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Tell me and I forget, 
Show me and I may remember, 

Involve me and I will understand. 
— Chinese proverb 

About this learning resource 
All are welcome to enjoy this learning resource! You will find: 
 — An introduction to the oboe! 
 — An introduction to Kevin Lau’s “Prayer in a Green Cathedral” including a listening   
 guide! 

This learning resource is primarily intended to be an accessible, user-friendly audience 
and teacher reference. It can be used to enhance your listening and learning experience; 
help you to fill in some musical knowledge gaps; and serve as a springboard to further 
study, listening, and exploration, and is designed with consideration to the Manitoba 
curriculum. 

Please get in touch!  
Suzu Enns, Education and Outreach Manager 

senns@themco.ca 
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Prayer in a Green Cathedral 
Composed by Kevin Lau 

The composer 
Kevin Lau is the Composer in Residence for the   
Manitoba Chamber Orchestra!  
Kevin was born in Hong Kong and moved to Toronto at 
the age of 7. Orchestras and other ensembles across 
North America have commissioned and performed his 
music, including the Manitoba Chamber Orchestra, 
Winnipeg Symphony Orchestra, and the Royal Winnipeg 
Ballet. 
Kevin is also a film composer, arranger, and pianist! 

The soloist 
Caitlin Broms-Jacobs is principal oboist of the     
Manitoba Chamber Orchestra!  
Caitlin is originally from Toronto and now lives in 
Winnipeg. If you’ve been to classical music concerts in 
Winnipeg, you would surely have seen her in orchestra, 
recital, chamber music, and concerto performances. 
Caitlin is also an arranger, and her arrangements and 
transcriptions have been featured at several MCO 
concerts! 
Photo by Jan Kockman (right) 

Click here for Kevin and Caitlin’s interview with Simeon Rusnak on Classic 107! 
Complete artists’ bios can be found on the MCO website at:  

https://www.themco.ca/concert/vivaldi-haydn-lau/  
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Program notes: 
The composer has provided the following note:  
In February of 2020, oboist Caitlin Broms-Jacobs and I met to discuss the new concerto I was 
writing for her and the Manitoba Chamber Orchestra. She expressed a desire for a work that would take 
advantage of the oboe’s natural lyricism, and I was happy to oblige. My early sketches seemed to 
suggest a work that would be fundamentally sunny and romantic in disposition. This ‘sunniness’ is still 
reflected in the opening bars, where the oboe intones an expressive, cantabile melody atop a bed of 
shimmering F-sharp minor. This melody, to me, suggests a seed with the potential of new life; indeed, it 
becomes the motivic spine of the whole concerto, growing in all directions like the branches of a tree.  
This pastoral imagery—of trees and deep lakes and dark forests—suffused my imagination during the 
creation of the work’s first few minutes. It was around this time that I stumbled across a painting by the 
Cuban painter Tomás Sánchez, titled ‘Prayer in a Green Cathedral.’ I found both the title and the painting
—in which the boughs of an idyllic forest form the outline of an arch, like the entrance to Nature’s 
cathedral—immensely evocative, mirroring the spirit with which I was writing this music, and chose to 
give the concerto this name.  
As the music unfolds, however, the music begins to darken, 
as I found myself gripped by the archetype of the forest as 
the site of (often painful) transformation. The music passes 
through several stages—from a slow, hymn-like procession, 
to a scherzo teeming with mysteries, to a spirited dance with 
glimpses of radiance—before culminating in a cadenza for 
the soloist. The coda attempts to revisit the joy of the 
opening, but the joy proves elusive; a desolate denouement in 
C minor (the farthest interval from F-sharp) awaits, and we 
hear an inversion of the initial melody on the solo violin, its 
character tragically altered.  
No doubt the challenging events of 2020—some personal, 
others experienced by nearly everyone—played a role in the 
eventual course taken by this music. I hope, nonetheless, that 
Prayer in a Green Cathedral will prove ultimately an uplifting 
experience for those performing it, and for those listening.   
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A few more things you should know! 
Instrumentation: This piece of music includes a solo oboe and strings section (violins, viola, cellos and 
basses).  

• This work is a concerto for oboe with chamber orchestra.  
• A concerto is a piece of music that features a solo instrument with an instrumental ensemble, 

usually orchestra.  
Duration: 14 minutes. 

Composed in the year: 2020 

First performed: April 26, 2022 at Westminster United Church (Winnipeg, MB) 

Prayer in a Green Cathedral was commissioned by the Manitoba Chamber Orchestra! 

Fun fact! In the days following the first performance, the Manitoba Chamber Orchestra went on a 
Manitoba tour to Carman, Pinawa, Flin Flon and Thompson! Within one week, this new piece was 
performed 6 times in front of live audiences in communities across Manitoba! 

On the night of the world premiere!  
Left to right: Soloist Caitlin Broms-Jacobs, MCO Music Director Anne Manson, and composer Kevin Lau.  
Photo by Suzu Enns 
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The oboe 
• The oboe is a member of the woodwind family of instruments. 
• An oboist is someone who plays the oboe! 
• The oboe is usually made of wood, but it can also be made of plastic or other synthetic 

materials.  
• It is common for beginner student instruments to be made of plastic! 

• The oboe is a chromatic instrument and can play all twelve notes of the chromatic scale in 
multiple octaves.  

• The oboe has an intricate assortment of round holes and shiny silver or metal keys, and the 
oboist presses the keys with their fingertips to play the notes. 

• As with all woodwind and brass instruments, sound is produced by forming an embouchure 
with the mouth and blowing air into the instrument through a mouthpiece, reed, or combination 
of the two. 

• The oboe is an instrument that uses a reed instead of a mouthpiece. In fact, it uses two reeds, 
so it is an example of a double-reed woodwind instrument! 

• A reed is a thin piece of material, usually cane (wood). 
• For a double-reed instrument, two pieces of cane are attached together to make a reed. 
• The oboe reed is inserted into an opening at the top of the instrument.  
• The musician lifts the instrument up to their mouth, places the reed into their mouth and 

forms an embouchure around the reed. 
• When the musician blows air into the reed, the fast, high pressured air causes the reed to 

vibrate, causing the rest of the instrument to create sound! 
• Oboists often learn how to make their own reeds, but reeds can also be purchased at music 

stores. 
Did you know? 
In instrumental ensembles like orchestras and wind ensembles, the oboist provides the tuning note before a 
performance! The tuning note is also called a Concert A, and for some types of instrumental ensembles a 
Concert Bb is also played. It is an important role to ensure each musician in each section of the ensemble is 
playing in tune, an essential and complex skill that is developed over many years. The ability to play in tune 
requires trained ears and the knowledge and experience required to know how to adjust instruments as well 
as minute physical changes, which for an oboist can mean changes in embouchure, shape of the oral cavity, 
tongue, or throat, and air pressure. 

Prayer in a Green Cathedral by Kevin Lau 
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What to LISTEN for: 

Oboe and string orchestra 
• Listen for the balance between the soloist and string orchestra throughout the piece. 
• Notice how the sound of the oboe projects over the sound of the orchestra.  

• There are also times when the oboe is not playing. Notice how the orchestra sound 
suddenly increases or sounds more full. 

• Is it simply the nature of the oboe to be able to project over the sound of other 
instruments? Not entirely. The performers and composer need to understand instrument 
range, timbre, tone, sound projection, tuning, room acoustics, articulation and 
much more, and also apply that knowledge to their practice and in real-time performance 
situations, in order for such wonderful balance to occur! 

Oboe melody 
• The solo oboe enters at the beginning with a smooth, lyrical melody that can be heard 

throughout the piece. Here are the first 6 measures of the piece from the full score (with the 
solo oboe part on the top line): 

Prayer in a Green Cathedral by Kevin Lau 
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Tremolo effect 
• In what the composer refers to as the “opening bars” of the piece, we hear a minor chord 

in the violins playing tremolo (indicated by three dashes through the stem of the notes; see 
the full score excerpt on page 7).  

• Tremolo appears throughout the piece and is recognizable as a “trembling” effect.  
• To produce a tremolo, string players rapidly move the bow back and forth on the string. It 

is a subtle and very controlled movement of the right hand, and if you look carefully you 
might be able to see this shaking motion at the beginning! 

Cadenza 
• A cadenza is an unaccompanied part of the piece for the soloist alone!  
• Cadenzas allow a soloist to play more freely, and they are sometimes even improvised! 

Inspiration  
• Take a few moments to read the composer’s notes about the painting and imagery that 

inspired the music and title of the piece, and study the painting. You may also want to look at 
some other paintings by Tomás Sánchez online, studying the colours, shapes, and imagery. 

• When listening to the piece, keep these ideas in mind, listen deeply, and allow yourself to 
become immersed in the piece and let your imagination guide you. 

MCO dress rehearsal on April 26, 2022 
Photo by Suzu Enns 
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More LISTENING and learning!   
Visit Kevin Lau’s SoundCloud page to enjoy a selection from his catalogue of music! 

https://soundcloud.com/kevin-lau-189277596 

Click here to LISTEN to the oboe and learn more 
about this instrument with Frank Rosenwein from the 
Cleveland Orchestra! 
 

Click here to LISTEN to oboist Emma Black 
performing an oboe concerto by Bach on a period 
instrument. What are some differences between 
modern and period oboes? Pay attention to the 
sound and construction of the instrument. 
 

Oboists are skilled woodworkers!  
Click here to watch this short video of oboist Eugene 
Izotov demonstrating oboe reed-making. 

 

Click here to LISTEN to some famous oboe 
orchestral excerpts and watch as a violinist 
attempts to play the oboe on the popular YouTube 
Channel TwoSetViolin! 
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