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#12
by M. Max McKee

The Wind Ensemble Craze

Of course the concept has been around for a long time. The creation of the Eastman Wind Ensemble in 1952
had a lot to do with the acceptance of a concept. And many of us saw a reason to incorporate it into high school
and collegiate programs. After we got the ball rolling with the Symphonic Band program at Southern Oregon
University in the early 70's, I saw a way to do something special with a 40-member group out of the larger 90-
member band. It met one day a week and every concert featured several performances by the Symphonic Wind
Ensemble. It became so successful that the students encouraged me to rehearse every day with that unit.

Good idea on the surface. The next Fall we had 90-plus students apply for the SWE. The next year 70 tried out;
the following year 45. With no place to play, many students disappeared from the scene. So, we shifted gears
and went back to getting numbers. It was so successful, we soon had over 100 in the band and incorporated the
help of a couple of other faculty members to split the rehearsal at least once a week.

The problem here was the lack of leadership in the second band during the split-rehearsal days. Again, some of
the students decided that their high school band had been better...which it probably was and that student was
merely a weak link in an otherwise dynamic situation.

I mention all this because after 45 years of teaching, it became obvious to me that in many situations (a small
college in our case), the safety in numbers adage is extremely important. Much of what I was personally looking
for is the same thing I observe today: Respect by those outside the band field via a name change: Wind
Ensemble, Wind Orchestra, Symphonic Wind Ensemble, etc.

Someone recently said, "Isn't it interesting? We are the only profession in the world where when introduced to
someone outside the profession, the person says 'I'm a band director' while looking at his feet!" That goes hand
in hand with the definition of a Wind Ensemble: It's a band that fits on one bus.

I can't even guess at the total number of times people hearing that our Wind Ensemble had an upcoming concert
remarked, "Oh, I don't go to those events where just the clarinets and flutes play. I like to hear the brass and
percussion as well." It seems to me that if it looks like a band, if it sounds like a band and probably smells like a
band, we should call it a BAND!

I also got totally convinced from years and years of judging that small groups (especially with younger players
and even inexperienced college-age students) can never attain the mature sound of a large ensemble. It's a given
that if you have 4 of 5 beginners in a 40-piece band, you will be hard-pressed to "hide" them. With a group of
80 players, you can figure out many ways to bury those players while allowing them the opportunity to get
excited about performing with a lot of fine players. I often saw absolute beginners on bass clarinet, bassoon,
string bass and even horn improve to third year performance capability in a matter of 3 or 4 months. By
selecting the right literature and showing those players how to play one note per bar in the beginning and to skip
difficult tecnical passages, I had great success with that for over half my career.

But the best part is that many of those who WERE given a chance to play are the very ones who contact me
now to say "Thank you."

Next time: Children's Programs and Travel
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