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This year we are celebrating the 100th anniversary of the 

birth of Arnold Jacobs, a legend as both the master 

performer and master teacher. I would like to thank the 

Chicago Symphony and Midwest clinic for sponsoring this. 

After Mr. Jacobs joined the Chicago Symphony in 1944 a 

doctor suggested that that Mr. Jacobs take up a hobby, 

maybe something physical like golf. Instead he took up the 

study of physiology of the human body. At first he asked his 

wife, Gizella about the diaphragm. At that time the school 

of thought was to “play from the diaphragm” and he pointed 

to where he believed the diaphragm was located, near his 

the naval. Gizella had taken a biology class during high 

school and said “No, the diaphragm is not there” and 

pointed higher towards the base of the sternum. He was 

fascinated and this became Mr. Jacobs’ lifelong hobby 

starting in the 1940s. 

He read medical books on numerous subjects, audited 

classes and at one time even considered leaving the 

Chicago Symphony to go to medical school. This was 

intended this only to be a hobby but he started to 

incorporate it in his teaching. At first there were many who 

questioned why he was applying the study of the physiology 

but his students were showing success. Through his 

research he had the scientific background that many said 

he knew more about physiology than many doctors. What 

is not in debate is that he changed the school of thought of 



playing a wind instrument. His research continued and at 

one point he brought colleagues from the Chicago 

Symphony to Billings Hospital to discover the relationship 

between air flow and air pressure between brass 

instruments. Eventually he began to obtain devices to 

assemble his own studio. 

In his studio students would comment about it being 

something from Dr. Frankenstein. It was common for a 

student to first have their vital capacity measured on his 

spirometer. He had gauges to measure various functions of 

respiration and used them to teach respiration away from 

the instrument gradually applying it back to the instrument. 

What took others months to teach, he did in weeks. There 

was some serious work going on here! This continued into 

the 1960s. His research evolved from “Wind and Song” into 

“Song and Wind” with an emphasis on the mental aspects 

of playing.  

His fame as a teacher spread. Students came from all over 

the world playing all wind instruments and even voice. In 

masterclasses, especially with the Chicago Symphony on 

tour, his classes were the most popular drawing the most 

students. Starting in 1981 he started an annual summer 

session at Northwestern University and continued 

masterclasses throughout the country after his retirement. 

He continued his research although his eyesight was failing. 

At this point it was the time for students that he had taught 

so well to document his teachings for future generations. 

There is no such thing as “The Arnold Jacobs method” - he 



taught each student as an individual and all have their own 

perspectives but there are many common sayings he taught 

us:  

Breathe to expand, do not expand to breathe. 

Don't ask questions - make statements. 

Think of the product, not the methodology. 

Be a storyteller of sound. 

Paralysis by analysis.  

Learn Music to Learn the Instrument. 

 The instrument in your hands is a mirror of the instrument 

in your head.  

We Play by Song and Wind, 85% Song and 15% Wind. 

It’s not what you sound like, it’s what you want to sound 

like. 

The artist must prevail. 

 

Each of us on this panel have opened their own research 

project with pieces of the Jacobs puzzle. When I started the 

research on my book in the early 90s, there was some 

information written. Twenty five years later, for the Jacobs 

Centennial I reopened my research and found there is 

much more about him: 

As a performer more legendary recordings of Mr. Jacobs 

have appeared. 



As every student has their own story and now there are 

interviews with Jacobs students. 

We have videos of his master classes that he so kindly 

allowed me to record when we travelled. 

Most important there is research coming from students of 

Jacobs students - second and third generation Jacobs 

students. Thesis, dissertations and articles in brass 

instrument journals. I have passed out a list of selected 

readings about Mr. Jacobs. A full list is on my website. 

It has been said "Nearly every brass player in America has 
studied with Arnold Jacobs, whether [that player] knows it 
or not." The research Mr. Jacobs started in the 1940s 
continues today and will continue for future generations of 
musicians. I wonder what that doctor who suggested that 
Mr. Jacobs take up a hobby would think if he saw all of this! 

Thank you! 

 


