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performers that led to the instrument’s popularity in other countries. These French court players
were used in various different woodwind ensembles, the most prestigious of which was the Douze
Grands Hautbois. (The French name hautbois was corrupted in English as ‘hautboy’.) 

Apparently, the main body of the Baroque orchestra would have consisted of the string family,
but the issue is not so straightforward. As Nikolaus Harnoncourt wrote: ‘Various wind instruments
frequently joined this string group … they almost never had their own part in a Baroque tutti:
unlike the Classic or Romantic orchestra, the oboes played the same notes as the violins … Thus the
addition of wind instruments was important to the Baroque orchestra only for the colour they
added to a piece – hardly for the harmonic completeness of the composition.’ While the oboe had
its own unmistakable sound as a solo instrument, it could also easily blend with other instruments.
So, it would be more accurate to say that the backbone of the Baroque orchestra was the mixed
sound of oboes and violins. The oboe’s tone at this time was such that one would be able to hear
the distinct tone-colours of violin and oboe, whereas modern instruments now produce an
inseparable blend. One analogy would be: Baroque oboe tone with violin tone equates to two
parallel stripes of blue and yellow, whereas modern oboe tone with violin tone equals blue and
yellow mixed into green. The oboe was one of the most regularly used, non-stringed instruments 
in the Classical orchestra, as well. The standard Classical orchestra for the earliest symphonies by
Haydn, Mozart and other lesser figures included pairs of oboes and horns. By this time various
improvements to the oboe (a gradual narrowing of the bore and the addition of several more keys)
had been consolidated into what became known as the ‘Classical oboe’, and this was the instrument
for which Mozart and his contemporaries composed. 

In the Baroque period the violin was the pre-eminent concerto instrument, but early in the 
18th century composers began to write concertos for other instruments, the oboe being one of the
most popular. In the long term – from the 18th century to the 21st century – the oboe concerto 
is a rarely encountered genre, the best-known examples being those by Mozart, Richard Strauss,
Vaughan Williams and Martin�. By comparison the Baroque period was for the solo oboist a time 
of plenty.

Antonio Vivaldi (1678–1741) wrote well over four hundred concertos for one or more soloists,
including about twenty oboe concertos. Of these, the Concerto in F RV455, titled ‘per Sassonia’ 
(for Saxony), has a particularly striking opening movement. Vivaldi was a prolific self-borrower, as
may be heard in the shared material of RV447 and RV448. Eight of the oboe concertos, including
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The Oboe Concerto

The term Baroque in a musical context refers to the period c.1600–c.1750, i.e. following the
Renaissance period and preceding the Classical era, to use the names which have long been in
general usage. (However, the term Baroque itself carries quite different connotations in other art
forms). In music history this is the period in which purely instrumental forms came into much
greater prominence, the Italians being the pioneers. This is why the commonest tempo and
expression indications still in use today are from the Italian language. The designation ‘sonata’,
which, like several other familiar terms, has carried different meanings in successive periods of
music, began to emerge, alongside canzonas, around 1600 in collections of instrumental music. 
In this early Baroque period Italian composers applied the terms sonata, concerto and sinfonia 
quite equally and indiscriminately to their instrumental works. The north Italian city-states, such 
as Bologna and subsequently Rome, were the most important centres for the development of the
sonata, then the concerto. The earliest instrumental concerto form, emerging around the second half
of the 17th century, was the concerto grosso, in which a small group of string players (concertino)
contrasted with a larger body (ripieno). This form evolved into the solo concerto, in which one
soloist (sometimes two or more) would be accompanied by an orchestra. Originally this solo
concerto was merely a variant of the concerto grosso, but from about 1750 it became the norm.
Concerto is another term with a complicated history and an entire range of associations, but one
common principle is that of contrasting – or concerted – forces. The form as we know it today –
conventionally in three movements, fast–slow–fast – was first exploited by the many historically
important 18th-century composers – including Vivaldi, Telemann, J.S. Bach and his son C.P.E. Bach
– while there are numerous examples by lesser-known figures. 

The oboe’s antecedent was the shawm, an instrument with a double reed and a wooden
mouthpiece, in use from the 12th century onwards. Due to limited contact with the reed, the shawm
player had restricted control of dynamics. The oboe was developed as a distinct improvement,
having a wider range and potentially better intonation. French oboe makers perfected the new
instrument around the mid-17th century. It was made from boxwood and had several holes but only
two or three keys. Music theorist Marin Mersenne described the oboe in 1636 as the loudest of all
instruments except the trumpet, which is probably why Louis XIV employed oboes for his military
bands. The first oboists were all connected with the French court, and it was the travels of these



about 1720. Always keen to exploit new instrumental sounds, Bach included oboe d’amore parts in
about one hundred works. As director of the Leipzig Collegium Musicum from 1729, Bach found
renewed incentive to provide instrumental concertos, and this was how he came to transcribe so
many of these works for harpsichord. The Concerto in G for oboe d’amore has been arranged from
Cantatas Nos. 100, 170 and 30 – arias for bass, alto and bass respectively.

The Concerto in C minor for oboe and violin, BWV1060 is among Bach’s finest works in this
genre. It is known that Bach originally composed this concerto for violin and oboe (in D minor),
but the only extant score is of his arrangement in C minor for two harpsichords. Therefore, once
again, some reconstruction has been necessary to produce the work in the scoring that Bach
originally conceived.

Georg Philipp Telemann (1681–1767), more highly regarded than J.S. Bach in his day, played
most orchestral instruments. This practical knowledge was invaluable to a composer in such great
demand. Telemann knew the oboists of both the Darmstadt and the Dresden court orchestras 
(the latter being the same Johann Christian Richter mentioned above in connection with Vivaldi), 
so it is likely that he composed his concertos for them. Bruce Haynes (in The Oboe, which he 
co-wrote with Geoffrey Burgess) has commented: ‘… it is clear that he had a particular fondness 
for the instrument.’ He composed about a thousand cantatas, many of which include obbligato
parts for oboe, while there are also dozens of trios involving the oboe. There are at least ten 
oboe concertos, although others may have been lost – in common with many works by Baroque
composers. In these fine concertos the vitality and invention of the Allegros balance the eloquence
of the slower movements, in which Telemann beautifully exploits the expressive quality of the oboe.
His Oboe d’amore Concerto in A, beginning with a siciliano, is one of at least three which he
composed for that instrument.

George Frideric Handel (1685–1759) wrote of his youth ‘I used to write like the devil in those
days, but chiefly for the hautbois.’ Sadly, very little oboe music has survived from those early years
but, although no definite dates have been established, it is possible that his three concertos for oboe
date from that period. The Oboe Concerto No.3 in G minor was first published in Leipzig as late as
1863. No original manuscripts of the three works exist, although an early manuscript copy of the 
G minor work was quite recently discovered in Rostock. This is marked ‘for flute or oboe’, many
Baroque wind-players having been proficient on both instruments. Some scholars have doubted the
authenticity of these concertos, but they are always attributed to Handel and all three are attractive
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RV 448, 450, 457 and 463, were Vivaldi’s adaptations from his bassoon concertos. Some passages
are simplified to accommodate the oboe’s lesser agility in playing wide leaps at speed. The vogue 
for oboe concertos flourished during the second decade of the 18th century. Albinoni’s inclusion of
works for one or two oboes in his Opus 7 collection (published 1715) encouraged Vivaldi to follow
this trend in his own groups from Opus 7 onwards (published c.1717). Vivaldi composed numerous
works for his gifted pupils at the Venetian girls’ orphanage Ospedale della Pietà in Venice, where he
worked as a violin teacher and, later, as maestro dei concerti. However, it is possible that he wrote
his oboe concertos for the German Johann Christian Richter, who visited Venice as a member of
Prince Frederick Augustus of Saxony’s entourage. This would explain the title ‘per Sassonia’
mentioned above in connection with RV455. Only half of Vivaldi’s oboe concertos belonged to 
his own archive (these are now kept in the National Library in Turin), while other manuscripts are
to be found in collections held in European locations including Dresden and the Swedish cities 
of Lund and Uppsala.

Whereas Vivaldi’s oboe concertos include many passages influenced by typical violin writing,
those by the Venetian Tomaso Albinoni (1671–1751) are more vocal in style and more idiomatically
suited to the instrument. Of course, Vivaldi was familiar with the instrument’s strengths and
weaknesses, but Albinoni generally was more considerate of the player’s lung capacity. Although
Albinoni composed about eighty operas, he is now chiefly remembered for his instrumental music.
Nevertheless, the influence of his operatic works is very evident in his concerto slow movements. 
As long ago as 1959 Arthur Hutchings (in The Baroque Concerto) described Albinoni as ‘ridiculously
undervalued’. No Baroque composer wrote more memorable oboe concertos, works of joyful
vitality, which greatly enhance the soloist’s repertoire. His set of twelve concertos Opus 7 comprises
four concertos for one oboe, four for two oboes and four for strings with solo violin. His Opus 9
set is divided in the same way.

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750) wrote many concertos, but as he was a prolific arranger for
the harpsichord it has often proved difficult to ascertain which ones were originally composed for
other instruments, such as violin or oboe. Modern research, however, has shown that most (if not
all) of Bach’s solo harpsichord concertos are indeed his own arrangements, and were originally
composed for another instrument. The Oboe Concerto in F, BWV1053 is one such work – a modern
reconstruction from the Harpsichord Concerto in E. The Oboe d’amore Concerto in A BWV1055 is
another reconstruction. Pitched a minor third lower than the oboe, the oboe d’amore came into use
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additions to the repertoire. Anthony Camden has adapted from an anonymous manuscript the Suite
in G minor (attributed to Handel), a fine work including much effective oboe writing. Handel’s 
Air and Rondo are arranged for oboe by Evelyn Rothwell and orchestrated by Anthony Camden.

Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach (1714–1788) wrote at least fifty concertos, some of which exist in
alternative versions for different solo instruments – flute, oboe or cello. There are two oboe
concertos, in B flat and in E flat (Wq164 and Wq165 respectively), both of which exist in his own
versions for harpsichord. Both slow movements (that of the B flat Concerto is unusually marked
Largo e mesto) are melancholy, while the faster movements of both concertos occasionally give hints
of the composer’s quirkiness and unpredictability. The oboe was commonly used in chamber music
of this period, two examples being C.P.E. Bach’s Pastorale in A minor for oboe and bassoon, and
his Sonata in G minor.

Giuseppe Ferlendis (1755–1810) was appointed oboist at the Salzburg Court Chapel in 1777. 
It was once claimed that his Oboe Concerto No.1 in F was actually written by Mozart, but Mozart
scholar and biographer Alfred Einstein rejected this suggestion out of hand, on stylistic grounds.
Ferlendis is perhaps best known as the musician for whom Mozart wrote his own concerto 
(see below).

Leopold Hofmann (1738–1793) held a succession of positions in his native Vienna, including
music director of St Peter’s, keyboard teacher to the imperial family and Kapellmeister of St Stephen’s
Cathedral. In 1791 Mozart became Hofmann’s unpaid assistant, in the hope of succeeding him as
Kapellmeister, but he predeceased him by eighteen months. The composition list of the highly
prolific Leopold Hofmann includes dozens of symphonies and more than fifty concertos for 
various instruments. His Oboe Concerto in C is numbered C2 in Allan Badley’s catalogue.

Carl Ditters von Dittersdorf (1739–1799) was another very prolific Viennese composer. He wrote
between one hundred and two hundred symphonies, many concertos (for violin, harpsichord, oboe,
flute, cello, harp, viola and double bass), operas, oratorios and chamber music. In addition to
several oboe concertos, there is one concerto for oboe d’amore. Around 1785 Dittersdorf is known
to have played string quartets in distinguished company – Haydn on second violin, Mozart on viola
and Vanhal on cello.

Mozart (1756–1791) composed his Oboe Concerto in C K314 in 1777 for Giuseppe Ferlendis 
of the local Salzburg court orchestra. Mozart later made an arrangement for flute, transposing it to
D major. Joseph Haydn remarked that Ferlendis ‘had his limitations, and Mozart respected them’ –
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an observation which is totally consistent with Mozart’s thoroughly professional understanding 
of each instrument and of particular performers. This brilliant concerto remains the favourite
repertoire piece of solo oboists.

19th-century oboe concertos are rare, Vincenzo Bellini’s E flat composition of 1823 being the
most popular. Bellini (1801–1835) is almost exclusively remembered for his operas, including the
repertoire works Norma and La sonnambula, but he did write 15 symphonies and left incomplete
concertos for bassoon and flute. The Larghetto cantabile section of the Oboe Concerto shows the
influence of bel canto operatic style, and the final section is in the manner of a polonaise.

Antonio Rosetti (1750–1792) was born in North Bohemia as Franz Anton Rösler but changed
his name to the Italian form Antonio Rosetti while in his early twenties. He composed about fifty
symphonies and dozens of concertos – including several for piano, violin and clarinet, more than 
a dozen for flute, nine for bassoon and, most remarkably, twenty for either one or two horns. 
His Oboe Concerto in D is one of nine which he composed for this instrument.

Of the Venetian Marcello brothers, Alessandro (1673–1747) wrote a fine Oboe Concerto in 
D minor, though often this has been attributed to his brother Benedetto. Bach was so taken with
this delightful work (and several other Venetian concertos) that he made a transcription for
harpsichord – BWV974 – adding elaborate ornaments to the central movement.

The German composer Ludwig August Lebrun (1752–1791) was one of the greatest oboe
virtuosos of his day, having become a member of the famous Mannheim Court Orchestra at the age
of twelve. After marrying the celebrated singer Francesca Danzi, he toured almost constantly with
her, and several composers wrote arias with obbligato oboe for them to perform. The great music
historian Charles Burney was a great admirer, praising especially their blend and unanimity: 
‘When they perform together in thirds and sixths, one cannot hear which is the upper or lower voice.’
Lebrun’s Oboe Concerto in C is one of more than a dozen such works.

Federigo Fiorillo (1755–after 1823) was an outstanding mandolin player who performed at many
royal courts throughout Europe. He is probably best known by violinists, as his 36 caprices, or
études, rank alongside the studies of Kreutzer and Rode. His substantial, two-movement Sinfonia
Concertante No.1 in F for two oboes and orchestra, elegant and melodious, is actually a genuine
concerto, beautifully written for the soloists.
© Philip Borg-Wheeler
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