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Recreating the Marches of  
John Philip Sousa in a Modern Setting
BY SCOTT-LEE ATCHISON

Undoubtedly, John Philip Sousa’s marches are some 
of the most widely performed works of any other 
composer throughout the United States. Not only are 
they considered popular choices among audiences; they 
also represent an important part of the American band 
heritage. Unfortunately, they are often the most misun-
derstood. Many of the traditions of the Sousa band and 
the performance practices of his time are overlooked or 
misconstrued when conductors and teachers try to rec-
reate his marches. However, in recent years there has 
been extensive research and attempts to uncover these 
lost practices, which will allow us all to experience the 
“Sousa Sound” and recreate a historically accurate 
performance.

DOCUMENTING SOUSA PERFORMANCE 
PRACTICES

The first issue is encountered when trying to main-
tain historical accuracy in a performance, and under-
standing the barriers that stand in the way. John Philip 
Sousa wrote his marches for performance, not publica-
tion.1 His scores, as well as the individual parts, con-
tained very little more than just the notes and rhythms 
with little else to guide the performer along the way. 
Many of the articulations and dynamics included in 
his music were misleading at best, and in some cases, 
incorrect. For example, the cornet and clarinet parts in 
some of his marches did not contain a measure of rest. 
Like Percy Grainger’s “elastic scoring” practices, Sousa 
wanted his music to be attainable by small bands with 
limited instrumentation, so he scored the melodies in 
those consorts throughout. Even though the cornets 
and clarinets had music written for the entire march 
they never played the entire time in a Sousa concert.2 
To make matters worse, the musicians in the Sousa 
Band very rarely wrote these changes down in their 
parts for the sake of personal pride. The traditions were 
simply passed down orally from the veteran musicians 
to the new ones in the group. In an article published in 
The Etude entitled “How Sousa Played His Marches,” 
August Helmecke, the bass drummer of the Sousa Band 
for over twenty years, wrote:

People have no idea how Sousa wanted his marches 
played, because the tricks and effects that brought them 

to such vivid life under the Big Boss’ own discretion 
never got marked into the scores...the notes alone can 
give you the barest skeleton of what a Sousa March can 
be....3

Another obstacle is the lack of recordings of the 
Sousa Band, specifically recordings with him on the 
podium. John Philip Sousa was against having his 
ensemble recorded, which would have easily answered 
many questions as to how his marches were performed. 
Sousa felt the recorded music would eventually be 
used in lieu of live music. He was also concerned 
with composers not receiving remuneration for their 
work. Consequently there are very few recordings 
that exist of the Sousa Band, and the majority of those 
that exist were under different conductors or taken 
without Sousa’s knowledge.4 Fortunately, as Edmond 
Wall, former solo clarinetist of the Sousa Band, stated: 
“Once Sousa established a pattern that he liked, he let 
it alone.” This allows us to find out what the traditions 
were by simply asking former musicians of the Sousa 
Band that have had the oral traditions passed down to 
them.5

ORCHESTRATION
The most common area for concern when per-

forming a Sousa March is the true orchestration 
of the piece. As mentioned earlier, Sousa wrote for 
performance, not publication. Even though an instru-
ment may have music written for a specific section 
of a march, it by no means indicates that they were 
intended to play during it. The first point that should 
be noted is that repeated strains were rarely played the 
same way twice. Also, if there is a counter melody dur-
ing a repeated section of a march, it is usually played 
only the second time through. Additionally, if a march 
contained a trio section that was played three times, 
the orchestration changed every time with the last 
time usually tutti. During a Sousa march, the full band 
played sparingly throughout. Those moments were 
limited to the introduction, which was usually orches-
trated in unison and octaves, and the final section of the 
march where he wanted the most impact. It should be 
noted that there was no set style of how Sousa would 
change orchestration. These orchestration changes 
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depended solely on the character of the march itself.6 
Fortunately, the articles “My Years with the Sousa 
Band,”7 and “More of My Years with the Sousa Band,”8 
by Dr. Frank Simon outline these patterns and prac-
tices in many of the Sousa Marches.

NOTE LENGTH AND ARTICULATION
The differences between the style of Sousa’s time 

period and today provide yet another obstacle for 
conductors and ensemble musicians when perform-
ing the Sousa Marches. Frederick Fennell referred 
to what he called the “band style” of the time period 
that simply every musician was expected to fulfill both 
automatically and correctly.9 Specifically, Fennell was 
speaking of how the musicians treated note length and 
articulation. In the Sousa Band, any note that was a 
quarter note or longer in either 2/4 or 6/8 time should 
played long. In addition, any dotted rhythm whatso-
ever should be played long as well. On the other hand, 
any rhythm that was smaller than a quarter note in 
those time signatures should be played short and light. 
Furthermore, if a short note precedes a long note, it 
was given added weight and length (agogic stress). In 
addition, a short note that was preceded by a long note 
was played even shorter and given extra emphasis to 
make it “pop” out of the texture.10 According to Sam 
Harris, “[Sousa] did not use the term ‘staccato.’ He 
called it ‘spacing of notes’. He stressed articulation as 
well, and often mentioned that many players get care-
less...” Many of Sousa’s former musicians mentioned 
how nothing bothered him more than players becom-
ing careless with the length and spacing of notes.11 The 
late Paul Bierley noted that:

Except for sustained passages the Sousa Band played 
their notes slightly shorter or crisper so as to create an 
impression of cleanly separated rhythmic patterns. The 
separation between short and long notes makes long 
notes seem even longer and gives additional rhyth-
mic emphasis, taking advantage of the agogic accent. 
‘Spacing the notes’ gives a lighter character to the 
marches and emphasis the dance like qualities.12

BRASS
John Philip Sousa was a strong supporter of the 

instruments made by the C.G. Conn Company. In 
exchange for his endorsement, C. G. Conn made all of 
the brasses and saxophones in the Sousa Band. With 
the exception of cornet soloist Frank Simon, who 
played on a Holton in his later years with the group, 
every musician in the Sousa Band was required to play 
on a Conn.13 These instruments had a much smaller 
bore than those we generally see today and, in turn 
were brighter in tone quality and did not produce the 

same amount of volume as modern brass instruments.14

There were a number of other practices that were 
unique to the Sousa Band as well. Sousa never once 
used a string bass with his band, relying only on the 
tuba and bass drum to provide rhythmic and harmonic 
support.15 Throughout Sousa’s years on tour he also 
insisted on bringing two trumpet players with him on 
tour in addition to a full cornet section. These players 
played on every song even if there was no part written 
out for them. In the event there was a march that did 
not have a trumpet part, they would simply double the 
principal cornet.16

It is common knowledge that Sousa would drop the 
brass section out of the texture to change the color of 
certain sections of a march. However, most people do 
not know that when Sousa waved off the brass, he was 
specifically referring to just the trombones, trumpets, 
and cornets. While there was no set pattern to all of 
the marches it was very common for Sousa to have 
the brass drop out the first time through a strain.17 
Additionally, Sousa felt that the horns and euphoni-
ums added a mellow tone color that contrasted with 
the other brass instruments and in turn would increase 
their volume slightly when he waved off the other brass 
instruments.18

WOODWINDS
In all of the years that Sousa toured with his band, 

he always used alto and bass clarinets even though there 
were no published parts for them. For these instru-
ments he would use other parts in the same key signa-
ture, like baritone horn or E-flat cornet to add the alto 
and bass clarinets into the texture. Not only did Sousa 
insist on having those instruments in his woodwind 
section, but he also insisted on having a woodwind sec-
tion much larger than other bands of the time period. 
Sousa felt that his band should have twice the number 
of B-flat clarinets as he did cornets. Additionally, Sousa 
loved the tone quality of the saxophone section and 
insisted on having at least five in his band at all times. 
In his later years he increased the size of the saxophone 
section to as many as eight players.19

Sousa had a wonderful E-flat clarinet player in the 
ensemble and his preference for that particular tone 
color was well known, even to the extent that he had 
two players on this instrument in some years. When 
the principal E-flat clarinetist left the band, Sousa 
struggled to find a replacement that was as capable. 
After many months of struggling to find a player whose 
tone and finesse allowed him to blend with the ensem-
ble, he decided to use the fifth flute player to transpose 
and play the E-flat clarinet parts.20

Like the “waving off’ of the brass instruments, the 
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woodwinds would also have their parts altered during 
certain sections of a march. As with the brass instru-
ments, it is often misunderstood when executed by con-
ductors now. When Sousa would say “clarinets down an 
octave,” a more accurate suggestion of what he meant 
should be “clarinets in the staff,” or as Frank Simon 
suggests, “clarinets play an octave lower whenever pos-
sible.” At no time should the solo and first clarinet parts 
drop below the second and third clarinet when they 
do drop an octave. Additionally, the piccolo and E-flat 
clarinet parts should be omitted during these sections 
when the clarinets drop an octave in order to have a 
more homogeneous sound.21

PERCUSSION
The percussion section in the Sousa Band was prob-

ably the most scrutinized section of the ensemble, and 
it is quite possible the Sousa was more particular with 
them than any other section. According to Sousa drum-
mer, John Heney:

My friend, the late John Philip Sousa called the drum 
the KING OF INSTRUMENTS. He was more particu-
lar about his drummers and drum section, perhaps, than 
any other section of his band. Sousa’s drum section was 
his pride and joy and without the marvelous cooperation 
of leader and drummer, his band probably would not 
have been what it was.22

The Sousa band, like most professional bands prior 
to the 1940’s, rarely used more than three percus-
sionists. There was one player on snare drum, and 
one on timpani. This meant that the third drummer 
was responsible for the bass drum and cymbal part. 
Fortunately for Sousa he had one of the best musicians 
in his band, August Helmecke, who was saddled with 
this responsibility. In this time period the cymbal was 
attached to the bass drum and he would handle both 
parts simultaneously.23 Whether or not this union was 
a matter of preference or a marriage of convenience is 
not known, but what is clear is that it is really a lost art 
form now. The important point for the musicians that 
play the bass drum or the cymbal parts now is that they 
balance and blend as if they were one player. In “How 
Sousa Played His Marches” Gus Helmecke specifically 
warns about the dangers of the cymbal dominating over 
the bass drum and how this practice would never be 
tolerated. In regards to the balance of the percussion 
section with the rest of the band Helmecke states:

Percussionist should never predominate in a 
band. Sometimes, alas, they do!..Don’t overdo loud-
ness. Percussionists should be especially careful about 
dynamics. They should only do what the indications tell 
them. Zeal is a beautiful thing - but not when it causes 
someone to pound drums and cymbals out of all musical 

proportion.24

To recreate the sound that the Sousa percussion 
section had, special attention must be given not only 
to how the instruments are played but also what instru-
ments and implements they should use. The first 
instrument is bass drum. The bass drum should be 
approximately eighteen inches deep and thirty-six 
inches around. Furthermore, a fiber or calf head should 
be used instead of plastic if at all possible. For a beater, 
Helmicke used a lambskin beater to get the effect of 
having the bass drum being felt as well as heard.25

Modern snare drums are in general much louder and 
higher in pitch than those of the Sousa Band. If at all 
possible, a snare drum that is eight inches deep would 
be preferable. In addition, it is best to use a calf or fiber 
head in lieu of plastic and gut snares instead of metal. 
Finally, the snare drum should be tuned slightly lower 
than normal in order to recreate the appropriate tone 
color and balance within the ensemble. For cymbals, it 
is best to use a Germanic cymbal, or if at all possible, 
an Avedis Zildjian “band” cymbal between sixteen and 
eighteen inches in width. Either of these cymbals will 
contain the dark tone color that would be appropriate 
for the ensemble.26

In addition to the balance and tone color of the per-
cussion section, there are a few other techniques that 
will help recreate the sound of the percussion section of 
the Sousa Band. The first is the use of ‘flam fives.’ This 
rudiment refers to a five stroke roll in which the initial 
attack is accompanied by a grace note. This was some-
times referred to as ‘a six stroke roll,’ but in modern 
times there is a marked difference in both sound quality 
and rhythm between a ‘flam five’ and a ‘six stroke roll.’ 
Therefore, it is probably best to refer to them now as 
‘flam fives.’ The reason that Sousa used this specific 
rudiment was to accent the upbeat attack rather than 
the downbeat release of the roll. The five stroke roll 
naturally crescendos to its release. In Sousa’s music 
these rudiments were usually located on the upbeat 
and released on the downbeat. He simply wanted to 
accent the syncopation, and therefore added a flam to 
the attack. In these specific rudiments, it is important 
that the rolls are played open. In addition, every roll in 
a Sousa march should be open as well.27

Other performance practices that should be noted 
in the percussion section include bass drum pitch and 
muffling as well as omitting the snare drum and alter-
ing its color during certain sections of a march. During 
the first strain of a march, Sousa would often treat it 
as a ‘scherzo’ section, and in turn would ask the snare 
drummer to play as light and soft as possible.28 In the 
‘break-up’ strain, the snare drum was often omitted and 



during very soft sections of a march it was a common 
practice for Sousa to eliminate the percussion section 
all together.29 Finally, in some marches such as The 
Stars and Stripes Forever there were multiple pitches 
listed for the bass drum. In this case, the bass drummer 
should experiment the different playing areas on the 
head of his instrument in order produce the three dif-
ferent pitches that are written in the bass drum part.30 
Additionally, it is important that the bass drum is low 
enough for the player to muffle the drumhead with 
his knee. This is a vital technique that must be used to 
distinguish note length.

TEMPO
One of the most common misconceptions about a 

Sousa March is that it should slow down at the trio. 
This could not be farther from the truth. John Philip 
Sousa was very explicit about the tempo of his marches 
being consistent throughout and he felt that this con-
sistency is what brought the piece alive and added the 
dramatic tension that he desired.31 Not all of Sousa’s 
marches were played at the same tempo, but instead 
the tempo depended on the character of the march. In 
general, Sousa would take all of the marches faster on 
stage than he would on the field. Additionally, Sousa’s 
tempos got notably faster later in life, which at times 
reached nearly 140 bps.32

CONCLUSION
Although many obstacles stand in the way of rec-

reating a historically accurate performance, there has 
been significant research by numerous individuals to 
uncover many of the lost traditions of the Sousa Band. 
Fortunately, through the tireless efforts from former 
musicians of the Sousa Band as well as many of his 
colleagues and admirers, it is possible for someone to 
recreate historically accurate performance like those 
that made John Philip Sousa one of the most influential 
musicians of all time.

Scott-Lee Atchison, scott-lee.atchison@uky.edu, is the 
director of Athletic Bands at the University of Kentucky and 
serves as the conductor od the UK Concert Band. 
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