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Celebrating Belgium’s 
Band Heritage

 

Paul Hindmarsh, BB Features 

Editor and Chair of the 

EBBA Music Commission, 

introduces the set test-pieces 

commissioned for this year’s 

European Championships

When the European Brass Band 
Championships were held in the 
magnificent Kursaal concert hall in Ostend 
in 2009, the set test for the Championship 
Section commissioned by the local 
organisers VLAMO (the Flemish association 
for Music, Bands and Musicians) was From 
Ancient Times by Jan Van der Roost. This 
colourful essay in musical time travel 
celebrates the high points in the history of 
Flemish music, embracing Gregorian chant, 
Renaissance polyphony and the romantic 
styles associated with Adolphe Sax, all in 18 
minutes. 
The European Championships are taking 
place in Ostend once again and VLAMO has 
turned to a former student of Van der Roost 
for the set test commission, award-winning 
composer and conductor Kevin Houben 
(b. 1977).  Like his teacher, Houben has also 
looked to the musical heritage of Belgium 
for his inspiration, but in his case to a specific 
composer and era. Paul Gilson (1865-1942) 
was a pioneer in the composition of original 
music for wind and fanfare bands in Belgium 
and recognised as the ‘Father of Belgian 
wind music’. Houben has taken as his 
principal theme for Where Angles Fly from an 
early descriptive fantasy by Gilson entitled 
Le Retour Aux Pays (Homecoming), composed 
in 1885. It describes the return of a group of 
émigré Scots to their beloved native land. 
Before embarking on the voyage, they pray 
for a safe journey [Ex. 1]. This simple, but 
memorable melody, La Priére, is the principal 
theme of Where Angels Fly.  
“It has been processed in various ways,” 
Kevin Houben tells us, “in recognisable 
combinations, sometimes in small cells 
that are concealed as accompaniment, and 
sometimes in cells as a countermelody.” We 
only hear La Priére in full once, at the climax 
of the piece as a majestic chorale. Gilson’s 
original is quiet and gentle. 

In a very real sense Where Angles Fly is the 
most personal work Kevin Houben has 
composed for brass band, because he has 
identified himself as the composer by 
creating the work’s second theme out of 
his own name, H (B) - B(Bb) - E - (N)  [Ex.2]. 
There is a long and noble tradition of 
composers using ciphers based on their 
own names, or the names of others. BACH is 
the most obvious example, but composers 
as diverse as the Robert Schumann, Alban 
Berg and Bela Bartok all created hidden 
messages of this kind in their work. Kevin 
Houben is a huge admirer of the music of 
Dmitri Shostakovich, who added his musical 
signature (DSCH) to a number of his most 
personal works, including String Quartet 
No. 8. The brooding opening of the quartet 
is particularly influential on the sound and 
atmosphere of the slow introduction of 
Where Angels Fly. Houben’s adopts a similar 
bass-led contrapuntal style based on his 
signature, which appears over 100 times 
during the course of the work, often set 
against La Priére cells, binding the musical 
argument together. The cornet ‘choir’ 
enters with the first phrase of La Prière with 
glockenspiel and tubular bells providing a 
specific tribute, as Kevin Houben explains. 
“Where Angels Fly is a very personal piece 
because of the Belgian origin of brass music, 
with my own signature combined but also 
with the special effects of glockenspiel and 
tubular bells ‘borrowed’ from my teacher Jan 
Van der Roost’s From Ancient Times. I was a 
student of his for five years after my trumpet 
course. He taught me everything about 
writing for winds.” [Ex. 3]
The first Allegro section erupts out of 
finger-flying passage work and trombone 
glissandi (another nod to From Ancient 
Times). Throughout this first fast episode we 
hear elements of La Prière juxtaposed with 
H-B-E-(N) and condensed into dramatic 
rhythmic patterns full of motoric energy. 
It’s an elaborate score, but admirably 
economical. “I have deliberately limited 
myself to just the two themes and worked 
with them throughout, to make it an organic 
piece,” Houben says. While the music 
maximises the independence of individual 
instruments, it is rather satisfying to be able 
to read the score without having to resort 
to a calculator to work out intricate metrical 
changes and complex beat patterns. The 
work’s considerable rhythmic challenges are 
contained within patterns of three, four and 

five for the most part. What is interesting 
for player and listener is the way the main 
motives are set against the pulse and the 
secondary textures at different speeds, 
especially as the music winds up to its 
powerful climaxes.
A sighing, fade-out end to the first Allegro 
leads the ear onto the central slow section, 
where the band’s soloists are revealed. 
It is refreshing that Houben has chosen 
to integrate the ‘cadenza’ element of a 
brass band test into a seamless musical 
paragraph. “I didn’t want to stop the music 
for cadenzas but to integrate them into the 
fabric of the music”, Houben explains. The 
memorable first phrase of Le Priére initiates 
an extended flugel horn solo. All the solos 
are set within their best ranges, demanding 
quality tone and phrasing. “It starts with 
the Gilson theme and then I elaborate it,” 
Houben adds, “and all the other cells that I 
use are background accompaniments.” The 
band is treated like a large chamber music 
group, full of small nuances and details 
of colour. It is followed by perhaps the 
expressive heart of the piece. Adagio devoto 
is the instruction. The solo horn delivers 
a poignant prayer, while Gilson’s La Priére 
theme and is whispered in the background, 
beginning on baritone. 
Writing in his preface to the score, Houben 
explains the processes he has adopted in 
composing Where Angels Fly - about the 
thematic content, the way he manipulates 
his two themes and their personal 
significance. Creating a satisfying, organic 
musical argument seems more important 
than merely creating a virtuoso test-
piece, and there is certainly more depth 
of technique revealed in this work than in 
his other brass band test-pieces. However, 
the title Where Angels Fly and the heart-felt 
mood of this prayer might suggest that 
the work is more than an essay in musical 
abstraction. While he was composing the 
work, as yet untitled, Houben learned of the 
sudden death of the son of his best friend. 
Jesse Lefebvre was just seven years old, and 
this unexpected tragedy gave the composer 
his title and dedication.  “It was an honour 
for me to dedicate the piece to Jesse’s 
memory,” Houben says, “and the middle of 
the piece turned into a gentle lullaby for 
him. It’s the most intimate part of the piece.” 
Jesse Lefebvre’s memory is enshrined in the 
title and in the text with which the preface 
begins. How do you say goodbye to what is not, 
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cannot and never will be? 
The reflective mood is broken by percussion 
and by stabbing chords inspired by another 
popular European set test, Extreme Makeover. 
The keen-eared in the audience might also 
hear a coincidental resemblance, a little 
later on, in the rhythmic syncopations to the 
opening fanfare in Gilbert Vinter’s Spectrum. 
We are not given a literal reprise of the 
Allegro energico music. Fresh, rhythmically 
incisive gestures are introduced to propel 
the music on to the grand statement of La 
Priére. This marks our musical destination, 
so to speak, and is acknowledged in the way 
the main climax is achieved. “I think this will 
be one of the most interesting moments for 
the conductors,” Houben says, “because here 
you can make your own music, with room 
for different interpretations building to the 
big moment where the soprano cornet sits 
on top of a huge cluster of notes combining 
the main motives and plays out into the 
audience on a top D. I am curious to see how 
they will manage this moment.” 
An extended and dramatic extended coda 
includes a ‘Beethovenian’ false ending that 
the composer hopes might surprise the 
audience and the work ends with a series of 
resolute, organ-like chords. While much of 
the fast music in Where Angels Fly is marked 

to be played very fast and very loud, Kevin 
Houben observes that there are many 
different ways to play double forte or double 
piano. “I have written a lot of fortissimos, 
I know, but not every forte has the same 
dynamic. There are sonorous moments 
and aggressive moments and I hope that 
conductors and bands will be able to find 
them.” 

Sleepless nights for the 
Challenge section bands

Conductor and composer Bart Picqueur 
has framed his new Challenge Section 
test around the theme of Insomnia. Given 
the range of musical style’s the bands are 
required to master in this 12-minute work, 
one can imagine there was many a sleepless 
night during the preparations. Picqueur 
has taken his inspiration from a poem by 
the English poet and painter Dante Gabriel 
Rossetti (1828-1882). The son of Italian 
émigrés, Rossetti was a co-founder in 1848 of 
the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, with fellow 
painters including William Holman Hunt 
and John Everett Millais. Following his wife’s 
death just two years into their marriage, 

Rossetti began to treat his on-going 
insomnia with a mixture of drugs and 
whiskey. He suffered a mental breakdown 
and a year before his death wrote of his 
restlessness of spirit in a deeply personal 
poem, which Bart Picqueur includes in the 
work, to be declaimed, sotto voce, in rhythmic 
unison by the band. 
Something of that restlessness is composed 
into the music. The bold chords with which 
the work begins (reminiscent, coincidentally, 
of the opening of the film Taxi Driver, which 
is a study in insomnia) are followed by 
obsessively repeating rhythmic ostinati, 
the patterns of which are intended to have 
a hypnotising effect. The marimba plays 
a significant role in evoking an unsettling 
atmosphere. The musical language is 
similarly always on the move. In his 
programme note Bart Picqueur describes it 
as ‘an eclectic set up of elements, containing 
references to minimal music and serial 
music, but also baroque (chorale and fugal 
exposition), and even a touch of jazz and 
ethnic rhythms’, in the central solo sections, 
adding that it was his intention to ‘bring all 
those influences into a consistent spectacle’. 
Insomnia is intended both to challenge and 
entertain, ‘so ENJOY!’ he urges, ‘practice 
hard, rehearse devotedly.’ 


