


Saturday 8 October may go down 
in brass band history as one of the 
great contesting occasions, the 
day when Cory Band retained its 
National Championship crown with as 
commanding a performance as one 
could ever hope to witness. Talk of 
Cory’s multiple wins and grand slams 
filled the ‘åbanding’ social media before 
finals day, but Cory Musical Director 
Philip Harper was adamant that his 
players should not get distracted by 
this in their preparation and especially 
on stage: “I reminded them just before 
we went on that it is one thing focusing 
in preparation, but it is quite another 
when you are walking onto the stage to 
an audience of thousands and then to 
deliver everything that we were aiming 
for. I think that was the achievement 

really – the ultimate delivery again. 
Although it was by no means perfect 
it was close to our best performance, 
which is what we aim for every time.”

By ‘every time’, Philip Harper is 
referring both to concert and contest 
performances, and the band’s pre-
results concert proved the point in 
spades. For this writer, it had all the 
atmosphere of a ‘lap of honour’. We 
hear three highlights. Malambo is an 
exhilarating gaucho dance from Suite 
Estancia, the most famous work by 
Argentinean composer Alberto 
Ginastera, the centenary of 
whose birth is celebrated 
in 2016. The 1973 James 
Bond film Live and Let 
Die was notable 

for two things – the first appearance 
of Roger Moore in the title role and for 
one of Paul McCartney’s greatest non-
Beatles tunes, which soprano cornet 
ace Steve Stewart plays brilliantly. Neal 
Hefti’s aptly named Cute was written for 
Count Basie. The unique Basie sound he 
created sounds right at home on brass 
band when played with the light, deft 
touches that Cory reveals here in Philip 
Sparke’s ‘delicious’ arrangement.

If their titles are anything to go 
by, the five test-pieces chosen 
for the 2016 National Brass 
Band Championships  finals take us 
musically right round the globe.   The 
inspiration for Simon Dobson’s Journey 
of the Lone Wolf is the travail of master 
composer and pianist Béla Bartók, 

who fled his native Hungary as war 
approached to spend his final years 
exiled in the United States. Stephen 
Bulla’s Images for Brass was composed 
to commemorate the 50th anniversary 
of the Battle of Iwo Jima (19 February - 26 
March 1945). This stern Second Section 
challenge describes in vivid terms one 
of the most terrifying Pacific conflicts 
of World War II, paying poignant tribute 
to all those who lost their lives on both 
sides, the United States and Japan. 
The journey of the Aztec people from 
North to South America in search of a 
new home is the inspiration for Kevin 
Houben’s cinematic Third Section test, 
Lake of the Moon, while the musical style 
of Joseph Horovitz’s Ballet for Band (First 
Section) hovers between the elegance of 
a Johann Strauss waltz, the playfulness 



of a Richard Strauss tone poem (Till 
Eulenspiegel) and the rumbustious 
energy of the British music hall.

The title of Kenneth Downie’s Fourth 
Section test, Music from Kantara, derives 
from the name of a ruined castle in 
Northern Cyprus. This might lead the 
listener to expect music infused with the 
colour of a sunlit Mediterranean vista or 
describing an event from Cypriot history. 
However, its origins are altogether more 
homely. Kantara was the name of the 
Downie’s home for many years a few 
miles north of Winchester. The previous 
owners had left a picture of Kantara 
hanging on a wall when they left. The 
title simply and playfully tells us where 
this concise three movement suite 
was composed – in Kenneth Downie’s 
study. “I composed it in 1993 for a 
competition organised by the National 
School Band Association,” the composer 
has explained, “and it is absolutely not 
programme music. Each movement 
has an individual character, from a light-
hearted spiritoso opening movement, 
followed by a short lyrical middle section 
to an animated presto finale.”

Adjudicators Dr Robert Childs and Gary 
Davies thought that Music from Kantara 
suited the young players of Phoenix 

(Goodwick) Band and conductor Luke 
Jenkins best of all. Their fine win emulates 
the victory of the senior band in the 
2015 First Section performing Kenneth 
Hesketh’s The Alchymist’s Journal.

Lake of the Moon by Belgian composer 
Kevin Houben describes in cinematic 
style the story of the Aztecs of central 
America, from their migration south, 
their violent conquests, and their 
eventual occupation of an island in the 
middle of Lake Texcoco – long since 
drained and subsumed by Mexico 
City. Although Lake of the Moon has 
been widely performed in Europe, 
this was the first time that a work of 
Kevin Houben’s had been chosen as 
a set test-piece for the UK National 
Finals. It is a colourful and eclectic 
score, liberally borrowing from the 
classics (Beethoven, Mahler and 
Stravinsky) and from some famous 
film scores including Batman, Pirates 
of the Caribbean and Braveheart. “A film 
music approach works with this kind of 
story,” Kevin Houben has said. “I have 
studied a lot of film scores, because I’m 
impressed by the way a big audience 
loves this kind of heroic orchestration 
and build up.”

At the heart of the work is an evocative 
impression of Lake Texcoco – the Aztecs’ 
‘Lake of the Moon’. “This is based on the 
first three chords of Gustav Mahler’s 
song Ürlicht from his Symphony No. 
2,” Kevin Houben explains. “They are 
actually the same chords that Beethoven 
uses at the start of his Egmont Overture”. 
Kevin Houben was hoping that the 
Third Section finalists would “make a 
few moments in the composition really 
special”. As you will hear, pre-contest 
favourites Crofton Silver Band and 
conductor Dean Jones brought out those 
special moments with plenty of colour 
and expression.

Stephen Bulla’s Images for Brass is 
more symphonically conceived as a 
composition, but also requires a dramatic 
and colourful approach. It received its 
first performance on 18 February 1995, 
played by the brass section of “The 
President’s Own” United States Marine 
Band, for which Stephen Bulla served as 
staff arranger for 30 years (1980-2010). 
In Cheltenham, judges Alan Fernie and 
Steve Sykes found the most convincing 
and evocative retelling of the Battle of Iwo 
Jima in the performance of Stannington 
Brass Band with experienced Musical 
Director Derek Renshaw at the helm.

Iwo Jima is a small, volcanic island 
midway between the Philippine and 
Japanese archipelagoes. The five-
week battle was one of the fiercest and 
bloodiest of the entire War in the Pacific. 
Over 24,000 lives were lost. Stephen 
Bulla presents four vivid images. The 
Prologue is sombre in tone. The work’s 
two main themes are introduced; one 
derived from the hymn tune Melita 
(‘The Navy Hymn’) and the other from 
The Star-Spangled Banner. Then follows 
Approach by Sea, in a more lilting but also 
urgent compound pulse. Chorale Prayer 
is a Salvation Army style meditation on 
Melita. Battle is joined for the dramatic 
finale, Engagement. Anyone familiar with 
the music of Ray Steadman-Allen (RSA) 
will recognise the powerful chords that 
begin Stephen Bulla’s brief coda. This 
is a reference to the ending of RSA’s 
most famous work The Holy War. Why 
does it appear here? “It’s a respectful 
nod to one of my great influences,” says 
Stephen Bulla, “somewhat irresistible 
in the programmatic context of musical 
resolution as this conflict concludes.”

While Images for Brass was inspired by 
the horrific realities of war, the narrative 
behind Ballet for Band exists only in the 
mind of its composer, Joseph Horovitz. 
“The characters and plot were quite 



clear in my mind before composing it,” 
he writes in his preface, “but I prefer the 
audience to exercise its own imagination 
rather than be influenced by mine”. By 
implication, this also means that the 
players and conductor have also to exert 
their imagination in thinking of images, 
gestures and a narrative in order to plot 
their way through the work convincingly. 
For judges John Maines and Alan 
Morrison, St Dennis Band and conductor 
Darren Hawken brought the music to life 
in a fine reading ‘that painted so many 
pictures’.

Commissioned for the 1983 National 
Championship finals at the Royal Albert 
Hall, Ballet for Band has become a test 
piece classic, where ‘head’ (the skilled 
craft of the writing), ‘heart’ (the touching 
romance that lies at the heart of the 
music) and ‘feet’ (the sheer physicality 
of gesture and the athleticism of the fast 
music) are in perfect balance. Exhilarating 
and touching by turns, Ballet for Band is 
a thoroughly democratic work, brilliantly 
scored, with many technical and musical 
challenges woven skillfully into its fabric. 
Performing it requires elegance and 
precision as well as energy and panache.

For composer Simon Dobson, who 
was present at the Royal Albert Hall 
on 8 October to hear the finalists in 
the Championship Section perform 
Journey of the Lone Wolf, his first 
finals test, it proved to be a humbling 
experience to “hear my music being 
used at the greatest band contest 
on earth. Every band gave it their all, 
but I have to single out the herculean 
efforts of the mighty Cory Band and 
their masterful Musical Director Philip 
Harper, for what was honestly as close 
to the most perfect performance of 
‘Lone Wolf’ I’m likely to hear. I don’t 
have the words to describe how it 
made me feel to hear the weird inner 
workings of my mind brought to life 
with such colour and intensity. Helen 
Williams (flugel horn) was simply 
sublime and every player went above 
and beyond to take the title with 
complete authority.” The trio of judges 
were also unanimous in their decision 
to place Cory Band at the top of a fine 
field.

Journey of the Lone Wolf was 
commissioned by Prof. Nicholas 
Childs for Black Dyke Band, who 
gave the first performance on Sunday 
26 January 2014 at the Bridgewater 

Hall, Manchester as part of the Royal 
Northern College of Music Festival of 
Brass. Inspired by the life and music 
of Béla Bartók, his Romanian Folk 
Song arrangements and his masterly 
Music for Strings, Percussion and 
Celeste in particular, Bartók’s journey 
is described in three episodes.

After a dramatic introduction, 
Capturing the Peasants’ Song portrays 
the summertime adventures of Bartók 
and his friend Zoltán Kodály through 
the Hungarian countryside collecting 
folk songs and gypsy dances. The 
outbreak of the First World War 
plunges Bartók’s beloved Hungary 
in chaos. Night Music is inspired 
by Bartók’s evocative nocturnal 
slow movements and conveys his 
introspective temperament and 

loneliness as well as moments of 
tenderness. Jazz is the night music 
idiom here, hinting at the kind of music 
Bartók may have heard in the USA. 
Early in 1940 Bartók and his wife fled 
their homeland for the United States 
of America. Bartók, the anti-fascist, 
felt isolated and angry. In Fight or 
Flight we hear Simon Dobson’s often 
angry response to Bartók’s plight. The 
folk themes become edgier and jazz-
tinged, the tone of the musical colours 
darker and more questioning.

Paul Hindmarsh
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THE NATIONALS 2016
 1. Malambo   Ginastera arr. Phillip Littlemore    © Timbercroft Publishing
     Cory Band conducted by Philip Harper
  
 2. Music from Kantara*   Kenneth Downie   © Egon Publishers
     Phoenix (Goodwick) Band conducted by Luke Jenkins - Winners Fourth Section

 3. Lake of the Moon*   Kevin Houben   © Scherzando Music
     Crofton Silver Band conducted by Dean Jones - Winners Third Section 

 4. Live and Let Die   Paul McCartney arr. Ray Farr   © Norsk Noteservice 
     Steve Stewart with Cory Band conducted by Philip Harper
    
 5. Images for Brass*   Stephen Bulla   © Curnow Music
     Stannington Brass Band conducted by Derek Renshaw - Winners Second Section 

 6. Ballet for Band*   Joseph Horovitz   © R. Smith
     St Dennis Band conducted by Darren Hawken - Winners First Section
  
 7. Cute   Hefti arr. Philip Sparke   © Studio Music
     Cory Band conducted by Philip Harper  
  
 8. Journey of the Lone Wolf   Simon Dobson   © Faber Music
     Cory Band conducted by Philip Harper - Winners Championship Section 

Recorded at The Centaur Conference Centre, Cheltenham*
and The Royal Albert Hall, London


