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Movt II, Three Pieces for Clarinet by Igor Stravinsky

Movt II of Stravinsky’s Three Pieces for Clarinet, can be analyzed in many different ways.  Of the methods employed, little seems to have been discovered in attempts to shed light on the organization and structure of this showpiece.  I will discuss it in terms of form, chordal analysis, and pitch centricity.

Written in a sort of free form, with phrases denoted by breath marks, the manuscript suggests it to be of a quasi-improvisitory feel.   Dynamics also serve to add a unique contour to the movement which generally begins and end at mezzo-forte and is interspersed with a middle section alternating between pianissimo and mezzo-piano.  Written close in time to his Circus Polka, this middle section immediately following the first double bar (at letter G) has a similar dance-like feel.   A theme of sorts is presented in the second half of the section between letter A and letter B.  This theme returns at the end of the piece immediately preceeding letter P.  From letters A through and including F, and from letter N through the end of the piece could be loosely considered “A” sections.  From letters G through and including M can be thought of as a contrasting “B” section of a different texture entrirely.  The “A” sections consist mainly of runs and figures mostly in the upper range of the instrument while the “B” section is played more quietly and utilizes grace-notes heavily.

Upon analyzing this movement in terms of chords (trichords, tetrachords, etc…), the most informative approach seems to be by examining trichords.  The Forte labeled trichords 3-7, 3-2 and 3-11 make up most of the pitch structures appearing in this movement.  Various inversions of these are utilized in constructing the melodic lines.  The “A” section consists predominantly of set classes 3-7 and 3-11 while the “B” section consists heavily of set class 3-2.  Beyond the scope of trichords, the melodic runs of larger numbers of notes (such as at letter D) can imply changes in harmonic density.  For example at letter D a seven note group is followed by an eight note group of notes, however the density decreases as the first is a hexachord and the second is a pentachord.   Later in the movement, from letter N up until letter P, a pattern of hexachord-pentachord-hexachord and septachord-pentachord-septachord  adds an interesting shift in densities.  In this analysis only a few chords were discovered to recur.  Set class 4-10 appears at the very beginning of the movement, once again at letter C and then three times at the end (letter P).  Set class 5-30 appears in the beginning (letter A) and at the end as well (letter O).  Set class 4-22, appears twice almost consecutively within letter E.  And lastly set class 6-33 appears twice, once before the first fermata at letter F, and  at the beginning of letter O where the mezzo-forte reappears in the second “A” section.

Regarding pitch-centricity there appear to be three main pitches in this piece:  G, C and E.  The first “A” section has a strong presence of the pitch G, as is shown in the attached score.  Phrases often end on this note.  The second half of the first “A” section then moves to a centricity around the pitch C as phrases often end on this note and keep returning to it.  Finally this section concludes once again on a G creating an overall G-C-G structure.   The “B” section begins on the pitch E, the lowest note on most soprano clarinets disregarding Bassett clarinets in the key of A and some rare instruments.  The “B” section moves generally from E to G and back to E.  The final “A” section begins on G (at letter O) and finishes on E (structure:  G-E)  As an interesting side note, the mechanics of the clarinet may shed some light to this over all movement structure of G-C-E.  On the clarinet the pitches (disregarding octaves) G, C and E can be fingered using consecutive scalar fingerings.  Specifically, G is fingered as the third lowest note on the instrument, C is fingered the same as F which is the second lowest note on the instrument, and E is the lowest note on the clarinet.  (This phenomenon occurs due to the interval of harmonics and overblowing of a 12th which occurs on the clarinet as a result of it’s bore and the acoustical characteristics related to this design;  a saxophone and flute by contrast overblow an octave instead of a 12th).  

As one last interesting note, regarding voice leading, the theme which was metioned earlier displays voice leading moving from D-D-Bb-A-G.  If the ending notes of the movement, F# and E are added, a sort of modal scale can be created:  G-A-Bb-C-D-E-F#-G which could be implied to be an additional consideration regarding the structure of this work.

Written in 1919, Three Pieces for Clarinet fall into an intermediary period following Stravinsky’s very popular ballets of The Rite of Spring and The Firebird but preceding his forays into serialism and rotational arrays.  This period (containing this clarinet suite) is best analyzed as a mixture of his Russian folk heritage, modal exploration and experimentations in tone colors as exhibited by this colorful work for solo clarinet exploring low, middle and high registers.  Despite the difficulty in approaching an analysis of this sort, sometimes the most intriguing pieces are the ones which manage to elude analysis yet bring delight to the listener as well.

