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Theorbo Concerto No.1

A theorbo has to be seen to be believed. Its body is that of a large lute, but its neck

stretches improbably far from the player: the theorbo played on this recording
measures almost 6 feet in length. Just as extravagant are its fourteen courses
(single or paired strings), over half of which stretch from the body to the far
pegbox, well out of reach of the player. Attending a live performance of Goss’s
Theorbo Concerto, you will hear the violins and violas play on their own for a
couple of minutes, while the theorbo awaits its first entrance; and as you watch,
you will have time to wonder whether it even can be played.

The theorbo arose in a time and place of intense experimentation: Florence at
the turn of the 16th century. Composers were attempting to recreate ancient Greek
theatre, and in this project, lutes held a special appeal, evoking as they did the
lyres of antiquity. As they cultivated a new declamatory style of singing, recitativo,
the Florentines wondered what instrument could be warm and gentle enough in
tone to match the voice, and yet sonorous enough to be heard in a large ensemble.
And so they invented one: the theorbo.
What the Florentines wanted was a lute with bass notes of exceptional depth,
and this required strings of exceptional length. So long, in fact, is the string length
of the theorbo that the highest strings would break under the necessary tension:
therefore, players simply tuned them an octave lower. The result is an instrument
with the majority of its strings tuned close together in pitch, like a harp. Devotees
of the theorbo composed a small solo repertoire for it, but as Baroque values gave
way to Classical ones in the mid 18th century, the instrument fell into oblivion,
awaiting the early music revival of the 20th century.

2 Lutenist Matthew Wadsworth is a passionate exponent of the theorbo and he has

sought to interest composers in creating a modern repertoire for it. In 2015, on a
commission from John Williams, Stephen Goss wrote The Miller’s Tale, an extended
theorbo piece for Wadsworth to perform at London’s Wigmore Hall.

The next step, both agreed, was to collaborate on a concerto. Very well, but
what would be its models? The Baroque lute repertoire includes a few concertos,

mostly from the German, Austrian, or Bohemian lute schools, but none for
theorbo. Vivaldi, the great experimenter, included up to four theorbos in his
orchestra, and wrote a concerto for mandora (a simple kind of Renaissance lute);
yet even he never attempted a theorbo concerto.
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Goss’s concerto for Wadsworth, then, would be the very first. They decided
that the work should show the theorbo to be an instrument not only of the past
but also of the present and the future.

If you pick up a theorbo and sweep a finger across its open strings, you will

hear a cluster of close-spaced notes. In Goss’s concerto, the theorbo enters with a
slightly elaborated version of this natural sweeping gesture. Its subsequent solo
continues to explore clusters in full or broken chords, their notes ringing against
one another to make subtle clashes. In this way, we are introduced to the theorbo
and what it most easily does. But these simple facts had already been anticipated
in the introduction for strings. In the spare violin duet that opens the concerto, the
second violins echo and prolong the sound of the first. A minute in, a melody
unfurls on violas and violins, and each note of the melody rings on to form a
chord with the others, as it might on a theorbo; once formed, the chord grows in
sustain rather than decays, not only foreshadowing the theorbo’s harp-like
sonority but even amplifying it.
Thus begins a dialogue between theorbo and strings in which the theorbo will
be asked to do many things that were never asked of it in its Baroque incarnation:
mandolin-like tremolandi played with a plectrum, jazz slides (with optional
bottleneck), harmonics, and rock guitar strumming patterns.

4 Listeners familiar with Goss’s music will be used to his rapid about-turns, his

quilted structures. When writing for specific performers (in this case Wadsworth),
he has a way of paying homage to them by planting in the finished work
references to their favourite repertoires, however disparate.

Each new composition thus poses a fresh challenge of integration. In his early
works, Goss would often solve the problem by denying it: by juxtaposing a series
of short movements that mix ‘original’ composition (the quotation marks would
be his), highly imaginative reworkings, utopian transcriptions, and quotations
that run the gamut from literal to ciphered. But in the last decade, Goss has
composed approximately one concerto per year, and as he has moved towards
extended forms, his focus has changed. His Guitar Concerto of 2012, for example,
is far more preoccupied with mining a consistent, rich harmonic vocabulary and
exploring continuities, transitions and transformations.
In his Theorbo Concerto, Goss sets himself the challenge of bringing it all
together: an extended, almost uninterrupted work that nonetheless treats the
theorbo as an inquisitive, even distracted time traveller, listening to snatches of
what has happened in music since it last fell silent, and playing along.
For an integrating principle, Goss turned to David Mitchell’s novel Cloud Atlas
(2004), which switches back and forth among six different times and places. The
novel provides a stimulus, not a blueprint: rather than portraying Mitchell’s
characters or settings directly in music, Goss adopts its basic principle of
interwoven narratives.
In a work of fiction such as Cloud Atlas, the changes from one thread to
another must necessarily be sharply defined. A piece of music, on the other hand,
can explore different kinds of transition. In this concerto, a new musical character
might be set off by a clarifying pause (Interlude 2), or break in abruptly (the
Finale), or flow out of the preceding music so discreetly as to register only the
subtlest change in atmosphere (the entry of the Blues [track 5: 1:07]). (From here
on, numbers in brackets refer to tracks on the recording, followed by the time on
the track.)
A second distinction between the concerto and novel must be drawn if we are
not to be seriously misled. In Cloud Atlas, the reader has to keep track of the six
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settings, recognizing each as it reappears, along with its characters. This concerto
imposes no such demands on the listener’s memory: each patch of music is
designed above all to combine with the others – to serve the flow of a single large
work. By composing in distinct characters and episodes, Goss is able to guarantee
not only compelling changes of pace and mood from the first listening, but also
fresh discoveries whenever one listens again. And as with much of Goss’s music,
one of the pleasures this concerto has to offer is that it points us in two directions:
inwards, to repeated listenings, and outwards, to the repertoires that nourish it.

Thus warned, let us explore the different worlds this concerto contains. The

outermost scaffolding is that of a typical post-classical concerto in four
movements (Shostakovich’s Violin Concerto no. 1 offers an appropriate
comparison). The first movement, Prelude, is substantial and discursive. The
second movement is a scherzo, snared with sudden and ironic shifts of character.
The slow third movement provides the spiritual core: a passacaglia whose bass
line is a twelve-tone row. The Finale rushes to the end with foot-stomping accents.
The only full stop in the concerto is between the Scherzo and the Passacaglia;
everything else flows without interruption.

These four movements are separated by solo interludes. Cadenzas for the
theorbo? Rather the opposite: in these interludes the theorbo returns to the
delicate accompanying role that its Florentine creators envisioned, when it would
often join with a bass instrument to accompany a singer or solo instrumentalist.
Here it partners with the double bass to accompany in turn solo violin, cello and
viola.
The interludes are in Goss’s own luxuriant harmonic style: the allusion to the
theorbo’s Baroque origins is to the new musical forms of the epoch, not its literal
sound. The same principle informs the four main movements. At any given
moment in these movements, we will find that we are situated in one of three
Baroque genres in which the theorbo was so often to be heard: sonata da chiesa,
sonata da camera, and theme and variations.
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A Baroque sonata da chiesa (‘church sonata’) did not have to be played in

But what is it that links the theme and variations? Not in fact a melodic
contour, a bass line or even a phrase structure, but a fixed sequence of note
collections (each one a diatonic scale). Again, the listener need not consciously
notice these collections, still less keep track of their sequence; but as each one
changes to the next, there is an effect of shifting lights on the stage, each with its
own hue and brightness. At each variation, the sequence of lights recurs, until the
final statement brings us to its blazing last chord.

church, but its music had to be serious enough to pass muster there. By
convention, it had four movements alternating slow and fast tempi. Goss’s model
for this concerto might be Bach’s First Sonata for solo violin (BWV 1001). For the
movements of his sonata, Bach chose Adagio (slow), Fugue, Siciliano (or Siciliana)
and Presto (fast). For his concerto, Goss chooses Adagio (the opening minute of the
concerto), Fugato (the beginning and end of track 3), Siciliana [track 5: 2:28] and
Toccata [track 7: 0:53, 1:39]. Each movement of this sonata is embedded in one of
the four main movements of the concerto.
The sonata da camera (‘chamber sonata’) was a secular entertainment – a suite of
dances. Bach’s Third Partita for solo violin (BWV 1006), for instance, begins with a
prelude and continues with six Galanterien (light movements in the latest fashions
of the time). This Concerto has five dances, preceded by an improvisatory prelude
(here called passaggio, ‘passagework’ [track 1: 1:48]). The dances appear from the
Scherzo onwards, placed according to their suitability in the four-movement
design. And it is here that the theorbo is transported furthest from its origins. The
playful Scherzo contains a waltz in the manner of Shostakovich [track 3: 0:32] and
a passage marked ‘Neo Soul – in the groove’ [track 3: 1:52]. The Passacaglia
includes a blues [track 5: 1:07]. For the Finale, we have two appearances of a
tarantella with a boogie-woogie bass [track 7: 0:25, 2:12] and in the middle of the
movement, a Mexican huapango [track 7: 1:15].
The third and last thread again features Goss’s harmonic voice: a theme and six
variations: [track 1] 1:00, 3:05, [track 3] 1:19, 1:36, [track 5] 0:00, [track 7] 0:00, 2:28.
Or should that be [track 7] 2:28, 0:00…? For in his score, Goss mischievously
numbers the variations in reverse order, starting with variation 6, and ending with
the theme. The concerto works its way towards the exhilaration of the final
statement with its vaulting violin melody.

Music that combines so many strands and styles is necessarily about two
things: immediately recognisable characters, and the transitions between them—
gradual, abrupt, logical, tactful, irreverent, and so on. After attending to the
characters, the listener might turn to the transitions, as one might look at negative
space in a painting. Listening in this way, one is sometimes struck by what
continues through a transition: for example, the ground bass of the passacaglia
flows continuously through members of the variation set, the sonata da camera
(Blues), and the sonata da chiesa (Siciliana).
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For this album, Milton Mermikides has created a graphic depiction of all of the

elements of Goss’s structure, embedded in the rosette of a theorbo. The four
movements of the sonata are colored yellow; the passaggio and five dances are
red; the theme and variations are blue. The illustration might suggest new ways of
thinking about the concerto structure: for example, the seven basic movements
(four movements and three interludes, arranged on this recording as tracks) find
their miniature counterparts in the seven sections of the last movement. By
embedding this circular representation in the part of the theorbo that focuses and
frees the sound, Mermikides seems to do more than break the concerto down, but
to explore how the different parts of Goss’s structure vibrate in sympathy.
Jonathan Leathwood © 2019

Matthew Wadsworth studied lute at London’s Royal Academy of Music
with Nigel North, after which he spent a year at the Royal Conservatory of
Music in The Hague. Working in the UK, Europe and North America as a
soloist and chamber musician, Wadsworth has appeared at most major
concert halls and festivals, and can often be heard on radio, both in live
performance and recordings.
His eight CD recordings for Channel Classics, Linn Records, Deux-Elles and
Wigmore Live have all received international critical acclaim and have been
featured as Gramophone Editor’s Choice on three occasions.
Wadsworth has given concerts at the Bruges festival, Klara festival, Wigmore
Hall, Purcell Room, Sam Wanamaker Theatre at Shakespeare’s Globe,
Georgian Concert Society (Edinburgh), Metropolitan Museum of Art (New
York) and the Lufthansa, York, Beverley, Warwick, Spitalfields, Holt, North
York Moors, Budapest, Vancouver, Ottawa, Montreal Baroque, Mitte-Europa
and Innsbruck festivals.

Matthew Wadsworth

Matthew Wadsworth’s collaborations with singers include sopranos Carolyn
Sampson, Julia Doyle and Emma Kirkby, counter-tenor Christopher Ainslie,
tenor James Gilchrist and baritone Peter Harvey. He has also worked with
the Academy of Ancient Music, English Touring Opera, Birmingham Opera
Company, Independent Opera, The Netherlands Bach Society, I Fagiolini,
The English Cornett and Sackbut Ensemble, The Musicians of the Globe,
Arion, Constantinople, The Theatre of Early Music and Les Violons du Roy.
matthewwadsworth.com

Stephen Goss’s music
receives hundreds of
performances worldwide
each year. It has been
recorded on over 75 CDs
by more than a dozen
record labels, including
EMI, Decca, Telarc,
Virgin Classics, Naxos,
and Deutsche
Grammophon. His
output embraces
multiple genres:
orchestral and choral
works, chamber music,
and solo pieces.

Stephen Goss

Goss’s work is marked
by a fascination with
time and place – both
immediate and remote –
and the musical styles
that evoke them. In many
of his compositions,
contrasting styles are

juxtaposed through abrupt changes of gear. His compositional voice is
shaped by his parallel career as a guitarist – that is to say, as a
performer, transcriber, arranger, improviser and collaborator with other
composers and performers. Not surprisingly, his music often tests the
boundaries between all these activities and original composition.
Several of Goss’s recent projects have involved the legendary guitarist
John Williams, including his Guitar Concerto, which Williams recorded
and played on tour with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. Some of the
world’s leading orchestras to have performed his works include The
Russian National Orchestra (under Mikhail Pletnev), The China National
Symphony Orchestra, The Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra, The
State Symphony Orchestra ‘New Russia’, The RTÉ National Symphony
Orchestra, The Boulder Philharmonic Orchestra, The Scottish Chamber
Orchestra, and The Barcelona Symphony Orchestra.
,

Commissions have come from guitarists David Russell, Miloš Karadaglic
and Xuefei Yang (including chamber works with cellist Natalie Clein and
tenor Ian Bostridge). Goss has also collaborated with Andrew Lloyd
Webber, Alt-J, and Avi Avital. As a guitarist, he has worked with
Takemitsu, Henze, Peter Maxwell Davies and Elliott Carter, and toured
and recorded extensively with the Tetra Guitar Quartet, various other
ensembles, and as a soloist.
Stephen Goss is Chair of Composition at the University of Surrey (UK),
Director of the International Guitar Research Centre, and a Professor of
Guitar at the Royal Academy of Music in London. He was born in Wales on
2nd February 1964.
www.stephengoss.net

Benjamin Marquise Gilmore grew up in England and studied with Natalia
Boyarskaya at the Yehudi Menuhin School and Pavel Vernikov at the Vienna
Conservatory, as well as with Julian Rachlin, Miriam Fried, and members of the
Artis quartet and the Altenberg trio. His father was the musicologist Bob
Gilmore, from whom he received instruction in music theory at a young age,
and his grandfather is the conductor Lev Markiz, with whom he has performed
on many occasions.
He has appeared at festivals such as Kuhmo, IMS Prussia Cove, Ravinia’s Steans
Music Institute and Styriarte, and his chamber music partners have included
Frans Helmerson, Janine Jansen, Natalia Gutman, Gary Hoffman, Elisabeth
Leonskaya, Benjamin Schmid, Mischa Maisky and Gerhard Schulz.
He has also worked with composers such as Giya Kancheli, Bernhard Lang,
Guus Jansen, Gavin Bryars and Frank Denyer. As a soloist he has performed
with the Amsterdam Sinfonietta, the NDR Hannover, the Rotterdam
Philharmonic and the Munich Chamber Orchestra.
He has been the recipient of several awards, including 1st prize at the Oskar
Back violin competition in Amsterdam, 4th prize at the Joseph Joachim violin
competition in Hannover, and 3rd prize at the Mozart competition in Salzburg.
Since 2011 he has been a member of the Chamber Orchestra of Europe, and was
appointed concertmaster of the Scottish Chamber Orchestra in 2016.
www.sco.org.uk
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Stephen Goss’s Theorbo Concerto was commissioned by Matthew Wadsworth
with funds from The Hong Kong Academy for Performing Arts, the North York
Moors Chamber Music Festival, and Arts Council England. The recording was
sponsored by the Elizabeth Eagle-Bott Memorial Fund.
The first performance took place on 11th July 2018 as part of the Third Altamira
Hong Kong International Guitar Symposium. The Scottish Chamber Orchestra
toured the piece in the second half of July. The first English performance took
place at the North York Moors Chamber Music Festival on 18th August 2018.
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