Dueling Philosophies:

Arnold Jacobs’s Ideological Break with

Traditional Brass Pedagogy

by Lily Shapiro



Abstract

When Arnold Jacobs, legendary tubist of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, began
teaching in the 1940s, his method was controversial in the brass community because it
emphasized using mental concepts to achieve a desired sound. Until Jacobs’s influence became
prevalent, the long-accepted methods of brass pedagogy relied almost exclusively on physical
elements of playing, such as embouchure formation, tongue placement, diaphragm movement,
and mouthpiece pressure. While much has been written about Arnold Jacobs’s pedagogical
approach and the methods preceding his influence, no scholar has precisely identified the core
philosophical difference between the two approaches. This study will prove that the opposing
concepts of “existence precedes essence” and “essence precedes existence” -- as defined by Jean-
Paul Sartre in his 1946 essay, “Existentialism is a Humanism” -- express the key underlying
difference between the prevailing pedagogy of the early twentieth century and Arnold Jacobs’s
approach, respectively. It will show that by focusing on physical elements as a means to create a
final musical idea, the earlier approach sustains the belief that you do, therefore you are; while
Jacobs emphasized artistic vision as a means to correctly engage the body’s complex
mechanisms, implying that you are, therefore you do. This study will demonstrate this difference
in philosophy by examining pedagogical texts on brass playing written in the early twentieth
century and comparing their content with the fundamental elements of Jacobs’s method as
recorded by his many students and enthusiasts. Broadly, this will illuminate the heart of Arnold

Jacobs’s teachings and the foundation of his ideology.
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Many prominent players and teachers have helped to shape the styles, techniques, and
pedagogical approaches of American brass playing in the twentieth century. Each teacher had a
different credo; some were based on entirely new ideas, while others synthesized concepts of
previous pedagogues to help advance new theories on physically efficient and artistically
satisfying brass playing. When Arnold Jacobs, Principal Tubist of the Chicago Symphony
Orchestra, began teaching in the 1940s!, he began a legacy that would challenge many of the
long-accepted views common to brass pedagogy in the mid-twentieth century.> While teachers
were constantly introducing new ideas to the brass field, Jacobs’s theories were seen as
especially controversial because they challenged the core philosophy upon which the prevailing
pedagogy was based. By examining a sample of brass teachers who were prominent in the 1940s
through the 1970s, it is apparent that their main focus was the physical mechanisms of brass
playing® as a means to achieve a desired result, while Jacobs emphasized mental concepts of
sound and music above any mechanical concerns.* This disparity in the focal point of the
pedagogical approaches is analogous to a philosophical topic contested by philosophers for

centuries, summed up by Jean-Paul Sartre in his pivotal 1946 essay, “Existentialism is a

' Gregory Boyd Irvine, “Arnold Jacobs’ Pedagogical Approach: Context and Applications”
(DMA diss., Northwestern University, 2001), 11.

2 Ibid., iii.
3 Ibid., 11.

4 Brian Frederiksen, Arnold Jacobs: Song and Wind, ed. John Taylor (Windsong Press Limited,
1996), 94.
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Humanism.” It is here that Sartre first states that “existence precedes essence.” This principle
is inherent to the leading methods of teaching prior to Arnold Jacobs’s influence. Contrary to
Sartre’s belief, Jacobs’s teaching illustrates the opposite notion that instead, “essence precedes
existence,” a concept that dates back to the eleventh-century metaphysicist, Avicenna.® By
analyzing the meaning of these opposing philosophies as they pertain to brass playing, we can
gain a greater understanding of the core difference Jacobs’s teachings bore to the commonly
accepted pedagogical methods of his day.

The phrase “existence precedes essence” was coined by Jean-Paul Sartre in 1946, but
evidence of this idea can be found as early as the twelfth-century in philosophical works by
Averroes and in the seventeenth century by Mulla Sadra, both Islamic scholars; and in works by
nineteenth-century Danish philosopher Seren Kierkegaard.” In “Existentialism is a Humanism,”
Sartre begins his discussion by describing the reverse concept, “essence precedes existence.”
This idea was the prevailing Christian view of human creation and an established principle of
metaphysics, dating back to Avicenna, a Persian philosopher of the eleventh century.® The
substance of this ancient claim was to validate the creation of man by a higher being, and

ultimately explain the vast themes of human nature and free will. Despite its abstract

6 Peter van Inwagen, "Metaphysics," The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N.
Zalta, http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2008/entries/metaphysics/ (Accessed [01 Dec.
2009)); "Avicenna," Encyclopedia Britannica Online, http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/
topic/45755/Avicenna (Accessed [02 Dec. 2009]).

7 Steven Crowell, "Existentialism," The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N.
Zalta, http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2009/entries/existentialism/ (Accessed [01 Dec.
2009])).

8 "Avicenna," Encyclopedia Britannica Online.
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implications, this idea can be understood on a more basic level as describing the creation of any

product. Sartre explains the idea in terms of creating an inanimate object; in this case, a paper

knife:

If one considers an article of manufacture -- as, for example, a book or a paper-knife --
one sees that it has been made by an artisan who had a conception of it; and he has paid
attention, equally, to the conception of a paper-knife and to the pre-existent technique of
production which is a part of the conception and is, at bottom, a formula. Thus the
paper-knife is at the same time an article producible in a certain manner and one which,
on the other hand, serves a definite purpose, for one cannot suppose that a man would
produce a paper-knife without knowing what it was for. Let us say, then, of the paper-
knife that its essence -- that is to say the sum of the formulae and the qualities which
made its production and its definition possible -- precedes its existence. The presence of
such-and-such a paper-knife or book is thus determined before my eyes. Here, then, we
are viewing the world from a technical standpoint, and we can say that production
precedes existence.’

Here Sartre is saying that in order to create a product -- the paper-knife -- the artisan must have a

clear idea in his mind of what he wishes to create and must understand all the qualities of the

product before the paper-knife can be produced. Thus the essence -- or the idea of the object --

precedes its physical existence. Sartre then explains how this idea applies to the creation of man

and of human nature. By this logic, God the Creator, or the “supernal artisan,” creates man as

the artisan creates the paper-knife: knowing distinctly what he is creating before he creates it.

Therefore, the nature of man has been pre-conceived by God. This substantiates the concept of

human nature and weakens the case for free will.!? After he explains the commonly accepted

Christian view, Sartre then states that he is an Atheist and thus by his logic, since God does not

exist, this entire concept of “essence preceding existence” cannot apply to the creation of man.!!

9 Sartre, “Existentialism is a Humanism,” 122-123.

10Tbid., 123.

1 1bid., 124.
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For man is not, as he alludes, a paper-knife. Instead, Sartre believes that contrary to the idea that
man’s nature is pre-conceived by God, “man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in
the world- and defines himself afterwards.”? Thus, his idea that “existence precedes essence.”
He goes on to say that “If man as the existentialist sees himself as not definable, it is because to
begin with he is nothing. He will not be anything until later, and then he will be what he makes
of himself.”!3 One could then apply this idea back to the question of the paper-knife by saying
that it is only when the object at hand is used to cut paper that it takes on its essential definition.
Thus, what the object actively does defines its conceptual nature. When applied to the analysis
of brass pedagogy, the human nature implications of these ideas are not important, but the
dueling concepts Sartre presents of “essence precedes existence” versus “existence precedes
essence” are paramount when understood in their most basic form.

These opposing philosophies relating “existence” and “essence” are applicable to many
areas, from the philosophical questions of human nature and free will to the study of brass
instruments. When considering the phrase “existence precedes essence” in relation to brass
playing, it is important to understand how these terms are translated to the brass medium. Let us
take the word “existence” to signify the mechanics taking place in the body that physically
produce a note at the moment of its sounding. This would include components such as
embouchure, tongue position, mouthpiece pressure, diaphragm movement, and so on and so
forth. The term “essence” can be simply understood as the musical value of the sounding note.

This includes characteristics such as tone color, articulation, dynamic, phrasing, and emotional

12 Sartre, “Existentialism is a Humanism,” 124.

13 Tbid.
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power; and ultimately, the artistic qualities of the music. Thus “existence” is analogous with
physical movement while “essence” signifies aural experience, whether actual or conceptual.

When examining the major brass teachers of the first half of the twentieth century and
even into the 1970s, one can see that an overwhelming emphasis was placed on physical rather
than conceptual components of playing.' Prior to 1940, the three main topics addressed by
trumpet teachers were embouchure, articulation, and respiration, with minimal attention given to
musical goals or sound concepts.!® In his Master’s Thesis of 19546, F. Earl Dunn discusses a
key dispute of the time period concerning how one should form an embouchure. One idea was
that the player should stretch the lips outwards into a slight smile before playing, and the other
opinion was that one should instead firm the corners of the mouth and purse the lips into a more
forward position.!” Arguments for the latter standpoint on this issue can be found in texts by
Robert Getchell!® and Philip Farkas!®, who were other prominent brass teachers of the period.?°
In his book The Art of Brass Playing, published in 1962, Farkas writes a substantial amount

about mouthpiece placement on all the brass instruments, stating various top-to-bottom lip ratios

14 Trvine, “Arnold Jacobs’ Pedagogical Approach,” 11.

15 John Lawrence McCann, “A History of Trumpet and Cornet Pedagogy in the United States
1840-1942” (DMA diss., Northwestern University, 2001), 105.

16 F. Earl Dunn, “The Brass Instrument Class -- A Workbook-Text for the Teacher or Student of
the Cornet, French Horn, and Trombone” (Master’s thesis, lowa State Teacher’s College, 1954).

17 Dunn, “The Brass Instrument Class,” 27; Irvine, “Arnold Jacobs’ Pedagogical Approach,” 12.

18 Robert W. Getchell, Teacher s Guide to the Brass Instruments (Toronto: Selmer Corporation,
1959).

19 Philip Farkas, The Art of Brass Playing (Rochester: Wind Music Inc., 1962).

20 Trvine, “Arnold Jacobs’ Pedagogical Approach,” 12-13.
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that he claims will optimize comfort and performance.?! There are also writings by brass
teachers including Philip Farkas??, Claude Gordon??, and Leslie Sweeney?*-- published in 1962,
1965, and 1953, respectively -- that discuss how much pressure should be applied by the
mouthpiece onto the lips to achieve optimal performance.?> These references continue endlessly,
with extensive writings on topics including playing on wet or dry lips; the role of the lower jaw
in embouchure formation and creating a pivot system; placement of the tongue during
articulation, slurs, and high register playing; diaphragm pressure; engagement of the glottis
(larynx); and of course the vast topic of respiration.?® A review of pedagogy in this time period
reveals a near obsession with everything physical.

This physically oriented approach does not necessarily indicate that brass players at the
time were unconcerned with musical qualities; many teachers who furthered this approach were
respected members of leading orchestras and obviously played to a high musical standard.
Instead it suggests a belief that the study of these physical elements would lead to the desired
musical result. This pedagogical approach presupposes the belief that by engaging the body in a
physically correct manner, the player will then produce a satisfying musical outcome. Thus the

notion that “existence precedes essence.”

21 Trvine, “Arnold Jacobs’ Pedagogical Approach,” 14-15.
22 Farkas, The Art of Brass Playing.

23 Claude Gordon, Systematic Approach to Daily Practice for Trumpet (New York: Carl Fischer
Inc., 1965).

24 Leslie Sweeney, Teaching Techniques for the Brasses (Rockville Centre, L.I., NY: Belwin Inc.,
1953).

25 Irvine, “Arnold Jacobs’ Pedagogical Approach,” 15.
26 Tbid., 15-51.
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When Arnold Jacobs began teaching in the 1940s, his pedagogical approach presented an
entirely different view of cause and effect. Born in Philadelphia in 1915, Jacobs began his
musical education by studying the trumpet and then the trombone.?” When he took up the tuba,
he became an immediate success, and was awarded a full scholarship to attend the Curtis
Institute of Music at the age of fifteen.?® After being offered positions with virtually every top
orchestra in the United States, Jacobs joined the Chicago Symphony Orchestra as Principal
Tubist in the fall of 1944 and remained in that position until his retirement in 1988.2° Jacobs’s
vast pedagogical philosophy was significantly shaped by one of his earliest teachers at the Curtis
Institute. As a teenager, Jacobs took an intensive phrasing class with Marcel Tabuteau, the
Principal Oboist of the Philadelphia Orchestra.’® Among many of his valuable lessons, Tabuteau
taught his students to think vocally rather than mechanically.?! In other words, they should
approach their instruments as naturally as they would the human voice, and not as a complex
piece of machinery to be operated. “I always tell my students,” Tabuteau said, “that if they think
beautifully they will play beautifully. For it is what you have to say in music that determines the
quality of your performance.”? Tabuteau made a tremendous impact on young Jacobs, and his
insight planted the seed that would eventually form the foundation of Jacobs’s teaching

philosophy.

%7 Frederiksen, Song and Wind, 1-3.

28 Ibid., 5.

29 Ibid., 18-28.

30 Irvine, “Arnold Jacobs’ Pedagogical Approach,” 54.
31 bid., 55.

32 Marcel Tabuteau as quoted in Frederiksen, Song and Wind, 10.
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Jacobs had a natural interest in human anatomy, and in the 1940s began an intensive
study of physiology that would play a huge role in his teaching.’> By the 1960s, Jacobs’s in-
depth study of how the body works led him to wonder how the body is controlled, and he began
to explore the newer psychology texts of the time.3* By studying how the brain sends signals to
the body, Jacobs could better understand how musicians could use their brains to play their
instruments more masterfully. Jacobs learned that the brain communicates with the body using
two kinds of nerves: those that control autonomic activities such as the heartbeat and normal
breathing; and motor nerves, or effectors, that carry specific output from the brain.’*> Jacobs
made a distinction between automatic anatomical function, which he called the “computer
activity of the brain,” and intelligence, which he called the “thinking part of the brain.”® Jacobs
likened control of the human body to controlling an automobile. A car functions by means of
many complex systems such as the engine, cooling system, and brakes. Yet to drive a car, we go
to the simple controls in the driver’s seat, not the machinery under the hood.?” Jacobs explains
this idea in an interview with Jim Unrath on a Chicago radio station.

Whenever you build a machine, you must put in a set of controls. From the moment you

have the controls in, you do not work the machine by its individual parts, but what you

want the machine to accomplish. To do this, you communicate through the control
system. Our controls are in the brain. We never play by segmented tissue, such as

33 Brian Frederiksen, interview by author, by phone via Chicago, IL, November 16, 20009.
3 Ibid.

3 Trvine, “Arnold Jacobs’ Pedagogical Approach,” 56; Frederiksen, Song and Wind, 135.
36 Frederiksen, Song and Wind, 108.

37 Bruce Nelson, ed., Also Sprach Arnold Jacobs: A Developmental Guide for Brass Wind
Musicians (Germany: Polymnia Press, 2006), 21; Frederiksen, Song and Wind, 108.
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diaphragms and lips... We play by song. We use our motor activities based on the flow of
wind, which is our fuel supply.3?

The long-accepted approaches to brass playing were based on trying to control individual
segments of the body -- such as the tongue, lips, or diaphragm -- to achieve a desired musical
product. Jacobs brought the focus instead to the brain’s concept of sound and music -- the goal
at hand -- as a way to coordinate those necessary physiological components indirectly. Jacobs
further elaborates:

The structure of humans is extremely complex; we cannot control individual muscles... If

you had to control all of the parts of the body individually, you wouldn’t be able to do

anything. The thinking part of the brain does not fire the muscles, but programs the

body to accomplish what is needed. Machine function is complex; psychological control

is simple... By ordering product from the brain, systems of muscles will function

properly.*®
Jacobs would often make analogies to performing simple tasks, such as picking up a glass of
water. One does not think of individually controlling each nerve, tendon, and muscle necessary
to pick up the glass, or even so much as consider how the arm is moving when reaching for the
water. One simply has the goal in his mind of picking up the glass of water, which motivates the
“computer level of the brain” to take care of the details.*

Once a student understood the way the brain controls the body, Jacobs would relate the
information to a musical application. The goal of reaching the glass of water became the goal of
playing a beautiful phrase. Just as the student’s brain envisions picking up the glass of water and

then engages the necessary mechanisms to do so, the mind imagines a beautiful sound on the

student’s particular instrument and, with the aid of muscle memory, sends the proper signals to

38 Arnold Jacobs, as quoted in Frederiksen, Song and Wind, 108.
39 Arnold Jacobs, as quoted in Nelson, Also Sprach Arnold Jacobs, 21-22.

40 Irvine, “Arnold Jacobs’ Pedagogical Approach,” 56.
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the body to bring the imagined sound into reality. Jacobs often described playing two tubas
simultaneously: one in the head and one in the hand.*! Brian Frederiksen elaborates, “The tuba
in his hand is the mirror image of his thought. It plays a split second after the proper signal is
sent from the tuba in the mind- the brain.”*? Jacobs stressed the importance of conceptualizing
sound before playing by relating the idea of a builder trying to construct a building without using
architectural plans. Without a pre-conceived idea of the product -- in this case the building --
disastrous problems could occur, such as retaining walls not bearing the weight of floors above.*?
Many of Jacobs’s students would first come to him playing without a concept of the end result;
they were playing the instrument in their hand but not the instrument in the mind, and many
mistakes would occur.** One of Jacobs’s former students, Charles Lipp, describes the perils of
the mechanical approach by relating his experience prior to working with Jacobs. “My blunder
was to zero-in on individual body parts. I thought they were responsible for individual parts of
music making. Instead of training my brain for musical thought, I practiced drills to gain
strength and speed... I developed the habit of isometric tension (muscles contracting against
muscles with no work being done.) I lost my music-making ability.”*3

The foremost idea of Arnold Jacobs’s teaching was to always possess a clear concept of
sound in the imagination. This was not due to an ignorance of the complex mechanics involved

in playing brass instruments; rather it was born from a complete understanding of them. Jacobs

41 Trvine, “Arnold Jacobs’ Pedagogical Approach,” 57.
42 Frederiksen, Song and Wind, 137.

4 Ibid.

44 Ibid.

45 Charles Lipp, as quoted in Frederiksen, Song and Wind, 136.
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was well-versed in the physiology of brass playing; in addition to studying human anatomy and
the complex mechanism of respiration, Jacobs performed scientific experiments at the University
of Chicago in 1959 and 1960 to uncover the physiology behind elements related to brass playing
such as air flow and air pressure.*¢ In addition to his introduction of mental concepts into brass
pedagogy, one of Jacobs’s major contributions to the brass community was his insight into
correctly engaging the respiratory mechanism from a physical standpoint.#” While he would
often share physiological information with his students and would even work persistently with
them to normalize these functions in their bodies, he would always keep this work separate from
playing the instrument.*® Jacobs acknowledged the significant physical component to brass
playing, but he recognized the need for a balance between properly engaging these mechanisms
and thinking musically. By teaching his students to control the necessary physical aspects using
mental concepts, he kept them from falling into the trap of what he called “paralysis by
analysis.”*® This phrase describes the occurrence of scrutinizing physical movement to such an
intense degree that the student becomes self-conscious and confused and is unable to perform
even the simplest tasks. For this reason, Jacobs insisted that when it was time to play, thoughts
concerning physical elements should fade into the background and concepts of sound and music
should become paramount.’® It is in this way that Jacobs’s teaching philosophy represents the

idea that “essence precedes existence.” Jacobs believed that a strong mental concept of sound

46 Frederiksen, Song and Wind, 120.

47 Brian Frederiksen, interview by author.
48 Frederiksen, Song and Wind, 91.

49 Brian Frederiksen, interview by author.

>0 Frederiksen, Song and Wind, 91.
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and music -- what has been defined as “essence” -- must be in place before the mechanics of
producing the note in real time -- or “existence” -- can occur. This concept is most succinctly
illustrated by his image of hearing the “tuba in the mind” a split second before playing the tuba
in his hand. Jacobs recognized the mechanical components that were necessary to play a brass
instrument, yet by keeping the focus on sound and music in the imagination -- or what he
referred to as “Song” -- he sustained the belief that this strong mental concept would direct the
body to engage the correct physical movements required to produce the sounding note.

When comparing Arnold Jacobs’s pedagogical approach to the ideas of his predecessors
and contemporaries, the main difference lies in that other approaches concentrated on the method
of playing to achieve a desired musical result, while Jacobs concerned himself with the musical
result as a means to enable the correct physical method. Philosophically, Jacobs’s teachings
represent the belief that you are, therefore you do; in other words, you possess a strong concept
of the essence of the music, therefore you can physically enact it. The pedagogical approach that
preceded Jacobs’s influence epitomized the idea that you do, therefore you are; that you perform
physical actions that result in a musical definition. This philosophical divergence is indeed
parallel to Sartre’s original musings about the nature of a paper-knife. There is no claim that
Arnold Jacobs or any previous brass pedagogues purposefully pursued ideas characteristic of
existentialist or metaphysical thought; there is no indication that any of them ever studied the
works of Sartre, Avicenna, or any kind of philosophy in a direct way. Simply, understanding
these conflicting philosophies of “existence precedes essence” versus “essence precedes

existence” clearly identifies the fundamental rift that Jacobs created with the teaching approach
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of the early twentieth century and serves to pinpoint the core difference in their methods. This

better illuminates the heart of Arnold Jacobs’s teachings and the foundation of his ideology.
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my thesis because it proposes the philosophical question on which my thesis is based.
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This reference article provides an effective review of the philosophical area of
metaphysics, with sections on the origin of the word “metaphysics” and its concepts,
questions associated with the “old” metaphysics, concerns of the “new” metaphysics, and
the general nature of the movement. The article is an impartial summation of how the
term “metaphysics” is applied to philosophical questions. The entry provides background
information to my study of philosophy as it relates to brass playing, as the idea that
“essence precedes existence” is attributed to the Metaphysical movement.



