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Artie Shaw Concerto for Clarinet is a significant work in the clarinet repertoire, composed by the
renowned American clarinetist and bandleader Artie Shaw in 1940. This concerto, often celebrated for its
innovative blend of classical and jazz elements, showcases Shaw's virtuosity and deep understanding of both
genres. Artie Shaw's contribution to music extends beyond his performances; he was a pioneer in merging
jazz with classical forms, and this concerto is a prime example of that synthesis. In this article, we will
delve into the background, structure, musical characteristics, and impact of the Artie Shaw Concerto for

Clarinet.



Background of Artie Shaw

Artie Shaw was born Arthur Arshawsky on May 23, 1910, in New York City. He began playing the
clarinet at a young age and quickly developed a passion for music, influenced by the sounds of jazz and
classical traditions. By the late 1930s, Shaw had emerged as one of the leading figures in the big band era,

leading a highly successful orchestra that produced numerous hits.

Shaw’s Influence on Music

Shaw was not just a musician but also a composer and a bandleader who pushed the boundaries of jazz. His
desire to elevate jazz to an art form comparable to classical music led him to create works that integrated
the improvisational nature of jazz with the structured forms of classical compositions. This ambition

culminated in the creation of the Concerto for Clarinet.

Composition of the Concerto

The Artie Shaw Concerto for Clarinet was composed during a time when jazz was gaining popularity and
acceptance in the concert hall. Shaw wrote this piece specifically for himself, showcasing his unique style
and technical prowess on the clarinet. The concerto was premiered by Shaw with the New York

Philharmonic conducted by the eminent maestro, Leonard Bernstein.

Structure of the Concerto

The concerto is structured in three movements:

1. Allegro - This opening movement features a lively tempo and showcases Shaw's virtuosic playing. It
begins with a bold orchestral introduction before the clarinet enters with a lyrical melody, which is soon

interspersed with playful jazz motifs.

2. Andante con moto - The second movement is slower and more lyrical, allowing for expressive playing.
This movement is characterized by its rich harmonies and the clarinet's soaring lines, demonstrating Shaw's

ability to convey deep emotions through his instrument.

3. Allegro molto - The final movement returns to a brisk tempo and incorporates elements of jazz, such as
syncopation and swing rhythms. This movement showcases the clarinet's agility and includes sections for

improvisation, a hallmark of Shaw's style.



Musical Characteristics

The Artie Shaw Concerto for Clarinet is distinguished by its innovative blend of jazz and classical elements.

Several musical characteristics stand out:

Melodic Lines

- The concerto features a variety of melodic lines that range from lyrical and expressive to playful and
syncopated.
- Shaw's use of jazz idioms, such as blue notes and swing, gives the piece a unique character that sets it

apart from traditional classical concertos.

Orchestration

- The orchestration of the concerto includes a full symphony orchestra, which provides a lush backdrop for
the clarinet.
- Shaw effectively uses the orchestra to complement and contrast with the solo clarinet, creating a dialogue

between the two.

Improvisation

- One of the defining features of the concerto is the opportunities for improvisation, particularly in the fast-
paced final movement.
- Shaw's background in jazz allows him to infuse the piece with spontaneity and creativity, making each

performance unique.

Impact and Legacy

The Artie Shaw Concerto for Clarinet has had a lasting impact on both the classical and jazz worlds. It is

considered a pivotal work that bridges the gap between these two genres.

Influence on Other Musicians

- Many clarinetists and musicians have been inspired by Shaw's work, integrating jazz elements into their



performances.
- The concerto remains a popular choice for clarinetists seeking to showcase their technical skill and

musicality in a concert setting.

Continued Performances

- The concerto is regularly performed by orchestras and featured in recitals, highlighting its enduring
appeal.
- Shaw's innovative approach has encouraged a generation of musicians to explore the fusion of jazz and

classical music.

Recordings

Numerous recordings of the Artie Shaw Concerto for Clarinet exist, some of which feature Shaw himself

performing the work. Notable recordings include:

1. Artie Shaw with the New York Philharmonic - The original performance that set the stage for the
concerto’s reputation.
2. Subsequent interpretations by contemporary clarinetists - Various clarinetists have recorded the piece,

each bringing their unique interpretation and style.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Artie Shaw Concerto for Clarinet stands as a testament to Artie Shaw's brilliance as a
musician and composer. By integrating jazz elements into a classical framework, Shaw created a work that
not only showecases his virtuosic clarinet playing but also challenges the boundaries of musical genres. The
concerto remains a significant piece in the clarinet repertoire, influencing countless musicians and
continuing to captivate audiences with its innovative blend of styles. Shaw's legacy as a pioneer of jazz and
classical fusion lives on through this remarkable work, ensuring that his contributions to music will be

celebrated for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Artie Shaw and why is his Concerto for Clarinet significant?

Artie Shaw was a renowned American clarinetist, bandleader, and composer, famous for his contributions to



jazz and popular music in the 1930s and 1940s. His Concerto for Clarinet, composed in 1940, is significant as
it blends classical elements with jazz influences, showcasing the clarinet's versatility and Shaw's innovative

approach to music.

What are the main characteristics of Artie Shaw's Concerto for Clarinet?

The Concerto for Clarinet features a combination of classical orchestration and jazz rhythms, including a
lyrical first movement, a lively second movement with syncopated rhythms, and a dramatic third
movement that highlights the clarinet's expressive capabilities. It reflects Shaw's unique style and technical

prowess.

How has Artie Shaw's Concerto for Clarinet influenced contemporary
clarinetists?

Shaw's Concerto for Clarinet has influenced contemporary clarinetists by expanding the repertoire for the
instrument and inspiring musicians to explore the fusion of classical and jazz styles. Many clarinetists today

perform the concerto, highlighting its technical challenges and expressive potential.

‘What is the historical context in which Artie Shaw composed the
Concerto for Clarinet?

Artie Shaw composed the Concerto for Clarinet during a time when jazz was becoming increasingly
popular, yet there was a strong classical music tradition in the United States. The concerto represents a
bridge between these two worlds, reflecting Shaw's desire to elevate jazz to a concert hall level while

maintaining its improvisational roots.

Are there notable recordings of Artie Shaw's Concerto for Clarinet?

Yes, there are several notable recordings of Artie Shaw's Concerto for Clarinet, including Shaw's original
recording in 1940. Additionally, many renowned clarinetists such as Benny Goodman and today’s artists
have interpreted the piece, contributing to its popularity and continued relevance in both jazz and classical

music circles.

‘What challenges does the Concerto for Clarinet present to performers?

The Concerto for Clarinet presents several challenges to performers, including complex rhythms, rapid
passages, and the need for both technical proficiency and emotional expression. Musicians must navigate the
piece's intricate interplay between jazz and classical elements, requiring a deep understanding of both

genres.
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