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Abstract 

The current inventory of solo oboe literature is incredibly expansive, spanning centuries 

of music by composers across the globe, with diverse backgrounds and talents. Despite a wide 

variety of works to choose from, the process of selecting a new composition can be incredibly 

challenging without the knowledge of works that exist beyond the standard canon and the 

pedagogical elements contained within them. In the following document, I aim to establish an 

oboe solo difficulty rubric that will provide oboe teachers with an effective repertoire selection 

tool to maximize pedagogical intent. A pleasant outcome from this endeavor is also that it sheds 

light on works by underrepresented composers providing additional accessibility for both 

teachers and their students. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction and Literature Review 

The current inventory of solo oboe literature is incredibly expansive, spanning centuries 

of music by composers across the globe, with diverse backgrounds and talents. Despite a wide 

variety of works to choose from, the process of selecting a new composition can be incredibly 

challenging without the knowledge of works that exist beyond the standard canon and the  

pedagogical elements contained within them. 

Many oboists select pieces to perform they are familiar with, or that are recommended by 

their instructors, because they are the easiest to find and the challenges in them are well known. 

Instructors, as they select repertoire for their students, tend to pick compositions that were taught 

to them by their own teachers.1 The solo repertoire selected is both familiar and likely already 

owned as oboists adapt their own pedagogy from their own instructors. This has led to the 

creation of a standard musical canon for oboists that, while containing many wonderful and 

pedagogically impactful works, can be incredibly European, male-composer-centric.2 The oboe 

canon consists of pieces that have been learned and taught through generations of oboe 

pedagogy, tracing back to the teachings of Marcel Tabeuteau.3 

Especially in the modern day, where access to solo oboe literature is easier than ever, the 

ability to find and implement more diverse compositions from a wide variety of composers is 

paramount to making music education a more inclusive and representative space for all involved. 

The creation of an oboe solo difficult rubric will facilitate the expansion of the oboe pedagogy as 

 

1 Ann Campbell, “As Teacher.” Marcel Tabuteau [Oboe] First-Hand. Accessed 4 April 2026. 

2 Ann Campbell, “As Oboist.” Marcel Tabuteau [Oboe] First-Hand. Accessed 4 April 2026. 

3 Campbell, “As Teacher.” Marcel Tabuteau [Oboe] First-Hand. 
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a whole with compositions by underrepresented composers that impact learning the oboes in new 

and exciting ways. 

In this project, I develop and implement an oboe solo literature difficulty rubric designed 

to highlight specific challenges within pieces. This project is an exploration of existing solo oboe 

literature through the lens of this rubric. This rubric categorizes solos into “difficulty ratings” so 

that oboists may explore and find compositions that fit their current skill level. Concert bands in 

middle schools, high schools, and universities have had standardized difficulty rubrics for years 

to facilitate the selection of pieces appropriate for the performing ensemble and appropriate for 

concert band assessments across the United States.4 Creating an oboe literature difficulty rubric 

and assessing an ever-expanding list of solo oboe literature would allow a wider range of pieces 

to be found by oboists of all ages. These different pieces can then be used in different 

competitions, assessments, and auditions across the country without reliance on a limited but 

highly familiar list. 

This leads to the second important reason for this project’s inception: the expansion of 

the oboe solo canon. In the orchestral world of North America, compositions by white men, most 

often European, are the most predominantly programmed pieces across major orchestras.5 An 

analysis of the Orchestral Excerpts for Oboe by John Ferrillo shows that all the 37 different 

orchestral pieces that Ferrillo selected, many of which have multiple excerpts extracted from 

them, have been written exclusively by white, European men. None of the selections in the 

Ferrillo book are by women or by composers of color, despite the collection being compiled as 

 

4 Bandworld, “American Band College Music Grading Chart.” Bandworld. Accessed 4 April 2026. 

5 Katherine Needleman, “Orchestra Statistics.” Katherine Needleman. Accessed 26 February 2026. 
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late as 2006.6 In line with orchestral programming, the oboe canon is also largely dominated by 

compositions by white, European men. An analysis of the catalogue of Trevco Music, the 

foremost purveyor and publisher of sheet music for double reeds and chamber music, shows that 

the total number of products available is 15,524.7 Less than four percent (~3.41% or 529 

selections) are by female composers,8 and less than one percent (~0.71% or 110 selections) are 

by composers of color.9 As this project is not meant to be an in-depth analysis of Trevco’s 

catalogue, the 15,524 products may not be representative of unique compositions. This number 

may include multiple arrangements of the same work and works for instruments other than oboe. 

Additionally, the percentages of selections by female composers and composers of color are 

likely to contain overlap, so we cannot assume that the two numbers can be added together to 

determine the total number of compositions by non-white male composers. It is also possible that 

there are selections in the catalogue that are not correctly labelled, which means that these 

numbers may not be completely indicative of the aforementioned total. Regardless, there is value 

in the development of a properly maintained catalogue of selections by diverse composers as 

their accessibility is paramount to the inclusivity of the oboe repertoire. Due to this inequity in 

composer diversity in oboe literature, the primary use of the newly established difficulty rubric 

will be creating a leveled list of oboe solo repertoire based of oboe solos composed by women, 

nonbinary composers, composers of color, and other underrepresented composers. The solos will 

be compiled into a database, which includes where to find and purchase these compositions. 

Such a resource will facilitate an easier identification and implementation of a more diverse 

 

6 John Ferrillo, Orchestral Excerpts For Oboe. King of Prussia, Pennsylvania: Theodore Presser Co., 2006, 2-3 

7 T.D. Ellis, “All.” Trevco Music, 2026. 

8 T.D. Ellis, “Female Composers.” Trevco Music, 2026. 

9 T.D. Ellis, “Composers of color.” Trevco Music, 2026. 
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repertoire of music that is available but currently underutilized due to a lack of dissemination 

amongst the oboe world. 
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Chapter 2 - Methodology 

The goal of the following chapters will be to develop each section of the difficulty rubric 

based on their respective criteria. The primary areas analyzed are comprised of: (a) Range and 

Fingerings, (b) Rhythms, Meter, and Tempo, (c) Phrasing, Breath Control and Leaps, and finally 

(d) Articulation, Ornamentation, and Extended Techniques. There are many studies regarding the 

determination of difficulty in music, and many publishing companies have their own guidelines 

to assign a difficulty level to the pieces in their catalogue. By distinguishing my difficulty rubric 

into four distinct areas, it is my goal to allow oboists to explore the difficulty of each piece’s 

elements independently of each other. Each section of the rubric will be designed as a 10-point 

rubric. Even though each area of the rubric will be independent of one another, they will follow a 

similar progression of difficulty for each numerical rating, with 1 being the easiest and gradually 

increasing up to 10, which is the most difficult. This will allow oboists to compare the difficulty 

of each area and select pieces based on individual areas, or the combination of them. The 

creation of the rubric is based on the progression of study outlined in the Gekeler Oboe Method 

Part 1 and the Barrett Complete Oboe Method books. In addition to these Gekeler and Barrett 

method books, I will also use different dissertations, studies, and articles related to the difficulty 

of each element as supplemental material where the method books lack explanation. 
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Chapter 3 - Range and Fingerings 

Rating Pitches Fingerings 

1 D4, E4, F#4, G4, 

A4, B4, C5 

 

2 E5, F#5, G5 Back Octave Key Introduced 

3 Eb4, Ab4, Bb4, D5 
Eb5, Ab5 

Half-Hole Introduced, as well as additional keys for Ab, Bb, 
and Eb. 

4 F4, F5 Alternative F fingers depending on paired notes. Forked F with 

D and Eb.  

5 A5, Bb5, B5, C6 Introduces the Side Octave Key. Extended Range Notes require 
more air support.  

6 C4, Db4, Db5 Db necessitates the use of left Eb, which can compound with 
the use of forked/left F. Introduces Altissimo 

7 Bb3, B3 
Db6-F6 

Advanced Extension of Range 

8 F#6-G6 Complex Fingering Combinations for Db6-F6 

9 
 

Complex Fingering Combinations for Db6-G6 

10 G#6+ 
 

Table 3-1 Difficulty Rubric for Range and Fingerings 

The range in an oboe solo is a main component of its difficulty. The oboe is typically 

expected to play in a two and half octave range, from Bb3 to F6.10 Many contemporary 

compositions tend to extend this range even further, up to G611 and even up to A6.12 The specific 

notes used also increases the difficulty with the gradual addition of cross-fingerings, alternate 

fingerings, and the air support needed for the proper speaking of notes. 

 

10 Kenneth Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One. Van Nuys, California: Belwin-Mills Publishing Corp, 

1940, 48. 

11 Galit Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” International Double Reed Society. Accessed 8 March 2026. 

12 Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” 
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To begin, the notes D4, E4, F#4, G4, A4, B4, and C5 will be given a difficulty rating of 

1. These are the first notes introduced in the Gekeler Oboe Method13 and, apart from C5, fall in 

the natural scale of the oboe. The notes D4 through B4 are achieved by simply raising and 

lowering each finger in sequential order. 

Figure 3-1 Standard Fingerings for D4, E4, F#4, G4, A4, B4, and C5.14 

 

The notes E5, F#5, and G5 will be given a difficulty rating of 2. These are the next notes 

introduced in the Gekeler Oboe Method.15 They introduce the back octave key, pressed with the 

thumb, while remaining within the natural scale of the oboe. 

 

13 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 3-5. 

14 Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” 

15 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 7. 
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Figure 3-2 Standard Fingerings for E5, F#5, and G5, which introduce the back octave 

key.16 

 

Music identified with a difficulty rating of 3 focuses on introducing use of the half-hole, 

which is employed for D5 and Eb5. The half-hole itself is a unique technique, where the oboist 

will have to get used to rolling the finger over to uncover the hole with the left pointer finger, 

while keeping the key pressed down.17 In the Gekeler Oboe Method, the half-hole is introduced 

directly following the introduction of the back octave,18 however, the notes Eb4/Eb5, as well as 

Ab4/Ab5 and Bb4 are not introduced until later down the line.19 I have included them here as, on 

their own, the fingerings and keys used for Ab, Bb, and Eb, don’t cause major complications 

with other notes already introduced, and in fact complement the already included C5, and are 

usually introduced around this point in many band method books. 

 

16 Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” 

17 Elizabeth Raum, "Oboe Basics (Part II)," Canadian Winds: The Journal of the Canadian Band Association  6, no. 

1 (2007): 25. 

18 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 8. 

19 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 16-22. 
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Figure 3-3 Standard Fingerings for D5 and Eb5, which introduce the half-hole technique.20 

 

Figure 3-4 Standard Fingerings for Eb4, Ab4, Bb4, and Ab5.21 

 

The inclusion of F4/F5 will necessitate a difficulty rating of 4 on its own. The note F 

notoriously has two, and with more advanced oboes, three fingerings which will be used based 

on the notes surrounding it in a passage, especially with the previously introduced D and Eb.22 

The Gekeler Oboe Method introduces F as the first note that requires moving a finger from one 

key to another. The alternative forked-fingered is then introduced immediately after.23 The note 

 

20 Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” 

21 Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” 

22 Raum, "Oboe Basics (Part II)", 25. 

23 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 10-11. 
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F is introduced before Ab, Bb, and Eb in the Gekeler Oboe Method;24 however, I feel that the 

alternate fingerings, coupled with the necessity to switch between half-hole and back octave, 

warrants these fingerings a rating of their own as they will add additional difficulty to other notes 

by their inclusion. 

Figure 3-5 Standard and Left Fingerings for F4 and F5.25 

 

Figure 3-6 Forked Fingerings for F4 and F5.26 

 

 

24 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 10. 

25 Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” 

26 Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” 
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The difficulty rating of 5 will involve expanding the range of the oboe even more, 

requiring additional air/embouchure support that exceeds the requirement of the notes already 

introduced. The side octave notes A5, B5, and C6 are actually introduced in the Gekeler Oboe 

Method directly before the note F.27 The main challenge in adding these higher notes to an 

oboist’s skillset will be developing and maintaining proper air support and embouchure to 

produce the notes with good tone and intonation. They begin to push the limits of the oboe’s 

range. Bb5 is also included in this group, due to the early inclusion of Bb4 in a previous 

difficulty rating. 

Figure 3-7 Standard Fingerings for A5, Bb5, B5, and C6.28 

 

The note Db, like F before it, will necessitate its own difficulty rating of 6 as it takes 

greater air support due to the number of keys pressed on the oboe. It also requires the use of new 

alternate fingering combinations with neighboring notes. The notes Db4 and Db5 will require the 

use of forked or left F, similarly to Eb4 and Eb5. The additional challenge is that Db will require 

the use of a new alternate fingering, left Eb,29 which in turn will make forked F the only F 

 

27 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 9. 

28 Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” 

29 Raum, "Oboe Basics (Part II)", 25. 
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fingering available without sliding fingers across keys. The note C4 will also necessitate the use 

of left Eb, which is why I have refrained from including C4 until now, as it is introduced before 

Eb in the Gekeler Oboe Method.30 On the other hand, Db is one of the last notes introduced in 

the Gekeler Oboe Method, and the fingering for left Eb is introduced hand in hand with it .31 

Figure 3-8 Standard Fingerings for C4, Db4, and Db5.32 

 

Figure 3-9 Left Fingerings for Eb4 and Eb5.33 

 

 

30 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 14. 

31 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 24. 

32 Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” 

33 Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” 
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For difficulty rating 7, we will add the lowest of the oboe’s notes, as well as most of the 

altissimo notes. B3 and Db6 are included in the Gekeler Oboe Method Part 1,34 but D6 through 

F6 are not included except for on the very last pages that go over major and minor scales.35 I’ve 

decided to lump these two extremes of the range together as they both constitute the use of more 

complex fingering combinations, as well as being the most demanding in terms of air and 

embouchure support. 

Figure 3-10 Standard Fingerings for Bb3 and B3.36 

 

 

34 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 14, 24. 

35 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 47-48. 

36 Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” 
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Figure 3-11 Suggested Fingerings for Db6, D6, Eb6, E6, and F6.37 

 

Difficulty rating 8 will include the notes F#6 and G6, as they are less commonly used 

than F6 and below, and again, require even greater air and embouchure support to play. 

Regardless of their inclusion, the frequency with which Db6-G6 are used, and in combination 

with each other and lower notes, will ultimately warrant the difficulty rating of 8, and in more 

extreme cases, a difficulty rating of 9. For difficulty rating 10, I am reserving that for especially 

difficult note combinations as well as the inclusion of any note higher than G6. Anything higher 

is typically not considered to be in the expected range of the oboe. 

 

37 Kaunitz, “Oboe Fingerings.” 
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Chapter 4 - Rhythm, Meter, and Tempo 

Rating Rhythm Meter Tempo 

1 Whole Notes  
Half Notes 
Quarter Notes 

Ties 

Common Time 4/4 Slow & Moderate Tempos Complement 
Rhythm 

2 Dotted Half Notes  2/4, 3/4 
 

3 Eighth Notes  Half Time X/2 
 

4 Triplets 
Eighth Notes  

Compound Meter 
Divided Into 6 

Beats* 

 

5 Dotted Quarters, 
Syncopated  

Eighth Notes 

Compound Meter 
Divided Into 2 

Beats* 

Faster Tempos Complement Rhythm 

6 Alternating 
Duple/Triple 
Sixteenth Notes 

  

7 Sextuplets 
Syncopated 
Sixteenths 

Asymmetric  
Meters 5/8 7/8 

Even Faster or Extremely Slow Tempos 
Complicate Rhythms 

8 Quintuplets, 

Septuplets 

Quick 

Meter Changes 

 

9 Extreme 
Rhythmic 

Syncopations 

  

10 Combination Combination Combination 

Table 4-1 Difficulty Rubric for Rhythm, Meter, and Tempo 

Rhythm, Meter, and Tempo must all be considered together for an oboist to accurately 

infer the difficulty level of the composition's rhythmic difficulty is. For this rubric, much of the 

difficulty will be based on the notes used (whole note, half note, quarter note, etc.) In addition, 

the inclusion of syncopation will impact the rhythmic difficulty level of each composition. The 



 

16 

effects of meter and tempo on the written rhythms, and how they either complement or 

complicate the rhythmic interpretation, will be considered for the difficulty rating. 

Slow introduction of basic rhythms will earn a lower difficulty rating in this section of 

the rubric. The gradual increase of difficulty is mirrored in method books like the Gekeler Oboe 

Method.38 Notes with simple divisions, such as whole notes, half notes, and quarter notes, earn 

the lowest rating of 1. This is complemented by simple meter, specifically common time, which 

keeps the focus on the introduction of the notes themselves, and not the meter. The tempo also 

supports the lower difficulty ratings, with slow and moderate tempos that do not exacerbate any 

problems the rhythms may present. The difficulty rating of 2 differs due to the introduction of 

dotted half notes. The dotted half notes require counting to 3. Depending on the meter, a dotted 

half note could be considered a form of slow syncopation. However, slower tempos and simple 

meters introduce the dotted half note more easily and can facilitate a smooth transition to 

syncopation. 

The next two difficulty levels focus on the introduction of dividing the beat, specifically 

into eighth notes and triplets (dividing a single beat into two and three, respectively.) Eighth 

notes are introduced next in the Gekeler Oboe Method.39 With their introduction, I’m also 

including the use of half-time, or really any X/2 meter. Effectively, they both introduce the 

concept of two notes in a single beat, which earns a difficulty rating of 3. Likewise, the concept 

of three notes within a single beat will constitute a difficulty rating of 4. Triplets are the next 

rhythmic element introduced in the Gekeler Oboe Method.40 Their use before sixteenths is also 

 

38 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 3-11. 

39 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 12. 

40 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 26. 
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supported by other studies, as it is suggested that it is easier for beginner musicians to feel the 

“dance-like” quality of three note subdivision before four note subdivision.41 I’m also including 

the introduction of slow compound times in this difficulty level, as they mirror division by three 

without complicating the rhythm. It is important to note that neither difficulty rating 3 nor 4 

includes syncopation, as syncopation inherently makes rhythmic interpretation more difficult.42 

Difficulty rating 5 marks an important foray into a more complicated rhythmic concept: 

the introduction of syncopation. With ratings 1-4 focusing on the development of key rhythmic 

interpretation skills, rating 5 begins to test it with syncopated eighth notes. Some syncopation is 

introduced earlier than triplets in the Gekeler Oboe Method.43 However, previous difficulty 

ratings focus on evenly divided rhythms, whereas difficulty rating 5 subverts that expectation. It 

also introduces compound meters such as 6/8 divided into “big beats.” This meter commonly 

involves syncopation, but even when it doesn’t, it requires well-developed skills from previous 

sections. The higher difficulty rating can also be caused by faster tempos being used which, like 

the 6/8 meter previously discussed, require rhythmic division to be well understood. 

Difficulty rating 6 builds on the developing understanding of rhythmic division and 

syncopation, by introducing alternating duple/triple divisions as well as sixteenths. The 

alternation between eighth notes and triplets is introduced after triplets in the Gekeler Oboe 

Method,44 while the use of sixteenths is closer to the end of the book.45 I’ve combined them as 

 

41 Douglas Mead, "An Educator's Guide to Teaching Beginning Oboe Students." Order No. 3159151, University of 

Miami, 2004, 78. 

42 Calder Hannan, “Difficulty as Heaviness: Links between Rhythmic Difficulty and Perceived Heaviness in the 

Music of Meshuggah and The Dillinger Escape Plan.” Metal Music Studies 4, no. 3 (2018): 435. 

43 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 18. 

44 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 27. 

45 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 41. 
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they both constitute the next steps in mastering subdivision and syncopation. Likewise, difficulty 

rating 7 also extends this concept with sextuplets (which commonly are referred to as sixteenth-

note triplets.) The addition of sixteenth-note syncopation takes the speed and complexity of 

rhythmic interpretation up to another level. Asymmetric meters, for example 5/8 or 7/8, also 

require similar levels of duple versus triple interpretation, and inherently increase the difficulty 

of a piece.46 It is also at this point that extremely fast or slow tempos can take concepts from 

earlier difficulty levels and push them to higher levels. 

The final difficulty levels, 8-10, are reserved for increasingly complex rhythms, including 

excessive use of subdivisions like quintuplets, septuplets, or other unusual subdivisions. Frequent 

meter changes, such as quick shifts between simple, compound, and asymmetric meters, also 

inherently increase difficulty as the disruption do not allow the player to settle into a rhythmic 

pattern as easily.47 Extreme rhythms, meters, or tempos on their own could constitute a difficulty 

rating of 8, while the combination of two or three would constitute the rating of 9 or 10. 

  

 

46 Hannan, “Difficulty as Heaviness: Links between Rhythmic Difficulty and Perceived Heaviness in the Music of 

Meshuggah and The Dillinger Escape Plan.”, 442. 

47 Hannan, “Difficulty as Heaviness: Links between Rhythmic Difficulty and Perceived Heaviness in the Music of 

Meshuggah and The Dillinger Escape Plan.”, 436. 
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Chapter 5 - Phrasing, Breath Control, and Leaps 

Rating Phrase Length Rests and Breathing 

Opportunities 

Leaps 

1 Short and Separated Long and Frequent Stepwise and Articulated 

2 Phrases are Longer but still 
Separated 

Medium-Sized and 
Frequent 

Motion by 3rds, mostly 
articulated 

3 Phrases Overlap 
Infrequently 

Short and Frequent More Slurs Incorporated 

4 Longer Phrases and Phrase 
Sentences 

Long and Spaced Out Motion by 4ths and 5ths 
(Successive or Slurred) 

5 Phrases Overlap Frequently Medium and Spaced Out More Slurs Incorporated 

6 Breaks Between Phrases 
are Infrequent 

Short and Spaced Out Motion by 6th and 7ths 
(Successive or Slurred) 

7 Phrase Sentences forming 
Larger Structures 

Long/Medium and Rare Slurs Commonly Involve 
Downward Leaps 

8 Phrases Consistently 
Overlap 

Short and Rare 
Circular Breathing 

Helpful 

Motion by Octaves 
(Successive or Slurred) 

9 Phrases Rarely Break or 
End 

Very Sporadic 
Circular Breathing 

Recommended 

Large Leaps Slurred 
Incredibly Common 

10 Phrasing Encompasses 
Entire Piece 

None 
Circular Breathing 
Required 

Octave+ Leaps, Slurred, 
Downwards 

Table 5-1 Difficulty Rubric for Phrasing, Breath Control, and Leaps 

The difficulty of phrasing, breathing, and leaps is a subjective one, and so the approach to 

developing this rubric is based on personal experience, with those ideas supported by related 

literature. The emphasis of this rubric is on the length of phrases, opportunity to breathe, and 

slurred passages. Considering the three aspects together will determine the difficulty rating on a 

scale of 1-10. 
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Breath control and phrasing are two interconnected aspects of oboe playing that must be 

developed over time.48 Breath control on the oboe is unique, as the player often does not use all 

the air in their lungs before taking another breath. This challenge can be exacerbated by over-

inhaling before a phrase.49 “Dead air” in the lungs often must be exhaled so that fresh, 

oxygenated air can be inhaled.50 A careful balance of controlled exhales and inhales is essential 

in oboe playing. The oboe has developed a reputation for playing long phrases over time,51 

which is supported by the relatively small amount of air expelled while playing compared to the 

intensity of air pressure needed to sustain sound.52 The small aperture of the reed and narrow 

bore of the oboe allow the sustaining of sound with relatively little air, allowing oboists to play 

long phrases easily compared to other wind instruments. However, this skill is difficult, requiring 

strong embouchure support, sustained air, and careful consideration for phrasing and breath 

placement. Developing these skills gradually is paramount for oboists developing sustainable 

breathing techniques. Phrasing is a more musical application of breath control, directly 

influenced by breathing. For oboists, the nuances of the instrument must also be considered to 

maintain a smooth, clear tone across slurred passages on the instrument, especially ones 

containing larger leaps.53 Downward motion in particular can be difficult as breath support must 

be carefully maintained for notes not to crack or stop altogether. 

 

48 Helena Gaunt, "Breathing and the Oboe: Playing, Teaching and Learning," British Journal of Music Education  21, 

no. 3 (2004): 313. 

49 Mead, "An Educator's Guide to Teaching Beginning Oboe Students.", 61. 

50 Gaunt, "Breathing and the Oboe: Playing, Teaching and Learning", 316. 

51 Gaunt, "Breathing and the Oboe: Playing, Teaching and Learning", 322. 

52 Gaunt, "Breathing and the Oboe: Playing, Teaching and Learning", 313-314. 

53 Kelley Irene Tracz, "Singing through the Oboe - Voicing and Other Vocal Techniques within Playing and 

Teaching." Order No. 28643672, The University of North Carolina at Greensboro , 2021, 39. 
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 Phrase Length 

The difficulty ratings for phrasing will rise as the length and musical demand of phrases 

do. The easiest levels will consist of shorter phrases, lasting only a couple of measures. They will 

also have clear beginnings and ends, with separations or breaks before starting a new phrase. The 

difficulty will continue to rise as the phrases get longer, and the separation between them 

becomes less frequent. As the phrases begin to form phrase sentences, they will require the 

oboist to consider larger sections of the piece musically. Longer phrase sentences can be more 

physically and mentally demanding because musicians must consider both individual phrases 

separately, as well as how they combine to form a larger phrase sentence. This will increase the 

musical demand as oboists will have to determine the appropriate use of dynamics, articulation, 

vibrato, and other musical elements. The most demanding pieces, in turn, will have complex 

layering of phrases, requiring careful consideration of musicality across the entire piece and  of 

how the form can be informed by phrasing choices. 

 Rests and Breathing Opportunities 

The opportunity to breathe mimics the difficulty progression of phrase lengths, as the two 

go hand in hand. The difficulty level ultimately comes down to the length and frequency of the 

rests. Easier pieces have ample opportunities for oboists to take the reed out of their mouth and 

regulate their breathing. Especially with younger students, the ability to take adequate breaths 

helps them to develop good habits for breathing and embouchure while preventing dizziness due 

to dead air or over-inhalation.54 As the difficulty increases, rests become shorter, but more 

importantly, the opportunity for ample breathing becomes increasingly infrequent. As these 

 

54 Gaunt, "Breathing and the Oboe: Playing, Teaching and Learning", 314. 
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times to breathe become rarer, this requires the oboist to have greater intuition to determine the 

right amount of air to breathe to reach the end of phrases, or when to exhale to expel 

deoxygenated air. As oboists consider longer phrase structures, the expressive demand of the 

music aligns with the demand of the air support. Phrasing and breathing can work in tandem to 

allow musical phrases to develop naturally.55 The highest breathing difficulty levels in the rubric 

will be reserved for situations in which opportunities for adequate breaths become few and far 

between. The lack of said opportunities will require the oboist to have the utmost breathing 

control, or alternatively, delve into circular breathing. The technique of circular breathing has 

been adopted by most professional oboists recently. Oboists more commonly utilize circular 

breathing for popular oboe repertoire such as the Strauss Oboe Concerto, though the Strauss and 

other oboe repertoire containing longer phrases were written before its mainstream use.56 As 

circular breathing has become more common, its necessity in more advanced contemporary 

works has risen. 

 Leaps 

While phrasing and breathing inform each other directly, another aspect to consider when 

determining difficulty is the leaps in a phrase. While range and fingering combinations are 

relegated to a different section of the rubric, they do play a part in this section when considering 

the intervals used and the air support required to produce them, particularly when the notes are 

slurred. The ability for oboists to slur between notes, especially in large leaps and downward 

motion, is dependent on the development of proper air support and voicing of the notes.57 The 

 

55 Gaunt, "Breathing and the Oboe: Playing, Teaching and Learning", 324. 

56 Gaunt, "Breathing and the Oboe: Playing, Teaching and Learning", 322. 

57 Tracz, "Singing through the Oboe - Voicing and Other Vocal Techniques within Playing and Teaching.", 31. 
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progression of the difficulty in terms of leaps can be reduced to two aspects: the interval of the 

leap and the articulation (or lack thereof) of the leap. Stepwise motion is the easiest motion to 

achieve. The difficulty increases with smaller leaps of the third, and then fourth, fifths, and so 

on. Leaps of an octave or more are reserved for higher difficulty ratings on the rubric. While the 

interval of the leaps is important, the Gekeler Oboe Method introduces leaps up to an octave 

early in the book,58 so the real emphasis on difficulty will ultimately be on the frequency of 

whether or not the leaps are slurred or articulated, and if they are downward. The use of 

articulation allows a brief but invaluable moment to adjust voicing to better suit the new note. In 

contrast, slurring from one note to another requires air support to be considered for the phrase at 

large, rather than on a note-by-note basis. It should also be noted that downward motion is 

typically more difficult than upward motion on the oboe, especially if the phrases are slurred. 

  

 

58 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 3-7. 
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Chapter 6 - Articulation, Ornamentation, and Extended Techniques 

Rating Articulation Ornamentation Extended Techniques 

1 Slow Articulation Changes. 

Basic Articulations (Tenuto, 
Staccato, Slurs) 

  

2 Faster Articulation Changes 
  

3 More Complex Articulations 
Introduced (Accents, 

Marcato Markings, etc.) 

  

4 Even Faster Articulation 
Changes. Compound 

Articulations  

Trills, Mordents, Single 
Grace Notes  

 

5 A Wide Variety of 
Articulation and Slur 

Combinations  

Multiple Grace Notes, 
Glissando  

 

6 Syncopated Articulations  Tremolos, Turns, 
Multiple Successive 
Ornamentations 

Double Trills 

7 Complex Articulation 
Combinations, Long/Quick 
Articulated Passages  

 
Double Tongue, 
Multiphonics, Harmonic 
Fingerings 

8 
  

Timbre Alteration, Key 

Clicks, Air/Breath 
Sound, Pitch Bend 

9 
  

Flutter Tongue, Triple 

Tongue, Key Slides, 
Microtones 

10 
  

Compound Extended 
Techniques 

Table 6-1 Difficulty Rubric for Articulation, Ornamentation, and Extended Techniques 

The articulation and technique section will mostly focus on the development and 

implementation of articulations, ornamentations, and extended techniques, and their inherent 

difficulty. It can be argued that articulations further complicate rhythm, as they add another layer 
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of difficulty to its interpretation. Likewise, ornamentation and extended techniques also add 

additional difficulties to other aspects of oboe playing, which is why I’m grouping these three 

aspects together. This section will not include techniques regarding specific pitch combinations 

and standard fingering issues, as the difficulty of those is more inherent to the range and 

fingerings section. This section, however, will consider the use of alternate fingerings in different 

contexts. 

Difficulty ratings 1-3 focus mostly on articulation; their inclusion (or lack thereof in the 

case of slurs) can complicate rhythm. It is interesting to note that the Gekeler Oboe Method 

hardly includes articulations beyond standard articulated notes or slurred notes, as alternate 

articulations like accents are not included until near the end of the book.59 I used a combination 

of personal experience and the Barret Oboe Method60 to determine the order in which different 

articulations are introduced. Gradual introduction of articulation is required because tongue and 

finger coordination requires time to develop.61 

Difficulty rating 4 begins to expand into ornamentation. Simple ornamentations such as 

trills, mordents, and grace notes typically don’t add much difficulty to the notes they are added to 

and are commonly introduced early in band programs and early solo music. Difficulty rating 4 

also includes more complicated articulations. Faster switches between different types of 

articulation add an additional layer of difficulty to the underlying rhythm. In this rating, the 

difficulty of compound articulations such as notes with both a tenuto and a staccato is taken into 

 

59 Gekeler, Gekeler Method for Oboe Book One, 44. 

60 Apollon Marie-Rose Barret, A Complete Method for the Oboe. 2nd ed. New York, New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 

1862, 46-53. 

61 Mead, "An Educator's Guide to Teaching Beginning Oboe Students.", 65. 
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account. Players utilizing this rubric must also consider differences in interpretation, such as the 

difference between a marcato and an accent with a staccato. 

As a variety of different articulations are used, the difficulty increases. Quicker changes 

of articulation, including the use of slurs, will result in a difficulty rating of 5. Included in this 

are grace notes involving multiple notes in succession and glissandos. As more involved 

ornamentations are introduced, their impact on the underlying rhythm can quickly become 

detrimental if not accurately played.62 

In difficulty rating 6, the focus is on syncopated articulations and more complicated 

ornamentations. Syncopated articulations can easily take simple rhythms and  make them 

incredibly difficult, depending on their placement. Repeated eighth note passages can be 

drastically changed with different articulation combinations, such as three notes being slurred 

and the final note being articulated, or articulations on only off-beats. Ornamentations such as 

tremolos and double trills, which are rapid trills achieved by alternating quickly between two 

fingerings or by drumming rapidly on one key with two fingers,63 can create complex fingering 

combinations. Depending on the double trill method, fingers may have to move to keys they are 

not typically used on, which can be difficult in quick passages. Turns, like grace notes, can cause 

underlying rhythmic issues if not implemented correctly. 

A difficulty rating of 7 will include more complex articulation combinations than 

previous ratings. In addition, the greater difficulty rating can also be warranted by long passages 

of quick, successive articulations, which either require an advanced skill in single tonguing, or 

 

62 Elliot Adam Eernisse, "A Guide to Overcoming Technical and Musical Challenges for the Oboe using Excerpts 

from Orchestral and Solo Repertoire." Order No. 10181812, The University of Iowa , 2016, 66. 

63 Susan Miranda, "An Examination of Extended Techniques in Music for the Oboe and English Horn by Women." 

Order No. 31295747, University of Kansas, 2024, 15-16. 
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the use of double tonguing, which requires the use of “ka” syllables that are generated further in 

the back on the oral cavity.64 The quick, articulative passages also present the challenge of 

coordinating the tongue and fingers.65 This difficulty rating includes the extended technique of 

multiphonics, which requires unique, sometimes instrument-specific fingerings and very specific 

air and embouchure support to cause the oboe to speak multiple notes at once.66 This difficulty 

rating also includes harmonic fingerings, which are produced by using an octave key and 

overblowing a low note to sound an octave and a fifth higher. These harmonic fingerings may be 

used for changes in color when alternating the principal fingering and the harmonic fingering, 

and as an alternative fingering for specific tone color or intonation use.67 

Extended techniques become the focus for difficulty ratings 8-10. Difficulty rating 8 

includes timbre alteration, which is achieved by adding or subtracting keys to standard 

fingerings.68 Also included are key clicks, or hitting the keys with the fingers to create percussive 

sounds.69 Air/breath sounds, which require removing the reed so air can be exhaled or inhaled 

through the instrument without playing notes, can produce a variety of sounds that can vary 

based on angle.70 Difficulty rating 8 also includes pitch bend, in which the pitch of the note is 

 

64 Valerie L. Trollinger, "Respiratory Behaviors and Vocal Tract Issues in Wind Instrumentalists, Part 2." Journal of 

Singing 76, no. 3 (2020): 291. 

65 Eernisse, "A Guide to Overcoming Technical and Musical Challenges for the Oboe using Excerpts from 

Orchestral and Solo Repertoire.", 20. 

66 Miranda, "An Examination of Extended Techniques in Music for the Oboe and English Horn by Women." 26. 

67 Miranda, "An Examination of Extended Techniques in Music for the Oboe and English Horn by Women." 18. 

68 Miranda, "An Examination of Extended Techniques in Music for the Oboe and English Horn by Women." 20. 

69 Miranda, "An Examination of Extended Techniques in Music for the Oboe and English Horn by Women." 33. 

70 Miranda, "An Examination of Extended Techniques in Music for the Oboe and English Horn by Women." 31. 
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manipulated purely by embouchure, allowing the smooth pitch manipulation akin to the 

glissando achieved by trombone or string instruments.71 

Difficulty rating 9 involves incredibly challenging extended techniques. Triple tonguing 

is an even more complex evolution of double tonguing, involving a “ta-ka-ta” pattern at 

extremely high speeds, though it is rarely used by oboists. Flutter tongue is another articulative 

extended technique that presents its own unique challenge. It is achieved by using the rolled “R” 

sound, found in Spanish and Italian, to rapidly break the air stream and produce an incredibly 

fast articulative sound.72 However, many English-speaking oboists can struggle with this 

technique as the rolled “R” sound is absent in the English language, so alternatively, it can be 

achieved by creating a gurgling sound by vibrating the uvula back and forth, producing a similar 

but tamer fluttering sound.73 Key slides involve the slow movement of fingers across and off 

keys with holes, causing gradual changes in pitch and tone. Microtones are incremental pitch 

variations achieved by embouchure adjustment or specific fingering choices to achieve specific 

pitches in between the typical Western music 12-note scale.74 All the extended techniques 

require extensive effort and precise control of the oboe and its reed, which is why they are 

assigned a difficulty rating of 9. A difficulty rating of 10 is reserved for complex combinations 

of articulations, ornamentations, and extended techniques, where successive use complicates 

their implementation. 

  

 

71 Miranda, "An Examination of Extended Techniques in Music for the Oboe and English Horn by Women." 42. 

72 Trollinger, "Respiratory Behaviors and Vocal Tract Issues in Wind Instrumentalists, Part 2.", 291. 

73 Miranda, "An Examination of Extended Techniques in Music for the Oboe and English Horn by Women." 40. 

74 Miranda, "An Examination of Extended Techniques in Music for the Oboe and English Horn by Women." 51. 
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Chapter 7 - The Complete Rubric 

Rating Pitches Fingerings 

1 D4, E4, F#4, G4, 

A4, B4, C5 

 

2 E5, F#5, G5 Back Octave Key Introduced 

3 Eb4, Ab4, Bb4, D5 
Eb5, Ab5 

Half-Hole Introduced, as well as additional keys for Ab, Bb, 
and Eb. 

4 F4, F5 Alternative F fingers depending on paired notes. Forked F with 

D and Eb.  

5 A5, Bb5, B5, C6 Introduces the Side Octave Key. Extended Range Notes require 
more air support.  

6 C4, Db4, Db5 Db necessitates the use of left Eb, which can compound with 
the use of forked/left F. Introduces Altissimo 

7 Bb3, B3 
Db6-F6 

Advanced Extension of Range 

8 F#6-G6 Complex Fingering Combinations for Db6-F6 

9 
 

Complex Fingering Combinations for Db6-G6 

10 G#6+ 
 

Table 7-1 Difficulty Rubric for Range and Fingerings 
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Rating Rhythm Meter Tempo 

1 Whole Notes  

Half Notes 
Quarter Notes 

Ties 

Common Time 4/4 Slow & Moderate Tempos Complement 

Rhythm 

2 Dotted Half Notes  2/4, 3/4 
 

3 Eighth Notes  Half Time X/2 
 

4 Triplets 
Eighth Notes  

Compound Meter 
Divided Into 6 

Beats* 

 

5 Dotted Quarters, 
Syncopated  

Eighth Notes 

Compound Meter 
Divided Into 2 

Beats* 

Faster Tempos Complement Rhythm 

6 Alternating 
Duple/Triple 
Sixteenth Notes 

  

7 Sextuplets 

Syncopated 
Sixteenths 

Asymmetric 

Meters 5/8 7/8 

Even Faster or Extremely Slow Tempos 

Complicate Rhythms 

8 Quintuplets, 

Septuplets 

Quick 

Meter Changes 

 

9 Extreme 
Rhythmic 

Syncopations 

  

10 Combination Combination Combination 

Table 7-2 Difficulty Rubric for Rhythm, Meter, and Tempo 
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Rating Phrase Length Rests and Breathing 

Opportunities 

Leaps 

1 Short and Separated Long and Frequent Stepwise and Articulated 

2 Phrases are Longer but still 
Separated 

Medium-Sized and 
Frequent 

Motion by 3rds, mostly 
articulated 

3 Phrases Overlap 
Infrequently 

Short and Frequent More Slurs Incorporated 

4 Longer Phrases and Phrase 

Sentences 

Long and Spaced Out Motion by 4ths and 5ths 

(Successive or Slurred) 

5 Phrases Overlap Frequently Medium and Spaced Out More Slurs Incorporated 

6 Breaks Between Phrases 
are Infrequent 

Short and Spaced Out Motion by 6th and 7ths 
(Successive or Slurred) 

7 Phrase Sentences forming 

Larger Structures 

Long/Medium and Rare Slurs Commonly Involve 

Downward Leaps 

8 Phrases Consistently 
Overlap 

Short and Rare 
Circular Breathing 

Helpful 

Motion by Octaves 
(Successive or Slurred) 

9 Phrases Rarely Break or 
End 

Very Sporadic 
Circular Breathing 

Recommended 

Large Leaps Slurred 
Incredibly Common 

10 Phrasing Encompasses 
Entire Piece 

None 
Circular Breathing 
Required 

Octave+ Leaps, Slurred, 
Downwards 

Table 7-3 Difficulty Rubric for Phrasing, Breath Control, and Leaps 
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Rating Articulation Ornamentation Extended Techniques 

1 Slow Articulation Changes. 
Basic Articulations (Tenuto, 

Staccato, Slurs) 

  

2 Faster Articulation Changes 
  

3 More Complex Articulations 
Introduced (Accents, 

Marcato Markings, etc.) 

  

4 Even Faster Articulation 
Changes. Compound 

Articulations  

Trills, Mordents, Single 
Grace Notes  

 

5 A Wide Variety of 
Articulation and Slur 

Combinations  

Multiple Grace Notes, 
Glissando  

 

6 Syncopated Articulations  Tremolos, Turns, 
Multiple Successive 
Ornamentations 

Double Trills 

7 Complex Articulation 

Combinations, Long/Quick 
Articulated Passages  

 
Double Tongue, 

Multiphonics, Harmonic 
Fingerings 

8 
  

Timbre Alteration, Key 

Clicks, Air/Breath 
Sound, Pitch Bend 

9 
  

Flutter Tongue, Triple 

Tongue, Key Slides, 
Microtones 

10 
  

Compound Extended 
Techniques 

Table 7-4 Difficulty Rubric for Articulation, Ornamentation, and Extended Techniques 

 

 

The complete rubric above is the combination of all four sections. Each of the four 

sections are intended to receive their own individual difficulty rating. This means that each oboe 

solo graded by this rubric will have four distinct ratings, informing the oboist of the individual 
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challenges of each aspect of the piece. An overall difficulty rating for a piece can be created by 

averaging the scores from each of the four sections. Doing this will allow oboists to quickly 

judge the overall difficulty of the piece. However, the difficulty rubric is most effective when 

each of the individual ratings are considered. This will allow oboists to seek pieces with higher 

difficulties in specific sections, especially as pieces could be considered more difficult in certain 

categories than others. In the following chapters, three pieces of varying difficulty by 

underrepresented composers will be analyzed across all four categories. These analyses will be 

examples of the intended use of the rubric, showing how difficulty ratings can vary within the 

pieces themselves. 
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Chapter 8 - The Deserted Garden by Florence B. Price 

Florence Beatrice Smith Price was America’s first significant African American woman 

composer. She was born in Little Rock, Arkansas in 1887,75 and was most widely known starting 

in the 1930s until her death in 1953. Her Symphony in E Minor was first premiered by the 

Chicago Symphony in 1933. This is when her widespread recognition began.76 She attended The 

New England Conservatory in 1903, a prestigious music school which was receptive to the 

admission of African American students at the time.77 It was here where she started to explore 

the use of African American folk songs in the writing of her music, specifically at the time, her 

first symphony.78 After university, she returned home to Little Rock to teach, as she thought it 

was her duty to give back to her community.79 In 1927 she moved to Chicago, and quickly 

established connections with musicians throughout the city, specifically with multiple women’s 

musical groups.80 It was here in Chicago where she devoted herself fully to her creative passion 

for composition, and the promotion and performance of them.81 

The first piece that the rubric will be applied to is The Deserted Garden, a short violin 

piece written by Florence B. Price. While it was originally written for violin, it is a common 

practice to adapt violin music for use by the oboe when it easily fits into the oboe's standard 

capabilities. A famous example of this is Clara Schumann’s Three Romances, Op. 22 which, 

 

75 Carlene J. Brown, The Heart of a Woman: The Life and Music of Florence B. Price . 1 ed., Champaign: University 

of Illinois Press, 2020, 3. 

76 Brown, The Heart of a Woman: The Life and Music of Florence B. Price , 1. 

77 Brown, The Heart of a Woman: The Life and Music of Florence B. Price , 40. 

78 Brown, The Heart of a Woman: The Life and Music of Florence B. Price , 4. 

79 Brown, The Heart of a Woman: The Life and Music of Florence B. Price , 5. 

80 Brown, The Heart of a Woman: The Life and Music of Florence B. Price , 6. 

81 Brown, The Heart of a Woman: The Life and Music of Florence B. Price , 8. 
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after its transcription for oboe, was quickly adapted as a standard piece and used in multiple 

international oboe competitions.82 To adapt this for the range of the oboe, there will be a 

substitution of the A3 (which is out of the range of the oboe) with F4. This is followed by 

subsequently substituting the following F4 with E4 to complete the phrase. This substitution 

occurs in measures 3 and 19. 

Analyzing the range and pitches used in The Deserted Garden, the lowest pitch is a D4, 

while the highest pitch is an A5.83 This range results in a difficulty rating of 5 for this section. 

This is supported by the key signature containing only 1 flat, and no accidentals that cause a note 

of higher difficulty to be used. Therefore, the most difficult note according to the rubric is A5, as 

it uses the side octave key. 

Figure 8-1 A5 in The Deserted Garden, measure 23.84 

 

For rhythm, eighth notes are the most difficult notes used in the piece. While there are 

brief moments of syncopation, they do not draw significant attention, so they will not greatly 

affect the difficulty rating. The slower tempo for the piece also lessens the impact of the 

syncopation. The meter stays completely in common time. Considering all these factors, the 

difficulty rating for Rhythm, Meter, and Tempo will be 3. 

 

82 Casey Leigh Knowlton, "Is there Romance After Schumann?: An Analysis and Discussion of Robert Schumann's 

Three Romances for Oboe and Piano, Op. 94, Clara Schumann's Three Romances for Violin and Piano, Op. 22, and 

Other Selected Romances Written for Oboe and Piano." Order No. 10161245, The Florida State University, 2016, 7. 

83 Florence Price, The Deserted Garden. n.p.: Owain Evans, 2021, 3. 

84 Price, The Deserted Garden, 3. 
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Figure 8-2 Eighth notes in The Deserted Garden, measures 13-14.85 

 

Regarding Phrasing, Breath Control, and Leaps, there can be a wide interpretation of the 

difficulty in this section. The phrases are standard 4-bar phrases, most with distinct beginnings 

and endings. The challenge of the piece comes from the opportunities for breaths, or lack thereof. 

As this piece is originally written for violin, the need for rests to breathe is not necessary, as they 

are for the oboe. So, while learning this piece, the student should focus on planning appropriate 

inhales and exhales that do not disrupt the music’s phrasing. The leaps contained within this 

piece, at least the slurred ones, don’t exceed a 5th. There are some octave leaps, but they are 

articulated, making them a bit more easily achievable on the oboe than if they were slurred. 

Given the breathing challenge, the difficulty rating for this section will be a 6. 

Figure 8-3 B section of The Deserted Garden, measures 9-16, containing two 4-bar phrases 

which repeat with no written rests.86 

 

 

85 Price, The Deserted Garden, 3. 

86 Price, The Deserted Garden, 3. 
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The final section to evaluate is Articulation, Ornamentation, and Extended Technique. As 

there are no ornamentation or extended techniques used, articulation alone will determine the 

difficulty rating. The main distinction of articulation in this piece is either slurred or tongued. 

There are a few spots where different articulations appear within groups of eighth notes. 

Additionally, there are some accents in the final notes. As the articulation is relatively simple 

throughout the entire piece, the difficulty rating for this section will be a 2. 

Figure 8-4 Articulations used in The Deserted Garden, measures 22-27.87 

 

Looking at the table below, there is practical use of the knowledge given by the 

individual difficulty rubric scores for each section. Noticing that the Phrasing and Breath Control 

section has a higher difficulty of 6, while the other sections are either a little or a lot lower, could 

be useful to oboe teachers. Specifically, it conveys that this may be a good piece for a teacher to 

choose to work on breath control, given that it is the main driver of difficulty in the piece, and 

the other elements of oboe playing are relatively simple. This showcases how this rubric system 

can help a teacher appropriately choose a piece for focused pedagogical purposes. 

R.&P. 

Rating 

R.,M.,&T. 

Rating 

P.&B.C. 

Rating 

A.,O.,&E.T. 

Rating 

Combined 

Rating 

5 3 6 2 4 

Table 8-1 Difficulty Scores for The Deserted Garden by Florence B. Price 

 

  

 

87 Price, The Deserted Garden, 3. 
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Chapter 9 - Incantation and Dance by Wiliam Grant Still 

William Grant Still was born in Woodville, Mississippi, and raised in Little Rock, 

Arkansas. He began his musical studies with the violin at the age of 14, but also taught himself 

numerous other instruments as well, excelling at both the cello and oboe.88 He studied at 

Wilberforce University in Ohio, as well as briefly at Oberlin College and The New England 

Conservatory. Known as the “Dean of African-American Composers,” his careers consisted of 

many firsts for African American composers. His Symphony No. 1 “Afro-American” was the 

first symphony by an African American composer to be premiered by a major orchestra, 

performed by the Rochester Philharmonic in 1930.89 

The next piece that will be analyzed is Incantation and Dance by William Grant Still. 

This piece is a be a more moderately difficult piece than to The Deserted Garden from Chapter 8 

or Dreamscape from Chapter 10. 

The range for this piece extends from C#4 to E6.90 The note combinations within this 

range are straightforward, with few difficult fingering combinations being utilized. Therefore, 

the difficulty rating for Range and Fingerings for this piece will be 7. 

Figure 9-1 E6 in Incantation and Dance, measure 20.91 

 

 

88 The Library of Congress. William Grant Still, 1895-1978. 

89 The Library of Congress. William Grant Still, 1895-1978. 

90 William Grant Still, Incantation and Dance. New York, New York: Carl Fischer, 2006, 44. 

91 Still, Incantation and Dance 44. 
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The rhythm throughout the piece uses sixteenth notes and sixteenth-note triplets, with a 

quick alternation between the two. The use of syncopations throughout the piece is 

straightforward as well. The meter remains in simple meter throughout the piece. The tempo 

begins with a slow section and then transitions to a faster section. Neither of these tempos are 

egregiously fast or slow, and they mostly support the interpretation of the rhythms. Considering 

all of this, it would seem appropriate to assign a difficulty rating of 6 for the Range, Meter, and 

Tempo section. However, there are two instances that may warrant a higher rating, specifically, 

the use of a quintuplet and syncopated sixteenth notes. These aspects are typically assigned a 

higher rating. Since both occurrences are in the “Slowly” section,92 it can be argued that the 

slower tempo eases their implementation. Given this, I will retain my initial difficulty rating of 6 

for this section. 

Figure 9-2 Sixteenth notes and sextuplet notes in Incantation and Dance, measure 39.93 

 

Phrases throughout the piece are short and self-contained, allowing for easy musical 

interpretation. Breaths, as a result, are frequent and plentiful, allowing breath control throughout 

the piece, an easy aspect to manage. Slurred leaps are typically kept within the range of a 5th or 

less, with anything larger being articulated to support it. There is, however, a major exception in 

the penultimate measure of the piece, where downward leaps of an octave occur slurred, twice in 

a row.94 These leaps are more difficult than any other in the piece, and while the general 

 

92 Still, Incantation and Dance 44. 

93 Still, Incantation and Dance 44.  

94 Still, Incantation and Dance 45. 
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difficulty of the Phrasing, Breath Control, and Leaps section is lower, they have to be taken into 

consideration. Considering all of the above, the difficulty rating for this section will be 4. 

Figure 9-3 The middle of a phrase in Incantation and Dance, measures 58-63, containing 

multiple opportunities for a breath to be taken.95 

 

Still uses a wide variety of articulations throughout the piece, including tenutos, 

staccatos, accents, and slurs. Their implementation is done in a way to reduce their difficulty, as 

they are not used in excessive ways or with quick alternation. As for ornamentation, Still uses 

grace notes in quick succession, as well as a trill near the end of the piece. There are no extended 

techniques in this piece. Considering the use of ornamentation and the variety of articulation, a 

difficulty rating of 5 will be assigned for this section. 

Figure 9-4 Grace notes used in quick succession in Incantation and Dance, measures 45-

46.96 

 

 

 

 

 

 

95 Still, Incantation and Dance 45. 

96 Still, Incantation and Dance 44. 
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Considering the table below, an oboist can take note that the piece as a whole is 

challenging, but not prohibitively so. The main pedagogical use of the piece would be extending 

range and rhythm, as they are the most difficult sections. 

R.&P. 

Rating 

R.,M.,&T. 

Rating 

P.&B.C. 

Rating 

A.,O.,&E.T. 

Rating 

Combined 

Rating 

7 6 4 5 5.5 

Table 9-1 Difficulty Scores for Incantation and Dance by William Grant Still 
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Chapter 10 - Dreamscape by Alyssa Morris 

Alyssa Morris, born in 1984, is a contemporary woman composer and oboist based in 

Manhattan, Kansas. She studied oboe at Brigham Young University and Cincinnati College-

Conservatory of Music, where she also worked on her compositions alongside her performance 

studies. Her compositions have been performed across the globe, including at several 

International Double Reed Conventions, the Japan Double Reed Society Convention, the 

National Flute Association Convention, the National Clarinet Association’s ClarinetFest, and the 

Society of Composers Inc. National Convention. She currently serves as Associate Professor of 

Oboe and Music Theory at Kansas State University.97 

The final piece that will be analyzed is Dreamscape by Alyssa Morris. This is the hardest 

example that the rubric will be applied to for this report. It is also advantageous because it is a 

four-movement composition, so each movement will receive its own set of scores. Not only will 

each movement receive a unique difficulty rating; these ratings can then be compiled to 

determine the overall difficulty rating for the entire concerto. 

 Movement I – Falling Asleep and Chase 

In movement 1, the difficulty rating for Range and Fingerings will be a 9. The range of 

the movement extends from Bb3 up to F#6,98 encompassing almost the entire range of the oboe. 

What pushes this difficulty up to a 9 rather than an 8 are the complex fingering combinations 

found throughout the movement. There are sections throughout the movement that have 

complicated alternate fingering passages, such as the triplet sections from rehearsal marking P 

 

97 Alyssa Morris, “Bio”, Alyssa Morris. 

98 Alyssa Morris, Dreamscape. Tallevast, Florida: TrevCo Music Publishing, 2014, 3-4. 
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though R.99 In this section, there are quick alternate fingering requirements involving the notes F 

and Eb, and later the notes D# and C#. 

Figure 10-1 F#6 in Dreamscape Movement I, measure 227.100 

 

Figure 10-2 Complex Fingerings involving D#4, C#4, and B3 in Dreamscape Movement I, 

measure 164-166.101 

 

The difficulty rating for Rhythm, Meter, and Tempo will be an 8. Throughout the 

movement there are constant switches between duple and triple subdivisions, as well as the 

occasional use of quintuplets that further complicate said subdivisions.102 What prevents this 

piece from receiving a higher rating is the lack of incredibly complex syncopations. The 

relatively consistent rhythms complement the faster tempo of the “Chase” section. In this 

movement, while the notes are challenging, the underlying rhythms stay relatively even with the 

exception of the aforementioned alternating duple/triple subdivisions. 

 

99 Morris, Dreamscape, 3. 

100 Morris, Dreamscape, 4. 

101 Morris, Dreamscape, 3. 

102 Morris, Dreamscape, 3. 
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Figure 10-3 Combination of rhythmic subdivisions in Dreamscape Movement I, measure 

69.103 

 

For Phrasing, Breath Control, and Leaps, the difficulty rating will be a 6. Most phrases 

are not overly long and relatively self-contained.104 Likewise, most breathing opportunities are 

short and spaced out, but evenly spaced out to allow quick breaths, which is complemented by 

the faster tempo of the movement. This rating is also supported by most of the leaps, with the 

largest downward-slurred being by a 6th;105 any larger leaps are articulated to support the notes. 

Figure 10-4 Slurred leap of a 6th downward in Dreamscape Movement I, measure 15.106 

 

Finally, a difficulty rating of 6 will also be applied for the Articulation, Ornamentation, 

and Extended Technique section. The most difficult element in terms of articulation in this 

movement comes from syncopated articulations, particularly in measure 68 and similar 

phrases.107 While a unique range of articulations are used throughout the movement, most of 

them are more straightforward in their implementation. Ornamentation in this movement 

involves a few grace notes,108 and no extended techniques are used in this movement. 

 

103 Morris, Dreamscape, 2. 

104 Morris, Dreamscape, 1-5. 

105 Morris, Dreamscape, 1. 

106 Morris, Dreamscape, 1. 

107 Morris, Dreamscape, 2. 

108 Morris, Dreamscape, 2-3. 
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Figure 10-5 Syncopated articulations in Dreamscape Movement I, measure 68.109 

 

 Movement II – What? 

In movement 2, the Range and Fingerings section will be given a difficulty rating of 8. 

The range extends from Bb3 to G6 in this movement.110 While the range is greater in this 

movement compared to movement 1, the complexity of fingering combinations is easier, 

especially in regard to fingering combinations for Db6 and above. 

Figure 10-6 G6 in Dreamscape Movement II, measure 122.111 

 

Movement 2 features a fair amount of syncopation, which is one of the major driving 

forces shaping the movement’s character. Asymmetric meters such as 5/8 and 7/8 are also used 

and are commonly followed by other meters, such as 3/4, 3/8, and 6/8.112 The tempo of this 

movement is not super-fast or slow, ultimately not affecting the rhythmic difficulty as much as 

the meter does. Therefore, the combination of frequent syncopation and quick meter changes 

involving simple, compound, and asymmetric meters necessitates a difficulty rating of 8 for the 

Rhythm, Meter, and Tempo section. 

 

109 Morris, Dreamscape, 2. 

110 Morris, Dreamscape, 6-8. 

111 Morris, Dreamscape, 8. 

112 Morris, Dreamscape, 5-8. 
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Figure 10-7 Changing meters and syncopated rhythms in Dreamscape Movement II, 

measures 104-107.113 

 

Phrases in movement two are fairly short, with occasional longer phrases used to build up 

tension in more climactic sections of the movement.114 Likewise, the phrasing and rests are 

conducive to frequent breaths, even if they are quicker. Again, there is an exception for a few 

longer sections where the longer phrases don’t easily support breath opportunities. These shorter, 

more breathable sections would suggest a difficulty rating of 3 or 4, while the few longer 

sections would warrant a higher rating, such as a 7. The leaps in the piece are also manageable, 

with most slurred motion being by a 5th at most, with any larger leaps being articulated. 

Considering all aspects, the difficulty rating for the Phrasing, Breath Control, and Leaps section 

will be averaged to 5. 

Figure 10-8 Short phrase in Dreamscape Movement II, measures 100-102.115 

 

There is a wide variety of articulations in movement 2 as well. With frequent syncopation 

and quick switches between different kinds of articulation, careful consideration must be taken to 

make sure each articulation is played as intended. This movement also includes some interesting 

 

113 Morris, Dreamscape, 7. 

114 Morris, Dreamscape, 6. 

115 Morris, Dreamscape, 7. 
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compound articulations, such as slurs over accented notes.116 In terms of ornamentation, there are 

a few grace notes at different points to highlight the movement’s quirky intention. Like 

movement 1, movement 2 also refrains from any extended techniques. With all of this in mind, a 

difficulty rating of 6 will be given for the Articulation, Ornamentation, and Extended Technique 

section. 

Figure 10-9 Different articulations used in Dreamscape Movement II, measures 84-85.117 

 

 Movement III – Innuendo 

Movement 3’s range extends from C#4 to E6.118 Unlike movements 1 and 2, which more 

frequently delve into the extremes of the oboe range, movement 3 condenses the range by just a 

few steps in each direction. In addition, most of the note combinations throughout the movement 

fall into very convenient patterns. This results in movement 3 getting a Range and Fingerings 

difficulty rating of 7. It could be argued that most of the movement is really a difficulty rating of 

6, but as D6 and E6 do appear once in a significant way,119 the overall rating of 7 would be more 

appropriate. 

 

116 Morris, Dreamscape, 6-7. 

117 Morris, Dreamscape, 7. 

118 Morris, Dreamscape, 8-9. 

119 Morris, Dreamscape, 9. 
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Figure 10-10 E6 in Dreamscape Movement III, measures 33-34.120 

 

The rhythm in movement 3 extensively uses sixteenth notes, sextuplets, and their 

syncopation. The movement, however, does not go beyond this threshold at all. The meter stays 

in a consistent common time. The tempo is slow, but not egregiously slow. The rhythm alone fits 

cleanly into a difficulty rating of 7, and the meter and tempo in this movement do nothing but 

assist the player in interpreting the rhythm. Therefore, for Rhythm, Meter, and Tempo, a 

difficulty rating of 7 is a clean choice. 

Figure 10-11 Sixteenth notes and sextuplet notes in Dreamscape Movement III, measure 

28.121 

 

Phrasing and breath opportunities are where movement 3 spikes in difficulty 

comparatively to the first 2 movements. While the beginning of the movement contains shorter 

ideas and easily identifiable places to breathe, this is not the case later in the movement. From 

the pickups to measure 25 to the end of the movement in measure 44, there are no written places 

to breathe, except for extremely short rests in measure 35.122 The phrase structure is also very 

continuous throughout this section, with endings commonly overlapping with beginnings. This 

 

120 Morris, Dreamscape, 9. 

121 Morris, Dreamscape, 9. 

122 Morris, Dreamscape, 9. 
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means from a phrase interpretation standpoint, oboists must be careful in their musical choices, 

and places they breathe, so that they are conducive to a continuous line. Leaps themselves are not 

the main difficulty concern for this section as they are articulated for anything over a leap of a 

5th. Considering the difficulty of phrasing and breath control, movement 3 will be assigned a 

difficulty rating of 8. 

Figure 10-12 The only written rests from measures 25-44 in Dreamscape Movement III, 

measure 35.123 

 

In movement 3, articulations are used extensively to add to the syncopated feel. The 

articulations themselves aren’t varied in quick succession; rather, similar articulations are used in 

quick, syncopated succession. In addition to this, grace notes and grace note groupings are used 

throughout the movement.124 The first extended technique of the piece, a lip bend (or pitch bend 

as referred to in the rubric) is used in the final line of the piece, requiring good embouchure 

support to achieve the intended slide up to a C6.125 All the above result in movement 3 being 

assigned the highest difficulty rating in this section yet, a rating of 8. 

Figure 10-13 A pitch bend (labelled lip bend) used in Dreamscape Movement III, measure 

40.126 

 

 

123 Morris, Dreamscape, 9. 

124 Morris, Dreamscape, 8-9. 

125 Morris, Dreamscape, 9. 

126 Morris, Dreamscape, 9. 
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 Movement IV – Nightmare and Awakening 

The range of movement 4 utilizes Bb3 to G6.127 Throughout movement 4 there are 

complex fingering combinations, and unlike movements 1 and 2, it consistently has complex 

fingering combinations across the entire range of the oboe. Considering these combinations, the 

difficulty rating for Range and Fingers of movement 4 will be a 9. 

Figure 10-14 G6 in Dreamscape Movement IV, measure 137.128 

 

Figure 10-15 Complex Fingerings involving all three fingerings of F5 in conjunction with 

Db5, Eb5, and Ab5 in Dreamscape Movement IV, measures 62-63.129 

 

Movement 4 contains a great number of rhythmic challenges. The rhythms themselves 

are complex and highly syncopated, consistently using syncopated sixteenths and switching 

between duple and triple subdivisions.130 The meter is also consistently switching between 

simple, compound, and asymmetric meters at quick speeds, meaning that the underlying eighth 

note beat must be extremely precise to achieve the meter switches and the rhythmic syncopation. 

The overall tempo in the “Nightmare” section is fairly quick. As the movement progresses, the 

 

127 Morris, Dreamscape, 12-13. 

128 Morris, Dreamscape, 13. 

129 Morris, Dreamscape, 11. 

130 Morris, Dreamscape, 10-14. 
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tempo speeds up in later sections.131 Considering the consistent challenge throughout the 

movement, the difficulty rating for Rhythm, Meter, and Tempo for this movement will be a 10. 

Figure 10-16 Sixteenth note syncopation and changing meters in Dreamscape Movement 

IV, measures 56-58.132 

 

In contrast to the previous two sections, Phrasing and Breath Control are more lax, akin 

to the approach in movements 1 and 2. Throughout the movement, phrases have clear beginnings 

and ends. The opportunity for breaths is also abundant throughout the movement, allowing 

mental energy to be exerted elsewhere. Special attention should be given to the leaps throughout 

the movement. Morris continues the trend of separating large, downward motions with 

articulations. Despite this, in measures 134 through 136, there are incredibly large leaps 

downward, ranging from diminished 12ths up to major 13ths. Just before this, in measures 128 

and 129, an even larger leap of a minor 14th is used.133 These incredibly large leaps are difficult 

regardless of articulation and should be considered in the difficulty of this section. With easier 

phrasing and breathing, but larger leaps, a difficulty rating of 6 will be assigned for this section. 

Figure 10-17 Leap of a minor 14th downward in Dreamscape Movement IV, measure 

129.134 

 

 

131 Morris, Dreamscape, 14. 

132 Morris, Dreamscape, 11. 

133 Morris, Dreamscape, 13. 

134 Morris, Dreamscape, 13. 
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Movement 4’s articulations are mostly complementary to the underlying rhythms. Few 

articulations further complicate the rhythm; rather, they complement the beat by accenting strong 

beats, especially in asymmetric meters. While no ornamentation is used, multiple extended 

techniques are utilized. The main extended technique used in movement 4 is multiphonics. 

Multiphonic notes built on A and B are used in measures 84 to 87.135 They also come back later 

in short bursts as a kind of rhythmic accentuation in rehearsal letter K.136 A pitch bend (or as it is 

labelled in the music, a lip bend) is used again in movement 4 as well. Unlike movement 3, 

where the bend starts below a C6 and goes up to it using the fingering for C6, this pitch bend 

begins on C6 with a C6 fingering. The actual bend is performed by pitching the C6 fingering all 

the way down into a B6, playing the whole 6 beats of B6 with the C6 fingering. Considering all 

of this, the difficulty rating for this section will be 8. 

Figure 10-18 Multiphonics built on B4 and A4 (with drawn in suggested fingerings) in 

Dreamscape Movement IV, measures 84-87.137 

 

 

135 Morris, Dreamscape, 12. 

136 Morris, Dreamscape, 14. 

137 Morris, Dreamscape, 12. 
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 The Concerto Overall 

With all four movements receiving their own scores, oboists can analyze each movement 

to gauge the difficulties within it. The table below shows each movement's difficulty ratings, the 

combined difficulty rating, and the difficulty rating for the concerto. 

Mvt. R.&P. 

Rating 

R.,M.,&T. 

Rating 

P.&B.C. 

Rating 

A.,O.,&E.T. 

Rating 

Combined 

Rating 

I 9 8 6 6 7.25 

II 8 8 5 6 6.75 

III 7 7 8 8 7.5 

IV 9 10 6 8 8.25 

All 9 10 8 8 8.75 

Table 10-1 Difficulty Scores for Dreamscape by Alyssa Morris 

In analyzing Dreamscape, I have discovered another potential for refining the difficulty 

rubric in the future. In my own personal experience performing this concerto, I would not 

necessarily agree with movement 3 being harder overall than movements 1 or 2. However, 

looking at the table above, by averaging the scores for each section the combined rating of 

movement 3 is higher. In reviewing my work for this section, I did come to the same difficulty 

ratings for each individual section of movement 3. Therefore, in the rubric’s current state I 

believe the most pedagogical benefits come from the individual difficulty levels for each section, 

rather than the meaning behind the combined rating. I believe future research could delve into 

how heavily each individual section should be weighted in comparison to the others for the 

purposes of a combined difficulty rating. 

Another aspect that may warrant future research is endurance and its impact on overall 

difficulty of the piece. For instance, each movement of Dreamscape is not very long on its own, 
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however the piece as a whole presents a challenge in how long it is when played all together. It 

would likely impact the Phrasing, Breath Control, and Leap section of the difficulty rubric, but 

would need further research to develop it into a section of the rubric on its own. 

  



 

55 

Chapter 11 - Future Research and Conclusion 

The potential for growth and future research this report has is immense. As the difficulty 

rubric is applied to more pieces, I will inevitably find literature that challenges the current 

construction of the four sections. For example, I will consider the possibility of weighing the 

four sections differently when determining an overall score for a piece. In analyzing 

Dreamscape, I found that just averaging the four scores evenly did not produce a result I was 

completely satisfied with. Through this practical application and further research into each 

category I hope to refine the rubric as much as possible over time. 

The development of an extensive database of oboe repertoire by underrepresented 

composers is the next step in this project. The database will consist of an expanding list of oboe 

repertoire by underrepresented composers, housed on a website that will keep them all in a 

centralized location. While I applied the rubric to three pieces in previous chapters, my goal is 

for the rubric to be applied to the entire curated database. These pieces would be searchable by 

the difficulty levels assigned to them by the rubric, aiding teachers and students with music 

selection based on specific challenges present in sections of music or in whole works. The 

database will also contain links to where the music can be found and purchased. The website will 

focus on using the database and rubric in tandem to make discovery and acquisition of the works 

by underrepresented composers more accessible to all oboists.  

The goal of this report was to develop a functional difficulty rubric for solo oboe 

literature that can approach the subjectivity of difficulty as objectively as possible. I believe the 

rubric in its current state is a great foundation of a tool that can greatly benefit the world of oboe 

pedagogy. This rubric, once paired with a list of pieces by underrepresented composers, has the 

potential to serve as an important resource for oboists across the globe. 
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