
PODCAST ON OBOE

Hello.  I'm Erik Nielsen.  I'm a professional composer and Senior Mentor at 

Music-COMP, formerly known as the Vermont MIDI Project.  This is the fourth in a 

series of podcasts designed to help you compose for specific instruments and ensembles. 

We're concentrating on instruments that get relatively little attention and today our focus 

is the oboe.   Like its cousin the bassoon, the oboe is a double-reed instrument.  It has 

many relatives around the world, but unlike most of them, the oboe's double reed 

mouthpiece is held between the lips rather than allowed to vibrate freely within the 

mouth cavity, or in the case of the bagpipe, inside an air-filled bag.  Because the air is 

forced into a narrow passageway in the mouthpiece and within the instrument itself, the 

main issue for the oboist isn't how to take in enough air to continue playing, but rather 

how to let out the excess.

The oboe is written exclusively in treble clef and its range is from the B flat just 

below middle C up to G two octaves and a fifth above middle C.  However, the bottom 

four notes of the instrument, except middle C, are often hard to produce and play in tune 

and the highest notes, those above its highest C, can sound thin and pinched.  The oboe's 

best range is from D just above middle C up an octave and a fifth to A on the first ledger 

line above the staff.  Unlike flute and clarinet the oboe's sound gets thinner and weaker 

the higher it gets above that A.

The oboe has a reputation within the orchestra as a bit of a prima donna because 

of its ability to cut through the sound of the rest of the instruments to play a lyrical 

melody line.  However, it's precisely that ability and its unique sound, which seems to 

both express and draw from the listener feelings of sadness and longing, that make the 

oboe such an effective solo instrument.  And for even more mournful sounds composers 

often turn to the oboe's big brother (or sister) the English horn, which despite its name is 

a double reed instrument and sounds like an oboe with a head cold.

Don't let what I just said fool you.  The oboe is a very versatile instrument, 

capable of blending well with other woodwinds and even brass.  (Its similarity to the 

sound of muted trumpet can be uncanny at times.)  Its uses in ensembles small and large, 

mixed or just winds, are varied.  It is very nimble and can perform fast runs and 

arpeggios legato or staccato.  As well as expressing serious melodic ideas it can sound 

quite comical in staccato passages.  And it forms a great bond within wind ensembles by 

taking a sort of middle ground between flute and clarinet.  However, you need to be 

careful when using it with flute if both are in their low to middle range, as the oboe is far 

more powerful there and can easily drown out the flute.

Our first example places the oboe within a woodwind quartet along with flute, 

clarinet and bassoon in a charmingly whimsical piece called Never Enough Time!, 

written for Opus 16 in 2008 by Katie Yawney, a high school senior.  Katie shows great 

skill in her ability to blend the instruments into a unit through the use of unisons and 

octaves at some times and at other times to let each instrument stand out briefly.  Note 

how the oboe shines in its short solo passages and how well it fits into the ensemble 



during tutti sections.  Notice especially how Katie has made sure the oboe doesn't 

overpower the flute by writing the flute an octave higher during their duet passage. 

(PLAY NEVER ENOUGH TIME! 2' 20”-2'52”.)

The next two examples come from a brothers act.  Senior and older brother Steven 

Tatum wrote Three Moods for Opus 16.  He is a bassoonist and that's clear in the 

passages that feature the instrument.  But he gives opportunities as well to the other 

three members of this mixed quartet, oboe, violin and cello.  Note how well he uses the 

oboe and violin in the following passage, with the oboe carrying a high legato line while 

the violin and the two lower instruments accompany with staccato repeated notes.  Then 

the oboe takes over the staccato accompaniment while the violin moves to the fore. 

(PLAY THREE MOODS 48”-1' 13”.) 

Next it's younger brother Owen's turn.  Owen's an oboist and he wrote a 

wonderful piece for solo oboe for Opus 18 in 2009.  This piece, called Thoughts and 

Feelings for Solo Oboe, shows the full range of the instrument's capabilities, including 

its great versatility.  In the middle movement notice the oboe's ability in the hands of a 

skilled player to move quickly from staccato to legato, scale passages to skips, and low 

to high and back, as well as the slides that Owen uses to good purpose.  (PLAY 

THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS 1' 04”-1' 45”.)  And from the third and final movement 

we hear how beautifully the oboe can play a lyrical, legato melodic line.  (PLAY 

THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS 1' 57”- 2' 28”.)  

Other examples of the oboe's use as a solo or ensemble instrument are almost too 

numerous to name, but one performer who bears special note is Yusef Lateef, who began 

as a jazz saxophonist during the be-bop era and has gone on to explore many other 

instruments and types of music from around the world, with oboe being one of his 

specialties.  His official website is www.yuseflateef.com.  In addition, the number of 

YouTube videos highlighting the oboe is more than sufficient to give you a fuller idea of 

the instrument.  For the next podcast we'll explore woodwind ensembles.  Please listen 

in.


