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Harry James Flight Of The
Bumblebee Solos For Trumpet

With Piano Accompaniment

The Enduring Appeal of Harry James’s Flight of
the Bumblebee for Trumpet and Piano

Few pieces in the trumpet repertoire demand the technical bravura and showmanship of
Harry  James  Flight  of  the  Bumblebee  Solos  for  Trumpet  with  Piano
Accompaniment.  This  arrangement,  born from the golden age of  the Big Band era,
transforms Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov’s orchestral showpiece into a tour de force for the solo
trumpet. Whether you are a seasoned performer seeking a dazzling encore or a student
aspiring  to  master  rapid  articulation,  this  rendition  remains  a  benchmark  of  trumpet



virtuosity. The pairing of a soaring trumpet line with a supportive piano accompaniment
creates a dialogue that is both exhilarating and deeply musical. In this article, we will
explore the history of the piece, the genius of Harry James, the technical demands of the
solo, and practical tips for mastering this iconic work.

The Origins of Flight of the Bumblebee

Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov originally composed “Flight of the Bumblebee” as an orchestral
interlude for his 1900 opera The Tale of Tsar Saltan. In the opera, the piece depicts the
frantic  buzzing  of  a  magical  bumblebee  as  it  flies  from  one  character  to  another.  The
original  scoring  calls  for  a  flying  tempo,  with  rapid  chromatic  runs  and  a  relentless
sixteenth-note pulse. Over the decades, transcribers and virtuosi adapted the work for
nearly  every  instrument—piano,  violin,  flute,  and,  most  notably,  trumpet.  The  trumpet
version, however, holds a special place because of the instrument’s piercing brilliance and
ability to cut through an ensemble with blazing speed.

While many trumpeters have tackled the challenge, the arrangement by Harry James
stands out. James not only retained the frenetic energy of the original but also added his
own  jazz-inflected  phrasing  and  dramatic  dynamic  contrasts.  His  version,  originally
recorded with his orchestra in the 1940s, became a signature piece that showcased his
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legendary high note prowess and clean double‑tonguing technique.

Who Was Harry James?

Harry  James  (1916–1983)  was  a  trumpet  player,  bandleader,  and  one  of  the  most
influential  brass  musicians  of  the  20th  century.  He  came to  fame as  a  lead  trumpeter  in
Benny Goodman’s orchestra before forming his own big band. James was known for his
powerful,  singing  tone,  his  ability  to  hit  stratospheric  high  notes  with  ease,  and  his
charismatic stage presence. His recording of “You Made Me Love You” became a wartime
classic, but for trumpet players, his Flight of the Bumblebee solos for trumpet with
piano accompaniment represent the ultimate test of speed and clarity.

James’s arrangement differs from many classical versions because he treats the piece as a
vehicle for expressive storytelling. He frequently inserted slight rhythmic pushes, dynamic
swells,  and  even  a  few  improvised  fills—a  rarity  in  classical  trumpet  performance.  This
blend  of  classical  precision  and  jazz  spontaneity  is  what  makes  his  solo  so  compelling.

Insights into the Arrangement

The  Harry  James  Flight  of  the  Bumblebee  solos  for  trumpet  with  piano



accompaniment is typically scored for B-flat trumpet, though versions for C trumpet also
exist. The piano accompaniment is not merely a chordal backdrop; it mirrors the trumpet’s
chromatic motion in a supportive yet independent way. The right hand often doubles the
trumpet line at the octave, while the left hand provides harmonic grounding and rhythmic
propulsion.

Key structural features of the arrangement include:

Continuous sixteenth‑note runs that span nearly the entire range of the trumpet,
from low F# to high D and above.
Use of double and triple tonguing to maintain clarity at extreme speeds (often
marked quarter note = 160 or faster).
Dynamic contrasts from a whispery pianissimo to a blazing fortissimo at the
climax.
Harmonic shifts that mirror the original opera’s modulations, keeping the ear
engaged.
A brief cadenza-like passage in the middle where the trumpet can linger on a
high note before diving back into the frantic buzz.

Pianists  should  note  that  the  accompaniment  requires  agility,  especially  in  the  rapid
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repeating chords that simulate the bee’s wings. A good pianist will balance support with
independence, never overshadowing the trumpet but providing a secure rhythmic anchor.

Technical Challenges for Trumpeters

Let’s be honest—this piece is hard. Even world‑class trumpeters sweat through it. The
primary challenges revolve around articulation, control, and endurance.

1. Articulation and Speed

To play the sixteenth notes cleanly at tempo, trumpeters must master double tonguing
(tu‑ku‑tu‑ku). Harry James himself used a very light, quick articulation that allowed him to
maintain clarity even on the highest notes. Many modern players advocate for a subtle use
of the tongue, combined with plenty of air support. Practicing slowly with a metronome,
gradually increasing speed, is  essential.  A common pitfall  is  to rely on throat tension
instead of air speed—this leads to a choked sound.

2. Range and Endurance

The  solo  regularly  ventures  above  the  staff,  requiring  secure  upper  register  command.



James’s version often includes an optional high E or F at the peak. To prepare, practice lip
slurs and long tones in the high register daily. Do not attempt this piece without a solid
foundation in the upper range—fatigue will set in halfway through, causing cracking or
flubbed notes.

3. Musicality

Despite the relentless speed, the piece must feel alive, not mechanical. James achieved
this  through subtle rubato,  dynamic swells,  and a singing quality  even in the fastest
passages.  Think  of  the  bumblebee’s  flight—sometimes  buzzing  straight,  sometimes
veering. Add slight crescendos on upward runs and decrescendos on descents. The piano
accompaniment can help shape these phrases, so rehearse together often.

The Role of the Piano Accompaniment

A poor piano accompaniment can ruin an otherwise brilliant trumpet solo. The pianist must
maintain a steady tempo while allowing the trumpeter slight flexibility. In the Harry James
Flight of the Bumblebee solos for trumpet with piano accompaniment, the piano
part is written in a style that mirrors the big band rhythm section—tight, driving, and
vibrant. The left hand often plays a walking bass line, while the right hand punctuates the
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trumpet’s runs.

Pianists should listen to Harry James’s original recording to absorb the swing feel. Even
though the piece is classical in origin, the accompaniment leans slightly jazz, with off‑beat
accents and occasional syncopation. Coordination between the two players is critical: a
single missed entrance can cause a chain reaction of confusion.

Where to Find the Sheet Music

Authentic editions of the Harry James Flight of the Bumblebee solos for trumpet
with  piano  accompaniment  are  available  through  several  publishers.  The  most
authoritative version is published by Alfred Music, based on James’s original manuscript.
Some transcriptions for trumpet and piano also appear in collections like Classic Etudes for
Trumpet or The Virtuoso Trumpeter. Be cautious of free online versions that may contain
errors in articulation marks or wrong notes. Always compare with a recording of Harry
James himself—his 1941 Columbia recording is the gold standard.

In addition, many educators recommend studying the solo alongside the orchestral score
to  understand  how  James  adapted  Rimsky‑Korsakov’s  material.  This  deepens  your
interpretative choices.



Learning Tips and Practice Suggestions

Start slow, then slower. Begin at half tempo (quarter note = 80) using a metronome.
Focus on clean attacks and a consistent tone through the entire range. Use a drone to
check intonation on the chromatic intervals—they can easily go flat or sharp.

Isolate tricky sections. The passage from measure 20 to 30 is often the hardest due to a
awkward leap to high C. Practice this in rhythmic patterns: dotted eighth‑sixteenth, or
triplets, to lock in the finger‑tongue coordination.

Use the piano as a partner. Run through the piece with your accompanist early in the
learning process. Record the piano part alone and practice playing with it at home. This
builds your ability to stay in time while focusing on your own sound.

Record yourself.  Listen back to catch rhythmic inconsistencies,  missed attacks,  and
breath  placement.  Many  trumpeters  learn  they  are  holding  their  breath  in  the  fast
sections—conscious exhalation is key.

Perform in front of an audience. The piece is as much a showstopper as a technical
study. Work on your stage presence: smile, move with the music, and treat the final high
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note as a triumphant landing.

Historical Recordings and Performances

Harry James’s own 78‑rpm recording remains the definitive interpretation. He plays with a
warmth and clarity that few have matched. Later, Doc Severinsen, lead trumpeter for The
Tonight Show  band, recorded a version with a full  orchestra that emphasizes the jazz
elements.  Rafael  Méndez,  the  Mexican  trumpet  virtuoso,  also  arranged  his  own
version—even faster, but missing the lyrical nuance of James.

More recently, contemporary virtuosos like Arturo Sandoval have performed the piece,
adding extended techniques such as flutter‑tonguing and half‑valve effects. Yet for many,
the  Harry  James  Flight  of  the  Bumblebee  solos  for  trumpet  with  piano
accompaniment  remains  the  most  faithful  to  both  the  composer’s  intent  and  the
trumpet’s tradition.

Conclusion

In the wide world of trumpet repertoire, few pieces capture the imagination like the Harry
James Flight of the Bumblebee solos for trumpet with piano accompaniment. It is



a workout for the lips, a test of agility, and a canvas for musical expression all in one.
Whether  you are  preparing  for  a  recital,  a  competition,  or  simply  want  to  challenge
yourself,  this  arrangement  offers  a  doorway  to  the  dazzling  virtuosity  that  defined  Harry
James’s legacy. Approach it with patience, respect for the music, and a playful sense of
adventure—like a bumblebee buzzing through a summer garden. The result  will  be a
performance that electrifies both you and your audience.


