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The Art of the Transcription 

Talking points 

Why? 

Provides performers, conductors, and audience the opportunity to delve into music that has 
stood the test of time.  It provides the opportunity to study and perform music of substance.  It 
requires understanding history, performance practice, orchestral balances, and structure.   

What is it? 

A transcription is essentially the adjustment or modification of a composition for an instrument 
or instruments other than those for which it was originally written. 

How does it differ from an arrangement? 

An arrangement is similar, but the arranger may take musical liberties with the score. 

Why and how did it develop in bands? 

The Symphonic band faced a lack of original repertoire specifically for it.  Was used to broaden 
the programing of the early professional and military bands.  Transcribed music was usually 
familiar featuring orchestral show pieces.   

What are the challenges of performance preparation? 

One must understand orchestral performance practice.  Listen and study.  Playing the code is 
not enough.  This is not music by the numbers. 

To what do you listen and in what environment?  Learn historically appropriate performance 
norms and practices.   

What does one listen to (medium) if listening to a recording?  What are the vagrancies of MP3 
and earbuds for references?  Who sets the standard for listening and sound?  We do! 

What recordings and orchestras might one choose when listening and why? 

Never copy other recorded performances.  Understand why. 

What is the genius of the classic band transcribers like Winterbottom, Henning, Godfrey, 
Lake, Laurendeau, Clark, Safranck, Tobani, Overgard, Slocum, Duthoit, Leidzen, Mohaupt, 
Goldman, etc. ? 



These work great for small, medium, and large bands because of copious cross cueing.   They 
will never sound great because of the doubling and cross-cueing. 

Stock transcriptions are often thick in texture because of doubling, colors are often 
homogeneous making clarity exceedingly difficult.   

What makes a good or great transcription? 

Keeping choirs together (eg,WW’s) and adhering to the original orchestration (sections) when 
possible.  Clarity. 

What is the benefit of preparing and performing transcriptions? 

Widens the available literature to the ensemble and audience.  Provides maturation of concepts 
based on time proven literature.   

Thoughts 

When preparing and performing transcriptions you are entering into the performance arena of 
the greatest interpreters and orchestras on earth!  Good is not good enough.   

It is all about the message and NOT the medium. 

Ensure that your ensemble is large enough to have the mass needed for these works.  A wind-
ensemble would be extremely hard pressed to effectively present literature that requires mass, 
texture and the timbre for these classic works. 

 

Recordings of Transcriptions by The USAF Band, Col Lowell E. Graham -- Conductor 

Russian Expressions 
The United States Air Force Band  
Morgan State University: Carl J. Murphy Fine Arts Center, Baltimore, MD 
January 21-27, 2002 
CD: BOL-0203 
 
Naughty Limericks – Concerto   Rodion Shchedrin/trans. Frank Pappajohn* 

for Orchestra No. 1     

Ballet Suite No. 4    Dmitri Shostakovich/trans. Frank Pappajohn* 

The Firebird Suite    Igor Stravinsky/trans. Lawrence Odom* 



Scythian Suite, Op. 20    Sergey Prokofiev/trans. Lawrence Odom* 

 

French Impressions 
The United States Air Force Band and Singing Sergeants  
George Mason University: Center for the Arts, Fairfax, VA 
June 14-17, 2000 
CD: BOL-0007 
 
Danse Slave     Emmanuel Chabrier/Lawrence Odom* 

Escales      Jacques Ibert/Lawrence Odom* 

Menuet Pompeux    Emmanuel Chabrier/Lawrence Odom* 

Cendrillon Suite: Marche Des Princesses Jules Massenet/Lawrence Odom* 

Samson et Dalila: Danse Bacchanale  Camille Saint-Saens/Leigh Steiger* 

Daphnis Et Chloe Suite II   Maurice Ravel/Lawrence Odom* 

La Mer      Claude Debussy/Lawrence Odom* 

 

Overtures 
The United States Air Force Band 
George Mason University: Center for the Arts, Fairfax, VA 
June 9-13, 1999 
CD: BOL-9904 
 
Carnival, Op. 92    Antonin Dvorak/Leigh Steiger* 

La Fille du Tambour-Major   Jacques Offembach/Lawrence Odom* 

I Vespri Sicillani    Giuseppe Verdi/Vincent Safranek 

Fra Diavolo     Daniel-Francois-Eprit Auber/Lawrence Odom* 

Beatrice et Benedict    Hector Berloiz/Franz Henning 

Mignon     Ambroise Thomas/Lawrence Odom* 

Donna Diana     Emil von Reznicek/Leigh Steiger* 

Morning, Noon and Night in Vienna  Franz von Suppe/Henry Fillmore 

 
 



Innovations 
The United States Air Force Band  
George Mason University: Center for the Arts, Fairfax, VA 
January 1999 
CD: BOL-9903 
 

Fireworks      Igor Stravinsky/R. Mark Rogers 

The Warriors      Percy Grainger/Frank Pappajohn* 

October      Dmitri Shostakovich/Preston Mitchell 

Medea’s Meditation and Dance of Vengeance Samuel Barber*/Albert Bader* 

The Miraculous Mandarin    Bela Bartok/R. Mark Rogers 

 

Roman Trilogy 
The United States Air Force Band 
George Mason University: Center for the Arts, Fairfax, VA 
June 17-18, 1997 
CD: BOL-9705 
 
The Pines of Rome     Ottorino Respighi/Lawrence Odom* 

The Fountains of Rome    Ottorino Respighi/Lawrence Odom* 

Roman Festivals     Ottorino Respighi/Lawrence Odom* 
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