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The European Brass Band Association has 
modestly tagged the European Brass Band 
Championships as “the most prestigious band 
contest in the world” and, actually, it is very 
difficult to argue with that statement. Year 
after year, the competing bands produce 
performances that are nothing short of 
scintillating. When you add picturesque host 
cities into the mix, prestigious concert halls 
and a baying international capacity audience, 
it’s easy to see why EBBA are so proud of their 
work. Simply put, the EBBC has become the 
flagship event for brass bands globally.

The week-long festival held in Utrecht during 
May 2018 was no exception. The ancient 
city centre has beautiful architecture with 
several buildings dating back as far as 
the High Middle Ages and the venue for 
the contest, TivoliVredenburg, provided a 
unique atmosphere. The main hall is almost 
amphitheatrical in nature, with its steeply 
designed seating plan, meaning that no member 
of the 1700 strong audience was ever more than 
20 metres from the stage – a real arena for 
‘battle’ for the ensuing contest.

The contest itself was always going to be a 
fascinating affair. It had been an unprecedented 
12 months in brass band contesting, ever 
since Eikanger-Bjørsvik Musikklag romped to 
victory in Oostende during EBBC 2017 and then 

followed it with a breath-taking performance 
to win Brass in Concert in November; they 
have looked almost musically superhuman 
amongst their counterparts. September 2017 
saw Valaisia Brass Band as conquerors at the 
British Open in Birmingham, to become the 
first ever non-British band to take home the 
famous shield as well as completing a historic 
hat-trick of domestic titles in Montreux later 
in the year. On paper there was only Cory Band 
(quadruple champions of 2016) that could 
possibly challenge the might of these musical 
leviathans, but of course all 12 competing bands 
were worthy domestic champions. The field, 
as always, represented the best of European 
banding, any of which could quite possibly finish 
the weekend with a tight and celebratory grasp 
on the coveted trophy.

As well as the main events of the weekend, the 
fringe events have now taken the EBBC into the 
realms of a week-long festival. A popular aspect 
of the event is the annual formation of the 
European Youth Brass Band and they begin our 
disc with the energetic festival march, Temple 
125, by Salvationist Kevin Larsson. 

The set test-piece chosen for the Challenge 
Section for 2018 was Hendrik de Boer’s 
atmospheric Mystic Echoes. The three-
movement work is dedicated to Chris van der 
Veen, friend and euphonium playing colleague 

awarded 98 points and a memorable second 
place for the Saturday discipline.

The music chosen as the set work for 2018 
was by Luxembourger Marco Pütz, Time for 
Outrage! Originally written for the Luxembourg 
Military Band in 2015, it was adapted for 
brass band especially for this contest by Paul 
McGhee. Award-winning composer Pütz is a 
saxophonist with much of his output for wind 
bands; he became more widely known in the 
Dutch musical fraternity after being awarded 
the prestigious BUMA International Brass 
Award in 2017, as an acknowledgment for his 
compositions for wind and fanfare orchestra. 
His style is dramatic, at times dark, but always 
with a sense of melodic line and a real textural 
detail that is both a charm and a challenge to any 
ensemble and its director.

Time for Outrage! is in three movements 
beginning slowly with Breaking Silence, 
before gathering pace in Troubled and ending 
with a dramatic finale entitled Rock the 
Culprits! Described within the composer’s 
own programme notes as ‘…an expression of 
my personal aversion against all the current 
crises and injustice of any kind in the world.’ He 
goes on to say that the work represents his 
awareness that he ‘… cannot alleviate or even 
eradicate these crises with my music, but as a 
free citizen I believe I have the right to express 

my indignation through music.’ The exposed 
and lyrically delicate nature of the opening 
movement was certain to be a test for all bands; 
those that scrutinised balance and harmonic 
detail would certainly be successful, though 
that was no easy task given the unorthodox 
shape and acoustic of the venue. The following 
two movements do let the technical shackles 
off and would allow bands to show the full 
dramatic dynamic range, though perhaps given 
the music’s original scoring for wind orchestra, 
conductors would have to work hard to ensure 
the full palette of tonal colours were used to 
the best dramatic effect in this version for 
brass band. Of course, the bands that ended up 
at the top of the pecking order for this part of 
the competitive proceedings certainly achieved 
this and more, and it was overall runners up, 
Cory Band that lead the way. Their performance 
found something extra from the score that 
no other bands did, incredible tonal control to 
start and Philip Harper measured the harmonic 
climaxes to perfection.

EBBC 2018 witnessed some remarkable 
performances from all the competing bands, 
but it was Valaisia and their inspirational leader 
Arséne Duc that claimed the title of European 
Brass Band Champions 2018. An ensemble of 
the highest quality, Swiss champions and now 
kings of Europe.
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of the composer and the music is harmonically 
influenced by the later works of Russian 
composer, Alexander Scriabin. Italian Brass 
Band, conducted by Filippo Cangiamila were 
comprehensive winners giving a performance 
of thorough stylistic conviction. It achieved 
detailed textural balance and contained 
virtuoso solo playing, the central focus of which 
was their Best Soloist award winner, Principal 
Cornet Francesco Crivello.

The Saturday evening showpiece, the EBBC 
Gala Concert, is always an opportunity to let 
the tension of the competition subside and 
for the audience to sit back and enjoy world 
class musicians at work, though this chance 
of competitive repose is only momentary of 
course, as it’s immediately followed by the 
results and the ceremonial crowning of the 
European champion band. The concert for 2018 
was performed by four contrasting ensembles; 
the historically informed Capella de la Torre, 
the youthful exuberance of European Youth 
Brass Band, the majesty of reigning European 
champions Eikanger-Bjørsvik and the innovative 
and experimental quintet of K.O. Brass! 

This was never going to be your usual Gala 
Concert programme and clearly aimed to break 
with conventions and present an ‘in-your-face’ 
unique blend of sound and musical tradition, 
a musical tapestry of artistry and colour that 

première of Paul McGhee’s funk inspired The 
Long Way Home. One of the highlights of the 
weekend was the award of best instrumentalist 
to Skage Rollheim, the superb marimba soloist 
with Norwegian band Tasta Skolekorps, 
competing in the Development section. He 
performs Sugaria by French percussionist and 
composer Eric Sammut.

In recent years’ events on the Saturday of the 
Championship Section, we have seen a trend 
for competing bands to commission repertoire 
especially written for the occasion, pieces that 
are tailored to show off very specific aspects 
of that particular ensemble’s make-up. This 
produces a session of blockbuster technical 
performances, moments of immense repose 
and allows star soloists to shine in quite 
extraordinary ways. When the list of chosen 
pieces was published some weeks before the 
contest, it caused much consternation. Of 
course, neither the public (nor the esteemed 
judging panel) knew which band would be 
playing which piece, but it didn’t escape the 
attention of many that this was a list of a 
slightly different nature. It contained only one 
newly commissioned work, one piece originally 
conceived over 70 years ago and another that 
was a contest commission in 1997. Was this 
a competitive tactical twist or a new trend 
to turn towards music that has historical and 
previous emotional significance in the minds of 

performers, audience and judges? Whichever 
it was, it made for an intense, exciting and 
extremely musically satisfying afternoon of 
brass band performances.

Valaisia chose to repeat their successful choice 
from the Swiss Nationals victory of only six 
months earlier, The Turing Test by highly sought 
after and innovative composer Simon Dobson. 
Another award-winning composer, Dobson 
has become a regular choice for this aspect of 
the EBBC. The Turing Test was commissioned 
and premièred at the 2016 Belgian Nationals 
by another competing band at the contest, 
Brass Band Willebroek. The music is inspired 
by the work of the British genius regarded as 
the father of theoretical computer science 
and artificial intelligence and at times needs 
the exact mathematical precision that Valaisia 
brought to their performance, along with 
wrought emotion and drama that summoned 
the expectant audience to its feet.

Perhaps the surprise package of the contest 
was the French champion, Hauts-de-France 
Brass Band conducted by Luc Vertommen. 
While they didn’t quite figure in the desired way 
on the set-test, their own choice performance 
of Philip Sparke’s Perihelion: Closer to the 
Sun was a scorcher and drew the attention of 
the judging panel, consisting of Russell Gray, 
Blaise Héritier and Erik Janssen, enough to be 

was brilliantly conceived and performed by 
those involved. Add into the mix the peerless 
American trumpet artist Adam Rapa and you 
have a night to remember that was truly the 
icing on a musical cake that will be difficult 
to forget. We have several tracks from the 
concert presented here, from the surreal Pretty 
Drugged Fairy by K.O. Brass! trumpeter, Romain 
Bly to the sublimely delicate playing of Capella 
de la Torre in Anthony Holborne’s 16th century 
Pavana/Galiarda; listeners will get a real taste 
of the musical feast presented that night.

The European Youth Brass Band Contest 
for 2018 saw English winners in both the 
Development and Premier sections. Wardle 
Academy Youth Band and Youth Brass 2000 
both gave stunning performances to take home 
their respective European titles. CD 2 starts 
with Wardle’s opener, Fanfare and Flourishes 
by James Curnow and also features Youth Brass 
2000 in their performance of the set test-piece, 
Michael Ball’s Chaucer’s Tune, and the world 

Capella de la Torre
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