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New Music for a New Oboe – notes by Christopher
Redgate

For the last three years (2009- 2012) I have been working as an Arts and Humanities
Research Council (AHRC) Research Fellow at the Royal Academy of Music, London.
The central focus of the research has been the redesign of significant areas of the
oboe’s key-work. The project has been carried out in collaboration with the British
oboe maker Howarth of London and, as a result of this work, a new instrument has
been designed and built: the Howarth-Redgate 21st Century Oboe. Collaborations
were also undertaken with a number of composers (also funded by the AHRC) in
order both to create new repertoire and to explore the potential of the new
instrument. The current CD (volume one of two) is the first fruit of these
collaborations.

Exceptionally, the CD introduces not one but two new instruments; as well as the
Howarth-Redgate oboe the recently developed Lupophon, a bass oboe, is used in
Michael Finnissy’s Âwâz-e Niyâz.

Introducing the Instruments

The Howarth-Redgate 21st Century Oboe
During the 19th century the oboe underwent a major transformation as almost every
aspect of its design was revisited and altered. Unlike the changes made to the flute
by Boehm, the changes to the oboe were made in a rather more piecemeal fashion;
instead of one mastermind directing the reconstruction, many builders contributed to
the changes.1 By the end of the 19th century the modern oboe, as it has been used
throughout the 20th century (with a few small modifications) had arrived.

Changing musical practices and perceived problems with the instruments during the
19th century were the central forces that inspired makers and performers to redesign
the oboe. The Howarth-Redgate instrument used on this recording has followed a
similar path to that of its 19th century cousins as, during the 20th century, music

1
There were attempts to make a Boehm system oboe and for a time the instrument had several important advocates in the performing

world and a number of tutors written for the system but ultimately the instrument did not prove successful.



continued to change and new challenges appeared for the oboe. This was
particularly the case during the latter part of the century when oboists increasingly
had to develop new techniques such as flutter-tonguing and glissandi (these do of
course appear occasionally in early repertoire but not to anything like the same
extent or in such demanding situations), and new sounds such as multiphonics,
microtones or the extension of the upper range.

The impetus for the redesigned Howarth-Redgate oboe has come from these musical
demands and is in part a response to them. The response to the musical demands
has taken two forms; first, by enabling greater facility in the performance of music
already written and, second, by expanding the horizons and building into the
instrument further areas for musical exploration. The most obvious example of this
can be seen in the expansion of the number of multiphonics available on the new
instrument which is somewhere in the region of a four-fold increase. It is also, in
keeping with historic precedent, a collaborative affair between the performer and the
maker with some important input from the composer.

Two examples will serve to illustrate the kinds of challenges the instrument has been
designed to meet: Nora Post2 observes that the first A6 to be written (two octaves
above concert A) was in Wolpe’s Suite im Hexachord (1936) where the oboe climbs
up to this pitch. The work was not performed until the 1950s and Post suggests that
this was largely due to the problems caused by this high writing. By the 1950s A6 had
also been used in Zimmerman’s Concerto. However during the 1960s composers
continued not only to write in this range but also to extend it. Castiglioni in Alef (1965)
writes up to B6 and by the end of the 1960s Takashi had used C#7 in Operation Euler
(1969). Most of these high pitches were used sparingly, however, by the early 1980s
a number of works had been written which utilised this high range in technically
challenging passages and with considerable frequency. A second example is the use
of microtones on the instrument. As with the extended range, early works tended to
use microtones sparingly but as they have increasingly become part of the musical
language of many composers so they have been employed more frequently in works
for the oboe. Today many composers use microtones (and especially quartertones)
in music of great complexity and throughout the range (for examples of both range

2
N. Post, The development of Contemporary Oboe Technique (New York University: PhD Dissertation, 1979)



and microtonal use see Redgate’s Ausgangspunkte (1982) or Finnissy’s Pavasiya
(1981)).

The development of the oboe’s range and the use of microtonal pitches occurred
over a period of time. As the music became more technically demanding for the
performer so in turn the performer asked more of the instrument. Some of the key-
work on the standard oboe took on new roles and several less used keys gained
increased significance as they became central to the developing array of fingerings
used for both the extended range and microtones. Several of these keys were not
well placed on the instrument for their new roles and were adding to the technical
challenges, slowing down some passages and rendering others very clumsy.
Photographs can be seen on the traycard. The right hand photograph includes key-
work that extends and re-sites existing touch-pieces that are used for both microtonal
and high range work. The three pads are stacked one on top of another. The bottom
photograph is an example of holes that have been tuned so that they sound
quartertones. Another approach can be seen on the top left photograph. The small
banana key enables the touch-piece to be opened more widely than is normally
possible and as a result offers four positions for this touch-piece (1:closed; 2:with the
finger rolled and opening just the small holes; 3:with the finger lifted which gives a
slightly open touch-piece and 4:the banana key moved sideways which opens the
touch-piece considerably). This modification enables a much greater range of
multiphonics to be played on the new instrument. A small hole can also be seen on
one of the keys by the side of the main hole, this helps with some high range pitches.
These are only examples of the full range of modifications and complete details can
be found at www.21stcenturyoboe.com.

The Road to the Re-design:
Though work on the redesign has formed the core of a three year fellowship the
ideas that form the body of the development stretch back over a thirty-five year
period and are the result of a great deal of performance activity, collaborative work
with composers and frustrations that key-work seemed sometimes to hinder rather
than facilitate performance practice. Ideas for the redesign were discussed with the
team from Howarth of London and many of the ideas were bounced off a number of
other oboists and several composers.
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At the start of the planning work two decisions were made. The first was to modify
rather than start from scratch in the re-design process. (A strong argument can be
made for starting again with the oboe’s key-work design but it was decided that as
this instrument is aimed at high-level professionals it was not likely that they would
want to start learning the fingering from scratch in the middle of busy professional
schedules.) The decision was therefore made to modify the existing instrument and in
so doing the new oboe would be able to be used for all music making; performers
would be able to ‘pick up and play’ the instrument. This process therefore is rather
similar to the decisions made in the 19th century. The second early decision was to
make the instrument out of Cocobolo wood rather that the more standard Granadilla
wood. Cocobolo wood is less dense than Granadilla and so less heavy and, as extra
key-work was going to be added, the lighter wood would help to offset the problems
caused by extra weight. Cocobolo wood also seems to be slightly more responsive to
some of the more subtle multiphonic sounds.

The process of development included a great deal of background research and a
significant number of experiments. Background research included spending time both
in instrument museums, considering older designs of instrument, and in rereading the
history of the oboe, especially the 19th century history where so much development
occurred. The experimental work was very wide ranging involving making prototype
keys, modifications to the staple (the brass tube onto which the reed is bound (see
photograph on page 2) and even using the top joint of a student model oboe into
which we drilled a lot of extra holes (traycard top left photograph). These experiments
in turn involved me in considerable testing of the changes, somewhere in the region
of 30,000 tests altogether. In addition Dr. David Sharp and Dr. Adrien Mamou-Mani of
the Open University helped with the research through their impedance tests which
gave a significant understanding of the responses of fingerings and the instrument. A
considerable number of Howarth’s oboe workshop were involved in the development
of the plans for the new instrument. This redesign of the key-work is the most far
reaching since the late 19th century!

As mentioned earlier, the new instrument was designed not only to meet the
demands of current musical thinking but also to open up new possibilities for the
oboe. Some of the redesign activity was therefore aimed at future potential. This can



be seen especially in development of the multiphonic capability, much greater
microtonal potential with a range of alternative microtonal scales being possible and
much greater security and ease of execution in the upper register. Much of the
exploration of the instrument in these areas is still to be undertaken.

Working collaboratively with the instrument maker has been vital, however, a further
set of collaborations has also contributed significantly to the project: collaborations
with composers. A number of new works have been commissioned (with funds from
the AHRC) with the express aims of building repertoire specifically for the new
instrument and, through collaborative work with the composers, to explore the
potential of the new oboe. In selecting composers to write these works it was decided
to ask people who were very conversant with the standard oboe: composers who had
already written very challenging music. This CD includes the first two works written
for the new instrument.

These commissions form a part of the research process, each composer
approaching the instrument in their own way, asking their own unique questions and
exploring the potential of the instrument through their own aesthetic concepts. In
each case the new instrument was first demonstrated to the composers. This was
followed by a series of further meetings, as the composers discussed their ideas with
me and asked for specific areas to be explored. This involved a significant amount of
further research and generated yet more ideas. The later meetings frequently
involved more time in playing though ideas and discussing options.

Roxburgh’s The Well Tempered Oboe generated an unexpected result. His use of
multiphonics is very extensive and it soon became apparent that the multiphonic key
we had developed was not really quite flexible enough for the task in hand. We
therefore went back to the drawing board and redesigned this key in order to meet
the demands of this work. The new key not only meets these demands but has also
opened up some interesting new areas for further exploration.

The Lupophon
The Lupophon is a new design of bass oboe which has been developed and built by
the company of Wolf and Eppelsheim. My first sight of one was at the International
Double Reed Society Conference in Birmingham (2009) when, since I was



considering buying a bass oboe, a friend directed me to the Wolf stall to try out their
prototype new instrument. I was instantly hooked and ordered one on the spot! Its
range runs from the F2 at the bottom of the bass clef through to B4, or possibly
higher, above the treble clef and therefore has a larger range than either the
traditional bass oboe or the heckelphone. It transposes down the octave and so the
part is written in the treble clef.

Christopher Redgate

The Music

Edwin Roxburgh - The Well Tempered Oboe

Chris Redgate has been using a Fellowship at the Royal Academy of Music to create
and construct additional mechanism for the oboe to facilitate the extreme high
register and multiphonic capabilities of the instrument. This is revolutionary work, and
I was very pleased to collaborate with him in composing a work to illustrate these
special features, resulting in The Well Tempered Oboe, premièred at the launch of
the instrument (manufactured by Howarth of London) on 2nd November 2011. The
title derives from a Bach quotation which presents the first four chords of his
Chaconne in D minor with oboe multiphonics. Each movement is based on a Bach
title and gives the pianist an equally virtuosic role. It is a privilege to have been
involved in such a landmark project.

Edwin Roxburgh

Michael Finnissy - Âwâz-e Niyâz

I try to choose ‘significant’ titles, and titles that indicate something extra to the content
of the music (which is actually just sounds of a particular (selected) type configured in
particular (selected) ways).

‘Âwâz-e Niyâz’ means ‘Songs from Mysterious Necessity’ although ‘necessity’ could
also be rendered as ‘prayerfulness’. These words are Farsi (the language of Persia),
and this is because much of the inspiration for this work came from the traditions of
Persia; also, in considerable measure and detail, from its traditional music, and from
the manner of its performance, and even its overall aesthetic stance.



The source for much of this knowledge was my friend, and ex-student, Hossein
Hadisi. One of his main recommendations was Mohammad Taghi Massoudieh’s
collection ‘The Vocal Radif of Traditional Iranian Music according to the version of
Mahmoud Karimi’, which brings together material from improvised song
performances. In this context ‘improvisation’ is clearly something I would recognise in
my own compositional practice, particularly with respect to the intuitive shuffling
around of innumerable ‘archetypal’ melodic fragments. The archetypes are common
property, some of them can even be found outside of Persian tradition. These
fragments are then rendered specific in pitch and rhythm, potentially they could
appear in many different orderings and transformations, the outcome of which would
provide ongoing impetus to the narrative or architecture of the entire piece. Neither
‘narrative’ nor ‘architecture’ are entirely accurate terms here, as the structure is
impulsive, partly conflicting with, partly giving in to, a historically-conditioned need for
some sort of variation or contrast, in its harmony, texture and motion.

Michael Finnissy

The musicians

Christopher Redgate
‘Redgate is one of a tiny band of oboists across the world who have made a life’s
work of taking the instrument into the farthest reaches of technical virtuosity and
physical capability, and in doing so inspired a generation of composers to create a
virtuoso repertoire characterised by blazing compositional audacity and extremity.’
James Weeks, Tempo Magazine

For over thirty years Christopher Redgate has specialised in contemporary repertoire
and has performed across Europe as well as the USA, China and Australia. A three
year Arts and Humanities Research Council (2009-2012) Fellowship at the Royal
Academy of Music enabled him to re-think the key-work of the oboe and, in
collaboration with Howarth of London to build a new instrument: the Howarth-
Redgate 21st Century Oboe. He now performs exclusively on this instrument. As a
performer he has developed significantly several aspects of oboe technique; leading
him to a re-evaluation of a number of performance practices.
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Edwin Roxburgh



His concerts frequently include solo improvisations, which allow him to further explore
the more extreme areas of the oboe. Many composers have written for him including
Michael Finnissy, Richard Barrett, Sam Hayden, Roger Redgate, Edwin Roxburgh,
Christopher Fox, James Clarke, Paul Archbold, Dorothy Ker, Michael Young, Fabrice
Fitch, David Gorton, Rob Keeley, Joe Cutler, Edward Cowie and Gwyn Pritchard. He
gives regular masterclasses for oboists and composer workshops at colleges and
universities around the world.

He has recorded extensively and many recordings can be found on the Metier and
the Oboe Classics labels. He has contributed articles to Contemporary Music Review
and to many of the professional double reed journals. He is currently writing a book,
21st Century Oboe and contributing chapters to several other academic books. He
studied at Chethams' School of Music and at the Royal Academy of Music where he
was a prize-winner. His professional career began with several prizes in international
competitions.

Michael Finnissy
Michael Finnissy was born in London in 1946. He started writing music aged four and
a half. His first formal composition lesson, fifteen years later, was with Bernard
Stevens – in the meantime he had actively listened to the BBC Third Programme and
read a lot of scores and books.

His work is considerably influenced by non-commercial cinema, and respects the
intertwining of elements found in the natural vegetation of hedgerows. It is work that
exuberantly embraces and combines a large diversity of elements from widely
different traditions, striving for an inherent, unforced and authentic cogency and
responsiveness.

Stephen Robbings
Stephen Robbings studied as an Associated Board scholar at the Royal Academy of
Music with Patsy Toh and Hamish Milne. He graduated with first class honours and
was awarded almost every prize for performance, culminating in the rare distinction
of being awarded for his Recital Diploma both the Chappell and MacFarren prizes,
the Academy’s highest awards for pianists. Stephen has given concerto and recital



performances in major venues throughout the UK, including Birmingham Symphony
Hall, and the Queen Elizabeth Hall. He has played on BBC Radio and Television,
made recordings both as soloist, accompanist and chamber musician and has
performed in Europe, the Far East and the USA. He has given many South Bank
recitals to enthusiastic audiences and reviews with the violinist Christine Townsend
and has also had a longstanding musical partnership with the oboist Christopher
Redgate with whom he has frequently performed and recorded. He has an interest in
contemporary music and has given first performances of a number of new pieces.

Edwin Roxburgh
The diverse activities of performing, conducting and teaching have been constant
motivations to Edwin Roxburgh’s principal profession, composing. Having won
several prizes as a student, his professional work has been acknowledged in many
awards, most recently a British Composers’ Award for his Elegy for Ur and an Elgar
Trust Award for a BBC SO commission. His recent opera, Abelard was published by
United Music Publishers under the auspices of a Leverhulme Research Fellowship.
Commissioners and performers of his music range across a wide spectrum from
Menuhin and the BBC to Vincent Price and Prunella Scales.

As a conductor Roxburgh has worked constantly in presenting a vast range of
contemporary music, together with a wide range of repertoire. His establishment and
directorship of the 20th Century Ensemble of London found a reflection in his post as
RVW Fellow at the RCM where he created a department of 20th Century
Performance Studies. Such works as Stockhausen’s Trans had their UK and world
premieres performed by students and were broadcast by the BBC. Roxburgh has
conducted his own music with the principle UK orchestras such as the BBC
Philharmonic, CBSO and the Philharmonia. As Associate Composer of the London
Festival Orchestra at the Warehouse in London he has recently established the
Warehouse Ensemble.

Roxburgh’s work as an oboist began with his appointment as principal oboist of
Sadlers’ Wells Opera (now ENO). Subsequently he pursued a distinguished career
as a virtuoso, establishing himself as a major interpreter of contemporary repertoire,
giving the UK premieres of Berio’s Sequenza VII and Holliger’s Cardiophonie. Many
of his compositions reflect his research into multiphonics and extended techniques.



Whilst a member of the Menuhin Festival Orchestra he was co-author with Goossens
of the Mehuhin Music Guide ‘The Oboe’. He is currently a visiting teacher at BCU
Birmingham Conservatoire.

Recordings of his music are also on NMC, Warehouse and Oboe Classics labels.
His music is published by United Music Publishers, Ricordi and Maecenas
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Thanks
Many people have been involved in this project but I would like to say a special thanks to the
staff of Howarth of London manufacturing workshops. Many thanks go to Edwin Roxburgh for
his wonderful music and for his significant input into the 21st Century Oboe project. Many
thanks also to Michael Finnissy for his magnificent new work, such inspiring piano playing and
friendship over many years.

The CD is dedicated to my wife Celia for all of her support during the project!
Christopher Redgate
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Edwin Roxburgh : Oboe Music
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Electrifying Oboe
Music for oboe and electronics

Metier MSV28515 (2CD set)
(spring 2013)

New Music for a New Oboe vol. 2
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With Chikada and Ensemble Exposé
Metier MSV28531
(spring 2013)
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