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Flowers Band and the music of Jonathan Bates
For their 2014 appearance at the Brass in Concert entertainment contest at Sage Gateshead, 
Flowers Band and conductor Paul Holland performed a sequence of new concert items, 
entitled Continental Concerto, by the talented young composer and arranger Jonathan Bates. A 
selection of these items was included in the band’s first ‘pre-results’ concert appearance on the 
Royal Albert Hall stage. Jonathan describes the opener, Overture on God Save the Queen, as 
a “messed up” take on our National Anthem, going “as wildly different from the well-known 
original as possible”. Upon the Celtic Cross is the finale, “bringing together two of Ireland’s rich 
musical trademarks, chant-like vocal style and Irish dance music”. For the centrepiece of the 
short concert and of this album of highlights, we hear the artistry and virtuosity of the band’s 
Principal Euphonium David Childs in Jonathan’s colourful new version of Sarasate’s famous 
violin showpiece, Zigeunerweisen (Gypsy Airs).
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What a year 2015 has been for the brass band community of Wales at the ‘Nationals’ once 
again. In a vintage National ‘finals’ at the Royal Albert Hall on 10 October, Cory Band 
won its seventh Championship Section title, the second victory under Philip Harper. In The 
Centaur arena, on 20 and 21 September, Ebbw Valley Brass continued its year-on-year rise 
in the rankings under the dedicated direction of Gareth Ritter. The equally impressive young 
musicians of Goodwick Brass, coached and conducted by Matthew Jenkins, gave one of the 
finest First Section performances this writer has experienced in years. The continuing success 
of Welsh bands at our flagship national contest suggests that banding is in very good heart 
across Offa’s Dyke.

Visions by Dan Price
In a very competitive Fourth Section, the band from Usk, conducted by Jeff Jones, was judged 
the winner performing Dan Price’s Visions, inspired by another historic town in the Welsh 
valleys, Briton Ferry. Visions (2010) was an ambitious choice stretching many of the finalists to 
the limit. Relatively few managed to convey all the music’s changing moods but, as they say in 
Wales, Usk engaged the audience with a ‘tidy’ performance, relishing the contrasting images 
that Dan Price evokes of Briton Ferry down the ages and the River Neath that flows through 
it. These images are united by the material we hear right at the start, which suggests a view 
of the town as seen from the adjoining hills. The second vision takes us back to the middle of 
the 19th century when Briton Ferry became a vital link in the chain of iron, steel and tin plate 
production. Briton Ferry’s floating dock was the work of Sir Marc Brunel and the region’s 
railways were masterminded by his son Isambard. In the late 1940s the dock was a breaker’s 
yard for de-commissioned warships and it’s still referred to by the locals as the “Giant’s Grave”. 
Dan Price uses this as the image for an atmospheric slow section. In the 1970s the remains of 
a small hill on the Swansea side of the River Neath was identified as a possible location for a 
castle built in the second half of the 12th century to guard the river crossing. Dan Price’s music 
for the Old Castle (Hen Gastell) is suitably regal in its fanfare style and military ‘gusto’ and a 
return of the river music at the end suggests an image of the ever present River Neath passing 
the Old Castle and finally sweeping out into Swansea Bay.

spring to mind, especially when Bach’s 
harmonisation of the second half of the 
chorale resounds in apparent resolution, 
only for the musical edifice to come 
crashing down in a huge dissonance, as 
though Bruckner has jammed his forearms 
on the keys in frustration.

The music starts again, but this time the 
mysterious chords give rise to music of 
prayerful reflection, as if the soul is yearning 
and crying out. Here you will be able to 
enjoy the emotionally charged playing of 
Soprano Cornettist Steve Stewart in duet 
with Principal Euphonium Glyn Williams, 
with ‘yearning’ glissandi from Principal 
Trombone Chris Thomas. This spiritual 
dimension is then brusquely swept aside by 
the energy of big band jazz and this leads 
to the final culmination, where Thomas 
Doss’s dynamic ‘minimalist-meets-rock’ 
gestures build momentum inexorably to a 
majestic presentation of the Bach chorale, a 
quotation from Bruckner’s Fifth Symphony 
and a triumphant ‘Amen’. “As the church 
bells ring out,” says the composer, “one 
can almost hear the great masters presiding 
at the organ.”
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The Graces of Love by Oliver Waespi
Houghton Brass from County Durham, with the experienced Tom Gibson at the helm, took 
top honours in Section Three with a stylish account of Oliver Waespi’s attractive re-imagining 
of three Italian dance tunes from the turn of the 17th century, The Graces of Love, which was 
commissioned for the Third Section of the 2013 Dutch ‘Nationals’. Waespi took his title from a 
1603 dance manual, compiled by a famous dance master of the time, Cesare Negri. The lively 
first movement is based on a lute tune from Negri’s appendix, Il bianco fior (The White Flower). 
Waespi’s treatment is suitably energetic and ‘antique’ in flavour. The calm and contemplative 
second movement features a disarmingly simple tune most often heard these days as a guitar 
solo, Vaghe Bellezze (Veiled Beauty). Waespi’s sensitive setting is all about beauty and clarity 
of sonority, poised and sustained lines. The bright finale, a Saltarello, is technically the most 
demanding movement, with its leaping lines and light triple time pulse. The Graces of Love 
may be not hugely demanding technically, but the adjudicators had no trouble in being able to 
identify those bands that lifted the music off the page with the most balanced sound, rhythmic 
precision and above all, appropriate style and character.

Spiriti by Thomas Doss
Austrian composer and conductor Thomas Doss (b.1966) announced his arrival on the 
European brass band scene in 2010 with two extravagantly coloured canvases – Sketches from 
Nowhere (Norwegian Championships) and Spiriti (European Championships, Linz). Both of these 
dynamic scores have been heard on contest stages throughout Europe and Spiriti sounded 
wonderful in the cathedral-like space of the Royal Albert Hall on Saturday 10 October. 
Speaking from the stage on behalf of his fellow adjudicators, Howard Snell and Rob Wiffin, 
Stephen Roberts considered that the performances of Cory and Brighouse and Rastrick bands 
“managed to inject that extra bit of drama, majesty, sound quality, above all just characterising 
the music that was in a way larger than life” and that Cory had the edge in a high quality 
contest. Philip Harper was all smiles sharing the winning moment with his players on stage 
afterwards. “For us it was one of those days where everything just went right,” he enthused. “It 
was a great piece and I was saying that before the result. I really did think it was a piece we 
could really do something with. We are all absolutely chuffed.”

In his programme note, Thomas Doss tells us that the spirit of Anton Bruckner, who like 
Thomas was born in Linz, seemed to be with him while he was writing Spiriti. Threaded 
through the score is a famous chorale tune, known in this country in a slightly different version 
as The Old Hundredth (‘All People that on Earth do Dwell’). Composed by Loys Bourgeois and 
first published in 1551 as part of the second edition of the German Psalter, the original melody 
is commonly associated in German speaking countries with the hymn Vor deinem Tron tret’ ich 
hiermit (‘Here I stand before Thy throne’) in the famous harmonisation by J.S. Bach, whose 
music Bruckner revered. Thomas Doss says that “writing Spiriti was a very interesting process 
for me, because before I started, I heard the colours and sound of the opening (a funeral 
march). It just appeared in my mind and all I had to do was find a way of writing it down!” 
Out of this mysterious opening, the chorale tune gradually emerges and you’ll hear fragments 
of it in almost every bar. As the music grows in intensity and virtuosity, an image of Bruckner 
attempting to improvise a grand chorale prelude at the great organ of St Florian might 
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The Snaring of the Sun by Stephen Roberts
As you will hear, Ebbw Valley Brass deliver a dramatic, vivid account of Stephen Roberts’ 
The Snaring of the Sun. Commissioned by the National Youth Brass Band of New Zealand, 
The Snaring of the Sun is inspired by a story from Polynesian folklore. In Mãori creation 
mythology, Mãui is famous for his daring heroic exploits and his trickery. His first exploit was 
to restrain the movement of the sun across the sky, as Stephen explains in his programme note: 
“Long ago there was not enough light or heat in the world because the sun hurtled across the 
sky. Crops could not ripen, nor could fisherman bring in their catch. Mãui decided to use his 
magic powers to ensnare the sun by trekking to the crater in which the sun slept and ensnaring 
his beams with magical ropes. After a battle, Mãui got the sun to agree to travel more slowly, 
especially in summer so mankind could enjoy the benefits of his rays.”

The music follows the narrative through a series of descriptive scenes, opening with an 
evocation of sunrise. The energetic theme that follows reveals Mãui’s athletic prowess, full of 
jumps and twists. A lyrical second idea is intended to describe Mãui talking tenderly to his 
mother, who cannot dry her tapa cloth because the sun’s heat has gone. With his magic ropes 
in hand, Mãui sets off to snare the sun. A solo cornet fanfare sounds out his battle cry. You 
won’t miss this! Mãui invokes his magic powers by performing his battle dance or Hakka. He 
discovers the sun fast asleep in a crater far away and a frenetic battle ensues as he uses his 
ropes to catch the sun’s rays. The music becomes increasingly clamorous until at last the sun 
is snared. You won’t miss this either – three huge pauses with timpani and tam-tam at full 
bore! The aftermath, featuring flugel and tenor horns, is tranquil and calm, as Mãui reasons 
with his captive. The full band offers an affirmative response, and at the new dawn, the sun 
shines brightly all day – cue for a ‘life-affirming’ conclusion with echoes of Mãui’s first theme 
to remind us who was responsible for this transformation.

The Alchymist’s Journal (Variants for Brass Band) by Kenneth Hesketh
Liverpool born Kenneth Hesketh (b.1968) began to compose when he was a chorister at 
Liverpool Cathedral. His youthful skills and imagination were prodigious. He composed a 
Symphony when he was 16 and from it has emerged Masque, which has become a popular 
band piece. Of all his youthful inspirations, The Alchymist’s Journal, originally composed for 
orchestra in 1988 and reworked in 2001 to a commission from the Brass Band Heritage Trust, 
comes closest to Hesketh’s mature voice.

“I retained rather a soft spot for my work during that period,” Hesketh says, “but particularly 
this one as it showed a marked harmonic and rhythmic development in my compositional 
technique. The big orchestral sound of the original was jettisoned for a leaner, tighter-edged 
sound of the brass band. I wanted to create anew then, but through a very different lens.” 
Hesketh found the title for the re-composition. It comes from a book published in 1991 by 
the American author Evan S. Connell, who creates fictional stories from a number of famous 
Alchemists’ writings. At the heart of this book, and thus the music, are ideas of change and 
transformation. “Each of the nine short sections is based on the same six-note ‘cell’ out of 
which I draw themes and tonal associations,” Hesketh explains, “but whilst composing and 
revising the work, I heard the music from beginning to end, so that an overall shape emerged, 
beginning with an introduction, which leads to a menacing scherzo. A slow reflective section is 
followed by a varied reprise of the scherzo and then a dramatic coda to finish.”

Hesketh found Goodwick’s performance “riveting from start to finish and packed with detail 
and clarity. The full and rounded quality of tone, with a nicely judged malicious edge to the 
sound when that is needed as well, packs the piece with atmosphere. The stamina of these 
young players is marvellous. Added to this the shaping of musical phrases, the graded approach 
to pacing and general understanding of the musical architecture made this a real pleasure to 
listen to.”


