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	Britten’s Postal Service

Forgotten Music from the GPO

Introduced by Simon Callow
	


Classical music and cinema fans have a treat in store on 7 April as The British Postal Museum & Archive and the Royal College of Music bring together a rare film screening with a live musical soundtrack.

As the result of a partnership between The British Postal Museum & Archive (BPMA) and the Royal College of Music, important film scores by composers Benjamin Britten and Walter Leigh have been rediscovered.  On 7 April a selection of these will be performed (some of them for the first time in 70 years) alongside a rare screening of the films for which they were written.

Since The Postman’s Knock filled Victorian music halls in the 1850s, it seems that everyone’s been making music about the post, from war time ballads to pop songs and even children’s TV theme tunes.  However it’s not just a phenomenon of popular culture as Britten, Leigh and others also wrote ground breaking music for the General Post Office (GPO) Film Unit, some of which is soon to be performed.
During the 1930s the GPO was a celebrated force in documentary film making.  Under the influential producer John Grierson, essential aspects of everyday life were made into films to boost public interest and to provide information about postal services.  These films were widely acclaimed for the quality of their cinematography, content and cutting-edge soundtracks.  Grierson hired young and relatively inexperienced composers who produced some strikingly innovative scores.

The concert is a culmination of an unusual project undertaken by the Royal College of Music for BPMA. Junior Research Fellow Charles Wiffen conducted research into a wide variety of music with British postal associations, revealing the existence of 83 films with soundtracks made by the GPO Film Unit.  

Some of these films (such as Night Mail) have become deservedly famous but others have remained in obscurity. Although Wiffen discovered performing materials for a few of the film scores, the GPO tended to work quickly and consequently many of these were incomplete, and in some cases, consisted merely of rough sketches by the composer. Using these, and referring to the original sound tracks, Wiffen reconstructed these scores and transcribed them for performance.  Enthusing about their importance he said: “This music is startlingly original and entertaining and really contributes to the message of the films. It also represents an incredibly important legacy from both Britten and Leigh and gives a flavour of the creativity of 1930s Britain.”
The concert, to be performed by the RCM’s Contemporary Consort and conducted by Miguel Mera, will include performances of Britten’s scores for the films The King’s Stamp, Coal Face, Night Mail and Leigh’s music for the Fairy of the Phone and The City. This event is a particularly opportune moment to rediscover the work of Walter Leigh as it falls in the centenary year of this versatile and talented composer, who was tragically killed in wartime action in Libya in 1941.

The BPMA is delighted that Simon Callow will be the Special Guest narrator for the concert. Simon Callow is not only famous as a theatre and film actor (memorably from Four Weddings and a Funeral), but also as a respected author: his work includes the biography Orson Welles: The Road to Xanadu (1996).

To celebrate the project, the BPMA are making Night Mail, along with some other equally exciting films from the period available on special edition DVD.    The DVD will be available in the summer from www.postalheritage.org.uk
The concert will take place in the Britten Theatre at the Royal College of Music on 7 April at 7.30pm. Tickets are priced at £12 (£8 concessions and £5 restricted view). For details of how to book call the box office on 020 7591 4314 or email bcs@rcm.ac.uk
Information for editors

When the former National Postal Museum (NPM) closed to the public in 1998 responsibility for its collections was passed to the Heritage unit of Royal Mail, along with the Royal Mail archive service. In 2004 this combined archive and museum service became an independent charitable trust, officially receiving a donation of the former NPM collections, and taking responsibility for managing The Royal Mail Archive on behalf of Royal Mail Group plc. The British Postal Museum & Archive is a new heritage organisation serving a long and fascinating history.

The Royal Mail Archive records four centuries of the British postal service. It is an internationally important resource for social - and postal - history. The amazing objects held in The British Postal Museum Store bring to life the story of communication in Britain and throughout the world. The British Postal Museum & Archive (BPMA) is working to make this very human story of industry, and innovation accessible to everyone. We are aiming to open a new visitor centre in 2008, where the archive and museum collections can be enjoyed together. 

The Royal Mail Archive is open to the public to use and enjoy. It contains records of The Post Office and Royal Mail from the seventeenth century to the present day, including:

· Working files, minutes and reports on all aspects of Royal Mail activities; such as postal transport, uniform, postage rates, and postal technology;

· Staff records (great for family history);

· Wonderful visual records such as maps, posters, artwork and photographs;

· Stamps of Great Britain from the Penny Black onwards, and original stamp artwork;

· British postal markings from 1661 to the present day.

The British Postal Museum Store houses objects ranging from the desk of Rowland Hill (founder of the Penny Post), to Mobile Post Office vehicles and an astounding assortment of letter boxes. The BPMA opens the Store to the public on various dates throughout the summer, working with special interest groups to highlight different aspects of the collections. The Store also provides objects that can be loaned to other museums whilst The British Postal Museum & Archive continues to work towards a new and more accessible home. In the meantime, we continue to collect material reflecting the diverse operations of Royal Mail Group in the 21st century. 
The British Postal Museum & Archive is the public identity of the Postal Heritage Trust
Registered Charity Number 1102360, Company Number 4896056
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