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Michael Collins

Michael Collins won the woodwind prize in the first BBC Young Musician of the Year
Competition. Since then he has performed as a soloist with many of the world’s major
orchestras, with conductors such as Rattle, Dutoit and Otaka, and in 2007 he won the
Royal Philharmonic Society’s Instrumentalist of the Year Award. He has a close working
relationship with the Academy of St Martin in the Fields and is in great demand as a
chamber musician, performing with Leon McCawley, the Belcea Quartet, Joshua Bell
and Steven Isserlis. His many recordings include Adams’s Gnarly Buttons, conducted by
the composer, and clarinet trios with Steven Isserlis and Stephen Hough. His recording
of Beethoven’s Violin Concerto (arranged for clarinet by Mikhail Pletnev) with Mozart’s
Clarinet Concerto was released by Deutsche Grammophon to great acclaim.

London Winds

A stunning combination of virtuoso players who also enjoy active solo careers, London
Winds was founded in 1988 by Michael Collins. A regular guest at all the major British
festivals, London Winds has performed at the BBC Proms, City of London, Edinburgh,
Huddersfield, Bath, Aldeburgh and Cheltenham Festivals. It has also visited Canada and
the USA, including the Newport Music Festival and Bermuda Festival. A new commission
by Robin Holloway was premiéred at the Cheltenham International Festival in 2001. This
season’s performances include at Het Concertgebouw Amsterdam, the Bath Mozartfest
and a major UK tour in the spring. London Winds has made several recordings including
Ligeti’s complete wind music for Sony Classical. Its latest release is an ONYX recording
of Mozart’s Serenade No. 10 ‘Gran Partita’ and Serenade in C minor.

Next BBC Radio 3 Lunchtime Concert: Monday 20 April at 1.00 pm

Karen Cargill mezzo-soprano and Simon Lepper piano perform songs by Mahler, Debussy
and Grieg (Please note change of artist and programme)
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Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791)
Serenade in C minor K388 (1782)

Allegro « Andante » Menuetto in canone o Allegro

Carl Maria von Weber (1786-1826)
Adagio and Rondo for wind ensemble (1808)

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
Serenade in Eb K375 (1781-2)

Allegro maestoso » Menuetto « Adagio » Menuetto « Finale: Allegro

The Serenade in C minor is so different from anything Mozart’s
contemporaries would have expected from a work of its kind that it
has stimulated much speculation — usually on the lines of what those
who first heard it must have thought of it. Certainly, if it was intended
for an outdoor celebration, it would have seemed inappropriately
sombre. But would Mozart have been so unprofessional as to defy a
patron’s expectations? It is true that two flats or three flats were the
favourite key signatures for a wind band and, after his serenades
in Bb and Eb major, C minor was an obvious alternative. Even so, he
didn’t have to write a score with such predominantly dark colours and,
at the same time, reduce the number of movements to four, cutting
out a conventionally entertaining feature like the second minuet.

Whatever the circumstances of the composition of the Serenade in
C minor, Mozart seems to have set out to prove that the wind band
was capable of sustaining a serious symphonic composition. He might
have been aiming for a commission for the wind octet recently formed
by Joseph I, whose advisor in these matters he had already hoped to
impress with his Serenade in E-. If se, his ambition was misplaced.
The imperial wind band was far more likely to welcome opera and
ballet arrangements than anything like the Serenade in C minor — a
work of such stature that, six years later, the composer could rescore
it and convincingly present it as a String Quintet in C minor.

Mozart’s serious intentions are clear from the start as the main
theme strides up a fortissimo arpeggio of C minor. A grim image,
it immediately provokes poignant comments from oboes and
clarinets and informs the whole of the first movement. True, there is
a contrastingly lyrical second subject introduced in the relative major
by oboe and enchantingly repeated by oboe and horn. But, while the
Eb major harmonies prevail to the end of the exposition, legato lines
are replaced by percussive horn and bassoon ostinatos and incisive
double-dotted rhythms on oboes and clarinets. So, after a short but
unsettling development section, it is not at all surprising that the
second subject is recalled in C minor and rhythmic truculence
intensified by syncopations and sforzandos.

Beautifully scored in Eb major, the Andante is very much more
conciliatory in mood and, except in a strangely hesitant passage in
the middle, has no doubts or fears to contend with. The Menuetto,
on the other hand, is as alien to the serenade tradition as the first
movement — not so much because of its C minor tonality as because
of its strictly canonic textures, including in the trio section a
scholastic (but not unappealing) canon by inversion. As for the
concluding Allegro, a wonderfully inventive series of variations on
the theme introduced in C minor by the oboe in the opening bars, it
seems even less likely to compromise than the first movement. It is
only in the fifth variation, beginning on the two horns, that Mozart
admits a major tonality and even then he reverts to C minor before
finally recalling the theme in a joyous C major.

After Mozart, the next major protagonist of wind instruments was his
distant relative Carl Maria von Weber who, inspired by the revelatory
playing of Heinrich Barmann, was particularly and most fruitfully
attracted to the clarinet. His two surviving scores for wind ensemble,
indicate, however, that he had a rare gift for writing for wind even
before he met Bdarmann.

Although the Adagio in Eb and the Rondo in Bb were written at
different times, their respective dates and keys are close enough
to suggest that Weber might well have intended them to be
presented as one work. If the Adagio betrays the influence of
Mozart — Die Zauberflote inevitably comes to mind — the delightful
Rondo is entirely characteristic of the debonair and brilliantly witty
composer who was to write the clarinet Concertino and the two
Concertos just three years later.

Mozart’s Serenade in Eb major was originally scored, like Weber’s
Adagio and Rondo, for the latest form of the wind sextet: two each
of clarinets, horns and bassoons, the clarinets replacing the oboes
of the traditional wind ensemble favoured by Haydn’s generation.
The oboe parts were added only after the first performance when,
it seems, the composer realised that, following the formation of
Joseph II’'s wind band, in Vienna at least the octet was the better bet.

Given that the oboes were an afterthought and that the occasion it
was written for was a domestic celebration, the octet version of the
Serenade in Eb is neither as unquestionably perfect in its scoring nor
as serious in content as the Serenade in C minor. It is, however, a
masterpiece of its kind. In the intriguing harmonic diversity of the
first movement - which needs the recurrences of its opening bars to
keep it in touch with Eb major reality as it ventures into B> minor or
C minor — it is scarcely noticeable that the melodic initiative comes
from the clarinets or horns but never the oboes. Oboe colouring is
always an asset, of course, as in the acerbic seconds they project into
the texture soon after the beginning and in their bravura exchanges
with the bassoons.

If the oboes contribute little, harmonically and melodically, to the
first Menuetto, their presence is certainly required in the Adagio,
where they are most successfully integrated, the first oboe taking
a particularly eloquent role in sharing the introduction of the
expressive opening theme. Paradoxically, the second Menuetto is
more colourful in the sextet version: it makes a special feature of the
two clarinets in a second trio which Mozart evidently felt he could not
translate into octet terms. The exhilaratingly brisk rondo finale is,
essentially, another clarinet piece — except in the most interesting
episode of all, where the oboes lead the ensemble into a briefly
sustained fugue in C minor.
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