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   As the “King of Swing,” clarinetist and band leader Benny Goodman 

(1909-1986) popularized the clarinet during the 1930s–40s. Simultaneous 
with his legendary accomplishments in the burgeoning jazz world of his time 

was his abiding interest in classical music (including a 1940 recording of 
Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto). He commissioned many composers to write new 

classical music for the clarinet, among them Darius Milhaud, Paul Hindemith, 

Béla Bartók, and Morton Gould. In 1947, he asked Aaron Copland to write 
him a concerto.  

   While Copland seriously considered Goodman’s style in writing the piece, it 
would certainly be inaccurate to categorize it as a strictly jazz concerto per 

se. Interestingly, Copland began working on it during a lecture residency in 

Rio de Janeiro, at a time when he was greatly interested in Latin-American 
musical idioms. He acknowledged that some of the thematic content in the 

concerto’s second part was drawn from a popular Brazilian folk melody. 

   Goodman had originally set no restrictions on Copland’s writing. But during 

the composition and rehearsal process, Goodman, despite his virtuosity, was 

anxious about the unrelenting technical challenges that the score posed for 
him. He asked Copland to make some adjustments, and delayed the 

premiere of the work to gain more practice time. Copland accommodated 
with some minor alterations, and Goodman finally premiered the work in 

1950, with Fritz Reiner conducting the NBC Radio Symphony Orchestra. The 
Concerto gained further notoriety when Jerome Robbins used it for his ballet, 

The Pied Piper, which premiered in 1951 to rave reviews. 

   The piece is written in two movements, to be played without pause, rather 
than the traditional three movements associated with the concerto form. 

Instrumentation is also unconventional. As Copland explained, “The 
instrumentation being clarinet with strings, harp, and piano, I did not have a 

large battery of percussion to achieve jazzy effects, so I used slapping 
basses and whacking harp sounds to simulate them.” 

   The harp briefly sets mood and tempo at the start. The clarinet begins a 

dialogue with the languorous violins. It is an achingly slow, beautiful 
expression of melancholy (which Copland called a “pas de deux”) that blends 

seamlessly with the lower strings and harp as they sustain a quiet pulse. A 



gentle, rising and falling energy builds to a robust forte moment, after which 

clarinet and orchestra gradually settle into a serene, fading chord. 

    The cadenza that follows is a dramatic and virtuosic link introducing bits 

of the melodic content heard in the second movement. Copland described 
the overall form of this movement as “… that of a free rondo, with several 

side issues developed at some length.” Those “side issues” are full of spiky 

rhythms flavored with Brazilian brio and dashes of humor, all resolved in a 
frenetic, ornate coda ending with a bright, Gershwinesque clarinet glissando 

(or in jazz parlance, “smear”) sliding from the low register up to high C.  
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