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INTRODUCTION: A MASTERPIECE FOR CLARINET

STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS OF THE CONCERTO

Few works in the wind repertoire hold the same iconic status as Aaron Copland's Clarinet
Concerto. Commissioned by the legendary jazz clarinetist Benny Goodman and completed in 1948,
this concerto occupies a unique space where American folk idioms, jazz inflections, and classical
structure converge. For clarinetists, it is both a rite of passage and a perennial favorite. Fortunately,
for musicians seeking to study or perform this work, the score is readily accessible via the
International Music Score Library Project, commonly known as IMSLP. Searching for the Copland
Clarinet Concerto IMSLP entry opens the door to a wealth of resources, including the full score,
individual parts, and historical recordings that have entered the public domain. This article explores
the concerto in depth, examines its structure, and explains how IMSLP serves as an invaluable
resource for students and professionals alike.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF THE CONCERTO

The Commission from Benny Goodman

The story of the Copland Clarinet Concerto begins in the late 1940s, when Benny Goodman, the
"King of Swing," approached Copland with a commission. Goodman had already inspired works by
Bela Bartdék, Paul Hindemith, and others, and he wanted a piece that would showcase both the
lyrical and virtuosic capabilities of the clarinet. Copland, who had already composed his iconic
ballets Appalachian Spring, Billy the Kid, and Rodeo, was at the height of his compositional powers.
The collaboration between a classical composer and a jazz legend produced a work that effortlessly
bridges two worlds.

Influences and Style

Copland's style in the late 1940s was marked by a refined simplicity, open harmonies, and a
distinctively American sound. The Clarinet Concerto incorporates these elements while adding a
jazz-inflected vocabulary that reflects Goodman's own playing style. The piece is filled with
syncopated rhythms, bluesy inflections, and passages that require the performer to navigate
between a classical and a jazz sensibility. This hybrid quality makes the concerto uniquely
challenging and rewarding. In many ways, the work is a dialogue between two American musical
traditions, and it remains one of the most frequently performed clarinet concertos in the entire

The Copland Clarinet Concerto is notable for its unusual two-movement structure, which is played
without a break. The movements are connected by a cadenza that serves as a dramatic and
technical bridge.

First Movement: Slowly and Expressively

The first movement is marked "Slowly and expressively" and opens with a gentle, pastoral theme in
the solo clarinet. The orchestral accompaniment is sparse, often limited to strings and a few winds,
which allows the clarinet's tone to shine through. Copland's characteristic intervals—particularly the
perfect fourth and fifth—create an open, spacious sound that evokes the American landscape. The
movement unfolds in a lyrical, almost improvisatory manner, with the clarinet weaving long, singing
lines. The harmonic language is modal and gently dissonant, never harsh, always inviting. This
movement demands from the performer a beautiful legato, careful dynamic control, and a deep
sense of phrasing.

The Cadenza: A Bridge of Virtuosity

Without a pause, the first movement transitions into an extended cadenza. This is not a mere
technical display but a pivotal moment in the narrative of the concerto. The cadenza draws on
material from both movements, quoting earlier themes and foreshadowing the energetic jazz
rhythms to come. Copland writes specific instructions for the performer, indicating moments of
rubato, intensity, and reflection. The cadenza builds to a climax, then settles into a trill that ushers
in the second movement. For clarinetists, this section is a test of both technical facility and musical
imagination. It is also a section where consulting the Copland Clarinet Concerto IMSLP score can
be particularly helpful, as the notation includes detailed phrasing and articulation markings that are
essential for an authentic performance.

Second Movement: Lively, with Jazz
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Inflections

The second movement, marked "Lively," is a whirlwind of syncopation, improvisatory gestures, and
rhythmic drive. Copland introduces a Latin-influenced groove, with the harp and piano providing
percussive accents. The clarinet takes on a more aggressive, almost playful character, with rapid
arpeggios, wide leaps, and bluesy slides. This movement is where the jazz influence is most
pronounced. The orchestration thickens, and the dialogue between the soloist and the ensemble
becomes more complex. The movement builds to an exhilarating conclusion, with the clarinet
ascending to a stratospheric high note that is both thrilling and demanding. The final bars are
among the most iconic in the clarinet literature.

PERFORMANCE CHALLENGES AND INTERPRETIVE CHOICES

Technical Demands

The Copland Clarinet Concerto presents numerous technical hurdles. The wide intervals,
especially in the second movement, require precise finger coordination and a strong embouchure.
The rapid passages must be articulated cleanly without sacrificing the rhythmic vitality. The
altissimo register is called upon frequently, and the performer must maintain a consistent, focused
tone across all ranges. The cadenza, in particular, demands stamina and control. Many clarinetists
spend years refining their approach to this piece, and it is common for advanced students to study
the work over an extended period.

Interpretive freedom

One of the great joys of the Copland Clarinet Concerto is the interpretive freedom it affords the
performer. Copland's markings are precise but not rigid, leaving room for personal expression. The
first movement benefits from a warm, singing tone and a sense of rubato that mimics natural
speech. The second movement, by contrast, thrives on rhythmic precision and a playful, almost
improvisatory attitude. The cadenza is a moment for the performer to step into the spotlight and
shape the material with individual flair. Listening to recordings by Benny Goodman, Richard
Stoltzman, or John Bruce Yeh can offer insight into the range of interpretive possibilities. However,
the ultimate goal is to find a personal voice that honors the spirit of the music.

The Role of the Orchestra

While the clarinet is the star, the orchestral part is far from subordinate. Copland wrote for a modest
ensemble: strings, harp, piano, and a small percussion section. The orchestration is transparent,
often reducing to chamber-like textures that require precise ensemble coordination. The conductor
and players must be sensitive to the soloist's phrasing, especially in the first movement and

cadenza. The second movement requires a tight rhythmic lock between the soloist and the rhythm
section, particularly the piano and percussion. A successful performance of this concerto is a true
collaboration.

WHY IMSLP IS AN INDISPENSABLE RESOURCE

Access to the Full Score and Parts

The Copland Clarinet Concerto IMSLP entry provides free access to the full orchestral score and
the solo clarinet part. For students who may not have immediate access to a library or the budget to
purchase the score, this is a game-changer. The scanned scores available on IMSLP are typically
high-quality reproductions of the published editions, complete with all original markings. This allows
musicians to study the piece in detail, annotate their parts, and prepare for performance without
financial barrier.

Historical Recordings and Reference
Materials

Beyond the score itself, IMSLP often includes links to public domain recordings and reference
materials. For the Copland Clarinet Concerto, this may include early recordings by Benny
Goodman and other notable clarinetists. Listening to these recordings while following the score is an
excellent way to internalize the phrasing, tempo relationships, and stylistic nuances of the work.
IMSLP also provides background information, publication details, and historical context, making it a
one-stop resource for deep study.

Community and Collaboration

IMSLP is more than just a digital library; it is a community of musicians, scholars, and enthusiasts.
The forums and discussion boards often include insights into performance practice, fingerings, and
interpretive choices. For a work as widely studied as the Copland concerto, these discussions can be
invaluable. Whether you are a student preparing for a recital or a professional refreshing a piece for
a concert, the collective knowledge of the IMSLP community can enhance your understanding and
approach.

NOTABLE RECORDINGS AND INTERPRETATIONS
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Benny Goodman: The Premier Recording

The definitive recording of the Copland Clarinet Concerto remains the one made by its dedicatee,
Benny Goodman, with Copland himself conducting. This recording captures the energy, spontaneity,
and jazz-inflected style that Copland envisioned. Goodman's characteristic tone—warm and
effortlessly swinging—is perfectly suited to the second movement's syncopations. His interpretation
of the first movement is notably lyrical, with a natural sense of rubato. For any clarinetist studying
this piece, Goodman's recording is essential listening.

Richard Stoltzman: A Modern Classic

Richard Stoltzman's recording of the Copland concerto, made in the 1980s, offers a fresh
perspective. Stoltzman brings a slightly more polished tone and a greater dynamic range, and his
cadenza is particularly inventive. He takes liberties with tempo and phrasing that reflect his own
musical personality, yet never strays far from Copland's intentions. This recording is often cited as a
benchmark for modern performances.

Other Notable Interpretations

Other clarinetists, including John Bruce Yeh, Eddie Daniels, and David Shifrin, have also recorded the
concerto, each bringing a unique viewpoint. Yeh's recording is noted for its clean articulation and
rhythmic drive. Daniels, a classical and jazz musician, emphasizes the work's improvisatory
qualities. Shifrin offers a carefully balanced reading that highlights both the lyrical and virtuosic
elements. Collecting multiple recordings and comparing them is a rich educational exercise, and
IMSLP can help you follow along with the score.

PRACTICING AND PREPARING THE CONCERTO

Approaching the First Movement

When beginning work on the first movement, focus on tone production and phrasing. Practice the
long, lyrical passages with a drone or a tuner to ensure consistent pitch and color. Pay close
attention to the dynamic markings, as Copland uses subtle shifts to shape the musical line. The

intervals in the first movement can be challenging; slow practice with a focus on the "space"
between notes will help you achieve a seamless legato.

Mastering the Cadenza

The cadenza is a demanding section that requires both technical preparation and interpretive
courage. Isolate the most difficult passages—particularly the wide leaps and rapid figurations—and
practice them in rhythmic variations. Work on the cadenza in sections, gradually piecing them
together. Listen to several recordings to understand the range of possible approaches, then begin to
develop your own interpretation. Remember that the cadenza is a moment of personal expression,
so let your musical instincts guide you.

Tackling the Second Movement

The second movement is all about rhythm. Practice with a metronome, gradually increasing the
tempo until you can maintain the lively pace without strain. Focus on the syncopated patterns and
the interaction with the piano and percussion. The articulations in this movement are crucial: the
staccatos, accents, and slurs must be sharply defined. Use the Copland Clarinet Concerto IMSLP
score to study the orchestral cues, so you know when to listen for specific instruments. Playing along
with a recording can help you internalize the rhythmic feel, but also practice alone to ensure your
rhythm is solid independently.

THE CONCERTO IN EDUCATION AND AUDITION REPERTOIRE

A Staple for Advanced Students

The Copland Clarinet Concerto is a staple of the advanced clarinet repertoire. It appears regularly
on college recitals, concerto competitions, and orchestral auditions. Studying this piece develops a
wide range of skills: lyrical phrasing, technical aqility, rhythmic precision, and stylistic flexibility. It
also introduces students to the challenges of performing with an orchestra, as the chamber-like
scoring demands careful listening and ensemble awareness.

Audition




