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Within Blue Empires 

 Black Dyke celebrates fi ve signifi cant musical anniversaries.

Anniversaries abound in 2009. For some they represent a snapshot taken in a passing moment but, in this new recording, 
Black Dyke allows us space and time to see a broader sweep of the work of some of the brass band’s most signifi cant 
creators.

Two of the composers featured in this selection have notable birthdays in 2009. With Gilbert Vinter at 100 and Philip Wilby at 
60, their well-known proven record provides us all with an opportunity to evaluate their pieces in a new light.

For many, Gilbert Vinter’s masterpiece is Spectrum, both for its formal assurance, and for the surgical creative energy of 
its inspiration. Unlike so many other scores of his brief maturity, this is the one piece in which the composer speaks for 
himself; it is in Spectrum that we get closest to the composer’s artistic core.

Philip Wilby’s new Psalms and Alleluias celebrates the energy and aspiration of our best youth bands. Written for the 
National Children’s Brass Band of Great Britain, this straightforward score counterpoints his characteristic energy and 
lyricism and stands, in spite of its modern dress, in the great tradition of band music stretching back to the seminal works 
of Eric Ball.

In the intensity of the contest stage, three other composers have made a signifi cant contribution to the repertoire. 
Professor Edward Gregson’s Rococo Variations was given a memorable premiere by Black Dyke at the British Open Brass 
Band Championships, and Kenneth Downie’s Concertino for Brass Band allowed the band to gain a 21st National win at 
the Royal Albert Hall, cementing their place as the most successful band in history. The fi nale of this recording is the fi rst 
extended contest work by Paul Lovatt-Cooper. Written for the English National Brass Band Championships 2009, the piece 
celebrates the life history of the blue whale, and includes real whale songs as part of its rich musical imagery. The work 
also marked Black Dyke’s fi rst English National win.

The musical menu here is vast and varied. It speaks of a rich heritage and a hopeful future.

Professor Nicholas J Childs
Music Director

Black Dyke Band

Exective Producer: Trevor Caffull
Producer: John Maines

Sound Engineer: Richard Scott
Digital Editing & Mastering: R.E. Editing

Programme Notes: Paul Hindmarsh
Production Manager: Julian Bright

Project Manager: Kevin J Coates MBE
Artwork & Design: GK Graphic Design

Tracks 1 - 4 recorded at Huddersfi eld Town Hall during 2009
Tracks 5 - 7 recorded at Morley Town Hall during 2009
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Concertino for Brass Band 
This work, composed in 2007, is full of Kenneth 
Downie’s characteristic energy, but unlike some 
of his other recent test pieces, like St. Magnus or 
Visions of Gerontius, this energy does not stem from 
super-octane virtuosity or programmatic content. 
It is the result of the composer’s resourcefulness 
in manipulating his themes and involving all the 
players in an abstract musical argument. The 
work was originally a four-movement Concerto, 
commissioned by Geo-Pierre Moren and Swiss 
band Treize Etoiles. When the work was chosen 
for the 2008 National Brass Band Championship 
Finals, won in splendid style by the Black Dyke 
Band, Downie dropped the scherzo movement 
and amended the title to suit the work’s more 
abbreviated scale.

In the fi rst movement of the Concertino for Brass 
Band, Downie, like Gregson in Rococo Variations, 
also pays homage to ‘the wonderful creative 
methods’ of Wilfred Heaton: ‘Contest Music hovers 
around the fi rst movement. I often get seduced 
by those big, rich and sumptuous sounds of the 
band, but here I was trying to be more sparse and 
concentrated, working my themes to the full in the 
way that Wilfred did in his music. Everything comes 
from the little cluster of short ideas which I set out 
in the opening paragraph of music. I wanted them 
all to have enough contrast to register and to be 
followed through the movement.’ 

The opening phrases of the slow movement are 
loosely connected to the opening themes of the 
fi rst. These little ideas give way to a hymn-like 
paragraph. The melody of the third section is 
played by the solo cornets in conversation with 
euphoniums and then trombones. After that the 
principal cornet and euphonium are heard in duet. 
As Downie comments: ‘I had in mind here the kind 
of thing that Shostakovich did in his Fifth Symphony, 
where fl ute and horn engage in a lyrical duet with 
wide leaps in the melody.’ This is a restrained, 
meditative movement characterised by subtle 
shifts of harmony and colour that so many enjoy in 
Downie’s hymn-tune settings.

The fast, running note patterns and interjecting 
chords of the fi nale present a very different 
challenge to the performer. The urgent tempo 
does not yield until the fi nal pages. Cast in a quasi-
rondo form, the opening idea acts as a refrain, 
binding the music together. The ‘big fi nish’ is not 
as extended as in some of Downie’s larger works. 
The re-introduction of the main theme from the fi rst 
movement provides both a structurally satisfying 
and a dramatic conclusion to the Concertino 
for Brass Band. The main theme from the fi rst 
movement is re-introduced as the work ends in 
dramatic style.

Graham Taylor, who commisioned ‘Within Blue Empires’ receives 
a plaque from the composer Paul Lovatt-Cooper 
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Psalms and Alleluias
Philip Wilby, who celebrated his 60th birthday in 
2009, composed his fi rst brass band work, The 
New Jerusalem in 1989 for the National Youth 
Brass Band of Great Britain. Dances and Alleluias 
was premiered in 2008 by the National Youth Brass 
Band of Great Britain’s younger sibling the National 
Childrens’ Brass Band of Great Britain. 

The contribution that Philip Wilby has made to 
the brass band repertoire over the past 20 years 
has been immeasurable. For his part, he has gone 
on record as saying that writing for the brass 
band community transformed his approach to 
composition. Childhood memories of the sound 
of brass in his native Yorkshire, including brass 
ensemble lessons from visiting teacher Wilfred 
Heaton, have played a signifi cant part in his unique 
approach to composing for the medium. 

Psalms and Alleluias was conceived to showcase 
the remarkable talents of the young musicians 
in the National Childrens’ Brass Band of Great 
Britain and as a tribute to the boundless energy 
of its conductor Nicholas Childs.  It is a joyful 
celebration, opening with tentative fanfares, 
before launching into a colourful and intricate 
dance episode. A lilting fragment of melody on 
euphonium offers a brief respite to re-charge 
the batteries, as the music builds towards its fi rst 
climax. A gentle dialogue between fl ugel horn 
and euphonium leads to an episode revealing 

Wilby’s wonderful gift for serene, nostalgic 
melody. The vibrant dance music returns but with 
a more ominous sounding tread. The counterpoint 
becomes more involved and the harmonies 
increasingly dissonant as the second dance rushes 
headlong towards a searing climax. After this, the 
nostalgic melody returns resplendent in all its glory.
Philip Wilby is Musician in Association with Black 
Dyke Band.

Spectrum 
Gilbert Vinter was born on 4 May 1909. For the last 
eight years of his life (he died of cancer in October 
1969), he dedicated himself to revolutionising the 
way brass bands sounded on the contest stage at 
least. Vinter was convinced that inside the brass 
band monochrome was a palette of brilliant colour 
and he experimented constantly in an attempt 
to uncover it, using all his skills as a composer 
and orchestrator of light music for the BBC in 
Birmingham. 

According to his son Dr Andrew Vinter, his father’s 
music, with its constantly changing moods, its 
wit, its rhythmic bite, energy and heart-warming 
melody was an expression of his own character. 
Vinter’s love of whole-tone and augmented-chord 
harmonies brought a new intensity to the brass 
band sound. He also gave individual ‘voices’ within 
the band unprecedented independence. Black Dyke Band with Dr Nicholas Childs performing at the English National Championship 2009  
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Dr Nicholas Childs has achieved the highest 
international reputation as a performer, teacher/
clinician, conductor, interpreter and advocate 
of new music and producer of pacesetting 
recordings.  Initial success came as a euphonium 
soloist and partner with his talented brother, Dr 
Robert Childs, who together have literally toured 
the world as The Childs Brothers, performing in 
many of the world’s most famous concert halls with 
the most prestigious bands and orchestras. 

Taking up the baton as a conductor, Nicholas 
has had phenomenal success with many 
bands including highly acclaimed national 
championships. His current tenure as Principal 
Conductor and Music Director of the famous 
Black Dyke Band has been marked not only with 
continued contest success, but with a series of 
innovative concerts and world premieres of major 
works for brass band with a variety of soloists 
and musical combinations.  He serves as Senior 
Tutor in Brass Band Studies at the Royal Northern 
College of Music where he has taught for over 
twelve years.  Further honours have come with 
his appointment as Associate Conductor of the 
National Youth Brass Band of Great Britain and as 
Trustee of the Brass Band Heritage Trust.

With his roots in the British brass band tradition, 
having fi rst been trained in the Tredegar (Wales) 
Youth Band, Nicholas continues to give important 
emphasis to the development of the brass band 
movement.  This comes via his commitment to the 
training of outstanding young musicians both at 
the collegiate level and within the National Youth 
Brass Band of Great Britain.  He has reached the 
pinnacle of success with three recent National 
Championships of Great Britain with Black Dyke in 
2001, 2004 and 2008.  In April 2005 he guided the 
band to fi rst place at the European Brass Band 
Championships in Holland and  in  September 2005 
he was victorious with Black Dyke, winning the 
British Open Brass Band Championship repeating 
the feat in 2006, 2009 saw his fi rst English National 
win. 

With the guidance of Dr. Childs, 2006 saw the 
founding of the Yorkshire Youth Brass Band.  The 
purpose behind the creation of the Yorkshire 
Youth Brass Band is to inspire young people aged 
11 – 18 who have already achieved Grade 4 using 
the umbrella of members of Black Dyke Band and 
facilities of the band’s partners Leeds Metropolitan 
University.

© Dr Ron Holz

Vinter regarded Spectrum as his fi nest band piece. 
Intended for the 1968 National Championships, it 
was withdrawn by the organisers when it became 
known that the ‘Open’ had also commissioned a 
new Vinter work – John O’Gaunt. The ‘Nationals’ 
loss was the ‘Opens’ gain.  Spectrum created an 
indelible impression on all who heard and played 
it at the British Open Brass Band Championship 
in 1969. Each section takes its cue from a colour 
of the spectrum, beginning with an angry Red and 
moving through a vivid Orange, sparkling Yellow to 
a generous, pastoral Green. A gradual darkening 
of the mood follows through Blue (an enigmatic 
scherzo), Indigo (a brilliant Ravel-inspired waltz) to 
Purple (rather than violet). The fi nal reprise is all too 
short, but devastating in its power, especially with the 
knowledge that Vinter changed the colour from violet 
to purple after receiving the diagnosis of his terminal 
illness. Purple is the Christian church’s colour of 
death.

Rococo Variations  
Commissioned jointly by the British Open Brass Band 
Championship of Great Britain and the Norwegian 
Band Federation, this celebratory work was heard 
for the fi rst time at Symphony Hall, Birmingham in 
September 2008. Gregson has composed variations 
for brass band in the past  (Laudate Dominum and 
Connotations from the late 1970s) but the idea of 
using a quasi-baroque theme as the basis for a series 
of symphonic variations was something new: ‘The 
theme I used for Connotations was quite angular, built 

out of fourths, and it conditioned the way the piece 
sounded. I have taken take the 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 movement, while maintaining, in an 
organic way, some contact with the theme.’

Embedded in each movement is the musical 
‘signature’ of a brass band composer Gregson much 
admires: ‘This came about almost by chance,’ he has 
explained. ‘The shell of the whole piece was there 
before I decided to add them.’  The six variations 
have titles in the manner of a baroque dance suite. 
In the Toccata Gregson condenses the theme into its 
essence, the interval of a fi fth as a chord, embellished 
with scurrying rising and falling canonic scales. It 
was the appropriate place to work in the little musical 
motto which Elgar Howarth has included in a number 
of his works, beginning with Mosaic (1957).

The stately Siciliana was the fi rst variation Gregson 
composed.  It incorporates, as a countersubject, a 
melody from an early work, later published as Lord 
of the Sea, by Ray Steadman-Allen. Co-incidentally, 
this was written in 1957 for the same BBC competition 
which Howarth won with Mosaic.  The Waltz is pure 
tongue-in-cheek, a nod in the direction of the old ‘air 
varie’. Gregson observes that ‘Eric Ball loved writing 
variations of this kind and since  I wanted to pay 
homage to him,  the idea of giving the solo horn a little 
reference to the beginning of Journey into Freedom 
at the end, seemed the right thing to do.’  The Moto 

Dr Nicholas J. Childs
Music Director
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Perpetuo is fast and furious, inspired perhaps by 
the energy in the music of a composer like Vivaldi, 
whose work Gregson admires. As the movement 
moves towards its fi nal climax, Gregson weaves in a 
paraphrase of the main theme from John McCabe’s 
Cloudcatcher Fells.

The Lament is a chaconne, beloved of composers 
like Bach and Purcell. It is the emotional heart of 
Rococo Variations, where the theme’s intervals and 
harmonies become distorted in layers of intricate 
counterpoint above a repeating bass line. In the 
middle section a contrasting melody is passed round 
various soloists against a mysterious background of 
tremolo chord clusters and out of that emerges the 
elusive end of the long cornet solo which lies at the 

heart of Wilfred Heaton’s Contest Music. The Fugal 
Scherzo mirrors the idea of a contrapuntal gigue 
that ends so many of Bach’s suites. As the ‘gigue-
fugato’ unfolds, Gregson introduces some sinister 
elements, like the 12 tone counter-subject in long 
notes, that give the music an uneasy quality. Then in 
a moment of technical brilliance, Gregson combines 
a fragment of his own theme with further references 
to McCabe, Howarth, Heaton and the sixth 
dedicatee, Philip Wilby (from The New Jerusalem), 
plus a hint of the brilliant fanfare from Monteverdi’s 
opera Orfeo, all in the space of eight bars. A further 
quotation, from the ancient Spanish dance tune La 
Folia (Madness!), leads to the fi nal peroration.

©Paul Hindmarsh 

Many ‘legends’ of the brass world have been 
associated with Black Dyke Band over the years, 
together with a signifi cant number who have gone 
on to enjoy successful careers in the orchestral 
world, including Jack Pinches (who was solo 
trombone player in  the band at the tender age of 
16), William Lang, Maurice Murphy and Rod Franks. 
Today the band is proud to be associated with a 
modern day ‘giant’ of the composing world, Philip 
Wilby as Musican in Association.

Black Dyke Band has throughout its history enjoyed 
unparalleled success in the contesting world, being 
awarded the title ‘Champion Band of Great Britain’ no 

less than 21 times, most recently in October 2008. In 
2005, their 150th anniversary year, they also became 
European and British Open Champions and retained 
the British Open title in 2006. In 2009 the band became 
English National Brass Band Champions in Preston 
and secured their participation in the European 
Championships in 2010 in Linz, Austria.

The band is relentless in its quest to perform music of 
the highest possible standard and upholding its long 
and fi ne tradition. This desire is summed up perfectly 
in its motto, taken from the armorial bearings granted 
in 1857 to John Foster: ‘Justum Perfi cito nihil timeto’  
‘Act justly and fear nothing’.

Within Blue Empires
Within Blue Empires was commissioned by Graham 
Taylor and is dedicated to his son, Colin and 
Coalburn Silver Band. It follows a programmatic 
story focussing on the whale, its habitat, and unique 
characteristics associated with the mammal such 
as feeding, spouting, breaching and the relationship 
between mother and calf.

Within Blue Empires is divided into several 
sections. The Deep depicts the lone voice of the 
calf represented by baritone, horn, and then bass 
trombone. Mother and Calf introduces the Eb bass 
as the whale calling after her calf. Accompanied by 

schools of fi sh represented by muted cornets, the 
mother and calf begin to swim together gracefully 
with chords from the middle of the band symbolizing 
the deep blue waters beneath. A change in oceanic 
momentum is highlighted with an accelerando and 
key change as the music builds in colour and volume 
towards the next section. 

Prepare to Set Sail takes the music out of water and 
onto land, highlighting the human element of ocean 
life through an original sea shanty. Beginning with 
the solo euphonium, the shanty is passed around 
the band depicting bustling activity at port as sailors 
prepare to set sail. 
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Feeding returns to the murky depths of the ocean 
where the music depicts the whale releasing a 
cloud of bubbles to the water’s surface in order to 
trap and confuse its prey. As the whale draws closer 
to its panicking prey the tension is heightened 
through rhythmic elaboration before a crescendo in 
the lower brass signifi es success for the mammal as 
it gorges on its captured shoal of fi sh.  

Out at Sea paints a picture of turbulent seas, howling 
winds and crashing waves as various instruments 
battle with the stormy waters before the brutality 
subsides depicted by a relentless rhythmic fi gure in 
the euphonium and percussion which slowly dies 
away. 

During Calm Waters various whale voices can be 
heard calling to each other over a gentle hush of 
breaking ocean. The whales are joined by music as 
this section seeks to exemplify the nature of these 
wonderful mammals as they graze in calm waters 
illuminated by glorious sunshine. An aleatoric section 
symbolises varied sea life living together in harmony 
before the whales’ ‘spouting’ is musically replicated 
and the percussion portray the spray of water as 
it hits the sea’s surface. Cadenzas for E fl at bass, 
solo cornet and euphonium lead to a lyrical section 
celebrating the serenity and majesty of the whale 
and its habitat. 

The Breach starts deep down in the ocean, the music 
depicting the start of the whale’s vertical journey to 

freedom. Beginning very slowly (44bpm) the music 
gathers momentum increasing in speed and building 
in texture with the whale accelerating towards the 
water’s surface. As the whale breaches the water 
there is a moment when it hangs in the air; this is 
represented by a pause on a top C in the cornets. 
Once gravity takes hold the whale crashes back 
into the sea with a tumultuous E fl at major chord 
portraying the awesome power of this fantastic 
mammal.

More whale song and a fi nal spouting effect lead 
into the Finale which begins as a chase through 
the ocean. Running demi-semiquavers emulate the 
ripples and bubbles in the water as the whales sprint 
demonstrating their speed and agility. Following 
rapid changes in key, time signature and dynamic the 
music builds in tension before fi nally reuniting with 
the whales at the climax of the work. A brief moment 
of refl ection provides a prelude to a colossal close 
bringing the music to a fi tting conclusion. 

Through the composition of this work my aim was 
to create an exciting score capable of pushing both 
the technical and musical boundaries of the modern 
day brass band whilst taking both the listener and 
performer on a unique journey with one of the most 
extraordinary creatures we share this planet with. 
Whether performing, listening or conducting this 
work, I hope it brings you great enjoyment.

©Paul Lovatt-Cooper 

In 1816, in the Yorkshire village of Queenshead, 
later to become Queensbury, Mr Peter Wharton 
founded a brass and reed band. Amongst the 
players, on French Horn, was John Foster, owner 
of the John Foster & Son mill in that small village. 
The life of this band, however, was short lived 
through declining numbers of players. In 1837, a 
new band was formed, the Queenshead Band, and 
in September 1855 John Foster & Son ‘adopted’ the 
band, acquiring for it a new set of instruments and 
attracting new members. In addition to this, a room 
was provided for practising, Black Dyke Mills Band 
had been formed.

Most of the band’s musicians lived in Queensbury 
and worked in the mill, ensuring a close link to 
the community that remains to this day. The band 
has been at the forefront of banding development 
throughout its history, making one of the earliest 
brass band recordings in 1904 and embarking 
on a 5 month tour of Canada and the USA in 1906 
during which it played over 200 concerts and 
travelled over 13000 miles. Since then, they have 
featured on more than 80 recordings and have 
toured widely throughout Europe and the rest of 
the world, including Sierra Leone, Japan, Australia 
and several visits to Canada and the USA. Amongst 
its recordings, the band is proud to have been 

recognised in wider musical spheres, in 1996 
winning the Music Industries Association Award 
for the best CD in the Orchestral category with their 
recording of music by Sir William Walton. 

In February 1999 the band were nominated for 
a ‘Grammy Award’ in the ‘Crossover Classical 
Section’ and this was followed a month later by an 
Oscar nomination when it provided the backing for 
the song That’ll Do by Peter Gabriel in the fi lm Babe 
2. The band has been proud to enjoy success with 
other recording artists including Paul McCartney 
and Wings, Tori Amos, The Beautiful South, Evelyn 
Glennie and, decades earlier, The Beatles on their 
hit record, Yellow Submarine. Television shows, 
broadcasts, concerts at Music Festivals, The 
Proms and other high profi le events have also seen 
the band featured with household names such as 
Lesley Garrett, Elton John, Evelyn Glennie, James 
Morrison, Rod Franks, Ian Bousfi eld, Philip Smith 
and many more. In October 1993, Black Dyke Band 
created history as the fi rst British brass band to 
appear at  Carnegie Hall, New York, and a year later 
they became the fi rst brass band ever to perform 
at the Royal College of Music. In 2004, the band 
was proud to be appointed the fi rst ever ‘Band in 
Residence’ at the Royal Northern College of Music, 
Manchester.

Black Dyke Band
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Paul Lovatt-Cooper
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John O’Brien
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John Doyle
Repiano Cornet
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3rd Cornet
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3rd Cornet

Dr Nicholas J. Childs
Director of Music

Principal Conductor

Andrea Price
Percussion


