelance Bass Trombone, arranger, composer
Joy of Living
Great.
No.
George could play solos on tunes with beautiful phrasing.
Not a Lot.
A lot.
No Answer.
None… this is like asking which trombonists still play like Dorsey.
Commercial.

Question 10
Question 11

No.
His manner in clinics was very personable and likeable. George’s
rapport with young people was exceptional. Shortly after George
did the Ft. Vancouver H.S. album, Ed Shaughnessy and I were
asked to judge a H.S. Jazz band contest in Washington State.
Although Ft. Vancouver played wonderfully we thought that
Nathan Hale H.S. had the edge and awarded them 1st place.
Ironically their band program was discontinued for the following
year. Two big disappointments: 1. Ft. Vancouver not winning and
2. Nathan Hale's band program being scratched.
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Name

Ben van Dijk

Position
Question 1

Bass Trombone, Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra
The first time I heard Mr. Roberts play was in a recording of Frank
Sinatra in the Nelson Riddle orchestra
His wonderful singing sound and his relaxed timing!
No way, it has even become stronger. He is an example for me in
every note I play.
First of all his sound was more singing and free then what I hear
from earlier players. Secondly his timing was/is so easy and
swinging and not so heavy as before!

Question 2
Question 3
Question 4

Question 5

His legato playing SHOULD be of permanent influence. With
some players I hear this but not with all. A wonderful example of
the good influence is of course Bill Reichenbach. Wow! Also his
articulation of the beginning of those typical low bass trombone
notes is something I hear from players who are influenced by Mr.
Roberts. The use of his wonderful vibrato!

Question 6

Playing the bass trombone as a melody instrument. Really
phrasing like a singer.
I think after because of Mr. Roberts the bass trombone is treated
more as a solo instrument within the section.

Question 7
Question 8
Question 9
Question 10

Question 11

Bill Reichenbach mostly in his Ballad playing!
For me personally in all but in general of course mostly in
Commercial/Jazz.
Probably true and for many players still. I try to take the same
freedoms in playing as Mr. Roberts took in his music. Of course
not in a Bruckner symphony but for example in the little "ein
Heldenleben" and "der Burger als Edelmann" solo's as in solo
literature I do!
I am very sorry but I have never met or heard Mr. Roberts live.
This is an all time frustration for me but I have listened to as many
recording possible during my career till today.
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Name

Bill Reichenbach

Position
Question 1
Question 2

Bass Trombone, Los Angeles Free-lance Studio Artist
10 trombones like 2 pianos (Pete Rugulo)
Very Influential! Overwhelming! First stereo recording ever bought
and it blew me away, Kenny Shroyer maybe a bigger influence,
made me want to become a bass trombonist and jazz player

Question 3

Opinion hasn’t changed; understanding has changed of how he
got his sound (soft playing, mic placement, Studio setup, etc.)

Question 4

Playing parts on Kenton's band, Rugulo and Riddle, simply wasn't
much exposure before George (maybe Bart Varsalona), I
remember Elgeart (Les?) was doing albums and had featured
bass trombone, but I don't remember who that was (Tony Studd).
He "fell into a bowl of sugar", the right guy at the right time with
that sound, all happening at the same time.

Question 5

Haven't put much thought into that, but could play what was put in
front of him, exceptional, obviously he had a natural way of
playing, a few nasty licks on Meet Mr. Roberts (especially on
single trigger). It sounds easy, so that's the best you can say for
anyone.
Sinatra’s phrasing, singer trapped in trombone player's body,
similar to what Remington was teaching about playing like a
voice, wanted to be a tenor player,
Considering what I've had to play for the last 30 years, I wish he
had a more permanent influence. Big band bass trombonists get
feature sometimes, or they will include a low lick in the baritone
sax or BTRB. (Harry Connick, melody, first time in 30 years) They
don't write like that for bass trombonists anymore, at least in the
not in the studio. Stereophonic sound and HIFI - new sounds experiment - great player - coincidence of events. Riddle loved
to write like that for Sinatra, so George got more exposure. He
was one of two main bass trombonists, so he was called
frequently

Question 6

Question 7

Question 8
Question 9

Phil Teele, although there just aren't the opportunities for that
anymore.
Influenced all to some extent, more commercial than any. Most
bass trombonists are passingly familiar with George. Melodic and
legato approach to Rochut exercises transfers well.
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Question 10

Yes, but still limited. Studio playing is similar to Classical
experience in that there is little room musical freedom. Similar to
classical gig, just different styles. Influenced classical composers
potentially, in that, many composers were listening to jazz to
include some of that style in their own writing. John Williams,
Stravinsky (Octet)…

Question 11

Self effacing, humble, I always wondered if it was really the same
guy that did all that stuff.

207

Name

Bobby Knight

Position

Retired, former Commercial Free-lance Artist, Member of the
Stan Kenton Orchestra
Those with the Kenton Band in the early 50s
In awe.
No
He brought a different school of thought to the instrument.
Instead of it being just a powerful and loud instrument, his
methodology brought into the solo area, with more dynamics and
technique.

Question 1
Question 2
Question 3
Question 4

Question 5
Question 6
Question 7
Question 8
Question 9
Question 10
Question 11

See above.
See above.
See above.
Several, including myself, Kenny Shroyer, Ernie Tack, Bill
Reichenbach and others.
Jazz and Commercial.
Yes. Classical music is somewhat set in it's approach to the
instrument.
I worked with George during the 60s and 70s in the L.A. studios.
It was always a learning experience. He set the style of the
instrument for the rest of Bass Trombonists, period.
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Name

Don Waldrop

Position

Semi-retired, former Commercial Free-lance Artist, Member of the
Stan Kenton Orchestra
Kenton, Nelson Riddle, Billy May, Meet Mr. Roberts
I was very impressed, and was encouraged in my own career as
a bass trombonist.
I am even more impressed.
George's solos were played very lyrically. His lower register was
powerful and very focused and controlled.
George was able to get instant response and resonation in the
lower register. It was a goal for all of us.
His light approach to solos, yet still resonating with a beautiful
sound, was the model for bass trombonists. It still is.
It had a permanent and powerful influence. Composers and
arrangers wrote much more soloistically for bass trombone after
hearing George play. They found out what could be done and
then asked for it in their own arrangements
Kenny Shroyer is the closest I can think of -- unfortunately he is
pretty much retired -- still occasionally works with Bill Holman.
Yes, in my opinion, his influence was mainly in the commercial,
pop music, jazz oriented fields.
Yes, those freedoms were inherent in the definition of the types of
music. Classical music does not allow for the freedom of
expression which George exploited. He could play classical in
style and did so quite often on film and TV scores. His unique
sound was quite evident in those scores, but he was allowed no
freedom of expression like he had in his commercial recording
and performing career.
I worked with George frequently on sessions, nearly always sitting
next to him and sharing a microphone. Many times we played
different parts and I could barely hear him live in the room. But on
playback, I could hear mostly George and only a little of myself.
His sound projection was amazing. George is extremely relaxed
at work and kept us all laughing.

Question 1
Question 2
Question 3
Question 4
Question 5
Question 6
Question 7

Question 8
Question 9
Question 10

Question 11

209

Name

Dr. Thomas W. Streeter

Position

Professor of Music at Illinois Wesleyan University, former member
of the United States Air Force Airmen of Note
Splendor in the Brass; Meet Mr. Roberts
Amazing, inspirational
No.
He was smoother, more centered, and knew how long to play a
low note to make it speak in the best way on a recording

Question 1
Question 2
Question 3
Question 4
Question 5
Question 6
Question 7

Question 8
Question 9
Question 10
Question 11

His precision of tongue was copied by those who heard him and
carried on to their students.
He always talked of copying the phrasing of Frank Sinatra, and he
used that approach himself. It was a singing approach that
inspired all who heard him.
He was the person Nelson Riddle wrote his arrangements
around. Because there was a bass trombonist that could nail the
great low notes in the holes, others began to follow suit. I heard
that kind of writing from Henry Mancini and so many others.
I've tried to emulate his playing, but I reluctant to say anyone has
gotten his mastery under control!
Jazz and commercial.
He was able to make the bass trombone more of a soloistic
instrument, singing through his horn.
I met George at the second ITW in Nashville while still on the
Airmen of Note. He was gracious and encouraging in every way. I
was working on my DMA at Catholic at the time and had Chris
Davis write several original pieces for one of my recitals. Chris'
father owned Kendor Music and decided to record the
compositions. I sent the recording to George for comment plus a
tape of one of my recitals that had the "Five Pieces for Bass
Trombone" by Nelson Riddle written for George. I was pleased
that George was complimentary, yet had the types of suggestions
necessary for me to improve my playing. At future ITW's George
and I would renew our friendship. When I took my JE to the LA
area in the 90's George was willing to get the band in to observe
a recording session he was working. It was this type of kindness
that will always endure me to George Roberts.
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Name

Edward Kleinhammer

Position

Retired, Bass Trombone Emeritus with the Chicago Symphony
Orchestra
The first recording I heard was (I still have it) titled "Meet Mr.
Roberts". It was in the late 40's or early 50's. The # is CL1384
produced by Columbia Records. Wow - it is wonderful, what a
sound! And knowing a MUSICAL TROMBONIST was a thrill.
The above was with the Frank DeVol and his orchestra
He has since then sent me several tapes - nothing has changed!
He has gotten better! Exciting!! A note on one of the tapes said
“Four you and your wife a glass of wine and enjoy!"
Here a musical trombonist playing with intense feeling comes into
the picture. And here comes a player of not quite of my classical
style who tells me what a fine trombonist can do.
Plenty! It is probably world wide - from teacher to student over
and over again. He plays with pulse - weights on certain tones everything moves forward. My HS band leader insisted on - fine
tone - and pulse.
Pulse in music is very important. Without it music becomes just s
parade of sounds. One can teach it forever and some students
never catch on. Technique is their priority! And fundamentals!
He must have worked on them continuously. This is important!!
Together with his style of rubatos and pulse and this result.
Work! Work! But it pays. And he probably felt when he retired he
really didn't finish the studying.
He inspired composers I'm sure, as well as the serious bass
trombonist.
No Answer.
All styles. But mostly bass trombone students everywhere of any
style.
Yes, he had more freedoms playing in his style than is allowed in
the classical symphonic style. Every calling is great when greatly
pursued.
Shared a master class with him in 2004 at Ithaca, NY. Here, in
George Roberts, was a great trombonist. Range, articulation,
everything - he must have gone the extra mile in studying
(sometimes boring) and not only the musical part but studying
himself also. He added a bright star in the firmament of brass
performance. The bass trombone was producing fine players and the adding of the second valve and better instruments
followed. I would like to have a finished copy of your research
when it is finished. Sincerely, Ed Kleinhammer.

Question 1

Question 2
Question 3

Question 4

Question 5

Question 6

Question 7
Question 8
Question 9
Question 10

Question 11
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Name

Erik Van Lier

Position

Free-lance Bass Trombone and Teacher at the Amsterdam
Conservatory
The Joy of Living, Live is a Game of Poker
The sound is fantastic. The concept is very musical because
George uses a vocal approach (George actually imitates the way
a singer would sing a tune) instead of a concept that the horn
gives to you when you just try to play everything correct. So he
has a very good musical concept to start with, good taste and
fantastic technique that allows him to express his musical ideas to
the full extent. On top of that the positive spirit of his personality
with a good sense of humor comes out in his playing and gives
that an extra charm.

Question 1
Question 2

Question 3
Question 4
Question 5

Question 6

Question 7

Question 8
Question 9

NO!
Musicality and control of the horn
George had great technique but I don't think that the way he plays
comes from a technical approach but purely from a musical
concept and he just has a good technique to play what he hears.
But the influence becomes technical when you want to imitate his
style, which I did when I was young. I just played along with
George on The Joy of Living and tried to blend with his sound and
concept. By doing that I had to kind of use the same techniques as
George, but that is more or less on a subconscious level because
the actual movements that you make are originated through the
musical concept that stands out as the most important thing.
Speaking for myself it was THE MAIN INFLUENCE.I have my
students listen to George's playing and when they hear me they
will also hear George's influence.
Of course George's playing had a tremendous effect on the writing
for the bass trombone because people heard the charming
qualities of a melody played on this beautiful horn and the great
effect of bass lines going into the very deep register.
I think Paul Faulise and Tony Studd are influenced by George his
style and myself very much so
Commercial. But he could do classical playing very well too. He
told me once that he had to go to a recording session where
Stravinsky was. The classical guy couldn't play the way Stravinsky
wanted it. George came and he did a wonderful job(like always)As
a matter of fact Ed Kleinhammer told me that he really loved
George's playing although he had to use a different sound concept
and a different style for the work he had to do himself.
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Question 10

Question 11

Te music that George played suited him very well. That was his
musical taste. But if he would have played classical he would have
been able to play a lot of music in a musical way which actually
you don't hear too often there are many bass bone players that
have good chops but I don't know to many that impress me for
musical reasons.
No Answer.
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Name

Ernie Tack

Position
Question 1

Retired, former Commercial Free-lance Artist in Los Angeles
Stan Kenton’s “This is an Orchestra." in which each member of
the band played a solo. The other significant album for my career
choice was the album arranged by Nelson Riddle - "Only the
Lonely."
It was the first time I realized how beautiful a bass trombone could
sound.
In my opinion no one has sounded better before or since.
George's playing had superior sound and musicality.
I could write a book on this. George Roberts turned the bass
trombone into a musical instrument which in turn, added a new
sound on to big bands which allowed arrangers to put a bottom on
the brass section. Personally, I believe the main difference
between the sounds of the big band era and the big bands of
today is the addition of the bass trombone. George also had an
uncanny gift of being able to play softly but with unbelievable
projection. You could put the mike on the floor in the center of a
large recording studio but on the playback it would sound as if he
had his bell 6" from the mike. I was there when he demonstrated
this. In my opinion Kenny Shroyer comes closest to sounding like
George Roberts than anybody. Early in my career, because I
emulated him so much, I was trying to sound like George. As time
went on I developed my own sound and style. If I hadn't heard
George Roberts I probably would never have switched from tenor
to bass.
See Above.
See Above.
Kenny Shroyer and Ernie Tack
Jazz and Commercial
Yes. Sound, phrasing and vibrato.

Question 2
Question 3
Question 4
Question 5

Question 6
Question 7
Question 8
Question 9
Question 10
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Question 11

George, aside from being a beautiful bass trombone player, was a
beautiful person. He was always willing to give advice and help to
up and coming bass trombone players. One time we were on a
date together and George laid a Bach mouthpiece on me which he
had altered. He thought it would really work for my playing. (I was
playing a Burt Herrick mouthpiece at that time.) I tried it on the
date and as soon as I started playing it the other trombone players
in the section told George "Hey George, let Ernie play his own
mouthpiece." He meant well. I was one of the first bass trombone
players in town to play a double trigger in-line rotor which I had
custom built by George Strucel. (George didn't switch to a double
trigger until quite late in his career.) I was visiting on a date
George was playing once and he had some low B's in his part so
he had pulled his e-slide. When he got to the end of the piece he
had a root and he couldn't remember if his slide was in or out and
he guessed wrong and ruined the whole take. When he designed
a bass trombone for the Olds Company he told them he wanted
me to have one. This was a single trigger horn so he had the Olds
company call Barrett O'Hara and me to help design the in-line
rotor and triggers. This is the horn that I played for 30 years. One
time I got a call to audition for the NBC Staff orchestra when
George left. The contractor called me and he asked me right off if
I played as well as George Roberts. I replied:" No, and if anybody
tells you that they do, they're full of shit" and I hung up. Needless
to say I didn't get the gig. When the contactor called up Kenny
Shroyer Kenny told him that he would first have to come down and
hear the band and hung up. He didn't get the gig either. Finally,
the chair went to the brother of a sax player who was on the band.
Note: Even though I didn't get this gig I ended up working for that
contractor for the next 30 years - the infamous Al Lapin. Except for
Stan Kenton's band I never heard George play as an audience
member. I was always playing in the section with him.
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Name

Jeff Cortazzo

Position
Question 1
Question 2

Bass Trombonist, Army Blues Jazz Ensemble
Meet Mr. Roberts
At the time, about 1978, as a freshman in high school, I didn't
know what a bass trombone was. So, George's solos immediately
struck me. I remember thinking that I would like to start playing
THAT instrument. I think it was the timbre of the instrument in that
register and George's ease of execution that allured me.
No.
George was the first that I know of to exploit a completely lyrical
approach in the big band setting. He sought out to be a 'crooner'
with a bass trombone. Surely other players were able to do this
but they didn't necessarily seek out opportunities to demonstrate it
or were contented with simply playing their parts.
George sang first and the result was good technique.
Above all, George Roberts could and can swing. If there is only
one lesson in listening to his recordings it is this: That is how you
swing a melody. Do it the way George does it and you won't be
regarded as square by all the jazzers in the band!
We begin to see more exposed passages both in terms of ‘all
horns versus bass trombone.' or 'vocalist versus bass trombone.'
(Especially in N. Riddle or similar). We also begin to see the
power of the instrument come into preeminence. Let's not forget
that George can do that too!
Any bass trombonist who has heard George's early recordings
surely has benefitted from hearing them. I don't know if I could
say that anyone clearly 'resembles' him.
Jazz, commercial.
I think it was this one slice of time that the notion of having a bass
trombone be featured was a 'hip' thing. In the 50s and 60s you
would have been hard-pressed to hear a bass trombonist solo with
a symphony orchestra, yet here was George doing it with what
was then a more 'popular' idiom. George sort of created that
niche for himself and became famous for it.
No Answer.

Question 3
Question 4

Question 5
Question 6

Question 7

Question 8

Question 9
Question 10

Question 11
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Name

Jeffrey Reynolds

Position

Retired, Bass Trombone Emeritus, Los Angeles Philharmonic
Orchestra
The Joy of Living, Meet Mr. Robert, Stan Kenton
Awestruck by' that' tone and singing style. I was 16 yrs old and
very impressionable
No.
George was a whole new ballgame. Smooth, microphonable tone.
Everyone else before him had a coarse, nasty sound down below
the staff. George never really had to play loud to get on. When he
played a soft forte, it would get on regardless.
George had a wide range. He was much more flexible than folks
before. His was a very lyric style. He was one of the first
‘upstreamers’ to make it big. [upstreamer: low setting of the
mouthpiece on the lips, causing the lower lip to do more of the
vibrating and the stream to shoot more uphill. Dick Nash and
Tommy Johnson also had this embouchure with good result] He
had very clear articulation from this embouchure especially in the
low register. This is the embouchure I adopted after hearing him
play… At least till I decided to be an Orchestra player, then I had
to develop a composite.
Tone and style.
No one had ever heard a bass trombone sound like that before.
His sound just jumped on the microphone, hot, clear and present.
Lots of overtones. Once composers heard his sound, they were
prompted to write for it. He had a lot of works either written for
him, or dedicated to him over the years.
Really George is a one off. There are a few commercial guys who
can sound similar, but they're harsher and duller of tone. There is
only one George.
Commercial. Early in College, my goal was to bring a sound like
his to the Symphony Orchestra. But, alas the two don't mix. I
actually emulated his sound, since HE was my hero, and the
reason I switched to bass trombone. He didn't have much
influence on live orchestra players. Then again, when Stravinsky
was recording his 'Mass' on Capitol, the bass trombonist couldn't
cut it, so he was canned and the contractor called George to fill in.
Fill in indeed. It's a great recording and George was momentarily a
crossover player. His sound would be very bright in a big time
orchestra/live setting.
No Answer.

Question 1
Question 2
Question 3
Question 4

Question 5

Question 6
Question 7

Question 8
Question 9

Question 10
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Question 11

After hearing George on 'The Joy of Living' album, I found his
phone number and called him to see if I could take some lessons.
He said he didn't do lessons much, but he would meet me for
dinner after a recording session in Hollywood. I jumped at the
chance to pick the brain of my hero and we had a good long chat.
I learned a lot just talking to him. By the mid 60's I was doing
studio work in Hollywood, and often played in the section with
George, especially at Disney Studios. They often used 5
trombones for recording sound tracks and I played 4th, George on
5th, the lowest part. [The tenor players were usually Dick Nash,
Loyd Ullyate, Ed Kusby] The tuba player was invariably Tommy
Johnson who called George's sound the "Mystery Tone" for it's
ability to get on the mic. My first session with George had a mic for
the two bass trombones, and a mic for the 3 tenors. We set up so I
was slightly closer to the mic than George. The first few takes. We
break to listen to it. All I could hear was George Roberts. Live, all I
could hear was me. I couldn't hear him at all, right next to me. We
go back in to make more takes. I get real close to the mic and he
backs away farther. I'm 8" from the mic, and he's about 4' away.
I'll get on this time. Ah, not so, slide oil breath. He's still getting on
like gangbusters, and I'm getting on tiny little bit. Yes, It's a
'mystery tone' alright. I could always tell if George was in the
section when he did TV and movie work. Over the years, George
Roberts has been a great colleague, paradigm changing true artist
on the bass trombone. It's been 50 years since I first heard him,
and he's still my hero.
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Name

Matthew Guilford

Position
Question 1

Bass Trombone, National Symphony Orchestra
First would have been television shows and movie soundtracks. I
was told that he played on the Hawaii 5-0 television series (I do
not know if this is true) and that I should listen for him.
Cool, laid-back sound. Relaxed. Pure. Effortless.
NO.
He was willing to take a gamble and make the bass trombone a
viable solo instrument, and used his popularity (and talent) to
further the instrument.
On Stan Kenton's recording of This is An Orchestra, Kenton
introduces Roberts, who then ascends to a high D (above Bolero
range!) then descends 4 octaves lower to pedal D. That was an
astounding feat for its day and set a new standard for range.
I think his tone quality is what most people remember, talk about
and try to emulate
It became more difficult. As composers saw what was capable on
the instrument, they in turn began to push the envelope for us.
Just look at the Wilder Sonata for Bass Trombone and Piano
(1961). That piece must have been very scary to a college age
player in those days.
I hear elements of his style in many players but can not name one
who does it the most.
In the early days, it was probable more jazz and commercial.
When trombone teachers give students a frame of reference for
sound quality and a standard bearer for the instrument, George
Roberts is always mentioned to bass trombone students. As a
result, his influence now reaches into all genres of bass trombone
playing.
Absolutely, yes. He lived in a time when jazz was very popular,
and it was a great vehicle for his solo efforts. Today, I would have
to say that classical bass trombone soloing is regarded as more
popular than jazz, at least in terms of pieces written for the
instrument and solo recordings.
I have Meet Mr. Roberts and Bottoms Up on vinyl, and another
cassette that he made playing standards with an electric piano.
The playing is timeless on all of them, even if the music is a bit
dated or even corny at times. Anyway, one of the LP's has a photo
of Roberts with a cigarette in hand, bass trombone in the other,
which back in the day was considered very chic. I always laugh
about that cigarette in the hand of a great brass player, because it
is such a paradox.

Question 2
Question 3
Question 4

Question 5

Question 6
Question 7

Question 8
Question 9

Question 10

Question 11
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Name

Michael Millar

Position

Bass Trombone, Educator and Administrator at California
Polytechnic State University in Pamona
"All My Friends are Trombone Players" (Dick Noel/Tommy
Pederson)"Josephine," "Bosco Rosco," "I've Been Workin' on the
Trombone." WOW!!!

Question 1

Question 2
Question 3
Question 4

Question 5
Question 6
Question 7
Question 8
Question 9
Question 10

Question 11

Created a new dimension for me. Life-altering.
If anything, only improved.
Created an independent voice for the bass trombone in
commercial/jazz orchestra. Previously, bass trombone was only
an orchestral instrument, or played in a big band with dominating
orchestral approach, e.g., Bart Varsalona.
Substantial. Extremely flexible, especially using one-valve horn.
Created an entire new paradigm for the instrument. His musical
influence is so great it's incalculable.
Extremely substantial.
Not touching that!!
Commercial & jazz more than classical.
Yes. He "wrote the book" on commercial bass trombone playing,
and those styles best suited his musical strengths. That being
said, George got his break playing for Stravinsky, so he has
always been a terrific all-around player.
Too many to list………
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Name

Mike Suter

Position

Bass trombone & founder: Slidewerke, The National Slide
Quarteton
Meet Mr. Roberts, Bottoms Up
I was in the 7th grade. They scared me half to death. That sound
was amazing. Even considering the awful Hi-Fi equipment at the
time. I didn't know anybody could play so low until then. This
isn't a piece, it's a thought. He fought various horns (mainly Olds
and Holton) for the last 15 or so productive years of his career.
And after 1975 his health had and impact. I know from a firsthand 'combatant' that he fought with the folks at Olds to keep
developing the "Roberts Model" until it met his liking. He kept
pulling out his Conn70H, comparing it to Olds' latest attempt.
Close, but no banana. Eventually he gave in and accepted what
they were willing to make. Why? I don't know. But to my ears,
the essence of his sound was gone. He now had to develop his
style because he no longer had that glorious SOUND from earlier
in his career. Why do almost all the younger players remember
George Roberts as 'that wonderful player who played soft all the
time'? I think it's because that it was only when he played soft
that the essence of his personal sound could overcome the
deficiencies of the various new horns he was fighting with. Above
mezzo-forte it might as well have been Kenny Shroyer or Phil
Teele or any one of a dozen great LA studio players. That
'lightning in a bottle' that only strikes once in a lifetime was, for
some unfathomable reason, stuck in the back of his closet at
home; only reappearing when it was needed to compare against
someone's latest unsuccessful attempt. IN MY OPINION: If
George had stayed with his Herrick, Streusel/Bach, Conn70H
combination - and to hell with the immediate money offered by
various horn companies - he'd have made far more money in the
long run, and would have been even more of an influence on our
music. MY OPINION ONLY.
Yes... While they showed George at his 'physical' best, his
musical side didn't show up until later in his career.
He took the horn beyond the 'edgophone' that was so common in
jazz and commercial music of the time. His sound was far more
classical, more reserved, than most others. Even when he had to
'blatt' (always necessary for this style) he always seemed to keep
something in reserve - unlike Bart Varsalona, Norman Bartold,
and most other players.

Question 1
Question 2

Question 3
Question 4

Question 5

Not a lot. His technique is, and always was, fairly limited.
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Question 6

Question 7

Question 8

Question 9
Question 10

Question 11

First came that sound. His musicality came later. Most bass
trombonists only know of George from the 1960's onward. Before
then he was, in my opinion, a great sound with little musicality.
Unfortunately, the sound went away (see below) just as he
started to develop his musical side.
He's the most influential bass trombonist ever. The more little
'bits' that were written for him, the more adventurous writers
became. Today they write things for bass trombone that were
totally taboo just 30 years ago. In musicological terms, that's no
more than a blink of the eye. I still see NEW texts that puppet the
limitations that Piston, and even Mancini, placed on the horn.
Although most of us carry some degree of his influence in our
sound and approach, and can do a pretty good imitation of
George when needed, I can't think of anyone who really
resembles him all the time. The closest, though it's a stretch,
might be Dick Hixson. But his sound an approach were more
parallel, yet separate, rather than influenced by George. I never
met Mr. Hixson, and know nothing about him and his personality
other than his recorded output. But had he been in LA rather
than NY…?
Big Band. Without him, three-quarters of us would be out of
music because big bands would have 4 tenors and the baritone
sax would do all the low work.
Of course. Forgive me, but orchestral music is so rigid that there's
no room for individuality. It gets you fired. George was not only
able to regularly collaborate with arrangers and composers, but
even sometimes changed notes and lines on dates. That just
doesn't happen in orchestral music.
I mentioned above how Meet Mister Roberts half scared me to
death. How I got my copy of MMR is because when our family
moved to Allen Park (MI) I had already been playing Bass
Trombone for 2 years in our former city (never played tenor ever) but didn't own one. Since it was marching season, the high
school wasn't using their Conn 70H, so my junior HS band
director borrowed if for me to use. Come November, I didn't want
to give it back. The high school director, Dr. Donald Mitchell,
came over to 'discuss' it with me. He asked me to play some of
the stuff in my band folder, and then play some of the things he
brought with him. To cut a long story short, I got to keep my 70 H
and HS purchased a new 72H. A couple of weeks later he
showed up again. But instead of taking my horn he gave me a
copy of MMR, telling me that if I learned to play 'like this' I'd be
OK. He also gave me Elmer Janes' phone number. All the above
is just a preliminary (please excuse my length). I decided I
wanted to speak with this …this…well; I had no word in my 12-
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year-old vocabulary to describe him. I phoned information in Los
Angeles and asked to speak with George Roberts. After it was
established that I had no idea where he lived, but that he was a
Bass Trombone player, the operator told me to hang up and wait
for her to call back. True to her word she called back (they did
those things back then) with the correct number. She'd called the
union directory and got it from them. As was suggested, I waited
until 8pm LA time (11pm Detroit time) to call. I dialed the number
and he answered. It wasn't until that moment that I realized I had
not idea what I wanted to say. This isn't verbatim, but the call
went something like: GR: "Hello" MS: "…um" GR: "Hello?" MS:
"…er" GR: "Look, I'm very busy, unless you have something to
say I'm going to hang up now." MS:
"mynamismikesuterandiliveinmichiganandithinkyou'regreatandipla
ybasstrombonetoo." Once the ice had been broken, we talked for
a few minutes. I even inhaled once in a while. The one thing I'll
always remember is that he told me he was proud of me for
playing bass trombone at such a young age, and that he thought
Elmer Janes would be an excellent teacher. During my call with
George when I was 12, he told me that he thought Elmer Janes
would make a fine teacher. I was astonished that George Roberts
would even know about some old man in Detroit (12-year-oldbrain). It wasn't until George told me, that I realized that Mr.
Janes was a well-known bass trombonist, having preceded Ed
Kleinhammer (whom I also didn't know) in the Chicago Symphony
before moving to the Detroit Symphony. I called Mr. Janes the
next day. I studied with him for the next 5 years, even though he
knew I had no interest whatsoever in orchestral playing. He
always said that genre is only 10%. The other 90% of bass
trombone playing is universal.
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Name

Phil Teele

Position
Question 1

Freelance Studio Recording Artist
Joy of Living w/ Nelson Riddle, Four Freshman, Stan Kenton,
Great sound very clean and accurate
I was very impressed
No.
Much clearer, more expressive, much better sound
Most tried to copy him.
He established THE sound.
He put the bass trombone on the map and established THE sound
that most of us follow.
Me, Kenny Shroyer and a few others. I'm sure every bass
trombonist is influenced in one way or another.
Jazz, commercial.
Yes, more freedom of expression.
George and I were working on a movie "El Dorado" with Nelson
Riddle. We had some hard parts to play which we worked on, but
when we went in to hear the playback we heard nothing but
gunfire and a lot of noise. I met George when I was 14 years old.
He helped me a lot. Later, I started working with him. We did
many movies and other projects together. I always loved working
with him, he's a great guy.

Question 2
Question 3
Question 4
Question 5
Question 6
Question 7
Question 8
Question 9
Question 10
Question 11
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Name

Randall Hawes

Position
Question 1

Bass trombone, Detroit Symphony Orchestra
All My Friends are trombone players, 21 trombones, All right Okay
You Win.
He was the only bass trombonist, and his role in the music was
important. His sound was right there but relaxed.
If it has changed, my admiration for the consistency has
deepened. As I have listened to many diverse recordings of
George in various ensemble/solo settings over the years and I've
heard that relaxed sense hundreds of times, and it's always there,
and the rhythmic solidity is always right there and that personal
warmth is there.
The players that I might have heard before him seemed to me a
bit more physical, perhaps more aggressive. But, George Roberts
was recorded so often, that his sound and approach became the
standard.
The ease of playing that he communicated so well has effected
most players I think. He was one of the first to make it sound easy,
although we all know it's not that easy. I never really thought of the
technique, it's mostly about the sound. He made not having two
valves a non-issue.
George Roberts sound has been the gold standard for me for
years. It will forever be the unattainable goal, but one of a number
of sounds in my head that I strive for. Just imagining those first low
C's in How deep is the Ocean (with Sinatra), or Makin Whoopee
gives me a beautiful sound picture in my head.
In just the arrangements by Nelson Riddle, he brought the bass
trombone into the forefront. It was basically enhancing the bass
line in many cases but with such personality! The Joy of Living
album with Nelson Riddle is a true classic. He did a few beautiful
recordings with the Nonet of Marty Paich and it's like chamber
music. Sensitive playing, always knowing his place. One of the
staples in bass trombone solo repertoire can be credited to
George Roberts, the Wilder Sonata. I'm hope that many
composers of my generation have his sound in their heads!
John Rojak to me has that personality and intimacy in his sound.
I'm sure there are more that have been highly influenced by
George Roberts, but I don't hear the combination of warmth,
musicality and presence very often, but then except for recordings,
I don't hear too many bass trombone players…
I suppose he influenced Jazz the most, then commercial at least
until the late 60's, then classical, but he probably has influenced
the sound concept of every trombonist who has heard him over

Question 2
Question 3

Question 4

Question 5

Question 6

Question 7

Question 8

Question 9
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Question 10

Question 11

time.
Yes, I believe so. I think because of nature of the business, his
personality and the personalities of the people he met in the
business, he was able to showcase his particular skills on the
bass trombone. The number of people that would've been
exposed to his sound and playing in the commercial world would
far outweigh any possible influence he might have had as a
classical player.
The first time I met George Roberts was in 1978. A fellow bass
trombonist, Mark Benson and I drove all night from Mt. Pleasant
Michigan to somewhere in Illinois, where he was appearing as a
clinician at a regional trombone festival. We arrived in town in a
hurry and promptly got a ticket for speeding, but made it to his
session in the morning. He told stories played a few things with a
tape. Just effortless playing…I remember one story about him
playing on the soundtrack of JAWS the movie, and with his great
sense of humor he demonstrated the theme. Mark and I had our
photo taken with him and he was so approachable and friendly, I
admired him more after that day. It was worth the speeding ticket.
The other contact I had with him was out at "Trombone Country",
a week long festival in La Canada in California, just outside L.A..
He gave a similar clinic and was very intimate and I loved the
stories and his playing and his sense of humor, always with a
smile and a wink.
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Name

Steve Norrell

Position
Question 1

Bass Trombone, Metropolitan Opera Orchestra
Unknown. My first Roberts exposure was from big-band
recordings ( possibly Kenton), before I heard any of his solo
recordings., The finest commercial bass trombonist of our time.
Sound with a beautiful tremendous presence.
No.
Quality of sound. Roberts achieves his optimum sound from the
first instance the note starts. His phrasing and musicianship are of
the highest level.
Because of Roberts’ beautiful sound and superior phrasing, the
listener is not aware of anything that he is doing technically. Even
though one is unaware of it, technically he is always in complete
control.
His artistry not only changed the way that other people played, but
also greatly influenced the way that composers wrote for
instrument and orchestrators used our instrument in their
arrangements.
Bass Trombone as a solo sound and melodic instrument and the
bottom of the commercial.

Question 2
Question 3
Question 4

Question 5

Question 6

Question 7
Question 8
Question 9
Question 10
Question 11

No one comes close.
Carried. His influence across all styles, but probably more
commercial.
Possibly, but a classical player of the same level could have also
had these musical freedoms.
Around 15 years ago, the Eastman trombone choir was being
featured at the New York Brass Conference. They must have had
at least 12 different players solo with their ensemble. All of these
players (except one) came from backstage fully warmed up for
their performance. George Roberts sat in the first row and
listened to everyone else play. He then stepped forward when it
was his turn and his first sound was by far the most beautiful
sound of the day.
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Name

Tom Everett

Position
Question 1

Director of Bands, Harvard University
Meet Mr. Roberts, Kenton - New Concepts of Artistry in Rhythm,
Ten Trombone + Two Pianos, Four Freshman and Five
Trombones
The sound won me over. I sold my tenor and purchased a bass
trombone later that week. So relaxed, sonorous, personal.

Question 2
Question 3
Question 4
Question 5
Question 6
Question 7

Question 8

Question 9
Question 10
Question 11

No.
George was about singing, legato playing with a beautiful (not
forced or heavy) sound production.
Fostered use of softer tongue - less "explosion" and accent.
A model for legato, song interpretation, show and popular playing.
He set the standard for ballad playing.
Both he and arrangers (such as Riddle), helped promote unique
sound of the bass bone and fostered expansion of bass trombone
writing.
People imitated George with ballad playing but have not
duplicated. Some fine players: Bill Reichenbach, Ken Shroyer,
Doug Yeo.
Commercial/Ballad approach/big band.
Yes, Use of vibrato - develop of unique, personal sound.
Possibility of playing rubato, taking liberties with solo melodies.
There are Too Many!! Some can't be told in a survey!! I
remember George working with a workshop student at an early
ITF (in 70's in Nashville). He was assisting trombonist in playing a
Bb pedal tone (which they were challenged). He kept saying
"listen" - and continued playing a relaxed, sonorous pedal until, by
example and osmosis the student finally produced a pedal tone.
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Name

Tony Studd

Position
Question 1
Question 2

Free-lance Composer, Arranger, and Bass Trombone
Stan Kenton Records, Nelson Riddle, etc.
Yes!!! Great Sound and Musical Approach - Worth Listening to
and Emulating
No Answer.
No Answer.
No Answer.
No Answer.
No Answer.
No Answer.
No Answer.
No Answer.
In @ 1970 when I was playing TRB and assistant arranger for
Peter Matz on the Kraft Music Hall we did one of our last shows in
California. After Many years I finally got to work with him and
enjoy his company!! We had known each other's playing on the
bass trombone and it was quite a meeting - spent two days
together after our work on the show. Years later he came to NYC
and we had another Tete-a-tete!! He has always been a
gentleman and someone for future bass trombonists to study! (BE
LIKE!)

Question 3
Question 4
Question 5
Question 6
Question 7
Question 8
Question 9
Question 10
Question 11
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Name

Dennis Bubert

Position
Question 1

Bass Trombone, Fort Worth Symphony Orchestra
My first exposure to George Roberts’ recordings was through a
couple of cassette tapes that were compiled from George's
numerous commercial recordings and passed around from one
trombone student to another. While these were a great
introduction to his playing, they were far less satisfactory than
having access to the original LPs. Growing up and going to
school in what was then a fairly isolated Midwestern community,
there was a pretty limited availability of recordings and music. I
was grateful to have had the opportunity to hear these cassettes,
but obviously would have preferred the original releases.
To my ears, the most immediately striking aspect of George's
playing was that sound, which still elicits the same reaction when I
hear it, followed closely by the expressive lyrical quality of his
playing.
Has my initial opinion changed since first hearing George? Yes, if
anything over the years my reaction to first hearing George on
those homemade cassette recordings has been both confirmed
and reinforced with each subsequent hearing.
I think George's approach to the horn really helped liberate it from
its strictly background role in the years prior to his popularity.
Obviously a lot of that is in no small part due to the way people
like Nelson Riddle started to write for the bass trombone, but the
inspiration for that goes back to George's unique capabilities. I
think the bass trombone was really thought of as a sort of artillery
piece by both writers and performers before George came along.
And you have to remember, the bass trombone just wasn't a
prominent voice in any capacity much before then--it was just a
third or fourth trombone part, and probably played on a tenor
instrument.
In regards to his influence on the technical aspect of bass
trombone playing, I think there are two distinct areas where
George had a long lasting impact on the subsequent level of
performance. In listening to his articulations, one thing that's
immediately apparent on hearing George play is the lyrical quality
of his approach to the horn--and not just the tone quality. Listen to
the start of each note--there's an immediacy of sound and clarity
of attack, but the tongue is never overly aggressive, and you don't
hear that percussive quality coming out of the bass trombone-unless it's called for. Secondly, I think George really did extend
the technical capabilities of the instrument, a contribution all the
more remarkable given his affinity for the single-valve horn.

Question 2

Question 3

Question 4

Question 5
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Question 6

The most profound influence George has had on the state of bass
trombone performance would have to be in the areas of tone
quality and musicality. I thought that sound was remarkable when
I first heard it, and time has not taken anything away from my
initial impression. Listening to the examples you sent, I was again
taken by his deep, focused, impacted sound. There's just
something there that's so beautiful and appealing, and something I
suspect that we've given up as we've employed bigger
mouthpieces, dual-bore slides, and heavy bells as well as our
ongoing quest for bigger, broader sounds, and more tuba-like low
registers. Listening to George, one has to wonder if we've chosen
wisely.

Question 7

I recall reading in an earlier interview with George that Nelson
Riddle had commented to Capital Records' Lee Gillette that he
would have liked to use the bass trombone more in his writing, but
couldn't find anyone who played the way he liked. I think he found
that player in George Roberts, and that their long association had
obvious influences not only on Nelson Riddle's writing, but on a
whole host of other writers and arrangers, as well. Perhaps this
might be an appropriate time to mention that Columbia Records
produced two solo LPs for George--Meet Mr. Roberts and
Bottom's Up, something that would be a virtual impossibility in
today’s declining popular music industry.
Tough question. First of all, I don’t think its possible to play the
bass trombone today without having been influenced by George
Roberts--whether the player is aware of his influence or not. The
level of bass trombone playing has never been higher than it is
today, and George was a seminal figure in promoting those
advances in sound, musicality and technique that we now take for
granted. And there are some players capable of doing some
amazing things, who, like all the others, owe some of their
accomplishment to George Roberts, yet at the same time, don’t
really sound like him. From my point of view, Bill Reichenbach, at
times, seems to come closest, and perhaps best exemplifies that
approach.

Question 8

Question 9

While George’s influence was most prominent in the commercial
arena, his sound and style of playing was appreciated outside of
the studios, as well. (Interestingly, one of his first recording dates
was as a last minute sub in the Los Angeles Philharmonic,
recording Stravinsky--with the composer present.) Obviously,
Alec Wilder, who had George in mind when he wrote his bass
trombone sonata, was much taken with his playing. Reportedly
Wilder sent George a copy of the sonata, who in turn made a
study recording of at least several of the movements. And, I think
every contemporary orchestral bass trombonist has George
Roberts as their alter ego. I’ve heard a number of prominent
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Question 10

Question 11

American bass trombonists play ballads in a variety of settings-recordings by Charlie Vernon and Doug Yeo come to mind--and,
as great as they sound, they’re still not George.
I think that if by ‘classical music’ we mean symphonic music,
particularly as experienced by an orchestral bass trombonist, then,
no, there are obviously some built-in limitations in that specific
arena to the type of musical freedoms characterized by George’s
trademark playing. That’s not to minimize his impact on those
players in any way, however. In fact, some of those players may
be among George’s biggest fans. Ed Kleinhammer always spoke
of George’s playing in the most enthusiastically glowing way. And
I know that George admired Mr. Kleinhammer’s work during his
long career in the Chicago Symphony. Interestingly, they had
never met until just a few years ago. At some point--years ago,
probably--they had had one introductory phone conversation, but
their paths were not to cross until the 2003 ITF in Ithaca. They
met onstage in one of the recital halls following one of the solo
competition finals in front of quite a few people, and I’m sure Vern
has a photo of that momentous meeting. They shook hands, and
George reached up and gave Ed a little kiss on the cheek. Ed, in
classic Kleinhammer style, later dryly remarked--”I knew it--you’ve
gotta watch those guys from California”.
My first chance to hear George live was at one of the early ITA
workshops in the mid-seventies. George was there to present
master classes and also played several of those Frank Comstock
charts for solo bass trombone, ten trombones and rhythm section.
If I felt out of the loop by not having heard The Joy of Living or
Meet Mr. Roberts, the opportunity to hear George live numerous
times during the course of the week more than made up for it. His
playing was everything I had heard about and more, and as an
added benefit, George made himself available to everyone around
the clock and his warm, generous personality was every bit the
equal of his playing. I remember him carrying around a bag of
new Bach 1.5G’s, and every time he met a student playing a big
Schilke, he’d give away one of those 1.5’s.
Curt Wilson, Director of Jazz Studies at TCU, told me this
story when I was teaching at TCU. Curt’s first college job was at
some small school in South Dakota. One of Curt’s first challenges
was to build the jazz area into a creditable program of some sort,
and so, among other things, he organized the school’s first ever
jazz festival late that winter. And, since his department chairman
had been a bass trombonist, and Curt himself was a big admirer of
George Roberts, the logical thing seemed to invite George in to be
the festival’s guest artist. So, here in the first few months of his
first college teaching job, Curt has George Roberts lined up to
appear at the school’s first ever jazz festival, and was feeling
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pretty good about things. After months of planning, advertising,
rehearsing his band and recruiting high schools to participate, the
big weekend finally arrives, and with it, a record snowstorm that
just shuts down the entire state. By now Curt is seeing his college
career disintegrate as quickly as the snow is piling up, but what
can he do? He gets in his car and as best he can, makes the long
drive to Sioux Falls (or wherever) to meet George Roberts at the
airport, without any real confidence that either the plane or George
will be there. He finally gets to the airport--hours late, which, not
surprisingly, was all but shut down--just a few maintenance
workers and a vagrant who was sleeping under his coat on one of
the passenger benches. And Curt finally locates somebody who
could tell him, yes, that flight from LA was last flight that got in, but
that was hours ago. No George, naturally, and of course Curt is
wondering if he should just get in his car and keep driving east,
rather than returning to campus to announce to everyone that the
jazz festival is a complete bust. Just as Curt’s about to leave, the
snoozing transient stirs and sits up, revealing a giant lump on his
forehead and a black eye. "Curt?” he asks. Sure enough, it’s
George. On the ride back to campus, feeling much relieved, Curt
hears that George had not had a day off in LA in four years until
yesterday. And so to celebrate, he took his kids fishing, and as he
stepped from the boat onto the pier, he slipped and fell, smacking
his eye and forehead on the dock. And despite it all, George was
apparently feeling no pain, thanks to the liberal serving policies of
the stewardesses who were doubtlessly trying to take their
passengers’ minds off their innumerable flight delays. "Say, Curt”,
George asked groggily, "did you know you can get a drink on
airplanes these days?”
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Name

David Waters

Position
Question 1

Retired, Bass Trombone Emeritus, Houston Symphony Orchestra
Meet Mr. Roberts, and several Stan Kenton records; then Sinatra
and many other studio recordings
Beautiful, clear tone, relaxed playing, impeccable styles for each
piece, and great musicianship.
No.
George was practically the first bass trombonist to be heard by the
general public on many records in new ways that featured the
bass trombone prominently as part of big band writing, section
work, in bass lines, and in melodic playing. His natural
musicianship, along with these arrangements and compositions
brought the bass trombone into common use like never before.

Question 2
Question 3
Question 4

Question 5
Question 6

Question 7

Question 8

Question 9

Question 10
Question 11

His clear tone, relaxed phrasing, command of ranges, and
melodious styling influenced all bass trombonists.
All who followed George had a real, recorded example to follow.
We could apply his standards and tone to all other styles, for many
years, until gradually many other types of bass trombone
recordings came out.
There was gradually much more use of bass trombone in all studio
writing, jazz bands, commercial recordings, jingles, movies, etc.
The people who wrote for him in these examples you list are just
as influential.
Tony Studd, for one; he sounded like George in several ways.
For many years practically all bass trombonists in studio work,
bands, recordings, shows, etc., were influenced by his recordings.
His recordings, and all who wrote music he played, influenced
commercial playing and writing the most, but this helped bring
about more free use of the bass trombone in chamber music,
orchestra music, and solo and ensemble music.
Yes. He was freer to develop his individual swinging and ballad
style than classical styles would have.
I never got to hear him live. Besides commercial records, I have
heard him on tapes from festivals. I talked to people who heard
his classes and learned how he taught and treated students. I
finally got to meet and talk with him in 1995 in New Orleans. He
was as wonderful as I had always heard!
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Name

George Curran

Position
Question 1

Bass Trombone, Atlanta Symphony Orchestra
I switched fairly recently (1999) to bass trombone from
euphonium, so got almost all of my trombone development from
orchestral, not jazz players. Mostly Chicago, New York, and San
Francisco. I'm sure that I've heard George Roberts in passing, but
never knew he was on that recording. The Mp3 you sent me was
great, but for me was my first confirmed hearing of George
Roberts.
It's great. His style, pitch and musicality are all great. Especially
considering the way many bass players used to play, it is a great
change. He brought a high level of artistry to an instrument
deemed to have none.
Not really.
He had a sense of class and style about his playing that wasn't
expected before.
I would say that his specialty was playing melodically in the low
register. The emphasis of melody and lyricism in his playing has
helped to encourage a more artistically inclined generation of
bass trombonists.
Same answer as 4.2.
No Answer.
John Rojak has a very similar sense of musicality and style. His
sound concept is very similar as well. Randy Hawes might be
another.
For me, the classical sounds were more developed by the
trombonists who played in the NY Phil. and in Chicago. However,
in jazz George Roberts was the model.
No. He did have great liberties, but with classical music there are
about as many. Of course, the repertoire of the orchestra is in a
set musical style for the most part. But just look at players like
Charles Vernon as an example of the different kinds of projects
you can do in the classical world. Actually, I feel this is a pretty
loaded question that expects a certain response the way you
worded it.
No answer.

Question 2

Question 3
Question 4
Question 5

Question 6
Question 7
Question 8

Question 9
Question 10

Question 11
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Name

Charles Vernon

Position
Question 1
Question 2

Bass Trombone, Chicago Symphony Orchestra
I have grown up hearing all of these great examples here…
Great fat Bass sound. Clear, resonate, beautiful centered sound.
Always singing.
No, just have grown to realize how much he has influenced my
playing.
George and Ed Kleinhammer were the great influence in the world
of Bass Trombone playing
Low notes were fat and pedals were played better than anytime
before in history
His sound was pure, fat, centered, beautiful, singing, big, etc...
Like I said his sound approach combined with the control ,
dedication and love of music set the highest standard.
Range, technique, SOUND… for composers to know what a Bass
Trombone should sound like
Like I said ED K. and George were my reasons for playing the
bass trombone
Sound production!!!
He could have gone totally the orchestral way…he did many
orchestral things. Again his sound and control was what made
him be able to play anything.
Nicest person I have ever met, wonderful human being.

Question 3
Question 4
Question 5
Question 6
Question 7
Question 8
Question 9
Question 10

Question 11
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Name

Michael Mulcahy

Position
Question 1
Question 2
Question 3
Question 4

Trombone, Chicago Symphony Orchestra
Stan Kenton records
Frank Sinatra/Nelson Riddle records
This was something unprecedented on the bass trombone
The vocal style in smoothness and inflection in GR’s playing was a
new direction.
He integrated the lower and even contrabass registers into a
normal expressive range
GR’s lyricism changed the musical expectations of the bass
trombone. No longer could it be typecast as a special effects,
impact, and depth charge kind of instrument. Of course these
aggressive applications continued, but no longer limited its use to
those areas. His flexibility musically ended the stiffness and
awkwardness often associated with the instrument.
GR’s influence brought the BT out of the background and justified
its normalization on a par with the tenor trombone.
Randy Hawes probably resembles GR the most because of the
warmth, density and focus of his sound. RH also had a
considerable jazz background (Woody Herman) that enabled very
credible style, feel and vibrato.
No Answer.
I’m not sure I’m qualified to judge comparatively. To be sure his
influence on classical players has been enormous.
I first met GR at the International Brass Seminar in Sydney in
1977. He was a most gracious guest, performing and teaching on
the highest level as well as taking an active and enthusiastic
interest in all performers and students present. He even gave
mouthpieces away to my colleague Eric Klay of the Melbourne
Symphony!

Question 5
Question 6

Question 7
Question 8

Question 9
Question 10
Question 11
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Appendix L

238

Excerpt, pg. 1, Concertino für Bassposaune und Klavier by Ernst Sachse (1850)
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Excerpt, pg 1, Hosannah für Bassposaune und Orgel by Franz Liszt (1862)
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Excerpt, pg 1, Andante für Tuba und Klavier, op. 64 by Alexander Tcherepnin (1950)
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Excerpt, pg. 278, Méthod Complète de trombone à Coulisse by LaFosse (1946)
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Excerpt, pg. 36, Method for Bass Trombone by Allen Ostrander (1948)
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Excerpt, pg. 1, New Orleans by Eugène Bozza (1962)
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Excerpt, pg. 1, Concerto for Bass Trombone by Robert Spillman (1962)
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Excerpt, pg. 5, Sonata for Bass Trombone by Patrick McCarty (1962)
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Excerpt, pg. 24, The F Attachment and Bass Trombone by Allen Ostrander (1956)
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Excerpt, pg. 1, Advanced Etudes for Bass Trombone by Tommy Pederson (1974)
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Excerpt, pg. 1, Sonata for Bass Trombone by Alec Wilder (1971)
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Excerpt, pg. 1, 5 Pieces for Bass Trombone by Nelson Riddle (1969)
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Excerpt, pg. 1, Stella by Starlight by Victor Young and Ned Washington (arr. Richards)
(1953)
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Excerpt, pg. 21, Let’s Play Bass Trombone by George Roberts (1966)

252

Excerpt, pg. 38, Practice With the Experts by Paul Tanner (1960)
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