Taps Performance
Guidelines

The Significance of Taps
There are two pieces of music that particularly stir the hearts and emotions of Americans -- The Star-Spangled Banner and Taps.

To U.S. soldiers from the Civil War on, when sounded at night the call meant that all was well.  It gave a sense of security and safety to those men and also signaled that another day in the service to their country was done.  Because of the melodious and poignant nature of the call it is no wonder that it was adopted as the final call at funerals.  As Gustav Kobbe stated in an 1898 Century article:

"Played slowly and expressively, it has a tender, touching, mournful character, in keeping with the fact that it is sounded not only for 'lights out,' but also over the soldier's grave, be he general or private, so that as with 'lights out' night closes in upon the soldier's day, so with the same call the curtain rolls down upon his life."

A Shortage of Buglers
In the past, when not available, military buglers could be replaced by musicians from a V.F.W. or American Legion Drum and Bugle Corps or even Boy Scouts.  However, the tradition of bugling and drum corps in those organizations has all but disappeared.  With veterans dying at the rate of over one thousand each day and with many of the funeral services only having a recording of Taps as the musical honors, lawmakers are looking into having legislation passed to ensure that each family that requests military honors for a 
deceased veteran will be provided with a live bugler and firing party.
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US Army MSGT (Ret.) Mark Elrod 
sounds Taps at a funeral in Maryland

The following guidelines are written to provide those with little knowledge of military 
ceremonies with the basics needed for rendering this honor.  Few buglers today have 
the background of a military musician and many are unaware of the protocol involved.  

The Correct Performance of Taps

The exact way to perform Taps shares some of the same uncertainty as the origin of the call. The most obvious error is the rhythmic figure found in the seventh, eighth, tenth, eleventh, thirteenth, and fourteenth note. The rhythm for those notes should be:
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However, most trumpeters perform those notes this way:
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The correct way should be the straight eighth note, not the dotted eighth and sixteenth note rhythm.

Sounding Taps at Ceremonies

As a bugler, you may be asked to sound Taps at a funeral, memorial service, or wreath-laying ceremony.  With the number of veterans funerals rising and the number of active-duty buglers declining, many non-military musicians are asked to perform at the services. The following are guidelines are written based on the procedures followed by military buglers over many decades.  This is modified to cover those civilian buglers who may 
be called into service to sound Taps at funerals or memorial services.

1. Bugler is to prepare before the funeral, making sure to have the proper uniform and outerwear in case of inclement weather.   Uniform, appearance, and instrument should meet or exceed the military standards as outlined in regulations.  That is, make sure you look neat and presentable.  A dark suit, quasi-military uniform, civilian band uniform, or Boy Scout uniform is acceptable.  Retired military members may wear their uniforms.
2. Bugler is to report promptly to the funeral site at the appropriate time and report to the Officer In Charge (OIC) or Non-Commissioned Officer In Charge (NCOIC).  If you are a civilian bugler performing at a military ceremony, always check in with that person to coordinate when Taps is to be sounded.

3. Bugler is to position himself near the gravesite, angled from the firing party (ideally the bugler, firing party, and funeral party will form the three points of a triangle).  The bugler should take care to stand in a location where the sound will carry to the funeral party and where he can be seen.  The bell of the instrument should be pointed toward the casket.
4. Bugler will render a Hand Salute as the casket is carried to the gravesite.  If you are in civilian dress, place your right hand over your heart.  The bugler will stand at ease during the funeral service.

5. When the service is complete, the OIC or NCOIC will Present Arms.  The firing party will come to attention and fire three volleys.  Bugler will sound Taps after the third volley and after the NCOIC of the firing party executes Present Arms. After sounding Taps, the bugler will render a Hand Salute (if in civilian dress, place your right hand over your heart) and Order Arms (bring the bugle down to your side as the firing party does with their rifles) on the command of the NCOIC of the firing party.

6. When a firing party is not available, the bugler will sound Taps on completion of the service and at an arranged signal by the OIC, NCOIC, or officiating person. After sounding Taps, the bugler will render a Hand Salute and Order Arms on his own.  A recording of a firing party should not be used.

Bugle or Trumpet?

What type of instrument should you use for sounding Taps?  A trumpet, cornet, or flugelhorn is a good substitute for a bugle when one is not available.  Don't use a trombone or saxophone, as this is a bugle call.  Finding a good bugle can be a problem but there are places to check.  


Overall Performance Guidelines

1.     The sounding of Taps at ceremonies is the most sacred duty a bugler can perform.  Every effort should be made to sound a perfect Taps in keeping with the solemn and impressive occasion of a military ceremony.

2.     The call should be sounded with conviction and not rushed. Every effort should be made to perform musically and with good intonation.

3.     Careful attention should be paid to the rhythm of the seventh, eighth, tenth, eleventh, thirteenth, and fourteenth notes of Taps to ensure that they are played as straight eighth notes.
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