arvey Phillips was born on December 2, 1929
Hin Aurora, Missouri and died October 20 after

a long illness. Phillips was steered toward the
tuba by his high school band director and played briefly
with the King Brothers Circus. He spent a semester at
the University of Missouri, but then went to play with
the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus,
where he stayed for three years. William Bell offered
him a scholarship at Juilliard, and Harvey took it. From
1971-1994 Phillips taught at Indiana University. He is
perhaps best known for founding TubaChristmas.

The Story Behind Octubafest and TubaChristmas
by David Lewis (December 1988)
What inspired you to conceive TubaChristmas?

I was inspired by the fact that William Bell, a
prime mentor and inspiration for tubists and eupho-
niumists, and indeed to all who knew him, was born
on Christmas Day, 1902. In November 1974 I was
searching for an idea to formulate an event honor-
ing William Bell — and through him, all those great
people and performers who represent our heritage,
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people to whom we will forever be indebted. I
recalled that as a student of Bells [ first visited his
home on Christmas Day in 1949. | remembered
that December 25 was his birthday, and I then for-
mulated the concept of a mass tuba-euphonium
ensemble performing Christmas carols. New York
City was the obvious choice, because Bell spent
most of his professional life there. Of course any
thought of New York City and Christmastime leads
to the great Christmas tree and holiday setting of
the ice rink at Rockefeller Plaza.

The public relations staff at Rockefeller Plaza
was a bit apprehensive at first about a mass tuba
ensemble, but with the help of friends [ secured
the site of the ice rink stage directly under the
great Christmas tree for Sunday, December 22. |
contacted Paul Lavalle [former conductor of
N.B.C.’s Band of America] to conduct the con-

Editor’s note: These are excerpts from articles printed
in The Instrumentalist, and in some paragraphs have
been rearranged.



cert. | distributed hundreds of flyers announcing
the concert, sending them to professional players
and college and high school music educators in
the greater New York City area. We expected an
ensemble of 300 and on the day of the concert we
assembled over 320 players. Over Thanksgiving
weekend | called my dear friend, Alec Wilder,
and asked him to arrange Christmas carols for the
group. Overnight he arranged 19 carols; by
December 3rd I had the scores from his copyist. I
decided to give a benefit concert in Bloomington
as a warm-up for New York and chose the burned
children’s fund of the Firemen’s Auxiliary as a
good cause. Talking with one of my graduate stu-
dents we decided that we would attract much
more attention and contributions if we wore
Santa Claus suits. We managed to come up with
24 Santa suits from rental companies and arrange
for the Bloomington Fire Department to trans-
port us downtown and to a local shopping mall to
perform. In this way we benefitted the Fireman’s
Auxiliary, tested the audience response to our
ensemble, and had some good fun.

Tell us about the first TubaChristmas.

The day of the first performance we rehearsed in
the hallway of N.B.C.’s studio, which was about 14
feet wide and 200 feet long. After stuffing the
space with euphoniums up front and the tubas and
sousaphones in the rear we suf-

A Musical Story from Harvey Phillips
Love It or Leave It (1998)

When tubist Harvey Phillips rehearsed
with the East Stroudsburg (P{-:nnsylvania)
High School Band just before he was to per-
form a solo with them, very little could be
accomplished because the first and second
chair trombone players kept disrupting the
rehearsal. Finally Phillips said in a resonant
voice, “That’s enough. We don’t need the
two of you here. This is our only rehearsal.
The rest of us are trying our best, and we
don’t need the two of you, who are not con-
tributing anything.” The two boys left at
once, but after the rehearsal the band direc-
tor, Gordon Fong, was nervous and upset.
He asked if Phillips knew who the two stu-
dents were. Phillips said he didn’t care who
they were, but the director explained, “One
is Urbie Green’s son, and the other is Fred
Waring’s grandson.” After the concert that
night, Urbie Green came up to Phillips and
said, “I want to thank you for what you
have done for my boy.” Fong later reported
that the two young men soon became out-
standing examples and leaders in the band.

fered the cacophony of warming
up. Visitors from the press and
news media were predictably
unimpressed; even some of my
devoted friends had expressions
that said, “You've really done it
this time, Harvey.” Things looked
a little brighter after we tuned;
then Paul achieved silence (a mir-
acle) and announced that we
would commence the rehearsal
with “Adeste Fidelis” (“O Come
All Ye Faithful”). Paul gave a
sweeping upbeat and on his down-
beat 320 euphoniums and tubas
started to play. In such a confined
space the sound was so beautiful
and overwhelming that some lis-
teners burst into tears.

We had a surprise when we got
ready to give the performance.
The Rockefeller Center people
had arranged for all those eupho-
niums, tubas, and sousaphones to
proceed single file through a
closed-down restaurant and enter
into the rink through a revolving
door. There are two restaurants at
either end of the rink where peo-
ple dine and observe the serene




scene of graceful skaters and the great Christmas
tree. Well, I watched the revolving door, helping
Cach. Pl?.l\_,'cr thr{)l.lgh one at a til'l-le, I‘nal(ing C{:‘r‘tail‘l
their instruments weren’t damaged. I saw a woman
having dinner with her family and I could just

imagine her conversation: “Oh, look, there’s a
tuba.” Then when it got to be about 20 tubas,
everyone in the restaurant got up and came to the
window. We still had 300 to go! This first New
York TubaChristmas received incredible media
coverage.

What keeps TubaChristmas fresh for you?

The great thing for me is to see a nine-year-old
player standing next to a tubist from the sympho-
ny orchestra, next to a 75-year-old enthusiast, all
surrounded by college players. Performers learn
about the traditions of our instruments, and at the
same time they share those experiences with the
general public, gaining respect and acceptance for
th(‘i instruments.

William Bell and Alec Wilder played such an
important role in my life and were such influences
on me that [ look upon TubaChristmas as almost a
religious experience every time [ participate.

Preparing for a Life in Music:
An Interview with Harvey Phillips
by Bernard Dobroski (June 1991)

Many people have excelled on their instrument;
others have become accomplished teachers, and a
smaller number have done both. Few, though, have
elevated their instrument from relative obscurity
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through their conduct and force of will. Because of
Harvey Phillips the tuba has achieved a high level
of excellence and respectability. His address book
lists an impressive diversity of musicians, all of
whom are willing to take his calls.

How do you guide a student who wants a career in music?

1 encourage students to become experts in self-
analysis. Every day they should analyze their pres-
ent level of achievement and their potential in
music, and not just as performers. Students learn
about themselves by comparing their achieve-
ments to those of colleagues. A student may dis-
cover that others have achieved a superior tech-
nique that he can never achieve, no matter how
hard he tries. However, he may have a great per-
sonality and be someone in whom others have
confidence. This student should think about other
areas of music in which he could become success-
ful. I try to assess my students regularly to deter-
mine their strengths and weaknesses as well as
their potential. I want students to talk with me
about observations of themselves. By the t'mu, they
are juniors and are more mature as people and
musicians, we can plan for their musical futures
and discuss their strengths. Everyone has a closet
full of weaknesses, to be opened when no one else
is around, and each should take the time to turn
them into strengths. I don’t want students to
become artistic robots, but human beings who are
aware of their own strengths, weaknesses, and the
needs of others.

[ don’t know anyone in music who is involved in
only one aspect of it. Most successful careers com-
blIlL SL‘\LI’J] d%pe(j‘» ()f‘ lTiU‘\iC th{lt dr.—l\f\( o1l pr].lTlLH'
lar merits and abilities. Talent alone will never
make a great musician. A great talent can be wast-
ed without the investment of time, but a lesser tal-
ent who diligently puts in time can rise above more
talented colleagues.

What do you teach in private lessons?

The first thing I ask a student to play is a given
scale, two octaves ascending and descending. I may
ask fm a whole tone scale, one of the modes, a
major or minor scale in one of the three forms, or
a chromatic scale. I'm concerned with his reflex
knowledge of the scale patterns because this shows
his innate musicality. A thinking player is aware of
the position of the half-and whole-steps in each
scale and mode.

Almost every lesson includes music that is lyri-
cal, technical, and | always include a study that
explores range. The amount of time we spend on
any of these areas depends on the student’s needs.

To prepare for your lessons, do students have to devel-
op answers to questions in these areas?

Musical maturity is the important thing for stu-
dents to achieve, and precious few do — to be able



to walk out on stage and play a Handel sonata, a
Strauss tone poem, or a Brahms symphony and feel
no remorse after the performance. With musical
maturity they may play it differently every time but
remain confident in themselves. That’s when
someone may walk up to them and say, “I've never
heard that interpretation before; it’s fantastic. | feel
I've heard this music for the first time.” When my
students play for me, I want to know why they
choose their interpretation; it doesn’t matter
whether I think it’s great or rotten.

Bud Herseth broke the bounds of tradition and
gave his interpretations of trumpet parts. He is
such a genius as a musician that he is a hero.
Another trumpet player who had that quality was
Harry Glanz; there are others who are so secure
with their own musicality that they never worry
about their interpretations of any composer. That’s
something every young player should aspire to.
The most important thing [ aspire to is giving stu-
dents self-reliance.

Why did you choose the tuba as your instrument?

The tuba was selected for me. | grew up in a very
small high school; between grades one and twelve
we had just over 400 students, so you can imagine
what our high school band was like. I took my
father’s violin to school and tried to play along
with the band. In 1942, shortly after we entered
World War 11, our band’s only Sousaphone player
joined the Navy, and my high school band director
asked me to play Sousaphone. That was one of the
most wonderful things that ever happened to me.
The tuba became my constant companion; I took
it everywhere with me. I worked at a funeral home
before school every day
and even took it there.
| rode my bicycle with
the tuba; if I was riding
into the wind I'd put
the bell in so the wind
went straight over it.
While riding away
from the wind [ used
the bell to tack like a
sailboat.

My high school band
director talked me
through the fingerings
because I didn’t have a
fingering chart; my
method book was a
hymnal. In every free
moment [ sat at the
piano and played
hymns on the
Sousaphone. My moth-
er was often in the
kitchen when [ prac-
ticed and sang along. If
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I hit a clinker, she came in to make sure I knew
it was a clinker. Because of her singing I paid
attention to the words in the hymnal and became
aware of how words influence phrasing. I ask my
students to play lyrical melodies, popular songs,
and hymns to develop phrasing. Students who do
not develop a personal style to their phrasing are
mimics of what they hear and what their teach-
ers tell them. When people ask me why anyone
plays the tuba, I usually think, why not? Those
who say the tuba takes a lot of air, I ask if they
had to spend the rest of their lives breathing
through a straw, would they choose a small straw
or a big straw?

Did you study with a private teacher?

[ didn’t study with anyone until I studied with
George C. Wilson at the University of Missouri,
where [ attended classes only one semester. Before
[ entered Juilliard, [ worked professionally for three
years traveling with the Ringling Bros. Barnum
and Bailey Circus Band and played with Johnny
Evans, a great artist of the tuba and a former mem-
ber of the Sousa Band. Sitting next to him was like
taking six hours of private lessons every day. That
was my apprenticeship, and my major study was
with William Bell. He was my primary influence.

What teaching problem is the most difficult?
Overcoming a student’s bad habits, often devel-
oped because of the inattention of a teacher or
director. A brass player’s worst habit is puffing the
cheeks; the next is pulling back the corners of the
mouth when playing in the high register. These
habits go hand-in-hand and are almost impossible




A Musical Story from Harvey Phillips
Perhaps a Career in Welding (1991)

The day had been a long one for the uni-
versity’s brass faculty, gathered en masse to
hear numerous applicants hoping for
acceptance by the school of music. There
were several successful attempts at the
Haydn trumpet concerto, a few crash and
burns on lesser repertoire, but for the most
part the aspiring music majors succeeded
more than they failed.

After several hours the end was in sight.
The last student to present himself before
the faculty was a young tuba player who
nonchalantly strolled in the door barefoot,
shirtless, and wearing cutoff jeans that
somehow survived the 1960s.

Although they were not in Armani suits
themselves, the faculty members were
taken aback by the young man’s appear-
ance. After all, the kid was seeking admis-
sion to a prestigious music school, not a
Grateful Dead concert.

Once he played, though, he dispelled all
doubts. “I couldn’t tell what he was playing
and [ don't think he could either,” one pres-
ent offered. Finally after several minutes of
aleatoric solo tuba that sounded remarkably
like moving furniture, one exhausted pro-
fessor asked the young man why he wanred
to study tuba for a career in music in the
first place.

His reply was, “Hey, man, I just want
something easy.”

to break. Sometimes making a student aware of
what holds him back in developing range or uni-
form sound is the best I can do. While puffing his
cheeks, he sounds like one player; when pulling his
cheeks in, he sounds like another. Once a student
is aware of the results from a change, he usually
will pull through. If a student has a good sound in
all registers I will accept that he alters his physical
approach to the instrument to achieve a consistent
sound in different registers. I don’t expect any two
players to play exactly the same way.

Where will all the students in our conservatories and
schools of music find careers?

For every one of them there can be a life in
music. If they want a life in medicine, law, or engi-
neering but still want to be involved in music, it
can be a great sideline that enhances their lives.
Musicians who make their careers in music benefit
from the support and interest of the audience,
many of whom have avocations in music. There
are no losers. It is immoral to tell every student he
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has the potential to be a major orchestral player;
there should be honesty. I don’t see how anyone
can teach applied students without feeling
involved with their lives. I hear from students who
studied with me 25 or 30 years ago who want
advice or want to tell me about a recent accom-
plishment. There is no greater enjoyment than the
pleasure and fulfillment music brings to our lives.

Goodbye Oompah: A Profile of Harvey Phillips
by Whitney Balliett (August 1994)

The ongoing elevation of the tuba from the
laughingstock of musical instruments to one of its
kings is mainly the doing of Harvey Phillips, a
tubist and professor of music at Indiana University,
who has spent over half his life in the service of his
instrument, which he plays better than anyone else
in the world. (Tubists are multiplying in direct
ratio to their repertory; there are now ncarly a
thousand members of the T.U.B.A. — the Tubists
Universal Brotherhood Association, an organiza-
tion Phillips helped get on its feet.)

R

[Phillips] “I graduated from high school in
Marionville, Missouri, in 1947, and I got a summer
job playing tuba with the King Brothers Circus.
This came about through Homer Lee, who taught
music at my high school and had got me started on
the sousaphone. He looked like Ichabod Crane
'rll‘ld wds a retired circus bﬂndleﬁdel‘. Wl]en th.e
word reached our Methodist preacher that 1 was
joining a circus, he came out to our house and
Mother received him in the parlor. “That boy will
be destroyed if he works in a circus,’ he said to my
mother.. “Circuses are full of the wicked and
degenerate. He will be lost.” Tears came to my
mother’s eyes, and she said, ‘You don’t have much
faith in Harvey, do you Reverend? Well, I do,” and
she showed him to the door.

“After nine weeks, I left to go to the University
of Missouri, where | had a scholarship. I was miser-
able there. I slept in a rickety bunk in a basement
with a local boy, and [ carried my room and board
by raking leaves and stoking the furnace and clean-
ing the house. | had eighteen hours of subjects and
worked nights at the School of Music. Then a
telegram came from Merle Evans, the leader of the
band with Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey
Circus. He offered me a job on tuba at eighty-seven
fifty a week, and [ was to go to Sarasota right away
if [ was interested. Well, I called Homer Lee, and
he said immediately, ‘Harvey, get down there with
Merle." They knew each other, and, of course, to
Homer, Ringling Brothers was it. So I closed up at
the university and went.

Continued on page 50



Harvey Phillips, cont. from p. 38

“It was some different from the King
Brothers. Ringling had a thousand or so
on the payroll. The band traveled in its
own railroad car, with a porter and a
kitchen and clean sheets every week.
Merle had his own stateroom. Johnny
Evans, who was no relation to Merle,
was the tuba player, and sitting heside
him every day was a free lesson. I think
the greatest compliment I ever received
was after I'd heen with the band six
months and one of the trumper players
said, ‘Harvey, I couldn’t tell whether it
was you or Johnny playing tonight.’

“l stayed with Ringling
Brothers for three years until
1950, and I'd be there still if [
hadn’t got a wire from Bill Bell
when we were playing in Los
Angeles. It said 1 had a full
scholarship at Juilliard. This
was the second time someone
had grabbed my shoulders and
turned me around and given
me a push in the direction |
was supposed to go in. [ went
to New York, and I was in
Juilliard off and on for four
years. | lived for a while in Bill
Bell’s studio, on 121st street, in
a back room with a man named
Eric Hauser. He was a fine horn
player, or had been until he
became an alcoholic. He'd sit
on his bed and criticize every-
thing I played. I learned that
way, and [ learned from playing
duets with Bill Bell and going
to rehearsals and record dares
with him. In 1953, I joined the
Sauter-Finegan band for about
six months. It knocked me out with its
fantastic arrangements and crazy instru-
mentation. Then | started with the
New York City Opera and the New
York City Ballet, and, except for a fine
two-year stint in the U.S. Army Field
Band, I stayed on the New York scene,
working twenty-four hours a day, until |
joined Gunther Schuller in Boston and
had to commute to keep my hand in.”

In 1974, Phillips decided that New
York was ready for the tuba, and he
organized two extraordinary events.
The first was a concert of Christmas
carols in Rockefeller Plaza, in front of
the big tree, by 250 tubists who had
come, at Phillips’s invitation, from all
over the country at their own expense.
A couple of dozen carols had been
freshly scored by Alec Wilder in four-
and six-part harmony, and the massed
sounds were unique and stirring and
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noble — so much so that the concert,
by 400 tubists, will be repeated this
year on December 12.

His second New York event took
place early in January of this year. He
rented Carnegie Recital Hall for four
evenings and an afternoon, and gave
five marathon tuba recitals, during
which he played thirty-nine pieces.
During the eleven days the recitals
involved, Phillips rehearsed sixty-six
hours, and on two days he did his old
New York-Boston-New York shuttle act.
Not only did his lip survive seventy-six
hours of playing, but immediately after
the concert he went to the Roosevelt

Hotel, where he performed the Baker
tuba-and-string-quartet piece again for a
conference of brass men. The next day,
he drove Carol and the children
through a blizzard to record Schuller’s
Capriccio. And the day after, he record-
ed the Vaughan Williams Concerto.
Phillips is over six feet and of con-
siderable girth. His fingers are sausages
and his feet gunboats. He has a long,
full face and wavy black hair, and he
wears glasses. His cherubic lips bear
the pinkish aureole that is the unmis-
takable badge of the professional brass
plaver. He has an old-fashioned,
almost goody-goody look. But his
deep-set eyes are savvy and laughing,
and his generally placid exterior con-
ceals a mischievous intelligence.
Phillips is celebrated for his outsize
ways, for his studied chaos, but his
excesses — harmless except when the

exhaustion they lead to topples him
and he goes down like a sequoia — are
positive and even altruistic.

Phillips refuses to be separated from
his family for any length of time. He
and Carol went everywhere together
during the childless years of their mar-
riage, and after he was injured in an
automobile collision in New York she
carried his tuba to every gig for six
months. Nowadays, when an engage-
ment keeps him away for more than
five days Carol and the children join
him, no matter the time of year. On
the way home, Carol drives and he sits
in the back and practices.

Most tubas engulf their play-
ers, but Phillips holds his so
that it looks no bigger than a
flugelhorn or a French hom.
He rests it easily on the right
thigh, its bell up, and he
secures it with his left hand,
which he flops casually over
the top tubing. He plays effort-
lessly, and the only indication
that he is maintaining breath
support is the sharp, windy
intakes of air at the end of his
capricious phrases. He is a mag-
isterial yet invariably accessible
player. At slow tempos, his tim-
bre is soft and smoky, and
somewhat like Tommy Dorsey’s
trombone, which is held in
high esteem by brass men. At
greater speeds, his playing
hardens in a muscular, singing
way, but he is never brittle. His
tone is light and direct,
whether he is hitting a C above
middle C or whether he is rum-
maging in the huge lower regis-
ter — an area where the finest tubist can
grope, his candle blown out by his own
bearish notes. Phillips's sound is unique.
His tuba suggests a graceful trombone,
or a hom minus its nasal quality, or a
baritone saxophone of the most velvet
persuasion. His technique is astonish-
ing. His arpeggios are glassy and clean,
the alarming intervals he somerimes has
to play are deft and exact, and his stac-
cato passages are cream. Most of the
composers who write for him purposely
include passages of such complexity that
it is possible no other tubist could
maneuver them.

According to James T. Maher,
“Harvey Phillips belongs in the
American school of wind playing. The
English school — Brain, Kell, and the
like — has its elegance, its sense of
ensemble; the American school has
more sinew, even a little roughness.

— ———



The players in the American school
take incredible chances, despite the
terrific problems wind instruments
inherently have. Harvey has uncanny
phrasing, which is not the right word.
It makes him sound too technical.
What he does is point up the poetry in
what he plays. And he is apt to play
anything, since there is really no
longer a sharp division between jazz
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without breath support. [n one way, the
tuba is the most comfortable of the brass
instruments, because it has the largest
mouthpiece. In another way, it is the
most difficult because one has to move
so much air. It’s extremely hard to play a
C above middle C, and it’s equally diffi-
cult ar the low end of the instrument.
You have to constantly clarify the tones
down there. You can’t just hope the right
note will come out. A lot of tubists have
no sense of control; they let their lips
flop around inside the mouthpiece. The
tuba has, after all, two main parts — one
is flesh and the other metal. All the
metal part can do is accommodate the
flesh. If you play a beautiful phrase, the
tuba will amplify it. If you play a bad one,
the tuba will amplify it. L]
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