
Sonata Breve No. 4

for Oboe and Piano

John Burge

Duration: Approximately 14 minutes



Barbara Bolte, oboe, accompanied by John Burge, 
premiered Sonata Breve No. 4, on February 1, 2008, 

Harrison-LeCaine Hall, Kingston, Ontario.



About the work...

John Burge’s Sonata Breve No. 4, was composed in 2006 for Barbara Bolte, Principal Oboe with the 
Kingston Symphony and Oboe instructor at Queen’s University.  Each of the previous Sonata Breves 
were written in appreciation of performers who had a close musical and personal connection with 
John Burge and this is certainly the case with this work.  As a member of the Kingston Symphony, 
Barbara Bolte has premiered and performed many of Burge’s compositions.  A sensitive musician, he 
never hesitates to write her an expressive solo.  On a more personal level, for a number of years she 
also gave oboe lessons to John’s oldest son.   With the oboe lessons coming to an end, the time seemed 
right to provide Barbara with a small gift in the form of this piece.

Like the previous Sonata Breves, this work is in two contrasting movements.   The more common title 
for short sonatas is Sonatina, but works with this title are often less technically difficult and 
demanding.  The Sonata Breve series maintains a level of virtuosic expectation for both the performer 
and listener but in just two movements.  The first movement of this piece has a leisurely pacing with 
many long-held notes in the oboe part.  The second movement has a more quirky rhythmic profile 
and a returning theme that creates a rondo-like structure.  The harmonic colour of this entire work is 
characterized by simultaneous voicings of two minor triads a semitone apart.  Often these two triads 
are e minor and d sharp minor and the juxtaposition between these two keys provides the primary 
point of tension in the work.  This tension is momentarily relaxed in the short, slow introduction to 
the second movement, which is for the most part in E major.

About the composer...

John Burge was born in Dryden, Ontario in 1961.  He holds degrees from the University of Toronto 
(B.Mus. and M.Mus.) and the University of British Columbia (D.M.A.) where his composition 
professors included John Beckwith, Walter Buczynski, Stephen Chatman, John Hawkins and Derek 
Holman.  Since 1987 he has been teaching at the School of Music, Queen’ s University where he is a 
Professor of Composition and Theory.  In addition to teaching at Queen’s, he was Composer-in-
Residence for National Youth Orchestra of Canada during their three-week residency in Kingston, 
Ontario in 2001, 2002 and 2003.  The National Youth Orchestra premiered Burge’s composition, Sonic 
Architecture, on their Canadian tour in 2003.  A passionate advocate of Canadian music, he was a 
member of the executive of the Canadian League of Composers for fourteen years, serving as 
President from 1998 to 2006.  

Burge has written music for a variety of ensembles and instrumentalists but he is particularly 
recognized for his choral music, much of it involving orchestral accompaniment.  Many of these 
works have been published by the American publishing firm, Boosey and Hawkes. His orchestral 
compositions include a symphony, a piano concerto, a trumpet concerto, a clarinet concerto and a 
number of orchestral tone poems such as, Rocky Mountain Overture, Snowdrift and The Canadian 
Shield.  He has also composed a number of pieces for string orchestra, the most popular being, Upper 
Canada Fiddle Suite, which has been heard in numerous broadcasts on CBC Radio.
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