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CD 1 CD 2

1.  Johann Sebastian Bach: Concerto for Oboe  
and Violin, first movement 5:06

  Han de Vries, Jaap van Zweden (violin) and the 
Concertgebouw Chamber Orchestra

2.  Napoléon Coste: Consolazione -  
Romance, Op 25 2:46

 Marios Argiros, Dimitris Dekavallas (guitar)

3.  Robert Schumann: Romance no 1, Op 94 3:07
 Jeremy Polmear, Diana Ambache (piano)

4  Maurice Ravel: Le Tombeau de Couperin,  
Prélude 3:10

 Emily Pailthorpe, Julian Milford (piano)

5. Maurice Ravel: Pièce en forme de Habañera 3:11
 David Cowley, Bryan Evans (piano)

6. Pam Wedgewood: Dragonfly 1:28
 Uchenna Ngwe, Philip Cornwell (piano)

7. Ennio Morricone: Gabriel’s Oboe 2:05
 Jeremy Polmear, Diana Ambache (piano)

8. William Boyce: Sonata no 10, Allegro 2:34
  Catherine Smith and Deirdre Lind, Deirdre  

Dundas-Grant (bassoon), Alastair Ross (harpsichord)

9. Antonino Pasculli: Le Api 4:20
 Christopher Redgate, Stephen Robbings (piano)

10. Harold Arlen: Somewhere over the Rainbow 2:11
 Julia White, Marcus Andrews (piano)

 
 

11.  Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart: Oboe Quartet  
K370, second movement 4:04

  Jeremy Polmear, Sophie Langdon (violin),  
Martin Outram (viola), Susan Dorey (cello)

12.  Gordon Jacob: Sonatina, last movement 2:49
 Althea Talbot-Howard, Katharine May (harpsichord)

13. Gabriel Fauré: Pièce (vocalise 1914) 2:56
 Léon Goossens, Clarence Raybould (piano)

14. Léo Delibes: The Flower Duet 3:53
  Elaine Douvas, Emily Pailthorpe,  

Elizabeth Martyn (piano)

15. Joseph Boismortier: Modèrement 1:48
 Mark Baigent, Julian West, Jessica Mogridge

16. Celso Machado: Quebra Queixo 4:39
 Marios Argiros, Dimitris Dekavallas (guitar)

17. Camille Saint-Saëns: The Swan 2:24
 Léon Goossens, Clarence Raybould (piano)

18. Hamilton Harty: Chansonette 3:45
 Mark Baigent, Eileen Pearce (piano)

19. Erol Erdinç: Dance of the Black Sea 2:06
 Jeremy Polmear, Diana Ambache (piano)

20.  Pyotr IlyichTchaikovsky:  
Eugene Onegin (opening) 4:04

  Emily Pailthorpe, Elaine Douvas,  
James Martin (piano)

  Total time: 62:26

1.  Geoffrey Bush: Trio (1952), first movement 4:47
  Jeremy Polmear, Philip Gibbon (bassoon),  

Diana Ambache (piano)

2.  Maurice Ravel:  
Le Tombeau de Couperin (1914-17), Menuet 4:59

 Emily Pailthorpe, Julian Milford (piano)

3.  Ludwig van Beethoven, arr. Wenzl Sedlak:  
Fidelio, Introduction & Aria, Florestan 4:57

  Elaine Douvas, Emily Pailthorpe, wind players  
from the Metropolitan Opera Orchestra, New York

4.  Elizabeth Maconchy: Oboe Quintet (1932),  
second movement 3:48

  George Caird, Simon Blendis & Alison Dods (violins), 
Louise Williams (viola), Jane Salmon (cello)

5.  Henri Dutilleux: Sonata (1947),  
second movement: scherzo 4:03

 Emily Pailthorpe, Julian Milford (piano)

6.  James MacMillan: Intercession (1991) 7:15
 Mark Baigent, Julian West, Jessica Mogridge

7. Clara Schumann: Romance no 2, Op 22 2:53
 Jeremy Polmear, Diana Ambache (piano)

8.  Benjamin Britten: Pan from Six metamorphoses  
after Ovid, Op 49 2:22

 Nicholas Daniel

9. Alan Richardson: Rendezvous (1949) 3:03
 Mark Baigent, Eileen Pearce-Davies

10.  Cameron Sinclair: The Fly (2003) 7:43
  Janey Miller, Joby Burgess (marimba, log drums, 

sandpaper blocks, whip and electronics)

11. Paul Basler: Vocalise-Waltz (1996) 6:22
  Jeremy Polmear, Stephen Stirling (horn),  

Richard Saxel (piano)

12.  Edwin Roxburgh: Silent Strings (2005) 3:38
 Paul Goodey, Sally Mays (piano)

13. Luciano Berio: Sequenza VII (1969) 8:10
 Christopher Redgate, Roger Redgate (violin)

  Total time 64:00
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The sound an oboe makes starts when air is 
blown between two blades of a strong grass 
to make a buzz, which turns into a squeak 
when squeezed with the lips. When a wooden 
tube is added it becomes something that can 
move, impress, inspire and entertain us.

How this transformation occurs is a complex 
process involving composers, performers, 
reeds and instruments. In the track notes I 
shall look at the contributions of individual 
composers and performers involved in this 
compilation; here, I shall talk about the more 
practical side - the instrument and reed. 
Alongside that, I shall consider what it is 
about this buzzing that excites our interest.  

This double CD is about the modern oboe; 
but first, some history. A version of the oboe 
has probably been with us since the dawn of 
human consciousness, at least a million years 
ago, but nothing is known older than about 
five thousand years. The first use of the name 
comes in Shakespearean times; several of his 
stage directions include the words ‘hautboys 
play’, for example during the murder that 
Hamlet causes to be acted out before his 
father. This name is a corruption of the 
french word hautbois - literally, ‘high wood’ 

- but actually refers to what we now call a 
shawm, a mediaeval precursor to the oboe.

If you look at the shawm and at the modern 
Howarth oboe down the side of all Oboe 
Classics CDs, they look very different. Yet 
the shawm has all the main characteristics 
of an oboe.  It consists of a slightly conical 
wooden tube, flared at the bottom, with 
finger holes so that the effective length of the 
tube can be varied to make different notes.

At the top end, there are two blades cut 
from what looks like a piece of bamboo and 
is called a reed but is actually a hardy kind 
of grass. These are scraped thin at the tip 
so that when air passes between them they 
vibrate to make a sound. Another example of 
this phenomenon is in the Scottish bagpipe, 
where air is first blown into a bag, and then 
squeezed through a reed.

The bagpipe has many excellent qualities, 
but because of its design can’t play loudly or 
softly - it’s a matter of loud, or nothing. To 
some extent the shawm had the same 
limitation, because the reed was usually 
enclosed in a protective box, with only the 
tip sticking out so that the player could stop 
the sound by touching the tip of the reed 
with the tongue. If played without the box it 

was possible to stifle the reed to make the 
instrument play softer, but there was little demand 
for this - the shawm is a festive, outdoor instrument.

The development of what we would call an oboe 
came in the latter half of the 17th Century in 
France, at the court of the ‘Sun King’ Louis XIV, 
with Michael Philidor and Jean Hotteterre. They 
modified the dimensions of the bore to make 
a more ‘indoor’ sound, but most importantly 
they developed stronger reeds designed to 
be manipulated by the players’ lips without 
collapsing. This meant that more variation could 
be made - of pitch, of timbre, and of volume.

This ‘baroque oboe’ with its gorgeous, mellow 
sound became supremely successful, and was 
written for by Bach, Handel and others. As the 
18th century went on, it evolved into the ‘classical 
oboe’, with a slightly narrower bore and thinner 
wood to make a tighter, brighter sound that stood 
out more in an orchestra. This is the oboe of 
Haydn and Mozart.

Then along came Beethoven, along came the 
Romantic movement, along came self-expression 
- and also the age of mechanization. Levers were 
added to enable players to do more things - 
piecemeal at first, but later as an organized 
collection of keywork, until by the 1880s the 
French manufacturer Lorée had produced the 
‘Conservatoire’ system (called ‘Conservatory’ in 
the US) named after the Paris Conservatoire. 
Lorée then worked with oboist Georges Gillet to 
produce an instrument with covered holes, looking 
much like the Howarth oboe you see here.

Since then (and none of the major oboe 
manufacturers will thank me for saying this), 
changes have been small. Reliability, tuning, 
responsiveness and sound quality have all 
been improved, but often a player’s choice 
of instrument is more a question of personal 
preference than anything else. The oldest 
instrument played in these CDs dates from 1901, 
and I don’t think anyone could tell from the aural 
evidence which one it is. (It is disclosed in the 
track notes.)

There is another factor which inhibits 
manufacturers from bringing out new models, 
and that is us, the players. We have invested all 
those years learning one kind of oboe, and we are 
reluctant to take on a new one. The oboe world is 
rather conservative; and there is no Bill Gates or 
Steve Jobs out there forcing us, willy-nilly, to learn 
a new technique.

That is how the modern oboe came about. What 
about the ‘why’? What is special about the oboe? 
Here is where we move from the realm of history 
to the realm of opinion, so let us start with one 
attributed (probably erroneously) to the American 
humorist Ogden Nash:

“The oboe’s a horn made of wood. 
I’d play you a tune if I could, 
But the reeds are a pain, 
And the fingering’s insane. 
It’s the ill wind that no one blows good.”

I hope these CDs demonstrate that there are 
plenty of people who play the oboe very good, 

INTRODUCTION 
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but we all know what he means - those school 
orchestras where the flutes and clarinets sound 
pretty good, even the bassoons aren’t too bad, 
but the oboe sounds awful, reminding us that 
Prokofiev chose the oboe to represent the duck 
in ‘Peter and the Wolf ’. The fingering is, if not 
insane, harder than the system invented for the 
flute by Theobold Boehm and adapted for the 
clarinet, but not successfully transferred to the 
oboe. But it’s mainly the reed that is a problem 
for the beginner oboist. Even if they have been 
given a suitable one (which may not be the case), 
learning to control it using the muscles around 
the mouth (the embouchure) is difficult. Reeds 
also wear out, even if the thin tip doesn’t get 
stubbed on young teeth, and what works on one 
reed doesn’t necessarily work on another. (This 
is true of the bassoon too, but its reeds are larger, 
softer and relatively easier to control.) No wonder 
one book written to advise parents on which 
instrument their little one should take up, said of 
the oboe (I summarize) - “don’t”.

Yet it is this bad news that also makes the oboe 
special. The very challenge of playing the oboe 
forces the player commit to the moment. And 
out of that commitment comes music, and 
performance. Oboe playing can be good or bad, 
but it’s not often boring.

The sound of an oboe is something that has to be 
constantly monitored by the player, hovering as 
it does at the boundary between sweet and sour. 
Again, I see this as an advantage. An instrument 
that only ever sounds sweet palls after a time, one 

that is only sour is ghastly; but one that can play 
on that boundary between the two can mirror the 
ups and downs of life. It’s instructive to listen to 
the way a jazz singer like Billie Holliday uses her 
voice in this way. The oboe is only rarely used as a 
jazz instrument, but nonetheless can be very good 
at a bluesy feeling. 

The potential variability of oboe sound is partly 
because of the physics of its tube. A conical 
bore, closed at one end, makes a sound that 
rich in harmonics. This can be exploited by the 
manufacturer, to make an appropriate instrument, 
and also by the player in the way their reed is 
scraped. A reed where the blades are very thin will 
vibrate more easily, but will tend to emphasize 
the upper harmonics, making a thin, “reedy”, 
sound. (Bagpipes use a very thin reed.) You need 
more resistance in the reed to produce a darker 
sound, but you can lose flexibility this way, so 
you look for ways of making the reed vibrate as 
easily as possible while still encouraging the lower 
harmonics.

I spend a lot of space in this booklet talking 
about reeds because they are very important to 
oboists. They are at the heart of the sound, and 
at the interface between you, the player, and 
your instrument. This is where you express the 
music, informed by your own knowledge of the 
composer and your experiences of the world. This, 
for me, is about your own heart too. This is where 
you turn that buzz into music that touches others.

A lot of the process of getting an oboe to do what 
you want it to do is very down-to-earth, practical 
stuff, like making a reed. Many oboe players make 
their own reeds, but others use the services of 
professional makers, and I visited the workshop of 
Peter Wiggins, who makes mine. 

The workshop is, like that of many reed makers, a 
room in his house, for this is a small-scale operation, 
very labour intensive, relying as much on human 
skills and judgement as on machinery.

JP:  What are you working on now, in this photo?

PW:  I’ve got a blank reed here, and I’m putting it in 
what’s called a profiler. If I close the top part 
and run it back and forth, it will remove about 
95% of the cane, and I will be able to get a crow 
- what you are calling a buzz - out of the reed.

JP: How does it do that? 

PW:  The machine has in it the shape of a scraped 
reed, in metal - it’s a template, and it gets 
transferred via a sharp edge to the reed. That 
box in front of me has in it a set of blanks 
waiting to be profiled. 

JP:  But wait a minute, 
the blanks don’t look 
anything like bamboo, 
they look like nearly 
finished reeds. How did 
they get there?

PW:  There are several things 
I have to do first, and in 
the second picture there 
are the blanks, but also 
some earlier stages. Those 
tubes are what I buy...

JP: From somewhere around here?

PW:  No, it’s very hard to grow them here, we 
don’t get enough sun! The place where they 
grow readily is in the south of France - there’s 
just the right combination there of weather 
and soil - although these ones actually come 
from China, as do so many other things in 
my house. The tubes are also used as reeds 
for other instruments - bassoons, clarinets, 
saxophones etc - but for the oboe I need ones 

HOW A REED IS MADE 
An interview with Peter Wiggins
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with quite a small diameter, to give the right 
kind of curve when I’ve split it into segments.

JP: Are those a couple of segments there?

PW:  Yes, they have been made into the right 
thickness, and cut ro the shape I want, and I’ve 
sharpened the two ends. Then I fold them over, 
tie them onto brass and cork staples, and they 
are ready to go into the machine. By the way, 
on the left in that box is a reed that has already 
been through the profiler, and on the right are 
blanks for the cor anglais, or english horn.

JP:  And the reed on the left has a bit of wire 
wrapped around it?

PW:  Yes, I always wire my reeds, it gives nice 
reliable aperture between the blades. Too 
narrow a gap and you won’t be heard, too wide 
a gap and it’s misery. It does slightly cramp the 
vibrations of the reed, but you can counter this 
by scraping it a bit more.

JP:  So they go through the profiler, get the buzz, 
and that’s it, they’re ready to go?

PW:  No, then I leave them for a day. This is because 
after going through the machine, and being 
pressed down by the cutting blade, the cane 
expands a bit; it’s like a mattress that recovers 
after you’ve got out of bed! This means it gets 
harder to play, and I need to finish the reed off 
by hand, using a knife.

JP:  And that’s the easy bit?

PW:  No, the hardest! This is where I have to test 
the reed on my oboe, scrape it to make it work 

better, and test it again. Every piece of cane 
is different, and it’s hard to just follow rules; 
I tend to go by intuition, something that I’ve 
built up over the years. I look at the reed; I let 
my hands, my eye, and my ears govern what I 
do. Luckily I can listen to the radio while I’m 
doing this. Even music, though not Baroque 
music on original instruments, because the 
pitch is different and it puts me off!

  Then I think about the customer. If it’s for a shop 
(which is about half my reeds),  they need to be 
described as soft, medium or hard, which are not 
very precise categories but are to do with the 
aperture of the reed and how much resistance 
to vibration it has. If it’s for an individual then 
I know what kind of reeds they like.

JP:  What about failures, reeds that just don’t work, 
or where the cane is bad?

PW:  I get my cane from a consistent supplier, so I 
tend not to blame it. The important thing, if 
a reed just isn’t going to work, is to spot that 
as early as possible in the process, and throw it 
away. Time spent on it is time wasted.

JP:  Don’t I know it! Wonderful though your reeds 
are, I do like to tinker with them, and I can 
spend fruitless hours trying this and that, 
trying to coax a reed to be good enough to use 
in public. It can be a most frustrating activity, 
which leads me to ask - do you enjoy it?

PW:  It’s like a rowing race - quite painful, but 
there’s a lot of satisfaction in success!

I have been around oboes for a long time, but 
like many other players have never actually 
seen one being made. Like others, too, I have 
wondered why oboes are so expensive compared 
to, say, clarinets. One of the world’s leading oboe 
manufacturers, Howarth of London Limited, is 
based in the UK, so I visited their workshops in 
Worthing, West Sussex to find out a bit more.

I was greeted by the director Jeremy Walsworth, 
and one of the first things he told me was about 
a girl who, having bought her Howarth oboe, 
was taken round the factory. After 40 minutes 
of the tour she was overwhelmed and in tears of 
amazement. Hardened professional that I am, 
the same didn’t happen to me, but I did notice 
something rather special about the atmosphere; 
there was a quiet dedication about the place. I 
noticed that the thirty or so workers were of all 
ages, and Jeremy told me that people don’t often 
leave. Could the job really be that interesting?

“We’re basically engineers”, Jeremy said, and as he 
talked I began to understand that when an engineer 
makes a machine he (and it usually is a he) is 
always looking for ways to improve it - in the case 
of an oboe, to improve the sound, or the action of 
a key, or the alloy used for the keywork, or the 
stability of intonation of a note. “I can say with 

confidence” said Jeremy, “that this year’s oboe is 
better than last year’s.” And this is not a salesman 
talking, this is someone who is on a permanent 
quest for a better oboe, not just because of market 
competition, but as a worthwhile end in itself.

I put to Jeremy my assertion made earlier in these 
notes that oboe makers and oboe players are basically 
conservative, and that the instrument hadn’t really 
changed for 100 years. He didn’t disagree. “We have 
been working with Christopher Redgate [CD 1 
track 9 and CD 2 track 13] on modifying an oboe, 
adding extra holes and keywork to enable him to 
play quarter tones and multiphonics in fast passages 
of music. In the course of experimenting with 
octave holes in different places and with different 
sizes of cup inside the hole, he has come across a 
combination that means you need only one octave 
key for all the notes in the upper octave. But would 
we be able to sell it?” Certainly not to me - I’ve used 
two octave keys all my life, and I don’t intend to 
change now! But I can see the value of a manufacturer 
working with a player - and Howarth works with 
others too - in keeping the process alive.

The tour started, not in the factory itself, but in a 
small outhouse open to the weather where large 
numbers of crudely shaped bits of oboe were stacked 
against the sides. “An oboe takes about five years to 
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make” said Jeremy, “but it spends most of its time 
here.” When the blocks of African Blackwood are 
received they are roughly shaped and left to 
survive in all weathers. Including sea mist, as we 
are on the South Coast and a few minutes’ walk 
from the sea front. I had even heard that it was 
the moisture here that had prompted the factory’s 
location. “No, we just need somewhere where we 
can treat it as badly as possible. Hot, cold, wet, 
dry, we need it to do all the moving it is going to 
do now, not while someone is playing Swan Lake 
on it.” This involves drilling a small central hole 
first, and only expanding it a year or two later 
when the wood is settling down.

We then went inside, to where the wood is turned 
into proper sections of oboe. This is perhaps the 
most mechanised part of the process - industrial 
machines whirring away, quite a lot of noise, safety 
regulation notices, and oboe sections being turned 
out in batches. Not a lot to see, because the hatches 
of the machines are closed while they are doing 
anything useful. What did catch my eye was a side 
office where Greg Holley was examining a computer 
screen with the top joint of a Howarth Junior 
oboe on it. He was checking the integration of the 
keywork, and could examine the joint from any 
angle, look at any cross-section, press the virtual 
keys, remove individual keys or parts of keys, 
examine and if necessary re-design them.  

Here was modern technology helping oboe 
improvements. “Yes,” said Jeremy, “and once 
we’ve got what we want we have more software 

to translate it into instructions to this lathe that 
make the part.” Sure enough, around the machine 
were boxes of screws, pillars, and some of the 400 
or so individual components that go to make up 
an oboe. “We used to go to other suppliers to get 
things like screws” said Jeremy, “but we had so 
much trouble. For example they would come back 
saying they were nearly the size asked for but not 
quite, and was that all right? No it wasn’t all right, 
this is an oboe we are making! This machine here 
is accurate to one hundredth of a millimetre.” 
[0.00039 of an inch, and roughly one twentieth of 
the diameter of a human hair.]

Then we went to those parts of the factory where 
keys were shaped, individual pieces silver-soldered 
into more complex key structures, pillars were 
drilled, keywork put in place, checked, adjusted, 
removed, polished, buffed, sent off for silver plating, 
re-assembled on the instrument, checked, pads 
added, adjusted, played, checked again. These 
rooms were quieter, and seemed to me at first more 
ordinary. I have stripped my own oboe down and 
re-assembled it, and I’ve watched repairers trying 
to fix something that has got out of adjustment; 
what was so special about what I was seeing?

It was only at the end, when Jeremy pointed to 
a shiny, finished oboe, and said “we know who 
made that one” that I finally understood what 
had moved that girl. Each instrument has received 
hours of care and attention from a highly skilled 
person for whom producing something that 
works well is an end in itself, that makes coming 

into work a worthwhile activity for them. It’s not 
that the person who made our oboe wants to be 
our new Facebook Friend, it’s that we are playing 
on an instrument that has been made with real 
commitment.

However, my cynical side wasn’t dead yet. I had 
heard of Swedish car manufacturers who would 
give a team a complete car to make, and how this 
produced a better result than a production line 
model, but that’s not how you make money out of 
cars - it’s too labour intensive. “I’ve seen clarinets 
made on a production line,” says Jeremy “where a 
girl solders one key and puts it in a collecting bin; 
she doesn’t even see the instrument, and that’s all 
she does all day.” He shudders. But clarinets are 
manufactured in far greater numbers than oboes, 
are made in far fewer steps, have 17 keys against 
the oboe’s 55, and are more tolerant of minor 
imperfections like leakage, and so can maybe 
benefit more from a production-line approach. 

And yet surely, in our increasingly mechanised 
age, there can be no future in  traditional 
methods? “It’s true that these days we expect to 
buy relatively complex products quite cheaply,” 
says Jeremy, “but look what happens when they 
go wrong. Would we really be happy to get our 
oboe problem sorted out via an outsourced 
Call Centre? When you buy an oboe, you are 
connecting with the people who made it, who 
know how it works, and for an oboist who wants 
to play as well as possible, that will always be 
valuable. I am optimistic about the future.”

Photos, top to bottom: pieces of oboes; Greg Holley and computer 
aided design; Jeremy Walsworth and lathe
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1.  Bach: Concerto for Oboe and Violin,  
first movement 
 Han de Vries, Jaap van Zweden (violin) and 
the Concertgebouw Chamber Orchestra

  Here is Bach in congenial mood, even though 
he is writing in a minor key. The oboe wanders 
in and out of the musical texture, conversing 
sometimes with the solo violin, sometimes 
with all the strings. So natural does this version 
sound that it is surprising to learn that we 
cannot be absolutely sure that the piece was 
written for this combination, the original score 
having been lost.

  Han de Vries is a veteran Dutch oboist whose 
mastery of playing on a light reed gives him a 
buoyant sound and style, as well as great staying 
power. Here he is playing with Jaap van Zweden 
(now a noted conductor) and friends from his 
former orchestra, the Concertgebouw.

2.  Coste: Consolazione - Romance, Op 25 
Marios Argiros, Dimitris Dekavallas (guitar)

  This delightful, romantic piece by the french 
virtuoso guitarist Napoléon Costa (1805-83) 
is popular with oboists, and you can hear why. 
The little tune tells its story, goes on small 
journeys, but always returns to its initial, 
haunting phrase.

  Marios Argiros, who has been principal oboe 
in orchestras such as the BBC Philharmonic 
and the Northern Sinfonia, and has also played 
concertos with them, here gives a gorgeous, 
understated performance, allowing the simple 
beauty of the music to shine through.

3. Schumann: Romance no 1, Op 94 
 Jeremy Polmear, Diana Ambache (piano)

  This is the first of a set of three Romances by 
Robert Schumann, deservedly the best-known 
19th Century work for this combination.

  Diana and I have performed it many times on 
our international tours, and we bear in mind 
the three fantasy-characters Schumann had 
invented to express parts of his inner self. At the 
start is Eusebius, youthful and dreamy, who sets 
the tone of the piece. Then Schumann’s second 
representation Florestan enters, impulsive and 
fiery, but Eusebius soon reappears. Finally the 
two seem to be resolved into Schumann’s third 
character Raro, the wise mature master. 

4.  Ravel: Le Tombeau de Couperin, Prélude 
Emily Pailthorpe, Julian Milford (piano)

  Le Tombeau de Couperin is perhaps best known 
as an orchestral piece, but it was originally written 
for piano. This version lies somewhere between 
the two, with the oboe taking even more of the 
solos than it is allocated in the orchestral 
version. Ravel dedicated it to Lieutenant Jaques 
Charlot, a friend killed in World War I, which 
explains the underlying sadness of the music.

  It is also fearsomely difficult to play, though you 
would never know it from Emily Pailthorpe’s 
performance, which amply demonstrates how 
she came to be the youngest ever winner of the 
Gillet International Oboe Competition. 

5.  Ravel: Pièce en forme de Habañera 
David Cowley, Bryan Evans (piano)

  This is an earlier Ravel piece, being originally 
written in 1907 as a song without words 
for bass voice and piano. He arranged it for 
cello and piano, and it has been subsequently 
arranged for just about every instrument. Along 
with his Bolero, it gives some credence to the 
(perhaps rather unfair) saying that ‘all the best 
Spanish music is written by Frenchmen’.

  David Cowley’s smooth oboe sound is well-
known to UK listeners from his being the long-
standing Principal oboe of the BBC National 
Orchestra of Wales, with whom he has also 
played concertos.

6.   Wedgewood: Dragonfly 
Uchenna Ngwe, Philip Cornwell (piano)

  Pam Wedgewood is recognized around the 
world as one the UK’s most prolific and 
successful composers of popular repertoire for 
young instrumentalists. This sad little waltz is 
designed to be the UK Grade 2 standard.

  It was recorded in this lilting performance by 
Uchenna Ngwe for an educational CD at the 
time of her graduation from Trinity Laban 
Conservatoire of Music and Dance, London. 
She is now a freelance London orchestral, 
chamber and concerto player. 

7.  Morricone: Gabriel’s Oboe 
Jeremy Polmear, Diana Ambache (piano)

  In the movie The Mission Jeremy Irons, playing 
a Jesuit priest, arrives in 1750s South America 
to convert the Guarani people. In an effort to 
make friends, he gets out his oboe and reed, 
which he’s kept ready in the jungle, and (with 
the help of a symphony orchestra hidden in the 
foliage) plays this tune. It works, though the 
chief of the tribe later snaps the oboe across his 
knee. Being a Baroque oboe, it snaps quite easily.

  Here, I perform a straightforward version of the 
theme, which is a good example of how much 
Ennio Morricone can express with relatively few 
notes. It has also been played by Yo-Yo Ma on 
the cello, and sung with added lyrics by Helen 
Brightman and Hayley Westonra.
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8.  Boyce: Sonata no 10, Allegro 
Catherine Smith and Deirdre Lind,  
Deirdre Dundas-Grant (bassoon),  
Alastair Ross (harpsichord)

  We know from the historian Charles Burney 
that William Boyce’s music was much played in 
his day, around the middle of the 18th Century, 
“not only in private concerts, for which they 
were originally designed, but in our theatres and 
public gardens, as favourite pieces.” Listening to 
this lively music, it is easy to see why.

  Catherine Smith formed The Sheba Sound to 
push the boundaries of what a Baroque line-up 
of two oboes, bassoon and harpsichord could 
play - not only classical pieces such as this, but 
pop and jazz.  

9.  Pasculli: Le Api 
Christopher Redgate, Stephen Robbings 
(piano)

  The 19th century was the period of virtuoso 
soloist/composers such as the violinist Nicolo 
Paganini and the pianist Franz Liszt. Here we 
have the oboe version, with the Sicilian Antonino 
Pasculli. Many of his compositions are fantasies 
on popular opera themes, and there is an operatic 
flavour too, in this study Le Api (The Bees).

  Virtuoso 19th century music is one of 
Christopher Redgate’s specialities, but even 
though you can tell you are in safe hands, you 
may start to feel uncomfortable, as  Christopher 
does not appear to be breathing. In fact he is 
‘circular breathing’, where you inhale through 
the nose while continuing to expel air from the 
mouth, using the tongue. Such is Christopher’s 
skill that you can’t tell where the breaths are taken.    

10.  Arlen: Somewhere over the Rainbow 
Julia White, Marcus Andrews (piano)

  Here is another melody originally recorded, 
like Dragonfly, for beginner oboists. It is a 
simple but effective arrangement by Jim Parker 
(himself an oboist among many other things) 
at the UK Grade 3 standard. Julia White’s 
performance suits the innocence of the original 
song. Notice, however, her subtle use of vibrato 
to shape the music, which would not be 
expected of a Grade 3 student. 

  Since graduating from Trinity Laban, Julia 
has worked with the Santiago Philharmonic 
Orchestra, and now freelances in London as an 
orchestral, chamber and concerto player.

11.  Mozart: Oboe Quartet K370, second movement 
Jeremy Polmear, Sophie Langdon (violin), 
Martin Outram (viola), Susan Dorey (cello)

  This intense little Adagio is deservedly one of 
the best-known pieces for oboe.

  Beautifully written for the instrument, and 
for Mozart’s friend Friedrich Ramm of whom 
a contemporary critic wrote “in Adagio his 
interpretation is full of feeling”, it exploits the 
instrument’s top and bottom registers, with 
wide jumps between them. It also has the oboe 
entering on a quiet, high note - a stroke of 
genius, and a cause of envious complaint from 
rival composer Saleri. Or perhaps I should 
say the fictional Salieri, as portrayed in Peter 
Shaffer’s Amadeus, when Mozart uses a similar 
device in his Wind Serenade K361.

12.  Jacob: Sonatina, last movement 
Althea Talbot-Howard, Katharine May 
(harpsichord)

  In this four-movement Sonatina, written for 
Evelyn Rothwell (Lady Barbirolli) and Valda 
Aveling, Gordon Jacob expresses typical good 
humour, emphasizing the spiky qualities of 
both oboe and harpsichord. Yet the middle slow 
section is a beautiful, very ‘English’ melody, 
perhaps influenced by one of Jacob’s teachers, 
Ralph Vaughan Williams.

  Althea Talbot-Howard and Katherine May revel 
in both the humour and the poignancy. As 
well as this Duo, Althea has one with pianist 
Dominic Saunders; she also runs the Blake 
Ensemble and Orchestra 18/20.

13.  Fauré: Pièce (vocalise 1914) 
Léon Goossens, Clarence Raybould (piano)

  This recording comes from 1931, when Léon 
Goossens was a household name in both the 
UK and the US. What he brought to the oboe 
is fully evident in this elegiac ‘song without 
words’ - a tenderness that never lapses into 
sentimentality, an ability to weave a phrase, to 
tell a story in music.    

14.  Delibes: The Flower Duet 
Elaine Douvas, Emily Pailthorpe,  
Elizabeth Martyn (piano)

  Another song without words - except that this 
did originally have some. It is from Delibes’ 
opera Lakmé, and she is by the water’s edge 
(hence the rocking nature of the melody), 
looking at lotus flowers, but singing with her 
maid Mallika about the problems of love. In the 
central section Lakmé is partially consoled by 
Mallika, they then return to the main theme, 
step into a barge, and go off into the distance.

  Emily Pailthorpe (the oboist on Le Tombeau de 
Couperin) is here playing Mallika, and the part 
of Lakmé is taken by Elaine Douvas, principal 
oboe at the Metropolitan Opera, New York, and 
at one time Emily’s teacher. 

15.  Boismortier: Modèrement 
Mark Baigent, Julian West, Jessica Mogridge

  From two oboes to three, in this delightful 
Baroque movement from Joseph Bodin de 
Boismortier. He was a very practical composer, 
and this piece was originally written for three 
flutes, and would have been played in the 
houses of the well-to-do.

  Like Elaine and Emily in the previous track, 
these three players are so well-matched that they 
sound like one - filling your ears with oboe.   
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16. Machado: Quebra Queixo 
 Marios Argiros, Dimitris Dekavallas (guitar)

  In this second track from Marios Argiros, he 
plays a piece by Celso Machado, a world music 
multi-instrumentalist who has composed many 
works based on the music of Bazil. ‘Quebra 
Queixo’ is a Brazilian jaw-breaking chewy 
coconut candy. Probably not good for you, and 
I have another health warning: the catchy little 
motif that the piece keeps returning to may 
become an ‘earworm’ - a piece of music you 
just can’t get out of your head, and may find 
yourself humming while doing the washing up!

  Marios and Dimitris give a characteristically 
thoughtful interpretation, devoid of 
overstatement, to create charming music.    

17.  Saint-Saëns: The Swan 
Léon Goossens, Clarence Raybould (piano)

  Another track from Léon Goossens, recorded 
some six months before the Fauré. Here he 
plays the well-known cello solo from Carnival 
of the Animals, and shows that the oboe too can 
emulate the swan’s apparently effortless gliding 
over a gently rippling piano. 

18. Harty: Chansonette 
 Mark Baigent, Eileen Pearce (piano)

  Composer, conductor, pianist and organist, Sir 
Hamilton Harty wrote this piece in 1911; after a 
rather unusual piano introduction, it settles down 
to be a delightful salon piece deservedly popular 
with oboists, giving them an opportunity to sing.

  Mark Baigent sings superbly, getting a gorgeous 
fluid, sound from his Lorée oboe from 1901. 
This is curvaceous music, there isn’t a single corner.

19.  Erdinç: Dance of the Black Sea 
Jeremy Polmear, Diana Ambache (piano)

  Erol Erdinç is a composer, pianist, and 
conductor of the Istanbul State Symphony 
Orchestra. He gave us a Suite of four pieces 
when we were there, and this is the last movement. 
Plenty of corners here: this dance uses a 2-2-3 
rhythm famously extended by Dave Brubeck 
into 2-2-2-3 for his Blue Rondo à la Turk. 

20.  Tchaikovsky: Eugene Onegin (opening) 
Emily Pailthorpe, Elaine Douvas, James 
Martin (piano)

  Emily and Elaine return here in another 
operatic duet. Tatyana and her sister Olga sing 
about love, and are joined by their mother 
Larina and nurse Filpyevna. It is brilliantly 
arranged by Emily’s husband, the flute player 
Daniel Pailthorpe, who said “for me, the oboe 
perfectly captures the atmosphere of longing 
and nostalgia of this scene.” (Daniel also 
arranged Ravel’s Tombeau de Couperin tracks 
elsewhere in these CDs.)

  In this track, Elaine Douvas is playing the lower 
part, and low notes on the oboe are notoriously 
difficult to control. Not so here, prompting US 
critic Jeanne Belfy to say of the original release 
“... they weave and match their sinuous timbres; 
but when Douvas returns to the low register, 
you can just about eat it with a spoon.”

1.  Bush: Trio (1952), first movement 
Jeremy Polmear, Philip Gibbon (bassoon), 
Diana Ambache (piano)

  The writer and broadcaster Roderick Swanston 
was a close friend of Geoffrey Bush, and has 
commented on this piece. “That opening is 
typical of him, he loved the theatre, liked to 
start with a flourish.” Yet there is sadness in the 
music too, especially after 0:22. “One reason 
he liked writing for wind instruments was 
that they could move quickly from fanfare to 
melancholy.” A Vivace starts at 1:27. “Again, 
this has all Bush’s hallmarks,” said Roderick. 
“There is a trace of neo-classical influence 
giving it rhythmic drive, and it’s peppered with 
syncopation - it’s witty, precise, and concise.”

  Certainly concise, because less than a minute 
later (at 2:11) comes the second subject, a slow 
Waltonesque theme that reminds me of patriotic 
music. “Yes, that tune is nearly purple,” said 
Roderick, “but it is saved by the interesting 
piano harmonies.” And it gives splendid melodic 
opportunities for all three instruments. It leads 
back to a repeat of the main material, and the 
movement ends in another theatrical flourish.

2.  Ravel: Le Tombeau de Couperin, Menuet 
Emily Pailthorpe, Julian Milford (piano)

  Like the movement on CD 1 track 4, this 
movement has a dedication - á la mémoire de 
Jean Dreyfus. In her original programme note to 

this work, Emily writes that “Ravel himself had 
succumbed to dysentery and was discharged from 
war service to recuperate in Paris, only to lose his 
mother, the central figure of his life. With this 
weighing heavily on him, he wrote Le Tombeau 
from 1914 to 1917. Ravel chose to make the music 
a double memorial by stylistically harking back to 
the earlier glories of French Baroque music. The 
piece was the last in which he evoked Baroque 
forms, and these provided the perfect constraints 
in which he could express the deepest sentiments 
in a restrained and even oblique way.” 

  For me this particular movement has a sadness 
that is intermingled with tenderness. There is 
vulnerability too, and at 2:23 maybe dread, all 
the more dreadful for being expressed in that 
restrained musical language. 

3.  Beethoven, arr. Sedlak:  
Fidelio, Introduction & Aria, Florestan 
Elaine Douvas, Emily Pailthorpe, wind 
players from the Metropolitan Opera 
Orchestra, New York.

  For the first three minutes of this track you 
might be wondering if the wrong piece had got 
on to the CD. Where is the oboe? This is an 
arrangement of an aria from Fidelio for wind 
band (a common component of a nobleman’s 
palace in Beethoven’s time). Florestan is alone in 
prison, where he has been put for speaking out 
about Liberty, and is contemplating his fate. 
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  Suddenly the mood changes, and he sees a 
vision of his beloved Leonora, represented in 
Beethoven’s original and in this arrangement on 
the oboe with one of the best-known solos in 
opera. Florestan and Leonora celebrate joyfully, 
but briefly: the vision dissipates, and he sinks 
back exhausted on the stone floor of his cell. 

  Elaine’s interpretation of this solo once 
prompted a US opera critic to write: “Elaine 
Douvas’ oboe solo during Florestan’s aria was 
the finest ‘singing’ heard all evening.”   

4.  Maconchy: Oboe Quintet (1932),  
second movement 
George Caird, Simon Blendis and Alison 
Dods (violins), Louise Williams (viola),  
Jane Salmon (cello)

  George Caird writes of this work “The Oboe 
Quintet, along with the early two-movement 
String Quartet, are significant in the output 
of this important English composer in being 
her first major chamber works, and preludes to 
the 13 string quartets which mark out her life. 
The second movement starts plaintively, with a 
low throaty oboe announcing the first violin as 
soloist. The central tune for the violin (at 1:51), 
marked teneramente, is inspired and ravishing 
writing, interrupted by a return of a wilder 
mood in the oboe cadenza before the strings 
bring the movement to a close.”

  That ravishing writing contrasts very effectively 
with the desolate mood of much of the piece. 
And (not strictly musical information, I know) 
violinist Alison Dods is the daughter of oboist 
Deirdre Lind (track 8 on CD 1). 

5.  Dutilleux, Sonata (1947),  
second movement: scherzo 
Emily Pailthorpe, Julian Milford (piano)

  Emily writes of this piece: “Born in 1916, Henri 
Dutilleux destroyed many of his early works 
because of the stamp of influences such as Ravel, 
and views his individual style as having emerged 
from World War II. This Sonata is a lucid and 
beautifully crafted work written for the Paris 
Conservatory prize. The scherzo begins as a 
militaristic march. The oboe rises over the rhythmic 
piano in glorious singing lines until eventually 
the piano’s march becomes lighter and humorous.”

  It is always interesting when a performer 
expresses the emotion they think they are 
communicating. Personally, I don’t hear humour: 
for me, the intensity in Emily’s playing carries 
right through to the quiet ending of the piece.  

6.  MacMillan: Intercession 
Mark Baigent, Julian West, Jessica Mogridge

  Scottish composer James MacMillan writes 
here in the pibroch style, reminding us of the 
connection between the oboe and the highland 
bagpipe. He says of the piece:”The repetitive 
nature of the music is like a peal of bells or 
some other kind of evocation. Eventually the 
music breaks out of this cyclic inevitability and 
heads into a faster dance-like material which in 
turn develops its own ritualistic recurrences.”

  An initial downward scale is repeated nine times 
and gives the music an elemental feel, yet there 
are some quite complex variations happening as 
well, requiring expert fingers and listening from 
all three players. Perhaps the hardest thing of all 

to do is to play those thrilling high notes so well 
in tune that it sounds like one super-player - a 
feat that Pipers 3 seem to accomplish with ease. 

7.  Clara Schumann, Romance no 2, Op 22 
Jeremy Polmear, Diana Ambache (piano)

  Clara Schumann’s Three Romances were written 
four years after her husband Robert’s 1849 
Romances (CD 1 track 3); she wrote them for 
herself to play with the violinist Joseph Joachim. 
They can be transferred to the oboe with very 
little modification, and they make a suitable 
companion set to his. Clara’s music is on the 
whole darker than Robert’s, but this Romance 
has an unusually cheerful, almost rustic, middle 
section (from 0:50).

8.  Britten: Pan from Six metamorphoses after 
Ovid, Op 49 
Nicholas Daniel

  Britten’s Six metamorphoses after Ovid are 
perhaps the best-known pieces for solo oboe, 
and this is the first. The subtitle is ‘who played 
upon the reed pipe which was Syrinx his beloved’. 
The metamorphosis in this case is Syrinx herself 
who, being pursued by Pan, turns herself into reeds. 
Pan cuts these down and plays them, exploring 
first the notes and dynamics of the reed pipe. At 
0:39 he starts to experiment tonguing the reed; 
at 1:18 there is further play, and from 1:41 
there is a passage reminding us of the Pan Pipes. 
By 2:04 he has the whole compass, and the 
piece ends with a cheeky flourish.

  Nicholas Daniel’s supremely assured 
performance matches that of Benjamin Britten 
- indeed that of Pan himself.                      

9. Richardson: Rendezvous 
 Mark Baigent, Eileen Pearce-Davies

  In some ways Alan Richardson is the opposite 
of Benjamin Britten, writing small-scale, gentle, 
very ‘English’ music (though he was in fact 
Scottish). Rendezvous comes from a French Suite 
written in 1949, two years before the Britten 
work. It is redolent with charm.

  Richardson later married the oboist Janet 
Craxton, but he had known her since she was 
young, and it seems likely that it was her particular 
engaging style of oboe playing that he had in 
mind, and which Mark Baigent re-creates. 

10.  Sinclair: The Fly (2003) 
Janey Miller, Joby Burgess (marimba, 
log drums, sandpaper blocks, whip and 
electronics)

  Another Scottish composer. Cameron Sinclair 
was commissioned by this duo New Noise to 
produce a depiction of the movie of the same 
name were Jeff Goldblum is transformed into 
a fly after some unfortunate messing around 
with a genetic transporter. Those first noises 
- sandpaper blocks and the click of oboe keys - 
represent the discovery of the first strange hair.

  In the movie the transition from man to fly 
is truly shocking, but here, as Janey Miller’s 
oboe is contrasted with a fascinating variety of 
percussion backgrounds and rhythms, all seems 
well at first. The first buzzing occurs at 3:38, 
but you still feel the oboe might yet handle 
the situation. Inevitably however, the mood 
darkens, until by 6:27 has become desperate. 
Finally a whip delivers the coup de grâce.
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11.  Basler: Vocalise-Waltz (1996) 
Jeremy Polmear, Stephen Stirling (horn), 
Richard Saxel (piano)

  Paul Basler is an American composer, lecturer 
and horn player, and right from the beginning 
of this piece there is a laid-back, West Coast feel 
to the writing. The first two piano bars could 
be an introduction to a Joni Mitchell song, but 
instead oboe and horn play the recurring theme 
of the Vocalise. Between the recurrences are 
snatches of melody on each instrument, and 
rhythmic episodes.

  The Waltz begins at 3:33, and it’s at a one-in-a-bar, 
Viennese speed. But this waltz is a phantom, 
appearing briefly before dissolving in a haze of 
cross-rhythms. There are two rather more 
substantial episodes of waltzing at 4:21 and 5:44, 
but Basler continually toys with both performer 
and listener in a most entertaining way with 
episodes of serious counting. Do not, whatever 
you do, attempt to dance to this music.  

12.  Roxburgh: Silent Strings (2005) 
Paul Goodey, Sally Mays (piano)

  Edwin Roxburgh wrote this piece to express his 
reaction to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, focusing 
on the destruction of a 4,500 year old lyra 
from Ur which was in the Baghdad Museum. 
Right from the start, the disjunct of the time is 
expressed with the oboe playing a chord.

  Soon more gentle sounds emerge on oboe or 
piano, as if they are pleading for mercy, but they 
never predominate. The noises of war continue, 
and the pleas die away.

  Silent Strings was written for Paul Goodey, who 
gives a suitably chilling performance.

13.  Berio: Sequenza VII (1969) 
Christopher Redgate, Roger Redgate (violin)  

  If Silent Strings started with an oboe chord 
(there are some also during the Fly’s last 
moments), here is a work full of special effects - 
chords, overblowing, double tonguing, bending 
of notes, and especially the note b played with 
six different fingerings, enabling the colour of 
the note to be varied.

  That b is also enhanced by being played 
continuously during the piece. Any live or 
electronic instrument can be used; in this 
version Christopher’s brother Roger (himself a 
composer of note) performs it on the violin. 

  Written in 1969 by Luciano Berio for the 
Swiss virtuoso Heinz Holliger, the piece can 
accurately be called a ‘modern classic’. It is the 
work that defined the genre of contemporary 
oboe writing, and has been performed many 
times. Christopher Redgate’s version prompted 
one critic to write “never have I experienced 
such a tender reading of the work, particularly 
during the final section in which the 
multiphonics stand so elegantly poised.”
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Ovid’, details at www.oboeclassics.com.
  Nicholas’ website is at  

www.nicholasdaniel.co.uk.
	 	2007 Nicholas Daniel

9.  Richardson: Rendezvous
  Mark Baigent, Eileen Pearce-Davies
  details as for CD 1 track 18.

10.  Sinclair: The Fly
  Janey Miller, Joby Burgess (percussion)
  From ‘Insomniac’ details at  

www.newnoiselondon.com.
	 		2003 NNL records

11.  Basler: Vocalise-Waltz
  Jeremy Polmear, Stephen Stirling (horn), 

Richard Saxel (piano)
  From ‘music for oboe, horn and piano’, 

details at www.oboeclassics.com.
	 		2010 Oboe Classics

12.  Roxburgh: Silent Strings
  Paul Goodey, Sally Mays (piano)
  From ‘Antares’, details at  

www.oboeclassics.com.
	 	2008 Paul Goodey

13.  Berio: Sequenza VII 
Christopher Redgate, Roger Redgate (violin)

  From ‘oboe+: berio & beyond’,  
details at www.oboeclassics.com.

  Christopher’s website (which includes 
details of a redesigned Howarth oboe to 
play extreme contemporary music) is at 
www.christopherredgate.co.uk.  
	2006 Christopher Redgate

For a systematic, illustrated, description 
of the making of a Howarth oboe go to 
www.howarth.uk.com, and click on the 
‘Manufacturing’ link on the right hand side 
of the home page. There is also a link on the 
Manufacturing page to a BBC video about 
the factory.

Compilation and notes by Jeremy Polmear
Remastering by Dave Rowell

Oboe image courtesy Howarth of London
Cover image from istockphoto.com
CD and booklet design by Steam
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Three stage in the history 
of an oboe: bottom left, 
an African Blackwood tree 
(Dalbergia melanoxylon); 
bottom right, the wood 
roughly cut and being 
left to mature; top, oboe 
sections with holes cut and 
pillars inserted, waiting for 
their keywork.

 

Top photo Jeremy Polmear,  
bottom photos courtesy  
Howarth of London.


