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The Bass Clarinet as a Featured Voice

Infroduction: The Character of the Bass Clarinet

The bass clarinet is an instrument of contradictions and revelations.
Pitched in B-flat and sounding one octave below the standard
soprano clarinet, it possesses a tonal range and expressive capacity
that has compelled composers across nearly two centuries to reach
for it when ordinary orchestral voices will not suffice. Its chalumeau
register—the deep, resonant low end—produces tones often
described as "dark velvet": warm, mellow, and faintly ominous,
capable of evoking introspection, melancholy, mystery, and dread
in equal measure. Its clarion register, by contrast, projects with a
bright, penetrating clarity that can carry a melodic line over a full
orchestra. In the altissimo range, the instrument takes on a narrow,
incisive quality that borders on the otherworldly.

For much of the nineteenth century, the bass clarinet served
primarily as an orchestral utility—a low-register extension of the
clarinet section, used to darken woodwind textures or double
bassoon lines. Its emancipation as a solo and featured voice began
gradually with opera composers like Meyerbeer and Wagner,
accelerated through the symphonic ambitions of Mahler, and
achieved full independence in the twentieth century thanks to
pioneering performers and sympathetic contemporary composers.
On March 23, 1955, Czech clarinetist Josef Hordk gave what is widely
regarded as the first solo bass clarinet recital in history, a watershed
event that reframed the instrument as a legitimate soloist’s voice.
The Dutch virtuoso Harry Sparnaay (1944-2017) carried this revolution
further, commissioning over 650 new works and demonstrating
throughout a prolific career that the bass clarinet could sustain entire
concert programs of the highest artistic caliber.

Today, the bass clarinet occupies a unique position in the musical
landscape. In classical music, it commands a growing repertoire of
concertos, sonatas, and chamber works, while also retaining its
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power as an orchestral colorist of singular character. In film music, its
dark timbre and psychological associations have made it an
indispensable tool for composers seeking to evoke menace, sorrow,
alienation, and the uncanny. The report that follows documents the
most prominent and distinctive uses of this remarkable instrument
across both domains.

The Three Registers of the Bass Clarinet

CHALUMEAU REGISTER CLARION REGISTER ALTISSIMO REGISTER
(Low) (Middle) (High)
Written Bb2 - Bb3 Written B3 - C5 Written C#5 - C6 and above
Dark, warm, velvety — the signature voice. Bright, projecting, vocal quality. Narrow, incisive, otherworldly.
Evokes mystery, melancholy, and dread. Carries melodic lines over full orchestra Requires advanced embouchure control.
Lower Pitch ascends - Higher

Figure 1: The Three Registers of the Bass Clarinet
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The Bass Clarinet as a Featured Voice

Section 1: Classical and Concert Music

The following entries are organized chronologically and include only
works in which the bass clarinet plays a prominent, distinctive, or solo
role—pieces where the composer deliberately highlighted the
instrument beyond its standard orchestral doubling function.

Chronological Scope: Bass Clarinet as a Featured Voice (1836-2018)

BN Opera/Orchestra BBl Chamber HEE Solo/Concerto  HEE Film

CLASSICAL & CONCERT

L 4 L J 4 L L & » *0 * @ *9e * @ L J
maent:
Sesenamaren

aun) ermmann (Giaserth) (Gelasman)  Plumen) [ParkerShore]

FILM SCORES

1825 1850 1875 1900 1925 1950 1975 2000 2025
Year

Figure 2: Chronological Scope of Featured Bass Clarinet Works (1836-2018)
Operatic and Orchestral Works

Les Huguenots — Act V Solo

Composer: Giacomo Meyerbeer | Period: 1836

This opera marks a foundational moment in the bass clarinet’s history
as a featured instrument. In Act V, during the Grand Trio depicting
the St. Bartholomew’s Day massacre, Meyerbeer wrote a striking 25-
measure unaccompanied bass clarinet solo—the instrument’s first
major operatic spotlight. Remarkably, the bass clarinet appears
nowhere else in the entire opera; Meyerbeer introduced it solely for
this singular dramatic moment. The solo was premiered by Franco
Dacosta, a virtuoso bass clarinetist at the Paris Opera, and the
passage was later cited by Hector Berlioz in his influential Treatise on
Orchestration as a model for the instrument’s expressive potential.
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» Listen on YouTube — Les Huguenots, Act V (Meyerbeer)

Tristan und Isolde — King Mark’s Lament (Act Il)

Composer: Richard Wagner | Period: 1859

Wagner understood the bass clarinet’'s mournful and introspective
character more deeply than virtually any composer of his era. In
Tristan und Isolde, the instrument plays approximately twenty pages
of music, but rises to its greatest prominence during King Mark’s
devastating aria in Act ll, Scene 3, where it functions as an
instrumental co-protagonist to the betrayed king's voice. The bass
clarinet’s dark, lamenting timbre mirrors Mark’s grief and moral
anguish with extraordinary psychological precision. This opera
solidified the instrument’s place as a regular, indispensable member
of the orchestral woodwind section rather than an occasional
special effect.

» Listen on YouTube — Tristan und Isolde (Wagner)

Symphony No. 1 in D Major

Composer: Gustav Mahler | Period: 1888

Mahler’'s symphonies represent a sustained, career-long love affair
with the bass clarinet. In the First Symphony, the instrument
contributes atmospheric textures and lyrical melodic lines that
substantially shape the work’s character, particularly in the third
movement's funeral march, where its dark timbre heightens the
music’s ironic, dreame-like quality. Mahler wrote with deep
understanding of the bass clarinet’s unique timbral properties,
treating it not as a mere low-register reinforcement but as a solo
voice with distinctive personality.

» Listen on YouTube — Symphony No. 1 (Mahler)
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Symphony No. 4 in G Major — Second Movement

Composer: Gustav Mahler | Period: 1901

The second movement is a grotesque scherzo whose defining
feature is a solo violin retuned a whole step higher than standard
pitch—a technique called scordatura, giving the instrument a
piercing, macabre quality that Mahler associated with Death striking
up a dance. Within this unsettled landscape, the bass clarinet
contributes a dark, brooding undercurrent, its low register intensifying
the movement’s eerie, danse macabre character. Mahler’s
masterful orchestration treats the bass clarinet not as mere
reinforcement but as a distinct voice whose warm, shadowed timbre
deepens the music’s atmosphere of grotesque irony and concealed
dread. This passage demonstrates why Mahler remains among the
most important orchestral advocates for the bass clarinet.

» Listen on YouTube — Symphony No. 4 (Mahler)

Symphonies No. 7 and No. 9

Composer: Gustav Mahler | Period: 1905-1910

Both of Mahler’s later symphonies contain significant featured writing
for the bass clarinet, with solo passages requiring genuine virtuosity
and interpretive depth. In the Seventh Symphony’s Nachtmusik
movements, the bass clarinet contributes to the nocturnal, shadowy
atmosphere that defines the work. In the Ninth Symphony, the
instrument participates in some of the most emotionally devastating
passages in the symphonic repertoire. Across his mature output,
Mahler consistently demonstrated that the bass clarinet could carry
musical weight equal to any orchestral principal.

» Listen on YouTube — Mahler Symphonies 7 & 9
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Five Pieces for Orchestra, Op. 16

Composer: Arnold Schoenberg | Period: 1909

Schoenberg’s groundbreaking orchestral work, a cornerstone of
musical modernism, employs the bass clarinet as an integral voice
within its radical timbral palette. The original 1909 version scored for a
large orchestra including both bass clarinet and contrabass clarinet;
the 1949 revision eliminated the contrabass clarinet but pointedly
retained the bass clarinet, underscoring its importance to the work’s
sonic identity. Within the shifting “tonality of timbre” that defines
these pieces, the bass clarinet provides a dark, distinctive color that
Schoenberg clearly considered essential.

» Listen on YouTube — Five Pieces for Orchestra (Schoenberg)

Pierrot lunaire, Op. 21

Composer: Arnold Schoenberg | Period: 1912

This landmark chamber work for voice and five instrumentalists
features a clarinetist who doubles on bass clarinet throughout the
cycle. In several movements, most notably the fifth piece (Valse de
Chopin), the performer switches from clarinet to bass clarinet,
fundamentally altering the ensemble’s color and emotional register.
The bass clarinet’s entrance darkens the texture and introduces an
element of grotesque melancholy perfectly suited to the
expressionist poetry. Schoenberg’s writing treats the bass clarinet not
as a substitute for the clarinet but as a distinct character with its own
dramatic function.

» Listen on YouTube — Pierrot lunaire (Schoenberg)
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Wozzeck, Op. 7

Composer: Alban Berg | Period: 1925

Berg's expressionist opera employs an astonishing palette of
orchestral colors, with chamber-like precision applied to a massive
ensemble. The bass clarinet contributes to the opera’s psychological
darkness throughout, its low, brooding tfimbre reflecting the fitular
soldier’'s descending madness and the social oppression that
surrounds him. Berg's orchestration frequently isolates small groups of
instruments—including the bass clarinet—in exposed passages,
ensuring the instrument’s voice is distinctly audible within the dense
musical fabric.

» Listen on YouTube — Wozzeck (Berg)

Grand Canyon Suite

Composer: Ferde Grofé | Period: 1931

Grofé's beloved orchestral suite features notable bass clarinet
passages across multiple movements, including “Sunrise,” “On the
Trail,” “Sunset,” and “Cloudburst.” The bass clarinet brings a
distinctive character to these landscapes—sometimes humorous,
sometimes contemplative—as though voicing the weariness and
wonder of a desert fraveler. The solo passages showcase the
instrument’s ability to evoke atmosphere and physical space within
an American impressionist idiom, giving it a personality quite different
from its typical European orchestral associations.

» Listen on YouTube — Grand Canyon Suite (Grofé)
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Symphony No. 8 in C Minor

Composer: Dmitri Shostakovich | Period: 1943

Shostakovich's wartime Eighth Symphony contains pungent,
exposed bass clarinet writing of considerable dramatic force. In the
development section, a gigantic crescendo is launched by
bassoons and bass clarinet together, with the bass clarinet’s dark,
penetrating tone serving as the foundation for one of the
symphony's most devastating climactic passages. Bass clarinet
excerpts from this symphony appear regularly on orchestral audition
lists, confirming the significance of the part within the professional
repertoire.

» Listen on YouTube — Symphony No. 8 (Shostakovich)

Symphony No. 7 in C Major (“Leningrad”)

Composer: Dmitri Shostakovich | Period: 1941

The second movement (Moderato) of the Leningrad Symphony
features notable bass clarinet passages that have become standard
orchestral audition excerpts. Shostakovich employs the instrument’s
dark timbre to convey the brooding emotional undertow beneath
the symphony's wartime narrative. The bass clarinet writing requires
both technical command and interpretive sensitivity, serving as a
somber counterweight to the work’s more overtly tfriumphant
passages.

» Listen on YouTube — Symphony No. 7 "Leningrad" (Shostakovich)
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Chamber Music

Miadi (Youth), JW 7/10

Composer: Leos Jandcek | Period: 1924

This wind sextet for flute, oboe, clarinet, horn, bassoon, and bass
clarinet deliberately darkens the traditional wind quintet sonority by
substituting the bass clarinet for a second higher instrument.
Composed as a “memory of youth” during Jandcek’s stay in his
birthplace of Hukvaldy around his seventieth birthday, the piece
features the bass clarinet as an essential, equal voice in the
ensemble rather than a supporting or doubling instrument. The work
was awarded the Prize of the Czech Academy of Sciences in 1925,
establishing an important precedent for the bass clarinet’s
legitimacy in chamber music.

» Listen on YouTube — MI&di (Jandcek)

Kontra-Punkte (Counter-Points), Op. 1

Composer: Karlheinz Stockhausen | Period: 1952

This pioneering post-war ensemble work for ten instruments features
the bass clarinet as one of six carefully differentiated sound groups.
Stockhausen’s revolutionary compositional concept involves
individual instruments progressively dropping out while remaining
parts become increasingly continuous, creating a dynamic balance
of prominence and withdrawal. The bass clarinet’s pairing with the
clarinet as a unified sonic unit gives it a structurally defined role that
transcends mere orchestral color, making it central to the work’s
formal architecture.

» Listen on YouTube — Kontra-Punkte (Stockhausen)
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Solo and Concertante Works

Prelude for Bass Clarinet Solo

Composer: Ruth Gipps | Period: 1959

One of the earliest standalone solo works for bass clarinet by a
significant British composer, Gipps's Prelude requires secure control
of the altissimo register and makes substantial tfechnical and
interpretive demands on the performer. The work is valued for its
musicality and beauty, demonstrating that the bass clarinet could
support a lyrical, self-contained solo composition of genuine artistic
substance well before the explosion of contemporary repertoire in
later decades.

» Listen on YouTube — Prelude for Bass Clarinet (Gipps)

Accanto

Composer: Helmut Lachenmann | Period: 1975-1976

Composed for clarinet soloist, large orchestra, and tape, Accanto
embodies Lachenmann’s Musique Concrete Instrumentale
approach, in which the soloist’s part evokes a classical concerto
while the orchestra generates a landscape of noise, friction, and
unconventional sound. The work expands the instrumental
vocabulary of the clarinet family through radical extended
techniques—key clicks, air sounds, multiphonics, and timbral
distortions—that reveal the physical materiality of sound production.
Accanto represents a philosophical fransformation of what the
clarinet and bass clarinet can mean in a concert context.

» Listen on YouTube — Accanto (Lachenmann)
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In Freundschaft (bass clarinet version)

Composer: Karlheinz Stockhausen | Period: 1977 / premiered 1981
Originally composed for solo clarinet as a birthday gift for Suzanne
Stephens, In Freundschaft was authorized by Stockhausen for
performance on bass clarinet, with the first public bass clarinet
performance given by Harry Sparnaay on January 10, 1981 in
Haarlem. The work is a “formula composition” exploring three
registral layers—melody, rhythm, and sustained tones—that the
soloist must balance in real fime. On bass clarinet, the piece takes on
a richer, darker character, and the demands of navigating three
simultaneous musical streams across the instrument’s wide range
make it a formidable technical and interpretive challenge.

» Listen on YouTube — In Freundschaft (Stockhausen)

Sequenza IXc

Composer: Luciano Berio | Period: 1980

One of the most important solo works in the bass clarinet repertoire,
Sequenza IXc is Berio's adaptation of his Sequenza IX for the lower
instrument. The work is a virtuosic tour de force employing
microtones, multiphonics, quarter-tones, rapid articulation patterns,
glissandi, and disjunct intervallic writing that pushes the bass clarinet
to the absolute limits of its expressive and technical capabilities. It
stands as definitive proof that the bass clarinet can sustain the same
level of contemporary solo virtuosity as any instrument in the modern
concert hall, and it remains a benchmark work for serious bass
clarinet soloists.

» Listen on YouTube — Sequenza IXc (Berio)
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Excursions: Variations on a Theme of Paganini for Bass Clarinet
Composer: Keith Ramon Cole | Period: 1978

This set of variations takes the famous Paganini theme—a
touchstone of instrumental virtuosity—and translates its demands to
the bass clarinet. The work ranges from passages of extreme
technical difficulty to more lyrical, accessible material,
demonstrating the full breadth of the bass clarinet’s expressive and
virtuosic possibilities within a single composition. Its existence signals
the instrument’s arrival at a level of technical respectability
previously reserved for established solo instruments.

» Listen on YouTube — Excursions on Paganini (Cole)

Autumn Sonata (Concerto for Bass Clarinet and Orchestra)
Composer: Thea Musgrave | Period: 1993

This twenty-minute concerto for bass clarinet and full orchestra
represents one of the most significant large-scale works for the
instrument. Commissioned by clarinetist Victoria Samek and inspired
by the poetry of Georg Trakl, it incorporates the opening of
Beethoven's Moonlight Sonata as an underlying current. The bass
clarinet carries the entire solo burden throughout, navigating a rich
emotional landscape from autumnal lyricism to dramatic intensity.
The work demonstrates that the bass clarinet possesses the sustaining
power and expressive range to anchor a full concerto.

» Listen on YouTube — Autumn Sonata (Musgrave)
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The Seas of Kirk Swarf, Op. 281

Composer: Peter Maxwell Davies | Period: 2007

A dedicated concerto for solo bass clarinet with string orchestra, this
three-movement work (played without break) lasts approximately
fifteen minutes and was commissioned by the St Magnus Festival. The
world premiere featured Simon Butterworth as bass clarinet soloist,
with Stefan Solyom conducting the BBC Scottish Symphony
Orchestra. Drawing inspiration from the Orkney Isles, Davies uses the
bass clarinet’s voice to evoke the restless, elemental character of
northern seas—its dark low register suggesting depths and currents,
its higher registers evoking wind and spray. The work stands among
the most significant modern bass clarinet concertos.

» Listen on YouTube — The Seas of Kirk Swarf (Davies)

Echange (Concerto for Bass Clarinet and Ensemble)

Composer: lannis Xenakis | Period: 1989

Described as “terrifying and mysterious,” Xenakis's concerto features
a virtuosic solo bass clarinet part that employs extended techniques
including multiphonics, harmonics, and passages that occasionally
lean toward jazz-influenced idioms. The work transforms the
instrument into a vehicle for sounds previously unexplored in the
concert repertoire, pushing the boundaries of what a single bass
clarinet can produce. It stands as a testament to Xenakis's radical
approach to instrumental writing and the bass clarinet’s capacity to
inhabit extreme musical landscapes.

» Listen on YouTube — Echange (Xenakis)
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A Note on the Sparnaay Legacy

No survey of the bass clarinet’s solo repertoire would be complete
without acknowledging the transformative impact of Harry Sparnaay
(1944-2017), who commissioned and premiered over 650 works for
the instrument from composers including Luciano Berio, Franco
Donatoni, Morton Feldman, Brian Ferneyhough, Helmut
Lachenmann, lannis Xenakis, and Isang Yun, among many others.
Sparnaay won first prize at the International Gaudeamus Interpreters
Competition—the first time a bass clarinetist had ever won this
prestigious award—and served as professor of bass clarinet at the
Conservatory of Amsterdam for thirty-five years, attracting students
from around the world. His life's work effectively created the modern
bass clarinet solo repertoire as we know it.
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Section 2: Film Music

In film scoring, the bass clarinet has earned a distinctive niche as a
voice of darkness, psychological complexity, and atmospheric
unease. Its deep, resonant timbre—capable of suggesting menace
without the heaviness of brass or the conventionality of strings—has
made it a favorite of composers seeking to create sonic worlds that
feel unsettling, alien, or emotionally ambiguous. The following entries
document the most prominent and well-documented examples of
the bass clarinet as a featured voice in film scores.
Survey Statistics: 30 Featured Works Across Two Domains
" Works by Category Classical vs Film Coverage

12 A

11
Film Scores
10

Number of Works

Classical &
Concert Music

Operatic & Chamber Solo & Flm
Orchestral Concertante Scores

Figure 3: Distribution of Works by Category

Frankenstein

Composer: Bernhard Kaun | Period: 1931

Among the earliest horror film scores to exploit the bass clarinet’s
dark potential, Kaun's music for the original Frankenstein uses the
instrument to establish the ominous atmosphere of the mad
scientist’s laboratory and the creature’s terrifying emergence. The
bass clarinet’s low, unsettling tones helped define what would
become an enduring association between the instrument and
cinematic horror. This score laid groundwork for a tradition that
would persist for nearly a century.
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» Listen on YouTube — Frankenstein score (Kaun, 1931)

Vertigo

Composer: Bernard Herrmann | Period: 1958

Herrmann's legendary score for Hitchcock's psychological thriller
employs two bass clarinets as part of a carefully calibrated
orchestration designed to evoke obsession, vertigo, and
psychological disintegration. The bass clarinets contribute to a
chugging, throbbing ostinato that underpins scenes of mounting
tension and disorientation, their dark fimbre reinforcing the fiim'’s
atmosphere of romantic dread and spiraling fixation. Herrmann's use
of the instrument here demonstrates how the bass clarinet can
function as a structural and atmospheric element in a score, not
merely a coloristic one.

» Listen on YouTube — Vertigo score (Herrmann)

Winnie-the-Pooh Featurettes — Eeyore’s Theme

Composer: Buddy Baker | Period: 1960s-1970s

In one of the most charming and recognizable uses of the bass
clarinet as a character leitmotif in all of film music, Buddy Baker
assigned a mournful bass clarinet melody as the signature voice of
Eeyore, the perpetually melancholic donkey. The instrument’s sad,
slightly comical low-register tone perfectly captures Eeyore’s gloomy
personality, making the bass clarinet instantly identifiable with this
beloved character. This remains a textbook example of using
instrumental timbre to define character identity in animated
storytelling.

» Listen on YouTube — Eeyore's Theme (Baker)
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Planet of the Apes

Composer: Jerry Goldsmith | Period: 1968

Goldsmith’s revolutionary, avant-garde score employs the bass
clarinet in a highly experimental manner, including a remarkable
technique in which the clarinetist fingers notes without blowing—
producing ethereal, otherworldly key percussion sounds that
contribute to the alien planet’s disorienting sonic landscape. The
triple woodwind section, featuring bass clarinet alongside double
bassoon and other low instruments, creates a dark, unsettling tonal
palette unlike anything audiences had heard in mainstream cinema.
Goldsmith’s innovative approach to bass clarinet orchestration
helped define the sound of cinematic science fiction.

» Listen on YouTube — Planet of the Apes score (Goldsmith)

Alien

Composer: Jerry Goldsmith | Period: 1979

Goldsmith returned to the bass clarinet as a key atmospheric tool in
Ridley Scott’s horror-science fiction masterpiece. The score features
an oscillating bass clarinet motif that contributes to the film’s
suffocating sense of dread and claustrophobic tension. Combined
with serpent (a Renaissance-era bass woodwind), low woodwinds,
and plucked piano strings, the bass clarinet helps create one of
cinema'’s most unsettling sound worlds—a palette of alien threat that
influenced decades of horror and science fiction scoring to follow.

» Listen on YouTube — Alien score (Goldsmith)
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Scarecrows

Composer: Terry Plumeri | Period: 1988

Plumeri’'s score represents perhaps the most dominant use of bass
clarinet in any single film. Approximately seventy-five percent of the
score’s tracks feature prominent bass clarinet solos, with the
instrument functioning as the score’s primary orchestral voice.
Plumeri deliberately chose a woodwind-dominated palette built
around E-flat contrabass and B-flat bass clarinets, making the
instrument’s dark, haunting timbre the defining sonic identity of the
entire film. This is a rare case where the bass clarinet essentially
carries a complete film score.

» Listen on YouTube — Scarecrows score (Plumeri)

Midsomer Murders — Main Theme

Composer: Jim Parker | Period: 1997—present

The main theme of this long-running British detective series pairs the
bass clarinet with theremin—an unusual and immediately
recognizable instrumental combination. While the theremin provides
the ethereal melodic line, the bass clarinet adds harmonic depth
and a sense of creeping unease beneath it, perfectly suited to the
series’ blend of pastoral English settings and macabre murder
mysteries. The bass clarinet’s integral role in various arrangements of
the theme, including parts for clarinet quartet, has made it
inseparable from the show'’s sonic identity.

» Listen on YouTube — Midsomer Murders theme (Parker)
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The Lord of the Rings Trilogy — Gollum’s Theme

Composer: Howard Shore | Period: 2001-2003

Shore’s monumental score uses the contrabass clarinet in B-flat as a
distinctive character voice for Gollum, creating tfrembling, unstable
arpeggios that musically represent the tortured creature’s internal
conflict between his Sméagol and Gollum identities. Paired with
pizzicato bass and occasionally combined with violins and bass
clarinet, the contrabass clarinet gives Gollum a unique, unsettling
sonic identity that sets him apart from every other character in
Middle-earth. This represents one of the most effective uses of the
bass clarinet family as a character leitmotif instrument in modern
cinema—a sonic portrait of corruption, obsession, and fractured
selfhood.

» Listen on YouTube — Gollum's Theme (Shore)

Hereditary

Composer: Colin Stetson | Period: 2018

Composer and multi-instrumentalist Colin Stetson built Hereditary’s
score around clarinet choirs and low woodwinds, including bass and
contrabass clarinets, to create deliberately “evil” and
psychologically disturbing sounds. The massed low clarinet timbres
generate a sense of demonic presence and creeping dread that is
essential to the film’s horror atmosphere. Rather than relying on
conventional orchestral terror—shrieking strings or thundering brass—
Stetson’s approach uses the bass clarinet family’s capacity for
unsettling, almost organic low-end rumbling to provoke deep
psychological unease.

» Listen on YouTube — Hereditary score (Stetson)
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https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=Howard+Shore+Gollum+theme+Lord+Rings+bass+clarinet
https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=Colin+Stetson+Hereditary+score+bass+clarinet

The Bass Clarinet as a Featured Voice

Conclusion

From Meyerbeer’s solitary 25-bar solo in 1836 to the hundreds of
works commissioned by Harry Sparnaay and the atmospheric film
scores of the twenty-first century, the bass clarinet’s journey from
orchestral utility to featured voice is one of the most remarkable
stories of instrumental emancipation in Western music. What unites
every entry in this report—whether a Mahler symphony, a Berio
Sequenzq, or a Jerry Goldsmith film score—is a composer’s
recognition that the bass clarinet possesses qualities no other
instrument can replicate: a darkness that is warm rather than harsh,
a low register that whispers rather than thunders, and an expressive
range that can encompass melancholy, menace, lyricism, and the
uncanny within a single phrase.

The instrument’s continued prominence in contemporary
composition and film scoring suggests that its golden age is not
behind it but ongoing. As hew generations of performers and
composers discover its capabilities—and as extended techniques
contfinue to expand its sonic vocabulary—the bass clarinet’s voice
from the depths shows every sign of growing louder, richer, and
more indispensable.

Research compiled April 2026. Sources include music databases,
academic references, orchestration guides, composer analyses, film
score studies, and program notes, cross-referenced for accuracy.
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The Bass Clarinet as a Featured Voice

Reference Chart: Featured Bass Clarinet Works

The following table catalogues all 30 works documented in this
report, organised by category, with each entry's composer, date,
and the primary role of the bass clarinet.

Category Primary Role of Bass Clarinet
/ Year

Classical
Orchestral

Classical
Chamber

Classical
Solo

Les Huguenots — Act
V Solo

Tristan und Isolde —
King Mark's Lament

Symphony No. 1in D
Major

Symphony No. 4 —
Second Movement

Symphonies No. 7
and No. 9

Five Pieces for
Orchestra, Op. 16

Pierrot lunaire, Op. 21

Wozzeck, Op. 7

Grand Canyon Suite

Symphony No. 7
(“Leningrad”)

Symphony No. 8in C
Minor

Miadi (Youth), JW
7/10

Kontra-Punkte, Op. 1

Prelude for Bass
Clarinet Solo

Accanto

In Freundschaft (bass
clarinet version)

Excursions: Variations
on Paganini

Sequenza IXc

Autumn Sonata

Giacomo 1836

Meyerbeer

Richard 1859

Wagner

Gustav Mahler | 1888

Gustav Mahler 1901

Gustav Mahler = 1905-
1910

Arnold 1909

Schoenberg

Arnold 1912

Schoenberg

Alban Berg 1925

Ferde Grofé 1931

Dmitri 1941

Shostakovich

Dmitri 1943

Shostakovich

Leos Janacek 1924

Karlheinz 1952

Stockhausen

Ruth Gipps 1959

Helmut 1975-

Lachenmann 1976

Karlheinz 1977 /

Stockhausen 1981

Keith Ramon 1978

Cole

Luciano Berio 1980

Thea Musgrave 1993

Page 24

25-bar unaccompanied solo during the St.
Bartholomew's Day massacre scene

Mournful instrumental co-protagonist to King
Mark’s aria of betrayal

Atmospheric solo voice in the third-movement
funeral march

Peaceful solo melody floating above violin
fremolos and detuned bells

Virtuosic solo passages in Nachtmusik and
emotionally devastating late passages

Integral dark timbral voice within a radical
modernist orchestral palette

Distinct character voice via clarinet/bass
clarinet doubling in chamber ensemble

Brooding low timbre reflecting the
protagonist’s descending madness

Atmospheric solo passages evoking desert
landscape and traveler’'s weariness

Dark solo passages in the Moderato
movement (standard audition excerpt)

Exposed writing launching a gigantic
developmental crescendo

Equal voice in wind sextet, deliberately
darkening the ensemble sonority

Structurally defined sonic unit in a revolutionary
ten-instrument ensemble

Lyrical unaccompanied solo exploiting
altissimo register

Concerto-like soloist using radical extended
techniques over orchestral noise

Solo formula composition balancing three
registral layers simultaneously

Virtuosic variation set demonstrating full
technical range of the instrument

Benchmark solo tour de force with microtones,
multiphonics, and extreme virtuosity

Full concerto soloist carrying twenty minutes of
lyrical and dramatic material



Film Score

The Seas of Kirk Swarf,
Op. 281

Echange
Frankenstein

Vertigo
Winnie-the-Pooh —
Eeyore's Theme
Planet of the Apes
Alien

Scarecrows
Midsomer Murders —

Main Theme

The Lord of the Rings
— Gollum's Theme

Hereditary

Peter Maxwell
Davies

lannis Xenakis
Bernhard Kaun
Bernard
Herrmann
Buddy Baker
Jerry Goldsmith
Jerry Goldsmith
Terry Plumeri
Jim Parker

Howard Shore

Colin Stetson

2007

Late
20th c.

1931

1958

1960s—
1970s

1968

1979

1988

1997-
present

2001-
2003

2018
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Concerto soloist evoking the elemental
character of northern seas

Terrifying virtuosic concerto with extended
techniques and jazz-influenced idioms

Dark atmospheric tones establishing early
horror-film sonic language

Two bass clarinets creating throbbing ostinato
of obsession and psychological dread

Mournful character leitmotif perfectly
capturing Eeyore’s melancholic personality

Experimental extended techniques (fingering
without blowing) for alien atmosphere

Oscillating motif generating claustrophobic
dread and alien menace

Dominant orchestral voice carrying ~75% of the
entire film score

Paired with theremin to create the series’
instantly recognizable eerie signature

Confrabass clarinet creating trembling
arpeggios for Gollum's fractured identity

Massed low clarinet choir generating demonic
presence and psychological horror



