Peregi Verbunk by Leo Weiner

Hungarian composer Leo Weiner drew upon his heritage and native folks songs when writing Peregi Verbunk, which he also transcribed for violin and viola.  He utilized the styles of the csárdás and verbunkos, two traditional Hungarian dances, to capture a sense of nationalistic identity that had spread across eastern Europe in a time dominated by Soviet influence.  The csárdás is based upon the verbunkos, which is an 18th Century Hungarian dance used by the military to recruit young men in rural areas.  A verbunk is usually performed by a number of men who take turns showing their skills and challenge each other to this, with characteristic strokes of the hand flat against the boot.  One major characteristic of the csárdás is the variation in tempo, with the dance starting off slowly, gradually picking up speed and ending in a very fast tempo.  Weiner conveyed the csárdás tempo through heavy use of rubato as well as a gradual progression in rhythmic intensity, embellishing upon the theme first heard in the beginning with a furry of faster rhythms and longer runs that barrels into a virtuosic cadenza.  The cadenza allows the performer to channel their raw power and emotion in a way reminiscent of a gypsy fiddler giving his all to mesmerize his audience.

Sonata No.1 in F minor for Clarinet and Piano, Op. 120 by Johannes Brahms

Johannes Brahms was one of the premiere composers and pianists of the Romantic era best known for his orchestral, chamber, piano, and vocal works.  In his later years, Brahms had resolved to give up composing.  However, his passion for composing was rekindled after hearing a spirited performance by Richard Mühlfield, a clarinetist with the Meiningen Orchestra.  His admiration of Mühlfield inspired him to compose several masterworks for the clarinet, including the Clarinet Trio (Op. 114), the Clarinet Quintet (Op. 115), and the two Clarinet Sonatas (both Op. 120, also written for viola).  He wrote both Sonata No. 1 in F minor and Sonata No. 2 in Eb major in 1894 for Richard Mühlfield and premiered them in the home of the sister of the Duke of Meiningen at Berchtesgaden on Sept.19, 1894 with Richard Mühlfield on clarinet and Brahms himself at the piano.

The sonata itself is a divided into four movements:  Allegro appassionato, Andante un poco adagio, Allegretto grazioso, and Vivace.  Throughout the sonata, Brahms complements the flowing lines and rich timbres in the clarinet with a virtuosic piano part worthy of its own sonata.  The first movement opens the sonata in dramatic fashion, showing the virtuosity of both performers in an quasi-operatic setting.  The second movement's calm nature conceals the deep passion and desire cascading through the rich timbres and graceful movements of the clarinet.  The third movement has the feel of a light waltz with flowing lines in the piano and clarinet that allow it to glide smoothly.  The sonata concludes with  a spirited rondo that captures the playfulness of Richard Mühlfield's performance.

Have You Thought About Puppets? by Michael Garman

Michael is a great clarinetist, a fantastic composer, and a dear friend of mine.  He graduated from the University of North Texas in 2010 with a Bachelor of Music in Composition and is currently pursuing a Master of Music in Composition at the University of Redlands in Redlands, California.  When I approached Mike about premiering one of his works at my senior recital, he jumped at the idea and penned this witty and whimsical duet for two clarinets.  Here are his thoughts on Have You Thought About Puppets?:

Have You Thought About Puppets? was composed in an intentionally farcical manner.  The musical material is sampled from James Horner's “Bioluminescence of the Night” from the movie Avatar.  After isolating several motive units, the piece was composed directly using several operations to vary the material.  A recurring ostinato is created based on the theme, which is often paired with a re-metered statement of the theme in a different key.  Tremolos connote chord changes as the piece progresses, and embellishments add to the progression.  Also included are standard 12-tone row permutations, but applied to the tonal themes, and harmonized with itself.  Layered themes vary the order of the thematic development, which climaxes in a heroic rephrasing of Horner's theme.  The piece closes with a brief familiar tag, which actually occurs naturally in the soundtrack.  Go State!

Concerto for Clarinet, K. 622 (1st and 2nd movements) by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

Mozart's Clarinet Concerto is one of the defining pieces in the clarinet repertoire.  This masterwork was written in 1791 for clarinetist Anton Stadler, consisting of three movements in a fast-slow-fast form.  It was also one of Mozart's final completed works, and his final purely instrumental work (he died in the December following its completion).  The concerto is notable for its delicate interplay between soloist and orchestra, and for the lack of overly extroverted display on the part of the soloist (no cadenzas are written out in the solo part).  Originally, Mozart had intended to write the concerto for basset horn upon a sketch he had written for that instrument.  However, Mozart decided to rework the concerto for basset clarinet in A for Anton Stadler, who was a master of both instruments and had developed his own basset clarinet.  The concerto was given its premiere by Stadler in Prague on October 16, 1791 to positive review.

The first movement opens with an orchestral statement of the main theme.  The theme is taken up by the soloist, and the music quickly takes on a more melancholy feel.  The main theme reappears transposed, and leads to the novel feature of the soloist accompanying the orchestra with an Alberti bass.  Further development leads to dramatic turn, which, after a tutti, leads back into the main theme. The Alberti bass and arpeggios for the soloist recur before the movement ends in a relatively cheerful tutti in A major.

Possibly the best-known part of this concerto, the beautiful and profound Adagio in ABA form opens with the soloist playing the movement's primary theme.  The descending notes of the answering theme are more elegiac, and are, like the first, repeated by the orchestra.  The development, in which the solo part is always to the fore, exploits both the chalumeau and clarion registers, and is frequently performed with a final cadenza.  The first theme and its answer recur (the return of the A section), leading into a coda.

Concerto for Clarinet by Artie Shaw

Artie Shaw was a jazz legend and an amazing clarinetist.  While Benny Goodman was called the “King of Swing,” fans of Artie Shaw dubbed him the “King of Clarinet.”  However, he felt that the titles were reversed, “Benny Goodman played clarinet.  I played music.”  His big band was one of the best of the swing era and he demonstrated superb technical facility in his recordings of fast and lively numbers and a genuine sense of jazz phrasing in ballads.  His Concerto for Clarinet was written in 1941 and was featured in the 1940 Fred Astaire film Second Chorus with him performing with his orchestra.  This jazz concerto has been arranged for a variety of settings, including big band, clarinet and piano, small jazz combo, full concert band, and full jazz combo (the version we are performing).  The piece begins with a huge band set-up before the soloist gracefully enters into a  ballad full of glisses and schmaltz.  The piece then dives right into a moderate swing section with heavy focus on the soloist backed by the full jazz combo.  The band briefly takes over with the groove while featuring our pianist before the soloist enters the first of several roaring and wailing clarinet cadenzas that show off the full artistic range of the clarinetist.  The tom-toms lead the soloist out of the cadenza and into the next swing section reminiscent of Gene Krupa and Benny Goodman in “Sing, Sing, Sing.”  The full band re-enters briefly for dramatic emphasis before fading away to clarinet and tom-toms until the grand return of the full band for the shout section.  This leads into one massive smear in the clarinet that builds right into the final cadenza.  The piece ends with the soloist building up to the climax, a slow ascension to a glorious wail on high-high C.  Enjoy!

