EXPERTS' EXCERPTS for Euphonium
by Matthew Shipes

Molly on the Shore by Percy Aldridge Grainger
When taking military band auditions as a euphoniumist (and for many other instruments,
in fact), it is almost guaranteed that one of the excerpts will be composed by Percy Aldridge
Grainger. Commonly asked pieces include the baritone solos from Lincolnshire Posey’s
“Harkstow Grange” and “The Brisk Young Sailor,” the first forty-five measures of Colonial Song,
and finally, Molly on the Shore. Excerpts from the first two pieces generally challenge the player
lyrically, stylistically, and physically in terms of breathing and phrasing. However, the intense
nature of the very quick excerpt from Molly on the Shore presents several serious challenges
and unique problems.
Figure 1

With all pieces of music performed, one should develop a basic understanding of the
history behind the work, and any notable details about its composition. This piece was originally
written as a duet for violin and piano, and was intended as a gift for Grainger’s mother.1 The
composition notes in this original score list the date as “Birthday-gift, Mother, 3.7.1907. Begun
2.6.1907, ended 25.6.1907.”2 In this same printing, Grainger includes a description and printing
of the two “Cork Reel Tunes” that were used in the composition of this piece. These include
Molly on the Shore and Temple Hill, both recorded in the manuscripts of Sir Peter Carew as
compiled in The Complete Collection of Irish Music, by George Petrie.3 While there is much
original material in Grainger’s composition, these two reels are presented unaltered in the piece,
and usually reflect what is written exactly in this text.4 The whimsical nature of the melody for
Molly on the Shore reflects the capabilities of the violin as a solo instrument, and this very fluid
style should be emulated on the euphonium.
Grainger went on to produce several more arrangements of this piece: for string quartet,
string orchestra, symphony orchestra, theater orchestra, piano solo, military band, and several
others.5 Interestingly, the military band edition is also labelled as a birthday gift “to mother, July
3, 1920,” and “Lovingly and reverently dedicated to the memory of Edvard Grieg.”6 In an often
quoted letter to Frederick Fennell, Grainger had this to say about Molly:
“In setting Molly on the Shore, I strove to imbue the accompanying parts that
made up the harmonic texture with a melodic character not too unlike that of the
underlying reel tune. Melody seems to me to provide music with initiative;
whereas rhythm appears to me to exert an enslaving influence. For that reason, I
have tried to avoid regular rhythmic domination in my music – always excepting
irregular rhythms, such as those of Gregorian Chant, which seem to me to make
for freedom. Equally with melody, I prize discordant harmony, because of the
emotional and compassionate sway it exerts.”7
While several of these ideas will be discussed in detail, probably the most striking idea
from this summary is Grainger’s mention of writing rhythms with an “enslaving influence.”
Certainly in the main excerpt from this piece, this rhythmic idea must be upheld fully
throughout the changing themes and styles in this portion.
The three most important aspects of this excerpt, and undoubtedly most others, are the
player’s demonstration of time, style, and contrast. The most commonly called portion of this
excerpt, mm. 71-99, clearly displays all three of these challenges. The euphonium's role shifts
between melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic ideas, often with no break between them. Other than
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this main excerpt (Figure 1), there are two other groups of excerpts worth being familiar with:
the first is mm. 143-146 and mm. 155-163 (Figure 2), and the second is mm. 35-43, mm. 51-58,
and mm. 123-130 (Figure 3). The former groups of excerpts present material already played in
the main excerpt but with slightly altered notes and rhythms, while the latter group presents less
overt harmonic, melodic and rhythmic material.
Figure 2

Starting with this latter group (Figure 3), it is important to know what other instruments
the euphonium is playing with so that this general style can be matched. In mm. 35-43, these
rhythmic figures are also played by the horns, low reeds, tuba and string bass. Usually with
staccato markings, the tendency is to play the notes shorter than necessary, producing an
almost secco style. At least in the audition, each of these notes should have length to them, with
special attention paid to playing the accented quarter notes nearly full-length. While this is not
the most challenging portion of this excerpt, Grainger (and R. Mark Rogers) provide an
abundance of stylistic information. These frequent dynamic changes give the performer an easy
opportunity to show fluency in the music.
Measures 51-58 start to show the many hats that one needs to wear to perform this
piece effectively. Everything played from mm. 51-57 represent rhythmic hits that are with most
of the band as well, although, the downbeat of m. 53 is not supported by the percussion. Each
of these measures should be played in an accented style, again with full-length notes. The style
of mm. 123-130 is identical in this regard, and should be performed in the same manner. Finally,
in measure 58 the euphonium suddenly flips to the upper woodwind line. This idea of quickly
changing styles is repeated several times in the main excerpt soon after. Due to the range and
quickness of this measure, one will have difficulty controlling the tone color. However, ideally the
tone will no longer be accented and broad, but as light and elegant as possible to reflect the
now melodic nature of the line. The biggest difference between this measure and the rest of this
line in performance is how active the tongue is. For the accented rhythmic line, the tongue and

air speed in the attack are very active and engaged, while considerably less involved for the
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final measure.
Figure 3
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Measures 123-130
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As mentioned before, the three challenges with this excerpt are time, style, and contrast,
and these
of playing are presented in mm. 71-99. What makes this excerpt so difficult
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four excerpts
in one. In the
playing a type of counter-melody, in that it is displaced by one beat from the main melody. This
example of polyphony is certainly difficult to handle when playing with the rest of the ensemble,
but it is particularly challenging when performed alone due to the transition (or lack of transition)
into the next phrase in m. 75. Since this idea is not the “real” melody, starting the melodic line in
m. 75 will always feel early and awkward. It is vital that the performer change hats immediately,
and do not let the accented energy of the previous line spill over into the mp, very feelingly
played melody. The next stylistic switch occurs at m. 87, where the euphonium moves from
melody back into rhythmic harmony. This brief portion should be played just as mm. 35-42 was
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previously described. Finally, the last switch occurs at m. 91, back to a soaring melodic line.
Again, all of these shifts must occur in such a way that the player has no “memory,” or lingering
aspect of what came before it.
Dealing with style, a question that typically surfaces is whether or not one should use
vibrato in a military band excerpt. The answer is generally no, but if something is labelled as a

solo then vibrato should be used characteristically. The markings in Molly on the Shore of “as if
starred (quasi Solo)” and “very feelingly” are confusing, however. In an ensemble setting, one
should not use vibrato in this excerpt unless asked to; none of the melodic lines in the
euphonium part are true solos, and always involve several other players. With that said, vibrato
is likely appropriate or even preferred in an audition setting. These portions are labelled as a
solo, and this presents an opportunity, again, for the candidate to showcase their musicality and
characteristic sound.
From the very first moments of this piece, it is obvious that Grainger writes with a
relentlessly progressing motor in the background. With all of these stylistic shifts, it is vitally
important to maintain the sense of robotic time that consistently exists. Some may find it easier
to stay in time during the constant eighth notes, while others in the lyrical lines of this excerpt.
Either way, it certainly takes practice to stay the same in both sections. Using a subdividing
metronome is a given, but another way to practice this idea is to pulse the “big” beats in each
measure. This emphasis helps give the player a sense of “aggressive” rhythmic energy which is
necessary to convey what is on the page. One should remember that what is clear to the player
is often muddied to the listener. One can think of everything that is played as a rhythmic
dictation: something that is so energetically and mechanically accurate that one could correctly
write it down after a single hearing. This rhythmic impulse, of course, must be removed when
performing the piece. Another approach is to use different styles of “metronomic”
accompaniment. For example, there are many examples of rock, jazz, or Latin drum beats on
YouTube at various tempos. This disassociation with the music may make it easier to remain
consistently and accurately in time.
The last and equally important aspect of this excerpt is contrast, specifically dynamic
contrast. Grainger is known for his eccentric writing, and the dynamic changes written on the
page are no exception. Measures 75-82 are especially challenging due to the frequency and
duration of these changes: they happen quickly. With all excerpts, one should treat each piece
as an objective challenge, and it is expected that everything on the page will be shown clearly.
The challenge in accomplishing this is simply the tempo; practice these dynamic changes slowly
at first, starting a half tempo, and gradually speed them up over time. It is easy to overexaggerate the swells in mm. 75 and 77-79, and create a “sea-sick” feeling. All of these
markings exist in the realm of mezzo-piano and do not need to be extreme. Just as it is marked
in the music, save the loudest playing for measure 91, when it is finally marked as fortissimo.
Again, these crescendos now exist in the realm of fortissimo. A good target is one dynamic level
up or down from the marked one at that point in time. These changes need to be systematically
practiced as well; it is easy to overblow at this dynamic and inadvertently change to a brighter,
uncontrolled tone color.
When preparing any band or orchestral excerpt, remember that everything printed on the
page is an opportunity for the performer. The audition panel is there to hear the performer at
their best. In fact, they are hoping that the next person they hear will be the highest level of
playing they have heard that day so that their search is successful. Be sure to study every
excerpt both with and without the horn so that all opportunities to display knowledge, technique,
and musicality are taken advantage of to their fullest.
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