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Doodling
AG: How is doodle-tonguing helpful to trombonists?
BM: As we all know, the trombone is a fantastic instrument 
capable of great expression, power, and beauty. However, its 
slide makes quick and clean legato-articulations more difficult 
than they are with such other instruments as the trumpet or 
saxophone. Slurring across a partial-series is a fine articulation 
if crossing partials; but otherwise, in order to avoid smearing, 
trombonists must articulate every note; and single-tonguing is not 
fast enough for many situations. Standard double-tonguing is fast 
but can sound harsh and is less suitable for legato playing.

Another difficulty (though less important) is that because 
the slide has to be moved quickly over a significant distance, 
excessive motion of the forearm transfers motion to the head 
and embouchure and disrupts legato. The wrist and fingers must 
be extended and retracted to aid in minimizing this forearm 
movement. A certain level of coordination is required for these 
movements, possibly a greater level than is required for other 
instruments.

The challenge for us as trombonists is to articulate well enough 
so that the music we express is communicated to the listener 
as clearly as possible. Whether written or improvised, playing 
legato requires delivering a succession of notes with matched 
articulations. If articulations are not evenly matched, some notes 
may be indistinguishable; and the audience will have to mentally 
work harder to imagine what is being played—as if some 
words within a Shakespearian soliloquy had been mumbled or 
misunderstood.

Used in combination with reasonably good slide technique, the 
doodle-tongue technique makes possible fast speed, smoothness, 
clarity, and uniform note-transitions, all at the same time. 
And contrary to one belief, the technique can be utilized at all 
volume levels, from very loud to very soft. Nor is it a simple 
repetition of a pattern of syllables played over and over: because 
natural downward-slurs are incorporated into the technique to 
maximize clarity, the sequence of syllables varies considerably 
and is dependent upon the partial-structure and rhythm of the 
music played. This may sound complicated; but once the proper 
articulations are practiced, execution can be quite natural. I 
believe anyone can be taught to do the technique, as long as they 
are physically able to pronounce the key syllable “ul ” (like the 
second syllable in the word “huddle”).

Some of my colleagues encouraged me to write down the 
tonguing technique. So in the early 1990s, I began to thoroughly 
analyze it for the first time; and in 1992 Doodle Studies and Etudes 
for Trombone was published.

Influences
AG: Do you consider your playing to be influenced by any 
specific predecessors on the instrument?
BM: No, not really. While I have always admired the jazz 
trombone greats, I have been more influenced by players of other 
instruments, specifically Freddie Hubbard, Stanley Turrentine, 
Chick Corea, and Dexter Gordon, to name just a few. I always 
wanted to sound like Freddie, only on the trombone. The sassy 
way he played, his emotional spirit, and his time and harmonic 
language sounded very special to me.

In a greater way, all instrumentalists of all styles are influences. 
In high school, I listened to guitarist Carlos Santana and tried 
to emulate his organic lines. I transcribed Turrentine’s playing, 
too. Being a musician, I am constantly influenced by all kinds of 
music and players. It’s what inspires me to try to play new ideas. 
I think that all of us should think of ourselves as musicians first 
and players of our individual instruments second. Of course, we 
have to work on the techniques specific to our own instrument, 
but not in a way that limits us. The goal for me each day is to be a 
better musician, and I encourage my students to listen to all kinds 
of music performed on all instruments.

AG: Having spent a good deal of your career in the personal 
and professional company of your vocalist-wife, Calabria Foti, 
have you found that her approach to the music influences your 
playing? And has she identified influences from you?
BM: Yes, I do think that she has had an influence on my playing. 
In addition to her jazz singing, Calabria is a classically trained 
violinist and studio musician, very knowledgeable about many 
styles of music. So she has opened my ears to some wonderful 
music that I wouldn’t have known without her. As a singer, she 
has a great approach to using vibrato: delaying it just the right 
amount, contrasting with straight tones, varying the depth, etc. I 
like to use that in my playing. Her phrasing and her connection 
to the lyric also translate well to the horn. She is also a wonderful 
scat-singer, and I would like to think she got some of that from 
listening to me!
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2015 recording session for Bob Mintzer's "All LA Band" CD and app. 
Left to right: Bob McChesney, Bob Sheppard, Peter Erskine, Wayne 
Bergeron, and Bob Mintzer

Bob circa 1977, a junior in college
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And as a personal aside, Tony, you and I are probably the only 
trombonists in the world we know of who are married to singers 
whose fathers are prominent trombonists. Your wife Mary’s 
father is the great trombonist Al Hermann; and Calabria’s father 
is Richard Fote, a great trombonist/author/educator and former 
student of Emory Remington. There must be something about the 
trombone!
AG: Well, when I found this lovely woman who had not only 
grown up with the trombone but also still liked it, I knew I 
wanted a second date!

Pedagogy
AG: You’ve been teaching jazz trombone for a long time. What 
have you found are the most challenging issues for students, and 
how do you go about addressing them?
BM: I have always had pretty consistent success working with 
students on technique (range, slurring, tone, tonguing, etc.) and 
teaching scales, jazz theory, and harmonic patterns. The most 
challenging issue for me, however, is to impart musicianship: 
to get students to express themselves on their instrument in a 
way that is consistently pleasing to hear. I want them to learn to 
improvise using their own ideas; but I want their improvisations 
to be logical, with their thoughts connected together. I want them 
to outline chords, create lines that connect the chords together 
in a musical way, create recognizable and recurring shapes, use 
interesting and varied harmony, balance different elements, and 
more.

I do have a few different approaches that seem to help. One is 
to play and improvise with the student, trading back and forth, 
usually with a backing track or a metronome. When it’s my 
turn to play, I won’t just freely solo: I try to alter my playing to 
demonstrate what I perceive the student needs more of in his or 
her soloing. If the student is not playing very many eighth-notes, 
I may play more of those; if the student is playing “too busy,” I 
might demonstrate using a lot of space; or I may emphasize clear 
chord-outlining where the student may be having trouble with a 
certain chord or chord resolution. The student picks up on this 
and attempts to make adjustments; and over time, this seems to 
help.

The other approach I like is to break things down into the 
smallest concept possible, whether regarding technique or 
musicality. For musicality, I may have a student improvise a 

couple of phrases, stop; and we’ll discuss how the two phrases 
were related or unrelated. I’ll ask, “Did the two phrases use 
the same rhythm, have the same shape? Were they completely 
different? Would an audience be able to follow that thinking? 
Was what you played in the second phrase predictable or a 
complete surprise to the listener?” I might ask them how many 
times they think they could repeat the idea before it would sound 
unmusical to them.

We’ll share that dialogue, then go back to playing some more 
phrases and discuss those. While students may do this kind of 
analysis when reviewing a solo transcription of another artist, I 
try to get them to do it with their own playing, prodding them to 
look at how their playing is affecting the listener.

AG: What do you focus on when you find time to practice: more 
improv, more technique, or something else?
BM: For warm-ups and technical exercises, I have a set routine 
that I do every day, taking about 15 minutes. Some of the 
technical exercises vary, but they are mostly the same each day. 
This helps my chops stay more consistent day to day, week to 
week, whether I have been playing hard or have had a very light 
week. All of the warm-ups and technical exercises that I do are 
presented in my Technical Studies for Trombone.

For years, after the warm-up/technical stuff, I would work 
daily on a classical etude: Bach, Kopprasch Studies, Aaron Harris’ 
Advanced Studies for Trumpet, Blazevich, and the like. I don’t do 
that as regularly now but still work something up occasionally. I 
think working on classical etudes helps my jazz—besides helping 
everything in general.

For jazz practicing, I really enjoy working on new harmonic 
material: scales, patterns, sequences, and more. I think it is very 
important to address new material, not just play things that are 
familiar and comfortable.

Here is how I go about practicing jazz: I will choose a 
concept—a scale pattern, a chord arpeggio, a lick, a triad-pair, an 
odd-meter fragment, whatever—and commit myself to mastering 
it. The concept may be something I heard and transcribed or 
maybe something that was shown to me by a colleague. For 
learning purposes I will begin with small fragments of the pattern 
or concept, then over time expand it, then work in every key, 
faster and faster. When I have learned to play the pattern and can 
do so without any conscious effort, then I have achieved mastery.
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Bob rehearses with the Virginia Commonwealth University Jazz Orchestra I. 
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