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Forward by Denis Wick
Only over the last decade or so has Task Specifi c Focal Dystonia become completely 
identifi ed, although there have always been brass players who have mysteriously 
“lost their lip”.   David Vining’s recovery and rehabilitation from this terrifying 
condition marks him out as one of the very fortunate few amongst the many 
trombonists who have otherwise had to abandon their often high-profi le careers.  
David’s research and increased self-awareness have resulted in his book “What 
Every Trombonist Needs to Know About the Body.” It is a remarkable volume which 
will be of tremendous use to future generations of trombone teachers and players. 
Th e great majority of trombonists (myself included) who never had to think very 
much about this can consider themselves lucky. David is to be congratulated upon 
his recovery and thanked for showing us so completely how the body works in 
trombone playing.





What Every Trombonist Needs to Know About the Body / Introduction
1

1. Introduction

“Th e lungs do not fi ll up like a pitcher fi lling with water 
from the bottom up. Air goes to all sections of the lungs at 

the same time.”
— page 40 of Also Sprach Arnold Jacobs by Arnold Jacobs, 

compiled by Bruce Nelson

Trombonists have a dizzying array of methods and texts from which to choose 
when seeking to develop their musical skills. Th ere are also many teaching styles 
and ideas which have been handed down through generations of trombone 
teachers and students. Some of these ideas have become so ingrained over time 
that they are assumed to be eff ective and accurate and are therefore used without 
scrutiny. Indeed, phrases such as “breathe low” have become an implicit part of the 
trombonist’s teaching and learning lexicon.

In some cases, a catch phrase or concept has come about as a knee-jerk reaction to 
a diff erent problem. “Breathe low”, for example, may have originated as a reaction 
to players who lift their shoulders in a contrived sort of way when breathing or 
who have, with tension, prevented natural abdominal wall movement. Be that as it 
may, the reality is that breathing involves many motions; low, medium and high. 
To “breathe low” is to breathe with a contrivance every bit as destructive as the 
more obvious unnatural raising of the shoulders. Perhaps phrases such as these were 
never intended to be applied literally. If so, what becomes of the trombonist who 
“didn’t get the memo” that the instruction is not to be taken literally? Are there not 
those among us who are, by nature, literal? 

To avoid misunderstandings it would be helpful to designate common ground in 
trombone teaching approaches. What Every Trombonist Needs to Know About the 
Body provides this common ground by applying anatomically accurate information 
to playing the trombone. By teaching from a position of anatomical accuracy, not 
only do we avoid misunderstandings, but we also provide ourselves with a secure 
somatic foundation upon which we can make music. Somatics is the study of the 
body in motion and a secure somatic foundation is provided when we teach with 
accurate knowledge of how the body is constructed and how it moves. Concepts 
which do not cooperate with the reality of how we are built endanger our somatic 
foundation and cause confusion.
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When we play trombone based upon a secure somatic 
foundation, we are at less risk for injury and our movements 
are free of tension. Th e result is a beautiful tone, improved 
technique and minimum eff ort in our playing. What Every 
Trombonist Needs to Know About the Body is all about 
achieving these qualities and, ultimately, becoming better musicians.

“Music education belongs on a somatic foundation because 
musicians move for a living, like dancers and athletes, except that 

musicians’ movement is even more refi ned, precise and rapid.” 
— page 4 of What every Musician Needs to Know about the Body by Barbara Conable

Th e idea for What Every Trombonist Needs to 
Know About the Body was fi rst conceived by 
Barbara Conable, author of the parent book, 
What Every Musician Needs to Know About the 
Body. Barbara’s vision is to provide specifi c and 
clear information to all musicians to prevent 
pain and injury and to promote excellence in 
practicing and performing. 

Writing What Every Musician Needs to Know 
About the Body was only Barbara Conable’s fi rst 
step toward realizing her vision of providing 
clear and specifi c information to musicians in order to promote effi  cient and pain-
free music making. In 1997, she also formed a group of educators called Andover 
Educators who teach music based upon a secure somatic foundation. Each new 
member of Andover Educators undergoes a rigorous training program in order to 
become a certifi ed member. Once certifi ed, members of Andover Educators deliver 
courses based upon What Every Musician Needs to Know About the Body and teach 
others how to make music based upon a secure somatic foundation.

For more information about Andover Educators, visit: 
www.bodymap.org

Somatics is the 
study of the body 
in motion

What Every Trombonist Needs 
to Know About the Body is 
based upon Barbara Conable’s 
book: What Every Musician 
Needs to Know About the 
Body. Someday, perhaps 
there will be a book for every 
instrument!
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2. Th e Body Map and Kinesthesia 
Th e movements involved in trombone playing are complex and varied. To create 
the sound we want, we must move the air through the instrument in a certain 
way, the slide must be placed correctly at the right instant, the tongue must 
create the appropriate articulation at precisely the right moment and all of these 
movements must be coordinated with the rhythm of 
the music. Furthermore, the motions must be infused 
with our own personal sense of phrasing, vibrato and 
musicianship and may need to be synchronized with a 
conductor and other musicians. Th ere is no doubt that 
to play trombone is to move; to play trombone well is 
to move well.

Consider a trombonist who has trouble tuning fi fth position (many trombonists 
do!). When we move our arm to place the slide, the quality and refi nement of that 
movement, along with our awareness of the pitch, determines the intonation. Th e 
movement must be developed right along side and as part of the musical awareness 
of the pitch. 

How can we move well in order to play trombone well? Th e answer to this 
question lies in an extraordinary tool called the body map. Th e body map is a 
representation in the brain of how the body is constructed and how it is supposed 

Th e quality of our 
movements determines 
the quality of our 
trombone playing.

Movement Break:
Consider how you move the trombone slide.

Play fi rst position “f” to fi fth position “g-fl at” back and forth several 
times. As you do this, notice the quality of the motion you are using. Is the 

motion producing the intonation you want? Is the motion smooth and easy? Begin 
to regard the subtleties of your trombone motions with the same awareness that 

dancers might use to refi ne their movements. Dancers move to create their 
art and so do you!  Try playing “f” to “g-fl at” once again with more 

sensitivity to the quality of the motion and how the motion 
helps to determine the pitch.
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to move. The body map is the instruction manual for 
our movements and it dictates the motions of trombone 
playing. Trombonists with accurate body maps will 
move well; those with inaccurate body maps will not 
move well. 

The body map contains information about our structure, 
function and size. Good body maps include adequate 

and accurate information about the entire body with appropriate detail for those 
parts integral to the task. A trombonist’s body map must include information 
about the entire body with appropriate detail regarding breathing, the arms, the 
embouchure and the tongue.

An inaccurate body map is often the source of pain or tension and can lead to 
injury. This is not surprising when one considers the repetitive nature of the 
motions of trombone playing. Since these motions are repeated thousands of 

times, if they are dictated by a faulty body 
map, they put the trombonist at risk for injury. 
Sometimes these injuries seem to appear out of 
nowhere when, actually, they have come about 
due to a flaw in the body map. 

“The integrity of any movement depends upon the  
integrity of the body map that governs it.” 

— Barbara Conable

The good news is that we can check to see if our body map is accurate and, if 
there is a misrepresentation, we can change it. The first step toward doing this 
is to consider what you currently believe about your body through self-inquiry. 
Gain access to your body map by asking yourself questions such as: Where is the 
diaphragm? How does it move? What is its role in breathing? The precision, clarity 
and detail of your answers will tell you if your body map is accurate and adequate. 
If it is not, you can adjust your body map by studying images and reading 
descriptions of the areas in question. Correcting a faulty body map takes time and 
patience but the more you reinforce the truth the more the old erroneous version 
will fade.

One of the most important tools for Body Mapping 
is kinesthesia, the sensory mode which enables us to 
perceive our movements. Kinesthesia tells us about the 
size, shape and position of a body part, the quality of 
its motion and its interaction with other body parts. In 
this book, you will be encouraged to use your kinesthesia 
to observe the quality of your movements when playing 
trombone. Kinesthetic feedback is always available to us if we simply pay attention 
to our movements. The more sensitive we are to kinesthetic information, the 

Our body maps 
must be accurate 
in order for our 
movements to be 
accurate.

The body map contains 
information about our 
structure, function and size.

Kinesthesia is our 
movement sense. 
Kinesthesia tells us 
all about how we are 
moving our bodies.
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more refi ned our movements can become. As 
you examine your trombone playing, kinesthesia 
makes self-inquiry possible, which, in turn, 
facilitates the refi nement of your body map. 

Trombonists with kinesthetic awareness have 
better technique than those who don’t because they continually monitor and refi ne 
their movements, just like fi ne dancers do. When we are aware of the quality of 
our trombone movements it enables us to make subtle adjustments as we play in 
reaction to the changing situations of practice and performance. If you have been 
unaware with your kinesthesia when playing trombone, you can begin to use it 
immediately simply by noticing the quality of your slide movement. While there 
are many subtle trombone movements to explore, none is as obvious as moving 
the slide.

Th e body map and kinesthesia are important 
tools for trombone playing and they are to be 
included with all the other tools we already use. 
Traditionally we play with an understanding 
of music theory and music history and with an 
awareness of the style we wish to achieve. When 
we add the body map and kinesthesia to these 
conventional tools, we enhance our experience 
and that of the listener. Our trombone playing becomes somatically informed in 
addition to being theoretically and historically informed. Trombonists who add 
somatic awareness and an accurate body map to their musical tool box stand to 
achieve great depths of organic music-making and will more easily fulfi ll their 
entire musical potential.

Kinesthesia is an 
important tool. It helps us 
refi ne our body maps. 

We move to play 
trombone. Our body map 
dictates our movements.
We use kinesthesia to 
refi ne our body map.

Movement Break:
Wake up your kinesthesia!

Once again, play fi rst position “f” to fi fth position “g-fl at” back and 
forth several times. Now put down your trombone, close your eyes and move 
your right arm as though you were playing these notes. As you are doing this 

(with your eyes closed!), use your kinesthesia to determine if your slide placement 
would be accurate if you were playing. Now try playing the notes on your 

trombone again, still with your eyes closed. Continue to use your kinesthesia 
in addition to adding your aural pitch awareness in order to insure good 

intonation. Now play the notes once more, this time with your 
eyes open and with a continued kinesthetic awareness of 

how you are moving the slide.
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In order to insure a secure somatic foundation, an honest assessment of the 
accuracy of our body map and our kinesthetic awareness is needed. This book 
provides a means for evaluating our current condition and, if necessary, adjusting 
our maps and developing our kinesthesia. Just as there are trombonists who already 
possess an understanding of music theory and music history, there are also players 
who have accurate body maps and who naturally use kinesthesia in their playing. 
These trombonists can use this book to further refine their accurate body maps, to 
reinforce their sense of kinesthesia and to help their students.




