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Robert Docker was one of the finest musicians in the field of popular light music. He was certainly one of its primary champions as
a performer, both in the UK and latterly in Australia. His compositions, including those featured on this recording, have become
standards in the light music genre, but perhaps it is for his arrangements that he was best known and loved by audiences and
broadcast producers alike. He wrote works of considerable stature for piano and orchestra and for the combined forces of orchestra
with solo singers and chorus, selections from the greatest hits shows from stage and screen. He also wrote and orchestrated music
for cinema, including part of the score for Chariots of Fire.
Docker was born in London on 5 June 1918, the son of a gas worker. He was educated first at North Paddington Central School,
during which time he also received some private musical tuition. He arrived with a London County Council Scholarship at the Royal
Academy of Music, where he studied viola with James Lockyer, piano and composition. He also learned to play the organ,
harpsichord and violin, but it was his skill at the piano that largely determined the successful career that lay ahead of him. His first
arrangement was broadcast in 1936 and his debut on air came some ten years later.
Docker worked with many famous names, both as an arranger and as an accompanist. Among the popular artists he made
arrangements for were the Scottish soprano Moira Anderson, Cynthia Glover and the American singer Lorna Dallas. He also had
fond memories of accompanying José Carreras at the tenor’s first popular concert appearance at the Royal Albert Hall in 1985.
A large number of his appearances during the last 20 years of his life were for the BBC, principally BBC Radio 2 and with the BBC
Concert Orchestra in the long-running series Friday Night Is Music Night, where for many years he worked with and orchestrated for
Sidney Torch. In addition to these broadcasts were his many appearances as soloist and as orchestral pianist with the London Studio
Players, on Radio 2 and in other areas of BBC programming, where the best of British light music was so often heard. In performances
for two pianos he formed a partnership with Edward Rubach which lasted 15 years, and subsequently with William Davies and also with
Gordon Langford, another fine composer, arranger and pianist.
Legend is one of Docker’s best-known original compositions. It represents that particular strand of light music, the ‘concerto-like’
feature for piano and orchestra, happily ranking alongside The Dream of Olwen by Charles Williams, Hubert Bath’s Cornish Rhapsody,
Richard Addinsell’s Warsaw Concerto and Miklos Rosza’s Spellbound Concerto (all available on Naxos 8.554323). While these were all
for use in films, Legend remained essentially a concert or broadcast piece only. One of the ideas for the piece had come from a suite
Docker had written for piano, viola and horn. While he was playing the draft version in the publisher’s office, Sidney Torch was in earshot
and remarked on its potential. It was used, however, by the BBC’s Home Service in 1959 during their Saturday Night Theatre series,
having been the inspiration for a play by Merlin Roberts entitled The Long Way Back. Legend was later recorded in various shortened
and re-arranged forms, but it is the original version that is featured here. While strictly a piece of light music, Legend gives the listener the
feeling of something altogether more substantial. Docker performed the work on many occasions for the BBC and in public concerts all
over the UK and in Australia.
Scène du bal is a classic of the golden era of light music. The divided strings after the opening are typical of the genre and its
style, and it uses a standard light orchestra line-up with the clarinets featuring prominently in a repeat of the middle melody. Any
‘interlude’ in the early days of television would have included this piece, which provided an easy-listening background to the visual
image. But the work also stands by its own merit, for its melody, which is always paramount.
Three Contrasts for oboe and strings is really a collection of separate pieces played in a concerto-like configuration. They were
written over a period of some five years and dedicated to the oboist Linden Harris, principal with the BBC Concert Orchestra, who
played them in the tribute programme broadcast by the BBC Concert Orchestra as part of their 40th anniversary tour of Britain. The
first piece, AlIa marcia, was curiously the last of the three to be composed. The second piece, Romanza, dating from September
1958, has a most beautiful and haunting tune with a touch of melancholy. The phrases are long and tender, showing off the player’s
control and the instrument’s range and versatility within the orchestral framework. The Finale, Rondolet, was the first to be written
and was first played as a solo item by Linden Harris during a broadcast of Friday Night Is Music Night. The Three Contrasts, a later
work which Docker was particularly fond of, were a welcome addition to the light music and indeed oboe repertoire.

Tabarinage was written in June 1961 and became a firm favourite with players and audiences. It is written in the form of a cancan and is outrageously cheeky without being vulgar. The title translates literally as ‘buffoonery’ and shows off the composer’s
sense of humour. It was played after family and friends had gathered for Docker’s funeral in May 1992 at Ipswich Crematorium, in
keeping with the family’s request. Tabarinage is a classic light miniature masterpiece and always brings a smile to performers and
listeners.
Scènes de ballet was published in 1958 by Inter Art Music Publishers. It is not clear whether these pieces were ever used to
accompany dance, but they form a short suite suggestive of classical ballet music.
Air for strings, from Air and Jig for violin, cello and piano, was originally published by Arcadia Music Publishing and dates from
1963. This movement is marked Andante espressivo and exploits the full range of string tone. In this, as in many of Docker’s works,
there is a strong awareness of the viola within his scoring, an instrument he studied at the Royal Academy of Music. The simple
tune is cast and interwoven in the pastoral mode of an English country summer scene and uses the strings to paint a picture rich in
peaceful solitude.
The Spirit of Cambria was prepared for a celebration of St David’s Day broadcast by BBC Radio 2 on 1 March 1972. This is not
an original composition but an arrangement of four well-known traditional Welsh tunes. There is, however, an element of
composition within the arrangement by means of the linking passages between the four tunes. It is a good example of Docker’s skill
at creating an original-sounding work using traditional airs.
Fairy Dance Reel is another arrangement dating from its publication by Fred Hartley Publications in 1958. The Irish reel is again
representative of the style of writing at a time when music of this kind was played regularly in teahouses, restaurants, hotels and on
radio. The publisher, Fred Hartley, was himself a light music composer and arranger of considerable talent and it was in this kind of
company that the young Docker had many of his early successes.
Blue Ribbons is an arrangement in the form of variations on the traditional air, Oh dear, what can the matter be? Docker makes
much of the orchestral colour and weight within the arrangement. A violin solo in the slow middle section brings necessary relief in the
development of what is a very short tune. It is another excellent example of his skills at orchestral instrumentation. The present
recording is the first commercial release of Blue Ribbons.
Pastiche Variations for piano and orchestra was completed in March 1980, and this is the first commercial recording of Docker’s
most serious work. It is, however, not without some fine musical humour hidden in the 94 pages of the score. The variations are
based on the traditional French tune Frère Jacques and are unusual in that they begin with the first variation before stating the
theme. The ‘pastiche’ element of the title refers to the fact that each variation assumes the style of a different composer. The front
page of the score owns up to Docker’s affection for so many composers who had influenced him in his career, with the words,
‘Dedicated with gratitude to all the composers who helped in writing these variations.’ Together they form a work Robert Docker was
intensely and justifiably proud of, and one that enjoyed many outings in concert halls and on BBC Radio 2 and Radio 3.
Barry Knight

William Davies (1921–2006)

William Davies was born in Bolton in 1921 and began his career as an organist at the Gaumont Cinema in Wolverhampton in 1946,
after military service, moving thereafter to the Gaumont in Finchley, the Metropole, Victoria, and then to the leading cinema of the
Gaumont British circuit in London’s Tottenham Court Road. He enjoyed an active career, with frequent broadcasts and West End
theatre engagements as organist, pianist and conductor. His recordings as an organist include theatre and classical repertoire, with
performances on the organs of the Royal Albert Hall and Royal Festival Hall. He also gave lecture recitals, served as an examiner
and adjudicator, and appeared as a recitalist, both in Britain and abroad.

David Presley

David Presley studied at the Royal College of Music with Michael Winfield. In 1977, he joined the Philharmonic Orchestra where he
stayed for ten years. In 1987 he joined the Orchestra of the Royal Opera House, but has played with most of the major London
orchestras and as soloist in many chamber ensembles.

RTÉ Concert Orchestra
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The RTÉ Concert Orchestra (Principal Guest Conductor Stephen Bell; Conductor Laureate Proinnsías Ó Duinn; Leader Mia
Cooper) is part of RTÉ, Ireland’s national public service multimedia organisation. Founded in 1948, the orchestra specialises in
eclectic programming and has performed with Luciano Pavarotti, Lang Lang and Cleo Laine, and Irish artists including Sinéad
O’Connor and Imelda May. Its recent series of 90s dance music events won the IMRO radio Outstanding Achievement Award for
2018. The RTÉ CO has performed in seven Eurovision Song Contests; film credits include Stephen Rennicks’ score to Room and
Brian Byrne’s Golden Globe-nominated score to Albert Nobbs. Recent recordings include Howard Shore’s A Palace upon the Ruins
and Flicker with Irish singer Niall Horan, and the orchestra has also collaborated with Irish National Opera, English National Ballet
and Our Lady’s Choral Society, as well as giving the Ireland premieres of Jaws in Concert, Amadeus and The Nightmare Before
Christmas with Danny Elfman. During the COVID-19 pandemic the RTÉ CO continued to produce a wide range of work including
new Guy Barker jazz arrangements, an award-winning John Lennon tribute, a 50th anniversary celebration of Clannad, a charttopping single and a TV tribute to David Bowie with an international line-up including members of Bowie’s own band. www.rte.ie/co

Barry Knight

Barry Knight joined the BBC Light Music Department as a producer in 1968 and directed many programmes with legendary
conductors and musical directors including Vilém Tauský, Marcus Dods, Gilbert Vinter, Eric Robinson and Max Jaffa, on such shows
as Melody on the Move and Melodies for You. He also worked with composers and arrangers Wilfred Josephs, Ernest Tomlinson,
Sidney Torch and Robert Docker, who became a close friend and major influence on his musical career. Knight later made
programmes for BBC Radio 2, where he produced many series of the annual International Festival of Light Music concerts at the
Royal Festival Hall, as well as spending six years producing Friday Night is Music Night at the height of its popularity. For his
services to this programme, he received a Television and Radio Industries Club award for Radio Programme of the Year in 1983. He
also received an Ivor Novello award for his documentary series on Novello. He left the BBC in 1993 having produced over 3,000 live
music events, mainly with the BBC Concert Orchestra with whom he made his Royal Festival Hall conducting debut in 1990. Since
then he has toured extensively internationally with the Mantovani Orchestra. His proudest moment so far was conducting the
augmented Hong Kong Sinfonietta and Oratorio Choir (with fellow Neath-born Welsh singer Della Jones), for four concerts on the
last three days before the handover of Hong Kong to China in 1997. He has appeared several times at the Sydney Opera House
and in Melbourne with the Australian Philharmonic and Pops Orchestras.

Robert Docker was one of the giants of light music – a composer and arranger whose works
graced stage, screen, radio and television. Two of his best pieces were written for piano and
orchestra: Legend, which can rank alongside Addinsell’s Warsaw Concerto (Naxos 8.554323); and
the brilliantly witty inventions of the Pastiche Variations. Not only was Docker a distinguished
orchestrator, he was also a rich melodist as his classic Scène du bal illustrates, while the
composer’s impish humour can be savoured in Tabarinage. Docker’s early training as a classical
violist fully equipped him to explore the British pastoral tradition in the languid and beautiful Air.
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