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Classic Clarinet
Best loved classical clarinet music

Superbly performed clarinet pieces including works by Brahms, Mendelssohn,
Weber, Spohr and others.

1 	 Bernhard CRUSELL (1775–1838)  
 Clarinet Concerto No. 1  6:14 
 in E flat major, Op. 1 –  
 III. Rondo: Allegretto  
 Per Billman • Uppsala Chamber Orchestra 
 Gérard Korsten (8.554144)

2 	 Louis SPOHR (1784–1859) 
 Clarinet Concerto No. 1 in C minor,  5:53 
 Op. 26 – III. Rondo: Vivace 
 Ernst Ottensamer 
 Slovak State Philharmonic Orchestra, Košice 
 Johannes Wildner (8.550688)

3 	 Wolfgang Amadeus MOZART 
 (1756–1791) 
 Clarinet Concerto in A major,  7:17 
 K. 622 – II. Adagio 
 Ernst Ottensamer 
 Vienna Mozart Academy 
 Johannes Wildner (8.550345)

4 	 Johannes BRAHMS (1833–1897)  
 Clarinet Quintet in B minor,  12:38 
 Op. 115 – I. Allegro 
 Boris Rener • Ludwig Quartet (8.554601)

5 	 Franz SCHUBERT (1797–1828)  
 Der Hirt auf dem Felsen, D. 965 11:27 
 Sibylla Rubens • Nikolaus Friedrich 
 Ulrich Eisenlohr (8.557832)

6 	 Felix MENDELSSOHN (1809–1847)  
 Concert Piece in F major for clarinet, 2:10 
 basset-horn and piano – I. Presto 
 Peter Schmidl • Madoka Inui 
 Pierre Pichler (8.557232)

7 	 Wolfgang Amadeus MOZART 
 Clarinet Quintet in A major,    9:13 
 K. 581 – I. Allegro 
 József Balogh • Danubius Quartet 
 (8.553254)

8 	 Carl Maria von WEBER (1786–1826)  
 Clarinet Concerto No.1 in F minor, 6:35 
 Op. 73 – III. Rondo: Allegretto 
 Ernst Ottensamer 
 Slovak State Philharmonic Orchestra, Košice   
 Johannes Wildner (8.550378)

9 	 Ludwig van BEETHOVEN (1770–1827)  
 Trio in B flat major, Op. 11  4:45 
 ‘Gassenhauer’ – II. Adagio 
 Peter Schmidl • Madoka Inui  
 Teodora Miteva (8.557232)

10 	 Gioachino ROSSINI (1792–1868)  
 Andante e tema con variazioni for  11:14 
 clarinet and orchestra in E flat major  
 János Szepesi • Hungarian Virtuosi 
 Tamás Benedek (8.554418)

Total Timing: 78:11

of amazing beauty and breadth, Weber 
unleashes his stunning finale, in which the 
clarinet leads the orchestra in a merry and 
fun-filled dance, calling on the virtuosity 
Bärmann clearly possessed to project a 
cheeky, witty conclusion. 

9  Beethoven: Trio in B flat major, 
 Op. 11 ‘Gassenhauer’ – II. Adagio

Gentle, reflective, lyrical, and unfolding with 
the ease of a stream, the slow movement 
of Beethoven’s 1798 Trio for clarinet, cello 
and piano is a perfect example of the way 
in which the clarinet’s warmth can fuse 
with that of a string instrument to sing the 
tenderest of songs. Supported by the piano, 
the cello begins unfolding the song with 
great expression followed by the clarinet, 
around which the cello gently twists and 
coils its own supportive decoration. Then 
the piano has its own charming episode. 
The movement then proceeds with great 
warmth and touching simplicity. Beethoven 
provided alternative instrumentation in 
this work, specifying a violin in place of 
the clarinet, which is not surprising since 
there were many more of the former than 
the latter amongst the ranks of amateur 
musicians. A contemporary critic admired 
the trio for its ‘natural rather than strained 
composition’ and noted it was much better 
than Beethoven’s other works! 

10 	 Rossini: Andante e tema con variazioni 
 for clarinet and orchestra in E flat major

Rossini was a master of wit and operatic 
panache. The composer of The Barber of 
Seville, William Tell and a host of other 
stage works was one of the most famous 
and admired composers of his time, and 
his influence was felt far and wide. Few 
could resist his glorious melodies and sense 
of fun. It’s less well known that he wrote 
instrumental music, and among them are 
works for clarinet. This is music saturated 
in greasepaint and virtuoso technique. His 
Andante e tema con variazioni is written 
for clarinet and orchestra, and is full of 
acrobatic roulades, and death-defying – or 
better still, breath-defying – demands, of the 
kind that a singer, which is what Rossini 
has made of the clarinettist, could barely 
begin to match. Naturally he does allow his 
soloist room to slow during the unfolding 
variations, otherwise there would be no 
sense of contrast, but the overriding spirit 
here is one of the joyous exploration of the 
clarinet’s technical reach and bravura sense 
of projection. 

Jonathan Woolf
© Naxos Rights (Europe) Ltd
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Classic Clarinet
Best loved classical clarinet music

What could be more glamorous than a clarinettist 
in tails fronting his band on the stage of an 
elegant hotel, restaurant or concert hall? For a 
good part of the 20th century the clarinet was 
King – played by such monarchs as Benny 
Goodman, Artie Shaw and Woody Herman. 
The fluid gestures of the musician matched 
the effortlessly vocal lines of the instrument in 
a perfect synthesis. Yes, there were trumpet 
bandleaders, and plenty of them, but for the 
public it was the clarinettist who held the  
cards, for he oozed class. His ‘liquorice stick’ 
was his magic wand and when he turned to 
conduct the band he was the very personification 
of style.

This in turn encouraged young people to 
take up an instrument that had previously been 
more restricted to classical ensembles, wind 
and marching bands, and salon ensembles. 
The boom in clarinet tuition, education and 
performance was substantial, and it became 
a much taught and studied instrument. Even 
big band saxophonists were predominantly 
grounded in the clarinet, and when another 
member of the band-leading elite, Duke Ellington, 
wanted a very special sound, his saxophonists 
put down their larger instruments and took 
up their clarinets to form an imperishable  
clarinet ‘choir’.

Of course there remains the question of 
which clarinet in particular, as there are several 
different types. It’s a family name for a group 
of instruments; there’s the very high piccolo 
clarinet and the very low octo-contrabass, though 
these are rare. More commonly found are 
the E flat, alto, bass, basset-horn, contra-alto  
and contrabass clarinets. The most common, 
indeed the one universally identified as a clarinet 
by most people, is the B flat model. 

It has been a long haul for the instrument 
because, unlike other woodwinds, the clarinet 
has a short history. Though, as we’ll see, 
its development was somewhat protracted, 
in effect it took fewer than 140 years to 
go from the newly emerged clarinet, as we 
know it today, to Benny Goodman on stage at  
Carnegie Hall. 

Swing and jazz clarinettists played with 
highly developed vibratos and they were 
almost instantly recognisable one from another. 
But their classical counterparts play with 
a variety of sounds, some with and many 
without vibrato – which can be described 
as a ‘pulsating’ effect. The two main schools  
of playing are German and French. The German 
school plays very largely without vibrato and 
has a centred, classical sound once described 
as ‘like a marble statue – beautiful but cool.’ This 

what is charming is to imagine father 
and son Baermann performing the work 
together, as they often did. For Mendelssohn 
this was an opportunity to characterise the 
instruments as singers on stage. 

7  Mozart: Clarinet Quintet in A major,  
 K. 581 – I. Allegro

As with his Quintet, this work was inspired 
by the figure of Anton Stadler, and again 
it was probably written for his basset 
clarinet. It was composed in 1789. It’s 
always been one of the most popular works 
for clarinet in the repertoire because of 
the abundance of lyrical melodies, and 
the bewitchingly beautiful slow movement 
in particular. It’s a work both lovely and 
consoling. Mozart’s father had died two 
years previously and his wife was ill, 
but the Quintet expresses great warmth 
and a real sense of dialogue between 
the instruments. There is a great serenity 
in the slow movement, a serenity which 
also embraces sadness. But the opening 
movement is the one that establishes the 
direction of the music. Mozart cleverly 
introduces separate roles for the quartet 
and the clarinet and then combines them, 
to create a new timbre and emotion. As the 
music rises and falls, the five instruments 
engage in the most genial, warm-spirited 
and lovely conversation imaginable.

8  Weber: Clarinet Concerto No. 1 
 in F minor, Op. 73 – 
 III. Rondo: Allegretto

Weber was the ‘Father of German Opera’, 
a composer of huge drama and flair with 
a taste for the dramatic. He also had 
a real interest in the clarinet, and in 
1811 wrote three works for the instrument. 
Weber was yet another in the long line 
of composers to fall under the spell of a 
distinguished practitioner of the instrument, 
in this case Heinrich Bärmann, an ex-Army 
band clarinettist who was now a prominent 
member of the orchestra in Munich. Bärmann 
played a ten-key clarinet and Weber wrote 
a Concertino for him, which proved so 
popular that he followed it with a fully-
fledged Concerto, later adding a second. 
Both these works were commissioned by 
none other than King Maximilian I of 
Bavaria. By now composer and clarinettist 
were fast friends and undertook a long tour 
together performing Weber’s music with 
renewed success. The Concerto in F minor 
calls upon all of Weber’s ripest operatic 
instincts. In his hand the clarinet takes on the 
swagger and opulence of an operatic diva, 
whilst his orchestra provides rich support. 
The clarinet’s persona is wonderfully 
established in the opening movement, with 
the widest range and sense of colour 
and fantasy. After a slow movement aria  
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allows players to unfold phrases of considerable 
length and unbroken beauty of sound. The 
French school, developed in Paris, lays greater 
emphasis on technical facility and brilliance, and 
the sound produced is more vibrant than that of 
the German school. 

Each clarinet has its own spectrum of 
colours and these will generate their own series 
of emotions and feelings in the listener. The full 
tone of the B flat clarinet is a standard sound, 
whereas if a composer wants to produce a 
sharper, more cutting, even ‘rustic’ sound, he 
will abandon the B flat and move to the C 
clarinet. To suggest mocking, you’ll use an even 
higher instrument, whereas to convey powerfully 
suppressed emotion or deep feeling you will use 
a lower instrument like the bass clarinet. As it’s 
a very expressive instrument it is particularly 
good for long, singing lines; the Romantic 
composers loved it for this reason. It can also 
colour in a myriad of ways, and each player 
can bring his or her own sensibility to extract 
a wide variety of qualities from the instrument. 
Though the orchestral classical player will sit 
down, the concerto soloist – as well as marching 
band, or often the folk or jazz player – will be 
standing, and this imparts another quality, that of 
immediacy of projection. 

The clarinet is a five part instrument – 
mouthpiece, barrel joint, upper joint, lower 
joint and bell. Whatever type of music is being 
played the mechanism is the same and the sound 

is produced identically. The player blows into 
a mouthpiece with attached reed, which is the 
generator of the sound, and the tubular length, 
with cut holes, is the resonator. Through the use 
of lip and mouth the sound can be made. 

Before sound, of course, we must have 
the instrument itself. Like its cousin, the oboe, 
the clarinet developed as a kind of shepherd 
instrument. In this case it began as a chalumeau, 
a word that owes its derivation to the Greek 
kalamos, which means ‘reed’ and/or to the Latin 
calumus, which means ‘pipe’. The chalumeau 
was effective but rather primitive, and it needed 
significant advances for it to mutate into the 
modern clarinet. Eventually it was a German, a 
certain Johann Christoph Denner, an instrument 
maker in Nuremberg, who proved the agent 
for change. Between 1690 and around 1700 
he developed an instrument of range, purity 
and considerable flexibility such that it was 
immediately distinguishable from the sound of 
the chalumeau, which though identical in look, 
only had nine notes. In fact to our eye the early 
clarinet looked much like a recorder. And rather 
disappointingly no chalumeau has survived the 
ravages of time, which means we can, at best, 
make an educated guess or reasonable series of 
deductions as to its actual sound; reproductions 
naturally exist. Denner’s advance was to add 
two extra holes and, over time, two or three 
keys. Later still Iwan Müller, a considerable 
virtuoso himself, was responsible for creating the 

normal song, and more like a little ‘scene’ 
or even a little cantata. Whatever form it 
truly is, the results are enchanting. Schubert 
chose the clarinet with care. He may have 
remembered that Mozart wrote a role for 
the instrument in one aria in his opera 
La clemenza di Tito but in any case what 
appealed to him was how the human voice 
interacted with the clarinet’s shadings and 
timbre, and colour, how the two ‘voices’ 
blended together and moved apart. Some 
believe that Schubert was imitating the 
sounds of the alphorn, which he may have 
heard, and that whilst the most obvious 
instrument to have used would have been 
the plaintive oboe – which was a ‘rustic’ 
instrument in origin – here he decided 
instead to convey a greater sense of range 
through the clarinet. The clarinet is perfect 
here, especially with its richer, deeper, and 
lower range. The clarinet can sit high, to 
suggest the mountain heights, and then 
can suddenly swoop low, to suggest the 
plateau and valleys below. The clarinet and 
the soprano each utter their own mournful 
songs, and the clarinet expresses genuine 
loneliness and longing before Schubert 
allows them both quicker and more athletic 
music. Schubert characterises the clarinet  
as human in its range of expression and 
the result is music of huge loveliness, drama 
and passion. 

6  Mendelssohn: Concert Piece in F major 
 for clarinet, basset-horn and piano – 
 I. Presto

It won’t be much of a surprise by now to 
know that yet another clarinettist played a 
vital role in the composition of Mendelssohn’s 
Concert Pieces for clarinet, basset-horn and 
piano. This was Heinrich Baermann, a 
friend of the composer Carl Maria von 
Weber. Along with his own son, Carl (who 
played the basset-horn), Baermann went 
off on a concert tour to Russia in 1832 
and solicited a work from Mendelssohn. 
The result was the Concert Piece No. 1 in  
F major, Op. 113. It met with considerable 
success and the clarinettist eagerly sent a 
message back to the composer to ask for a 
companion work, which Mendelssohn duly 
wrote. The Presto of the earlier work opens 
with a strong but brief fanfare, before first 
the clarinet and then the lower, meatier 
sounding basset-horn spin some succulent 
lyrical lines and then exchange thoughts 
on the matter. Mendelssohn takes great 
pleasure in contrasting the sounds of the 
two instruments over piano accompaniment, 
not least when the lower instrument 
ruminates underneath the clarinet’s elegant 
songfulness, and where the two echo each 
other’s phrases and expand on them. He is 
also infusing some operatic vitality; each 
instrument takes on a vocal persona, and 
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13-key clarinet which had an associated flurry of 
extras – the keys were constructed and padded 
differently than ever before and made specific 
technical advances elsewhere as well – and this 
immeasurably improved the sound. He also did 
away with the manner in which the mouthpiece 
was attached to the reed – which historically 
had always been with a length of cord that 
occasionally unravelled – and substituted instead 
metal. This improved the sound still further 
and enhanced articulation. Müller’s invention 
enlarged the tone and the notes that could be 
played with a fine tone. Tone was always the 
major goal, and the ability to play in tune. All 
developments led to the establishment of these 
qualities – virtuosity would inevitably follow.

The sound produced by the early, pre-Müller 
clarinet would have been much more shrill than 
the ‘mellow’ sound he developed and that we 
know today. Indeed the new instrument was 
given a new name, to distinguish it from the 
chalumeau, and this was clarinetto, or ‘little 
trumpet’ – clarino is Italian for trumpet, etto for 
small. Why trumpet? Again, it was a question 
of the sound and perhaps of history. The first 
known chalumeau tutor in English, published 
in 1706, referred to the instrument as the 
‘Mock Trumpet’. This quality persisted in the 
early clarinet which had a more penetrating, 
direct sound than today’s instrument. In fact 
in early operatic performances the chalumeau 
was retained and used in preference to the 

clarinet when composers wanted to summon 
up a pastoral scene. It was felt to be warmer, 
more rustic and more believable a tone than the 
strident early clarinet. The old name didn’t wholly 
die out however and the chalumeau register 
remains the name for the lower notes, the others 
being clarino and altissimo.

Like most instruments there’s a very tactile 
relationship between it and its player; the 
physicality of the instrument, its construction – 
the way one takes it apart, puts it back together, 
and looks after it – is very important. Over the 
years quite large numbers of different woods 
have been used to make clarinets. Boxwood 
was very popular and today African hardwood 
or Blackwood has proved popular. You may 
also come across hard rubber, plastic and metal 
clarinets – even ivory (not very successful as it 
can break). One advantage of an instrument 
made from, say, a composite of granadilla 
wood and carbon is that it is much more robust 
when it comes to humidity and temperature 
variation, always major concerns for the 
clarinettist as it plays havoc with intonation. 
Non-wood instruments suffer less in this respect 
– but the disadvantage is that they are heavier 
than wooden instruments. The mouthpiece is 
made from hard rubber, and the reed usually 
from the cane of the grass called Arundo donax. 

Composers didn’t need long to become 
aware of the potential of the newly developed 
instrument. Vivaldi incorporated clarinets into his 

Hermstedt in later years for Spohr, was 
perfectly happy to experiment with the 
clarinet and change it. Stadler decided to 
increase the bottom of the clarinet’s range, 
adding more notes, and this became the 
‘basset clarinet’. This is the instrument for 
which Mozart wrote his Clarinet Concerto. 
He completed it shortly before his death 
in 1791 having re-used material he had 
intended for a concerto for basset-horn. This 
beautiful work balances virtuosity with a 
huge range of expression, nowhere more so 
than in the celebrated slow movement. This 
opens with so gorgeous a melody that one 
wonders how Mozart can build on it, but 
of course he does. The clarinet twists and 
turns over the melody line, then expands 
its song by exploring lower and higher 
registers, colouring like a great painter with 
subtle changes of tone and speed. When 
the great tune returns, it is a truly heart  
stopping moment.

4  Brahms: Clarinet Quintet  
 in B minor, Op. 115 – I. Allegro 

Like Mozart’s clarinet works, Brahms wrote 
his toward the end of his life. And, as 
with Mozart and Spohr, there was another 
inspiring figure involved, Richard Mühlfeld. 
Brahms’s works for the instrument are 
characterised by mellowness and a quiet 
autumnal beauty. He judged the use of the 

clarinet perfectly for this feeling, exploring 
its melancholy qualities with unerring 
sensitivity. Brahms writes exciting music in 
this Quintet – there’s a section in the third 
movement which is reminiscent of gypsy 
music – but in the main he avoids virtuosic 
writing. This may have been because 
Mühlfeld was better known for expression, 
sensitivity and warmth of expression 
than for any truly outstanding displays of 
technique. In fact he had originally been a 
violinist, switching to become an orchestral 
clarinettist quite late. The first movement of 
the Quintet is wonderfully spacious, and 
Brahms allows interplay between strings 
and clarinet. In fact it’s the violin that has 
the first say, and the clarinet follows. In this 
way Brahms ensures that there is give and 
take between the five instruments, a flowing 
sense of music-making rather than one main 
instrument and four supporting ones. The 
clarinet’s sound remains warm, mellow, 
and the passions that the clarinet explores 
are deliberately contained, at least for now.
 

5  Schubert: Der Hirt auf dem Felsen, 
 D. 965

In English this is known as ‘The Shepherd 
on the Rock’ and the clarinet takes on the 
role of a shepherd’s pipe as it echoes the 
words of the poet Wilhelm Müller, sung by 
a soprano. It’s actually rather longer than a 
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become increasingly widely admired. The 
reason isn’t hard to seek. The First Concerto 
was probably written by 1805 and was 
published in 1811 in Leipzig. As a first 
class clarinettist himself, Crusell knew the 
instrument from the inside. As an orchestral 
player he knew how best to balance it 
and how to show off its range and finest 
features. In this finale we hear him allow the 
soloist room for virtuosic runs, wide changes 
in timbre and colour – most notably when 
he exploits the clarinet’s registers. There 
is never a dull moment in a high spirited 
Rondo that captivatingly conveys just how 
charming, fast and exciting the clarinet 
can be. 

2 	 Spohr: Clarinet Concerto No. 1  
 in C minor, Op. 26 – III. Rondo: Vivace 

Like Crusell, Louis Spohr’s reputation 
dimmed over the years, but there is a 
major difference: in his time Spohr (1784–
1859) was considered one of music’s great 
masters and his esteem was huge. He 
was a virtuoso violinist and one or two of 
the concertos for his own instrument have 
always been on the edges of the repertory. 
But he also wrote marvellous works for 
clarinet. Like some other composers, he 
had a particular clarinettist in mind – in 
Spohr’s case Johann Simon Hermstedt, who 
inspired him to write this First Concerto in 

1808. Spohr hadn’t known too much about 
the actual mechanics of clarinet playing, 
and it was left to Hermstedt to adapt the 
instrument in the light of Spohr’s demands 
in this concerto. The most incredible change 
was that Hermstedt increased the number 
of keys from five to no fewer than 13! 
This increased the instrument’s range and 
response, a fascinating example of a piece 
of music leading directly to changes in the 
development in the instrument itself. It’s also 
a lively, and highly effective work, Classical 
in its feel. The vigorous opening is followed 
by a slow movement of great beauty, before 
we arrive at the freewheeling Rondo finale. 
Spohr must really have trusted his soloist 
here, because this is a wickedly difficult 
movement, full of virtuosic moments and 
calling for a real control of breath and lip. 
Spohr leads a merry dance, with plenty of 
high spirits and fun.

3  Mozart: Clarinet Concerto in A major, 
 K. 622 – II. Adagio

Mozart was another composer to have 
been impressed by a clarinettist friend. 
In his case it was Anton Stadler, who 
was employed, along with his brother 
Johann, in the Vienna Court Orchestra. 
Mozart had always loved the clarinet and in 
meeting Stadler he found an instrumentalist 
of the highest class and also one who, like 

Concerti grossi in 1740 and before the end of 
the same decade Handel had asked for clarinets 
for an overture of his own. All major composers 
now turned to the instrument and by 1760 the 
Mannheim Orchestra, the most advanced and 
brilliant band of its time, had begun to employ 
the clarinet, for which concertos were then 
composed. Composers like Stamitz showed how 
fluently the instrument could run through the 
registers and how valuable this was. This in turn 
led to the rise of the virtuosos and they redoubled 
enthusiasm through their dexterity; one thing 
led to another. Mozart, inspired by his friend 
Anton Stadler, wrote for him a Concerto and 
a Quintet, still the most popular and beautiful 
works in the repertoire. Attracted to the vocal 
quality of the instrument, Mozart imbued it with 
an extraordinary pathos and depth. The clarinet 
now became a prominent orchestral instrument 
too – Beethoven wrote profoundly well for it in 
his symphonies, notably in No. 6 the Pastoral – 
and from here there was no stopping the clarinet. 
Weber and Rossini suffused the repertoire 
with athletic brilliance, stunningly demanding, 
sometimes florid, and always captivating works. 
Weber was inspired by the virtuoso Heinrich 
Baermann to thrilling effect. By the end of the 
19th century many works had been written, 
none more lovely, autumnal and expressive than 
those by Brahms. He too had heard a player 
of inspirational qualities, the famous Richard 
Mühlfeld of the Meiningen Orchestra. 

Brahms’s clarinet works sum up everything 
that is most eloquent and beautiful about the 
clarinet, especially in its role in Romantic music. 
It has a wide variety of sounds throughout 
its compass, from the lower to the high, all 
seamlessly integrated by the player. It has a 
speaking, intimate and vocal quality, sometimes 
wistful, sometimes autumnal, and always 
expressive. It can suggest both the richness 
of a soprano operatic aria and the folk-like 
aura of a village square or tavern. It responds 
to fast, intricate virtuoso writing as well as 
to more languid, slow music. And despite its 
relatively short history, it has become a much 
loved instrument, always in demand in the 
classroom, and at home, and in the professional 
world. It remains the embodiment of elegance  
and beauty.

1 	 Crusell: Clarinet Concerto No. 1  
 in E flat major, Op. 1 – 
 III. Rondo: Allegretto 

Sometimes it takes many years for a 
composer’s music to make a breakthrough. 
That was certainly the case with Bernhard 
Henrik Crusell, who was born in 1775. This 
son of a bookseller spent decades playing 
the clarinet in the Royal Opera Orchestra 
in Stockholm and his reputation was strictly 
local. In the past few decades, however, 
his three clarinet concertos and other works 
for that instrument, in particular, have 


