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Postcards
from France
an album of musical snapshots

Tonight’s concert is all about images of France - well, nearly all. Our origi-
nal thought was that many composers have been to France and written 
music describing the country or reflecting their experiences there. So we 
set about looking for music about France by non-French composers. You 
can’t really send postcards from where you live.

Or so we thought. As the obvious candidates came and were added to 
the programme - American in Paris and Candide, for example, pieces by 
French composers kept pushing their way in, demanding to be heard 
alongside the ‘imports’. So we took in Ravel’s delightful Pavane pour une 
Infante Defunte, which is more a postcard from the Spanish court, however 
French it sounds to us, and we welcomed La Boutique Fantasque, which, 
originating from Rossini’s pen is definitely from France if not specifically 
of France. As a famous Italian expat living in Paris, the retired Rossini 
was better known at the time as the composer of William Tell and a great 
gourmet (Tournedos Rossini, anyone?). His little pieces, ‘sins of old age’ he 
called them, inspired Respighi to compile this dazzling ballet for Diaghi-
lev.

On the other hand, Philip Sparke’s Portrait of a City is ostensibly drawn 
from Sparke’s own  home of London. Yet the moods portrayed do apply 
so well to Paris that it seemed a shame to leave it out. Verdi’s La Traviata, 
based on a French novel and set in Paris, captures the zeitgeist of 19th 
century well-to-do Parisian life so sharply the censors insisted it be set in 
the past when it was first performed.

The Paris of Inspector Clouseau is, perhaps, a little less real than Verdi’s. 
But the characterful nature of Mancini’s music for the original Pink Panther 
film and the iconic Panther theme itself argued their case for inclusion, 
Finally, with Miilhaud’s Suite Francaise we have the ultimate postcard - the 
composer in exile describing his country for the the friends and relatives 
in America of the troops who went and got it back from the Nazis. One of 
Milhaud’s pupils in America was the jazzman Dave Brubeck, and we have 
a little surprise for you to reflect the central role Paris and France have 
played in the history of Jazz and swing.

Philip Burditt
Musical Director
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Overture ‘Candide’ Leonard Bernstein
Candide was Leonard Bernstein’s third Broadway musical, following On the Town 
and Wonderful Town. It opened in New York in 1956, and while it was not a great 
success (73 performances), the sparkling overture has become a concert favourite. 
Vividly capturing the pace of the operetta, it cleverly echoes a Rossini opera 
overture but with a definitely Gallic flavour.

Portrait of a City Philip Sparke
Sparke set out to capture in music some of the essence of London, his hometown, 
but admitted the piece could describe almost any of the world’s great cities. The 
three movements (Skyline, In Autumn and Downtown) each describe one of the many 
characteristics of this fascinating city, or in our case, Paris. Like the proverbial Mars 
bar advert, it could be said the movements refer to the city at work, rest and play.

Pavane pour une Infante Defunte Maurice Ravel
This Pavane was not meant to be a funeral lament for a child. Ravel chose the title 
because he liked the sonority of the French words “infante défunte”. He hoped 
to evoke the scene of a young Spanish princess delighting in this stately dance 
in quiet reverie, as Velazquez would have painted in the Spanish court. So this is 
literally a postcard from France, if not one of France.

Suite Francaise Darius Milhaud
Darius Milhaud was commissioned to write the Suite Francaise in 1945. He 
provided the following notes about the Suite:

‘The five parts of this suite are named after French provinces, the very ones in which the 
American and Allied armies fought together with the French underground for the liberation 
of my country – Normandy, Brittany, Ile-de-France (of which Paris is the center), Alsace-
Lorraine, and Provence. I used some folk tunes of the provinces. I wanted the young Americans 
to hear the popular melodies of those parts of France where their fathers and brothers fought 
to defeat the German invaders who in less than seventy years have brought war, destruction, 
cruelty, torture, and murder, three times, to the peaceful and democratic people of France.’

~ Interval ~
La Traviata Prelude  Guiseppe Verdi
La Traviata, like Dumas’ play La Dame Aux Camellias upon which it based, was an 
instant and huge hit in Paris. We chose to perform the prelude tonight to give us 
a moment of quiet in the generally lively programme. With the Parisian elegance 
we get a fortaste of the frailty – physical and emotional – that results in Violetta’s 
death from consumption at the end of the opera.

La Boutique Fantasque Rossini arr. Respighi
The music for this delightful work was among the unpublished works of 

Postcards from France



 5

Rossini, most probably written during his long ‘retirement’ in Paris, where he 
was known as much as a bon viveur as the composer of William Tell. When 
discovered, the music was adapted by Respighi for Diaghilev and the Russian 
Ballet. The scene of the ballet is a doll shop (la Boutique), in which all of the 
customers are caricatures of tourist types. After the closing of the store, the dolls 
wake to a fantastic activity and enact the dances.

Ottorino Respighi (1879-1936) was an Italian composer, conductor, performer, 
and teacher who studied violin and composition first in Bologna, and then studied 
under Rimsky-Korsakov in St. Petersburg, and Max Bruch in Berlin. He once said 
that “the Italian genius is for melody and clarity”, two qualities that are apparent 
in his works, not least La Boutique Fntasque. He had a passion for music history 
(especially Italian) and his three suites of Ancient Airs and Dances are also elegant 
reworkings of music by composers from the past.

Windows of Paris Tony Osborne
Tony Osborne was a well known name in Britain during the late 50’s, the 60’s 
and the early 70’s, and had compositions recorded by the likes of Duke Ellington 
and Shirley Bassey. Of four Ivor Novello nominations, he won the Award twice. 
One of these was for Windows of Paris a catchy number which for many years 
was the popular signature tune for the BBC radio show Roundabout. The great 
Johnny Mercer liked it so much he wrote a lyric for it.

Music from ‘The Pink Panther’ Henry Mancini
The Pink Panther (1963) was the first film to feature Peter Sellers as the inept French 
Detective Inspector Clouseau. With a stunning score by Henry Mancini, it spawned 
a succession of sequels which descended rather heavily into slapstick. The original, 
though, is a witty and relatively subtle parody of To Catch a Thief, and Mancini’s 
music elegantly echoes the exotic locations (de rigeur in the fifties and sixties) and the 
contrasting plainness of Clouseau’s normal daily grind. The actual Pink Panther theme 
has become one of those tunes everybody knows – so take a moment to remember 
how Mancini’s music added a touch of fairy dust to the films it was written for.

An American in Paris George Gershwin
One of Gershwin’s greatest orchestral works is the piece he wrote after a trip he 
took to Paris. In 1928, on his fifth and final tour of Europe, he visited that city to play 
both Rhapsody in Blue and the European premiere of the Concerto in F. It was on 
that trip that he began composition of An American in Paris, which he described as 
the impressions of an American visitor in Paris “as he strolls about the city, listens to 
various street noises, and absorbs the French atmosphere”. Gershwin’s first concert 
piece written without a commission, An American in Paris premiered in Carnegie 
Hall on 13 December 1928. In addition to the standard instruments of the symphony 
orchestra, the score features period automobile horns. Gershwin brought back some 
Parisian taxi-cab horns for the first New York performances. 

Concert notes by Philip Burditt
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Born in Northamptonshire, Philip studied music at the University of 
Manchester and promptly spent twenty years in industry. But while you 
can take the man from the music, you can’t take the music from the man, 
and he now enjoys a second career, composing, playing conducting and 
teaching music. In spite of this late start, Philip now conducts bands in 
Northampton, Abingdon and Bicester and is a popular tutor and conductor 
at band courses and workshops. He also composes music for bands and 
wind ensembles and takes conducting pupils who appear to enjoy an 
unorthodox approach to this black art.

2008 is already proving to be busy for Philip. As well as a full music 
programme for the year, he has produced a son, is moving to the country 
and getting married, though not necessarily in the right order. Inevitably, 
composing has taken a back seat for the moment, but works are being 
planned, if not actually written down, and new works for wind band can 
be expected to appear in due course.

Philip still plays in a rock band when not making music. Amazingly, people 
seem to enjoy listening, which actually seems to take some of the fun out of it.

Philip Burditt
Conductor, Composer, Arranger

Bienvenue to our first concert of 2008, with its French theme. Since the 
Christmas Concert in Kennington the band have been busy preparing 
for tonight’s event, while in January we held another successful Playing 
Day workshop at the Manor Prepatory School in Abingdon attended by 
musicians from the extended area. 

The band continue to rehearse weekly, on Thursday evenings, at Dunmore School, 
Abingdon, and we welcome aspiring players of all ages who wish to improve their 
existing skills. We currently have vacancies for brass players in particular.  

We have now confirmed dates  over the summer period for an exciting 
range of events including another Playing Day workshop and a joint venture 
with Bicester Concert Band which, while being slightly further afield in 
Bicester,  should promise to be a terrific evening. 

In the meantime, we hope you enjoy tonight’s selection of pieces, and on 
behalf of the band, may I thank you for your continued support, wish you a 
very happy Easter, and we look forward to seeing you again at our planned 
events over the summer.

News
Roger Wilkinson, Chair
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For the loan of music for this performance we extend our thanks to:
Abington Wind Band, Northampton (www.abingtonwindband.org.uk)
Northampton Concert Band (www.northamptonconcertband.org.uk)

We would like to thank volunteers for their help on the door,  
and with the refreshments at tonight’s performance. 

Thanks also to Frugal Food and Newbury Building Society  
in Abingdon for selling tickets for tonight’s performance
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Blackwell Publishing Ltd, Oxford WG Powell Ltd, Oxford
Frosts at Millets Farm, Frilford  Tesco, Abingdon

and National Lottery Awards for All
Abingdon Town Council
Vale of White Horse District Council

Sponsors

Can your business see the value in this space? 

Want to advertise in our programmes for an  
entire season at competive rates?
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(includes 2 complimentary tickets to each indoor concert)
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Flutes & Piccolo
Sarah Cronin
Claire Wells
Thomas Shepherd
Rachel Turner
Rebecca Summersgill
Ruth Johnson
Janet Johnson

Solo Clarinets
Kathy Wilcox
Hilary Treavis

Bb Clarinets
John Needham
Anna Shannon 
Stephen Atkinson
Margaret Sadler
Mark Nightingale

Oboe
Lesley McCourt 

Eb Clarinet
Alan Bolder 

Bass Clarinet
Ruth Clarkson

Alto Saxophone
Tracy Spooner

Tenor Saxophone
Roger Wilkinson 

Baritone Saxophone
David Colven

Bassoon
Martin Bowman

Euphonium
Claire Denton

Cornets & Trumpets
Mark Prowen
Judith Atkins
Margaret Cutting 

Trombones
Norman Ballard
Rita Rattray

Tuba
John Caldicott 

Keyboard
Michiyo Machida 

Bass Guitar
Trevor Moore

Percussion
Anthony Sadler
Mark Robson

Tonight’s Performers

Saturday 26th April  Charity Concert supporting Christian Aid
United Reformed Church, Marston Road Oxford; 7.30pm

Saturday 21st June  Summer Proms with Bicester Concert Band
A joint concert in Garth Park, Bicester, with a firework finale; 7.30pm

Sunday 6th July  Summer Proms
Didcot Northbourne Centre; to be confirmed, check our website for details

Saturday 12th July Summer Playing Day
Philip Burditt and Stephen Bell conduct a day of music making and fun. 

Manor Preparatory School, Abingdon; 10am until 5pm. 
See our website for further details

Forthcoming Events


