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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, understand that études are important 
to our profession, but overcoming other “specific difficulties” 
in our lives certainly does not come from études. That is why 
I propose another adaptation of the word. A’tudes, unlike 
études, aim to improve upon our ability to adopt positive “at-
titudes” towards life, and shift our collective conscious away 
from feeling that we have to go through difficult times alone. 
In this project, I encourage musicians to practice being honest 
and open with their stories because we have to remember that 
we are people. It is just as important to spend time cultivating 
ourselves as human beings as we do musicians. Even in our 
differences, sharing our experiences and what we value as in-
dividuals will strengthen and connect us in our field. So, let’s 
allow music and conversation with one another be the com-
mon purpose everyone can practice and positively benefit. 
 It is my honor and privilege to introduce The Horn Call’s 
second A’tudes & Brews interview with Brett Hodge.

Name: Brett Hodge
From: St. Louis, Missouri
Age: 24
Instrument: Horn
Job Position: Principal Horn, Omaha Symphony Orchestra 
Favorite Brew: Chai Tea Latte

Carrie Rexroat (CR): How did you get started in music? 
Brett Hodge (BH): My parents were both music teachers so I 
started out on piano when I was six. I wanted to play percus-
sion, but they encouraged me to try the horn when fifth grade 
rolled around. When I was in eighth grade my parents started 
taking me to horn lessons, and that’s when the ball got roll-
ing. 

CR: When did you decide to pursue music as a career?
BH: I kind of fell into it. I’d always liked the idea of music as a 
career, it was just like a puzzle piece; it just fit perfectly. 

CR: So even if not for yourself, have you ever witnessed or 
been in situations where work or school environments were 
negative? 
BH: Honestly, school was not the ideal situation for me, which 
is why I didn’t go on to get a Masters; I’m just not a classroom 
person. I’d rather play around town and be in nine different 
ensembles because I just don’t like my horn being away from 
my face so much. I’m not dogging the classroom scene by any 
means, some of my good friends are professors and I have 
great respect for what they do, but it’s just not for me. But yes, 
I’ve experienced negativity both in school and professionally. 
In my own practice room I am very hard on myself, perhaps 
too hard. I’m one of those really critical people who overana-
lyzes everything. It’s interesting because I do thrive on it being 
overly critical, though, if I overdo it it can become harmful. 

CR: How do you stop yourself before you go over that thresh-
old? 
BH: Every day is a new day. There’s a lot to be learned about 
the music world in 24 hours, but at the same time, you have to 
have a life outside of it too. Most people don’t know this, but I 
have a 2 ½ year old daughter named Paisley.

CR: That’s awesome!
BH: She’s cute, but I try to keep that aspect of my personal life 
and my professional life separate. I don’t want her growing up 
and everyone knowing every little thing about her. So, I have 
my music life, and I have my personal life. 

CR: Gotcha, I respect that. If it’s okay to ask, does having a 
daughter keep you motivated to practice and achieve all you 
can in music? 
BH: Yeah, go for it! She definitely motivates me. It has its chal-
lenges, I can’t just up and leave if I get a call the night before 
something. Sometimes I can, and if it’s possible a lot of times 
she goes with me. I also have the two most supportive parents 
on the face of the Earth, who have driven ten hours just to 
come and help out. But in terms of my career, I’m definitely 
not done yet. There’s so much more I want to experience, there 
are more scenes within the music world I want to explore. I’ve 
only stepped into the orchestral scene, but there’s the whole 
chamber music scene, solo scene, teaching, etc., and I haven’t 
done a whole lot else. It’s just difficult to be a single parent 
and a musician. A lot of people don’t have kids until they’re 
in their thirties or maybe later, but I’m glad I’m a parent now 
and not later. 

CR: Why’s that? 
BH: Well, it’s hard to explain but every day is totally worth 
it. 

CR: I bet. Honestly I don’t know how you do it because the 
most responsibility I’ve ever had for another living being is 
a cat and that can be difficult. I can’t imagine taking care of a 
child at 25 and also pursuing a career, so kudos to you! If it’s 
okay to ask, I’m sure that other horn players out there right 
now, both in and out of school, who also have kids and are try-
ing to pursue a career in music. What could you give them?
BH: Don’t be afraid to ask for help. There are tons of people out 
there who will help you no matter what your situation is, even 
if having kids was not 100% planned. As for having a career, 
there’s always a way to do both. It’s not easy, but it’s reward-
ing, and when you do inevitably have success you’ll know for 
sure that there’s a way to do both. 

CR: Well that’s great, I didn’t know you had a daughter. It 
makes it even more inspiring that you’ve won two professional 
principal horn jobs before you’re 25. How do you stay so posi-
tive, focused, and continue to make progress? 
BH: I try to find something to keep myself busy and whether 
it’s taking auditions, recording etudes and little pieces, I just 
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find my happy place and that’s in a different place every day. 
Some days I might come home and watch three hours of Net-
flix *laughter* and other days I just want to sit down with my 
horn and play everything that’s in my library. It doesn’t have 
to come with the instrument or with music, it can just be what-
ever washes out the negativity. Friends too, there’s always 
going to be someone who’s willing to listen. 

CR: Absolutely. So, I want to talk about success. I’m interested 
to know how you define what success is, and by your own 
definition, do you consider yourself to be successful? 
BH: I think that success that is something that’s not achieved 
without sacrifice. I don’t really have a word-for-word defini-
tion, but ultimately if I am successful in raising a child and 
having a career, then I am successful. At this point, I don’t care 
about what other people think anymore. *laughter* In general, 
I just think there’s a broader view that people are always miss-
ing. Again, my primary focus has been in the orchestra cir-
cuit, but just because I’ve put more eggs in that basket, doesn’t 
mean that I don’t have anything in other baskets. It’s important 
to have a little bit in each place. People are not really geared for 
only one specific thing for their entire life. 

CR: For sure, so many fields within music are incredible. 
Specific to audition success, what sorts of things do you do 
to prepare, and what kind of attitude do have going into an 
audition? 
BH: First of all, I’ve taken 26 auditions and I’ve advanced at 
probably two-thirds of them. I took my first audition when I 
was 19, and my senior year at UMKC I took an audition every 
single month of the year, literally 12 auditions. I learned a 
lot during that time, even though it was nuts, because even 
though I failed, I didn’t let my failures stop me; I always tried 
to acknowledge the things I did well. Even though I might feel 
negative, say negative things, there’s always a little positivity 
to each situation no matter what, because I’m always going to 
learn something both going into an audition and coming out 
of it. 
 I do a lot of things to prepare for an audition. Mostly I’ve 
had a lot of great help from my teachers: Martin Hackleman, 
Tod Bowermaster, Thomas Jöstlein, Thomas Bacon, and Ellen 
and Doug Campbell. They’ve been invaluable to my prepara-
tion in all stages, but basically I try to remember that I can only 
get so far with trying to emulate a machine; it’s the musicality 
that counts. I’m not afraid to say that I miss notes because it’s 
what’s behind the notes that really matters. I’ve sat in on a few 
audition committees and you can tell who’s musical, who’s a 
machine, who is not ready for the job – but audition commit-
tees are always hoping you’ll do well, always. Not everything 
you get from them is going to be negative; there’s almost al-
ways someone who will like something about your playing. 

CR: Definitely. Getting a little bit away from music for a min-
ute, what kinds of hobbies do you have? 
BH: I’m mostly a musician, that is the biggest part of my life. 
That being said, I’m also a dad and that’s a career in itself too. 
*laughter* I mean there’s hours every day that go into being 
a parent, and it’s the way that I fit my career along with that 
makes me, me. I tend to not be an overly emotional person, 
I’m not really one that wears everything on my sleeve, I don’t 
really tend to share information about my personal life. I tend 
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to act like I’m playing a game of poker, and some people might 
not agree with that at all, but so far it’s been good for me. 

CR: I apologize if I’m asking too many personal questions, 
because it’s okay to share as much or as little as you want of 
yourself as a person, that’s a personal choice. In this type of in-
terview, I would like to encourage you to try, because it’s easier 
for people to close off to both themselves and other people, dis-
connecting from the things that make them and other people 
human. I’m not accusing you of that by any means, but in a 
field like music it’s almost impossible for us to, as you said, 
put musical nuance behind the notes if we’re not allowing our 
emotions, our experiences, and our relationships influence our 
music. Would you agree with that?
BH: I agree. I’ll admit I’ve been through my fair share of chal-
lenges, and I’m one of those people who usually bottles things 
up and throws them away. I’m kind of this stone cold, fearless 
person, and again that might help me do what I do, but at the 
same time it might not. I’m sorry, I usually don’t talk about 
this at all, but yes, in order to play something the most expres-
sive way I feel that I can, I have drawn upon the life experi-
ences where I’ve felt the particular feelings and emotions in 
order to make it happen. I have to know what that feels like in 
order to achieve it in my playing. Human emotion has to come 
through your instrument, no matter what, and the person who 
brought that out of me was Julie Landsman; she’s really good 
at that kind of stuff. She taught me that music is about por-
traying what you feel. Most people can play the Tchaikovsky 
5th solo with their eyes closed, but can everyone play it while 
they envision the world’s most beautiful flower blooming? Not 
only that, but can they make an audience member feel that too? 
That’s what I always try to ask myself because it all goes back 
to who you are on the inside. Whether or not you wear it on 
your sleeve, it’s important. 

CR: For sure. We all experience life differently, but the point is 
to make sure that we really are experiencing life. Piggybacking 
on what you said, the easiest way to envision a flower bloom-
ing is to actually see it happen. The only way to do that is to 
leave a practice room and go outside to see a flower bloom. 
Having gone through music school multiple times now, I’ve 
noticed that musicians don’t always do those things, but I think 
it’s important that we encourage each other to have those ex-
periences because that too develops musicianship. Rather than 
be so stressed about the technical aspects of being a musician 
24/7, take a ten-minute break to go outside, breathe some fresh 
air, drink coffee or a chai tea latte with a friend, and just take a 
minute to process, to rest. 
BH: Yeah, and you know what, honestly I’m a pretty high stress 
person, and I thrive on it, but I also like meditation because I 
think it’s important to know what it feels like to be calm. Each 
person is different though. 

CR: Yes. It’s interesting talking to you that you say that you’re 
a cold person, or that you have the ability to be, because even 
though you thrive off of that intense pressure of being a musi-
cian, you seem down to earth. Talking to you, I don’t really get 
that you’re an emotionless, cold person. 
BH: Well, I’m opening up to you a little so you should feel 
honored. *laughter* 
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CR: Oh, gotcha. *laughter* Well, I really appreciate that a lot, 
I’m glad you feel comfortable enough to open up to me. This is 
great, it’s great to learn how other people live fulfilled, healthy 
and successful lives. There’s always something we can learn 
from each other, so I really appreciate that you’ve opened up 
to me and talked about your life when it’s probably not the 
easiest or most wanted thing you want to do. 
BH: Of course.

CR: I just have a couple more questions that are easy. Other 
than music, what’s something that you’re passionate about in 
life? 
BH: My kid, most definitely. But honestly I really don’t have 
that much else. I mean there are things I would like to do, but I 
just don’t have time. Maybe someday, but right now my career 
is number one. I’m pretty young still, so I haven’t lived life the 
way that I want to yet. 

CR: Would that include other things outside of music, or just 
not sure? 
BH: I don’t know yet, I have yet to find 100% happiness or 
100% contentedness. I don’t know that I’m content at all yet, 
it’s just a matter of finding it. 

CR: A matter of living life.
BH: Yes.

CR: Do you have a favorite quote or a mantra? 
BH: I do. I think that good things happen all the time, but great 
things happen all at once. That is stolen from Marty Hackl-
eman, by the way. 

CR: One of my last questions is whether you have a charity or 
a cause that you want to raise awareness to? 
BH: Yes, the Humane Society. I have two dogs, a Beagle/Ger-
man Shepherd/mutt mix, and then a Blue Heeler/English 
Bulldog mix. Their names are Leo and Sadie. 

CR: Very nice. Did you have any last questions, anything to 
wrap this interview up?
BH: Yeah, I’ll wrap it up by saying that whether someone’s in 
a major orchestra or whether they’re someone who just enjoys 
music, I value everyone’s opinion. Whether it’s conflicting to 
mine or not, it’s important to listen. I might have doubts about 
what someone says, but it’s always worth it to at least listen 
to them; I really believe that. There’s such a communication 
stigma in this world, and I’m not necessarily the greatest with 
communicating, but I think it’s very important that we do com-
municate with people, or to at least try. We need to experience 
it and be receptive to it. 

CR: Great advice. I’ve enjoyed talking to you and I hope that 
it’s been good experience for you, too! 
BH: Yeah, thanks for interviewing me!

 Carrie Rexroat is a horn player, amateur writer, and the founder 
of A’tudes & Brews. She currently plays as second horn in the South 
Dakota Symphony Orchestra, and is pursuing a Specialist Degree 
at the University of Michigan studying under Adam Unsworth and 
Bryan Kennedy. For more information about this project, visit atude-
sandbrews.org, or facebook.com/tatudesandbrews/.


