Gordon JACOB

Concerto for bassoon and string
orchestra

Gordon Jacob (28 February 1895 — 8 November 1984) was a British composer, arranger, and teacher whose work spanned
orchestral, chamber, and educational music. Born in London, Jacob studied at the Royal College of Music under Charles Villiers
Stanford and Ralph Vaughan Williams, developing a mastery of orchestration, harmony, and instrumental idiom that would define
his career. Jacob was renowned for his clarity of texture, elegant craftsmanship, and deep understanding of wind and string
instruments, producing music that is accessible, well-constructed, and expressive. In addition to his compositional work, he was a
highly influential pedagogue, teaching generations of British composers and orchestrators. His music combines traditional tonal
language with inventive orchestration and rhythmic vitality, making him a significant figure in twentieth-century British music.

Composed in 1928, the Concerto for Bassoon and String Orchestra exemplifies Jacob’s skill in writing for winds and strings while
highlighting the expressive and virtuosic possibilities of the bassoon. The work is cast in a single-movement structure, featuring
multiple contrasting episodes that showcase both the lyrical and technical capabilities of the solo instrument. Unlike many
concertos in which the soloist dominates throughout, Jacob carefully balances the bassoon with the string orchestra, creating a
dialogue in which each musical gesture is reinforced by orchestral color and texture. The concerto demonstrates Jacob’s mastery
of idiomatic writing, allowing the bassoon to sing, dance, and project dramatic energy without losing clarity or elegance.

The concerto opens with a lively and rhythmically buoyant theme, in which the bassoon presents playful, articulated passages
while the strings provide both harmonic support and rhythmic propulsion. Jacob uses a variety of string textures, from pizzicato
and staccato figures to sustained legato lines, to complement and interact with the bassoon’s intricate melodies. The work
alternates between energetic episodes, showcasing the instrument’s agility and technical brilliance, and more lyrical passages,
emphasizing its singing, expressive character. These contrasts allow the bassoon to demonstrate its full range, from its warm,
velvety low register to its bright, penetrating upper register, within a coherent and engaging framework.

Jacob’s harmonic language in the concerto is firmly tonal, yet enriched with subtle chromaticism and modal inflections that
provide color and interest without disrupting the work’s overall clarity. The pacing and structure of the concerto are carefully
calibrated, with rhythmic drive, thematic development, and contrasting moods guiding the listener through a compelling musical
journey. Dynamic contrasts and orchestral interplay enhance the expressive impact of the bassoon’s lines, giving each phrase a
sense of purpose and shaping the work’s dramatic arc.

The Concerto for Bassoon and String Orchestra stands as a testament to Gordon Jacob’s craftsmanship, his understanding of
instrumental color, and his ability to combine technical brilliance with lyrical expression. The work not only provides a platform for
the bassoonist’s virtuosity but also demonstrates Jacob’s skill in integrating soloist and ensemble, creating a concerto that is both
entertaining and musically satisfying. Through its balance of energetic drive, expressive lyricism, and transparent orchestration,
the concerto continues to be celebrated as one of the most important contributions to the bassoon repertoire, reflecting Jacob’s
enduring mastery of twentieth-century British orchestral writing.



