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Alfred Reed: A Pillar of American Band Music

Alfred Reed (1929 �2008) stands as one of the most influential figures in the world of concert band literature. A

composer, arranger, and educator, his works are staples in high school, college, and professional band programs

across the globe. This article delves into his early life, musical education, prolific career, signature compositions,

and lasting legacy, offering a comprehensive view of the man whose music continues to shape the sound of

American bands.

Early Life and Musical Roots

Birth and Family Background

Alfred Reed was born on August 15, 1929, in the small town of Hannibal, Missouri. Growing up in a family that

cherished music, he was exposed to a variety of instruments and styles from an early age. His parents encouraged

his curiosity, gifting him a small upright piano when he was just five. The rhythmic patterns of local church hymns

and the lively sounds of marching band parades would later echo throughout his compositions.

First Musical Experiences

Reed’s first formal music lessons came with a clarinet teacher in his hometown, where he quickly developed a

knack for wind instruments. By the time he entered high school, he was already playing in the school band, taking

on the role of principal clarinetist and later, saxophonist. His teachers noted his natural sense of phrasing and his

ability to blend with other players—skills that would become hallmarks of his later arrangements.

Academic Foundations: College and Advanced Studies

University of Illinois at Urbana �Champaign

Alfred Reed pursued a Bachelor of Music in Composition at the University of Illinois at Urbana �Champaign,

graduating in 1951. The university’s strong emphasis on wind ensemble literature provided him with exposure to

works by Gustav Holst, Percy Grainger, and the burgeoning American composer community. His professors praised

his analytical approach to form and his instinctive grasp of orchestration.

Graduate Studies and Influences

After completing his undergraduate degree, Reed continued at the same institution, earning a Master’s in Music 

Education in 1953. His thesis focused on the pedagogical potential of band music, foreshadowing his future career 

as a teacher. During this period, he studied under renowned composer and educator, David Van Vactor , who

encouraged Reed to explore the expressive possibilities of wind instruments beyond traditional marches.

Early Professional Career: Teaching and Arranging

High School Band Director

Reed’s first professional appointment was as a band director at Glenbard East High Schoolin Illinois. His tenure

from 1954 to 1960 was marked by a dramatic improvement in the band’s performance level. He introduced a

rigorous rehearsal schedule, a diverse repertoire, and a focus on musicality over sheer technical prowess.



First Arrangements and Publications

During this time, Reed began arranging pieces for the high school band, adapting works by composers like John 

Philip Sousa and Gustav Holst for a smaller ensemble. His arrangements were noted for their clarity of 

orchestration and respectful treatment of the original material. In 1959, he published his first collection, “American 

Wind Arrangements”, which quickly gained popularity among band directors nationwide.

Rise to National Prominence

Faculty Position at the University of Iowa

In 1961, Reed accepted a faculty position at the University of Iowa, where he taught wind ensemble literature and

conducting. His tenure at Iowa (1961 �1974) was transformative; he led the university’s wind ensemble to national

competitions, earning first-place finishes in several prestigious festivals.

The Alfred Reed Music Center

In 1974, the University of Iowa established the Alfred Reed Music Centerin his honor, reflecting his contributions

to music education and composition. The center serves as a hub for research, performance, and community

outreach, perpetuating Reed’s dedication to fostering young musicians.

Signature Compositions and Arrangements

“The Great American March”

Perhaps Reed’s most famous march, “The Great American March”, premiered in 1967 and quickly became a

staple in band repertoires. Its soaring brass fanfares, syncopated woodwind lines, and rhythmic drive capture the

spirit of American patriotism while showcasing the technical abilities of a modern wind ensemble.

“The Sea and the Sky”

Released in 1974, “The Sea and the Sky”is an evocative concert piece that blends lyrical melodies with

atmospheric harmonies. The work is often used as a benchmark for ensemble cohesion, requiring precise balance

between sections and a nuanced dynamic range.

Arrangements of Classical Works

Reed was renowned for his skillful transcriptions of orchestral works for wind ensemble. Among his notable 

arrangements are:

Beethoven’s Symphony No. 3 (Wind Ensemble Version)

Copland’s Appalachian Spring (Wind Ensemble)

Ravel’s Boléro (Wind Ensemble)

Educational Works

Reed also produced a series of educational pieces aimed at developing specific skills in band musicians. These 

include:

“Rhythm & Groove” – a collection focused on syncopation and groove.“Tone Color” – exercises on blending and 

timbral contrast.“Dynamic Range” – works designed to improve dynamic control.

Influence on Band Pedagogy and Performance Practices

Emphasis on Musicality Over Technique



Reed’s teaching philosophy centered on the belief that technical proficiency should serve musical expression. He

encouraged students to listen critically, to understand the emotional content of each passage, and to communicate

that feeling to the audience.

Repertoire Expansion for High School Bands

Prior to Reed’s contributions, high school band repertoires were dominated by marches and simple arrangements.

He broadened the scope by introducing complex, contemporary works that challenged students and expanded their

musical horizons. This shift paved the way for a generation of musicians to appreciate modern composition.

Conducting Workshops and Clinics

Reed conducted workshops across the United States, sharing his insights on rehearsal techniques, score analysis,

and ensemble leadership. His clinics were highly sought after, and many contemporary conductors credit him as a

formative influence.

Legacy and Recognition

Awarded the National Band Association’s Distinguished Service Award

In 1989, Reed received the National Band Association’s Distinguished Service Awardfor his lifetime

contributions to band music. The award recognized his dual impact as both a composer and an educator.

Reed’s Music in Modern Band Programs

Today, Reed’s compositions and arrangements are integral to band programs worldwide. His works are featured in:

National and international band competitions.

College-level wind ensemble concerts.

Professional ensembles and community bands.

Alfred Reed’s Influence on Contemporary Composers

Contemporary composers such as John Williams, David Maslanka, and John Philip Sousa Jr.have cited

Reed’s work as an inspiration. His approach to blending traditional forms with modern harmonies offers a blueprint

for composers seeking to write engaging wind literature.

Conclusion

Alfred Reed’s impact on American band music is immeasurable. From his humble beginnings in Hannibal, Missouri,

to his role as a revered composer, arranger, and educator, he reshaped the landscape of wind ensemble literature.

His compositions continue to inspire musicians, his arrangements remain essential to repertoire, and his teaching

philosophies guide conductors and educators today. As we listen to the resonant brass of “The Great American

March” or the contemplative melodies of “The Sea and the Sky,” we honor a legacy that will echo in concert halls for

generations to come.
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