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Brass bands, and brass band music, have 

been a constant factor in my composing life. 

I suppose that having grown up to the sound 

of Salvation Army bands and choirs, that 

particular aural image has stayed with me over 

the years, and I still find the sound of a great 

brass band a thrilling experience, it has the 

‘tingle factor’.  

When I was a young teenager playing in 

bands, my ‘gods’, compositionally speaking, 

were Wilfred Heaton, Ray Steadman-Allen, 

Dean Goffin and Erik Leidzén. For me they 

were exciting composers whose music 

sounded distinctly modern. Of course, a few 

years later, when I was in my late teens and 

starting to study music more seriously, my 

reference points changed somewhat. It was 

then that I discovered Stravinsky, Bartók, 

Hindemith, Shostakovich and many others 

whose music really was modern; but I never 

lost my affection for those early musical 

experiences and this was reflected, I think, 

in my early music for brass bands which 

incidentally was quite different to the other 

music I was writing at that time.

I wrote my first work (the march Dalarö) when 

I was nineteen, and the most recent (Rococo 

Variations) only two years ago, thus spanning 

some 45 years of my composing life so far. 

I am grateful therefore to Trevor Caffull and 

World of Brass for giving me this particular 

opportunity of celebrating my 65th birthday 

by assembling those works which I feel best 

sum up my output for bands, with recordings 

of real distinction.  Furthermore, the bands 

on this collection have all had a long musical 

relationship with me, from Black Dyke to 

Foden’s, from Grimethorpe to Cory, from 

Desford to Fairey. As for the conductors and 

soloists, well they are all musicians for whom 

I have the highest regard, and who have 

provided many lasting musical memories for 

me spanning those 45 years. I am grateful to 

them all.

Edward Gregson 

June 2010 

The Gregson Collection
Introduction by the composer

CD 2 (1984- 2008) 

Dances and Arias (1984) © Novello 13.55
(from Gregson Vol 1 – Doyen – Desford/Edward Gregson)

Of Men and Mountains (1990) © Novello 17.48
(from The Promised Land – Doyen – Cory/Robert Childs)

The Trumpets of the Angels (2000) © Studio Music 19.51
(from Gregson Vol 4 – Doyen – Black Dyke/Nicholas J. Childs)

Meditation: Before the Cross (2003) © SP&S 3.39
(from Life Abundant – Egon – Philip Cobb/Cory/Stephen Cobb)

An Age of Kings (2004) - 3rd movt – Battle Music and Hymn of Thanksgiving © Studio Music 4.57
(from Gregson Vol 4 – Doyen- Black Dyke/Nicholas J. Childs)

Rococo Variations (2008) © Studio Music 18.02
(from Rococo Variations – Egon – Fodens/Garry Cutt)

Total playing Time   78.46

1

2

3

4

5

6



CYAN     MAGENTA     YELLOW     BLACK

Code No. Booklet-Pgs10&3

Edward  Gregson’s music for brass band 

falls into two distinct periods, before and 

after Connotations. In his twenties, he 

composed extensively for brass band for the 

publisher R. Smith & Co. This contract was 

a remarkable gesture of confidence in the 

skills of a young talent by the company’s 

then owner, Geoffrey Brand.  It proved to be 

a fruitful exercise in ‘learning on the job’.  

Gregson is the first to acknowledge how far 

he has moved on since those days, building 

technical resource, consolidating ‘means 

and ends’ and widening expressive horizons. 

Although the experience of years has added 

refinements of technique and greater subtlety 

of expression, many of these early musings 

exhibit a freshness, and sheer exuberance 

in the act of composition that outshines any 

shortcomings the composer or his listeners 

may detect.

Edward Gregson’s first band piece, the march 

Dalarö, grew out of his youthful experience 

of playing euphonium in music by the likes 

of Leidzen, Ball, Steadman-Allen and Heaton 

in Salvation Army bands. It was composed 

in 1964 after the young Gregson attended a 

students’ conference at the Salvation Army 

Folk High School in Dalarö and incorporates 

the tune I go to that Land from the Swedish 

SA tune book of the 1960s. Gregson was 

a student at the Royal Academy of Music in 

London when he composed his second brass 

band piece, the suite Voices of Youth (1967).  

One can hear many influences working in 

this music.  For example, the modal contour 

of the melodies and the climax of the slow 

movement, Sadness and Tenderness, reveal 

lessons well learned from Holst and Vaughan 

Williams. The principal tune in March Prelude 

(1968) is also recognisably modal. Gregson 

sets this simple melody into a sharply defined 

rhythmic and harmonic context. The trio 

section uses a phrased rhythmic structure of 

alternating 4/4 and 2/4 bars, not the usual 

thing for a march to do.  He was very proud of 

that moment of unconventionality.

At this time Gregson was avidly exploring 

PROGRAMME NOTESCD 1 (1964-1977)

March - Dalarö (1964) © SP&S 3.24
(from World Class Marches of the SA Vol 2 - Black Dyke/Nicholas J. Childs)

Voices of Youth (1967) -  2nd movt: Sadness and Tenderness © R.Smith & Co 2.34
(from Gregson Vol 3 – Doyen - Fairey/James Gourlay)

March Prelude (1968) © Novello 3.34
(from Gregson Vol 3 – Doyen – Fairey/James Gourlay)

Essay (1970) © R.Smith & Co 12.35
(from Gregson Vol 2 – Doyen - Black Dyke/James Watson)

Horn Concerto (1971) - 1st movt © R.Smith & Co 5.00
(from Gregson Vol 1- Doyen – Frank Lloyd/Desford/Edward Gregson)

Partita (1972) © R.Smith & Co 10.53
(from Gregson Vol 2 – Doyen – Black Dyke/James Watson)    

Festival March – Chalk Farm No 2 (1975) © SP&S 5.02
(from Gregson Vol 3 – Doyen – Fairey/James Gourlay)

Variations on Laudate Dominum  (1976 rev.2007) © SP&S Ltd 14.20
(from Essential Dyke Vol 8 – Doyen – Black Dyke/Nicholas J. Childs)

Tuba Concerto (1976) –  2nd movt © Novello 6.03
(from Gourlay Plays Tuba - Doyen – Gourlay/Fodens/Howard Snell)

Connotations (1977) © Boosey and Hawkes 12.41
(from The History of Brass Band Music – Doyen- Grimethorpe/Elgar Howarth)

Total playing time 77.05
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wider music avenues ‘beyond the bandroom’, 

through his composition and piano studies. 

Bela Bartók, Paul Hindemith, Igor Stravinsky 

and Dmitri Shostakovich became his creative 

‘mentors’. Gregson was interested in writing 

what is often termed ‘absolute music’, rather 

than music inspired by narrative, or some form 

of programme. So, his first substantial work 

for brass band, Essay, is not ‘about’ anything 

other than the music itself. Composed for the 

1971 WD & HO Wills Championship finals 

in Leicester, its three contrasting movements 

form a little symphony for brass. The first 

movement, Dialogue, is a series of pithy 

conversations between pairs of instruments 

cast in sonata form. Soliloquy is a more lyrical 

tribute to Gilbert Vinter, who had died shortly 

before Gregson began work on the piece. 

Paying musical homage to past masters has 

become one of the most significant creative 

strands in Gregson’s music. Epigram begins 

where Soliloquy ends, with Vinter’s favourite 

chords of the seventh transformed into more 

angular melodic sevenths. The piece ends in a 

flurry of joyful activity.

Breaking down the barriers between the brass 

band instrumentation and other musical 

genres has been a life-long mission. The first of 

Gregson’s nine concertos, pitted the orchestral 

French horn against the brass band. Composed 

in 1971 for Ifor James and Black Dyke Mills 

Band, the concerto was commissioned by 

the British Federation of Brass Bands, with 

Arts Council funding. The three movements 

highlight different aspects of the character 

of the horn. The first is the most serious. Its 

symphonic impulse is propelled by the rising 

fourths of the opening gesture giving the 

music a Germanic weight, clearly influenced 

by Hindemith in the chordal and melodic 

structure, but co-incidentally reminiscent of 

the opening of Schoenberg’s First Chamber 

Symphony. As the movement unfolds, themes 

gradually coalesce into longer melodic spans. 

The lyrical dialogue between horn and solo 

cornet in the 2nd subject recap brings a 

haunting moment of reflection to the musical 

argument.

      

Gregson believes that in the 1970s it was 

possible to write more progressively for youth 

bands than adult contesting bands. Young ears 

seemed more receptive to more adventurous 

styles imported from the musical mainstream, 

with appreciation of the new not dulled by the 

conventions of contesting.  The Partita (1972) 

Edward Gregson conducting his Symphonic Rhapsody for Euphonium and Band in 1985 for a 

BBC recording in Studio 7 Manchester, with Robert Childs (euphonium)
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commissioned by the Royal Shakespeare 

Company to write the music for Shakespeare’s 

Plantagenet plays. An Age of Kings is scored 

for augmented brass band plus harp, piano, 

mezzo-soprano solo, optional male chorus, 

as well as two off-stage trumpets. Battle Music 

and Hymn of Thanksgiving opens with the 

overwhelming sound of a percussive ‘war 

machine’. By the end of the movement, the 

vivid battle music has been transformed into 

a triumphant hymn for Henry IV’s defeat of the 

rebellious forces.

Rococo Variations (2008) brings together 

Gregson’s fascination for variation form and 

for paying musical homage:  ‘The theme I used 

for Connotations was built out of fourths, and 

that conditioned the way the piece sounded. 

I have taken my rococo theme on a much 

wider stylistic journey, using it as a quarry for 

motifs and ideas. I tried to create contrasting 

musical worlds for each variation while 

maintaining, in an organic way, contact with 

the theme.’ Embedded in each movement 

is the musical ‘signature’ of a brass band 

composer he much admires, in order Elgar 

Howarth, Ray Steadman-Allen, Eric Ball, John 

McCabe, Wilfred Heaton and Philip Wilby.  

The six variations have titles in the manner of a 

baroque dance suite: Toccata, Siciliana, Waltz, 

Moto Perpetuo, Lament and Fugal Scherzo. 

Writing for brass bands has been an important 

constant in Edward Gregson’s  creative journey, 

arguably second only to the series of concertos 

that began with the French horn in 1971. The 

initial skills he developed in his brass band 

dominated 20s and early 30s provided a 

sure foundation for the growth in his musical 

language and expressive ambitions that has been 

evident in subsequent decades, particularly in 

his orchestral and chamber music. At the heart 

of his music, from the early days of Essay and 

the Horn Concerto through to the beautifully 

realised Rococo Variations and the masterly 

saxophone and cello concertos, lies the idea 

of transformation, leading ultimately to a life-

affirming resolution.

© Paul Hindmarsh

is a case in point. He uses the title, just as J.S. 

Bach had done, to denote a serious, rigorously 

worked suite of contrasted but related 

movements.  The musical thread running 

through Partita is the 13th Century hymn Dies 

Irae from the Requiem Mass. This gives the 

opening Intrada a sombre tone. Chorale and 

Variations uses the theme in more elaborate 

form, while a brief March  rounds the work off 

in much happier mood.

For a composer brought up in The Salvation 

Army, Gregson has contributed relatively little 

to the repertoire of Salvation Army bands.  

Although Gregson left the SA whilst he was 

a student, two further SA pieces appeared 

in the mid-1970s, both tributes. Chalk Farm 

No.2 (1975) was commissioned by Chalk 

Farm Band to mark the centenary of Alfred W. 

Punchard , who had been the bandmaster for 

50 years (1894-1944). With tongue firmly in 

his cheek, Gregson appropriates an old chorus 

March on, we shall win the day, which had 

appeared in the original Chalk Farm march 

of 1909, incorporating irregular bars of 5 and 

7 beats,  bongos (in the march) and bi-tonal 

harmony (in the trio). Variations on Laudate 

Dominum (1976) was composed for a British 

tour by London Citadel Band (from Ontario, 

Canada) whose bandmaster at that time was 

the composer’s brother, Bramwell. In Sir 

Hubert Parry’s wonderful tune for the words ‘O 

Worship the King’, Gregson found a melody 

which was well suited to the musical journey 

he wanted to take. Parry’s noble melody is not 

heard in its full glory until the end. He has 

described the process as ‘variations in search 

of a theme, which emerges in its full glory at 

the end of the work’. As a tribute to Black Dyke 

Band, Gregson added two new variations in 

2007. The first is an interrupted waltz, lyrical 

in mood, whilst the second is a brilliant 

tarantella, incorporating a little reference to 

Heaton’s march Praise.  

Gregson’s concertos are the spine of his 

composing career. He relishes the drama 

of the genre and the way soloist and full 

ensemble interact to propel the musical 

argument forward. The Tuba Concerto (1976), 

a commission from Besses o’ th’ Barn Band 

and Musical Director Ifor James, is the most 

frequently performed of them all.  The second 

movement continues the process of thematic 

transformation evident throughout the work. 

Its subdued atmospheric harmonies have a 
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peaks and shafts of sunlight breaking through 

the clouds, its canyons and ferocious rapids, 

made me understand a little more about 

the majesty of nature and the fragility of 

humanity. The eternal struggle between man 

and nature was personified in the building 

of this incredible railway... hence my title 

(after Blake).’ Of Men and Mountains was 

his most expansive and colourful brass 

band work to date. As in all his best work, a 

process of continual thematic transformation 

and variation lies at the heart of the musical 

journey. Cast in a flexible sonata-like structure, 

its web of themes and motifs find their ultimate 

resolution in a majestic ending which emerges 

out of an ever-increasingly paced scherzo. 

In stylistic terms The Trumpets of the Angels 

(2000) is Gregson’s most ambitious composition 

involving brass band. Commissioned by 

Foden’s Band for performance in the band’s 

centenary concert at Bridgewater Hall, 

Manchester, the work is conceived as a tribute 

to the great French composer and organist 

Olivier Messiaen. The French master’s use of 

percussion, particularly bells and gongs, and 

his writing for large wind ensembles in such 

works as Et expecto resurrectionem mortuorum 

(1964) was a powerful influence here. Scored 

for brass band, percussion and organ, the first 

part of Gregson’s work derives from a short 

choral and orchestral work ‘...And the seven 

trumpets’, which deployed seven trumpets and 

four Wagner tubas placed round Huddersfield 

Town Hall at its premiere. The text, also used by 

Vinter in his cantata The Trumpets, was taken 

from the book of Revelation (at the end of the 

New Testament of the Bible) where St. John’s 

prophecy of the day of Judgement includes a 

vision of seven angels, each of whom carries a 

trumpet. Gregson exploits to the full the idea 

of trumpet (or cornet) soloists spaced round 

the band, with the distant sound of the seventh 

trumpet reserved for the dynamic final section 

of this impressive work.

In complete contrast, Before the Cross (2003), 

presents a solo cornet in supplicant mood. 

This short Salvation Army publication is a 

meditation on a setting of ‘Before the cross, 

in penitence now bending’ (published by The 

Salvation Army in 1968) which the composer 

wrote when he was 18.  

The origins of An Age of Kings (2004) date 

back to 1988 and 1991, when Gregson  was 

Bartókian ‘night-music’ flavour about them 

(Gregson recalls that he was ‘mad about 

Bartók’s Second Piano Concerto at this time’). 

The harmonic ambiguity of the opening is 

swept away by a more emphatic climax.  

The following year, at the age of 32, Gregson 

was the youngest composer to receive the 

commission to provide the set test-piece for the 

Royal Albert Hall finals of the National Brass 

Band Championships. Connotations is another 

personal take on variation form. Gregson aimed 

to provide something technically challenging 

but also musically satisfying, by adopting a 

symphonic approach to variation form. He 

considered calling it ‘Variations on a Fourth’, 

as a tribute to Gilbert Vinter and his Variations 

on a Ninth, but he chose the title Connotations 

to convey subtler ideas of meaning and 

transformation.  Gregson’s next major work 

after Connotations was Metamophoses 

(1979), for symphonic wind ensemble 

where the idea of motivic transformation 

is pursued with even more rigour. 

 

After Connotations, as his career blossomed 

in other areas (orchestral, chamber and 

choral), Gregson has taken on new brass band 

commissions only when he had something 

fresh to say. Dances and Arias (1984, 

National Brass Band Championships finals) 

represents both continuity, in that a few bars 

of Connotations is quoted, and innovation.  

He had explored the idea of contrasting lively 

dance episodes with more reflective material 

in a suite of dances he had composed for 

Equale Brass in 1983. Dances and Arias 

includes a much expanded percussion 

department and a second flugel horn. There 

is a greater intensity in the musical argument 

than before. While the interval of the fourth 

dominates much of his melodic and harmonic 

thinking once again, angular sevenths impart 

an added astringency.

Of Men and Mountains was commissioned by 

the Netherlands Brass Band Championships 

for the tenth anniversary contest in Drachten, 

December 1990. It was Gregson’s first attempt 

to infuse his trademark symphonic style with 

an element of extra-musical expression.  The 

starting point for Of Men and Mountains was 

a journey that Gregson and his wife Sue had 

taken through the Rocky Mountains from 

Toronto to Vancouver on the Trans Canadian 

Railway. Gregson has written that: ‘its high 


