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Looking back over the 41 year history of the 
European Brass Band Championships, the 
contest has taken place in some memorable 
locations and cities. Yet surely, none has been 
more breathtaking than Montreux. Nestled 
at the tip of Lake Geneva and fringed by 
mountains that at the end of April were still 
evocatively snowcapped and shrouded in 
early morning mist, Montreux is one of those 
very special places that in common with other 
host cities over the years, adds inestimably 
to the aura, thrill and atmosphere of musical 
excellence that makes the European Brass 
Band Championships the unique pinnacle of 
competitive brass banding that it has become.

To regard the event simply as a contest 
however is to underestimate both the breadth 
and significance of what the European Brass 
Band Association has created. The contest 
itself might be the musical apotheosis, but 
with EBBA’s dedicated input, the European 
Championships has evolved into an annual 
celebration; a week-long festival that 
embraces the finest elements of brass banding 
across Europe, both in terms of performance 
and creativity.

The musical backdrop to the 2019 European 
Brass Band Championship also proved to be 
every bit as spectacular as the glorious scenery 
surrounding Montreux’s Stravinski Auditorium. 

as the band delivered a scorchingly virtuosic 
account, crackling with electricity, startling 
ensemble work and stunning soloists. A 
game changing test piece when written, the 
performance also resulted in a game changing 
result for Paris as the band finished runner up 
overall, just one point behind the victors Cory.  

Arthur Pryor’s Thoughts of Love is one of 
the classic trombone showpieces, although 
to hear it played with the maturity displayed 
by BML Talents’ Manuel Zemp in the Youth 
Premier Section is a rare treat as the soloist 
demonstrates both his dexterity with the slide 
and impressive range.

That combination of technical maturity, allied 
with youthful exuberance, is also key to the 
spirited account of Relaxation from Gilbert 
Vinter’s Salute to Youth that formed EYBB’s 
Gala Concert tribute to Vinter, proving that 

his music remains as vital as ever 50 years on 
from his death in 1969.

In the Youth Premier Section Austria’s Catch 
Basin Brass Band secured its first ever 
contest victory, courtesy of an impressive 
99 points tally awarded by judges Anne 
Crookston and Glyn Williams. Instrumental 
to the band’s triumph was a joyous account 
of the set test Daniel Hall’s Sanctuary. Fresh 
from the composer’s victory in the European 
Composer’s Competition, Daniel’s three 
movement suite paying tribute to Victor 
Hugo’s The Hunchback of Notre Dame was 
unexpectedly poignant in light of the tragic 
fire at the cathedral just weeks before, with 
the performance capturing the bell dominated 
themes of the work’s three movements in 
absorbing fashion.      

Played with infectious verve by the massed 
bands of Valaisia and the EYBB, the album 
concludes with the Gala Concert encore of 
the Finale from William Tell Overture. As 
the audience cheered to the rafters, one could 
almost sense Switzerland’s greatest folk hero 
beaming down his approval for what had been 
a truly exceptional week of the finest in brass 
band music.                

Cory Band

Manuel Zemp

Every year the contest offers a unique musical 
recipe; the culmination of the competitive 
endeavours of the previous 12 months and an 
ever evolving annual snapshot of brass band 
development across Europe. This year’s event 
was no exception, as a capacity audience 
gathered for an enticing Championship Section 
Contest in which a host of bands possessed the 
potential to take the title. 

A ‘home team’ defending champion in an on-
form Valaisia Brass Band, was aiming to become 
the first Swiss band to retain its European title.

The world’s number one brass band, Cory Band, 
arrived in Switzerland knowing that only victory 
would take Philip Harper and his team to next 
year’s Championships in Lithuania. 

Eikanger-Bjørsvik Musikklag, winners of 
the Norwegian National Championships for 
the last four years, and the 2017 European 
Champion, would lay down its challenge under  
Ingar H. Bergby, a conductor with the gift of 
alchemy in conjuring up performances of 
magical atmosphere and chemistry. 

Two bands, Italian Brass Band and Göta 
Brass Band from Sweden, were to play in 
the Championship Section for the first time 
having risen through the ranks of the Challenge 
Section. 

Frank Zappa and the fire that destroyed the 
Montreux Casino during Zappa’s infamous 
1971 gig in the building, the work is really a 
compelling exercise in colour, texture and 
sonority. Every ounce of Michael Bach’s 
characteristic intensity and commitment is 
brought to bear on this wonderfully virtuosic 
performance that earned the band second 
place in the own choice leg with 97 points.

Continuing our highlights from the own choice 
performances to open CD 2, Cory was the only 
band to unveil a brand new piece in Explorers 
on the Moon by Paul Raphael, a composer with 
a remarkable physical resemblance to Cory’s 
MD Philip Harper! A sequel to Destination 
Moon and picking up where the previous 
piece left off in its Tintin inspired musical 
adventures, the piece played very much to 
Cory’s strengths, proving to be a dazzling 
sonic spectacular and a brilliant vehicle for the 
remarkable textural transparency, atmosphere 
and individual flair that is so typical of the 
band. Having finished fourth on the set test the 
previous day, Explorers on the Moon was to 
be the decider for Cory as the band’s stunning 
performance proved instrumental in propelling 
the band to overall victory for the seventh time 
in its history.     

Tom Davoren’s Valaisia Variants was another 
Gala Concert première. Played with relish by 

its dedicatees under Arsène Duc, the bright, 
rhythmically exciting and melodically engaging 
style of the piece drew warm appreciation, 
whilst packing much into its brief four minute 
duration.

Sunday’s European Youth Contest had 
produced a magnificent standard of playing 
from the nine bands participating in the 
Development and Premier Sections, with 
Lee Rigg and Wardle Academy Youth Band 
retaining its Development Section title for 
the second consecutive year. The band’s 
performance of the set test, Stephan Hodel’s 
Argos, is full of brilliant contrasts, finding 
the bright festive style of the music and its 
changing styles with invigorating relish.

Paris Brass Band under its charismatic MD 
Florent Didier has been one of the rising stars 
of European banding in recent years and the 
band’s own choice test of Philip Sparke’s Music 
of the Spheres proved to be an inspired one 

Two times former European Champion and 
reigning Belgian Champions Brass Band 
Willebroek would take to the stage with its 
strongest band for some years and several 
rapidly developing bands including Paris 
Brass Band and 3BA from Germany, travelled 
to Switzerland knowing that they had the 
firepower to make an impact.

Add to the mix former European Champions 
Brighouse & Rastrick and Brass Band 
Bürgermusik Luzern and it’s little wonder that 
a tsunami like surge of audience anticipation 
was to greet the 13 competing bands as they 
prepared to perform the set test on Friday 
afternoon.

As is tradition, the honour of writing the set 
test fell to a composer from the host nation. 
Ludovic Neurohr is one of the brightest young 
compositional talents on the brass band 
scene. A fearless, adventurous composer 
with a probing musical mind, his Concerto 
No. 14 for Brass Band and Percussion, Dear 
Cassandra, proved to be not only a fearsome 
technical test for players and MDs alike, but 
also a philosophically questioning essay on 
the contemporary creative state and future 
direction of brass band composition. 

In the composer’s own words, “How many 
musical eras have we seen? To what extent 

Wardle Academy Youth Band 



has the brass band world evolved to changing 
styles? Should we be content with staying in 
our comfort zone or look to be more original? 
Is that the right question? What direction 
could we be taking? What can we do to enrich 
the repertoire?”

Cast in three continuous movements, the 
title of Dear Cassandra is drawn from Greek 
mythology. Cassandra predicted the arrival of 
the Trojan horse and the composer describes 
his piece as a “true open mail to soothsayers” 
and an attempt to “interrogate through the 
music and the compositional process the 
future direction brass band music might or 
might not take”.

What emerged was a tour de force of a test 
piece. A rapidly shifting canvas of oscillating 
moods and stylistic and thematic inferences 
ranging from John Golland to Pink Floyd and 
Pergolesi that demanded every ounce of skill 
from the respective MDs in steering a cohesive 
path through its 18 minute duration. 

For the players, sheer stamina was to be a key 
factor, although the extreme demands placed 
on soloists and the limpid delicacy and subtle 
array of colours and textural nuance called for 
in sections such as ‘High Hopes’ were to allow 
the leading bands to conjure with magical 
atmospheres that made a clear impression on 

the audience in an auditorium with a natural, 
ringingly clear acoustic that is eminently 
suited to the kind of forensic listening that the 
bands’ performances are subjected to by both 
listeners and adjudicators alike.

CD 1 opens in celebratory fashion with Damien 
Lagger’s Euroflash, one of no less than three 
première performances given during the 
course of the Gala Concert that preceded the 
results ceremony. Played with bracing brio 
by Valaisia Brass Band under Arsène Duc, 
the vividly exciting fanfares that frame the 
contrasting lyricism at the work’s heart made 
for a fabulous concert opener.

At Friday’s Opening Ceremony there had been 
gasps from the assembled guests when the 
draw for the set test revealed that four of the 
leading bands in contention, Paris Brass Band, 
Eikanger-Bjørsvik, Cory and Valaisia would be 
the last four bands to take to the stage. 

Track 2 transports us to the Championship 
Section set test and Eikanger-Bjørsvik 
Musikklag. Playing at number 11, the band’s 
intent was stamped on Dear Cassandra from 
the start, as Ingar H. Bergby and his team 
delivered a reading of magnificent cohesion 
and detail that bristled with character and 
startling virtuosity. Also laced with playing 
of consummate artistry by the band’s 
soloists, Eikanger’s performance emerged 
as something very special indeed, putting 
the Norwegians in prime position going into 
Saturday’s own choice leg.        

One week before the contest itself, the 
European Youth Brass Band convened for 
its annual course under the direction of 
Bertrand Moren. In its toe tapping, jazzy style, 
replete with a sterling contribution from the 
band’s cornet section, EYBB’s performance 
of Virtuose Kumpane given at the Farewell 
Concert could hardly be a finer demonstration 
of the musical spirit and camaraderie that 
exists amongst the young players drawn from 
the EBBA member countries.

Saturday morning’s Challenge Section contest 
had seen Germany’s Brass Band Regensburg 
take the title under English MD Dave Lea. The 
band’s performance of the set test, Mario 
Bürki’s Terezín got to the emotional core of a 
score that paints vivid pictures of the fortress 

that inspired the music, a building with a 
dark history in its later use as a prison and 
Nazi concentration camp. That darkness was 
finely captured in a winning performance that 
bristled with drama. 

Back to the Gala Concert and a touch of Duke 
Ellington in It don’t mean a thing. Soloist 
Patrick Ottiger, one of Switzerland’s finest 
freelance trumpet players and long serving 
soprano cornet player with Brass Band 
Bürgermusik Luzern wowed the audience with 
this adrenalin fuelled rendition that forms a 
dramatic contrast with Valaisia’s apt choice of 
excerpts from Stravinsky’s The Firebird, the 
finale of which is here captured as a radiant 
paean of praise. 

CD 1 concludes with Brass Band Bürgermusik 
Luzern’s own choice test piece, Paul 
McGhee’s fascinating King Kong on Rue 
Igor-Stravinsky. Although paying tribute to Eikanger-Bjørsvik Musikklag

Brass Band Regensburg
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