
Dear Gower Festival Friends, 
 
Firstly, thank you to everyone who wrote in to let me know how much you 
enjoyed my last ‘Mumbling’. It seems the videos to which I drew your attention 
were much enjoyed, with one reader spurred into recommending the ‘YouTube’ 
collection of Victor Borge. If you haven't browsed this, you could while away a 
very pleasant hour or two in the company of this musical/comedy genius. 
Well, it's April and I'm actually writing this on April Fool's Day. I wasn't 
intending to send out a ‘Mumbling’ for a while but since there hasn't been much 
to laugh at this year, perhaps I can do just a little bit to make you smile by 
drawing your attention to the talents of a musical and comedy genius.  If you 
can spare four minutes out of your day - check out this clip of Charlie Chaplin 
from the 1936 film Modern Times: 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0daS_SDCT_U 
 
I think this is worth watching for a number of reasons – not least because it's 
the first film in which Charlie Chaplin's voice was heard and doesn't he sing 
well? Don't try to work out the language because the lyrics are nonsense, 
they're not supposed to be understood - yet it's quite obvious what he's singing 
about and the story he's telling. There's got to be a lesson there for singers 
everywhere!  
 
When this film was released, Chaplin made a point of telling the studio to make 
sure other countries didn't make subtitle cards for the song. Chaplin didn't 
want to sing in any particular language because he didn't want his character ‘The 
Tramp’, to be of any particular nationality - in that way film-lovers all around 
the world would continue to identify with him.  
 
Charlie Chaplin was a clever musician and for this film Modern Times, he wrote 
an instrumental theme that's used in the soundtrack. In 1954, Parsons and 
Turner added lyrics and a title to Chaplin's tune, based on lines and themes 
from the film. The result - Smile - has become a popular standard and has been 
recorded by numerous famous singers the world over. 
 
In common with many, I'm having a bit of a spring clean and whilst sorting a few 
CDs, I came across some obscure composers in my collection and I realised I 
knew very little about them. So, I did a bit of research and I've decided to 
share with you what I found: 
 
Arthur Frackenpohl (1924 - 2019). His Concertino for Tuba is a staple of that 
instruments repertoire --- apparently! 



Václav Nelhýbel’s (1919-1996, pronounced “Nellie-bell”), was a Czech-American 
composer. He wrote concertos, operas and chamber music. Over 400 of his 
works were published during his lifetime.  
 
Claude Balbastre (1724-1799), was an organist and composer from Dijon, France. 
(he could really cut the mustard – sorry, I couldn't resist that one!!) Apparently, 
he was the Elvis of his era. His fame and following was so great, that the 
Archbishop of Paris had to forbid him playing for services, because the church 
got seriously overcrowded whenever he turned up. They probably announced 
“Balbastre has left the building” when he went home (in French .... obviously!).  
 
Marcel Bitsch (1921-2011, no not what you'd think – it's pronounced “Beesh”). 
Another Frenchman, he composed for just about every wind instrument there is.  
 
Otar Taktakishvili (1924-1989, pronounced “Tock-ta-quiche-vee-lee”) was a 
Georgian composer. Whilst still a student at the Tbilisi State Conservatory, he 
penned the official anthem of the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic ....... with 
which of course we're all so familiar.  
 
Karl Jenkins (b.1944, pronounced “Jen – kins”), was born in Neath and is ............ 
oh hang on – I've heard of this guy!! 
…...................................  
 
Now a little bit about Beethoven. It would be very remiss of me not to mumble 
about him this year.  
 
In jolly old Ludwig's day, there were no independent symphonic orchestras in 
Vienna so, when the great man wanted to put on an orchestral concert, the way 
he did it was to hire a theatre orchestra for a night or two. Now, Viennese 
theatres were usually pretty busy and well booked up but in Catholic Austria, 
they'd shut down for a few weeks each year during Lent, which explains why a 
number of Beethoven's symphonies premiered in April when the orchestras 
were available for hire. It wasn't until March 1842 that Vienna's most famous 
independent orchestra – The Vienna Philharmonic - played its first concert and 
even then, as it still does today, it also doubles as the orchestra of the Vienna 
Opera. The German composer and conductor Otto Nicolai conducted that first 
concert of the Vienna Philharmonic in a programme that included Beethoven's 
Seventh Symphony. 
 
 



Have you ever wondered why Beethoven wrote so little chamber music or solo 
pieces for instruments other than piano and strings? .... No? …. you surprise me! 
Actually, there are a few interesting nuggets out there that he did come up 
with for the blowers. In 1800, Beethoven wrote a horn sonata for the Czech 
virtuoso Johan Wenzel Stich, (who used the stage name Giovanni Punto ...... well 
you would, wouldn't you?!). The pair first played it on April 18th, 1800 in Vienna. 
Beethoven later claimed he wrote the horn part the night before and made up 
the piano accompaniment as he went along. After a repeat performance in 
Budapest, they had a bit of a spat – well in fact it was more than that – it was a 
really serious falling out. So much so, that Punto called off any further concerts 
– their friendship was over! Of the sonata’s three movements, the second is just 
over a minute long – a sign perhaps, of Beethoven’s rush to get it done. 
 
When Beethoven was studying composition with Haydn, he wrote a movement of 
an oboe concerto – not many people know that (as Michael Caine would say). A 
sketch survives in the British Library. Not long after this, Beethoven wrote a 
little trio for two oboes and cor anglais. There is every reason to suspect the 
trio was commissioned by amateurs since Beethoven keeps most of it slow and 
quite easy, although there's a jolly little finale. This composition led directly to 
Beethoven’s set of eight variations for two oboes and cor anglais on Mozart’s 
aria Là ci darem la mano. Now I've heard this and it's nice – try to catch it 
somewhere if you can. 
 
Beethoven also wrote a trio for clarinet, piano and cello. Apparently its third-
movement theme was so popular it was whistled by delivery boys as they 
travelled along the lanes of old Vienna delivering things .... yeah!!  
 
Finally on the topic of Beethoven – here's an interesting connection and here 
are some facts which you might not know and with which you can impress your 
friends. In April 1747, a London newspaper carried this advert: "At the Theatre 
Royal in Covent Garden tomorrow will be perform'd a new oratorio call'd 'Judas 
Maccabaeus' … no person to be admitted without tickets … at half a guinea 
each." The composer of this Biblical oratorio was Handel of course. One chorus 
from the work – ‘See, the Conquering Hero Comes’, celebrated a military victory 
of its title character and proved to be hugely popular. However, the audience at 
that premiere 273 years ago, wouldn't have heard that tune, since Handel 
didn't write it until 1751 for his oratorio Joshua. He changed his mind during a 
revision of Judas Maccabeus in the 1750s and put it in there instead.  
 
The tune is very popular - Beethoven composed twelve variations on ‘See, the 
Conquering Hero Comes’ for piano and cello. During the 19th century it was 



always played by brass bands in Britain at the opening of railway lines and 
stations. It's the official parade march of the Chilean Air Force Aviation 
School. It's always played during award ceremonies at Japanese schools and the 
tune was used by Sir Henry Wood in his ‘Fantasia on British Sea Songs’, which is 
regularly played at the last night of the Proms.  
 
….......................................... 
 
Now, everyone needs to keep the little grey cells (as Poirot would say) busy and 
active. So, have a think on this. I was looking at James Lipton’s book ‘An 
Exaltation of Larks’ which is the ultimate guide for collective nouns and I found 
these: 
A Rhumba of Rattlesnakes 
A congregation of alligators 
A band of hares 
A Spite of Prima Donnas 
A Ruffle of Drummers 
A Flutter of Flautists 
A Melody of Harpists 
A Poverty of Pipers 
Here's one for Gordon Back - A Backseat of Accompanists  
And my favourite - A Flatulence of Bassoonists 
 
Now – over to you. There aren't enough of these – we need a few more. Can you 
add any to my list? Musically orientated collective nouns only please. I just came 
up with ‘a twang of banjo players’, ‘a cacophony of cornets’ and ‘a clique of 
clarinettists’. Can think of any? If you can - please e-mail them to this address:- 
 
friends@gowerfestival.org 
 
I'd be happy to include a few in one of my future mumblings.  
 
Until next time ...... Stay safe, keep well and all the other clichés doing the 
rounds at the moment.  
 
The Mumbling Maestro of Mumbles. 


