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Further Thoughts on the Alto Trombone in the Solo Literature 
of the Eighteenth Century

Howard Weiner

In 2005 I published an article in this Journal in which I showed that the eighteenth- 
and early nineteenth-century orchestral trombone section did not necessarily consist 
of the Ef alto, Bf tenor, and F bass that are still today practically ubiquitous in period 
instrument orchestras.1 I asserted that the alto trombone was never as widely dissemi-
nated as commonly assumed today, and all but unknown in Vienna until close to the 
end of the nineteenth century, contentions that are contrary to the received knowledge 
concerning the use of the trombone during the classical period. Although not directly 
pertaining to the main thrust of my article, I also touched briefly upon the subject 
of the “solo alto trombone,” opining that the tenor trombone, not the alto, was most 
likely the proper instrument for the eighteenth-century solo repertoire.2 Since especially 
this last aspect provoked a good deal of controversy in one of the online forums, I 
have for a long time wanted to take a closer look at the alleged “solo alto trombone.”
	 The modern alto trombone is in Ef. This means, with the slide in the closed po-
sition, one can play the notes of the overtone series on Ef. However, until the early 
eighteenth century, the alto trombone was pitched in D, and the tenor trombone in 
A. It has been surmised that the transition to the Bf tenor, at least, first took place 
in Vienna around 1710,3 when a change in the pitch standard effectively made the A 
instruments into Bf instruments. That is to say, the trombones themselves were not 
altered, but a new mindset was required from the players. However, this change of 
pitch was apparently not adopted in Salzburg until much later.4 Therefore, since I will 
focus here on the solo trombone repertoire from mid eighteenth-century Salzburg, it 
makes sense to regard it from the viewpoint of the alto trombone in D and the tenor 
trombone in A. I will return to the question of pitch in Salzburg below.
	 There is unfortunately no documentary evidence concerning the type of trombone 
for which the solo repertoire of the eighteenth century was intended, nor about the 
type of trombone employed by the few known virtuoso players of the period. It is 
thus necessary to take recourse to other sources, above all to the music itself, which 
often enough contains trills that cannot be executed properly on an alto trombone. 
But before we look at the music, it is useful to examine the issue of trills in general, 
and on the trombone in particular.
	 I am well aware that a discussion of eighteenth-century ornamentation can be a 
veritable minefield of contradictory sources and opinions. Nevertheless, I have chosen 
Leopold Mozart’s Violinschule as the most relevant source about trills for our purposes 
(Figure 1).5 The relevance is twofold: first, Mozart’s violin method was published in the 
very year, 1756, in which the trombone unexpectedly appeared as a solo instrument 
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in Salzburg with the engagement of Thomas Gschlatt as a member of the court mu-
sical establishment. Second, during the thirteen years of Gschlatt’s employment in 
Salzburg, Leopold Mozart was one of a handful of composers to create solo parts for 
the trombone, parts that often require the playing of trills. 

Mozart wrote:

The trill is a regular and pleasant alternation of two neighboring notes, which 
are either a whole tone or a half tone apart. The trill is therefore of two main 

Figure 1: Leopold Mozart, Violinschule, 217–18.
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kinds: namely that with the major second, and that with the minor second.... 
	 But since the trill is played either with the major or minor second, one must 
pay exact attention to the key of the piece [and to the additional modulations 
to incidental keys]. It is a shameful fault that many have, who not only never 
look to see whether they have to trill with the major or minor second, but 
make the trill haphazardly even on a third or an intermediary note. The trill 
must therefore be played neither higher nor lower than demanded by the 
key of the piece.6

Also note that Mozart’s musical examples show the trills beginning with the upper, 
the auxiliary note, on the beat. 
	 Playing a trill on the violin is rather straightforward: the main note is held down 
by one finger, while the upper neighboring note, either a half or whole tone higher, is 
played by the next finger. On the trombone, however, the upper neighboring note is 
not always conveniently placed where the player needs it.
	 Figure 2 shows the [modern] slide positions7 and corresponding overtone series for 
an alto trombone in D.8 In order to play a trill—in effect, a series of fast lip slurs—the 
two notes in question have to be on different partials of the respective overtone series.9 
In the high range, this is not a problem (Figure 3). For example, in first position we 
have a whole tone between c2 and d 2; in third position, between bf1 and c2, and between 
c2 and d 2; in sixth position between g1 and a1, a1 and b1, and b1 and cs 2, etc. (Some 
semitone trills can also be made as simple lip slurs, but for the most part lie above the 
normal playing range of an alto trombone.) 

Figure 2: Alto trombone in D, slide positions.
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Figure 3: Alto trombone in D, single position whole tone trills.

B œ œ œ œ# œ œ œ
œb œb œb œ œb œb œb

œ œ œ
œ œ œb œ œ

œ œ# œ œ# œ# œ œ œ#
œb œ œb œ œ œb œb œ œ

œ œ œ
œ# œ œ œ œ œ#654321



HISTORIC BRASS SOCIETY JOURNAL22

	 Obviously, the lower you go in the overtone series, the more difficult it is to match 
the proper auxiliary note to the main note. With the main note f 1 in second position 
and the auxiliary note g1 in third (Figure 4), an acceptable trill is entirely possible. 
One can also trill on c1 in third position using the auxiliary note d1 in fifth position, 
but trilling to the df1 in sixth position can be a bit awkward (Figure 5).10 Thus, on 
a D alto trombone, e1 probably has to be considered the lowest note on which both 
half-tone and whole-tone trills can be tolerably executed (Figure 6). The music, as we 
shall see, demands more, namely trills on notes as low as af.
	 From the above, it should be obvious that a truly perfect trill is often not possible 
on a trombone of any kind. Today at least, there is almost always a bit of sleight-of-
hand or rather sleight-of-ear involved: for example, in the above-mentioned trill from 
c1 in third position to d1 in fifth, the trill starts on the d1 and is perhaps sounded once 
more, but possibly not even that, after the trill picks up speed. However, especially if 
the auxiliary note is played on the beat and thus also receives a slight accentuation, the 
ear continues to perceive the d1 throughout the duration of the trill. Whether or not 
trombone trills were performed in this manner in earlier days, it is surely indicative 
that this kind of artifice was also known by players of early woodwind instruments, 
who employed similar tricks in order to execute trills involving awkward (e.g., forked) 
fingerings.11

Figure 4: Alto trombone in D, trill f 1 to g1
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Figure 5: Alto trombone in D, trills c1 to d1 and c1 to df1
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Figure 6: Alto trombone in D, trills e1 to f 1 and e1 to fs 1 
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	 As mentioned earlier, another aspect that has to be taken into account is the pitch 
level in Salzburg. It would seem that at least in some cases the trombones and the organ 
there played in Chorton, that is to say at ca. a=465, while the strings and woodwinds 
were in Cammerton, at ca. a=415. This made it necessary for the trombones to either 
transpose down a whole tone or have transposed parts written out. And indeed there 
exist trombone parts from Salzburg that have been transposed down a whole tone: 

•	 In the autograph score of Johann Ernst Eberlin’s oratorio Christus, Petrus, Joannes, 
[und] Phönissa (ca. 1760), the trombone part to the aria “Gleich wie das Küchlein 
bey der Henne” is notated a whole tone lower than the other parts.12 

•	 In the autograph score of Michael Haydn’s oratorio Kaiser Constantin I (1769), 
the aria “Stille, stille, Gottes Wille” has both the solo trombone and solo trumpet 
notated in C major as opposed to the D major of the other parts.13  

•	 The trombone and organ parts for the first performance in 1783 of Mozart’s 
C-Minor Mass K. 427 were transposed a whole tone lower, putting the Kyrie into 
Bf minor and the other movements into correspondingly lowered tonalities.14 

As far as I have been able to determine, this downward whole-tone transposition of 
the trombone parts was not standard procedure in all Salzburg venues during this era. 
In Salzburg Cathedral, it was apparently the other way around: the woodwind parts 
(flutes, oboes, and sometimes a bassoon) were transposed upward by a whole tone to 
compensate for the difference between Cammerton and Chorton.15 Nevertheless, there 
still remain enough problematic trills for the alto trombone when the works with solo 
trombone parts are not transposed downward.
	 Salzburg, like Vienna, was one of the few places where the trombone remained in 
use in the eighteenth century, a time in which the instrument had long fallen out of 
favor throughout most of Europe. We know from the report “On the current situation 
of the musical establishment of His Princely Grace, the Archbishop of Salzburg,” which 
was published in 1757 in Marpurg’s Historisch-Kritische Beyträge,16 that the master of the 
town musicians and two of his subordinates “played alto, tenor, and bass trombones” 
along with the choir (Figure 7).17 However, Thomas Gschlatt, who had joined the 

Figure 7: Friedrich Wilhelm Marpurg, Historisch-Kritische Beyträge zur Aufnahme  
der Musik 3, no. 3 (Berlin: Lange, 1757): 195.
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Salzburg Hofkapelle the previous year, was obviously hired for his virtuoso skills and 
not merely to play colla parte with the choir. In Marpurg’s report, he is listed among 
the members of the court orchestra and praised as “a great master on his instrument, 
whom very few can equal”18 (Figure 8). Although it can probably be assumed that the 
Salzburg town musicians played on trombones of the three different sizes—alto, tenor, 
and bass19—there is no evidence that Gschlatt, as a soloist, preferred or used an alto 
trombone.

	 I have compiled two lists of compositions by Salzburg composers featuring trom-
bone solos. Trill intervals in bold type indicate trills that are either unplayable on 
an alto trombone, or involve awkward slide shifts over three positions (for example, 
between d1 and ef1 or c1 and df1).  The first list (Figure 9), of instrumental music, is 
rather short: three works by Michael Haydn and one by Leopold Mozart,20 in each 

Figure 8: Friedrich Wilhelm Marpurg, Historisch-Kritische Beyträge zur Aufnahme  
der Musik 3, no. 3 (Berlin: Lange, 1757): 189.

Figure 9: Salzburg instrumental works with solo trombone parts.
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case a multi-movement serenade, sinfonia, or divertimento with one or more move-
ments for solo trombone, sometimes paired with other solo instruments. Of the eleven 
movements, six require trills; of these, four demand trills that are at least awkward, if 
not impossible, on the alto trombone. 

Figure 10: Salzburg vocal works with solo trombone parts.
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	 The second list (Figure 10) is a bit more substantial. It contains twenty-three com-
positions, including liturgical and sacred-dramatic works, by Anton Cajetan Adlgasser, 
Johann Ernst Eberlin, Michael Haydn, Leopold Mozart, and Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart.21 Of the twenty-three vocal pieces, seventeen require the trombonist to play 
trills; however, ten of the seventeen display trills that are not playable on alto trombone. 
	 Thus, from the twenty-four instrumental and vocal movements requiring trills, 
fourteen feature trills that are problematic on the alto trombone—not an insubstan-
tial proportion. It should also be noted that the sources display the part designation 
“Trombone,” but never the qualifier “alto.”22 The following excerpts show some of 
these problematic and/or impossible trills, which however can be played correctly and 
without any undue acrobatics on the tenor trombone in A.

•	 Johann Ernst Eberlin, Regina coeli, “Ora pro nobis.” Salzburg, Dom-Musikarchiv, 
Ms A 419 (parts). On tenor trombone in A, trill from d 1 in third position to ef1 
in fifth, or alternatively from sixth to seventh; trill c1 in second to d1 in third, or 
from fifth to sixth (Figure 11).

•	 Michael Haydn, Serenata, 5. Allegro molto. Budapest, Hungarian National Library, 
Ms. mus. II.82, p. 49 (autograph score). On tenor trombone in A, trill from cs 1 
in first to d 1 in third, or from fourth to sixth (Figure 12).

•	 Michael Haydn, Divertimento, 8. Andantino. Budapest, Hungarian National 
Library: Ms.mus. II.84, p. 36 (autograph score). On tenor trombone in A, trill 
from c1 in second to d1 in third, or from fifth to sixth (Figure 13).

•	 Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Die Schuldigkeit des ersten Gebots (1766), “Jener 
Donnerworte Kraft.” Windsor UK, Windsor Castle: RCIN 1140995, fol. 53r  
(autograph score). On tenor trombone in A, trill from c1 in second to df1 in fourth, 
or from fifth to seventh (Figure 14).

•	 Anton Cajetan Adlgasser, Maria, schönstes Meisterstück. Lambach, Benediktinerstift, 
Musikarchiv: 1178 (parts). On tenor trombone in A, trill from b in third to cs 1 
in fourth, or from sixth to seventh (Figure 15).

•	 Michael Haydn, Divertimento, 8. Andantino. Budapest, Hungarian National 
Library: Ms.mus. II.84, p. 36 (autograph score). On tenor trombone in A, trill 
from bf in fourth to c1 in fifth (Figure 16).

•	 Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Die Schuldigkeit des ersten Gebots (1766), “Jener 
Donnerworte Kraft.” Windsor UK, Windsor Castle: RCIN 1140995, fol. 60r  
(autograph score). On tenor trombone in A, trills from af in second to bf in 
fourth, or from sixth to seventh (Figure 17).
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Figure 12: Michael Haydn, Serenata, 5. Allegro molto, mm. 121–24. 

Figure 11: Johann Ernst Eberlin, Regina coeli, “Ora pro nobis,” mm. 8–10.
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Figure 13: Michael Haydn, Divertimento, 8. Andantino, mm. 68–71. 

Figure 14: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Die Schuldigkeit des ersten Gebots, 
“Jener Donnerworte Kraft,” mm. 1–4. 
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Figure 15: Anton Cajetan Adlgasser, Maria, schönstes Meisterstück, mm. 6–8.

Figure 16: Michael Haydn, Divertimento, 8. Andantino, mm. 77–79. 
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Figure 17: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Die Schuldigkeit des ersten Gebots, 
“Jener Donnerworte Kraft,” mm. 115–18.

Figure 18: Tenor trombone in A, slide positions for the trills shown in Figures 11–17.
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	 Naturally, one might surmise that the works demanding these low-range trills 
were played on tenor trombone, and the others on alto. But if we compare the ranges 
of the trombone parts, we see that the uppermost note in every case is either c2, d 2, or 
ef2, regardless of whether low trills are present or not; and the lowest note generally 
lies between g and b. So there is no question of one group of pieces favoring the high 
range and another favoring the mid or low range. Thus, in view of the fact that all these 
trills can be played on tenor trombone in accordance with the performance practice 
of the time—and even with a downward transposition by a whole tone—it stands to 
reason that these trombone parts were intended for the tenor instrument.
	 Why, then, are all these trombone parts generally considered to be for alto trom-
bone? It is because the parts are notated in alto clef, and alto clef can obviously only 
mean alto trombone. Unfortunately, this simplistic reasoning is today firmly entrenched 
in the minds of many if not most trombonists. Musicologists, too, have succumbed to 
this false logic—one has only to look in the Neue Mozart Ausgabe, for example, to see 
the trombones designated as “Trombone alto,” “Trombone tenore,” and “Trombone 
basso.” Yet, Mozart almost invariably numbered them Trombone primo, Trombone 
secondo, and Trombone terzo, or variants thereof, as is documented in the lists of parts 
published in the New Mozart Edition’s own Critical Reports and by Mozart’s autographs 
(Figure 19). 

	 So what does a modern adherent of the alto trombone do in a situation in which 
a proper trill is not possible? A frequent solution is simply to trill to the next higher 
note of the overtone series, keeping the slide in the same position. For example, start-
ing on the beat with the main note d1 and trilling up a major third to fs 1, both in 
second position on the Ef alto. This is, to put it in Leopold Mozart’s words, “a shame-
ful fault.” It also reveals a common misconception among trombonists, namely that 

Figure 19: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, autograph of the Mass in C Major, K. 427 (detail).
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a trill is merely a melodic ornament. In fact, a trill often has a harmonic as well as a 
melodic function. Playing the auxiliary note on the beat generally adds a dissonance 
to the harmony, an intentional dissonance that is lacking if the trill starts on the main 
note. 
	 Solutions that have been suggested for the problem of unplayable trills on the alto 
trombone include simply leaving out such trills—which again would eliminate the 
intended dissonances—or replacing the trills with other ornaments.23 The latter has 
been suggested by several authors,24 but is guided by the misinformed assumption of 
a contemporary performance practice that never existed. 
	 One source in particular has occasionally been pointed out as supposedly condon-
ing the replacement of trills with embellishments and/or trills on a third, namely a 
short passage in Leopold Mozart’s Violinschule (Figure 20):25 Mozart writes, “There is 
one case in which it appears as if one could play a trill on a minor third or augmented 
second: and a great Italian master teaches his pupils thus. But, also in this case, it 
is better if one leaves out the trill entirely and puts in another embellishment.” The 
captions under the musical example read: “Here the trill sounds very feeble” and “Is 
better without trill with another embellishment.” 

	 However, those who interpret this passage as allowing trills on thirds obviously 
have not understood what Mozart was getting at: Jason Oliver, for example, states that 
Mozart “acknowledges that the trill on the third has been used in the past but sounds 
‘feeble’,”26 but is obviously unaware that Mozart was not talking about something that 
was common in the past, but was actually criticizing one of his own contemporaries, 
namely violinist and composer Guiseppe Tartini (1692–1770),27 suggesting that his 

Figure 20: Leopold Mozart, Violinschule, 218.
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colleague write something else in place of trills of this kind. Moreover, Oliver obviously 
did not bother to ask himself why this might be. The answer is quite simple: the upper 
neighboring note, with which the trill should begin, is the (double) octave of the bass 
note and would not have provided the dissonance that Mozart expected in a trill. And 
it sometimes pays to turn the page (Figure 21),28 where Mozart continues, “Indeed, I 
do not see why in this case one could not play the trill with the pure natural (d)? One 
should try it oneself.” In other words, the very same trill, played with a d in place of 
the ds appoggiatura, would have been entirely acceptable to Mozart. In short, there 
is no evidence that trombonists were granted a dispensation from performing proper 
trills of a whole tone or half tone, starting with the upper note on the beat.
	 Owing to the unique situation at the Salzburg court, there can be no doubt that 
Adlgasser, Eberlin, Michael Haydn, and the Mozarts wrote their trombone solos for 
one specific performer, Thomas Gschlatt, and nobody else. It should be noted that after 
Gschlatt’s departure from Salzburg in 1769, the production of solo trombone parts 
ceased there. Indeed, several years after Gschlatt left, Leopold Mozart was to rewrite 
the trombone solo in the Agnus Dei of his Litaniae Lauretanae for viola, and several 
years after that Wolfgang Amadeus revised the part again for oboe.
	 Having heard and collaborated with Thomas Gschlatt over a number of years, 
these composers were very much aware of his abilities on the trombone. They therefore 
supplied him with music tailor-made for his playing skills, music that he undoubtedly 
performed, trills and all, in their presence and/or under their direction. It stands to 
reason that if Gschlatt had not been able to execute the trills they desired, they would 
not have put them into the music in the first place. But since he obviously did render 
all the trills properly—a feat that is impossible on an alto trombone—we can draw 
two logical conclusions: first, Thomas Gschlatt played these works on tenor trombone, 
and second, the alto trombone is clearly the wrong instrument for this repertoire.

Howard Weiner, a native of Chicago, studied trombone with Frank Crisafulli at Northwestern 
University. In 1978 he moved to Europe where he studied early music at the Schola Cantorum 
Basiliensis in Basel, Switzerland and established himself as a freelance musician, perform-
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the Freiburger Barockorchester, the Cappella Coloniensis, the Basel Symphony and Radio 
Symphony Orchestras, and Ensemble Aventure Freiburg. Weiner has authored several im-
portant articles on the history of the trombone and published editions of early trombone 

Figure 21: Leopold Mozart, Violinschule, 219.
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