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An Interview with Emily Browne
By: Carrie Rexroat

In its literal definition, an étude is “a composition designed to improve the 
technique of an instrumental performer by isolating specific difficulties” 
(The New Harvard Dictionary of Music). I of course don’t disdain that 
études are important to our profession, but overcoming other “specific 
difficulties” we endure, such as debilitating negativity, certainly does not 
come from practicing études. That is why I propose another adaptation of 
the word. A’tudes, unlike études, aim to improve upon our ability to adopt 
positive ‘attitudes’ towards life, and shift our collective conscious away from 
feeling that we go through it alone. In this project, I encourage musicians to 
practice being honest and open with their stories over a nice ‘brew’ of their 
choice. Even in our vast differences, sharing our experiences and what we 
value as individuals will strengthen and connect us together as a community. 
So, without further ado, it is my honor and privilege to introduce our first 
A’tudes & Brews interview in the International Women’s Brass Conference 
newsletter with Ms. Emily Browne. 

Name: Emily Browne
Age: 23
From: State College, PA
Job Title: Principal Horn, Spokane Symphony
Education: BM Horn Performance from the Eastman School of Music (2014); 
MM Horn Performance from the University of Southern California (expected 
completion May 2016)
Favorite Brew: Iced Americano

Carrie Rexroat: How did you get started in music?
Emily Browne: My two older sisters played instruments. I wanted to be just like 
them and I couldn’t wait to play one, so I started in 4th grade band at my school. 
My original dream was to play the tenor sax, but my band needed horn players. 
My parents have a set of encyclopedias, the actual books, and I remember 
looking up the french horn, and it seemed pretty cool.

CR: Do you remember what it said? 
EB: I think it just had a little picture of a horn. It talked about hunting horns, how 
long it was, stuff like that. But that’s how I got started.

CR: When did you decide to pursue it as a career?
EB: I took to the horn pretty immediately. My parents always say that they 
never had to tell me to practice because I always wanted to practice on my own. 
There were at least two defining points where I realized that I really wanted to 
pursue it as a career. The first is kind of ridiculous, but my mom had bought 
me the London Horn Sound CD-I listened to “Titanic Medley” constantly. I 
thought it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard, because I’m a big sap. 
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The other was the summer after eighth grade at a 
music camp, which was the first time I got to play 
in an orchestra. We did a high school arrangement 
of the Berceuse and Finale from Stravinsky’s The 
Firebird, and I just remember sitting there thinking 
it was the coolest thing in the entire world. It was 
so thrilling and exciting and I just fell in love. My 
teacher in high school, Matt Patton, who used 
to play professionally and was then principal in 
our local orchestra, would also bring me in to 
play assistant for him. That provided some really 
important orchestral experience. 

CR: How have your feelings evolved from when 
you decided to pursue this as a career versus 
how you feel now having gone through school 
and having a job? 
EB: I would say that now, being seven months into 
my first year on the job, I feel just as enthusiastic 
about music as I did in high school. But, definitely 
going through school, especially my masters, there 
were a lot of challenges. I felt more cynical, and 
I felt foolish for choosing this career path. There 
were definitely times when I felt like I wished I’d 
pursued something more practical. It was probably 
somewhere during the first year of my masters 
where I really felt like I should start thinking about 
doing other things. I felt like none of my hard work 
was paying off, that maybe it wasn’t worthwhile, 
maybe I wasn’t cut out for it. Music school is an 
intense environment where you are constantly 
trying to improve and succeed, and that can be very 
competitive and very draining. Especially for me, 
being in that environment was really exhausting. 
I’m not someone who can sit around and talk about 
music and horn 24/7, but that’s what school was 
like and I really struggled with that. It’s kind of 
ironic because my lowest point was right before I 
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won my job. But I am definitely glad I pushed through all of it. Being on the job 
and getting to live my dream is just as great as I’d always imagined. It’s so much 
fun and it’s so rewarding, and I feel incredibly lucky!

CR: I’m glad to hear that! I find that really interesting you said that your 
lowest point was actually right before you won your job. So what did you do 
to overcome that?
EB: What really helped me was realizing that even if I never won a job, even if 
I have to do something completely different and work at McDonald’s for a year, 
everything would be OK. My personal happiness and success don’t have to be 
based on music, and that was a very freeing realization. Before I had always 
told myself that if I wasn’t a musician and never won a job that meant I was a 
failure, that I had failed at my dream. Towards the end of my first year in LA, I 
thought, “OK, if I haven’t won a job after I graduate I’m just going to get some 
sort of administrative job and make money rather than do more music school.” 
I’d figure things out, and if I decided that music was not the path for me that I’d 
be fine. Last summer when I was working at the Thornton admissions office full 
time I had this very structured schedule because I wanted to take the Spokane 
audition. Even though I was working I vowed to get up, warm up, go to work, 
practice during lunch, go back to work, practice after work, go to the gym, and 
that was my day every single day for basically about a month. It worked really 
well for me. It’s maybe ironic that the thing that helped me overcome feeling like 
I don’t want to do music was realizing that it was OK not to do music. 

CR: So would you say that it’s valid that stress inhibits you, that putting too 
much pressure on yourself can actually stifle you? 
EB: Yes, especially for me because I have perfectionist tendencies. More than 
anything, stress just stops you from enjoying what you’re doing, and stops you 
from having fun. I think something lots of young musicians struggle with is that 
their self-worth is wrapped up in how well they do in music. If you don’t win 
a competition or don’t advance in an audition, it’s so easy to feel completely 
horrible about yourself. But whether or not I crack a note in a solo has no 
reflection on my value as a human being. Yes, music is a personal thing, and it is 
wrapped up in who you are, but you have to separate music from your self-worth. 

CR: Have those feelings shifted now that you have a real life job playing in a 
professional orchestra? Or do you still stress about the same things?
EB: There’s definitely still stress. I feel like I’ve had to step up my game even 
more now that I am performing professionally. Before I had tenure, and thankfully 
now I do, if I played poorly, my job was on the line, you know? But I resolved to 
do my absolute best while still giving myself the permission to fail. My thought 
process was “you’re going to give it your all, you’re going to give it 110%, but if 
at this time your absolute best isn’t good enough to play professionally and you 
don’t get tenure, that’s OK.” I gave myself that room to breathe and that really 
helped me. Overall when I get really stressed out about stuff like that, I try to 
remember that it’s just music. Music is really important, but I’m not a doctor. If 
I make a mistake no one’s going to die. Maybe I won’t have that little magical 

moment that I wanted, but when it comes down to 
it, nothing disastrous is going to happen. 

CR: I see. Congratulations on getting tenure by 
the way!
EB: Thanks! Yeah, that was a big relief *laughter*

CR: *laughter* Definitely. Do you feel like your 
education prepared you for being a professional 
musician, or are there things that you wish had 
been different about it?
EB: I feel pretty happy with my musical education. 
I had amazing teachers to whom I owe so much, 
but it’s hard because there’s an infinite number 
of things you can study in music and it’s almost 
impossible for music schools to give a student 
everything. But, I guess I wish I had honed a better 
skill set to play in an orchestra. It’s a very different 
skill set from practicing at home, or preparing a 
solo piece. Maybe that’s something you can only 
get with experience, but I wish there had been a 
little more focus on that. Currently I’m teaching for 
a program based on El Sistema. We have volunteers 
here from Venezuela who have gone through the 
program themselves, and one thing they said was 
that in Venezuela, the El Sistema orchestras are 
really good orchestras, but individually the players 
aren’t necessarily that great; they’re just average 
players. But, they have this skill set to be amazing 
orchestral players even if they’re not the strongest 
soloists. I think we’ve all heard the opposite- 
orchestras made up of amazing players that don’t 
really sound good as an ensemble. I thought that 
was really interesting.

CR: This might be a weird question but, do 
you think it’s important that a musician allows 
themselves to fail at least once?
EB: I think if you’ve never failed at anything in 
your life, you’re probably not pushing yourself 
enough. It’s a very important learning experience, 
to fail, and the process of picking yourself back up 
and getting on your feet again is very important as 
well. Have you seen the video that’s going around 
Facebook right now called “Famous Failures”? It’s 
all these super famous people who were rejected 
or failed in their careers before becoming famous. 
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There’s also this quote by Michael Jordan. He talks about how many game 
winning shots that he’s missed, how many games he’s lost, and that resonated 
with me. He’s heralded as one of the most famous basketball players of all time, 
but he has failed so much. So I shouldn’t be worried if sometimes I do too. I just 
need to make sure that I use it as a learning experience to do better the next time.

CR: On the flipside to talking about failure, how would you define ‘success’? 
Do you feel that you are successful, have you always felt that way, or does it 
even matter to you? 
EB: In a more tangible way, I feel fairly successful because I won a job. I feel 
good about that, but I also feel my work is not over because there are still things 
I can do to be better. In a less tangible way, my definition of being successful 
has to do with being happy with who I am as a person. I’ll never feel successful 
professionally if I don’t feel successful as a human being, if I’m not happy with 
who I am. Musicians always struggle with how they are perceived, and they don’t 
like to appear ‘weak’ or ‘vulnerable’. But I like who I am, who I’ve become, and 
having that confidence, I also have the confidence to do what I want to do and 
feel successful about it. 

CR: I really like what you’re saying about developing yourself as a person, 
because part of this project is to focus on that. We all work our tails off on 
the musical side, working on technique and learning our instruments. A lot 
of music students, either because they’re so busy or because they don’t value 
it enough, don’t really take the time to get to know themselves. So with you, 
has that always been important to you, to get know yourself? Or did you 
struggle with that and had to figure out ‘who you are’, so to speak? 
EB: It’s definitely something I struggled with. My personality is that I naturally 
tend to give up a lot of myself to make other people happy. That can be exhausting 
prevents me from knowing who I am. So, actually in these past few months, 
while being out of school and being on my own, I’ve had the opportunity to 
really figure out who I am and be happy. I’ve learned that it’s OK to say no and 
that I can’t always make other people happy. It’s just part of life.

CR: Just out of curiosity, how would you describe yourself as a person? 
EB: Well, I can say the type of person I try to be. I try to be as compassionate and 
as hardworking as possible, because I think those are two of the most important 
things in the world. But, I think I’m a creative person and a silly person. Those 
three: creative, compassionate and silly.

CR: What’s your best advice that you could give to someone? 
EB: I would just say to enjoy yourself, and even if it doesn’t feel like it, hard 
work will always pay off in some way or another. 

CR: Do you have a favorite quote or mantra? 
EB: I have two favorite quotes: 
 “It’s more important to be kind than it is to be right”- Brandon Bays
  “The man who cannot visualize a horse galloping on a tomato is an idiot” 

-Andre Breton

 I love that last one because I think having that 
imagination and creativity while being a little silly 
is fun. The tomato can be really big and there can 
be a life size horse galloping on a tomato, or it 
could be a tiny horse on a regular sized tomato. 
I just really never want to be the type of person 
who cannot visualize a horse galloping on a tomato 
*laughter*.

CR: *laughter* That’s amazing. I love it. What 
are some of your hobbies?
EB: I’ve always loved reading and writing, and 
would love to be an author or a poet if I weren’t a 
musician. Recently, I’ve gotten really into making 
crossword puzzles by hand. It takes a long time, 
around 10-12 hours of work, but it’s incredibly fun. 

CR: That’s awesome! So, talking about all this 
stuff brings up a lot of things, a lot of thoughts. 
Do you have a final thought you want to leave 
people with? 
EB: Yes. As young musicians we can all feel 
threatened. We feel threatened by our peers 
because there aren’t enough jobs, and we can feel 
threatened by our life choices. That’s not to say that 
musicians within the general music community 
aren’t supportive of each other, because they are, 
but we all have those moments where we feel like 
lashing out. But, relax and know that everything 
is going to be OK, you don’t need to be super 
stressed out all the time about everything. Stress 
can suck out all the enjoyment, so try to chill out 
a little bit, go out and enjoy life, and get out of the 
music bubble a little bit. 

CR: Thanks so much for your time, Emily! 

Carrie Rexroat is a horn player, amateur writer, 
and the Founder of A’tudes & Brews. She currently 
plays as 2nd/4th Horn in the Sarajevo Philharmonic 
in Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina for the 2015-
2016 season, but is based as a freelancer in Los 
Angeles, CA. For more information about this 
project, please visit www.atudesandbrews.org, 
or ‘Like’ us on Facebook at www.facebook.com/
tatudesandbrews/


